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      To Justine

   
      
      Author’s Note

      The Indigenous names and regions used in this book are those used in the Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Australia (D. Horton, general editor) published in 1984 by Aboriginal Studies Press for the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and
         Torres Strait Islander Studies.
      

      I have made this choice for the purposes of uniformity. During the period in which this book is set, many of the words would
         have differed as Indigenous names have altered in their spelling and pronunciation over the years. The use of this relatively
         recent reference provides some form of consistency. For dramatic purposes, I have occasionally employed anglicised terminology
         when referring to smaller Indigenous groups such as ‘kin’ and ‘clan’.
      

      In researching the subject of Maralinga, I have encountered many contradictory reports in both the literature I’ve studied
         and the material I’ve accessed on the internet. While weaving the facts through my fictional story I have aimed for a general
         consensus of opinion, but there are so many variables I’ve come to the conclusion that no-one really knows the full truth,
         and probably never will.
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His name is Amitu, and he is a Kokatha man from the southern desert of the Ancient Land. He stands alone, the sole of his
            right foot resting against his left knee, the spear in his right hand providing perfect balance. He is waiting. He has been
            waiting like this since dawn, but he feels no fatigue; he is a strong man. The father of two sturdy young boys, he is an excellent
            hunter and highly respected amongst his clan. But he is far from his clan now. They are many days’ walk to the south.

      In a dream, Amitu has been summoned by the Rainbow Serpent to the site of sacred boulders. He has been travelling northward
            for ten days, following one of the many Tjurkurpa tracks that lead to Kata Tjuta and Uluru, and he is now in Pitjantjatjara
            country, less than one day’s walk from the mother rock of all people. Yet the spirits do not wish him to travel any farther.
            It is here, beside this waterhole, that he knows he must wait.

      The day lacks even a scintilla of breeze. The land is an unruffled carpet of red, and the leaves of the desert willow droop
            motionless over the near-dry bed of the waterhole. The sun is high in the sky, the heat at its zenith and all is breathlessly
            still. No bird flies overhead, no insect stirs the dust, no animal rustles the nearby spinifex grass.

      The land is waiting, Amitu thinks. The spirits are close. He can feel their presence, and he has slowed his breathing to a
            minimum, blanketing his mind of thought in order to receive them. He is in a trance-like state, but even so he cannot quell his sense of fear. What if the spirits are mamu? Deep
            in his heart, he believes that the Rainbow Serpent would not summon him to his destruction, for he has committed no wrong
            that would warrant the visitation of devil spirits upon him. But still the fear is there.

      He can see them now, coming from the west across the rolling plains of sand, dark shadows dancing in the shimmering heat haze.
            Nearer they come. Nearer and nearer until his entire vision is filled with their dancing forms. They are chanting as they
            surround him, and their voices are the sound of the land itself, the echo of all things living. Like flickering tongues of
            fire they envelop his body, and the song they sing envelops his mind. Amitu is being consumed. But he is no longer afraid.
            He is joyful. These spirit beings are not mamu. These are good spirit beings who wish him well.



      
         Ho! Amitu, you are patient

         
         Waiting silent with your songs

         
         We are of the Dreaming being

         
         Come to sing you a new song

         
         Dance before you, dance around you

         
         Hear us sing this dancing song

         
         Dance inside us, dance within us

         
         Amitu, learn this dancing song

         
      

      
         Amitu, learn this song of warning

         
         Teach your children this new song

         
         Ho! Amitu, teach Anangu

         
         Teach them all this fateful song.

         
      


      Amitu gives himself up to the spirit beings. He joins in their corroboree, dancing and singing until evening descends, and
            then on and on throughout the night. He repeats the song he is taught. It is the Song of the Seven Stars, the spirit beings
            tell him. He does not understand the song’s meaning, but he does not question its importance. Over and over he sings the words,
            until he knows every single one by heart.

      Throughout the whole of the next day Amitu dances and sings. Then, as the sun sets, he falls unconscious, and the spirit beings
            come to him in a dream. He sees them staring at his inert body where it lies in the dust, and he watches as they gather about
            him. One by one, they kneel at his side, and he listens as they complete their prophecy in song.

      In Amitu’s dream, the spirit beings foretell of a series of cataclysmic events that will befall the land and his people far
            in the future. It will be a time when men with white skin inhabit the world of the Kokatha, and that of the Pitjantjatjara,
            and of the Yankuntjatjara, and of many others who roam the Ancient Land.

      Seven stars will be born, the spirit beings tell Amitu; seven births, and each birth will rival the others in ferocity. There
            will be a flash of light so powerful that any who look directly at it will lose their sight, and as each star rushes into
            the sky, a cloud of birth dust will follow, killing all those it touches.

      The spirit beings foretell that the earth will become cursed, a barren place where no creatures will survive. For these stars,
            they say, are mamu. These newly born mamu will wield great power, and will bring about the death of many of Amitu’s people. The unborn children of Amitu’s people,
            too, will die, all victims of the birth dust. And the land itself will become mamu country.

      Amitu awakes alone, and cries for his people. He reaches out his arms, pleading with the spirit beings to intercede with the
            Great Serpent and save his people. All is silent. He weeps, and the desert dust drinks his tears.

      Then a breeze stirs the leaves of the willow. The spinifex grass rustles and, carried on the wind, he hears the voices of
            the spirit beings:

      The song, Amitu. Teach your children the Song of the Seven Stars. You have learnt the words of this dancing song well. One
            who cannot be humbled and cannot be cursed will shake the dust from the land. A child of your people must sing this song,
            Amitu. Only then will the mamu release their hold.



   
      
      
BOOK I

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      Elizabeth couldn’t understand her father’s passion for oleanders.
      

      
      Alfred Hoffmann had shifted from London to the leafy county of Surrey, where all forms of glorious flowering shrubs thrived,
         and yet in the impressive conservatory at the rear of his house he’d chosen to grow nothing but oleanders. A veritable forest
         of them, in all shapes and sizes. Some remained gangly bushes while others towered to a height of eighteen feet, their leathery
         leaves sweeping the arched dome of the conservatory. Their pink and white blossoms were not unattractive, but the overall
         impression was one of unruliness. They were cumbersome plants, there was no denying it, and very much at odds with the surrounding
         countryside.
      

      
      The entire situation was bewildering to Elizabeth. For as long as she could remember, her father had been a businessman, and
         a highly successful businessman at that. If, in his semi-retirement, he’d developed an interest in horticulture, which itself
         was surprising, why was he limiting himself to just one species? And why a species as mundane as the oleander, considered
         by some to be little more than a noxious weed – perhaps even poisonous, if she were to believe her colleague at The Aldershot Courier-Mail.

      
      ‘Don’t go chewing on the leaves, Elizabeth,’ Walter had warned her during an afternoon tea-break, ‘you’ll end up as sick as
         a dog.’ When she’d laughed, he’d assured her he wasn’t joking.
      

      
      ‘Why on earth did Daddy choose oleanders?’ she finally asked her mother.

      
      ‘I’ve no idea.’ Marjorie Hoffmann had accepted her husband’s idiosyncratic behaviour without question, as she always did.
         ‘Perhaps it’s his love of travel.’ Noting her daughter’s mystified expression, she drifted a typically vague hand through
         the air as if she were conducting a heavenly choir. ‘I mean they’re so . . . Mediterranean, aren’t they?’
      

      
      Mother and daughter were very alike in appearance. Above average height and regal of bearing, both had dark eyes and auburn
         hair offset by the fairest of complexions, creating an overall effect that was striking. They were the sort of women people
         referred to as handsome. In character, however, they could not have differed more greatly. Elizabeth was already wondering
         why she’d bothered asking her mother about the oleanders. She should have known better.
      

      
      ‘They’re all over the place in Europe,’ Marjorie blithely continued, ‘particularly in Italy and Greece. I’d rather he’d chosen
         olive trees myself – symbolism and beauty combined. I would have enjoyed painting olive trees.’ Marjorie’s skill with watercolours
         was considerable; her landscapes adorned the walls of many a boutique gallery in London. ‘But there you are, that’s Alfred.’
      

      
      With an impatient shake of her head, Elizabeth gave up on her mother and made the enquiry directly of her father, whose response,
         although less vague than his wife’s, was ultimately just as unfathomable.
      

      
      ‘I admire the oleander,’ he said after she’d cornered him in the conservatory where he sat with a glass of claret. ‘So hardy.
         Such a passion for life. It’s heat and drought resistant, you know, can survive anywhere.’ He appeared most gratified by her
         interest. ‘Versatile too. Is it a shrub or is it a tree?’ Stroking his trim grey beard thoughtfully, he gazed up at the tallest
         of the plants. ‘As you can see, Elizabeth, it can be either. All dependent upon the way it’s pruned. Don’t you find such adaptability
         marvellous?’
      

      
      Elizabeth didn’t, and she didn’t see how her father could either. ‘Somebody told me it’s poisonous,’ she said in her customary
         blunt fashion, ‘but that’s not true, surely.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, quite true. The whole plant’s highly toxic. Leaves, branches, bark – the sap in particular. Ingestion can produce
         gastrointestinal and cardiac effects, which, I believe, can be fatal – to children anyway, and most certainly to animals.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, so that’s it.’
      

      
      All had suddenly become clear. Elizabeth’s grin was triumphant. Her father’s chain of pharmaceutical outlets, over which he
         still presided as chairman, made him first and foremost a businessman, but didn’t alter the fact that he had started out a
         humble, and highly dedicated, chemist. It was only natural that such a man would be interested in the chemical properties
         of a potentially lethal plant.
      

      
      ‘That’s what?’

      
      ‘The oleanders. You’re making a study of their chemistry.’

      
      ‘No, no.’ Her father was dismissive. ‘I doubt whether the toxic properties of the oleander could ever serve any medical or
         pharmaceutical purpose.’ As he returned her smile, however, there was a gleam in his eye. ‘But you’re right, their poison
         does add to their fascination. It’s yet another tool in their survival kit, you see. The oleander poisons those who might
         harm it – extraordinarily tenacious, wouldn’t you agree?’ His question appeared rhetorical. ‘But then tenacity is the key to survival,’
         he said. ‘I think I’ll have another glass of claret.’ It was plain he considered he’d answered her question in full. ‘Will
         you join me, Elizabeth?’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘No, thanks, Daddy.’ And, left alone with the oleanders, she heaved a sigh, none the wiser.

      
      Elizabeth Hoffmann was an eminently practical young woman. At times she despaired of her parents’ eccentricity, but she loved
         them for it too, knowing it was their eccentricity that had afforded her the life opportunities she so valued. For Alfred
         and Marjorie Hoffmann, eschewing the conventional attitudes of the day and firmly believing in equal rights for women, had
         offered their daughter every educational advantage and encouraged her in the pursuit of the career she so obviously yearned
         for. Now, at the age of twenty-three, when most of her contemporaries from Ralston Girls School were settling down to have
         babies, Elizabeth, having graduated with a BA from St Hugh’s College, Oxford, majoring in History and Literature, had been
         working as a journalist with The Aldershot Courier-Mail for a whole eighteen months.
      

      
      ‘We’re very proud of you, Elizabeth,’ her father had said when she’d been offered the position fresh out of Oxford.

      
      ‘The Courier-Mail’s just the start, Daddy,’ she’d answered. ‘I’ll give it two years in Aldershot, then I’ll be back here in London working
         for The Times. I intend to be their first female feature writer.’
      

      
      ‘Of course you do, my dear.’

      
      A year later, when her parents had shifted from their grand townhouse in Belgravia to the rambling cottage in Surrey, Elizabeth
         had been deeply concerned. The property her father had bought was barely five miles from the township of Aldershot in nearby Hampshire, where she lived in a humble boarding
         house several blocks from the offices of The Courier-Mail. She’d been appalled at the thought that her mother and father might have made such a drastic change to their lifestyle simply
         in order to be near her.
      

      
      ‘Good heavens above, no,’ Marjorie had replied when her daughter tentatively raised the question. ‘What would be the point?
         You’ll be back in London soon with The Times, won’t you? Two years, you said. No, no, I’m in need of rural surrounds – I’ve run out of trees in London.’ She’d laughed
         distractedly. ‘I must have painted every single tree and every single bush in every park in Westminster. Besides, your father
         very much wanted a country place with a conservatory. For some unknown reason he’s decided to start a garden.’
      

      
      Elizabeth had hugged her mother fondly, marvelling, as she did, at her parents’ constant ability to surprise.

      
      Over the ensuing months, she’d visited the cottage in Surrey on a regular basis, watching the oleanders grow until she could
         bear it no longer. But her question had resulted in no answer and the oleanders had remained an unfathomable mystery – until
         the day she brought Daniel home to meet her parents.
      

      
      Elizabeth herself met Daniel Gardiner in the spring of 1954, two months before her twenty-fourth birthday. The occasion was
         a military event, which was hardly surprising in Aldershot. The township was not known as the ‘home of the British army’ for
         nothing.
      

      
      What a splendid sight, Elizabeth thought as she stood with the other journalists and photographers in the area specially allocated
         to the press, right beside the main entrance to Princes Gardens. The military never failed to put on a good show, and she never tired of the spectacle, but today was particularly impressive.
      

      
      Down the entire length of High Street the parade was in full swing, brass bands strutting their stuff with all the pomp and
         ceremony only the army could offer. Military police on motorcycles preceded tanks, armoured vehicles, transport trucks and
         cars of every description. Troops marched with perfect precision, regimental colours and battle honours held high. Infantry,
         artillery, tank, parachute – on and on they came, a sea of men, the thousands of spectators cramming the pavements cheering
         each unit as it passed. The citizens of Aldershot were out in force this fine spring morning, along with hundreds of others
         from nearby towns. This was a day of historical significance for the entire area.
      

      
      Upon command, the colours and escorts peeled away in turn from the grand parade to enter the broad, grassy square of Princes
         Gardens, where they took up their allotted positions flanking the brand new fountain that sat in the centre.
      

      
      The fountain, simple and unadorned, was to be presented as a gift from the military to the township, commemorating the centenary
         of the British army’s association with Aldershot. Indeed, the fountain’s location, Princes Gardens, was the exact spot where
         the Royal Engineers had camped during the time of the Crimean War while planning the permanent military base to be established
         with Aldershot as its centre. In the decades following the base’s establishment, the extraordinary growth of Aldershot from
         a small village to a thriving Victorian town had been a direct result of its relationship with the army. Now, 100 years on,
         the fountain was to become the proud symbol of a fine and happy marriage between borough and military.
      

      
      Elizabeth carefully scrutinised the regimental banners as they passed, scribbling the details of each in her notepad. She
         was unsure how much of the data she would use in her article, but her research, always meticulous, was of particular importance
         today. Today’s story would be the best she had ever written, for she intended to send a copy of it to The Times as an example of her work – along with her application for employment.

      
      A twinge of guilt accompanied the prospect of deserting her current employer should her application meet with success. The Courier-Mail had offered her many opportunities she would never have experienced elsewhere. But then she and Henry Wilmot, the editor,
         had shared an unspoken understanding from the outset.
      

      
      ‘You’re very talented, Elizabeth,’ he’d said bluntly, as if it were an accusation.

      
      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      
      ‘And, I suspect, very ambitious.’

      
      She’d remained silent. ‘Sign of a good journalist, ambition.’ Again, despite the apparent compliment, his tone had been strangely
         accusatory. ‘Ah well, I suppose if you’re determined to put your talent to good use, we at The Courier-Mail had best take advantage of the fact.’ And instead of assigning her to social events befitting a female, as he would normally
         have done, Henry Wilmot had offered Elizabeth her very first feature story. ‘Just a trial, you understand. I don’t promise
         to print it.’
      

      
      But he had printed it.
      

      
      ‘What’s your middle name?’ he’d asked when she’d presented him with the piece.

      
      ‘Jane. Why?’

      
      ‘E. J. Hoffmann,’ he’d said with a brisk nod. ‘Has a nice ring. We’ll publish you as E. J. Hoffmann until I feel readers are
         ready to accept the fact you’re a woman.’ Then he’d added, ‘Or until we part company, whichever comes first.’ It was plain he anticipated the latter.
      

      
      Henry Wilmot genuinely admired Elizabeth, both for her talent and for her audacity in assuming she could compete in the male-dominated
         arena of the press. But her femininity would be her downfall, he’d thought, particularly in a town like Aldershot. God almighty,
         they’d all be after her. She’d no doubt resist the obvious young studs bent on sexual conquest – she was smart. But she was
         also handsome, and a young woman of breeding – perfect officer’s wife material. She’d be in love in six months, probably married
         within twelve, and then children would claim her and goodbye career. Such was the natural scheme of things.
      

      
      Now, eighteen months later, Henry thought differently. Elizabeth Hoffmann appeared impervious to the attentions of even the
         most eligible young officers whose family connections saw them hurtling through the ranks destined for distinguished military
         careers. Apparently she had no wish to be married. How very, very odd, he thought. He was pleased to have retained her services
         longer than expected, but was prepared for her departure nonetheless. If Elizabeth’s ambition outranked the natural desire
         for a husband and children, then her days with his provincial newspaper were surely numbered. In his heart of hearts, Henry
         Wilmot wished her luck.
      

      
      The last of the colour sergeants and escorts had taken up their position around the fountain. The formal ceremony was about
         to commence.
      

      
      ‘I’m off to the other side of the park,’ Walter muttered. ‘I’ll get a better angle on the official party from there.’

      
      Walter was The Courier-Mail’s principal photographer and invariably accompanied Elizabeth on her assignments. The two had become close friends.
      

      
      She nodded. ‘Make sure you get plenty of shots of the fountain.’
      

      
      ‘What a good idea,’ he said mockingly. She’d told him at least a dozen times to photograph the fountain from every possible
         angle. ‘Just as well you reminded me – might have slipped my mind otherwise.’ Then he winked, gave her the thumbs up and disappeared.
      

      
      Elizabeth had already completed the historical aspect of her feature article, and made few notes during the official speeches,
         which offered nothing new. She was keen for the formal ceremony to be over so she could mingle with the crowd. What she needed
         now was the human element.
      

      
      She glanced around at the other journalists, most from nearby towns or neighbouring counties – they often bumped into each
         other at local events. Pete Hearson of The Farnham Gazette was scribbling away furiously in shorthand, taking down every single word of the mayor’s tedious speech, but it was the pouchy,
         middle-aged man beside Pete who was the focus of Elizabeth’s attention. He’d stopped making notes and appeared as bored by
         the mayor as she was. This was the journalist who’d come down from London, or so Walter had told her.
      

      
      ‘You’re sure?’ she’d whispered.

      
      ‘Absolutely. Look at him, for God’s sake. Can’t you just smell Fleet Street?’

      
      She could. While the county journalists, respecting the occasion, had worn suits, the pouchy man from London was in a none-too-clean,
         open-necked shirt with a sports jacket that had seen far better days. Did he consider this provincial event beneath him, she
         wondered, or was his crumpled exterior a conscious and calculated statement intended to impress? Elizabeth suspected it was
         a little of both.
      

      
      ‘Which paper is he from?’

      
      ‘The Times, I think.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Yep, pretty sure.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ She’d kept a special eye on the pouchy man from that moment on.

      
      Now, as the official proceedings came to a close, she was surprised to see him pocket his notebook. Surely he wasn’t going
         to leave it at that, she thought. What about the all-important human element, essential to any good feature article? But sure
         enough, as the band struck up and the troops marched back into High Street, leaving the park free for the festivities that
         would follow, the pouchy man glanced at his watch and started elbowing his way through the crowd.
      

      
      He’s heading for the railway station, she thought. He’s on his way back to London. Good, she told herself; better than good,
         in fact – excellent. The editor of The Times would surely be impressed by her article after the dry report submitted by his own journalist. She prayed that Walter had
         his facts right and that the pouchy man really was from The Times.

      
      Within only minutes, it seemed, Princes Gardens had transformed into a fairground. The tantalising smell of frying onions
         permeated the air, and one of the army bands, now stationed near the fountain, was playing ‘C’est Magnifique’, the popular
         number from Cole Porter’s new musical Can-Can. Several portable booths, which had stood deserted on the periphery of the park during the proceedings, had suddenly come
         alive. One was selling soft drinks and ice-creams; another, pork pies and pasties; and at another an enterprising middle-aged
         man with a Hawaiian shirt and a wife frantically tending a hotplate of onions was doling out American hot dogs and hamburgers.
         Elizabeth interviewed him. He was a Hampshireman, he said, born and bred in Portsmouth.
      

      
      ‘If it hadn’ been for the Yanks, I wouldn’ be servin’ this sort of grub now, would I?’ he said, indicating the queue and the
         fact that his booth was doing a far brisker trade than the others. ‘I owe those Yankee Doodle Dandies, ’n that’s the truth.’
      

      
      Elizabeth scribbled his words down verbatim. Of course, hot dogs and hamburgers had taken over the world, but it was interesting
         to note that the American forces had been stationed around Portsmouth and Southampton prior to the D-day landings. The whole
         of the area had been of huge military significance throughout the war, and the army’s presence continued to have a profound
         effect on all local communities. ‘Yankee Doodle’ and the success of his hamburger booth seemed historical proof of the fact.
      

      
      There was even a London hawker’s cart selling jellied eels and pickled periwinkles, which may have appeared surprising but
         wasn’t really. Colin the Cockney, in his traditional ‘pearly king’ outfit, wheeled his cart off the London train at country
         railway stations all over England, visiting any town and any occasion he considered worthwhile.
      

      
      ‘Oh, yeah,’ he replied in response to Elizabeth’s query about the day’s significance. ‘This is the most highly significant
         of days, no doubt about it. I wouldn’t miss a day like this for quids. The home of the British army! Makes you downright proud,
         dun’it?’
      

      
      Elizabeth strongly suspected that Colin never went anywhere unless there was a personal quid in it for him, but she didn’t
         intend to come from that angle. Colin the Cockney was a symbol. Together with his signature suit of pearly buttons, his hawker’s
         cart, his jellied eels and pickled periwinkles, Colin gave the day a very special stamp of approval.
      

      
      A young couple had just purchased a small waxed paper cup of Colin’s jellied eels, and the girl’s nose was screwed up in dubious anticipation as she contemplated the shapeless grey object her boyfriend proffered on the end of a toothpick. She’d
         never eaten a jellied eel before.
      

      
      ‘Do you mind if we take a photograph?’ Elizabeth asked.

      
      As she’d roamed amongst the crowd conducting her interviews, Elizabeth had made sure Walter stayed religiously by her side,
         clicking away at every opportunity. It was the standard tack they adopted. Walter was essential for Elizabeth’s credibility.
         Many people refused to take female journalists seriously, and his presence was proof she was a bona fide member of the press.
      

      
      The young couple with the jellied eels were certainly impressed. The girl stopped pulling a face, fluffed up her hair and
         posed, mouth open and ready to engulf the eel.
      

      
      ‘Would you mind, Colin?’

      
      Elizabeth beckoned the Cockney into the shot and he happily joined the young couple. The presence of the press was attracting
         attention to his cart, and a picture in the local rag was always good for business. Indeed, Colin had appeared in any number
         of provincial newspapers and was quite a recognisable figure on the county fair circuit.
      

      
      ‘Ooh, it’s tough, isn’t it?’ the young girl said several photographs later when Elizabeth encouraged her to actually eat the
         eel.
      

      
      ‘What’s it taste like?’ her boyfriend asked.

      
      ‘Nothing really.’ She chewed harder. ‘It’s like eating rubber . . . ergh.’ She looked around for somewhere to spit, but with
         the photographer nearby decided to swallow instead, nearly gagging as she did so.
      

      
      Colin rapidly returned to his cart and his customers, wishing the girl would bugger off. It’s a bleedin’ eel, he thought,
         what did the daft cow expect?
      

      
      Elizabeth ushered the couple to one side. ‘So how did you feel about the ceremony?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s who we really are, isn’t it?’ The young man, like his girlfriend, was eager to make an impression and he said
         all the things he thought the reporter might want to hear. ‘A grand military history . . . proud to be British . . .’
      

      
      Elizabeth jotted down several quotes, which she thought would look apt beside a picture of the couple with the Cockney and
         his jellied eels, but it was time to move on. She’d explored the civilians’ reaction to the day, now she needed the military
         point of view. Twenty minutes later, she realised just what an uphill battle she was facing. The hundreds upon hundreds of
         soldiers now mingling with the crowd seemed to belong to two categories only.
      

      
      ‘Ah yes, good show, wasn’t it,’ said the major, and the colonel, and the others of senior rank whom she approached. They posed
         happily enough for Walter, but the moment she attempted to interview them their manner became patronising and dismissive.
         ‘Yes, yes, very good show indeed. Excellent turnout all round.’ Then, one by one, they proceeded to ignore her. Elizabeth
         came to the conclusion that they found her confronting. They felt threatened to be seen publicly taking a female member of
         the press seriously, she decided, and she rather pitied them their insecurity.
      

      
      The other category treated her just as frivolously and, in Elizabeth’s opinion, was even more irritating.

      
      ‘An interview? Of course. Shall we go somewhere a bit more private?’ The leer was unmistakable. One brash young corporal even
         gave Walter a comradely wink and a jerk of the head that said get lost, intimating they both knew this was too good an opportunity for any red-blooded male to resist. Walter, always protective,
         and a little in love with Elizabeth although he’d never let her know it, wanted to attack the man. But he didn’t. They’d encountered insulting behaviour before and Elizabeth
         preferred to handle things her own way. Her methods invariably proved successful, so Walter left it to her.
      

      
      This time, however, Elizabeth was at a loss. She’d become confident interviewing men on a one-to-one basis. Her fierce intelligence
         quickly convinced those who would patronise her that she was not their intellectual inferior, and her wit was an instant dampener
         to the Casanovas who assumed she was easy game. But she had never been assigned a job interviewing men en masse in an area
         where they were obviously conscious of how they were being perceived by other men. She scribbled down several observations.
         It was a very interesting topic for a future article, she thought, albeit highly controversial and therefore probably unpublishable.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me. May I be of assistance?’ The voice, with a slight Midlands accent, was pleasing in tone, and the manner respectful.

      
      Elizabeth looked up from her notepad. The two pips on the young man’s shoulder informed her that his rank was that of lieutenant.
         But for how long, she wondered. He couldn’t be more than twenty. Pleasant-looking, fair-haired, little more than a boy really;
         she’d bet her last shilling he was fresh out of military school.
      

      
      ‘Of assistance in what way precisely?’ she asked, her voice clipped, her message clear. The younger, the brasher, she’d found.
         No doubt several of his army chums were nearby, nudging and winking.
      

      
      ‘Well, you’re press, aren’t you?’ The young man darted a glance at Walter. ‘And you’re interviewing people . . .’ Or trying to, he thought. He’d been watching Elizabeth for quite some time and felt sorry for the way she’d been fobbed off or leered
         at. It didn’t seem fair to him. ‘I’m happy for you to interview me if you like.’ She was scrutinising him so closely, he felt
         a little uncomfortable. ‘That is, if it’d be any help,’ he finished lamely.
      

      
      ‘It would be a great help, Lieutenant, thank you very much.’ Elizabeth, recognising he was sincere, smiled warmly and offered her hand. ‘I’m Elizabeth
         Hoffmann from The Courier-Mail, and this is Walter Barnes.’
      

      
      ‘Daniel Gardiner, how do you do.’ By golly, she was a looker, he thought.

      
      They shook hands all round.

      
      ‘Shall we have a cup of tea?’ Elizabeth led the way over to the trestle tables and urns, where army wives were selling tin
         mugs of tea and shortbread biscuits for threepence, proceeds to go to the Widows and Orphans Fund.
      

      
      ‘No, no,’ she insisted as they got to the end of the queue and Daniel dug in his pocket for change, ‘The Courier-Mail takes care of all incidentals.’
      

      
      Daniel looked at Walter. It didn’t seem at all right that a woman should pay, but Walter just shrugged and nodded. He was
         eager to get his mug of tea and take off. Elizabeth didn’t need him for the moment, and there was a wealth of photographs
         yet to be taken. The Courier-Mail intended to accompany Elizabeth’s feature story with a pictorial souvenir lift-out section devoted entirely to Aldershot’s
         military centennial celebrations.
      

      
      ‘So tell me about yourself, Lieutenant,’ Elizabeth said when Walter had gone and they’d settled themselves in the only two
         spare canvas chairs at the far end of one of the trestle tables. ‘How long have you been stationed in Aldershot?’
      

      
      ‘Only a few months,’ he replied. ‘I graduated from Sandhurst just last year.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ She gave a nod and smiled, inwardly congratulating herself. ‘I thought so.’

      
      ‘It shows that much, does it?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, it does rather. You’re very young.’

      
      ‘Twenty’s not that young. Not when it comes to a war.’ There was no belligerence in his tone, but he was quite firmly correcting
         her. ‘Men much younger than me have died for this country.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Elizabeth felt instantly contrite. ‘Oh God, how awful of me.’ She’d just treated him in the very same manner she herself
         so detested. ‘I didn’t mean to patronise. I’m sorry, Lieutenant.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t patronise, and you don’t need to be sorry, and the name’s Daniel.’ He grinned, eager to put her at her ease. ‘No
         offence taken, I assure you. But if you really want to make amends . . .’ He looked at her hopefully. ‘Do I get to call you
         Elizabeth?’
      

      
      She laughed. His boyishness was disarming and she was thankful to be so easily forgiven. ‘Elizabeth it is.’ Then her manner
         briskly reverted to that of interviewer. ‘So, Daniel, you’re with what unit?’ she asked, pencil poised over notepad.
      

      
      ‘I’m actually with the Royal Army Service Corps. Transport.’

      
      She noted it down. ‘And you were posted here to Aldershot direct from the Academy?’

      
      ‘That’s right. How about you?’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ She looked up.

      
      ‘Are you from Aldershot?’ She didn’t look like a country girl, he thought.

      
      ‘No. I’m from London.’

      
      ‘Oh. Right.’ Well, that made more sense. ‘So why’d you pick Aldershot?’ He was genuinely intrigued. ‘I mean, Aldershot of
         all places – seems strange to me.’
      

      
      ‘Why don’t I ask the questions,’ she said firmly, but not unkindly. He didn’t appear to be flirting, indeed she found him most pleasant,
         but wiser to keep things on track, she thought.
      

      
      ‘Sorry.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘It’s just that I’ve never met a female reporter before, and it’s really interesting.
         I wondered why you chose Aldershot, that’s all.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t. Aldershot chose me.’ There was something so ingenuous about young Daniel Gardiner that Elizabeth felt a sudden
         obligation to give an honest answer. ‘The editor of The Courier-Mail is a brave, modern-thinking man who believes in allowing a woman journalist a chance.’ She recalled the steady stream of
         rejections she’d received from the other provincial editors to whom she’d sent applications – over fifty in all. ‘Believe
         me, there are many who don’t.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I see.’

      
      Daniel did. From the candour of her response, and the flash of rebellion in her eyes, Daniel saw a great deal. Elizabeth Hoffmann
         was not only good-looking, she was intelligent and tenacious and downright fascinating. He put his mug on the table and leaned
         forward on his elbows, keen to discover more. ‘What made you want to become a journalist, Elizabeth?’
      

      
      But the boyish enthusiasm didn’t work a second time. In his eagerness, he’d just overstepped the mark.

      
      ‘Let’s get on with the interview, shall we?’

      
      The brief glimpse Elizabeth had allowed was over. The shutters were down and it was back to business.

      
      ‘Yes, of course. Sorry.’

      
      He sat up, straight-backed and duly chastised, but already wondering what possible tack he could take that might afford him
         another glimpse. He wanted to get to know Elizabeth Hoffmann.
      

      
      ‘Tell me how you felt about today’s ceremony, Daniel. How did it affect you personally?’

      
      ‘In what way?’

      
      ‘In every way. You’re a young man embarking on a military career, and here you are in Aldershot, the very home of the British army, celebrating 100 years of military tradition. Surely
         the symbolism of today must have had a tremendous impact upon you.’
      

      
      As her eyes locked onto his, seeking to make a connection, Daniel knew exactly the tack to take. The way to get to know Elizabeth
         Hoffmann was to appeal to her intellect. And the way to appeal to her intellect was to give her the best possible interview
         – one that would, hopefully, surprise her.
      

      
      ‘Symbolism’s fine when you’re dealing with the past,’ he said, ‘but you need to consider the future. It’s all very well to
         celebrate the last 100 years, but what about the next?’ Good, he thought, that had got her attention. ‘Wars don’t go away, you know.’
      

      
      It was the catchphrase repeatedly trotted out by his superiors in the officers’ mess, and it had exactly the desired effect.
         This was clearly not the response she had expected and he could tell she was interested.
      

      
      ‘Go on,’ Elizabeth said.

      
      ‘The government has developed a dangerous sense of postwar complacency,’ Daniel continued, in an excellent imitation of his
         superior officers. ‘The assumption appears to be that the army is nothing more than a peacekeeping force in Europe, when in
         fact our troops are still serving in highly volatile areas – Palestine, Korea, Singapore . . . Anything could happen. It’s
         most unwise of the British government to cut back on military funding to the degree that it has.’
      

      
      Elizabeth didn’t interject, she had no desire to stop the flow. Here was a whole new viewpoint to add to her feature. Post-war
         unrest in the military – an excellent angle, she thought. Contemporary, and also a touch controversial, particularly given
         the fact that she was reporting from Aldershot, the very home of the British army. She looked up intermittently from her notepad to nod encouragement.
      

      
      ‘In my opinion, it’s all because of the Cold War,’ Daniel went on. Gratified by her attention, he stopped imitating his superiors
         and warmed to his own personal theme. ‘The government’s concentrating its resources on the race for nuclear power, and you
         can hardly blame them. They can’t rely on America to the extent they’d hoped – the Yanks are keeping their secrets very much
         to themselves. So if Britain wants to compete with Russia and France in the nuclear stakes – which, of course, she does –
         then she has to fork out hugely on scientific research. Which is exactly what the government is doing,’ he concluded, reverting
         to the imitation of his superiors, ‘and, might I add, to the severe detriment of its own armed forces.’
      

      
      Elizabeth flipped over another page of her notepad and hastily scribbled the last sentence. The speed with which he’d voiced
         his argument had tested her shorthand skills, but she’d got it all down.
      

      
      ‘Well, Daniel,’ she said finally, leaning back to survey him with new-found respect, ‘for one who’s been in the army a relatively
         short time, you’ve certainly formed strong opinions.’
      

      
      ‘Not altogether original ones,’ he admitted. ‘Not in regard to the government cutbacks anyway.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘It’s all they talk about in the officers’ mess.’

      
      Elizabeth found his admission astonishing. ‘So you were actually quoting your superior officers?’

      
      ‘I certainly was, word for word.’ He grinned conspiratorially. ‘You wanted the opinion of the top brass, didn’t you? Well,
         now you’ve got it. Just don’t reveal me as the source.’
      

      
      He was so refreshingly candid that she couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I won’t. I promise. I’ll keep it to “the general feeling
         amongst many senior-ranking officers . . .” How does that sound?’
      

      
      ‘Spot on.’

      
      She jotted down a reminder, then again looked up. ‘Why are the Americans so unwilling to share their nuclear secrets with
         Britain?’ she asked. ‘We’re allies, after all.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, no, we’re not. Not any more.’

      
      She looked a query.

      
      ‘The war’s over,’ he said. ‘The Americans lead the field in the nuclear race, and they’re not about to share that power with
         anyone, including their “best buddy” Britain. And, of course, with the Russians breathing down their necks they’re paranoid
         about security. They might view us as a friendly nation, but they’re not game to place their trust in us.’
      

      
      ‘Is this “the general feeling amongst senior-ranking officers”?’ She raised an eyebrow teasingly.

      
      But this time Daniel’s response was not frivolous. ‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said. ‘Topics like nuclear power and the Cold War
         aren’t bandied about so openly by the brass. It’s a pretty logical assumption though, don’t you think?’ She was silent – he
         didn’t seem to expect a reply. ‘We younger chaps talk about that sort of stuff a lot. After all, it’s a new kind of war we’re
         going to be facing, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

      
      Lieutenant Daniel Gardiner made a strong impression upon Elizabeth that day. So much so that she allowed a friendship to develop,
         which was surprising. With the exception of Walter, Elizabeth had avoided friendships with young men – they invited far too
         much complication. But as time passed and Daniel did not overstep the mark, she could find no reason to deny herself the pleasure
         of his company. He was fun and his conversation was interesting. Indeed, she could talk to him the way she could to no-one else. Daniel was understanding, sympathetic
         in a way others were not to the obstacles a woman encountered in a bid for a career. Elizabeth enjoyed having him in her life.
         It was like having a younger brother, she thought.
      

      
      As for Daniel . . . he was smitten. He’d wanted to meet Elizabeth from the moment he’d laid eyes on her during the march down
         High Street. There she’d been, the sole female amongst the covey of press gathered by the entrance to the park, so conspicuous
         that surely the eyes of every single soldier on parade must have flickered distractedly in her direction. What young man would
         not wish to make the acquaintance of such a woman? It had not, however, been his plan to fall head over heels in love. Nor had
         he been seeking a wife. On the contrary: marriage had been the farthest thing from his mind. But all that had changed now.
         Daniel, young, passionate and idealistic, had met the perfect woman. He was determined to make Elizabeth Hoffmann his wife.
      

      
      From the outset, he was aware he must tread with care. Elizabeth had her sights set on a career, and he admired her for it.
         Should she agree to marry him, he would not stand in her way, but he knew that any premature attempt at courtship would most
         certainly frighten her off. He also knew that Elizabeth had allowed no other man into her life, and his ego told him that
         she found him attractive, although she wouldn’t admit it. He must be patient, he decided. Frustrating though it was, he must
         say and do nothing until he could sense his feelings were reciprocated.
      

      
      ‘Just listen to this: Dear Miss Hoffmann . . .’ Elizabeth’s tone was cynical as she read the letter out loud. It had been a whole seven weeks since she’d posted her application to The Times, and the response she’d finally received was decidedly lacklustre.
      

      
      ‘I suppose it’s what I should have expected,’ she’d said when Daniel had joined her in the corner of the little teashop in
         Victoria Road not far from the post office. It was a regular meeting place of theirs when he was on weekend leave.
      

      
      She read on. ‘With regard to your application for employment, we regret to advise that The Times currently has no suitable position vacant. ‘Note the royal “we”,’ she said, glancing up from the letter with a moue of disgust. ‘And just look at that.’ She jabbed
         a finger at the name on the bottom of the page. ‘L. P. Ogden, Dep. Ed. It’s not even from the editor.’
      

      
      Daniel gave her a look of sympathy. She was so bitterly disappointed he felt sorry for her, but he couldn’t help a guilty
         sense of relief at the thought that she wasn’t about to charge off to London and a whole new life.
      

      
      ‘We return herewith the feature article “One Hundred Years of Marriage: Aldershot and the British Army”, which you were kind enough to forward to us,’ Elizabeth continued. ‘While we are impressed with the quality of the piece, we must point out that this is not the style we would require from a
            lady journalist should such a position become available in those sections of The Times that are favoured by our female readers.’
      

      
      She thumped the letter down on the table, rattling her cup and saucer. ‘How insulting is that! They’re saying don’t bother
         applying ever again! They’re offended that the article was written by a woman!’
      

      
      ‘It’s a bit of a compliment in a way, don’t you think?’

      
      ‘A compliment?’ She looked at him in blank amazement. ‘How on earth could a comment like that be conceived as a compliment?’

      
      ‘They said they were impressed by the quality of the piece – that must mean something.’ Daniel was doing his very best to mollify her. ‘Golly, Elizabeth, if they hadn’t known you were
         a woman, they might well have offered you a job.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Elizabeth’s tirade came to an abrupt halt. ‘You’re right. They might have, mightn’t they?’

      
      ‘Bound to, I’d say.’

      
      ‘Good heavens above.’ She smiled. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

      
      ‘Do you mind if I order my tea now?’ He was pleased that his attempt at mollification had met with such success.

      
      But it wasn’t until a week later, and exactly two months from the day they’d met, that Daniel’s major breakthrough occurred.

      
      ‘Want to come to the Hippodrome next Saturday?’ he asked casually as they sat near the teashop’s open doors, which afforded
         the slightest of breezes on what was a surprisingly hot midsummer day. ‘An army chum of mine can’t use a couple of tickets
         he bought – pity to waste them.’
      

      
      He’d purchased the tickets himself that very morning in the hope of escalating their relationship. It was all part of his
         plan.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sorry –’

      
      Elizabeth didn’t appear to find his offer suspect, but the answer was obviously about to be ‘no’, so he dived in with an enthusiastic
         sales pitch.
      

      
      ‘It’s the new revue that’s on tour, the one the critics have been raving about. We’d get to see it before it opens in the
         West End. Brilliant stuff, they say.’
      

      
      ‘I know all about the revue, Danny,’ she said with a smile. ‘I work for a newspaper, remember?’

      
      ‘So why don’t you want to come?’

      
      ‘I do want to come. I’d love to. But I can’t.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because I’ve promised I’ll have dinner with my parents next Saturday.’

      
      ‘You could make that the following weekend, couldn’t you?’ He knew she saw her parents regularly, but her visits didn’t appear
         to follow any pattern.
      

      
      ‘Not really.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because next Saturday’s my birthday, that’s why not. Now stop badgering.’

      
      ‘Your birthday? That’s even better. We’ll go to the Hippodrome for your birthday, what do you say?’

      
      ‘I say no, Danny. I am not going to the Hippodrome, I am going to have dinner with my parents. I haven’t seen them for a whole three weeks, and I promised.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ he said sulkily, ‘what a pity. I’d have liked to be with you on your birthday.’

      
      She smiled, aware that his childlike petulance was aimed to amuse. ‘Well, you can’t, can you,’ she said briskly. ‘Not unless
         you swap a West End revue for dinner with Mummy and Daddy, and I hardly think –’
      

      
      ‘What a good idea.’ Manna from heaven, he thought. This was a definite step in the right direction. ‘I’ll come to dinner.
         I’d like to meet your parents.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. What about the Hippodrome?’

      
      ‘My friend can give the tickets to someone else. Don’t worry, they won’t go to waste.’

      
      How on earth had that happened, Elizabeth wondered, but she didn’t question his motives. It was typical of Danny’s impetuosity. And also of his
         immaturity, she thought, both of which could be rather endearing. She rang her parents and told them there’d be an extra guest
         for dinner.
      

      
      ‘She’s bringing a young man with her,’ Marjorie announced.
      

      
      Alfred looked up from his journal to where his wife stood framed in the doorway of his study. He had long ceased to be startled by her sudden appearances.
      

      
      ‘Who is?’

      
      ‘Your daughter.’

      
      ‘She’s bringing a young man where?’

      
      ‘Here. To dinner. Next Saturday.’

      
      ‘Good God, is she really?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘How extraordinary. Why?’ ‘I’m not sure. Perhaps because it’s her birthday.’ ‘Ah.’

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you . . .’
      

      
      Marjorie’s entrance was spectacular, Alfred having dimmed the dining room lights to add to the drama of the moment. In her
         outstretched arms she held a tray upon which sat a gigantic chocolate cake complete with twenty-four blazing candles and the
         words Happy Birthday Elizabeth starkly etched in white on its black-brown icing.
      

      
      ‘Happy birthday, dear Elizabeth, happy birthday to you . . .’
      

      
      Alfred joined his wife in song as she placed the cake ceremoniously on the table, and both of them encouraged Daniel to sing
         along.
      

      
      Elizabeth refused to cringe, although she flashed a wry glance in Daniel’s direction. She’d warned him her parents were eccentric,
         even a little odd. This was so typical, she thought. Sometimes they forgot her birthday altogether – they’d done so on occasion
         even when she was a child, which she’d found devastating at the time – then, when they did remember, they went to ridiculous
         lengths, possibly to assuage the guilt of previous years. Tonight was a perfect example. Candles belonged on the cakes of
         ten-year-olds, Elizabeth thought, and the cake itself was utterly impractical. Obscenely large, it would have fed thirty hungry people and, furthermore, it was chocolate. Her father
         was allergic to chocolate.
      

      
      Daniel found Elizabeth’s I told you so glance confusing. He could sense nothing at all odd about her parents. Throughout the dinner, he’d recognised that her mother
         was perhaps a little vague, but that hardly constituted odd, and her father seemed a most reasonable and intelligent man.
         When the conversation had touched briefly on politics, Alfred Hoffmann’s criticism of Winston Churchill as a peacetime prime
         minister had indeed differed radically from Daniel’s own father’s views, but then his father was of the old military school,
         Daniel had reminded himself. There were, after all, many who were critical of Churchill’s leadership these days, and their
         opinions were hardly a sign of eccentricity. As for the birthday cake . . . to Daniel, it epitomised normality. It was a reminder
         of the many birthday cakes his mother had baked for him and his younger brother over the years.
      

      
      ‘For she’s a jolly good fellow . . .’ He sang along heartily and joined in the three hoorahs which followed Marjorie’s ‘hip hips’, and also the loud cheer
         as Elizabeth obediently blew out the candles with one breath.
      

      
      Marjorie carved the cake into portions, serving a huge wedge for Daniel and smaller slices for herself and Elizabeth. Alfred’s
         dessert plate remained conspicuously empty.
      

      
      ‘Do start, Daniel,’ she urged as she noted the young man’s hesitancy. ‘Alfred won’t be having cake – he’s allergic to chocolate.’

      
      ‘Right.’ Daniel wondered, as he picked up his fork, why she’d chosen to make a chocolate cake given her husband’s allergy.
         ‘By golly, Mrs Hoffmann,’ he said after he’d taken the first mouthful, ‘this is truly magnificent.’
      

      
      Daniel would have complimented Elizabeth’s mother had the cake been virtually inedible, so determined was he to make a favourable
         impression, but he was genuine in his praise. And he was, after all, somewhat of a connoisseur. His mother prided herself,
         and justifiably so, on her baking skills. Prudence Gardiner’s sponges were fluffy, her fruit cakes full-bodied and her scones
         as light as a feather.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it is rather good, isn’t it,’ Marjorie agreed.

      
      ‘It’s more than good. It’s even better than my mum’s, and that’s saying something, I can tell you. She’s a wonderful cook,
         but you’ve outdone her tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Good heavens above, I didn’t make it,’ she laughed.
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Daniel was momentarily stumped. Surely all mothers made cakes.

      
      ‘I don’t bake. I’ve never baked. But there’s a lovely little shop I’ve discovered in Reigate where they make things exactly
         to order.’
      

      
      ‘So why chocolate when Daddy’s allergic?’ Elizabeth asked bluntly.

      
      ‘Because chocolate cakes are synonymous with birthdays,’ Marjorie replied, as if the question were one only a simpleton would
         ask. ‘Isn’t that right, Daniel?’ She flashed a smile to include their guest, who fortunately wasn’t required to answer. ‘Probably
         because the wording stands out so wonderfully well, don’t you think?’ She gestured to the starkly white Happy Birthday Elizabeth, of which the eth was now missing. ‘A lemon sponge wouldn’t offer the same impact, would it?’
      

      
      ‘Mummy doesn’t cook,’ Elizabeth said. She intended no insult to her mother, but the conversation was taking a ridiculous turn
         and Daniel was looking bemused, so she thought it best to explain the situation, which actually made a great deal of sense.
         ‘She doesn’t like to cook, and she believes that people shouldn’t be forced to do things they don’t wish to do unless absolutely necessary.’
      

      
      Marjorie ignored her daughter. ‘The truth is, Daniel, I have no skill in the kitchen.’ The humility of her statement and the
         charm with which it was delivered plainly signalled there was nothing more to be said.
      

      
      But Elizabeth wasn’t about to drop the subject. ‘Only because you’ve never tried! And you’ve never tried because you don’t
         want to.’
      

      
      How she wished her mother would stand up for her principles! Marjorie Hoffmann was an intelligent woman who, in Elizabeth’s
         opinion, should proudly acknowledge her refusal to conform.
      

      
      Alfred drained the last of the claret from his glass and watched with interest. These days, mother and daughter rarely clashed.
         There had been times, he recalled, during Elizabeth’s adolescence, when Marjorie, who always preferred to avoid confrontation,
         had been forced to take a stand. ‘Some of us don’t wish to make statements, dear,’ Marjorie had finally said in response to
         her daughter’s continuous badgering. ‘Some of us are, perhaps, a statement in ourselves.’ The argument had infuriated the
         adolescent Elizabeth, who had considered it not only irresponsible but tantamount to a betrayal. She clearly believed that
         in not speaking out, her mother was shirking her duty as a modern woman. Alfred had noted, however, that somewhere along the
         track the argument’s irrefutability had hit home. Maddening as Elizabeth found her mother at times, it was evident she’d developed
         a healthy respect for Marjorie’s unorthodox approach to life. In any event, she’d stopped nagging.
      

      
      That is until tonight, Alfred thought. Tonight, for some strange reason, his daughter seemed to have reverted to adolescence.

      
      ‘You have no skill in the kitchen, Mummy, because you don’t wish to.’ Elizabeth continued, dog-like, to gnaw at the subject. ‘For goodness sake, you refuse to even boil an egg. You absolutely
         loathe the kitchen, why won’t you admit it?’
      

      
      ‘She’s right, Daniel.’ Marjorie acquiesced with sudden good grace and a faintly theatrical sigh of resignation. ‘The joys
         of cooking are lost on me, I fear.’ She smiled benignly at her daughter. ‘Although even Elizabeth would admit I do make a
         fine cup of tea.’
      

      
      ‘But the meal . . .’ Daniel looked from one to the other, confusion gaining the upper hand. A perfectly prepared chicken and
         mushroom casserole could surely not have been purchased at the bakery in Reigate.
      

      
      ‘Elizabeth’s father,’ Marjorie admitted. ‘Alfred loves to cook.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, indeed.’ Alfred nodded emphatically. ‘Soups, stews and casseroles for the most part. I like to mix things; the transformation
         process is most fulfilling. It’s the alchemist in me, of course. Can I tempt you to another glass of wine, Daniel? I have
         an excellent Bordeaux to hand.’
      

      
      ‘Um . . .’ Daniel was caught out by the question and the need to respond. Things had turned swiftly bizarre and he was thinking
         that perhaps Elizabeth was right after all, and her parents were odd.
      

      
      ‘I intend to have another myself.’ Alfred rose eagerly from his chair.

      
      ‘Well, yes, thank you, sir.’

      
      ‘Excellent.’

      
      Marjorie stood also. ‘Cup of tea, Elizabeth?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Lovely. Danny and I’ll clear the table.’

      
      ‘Thank you, dear.’

      
      Daniel was surprised. Elizabeth’s antagonism towards her mother had disappeared as quickly as it had manifested itself. And when her parents had left the dining room, she made no further comment, so he simply followed her lead and started clearing
         the table.
      

      
      ‘Well, well, well, who would have dreamt it possible,’ Marjorie said, placing the kettle on the stove.

      
      Alfred carefully drew the cork from the bottle of Bordeaux, pleased that Daniel had agreed to another glass. He would have
         felt a little indulgent opening a second bottle just for himself, and he did so enjoy his clarets.
      

      
      ‘Who would have dreamt what possible, my dear?’

      
      ‘Elizabeth. She’s in love.’

      
      ‘Good God, why on earth would you think that?’

      
      ‘Put it down to female intuition if you wish, but I’m quite sure I’m right.’ Marjorie took the teapot from the cupboard. ‘She
         wants him to know us, Alfred,’ she said, then quickly corrected herself. ‘No, that’s not quite right – she wants him to know
         me. You’ve always passed with flying colours, my darling. You are your daughter’s hero.’
      

      
      ‘Is that why she was on the attack?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. She wants him to respect me, which I find rather sweet, but the fact is, Alfred, she wants to share us with this young man. She wants him to know us the way she knows us. Normally Elizabeth couldn’t give tuppence whether people like us or not – and why should she? But this particular
         young man’s opinion is important to her, which, to my mind, means she’s in love.’
      

      
      ‘How extraordinary. I would have thought it the other way round myself. I would have thought he was in love with her.’
      

      
      ‘Well, of course he is, that goes without saying.’ Marjorie busied herself setting things out on the tea tray. ‘She’s not
         aware of it, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Not aware of what? That she’s in love with him, or that he’s in love with her?’
      

      
      ‘Both. Blinkered vision, it’s so typical of Elizabeth.’
      

      
      ‘Dear me.’ Alfred didn’t doubt his wife for one moment; Marjorie was most perceptive about things of importance. Her vagueness
         sprang principally from a lack of interest in the minutiae of everyday life, which Alfred found perfectly understandable.
         ‘But this could play havoc with her plans for a career.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, indeed.’

      
      ‘Do you think he’s serious?’

      
      ‘He appears to be, but then he’s so very young. Who can tell?’

      
      ‘Oh dear, dear me,’ Alfred said anxiously.

      
      ‘There’s no point in worrying, my darling. After all, there’s nothing we can do, is there?’ Marjorie obviously expected no
         response as she blithely continued. ‘If Elizabeth refuses to acknowledge her feelings to herself, she’s hardly going to acknowledge
         them to us,’ she said as she filled the milk jug and placed it on the tray. ‘And if you were to question Daniel’s intentions,
         you’d only humiliate her dreadfully. She’d never forgive you for that.’
      

      
      The kitchen door opened just as Marjorie picked up the tea tray. ‘No, no, things will sort themselves out one way or another.
         Now where shall we have our tea and our wine?’ she asked loudly as Elizabeth and Daniel entered with the dishes.
      

      
      ‘The conservatory.’ Alfred’s answer was instantaneous. ‘I haven’t yet shown Daniel my oleanders.’

      
      ‘The conservatory it is then.’

      
      As they crossed paths at the door, Marjorie issued instructions to Elizabeth. ‘Just rinse the dishes and stack them in the
         sink, dear, they can wait until morning. I’ll come back for the teapot, the water hasn’t quite boiled yet.’
      

      
      Alfred, bottle in hand, held the door open for his wife. ‘Leave the dishes to Elizabeth, Daniel. We need two fresh glasses,
         on the double.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Daniel said as Alfred and Marjorie disappeared.
      

      
      ‘The oleanders.’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘I think it means he likes you.’ She pointed at the cupboard above his head. ‘Wine glasses
         up there.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      Daniel left the kitchen, thinking how appalled his mother would be at the thought of unwashed dishes remaining stacked overnight.

      
      ‘So, Daniel, what do you think of my oleanders?’ Alfred asked several minutes later when he’d poured the wine and they were
         seated at the table, Marjorie having returned to the kitchen for the tea.
      

      
      ‘Most impressive, sir.’

      
      Daniel looked about at the unkempt mass of bushes and trees that filled every inch of the conservatory. They were impressive
         in sheer volume alone, but their limbs were gawky, their foliage tough, and even their pink and white flowers, pretty though
         they were, seemed to belong somewhere else.
      

      
      ‘Unusual, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Daniel agreed with enthusiasm – he’d gathered from Elizabeth’s comment that the oleanders were something special. ‘Very
         unusual indeed.’
      

      
      ‘Only here, in an English conservatory.’ Alfred’s smile was wry. ‘They’re as common as muck throughout the whole of the Mediterranean
         and the Middle East – the damn things grow like weeds.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Daniel felt self-conscious and a little uncomfortable. He hoped Elizabeth’s father hadn’t been trying to catch him out.
         ‘I wouldn’t know, sir,’ he answered. ‘I haven’t travelled much.’
      

      
      ‘Ah well,’ Alfred laughed, ‘I’ve no doubt that’ll be rectified soon enough.’ He hadn’t been trying to catch the boy out at
         all, but he liked the honest simplicity of his reply. ‘Join the army and see the world, eh?’ He raised his glass.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir, I certainly hope so.’ Daniel responded to the toast.

      
      Alfred took a hefty mouthful of wine, and there was a moment’s silence while he savoured the aftertaste. He swirled the contents
         of his glass, studying the colour and ‘legs’ of the Bordeaux. ‘Wonderful thing, travel,’ he said finally, and once again he
         contemplated his oleanders. ‘My wife thinks I keep them because they’re evocative of my travels and she’s quite right, but
         that’s not the principal reason for my attachment.’
      

      
      After a moment’s confusion, Daniel realised they were back to the oleanders.

      
      ‘They’re an ancient plant species, Daniel, from the Old World. True survivors, and great travellers . . .’

      
      Marjorie and Elizabeth arrived with the teapot and a small dish of shortbread. They sat in silence, and Marjorie began to
         pour. Daniel’s gaze flickered longingly to the pot. He was unaccustomed to red wine and would vastly have preferred a cup
         of tea.
      

      
      ‘Hardy, tenacious, a remarkable plant with a passion for life . . .’ Alfred, having ignored the women’s arrival, had barely
         drawn breath.
      

      
      Daniel tore his eyes from the teapot, hoping his momentary lapse had gone unnoticed.

      
      ‘The oleander is a wanderer, Daniel. A wanderer that settles wherever it can find a home . . .’

      
      As his eyes met Alfred Hoffmann’s, Daniel found that he could not look away

      
      ‘It adapts to its environment even under the harshest of conditions. Little wonder I find it such an interesting species,
         wouldn’t you agree?’
      

      
      Goodness, Elizabeth thought, Danny was certainly copping the full brunt of her father’s obsession. She tried to signal a look to him, but couldn’t seem to catch his attention.
      

      
      What was Elizabeth’s father trying to say, Daniel wondered. He seemed to be seeking something – an answer, perhaps. But an
         answer to what? What was the question?
      

      
      ‘Would you like to know the true reason for my interest in oleanders, Daniel?’

      
      Daniel nodded wordlessly, sensing he was about to receive either the question or the answer, or possibly both.

      
      ‘I identify with them. The oleanders are a reminder of who I am.’

      
      Marjorie stared at her husband over the rim of her teacup, suddenly realising his intention. How very clever of you, Alfred,
         she thought.
      

      
      Elizabeth stared at her father in a state of complete mystification. What on earth was he talking about?

      
      ‘The oleanders remind me, Daniel, that I am a Jew.’

      
      Alfred Hoffmann, searched the young man’s eyes for a sign. Would he see the involuntary flicker of alarm? Was the boy anti-Semitic?
         If he were, it wouldn’t have bothered Alfred one bit. But if Elizabeth was about to relinquish her hard-earned career and
         follow the conventional path of marriage and family, then Alfred needed to know she had chosen the right man. And if by chance
         she’d chosen the wrong man, then it was his intention to scare the boy off before it was too late. Alfred’s declaration was both a challenge and
         a test.
      

      
      ‘Really, sir?’ Daniel held his gaze. ‘I didn’t know that.’

      
      The boy’s reaction was one of surprise, certainly, but there was no flicker of alarm. Far from it. The flicker Alfred saw
         in the boy’s eyes was strangely akin to elation.
      

      
      ‘Elizabeth never told me.’ Daniel flashed a smile at Elizabeth, trying to sound normal, but barely able to disguise his joy. He was being put to the test! Alfred Hoffmann clearly believed that he, Daniel Gardiner, held a place in his daughter’s
         affections! A quick glance at Elizabeth’s mother told Daniel that she felt the same way, and knew exactly what was going on.
         The only one who appeared unaware was Elizabeth herself. She was studying her father, not with suspicion but utter bewilderment.
      

      
      Child-like in his excitement, Daniel pushed her for a response. ‘Why didn’t you tell me, Elizabeth?’ he asked, willing her
         to look at him. But she didn’t.
      

      
      ‘Why would I?’ Elizabeth continued to stare at her father. ‘Daddy never tells anyone himself. He doesn’t even consider himself
         Jewish.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly, my dear, that’s why I need the oleanders to remind me.’ Alfred turned once again to Daniel. He was pleased that
         the boy had passed the test – he liked him. ‘I am descended from a long line of Anglicised Sephardic Jews, Daniel,’ he explained,
         ‘but I’m afraid I’m a very poor example of my tribe. I could, perhaps, lay the blame at the feet of my father and grandfather,
         but I prefer not to. The decision was one of my own making.’
      

      
      Good heavens, Marjorie thought. Alfred was serious. Surely he didn’t have regrets.

      
      ‘My father and grandfather turned their backs on Judaism,’ Alfred continued, ‘both of them marrying Gentiles and bringing
         their children up outside the faith. One would have assumed that by the third generation, the passion for a Jewish identity
         might have burnt itself out, but as a young man there was a time when I was interested in rekindling the flame. I decided,
         however, to take the easier path and follow the example of my father and grandfather.’
      

      
      Alfred looked at his wife and smiled reassuringly, knowing just what she was thinking, and remembering how strongly she’d urged him to allow her to convert. Dear, fearless Marjorie who would willingly have severed all ties with her staunchly
         Protestant parents in order to please him.
      

      
      ‘I have had no regrets,’ he said, ‘no regrets at all.’ He continued to address himself to Daniel, but his words were intended
         for his wife, as she well knew. ‘In fact, I would feel a fraud if I attempted to embrace the Jewish faith now. But at this
         later stage in my life, I like to remind myself of where I once came from. And who I believe, deep down, I really am.’
      

      
      Marjorie Hoffmann leaned across the table and took her husband’s hand, squeezing it briefly. The look of tenderness shared
         between the two did not go unnoticed by Elizabeth and Daniel.
      

      
      It was Marjorie herself who broke the moment. ‘Well, well, I do believe,’ she remarked to her daughter, ‘that the mystery
         of the oleanders has finally been solved.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Elizabeth replied with a smile, ‘I do believe it has.’

      
      ‘May I top you up, my darling?’ Marjorie reached for the wine bottle.

      
      ‘Please.’ Alfred felt quite euphoric. His aim had been simply to put his daughter’s potential suitor to the test, but he’d
         unburdened himself in the process. He’d never intended to share the intensely personal secret of his oleanders, but now that
         he had, he was glad. He’d found the exercise strangely cathartic.
      

      
      As she poured the wine, Marjorie noticed Daniel’s barely touched glass. ‘I think Daniel might prefer a cup of tea,’ she said.

      
      Daniel left barely half an hour later. Thanks and farewells were exchanged at the front door, and Elizabeth walked with him
         down the front path to where the army Land Rover was parked by the dirt track that led to the main road. Daniel and his several fellow lieutenants who were in charge of the battalion’s motor pool had a simple arrangement – whoever was on
         duty signed out a vehicle to whoever wasn’t. The regulation warning they issued had become a running joke. ‘Naturally, no
         non-military person will be transported in this vehicle . . .’ ‘Naturally,’ came the response, and winks were exchanged.
      

      
      ‘I’ve had a grand evening,’ he said as they arrived beside the Land Rover. He’d driven Elizabeth out from Aldershot, but she
         was staying the night with her parents, as she always did. Her father would drop her at Reigate railway station the following
         day.
      

      
      ‘So have I,’ she replied. ‘Birthdays don’t mean much to me as a rule, but tonight’s been special.’

      
      ‘That’s good.’

      
      For Daniel the evening had been far more than special. Elizabeth’s parents had raised his hopes in the most spectacular fashion.
         They’d not only confirmed his secret belief that she cared for him more than she would admit, but he was convinced that in
         so doing they had signalled their blessing. Daniel felt part of a glorious conspiracy.
      

      
      ‘I wonder why he chose tonight,’ Elizabeth continued thoughtfully.

      
      ‘Who? What?’

      
      ‘Daddy. I’ve been nagging him for ages about the oleanders, and he’s never mentioned their symbolism. Why would he decide
         to talk about the Jewish connection tonight of all nights? And to you, of all people?’
      

      
      Daniel smiled to himself. For such a highly intelligent woman, Elizabeth could be quite obtuse at times. ‘Perhaps he needed
         to tell a stranger.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘Yes, I think you’re right.’ Of course, she thought, that would make sense. ‘In fact, I’m sure you’re right.’
         She laughed lightly. ‘And my goodness, he certainly enjoyed telling you, didn’t he? It was rather like a confession, I thought.’
      

      
      Daniel nodded, but he wasn’t concentrating. His eyes had strayed to her lips and he was wondering whether he dared kiss her.

      
      ‘I’m glad you were here, Danny,’ she said. ‘I’m really glad. Thank you for coming.’

      
      As she pecked him affectionately on the cheek, he realised she was about to go.

      
      ‘I like your parents,’ he said, stopping her in her tracks.

      
      ‘They liked you too, I could tell.’

      
      ‘They’re extraordinary people,’ he said, ‘truly extraordinary.’ Now? he asked himself. Was now the right moment?

      
      Elizabeth gave a sudden hoot of laughter. He was studying her as if she were some sort of alien species – he’d obviously found
         her parents far more than extraordinary. ‘Well, I did tell you they were odd.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, they’re odd,’ he agreed. ‘But they’re admirably odd.’ Her laughter warned him to be careful. She was so unsuspecting
         that perhaps it would be wiser to signal his feelings rather than shock her. ‘They’re just the sort of admirably odd people
         who would produce a daughter like you,’ he said. And he kissed her.
      

      
      He didn’t take her in his arms the way he would have liked, but at least he kissed her. He didn’t kiss her in the way he would
         have liked either, but at least it was on the lips. It was the sort of safe kiss that affectionate family members might share.
         But they were not affectionate family members, were they? The message was loud and clear, he thought. The next move would
         be up to her.
      

      
      ‘Goodnight, Elizabeth.’

      
      Elizabeth watched the Land Rover take off down the track. How strange, she thought, Danny had never kissed her on the lips before. He was young and impetuous and no doubt inspired
         by the warm reception he’d received from her parents, but it wasn’t the sort of thing to be encouraged. She wondered whether
         she should say something.
      

      
      But as she walked back to the house, she chastised herself. His gesture had been one of brotherly affection, nothing more.
         It would be very silly of her to over-dramatise the episode and threaten the perfect balance of their friendship.
      

      
      The following weekend, Daniel was rostered on as duty officer at the barracks, and, unable to bear the thought of waiting
         nearly a whole fortnight to see Elizabeth, he telephoned her mid-week at The Courier-Mail.

      
      ‘Want to come to the Hippodrome on Friday?’ he asked. The invitation was offered casually enough, but this time he didn’t
         lie about having been given tickets by a friend. He didn’t think it necessary. She would surely have recognised the subtle
         shift in their relationship after Saturday night’s kiss. He listened intently for any giveaway nuance.
      

      
      ‘I can’t,’ came the brisk reply down the line. ‘Sorry.’

      
      His heart sank. This was not at all the outcome he’d anticipated. He’d obviously offended her.

      
      ‘I won’t be back from London in time,’ she said. ‘I’m going up on Thursday and staying overnight. I have an appointment Friday
         afternoon.’
      

      
      He breathed a sigh of relief. She sounded more businesslike than angry. Thank God for that, he thought. ‘What sort of appointment?’

      
      ‘Oh, Danny, the most wonderful thing’s happened. Well, it hasn’t happened yet, but it could. I won’t know until Friday.’ No longer businesslike, the words were tumbling out in her excitement. ‘Wish me luck,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’m going to need it.’
      

      
      ‘For what? What on earth’s going on?’

      
      ‘I’m not saying. It’s a secret and I’m not saying another word. But think of me at three o’clock on Friday, and keep your
         fingers firmly crossed.’
      

      
      ‘Three o’clock, right you are.’ A thought occurred. ‘Why are you going up Thursday? Why not take the Friday morning train?’

      
      ‘I have a fitting with a tailor in Mayfair on Thursday, and I need to learn, very quickly, how to smoke a cigar. I’ll telephone
         you when I get back. Bye.’
      

      
      The line went dead and Daniel hung up the receiver. He didn’t ponder the mystery of Elizabeth’s trip to London. All he could
         think about was Saturday night’s kiss and the fact that it had made no impact whatsoever.
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      There was a tap on the door of Lionel Brock’s office.
      

      
      ‘Enter,’ he called in full baritone. He was a heavily built man with a voice to match.

      
      The door opened, but only slightly, as pretty little Mabel Tomley popped her head through.

      
      ‘Your three o’clock appointment is here, Mr Brock . . .’

      
      ‘Show him in then, dear.’

      
      Lionel glanced down at the open file on his desk, pushed back his chair and levered himself to his feet. He would have preferred
         her to have informed him of his three o’clock appointment via the telephone’s intercommunication system as he’d instructed,
         but young Mabel was new to the job and still learning the ropes, so he decided to let it go for now.
      

      
      Mabel cast a hesitant glance over her shoulder.

      
      ‘Show him in, show him in,’ Lionel said with a slightly impatient wave of his hand.

      
      ‘Well, that’s just it, sir . . .Um . . .’

      
      ‘Um, what?’ The girl was becoming annoying.

      
      ‘Him . . .’ Mabel’s big baby-blue eyes were saucer-like. ‘I thought I’d better warn you, Mr Brock. You see he’s not actually –’
      

      
      ‘That’s quite enough of that, Mabel,’ Lionel said sharply. ‘I’ll be the judge of character around here. Now do as you’re told
         and show the man in, there’s a good girl.’
      

      
      Mabel’s barely perceptible shrug could have been one of subservience, but as the door swung open and she stood to one side,
         the baby-blue eyes said, Right you are, see if I care. Mabel was much feistier than most people realised.
      

      
      A young man stepped into the open doorway. A very self-assured young man, Lionel thought. Legs astride, one hand on hip, the
         stance could even be construed as arrogant. Lionel looked him up and down. First appearances were of the utmost importance
         in Lionel Brock’s book. Elegant chap, he thought, very dapper, well-cut pinstriped suit, dove-grey fedora of top quality,
         but very, very young, little more than a youth. Lionel was rather surprised – this was not the middle-aged rustic journalist
         he’d been expecting.
      

      
      Then, to his amazement, the young man saluted him with a lighted cigar, raised it to his lips and took a leisurely drag. The
         cheeky devil, Lionel thought. But he couldn’t help admiring the impudence of the performance, recognising, as he did, that
         he was being played at his own game. His advice to budding journalists about the importance of first impressions had been
         widely broadcast, and it was a well-known fact that he himself was a cigar smoker. The lad had done his homework and was making
         a statement in putting on such a show. Well, good for you, boy, Lionel thought.
      

      
      ‘Mr Hoffmann,’ he said as he circled his desk, hand outstretched.

      
      The young man exhaled a perfect plume of cigar smoke and strode boldly forward to receive the handshake.

      
      ‘Yes, sir. E. J. Hoffmann at your service.’

      
      The voice and the hand made their impact simultaneously. The voice Lionel heard was not that of a man, and, although the clasp of the hand in his was firm and manly enough, the slenderness
         of the fingers and the texture of the skin were most certainly not.
      

      
      Lionel pulled his hand away as though he feared contagion, and his eyes darted to the doorway where his young secretary stood
         watching.
      

      
      Mabel gave another tiny shrug which could have been apologetic, but which really said, See? I tried to warn you. Then she raised an obediently secretarial eyebrow seeking instructions.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mabel,’ he said. ‘That will be all.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Brock.’

      
      Mabel glanced at E. J. Hoffmann as she closed the door. God, she wished she had guts like that.

      
      Lionel returned to his desk, seeking a safe distance and a barrier between them. He was confronted and angered by the deception,
         but, above all, he felt foolish, humiliated even. He needed to buy time.
      

      
      ‘So you’re a woman, my dear,’ he said with an over-hearty chuckle, wishing he could turn the whole thing into a joke and pretend
         he’d known all along. ‘Very clever, I must say, very clever indeed. Had me fooled for a minute, I must say.’
      

      
      ‘Pity I couldn’t have fooled you a bit longer – we might have been able to have an intelligent conversation.’ Elizabeth followed
         him to the desk, aware of his embarrassment, knowing she might well be pushing too hard, but having taken the extreme steps
         she had, what did she have to lose? ‘Because that’s all I ask, Mr Brock – the same conversation you would have had with the
         writer of that article,’ she waved her cigar at the open file on his desk, ‘had that writer been a man.’
      

      
      In the eyes that met his from beneath the brim of the fedora, Lionel could see no mockery, no sense of triumph at his humiliation. All he could see was the intense desire to make contact. He looked down at the open file and the newspaper
         article that sat there.
      

      
      ‘“One Hundred Years of Marriage: Aldershot and the British Army.” It’s a very good piece.’

      
      ‘It’s also the reason you were interested in meeting E. J. Hoffmann, isn’t that right?’

      
      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Lionel admitted. ‘The originality of the journalist’s style intrigued me.’ His tone was cynical. ‘Perhaps
         I now know why, Miss Hoffmann. Or is it Mrs?’
      

      
      ‘Elizabeth will do.’

      
      ‘Would you like to sit down?’ The offer was made with reluctance; he was aware he had little option. ‘Thank you.’

      
      They both sat, and Lionel selected a half corona

      
      from the ornately carved cigar box on his desk. He clipped the end and lit up, then struck another match and offered it to
         her. ‘You’ve gone out,’ he said. She appeared not to have noticed.
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Elizabeth took short, rapid puffs, the way the man in the elite Bond Street cigar store had shown her. She didn’t
         care if Lionel Brock was testing her, which he no doubt was, she was prepared to smoke the whole putrid thing and another
         five if necessary.
      

      
      ‘Can we talk, Mr Brock?’ she said, leaning back and staring unflinchingly at him through the veil of smoke. ‘Can we forget
         I’m a woman and talk business, man to man?’
      

      
      That would be difficult, he thought. Close to, despite the masculinity of the body language, the androgynous youth had taken
         on a distinctly female form.
      

      
      ‘We can try,’ he said.

      
      ‘Firstly, I have a reference from an old friend of yours.’

      
      Elizabeth took a folded sheet of paper from the inner breast pocket of her suit and handed it to him.
      

      
      ‘Henry Wilmot.’ As Lionel’s eyes flicked to the name at the bottom of the page, he smiled involuntarily. ‘Of course, I’d forgotten
         it was Aldershot he’d disappeared to – well, that explains a lot.’
      

      
      It certainly did, he thought as he read the reference. It explained why Elizabeth Hoffmann had been given the opportunity
         to work as a feature journalist in the first place. Henry was a renegade who believed in doing things differently and in giving
         underdogs a chance.
      

      
      ‘He speaks very highly of you,’ he said, looking up from the page.

      
      ‘As I would expect – we’ve had an excellent working relationship for nearly two years.’

      
      What was it about her manner, he wondered. She was not arrogant, nor was she boastful. Nor, he was quite sure, did she intend
         any disparagement of his old colleague and rival. But such assurance in a woman was most unsettling. Lionel found himself
         instantly on the defensive.
      

      
      ‘I trust you are aware, Miss Hoffmann,’ he said stiffly, hoping it was ‘Miss’; she hadn’t clarified her title, and he couldn’t
         bring himself to say ‘Elizabeth’, ‘that Henry Wilmot is one of the best newspaper men in the business.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m aware of that. He says the same thing about you, by the way.’

      
      Lionel sat back, savouring his corona and studying her closely through the cigar’s lazy smoke, but he could detect no insincerity.
         It had just been a statement.
      

      
      ‘I can see why the two of you would get on,’ he commented dryly. ‘Henry didn’t believe in playing games either.’

      
      ‘I know. He still doesn’t. That’s why he decided to opt out for the country, he told me. He got sick of having to play the games.’
      

      
      ‘Did he indeed?’

      
      Well, it was an honest admission, Lionel thought, albeit somewhat of an understatement. Henry Wilmot had detested the internal
         politics of big city newspapers. He’d flouted the rules and offended right, left and centre. Which was just as well, Lionel
         thought with a wry smile. Had Henry played the necessary games, as he himself had, it might well have been Henry Wilmot who
         was now features editor of The Guardian.
      

      
      ‘I presume Henry is responsible for all this?’ He gestured at the hat and the suit.

      
      ‘Indirectly, yes. He told me how important first impressions are to you.’

      
      ‘The idea was your own then?’

      
      She nodded. ‘And the cigar?’

      
      ‘That was his. When I told him what I was going to do, he thought you might find it an amusing touch.’

      
      Lionel laughed, and for the first time since she’d appeared in his office, he started to relax. ‘So much for the two of you
         not believing in games,’ he said.
      

      
      Elizabeth smiled pleasantly. ‘But it’s not really a game, is it, Mr Brock? You and I are talking in a very different way than
         we would be if I’d arrived as Elizabeth J. Hoffmann.’ Good God, he wouldn’t have agreed to see her at all if he’d known she
         was a woman, she thought, but she didn’t say so, aware that he found her quite confronting enough as it was.
      

      
      Damn her hide, Lionel thought, but he couldn’t argue the fact. She was, after all, right.

      
      Over the next hour, as Lionel Brock continued to relax, he found it progressively easier to talk to Elizabeth J. Hoffmann.
         Perhaps it was the pinstriped suit and the fedora, or perhaps it was Elizabeth J. Hoffmann herself, but he talked to her the
         way he’d never talked to a woman before. Indeed, it was rather like talking to a man.
      

      
      Elizabeth didn’t telephone Daniel until the following Monday, aware that he was on duty over the entire weekend, and when
         she did speak to him, she refused to say one word about her business in London.
      

OEBPS/images/Art_vii.jpg
NORTHERN TERRITORY | 2

e 5
B

< SOUTH AUSTRALIA
2
2 o
£ v

t‘f/ - ~ “’ -





OEBPS/images/9780748121083.jpg
o udy Nunn
Marahnga

L -

~—an——






