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Praise for
What Time is Love?


‘A startlingly great debut. Holly’s beautiful prose smoulders, crackles and roars, but it’s the storytelling that really astonishes’


Daisy Buchanan


‘What Time is Love? is not only a beautifully told love story but also a fascinating account of the changing social mores of the 20th century. I found it delightful, insightful and immersive’


Kate Eberlen


‘A unique and wonderfully crafted debut, What Time Is Love? has it all – nostalgia and romance, captivating characters and stunning prose … an unforgettable story with writing that sparkles: a gem of a read’


Holly Miller


‘A stunning, skilful, deftly drawn, cockle-warmer of a novel that somehow sweeps you through half a century while feeling like a leisurely afternoon. Prose so good I couldn’t
stop underlining’


Lauren Bravo


‘A wonderful, original and powerful debut by the very talented Holly Williams. She is wild and brilliant’


Elaine Feeney


‘Exquisitely conceived and with the most beautiful sense of place, What Time is Love? is such an original and thoughtful take on the age-old question of whether it’s possible to have met the right person at the plain wrong time’


Abbie Greaves


‘A brilliant, witty, defiantly unsentimental examination of privilege and class and sex and selfhood. And most of all,
it’s a gorgeous love story’


Marianne Levy




For my parents, Lynda and Martin.
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21 January, 1927



The clock reads 6.42 a.m., and in a small bedroom at the top of a terraced cottage in Abergavenny, Angharad Lewis clenches her jaw for a final push. She gives birth to a baby girl she will shortly call Violet, a tiny bundle whose dark blue eyes gaze at her mother in total silence as she’s whisked away, swaddled and bound by the midwife. At the same moment – 6.42 – on the other side of the country, in a towel-covered room in the east wing of Farley Hall near Knaresborough, Amelia Brinkforth machineguns out one last line of expletives as her baby boy tears and rips his way into the world. Red and ready to unfurl his long limbs, Albert Peregrine Brinkforth opens his mouth, and howls.





Chapter 1



April 1947


It started with the letter. A letter Letty had read over and over in the two months since it arrived on the doorstep, written on her friend’s Rose’s signature mauve-coloured notepaper.


Bertie and I are taking a walking holiday in the Brecon Beacons in April – isn’t that your part of the world? Would you like to meet us? I’m simply dying to see you again!


Since the moment she’d opened it, Letty had felt a fine fizz of excitement running through her – at the thought of seeing Rose again, and at finally getting to meet her younger brother, Bertie.


Now the day was here, and Letty sipped nervously at the lemonade she’d bought, bubbles hissing at the back of her throat. She’d arrived at The Lamb half an hour early, not trusting the buses between Abergavenny and Brecon. Shifting in a threadbare armchair, in the snug at the back of the pub where women were allowed, she rearranged the folds of her favourite skirt and tugged at a few of her dark curls. Daft, Letty scorned herself, to feel this fluttery. But she hadn’t seen Rose since the end of the war, the end of their time working together as telegraphists in London – and she had never met Bertie.


She had always been fascinated by the idea of him, however, ever since discovering that they shared a birthday. Rose had been in charge of the whole squadron of telegraphists in the central post office during the war, and on each new girl’s first day liked to note down their birthday so she could treat them when the time came.


‘Twenty-first January? Do you know, that’s the same day as my little brother, Bertie!’ Rose had exclaimed. ‘And are you eighteen too?’


Letty had nodded.


‘Well I never!’ Rose had looked closely at her, clearly tickled by the coincidence, and Letty felt pleased at having some connection with her. There was something about the tall, bright woman that attracted Letty, despite it being obvious that they came from very different worlds. Letty had never heard such plummy tones outside of the wireless.


She had asked Rose as many questions about Bertie as she could without prying. In her head, Letty had painted a picture of him: an elegant, urbane young man in a dinner jacket, spouting Homer. She was certain that reading Classics at Oxford was the most highbrow activity anyone had ever undertaken, and that he must be horribly impressive.


She realised she’d nearly finished her lemonade and wondered whether she had time to get another drink before Rose – and the mythical Bertie – arrived. She couldn’t believe they were actually coming here, to one of her local pubs.


If it hadn’t been for the war, she and Rose would surely never have met. Letty thought it was unlikely she would even have left south Wales, and society ladies like Rose didn’t tend to crop up in places like Abergavenny post office. Nonetheless, their time together was brief: it was 1945, and the end of the war was almost glimmering into view, when Letty started working in London.


The huge building on the corner of St Martin’s Le Grand was full of other young women who never expected to have a job in London, or even really to do such work at all. They chattered and fluttered like a tree full of sparrows, distracted from the heart-ticking, fear-spiking sirens and rubble by a steady stream of soldiers, dance bands at Hammersmith Palais, and the glamour of the West End.


Letty arrived as full of nerves as any of them; she’d never been to the capital before. But after a few weeks, she fell in love with London. Swinging on to the back of a bus, its ding and motored rush. The tall buildings that blocked out the sky and the wide parks full of people. The long walks she wasn’t meant to take through damaged, anonymous streets. She was alone and away from home for the first time in her life, and the independence was thrilling. But there was also a growing pleasure in getting to know all kinds of other people: Letty shared her tea each night with fourteen girls in her boarding house, and they bonded quickly, deeply. It was as if all the invisible walls between people had been blown apart too.


Rose was their unflappable leader at the central post office – her cheery certainty about the importance of their work to the war effort helped lift the lonely, the overwhelmed, and the nervous. Rose had taken Letty under her wing in her early, wide-eyed weeks, even marching her into a hotel for tea and cake one afternoon (‘I have all this silly money – let me treat you!’). But Letty was surprised to find how easy it was to talk to Rose – to properly talk to her – despite their differences.


‘It’s a funny thing about this war,’ Rose said once, over a cup of tea in Letty’s mould-spotted boarding house, ‘but having to work has given us a sense of purpose, I think.’


Letty raised her eyes to look at Rose square on. ‘ “Us”? Do you mean women, or folk like you?’


Rose fiddled with one of her pale brown puffs of hair, and Letty felt bad for alluding to the difference in their backgrounds. She usually tried not to think too much about the fact that Rose’s father was an actual lord, that her friend was titled and landed.


‘Women. Girls,’ said Rose. ‘If it weren’t for the war, our only work would be finding a husband, and all that.’


‘Well, I was working at the post office in Abergavenny already. Lots of us do have to work …’ Letty spoke gently.


Letty had got her job at fifteen, when she left school; she’d already studied a year longer than her father wanted. Mrs Ketterick had said sternly to him that Violet ‘had a very fine mind’, and insisted she be put up for one of the vanishingly few council scholarships so she could continue to secondary school. But then they found out that Carrie Jones who worked at the dinky post office on the high street in Abergavenny was having a fourth baby, and being offered Carrie’s job was too good an opportunity for Letty to refuse, scholarship or no.


‘But wasn’t that job just a stop gap?’ pressed Rose. ‘Something to fill the time while you were wooed?’


‘I suppose. Didn’t feel like that for me, though. Although I daresay that’s all my dad thinks it is.’


‘I just think a lot of these girls – us girls – well, we’ve never expected to do much, never been asked really,’ Rose continued. ‘Oh, I know raising children and running a household will become our work – and very important work it is too. But all this is different, isn’t it?’


Letty cocked her head, indicating that Rose should go on.


‘Our war work is the unexpected, the needs-must. And it lets you have your head a bit. It’s about time – I think women need that.’


Letty and Rose enjoyed an intimacy accelerated by circumstances, but it was only a few months before the end came. The flag-waving, impulse-kissing end; Letty watched the relief dredging everyone’s faces and felt, instead, a cold trickle of disappointment. It was a bad thought, she knew, one she couldn’t even tell Rose. The image of the wide fields around her home in winter – the bare, purple-brown earth hardened into ridges and stretching endlessly away – kept appearing to her.


Back in Abergavenny, it was as if Letty’s time in London was sealed off and floating away, an almost unreal memory. Then one day, a mauve envelope arrived in the post. All the girls had sworn to keep in contact – but only Rose actually did, proving an avid, highly entertaining pen pal. And then she started sending books.


‘What’s all these packages for you then, Letty?’ her father asked, his large moustache prickling, as it did when he felt threatened. Letty didn’t respond, just took the latest from his hands, unwrapping a heavy, leather-bound copy of Wuthering Heights, sent from the ‘absolutely enormous library’ at Farley Hall, Rose’s majestic-sounding home.


Letty’s father wasn’t a big reader, although his prowess at the crossword was legendary across several valleys. Evan was a chapel man, a choir man, a railway man, and a Labour man. But while he approved of his sons – both younger than Letty, both furious at missing the war – picking up George Orwell, he showed a scratchy irritation at seeing Letty pass a Sunday reading in the old armchair by the fire, its stuffing bursting out around her curled-up feet.


She didn’t care. The letters, and the books, were her portal to another world – not quite frantic, purposeful London, but certainly not sleepy south Wales either. They made up for how her life had shrunk back.


Letty slept in her narrow bed, separated from her brothers by a heavy old woven curtain, worked five days a week and Saturday mornings, and drank halves in The Fountain on Saturday nights. But sometimes her old friends’ shrill gaiety in the pub made things worse. Really, it was all just near-hysterical relief at not being dead, she thought, watching their eyes shine and their mouths stretch, not saying anything really, as if being alive was worthwhile if you did nothing at all with it.


Letty picked up her lemonade again, and was draining the very last of it, when a man lurched towards her across the straw-strewn floor of The Lamb.


‘Letty?’


And there he was.


Even though she had been waiting for him, Letty was slightly taken aback by the very tall, thin man. His blonde-brown hair was dishevelled with sweat, and several strands drooped into a pair of soft, wide brown eyes.


‘Bertie?’


Where is Rose? Letty thought, a panic rising, still gripping the empty glass.


Why didn’t I wait for Rose? Bertie thought, deeply regretting his decision to arrive, alone, ahead of her.


He’d not given too much consideration to meeting this friend of his sister’s. Now he found himself confronted by the darkest, deepest, bluest eyes he thought he had ever seen.


Bertie had yomped ahead of Rose for the final stretch of their twelve-mile ramble through the damp, ever-deepening green of the Brecon Beacons, a competitive habit from childhood that neither sibling was yet quite ready to give up. At twenty-two, Rose was two years older than Bertie and, with sturdy legs that had shot up during adolescence, it used to be a fair match. But these days he outstripped her regularly, and so he had ended up at the low-beamed inn where they had rather shabby rooms for the weekend by himself, out of breath, and with aching feet.


‘Hullo. Hullo! Very good to meet you, Letty. I’ve heard— I mean Rose— she’s …’


Bertie gave the impression of having many more limbs than is quite normal, and seemed unsure what to do with them. He started to put out his long hand to shake Letty’s, before appearing to think better of it, running it through his hair instead, fine strands of which stayed springing up into the air. Eventually, he gestured decisively towards Letty’s empty glass.


‘Would you like a drink? Another – I mean— what can I …’


‘A half of mild, please,’ Letty said, quickly.


Bertie nodded very enthusiastically, looking everywhere except her eyes, then after gesturing with his whole long body towards the bar repeatedly, finally manoeuvred both limbs and wallet towards it to procure a pint of bitter and a half of mild.


Letty stared at him – tried not to stare at him – and realised she’d been imagining the past, some tailed vision of aristocracy from the pictures, not a normal twenty-year-old, with unkempt hair and muddy trousers.


Bertie returned with their drinks, and sat down abruptly on a brown armchair next to her, spilling his pint slightly. They both stared into the little fire, hissing in a gnarly iron grate. It could only have been a few seconds, but the silence seemed to tighten all through Letty’s body. Her crossed ankles clenched together.


‘Would you mind if I took off my boots?’ Bertie said.


His feet were throbbing. But dealing with his damp laces would also give Bertie a convenient excuse to look at the floor. It seemed preferable to looking into the face, into the eyes, of this Letty.


Letty shook her head and tried to compose her expression.


Men she knew would never take off their boots in the pub – but then they would be arriving after work, standing up and downing pints like they were a final task of the day, not the reward. Bertie, however, set to taking off hiking boots as if he were about to put his feet up, like a man of leisure.


Letty sipped the mild while watching him tussle with his laces. Although she had always expected that Bertie would seem as alien as Rose had when they first met, the sensation was heightened by his … maleness. The wonder of this strange new species of man, with his tweed jacket and clipped consonants and gentle, fumbling eagerness.


‘How was your walk?’


‘Ah!’ Bertie managed to remove the first boot, relief swiftly tainted by the realisation that his socks smelled like wet dog. ‘Yes, very good. Excellent country round here.’ He tried to wrap and tuck the leg under the armchair, surreptitiously.


‘Pen y Fan, is it?’


‘That’s right. Spectacular, quite … spectacular. And such a relief to get out and about, after the winter we’ve had!’


Both boots deposited by the fire, Bertie drained half his pint, cast his eyes about the walls then the ceiling as if powerfully interested in the polished horse brasses hanging there, then back to the bar, before giving up and sneaking a look at Letty. She also seemed to be avoiding his gaze, glancing away as if there might be something very interesting happening on the other side of the pub. She had small dimples in her pale cheeks; her eyebrows – thin and neat – were lightly drawn up. An unusually narrow nose, with a bobbly end, also seemed tilted upwards, in amusement, surely.


Or because of the smell? Oh lord, thought Bertie, he smelled like a deceased sheep.


‘Letty! Darling girl!’


Thank Christ, both Letty and Bertie thought as Rose’s buoyant
tones bounced across the pub.


Not quite as tall as her brother, Rose still walked in strides at least twice the length of Letty’s, as Letty had discovered when trying to keep up with her in London. After the dawdling pavements of Abergavenny, Letty had felt tossed and blown by the city’s crowds, but they always seemed to part before Rose like water from the bow of a ship. She crossed the pub in about two of these strides, and wrapped her sturdy arms around Letty’s narrow shoulders, nearly lifting her out of the chair.


‘How are you, how are you? Glad to see he found you – Bertie! You’ve taken off your boots? Honestly. And where’s my drink then, eh?’


‘It’s wonderful to see you,’ said Letty. ‘How long’s it been now then?’


‘Well, at least two years. Oh, and I’ve missed you, darling darling girl.’ Rose flung an arm around her friend again as she perched on the end of the armchair. She tapped the end of Letty’s nose, who wrinkled it, and stuck out her tongue. She felt, for a second, like she was back at school – not that she’d ever had a friend as clever or confident as Rose at school. Perhaps that was just something bred into people like her, Letty thought, impressed as always at how easily Rose moved through the world.


Bertie was so beside himself, he pointed at the bar, mouthed a potential order for Rose wordlessly – which Letty knew would be a single G&T, the only thing her friend ever drank – and had followed his finger before he even remembered he was not wearing anything on his feet.


Word will get around, Letty thought suddenly, watching the bootless Bertie lope and nod and smile and pull out a too-large note. Twm behind the bar, all forearm and forehead, leaned solid and still as Bertie bent and fumbled; the Davies boys watched with heavy eyes.


Well, let them! Letty felt her face flush with pleasure at the thought of being associated with him – but even more so with Rose. Let word get about! There was a wriggling in her belly at the simple and absolute joy of being reunited with her friend, her friend that she loved, her friend that she had thought she might never see again.


Bertie delivered the G&T and settled back into the armchair with the remainder of his own drink as the fire crackled and threatened to scorch his boots, and found he could barely get a word into the girls’ conversation. His sister asked Letty a stream of overlapping questions about the local area, and her favourite walks, and her job, and the books they’d both been reading.


Letty found the only way she could manage to say poised and intelligent things about Mrs Dalloway was if she didn’t look in the direction of Bertie’s long legs (and socked feet) at all.


But, eventually, she forced herself to turn to face him properly.


‘What about you, Bertie? You must be reading lots of interesting things at Oxford, is it?’


‘I wish I was reading all the things that you two are getting stuck into. Much more interesting than most of my tutes!’ he said with a charming, lopsided smile. ‘Greats – that is, I mean, Classics – is very hard and incredibly dull. You’d honestly never think a war had just happened, it’s so irrelevant, so …’


‘Stuck in the past?’ Letty asked, with a twitch of eyebrow.


His eyes flicked to hers, and then they finally, properly met. There was a split-second charge, like a static shock. The ends of Letty’s fingers prickled; tiny stars burst in Bertie’s peripheral vision.


Letty looked away hastily, unsure what had just happened. Then she was surprised to find herself feeling emboldened by the spark.


‘Surely classics is full of war, isn’t it? Nothing but war, I’d’ve thought – Trojans and that. That’s all of an-ti-quity’ – Bertie swooned inwardly at the way her Welsh accent picked through the word – ‘but that’s all that the present is too, isn’t it: men, lots of men, killing each other.’


‘I think, Letty, that you should study in my place and leave me to work in the post office.’


The merest hint of a scowl. Oh no, thought Bertie, she thinks I’m patronising her. Oh God.


‘I doubt I’d be up to it actually, I’ve no organisational skills whatsoever, and I’m dreadful at arithmetic. Although I would enjoy using the stamp …’ He mimed franking parcels, absent-mindedly.


‘Become a librarian, then. You’ve plenty of experience with dusty old books under your belt, haven’t you?’


Letty saw the edges of Rose’s wide mouth twitching as if there were small strings pulling at it. Then Letty blushed, and Bertie couldn’t help but wonder, Did she also feel it …? Surely he wasn’t imagining—


And at that thought, Bertie also blushed. And he noticed his sister’s mouth break, irresistibly, into the most enormous grin.


Later, after Letty had left the pub – Bertie’s eyes glued to her short, neat frame as she hurried out the door to the last bus – he sank immediately and gloomily into a third pint. How unlikely it was that their paths should ever have crossed! How unlikely, too, that they ever would again.


Then Rose handed him a gift.


‘It was such a treat to see Letty again today. Do you know, I really have missed having a friend like her. I was wondering if I oughtn’t to invite her up for the garden party—’


‘Yes, absolutely, what an excellent thought! Yes, you must.’


‘Oh, do you think so?’ asked Rose, innocently. ‘I wasn’t sure it’d really be her—’


‘Well you know her better than I,’ interrupted Bertie, trying to cover up his enthusiasm. He took a gulp of bitter and tried to look thoughtful. ‘But I can’t see why not. She likes cake, I presume? And gardens? We’ve seen where she lives, be nice for her to see where you live too …’


He paused, noticing a shadow of worry pass over Rose’s face, and realised that, of course, they hadn’t seen her home. And whatever it was like, it surely wasn’t going to be very similar to Farley Hall at all.


But Bertie shook off this flicker of doubt; none of that stuff mattered, not really. What mattered was that he wanted to see her again.


‘Anyway, Rosie – doesn’t she have the most absurdly large number of your books to return?’





Chapter 2



July 1947


‘Bertie!’ Rose’s voice came from the next room. ‘She’s here!’


Bertie, who had been pacing around Farley Hall all day, anxiously awaiting Letty’s arrival, found himself bolting upstairs to his bedroom.


‘Bertie!’ Rose bellowed up the stairs, exasperated. ‘Can you answer the door? I’ve got my hands full and I don’t want to send a maid!’


He did not reply. He absolutely could not answer the door. His pulse appeared to have gone haywire.


‘Bertie!’


Instead, he hid at the side of the thick curtain in his bedroom and looked down at the driveway. There she was, getting out of the car they’d sent to meet her train at Knaresborough station, arriving some hours before the party was due to start.


Letty looked up, and Bertie shrank away from the window.


As she craned up at it, the handsome, grey-yellow stone of Farley Hall seemed to loom over Letty out of the rain. So many windows! Behind each of those must be a room. And behind one of them, must be Bertie …


Letty dropped her gaze to the floor, quickly.


The driver scurried up the steps to deliver her brown, scuffed suitcase to the imposing front door. Silly, to arrive for just one night with such a large case, but it was the only one the Lewis family owned.


Letty felt momentarily paralysed. A few droplets of rain fell off the brim of her hat, and down her collar. She shivered, then lifted her pointed chin, and walked up the steps. Just as she was about to press the bell, the door flew open.


‘Letty!’ Rose, one arm full of cut flowers, kissed her hastily on the cheek, and then almost dragged her inside. ‘Welcome, welcome, welcome. How was the journey? I hope it wasn’t too long and terrible? It’s all a bit chaotic here because of the weather’ – Rose gestured vaguely behind her – ‘but I am quite sure it’s about to brighten up, don’t you think? Anyway, I’ll show you to your room, and then we can do the grand tour later – such as it is!’


Farley Hall certainly seemed grand to Letty as Rose whisked her across the glossy hallway floor, up a curved staircase and along a panelled corridor with six doors in it, depositing Letty at one. Her own private bedroom. As soon as a servant (a servant!) brought up a tray of tea and began to run Letty a bath, Rose made her excuses and left to hurry back to getting the hall and garden prepared.


Letty tried to relax in a little armchair, telling herself to savour the experience of being waited on. But she wasn’t sure how long it was acceptable to take, getting ready for a party, and besides, she was too nervous to eat much. A good job really, given how thinly the sandwiches were cut. The weak-looking tea tasted strangely floral.


When would she see him?


The question continued to whirl round Letty’s mind as she sank into the cavernous, cast iron bathtub. She tried to enjoy the luxury of having it all to herself for as long as she liked, rather than a quick splash in a tin bath while her brothers shouted at her to hurry up before the water went cold. But her limbs refused to unwind themselves. What if the party was starting already? What if Rose – if Bertie – was wondering where she’d got to? Perhaps they’d guess how shy she felt, thought she was hiding up here, thought she was a pathetic little …


Letty dressed as quickly as she could, in her favourite frock: cornflower blue, with tiny yellow flower sprigs. The day before, she’d sewn on a lace collar to cover a worn seam. It wasn’t fancy, but it fitted perfectly. She carefully fluffed out a few of her curls that had gone flat under her hat on the train, dabbed just a little rouge to her cheeks.


Her tread felt almost portentous, coming down the echoey staircase. She hovered, for a moment, in the hallway, before hearing Rose’s voice in the next room.


‘Oh! You’re ready!’


Letty’s heart sank. Rose was still dressed in an old brown worsted skirt, and busy choreographing an elaborate dance of party planning. Uniformed women span around her, holding crates of bottles, linen cloths, and trays of silverware. Rose held up a finger to indicate she’d be with Letty in one minute, and then turned back to a bewilderingly in-depth discussion about cake forks.


Feeling awkward and unhelpful, Letty slipped away, thinking to go back in her room. But then, out of some thrown-open doors, she spied the garden, suddenly drenched in a bright, peachy light.


Letty felt herself drawn outside. The rain had left tiny jewels across the lawn’s jade surface, glinting in the sun that had obligingly come out to dry it before guests arrived. The light slanted through the late afternoon, picking out the curves of the day-lilies, the velvety peeling back of rose petals. Letty thought she could smell their scent in trails, floating past her on the wet, warm air.


The rain-water crept up the toes of her low-heeled, best navy shoes. Letty breathed in the possibility of the evening to come.


‘Hullo.’


A start, a twist, and Letty had the exact sensation of being in a lift: a rush but a drop, the ground vanishing beneath you even though you remain still on the spot.


For there was Bertie, in a blue blazer and cream trousers and an open shirt. Something about the small triangle of exposed flesh made Letty forget what to do with her hands. She did a
funny sort of bob, cringed inwardly, then put them behind
her back.


‘Hello, thanks very much for inviting me – well for Rose inviting— I mean, it’s very pretty here.’


‘How was your journey?’ Bertie said. A small, cartwheeling furry animal appeared to have taken up residence at the base of his oesophagus. It had taken Rose running upstairs, banging on his door and hissing at him to ‘get outside and entertain her, she’s all by herself’ to finally make Bertie leave his room.


‘Oh, yes, fine.’ It had been very long and cramped in third, actually. She’d brought Tender is the Night, but somehow most of the journey had passed in looking out the window and thinking about how she’d have clever conversations with Bertie about it rather than actually reading it.


‘Ah, good. Long way.’


‘Yes, rather.’ Rather? That’s not something you say, she thought.


‘And … is the room? To your comfort—’


‘Oh yes, it’s got a terrific bath!’


Bertie went red, which made Letty colour too.


He had very little experience with women, but after the easy, teasing conversation with Letty in the pub, he’d thought about her all summer term, as he cycled along the canal, ate in the long hall, and certainly as he put his head down on his badly sprung single bed. Once Rose had confirmed she was coming to the party, his days were spent largely imagining their continued verbiage.


In his head, he had been considerably wittier than this.


‘Well, the weather looks to be perking up,’ he managed, woefully.


‘Yes. That’s … nice. For the party. Although I suppose for the flowers too.’


‘I suppose so.’


‘They must get battered by that rain!’


‘Yes.’ Bertie paused. Stumped by my idiocy, presumably, thought Letty.


‘Well, it’ll be better for the guests anyway,’ he managed.


‘Yes, I do hate a wet party.’


‘I suppose, ah, people will be here before too long,’ said Bertie, who seemed very interested in the sodden grass at their feet.


‘It’ll be busy, I daresay?’


‘Should be, if I know Rose. Well, I won’t keep you – I know what girls are like – don’t let me stop you, you know, getting togged up …’ He gestured with his whole body back to Farley Hall, its thick stone lit a creamy yellow against the now blue sky.


Her mouth opened, but she didn’t know what to say. He thought she hadn’t yet changed for the party, didn’t realise that this was her best dress.


Letty nodded, unable to speak, and instead stepped rapidly off the lawn and back to the house, head down.


She is ready, Bertie realised. He had just assumed it was too early for anyone female to be done – but now she must think … she must think …


Bertie groaned softly to himself.


In her room, Letty pretended to read again, until the party had definitely begun, the noise of shrieking voices unignorable. Thankfully, as she stepped gingerly back outside, Rose – now dressed in a cerise frock with a neat waist – spotted her, dashed across the grass a little clumsily and linked arms.


She steered Letty towards a table of impossibly glamorous food (lobster! Smoked salmon! Rationing was apparently an irrelevancy when you had tastes this fine), and presented her with several flutes of actual Champagne in quick succession, before introducing her in the most effusive tones to all of her glamourous, grown-up friends. The last of the sun warmed the back of Letty’s neck, and her cheeks began to hurt from all the smiling and nodding. It was a burning sensation she’d not known in two years.


She kept an awareness of where Bertie was at all times, in order never to look in his direction.


Her dress might be plain compared to all the other party frocks that seemed to float around her, but Letty soon found she no longer cared. Because there was dancing. And men. Not enough, but still: men, again, at last. A light, quick mover, Letty had no problem drawing them to her. As she twirled across the lawn, the crepe folds of her dress flared out and back, gently caressing her; she wished she had bare legs, so she could feel it better.


It was all so different to the brown evenings passed at dances in Aber, the same old faces and the general shabbiness of things after the war. Letty felt like she’d been dropped into one of the novels Rose lent her.


‘Are you having a nice time, my darling?’ asked Rose, flinging an arm around her between numbers and gently tugging her left earlobe.


‘Of course – it’s wonderful. I just had the most delightful talk with – um – Freddie? – about Fitzgerald. He’s reading Tender too!’ Letty wanted to reassure Rose that she could fit in in this world. That Rose didn’t need to be worried about her (or embarrassed by her, a small voice wanted to pledge).


‘Super. I’m so pleased,’ replied Rose, before swizzling away to discuss India very loudly with a tired-looking young man recently back from negotiations. And Letty thought briefly, disloyally, that perhaps it was Rose that needed to not try so hard with the men that she blasted with the full force of personality.


Letty caught sight of Bertie, shoulders drooping as he leaned against a large carved stone flowerpot, and wondered if he was watching her. She said yes immediately to the next offer of a dance from a stranger, and let herself be lifted, drifting in the night air that spun round her shoulders, her face hot, her waist held tight. Dance after dance. The evening rainbowed around her, sherbet dresses swirling through the half-lit flower beds, the bright Chinese lanterns above them glowing like gaudy little moons.


Then she began to notice it: the same giddy, gritted determination to enjoy oneself here that she saw at home. Too loud; too hard. The way that some of the men’s eyes had nothing behind them, the orange hiss of the trumpet, the burning in her cheeks … A bit of air, she thought, before remembering she was already outside.


And then, quite certainly, she needed to sit down.


Letty had tottered down almost to the end of the garden when she saw the oak tree, with a low iron bench curving round it.


She sat, pressing her hands to the iron bars and then to her cheeks to cool them, and sighed. She wasn’t sure if she was excited or exhausted. But the sturdiness of the oak was reassuring, and Letty breathed deeply, inhaling a country smell that was familiar and yet not, earth and young green leaves and something else. Yorkshire. It was the furthest north she’d ever been.


Bertie, around the other side of the tree in his preferred hiding place, felt the vibration through the metal bars more than he really heard her sit down.


It couldn’t be, thought Bertie. Could it? He weighed up the risk: lose his solitude, or lose the possibility …


He lit a cigarette.


Letty registered the click-hiss-crackle before she remembered to be startled. Someone behind the tree. She looked down; yes, the bench curved the whole way around its massive trunk.


A cigarette. That could be just the thing. She hated the cigarette smoke that clogged The Fountain, but here the way the men lit them for you, so debonair yet strangely tender … Yes, a cigarette.


Letty gripped the bars, and used them to swish herself around the bench to see who was there.


And there she was.


‘Oh!’


‘Letty. I … I was just having a quiet smoke, I didn’t hear— Are you …?’


‘Yes, fine. Just wanted a moment …’


He half stood, face contorting into at least six different expressions. ‘I should … I can leave you … I mean—’


‘Oh don’t be daft.’ Letty grabbed his arm and pulled him back down on the bench, a little unsteadily, their sides half-colliding, at which Bertie couldn’t prevent a laugh escaping.


And then she was giggling too, and the awkwardness he’d carried round like tortoise shell on his back all night lifted away.


‘Oh, Bertie, I’ve had a few glasses of Champagne.’


‘I know,’ he said, looking mock-mournfully down at his hand, which held an empty flute. ‘So have I. What a terrible state of affairs.’


‘Do give me a cigarette, and talk to me about books.’


And so he lit a cigarette, looking really at the curve of her white neck, and shared his cleverest thoughts about Wordsworth. Only they seemed to come out as rather woolly and sentimental aphorisms about the simplicity of the life of the shepherd, and suchlike.


‘If this belief from heaven be sent, if such be Nature’s holy plan, have I not reason to lament what man has made of man?’’ he quoted in desperation, declaring it out and up to the stars, which winked in apparent approval.


Letty wanted to clutch her heart. A man was actually reciting poetry to her! At a garden party! Under the stars!


Instead, she rolled her eyes as she smoked, which Bertie thought made her seem quite excellently worldly.


‘The countryside isn’t like that though, is it. Not the proper countryside, it isn’t – it’s not all God in a primrose and tweeting birds. It’s dark and dirty and hard.’


‘Ah, but isn’t there something transcendent in that too – in the honesty of it, man and nature, beasts and soil? Machines, and-and planes, and speed, and weapons … they all take us further from that essential dialogue between human nature and the earth.’


‘We’ve never not had weapons though, Bertie, have we, even if it was just bits of metal or-or swords, or whatsit, you know … sticks.’


She picked up a fallen oak branch and adopted a fencing stance. His earnestness might be enchanting and she might want to lie under the tree and listen to him read her the complete works of Wordsworth, but she also must prick it, somehow couldn’t allow these grandiose statements about Mankind and Nature to stand, to impress her so very easily.


Bertie had never been mocked by a woman like this before – an occasional cynical laugh from a haughty creature who thought him pathetic: certainly. Regularly. But never one waving a branch at him.


He slowly reached down, picked a stick of his own, and then rose to his feet in a flash, startling her.


‘En garde!’


Letty yelped, and they fenced, badly.


‘For nature!’


‘For progress!’ She parried rapidly, forcing him onto a back foot, which impressed him as much as the fact that she was determined to spar intellectually.


‘For … for the sublime!’


‘For the future! I want a new, thrilling future! With excitement, and purpose, and, and … action!’


‘Oh, I bet you do …’


She gasped lightly at his husky insinuation that came from who knew where and then it appeared his stick had fallen to the floor and his arm was around her and he had pulled her tighter into him than any of the men on the dancefloor, and her mind was suddenly quite clear: Remember this.


The moment before their lips touched stretched forever, in anticipation. Like the moment between the lights dimming, and the curtain rising.


And then they were kissing. And it felt miraculous, to Bertie, who knew he would always remember this kiss, under this oak tree.


Her arm still dangled at her side, holding the branch, one young green leaf trembling.





Chapter 3



October 1947


‘But it’s ridiculous,’ Letty hissed at him, her feet planted at the edge of the lawn of Worcester College like a particularly stubborn sheep.


‘I know, but the rules are the rules and they’re honestly real sticklers.’ Bertie grimaced, his long narrow face seeming to drag towards his chest.


‘No. Walking. On. The. Grass. No. Women. Allowed. Inside.’ She delivered the words like they were a personal, devastating insult. ‘But you live here. You study here.’


‘Well, yes, I think that’s the thing, distraction …’ said Bertie weakly, trailing off.


Since the garden party, they’d stayed in touch, writing carefully crafted letters about poetry and politics, alongside gently nosing questions about each other’s lives that belied an almost feverish interest on both sides. Bertie had burned with pleasure when Letty said yes to his suggestion that he might visit her in Abergavenny; now, it was his turn to host her in his world. He had been proud at the thought of introducing Letty to Oxford: showing her the cloisters and mullioned windows, the concentrated hush of academia. Even if he hadn’t wildly taken to his studies, the aesthetics of his situation pleased Bertie – the crumble-edged splendour of the quad, and the tangled staircase that tripped over its own steepness as it led to his cosy bedroom and study, the old red armchair with its shiny, worn-smooth leather.


It had never occurred to him that she’d expect to see that bit too, yet here she was, furious at being prevented. It wasn’t that Letty had any particular designs on his bedroom – this was only their fourth meeting; she was staying in a room above a tea shop – it was just that she wanted to know every single thing about Bertie. She wanted to be able to imagine him by the fire that he wrote of. To smell his books. To get inside these great walls!


Not to be stuck outside in the autumn grey, the chill seeming to come from those forbidding stones themselves.


Bertie had daydreamed incessantly about Letty in the six weeks since he had visited her in Wales. But at her arrival in Oxford, he felt tilted by her presence, the reality of her; she was lightly different to his worn and worked-over memories. Not quite as pale. Her stride shorter, trotting almost. There was a seriousness in her gaze that made the strangeness of her being in Oxford – actually present in his everyday life – feel simultaneously perfectly correct and charged with unpredictable electricity.


‘Come on – I’ll show you the dining hall at least,’ he said, kissing her hand, hoping to soften her.


‘All right then.’ Letty tossed her curls, which she’d had set specially for the trip, in a display of disgruntlement.


Inside the huge room – grandeur in every panel, privilege in every breath – she felt suddenly very small. But she wouldn’t show it. She could feel Bertie looking at her, wanting her to be impressed, but she wouldn’t give in.


Why did something inside her resist showing him her admiration, she wondered. He’d had no such reservations when visiting Aber. If Bertie was bemused by the small town, he’d managed to smile through it all.


She’d been bursting to see him, at the train station a full twenty minutes before the train, tapping up and down the platform on newly re-heeled shoes. When he’d stepped off, in his smart suit and a hat threatened by gusts of Welsh wind, a sudden shyness overtook her. She walked and talked very fast towards The Fountain, where he had a room, gesturing stagily at her local landmarks (‘that’s the cottage where my dad grew up’, ‘that’s where I had my first job, behind the counter on a Saturday’).


When he came outside after dropping his small smart case in the dark, boiled-vegetable-smelling room, he had handed her a paper-wrapped parcel, a little self-consciously. Letty unwrapped it with the indecorous haste of a child.


‘Sons and Lovers? I’ve never read any DH Lawrence – oh, Bertie, thank you, it’s beautiful!’


And then she stood on tiptoes and kissed him dead on the mouth, astonishing Bertie, who thought that it was highly improbable he would ever be allowed to touch her again.


‘All right, boyo! On you go!’ yelled someone from across the street, but Letty just laughed at the old man, whose trousers were actually torn and ragged.


‘Don’t mind him, rude old thing,’ she whispered to Bertie with a smile that seemed to curl all the way into his ear.


Letty had tried to keep him away from her family – her parents knew that he was visiting, and her brothers teased her mercilessly about her ‘fancy man’ when anyone else was around, but in the privacy of the home, they all said absolutely nothing. She was unsure if it was because he was the first man she had announced she was courting, or if it was because he was from away. But come Saturday night it wasn’t possible to keep Bertie to herself, and in the crush and press of bodies in the pub, she was astonished to find him warmly accepted.


It was thanks to his experience in the war that he could manage it, Bertie reflected. He had signed up the day after his eighteenth birthday. The end was obviously nearing, but to miss out entirely seemed cowardly. Yet, once he’d done his officer training and got out to Italy, Bologna was nearly in the army’s grasp. He was part of something, but just barely.


What the war did teach him was how to talk to men who were nothing like him. He learnt the camaraderie of sharing the last cigarette, making small talk about cricket, the collective shot of testosterone that fear – and in their case, victory – could bring. But he learnt, too, how to neutralise masculine bluster in all its many variations, rather than become a target for it.


Bertie’s schooling had been entirely geared towards fashioning him, and boys like him, into leaders. He was sent, at seven, to board at an imposing building made of such thick stone it was freezing even in the summer term. Many hours’ train ride away from Farley Hall, his parents rarely visited; Bertie was to learn to stand on his own two feet, to learn how to wield power and authority on behalf of the British Empire, no less. That hadn’t remotely worked – but what his schooling had given him was an inner confidence that allowed Bertie to be always and only himself. Bumbling, non-threatening, bookish, and yet under­pinning these qualities with such self-assurance and generous good cheer that even the toughest, coarsest of soldiers realised there was no sense in trying to pull him down or give him a kicking for his privilege. There was simply no need.


At The Fountain, this ebullient openness once more stood in him in good stead. Bertie had proved horrendously bad at darts, trodden on a dog, and failed to follow scores of jokes that were just too fast, too Welsh for him. But he laughed long and loud when he did get them, and more importantly laughed at himself, and bought several rounds. Letty’s brothers, their friends, and assorted old boys all afterwards said ‘funny sort’ and ‘bit different, that one’, but also declared him ‘a good lad’. Letty felt like she’d been lightly gold-plated.


But in Oxford, it was as if some cheap metal below was showing. She’d known it would be grand; she was excited for grand. But she hadn’t expected to feel so shut out. Even at his college, Bertie didn’t introduce her to anyone. Oxford was somehow closed off, all walls.


‘What did you think of the book?’


Bertie’s voice was soft, and Letty felt a pang in her chest as she walked.


‘Sons and Lovers?’ She’d read it, twice, in advance of seeing him again. Its glossy, oxblood leather cover seemed to almost glow on her bedside table, and she’d snatched it back furiously when her brother Geraint picked it up, leafing through its treasured pages with fat, grubby fingers.


‘Yes, I liked it very much.’ Letty felt herself stall, sounding stiff when really she had so much she had planned to say, about the strange intensity of the way Lawrence wrote about relationships, all that was going on in a person beneath the surface. But what if, compared to other girls Bertie talked to in Oxford, she seemed naive? Dim?


Bertie’s heart sank. He’d thought Lawrence might speak to her, more than the Wodehouse and Waugh that Rose had lately been sending; had thought that Letty might like to read about communities like hers in great literature, too. But perhaps she considered that patronising of him …?


‘Oh, well. Good.’ There was so much more for them to discuss, Bertie just knew it, but before he could find the words they were at the river.


‘I, uh, I thought we might take a punt?’ Bertie said, trying to sound spontaneous.


‘Oh, yes?’ Letty heard how cool she sounded, but secretly she’d hoped they might. It was one of the only things she knew about the university towns, really – spires and punts. ‘That’s what you do with all the university girls, is it?’


She felt it wounding him. He opened his mouth, halfway towards a joke. Closed it.


Bertie walked sheepishly up to a man in a tatty cap and muttered something; nodding, he went to a low shed and dragged out a punt, with a huge wicker hamper on it, bedecked with red velvet cushions and thick tartan blankets. Letty frowned.


‘Your carriage awaits …’ Bertie spoke with offhand irony, as if the whole enterprise was a joke, but kept his eyes cast down as he held out his hand to help her onto the low wooden vessel, then busied himself paying the boatman and pushing them off the side of the bank. And so he missed the look of growing wonder in Letty’s eyes.


The water flowed smooth round the punt, and the current began to tug as Bertie steered them deftly into the middle of the river. Letty shuffled into the cushions. She hoped everyone in Oxford could see her: on a punt, with this man, who had arranged it all specially. And actually for her.


Once they had some slight speed, and were out the way of the rowers who passed, grunting, in loose vests and tiny shorts, Bertie sat down opposite her, and busied himself in the basket.


‘Are you cold? There’s blankets … I thought in case you got cold sitting. And, ah, I brought a picnic. Are you hungry?’


‘Always.’


‘Excellent. Well it isn’t much but some sandwiches’ – a paper-wrapped packet, tied up with string, yet posed on a china plate emerged – ‘and cheese and apples’ – a little platter, ready cut up – ‘and some cake’ – fruit cake! And iced buns! – ‘and some wine? If you’d like?’ Crystal glasses caught the autumn light, which helpfully cracked through the thick cloud and cut through the fine yellowing leaves of the weeping willow they’d drifted towards. Letty starred dumbstruck at the feast. The only sweet thing she’d had for weeks was jam.


Bertie rummaged more. Paused, shot a look to the sky, and then pulled out a tiny glass vase with a single rose in it, the palest pink. He passed it to her, with a shrug.


A vibration in the air. Was she going to … laugh? He would need to capsize the punt and drown immediately.


Letty couldn’t move, fearing that the whole thing was about to be revealed as an elaborate fiction, or a joke at her expense. Then she took the flower and set it down with grave tenderness next to her, at the edge of the gingham tablecloth he’d spread out between them.


‘This is … magical,’ was all she managed.


Her eyes stung with it.


And so Bertie could exhale again, and busied himself further with gently steering them under the willow, a cool and pale bower, the orange light and lilac shadow dappling his eager face, turned hopefully now towards her, and she knew with certainty he’d never done this for anyone before.


And she looked at him so intently it almost seemed like she was in pain.


Then it was Letty who nearly capsized them, lunging towards him and taking hold of Bertie’s narrow trunk as tight as if she might break him.


‘Hey now!’ he laughed, gulping a mouthful of wine, somehow leafy, its taste all mingled with the fresh wet green of the river and the tree.


She held on and on, until he tried to feed her a bit of cheese and apple. She took it gently in her mouth and carried nibbling on to the tips of his fingers. She pressed her teeth gently, then firmly down onto their pads. Ran her tongue over them.


When he let out a low groan, she released him. Turned to nuzzle into his neck. Its warmth, and slight stubble; its buttery smell.


‘Thank you,’ Letty said, fully muffled into him.


‘What’s that?’ Bertie tried to pull her out, to hear her, but she burrowed further.


When she did let him pull her away, she could barely flick her eyes at him. ‘I can’t believe you did all this, for me.’


She had no more words, just tried to radiate her feelings into him.


Bertie took Letty’s pointed face, easily cupped by his long, nobbled fingers, and kissed her.


The fluttering in the chest she’d always felt at his touch dived down into her belly, which seemed to turn to a fiery liquid. Something quickening and churning and insistent. When his mouth moved to her neck, a gasp slipped out, unintended. He smiled, as his heart hit his sternum like a hammer, and his whole body knew.





Chapter 4



January 1948


‘Well, really, Bertie.’ His mother, Amelia, half sighed, half drawled out her disgust, her disappointment, as she held a wine glass aloft. The slick flick of her other wrist alerted Martha that it should be refilled.


Given the circumstances, even Harold didn’t object. Bertie’s father remained silent. His gaze rested on – or, rather, bore into – the vase of artfully arranged hot-house dahlias at the centre of the dining table, almost reflected in its high sheen. They looked, Bertie thought, like a contained explosion, paused mid-burst.


His father’s own contained reaction to the announcement frightened him. So far Harold had not spoken a word.


‘She’s a sweet thing, I grant you that. But this is the rest of your life, darling.’ Amelia’s words already had that glaze on them, the smeared polish drink gave her.


‘I love her,’ said Bertie, as simply as he could, and glanced at Rose, who looked anguished, sat very straight and tall on their high-backed dining chairs.


‘Mummy, Violet is one of my dearest friends, she’s a very clever, good, hardworking sort of person,’ Rose tried, but as she spoke Bertie heard how the words sounded all wrong, not at all what their mother hoped for in a daughter-in-law.


During Letty’s weekend visits, both Bertie and Rose pounced on her company hungrily, the girls’ friendship as sturdy a tripod leg of the relationship as the romance. But Amelia, while glassily polite, practically ignored Letty’s now frequent presence at Farley Hall. Even when Letty had recently visited for her and Bertie’s birthday dinner, Amelia had barely acknowledged that there were two celebrations happening.


But then Amelia didn’t lavish much attention on her own children either. Tall, with rich chestnut hair still not showing a single grey, she could glide into a room and gather up everyone in it on the wave of her slim arms, the swooping charm of her voice – if she so chose. When it came to Bertie and Rose, she rarely bothered.


Even in school holidays as children Amelia had barely spent time with them, and would often be in foul, black moods that Bertie and Rose had found bewildering. She had looked at them as if they were in the way, preventing her from getting things done. What things, Bertie still couldn’t imagine: his mother did nothing. Had never done anything. ‘Imagine a life that pointless,’ Rose had once burst out, frustrated at the waste, the spite.


As they got older, the fresheners began starting earlier; in the afternoon, with lunch. The crack of the ice. Then there might be an hour of intruding, heavy affection – her breath sweet as she insisted on doing Rose’s hair, badly, or reading over Bertie’s shoulder, a sudden cloying abundance. Bertie had tried to turn into stone, still and unreactive, to stave off the moment when she’d turn. Because then there would come a fine slicing up of their personalities, achievements, looks. A needle inserted into the flesh tenderised, despite his efforts to resist, by her earlier affection.


Any fiancé would be wrong for their eternally disappointed mother. But Bertie also recognised that she had no power, beyond the power to hurt. And so he looked, really, at his father.


‘Bertie, study, please.’


‘Father, I really think if you have something to say—’ interrupted Rose, hotly.


‘You seem to be under the impression that this is a family matter, Rose, when it is precisely nothing to do with you.’


Rose went beetroot and glared. Amelia rolled her eyes extravagantly.


Harold rose. The same height as his wife, although thirteen years older, with a chest that now domed out in front of him, he had a compact, meaty solidity. What little dark hair remained on his head met a still full but scrupulously neat beard.


His study. A sanctum, the hallowed place where Harold passed most of his hours, reading papers for the Lords and accounts for the estate. The dark wood panels seemed to press inwards in agonising silence as they sat down in two rigid armchairs by the fire.


Bertie was only ever called there for a telling-off. At sixteen, he’d spent a whole long week in a corner of the room, copying out Bible verses by hand while Harold worked (or read The Times cover to cover). Bertie and two of his equally clever, self-satisfied schoolfriends had got worked up about the war and decided Nietzsche was right and God must be dead, and mounted a protest against enforced church-going at school, accompanied by an essay on ‘the tyranny of organised religion’ in the school newspaper. Harold had been told to come to collect his son.


Harold attended church every week without fail, and informed Bertie that he considered his soul a poor price to pay in exchange for teenage rebellion. Amelia, who hadn’t been to church since her brother had been gunned down in the First World War, had let out a small barking laugh.


The thick smell of beeswax and pipe smoke and leather, the lack of air, or light – all was unchanged, claustrophobically familiar. This, Bertie had always assumed, was what the world of men would be like. Power in the back room, the heavy weight of the whisky glass. He wished for a wind to rush through the room, to blow it all away.


‘The world seems different to you, I suppose.’


Bertie started, unnerved by his father’s unanticipated accuracy.


‘Nothing is ever the same after a war. But we still go forwards, Bertie. And you do know what’s expected of you. Your duty.’


Harold adjusted the pile of books on a side table so that their spines aligned exactly, and sat back in his chair, the leather creaking as if in quiet support. The carriage clock on the mantel­piece struck the hour, with painful slowness. In the silence that followed, Bertie was sure he could feel dust motes settle softly around them.


Bertie got to his feet suddenly, and listed towards the mantelpiece. He stared at the clock face, its impassive gold expression, then turned.


‘Father, things are different. But not because of the war. Just because of her – I simply don’t want to be with anyone else.’


Harold’s eyes blazed, and Bertie realised his father had hoped this was going to be simpler. He hadn’t understood that there would be this new battle, hadn’t reckoned with Bertie’s new core of determination, that could win against his paternal authority.


‘Sorry, Pa, but I’m afraid that’s all there is to it. I’m going to ask her to marry me.’


Bertie watched the second hand turn, with its set, aggressive tick.


‘And you’ll live where?’ asked Harold in a low rumble, eventually. ‘Cramped in a cottage, with the rest of her family?’


‘Perhaps,’ Bertie answered with provoking lightness. He hadn’t given too much thought to practicalities, in truth.


‘You’d be willing to dispense with your past as well as your future then? What on earth have we been fighting for but this, our heritage?’ Harold gestured, as if every stately home in England were under the wave of his hand.


‘The hills. The countryside. And freedom!’ Bertie was surprised at how the words rushed out, surprised at how earnest they sounded. ‘And the people – the people of this whole green and pleasant land, Father, which isn’t just … isn’t just people like us.’


‘So you spend a few months in the army and come back a man of the people.’


Yes, Bertie wanted to say. That was exactly what the army had given him: a window into the lives of all different kinds of men. An understanding that what they had in common was greater than what divided them – and that what divided them, really, was this entrenched inequality that only benefited people like Harold. Like him.


‘Our country is made up of fine people, Father,’ Bertie replied, holding his power – displaying it – in his breezy refusal to be rattled. Or to be cowed. ‘And the finest of them is Let— is Violet. She makes me very happy.’


‘Happy.’ Scorn dripped into the pause. ‘So you’ll be just as happy in the mucky Welsh hills, with nothing as your inheritance. Just as happy to never see your mother and me again.’


And then the room tilted on its axis, and the clock seemed even louder in the silence as Bertie recognised what was really behind the threat: his father’s own fear and dread, at the thought of being alone forever and solely responsible for his wife, at the rooms being even emptier and yet even more suffocatingly airless than they already were, at passing the hall on to no one.


Hold fast, thought Bertie. Actually, he has more to lose.


He slowly moved towards his father’s chair, crouched down on his heels, and took his father’s hand. Harold bristled, but did not pull away.


‘Father. Of course I don’t want that. I feel a profound sense of duty to you, to Mother, to Farley Hall. Let me serve. But I must have Violet by my side.’


He kept his tone warm, but certain, trying to speak his father’s language, searching for and finally finding his gaze.


‘I am going to do this anyway, Father. Please let’s go forward into this new world together.’


Bertie stood, re-establishing the usual distance. His blood was pounding round his body, despite the easy demeanour. But that was the trick: never let on. Stay cheery. Stay solid.


‘The war taught you nothing, I see.’


And now the shock was that his father could so little see the change in his son. Still thought him an unformed schoolboy, not a man.


‘When I went into the army, I already loved my country,’ continued Harold. ‘But I came out ready to do anything – anything – to preserve it. We had to win, and we did win, because of enormous sacrifice and suf—’


Suffering. Suffering was the word he couldn’t say, Bertie realised.
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