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			PROLOGUE


			

			December 1916


			Michael was shaking. If he held his hand, then it was his leg; if he stilled that, then his back wobbled, like a string waved about from one end only. He sat at the back of the trench and felt his body quiver in the freezing air. The whole place was quiet save for the movements of the men, the scrabbling of the rats over the discarded bits of food. Only he was making sounds: his knees knocking together, his teeth chattering. What a joke that normally was – knees knocking. He had laughed at actors playing fake fear on stage, hands popped over mouths, legs quavering. And now here he was, a caricature, and none of it was funny because he just couldn’t stop. A tin can fell to the floor and he jumped in horror. The scream was out of his mouth before he knew it. The men turned around. He looked down and a large rat had knocked over Orchard’s billy mug. The men turned back to their positions. That was the most shaming thing of all. Now they hardly noticed him, took it for granted.


			It was even worse when there were no bombs. When there was shelling, all the men were shaking, even Orchard. In the silence, it was just him.


			Orchard manoeuvred himself beside him. ‘It’s coming up to time, sir,’ he said, tapping his watch. ‘No orders to the contrary so far?’ He was a squat, cheerful man, worked for the fire brigade in Wapping. Michael knew he was beyond fortunate with his second in command. ‘Don’t you worry, sir,’ Orchard said when Michael was holding his gun upside down or had sent the men the wrong way. ‘You’ll pick it up in half a tick.’ Michael made himself do things he hated, so as not to let down Orchard and his beaming face.


			‘No, Orchard. No orders to the contrary.’


			‘Right, chaps! Attention. Captain Witt wishes to issue a command.’ The trench was silent. From a distance, you could just hear the French shouting on parade and the boom of the miners making another trench. Michael thought – just for a moment – that he heard a woman singing. Perhaps one of the cooks, although it sounded too delicate for a domestic. He strained for the notes, but there was a gust of wind and they were lost.


			Orchard looked at his watch. Michael tried to still his shaking hands. ‘Over!’ a voice shouted. ‘Over the top, men!’ It was his. It wasn’t loud enough.


			‘Don’t worry, sir,’ said Sergeant Orchard. ‘The wind ate up your voice that time. I will give it a proper shout so the chaps know what’s what.’


			‘Thank you,’ Michael tried to say. But his voice was shaking too and it could not get out.


			Orchard stood up. ‘All right, men,’ he shouted. ‘We’re going over. As the captain said, we’ll have fire cover from the top and the barbed wire will be cut. You’ll be as safe as houses.’ He put up his arms. ‘One, two, three, GO!’


			Michael held his gun, willed himself to go forward.
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			ONE


			

			Stoneythorpe, Hampshire, Saturday 1st August 1914


			‘There you are!’ Emmeline was pulling apart the willow branches, poking in her perfect, entirely regular nose. ‘Mama wants you. Michael’s American friend has arrived early. And she’s fussing about the party.’


			Celia looked to the side so the white and silver of the pond was sharp on her eyes. ‘I’ll come in a moment.’


			‘Now, Mama says.’ Emmeline kicked at the soil with her boot. ‘Come along. I think I was good to even try to find you back here. It’s so dirty.’ Celia pulled herself out of the willows, ignoring Emmeline’s hand. ‘I don’t know what Mama is thinking, allowing Michael to invite this Jonathan person. We’ve quite enough to do, with the party and my wedding.’


			None of us cares about your stupid wedding, Celia wanted to say. Not that it would be true. ‘Let them try to mock us now,’ Rudolf had said, pulling on his beard. ‘My wife was the daughter of Lord Deerhurst and my daughter is to be Lady Bradshaw.’ She scraped her boots in the grass and followed her sister up to the house.


			Emmeline walked ahead, her pale pink skirt snaking after her – she was wearing out her old dresses in preparation for her trousseau. The house beckoned to them, the squat frontage of the servants’ hall, the breakfast and dining rooms and the back of the sitting room, its long, pale windows glinting in the sun, the Hampshire stone flashing coolly behind. In summer, Celia would usually be in the Black Forest, visiting her second cousins, Hilde and Johann. ‘We will make a longer visit next year,’ Rudolf had said. ‘When the international situation has calmed.’ She blushed to herself that she had been secretly relieved. From the age of eight, she had spent two weeks there with her siblings, but now they said they were too old for it, and last year Celia had gone alone. They had done the things that would look like fun to anyone seeing them from outside: fishing for sticks in the river by their house, taking rides with their groom and listening to the gramophone in the parlour. But Johann had been awkward with her and Hilde had wanted to be alone and not talk. ‘She is just growing, dear,’ Aunt Lotte had said. ‘She wishes to be quiet to think.’


			Uncle Heinrich sat her down at the table and talked about the family tree, how Wolfgang de Witt had come from Holland in the seventeenth century, married Anna and never returned to his home country – ever. ‘Like your father, Celia,’ he said. ‘Rudolf will never leave England.’ Then he asked her questions about home – even about Tom, though he had never met him.


			Now, the sight of Hilde’s letters, neatly written on pink-edged paper, illustrated with flowers around the edges, arriving every three weeks or so, made her feel embarrassed for the friendship that they no longer seemed to have, since they were grown. She stuffed them into one of her drawers, guilty also that a cancelled visit meant she could spend the summer months with Tom. That was, if Emmeline would let her escape the discussions about her wedding.


			‘Come along,’ said Emmeline. ‘Why are you always so slow? Mama is waiting. She will be pulling her hair out. Well, not literally. But she says she wants to.’ Their mother’s great pride was her chestnut hair, still as thick as when she was nineteen, Rudolf said.


			‘Mama is always worrying about the party.’


			‘You know her, every year she says she will never be able to get everything done. And every year it’s a success. Anyway, what were you doing down there?’


			‘I was thinking about Princess May, actually.’


			‘Hmm. If you ask me, she must have felt lucky to marry the King. She was very plain and her mother had a figure like Mrs Rolls. I shall see them when Sir Hugh takes me to court and introduces me. I simply don’t believe she was the ideal bride.’


			‘I think it was romantic that he chose her when his brother died. But I still don’t see why anyone would want to get married, even to the King.’ Celia was lying. She’d been thinking of Countess Sophie, the lady-in-waiting, courted by Franz Ferdinand, everybody thinking he wanted to marry one of the princesses of the house.


			‘Well, he wouldn’t marry you. You always have dirty knees.’ She was right: Celia did usually have some dust or grime over her dress.


			Emmeline was too beautiful, that was the problem. Her fair hair was pinned up by Miss Wilton into a great cloud around her head, and her eyes were so large that they drew your attention away from the rest of her face. She looked like Mixie, Verena’s doll from when she was a child, without flaws. Celia knew that, if you looked closer at her sister’s cheeks, there were slight bumps, dry patches, and that made them pink. But no one ever did look, apart from her.


			Emmeline had always taken the lead roles in plays at school – finishing with Miranda in The Tempest. In Eversley, the nearest big village, she was like a kingfisher, striking people silent when they saw her height, slender figure and mass of pale hair. Celia sometimes looked in the mirror and wondered how different her days would have been if her reflection had been like Emmeline’s, the snub nose, pale eyelashes and thin frizzy hair replaced by her sister’s easy loveliness. ‘You have a happy face,’ a teacher had once said to her. Not beautiful. If she looked like her sister, people might follow her in the street, as they did Emmeline, offer her biscuits and cakes or ribbons as gifts in shops. Like Emmeline, she could say what she wished and no one would reprimand her, be cross or remember her angry words.


			Celia had been a plump child and now she was too tall, too thin, like a lanky bird plopped out of its nest, Michael teased her. Her nose was too wide and her grey eyes too small, and when she smiled, her eyes crinkled smaller and her nose got wider. She tried hard not to envy her sister’s mass of hair, for her own lay flat on her head, fell out of buns and clips, dropped over her face. None of her clothes fitted because the waist was always wrong, and there seemed to be a permanent thin line of dirt under her nails. If they wore the same gown, it would look pristine on Emmeline, creased and out of shape on Celia, within a week thinned at the elbows and grey. ‘Why can’t you just be elegant?’ her mother said.


			Still, she thought, if all beauty got for you was marrying Sir Hugh, perhaps it wasn’t worth so very much. Sir Hugh was grass-thin and looked about a hundred, even though Verena said he was forty (old enough, Celia thought). He dressed so neatly that Rudolf said even King Edward would have approved of his buttons. He wore wide ties over his shirts, expansive, shimmering silk, their generous show a dark shock against the rest of him. Last year, after days of fiddling with their gowns, Emmeline and Verena had gone to Lady Redroad’s ball at her house ten miles away. They came back talking of Sir Hugh. A week afterwards, he came to visit, sat upright in their parlour, said nothing. Verena was jubilant. All the mothers had been looking at Sir Hugh, she said, and he was visiting them.


			Celia took one skip – why did they always have to walk – towards Stoneythorpe. The dark red stone of the house shone above them in the afternoon sun, the three peaks on the roof and their turrets and towers reaching almost to the clouds, the whole of the back spread with ivy. As a child, she’d count out each of the twenty great windows and try to guess what might be happening behind the leaded panes of glass, whether the furniture was dancing when they weren’t looking. Now she only wondered that about her own room. She knew the house was grandest at the front, with its four main rounded windows and the ornate façade with the handsome carvings over the porch and on the roof. But the back was her favourite, she liked its humbler windows, the chips in the stone.


			‘Here she is, Mama,’ said Emmeline wearily, as they arrived on the lawn in front of the back windows, just at the base of the slope. Closer up, the windows looked slightly fogged around the edges. They’d have to clean them again before the party. The footmen had dragged out a ring of chairs, but only Verena and Rudolf were seated, Rudolf asleep under his hat, legs stretched out in front of him. Michael was lying on a blanket on the grass, staring up at the sky, and a tall man in a boater was sitting next to him.


			Arthur was the only one missing, their handsome, know-it-all older brother, in Paris since last year and saying he had no plans to come back. Without him, there was always a quiet spot, a hole where he would have sat in the middle, talked the most. Celia felt ashamed that she didn’t miss him, felt relieved not to be on edge from his sharp jokes. Her first memory of Arthur was when she was four, running away as she tried to catch up, laughing and shouting, ‘Go away!’


			Emmeline swept herself into the empty chair by her mother. ‘I found her sitting in the dirt, as usual. No one would believe her fifteen.’ Verena tipped her glasses back on her nose and gave Celia a vague smile. She was sitting bolt upright as ever, her long neck extending out of her ruffled white blouse and blue jacket, glasses glittering on her pale nose under her puff of brown hair. Your mother pays a lot of attention to her clothes, a woman at a Winterbourne parents’ tea party had said to Celia. Verena did. She wore things that didn’t match on purpose, combined dark blouses with pale skirts. Rudolf teased her that sometimes she still thought herself dancing as a doll in Sleeping Beauty, wanted always to stand out.


			Verena had small eyes, like Celia – it was Rudolf who had the great doe eyes Michael and Emmeline had inherited. Wrinkles snaked out from the sides, down her cheeks, up to her ears. When Celia was younger, she’d traced them on her mother’s face, drawing a map, touching the soft skin where it dipped and fell. ‘You really should not run off so often, Celia.’


			The man in the boater stood and made a mock bow. His skin was sunburnt brown, the colour of Michael’s shoes.


			‘Well, hello,’ he said. ‘You must be Celia. Short for Cordelia, I understand?’ His drawling voice sounded so ridiculous that Celia could almost think he’d invented it for effect. ‘I’m Jonathan Corrigan.’


			‘You’re Michael’s friend from Cambridge, I know,’ Celia finished for him. He was so white and blond, the sun behind him so bright that her eyes were watering just from looking at him. ‘And no one calls me that name. It’s too long.’ Verena cleared her throat, her usual signal, and Celia dropped her eyes to her boots. Michael had talked endlessly about Jonathan for the past two weeks: his father’s two large homes in Boston, summers by the sea, his house in New York where the buildings were as high as the sky. Before Michael went to Cambridge, Celia had imagined him coming back with friends who looked like him, who would want to talk to her as much as he did: tall, thin young men with glasses and Michael’s dark hair, smiles that made their whole faces bright, like his. Michael was clever, shy, sometimes nervous; he bit his nails down so they were ragged and the skin underneath showed, fiddled with his clothes in company. She did not think he would have a friend like Jonathan, with his big round face and smile. Jonathan was like Gwendolyn King at school, the type of person who thought everyone was his friend.


			Michael waved his hand. ‘Now, sis, be nice. Jonathan has driven all the way from Cambridge in time for the Bank Holiday.’ He pulled at his tie, his fingers flickering.


			Celia shrugged. I didn’t ask him, she wanted to say. I didn’t ask him and his buttery smile to come here. Jonathan was staying for three weeks – almost half her holidays. He would be taking her brother off to walk in the gardens, talk and read, leaving her alone. She hated the fact that men like Jonathan saw a side of Michael she did not. She had hopes – so far secret from her parents – that she would go to Cambridge herself, sit in rooms full of books, discussing ideas with other girls just like her. They would toast muffins by the fire and discuss the philosophy of religion. Then she would go on to Paris, read books about philosophy and be cleverer than any boy.


			Jonathan turned to Michael. ‘You didn’t tell me you had such a pretty younger sister.’ He had a thick gold ring on his little finger. Celia had never seen a man wear jewellery.


			Emmeline laughed. ‘You jest, Mr Corrigan.’


			‘I’d like to paint you, Miss de Witt, if I might be permitted.’ Celia gave him a polite smile. What was worst of all was that Michael had said to her last week that he might go to America one day. If Michael went to New York on a boat, so far away, he would be surrounded by shops with glass windows, and theatrical shows, and he might never come back.


			‘I don’t know why you fancy yourself a painter,’ said Michael, nudging his friend’s leg with his hand. ‘Shouldn’t you stick to poetry? Darned hard enough to do that, if you ask me.’


			‘If I see something or someone that requires depiction, I do so,’ replied Jonathan, his voice sounding more ridiculous to Celia by the minute. ‘I’d compose you against the house, Miss de Witt, the large oak tree to your side.’


			He gave Celia a wink. She sat down by Michael and looked away, towards the house, hoping that Jonathan would see her eyes watering and so his idea of the portrait would be ruined. Michael nudged her shoulder in the way he always did, their sign of secret friendship amidst it all. Michael’s hands had patches of red that flared up from time to time. Verena had said they all had it as babies but Michael worst of all. She had tied his hands together to stop him from scratching.


			‘How about it?’ said Jonathan.


			‘Celia does not have time to sit for paintings.’ Verena’s mouth was narrowed, her words taut. ‘She has much to do in assisting preparations for the party. She has been given dispensation from her lessons from her tutor in order to help us.’


			Jonathan nodded, switched immediately to Verena. ‘Of course, Mrs de Witt. The party. Michael promised I’d see a real English village in full swing. That’s if he can drag himself away from Professor Punter’s reading list. It might just be you and me, Mrs de Witt, if Seneca proves as captivating as usual.’


			Celia watched her mother’s mouth soften under the light of Jonathan’s smile. In the pictures of ships going over the sea she’d seen, there was always a tall man walking with a group of ladies. That was exactly what she could see him doing, striding over the deck every morning, looking forward to arriving in England, where he probably thought people still dressed like they did in the Queen’s time. All the while, Michael was reading, Celia thought, preparing for his meetings with Professor Punter, to sit in his room and discuss great thoughts.


			‘You certainly shall see an English party,’ said Verena, pushing her glasses up her nose. ‘If I get these lists completed in time.’


			‘I do wish you would stop fussing, Mother,’ Emmeline said, stretching out her skirts so her shiny boots protruded, her delicate calves almost on show, taking care to look away from Jonathan. ‘Every year you get in such a turvy over it all.’


			Verena shook her head fondly. ‘Dear. You young people think great events arise from nowhere.’ She patted her bodice and returned to her lists. Verena had wanted to be a ballerina when she was a child, but grew too quickly, she said, even though they all knew that no girl of her family would have been allowed to flutter her way across a hot stage in front of people of the town. Sometimes, when Celia saw her mother presiding over plans, she tried to think of her as a dancer, directed by a gentleman in a suit, but could not. Everything about Verena was stiff, restrained, as if she were a peg doll grown tall and watchful. ‘I have much to do. Especially with Mrs Bell away.’ Their housekeeper had gone to visit a niece, whose children had promptly fallen ill with measles. The doctor had told her she must remain with them for at least two weeks.


			‘Mama, my wedding is more important than a party for the village. Those children throw stones, and their parents only come to pocket as much food as they can.’


			Verena did not reply.


			‘You care more about those children than your own daughter’s wedding.’ Emmeline tossed her hair. Celia wished she could throw a paper aeroplane at her. For Emmeline, every party list inched her further away from her ideal self, resplendent in ivory silk from Worth, intricate beading billowing out from her tiny waist, a glassy tiara propped over her veil, glimmering with the beautiful future ahead of her.


			‘It is our duty to entertain the village,’ said Rudolf from beneath his hat, the consonants catching on his words.


			‘Mama! Are you listening to me?’


			‘Emmeline, your wedding is not for another three months. There is plenty of time.’ Verena did not look up. The dark brooch on her lace-covered bosom glinted in the light.


			‘But you haven’t ordered the decorations. I asked you to.’ Celia had heard every detail, she thought, a hundred thousand times: the flowers for the church, the tents they would erect across the lawns, the menu of lobster, beef and more ornate cakes than King George V’s. For the last six months, Celia had watched Emmeline complain, slam doors and cry about bridesmaids, lace and not having the reception at Claridges. She pinched Michael’s knee and he rolled his eyes. Emmeline had threatened that if Arthur didn’t come back from Paris, she would go there herself and get him. Try to be patient, Celia, Verena sighed when she complained.


			Soon, Celia told herself, Emmeline would put on the mauve going-away suit ordered by Verena and take the train to Dover, in order to honeymoon in Paris and the Italian Lakes. She would be Lady Bradshaw and Celia would be free.


			‘As I said, there is plenty of time.’


			‘Time I greatly require to save for the expense,’ snorted Rudolf from under his hat. They all turned to look at him. ‘Celia. Might you go and ask Tom to join us here for tea?’


			Verena’s voice cooled. ‘Dear. Marks needs him in the stables. He is without a second groom.’


			‘Oh, poor Tom has surely worked sufficiently by now. It is so warm today. Celia, go and ask him.’ Celia watched her parents. Tom had come up for tea before, but only when Verena was inside with a headache. She looked at her mother, then her father. She felt their wants tussling over her head. Then her mother sat back and looked at her lists once more. ‘Go on, Celia,’ said Rudolf.


			‘You humour her,’ said Emmeline. ‘She’s too old to be playing with the servants.’


			Michael propped himself up on his arm. ‘Better play with lords, you mean?’ His voice caught around the first word. When he was a child, he had had a heavy stutter and Verena and the governesses had practised correct speech with him, over and over again. Still, Celia heard him reciting at night, bs, rs, ps, stopping and starting for hours.


			Emmeline turned to Verena. ‘Next thing Father will be inviting Tom Cotton and all his family to sit in the front pew at my wedding.’


			‘Lord Snootypants might like that,’ Celia said, jumping to the side so her sister could not reach her.


			Emmeline swung out her hand for Celia’s skirts. ‘Papa! Did you hear what she said?’


			‘Oh, leave her be,’ said Michael, dropping back to the grass. ‘She’s right. Sir Hugh detests the fact that he needs our German money, our canned meat money, to patch up his precious old pile of a house.’


			‘Nothing wrong with a bit of canned meat,’ said Rudolf. ‘We’ve got a new range in next week, straight from Alsace. Sir Hugh should try some.’


			‘It might do his pinch nose some good.’


			Emmeline struggled to her feet through her tangled skirts. ‘You’re hateful! Well, when I’m married and living at Callerton Manor, I shall only invite Mama. And if you think I’m going to find a husband for her’ – she gestured at Celia – ‘you are quite wrong. Just look at her hair! And all that grime under her nails. I would rather die than introduce her to Sir Hugh’s friends.’


			‘Never mind, Emmy,’ said Michael. ‘We could all turn up as organ grinders and do a German spot at your ball. Crown you the Canned Meat Queen.’


			Jonathan spat out a laugh.


			‘I’ve had enough,’ said Emmeline, her hand on her pink silk hip. ‘You can all stay and mock. I’m the only one in this family actually doing something. You spend more time at Cambridge playing cards than anything else, and heaven only knows what Arthur is doing in France, and Celia looks like a tramp, and nobody cares! Well, I give up on you all!’ She turned and hurried up the lawn, stumbling into her skirts.


			‘Oh, let her go,’ said Rudolf to his wife, who was beginning to follow. ‘She will cry it out, then Miss Wilton will arrange her hair and it will all be better.’ Verena inclined her head, sat down again. Celia watched her sister hurry up towards the house, her shoulders dipped, the thick curl of hair behind her head bobbing in time with her feet. She looked too big for Stoneythorpe already. She could preside over whole ballrooms at Callerton, smiling graciously at queues of Sir Hugh’s hunting friends.


			‘May I go to find Tom now?’


			‘If you must,’ said Verena at the same time as Rudolf smiled and said, ‘Right this minute!’


			Celia leapt up and hurried away. She could hear Michael shouting that Sir Hugh wanted to wring them dry, declaring that lords and ladies would be nothing in the future. Verena was trying to calm him, Rudolf shrugging it off, Jonathan making some joke about rich Americans.


			Secretly, alone, hoping that God could not read her thoughts, Celia sometimes imagined Sir Hugh changing his mind about Emmeline. Then things would go back to how they used to be, and Michael and her father wouldn’t be arguing all the time. Then she chastised herself for being cruel to her sister. All Emmeline had ever wanted was to be a society bride.


			‘The future is a ham in a can!’ sang Celia to herself, softly. She had never tasted a de Witt ham. Verena said they were for the poor, and young ladies and gentlemen should never eat them. But Celia followed what her father said about his products and felt a swell of pride every time they used to pass the large advertisement on the boards near the church in Hampstead. ‘De Witt, de Witt, keeps you fit,’ she sang as she ran.


		


	

		

			TWO


			

			Celia ran across the garden, hurried out through the hedge at the side of the lawn, down the dry grass by the willows and cut past the edge of the forest to the stables. She heard the horses first, kicking and whinnying in the heat. She could just see Silver through the door, nuzzling the hay bale. Marks was speaking loudly. A hand hit a flank and she crept closer to the door.


			‘You staying here, hanging around this lot, wasting yourself.’


			‘And you’d know.’ Tom’s voice was high and angry. He’d worked in the stables during his holidays from school for as long as Celia could remember. It was a special school founded by a lord for boys without much money; it took Tom an hour to walk there every morning. In the holidays, he worked at Stoneythorpe to earn the money for his books.


			‘Your loyalty is old-fashioned, Cotton. You can do better than this.’


			‘Why should I care what you think?’


			She could hear Tom walking towards the door, so she leapt forward and knocked.


			‘Tom!’ she said, entering, seeing both their faces redden. Marks dipped his sunburnt face towards the side of Moonlight, Emmeline’s brown mare. Each of the children had their own horse: Moonlight for Emmeline, Red for Arthur, Arrow for Michael, and Celia had Silver. She had ridden Silver for three years now, since she’d been allowed to have a proper-sized horse. She walked over to her stall and held her close. ‘Hello, beautiful,’ she said. She had ridden her out yesterday, escorted by Tom. Last summer, she and Tom had spent almost every day together after she returned from the Black Forest, when he was not working in the stables. Yesterday morning, he had taken her out into the fields outside Stoneythorpe, where there had been no one but them. She’d spurred Silver into a gallop and he’d followed her on Red, Arthur’s stallion, who needed exercise now his owner was away.


			She’d thought the pair of them speeding through the bare grass could be the standard-bearers for a medieval king, hurrying forward to check the land so the soldiers behind could move forward and conquer. She’d hoped, afterwards, that he might have been free so they could go to the pond and look for frogspawn. Last summer they had found piles of the stuff and dropped it into the old stone trough by the back kitchen door. She’d planned out the afternoon, thinking they might beg scraps from Mrs Rolls for a picnic and sit under the trees behind the stables. But he said he had to go back to the horses, and she’d had to wander back to the house alone. This summer, she thought, things were different: she could not always think of what to say to him. Sometimes, words she had thought quite ordinary would make him turn angry and quiet, his eyes smaller, as if they were focusing on arrows sent from far away.


			‘Did you want a ride, miss?’ said Marks, his tone not as polite as his words.


			She held Silver tighter. ‘No, I’m coming with a message. Tom, Father asks if you can join us for tea.’


			‘Like this?’ He looked down at his dirty breeches. ‘I can’t.’ Marks sniggered.


			‘I’m sure it won’t matter.’ Tom always looked smart, the material of his clothes undarned, his shoes without holes. Silver. The horse nuzzled her cheek and Celia wondered if it was possible to love anything more than she did Silver. Papa had taken her to choose a horse at the farm. The minute she’d seen Silver, grey, dappled, she knew she was the one. She had gone to stroke her nose and the horse had shuffled up to be nearer, closed her eyes as if to say I’m your friend.


			‘Better obey the master,’ said Marks slyly behind Tom, his bad eye flickering. Celia wished she could push him hard, send his cold smile away.


			Tom’s mouth twisted. Then he straightened. ‘Well, I shall come then. Mrs Rolls will let me wash my hands in her kitchen.’


			‘Enjoy your silver forks, my lad,’ said Marks. ‘And you too, my lady.’


			Celia kissed Silver’s nose. ‘I will come and ride you tomorrow,’ she whispered, then turned away from Marks and out of the door. A few moments later, Tom came to join her.


			‘I don’t know why Father keeps Marks on,’ she said.


			‘Good with the horses,’ he shrugged, looking ahead. His eyes were so pale, they seemed to reflect the air in front of them. When he had arrived, she had been the same height as him. Now he was almost as tall as Michael, able to look down on her. He had grown up in so many other ways. He was sixteen to her fifteen. His skin had lost the spots that had sprouted the previous year, and his face had grown thinner. Tom’s great feature was his nose, everyone said that. It wasn’t snub like Celia’s or too big like Michael’s (and Emmeline’s, even though she would never admit it). It was what the art history teacher, Miss Quinn, would call a Roman nose. She might want to paint him.


			‘The horses like you more than Marks. Silver does.’


			‘I must obey him,’ he replied. ‘Like you have to obey your father.’


			‘Emmeline is being terrible about her wedding,’ she declared. The forest loomed above them. She never went in there, forbidden by Rudolf. Arthur used to, took two friends from school there years ago; they all came back screaming that they’d seen a ghost.


			‘You’ll be bridesmaid,’ he said, smiling.


			The sun beamed into her eyes and she covered her forehead. ‘I have to.’


			‘You’ll wear orange blossom in your hair and a fancy dress.’ He drew his hands to his head, as if there were flowers there.


			‘The dress is awful.’


			‘What a pretty girl you’ll be. Sir Hugh’s friends will think you quite the young lady.’


			‘Stop that!’


			She stretched out for him, laughing. He jumped to the side. ‘So ladylike.’ He danced away from her towards the pond. ‘Pretty Celia!’ He started to run and she picked up her skirts and hurtled after him. He ran around the tree, laughing, and then into the shrubbery, shouting out all the time. She hurried after him, past the old trees, over the grass, and when they were both breathless he let her catch him and they fell to the ground, laughing. ‘Pretty,’ he called out one last time. The willow tree over them touched their faces.


			‘Why don’t you write to me when I’m at school?’ she said, when they were both lying on the ground.


			The leaves cast shapes on his cheeks. ‘I wouldn’t know what to write.’


			‘Don’t say that. Anything you wrote would interest me. You don’t know what it’s like there. Day after day of the same thing. It’s terrible.’ Winterbourne was full of people. Girls, teachers, even gardeners, all of them, everywhere: behind trees, doors, the cupboards of books, all the places she tried to hide.


			He turned on to his back, looking up at the sky. ‘Those schoolmarms wouldn’t have it, me writing to you.’


			‘No one would know.’ Her voice came out weak. She wouldn’t tell the girls at Winterbourne that she was writing to him. She’d once tried to tell Gwen King about him, only for her to laugh that Celia was friends with a servant. She wished she could say: Your father might have died early and then you might be poor too! But she knew that even if Rudolf died, there would be money for them. She quashed the thought, horrified that she had even considered the idea of his death.


			‘They’d all know I was writing.’


			She squeezed his hand. ‘I hate it there. I don’t want to go back.’


			‘Plenty of people wouldn’t mind having a good education like that.’ Celia blushed. It would be Tom’s last year at school and then, he said, he had no idea what he might do; he couldn’t go to university. Celia secretly hoped he might work at Stoneythorpe, but she knew that was selfish.


			Tom shook his head. ‘You’re dreaming, miss.’ His voice was all sarcasm.


			‘Don’t call me miss.’ They’d agreed between them that he would only call her that when there were others around. ‘Anyway, it’s not the books I mind. It’s the girls, the whole place. It smells of fish.’ The boarding house was tiny and always dusty, and it was so hard to sleep with the sound of the other girls snuffling and crying around her. Without the English teacher, Miss Lowen, who lent Celia books meant for the sixth formers, Celia thought she might go mad.


			‘What else do you want? Stay here and have Mr Janus teach you instead?’


			‘No thank you! Mr Janus is dull, he says the same things every day. All he really wants to do is moon after Emmeline.’ Pale-haired Mr Janus walked over from Helmingham, the next town. He had been a master at the boys’ school there until he had caught a virus that meant he could not get out of bed for weeks. Working with Celia was his steps towards recovery, as Verena put it. He was Celia’s first tutor, and she preferred him to the governesses who had gone before – until, that is, he had started following Emmeline around with his eyes.


			‘Don’t let your mother hear you say that. She won’t let him back if she thinks he is being disrespectful to the future Lady Hugh.’


			‘I know, I know.’


			Tom got to his feet. ‘Well now. In a few years, you can marry like Miss Emmeline herself and then you’ll never have to go to school again.’


			Celia hit her hand on the grass. ‘It is a chain, just like those lady demonstrators say. If you are married, you are your husband’s thing; that’s why he votes for you.’


			‘You don’t know a thing about politics, Celia.’


			‘I do! Well, I could if I wanted to.’


			‘I think your father would be pretty cross if you started burning down tea rooms in Kew Gardens. Or cutting up the paintings in the National Gallery.’


			‘Well, the King should let ladies vote then.’ The women had stepped up their campaign recently, wrapping up bricks in paper, arrested and re-arrested by the police.


			‘Your father will make you marry, you know that. You’re his pet. He’ll have you dressed up in white and being presented by your sister to the Queen before you know it. You’ll be deb of the year, like in those magazines.’


			‘Stop it. You’re beastly sometimes, Tom.’


			His face clouded. ‘Celia, you have to marry. Women must.’


			‘Women only need husbands if they have babies,’ she said stoutly. Marriage, if you asked her, didn’t seem to do much that was good. The King and Queen, of course, were very happy, and her parents, but not many other people seemed to be so content. Mrs Cotton was married, and the few times Celia saw her, she saw only unhappiness.


			Tom nodded. The sun dropped through the branches on to his face. He hardly ever talked of his mother – and never of his father. She thought: if only I knew the right question, he might tell me. ‘Anyway, it was not your mother’s fault that your father ran away and deserted her. He was a man of little moral worth, obviously. She married him properly.’


			He flushed. ‘Yes. Come, your father is expecting us.’


			She stood up and squeezed his arm. ‘One day he’ll come back from far-off lands and you’ll be a family again.’


			‘Celia, let’s talk of something else.’


			She dusted down her dress, not that it did much good, forced herself to put the subject out of her mind. ‘Will you take me riding tomorrow?’


			‘If Marks says I can.’ The rose garden in front of them was hysterical with colour, so much that you’d think it had been daubed all over by a child equipped with a new paintbox. It was a great pond of pinks, yellows and reds. The flowers were curling at the edges, Celia knew. The summer was too hot for them, made them thin, brown, thirsty.


			‘Life is about improvement,’ her father often said. ‘The human race must go forward.’ When they’d arrived, Verena had applied herself to the grounds, appointing Mr Camlett from London to regulate the overgrown wilderness behind the house with an open array of flowers and ornamental hedges. But even Verena could not turn the grounds of Stoneythorpe into the fantasy of a Versailles-like eighteenth-century garden, with strips of paving, neat flower beds and rectangles of grass. It was too old, the shrubs were too dug down and Rudolf said he would not disturb the historic plants at the back. Verena had to confine Mr Camlett and his men to the first hundred metres, planting grass and making out paths of small pale stones. Instead of Versailles, a gentle slope led to a perfect lawn, shrubs cut into neat rounds standing like toy soldiers next to the paths, a stone fountain in the middle, fed by a tiny canal coming from the pond behind the trees. Celia thought you could imagine Marie Antoinette walking around it, never even needing to lift up the silk material of her gown. She jumped over the strip of grass that was to her the channel, the break between her garden – overgrown roses, willows and old ponds – and the ornamental perfection of her mother’s.


			‘I’ll ask Marks if I can go with you.’ Soon, she supposed, she would have to ride side-saddle like a proper lady. Verena was already talking about letting down her skirts. She could not bear the thought of it, the heavy material down to her feet, making it impossible to walk or run or do anything, ever. She wouldn’t be able to catch tadpoles with Tom then.


			Tom walked ahead. ‘No. Celia, don’t. He won’t like it.’


			She shrugged. ‘If you say so.’ She would ask Rudolf to ask Marks. Then Tom would be allowed.


			He smiled at her. ‘Are you looking forward to the party?’


			‘Mama is fussing. I don’t know why. It’s the same thing every year. Mrs Rolls does it all.’


			‘You enjoy it. You’ll do it yourself when you’re a grand madam in charge of a house like this.’ They edged past one of Verena’s ornamental flower beds. Tom drew his hand lightly over the fountain. ‘Even this stone’s hot,’ he said, absently.


			She nudged him. ‘I shall go to live in Paris and read books. I told you.’ On their last shopping trip to London, she’d bought a copy of a book on dreams by Sigmund Freud by hiding it under a copy of The Water-Babies. Some of it did not seem very clear to her, but she was determined to reach the end. ‘I shall take an apartment by the river and discuss ideas.’ She would find her own Professor Punter, who would tell her clever things. What was the point of sending her to Winterbourne and hiring Mr Janus (and his predecessors every summer before) if they really only wanted her to get married?


			‘You’d have to make your own tea if you lived in Paris.’


			‘I can make tea, thank you.’ Although really, she had to admit to herself, she rather hoped that she would be the type of rich lady intellectual who would have everything done for her, so she could think only of books.


			‘Not once seen you do it.’


			‘And since when did you know it all?’ She hopped over to the other side of the ornamental canal, hoping she sounded brave, hoping he would not dare her to go to the kitchens and show him.


			‘True. Never.’ He nodded, and then stepped back so that she could walk up the path first. ‘Looking good, the Hall,’ he said.


			‘Is it?’ Celia looked up at the back of the house.


			‘Your father had the roof done again while you were away. He redid the windows and the guttering. It must have cost him a fortune.’


			She gazed at the windows and they did look shinier. ‘I suppose it was to impress Sir Hugh. I wish Father would stop building.’ As soon as they had moved in, Rudolf had set about what he called modernising the house. He had repainted it, put up new wallpaper and even installed electric lights in the parlour, the dining room and the front hall. Verena, however, tended to decline to turn them on, and the staff were afraid of them – Smithson told Celia that they had heard that an electric light in a house near Winchester had burst and cast yellow stuff all over the entire company under it, and they were burnt quite to a cinder. Rudolf had also recently installed a telephone in a special small booth in the hall, even though no one had yet used it and Verena complained bitterly about the expense. Celia sometimes crept to look at it when nobody else was around. She would pick up the receiver and speak into it. ‘Hello,’ she whispered. ‘Is there anyone there?’ The line crackled and fizzed; no one spoke.


			‘I think the place looks better for all his work. If you’ve got the money, why not spend it, I say?’


			Something caught her heart then, and she could not help herself. She pulled his hand. ‘Tom.’ She could almost feel urgency flooding between her lips. ‘You will never leave. Promise me you won’t leave.’


			He looked up at the sky, away from her. ‘I won’t. I don’t have anywhere to go. You will, though. You’ll go somewhere else.’


			‘No. Say it to me, promise me. If we leave, we go together.’ She stared at the grime on the back of his hand, begging him to answer.


			‘Life is different for me.’


			‘What makes you so sure? Please, Tom. Promise me you won’t leave.’


			He shifted on to the other foot. ‘I promise. Things will always stay the same.’


			That was enough. She pulled her hand free and took three steps away. ‘Race you first!’ she cried at him, waving, and then gathered her dress in her hand and began running, hurtling headlong to Stoneythorpe.


			Thompson was coming towards them, dragging his bad leg behind him, his souvenir from the Boer War, he said. The rest of the family were no longer sitting at the back of the house. Tom and Celia were running so fast they almost crashed into him.


			‘Hello, miss,’ he said. ‘I was looking for you. Your father asked me to tell you. There has been a change. They have returned inside and they are not taking tea.’ He looked at Tom. ‘He asked me to convey his apologies.’


			‘What do you mean, there is no tea?’


			‘That is the case, miss.’


			She was about to protest again, but Tom put his hand on her arm. ‘Don’t, Miss Celia. There is no space for me when Sir Hugh might be near, that is all. It is not Mr Thompson’s fault.’ His voice was calm but his face was red with fury.


			‘Why did my father not wait to explain?’ Celia demanded. ‘It’s unfair. He should be here to tell us.’


			Tom squeezed her arm harder. ‘I’m going back now. Good day, miss. Wishing you a pleasant evening.’ She heard the sarcasm in his voice as he turned. She stood next to Thompson and watched Tom run across the lawn to the side exit in the hedge. I hate Sir Hugh Bradshaw! she wanted to cry, so loud that the noise bounced around the fountain, echoed as far as the back of the garden.


			‘What was that you said, miss?’ Thompson asked.


			‘Nothing. You go inside. I will come in one minute.’ The windows at the back glittered hard, shining out over the ivy that was already creeping past.


		


	

		

			THREE


			

			‘I have an announcement,’ Rudolf had declared. They had been eating fish in puffed pastry around the heavy table in their Hampstead dining room, five years previously. Celia had been allowed to stay up late to dinner, even though she was only ten. ‘I have found us a Jacobean house in Hampshire. In fact, I have told the owner, Lady Lenley, that I wish to buy it.’


			Verena dropped her fork. Emmeline shrieked.


			‘Stoneythorpe Hall is in a beautiful … spot,’ Rudolf continued, his words faltering in his excitement. ‘It is the house I have always dreamed of. We will be lords and ladies of the manor.’


			‘I don’t want to leave London!’ said Emmeline, her handsome face pale in the fog of the table light.


			‘You will once you see it, dear. I promise.’


			‘We will never be lords of the manor,’ said Arthur from the corner. ‘We’ll never be anything other than meat sellers.’


			‘Better a meat seller than a gambling wastrel.’ Rudolf patted his stomach. ‘People like that can no longer afford such a house.’


			‘I thought these houses never came on the market. I thought you said you were never going to succeed!’ said Emmeline, casting an angry glance at Verena. Rudolf had been searching for a manor house for nearly three years. He had contacted agents in Surrey, Hampshire, Berkshire and Kent, but they always declared they had nothing to sell.


			‘Stoneythorpe is different. Lady Lenley, the widow of the lord, has no children – and there are none in the extended family who could inherit. The sale will be a quiet one as she does not wish to attract publicity. She desires to meet us first, to decide if she feels able to accept my offer.’


			‘But—’ Verena began.


			‘I have invited Lady Lenley to tea,’ said Rudolf, firmly. ‘Three o’clock. I expect us all to be there.’


			


			Lady Lenley did not look to Celia like a lady at all. She was small and bent, dressed in black, her nervous eyes sunk deep into her face. She huddled in the chair and clutched the cup of tea proffered by Violet, the parlourmaid. Rudolf asked her about her journey and she answered in a quavering whisper, as if the very act of speech caused her pain. Rudolf had told Michael and Emmeline to remain silent, and Celia was too young to speak at any visit. Arthur had refused to attend, lolloped out, thin and long-legged, to see a friend from school. Rudolf conducted the conversation; Verena sat beside him, her face stoically composed.


			‘Do you often come to London?’ asked Rudolf.


			Lady Lenley’s face creased with terror. She shook her head.


			‘You prefer to stay in Hampshire?’


			She nodded and looked at her hands, folded in her lap.


			‘I thought it a most handsome village. The houses are most excellently kept.’


			Lady Lenley looked up and blinked a little, then dropped her gaze.


			‘The church must be very old,’ he tried once more.


			She nodded. Silence descended. Violet offered biscuits. Lady Lenley fiddled with her skirt. Michael made a comment about stained glass. No one answered. Verena offered a few words about the village school. Celia watched her father’s face redden as he continued to attempt to make conversation, and every attempt failed. Finally, when it seemed to Celia as if there could be nothing more to say, Lady Lenley looked up at Rudolf. ‘I am very fond of the garden,’ she whispered. ‘I have always loved it.’


			‘But of course, Lady Lenley,’ said Rudolf. ‘My wife is very fond of gardening too. Are you not, Verena? You direct our current gardeners with great skill.’


			Verena gave a frosty smile. ‘Very fond.’


			Lady Lenley stared at Rudolf and then returned her glance to her hands. ‘I would not wish my roses to die.’


			Rudolf looked at the window, smiled.


			


			Within a few days of Lady Lenley’s visit, the house was a riot of packing. The housekeeper, Mrs Dew, and the butler, Mr Gregory, hurried between the rooms. Verena shut herself in the parlour and emerged only for meals. Mr Gregory and Mrs Mount, the cook, had refused to leave their families in London, and all the lower maids and footmen would never wish to go so far. Verena burst into tears at tea with the strain. ‘A whole new staff to be appointed!’ she wept on to Emmeline’s shoulder. Celia walked downstairs one morning and saw a line of men waiting to be interviewed as their new butler. Letters piled up on the hall table with recommendations of cooks. ‘Tom’s mother could work for us,’ Celia suggested one day. Mrs Cotton had been a parlourmaid for the family but had left before Celia was born, because she was ill, Rudolf had said. Verena turned, her pen poised and directed towards Celia. ‘I don’t think so, dear.’ She shook her head and that was that.


			


			Celia stood at her bedroom window, pretending to dress for Sir Hugh. Just under the ledge, she knew, ivy was creeping thickly over the walls. Every spring, after the house clean, Rudolf would send for twelve men from the village to put up ladders and scramble over the front, trying to cut it back and pull it down. Otherwise, he said, the leaves would work their way into the gaps between the stone, pinching their way into the hollows and forcing the stones loose. For two weeks men tugged and cut and shouted out to each other, throwing great strips of stems on to piles at their feet. The leaves lay confused and browning, ants and spiders clambering through the maze, before the men took the piles to the back of the garden at the end of the day, set them alight and let the flames blaze. After they had finished, for a month or so the pale front of the upper part of the house shone out to the road. The stone looked so painfully naked, with only a few wisps of stems left unbattered by rain, that Celia almost felt she had to avert her eyes coming home. Its clean bareness felt like a challenge: who are you, to live here?


			‘Stoneythorpe is ours now,’ Rudolf had said, when they had drawn up in the car for the first time. ‘And when I am dead, it will come to Arthur.’ Teams of men had arrived from Winchester to knock out the walls to widen the rooms, install a new kitchen in the basement with a working oven, put in new bathrooms on every floor, and paint and paper over the damp and mould of the walls. Celia stood at her window and watched the carters take away Lady Lenley’s Victorian furniture to be burned. The drawing room was covered in silk hangings from London, the dining room decorated with antiques bought from a shop in St James’s. Verena instructed workmen to pull down the back wall and replace it with glass doors, so that they could throw them open after parties, she said. Rudolf had even tried to paint the front of the house, but the stone would not take the colour. Now, after five years, he declared himself nearly satisfied.


			Celia drew a circle in the mist on the window. She opened the lacquer box on the windowsill, her box of leaves. Every year she had saved a piece of ivy from the cutting-down. She let the leaves dry on her windowsill and then stored them in the box, which Michael had bought her in a market in London. She touched the top one, thinking of how they were like pieces of skin a snake might cast off, dry with months of accumulated life. The oldest was turning into a skeleton, the dried leaf flaking off the intricate frame each time she picked it up.


			Verena had to scale back her plans for a Versailles garden in the end for Rudolf couldn’t spare the money from his factories. She ruled off the back of the lawn with a hedge, the tiniest of gaps in the centre to allow one person only to pass. Beyond that, the garden billowed, a riot of thorny rose beds flanked by shrubs that not even Mr Camlett recognised, so overgrown that you could not tell where one ended and the next began. The oldest trees Celia had ever seen in a garden grew around it, the bottom of their trunks thick and furled with age. Behind it all was an old pond, with a dried-out fountain in the middle, green and stagnant, the edges untidy with weeds and frizzed with grass, a great willow tree hanging over the water. Verena hated it all; she fenced it off with the hedge and planted trees in front so she would not have to see it from her bedroom. It was like the room with all the broken things in a house, the door you did not open, and it was Celia’s favourite place. If she just crept under the willow next to the pond and past the red flowering bush, there was a patch of soil and a rock where she could sit. Even though she had grown two inches since last summer, she could still just about perch herself there without the shrub scratching her eyes. She loved the darkness and the smell of soil, the feeling that what she had was hers alone. In the spring, daffodils flowered next to the stone, and in summer, she watched the violets bud by the moss. She could stay for years, she thought, emerge and still be the same, while everyone else had become aged and grown. When she was younger, she had thought it was a place where fairies played, their tiny feet touching the stones, leaving no trace.


			She stared at the leaf in her hand. In the flower press on her windowsill, she had two pansies from her spot in the garden. She had picked them yesterday, delighted by how the more you stared at them, the more it seemed quite amazing how perfectly joined together was the whole thing: stem linked to leaves and petals dropping from their green tip behind. She thought she had never seen anything quite as marvellous as a pansy. She touched the screws on the edge of the flower press. She would just open them, see how it was getting on, even though she knew it would spoil the effect.


			There was a heavy knock on the door and Jennie poked her head around. ‘Come on, miss! They will all be waiting!’ She bustled into the room and started pulling at Celia’s dress. ‘Sir Hugh will be here in a minute!’


			


			‘Is this a German dish?’ Sir Hugh poked at the plate in front of him. ‘I fail to recognise it.’ He sat poker upright, eyes crinkled around his monocle, his moustache quivering as he spoke.


			‘It is chicken in wine,’ Verena replied. ‘French influenced.’


			‘The whole thing tastes German to me. The seasoning is too strong.’ His plate was hardly touched. Celia thought he never really ate anything, just pushed the food around almost as if it were poisoned.


			Thompson, standing at the side, moved forward, but Verena was quicker. She passed him the gravy boat – the best fine china one. ‘Try a little gravy, Sir Hugh.’ She had put her hair into a particularly elaborate style. The curls dropped around the diamond earrings that Rudolf had given her for special occasions. Celia looked at the slight quiver in her mouth and knew immediately that her mother wanted to bite her nails.


			Sir Hugh nudged the meat with his knife. ‘I think the thing cannot be salvaged. Your cook has too heavy a hand.’


			Celia hated how Sir Hugh hardly ever called her mother Mrs de Witt. She detested how Verena flurried around him, asking him his opinion, humiliating herself, she thought, in her desperation to please. They all had to agree with whatever Sir Hugh said, as if the King himself was at dinner. Although the King, she thought, would surely be nicer to her father than Sir Hugh was. Sometimes she even yearned for Arthur, who might have been rude to Sir Hugh, laughed in his face as he did to everybody.


			She kicked the table. Now she hated Sir Hugh even more. Without him, Tom might have been here.


			‘Sir Hugh will be your brother,’ her mother had said to her once, when she had tried to tell her not to fuss around him so. ‘You must learn to love him.’


			She tried to write a list of all the things you might like about Sir Hugh, but in the end could only think of two: he was about to marry Emmeline, and he had a large house.


			‘I find seasoning ruins the flavour of properly good meat. I think it is only intended to cover up the taste of the really poor cut. That is the kind of meat that people put in cans. As your customers find. Disgusting stuff.’ He turned to Rudolf. ‘I did send you some beef from my estate, did I not?’


			‘Oh yes,’ rushed in Verena. ‘It was quite marvellous. We were delighted with it.’


			Sir Hugh inclined his head graciously. ‘I shall ask Carmichael to send further.’


			‘That would be so terribly kind of you.’ Celia wanted to kick her mother under the table.


			They had visited Callerton Manor at the beginning of the year. Celia had hated every moment of it: the preparations, her mother bustling and flurrying, Emmeline vowing never to speak again to Michael if he teased Sir Hugh and despairing over everybody’s dress but her own. Then the journey, during which their mother told Celia that if she did not behave, she would not have pudding for two weeks. The huge, cold house had more windows than you could imagine. Stiff servants propped up every corner like vases. They took tea with Sir Hugh’s mother, who to Celia looked older than the oak tree in the back garden, staring at everyone through her lorgnette. And then there were hours spent wandering the frosty gardens, Verena cooing over even the tiniest flower bed. Every vowel of Sir Hugh’s declamations spoke of his endless family tree, informed them that however many elocution classes they took, they could never make their voices sound like his.


			During the visit, Michael kept his head bowed, asked attentive questions of Sir Hugh’s mother, winked at Celia when none of them were looking. Then, in June, Rudolf had bought a new Rolls-Royce motor car. He said it was what a man should have for the country lanes. Celia thought he’d bought it to impress Sir Hugh – who had two motor cars, one all the way from France. One afternoon when Rudolf was away, Michael had taken the keys and driven Celia down the lane and out to the village. Then, after she had begged him, they changed places. He showed her how to push down the clutch, set the accelerator. She stopped, started, stopped, started. ‘Push that one!’ he said. ‘More carefully. Think of it like a horse.’ She thought of Silver – and then they were away. She was driving, and they were free. ‘Let’s go to stupid old Callerton Manor!’ Michael said. ‘Come on, Celia. Turn right!’


			She followed his directions, wobbling around until they came round the corner to the great iron gates of Callerton. ‘Go faster!’ Michael shouted. ‘You are a dreary old windbag, Sir Hugh!’ he cried. Celia laughed so much she almost took her hands off the wheel. She thought of it, Michael shouting, the wind battering her hair. He hadn’t laughed much since then.


			‘The Callerton game is most superior,’ said Emmeline, graciously. Celia had to admit that her sister looked handsome, the jewels in her fair hair glittering in the light, the pink and white of her face set off by the peacock colour of her dress. The shadows from the candlelight made her eyes glow larger than ever. Jonathan, sitting next to her, looked at her, and Celia knew, as if she could read his mind, that he wished to speak to her but thought her too beautiful. Something in her stomach sharpened.


			‘The news from Europe is shocking,’ said Sir Hugh, putting down his knife. He did not wait for a reply. ‘The Kaiser continues his aggression. First his man shoots the Archduke and now he threatens Belgium.’


			‘The shooting had nothing to do with Germany,’ said Michael. ‘You know it’s at Serbia’s door.’


			‘I read that the Archduke was actually sympathetic to the desire of the Bosnian Serbs to rule themselves. Rather ironic,’ said Jonathan, smiling, as if he had put an excellent point in a tutorial, Celia thought.


			‘Poor Emperor Franz Joseph,’ Rudolf was shaking his head. ‘As if losing a son and a wife was not enough, now his heir.’


			Sir Hugh laughed. ‘The Austrians deserve no pity. They and the Kaiser go hand in hand to war. Our idiot politicians speak to them in a kindly fashion as if they were babies, while all the while they plan to kill us.’


			‘You’re wrong.’ Michael had a heavy scar on his forehead from when he had fallen off a wall as a child. It grew redder and stood out when he was angry. Celia watched it pulse under the skin.


			‘They are all Bismarck’s heirs. Such people will stop at nothing before the entire world is part of Germany.’


			‘And what qualifies you to state this, sir?’


			Verena was staring at Michael, trying to quiet him, but he was looking only at Sir Hugh, his eyes bright with anger.


			‘Everybody knows it. The Germans shot him, I am certain of it. They will not be content until they have started a war. It’s time Mr Asquith stopped dallying and showed them how to behave. Europe is really in a shocking mess. We need to sort it out.’


			‘We have left the wars behind, thank God,’ interrupted Rudolf. ‘That was last century. Now what is important is the Irish question. It is uppermost in the mind of Mr Asquith, I am sure.’ He spoke with certainty, in the same way he might recite a speech from Henry V.


			Sir Hugh dropped his face to smirk. Celia blushed at herself for being ashamed of how her father pronounced God as Gott.


			Rudolf picked up his fork and set about the meat. ‘My dear, remind me that I must write to the managers of my factories in Berlin tomorrow.’


			Verena nodded stiffly. Sir Hugh failed to hide another smile. ‘It would be so convenient for the Germans who live in England if there was no war,’ he said. ‘After all, in a conflict, who would they choose?’


			Michael thumped his fist on the table. ‘We are English, sir.’


			Sir Hugh raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, of course.’


			‘There will be no war,’ repeated Rudolf. ‘No more. The Queen waged too many.’


			‘I think a war might be rather exciting,’ said Emmeline. ‘Shake things up a bit.’


			‘Everybody was very afraid of British power,’ said Celia, remembering Miss Jacques’s history lessons at school. She thought of poor Sophie again, her husband, the Archduke, begging her not to die. Why wouldn’t Sir Hugh stop? Why was Rudolf letting him continue like this? She wanted to stand up and cry out, My sister could marry anyone she liked, so we don’t need you!


			‘Quite so, Miss de Witt. The Germans were particularly afraid of British power. Intimidated, rather. I expect the same is true now,’ said Sir Hugh, curling his lip. Michael was almost standing, his face angry. Jonathan watched, his demeanour calm. Celia almost wanted to throw her bread roll at him, as he sat there saving up stories to laugh about with people in New York.


			‘Now, Michael, let us discuss another subject,’ Verena began.


			‘No, Mother. I shall say it. Our loyalties are to the King. If there was a war, I would join the army. I would sign up to fight as soon as I could.’


			Verena’s hand was on her mouth. ‘You would not. You would not.’


			Sir Hugh curled his lip. ‘I would like to see that. Anyway, one doubts that the British army would require any further assistance. In this country we do not need men from foreign countries to fight. We have professionals. That is why we win.’


			Michael was clasping his knife. Then Jonathan gripped his hand and stood. ‘I think us Americans have much to learn from you Europeans,’ he said, his voice smooth. ‘We have a lot to consider about diplomacy. I am sure the future is one of Europe united.’


			‘Under Germany, if they get their way,’ replied Sir Hugh.


			Verena signalled to the footmen and they bent to clear the plates. ‘Dessert?’ she said, brightly. ‘We have jellies. Then let me tell you about our latest plans for the summer party, Sir Hugh. I’m sure it will be our best yet. The village needs a little treat.’


			


			Five years ago, on the drive to Hampshire, Celia had drawn pictures of what Stoneythorpe Hall might look like: castles with turrets, long, flat white houses with no chimneys, big square pale brown boxes with pretty doors, a cottage but ten times larger, one great tower. When they arrived at the top of the long drive, the house looked nothing like her drawings. It was huge and heavy, red ornamental stone flanking the great pale doorway and carved porch. The two front wings were set forward from the door, the windows drew up to three triangular gables on the roof, the chimneys over it all. The windows were cracked, trees straggly. The place looked old and untidy – and, to her, beautiful.


			‘This is a manor?’ said Emmeline beside her. ‘And we left London for this? Where am I supposed to wear my gowns?’ Arthur was laughing behind his hand.


			‘It was built in the seventeenth century for the earl at the time,’ said their father. ‘It was a great house in the local area. The land even features in the Domesday Book. You will be impressed when you enter, my dear.’ The Lenley family had been the wealthy associates of royals from the thirteenth century, Rudolf said, but they became most powerful under Elizabeth I, and bought this great estate to celebrate. The Queen had visited once for hunting. ‘Imagine, Emmeline,’ he said. ‘Elizabeth I came here on a progress.’ Emmeline kicked her heels on the floor of the car.


			Rudolf often told them that he had come over to London from Berlin as a young man to make his fortune – and because he had read so many English books. In his twenties, he said, he could recite every word of Shakespeare’s most famous works. He called his first son after a king, his youngest daughter after a heroine in Shakespeare. Verena chose the names of the middle two to be modern. From the beginning, Rudolf told his family, he knew that he had to fit in by pretending he had forgotten everything about Germany: the flecks on the alphabet, trams in Berlin, freezing snow at Christmas, slow boats on the Rhine. People were unforgiving of such things, and if you let the memory of past places remain, you could never escape. He threw his precious copy of Goethe from the boat on the way over. Verena had instructed the children from very young that they must not tell him that his accent retained Germanic inflections and always betrayed him: the quick endings of words and the tripping around ‘t’ and ‘d’.


			‘I am more English than the English,’ he was fond of saying in Hampstead, as he stepped out to his club in his neat suit, hat and silver-tipped walking stick, returning in the evening to his fireside surrounded by prints of the countryside. They lived on the same road as that great English poet, John Keats, after all. Rudolf was always proud of the fact that he never grew fat, like some meat dealers did. ‘The Englishman keeps his figure.’ He said that if you kept yourself quick and upright, life would not catch you.


			


			After the first journey there, Emmeline’s lip quivered as she gazed at the front of Stoneythorpe Hall. ‘I won’t go in.’


			Celia did. In those days, Emmeline and their mother complained almost daily about poor plumbing, holes between the bricks, cracks in the floorboards, the birds in the roof. Celia saw Stoneythorpe for what it really was: the grand house she had read of in her books about princesses. She loved everything about it: the unkempt grounds, the stone drive. She begged her father not to change it.


			On the day of their arrival, Celia had hurtled ahead of the others so that she could enter Stoneythorpe first. She stood in the hall and then began running down the corridor to the side, into the two large rooms to the left, and up the stairs. She wanted to see and touch all the rooms before anybody else did. She hurried into every bedroom, sped back down the stairs, and pushed past her mother to run into the kitchen.


			‘Have you found the library yet, Celia?’ said her father as she ran breathless to the top of the stairs. ‘Turn right, then left and it’s at the end of the corridor.’ She dashed off again, following his directions, and reached a heavy dark door. She turned the stiff key and pushed it open. Inside were more books than she had ever seen in her life. Red, brown, blue spines were everywhere, across the walls, in piles up to the ceiling, stacked on the desks. She could not credit that Lady Lenley might not have wanted some of them. She walked up to the shelves and touched the leather. She moved her hand over the desk in the corner, too in awe to seat herself in the chair. Her father had been right. Stoneythorpe was perfect. She threw out her arms and twirled in front of the leaded window, catching the last light of the sun.


			


			The party had been Rudolf’s idea. They had been living at Stoneythorpe for about two months, not successfully. The villagers shuffled past them without bowing or smiling, they were ignored at church, addressed peremptorily even by the vicar, unable to find servants without paying nearly one and a half times the given wage, distrusted. ‘They hate us because we’re German,’ sniffed Emmeline, often. ‘Why can’t we go back to London?’ Michael stayed in his room, reading, and Arthur shot birds in the garden, even when Rudolf told him not to. Verena began to cry in the mornings once more.


			‘I have a solution,’ Rudolf had said. ‘Your mother and I will host a party for the village. Everyone will come.’ He meant Eversley as well as Bramshill and all the little clusters of houses in between. It would be a great celebration.


			For the next four weeks, the house was a flurry of activity and planning. The servants brought in furniture and the new cook, Mrs Rolls, was put to work on cakes and pastries. Verena fussed over the arrangements and table settings. The day began with cloud but then the sun broke out, everyone in the village arrived and the grounds filled with children. Even Arthur played ring o’ roses with the little ones.


			‘We shall do this every year,’ said Rudolf, surveying the detritus of cakes and food on the tables, hands on hips, pleased with his plan. In the village, people bowed to them, and they were greeted by the vicar, who ushered them to the front pew in the church. Lords and ladies.


			


			The jellies glistened green and pink in their glasses. Celia took a small bite, unconvinced by Verena’s plan of combining gooseberry and raspberry in the same glass. Rudolf ate noisily, clanking his cutlery on his glass. Verena was talking about the roof of the village church. Emmeline was stroking the top of her dessert with her spoon, not eating it. Celia looked up idly and gazed straight into Sir Hugh’s face. She started, for something seemed to change in his mouth; it twisted, opened.


			‘You, sir.’ He turned his attention to Rudolf. ‘You support the Kaiser?’


			Rudolf looked up from scraping the last spots of jelly from the glass. He pondered. ‘Well, Sir Hugh, I do not give much thought to politics.’


			‘In other words, you do. You support the most evil man in Europe. It’s something in the German character, if you ask me. I’ve never met a German who was not motivated by greed.’


			Michael was struggling to his feet again. Jonathan was pulling him down.


			‘There are many good Germans,’ said Rudolf.


			‘And a lot of power-hungry ones who will stop at nothing. We’ll be at war in a month. And we’ll watch the Germans die in shame.’


			Michael shook free of Jonathan’s grip and darted around the table. In a second, he was standing over Sir Hugh, grasping his clothes, Jonathan shouting at him to stop. Emmeline started from her chair and stood frozen against the wall. And then Thompson stepped forward and was trying to prise Michael’s hands away when Sir Hugh sprang up and grasped Thompson’s hair. ‘You’re nothing but a servant!’ he was shouting. ‘How dare you touch me?’ Smithson leapt forward. Thompson turned.


			No one could agree what happened next. Emmeline and Verena thought Thompson was about to punch Sir Hugh; Celia and Rudolf thought he put up his hand to defend himself. They were saved a fight: Jonathan ran around the table, threw Thompson aside and managed to get his arms around Sir Hugh.


			‘This has got to stop!’ he said.


			Sir Hugh looked at them all, his hair across his forehead, his face red and angry. ‘I am at a loss why I ever came here.’ He coughed for breath, holding his chest. ‘You are below my observation.’ He looked over at Emmeline, who was still standing against the wall. ‘I am most sorry for you, Miss de Witt. You seem like a pleasant young lady, caught in a disgraceful family. I wish you goodbye. The rest of you are no better than animals.’


			He turned and left the room. Smithson hurried after him


			Emmeline looked around the table and burst into tears. She swept her hand out and her jelly glass fell to the floor. ‘What have you done?’ She ran around them and out of the door. Rudolf started up.


			‘Leave her,’ said Verena. ‘Leave her to weep. Sir Hugh will return. It is just a little disagreement.’


			Rudolf looked over at Jonathan. ‘I apologise, Mr Corrigan.’


			Jonathan shook his head, still standing over by Thompson. ‘Nothing to apologise for.’


			Verena sat up very straight. ‘Thompson, I suggest you depart this instant.’ He nodded and turned to leave the room, dragging his leg so painfully that Celia could not watch.


			Rudolf dropped his head into his hands.


			‘I’m going to bed,’ said Celia. She left the table without asking and strode past them all, trying to walk tall when she wanted to sink into the floor. She could not bear to stay in the house a single moment longer. She crept down the corridor and out of the back door by the servants’ quarters. Emmeline’s voice echoed behind her. She hurried out into the garden.


			The air was cool on her face and arms. She sat for a while, just letting it drift over her. The same air that they would have breathed a hundred, two hundred years ago. The trees were sweeping the water of the pond, gently. There was no other noise. She began to walk towards her spot under the willow.


			Behind her, the lights of Stoneythorpe Hall glittered through the darkness. Her parents would be moving about inside, talking over the evening as her mother poured her father a glass of brandy. Rudolf would be saying that it would come to nothing, as he always did. She walked on.


			The garden looked like a different thing at night, cool and angry, the magnolias and roses showing spots of colour through the gloom, the grass shimmering with rain. There was something magical about it. By day, it was a neatly trimmed piece of grass, edged with her mother’s prize flowers – hydrangeas, rhododendrons, camellias. At night, it erupted into disorder. The flowers grew greater and stranger, the trees bent and strained towards the moon, the shot light of the stars picked out cruel veins of colour on the petals. If you stayed there too long, Celia imagined, it would capture you and turn you into something. At night, the rockery where she sat sedately watching Michael play cricket became a stage where goblins might dance when no one was looking. The fairies hid from her, peeking through the trees, their eyes sparkling like beads. The flowers bent to stare at her, the roses clattered up to the sun and laughed. The insects crawled out from under their stones and grew large. She crept around, quietly. Even though she knew she was too old, she hoped to catch an unsuspecting fairy. If she caught one, it would grant her wish. For things never to change.


			‘Well, hello there.’


			She looked up at Jonathan’s face in the darkness. ‘What are you doing here?’


			‘Taking a little air. Like you, I imagine.’


			‘Don’t you get air in America?’ She could not help being rude to him. The little smile he wore was infuriating.


			‘Oh, plenty. But I wanted to try some English air. Perhaps you could guide me as to where it might be best?’ The leaves on the trees behind them played in the breeze. ‘Or the stars? They look different here somehow. I am sure you know a lot about the stars.’


			‘Why don’t you look somewhere else? Haven’t you seen enough of our family already?’ He had to move first. If she went towards her dell, he would know all about it. If she walked away, he might pull aside the tree and see it for himself.


			‘Oh, that’s forgotten. These things happen. Sure he’ll come back for as fine a girl as your sister.’


			‘I wish they wouldn’t let him in.’


			‘They want your sister to make a good marriage, I can see that. He’s a man of great status.’


			‘Still, he expects Papa to give him thousands. I’ve heard the discussions.’


			‘I think that’s the way it works.’


			‘I wish …’ She could not say it.


			Jonathan’s cigarette burned in the darkness. ‘It’s not easy being the youngest, is it? Everyone growing up around you.’


			‘I like being the youngest. I just wish they weren’t always so eager to please Sir Hugh.’


			‘People are nice to you in life if you are rich.’


			‘But he is horrid to everyone.’


			‘A girl like your sister needs a rich husband.’


			Celia felt the grass dampening her feet through her shoes. ‘I wish Michael wouldn’t talk about fighting. Does he talk like this at college?’


			‘Not really. No more than the rest of them. He’s doing it more now. Maybe they all are. I suppose you’re out here to think. I hear you’re a great reader?’


			She knew he was trying to change the subject. She wouldn’t answer.


			‘I’m fond of books myself.’ He came a little closer. ‘When I was your age, I was always reading. My father said no to novels and poetry. He allowed only biographies and serious works of history.’ His ring gleamed as he waved his hand.


			She shrugged her shoulders. Her parents let her read what she liked. ‘At least it keeps her quiet,’ Verena said.


			‘You are named after a very wise heroine, you know. You should use your full name sometimes, don’t you think? Cordelia is very pretty.’


			‘It’s too long.’ She waited for him to describe the play. That was the most wearisome thing about her name: that people would always keep telling her the story of ‘King Lear’. Noble Cordelia, they would say, standing by her principles. Well, I’m not like her, she wanted to cry. I don’t even know who I am yet. My father simply chose the name because he no longer wished to be German.


			Go on, she willed Jonathan Corrigan. Tell me about Goneril and Regan.


			He did not. ‘Michael is always talking about you at college, you know. He’s very fond of you.’


			She started and blushed a little at the thought of those fine young men who took boats on the river discussing her.


			‘I don’t have a kid sister,’ he continued. ‘I always wanted one. It’s just me and my dad in my big old house. I’m the youngest, like you. My brother and sister are miles away. I envy you de Witts, always together. Almost the first thing Michael said when I met him was how close he was to his family.’


			She nodded. She wasn’t going to tell him that she dreamt of there just being Michael, Tom and her, without Emmeline, or Arthur, who was even worse than Emmeline.


			‘Bet you miss your big brother,’ he said, as if reading her mind.


			‘Arthur? Yes.’ No. Not at all. ‘He’s in Paris.’ At least Emmeline was just rude with words. Even at the farewell dinner they’d had for Arthur in February, he’d teased her and pulled her hair. She’d turned on him, said, ‘You won’t see me for a long time. Why can’t you just be nice to me?’ He’d only laughed.


			‘You should go and visit him. Wouldn’t you like Paris?’


			‘You should go and talk to Emmeline,’ she said. She knew she was being rude.


			He shrugged and winked. ‘Your sister’s not my style of broad. Too showy.’


			She knew that he wanted her to say, What is your type of girl? ‘Arthur and Emmeline got all the looks.’ She walked on, but he followed her. His cigarette had gone out. He took out some matches, relit it. The end flamed and subsided.


			‘Such a beautiful place you have here. So much green, it’s almost indecent. You know, every time I look out of my window, it’s as if time has stopped. The whole place is like it must have been in Tudor times. When I arrived in London, I couldn’t believe it. All those houses crammed together. All the rooms are so tiny. It’s one big museum, this country.’


			She stepped aside to avoid a snail crawling along the grass, its white trail glittering in the moonlight. ‘Papa says America isn’t up to much. He says it’s just full of advertisements.’


			‘Perhaps you should come see for yourself.’


			She shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t like it.’


			‘I’d show you around.’ He gave her a smile, and looked so sure of himself that she felt even more annoyed. ‘Americans,’ her father had tutted. ‘They are coming to take over.’ One of his friends had already received offers for his factory. ‘They think they can buy everything with their dollars.’


			She wanted to walk in the garden alone. She wanted to find Tom, even though Verena would never allow it. ‘I’ve much better places to go than America.’


			He drew on his cigarette again, blew out the smoke. ‘Your brother told me that you had spirit.’ He said something so quietly she barely caught it – Little German fräulein! – then, in a moment that she could hardly comprehend, he swooped down. She had no idea what was happening, and her body was not her own – and he was kissing her. She felt herself stiffen and then grow loose. He drew away and she stared at him.


			‘I wasn’t sure I would have another chance,’ he said. ‘I leave early tomorrow. With everything that is blowing up in Europe, my uncle would expect me back in New York. I should go before he summons me.’


			‘What are you doing?’ she said, brushing off his words. No one had kissed her before. She had heard some of the girls at school say that you should never let a man near you, and if you did, you would be cast out. She tried to say it, stammered and blushed. ‘It’s wrong.’


			His face changed in the darkness. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. I didn’t think. Please, Celia. Forgive me.’


			The stars were hanging too low, scraping the trees. ‘I don’t understand.’


			‘Celia, I’m sorry. I don’t know – I didn’t mean it. It was just that … you looked so pretty in the light. I wasn’t thinking.’


			‘You want to ask me not to tell my parents, don’t you?’


			‘I’m sorry, Celia, I shouldn’t have. May I walk with you back to the house?’


			She shook her head. ‘I want to stay here.’


			‘On your own? You sure it’s safe?’


			She stared at him, saw him blush through the gloom. ‘Sorry.’ He hesitated for a moment, and then turned to walk up the hill. ‘Sleep well, Celia.’ He looked at her; she thought he was hoping she would say something. She did not, and he turned away.


			She watched him saunter towards the house. As soon as she knew he was far enough, she ducked under the tree and huddled on to her stone. But it was not as it had always been before. The leaves above her mocked, the stone below her was shifting. The blackness did not feel comforting. How could this have happened? she wanted to say. How could Michael’s friend have seized her and kissed her like this when she didn’t even like him? Everything had been sent the wrong way: the arguing, Michael being so strange, now this kissing in the garden. Last year, she had felt she was in a sort of sleepwalk, that the small things around her were nothing compared to the greatness of what she expected to happen. Now, things were beginning – and she wanted them to stop.


			A loud shriek from a fox at the end of the garden made her start, and her head turned. It was no use. She stood, bending to avoid the tree, and made her way back into the garden. Outside her dell, she waited for a moment and looked up towards her room. All at once, it was terrifying. The dark trees were looming, the grass was long and threatening and there were strange shadows in the clouds. She was convinced there was someone in the trees. Someone watching her. She picked up her skirts and ran towards the house, praying that she was leaving the dark shadows and the monsters behind her. Her mind careened with images. Jonathan putting his hand out for her, the smoke winding up into the night. She looked towards Stoneythorpe, hoping it would open its arms and let her in, like she was a little girl. But it stayed dark, unseeing, even though she was waving, running towards it, holding up her arms.


		


	

		

			FOUR


			

			‘I shall go to London tomorrow to discuss my trip to the Berlin factories,’ Rudolf was saying as Celia walked into the breakfast room. No one else was there but her mother. Celia sent a prayer of thanks and seated herself at the table. ‘I have been meaning to visit for some time, and now, with these concerning events, matters seem more pressing. Mr Lewis tells me the London Stock Exchange continues closed. We need to plan business for when the Bank re-opens on Tuesday.’


			‘My dear, I hardly think it the time,’ murmured Verena. Celia reached for a piece of toast.


			‘I stand by what I said last night. This assassination will lead to nothing. But still, if it does, surely now is the time for me to travel, before anything that might occur. As I was already going to meet Lord Smith about our contract, it seems an opportune time to investigate a visit to Berlin.’


			Verena fingered her teacup. ‘You must wait until after the party, at least.’


			‘Of course, my dear. But the party is in two days. Then I shall go to Germany. We must look at every situation. If there is to be a conflict, we may be of use. Armies need feeding, after all – and what could be more ideal than canned meat?’


			‘Arthur should come home,’ Verena said. ‘He should come home tomorrow. I shall write to him. France might be dangerous.’


			‘Could I come with you to Germany, Papa?’ asked Celia. Away from Jonathan and Emmeline and all of them.


			‘Of course not. What an idea.’


			‘We didn’t see Hilde and Johann this year.’


			‘Next year. Anyway, you’re needed here. You should help your mother.’ Celia kicked the table, hard. Rudolf turned to Verena. ‘My dear, I shall discuss it with the managers. But I feel it is imperative that I go.’


			‘Michael could go in your place, dear. I am sure he could be an ambassador for you.’


			Rudolf applied himself to his egg. ‘Perhaps. But at present I am in charge and it is my responsibility. Michael has his studies. I shall go.’ He put his hand on the table. It was his signal: the conversation was at an end. Celia watched her mother’s fingers flurry at the side of her plate.


			‘Is Emmeline still asleep, Mama?’


			‘Poor girl is exhausted after last night,’ said Verena.


			‘Ah, love is tiring to the young,’ said Rudolf. ‘He will return today with apologies for all of us and devotion for my beautiful daughter.’


			Verena raised an eyebrow. ‘He was very unhappy in his words last night, husband.’


			‘I am sure he is sorry. He knows we have nothing to do with the Kaiser. And he loves Emmeline and wishes to marry her. You have often said that the British aristocracy are very eccentric. What about your own departed cousin who used to roll in the mud at the lake every morning?’


			‘He did, that is true. I hope you are correct, husband. It was an ugly scene.’


			‘All forgotten. I shall speak to him about it, offer something to make amends.’


			‘Where are Michael and Jonathan?’ asked Celia.


			‘Still in bed too, I think.’


			‘You are my little early riser,’ said Rudolf.


			‘Jonathan has not gone?’ she asked, unable to help herself.


			Verena shook her head. ‘Why would he be gone?’


			She ducked to hide the blush. ‘I thought I heard him say it, that’s all.’


			Verena passed the toast to her husband. ‘No, no, Celia. He remains. After all, we are to show him a proper English village party. He has volunteered to give out the prizes.’ She gazed at Celia. ‘It would be terrible if he had gone. Do not say such things.’ Her eyes were glassy. Celia kicked herself inwardly for touching her mother’s nerves, letting the butterfly of uncertainty flutter around her heart. She hated it when her mother asked her begging questions, more frequent recently. What did I do wrong? Mother told me I would be a great hostess.


			‘The first encounter between the village and an American,’ said Rudolf. ‘It might be almost as stimulating as their first meeting with a German.’


			Verena put her hand over Rudolf’s. ‘How lucky they are.’


			‘May I leave the table?’ Verena nodded and Celia hopped down. If she went upstairs, she might encounter Jonathan coming to breakfast. She turned around and headed down the hallway. Her heart was full of confusion and fear. Everything from the night before was mixed up – the argument with Sir Hugh, the fight, the darkness, Jonathan reaching out for her and the movement of his mouth on hers.


			I leave early tomorrow, he’d said. That morning she’d been eager to dress herself before Miss Wilton arrived and began pushing and pulling at her, trying to force her waist into looking like that of a proper young lady, as she said every time. She didn’t want her coming close, as if what had happened last night was still there, somewhere on her skin. She tugged her hair into a bun, pulled on her boots and was just opening the door when Miss Wilton entered, as grey-faced and cross-looking as ever. Celia thought she looked like one of those long pointed shells you picked up on the beach, spiky. On Celia’s thirteenth birthday, Verena had told her that Miss Wilton would be dressing her and doing her hair every morning, and sometimes in the evening if there was an event.


			‘Surely she has enough to do with you and Emmeline?’ Celia ventured. Verena didn’t reply and so she tried again. ‘I think she’d prefer to be just your maid.’


			‘You’re growing up, Celia,’ said her mother, absently. Ever since then, Miss Wilton had wrestled with Celia’s tangled hair, tugged her skewed buttons and hems as Celia watched the clock, desperate for her to depart.


			‘I’m already dressed, thank you,’ she said this time, hurriedly.


			Miss Wilton raised an eyebrow. ‘So I see.’


			‘I prefer to dress myself. You can go back to fixing Mama’s gown for the party or whatever you were doing.’


			Miss Wilton nodded her small head. ‘Don’t mind if I do return. I have six gowns to alter.’


			‘I’ll wait here.’ Miss Wilton had brushed past her, the musty smell of her black dress filling Celia’s nostrils. She had remained upstairs in her room until she was sure Jonathan must have gone and it was safe to come down, and still she had been first to breakfast. Surely he would have said farewell to her parents if he had left, so he must still be in the house. She hurried off towards the garden. He wouldn’t hunt her out there a second time.


			


			She rushed past the women from the village scrubbing at the windows and the floor, supervised by Jennie, and pushed open the glass doors into the garden. Thompson and Smithson had already been there, marking out where they would put the tables and the sections for children’s play. Mr Vine was scaling it out by paces, his head bent in concentration. She ran down the lawn, turned and gazed at the house, forcing herself not to look at Jonathan’s window. She could just see her mother and father in the breakfast room. Rudolf rose, patted Verena’s shoulder and left the room. Her mother looked down again – presumably at her lists.


			Celia ambled through the garden, past the markings for the placements for the party, thinking vaguely of how Rudolf might let her hand out a few prizes this year, or even oversee the cricket match.


			And then her heart jolted. Jonathan had rushed out and was running, on the far side of the lawn, heading to the house. He had been in her spot, behind the hedge.


			She hurried down, cut through the opening in the hedge. Had he been waiting there for her? ‘Morning, Celia.’ Michael was standing by the pond. He gestured to his cigarette. ‘Don’t tell Mama.’ His hands were always worse in the summer; the sun made the bitten flesh flame even redder.


			‘Was that Jonathan?’ She heard his voice in her head. Well, hello there.


			Michael did not reply, turned his gaze back to the dried-up fountain.


			‘When did you start smoking?’


			He kicked at a leaf on the ground, avoiding her eyes. ‘All the chaps do at college.’


			‘Can I try?’ She wished she could put her hand in his as she had done when she was a child. He used to help her play with her dolls. They had once set up a whole hospital in his room at Hampstead.


			‘Of course not.’


			‘I’ll tell Mama.’


			He glanced up at her and smiled, crinkling his eyes and looking more handsome than ever. ‘Don’t try it.’


			‘Mama would forgive you anything.’ Michael was everyone’s favourite now, that she knew. My son attends Magdalene College. He has a scholarship, Rudolf boasted to those men in business who looked down on him for not having a degree. Celia watched her parents’ eyes follow Michael out of rooms when they did not do the same for her any more, or Emmeline or Arthur. She had vowed that if she had children, she would not have a favourite. But, then, she knew, if she had four children like them, she would like Michael best. He was the kindest and most interesting person she’d ever met. She felt so fortunate to be his sister – and she hated Cambridge for taking him away.


			She watched the grey mist curve up into the sky. ‘Does it feel nice to smoke?’


			‘Sometimes.’


			‘You’re sad.’


			‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘where the word “toady” comes from? You would think it’s because a man has to suck up, like a toad. But it’s not that. It comes from “toad eater”, a job. Professor Punter told us. In the seventeenth century, the pedlars who toured the country used toad eaters to sell their wares. When the pedlar had his crowd assembled, the man would eat a toad and then fall to the floor, quivering with poison. The quack would cure him with his potion – and sell bottles to the village. An advertisement. Imagine that. Paid to eat poison every day. To be reviled by everyone.’ He scratched at his hand, reached up under the cuff to rub at the parts of it hidden by his sleeve.


			‘I didn’t know that.’


			‘Dying and reviving every day.’ He puffed again. ‘Jonathan’s going to London. We’ve just had an argument.’


			‘For how long?’ She hoped there was no expression showing on her face.


			He shrugged. ‘Don’t know when he’s coming back.’ He bit savagely at his thumbnail.


			‘He’s leaving now?’


			‘So he says.’


			‘You could stop him, couldn’t you?’ She said it reluctantly, for the last thing she wanted was Jonathan hanging around. But Michael’s face was so sad, she could not help it. ‘Go and say you are sorry.’


			‘We argued about the war. I can’t take back what I said. It’s not just about German aggression.’


			‘Oh well. Maybe he was going anyway.’


			‘Last night was awful too. I don’t regret what I said, not at all, but I wish I hadn’t done it like that. I wish I’d taken Sir Hugh out, spoken to him like a man.’ He blew out more smoke. ‘Jonathan’s a great chap at college, Ceels. Everyone thinks him splendid. I was pretty taken aback when he picked me out as a friend. He could choose anyone.’ He held one hand with the other, and she knew he was trying to stop himself pulling at his fingernail.


			‘So could you!’ She thought of the pair of them, wandering out on to the college lawn, books under their arms, joining in with games of croquet. The sun broke out over their heads and glittered on their hands.


			He shook his head. ‘You’re kind to me, Ceels. Now I think he’s changed his mind. Something about us he doesn’t like.’


			No, she wanted to say, gripping his hand. He said it was about Europe. And then he kissed me. Why did he do that?


			‘Let’s walk a while,’ Michael said. He offered his arm, and she took it as if she was a real lady.


			‘I was glad you shouted at Sir Hugh, though,’ she said. ‘He’s awful.’


			She expected him to laugh, but he did not. ‘Emmeline’s very unhappy.’


			‘It was his fault. He wanted someone to shout at him.’


			‘Maybe.’


			He fell silent again. They walked on. A year ago, he had allowed her to visit him in Cambridge, staying with a friend of Verena’s who lived near the station. Celia had thought she had never been happier. He took her for tea and to the covered market in the city. There was a shop there selling fine hats in which sewing women sat in the window, just as they had done hundreds of years ago. She’d admired the young ladies walking to lectures with armfuls of books; promised herself that she would one day do the same.


			‘How many children do you think we will get this year?’


			‘Who knows?’


			‘I think more than ever. Forty, fifty?’


			He shrugged and they walked on. She wanted to go back to the house, forget she had ever seen him.


			‘You know there won’t be a war,’ she said. ‘It’s all talk.’


			‘More’s the shame.’


			‘Peace is better.’


			‘What is the use of a man if he cannot defend his country, does not fight?’


			She smiled at him but he did not look up. His face was still furious.


			‘Would you play going to Paris with me?’ Last summer, it had been her favourite game with Michael. They’d both pretended to be writers living in Paris, walking along, discussing the latest theories. Exactly the opposite of what they knew Arthur would be doing. Sometimes they would discuss the founding of the world.


			‘No. I don’t much like that game any more.’


			‘Desert explorers, then.’ That had used to be his favourite.


			‘We are too old for that.’ He turned to the house. ‘I’m going in now. I shall see you later, Celia.’


			Please, she wanted to cry out after him. Please come back.


			She stood for a while, watching him. Will I be less lonely as a grown-up? she wondered. But who could tell her? She brushed the grass off her skirts and began to follow him back to the house. Just at the brink, he cut off to the side, as if to walk around to the front. She watched him go, wishing she could follow. He didn’t want her with him, and anyway, she was not allowed around the front of the house without permission, not until she was eighteen, Rudolf had said.


			


			‘So you were right, young lady,’ said Verena, as she walked into the front room. ‘Jonathan has gone. He said goodbye just now; apparently his uncle requires him. How did you know?’


			Celia blushed. ‘It was a lucky guess, Mama.’


			Verena’s face was pained. ‘But why would he leave? We were planning a party.’ Celia could not bear to look at the hurt etched on her face. She had been so proud that Michael had finally brought home a friend.


			‘Well, as he said, his uncle, I suppose. I think the situation in Europe or something like that.’ Celia blushed again, hard.


			‘But what have we to do with that? I don’t understand.’ Verena shook her head, and Celia saw the nerves fluttering over her skin. ‘You know, dear, I wish you would invite girls from Winterbourne to stay in the holidays.’


			‘They are always away, in places like France and Switzerland,’ Celia lied. Really, she did not want Gertie or Gwen King or anyone like them at Stoneythorpe, fingering and mocking her books, wanting to ride Silver. Verena wished her to make friends so she could stay with them, meet their brothers and then one day find a husband. But Celia didn’t want to pass the summers in their houses. She wanted to be at Stoneythorpe, with Tom.


			Verena touched her hair. ‘I just don’t understand why Jonathan would leave so suddenly.’ I don’t know, Celia wanted to cry. You’re the mother! I wish we could go back to the days when you were all powerful, knew everything.


			As if she had heard, Verena snapped tall. ‘Anyway, I have a task for you. I’m sending Thompson to town to collect some more elaborate gifts. He was supposed to be wrapping the presents for the lucky dip today. I wondered if you might do it?’


			‘Of course!’


			Verena ushered her to the parlour, where there was a pile of presents and some crackled tissue paper and ribbon. ‘Do be careful. I asked Emmeline but she has the dressmaker with her.’ She picked up a box of sweets and wrapped it in paper and ribbon, showing Celia how to tie the neat bow on the top.


			There was a knock, and Smithson appeared at the door. ‘Madam, Miss Wilton wishes to discuss a matter with you.’


			Verena sighed. ‘It is impossible. I simply cannot settle to anything. Now, Celia, do try to leave them looking tidy. I’m trusting you.’


			She shut the door behind her. Don’t think of Jonathan, Celia told herself. Think about something else!


			Celia’s father liked to tell them, usually at Christmas and on her mother’s birthday, about how hard he had tried to gain Verena’s affections. They had met at a ball, and Rudolf had gone to visit her family every Wednesday afternoon in London, and then followed them to Norfolk.


			‘Your mother was the girl for me,’ he was fond of saying. ‘I simply had to persuade her. Lady Deerhurst said to me, “I have not spent years on my daughter’s education and finished her in Paris, only for her to marry into canned meat!” But I knew I would win them all round in the end.’ Celia had seen a daguerreotype of her mother as a bride, delicate and smiling, her hair a great nest on her head. ‘Well,’ Verena said once, ‘the pictures make it look more dignified. Cousin Sarah had a cold and sniffed all the way through the ceremony and the photographs. And my corset was so tight I could barely breathe.’
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