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To my most beloved wanderers,


both of whom would infinitely prefer


the Amazon, or Manchuria,


and certainly the Orient Express,


to a stroll in Central Park …


Both of whom began my life,


in different ways …


the one to whom I gave


the very beginning of my life …


and the other all the rest:


My father, John,


and my husband, John …


And to a very, very special little girl,


Victoria, precious, precious child.


May you not wander too far away from me


as times goes on,


but just far enough to satisfy your soul.


With all my love,


d.s.












Wanderlust




wander, wander


wandering,


meandering,


the urge to roam,


to dance,


to fly,


to be,


the search for


free,


the need to see


to go


to find


to search


to do,


my thirsts


so easily quenched


so close to home


and yours so grand,


so elegant,


so marvellous,


climbing mountaintops


and elephants


and tiger hunts


and dancing bears


and far off stars


and trips to mars


and all of it


so wild,


so vast,


so free,


as you go wander,


wander,


wandering,


and then the best


part of all


when, satisfied,


complete,


and happy now,


you wander


slowly


home


to me.












1


Everything in the house shone as the sun streamed in through the long French windows. The carved mahogany mantelpiece in one of the two front parlours had been polished until it sparkled, its carved rosettes and female busts oiled to perfection. The long marquetry table in the centre of the room was equally handsome and had been equally well tended, although it was almost impossible to see it beneath the neat stacks of treasures that had been gathering there for weeks. Carved jades, enormous silver platters, lace tablecloths, two dozen magnificently carved crystal bowls, and at least three dozen silver salt and pepper shakers, and fourteen silver candelabra. The wedding gifts were lined up on the table, as though waiting for inspection and at the end of the table a pad and black fountain pen, where each name could be inscribed, the donor and the gift, to be thanked when the bride had time. One of the pantry maids dusted the offerings daily, and the butler had seen to it that the silver was polished, just as everything in the Driscoll mansion was. There was an aura of restrained opulence here, of enormous wealth that was clearly apparent but never flaunted. The heavy velvet drapes and lace curtains in the front parlour kept out curious eyes, as did the heavy gate surrounding the house, the well-tended hedge, the trees beyond. The Driscoll home was something of a fortress.


A female voice called out from the main hall just past the sweeping staircase. The voice was barely raised but one could hear it clearly, as a tall young woman with small hips, long legs, and deliberately carved shoulders stepped into the front parlour. She was in a pink satin dressing gown, wore her reddish hair in a chignon, and looked to be barely more than in her early twenties. There was a softness to the drape of the satin gown, yet there was nothing soft about her. She stood erect, looking directly at the table laden with gifts, her eyes moving slowly across the treasures, nodding slowly, and then stepping closer to the table to read the names she had written down … Astor … Tudor … Van Camp … Sterling … Flood … Watson … Crocker … Tobin … They were the cream of San Francisco, of California … of the country. Fine names, fine people, handsome gifts. Yet she did not look excited as she took a quick step to the window and stood looking out at the gardens. They were immaculately kept, just as they had been ever since her childhood. She had always loved the tulips her grandmother planted each spring, a riot of colour, and so different from the flowers in Honolulu … she had always loved this garden. She exhaled slowly, thinking of all she had to do that day, and then wheeled slowly on a pink satin heel, squinting dark blue eyes at the richly burdened table. The gifts certainly were pretty … and the bride would be too … if she ever went for a fitting. Audrey Driscoll glanced at her slender wrist and the narrow diamond watch that had been her mother’s. It had a small ruby clasp and she loved it.


There were two pantry maids on the main floor, a butler, an upstairs maid to tend to their bedrooms, and a cook belowstairs with a maid and an assistant of her own … two gardeners … a chauffeur … in all a staff of ten that kept Audrey very busy. And yet she was used to all this. She had been running the house for fourteen years now, since she had come to the house from Hawaii. She had been eleven then, and Annabelle seven, when her parents had died in Honolulu. There had been nowhere to come but here. Her mind drifted back to the foggy morning they’d arrived, as Annabelle clutched her hand and sobbed loudly, terrified. Her grandfather had sent his housekeeper to bring them back from the Islands, and she and Annabelle had been seasick all the way home. But not Audrey, never Audrey. It was she who nursed old Mrs Miller, the housekeeper, when she died of influenza four years later. But it was Mrs Miller who had taught Audrey everything there was to know about running a fine old house like this one. She had also taught her exactly what her grandfather expected. And Audrey had learned her lessons well. She ran his house to perfection.


The whisper of her pink satin dressing gown was the only sound in the empty room as she hurried into the dining room, took her place at the empty table and pressed the discreet ruby and jade bell push beside her seat. She took her breakfast here every morning, unlike her sister, who ate breakfast upstairs, on a tray covered with impeccably starched linen.


A maid in a grey uniform with stiff white apron, cuffs, and cap immediately appeared, glancing nervously at the tall young woman sitting so erect in the Queen Anne chair she always occupied at the foot of the table.


‘Yes, Miss Driscoll?’


‘Only coffee for me this morning, thank you, Mary.’


‘Yes, Miss Driscoll.’ Her eyes like blue glass, there was no smile as Audrey watched her. They were afraid of her, most of them, except those who knew her well … who remembered the little girl careering around the lawn … the childhood games … the bicycle … the time she fell out of the Australian pine tree … but this Mary knew none of that. She was a girl of Audrey’s years, and she knew only the woman with a firm hand and strong ideas and only secretly a splendid sense of humour. It was hidden there in the dark blue eyes … it was there … if one knew how to find it. But too few did … she was only … Miss Driscoll … the spinster …


They called her the spinster sister. Annabelle was the beauty. It was no secret between them. And Edward Driscoll had always said it openly. Annabelle had the frail blonde look of an angel, that look of total fragility that was so popular in the thirties … and the twenties … and decades and centuries before that … Annabelle the little princess … the baby … Audrey could still remember holding her in her arms and crooning to her after their parents had died on the way home from Bora-Bora. Their father had never been able to resist an adventure, and their mother had followed him everywhere he went, for fear that he would leave her if she didn’t. In the end, she had even followed him to the bottom of the ocean. The wreckage was never found. The ship went down in a storm two days out of Papeete, and the girls were left alone in the world, with only their grand father … poor Annabelle had been terrified when she saw him, and Audrey had held her hand so tightly their fingers were white as he watched them …. Audrey smiled to herself as she thought of it. He had terrified them even then. Or tried to … especially poor little Annie.


Her coffee was poured from a silver pot with an ivory handle. It had come home with her from Honolulu, along with other treasures that had belonged to her parents. Her father had cared little for all of that, and most of what her mother had brought from the mainland had remained in crates. He was far more interested in jauntering around the world, far more in love with the albums he put together after his travels. Audrey had them still, on bookshelves in her room. Her grandfather hated seeing them, they only served to remind him of his loss … his only son … The Fool, he always called him. A wasted life … two wasted lives … and two little girls foisted on him. He pretended to hate the inconvenience at the time, and insisted they would have to make themselves useful. He had demanded that Annabelle learn to embroider and sew, and she had, but his demands of Audrey had been fruitless. She enjoyed neither sewing nor drawing, nor gardening, nor baking. She was hopeless at watercolours, wrote no poetry at all, hated museums, and the symphony even more … but she liked photography, and adventure books, and tales of distant, far-off places. She went to lectures given by absurd, remote scholars, and often stood out at land’s end, her eyes closed, sniffing the sea, thinking of the distant shores reached by the fingertips of the Pacific Ocean. And she ran a fine house for him, had a good hand with the servants, checked over the books for him each week, kept the house well stocked, and saw to it that no one cheated him of a penny. She would have been good at running any business, except that there was none to run. Only the home of Edward Driscoll.


‘The tea is ready, Mary?’ Without looking at her watch, she knew that it was eight fifteen and she knew that her grandfather would be down at any moment, dressed as he was each morning, as though he still had an office to go to. He would harrumph, look at Audrey angrily as he always did, refuse stolidly to speak to her, glare once or twice, sip his tea, read the newspaper, eat two soft-boiled eggs, one slice of toast, drink one more cup of English tea, and then bid her good morning. His morning ritual did not unnerve Audrey, who barely seemed to take notice of him. She had begun reading his newspaper when she was twelve, and had discussed it with him seriously whenever she had a chance. At first, he had been amused, and then eventually he had realised how much of it she absorbed and how well formed her opinions were. They had had their first major political disagreement on her thirteenth birthday and she hadn’t spoken to him for a week, much to his delight. He had been terribly proud of her then, and still was. It was a great source of pleasure when shortly afterwards she found her own paper at her place in the morning. Since then she read her paper every morning, and when he finally wished to speak to her, she was more than happy to discuss with him any items that had caught his interest. They would then proceed to argue horribly about everything they read, from world political to local news, even to stories about dinner parties given by their friends. They rarely agreed on anything, which was why Annabelle hated having breakfast with them.


‘Yes, miss. The tea is ready.’ The maid in the grey uniform said it as though gritting her teeth, bracing herself for an enemy attack, and a moment later it came. His careful step in the hall, as his impeccably shined shoes left the Persian rug for a moment before meeting another in the dining room, his growling harrumph as he pulled back his chair, sat down, and stared only for a fraction of an instant at Audrey, and then carefully unfolded his newspaper. The maid poured tea while he glared at her, and then cautiously he sipped it. By then, Audrey was engrossed in the news, totally unaware of how the summer sunlight shone on her copper hair and her long delicate hands holding the newspaper. For an instant, he watched her, caught as he often was by her beauty, though she didn’t know it. It was that which made her even more lovely, the fact that she never gave it any thought. Unlike her sister who thought about nothing else.


‘Good morning.’ It was a full thirty minutes later before the words erupted from him, his immaculate white beard barely moving as he spoke, his blue eyes a blaze of summer sky that belied his eighty summers. The maid jumped as he spoke, as she did each morning. She hated serving him breakfast, just as Annabelle hated eating with him. Only Audrey seemed impervious to the gruffness of his manner. She acted no differently than she would have if he had smiled and kissed her hand and called her pretty names each morning.


There were no pretty names on Edward Driscoll’s tongue. There never were. Never had been, except for his wife, but she had been dead for twenty years, and he had pretended to be hardened ever since then, and in many ways he was. He was a handsome, beautifully groomed man, once tall and still erect with snowy white hair, a full beard and handsome, broad shoulders. He walked with a careful but determined step, a silver-tipped ebony cane held in one powerful hand, as he gesticulated forcefully with the other. As he did now, glancing over at Audrey.


‘I suppose you read the news. They nominated him, the fools. Damn fools, all of them.’ His voice boomed in the wood-panelled dining room as the young maid quaked and Audrey unsuccessfully concealed a smile. She met his eyes squarely with her own blue eyes, and there was a hint of similarity between them.


‘I thought you’d be interested in reading that.’


‘Interested!’ he shouted at her. ‘He doesn’t have a chance, thank God. Hoover will get in again. But they should have gone with Smith instead of that idiot.’ He had been reading of Franklin Roosevelt’s nomination at the Democratic Convention in Chicago, in Lippmann’s column. And Audrey had easily anticipated his reaction. He was a staunch supporter of Herbert Hoover, in spite of the fact that this had been the worst year of the Depression thus far. But her grandfather had refused to acknowledge that. He still thought Hoover a fine man, despite the armies of starving unemployed across the nation. The Depression had not touched them, and so he found it impossible to fathom the extent to which it had touched others.


But Hoover’s politics had caused Audrey’s ‘defection,’ as Edward Driscoll called it. She was going to vote for the Democrats this time, and she was very pleased with Franklin Roosevelt’s nomination.


‘He won’t get in, you know, so don’t waste your time looking so pleased for him.’ Edward Driscoll looked irate as he set down the paper.


‘He might. He really should.’ Her face sobered, thinking of the economic condition the country was in. It was terrifying, and it always upset her. Her grandfather didn’t like talking about it, because doing so implied that it was Hoover’s fault. Annabelle didn’t seem to care what he said, but Audrey was very, very different. ‘Grandfather,’ she eyed him carefully now, fully aware of what she was doing and the reaction she would get from him, ‘how can you pretend that nothing is happening out there? This is 1932, scores of banks just went under in Chicago, right before the Democratic Convention; our whole country is out of work, starving in the streets. How the devil can you ignore that?’


‘It’s not his fault!’ He banged a fist on the table and his eyes blazed.


‘The hell it’s not!’ Audrey spoke heatedly but with an undertone of ironic candour.


‘Audrey! Your language!’ She did not apologise to him, she didn’t feel she had to. He knew her well and she knew him. And she loved him dearly, whatever his politics were.


She smiled at him now as he glared ominously at her. ‘I’ll make you a bet right now that Franklin Roosevelt gets in.’


‘Nonsense!’ He brushed away the thought with a hand that had been only Republican for a lifetime.


‘Five dollars says he does.’


He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘You know, despite all my efforts, you have the manners of a truck driver.’


Audrey Driscoll laughed and stood up, looking anything but that in the pink satin dressing gown with slippers to match, and there were tiny diamonds clipped to her ears. Like the watch, they had been her mother’s and she always wore them. ‘What are you doing today, Grandfather?’ He didn’t do a great deal any more. He saw his friends, went to lunch at his club, the Pacific Union, and when he returned he took a nap every afternoon. In his eightieth year, he was entitled. Once, he had been one of San Francisco’s foremost bankers. But having retired ten years before, his life was quiet now, except for his two granddaughters living with him, soon to be reduced to one. But as he had admitted to a friend only the day before, as long as it was only Annabelle, he wouldn’t miss her. She was the acknowledged beauty, but Audrey had the spine and spirit. He needed her. But he and Annabelle had never really become friends. Audrey always stood between them, more than anything to protect her little sister. Annie was the baby she had inherited from her mother, and she had never let her down, and wouldn’t now. She was planning a magnificent wedding for her.


Edward Driscoll’s eyes met Audrey’s now. ‘I’m going to my club, and I suppose you and your sister are going to Ransohoff’s to spend all my money.’ He pretended to be distressed, but in spite of the Depression, he wasn’t. All of his money was so carefully invested that the bad times had barely made a ripple on his private waters.


‘We’ll do our best.’ Audrey smiled matter-of-factly at him. She bought very little for herself, as was always the case, but Annabelle still needed a number of things for her trousseau. And there were to be seven bridesmaids in her wedding. Audrey was to be maid of honour. J. Magrien had done the wedding gown, of antique French lace, encrusted with tiny pearls, with a high, high neck, which would frame Annabelle’s delicate face, with a veil of the same antique lace and French tulle to set on her spun gold hair. Audrey was extremely pleased with the effect of the beautiful veil and gown, as was Annie. The only problem was getting her to go to fittings. The wedding was in three more weeks at Saint Luke’s Episcopal Church, and there were a thousand details to attend to.


‘And by the way, Harcourt will be here for dinner.’ She always tried to warn him in the morning. Now and then he forgot, and he would be furious to find some strange face, or even a familiar one, at his dinner table with no warning. And now he stared at her, as he always did at the mention of his future grandson-in-law. He was never quite convinced that Audrey wasn’t jealous. It was difficult to imagine that she wasn’t. Annabelle was only twenty-one, and Audrey was twenty-five after all, and in most people’s eyes, not the family beauty. She had a tendency to make herself plain, to wear her hair pulled back too tightly, no rouge on her ivory cheeks to give them some colour, no mascara to darken her auburn lashes, no lipstick to accentuate the full lips that would have been sensuous if she’d let them. But she seemed to want none of that. She had had no serious beaux. There had been several suitors over the years, but her grandfather had always scared them off. And Audrey didn’t seem to care. To her, they all seemed so sedentary and very boring. She sometimes dreamed of a man like her father with adventure in his soul, and a passion for exotic places, but she had never met anyone even remotely like him. And Harcourt didn’t fit the bill either, though he was perfect for her sister.


‘He’s a handsome lad, isn’t he?’ Her grandfather’s eyes combed hers, as they always did, expecting to see something that wasn’t there and never had been, even if she had met Harcourt first, even if he had taken her dancing once or twice. But she had relinquished him happily to her sister, and in spite of what people might think, she did not pine for him or regret it. He would never have fed the hunger in Audrey’s soul – she doubted if anyone could. What she longed for she found in the photographs she took, and the tattered albums left to her by her father. There was something deep within her so like him. Even their photographs were much the same, their eye, their perception, their hunger for the rare and faraway …. ‘Harcourt will make a good husband to Annabelle.’ Her grandfather always said it as though taunting her, or pressing her to see her reaction. He still thought she had made a mistake in giving him up, to her younger sister. He still didn’t understand what was within her. Few people did. No one in fact. But it didn’t matter to her. For years, Audrey had been used to keeping her own counsel about her private dreams. She couldn’t indulge them anyway. Her place was here, running her grandfather’s home and being there for him. And now she smiled at her grandfather, with the slow smile that began in her eyes and moved cautiously to her lips and made her look as though she were restraining gales of laughter. It always made one wonder what the rest of the joke was, as though she knew something one didn’t … as though there was more … and there was … there was a lot more of Audrey Driscoll, but no one knew it. Even her grandfather didn’t suspect just how far her dreams went, or how great her hunger to follow in her father’s footsteps. She was not cut out for the life destined for the women of her times, as she knew only too well. She would rather have died than settle down and marry Harcourt.


‘What makes you think he’ll be such a good husband?’ She smiled mischievously at her grandfather. ‘Just because he’s a Republican like you?’ Audrey teased him and he took the bait.


Edward Driscoll’s eyes darkened and he was about to answer her as they heard a sigh behind them. It was Annabelle in a cloud of blue silk and cream-coloured lace, her hair cascading over her shoulders as she looked at Audrey in despair. She stood almost a foot shorter than her older sister, and she seemed extremely nervous, as her hands fluttered like tiny birds. To Audrey she always seemed so graceful. She was unlike Audrey in so many ways, and she relied completely on her calm, capable older sister.


‘Are you two already talking politics at this hour of the morning?’ She cast a hand over her eyes as though she were in pain and Audrey laughed. They talked politics much of the time, mostly because they enjoyed it. They even enjoyed their fights, which invigorated them both, though horrified Annabelle, who found the subject of politics boring, and their arguments completely unnerving.


‘Franklin D. Roosevelt won the nomination at the Democratic Convention in Chicago last night. You might like to know that.’ Audrey always thought it important to keep her informed, although she never cared and Annabelle looked up at her blankly.


‘Why?’


‘Because he beat Al Smith and John Garner.’ Audrey spoke matter-of-factly and Annabelle shook her head, looking petulant and annoyed, but very pretty.


‘No … I mean why would I like to know that?’


‘Because it’s important!’ Audrey’s eyes blazed at her as they did at no one else. She wouldn’t tolerate that nonsense from her, although she herself had known for years that it was hopeless. Annabelle didn’t give a damn about anything except her face and her wardrobe. ‘He may be the next president of our country, Annie. You have to pay attention to things like that.’ She tried to be gentle with her, but there was an edge to her voice. She had always wanted her to be more interested in the world, and yet she wasn’t. It was amazing to realize how different they were. Sometimes it was hard to believe they came from the same parents. Even their grandfather had said as much.


‘Harcourt says that an interest in politics is vulgar in a woman.’ She shook her golden curls and looked defiantly at them both as Edward Driscoll stared at her in fascination. She was an amazing little creature, and pretty certainly. And she was actually a great deal like her mother … but Audrey … Audrey was so like the son he had loved … if only he hadn’t … but there was no point thinking that now … damn crazy places … he had been everywhere from Samoa to Manchuria over the years, and what good had it done him? ‘Besides,’ Annabelle went on, ‘I think it’s disagreeable of you to be talking politics at breakfast. And bad for your digestion.’


Edward Driscoll looked truly stunned and Audrey had to turn away to conceal her smile. When she turned back again their eyes met over Annie’s head. There was a hidden caress there for her, not that he would ever have known the words to put to it. ‘I’ll see you both at dinner tonight. And Harcourt.’ He made good his escape into his library as Audrey watched his retreating back. He was a little more bent than he had been the year before, but barely. He was a proud, strong man, and Audrey felt she owed him a great deal. The rest of her life perhaps … or at least herself for the rest of his. He needed her to run his house. And as she thought of it, she looked down at her younger sister. She had a great deal to learn about running a home, and she had staunchly refused to learn any of it from her older sister insisting that Harcourt said all she had to do was look pretty and have a good time and he’d take care of the rest for her. Harcourt thought it was ‘vulgar’ for a woman to take too much responsibility, Annie said whenever she could, unaware of the barbs she was casting at her sister, who remained steadfastly amused, and unaffected by Harcourt’s views of what was ‘vulgar’.


‘Don’t forget you have a fitting for your wedding dress today,’ she reminded Annabelle as they drifted from the room, just as the library door slammed firmly closed. Audrey knew that he had gone in there to smoke a cigar and sit by himself for a while, before being driven to the Pacific Union Club. He would sit staring into the distance, dreaming of old times, reading letters from friends, composing responses in his head before writing them out that afternoon. There was little left for him to do, unlike Audrey who had a wedding for five hundred guests to plan, and a sister who relied on her completely.


‘I don’t want to go downtown today, Aud. It was too hot yesterday afternoon, and I still have a headache.’


‘Too bad. Take an aspirin before you go. You only have three weeks until the wedding. And did you check the gifts that came in yesterday?’ She took her firmly by the arm and shoved her gently into the front parlour. The long table was hourly more laden with offerings from their friends and Harcourt’s.


‘Oh, God …’ She started to whine, which always made Audrey want to shake her. ‘… look at all the thank-you notes I’ll have to write! …’


‘Look at all the pretty gifts you got! Be grateful, don’t complain.’ Audrey was more like Annabelle’s mother than her older sister. She had had Audrey’s undivided attention for fourteen years, to a far greater extent than she would ever have had their mother’s. Audrey had even gone to college nearby at Mills, so she could be close to her sister, who had not gone on to college after Miss Hamlin’s. But no one had expected her to, since everyone said that Audrey had the brains and Annabelle the beauty.


‘Do I really have to go downtown today?’ She looked imploringly up at Audrey, who marched her upstairs, made her get dressed, and sat her down to write half a dozen thank-you notes while she got dressed herself, and at ten-thirty they were both ready when the chauffeur drove up in the dark blue Packard their grandfather kept for their use. It was a beautiful summer day, the first week of July, and the sky was as blue as it had been in Hawaii.


‘Do you still remember it, Annie?’ Audrey asked her as they drove downtown, but the pretty blonde in the white linen dress and big picture hat only shook her head. The memories had all faded when she was a little girl, unlike the photographs in their father’s treasured albums. They were the only thing that Audrey still clung to from the past, but Annabelle didn’t really care about them. She had always thought them uninteresting and strange and terribly foreign, and more than a little scary, which was precisely what Audrey loved about them. You could almost smell the faraway places in them as you looked at the pictures of mountains in China and rivers in Japan … people wearing kimonos pushing funny little carts, fishing by the side of streams and staring out at you, as though they were about to speak to you in their own tongue …. Sometimes, as a little girl, Audrey had fallen asleep with the albums in her lap, dreaming that she was in one of those exotic places … and now her own photographs captured something unusual and exotic, even in ordinary surroundings.


‘Aud?’ Annabelle was staring at her, as the car drove up to J. Magrien’s. Audrey gave a start and smiled at her; she had been letting her mind drift, which was unusual for her. She was always so busy, particularly now with so much to do for Annie’s wedding. ‘What were you thinking just then?’


‘I don’t know.’ Audrey averted her eyes. She had been thinking of a photograph of their father in China twenty years before. It was a photograph Audrey had always especially loved, one of him laughing as he rode a little donkey.


‘You looked so happy.’ Annabelle was all innocence. Audrey smiled and glanced out the window, and then looked at her sister.


‘I must have been thinking of you … and the wedding …’ She followed Annabelle out of the car, and a few people on the sidewalk stared. It was rare to see a Packard these days. Most people who owned them had had to sell them. Audrey followed Annabelle to the store feeling suddenly strange, as though she had been pulled back from a great distance from the photograph she’d been thinking of in the car to this terribly worldly self-indulgent place, and the transition seemed very strange as a symphony of French perfumes drifted through the air and hats and silk blouses and gloves seemed to dance before their eyes, all of them pretty and all of them very expensive. Audrey suddenly found herself thinking how foolish it all was, how pointless … how wrong. There were other things in life that mattered more … other people who couldn’t afford food or warm clothes for their children in winter … there were shantytowns all over the country filled with people who no longer had homes, and yet here she was with her little sister buying expensive clothes, and a wedding gown that cost more than a college education.


‘Are you all right?’ Annabelle looked at her for a minute in the dressing room where she was trying on her gown. For an instant, she had thought that Audrey looked green, which she had. She had felt almost ill from the contrast of what she’d been thinking.


‘I’m fine. It was just a little warm here, that’s all.’ Two of the saleswomen rushed off to get her a glass of water, and by the water fountain as one of them poured and the other one held the glass they whispered to each other.


‘Poor thing … she’s so jealous of her sister she’s green … poor thing … she’s The Spinster.’ Audrey never heard the words but she had heard them often enough before. She was used to them by now, and didn’t really care, not even as she sat in their drawing room that night, making conversation with Harcourt Westerbrook IV, waiting for Annabelle to come downstairs, and her grandfather to return from his club. He was late, which was unusual for him, and Annabelle was too, which in her case, was to be expected. She was always late, always flustered, except with Audrey calmly taking charge of everything for her.


‘Is the honeymoon all set?’ There seemed to be nothing to talk to him about except the wedding. With any other man she would have discussed the Democratic nomination but she knew Harcourt’s views only too well on the subject of women discussing politics with men, or with anyone for that matter. Audrey found herself wondering what they had ever talked about when they went dancing. Perhaps the music, or did he think the conversations about that were vulgar too? She started to laugh at the thought and then had to sober herself immediately. He was describing their honeymoon plans at great length. They were taking the train to New York, then the Ile de France to Le Havre, on to Paris by train, and from there to Cannes for a few days, followed by the Italian Riviera, eventually Rome, then London, and then back on the ship and home. They planned to be gone for two months and it sounded like a very nice trip, although not quite what Audrey would have planned. She would have travelled to Venice, and from there taken the Orient Express as far as Istanbul … the very thought made her eyes dance but Harcourt’s voice droned on, talking about a cousin of his in London who had promised to arrange an audience with the King. Audrey was pretending to be enormously impressed as her grandfather walked in, and stared ferociously at Harcourt. He was about to comment that no one had warned him they were having guests when Audrey walked over to him, squeezed his arm and led him towards Harcourt with a pleasant smile. ‘Do you remember my telling you Harcourt was coming tonight?’


He stared at her malevolently for a moment as he narrowed his eyes, and then, distantly, he remembered something she might have said to him that morning. ‘Was that before or after you made all those damn fool remarks about Roosevelt?’ He looked annoyed but not totally displeased and she laughed as Harcourt looked shocked.


‘Unfortunate, isn’t it, sir?’


‘It won’t matter a damn. Hoover will get in again.’


‘I certainly hope so.’ Another ardent Republican – Audrey looked disgusted by both of them.


‘He’ll destroy this country for good if he does.’


‘Don’t start on your theories about that!’ He let out a roar but instantly lost his audience as Annabelle arrived on the scene wearing a gown of pale blue watered silk and looking like something in a painting. She was absolutely exquisite with her huge blue eyes, delicate features, and halo of blonde hair. Understandably, Harcourt looked completely bowled over by her and his eyes were riveted to her. He only took his eyes off her long enough to cast a disapproving glance at Audrey on their way into the dining room.


‘I hope you weren’t serious about Roosevelt.’


‘I certainly was. This is the worst year this country has ever known and we have Hoover to thank for that.’ She spoke calmly and with a certainty that was difficult to deny, but Annabelle looked at her imploringly as she tucked a hand into Harcourt’s arm.


‘You’re not going to talk politics tonight, are you?’ The big blue eyes looked trusting and almost childlike. Harcourt patted her hand.


‘Of course we’re not.’


Audrey laughed and there was a twinkle in their grandfather’s eye as well. She was dying to hear what everyone had been saying at his club, even though most of them were Republicans, of course, but she always thought men’s conversations so much more interesting than ladies’. She always had. Except men like Harcourt, who refused to discuss serious subjects with women. She found it exhausting to chat and prattle and smile as Annabelle did all evening long. And Audrey was exhausted by the time he left, while Annabelle sailed happily up the stairs like a little angel. Audrey came up more slowly on her grandfather’s arm, giving him time to climb the stairs with his cane. As always, he looked handsome and dignified. She almost wished that one day she might find a man like him. She knew from his early photographs that he had had elegance and style, and he had a bright mind and strong ideas. She could have lived easily with someone like him. And if not easily, then happily at least. Audrey and the elderly gentleman were alone in the hall as he looked down at her. She was almost as tall as he was, but even bent as he was by his years, he stood half a head taller than she.


‘You have no regrets do you, Audrey?’ It was a funny question for him, and his voice was gentle for once. The gruffness and bluster and bravado had vanished. He wanted to know what was in her heart. He wanted to be sure, for his own peace of mind, that she had no second thoughts about Harcourt.


‘Regrets about what, Gramp?’ She hadn’t called him that since she was a child, but the name came easily to her lips now.


‘About him … young Westerbrook. You could have had him yourself.’ He spoke in an undertone, afraid that someone might hear him. ‘He took you out first. And you’re older than Annabelle … you’ll make a better wife one day … not that she’s a bad girl … she’s just young …’ He didn’t understand her.


Audrey smiled gently at him, touched by his concern. ‘I’m not ready to get married yet. And he wasn’t the right man for me anyway.’ She smiled as she looked at her grandfather.


‘Why aren’t you ready yet?’ He leaned heavily on his cane as they stood face-to-face in the dark hall. He was tired, but this was important to him, and she sighed as she thought about his question.


‘I don’t know … but I know there are other things I have to do first.’ But how could she explain it to him? She wanted to travel … and take photographs … make wonderful albums of her own … like her father’s ….


‘Like what?’ He looked concerned by her words. They rang an old chord of memory … that had cost him his son … ‘You don’t have anything foolish in mind, do you?’


‘No, Gramp.’ If nothing else, she wanted to reassure him. She owed him that much. And he was an old man after all. ‘I don’t even know what I want. But I know Harcourt Westerbrook isn’t it. Of that I am absolutely certain.’


He nodded his head, satisfied, and looked deep into her eyes. ‘Then it’s all right.’ And if it hadn’t been? If she had wanted him? She wondered about that as she kissed him goodnight, and turned as she heard his door close a moment later. She stood outside her own door, thinking of what she had said. She wasn’t even sure why she had said the words, except she knew that they were true … there was something she wanted to do … something … places she had to go … people she had to see … and mountains and rivers … and smells … and perfumes … and exotic foods …. She knew as she softly closed her door that she could never have settled down with Harcourt, or maybe anyone at all. There was something much greater she needed to feed her soul, and perhaps one day soon she would go … following her father’s footsteps taking pictures as she went … going back on the same mysterious journeys, and magical trains, like a trip back in time, into the albums … with him.
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On the morning of July twenty-first, Audrey stood downstairs in the front hall, looking at her watch and almost instinctively waiting for the chimes of the dining room clock to begin telling them the hour. The car was waiting for them outside, and she assumed that the guests were already at the church waiting for them. Her grandfather was tapping his cane as he stood nearby, and she could feel the servants’ eyes peeking at them from everywhere in the house, anxious to see Annabelle as she came downstairs. And it was well worth the wait when she floated slowly downstairs in a cloud of white, like a vision. She looked like a fairy princess or a very young queen, as she seemed to float just above the ground, her tiny feet in creamy satin slippers, her hair like spun gold in the crown of antique lace and tiny pearls, her tiny waist seemingly carved out of one slender piece of ivory, and her eyes dancing with delight. She was the most beautiful girl Audrey had ever seen, and she smiled with tenderness and pride as she watched her.


‘You look so lovely, Annie.’ The words were much too small, but they were all Audrey could think of. The endless fittings had been worth the trouble. The dress fitted her to perfection. Audrey was wearing peach silk trimmed in antique beige lace, and the bridesmaids were wearing the same colours, but in a paler shade, and Audrey looked unusually beautiful in the warm colour with her deep copper hair. It brought out the creamy colour of her skin, and her blue eyes seemed to dance as Annabelle smiled back at her sister.


‘You look beautiful, you know, Aud …’ Somehow, she never thought of her that way, but she was … she really was. It actually surprised her. It wasn’t often she really thought about Audrey. She was always there, just as she always had been.


Audrey looked at her happily, satisfied with her months of work, her years of love. Annabelle had grown up to be just what she should have been, and now she would be Harcourt’s wife, and live happily ever after, in Burlingame. It was what she was suited for, what she wanted to do. She would be a pretty little wife to him and she would settle down now … settle down … the words echoed in Audrey’s head and she could almost feel a chill. She had always hated those words … settle down. To her, it sounded like dying.


‘Are you happy, Annie?’ She searched her younger sister’s eyes. For so many years now she had cared for her … making sure she went out warmly dressed … that she had her favourite dolly when she went to bed at night … and didn’t have nightmares any more … that she was never alone … that her friends were always nice to her … that she went to a school she liked … Audrey had fought Grandfather tooth and nail about that. She hadn’t wanted to board at Katherine Branson’s across the bay, she had wanted to go to Miss Hamlin’s, and she got what she wanted … Audrey had seen to everything, right down to today, to the last detail of the magnificent dress. And she wanted her to be happy now. She had always wanted that for her … too much perhaps … she had spoiled her over the years, probably more than their parents would have, but she always seemed like such a little girl. She still did, even now. Audrey’s eyes searched her face, wanting to be sure that Annie felt she was doing the right thing. ‘You love him, don’t you?’


Annabelle’s laughter rang out like a little silver bell in the front hall, as she stood surrounded by her white veil, and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror that hung there. She was fascinated by what she saw … she had never seen anything more beautiful than her gown, and her voice sounded vague now as she answered her sister. ‘Of course I love him, Aud … more than anything ….’


‘You’re sure?’ It seemed like such an enormous step to Audrey, which it was. But Annie didn’t even seem frightened, just excited.


‘Hmm …’ She was adjusting her veil, and her grandfather made his way down the stairs to the car on the butler’s arm.


‘Annie? …’ Audrey felt a nervous flutter in her stomach as she watched her. What if … if she weren’t doing the right thing? Had she pushed Annabelle into this? Had anyone else, by insisting it was the right match for her? And what did that matter? She wouldn’t have been swayed by that herself, but Annabelle …


Her younger sister turned to her with a dazzling smile, and for an instant, Audrey felt relieved. ‘You worry too much, Aud … this is the happiest day of my life.’ For an instant their eyes met and held. She did look happy, Audrey had to admit to herself. But happy enough? And then suddenly she smiled. Annabelle was right. She did worry too much. It just seemed such an incredibly big step to take. She wondered why Annabelle wasn’t afraid, but it was clear she was not, as she reached out and took her sister’s hand in her own, tightly bound in the creamy kid glove. Her eyes were serious now. ‘I’ll miss you, Aud ….’ Audrey had thought of it, too. It was going to be so strange having her gone. For fourteen years she had taken care of her as though she were her own child, and now she would be gone. She felt more like the mother of the bride than the maid of honour when they stood for one last moment in the front hall, as the cable car crumbled by outside.


‘Burlingame isn’t very far, you know.’ But her eyes filled with tears anyway, and she reached out and gave Annabelle a gentle hug, not wanting to crush her veil. ‘I love you, Annie … I hope you’ll be happy with Harcourt.’


Annabelle only smiled again as she pulled away and started out of the front door, whispering over her shoulder, ‘Of course I will.’


The horn of their grandfather’s Rolls-Royce sounded, and he was fuming as Annabelle settled her voluminous dress in the car around them. It enveloped them all and there was hardly enough room for all three of them.


‘Expect them to wait all day in the church, do you?’ her grandfather barked at her, squeezing the head of his cane in his hands. But it was clear from the look in his eyes that he was moved by how lovely she looked. She reminded him far too much of a bride he had seen twenty-six years before. She had been even prettier than this child … the girl who had married his son Roland … it was eerie how much Annabelle looked like her. He felt as though he had travelled back in time as he stood in the church beside Audrey watching Annabelle say her vows and look happily up at Harcourt.


There were tears sliding slowly down Audrey’s cheeks as she watched her younger sister getting married, and she felt her eyes swim again as she watched her grandfather lead her out in a slow, graceful waltz a little while later at the reception. It was difficult to remember that he normally walked with a cane and he seemed to have forgotten it too as he moved her elegantly around the floor and then deposited her at last with her husband. He stood looking lost for only a moment and then moved slowly away, suddenly looking very old again as Audrey touched his arm.


‘May I have this dance, Mr Driscoll?’ Audrey stood almost as tall as he – their eyes met and he smiled. The love they shared was obvious in the look they exchanged. There was a strange poignant feeling to this day, as though Annabelle’s leaving was binding them closer together, almost like a marriage of their own, and they both felt it.


And after a few turns on the dance floor, she led him gently to a chair, without making him feel old and infirm. She insisted that she had to check up on a few things behind the scenes, and as usual, she did a fine job. Everyone commented on how lovely the reception was, and when Annabelle left at last in a shower of rose petals and rice in a white wool suit, Audrey looked pleased at the way it had gone. They shook hands with the remaining guests and she went home with her grandfather in the Rolls.


It seemed years since they had left the house that morning, and Audrey herself was exhausted. They sat in front of the fireplace in the library as the fog rolled inexorably in, and they listened to the foghorns in the distance.


‘It was pretty, wasn’t it, Grampa?’ She barely managed to stifle a yawn and she sipped the little glass of sherry he had poured her. The rest of the guests had consumed gallons of champagne from his private stock, which had been discreetly brought to the hotel, but she had actually drunk very little and the sherry relaxed her now as she stared into space and thought of her sister’s wedding … the little girl she had cared for, for all those years, and now suddenly she was gone. She and Harcourt were staying in a suite at the Mark Hopkins tonight and in the morning they were taking the train to New York, where they would board the Ile de France on their way to Europe. Audrey had promised to see them off at the train, and as she thought of it, she felt a shaft of envy slice through her, not for what they would share with each other, but for the trip they would take. It wasn’t an itinerary she would have planned, but she suddenly realised that she envied them the escape. And with a feeling of sudden guilt, she glanced at her grandfather, as though fearing that he might have read her mind. It seemed unfair to be so anxious to get away, but there were times when her desire to see something new almost overwhelmed her. There were times when dreamy nights spent turning the pages of her father’s albums just weren’t enough … she wanted more … she wanted to be one of those people in the pictures on those fading pages.


‘We ought to take a trip together one of these days.’ The words blurted out of her mouth before she could stop them, and her grandfather looked at her, startled.


‘A trip? To where?’ They had been planning to go to Lake Tahoe in August. They always did. But he instantly suspected she meant something more, and something about the way she said it reminded him far too much of Roland.


‘To Europe maybe, like we did in ’25 … or back to Hawaii ….’ And the Orient from there, she wanted to add, but she didn’t dare to say it.


‘Why would we want to do that?’ He looked annoyed, but it wasn’t annoyance he was feeling, it was fear. He didn’t mind losing Annabelle, but he was terrified of losing Audrey. Life wouldn’t have been the same without her, without her competent hand, sharp mind, her way of perceiving things, and the wonderful battles they had shared for almost two decades now. ‘I’m too old to go travelling halfway around the world.’


‘Then let’s go to New York.’ Her eyes lit up, and for a moment, he almost felt sorry for her. There wasn’t much she could do on her own, and most of the girls she had gone to school with had long since been married. Most of them had two or three children already, and husbands who could take them wherever they wanted to go. Audrey was still waiting in the wings for a man who it seemed was not destined to appear, and in some ways Edward Driscoll felt guilty. It was no wonder she had never found a man. She was too busy running his home and taking care of her sister. But now at least she was gone … he felt no regrets at all, as he looked at Audrey’s pretty face, the peach silk hat cast aside now, and her thick brandy-coloured hair cascading to her shoulders. She was a damn pretty girl … a fine-looking woman, he added silently to himself. ‘Well, why not?’ She was looking at him expectantly, and he had forgotten what she’s said, but she seemed to expect an answer.


‘Why not what?’ He looked both confused and annoyed, and Audrey realised that he was tired after the long day, and he’d probably had a little too much champagne, not that it would do him any harm, and he was drinking a cognac now. But he was by no means drunk, and she looked at him hopefully.


‘Why not go to New York, Grandpa? We could go in September when we come back from the lake.’


‘Why would we want to do that?’ But he knew why. He had been young once … he had had a wife … though she hadn’t been all that fond of tramping about. It was Roland who had had that bug, their only son, and God only knew where he’d got his hunger for travel and adventure. It was probably in Audrey’s blood, Edward Driscoll mourned silently to himself, but it had killed his son and he wasn’t about to let Audrey indulge in it. ‘New York’s a damn unhealthy place, too crowded, and too far away. You’ll feel better after you get to the lake, Audrey. You always do.’ Edward Driscoll glanced at his watch then, and stood up with only a slight wobble in his knees. It had been a big day for him, not that he was likely to admit it. ‘I’m going up to bed, and you’d best do the same, my dear. You’ve had a long day, getting that child married off.’ He patted her arm on their way upstairs, which was an unusual gesture for him, and that night he stood at his bedroom window watching the lights shine in hers, wondering what she was doing, and what she was thinking. He would have been startled had he seen her sitting at her dressing table, staring into space, her pearls in her hand, thinking of the trip she wanted to take, halfway around the world and of the pictures she longed to take when she got there. Her grandfather, this house, her sister, the wedding, all were forgotten as Audrey sat and dreamed, and then at last she shook herself back to the present, stood up, stretched, and went to her dressing room to get undressed. It was only a few minutes later when she slid between the cool sheets and closed her eyes trying not to think of all she had to do the next day. She had promised to take care of everything for Annabelle while she was away … overseeing the new house … the painters … the furniture due to arrive … the wedding gifts to put away … as always, she would do it all … as always … faithful Audrey … she drifted off to sleep dreaming of Annabelle and Harcourt … and a house on a tropical island as her grandfather shouted to her from the distance … ‘Come back … come back’ – but she wouldn’t.
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Typically, in spite of the three weeks she spent at Lake Tahoe at the Driscoll summer home, Audrey managed to have everything in order for Annabelle and Harcourt when they returned in late September. There was a small but adequate staff in the pretty little stone house that Harcourt had bought for them. The rooms were painted in the colours Annabelle had wanted, the furniture was in place, their car had even been serviced and Audrey had seen to it herself that it was started regularly so that the battery didn’t die in their absence.


‘Your sister certainly does know how to run a house, doesn’t she?’ Harcourt commented at breakfast after their first night back, and Annabelle smiled at him. She was happy he was pleased. She had been afraid that he would be angry with her for letting Audrey do it all, but she did it all so well, why not let her? Harcourt appeared to agree. Although on California Street at that exact moment no one was praising her domestic skills. Her grandfather was ranting about his eggs being overcooked and his tea not being made properly, and what was more, he hadn’t had a decent breakfast in weeks, he roared. They had a new cook and he was harassing Audrey that she wasn’t as good as the last one.


‘Can’t you find a decent cook for this house? Am I expected to eat food like this for the rest of my days, or is it that you’re trying to kill me?’ Audrey repressed a smile at the tirade, he had been saying the same thing for days and she was already looking for someone else to replace the new cook he didn’t like. She was used to it and this morning she was more preoccupied with what she had read in the papers. The average weekly wage was down to less than seventeen dollars from twenty-eight dollars only three years before, and there were breadlines everywhere. Some five thousand banks had failed, more than eighty thousand businesses had gone bust, and so many people had committed suicide. The state of the nation was becoming more and more disastrous. And the statistics in the morning paper were frightening. The gross national product had fallen to half its level of three years before. It was really an impossible situation, and her brow was furrowed as she drank her coffee.


‘I don’t know how you can continue to ignore what’s going on, Grandfather.’ She only called him that when she was angry with him, and she was angry at what was happening to the country and his continued defence of Herbert Hoover.


‘If you spent more time paying attention to what goes on in this house and less time noticing what goes on in the world, we’d have a better cook, and I would have a decent breakfast.’


‘Most people have no breakfast at all. Have you thought of that?’ She was on one of her rampages, he knew. But he didn’t mind – secretly, he enjoyed them. ‘The country’s going all to hell.’


‘Has been for years, Audrey. That’s nothing new. And it isn’t exclusive to this country either.’ He poked a finger at the newspaper. ‘Says here that Germany is crawling with unemployed, and so is England. They have it too. So what? You expect me to sit home and cry about it?’


That was the frustrating thing, there was so little one could do. ‘At least you could vote intelligently.’


‘I don’t like what you call intelligence.’ He glared at her, but he was raving mad when the election results came in and Roosevelt beat Hoover by taking sixty percent of the vote. Audrey was delighted and they had a rousing row. They were still fighting about it that night when Annabelle and Harcourt came to dinner. They left early, Annie saying that political conversations gave her a headache, but she managed to confide her secret to Audrey nonetheless. She was expecting a baby in May. Audrey was delighted for her. She was going to be an aunt. It was an odd thought as she walked her grandfather upstairs that night, still muttering about Hoover’s defeat. But she wasn’t listening to him now, she was thinking about Annabelle and her baby. Annie would be twenty-one when the baby was born … twenty-one … and she had everything she always wanted. Audrey was twenty-five and had accomplished nothing at all. It began to depress her as the rainy season set in, and even the books she read seemed gloomy. But as Annabelle’s pregnancy advanced, she was too busy to be gloomy. There was so much to do, the layette to buy, the nursery to set up, the baby nurse to hire, and Annie was too tired to do much of it herself. As usual, Audrey did it all for her. Just after their grandfather’s eighty-first birthday the baby was born, a big, healthy boy who didn’t seem to have caused his mother too much trouble. Audrey was the first to see them both, after Harcourt, of course, and she saw to it that everything was in order at the house before Annie and the baby came home from the hospital two weeks later.


Audrey was standing in the nursery folding a little pile of blue blankets and taking a quick inventory of little Winston’s new world when Harcourt stopped in the doorway. ‘I thought I’d find you here.’ His eyes bored into hers as though he had something to say to her, and Audrey turned, surprised. They seldom had much to say to each other. Most of Audrey’s dealings were with her sister. ‘Don’t you ever get tired of doing things for her?’ He walked slowly into the room and Audrey set down the little pile of blue blankets as she shook her head, and smiled.


‘Not really. I’ve been doing it for a long time.’


‘And you’re going to go on doing it forever?’ It seemed an odd question and there was something strange in his voice as he advanced towards her and she suddenly wondered if he had been drinking.


‘I’ve never given it much thought. I enjoy taking care of things for Annie.’


‘Oh?’ He raised an eyebrow and stood so close to her in the sunny little nursery that Audrey could almost feel his breath on her face, and then suddenly he reached out and touched her. His hand was gentle on her cheek, as he drifted a finger lazily to her lips, and then tried to pull her towards him. For an instant, shocked at what he was doing, she didn’t resist, and then, just as quickly, she pulled away, avoiding his lips, which brushed her silky hair. He reached out and grabbed her waist with two powerful hands as she tried to escape him.


‘Harcourt, stop it!’


‘Don’t be such a prude … you’re twenty-six years old for chrissake, are you going to play spinster virgin forever?’ It was an unkind thing to say and his words hurt her more than his hands as he pulled on her hair, and tilted her mouth up to his so he could kiss her. Her protests were garbled as he did, and she pushed him away with more force now, beginning to look very angry.


‘Harcourt, dammit, stop!’ She wrenched herself away from him, breathless, and moved instinctively to the other side of the room, the baby’s crib between them. ‘Are you crazy?’


‘Is it crazy to want you? I could have married you, you know.’ And he thought now that he probably should have, no matter how difficult she was, with her damn political ideas, all the books she read, and her fancy education. He would have given her something else to think about, and at least she had more spirit than his wife. He was already tired of Annabelle’s helplessness and constant childlike whining. What Harcourt wanted was a woman. A real one. Like Audrey.


‘You seem to be a little confused.’ Audrey was eyeing him sharply now. ‘You’re married to my sister, and you could never have married me.’


‘Why not? You think you’re too good for me, Miss High and Mighty? Too smart?’ He looked angry at the thought. The truth was that she was smarter than most of the people she knew, women or men, but he didn’t like that idea. ‘You’re a hot little number waiting for the right man, and you made a big mistake bowing out on me, Audrey Driscoll.’


‘Maybe so.’ She repressed a smile. He was ridiculous really, and undoubtedly harmless. She felt sorry for Annie, having to deal with him, and she suddenly wondered if he had been assaulting all their female friends of late. She hoped not, because if so the word would get around. ‘But in any case, Harcourt, you’re married to Annabelle now, and you have a beautiful son. I suggest you behave like the head of a family, and not a damn fool or a masher.’


His eyes blazed as he stood across the crib from her, and grabbed her arm. ‘You’re the damn fool ….’ His voice was very measured when he spoke again. ‘Do you know that we’re alone in the house, Audrey? All of the servants are out.’


For an instant she felt a shiver of fear run up her spine. But she wouldn’t allow herself to be afraid of him. He was a damn fool and a spoiled boy and he was not going to hurt her or do anything he’d regret. She wouldn’t let him. And she said as much in a blast that made him relinquish his grip on her arm, and she straightened the jacket of her dark blue suit, and picked her handbag and gloves off the changing table where she had left them.


‘Don’t ever do this again, Harcourt. To anyone. But definitely not to me.’ She narrowed her eyes as she looked at him. ‘Because if you do, I’ll have your wife and your son back in my house so fast your head will spin. You don’t deserve to have them here if you’re behaving like this. Pull yourself together fast.’ She looked ominous as she stood in the doorway, still furious at him for the stupid thing he’d done.


His eyes were empty as he looked at Audrey and she could see now that he was slightly drunk, although not very. Not drunk enough to excuse his boorish behaviour. ‘She doesn’t know how to love anyone.’ And the truth was that he wasn’t sure he knew how either, but he had instinctively sensed that this woman did, that there was more buried in his wife’s older sister than anyone would ever know, and it was all wasted, locked up, and probably always would be. ‘She’s spoiled and selfish and helpless and you know it. It’s your damn fault for treating her like a baby all her life.’


Audrey shook her head, loyal to the end. ‘Maybe if you were kinder to her, she’d grow up now.’


He shrugged, leaning against the dresser then, staring at his sister-in-law, wondering if she’d tell his wife what he’d done, though he wasn’t even sure he cared. Somebody would tell her eventually, and there had been others. He’d been playing that game for a while. He’d been tired of Annie for months. All she ever did was talk about the baby. And she even moved into her own bedroom to protect the baby … maybe now things would be different … but he had learned to like the variety in the past few months. Also the intrigue of having little affairs with their friends, or his friends’ wives, which made life more interesting. He looked at Audrey and something oddly perceptive spoke up in him, something he knew Audrey wouldn’t want to hear. ‘You know why she’s childish, Aud? Because you made her that way. You did everything for her. Everything. And you still do. She can’t even blow her nose by herself. All she does is expect someone else to do everything for her. She wants to be taken care of all the time, because you took care of her all her life and now she expects me to pick up where you left off, and no one can live up to what you’ve done for her. You’re not even human. You’re some kind of a machine that runs houses, and orders curtains and hires servants.’ The words were unkind, but some of them were true. She had babied Annabelle ever since their parents died, and maybe she had done too much for her. She had worried about it herself more than once. But what else was she to do? Let her fend for herself? She couldn’t have … the poor helpless little thing …. Audrey’s eyes filled with tears at the thought, and the memory of how Annabelle had sobbed when their parents died when she was seven still pained her … it had been so awful, for both of them ….


‘She was very young when our mother died.’ Audrey straightened her back and fought back the tears. She felt she had to justify her actions to him now – what if he was right? What if she had crippled Annie for life? He had called Audrey a machine … a machine to order curtains and hire servants … was it true? … was there no more humanity to her than that? … was that how people saw her? In her anguish she instantly forgot how differently he had seen her only moments before. How human and desirable. The word machine had hurt her to the core.


‘Your mother has been dead for more than fourteen years, and you’re still doing it all for her. Look at you’ – he waved at the neat stacks of blankets and booties and sweaters – ‘you’re still doing it, Aud. She doesn’t do anything for me or herself, or even her baby. You do it all. I might as well have married you.’ He leered at her again, and she walked swiftly down the hall before he could approach her. She wasn’t going to wrestle with him again, nor would she answer him as she ran down the stairs to the front door. He called after her, standing on the landing looking down at her as she yanked the front door open. ‘One day you’ll come to your senses, Audrey. One day you’ll get tired of mothering her, and taking care of your grandfather and running everyone’s house but your own, and when that happens, give me a call. I’ll be waiting.’ His words were answered by the door slamming behind her. She ran all the way to her car, a sob caught in her throat, which exploded as she started the car and drove towards El Camino Real.


But what if he was right? … what if that was all her life consisted of? … taking care of Grandfather and Annabelle forever … she was twenty-six years old and had no real life of her own. She didn’t really mind it. She was always so busy … and then she felt gnawing despair as she remembered his words again … she was busy ordering curtains and hiring servants … and folding baby blankets for someone else … she had no real life of her own. She didn’t even have time to take photographs these days. She hadn’t touched her camera in months, and all the dreams she had once had of adventure and travel had waited … but for what? What was she waiting for? For Grandfather to die? What if he lived for another fifteen years, or even twenty … he could live to be a hundred and one. His own grandfather had lived to a hundred and two, and his parents were well into their nineties when they died … and then what? … how old would she be? She would be in her forties then with half a lifetime wasted … little Winston would be grown …. For the first time in her life, she suddenly felt as though life had passed her by, and she had a feeling of mounting panic all the way home, which almost exploded in her as she walked into the front hall and found her grandfather in a rage, waving his cane at two maids and the butler. The chauffeur had smashed up his car that afternoon when he’d hit the cable car as he came around the corner. Her grandfather had fired him on the spot, ordered him out of the car, and driven the Rolls home himself. It was parked somewhat erratically outside, and he looked flushed and irate as he waved his cane now at Audrey.


‘And what’s the matter with you? Can’t you even hire me a decent chauffeur!’ He had had the same man for seven years, and had been extremely pleased with him until now. Suddenly Audrey was looking at them all with wild eyes, and exploding in incoherent sobs as she mounted the stairs to her room two at a time, thinking that Harcourt had been right. That was all she was good for … worse still, it was all anyone cared about, the only light in which people saw her … hiring and firing servants and running their homes … her dreams had been all but forsaken. She lay on her bed and sobbed, and it was in total amazement that her grandfather knocked on her door a little while later. He had never seen her like that and he was terrified. Something had to have happened to her. It had, but it was nothing she could explain to him. She had no intention of betraying Harcourt to him, and he wasn’t really what mattered in all this. What mattered was how she felt, and the realisation she had come to all at once. She knew just as surely that she had to do something about it now. Before it was too late.


‘Audrey? … Audrey … my dear …’ Her grandfather moved cautiously into the room and she sat up, her face red and streaked with tears like a child, the navy suit all askew. She was still wearing her navy and white spectator pumps as she lay on the bed. ‘My dear, what’s wrong? …’ She only shook her head, crying still and trying to regain her composure. How was she going to tell him? How was she going to leave? But she knew she had to now. She couldn’t wait any longer. It was time to get away from the maids and the butler and the soft-boiled eggs at breakfast, the rituals, and Annabelle, and even her new baby. She had to get away from all of them, before it was too late for her.


‘Grandfather …’ Her eyes sought his, and from some hidden pocket within her she felt a small surge of courage. He sat carefully on the edge of her bed, sensing that what he was about to hear was something portentous. Perhaps she was getting married, although he didn’t see how. She was always at home with him, except on the rare occasions when she dined with one of her friends from Miss Hamlin’s, or went down to Burlingame to dine with Harcourt and Annabelle. ‘Grandfather …’ She almost choked on the words, but she had to say them. She plunged ahead fearing the pain she would cause him. But he had survived other things … the loss of his son … his wife before that …. ‘Grandfather, I’m leaving.’


He seemed not to understand at first. Then he spoke in measured tones. He had understood her. He had had this same exchange once before, a long, long time before, in the same room … with Roland …. ‘To go where?’


‘I don’t know yet … I have to think it out. But I know I have to go … to Europe … just for a few months ….’ Her voice was barely more than a whisper, and for an instant he closed his eyes. For an instant, just that, he thought that her words would kill him. But he couldn’t let them do that … couldn’t … he had lived too long, and they all did that to you in the end … they hurt you until you could bear it no more. It didn’t pay to love anyone as much as he loved her. It didn’t … but he couldn’t help it, and then with almost a groan of pain he held out a hand to her and she came into his arms and he held her tight, wishing he could keep her there forever. But she wanted just as desperately to leave him.


‘I’m so sorry, Grandfather … I know how you must feel. But I promise I’ll come back … I swear …. It won’t be like Father.’ She knew what he was thinking, and as two lone tears rolled slowly down his cheeks, he only nodded.
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The train to Chicago left from Oakland and Annabelle, Harcourt and her grandfather had insisted on coming to the station with her. She had decided not to fly but to savour each moment of the trip east by taking the train. Annabelle chatted all the way across the bay on the ferry, and Harcourt kept looking meaningfully into Audrey’s eyes over her head, as though he were about to sweep her into his arms and give her a long passionate kiss goodbye in front of his wife. Audrey would have laughed at the look in his eyes, except for her concern for her grandfather, who had been strangely quiet for days and spoke not at all on this final morning. He had said not a single word over his tea, had not touched his egg, despite the excellent new cook Audrey had hired for him, and he never even opened his newspaper. It was obvious that he had a heavy heart and Audrey had been deeply worried about him as she closed the last of her bags, and stood glancing around her room for a last time. She was terrified that her going might precipitate a heart attack or a stroke, or that, worse, he might just give up on life once she was gone. But for once in their lives, they all had to stand on their own two feet without her. Just for a few months … just long enough for her to see a little piece of the world and get some of this wandering out of her system. She had promised him a thousand times that she would be home in no time at all. But he never seemed to believe her. ‘I’ll be home by September, most likely, or October at the very latest, Grampa … I swear.’ He had looked bleakly at her and shaken his head, insisting that he had heard those words before, too long ago, and Roland had never come home from his wanderings at all … never ….


‘This is different, Grampa ….’


‘Is it? Why? What will make you come back, Audrey? A sense of obligation to me? A sense of duty? Will that bring you back?’ He spoke almost bitterly, and yet when, finally, she offered not to go, he wouldn’t let her cancel the trip after all. He knew how much it meant to her, and he knew also that, for her sake, he had to let her go, no matter how painful it was for him. And indeed it was. He felt suddenly ancient, and as though something he had silently kept at bay for years had finally beaten him. He had always feared that one day she would leave him … that one day she would follow in her father’s footsteps. She was so like him, and she had always loved those damnable albums. She was leaving them in her room, abandoned now, while she went to relive her father’s adventures with her own camera on her shoulder, a Leica that she treasured.


She clung to her grandfather at the station, suddenly feeling how frail he was, and holding him close to her, regretting her wild flight and suddenly hating Harcourt for making her question her whole life. What right had he to do that? … except that he had been right to push her. She had to do what she needed to do now. She had to … she had to … for her own sake. She had to do something for herself now … not Grandfather or Annie. She kept reminding herself of that as she held tightly to her grandfather’s hands and then she could not restrain the tears as she clung to him. The others were a few feet away and she looked into his eyes as the tears rolled down her cheeks. She felt like a child leaving home for the first time, and she suddenly remembered the pain of leaving Hawaii for the last time after her parents died.


‘I love you, Grampa … I’ll be home soon. I promise.’ He took her face gently in his hands and silently kissed the tear-stained cheeks. All his gruffness was gone now. And the raw surface of his love for her was exposed to the pain of her departure.


‘Take care of yourself, child. Come home when you’re ready. We’ll all be waiting.’ He spoke quietly and it was his way of saying he would be all right without her. He wasn’t quite convinced of it himself, but he felt that he owed her her freedom. She had given him so much in the last fifteen years, and it was her turn now, although he wasn’t enamoured of the idea of her travelling alone, but she kept insisting that this was 1933, and modern times, and there was no reason for her not to travel alone. And she was only going to Europe. There were friends of her father’s she intended to look up in Paris and London, Milan and Geneva, if she got there. There were people everywhere she could turn to, but she had eyes now only for her grandfather as she watched him slowly step down from the train, his cane in his hand, his hat on his head, his frame tall and spare and his eyes piercing hers as he stood proudly on the platform. And then, finally as the train began to pull away, he smiled at her. It was his farewell gift to her, the gift of letting her go off on her adventures. Harcourt had held her too tightly when he kissed her goodbye, and Annabelle hadn’t stopped talking, terrified of what she would do if little Winston’s nurse quit, or the upstairs maid left …. Harcourt had been right … she had done too much for them all. And it was Audrey’s turn now. She waved as long as she could, and then the train went around a bend, and they were gone, like mirages.


It took two days and two nights to reach Chicago and Audrey spent the entire time reading the novels she had brought with her. She had her own compartment with a drawing room and a sofa berth, and on the first day she finished Death in the Afternoon by Ernest Hemingway, and felt filled with his spirit of adventure as she read of the bullfights he was so intrigued by. Immediately after that she read Brave New World by Aldous Huxley. Each seemed appropriate to her mood of discovery and adventure. She spoke barely a word to a soul all the way across the country. She would only get out of the train from time to time to stretch her legs, or eat an indigestible meal in one of the stations, reading a book as she ate, and afterwards she would munch the candy bars she had bought there. She had a passion for 3 Musketeers Bars, and bought them to eat while she stayed up late at night reading. She was having a wonderful self-indulgent journey, and for the first time in years, she had no one to think about except herself. She didn’t have to worry about planning meals or approving menus, or scolding maids, or dressing for dinner on time. She wore a grey flannel skirt for the entire trip, and she had brought along several blouses. She had started out with a pink crêpe de chine tied demurely at the neck, and the pearl necklace her grandfather had given her for her twenty-first birthday. On the second day she wore grey silk, and on the last night white crêpe de chine. She wore a fox jacket in the evening chill when they stopped at Denver, but after that it grew warmer and warmer as they crossed the country. It was mid-June, and by the time they reached Chicago, Audrey donned a white linen suit and the new white shoes she had bought for the trip with a navy heel and a navy strap across the instep. They were the latest fashion, and she felt very chic as she stepped off the train with a big hat tilted to one side, her coppery hair cascading around her face as she hailed a porter. She took all of her things to the La Salle Hotel, where she spent the night before boarding the train again the next morning for the brief trip to New York. And suddenly the excitement of what she had done overwhelmed her. She almost wanted to stand in the street and laugh she was so pleased with herself, and even the pain of leaving her family seemed to dim now.
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