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Chapter One


March 1938


Kick


‘It’s a ship like a city,’ Kick said, tucking Eunice’s arm tighter into hers as they walked towards the end of the SS Washington’s deck.


It was calm where they were but she knew they would round the corner into a heavy wind that would buffet them like blows from the palm of an open hand. The kind of wind she knew from family summers at Hyannis Port; that her brother Jack had described, with a grin, as ‘like being slapped by Kikoo. It can reach out and hit you in places you never expected.’ Kick had laughed. They all had. Much as they loved Kikoo, their nanny, for the solid comfort of her presence that was so unlike the brittle distant affection of their mother, Rose, they also knew the feel of her calloused hands and the point at which, when they were younger and, sick of yelling at the nine of them, she would lash out with slaps that stung.


‘More like a small town for me,’ Eunice complained. ‘You get to stay up and go to dinner every night, and then whatever it is you all do afterwards – dance, I suppose – while I have to stay in my cabin with Pat and Jean, and Kikoo looking in on us every ten minutes to make sure we stay put.’


‘It’s only because Mother isn’t here,’ Kick said. ‘Pa needs someone to entertain with him. And to watch Rosemary.’


‘Watch her for what?’


‘You know, in case she says the kind of thing Rosie says sometimes, that we don’t mind because we know and love her, but that strangers might find mighty odd?’


Eunice laughed. ‘Remember the time she told Fr Palfrey that she had a spot, and he said he couldn’t see it, trying to be all reassuring, and Rosie said, “No, on my backside,” and Mother looked daggers right at her?’ Kick, remembering, smiled a little. But along with what Rosemary had said, and the look on Fr Palfrey’s face, she recalled how that had been another step in their mother starting to leave Rosie out. Not letting her go to parties or stay up when they had guests even though Kick, two years younger, was allowed. How bewildered Rosie had been at first, and then how she had got used to being left behind and sweetly tried to make the best of it. Kick didn’t know which was worse.


‘Ready?’ Eunice asked now, bracing beside Kick for the wind. Behind them, rows of passengers sat in deck chairs, rugs pulled up over their knees, watching the vast emptiness of sea and sky that wrapped around this ship that was so huge, and yet so tiny on the surface of the ocean. Nowhere among them was the girls’ father. He would be at the solid desk he had had installed in his stateroom, insisting that the flimsy dressing table be removed to make space for it, reading and responding to the telegrams that arrived each morning. Later, he would take a turn about deck and watch the little boys at their tennis lesson. Later still he would send for Kick and ask for a report on everyone’s day. He would have had a report, already, from Kikoo. But it wasn’t enough.


‘She indulges those boys,’ he would say. ‘I can’t be sure she’s telling me everything I need to know.’


‘How do you know I will?’ Kick had asked, sitting on the edge of his desk, bare legs swinging.


‘I know you won’t,’ he had responded, ‘but I can tell a great deal from what you don’t say.’


They rounded the corner that brought them from calm quiet into the hectoring roar. This deck was deserted and smelled of salt and wet wood, and whatever was cooking in the kitchens. Why, Kick wondered, was it never a nice smell, like baking, the way the kitchen in Hyannis Port smelt? Always, it was boiling vegetables. Or worse, boiling meat. Her stomach tightened. They were two days into their crossing, with two more to go, and she still could barely believe she was there. When her father’s appointment had been announced – Ambassador to the Court of King James – she had been sure their mother would decide she wasn’t to come. Must stay behind even though she had finished at the convent. Rose knew exactly how much Kick wanted to see England. But that had not meant she would permit it. Even as their things were packed for the sailing from New York, Kick had worried that her mother would change her mind. But she hadn’t, and the seven of them, eight with Pa, had set sail, leaving Rose behind for an operation, a ‘small procedure’ as she called it, ‘nothing you need to know about’.


What would England smell like? she wondered. Would it have the crisp, leafy air of New York State? The fresh blast that was Hyannis Port? Probably it would be like New York City, she decided. Cars and buses and people and everyone trying so hard.


‘Look,’ Eunice said, tugging her arm out of Kick’s. Someone had chalked a hopscotch grid onto the deck, white lines wobbling over uneven wood, washed away by salt water in places. Eunice balanced herself on one foot, holding Kick’s arm momentarily for support, then launched into a series of hops and skips. ‘Your turn,’ she called once she had finished.


Kick started after her, hopping into the wind that pushed at her, hoping she wouldn’t fall. Almost at the end, she looked up. Coming towards them from the far end of the deck, wrapped in scarves, was a man and his wife, both Italian, who had been at dinner the evening before, seated opposite her at the round table where the captain entertained. Kick, in her jersey and skirt, balanced on one leg over her hopscotch square, blushed. She dashed a hand at her hair, whipped into wild curls no doubt, and thought of what she might say to cover what felt like an awkward moment. But they passed her by without so much as a look. They hadn’t recognised her. Kick started to laugh.


‘What’s so funny?’ Eunice demanded. ‘This.’ Kick flung her arms wide, leaning right into the wind and letting it almost support her. ‘All of this.’ The pale green silk scarf around her neck tore loose then and was whipped right away and over the side of the ship and down towards the water.


‘What will we do in England?’ Eunice asked, leaning close again when they had watched it go.


‘As we always do.’ Kick reached out a hand and ran it along the side of the ship. The red paint was blistered so that her fingertips rose and fell over fat bumps and into ragged spots where it had peeled right off. ‘Lessons and tennis and riding. The house Pa has found is right in front of a big park, Hyde Park, that has a place called Rotten Row where we can ride.’


‘Rotten Row,’ Eunice echoed, laughing again. Above them one of the ship’s funnels rose up into the blue sky, black and smooth like a porpoise breaching.


‘Parties and lunches, that sort of thing. And then, when Pa’s time is up, we’ll come home again. The boys will visit when they can …’ ‘The boys’ were Joe Jnr and Jack, not boys at all but men now, Joe in Baltimore and Jack at Harvard, but still called ‘the boys’, and distinguished from ‘the little boys’, who were Bobby and Teddy. ‘And the time will fly past. His appointment is for four years, but I don’t suppose we’ll be there that long …’ Her mother had hinted as much, but Kick didn’t know why.


‘Oh, I don’t want it to fly,’ Eunice assured her. ‘I want it to go ever so slow. You’ve been away before. Italy and France. I never ever have. I plan to make the very most of it.’


‘Good for you!’ Kick said with a laugh. ‘Me too.’ She tugged gently at the little gold crucifix around her neck, fidgeting with the chain. ‘And then when we go home, we can settle into being ourselves again, only knowing that we’ve seen other places and met different people.’


After lunch, Kick went to find her father. He liked her to join him while he had coffee. ‘Will I come in?’ She tapped at the door and put her head around it.


‘Shall, not will,’ he corrected her. ‘You’re going to need to get that right in England.’


‘Shall,’ she repeated. ‘Though who really cares?’


‘Oh, they care alright,’ the ambassador said.


‘Stuffy,’ Kick said, coming and sitting on the edge of the bed, feeling the slip of the satin counterpane under her bare legs. She filled him in on their morning, answering all his questions carefully – how many laps of the deck the little boys had done; the books they were all reading; what Pat, fourteen, had had for lunch. ‘No potatoes,’ she reassured him. ‘I made sure.’ Pat was inclined to ‘get fat’, as Rose said, and that was something to be managed by careful watching of what she ate, especially bread and potatoes. No one said it, but they all knew that when Rose arrived, as she would in a few weeks, the thing she would least forgive would be the extra pounds on her daughters. ‘Or for me,’ Kick added. ‘I’m getting fat too. All those late dinners with the captain.’


She thought of telling him about the Italian man this morning and the way his eyes had slid over her, not for a moment matching her with the girl who had been at dinner in pearls and black chiffon the night before. But she didn’t. It was hard to know how her father might take this. Would he think it funny, as she did, that she could still slip between being a young lady and almost a child; invisible, ignored? Or would he be annoyed by some failure on her part that he saw and she didn’t? A failure to be attractive enough? Distinct enough? Kennedy enough?


It was too lovely, she thought, being without her mother or her older brothers, to risk it. This was the first time she had had so much of her father’s attention – the thing that was as precious as sunlight, made to spread among them all, with the lion’s share always going to Joe Jnr and Jack. Shared too with her mother; with the many men who admired and wanted to be close to him; and the women who wanted something else from him, though Kick wasn’t exactly sure what. To be noticed, she supposed. Same as she did.


‘Eunice asked me what we would do in England,’ she said, getting up and pouring a cup of coffee from the silver pot that stood on a tray and adding a splash of cream. ‘I told her, pretty much the same as we do at home. But what will you do?’ She was genuinely curious. His appointment sounded so grand. Had been greeted by so much excitement – and relief, she thought – at home; a thing long wanted that had come to pass. But what was it, exactly, apart from a ‘great honour’, as everyone assured one another?


‘I will keep America out of another war,’ he said, putting aside the pages he had been reading and looking up at her so that the light from his desk lamp glared on the round glass of his spectacles. He looked like a man with shiny silver dollars for eyes. ‘I will steer us clear of the quagmire England is sinking herself into. And if I can, I’ll help to pull her out. Europe stands on the edge of another war. One false step and she will fall into that abyss. And it is an abyss, make no mistake.’ He held up a finger. ‘Even though not everyone can see that. There are men who would push for those last critical steps. Who would force their way to war. They refuse to see that compromise with Germany, even at this stage, is possible and desirable. Some are moved by idiotic thoughts of glory, or by shame at what they call England’s appeasement. But to say that peace is “shameful” is something I’ll never understand …’ He paused a moment, honestly baffled. ‘Some are moved by confusion over what’s right. But others again are more cynical – they see the personal opportunities in war. I’m here to stop all of that.’


‘But can you?’


‘I can. Not even the most belligerent want England to enter a war without America at her back.’ He sounded amused. ‘As long as I can keep Roosevelt from committing troops or money, even the ardent advocates for war with Hitler will think twice.’


How magnificent he sounded, Kick thought. There with the ship rolling beneath them and his sense of purpose like the engines that propelled them forward, it was like he spoke straight out of one of the Hollywood films he used to produce. He would succeed, she knew it. He succeeded at everything.


‘Will you help me?’ he said then, putting out a hand for hers and pulling her forward so that she put down her coffee cup on the green leather of his desk, spilling a little into the saucer, and leaned against the side of his high-backed chair.


‘By being careful to say “shall” and not “will”?’ she joked. She was shy of him, and didn’t know what else to say.


‘By being yourself.’ He ignored her joke and spoke seriously.


‘Will they like me, do you think?’ It was what she had been secretly thinking ever since she first heard of the trip.


‘Yes. I’m sure of it.’ She felt his approval warm upon her; light and heat and dazzle. But he hadn’t finished. ‘But just remember, you are American. Not English. There could be no finer example of what it is to be American than you and your sisters and brothers.’ His approval, as ever, came with conditions.


‘OK.’ She didn’t know exactly what he meant, but it was safer to pretend she did. ‘You tell me what to do and I’ll do it. Where are we now?’ she asked then, watching the square of clear blue that was the cabin window behind him moving in a way that was steady and slow. Until you looked down at the rapid roll and curl of the waves.


‘About halfway between America and England; more than a thousand miles of ocean on either side.’









Chapter Two


London, Summer 1938


Honor


It was her own fault, Honor thought, when her husband Chips came upon her in the library. She should have gone up as soon as she came home. Should have been safe in her room, behind the pretence of sleep, by the time he came back. But she had found the sandwiches Andrews had left in the library, and a decanter of wine, and then a novel she had borrowed from the lending library, Rebecca; brand new and ‘simply thrilling’ according to cousin Oonagh.


It had been such a dull evening. A ball, quite in the old manner, with ancient royals in dusty knee breeches and tiresome formalities around supper, so that Honor had eaten almost nothing, so determined was she to avoid the sycophantic line of nodding and smiling ball-goers. Even among them, her husband had stood out for the depth of his nod, the broadness of his smile. All around she had seen gnarled hands, cold and stiff, winking harsh diamonds and precious stones under swollen knuckles. When had they all got so old?


She had left early, coming home alone. And then she had sat beside the fire in the library, planning to read only a few pages while she ate the sandwiches. But she had drunk a glass of wine, and kept reading, and now it was after four in the morning according to the dusty bong of the library clock, and here was Chips, swaying slightly in the doorway.


‘Darling! What a pleasant surprise.’


‘I was just going up,’ Honor said hastily, marking her place and putting the book down.


‘Don’t. Stay. I will ring for more sandwiches and we can have a lovely talk.’


‘It’s too late, Chips. The servants are all in bed.’


‘Well then I will wake them,’ he said peevishly. She could hear the brandy in his voice, thickening the vowels. ‘They are my servants.’ He rang the bell and asked a sleepy footman to ‘bring another plate of sandwiches. Bring some of that fruit cake too.’ Then, ‘Wasn’t it a delightful evening?’ he asked, crossing to the high-winged armchair opposite her and sinking into it.


‘No,’ Honor said. ‘Deathly, I thought.’


Nevertheless he began to dissect the night, just as he always did. ‘Lady Furness can’t think much of our hostess if she only wore her second necklaces,’ he said, ‘she has far better pieces than that.’ He was, she had discovered, particularly clever at deciphering jewellery – finding meaning in the stones their friends chose to wear; the when and how of a brooch or a set of earrings.


The sleepy footman brought sandwiches. Honor thought how much she would have loved a cup of tea, but decided it would be unfair to ask. ‘Do go to bed, Robert,’ she said.


The light from the fire fell on Chips’ face, burnishing his broad forehead and straight nose. He was still handsome, she thought, but – like all aging beauties – now only in certain lights. Daylight, morning especially, was cruel to him, showing the pouches beneath his eyes, the pallor of his skin and lines about his mouth that spoke of disappointment. But there, lit by soft flames, with the glow of brandy still in him, and the excitement of a topic close to his heart, he seemed, again, the man she had married five years ago: smooth with the confidence of his own good looks, lit by purpose and certainty.


‘Did you see how the Duchess of Gloucester has already the royal trick of never sitting down?’ he asked eagerly. He loved these after-sessions almost as much as the parties themselves. Once she had been happy to turn it all over with him, cut the deck a thousand different ways to see how the cards would fall. But not anymore.


‘Must we?’ she asked after a while. ‘Wasn’t it bad enough to live through it once, but I must now do it all again, in memory?’


‘I simply thought you might be interested,’ Chip said stiffly.


‘In what? Parsing every detail and finding what bits of it all might benefit you?’ she responded rudely. ‘I am going up.’


‘May I come with you?’ he asked, reaching forward to put a damp hand on her arm. Sometimes, she noticed, he seemed to almost enjoy her displays of contempt. Finding in them an excitement that repelled her. That was another reason she was careful to keep them under control.


‘Not tonight.’ She shook his hand off and stood up.


‘Not tonight. Not any night. How long has it been?’


‘Please, Chips, not now.’


‘I know exactly,’ he responded. ‘As do you. Certainly not since Paul was born.’


What could she say? It has been a great deal longer. Not since the day you knew I was expecting. Once he knew she was pregnant, he had turned to mist and vapour, as she had thought of it then; as though his duties were discharged. Had left her entirely alone. It was only when Paul had reached his first birthday that he had begun to try to come to her at night again. And by then it was too late. She no longer wanted him.


‘You know I have had a long and confidential natter with Dr Low,’ he said, pouring a dash of brandy into a cut-glass tumbler.


‘Have you indeed?’


‘Yes. And we are agreed, he and I, about the cause of your nerves and difficulties with sleep.’ He turned the glass this way and that so the deep slashes in its crystal sides caught the firelight.


‘Are you?’


‘We are.’ And, when she said nothing, ‘Aren’t you going to ask what it is we agree on?’


‘No, because I do not at all want to know.’ She stood with one hand on the high back of the armchair, ready to leave, but not quite able yet to go.


‘It is a delicate matter, granted,’ he said, ‘but one we must talk about.’


‘I feel certain that we must not.’


‘I know it is difficult to resume marital relations once they have been allowed to lapse, but Dr Low is certain this can only be of benefit to you.’


‘To me?’


‘And to me, of course,’ he added hurriedly, politely, ‘my dear.’


‘I don’t wish to discuss this. Not now.’


‘But Honor, darling, Paul is nearly three. It is time there were more children.’


More children. How much, a year or so ago, she had wanted to hear those words. How she had clung to the idea of them, when the world of Nanny and the nursery, where she felt always a visitor – like a cat that has snuck into the kitchen and found a warm spot, but knows it will be ejected – closed around her baby son. Taking him from her, briskly, efficiently, cruelly; always in a way that meant she didn’t know how to resist: ‘It is time for his nap.’ ‘He must have his bath.’ ‘It is better for him if he is not spoiled.’


Perhaps Chips took her silence for contemplation, because he put the glass down and came to stand close beside her, putting a hot hand on her arm. ‘It’s time,’ he said again. He stood so close that he breathed into her ear and, with his thumb, began to stroke the inside of her elbow. Already his breath was fast and jagged. Honor’s stomach lurched. She imagined capitulating. Allowing him to move his hand further up her arm, to her shoulder. Imagined him pulling her forward and pressing his mouth on hers. Imagined the wet brandy taste of him. Imagined going upstairs to her bedroom and the way his body would feel against hers after all this time.


‘I don’t wish to discuss it,’ she said again. ‘I’m going up. Please do not fall asleep here. It makes things so difficult for the maids if they must dust and set fires around you.’ He shot her a nasty look. It was the first time she had acknowledged that she knew this was how he had ended too many nights recently: sprawled across the sofa, decanter empty beside him.


Upstairs, she barely had energy to unhook her dress and wished she had told the maid to wait up. She didn’t bother brushing her hair but fell straight into bed. Molly would have to wash it in the morning anyway. Wash away the smell of cigars and hairspray. The memory of another dull night. She must try to be kinder to him, Honor thought as she fell asleep. Only it had become so hard.









Chapter Three


Honor


The next morning he came to her room while she still drank her tea in bed. Though he had barely slept, had been noticeably drunk and had suffered rejection by his own wife, he was now buoyant again with energy and good humour. ‘We are lunching with the Duff-Coopers,’ he said. ‘And I have brought you The Times. There is an account of that play we saw. Not a very fond one.’ Then, when she was settled with the newspaper and another cup of tea, ‘I think I will get another dog. A companion for Bundi. He must be lonely, poor chap, the only canine in this big house. Everyone should have a companion and playmate, should they not?’ By which she understood that he had not given up his plan for another child. Only he had decided to approach it by another way – through the guilt she felt that Paul was growing up with only Nanny and a tutor.


‘Get another dog if you must,’ she said, ‘but I will love only Bundi.’


‘I feel certain you will come around eventually,’ he responded, so that Honor thought she would scream at the endless mannered duplicity of their conversations, the way everything they said meant something else.


‘I can’t stay long at lunch,’ she said. ‘I have Brigid coming to tea.’


‘How is my sweetest and most adorable sister-in-law? The best of the bunnies, is she not?’


‘If by “the bunnies” you mean me and Patsy, then how can I say yes?’ Honor said. And how can I not, she thought, when it was so obvious. At least as the world must judge them. Where she and Patsy had their father’s shape of face – ‘potato-shaped’, as Patsy said wryly – Brigid with her far-apart eyes and elegantly straight nose – a neat, triangular face like a cat – had the effortless glamour of their Ernest Guinness cousins, particularly Oonagh. Which was funny, because, like Oonagh, she really cared very little for appearances, or society, or ‘any kind of fuss, really’, as she said. And, Honor thought, like Oonagh, Brigid didn’t have the same firmness of personality that she and Patsy shared. She was far more vague and suggestible, and far less proof against the influence of others, including Chips.


‘I will leave early with you,’ he said then. ‘I must say, since her coming-out, Brigid has passed even my expectations.’


‘I hate the way you talk about her,’ Honor snapped. ‘As though she were a clutch of eggs and you are waiting to see what will hatch.’


‘May I not take pleasure in the success of my sister-in-law? Surely any success of hers belongs also to her family? To you. To Lady Iveagh. To your excellent father.’


‘Not everything is yours,’ she said. He pretended not to understand, looked blankly at her. ‘You think it’s all yours,’ she continued, ‘to do with what you wish. But it’s not.’


‘Perhaps I will see if Fritzi can join us.’ He ignored her. ‘We could have tea in the larger drawing room.’


‘We’ll have tea where I always have tea,’ Honor said reprovingly. ‘And please do not go to the bother of inviting Fritzi.’


‘Oh but it’s no bother,’ Chips assured her, opening his eyes very round and wide. ‘He is a dear boy, and may one day be emperor of Germany. His grandfather, Kaiser Wilhelm, has every hope of it, you know. Inviting him is no bother at all.’


‘Germany doesn’t have an emperor,’ Honor said as though to a child, ‘hasn’t since they got rid of all that twenty years ago. And even if they were to go back, Fritzi is a fourth son. Handsome, I grant you, but he has never struck me as particularly bright.’


‘He is King George’s godson.’ As though that answered everything. ‘And has been quite a favourite ever since he moved here last year. He and Brigid danced at her coming-out ball. I watched them.’


‘Made them, more like. Chips, do not plot.’


‘Why should I not, just a little, for everyone’s sakes? I know you Guinnesses; so magnificently unworldly’ – he sounded torn between admiration and irritation – ‘you will never do it yourselves. But a girl such as Brigid, so vivacious, such beauty and charm, so quaint and unspoiled …’ Honor rolled her eyes. ‘Why should she not have the highest success? Why should she not be empress of Germany?’


Honor started to laugh. ‘And you, therefore, brother to an emperor?’


‘And why not?’


‘Except there is no empire. Germany has a Führer, Herr Hitler, a man you clearly admire although half the country hates him. How can you square that with a return of the emperors? No, the scheme is absurd, even for you.’


‘Nothing is impossible,’ he said cosily. ‘Hitler is a realist who understands the value of tradition, particularly royal tradition. And the kaiser—’


‘Former kaiser.’


‘—is an expedient man who knows that compromise is the way to survive.’


‘An emperor and a Führer?’


‘Maybe. And if not both, as well to have a horse in each race, is it not?’


‘You’re more foolish – or maybe just more greedy – than I thought.’


‘I can see all around a problem.’


‘You look for an awful lot from Fritzi, and poor Brigid.’


‘Nothing that wouldn’t be of benefit to either, or both, of them.’


Almost, she wanted to laugh. Only Chips could imagine that Germany could be peacefully arranged in a way that particularly suited him, even while all around was talk of war. ‘Do go away, Chips, I cannot take your plotting at this hour.’


Even after he was gone, Honor didn’t get up. She was afraid that if he heard her moving about he would track her, and pick up again with his talking and planning. She lay in bed until she was certain he had left the house.


His words from last night came back to choke her: I know it is difficult to resume marital relations once they have been allowed to lapse, but Dr Low is certain this can only be of benefit to you … Worse, even, was the way he had spoken them. She pulled the covers higher about her shoulders, as though to shield herself from the idea that her husband and this doctor she barely knew had discussed her so intimately. So openly. That neither had thought anything wrong with this. And that her husband had laid her out for discussion as though she were a new toy he had acquired and now wished to seek opinion on. And that they had come to a conclusion that was humiliating to her. These things made her feel there was something small and hollow inside her, an empty space the size of her fist, that might open and expand. She turned over in bed, hunching her shoulder to the door, and stared at the window beyond which lay the outside world she was too weary for.


She wished she had someone to talk to. She missed Doris, more even than she had expected to. The letters that arrived from Germany were never enough – never nearly enough. Doris wrote so little of what she did, only asked questions about what Honor did. And Chips. Emerald. All of their friends. She was, Honor thought, far more interested in them all now than she ever had been while living in London and going to their parties.


Her articles, which Honor made sure to read in the Express, the weekly paper in which they appeared, told her even less. Fond but bland accounts of the kinds of entertainments she would have thought Doris hated – large communal picnics and days out in the woods. The Germans seemed so, so … bucolic, Honor thought with a smile. And so very unlike Doris who was all city, all sophistication. How she wished Doris were here, so she could ask her what exactly she was doing, writing such things.


Without her greatest friend, Honor’s life had shrunk. Doris was the only person who had ever been fully hers, from the time they had met, aged fourteen, at Miss Potts’ school for girls, where Honor had been grand and slow, and Doris had been lowly and whip-smart, so that somehow they had met in the middle. Or maybe not shrunk, so much as stalled. The funny things were so much less funny without Doris to share them. And the sad things, the dreary and frightening things, were so much more terrible without Doris to shake them out. Patsy and Brigid had filled the gap for a little while. The sweet busyness of their comings-out, their artless chatter and charming excitement at their own success had brought much-needed noise and fun. But now Patsy was married to Alan Lennox-Boyd and Brigid – missing the sister closest to her in age – was more subdued, so that the eleven-year gap between her and Honor appeared suddenly greater, not less, than it had first seemed when Brigid had begun to go to grown-up parties.


Then, Honor had imagined her sister as her confidant, a friend to replace Doris, someone with whom she could share the bits of her life that caused her joy, and the many that caused her pain. It hadn’t happened like that. And anyway, how could she tell Brigid, just eighteen, things that were tawdry, even shaming? Especially at this stage in Brigid’s life? Things that had roots so far back it was hard to understand or trace any of it, and that showed marriage – even love – in a bad light.


She rang for the maid. ‘Molly, will you run my bath? And lay out the navy Dior for lunch.’









Chapter Four


Berlin, Summer 1938


Doris


The sound soaked through the walls of her apartment, in through the bricks and plaster in a way that was, Doris thought, determined. As determined as the heavy hand of the person who held the violin bow. Whoever it was, was picking their way through a piece by Dvořák that Doris half-remembered. She followed it in her mind, let it lead her from one sleepy, long-gone image to another; half-remembered, isolated pictures: the dim light of the music room at Miss Potts’, Honor on the piano, diligent and stiff, the sound of the girls in the rec room next door, the smell of chalk and beeswax and the unwashed hair of the music tutor. Things she had thought forgotten, and that added up not to a recollection so much as fragments.


She stretched her arms above her head and flexed her shoulders. The practiser was early this morning, she thought. She reached for the tiny gold clock beside her bed. No, it was later than she had expected. They were right on time. Outside, she heard a tram rumble past on Leipziger Strasse. She was four floors up, only one side of her corner flat looked onto the busy road, yet the regular rising-falling-rising whirr of the tram, the soft metallic squeal of wheels, was the sound that accompanied all her days, marking them and ticking them off.


The tram passed and she listened again to the scrape, scrape, scrape of the bow against string. Whoever it was had clearly learnt the order of things, the sequence of the piece they practised, but goodness, how badly they played. She had studied violin at Miss Potts’ – had shown the same aptitude for that as for so much else – and she had learned to make her hands quick and light, so that the bow almost flew across the strings. She had understood that her hands must be ‘almost not-there’, as she had explained it once to Honor. ‘They are the medium the music must flow through, but they must not get in the way.’


This person played, she thought with a sudden laugh, like someone running to catch a bus: grimly certain that it must not escape them.


She tried to go back to sleep – how late she had been the night before! – but it was useless. Once awake, she never could drift off again. In any case, she had lunch at Horcher’s. She was lunching with von Arent, film director and designer, the man who brought Hitler’s vision to life in street decorations and monumental stage tableaux that were drearily realist. A boring man, but a vain one, who liked a great show of attention. She sighed.


The sound of heavy scraping had stopped. Dvořák and the violin were put away.


She decided she would get up and go out early. She could walk about, and try to enjoy knowing that she did not for a while have to turn her feet in any particular direction. Did not, that day, have to encounter a particular person, be somewhere at a particular time, so that she might say a few words under her breath while pretending to stare in a shop window, or listen while a few words were spoken to her by a stranger who seemed to admire the same statue in the Tiergarten but in fact looked at nothing except who was around them to overhear. A day she did not need to look over her shoulder as she crossed roads and changed direction, to see did anyone behind her do the same. And wonder, if someone did, were they following her, or simply going the same way as her.


It was better to go out early, she had learned. To swap her apartment – where she felt safe – for the city’s streets and hotels and restaurants, where she did not. Because if she left it too long, the fear that edged forward constantly, stalking her from some unseen place, might grow too much. She needed to stay in motion, to keep playing the part that was set for her so as to hold the fear at bay. Keep moving, she had learned. Keep doing and being what she was here to be: the English girl with such excellent German – thanks to her mother who had come from Berlin to Dorset to marry Doris’ father all those years ago, but insisted on speaking to her children in the language of her childhood – the journalist who wrote amusing pieces about daily life in Germany for newspapers in England: gay reports of sports days and festivals and race meetings, so that the wholesome leisure of the Reich was conveyed back to be admired. Who said yes to every party, was always charming and beautifully dressed. A dear friend of Herr Channon and his wife, the best kinds of English people, who had visited Germany for the Olympics two years ago and been so delighted with everything they saw.


It still gave her a small thrill – that Chips, whom she disliked, should have all unwittingly provided her cover and her camouflage. Because of him, she could be Doris-the-frivolous-girl-about-town, so that no one saw beyond that creature in her elegant silks and smart heels to Doris the anxious listener. Doris the careful memoriser of names and snippets of news. Doris the spy. Although really, she thought as she waited for the bath to fill, that was a silly and dramatic word. She did far more listening than looking.


She pulled open the windows, throwing them wide. This too was part of the preparing. Let the city in, with its smells of baking and coffee lying lightly over the traffic and the dusty smell of trees that reach for water. The outside noises submerged the scraping of the violin. In any case, she knew, the scraping would not resume. Whoever it was who practised so diligently left off at the same time every day. Perhaps they went to work, she thought.


It was her second summer here. She knew by now the way the heat built, sending those who could afford it to the lakes every Friday afternoon, to swim and sail boats for a few days.


She dressed carefully and pulled the heavy wooden door with its square and shiny brass knob closed behind her, forcing herself not to imagine what it would be like to stay there, inside, safe and cool and quiet. She walked briskly down the dark corridor and got into the lift, then made space for the people who came after her. A woman and a girl of maybe eleven with soft brown hair and a round face. When Doris had closed the grille, then pulled the hinged door across, she pushed the last-but-one of the big white buttons. ‘Ground floor?’ she asked politely.


‘Yes, thank you,’ the woman said.


The mother nudged her daughter, who studied the grille in front of her. The mother nudged again. At that, the girl looked up at Doris and said clearly, ‘I am to apologise.’


‘Apologise for what?’ Doris asked.


The girl looked at her mother, a little bit uncertain. ‘I think my violin practice …’ she said, with another look at her mother.


‘My daughter wishes to apologise for the noise,’ the mother said then, leaning over a little so she was almost touching Doris in the cramped space. ‘She tries to improve, and so she practises every morning, but I’m afraid the noise must be an inconvenience.’


‘Not at all,’ Doris said. ‘Hard to improve without practice,’ she continued sympathetically, looking at the girl. ‘And you seem very determined.’ She said it with a grin, but the girl nodded seriously at her.


‘I am,’ she said, nodding her head up and down as she stared at Doris.


‘Well, you mustn’t mind about me.’ She smiled at the girl and reached out to gently touch her shoulder, where the brown hair met the pale blue of her button-down shirt and turned up in a wave. ‘I shan’t be in the least disturbed. I am a champion sleeper, you know.’


The girl looked back at her, then held out a hand to shake. ‘Hannah.’


‘Doris.’ She shook the hand solemnly, then did the same with Hannah’s mother.


‘Beatrice,’ the woman said.


‘You know, I studied violin for a time. When I was a little older than you. There is a particular trick for holding the bow that I learned. Perhaps I could show it to you?’ She said it idly, thinking of this only as a puzzle – could Hannah’s technique be improved? Would the trick Doris had taught herself be something she could teach? – but the eagerness with which Hannah said ‘Yes please’ made her glad.


‘Are you sure …?’ her mother began.


‘Absolutely,’ Doris said. Perhaps, she thought with a grin as she stood politely back to let them out of the lift, she could teach her something that would make the early-morning sounds more bearable.









Chapter Five


Berlin


Doris


Horcher’s was filled with cigarette smoke and noise. Loud voices vied with music from the piano in the back and white tablecloths floated like so many conjuring tricks. Doris was welcomed effusively and led to the table beneath the photograph of Wallis Simpson and the Prince of Wales. The waiter bowed graciously in recognition of this elegant touch. Doris nodded and stifled a laugh.


Von Arent was there already, and with him a girl with brittle blonde hair that shimmered pale and melancholy like the under-belly of a chub. There was always a girl with him. Rarely the same girl.


‘Doris!’ He rose to greet her.


‘Benno, darling.’ Doris allowed him to kiss her hand and begin the elaborate, inevitable rearranging of table, cutlery and chairs. He never could forget that he was a set designer, she thought, watching as he moved a vase of white flowers an inch or so.


‘Off you go,’ he said to the girl, who yawned and stood up. She looked vaguely behind her, for a bag or coat, Doris thought. Von Arent snapped his fingers. A young waiter appeared, a heavy white fur draped over his arm. The girl shrugged herself into it despite the heat of the day. That too was part of the conjuring trick of Horcher’s. Waiters appearing and disappearing, food in clouds of smoke and the occasional noisy flambé. She really wasn’t in the mood, Doris thought, then shook her head slightly. She had to be in the mood.


‘You must tell me about your new production,’ she said, sitting down in the seat the girl had vacated. She looked to see who was at the tables surrounding them. These were fewer than they had been a month ago – she had heard that Göring, Chips’ favourite of Hitler’s cronies, had ordered them thinned out to prevent being overheard. ‘Although,’ the man who had told her had added spitefully in a low voice, ‘after a few bottles, the whole street can hear him.’


‘Yes, at the Schiller Theatre,’ von Arent said, and he was off.


‘And you, what are you writing?’ he asked when their starters arrived. He had ordered for both of them. Doris’ stomach turned when she saw the dumplings – liver, she was sure, steaming greasily – but smiled and picked up her silver fork and knife.


‘An account of a most delightful day out,’ she said. ‘Young people from the cities brought to hike the Müggelberge. Many hours outside, in nature, walking and climbing. So wholesome.’


His lip curled. ‘How charming.’ He barely tried to cover the sarcasm.


‘Charming!’ she agreed, carefully enthusiastic.


The wine arrived in a bell-shaped decanter; French, Doris assumed. For all that Berlin society sneered at the degeneracy of the French, they were slow to switch to the coarse German wine. But slower still to be caught drinking French. Gustav Horcher, of course, was quick with a solution, sending out ‘house wines’ in unmarked decanters that he charged grand cru prices for, even when – as now – they were far inferior. She took a small sip. ‘Delicious.’


Von Arent talked about his projects – the design of street decorations for a series of marches – and how he hoped to make a film of Brave New World. ‘Do you know Mr Huxley?’ he asked, so that Doris understood why she was there.


‘I imagine I do,’ she said lightly. She needed to be thought to know everybody in England. Everybody important. She cast her mind quickly through her London address book. Someone, she felt certain, must know Mr Huxley. ‘Would you like to meet him?’ she asked sweetly. She took the last of the smoked eel von Arent had ordered for them on her fork and swallowed against a rush of nausea.


She said no to dessert – that was allowed; and indeed von Arent made some heavy pleasantry about watching her figure, then went to pay his respects at a table of high-ranking Nazis by the windows. Doris sighed, lit a cigarette and sat back. It could have been anywhere, she thought, looking around the room. Any restaurant in any city. The same starched white tablecloths and smoothly choreographed waiters gliding between them. Every bit of it as staged as any of von Arent’s theatricals. And maybe that was the point? These men – and women, she thought, nodding at the wife of a party official she knew – were so very ordinary. They wanted what all people wanted. Nothing grand or terrible at all. A little more wealth than their neighbours, a sense of security, to see their children flourish. A pity they had chosen to find these things in ways that destroyed them for others, she thought, watching the woman send back a dish, small mouth pursed in disapproval.


They were her enemies, if only they knew, these men and women so seriously studying menus and wine lists. But she didn’t hate them. There was so little to hate in most of them. Greed, selfishness, cowardice, dullness … common failings, seen as much in London as Berlin. Just as well, she thought. It would be hard to do her job clouded by hate. Or love, she reflected. By personal feelings of any kind. And so she squashed down the anger that came upon her as she watched gangs of young men in uniform swagger about the streets, taking for respect the fear that sent those in their path to huddle in doorways as they passed. She looked away from broken windows and mangled shutters, choked back distress at the crude daubings on building fronts: of ‘Juden Raus’ (Jews Out), and the ugly twisted Nazi cross. She pushed it all away from her so that she could continue to attend parties and receptions, to laugh and chatter. And listen.


The table in front of her was bare except for her coffee cup and a heavy black ashtray with ‘Horcher’ written across it in thick gold letters. Her own place was spotless but where von Arent had sat there was a smattering of mustard-coloured stains on the snowy white of the tablecloth. Doris nudged her napkin across to cover them.


The young waiter who had brought the blonde girl’s coat arrived silently by her side and leaned forward to pick up her empty coffee cup. ‘Perhaps Madame thinks of a walk in Tiergarten on such a day?’ he said quietly, face turned so that no one could have seen his lips move.


Doris was careful not to look up at him. ‘Perhaps she does,’ she murmured.


‘The Tritonbrunnen fountain is particularly pleasant,’ he said, then straightened up and, with a tiny bow, left her.


Von Arent returned, giddy at having been retained so long at the other table where important men discussed important things. ‘Fräulein Coates,’ he said gallantly, ‘to lunch with you is always a delight. Will you accompany me to the Café Kranzler?’


‘Alas I must go and do some writing,’ she said, with a show of regret. ‘Us poor working girls have so little time to call our own.’ This, naturally, led him to more gallantries that saw them along Augsburger Strasse to where he hailed a taxicab and left her.


Was there anything useful in the lunch? Doris wondered as she walked quickly away. Anything he had let slip that could be passed on? Anything unexpected she could file away for later? No, she decided. There was nothing. More and more, this seemed to her the case. The people she met, the parties she went to, the names and news she passed on – they were things anyone could know. Could read in a newspaper or discover by listening to the radio. What she did was pointless. She did not pan for nuggets of gold, sieving sand and stone from precious metal. She didn’t know enough to do that. She simply filled the pan and handed it on, in the hopes that buried in all that scree there was something someone else would recognise as gold.


She quickened her pace, shoes tapping smartly on the hot paving stones, but still she felt she was wading through air that was heavy and lifeless. Where was the energy of her first year? When everything she did was made electric by the feeling that she was useful, and that any danger was worth it to be so alive? Now, it was harder to see the value in what she did. Harder to believe that whatever bits she learned and intuited, the scant information she gathered, had any impact on the mushrooming clouds of war. She felt only the danger, no longer the worth. No longer so alive.


And yet, for all the gangs of uniformed youths and the sticky, excitable ambition of the men she met, how she loved this city with its summers that smelt of dusty leaves and car exhaust and the powdered sugar that was sprinkled across fat, round krapfen. She loved the wide tree-lined avenues and tall houses that seemed to lean up and back, for a better look at whatever was happening on the street. Loved the way stone was carved and shaped and bent into elegant curls, or placed in large blocks, one upon the other, to create buildings that were monuments; the cafés that were always full, the people who danced in the squares.


She remembered the summer she had spent there with her mother, five years ago now. How they had eaten every pastry her mother remembered from her own childhood, and how she had heard all her mother’s stories again, except now Doris knew what the places she spoke of looked like so that they were suddenly real. Sometimes she heard the same story, but from Tante Hannah, her mother’s sister, so that it was subtly different, a near-image with tiny distortions that made it fizz. She remembered setting off every day from her aunt’s house, returning to it every evening. The solemn cousins and their talk of medical school that had impressed Doris even while she found them a little dull; not gay and quick like her London friends, but serious.


The house was someone else’s now. The cousins had moved to England where they no longer thought of being doctors, but were grateful to work in Doris’ father’s factory, while her aunt tried to take upon herself the duties of housekeeper, despite the fact that Doris’ mother was mortified.


The people she passed now, who walked the streets and drank in cafés, those who had lunched at Horcher’s – did they know what had happened to Doris’ family and all the others like them? Yes. They knew. Enough, anyway. They knew, and approved, because that was one way for them to get what they wanted – a little more than others. By taking it. Or at least by allowing others to take it. And that’s why she was still here. That’s why she met von Arent for lunch and went to parties with people she despised, and laughed and flirted with them. That’s why she put a heavy blanket over the fear, ignored the feeling that what she did was useless and forced herself out, smartly dressed, hair shining and carefully set, every single day.


She reached the Tiergarten and felt the relief that came with shade and grass, even though this was coarse and tufty and more yellow than green. At the Tritonbrunnen fountain she sat on the low stone rim, legs pushed straight out in front of her. The centre of the fountain was a muscular marble youth grappling a large fish that spat water up out of its excessive mouth. The sound, as it splashed back into the basin, was cool. There was no one around and she wondered had the waiter meant no more than he said – ‘The Tritonbrunnen fountain is particularly pleasant.’ She laughed, feeling more energetic. Perhaps she had the bad habit of reading too much into everything. Of living constantly as if in a melodrama. She would go home, she decided, by the bakery that sold lemonade in glass bottles stoppered by a marble, and lie on her bed with the shutters pulled across so that her room was cool and dim, and write to Honor.


A man approached led by a small dog on a leash and Doris thought of Mimi, her dachshund, with a pang. How she missed the little darling. And how she missed affection, she realised. A gentle, familiar hand on her arm or her hair; a hand that wanted only her comfort, nothing more. A voice to speak kindly to her. At this hour, Berliners were with their families, in the happy after-lunch slump, and wouldn’t emerge until evening. There was no one here except the solitary, the purposeless. How lonely she was, she thought, looking around the almost-deserted park. Everyone Doris met wanted something from her, as she did from them; no one ever saying it, but always edging forward to try and gain it.


No wonder she had liked talking to Hannah so much, she realised. The little girl’s self-contained solemnity, the gentle curiosity with which she had looked at Doris and the eager way she had thrown herself into the conversation were different to the tone of other interactions.


The dog ran forward, pulling on the lead, so that the man walked more quickly. When it reached the fountain, it put its paws on the fat round rim right beside where Doris sat, straining forward towards the water. She reached a hand to stroke its soft head. The man bent down then, gathered the dog in his arms and leaned forward with it. As the dog drank, the man looked sideways at Doris.


‘A hot day,’ he said politely. He wore a straw boater with a black band and a light grey suit.


‘Very,’ Doris agreed. ‘No wonder your little friend is thirsty,’ she added with a laugh.


The man looked around. There was no one close by. ‘There’s starting to be trouble about your articles,’ he said, switching to English.


Doris, schooled not to betray surprise at these encounters, looked idly away from him, up towards the blue sky. ‘In what way?’


‘They’re rather too good.’


‘I thought the point was that they be good?’ She thought of last week’s – an account of a festival in a town on the outskirts of Berlin, her descriptions of girls and boys singing folk songs and running races. She had certainly laid it on thick, she thought.


‘Yes, but not so good. Mosley and his crew of fascists have begun to use them as propaganda. To show what Germany has achieved: prosperity, peace, employment for all.’


She thought of her aunt and cousins. ‘Not all.’


‘No. But no one reading your articles would know that.’


‘They’re my cover. We agreed.’ She spoke quickly. There was never much time in these exchanges.


‘I know.’ The dog had finished drinking and the man began to dab at its muzzle with a handkerchief he took from his top pocket, his face mostly obscured by the movement. ‘But in Mosley’s hands there are unexpected consequences. It may be time for you to go back.’


This was her chance, she thought. A chance to leave. To go back to London, to Honor, her family in Dorset, anywhere but here. She felt a surge of relief. It was exactly what she had longed for, only realising how very much now that it was before her. But could she?


‘There’s still work to do,’ she said, looking away from him, down along the straight avenue of linden trees that led back to the busy city streets.


‘There may be new work to do.’ He stood up. ‘Back home.’


‘Why?’


‘Things change. We need to change. We are anticipating.’ He drew the word out.


She always wondered who ‘we’ was. Was she ‘we’, or were others ‘we’ and she was just herself? ‘When?’


‘Soon.’









Chapter Six


London


Brigid


‘Come with me, do,’ Brigid begged Patsy.


But Patsy – still new to being a married lady – said she couldn’t, she must be home when Alan came back from the House of Lords. ‘Anyway,’ she added, her voice tinny down the telephone. ‘It’s only tea with Honor. You don’t need company.’


‘Even tea with Honor is less fun without you,’ Brigid said sadly. She sat on the bottom stair facing the front door of Number Five Grosvenor Place. She knew she was in the way of the servants who moved through the house at their many tasks, but Lady Iveagh didn’t allow her to use the telephone in her sitting room, and Lord Iveagh had forbidden her the library after she had knocked a jug of water over the desk. ‘How clumsy you are,’ he had said. But he said it fondly. After all, if she was clumsy – and she was – where else did she get it but from him?


‘Why did you have to go and marry?’ she asked, wedging the chunky ivory-coloured receiver between shoulder and ear so that she could wrap her arms around her bent knees and rest her chin on them.


Patsy was too pleased, and proud, to let that pass. ‘Because we all marry,’ she said piously. ‘And,’ with a gush of laughter, ‘because I am so very happy. My very own house, Biddy. My own car. You can’t imagine.’


‘Don’t gloat, for I cannot bear it.’ Brigid pulled the sleeves of her cardigan down over her hands. The house was cold. Lady Iveagh was clear that there were to be no fires after March, no matter the weather.


‘Well, you’ll be next. As soon as ever you want, I hear. Rumour has it that men are simply queuing up to ask you.’ Now that she was married, and safe, Patsy could afford to be generous.


‘Not I!’ Brigid said. ‘Not yet, anyhow. I know you say it’s jolly good fun, but I don’t know …’ She paused. ‘It doesn’t always look like so much fun,’ she said in a rush. ‘I mean, not you and Alan. Or Mamma and Papa,’ she added loyally. ‘You seem very fond, but Honor and Chips … Maureen and Duff. The rows.’ She shuddered. ‘Oonagh and …’


‘Philip? Or now Oonagh and Dominic?’ Patsy supplied with a laugh. Cousin Oonagh was on her second husband, a man her father called The Stallion in a way that Lady Iveagh said ‘wasn’t quite nice …’ Neither Brigid nor Patsy knew what was meant, but they knew it was something to giggle at.


‘Quite! So you see, I am not so very quick to leap into it. I should like to do other things first.’


‘What other things?’ Patsy was curious.


‘I don’t know yet, but more than parties and nightclubs. And those interminable dinners where the entire time one is talking to the man on one’s right, one simply dreads the moment one has to turn and start all over again talking to the man on the left.’


‘Those!’ Patsy laughed. ‘But you are so good at them. A steady stream of charming patter …’


‘I have learned from the best,’ Brigid said.


‘The best?’


‘Chips, of course.’ She laughed, then winced as the receiver jerked against her chin.


‘Of course. I must say, you are quite a project for him.’ Did Patsy sound a little wistful? ‘I have heard him say there is nothing you cannot do.’


‘All but rubbing his hands in glee … He is like Mr Ainsley the grocer at the Elveden summer fete when he knows he has the largest marrow.’


Patsy started to laugh at that. ‘How funny you are. Well, don’t let him take you over entirely. In any case, I’m sure Honor will not allow it.’


‘I’m not at all sure,’ Brigid responded. ‘Lately it seems to me that she will allow anything that keeps him away from her.’


‘Brigid! Do not say so!’ Patsy sounded shocked.


Brigid sighed. Was there something that happened to girls when they got married? she wondered. Some way in which they changed – became a tiny bit pompous or stuffy, or something? It seemed to happen to them all. As if, on their wedding day, someone took them aside and let them into a solemn secret that only married ladies could know. She hadn’t expected it of Patsy – always first to laugh during their nursery days. She never used to say ‘Do not say so!’ in that scandalised tone.


‘I must get on,’ she said. ‘Already Minnie is eyeing me most beadily because I am blocking the dusting of the stairs.’


‘Liar!’ Patsy said cheerfully. ‘Do not tell me Minnie is anything but your devoted slave.’


‘Minnie is no one’s slave. I am positively terrified of her,’ Brigid said, then hung up and grinned at Minnie, who stood at the bottom of the stairs, neat in her black-and-white uniform, with a metal pail in one hand and duster in the other.


‘If that were true it would be useful, Lady Brigid,’ Minnie said. She didn’t smile – she never smiled much – but her eyes were merry.


‘Oh but it is. Only I don’t show it. By some heroic effort, I don’t show it. And I wish you would stop calling me “Lady Brigid”. You only do it since that ridiculous coming-out, and I hate it. Call me Biddy, like you used to.’


‘It’s the proper thing now,’ Minnie said. ‘So you’ll have to lump it.’


‘That’s what I love about you, Minnie darling. Always so accommodating.’ Brigid laughed. ‘Will you come and help me dress? I have tea at Belgrave Square.’


‘When I’m done my other duties,’ Minnie said. ‘I’m not your lady’s maid yet, as you well know.’


‘No,’ Brigid agreed. ‘Mamma says I have no need of a proper maid yet. And so I must share you with the stairs and the dusting.’


‘Don’t make me choose,’ Minnie said. ‘Now, get on with you. I will come and do your hair in a bit. You can look out your own clothes.’


Arriving at Number Five Belgrave Square that afternoon, Brigid gave her coat to Andrews and started across the vast hall. Her heels clipped smartly on the marble tiles and as always she had to stifle a laugh at the opulence around her. The hall reached up and around, disappearing into the dim, echoey depths of the house. Everywhere was warm brown marble, softly shining wood and polished mirrors in gilt frames, so that she caught glimpses of her reflection trying to draw her on, this way and that, among the many urns and objects.


‘It’s as if he has created a zoo for things,’ Patsy had whispered to her, the first time they came to the house, nearly two years ago.


‘Perhaps they will mate with one another,’ Brigid had whispered back, causing Patsy to snigger.


She waited now, looking at the paintings that stared down upon her from gilt frames; some simpering, some stern. Ladies and gentlemen of other times, brought together by Chips as witness to his triumph. Somewhere, she knew, there was a Boucher, a voluptuous nude, that had caused her father consternation when Honor had shyly asked for money to buy it. ‘Six thousand pounds,’ her father had said, scandalised. ‘For a painting of someone else’s dead relative. What can he possibly want with such a thing?’


Chips came bustling into the hallway then to greet her, kissing her on both cheeks in a way that she found excessive and taking both her hands in his. ‘Let me look at you. Exquisite, as ever.’ His eyes ran over her as though they poured something hot and wet across her face, and Brigid felt – as Chips often made her feel – like she was something for sale in a window that had caught his eye.


‘I hear you were at the Café de Paris last night,’ he almost whispered as he leaned in. ‘Oh, don’t worry, I won’t tell.’ He twinkled at her. ‘I believe you were in very jolly company. Young Billy Cavendish. Hugh Fraser.’


‘Tell if you like,’ Brigid said. ‘I mean, there is nothing to tell.’ She shrugged. ‘We danced. Then we danced some more. Hugh ran me home. Everyone was perfectly pleasant and proper and terribly dull. And that’s it, all there, in a nutshell. Nothing to tell. Nothing to not tell.’ If she had hoped to irritate Chips, she failed.


‘You say “pleasant and proper” as though they are bad things.’ He twinkled at her, all approval and conspiracy, until Brigid laughed and said, ‘Where is my sister?’


‘Upstairs. Come.’


In the first-floor drawing room, Honor sat beside the fire with a book. She looked, Brigid thought, tired and heavy but her face brightened when she saw Brigid.


‘Darling! How lovely. I have a postcard here for you, from Doris. Came this morning.’ She handed Brigid a card. On the front was a cartoon of a jolly-looking pig wearing a top hat and tails. On the back, Doris had written ‘Darling Biddy – you don’t mind that I still call you that, do you? – I saw this dear fellow and thought, is he not fine? And yet a pig still, beneath it all.’


Brigid laughed. She knew well that Doris was teasing her. She must have seen some of the society pages that went on about ‘Lady Brigid Guinness, splendid in tulle, with a tiara of emeralds on her head, attends Lady Astor’s ball’ and was gently mocking her, reminding her that she was still her same self beneath all the fuss. Long ago, when Brigid was still in the schoolroom, they had both agreed that pigs were ‘quite the cleverest animals, though horses are the dearest’.


‘Did she write to you too?’ she asked Honor, tucking the card away in the pocket of her cardigan.


‘She did.’ Honor made a face. ‘It’s never enough. But better than nothing.’ Then, ‘I’ll ring for tea. Chips, you needn’t stay.’ Secretly, Brigid hoped he would. She didn’t trust Chips – not at all – but the truth was, he was better company than her sister.


‘But I do need. We have other guests.’ Chips wagged his finger at Honor in a way that could only have been annoying, Brigid thought. Sure enough, a look of irritation flashed across Honor’s face. She wore no lipstick, Brigid saw, and whatever powder she had applied earlier had settled into the deepening crease between her eyebrows and the grooves on either side of her mouth so that her face seemed clogged and weary.


‘Chips, I thought we agreed not …’


‘It’s only Fritzi,’ he said. ‘Company for Lady Brigid. You remember him, Brigid; you danced with him at your coming-out ball?’


‘I danced with everyone at my coming-out ball,’ Brigid replied.


‘Why does she need company?’ Honor interjected. ‘I am company for her.’


‘I have asked Ambassador Kennedy to join us too,’ Chips said smoothly. ‘He is still quite newly arrived from America, and given my position in parliament—’


‘Secretary to an under-secretary,’ Honor said scathingly.


Chips ignored her. ‘—I must make an effort. After all, it is vital he meet the right sort of English person.’


‘And what sort might that be?’


‘The sort who will steer him away from belligerents like Churchill. Who will show him the side of the angels, led by Chamberlain, those dedicated to finding common ground with Germany, which I believe is exactly what he wants. I have asked Emerald too,’ he added.


‘He must meet “the right sort of English person”,’ Honor said, ‘and so you bring him together with two Americans – oh, you may be lapsed, and Emerald may be married to Lord Cunard, but you and she are still Americans – and a Prussian.’ She started to laugh. ‘Chips, you are the limit.’ Her laughter was thin wire, Brigid thought, but he smiled benignly at her.


‘If you say so, my dear. But we understand the ambassador’s mission more clearly than most. The importance of it.’


‘Which is?’


‘Which is simple.’ He looked triumphant. ‘Roosevelt must be persuaded to follow his heart and keep America out of international affairs. And Ambassador Kennedy is the key to that. If we can let him see there is no appetite here for a fight with Germany, that on the contrary, we are a country keen to stay friends, to foster better understanding with the Reich, then all the dreadful talk of war will disperse, simply melt away.’ He fluttered his fingertips at her. ‘And we can all get on with things again.’


‘You mean things like buying objets, filling the house with silly bits and pieces, and scheming to advance yourself ever further?’


He sat back in his chair, right away from Honor. ‘I mean men and women going about their daily lives as they wish without fear that those lives will be plucked from them by a row they do not want over far-away territories they do not care about.’
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