
[image: Image Missing]




[image: Logo Missing]



[image: Logo Missing]




Copyright © 1994 Judith Lennox


The right of Judith Lennox to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook in 2015 by
Headline Review
An imprint of Headline Publishing Group


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 2405 7


Cover image © Margie Hurwich/Arcangel Images


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


[image: Logo Missing]


Author photograph © Lafayette Photography of Cambridge


Judith Lennox grew up in rural Hampshire and studied at the University of Lancaster, where she met her husband Iain; they have three sons, two grandsons and a granddaughter. Judith lives with her husband in Cambridge.


[image: Image Here] @JudithLennox2


      [image: Image Here] JudithLennoxAuthor




Praise for Judith Lennox’s mesmerising novels:





‘A fast-moving, complex story’ The Times


‘A beautifully turned, compassionate novel. Judith Lennox’s writing is so keenly honest it could sever heartstrings’ Daily Mail


‘Completely unputdownable … a lovely, entrancing book’ New Books magazine


‘A sensitive examination of love and loss by this master storyteller’ Choice magazine


‘A novel of passion and intrigue, this is an enjoyable read populated by believable characters’ Candis


‘Intelligently written, with characters who practically leap off the page’ Cambridgeshire Journal


‘A gripping and intelligent romance’ Good Book Guide


‘Unforgettable characters … carefully drawn and cleverly developed. Warm and wise’ Lancashire Evening Post




By Judith Lennox and available as ebooks from Headline


Reynardine

Till the Day Goes Down

The Glittering Strand

The Italian Garden

The Secret Years

The Winter House

Some Old Lover’s Ghost

Footprints on the Sand

The Shadow Child

The Dark-Eyed Girls

Written on Glass

Middlemere

All My Sisters

A Step in the Dark

Before the Storm

The Heart of the Night

Catching the Tide

The Turning Point

One Last Dance



About the Book


A moving story about life in the East Anglian Fens after the First World War, evoking the emotions of the men who came through their ordeals and the women who survived the trauma of separation.


During the golden summer of 1914, four young people played in the gardens of Drakesden Abbey.  Nicholas and Lally were the children of the great house, set in the bleak and magical Fen country; Thomasine was the unconventional niece of two genteel maiden aunts in the village; Daniel was the son of the local blacksmith, a fiercely independent, ambitious boy who longed to break away from the stifling confines of his East Anglian upbringing.  As the drums of war sounded in the distance, the Firedrake, a mysterious and ancient Blythe family heirloom disappeared, setting off an uncontrollable chain of events.


The Great War changed everything, and both Nicholas and Daniel returned from the front damaged by their experiences.  Thomasine, freed from the narrow disciplines of her childhood, and enjoying the new hedonism which the twenties brought, thought that she could escape from the ties that bound her to both Nicholas and Daniel.  But the passions and enmities of their youth had intensified in the passing years, and the four friends had to experience tragedy and betrayal before the Firedrake made its reappearance and, with it, a new hope for the future.




For my father, Harry Stretch,
and for my grandfather, Thomas Stretch,
who fought in the Great War



PART ONE

1909–1914


Into my heart an air that kills

From yon far country blows:

What are those blue remembered hills,

What spires, what farms are those?

(Alfred E. Housman, ‘A Shropshire Lad’)




CHAPTER ONE

The distant hills melted into a coppery sunset. Thomasine, kneeling in the dust, looked up for a moment and was blinded by the sun. The wind traced a ghostly path through the elephant grass; in the valley a few skinny cows pulled yellowed leaves from the trees. The child shaded her eyes with her hand and let her sight blur, so that the hills seemed to dissolve and flatten, the rays of the African sun changing into narrow bands of golden water.

There had been other farms, in other places. Every journey, Daddy said, was to a better place, the right place. Once there had been a whole herd of cows (Thomasine had given them all names), but now there were only a handful.

In a storm the thatched roof blew from the hut, but Daddy and the boy just collected the scattered straw and tied it back on again. The boy explained to Thomasine that the land they had rented from the chief was bad land, ju-ju land, which was why no-one had farmed it before. Thomasine asked her mother about the ju-ju land. God created the world in seven days, said Patricia Thorne. How therefore could a single inch of it be evil? But, in exchange for a lock of Thomasine’s auburn hair, the boy showed her the caves that the witch-doctor used. The caves were cold and echoing with memories, their entrances doorways into different worlds. Outside in the light again, she sawed off a length of red hair with the boy’s knife, and he looked at it with awe and dread before twisting it into a knot and placing it inside the amulet he wore around his neck.

A man and a lady from the Baptist mission visited the Thornes. Daddy had slaughtered one of the skinny cows, so they ate meat that day. The beef was tough and tasteless. The boy and his father dined with them, just as they always did, but when the men went to work and Patricia Thorne was making tea, the missionary lady said, ‘But they are dirty, my dear Mrs Thorne. There have been several cases of yellow fever in the past month. And we must surely teach them their place.’ Patricia poured the tea, and said, ‘But we are all equal, are we not, Miss Kent, in the sight of God?’

One evening, the boy took Thomasine to the village to watch the dancing. The moonlight and the fires illuminated the bodies that swayed like reeds in the wind, that wove stories on the dusty ground. The men wore masks: enlarged and exaggerated distortions of the human face. The beating of the drums echoed through the earth so that Thomasine, too, had to dance. When the music stopped she fell to the ground, overcome with a sense of abandonment. One of the women picked her up and gave her a drink. Another gave her a present of beads and a length of scarlet cloth. A third stroked her long loose hair with blue-black hands, chattering to the other women in a language the child could not understand.

With her mother’s help, Thomasine made the scarlet cloth into a skirt. The skies remained blue and empty of clouds. The wheat, that had been up to Thomasine’s knees, stopped growing. She questioned her father, pulling at the tails of his shirt as he walked through the blighted field. The rains have not come, and the soil is not right, said Thomas Thorne. Ju-ju land, thought Thomasine, and shivered. A few days later, she picked a stalk of wheat and rubbed it between her fingers, and it crumbled like old paper.

There were only three cows left, and none gave any milk. The sky was hard and metallic, like a brass bowl. Thomasine helped her father carry water from the stream, but the stream was thick and greenish, the mud bed cracked into mosaic. The people left the village, their animals following in a long train behind them, the brightly coloured robes of the women a mere memory in a landscape of dust and ochre. The boy and his father went with them.

Thomasine’s father grew thinner, her mother grew fatter. Thomasine couldn’t understand why Mama grew fatter, because there never seemed to be much to eat any more. Then one morning there was a little baby on the pillow beside her mother. Thomasine didn’t know who had given them the baby, and she dreaded having to give her back. They called her Hilda, after Mama’s favourite sister. Mama had shown Thomasine a photograph of her three sisters: Hilda and Rose and Antonia. They lived far away, in England.

Her father was sick one night, and the following morning he set off for the mission hospital to fetch them all medicine. He took the big horse, the bad-tempered one that he would never allow Thomasine to ride. Before he left he bade her take care of her mother and her sister. She waved her handkerchief in farewell, and watched him ride along the valley towards the hills.

She sat beside her mother’s bed all day. Patricia Thorne had not risen for six weeks, since Hilda was born. The baby slept and fed, nestled in shawls. Thomasine loved to touch the warm velvety head, loved to watch the little starfish hands. The baby was smaller than her big rag doll.

When Thomas Thorne did not return by nightfall, Thomasine cut up root vegetables and mixed them with maize and made soup. Crouched outside over the fire, stirring the pot, she reminded herself that the mission was eight miles away, that the bad-tempered horse might have thrown a shoe. Yet the sky and the land seemed very dark, very empty.

Her mother swallowed only a mouthful of the soup, Thomasine ate the rest herself. The baby cried a lot, and Mama’s cheeks were flushed, her forehead shiny with sweat. Thomas Thome did not return the next day, nor the next. Mama did not understand when Thomasine asked her whether she should ride out after Daddy, or whether she should stay and look after the baby. Mama’s skin was a peculiar yellowish colour, and her eyes seemed to have sunk into her head. Her face looked like one of the masks that Thomasine had seen in the village. Thomasine tried to persuade her to drink water, but the only water she could find was the brackish stuff from the creek. It trickled from Mama’s mouth down her chin and neck, on to her nightgown. The baby stopped crying and slept most of the time.

On the third day Thomasine was woken by the silence. When she went over to the bed, she thought at first that Mama was asleep, but when she touched her hand it was cold. She understood that she was quite alone now, except for the baby. She could still feel the gentle tiny rise and fall of the baby’s chest. She guessed that little Hilda was hungry too, and knew that she had nothing with which to feed her.

Thomasine dressed in the scarlet skirt, put all their most precious belongings into a bag and saddled the horse. She rode with the baby cradled on her back, African-fashion, towards the mission hospital, and her father.

Southampton wasn’t like Port Harcourt at all. It was greyer and colder, and the sky was laced with a fine drizzle. Like walking through the edge of a waterfall, thought Thomasine.

The aunts were waiting for her by the harbour. In the bustle of ships and sailors and passengers she did not think she would ever find them, but Miss Kent, black beady eyes glaring above a sharp nose, dragged her through the crowds and brought her face to face with the three women in Mama’s photograph. She was exclaimed over, enveloped in hugs and kisses.

Thomasine heard Miss Kent say, ‘We gave a Christian burial to the parents, and to the little baby.’

‘Baby,’ said the red-haired aunt. (Thomasine, unable to remember which name belonged to which, had immediately labelled them the big aunt, the little aunt, and the red-haired aunt.)

‘There was an infant,’ said Miss Kent.

‘She was called Hilda,’ said Thomasine.

The big aunt blinked and began to polish the rain from her spectacles. One of the ships made an enormous hooting sound, and Thomasine, in her thin black coat and dress, shivered.

‘Yellow fever, as I explained in my letter, Miss Harker.’

‘This poor child is cold.’

‘Miss Kent – we are so inexpressibly grateful. You will dine with us?’

To Thomasine’s relief, the missionary lady shook her head. Thomasine was obliged to endure a last violet-scented peck on the cheek, and then she was led away from the dock, her hands tucked around the arms of two of her aunts.

In the tea-shop, while the aunts bickered amiably, she managed to sort out their names. The red-haired one was Antonia, the big one was Hilda, and the little one was Rose.

‘A career is so important,’ whispered Antonia. ‘The poor little mite is an orphan, after all.’

‘I am not suggesting, Tony, dear, that Thomasine should not have a career. It is merely the choice of career that I am disputing.’

‘Dancing is perfectly respectable, Hilda. All the girls from my school are carefully chaperoned when they work in theatres.’

‘I can give Thomasine a thorough grounding in mathematics, literature and geography. So much more choice for a girl, if she can pass her school certificate.’

‘She has a dancer’s body. Look at her feet – her hands—’

‘Surely,’ Rose’s voice trembled slightly as she poured everyone another cup of tea, ‘country air would be so good for Thomasine. And she is only a child … only ten …’

Aunt Rose passed Thomasine the plate of cakes. She chose one shaped like a cow’s horn, full of cream and jam. The ground, after her long sea voyage, was beginning to rock a little less, and she felt very hungry.

‘Perhaps,’ said Hilda firmly, ‘Thomasine should live with Rose and I, but she should have long holidays with Antonia. We have always loved children, haven’t we, Rose? And to look after a child would be difficult for you, Tony, now that you are on your own.’

Antonia looked as though she was about to argue, but then her kid-gloved hand folded over Thomasine’s. ‘You shall come and stay with me very often, won’t you, darling? I shall buy you a pair of slippers and a tunic.’

The countryside, glimpsed through the window of the train, flattened out and became threaded with strips of water. In the weak sunlight everything glittered green and blue and silver. As Hilda and Rose began to pack away thermos flasks and rugs and books into a battered carpet bag, Thomasine exclaimed, ‘Do you live in a lake?’

Hilda glanced out of the window. Only water was visible, the railway embankment slicing above it. She smiled.

‘No, dear. Some of the fields have flooded because of the heavy rain this winter.’

When they disembarked at Ely station, the train hissed and hooted and blew out a great deal of steam. A porter carried their bags outside, and Hilda fumbled in her purse for pennies.

‘It is a long walk to Drakesden, dear.’

‘I like to walk.’ Thomasine had been confined in the ship, in the train, for too long. ‘Daddy always said that you had to walk to really know the land.’

Hilda carried both the aunts’ bag and Thomasine’s. Rose held the child’s hand as they followed the narrow paths that led from Ely to the village. The soil was black, and was criss-crossed with water like a chequerboard. Several times they had to walk narrow teetering planks that spanned the swollen ditches. Hilda crossed first, so that Thomasine was safely passed from one aunt to the other. Thomasine’s boots were covered with mud, but, walking fast to keep up with Hilda, she began to feel warm for the first time since she had arrived in England.

Drakesden wasn’t much bigger than the African village that the boy had taken her to. The houses were thatched, and made of a yellowish brick. There was a church and a shop, and a few children playing in the street, who stared open-mouthed at Thomasine as she passed.

Hilda went up to the front door of one of the cottages, and put down the bags as she turned the handle. Thomasine read the name painted over the doorway, ‘Quince Cottage’, and followed her aunt indoors.

She shut Africa and Mama and Daddy and the baby away in a little box of memory. It was easier that way. In the mornings she had lessons with Aunt Hilly, and in the afternoons she explored Drakesden. Sometimes she walked, sometimes she borrowed the rector’s pony and rode. The village children still stared at her, especially when she wore the red skirt.

At church, she disgraced herself by walking out of the building first, straight after the rector. Everyone else was just standing still: there was a shuffling ahead in the pews behind the choir stall, but that was all. Desperate to leave the dark dank building, Thomasine picked up her prayer-book and ran outside. She couldn’t understand the expression on Mr Fanshawe’s face as she said goodbye to him, but later Aunt Rose explained that the Blythes always left church first. Next Sunday, Thomasine noticed that Mr Fanshawe smiled most at the Blythes, and least at those who left church last. She and Aunt Hilly and Aunt Rose were somewhere in the middle.

She asked questions of everyone: Mrs Carter who ran the shop, the tenant farmers, the men and women who worked in the fields. She discussed with Mr Naylor, who worked Chalk Farm, the problems of growing wheat with too little water, and he laughed and told her there was too much water in the Fens. She helped Aunt Rose in the vegetable garden, digging up tiny new potatoes from the dark crumbly earth, and collected warm brown eggs from the hen-house, placing them carefully in a basket of straw.

She rode alongside the dyke one day, and wandered through a copse of patchy laurel bushes and thorn, and found herself on the edge of a velvety lawn. When she looked up she saw Drakesden Abbey, the Blythes’ house. It was huge, bigger than the mission hospital. Then she looked again and saw all the people staring at her: Lady Blythe in a floaty white gown and big flat hat, a dark-haired boy, a fair-haired boy and girl. Mortified, she mumbled her apologies and turned the pony about. Back at the dyke, she met Daniel Gillory, who cackled with laughter when she told him how she had interrupted the Blythes having tea in the Abbey gardens.

It was Daniel who explained to her about the dykes and ditches and windmills and pumps. Daniel was the blacksmith’s eldest son. Thomasine had tried to talk to Jack Gillory about how he fixed shoes to the horses’ hooves, but he hadn’t been a good talker. Daniel was a good talker, though. Daniel, said Aunt Hilly, was an extremely bright boy. He had just won a scholarship for the Grammar School in Ely. Aunt Hilly often lent him books. Daniel was a few months older than Thomasine, and he had fair hair that was halfway between curling and straight, eyes that were halfway between green and hazel. Riding through the fields one afternoon when his father was at The Otter, Daniel explained to Thomasine how the water was pumped from the land into the dykes, and from the dykes into the sea. How both the dykes and the roads were high above the fields because the drained peat had sunk. How, a long time ago, all the Fens had been marsh and lake, an endless watery landscape. Fenmen had webbed feet in those days, Daniel added, his green-gold eyes solemn as he looked at Thomasine. Then laughed uproariously as he admitted the tease, and raced her all the way along the drove, their borrowed ponies’ hooves kicking up the dust.

Slowly, she became accustomed to the changing of the seasons. The heat and the cold, the wind and the drought. Her first sight of snow, floating like white blossom from a leaden sky, and in the summer dust devils that briefly reminded her of that other land.

She wore the red skirt and an old white blouse of her mother’s, too large for her, to have tea with the Dockerills. Thomasine liked the Dockerills: the three-roomed cottage was always busy and noisy.

Mrs Dockerill admired her skirt and her beads. Some of the ten little Dockerills crowded round the scarred table, their elbows all touching, the others perched on stools and boxes and planks. Mrs Dockerill lifted the bacon pudding out of the pot and unwrapped the muslin. She cut it into twelve pieces and placed them on an assortment of plates and bowls. A big piece for Mr Dockerill and Harry and Tom, who worked on the land, middle-sized pieces for Jane and Sal, who were in service but had the afternoon off, and little pieces for the children. The new baby slept in a box in the corner of the room. The smell of the bacon pudding was irresistible.

They had all started eating when there was the sound of footsteps outside. Harry Dockerill opened the door, and Lady Blythe stood there, her son Nicholas and daughter Marjorie behind her. Lady Blythe had brought some old sheets for Mrs Dockerill to cut up for the new baby. Thomasine watched as Lady Blythe came into the cottage and lifted the lids from the pots on the stove one by one, inspecting their contents. The noisy, cheerful Dockerills became suddenly silent. They had put down their knives and spoons and forks, and sat rigidly, uncomfortably upright as their food went cold on their plates. Thomasine, who was aware of feeling cross, but wasn’t exactly sure why she felt cross, defiantly stabbed a piece of bacon with her fork.

‘White cabbage, Mrs Dockerill?’ enquired Lady Blythe, peering into the biggest pot. ‘Kale is just as nutritious, and much more economical.’

Then she caught sight of Thomasine. The chill blue eyes met Thomasine’s sea-green ones, just as they had outside the church, just as they had when she had trespassed on Drakesden Abbey’s lawns.

‘Put down your fork, child. Have you no manners? Do you not know how to behave in front of your betters?’

Anger, bubbling and uncontainable, welled up inside her. A memory of her mother pouring out tea for the missionary lady resurfaced.

‘All of us are equal in the sight of God, Lady Blythe,’ said Thomasine clearly. Her face was hot, but as she looked away her eyes momentarily met those of Lady Blythe’s dark-haired son, and she thought she detected not criticism, but amusement.

That time, Daniel Gillory didn’t laugh when Thomasine told him what had happened. He stood on the edge of the dyke, bouncing flat stones across the clear cold water.

‘The Blythes own most of the cottages in Drakesden,’ he explained. ‘Most of the land, too. And the farms. So people have to behave themselves. If they don’t, they find themselves without a home and without work. That’s the way it is round here.’

‘Your cottage, Daniel?’

‘Our cottage – and the land – belongs to my mother. Her grandfather bought it from the Blythes for a bushel of potatoes. It floods badly in spring, so I expect that’s why they sold it.’ He began to walk along the top of the dyke, Thomasine following after him. ‘That’s why I want to stay at school. If I can get my School Certificate, then I won’t have to work for the Blythes, and I won’t have to work for my father.’

‘Don’t you want to be a blacksmith?’ Thomasine was surprised. She rather liked the forge – the horses, the hiss as the hot metal was plunged into water.

‘My father belts me,’ said Daniel simply.

Thomasine knew that Jack Gillory drank too much – all the village knew that – and she had frequently seen Daniel with a black eye or cut lip. When they had swum together in the millpond the previous summer, she had glimpsed pink weals across his back. Anger welled up in her again.

Daniel said, ‘What will you do, Thomasine?’

‘Aunt Hilly wants me to be a teacher. She says I’m good at mathematics. Aunt Rose thinks I’ll marry.’

And yet neither prospect particularly appealed to her. She could not explain to Daniel Gillory, who had been born in the Fens, how sometimes the landscape trapped and confined her. How the narrowness of the village, with its rigid striations of class, irked her. How, sometimes, she longed for hills and colour and music.

‘Or I might go and live with my Aunt Tony,’ she said, voicing a secret dream. ‘She has a dancing school in London. She took me to a ballet at the Alhambra last year, Daniel. It was wonderful, absolutely wonderful.’

The summer of 1914 was a curious one, when Thomasine seemed to alternate constantly between elation and intense boredom. Her lessons with Hilda, that she had previously enjoyed, became sometimes tiresome, and the evenings when she did not ride or see Daniel seemed painfully long. She had read every book in Quince Cottage and all the interesting books from Ely Lending Library.

Within the small village she was isolated. The village children had never quite rid themselves of their original suspicion of her and, besides, those of her age were now either in service or working on the land. Only Daniel could she describe as a friend, because Daniel too, by winning the scholarship, had marked himself out from his fellows. Although she had grown to love her aunts, their lives, as unmarried women, seemed especially restricted. She found herself arguing with Hilda once, asking why her cleverest aunt had not become a teacher or a nurse, but had immured herself in Drakesden.

‘Because my father did not believe that women should work,’ said Hilda quietly, ‘and as Rose and I did not marry we were obliged to live with him.’ Only Patricia and Antonia had escaped, through marriage.

And yet, when she rode or wandered through the fields, or when she lost herself in a really good book, then she was utterly content. At the Whitsun supper, when Thomasine danced with the rest of the villagers in a wide circle, threading in and out of one another like ribbons on a maypole, she was happy.

For Thomasine’s fifteenth birthday, at the end of June, Aunt Rose made a pink iced cake and Aunt Hilly gave her a volume of Housman’s poems. After Thomasine had finished the household accounts (her regular weekly task for two years now), and after she had watered the vegetable patch and eaten a slice of the pink cake, she walked out of the village and down the drove to where she had arranged to meet Daniel.

She had not asked the rector for the loan of his pony, because she was wearing the new dress that Aunt Rose had helped her sew. The dress was of white muslin with a pale blue sash, and was unsuitable for riding. She had dressed her hair in a new way, caught in at the nape of her neck with a wide blue ribbon, instead of plaits. She trod carefully along the drove, avoiding the worst of the mud.

When she heard horses’ hooves she looked up, expecting to see Daniel returning a newly-shod horse to one of the farmers. But it was not Daniel riding pell-mell down the drove, but Nicholas Blythe. She stood aside to let him pass, but he reined in his horse, kicking up bits of grass and mud.

‘I say, Miss Thorne. I’m awfully sorry. Didn’t see you there. Did I give you a fright?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘Not at all.’ She squinted at him. Nicholas Blythe and his elder brother Gerald were usually absent from Drakesden from April to August. ‘I thought you were at school, Mr Blythe.’

‘I was smitten by the plague. Chicken-pox. I’m supposed to be in quarantine. Gerry had it a couple of years ago, so he’s still at Winchester, poor devil. Only it’s damned dull at the Abbey just now – Mama and Pa and Marjorie are in London, so there’s only Lally and me.’

‘What a lovely horse.’ Thomasine stroked the black velvety nose.

‘He’s called Titus. Do you ride, Miss Thorne?’

She nodded, and fished inside her pocket for the sugar-lumps she always carried. The horse’s velvety lips nuzzled at her palm.

‘Mr Fanshawe lets me borrow his pony.’

‘Oh – that old thing. Wouldn’t go faster than a trot unless you set off a cannon behind her.’

Thomasine grinned and looked up at him. Nicholas Blythe was dark-haired, dark-eyed, his face a chiselled succession of straight lines and planes. ‘Bluebell’s a bit of a plodder,’ she conceded.

‘I say – you should try one of the Abbey nags, Miss Thorne.’

Thomasine had caught sight of Daniel, running towards them down the drove from the blacksmith’s cottage.

‘Tomorrow evening?’ added Nicholas. ‘In the meadow by the copse?’

She looked again at him, surprised. It occurred to her that Nicholas Blythe, too, might be bored. The prospect of new company and a ride on one of Drakesden Abbey’s superb horses was irresistible. ‘That would be lovely. Daniel can come too, can’t he, Mr Blythe?’

Daniel had slowed and scuffed his feet as he approached them. Standing slightly apart from them, he bobbed his head almost imperceptibly to Nicholas Blythe.

‘Of course. Well, toodle-oo, then,’ said Nicholas to Thomasine. ‘Till tomorrow.’ He kicked the horse into a canter.

‘Did you get the boat?’ asked Thomasine, when she and Daniel were alone.

For her birthday, Daniel had promised to borrow Mr Naylor’s flat-bottomed boat so that they could further explore the river. Daniel’s only reply was a grunt and a shrugging of his shoulders. He walked ahead of her, silent, down the drove.

She knew that he was moody, touchy sometimes. She put it down to the long hours that he worked: the five-mile walk to and from school, the hours after school in the blacksmith’s shop. She ran to catch up with him. Eventually he said, ‘I didn’t know you were friendly with Nicholas Blythe.’

‘I’m not. I shouldn’t think I’ve exchanged much more than half a dozen words with him before today. He just apologized for nearly riding into me, that’s all.’

He had paused at last, and she gave his arm a gentle shake. ‘Oh, Daniel, don’t be cross. Not today.’

Just for a moment then, her eyes met his. Then he fished inside his pocket and drew something out.

‘Happy birthday,’ he said.

When she unwrapped the fragment of tissue paper, she found a filigree brooch in the shape of a butterfly. ‘It’s not new,’ said Daniel quickly. ‘I bought it at Ely market. But it’s all right, isn’t it?’

It occurred to Thomasine that this was the first time that someone who wasn’t related to her had bought her a present. ‘It’s lovely, Daniel. It’s absolutely lovely.’ She let him pin the brooch to her blouse.

Nicholas Blythe was already waiting in the meadow when Thomasine and Daniel arrived the following evening. He was astride the huge black stallion he had been riding the previous day, and had another horse on a leading rein beside him.

‘I brought the paired blacks,’ he said. ‘This chap’s called Nero. After the Roman emperor, you know,’ he added to Daniel.

Daniel’s face darkened, but he said nothing.

Nicholas said, ‘Shall I give you a leg up, Miss Thorne? I say, you didn’t want a side-saddle like Marjie and Mama, did you?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘Of course not. And it’s Thomasine, not Miss Thorne.’

From the elevated height of Nero’s back she had a new and exciting view of Drakesden. The meadow clung to the lowest slope of the island upon which Drakesden Abbey was built. It was not a real island, of course, just a low hillock of comparatively solid ground in the sea of black peat that made up most of the Fens. Between the meadow and the walls that surrounded Drakesden Abbey was the copse, one of the few pockets of woodland in a landscape where the winter winds discouraged the growth of trees.

Thomasine trotted Nero round the circumference of the meadow and then urged him into a canter. The speed was exhilarating. The trees and the froth of flowers that surrounded the meadow all blurred into one. When, finally, she reined the stallion in, she was laughing.

‘That was terrific!’

‘You were terrific.’ Nicholas held out his hand to help Thomasine out of the saddle. Then he handed the reins to Daniel. ‘Have a go, won’t you, Gillory?’

Daniel climbed into the saddle. Nicholas called out, ‘He’s a jumper, Gillory!’ and Daniel edged the horse back to the furthermost corner of the field, and put his heels to Nero’s flanks. The stallion gathered up speed, faster and faster, the noise of the hooves like thunder. Then horse and rider soared into the air, clearing the top of the fence by a foot.

Nicholas rode home through the wood. The trees shut out the pale blue sky. The horse’s hooves crushed the wild garlic that bordered the path, and the scent was intoxicating. The sunlight filtering through the trees made chains of gold from the sky to the undergrowth.

He could still feel the touch of Thomasine’s hand. It was strange how the sensation had lingered, as though, helping her out of the saddle, her fingers had impressed themselves permanently on his hand. As though his skin remembered her skin. It was not something he had ever experienced before. He knew that some of the fellows at school reacted in a similar way towards the older boys, but Nicholas, reminded of the sins his housemaster vaguely warned him against every term or so, had always rather despised such sentiment.

He heard a rustle in the undergrowth and he looked up. Squinting in the darkness, Nicholas saw two round dark eyes, a small white face, fat black plaits. ‘Lally.’

Reluctantly, his younger sister stood up. Her white blouse was stained with green and the hem of her skirt was dusty.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Watching you.’

Nicholas stared at her.

‘Watching you,’ she repeated, ‘and Miss Thorne, and Daniel Gillory.’

Nicholas said, amazed, ‘You were there the whole time?’

‘I was behind the tree. I saw everything. You should have let me come. It isn’t nice to leave people alone so much.’

‘It isn’t nice,’ said Nicholas coldly, ‘to sneak. To spy. Spies are shot in wartime – did you know that, Lally?’

He saw her eyes grow wide, and she glanced fearfully round the wood. Her thumb slammed into her mouth. Even though Lally was almost thirteen, four years younger than Nicholas, Nicholas was sometimes aware that he still thought of his sister as a much younger child. As Baby, the youngest, scarcely out of the nursery. Just for a moment Nicholas wished his mother was back, to bully Lally’s sickly governess out of her bed, to deal with Lally’s tantrums, to tell her not to suck her thumb. But then he remembered that if Mama was here he certainly would not be allowed to spend his time with Thomasine Thorne. Nicholas was suddenly very glad that Sir William and Lady Blythe remained in London, making the arrangements for his elder sister’s wedding.

A week later, they met in the meadow again. This time, Thomasine rode Bluebell, the rector’s pony, and Daniel borrowed Nero. The three of them rode out of the meadow and along the drove. They avoided the village and the farms, their instinct for privacy unspoken and mutual.

The drove was badly rutted by cartwheels. They had reached the edge of Potters’ Field when Nicholas said, ‘Come on, Gillory. I’ll race you to the dyke.’

Then they were gone, hooves beating up the dust, Bluebell clattering plumply along in their wake. The evening sunlight gleamed on the black coats of the stallions and on the boys’ uncovered heads. They merged together, two dark shapes blurred into one by the dust storm they had created. Then they reached the dyke and were silhouetted against the sky.

Thomasine caught up with them. ‘Well? Who won?’

Daniel grinned, showing white, even teeth. ‘I did.’

Nicholas had dismounted from his horse and was sitting on top of the bank. ‘Ripping,’ he said. ‘Absolutely ripping. Beaten by a nose, damn it.’

He lay back, supported by his elbows, his long legs flung out in front of him. ‘When you ride like that you forget everything, don’t you? Nothing else seems important.’ He was looking at neither Daniel nor Thomasine, but at the skyline, cloudless and perfect. ‘If the war goes on long enough,’ he added, ‘I shall join a cavalry regiment. Gerald will be able to join up immediately, the lucky devil. He was nineteen yesterday.’

Thomasine stared at him. She and Aunt Hilly had studied newspapers and atlases only that morning. She said uncertainly, ‘Surely it won’t be anything to do with us? Surely Great Britain won’t be involved?’

Daniel said, ‘It depends whether Germany respects Belgian neutrality. If she doesn’t …’

‘If she doesn’t,’ finished Nicholas, ‘then we’ll be fighting the Hun. It’ll be the most terrific game. Nothing to do with you girls, though.’

He rolled over on to his stomach. ‘Don’t look so glum, Thomasine. I’m thirsty, aren’t you? I should have brought some lemonade. There’s pots and pots of it in the kitchens at the Abbey. Tell you what – why don’t you come up to the Abbey tomorrow evening? I can show you the gardens. Would you like that?’

She recalled the house that she had only once glimpsed, walled off from the rest of Drakesden. Those secretive windows, the sense that here was something only for the privileged few. She needed change, she needed different places, different people.

‘Like to? I’d love to, Nicholas.’

Daniel was sitting with his back to them, his legs slung over the edge of the dyke. Thomasine touched Nicholas’s hand, and glanced silently at Daniel.

‘You too, of course, Gillory,’ said Nicholas.

Nicky had gone out and Miss Hamilton was in bed, so Lally Blythe, on her own again, wandered aimlessly around the house. She was, she thought, just now the mistress of Drakesden Abbey. Mama and Papa were in London with Marjorie, Gerald was still at school, Nicky was out, and Miss Hamilton, Lally’s governess, was in bed with a sick headache. There was no-one to tell Lally what to do.

Freedom was surprisingly dull, though. She didn’t like to read, and she didn’t like to sew, and she was scared of horses. She ambled out of the library towards her father’s study. She was about to turn the doorhandle when she heard voices from inside. A man’s voice first, and then a trill of high-pitched laughter. Robbers, thought Lally, horrified. The safe was inside Sir William’s study, and in the safe were Lady Blythe’s jewels and, of course, the Firedrake. Lally liked the Firedrake. Occasionally Papa took it out of the safe and let her hold it. Gathering all her courage, Lally crouched down and peered through the keyhole.

Squinting, she glimpsed the housemaid, Ethel. It was Ethel who was laughing, a thin high giggle that seemed incongruous in the dark sombre study. Ethel was seated on the edge of Sir William’s desk, her black button boots swinging slowly backwards and forwards.

Very quietly, Lally turned the handle of the door and peered through the gap. She recognized Francis, the second footman. He was standing in front of Ethel. Ethel had stopped giggling and was saying, ‘No, Frank, you mustn’t.’ But she didn’t sound cross.

It took her a while to work out what they were doing. Then she realized that they were kissing. She had never seen anyone kiss like that before. Their mouths seemed glued together. Ethel was making funny little moaning noises, and her eyes were closed. One of Francis’s hands was behind her back, pulling her to him; the other was pushing her skirts up past her knee. Lally could see the top of Ethel’s thick black stocking and the band of white skin beyond. Hidden, she continued to watch. She knew that they were all doing something forbidden, she and Francis and Ethel. They in doing that odd sort of kissing in Lally’s father’s study, and she in watching. Lally knew that she should feel ashamed of herself. But she did not. She only realized, as she watched, that at last she was not bored.

They met Nicholas at the side-gate of Drakesden Abbey. Stepping through the gate, Thomasine knew that she was entering another world. Looking round the orchard, smelling its rich scents, her breath caught for a moment in her throat. As though she was used to air that was thinner, more ordinary; as though Drakesden Abbey’s beauty and abundance might sicken her.

The trees were thickly leaved, heavy with fruit. Against the walls of the orchard more fruit trees were shaped into fans, pyramids and espaliers. Butterflies danced in the hot, hazy air.

‘There’s apples, pears, plums, greengages, medlars and quinces,’ said Nicholas carelessly. ‘I think that’s all.’

‘Cherries,’ said Daniel.

‘Of course. Cherries.’ Nicholas walked through the orchard, hitting the swathes of long grass aside with a stick. ‘And little sisters—’

Nicholas halted; the stick stilled. Thomasine saw a figure uncurl herself from the perimeter of the orchard. A young girl walked forward.

‘Hello, Lally,’ said Nicholas irritably.

Both the similarities and the differences between brother and sister were very marked. They were both dark-haired, dark-eyed, even-featured. But Lally’s mouth had a downward twist, and her face was a rounder, softer version of her brother’s.

‘Isn’t it your bedtime, Baby?’

‘Miss Hamilton’s having a nap, and I was so lonely.’ Lally Blythe’s mouth puckered.

Thomasine felt sorry for her. That enormous house; her mother away for weeks at a time. The child’s skin was pale, almost translucent, and there were blue circles around her eyes.

‘Let me stay, Nicky, please.’

Nicholas sighed. ‘All right, then, brat. If you behave yourself.’

Lally whooped with joy and clasped Nicholas’s arm. They walked through the orchard. The kitchen garden lay before them, its neat rows of cabbages and carrots free of weeds and insects.

Nicholas said, ‘Let’s show them the Labyrinth, shall we, Lally?’

He led the way. Drakesden Abbey, its walls misted purple by wisteria, lay to one side of them, the slope of the island to the other. The warren of paths was closed off from the rest of the garden by high snaking walls and by tall hedges of lilac, laburnum and privet. The pathways were narrow, carpeted with grass, edged with ferns and meadowsweet. The tread of their feet, their whispered voices, were muffled, and the evening sun was shut away. It felt, thought Thomasine, subterranean, like a real Labyrinth.

Halfway along one of the passageways, Nicholas paused beside a door in the wall and flicked a strand of ivy from the handle. The door creaked open.

‘This was my grandfather’s favourite garden.’

The three flower-beds inside the walled garden were massed with roses. There was no wind, and the high, weathered brick cut off all sound except the whine of the bees. At the end of the three walkways, set into arched niches in the wall, were three statues. Thomasine glanced at the nearest. A woman and a bird. The woman was naked.

‘Leda and the swan,’ said Thomasine. Zeus was embracing Leda; their stone feathers and coiled hair were entwined in the shadow of the bricks.

‘And there’s Daphne,’ said Nicholas. Daphne, leaves uncurling from her fingertips, flinched coyly in the furthermost niche.

‘Mama doesn’t think them respectable girls. A little under-dressed for the English summer, perhaps.’ Nicholas waved a careless hand. ‘And there, in the middle, is our beloved Firedrake.’

They had walked through the ranks of roses to where the central niche was set into the wall. In the niche was a dragon, water dripping lazily from its stone mouth. Ferns crowded the green stones that trapped the water.

There was a coat of arms above the statue. The same coat of arms was carved into the wall of Drakesden church. ‘Our emblem,’ said Nicholas. ‘We’d have carried pennants bearing Firedrakes into battle, once. Good Queen Bess gave the first Sir Nicholas Blythe the Firedrake to say thank you for a jolly nice weekend. A play on words, you see, Thomasine, because the Blythes owned Drakesden. A firedrake’s a sort of dragon. Or a meteor, Pa says.’

‘Or a will-o’-the-wisp,’ said Daniel.

‘Really? Very appropriate, then. Our lowest-lying land’s alight with will-o’-the-wisps sometimes. Some sort of gas, my housemaster tells me.’

‘Marsh gas,’ said Daniel. ‘Methane.’

Lally said, ‘It’s in Father’s study, in the safe.’

Thomasine wanted to giggle. Nicholas said wearily, ‘What the brat means is not that poor old Pa’s study is full of noxious fumes, but that the original Firedrake is there. It’s a brooch, or something. It’s fairly hideous, so Mama never wears it. Now, infant – run along or Miss Hamilton will be looking for you.’

‘It isn’t fair, Nicky.’ Lally looked furious, but she began to shuffle back towards the door, her small booted feet dragging along the grass. She pushed feebly at the handle. ‘I can’t open it.’

Nicholas sighed again. ‘Would you …?’ he asked Daniel.

Daniel held open the door for Lally. When it had shut behind her, Nicholas took something out from behind the lush damp ferns beneath the Firedrake. He held up a wine bottle.

‘I haven’t any glasses, I’m afraid, but we can pass the bottle round, can’t we?’

With the beginning of August the weather grew hotter and closer, the hazy pale blue of the sky lingering long into the evenings. Often they rode: once, to placate Lally, they played hide-and-seek and sardines in Drakesden’s gardens. Thomasine, hiding inside the green cave of a box tree, held a finger to her lips to silence Daniel as he moved a branch and stepped inside. Ducking his head, he sat beside her on the twisted bough.

‘You’ve torn your skirt.’

Thomasine glanced guiltily down at the long rip in the navy blue serge. ‘I caught it on a branch. I’ll have to mend it before Aunt Hilly notices.’

The fronds of box tree moved again, revealing Nicholas.

‘There you are. I’ve been looking all over the place.’ Nicholas wormed his way inside, too tall to stand upright. There wasn’t room for him to sit beside Thomasine and Daniel, so he crouched in an awkward position, dabbing at his forehead with his handkerchief.

‘I say! I’ve had enough of this. Too jolly hot.’

‘Where’s Lally?’ asked Thomasine. ‘She’s been looking for us for ages.’

There was the sound of dragging feet on the gravel drive.

‘Where are you? Do come out! I can’t find you.’

Nicholas sighed and rolled his eyes.

‘Perhaps we should …’ Daniel had risen to his feet. ‘After all, she’s only a kid.’

Lally’s complaints grew steadily louder.

Nicholas called out, ‘In here, silly!’

Lally’s small round face, scarlet with heat and temper, appeared framed by box leaves. ‘It’s not fair, Nicky. It’s too difficult.’ Lally’s whines began to turn into sobs.

Daniel said quickly, ‘A different game, perhaps, d’you think?’

Nicholas sighed again, and pushed his way out of the box tree. Thomasine followed behind him. The glare of the sunlight and the solid wall of heat that seemed to have settled on Drakesden hit her as she left the cool shelter of the leaves. They ambled slowly back to the walled garden, where they collapsed on to the grass. Lally tugged at Nicholas’s hand.

‘Forfeits, Nicky – do let’s play forfeits.’

Nicholas groaned. ‘Ghastly Christmas game—’

‘Me first,’ said Lally. ‘Ask me something first, Nicky.’

Nicholas lounged back on the grass. ‘Oh … tell me the names of the Tudor kings and queens, Baby. All of them.’

‘Oh, that’s mean! I can’t do that. You know I’m hopeless at history, Nicky!’

‘You’ve had a governess for years,’ said Nicholas unsympathetically.

Lally screwed up her face. ‘Elizabeth,’ she said. ‘And Henry …’ she glanced uncertainly at Nicholas. ‘Eight Henrys—’

Nicholas groaned. Daniel whispered, ‘Two.’

‘I mean, two Henrys.’ Lally gazed at Daniel. ‘And … and …’

‘Mary and Edward,’ muttered Daniel.

‘Mary and Edward,’ said Lally triumphantly. ‘I don’t have to do a forfeit, do I?’

‘I suppose not. You’d better ask someone else a question. Ask Thomasine, Lally.’

A look of immense concentration settled on Lally’s small features. ‘You’re to tell me the name of Marjorie’s fiancé.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lal. How on earth is Thomasine supposed to know that?’

‘I haven’t a clue. It doesn’t matter. Give me a forfeit, Lally.’

There was a long pause. Then Lally said, ‘I dare you to climb on to the fountain in the middle of the pond.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Baby. It’s quite deep, and she’d get all wet.’

Thomasine had already sprung to her feet. ‘I don’t mind.’

The fountain, surrounded by a wide pond, was in the centre of the lawn at the back of the house. Looking up to the house as she ran across the lawn, Thomasine saw the curtained windows blink back at her, a multitude of closed eyes.

Nicholas was by her side. ‘Which is your room?’ she whispered.

‘That one.’ He pointed. ‘Over the conservatory. I say – would you like to see the house?’ His voice was casual. ‘Come up tomorrow morning. Just you. I’ll show you round.’

Lally called, ‘Aren’t you going to do the dare, then?’

Thomasine kicked off her boots and stockings, and gathered up her skirts in her hands. The water felt delightfully cool. Carp flitted between the lily pads like strands of gold. Soon the water came up past her knees, then it dipped at the raised hem of her skirt, and then lapped halfway up her thighs. The fountain was a baroque excess of cherubs and dolphins, its curved archways of water refracting into rainbows.

Nicholas’s voice floated over the pond towards her. ‘That’ll do, Thomasine! You’ve done it!’

‘No, she hasn’t. I said she had to climb on to the fountain. She said she would.’

Thomasine took a deep breath and shut her eyes and walked forward. The spray hit her face, her chest, her shoulders. But she reached out and felt the slippery stone and clambered, bare feet gripping the granite, triumphantly upwards.

Nicholas let out a whoop of triumph, but Daniel leapt into the water and ran towards her, splashing through the goldfish and lilies. With a slip and a slither she tumbled from the fountain into his arms. Just for a moment he bent his head and his lips brushed her forehead, so quickly, she was left uncertain whether the gesture had been accidental. Then, with Thomasine’s hands clutched round his neck, Daniel waded back through the pond. They fell, soaked and laughing, on to the grass. Thomasine wrung out her skirt.

Nicholas said coldly, ‘I’ve a dare for you, Gillory. I dare you to walk along the wall by the Labyrinth.’

The laughter stopped quite suddenly. ‘You haven’t asked Daniel a question,’ said Thomasine. ‘And the wall’s too high and narrow and curvy.’

‘It’s called a serpentine wall, actually,’ said Nicholas superciliously. He had already begun to walk away from the pond, back to the Labyrinth.

Daniel ran down the slope after Nicholas. Thomasine scrambled to her feet. Lally plodded slowly down the slope after the two boys, her thumb locked in her mouth, her eyes dark and hard and secretive.

Daniel was already barefoot; he dumped his boots at one end of the wall. One of the soles had come away, and the leather gaped like an open mouth. The wall was fully eight feet high, a sinuous succession of curves, built from the pale yellow brick of the Fens. When Daniel seized a handful of ivy it ripped away, showering the grass with a fine dusting of powdery cement.

‘You’ll have to give me a bunk up.’

Nicholas braced his shoulder against the wall and threaded his fingers together. Daniel stepped into his cupped palms, and pulled himself up, his bare feet scrabbling against the brick. Upright, standing on top of the narrow wall, he began to move forward.

‘Come on, Gillory,’ taunted Nicholas. ‘That’s crawling – not walking.’

Daniel grinned, and began to run.

In her damp dress, cut off from the heat of the sun by the high wall, Thomasine felt suddenly cold. Shivering, she watched as Nicholas and Lally ran down the winding path beside the wall. She did not follow them; instead she returned to the walled garden.

She took her black lisle stockings from where she had hidden them inside her boots and pulled them back on. They snagged at her damp legs. She had lost her hair-ribbon, and her hair tumbled, wet and tangled, down her back. Her skirt was damp, dirty and torn. She heard Lally’s voice at last, and felt a wave of relief.

‘You’re so clever, Daniel. So brave.’

Nicholas sat down beside Thomasine. ‘My turn now.’

‘I’ve thought of a forfeit,’ cried Lally. ‘I want to ask you a forfeit, Nicky!’

‘It’s not your turn, Lal. You’re breaking the rules. It’s Gillory’s turn.’

‘I don’t mind.’ Daniel was lacing his boots up.

Lally’s face was bright and expectant. ‘Well, then. You’ve to kiss your favourite person, Nicky.’

There was a short silence. Then Nicholas said with a grin, ‘Titus isn’t here.’

Lally looked cross. ‘I meant in the garden. Someone in the garden.’

Nicholas’s tanned face went pale, then red. ‘Come off it. It’s a bit much, asking a chap … Not quite the thing …’

Daniel said, ‘I’ll do it.’

A peculiar mixture of emotions crossed Nicholas’s face. Anger and resentment and relief. ‘If you like,’ he muttered.

Daniel walked to the far end of the garden. At the first of the niches, he climbed up, searching for toe-holds in the weathered brick. Then he clasped his arms around Leda’s ample body, and kissed her full on the mouth.

It fixed itself like a photograph in Thomasine’s mind. Daniel Gillory, in his damp, ragged clothes, his arms embracing the white marble limbs, his mouth caressing those cold, stony lips.

They walked home through the woods, Thomasine treading behind Daniel through the narrow winding pathway. Daniel beat aside the nettles with a stick, and held the brambles out of her way. The wood glittered, the undergrowth dappled by the light that filtered through the leaves.

Daniel took her hand to help her over the stile. She was aware of the warmth of his skin, the calloused patches at each of his finger-joints. He raised her hand and pressed his lips to the back of it. The gesture was odd, old-fashioned. His hair had fallen over his face; Thomasine smoothed it away with her fingers. His skin was tanned, rough around the chin. Brought up by women, living so much of her life with women, she felt an intense curiosity, mixed with delight. As she slid from the stile, his arms encircled her. His eyes were chips of gold in the darkness of the wood, and his lips touched hers, gently, questingly.

Then the church bell chimed ten times, and a pheasant whirred from the undergrowth, its wings beating through the warm air.

‘You’re late,’ said Daniel. ‘Come on.’

Thomasine had told neither Hilda nor Rose about her visits to Drakesden Abbey’s gardens. She had not lied – both aunts simply assumed that she spent this summer as she had spent the previous five summers, exploring Drakesden, its fields and droves and streams. Darting through the copse the next morning, Thomasine evaded her suspicion that neither Hilda nor Rose would approve of her spending the day alone with Nicholas Blythe. Yet every now and then guilt resurfaced, boiling and bubbling to the forefront of her mind.

Nicholas met her outside the front steps of Drakesden Abbey. He took her first into the hall, with its great sweeping stairs. The walls were lined with glass cases, each one filled with minutely labelled collections of shells, fossils, stuffed animals and birds. The birds’ black glass eyes gazed back at Thomasine dispassionately; the ranks of dead dark creatures did not flinch from the sunlight that poured through the windows.

‘When I was a small child they used to frighten me,’ said Nicholas. ‘Particularly the wolverine. He’s a bit moth-eaten now, poor old thing.’

He led her into the drawing-room. The walls were coral-coloured, clustered with paintings, the ceiling blue, with ornately moulded cornices. The room was filled with the light that poured through the vast windows: so different to the cramped darkness of Quince Cottage.

‘Someone brought that back from Venice.’ Nicholas pointed to a bureau. ‘In the seventeenth – or was it the eighteenth – century …?’

‘Don’t you know? I mean, your family …’

He shook his head. ‘Haven’t a clue. Can’t tell one thing from the other. All this goes to poor old Gerry, thank God. Come on.’

More rooms, each one a dazzling array of paintings, ornaments, carpets and well-upholstered furniture.

‘The conservatory,’ said Nicholas eventually, opening a door.

The conservatory ran the entire length of the back of the house, an elegant structure of glass and wrought-iron, tiled in black and white marble, wreathed in plants. The heat was damp and stifling.

‘Sweltering, isn’t it?’ Nicholas wiped his forehead with his handkerchief.

The vegetation was luxuriant and exotic. The flowers hung, waxy and pendulous, the leaves gleamed a deep dark green. The air in the conservatory was hot and heavy, slightly rank, perfumed with a sickly scent from the flowers.

Nicholas said anxiously, ‘What do you think? Are you enjoying yourself? We’ll go outside if you’re bored.’

‘Oh, Nicholas. How could I be bored?’ Thomasine looked around her. ‘It’s simply marvellous. Look at it – it’s like – it’s like a jungle. Or paradise.’

Nicholas was wearing jodhpurs and riding-boots, and a jacket, shirt and tie. His dark hair clung to his forehead with the heat. ‘Shall we have lunch here? No – too hot, don’t you think? I say –’ he sprang to his feet – ‘how about a picnic?’

‘A picnic would be lovely. So much cooler outside.’

They went to the kitchen. When Nicholas opened the door some of the chatter died away, to be replaced by the clanging of pots and pans, the purposeful rattling of lids on simmering saucepans.

‘Miss Thorne and I would like a picnic prepared, Mrs Blatch. Cold chicken and ham, a little salad and … let me see … what do you suggest for dessert?’

His voice had altered, his easy friendliness replaced by an arrogance underlaid with nervousness. The servants, many of whom Thomasine recognized, stared at her with curiosity tinged with resentment.

‘Come upstairs,’ said Nicholas, after they had left the kitchen. ‘We’ve two more floors to see.’

The stairs were wide and winding, lined by portraits of dead Blythes. Lally met them on the landing.

Nicholas said crossly, ‘Go back to the nursery, Lally. You’re supposed to be doing your lessons.’

Lally’s face crumpled and she clutched Nicholas’s arm. ‘I’m bored, Nicky. I want to come with you. Please, Nicky.’

‘Oh, push off, Lally,’ said Nicholas. ‘Do go away.’

As Lally ran down the stairs, snuffling, Nicholas said, ‘Mama should send her to school. Her governess is hopeless with her.’

They went into the library, where heavy curtains and blinds were drawn in an attempt to keep the sunlight from the books. Thomasine wandered from bookcase to bookcase.

‘How Aunt Hilly would love it! So many books!’

Nicholas yawned. ‘I hate this room. It reminds me of school.’

Next door in Sir William’s study, dust sparkled in the rays of light from the gaps between the curtains. Nicholas turned to Thomasine.

‘Would you like to see the Firedrake?’

He didn’t wait for her answer. Instead, pulling a curtain aside, he began to turn the combination lock of the safe.

‘I’ve seen my father do it,’ he explained.

The safe opened and Nicholas peered into the darkness. Thomasine could see papers, rolled and beribboned, and jewel cases. Reaching inside, Nicholas took out something wrapped in a length of velvet.

‘Look,’ he said, and unfolded the cloth. ‘It’s rather grotesque, isn’t it? The fashion of the times, I suppose. Mama never wears it.’

The Firedrake was a brooch, dragon-shaped, encrusted with semi-precious stones. Thomasine, studying the curved tail, the arched back, the fiery mouth and glittering, baleful eyes, could not decide whether it was ugly or beautiful.

‘It’s more than three hundred years old. Stand still, Thomasine.’

His hands shook as he unhooked the heavy clasp and pinned it to her dress. He said, ‘You look splendid, Thomasine, utterly splendid.’ Nicholas’s voice sounded odd and his eyes looked as Daniel’s had, just before he had kissed her. Catching sight of the clock on the mantelpiece, Thomasine said, ‘It’s one o’clock, isn’t it, Nick? Time for our picnic.’

In the blacksmith’s shop the heat was unbearable. Daniel, like his father, was naked from the waist up. Sweat matted his hair and streamed down his back. There was a half-barrel of water in the corner of the workshop, but it was lukewarm and seething with striddlebacks.

Every horse between Cambridge and Ely seemed to have thrown a shoe that day. Daniel fed the fire with turf and held the horses still, while his father hammered and swore. Daniel’s arms ached and his tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth. He couldn’t bring himself to drink from the barrel, and Harry, his younger brother, was not yet back from The Otter with the ale his father had called for.

Daniel tried to concentrate as he struggled to hold the horse still, but his mind kept drifting. He was in the wood again, and Thomasine was in his arms and he was kissing her. He had kissed girls before. He had even, in the shelter of a barn or the silence of the fields, touched a breast, stroked a thigh. The impulse to go further than that last night, to do what adults did, had been almost overwhelming. But he had come to his senses in time. The church clock had chimed, and she had run home. Yet the heat and hunger still lingered, distracting him.

The mare snorted and kicked, Daniel’s damp hands slipped, and the flailing hoof caught Jack Gillory on the chin. Daniel grabbed at the bridle, his father roared, and something hit Daniel hard on the side of his head. Stars danced in the darkness of the blacksmith’s workshop, and discordant bells chimed over the snorting of the horse and Jack Gillory’s curses.

When his sight cleared, Daniel saw that his father was standing over him, his hand raised to strike again. Amo, amas, amat, thought Daniel, sprawled on the floor, testing his brain to see whether it still worked.

Harry’s tremulous voice whispered, ‘Mr Green wouldn’t let me have no more ale, Dad. He says you’ve got to settle up.’

Somehow Daniel scrambled to his feet. His younger brother Harry was standing in the doorway, an empty bottle in his hand. Harry’s face was white and pinched and frightened.

Jack Gillory seized the empty bottle from the child’s hand and hurled it to the paving stones. Broken glass sparkled in the heat, and the mare reared again. ‘Run,’ whispered Daniel to Harry.

Harry didn’t need to be told twice. He wove his way through the allotment, his bare feet pounding up clouds of dust. Something was trickling down the side of Daniel’s face, and when he put up his hand to touch his forehead his fingertips came away dotted with scarlet.

There was a bruise on Jack Gillory’s chin, curved like a horseshoe. Jack drank a mouthful of water from the half-barrel, and turned to Daniel. Oddly, he was smiling.

‘The thing is, boy, that there’s work enough for two. I’m not making the money, see.’

The sweat on Daniel’s face went cold. He said nothing.

‘I reckon this shop needs two of us. All the time, like.’

Daniel blinked. There was a pulse pounding in his temple. ‘In the holidays, Dad,’ he whispered. ‘Before and after school.’

Jack Gillory shook his head. ‘Not enough, boy. Can’t pay my bills, see? So you’ll tell Rector you won’t need no more fancy clothes.’

Daniel said, ‘No.’

Jack moved towards him. ‘No? Don’t cheek me, lad. I’ve had enough o’ your bloody cheek. You’ll bloody do what I tell you.’

His father wasn’t the only one with a temper. Something inside Daniel, that he had struggled to hold at bay for weeks, snapped. ‘I don’t need you, Dad,’ he hissed. ‘I’ve got the scholarship, and the rector gives me books and clothes—’ Daniel darted round to the other side of the anvil, avoiding a second blow. ‘I’m going to be something more than you, Dad! I’m going to have a decent home, and good food, and proper clothes. Not a lousy allotment that only grows weeds, and a mucky house that lets in water in the winter—’

Jack Gillory roared like a bull and lunged at him in the hot, dry darkness.

Daniel yelled, ‘I’ll not be like you! Stinking drunk every night, grunting like a rutting hog—’

He felt fingers clutching him round the neck, pushing him to his knees. The fire was hot against his face and he saw, as if through a mist, the bent shape of the anvil. Then his face was plunged into water. His father was holding his head in the barrel with the striddlebacks. Daniel tried not to breathe because he was afraid of the worms in his nose, his mouth. He wriggled violently, but the iron grip held him down.

He heard, dimly, just as he was about to stop struggling, a voice cry out, ‘Jack! No!’ And then he was released, and he knelt beside the barrel, sobbing and retching, his head cradled on his arms.

When he could stand, he staggered past his father and mother, grabbing his discarded shirt and scrubbing it against his face. Then he ran out of the workshop and through the allotment, tripping over the straggling cabbages and hardened furrows.

Lady Blythe, her personal maid and elder daughter, arriving back from London nearly a week early, found Drakesden Abbey almost deserted. Hot and dusty from the journey from Ely station, she had little patience with inefficiency and sloppiness. Straight-backed, pulling her kid gloves smartly from her fingers, she issued requests for hot water, a plate of cold salad, some sweet wine. The servants bustled about, trying to look busy, but Gwendoline Blythe was not hoodwinked. She saw the dust on the sills and table-tops, the balls of dirt in the corners of the stairs. She would have to reprimand the housekeeper. The news that Lally’s governess had spent most of the last few weeks in her bed made Lady Blythe’s mouth tighten in irritation.

When she and Marjorie had eaten and changed, Lady Blythe began herself to look for her children. She had established that they were not in the house, but no-one seemed to know much more about Nicholas and Lally’s whereabouts. She was longing to see Nicholas again. She thought of her elder son Gerald, who was nineteen, and she shuddered. There would be a war, she thought dully, she must accept that now, and Gerald would join up. There was no question that he would not join up. She thanked God that Nicholas was only seventeen.

Outside, her parasol sheltering her from the rays of the sun, Gwendoline Blythe sent the gardener’s boy to the stables. While she waited for him to return, she walked slowly through the gardens. Two white peacocks fanned out their glorious tail-feathers in the heat. Lady Blythe thought that though there were some aspects of marriage that she had always found distasteful, she had never regretted her alliance with Sir William Blythe. Marriage had given her Drakesden.

The boy ran back to her side. ‘Mr Nicholas has taken your bay mare, your ladyship. Mr Dockerill thinks he might be in the paddock.’

As she walked down to the paddock, she thought of her children: Gerald and Marjorie and Nicholas. And Lally, of course. Lally had been an afterthought, an unexpected late addition. She had been convinced that after Nicholas she would have no more children. Two sons and a daughter had seemed the perfect family.

Inside the paddock she saw Nicholas, and she looked for a long moment at her favourite son. Then she saw the girl.

She had thought for a moment that Lally was riding her mare. But Lally was afraid of horses, and besides, only one girl in Drakesden had hair of that dreadful vulgar colour: the Misses Harkers’ ill-mannered, impertinent niece. Lady Blythe said her son’s name, and Nicholas spun round.

‘Mama! I thought you were in London … it’s not time …’

‘Marjorie and I came back a little early.’ Lady Blythe, standing in the shade of the tree, collapsed her parasol. Clouds were filling the sky. There would be a thunderstorm, she thought.

‘You should have telegraphed. I’d have met you at the station.’ Nicholas’s face had turned a dusky pink.

‘Of course.’ Gwendoline smiled, a small, tight smile. Her sharp eyes caught sight of the remains of the picnic under the tree. ‘We took a cab. Gerald is to come back early from OTC camp. Your father has gone to fetch him. They will travel home tomorrow in the motor-car. This wretched war—’

‘Has it begun?’ said Nicholas eagerly. ‘Has war been declared?’

War was unpredictable and threatening. Silently, she reminded herself that war, after all, could not touch Drakesden.

‘William says that war will be declared any day now. Germany has insisted that her armies will march through Belgium. I didn’t care to remain in London. It seemed – feverish.’ She paused, and then asked, ‘Have you seen Miss Thorne frequently over the past weeks, Nicholas?’

‘Oh – not really. Just occasionally.’

She knew he was lying. She had always been close to him, so she could read instantly his moods, his temper. The difficult pregnancy, the premature birth of her second son, had perhaps made his survival seem so much more precious. He had been the only one of the four that she had loved as soon as she had set eyes on him. With her elder son Gerald, love had taken a day or two, but with Nicholas she had just gazed into those slatey dark eyes and known, for the only time in her life, joy. Although all the children had of course been brought up by nannies and nursery maids, that original love had lingered, to be rediscovered and concentrated by time.

‘I said she should come up here and ride a decent horse for once.’

The truth, unsaid, shimmered in the air, dividing them. The uncompromising landscape of the Fens seemed to glare back at them, the sunlit fields darkened by the ominous clouds. The thunder rumbled again.

Miss Thorne was riding alongside the dyke. As they watched, she spurred the mare into a canter. The girl wore no hat, and her long, gaudy hair streamed out behind her like a banner. Gwendoline Blythe saw and understood the expression on her son’s face. She drew in her breath sharply. The silly boy was in love with the Harkers’ niece. The sudden realization that Nicky, too, had begun to know a man’s appetites and desires made Gwendoline shiver with anger and disappointment.

‘I think that it is time Miss Thorne went home, don’t you agree, Nicholas?’ said Lady Blythe coldly. ‘Perhaps you would see her to the gate.’ She turned and left the paddock.

Daniel searched through the orchards, the walled gardens, the Labyrinth. He was careful to keep out of everyone’s sight, knowing that without Nicholas he was an intruder at Drakesden Abbey.

When someone did appear, bobbing up in front of him as he skirted by a laurel hedge, he almost hit them out of his way. He realized, just in time, that it was Lally.

‘I’m looking for Thomasine,’ he said, trying to keep his voice civil. ‘She wasn’t at home. Is she here?’

‘She’s with Nicholas,’ said Lally. She gazed up at Daniel with wide dark eyes. ‘She likes Nicholas.’

She led him by a circuitous route round the back of the house. She whispered to him as they walked, ‘I knew you’d come, Daniel. I was looking for you. I knew you wouldn’t leave me on my own. I’ve got a secret, you see. Shall I tell it you?’

Daniel shook his head wearily. He ached all over. The grinding thunder seemed to reverberate inside his bruised skull.

Lally flinched at the thunder. Lightning forked through a purple sky, and her thumb slammed into her mouth. Looking at her, Daniel said more kindly, ‘It’s all right, lightning always goes for the highest point. It won’t hurt you, Lally. We’ll just keep away from the trees.’

Fat drops of water splashed on the dry earth. Lally said nervously, ‘I was going to—’ and then her words were lost in the clamour of the thunder.

They were beside the cluster of greenhouses and potting-sheds that the gardeners used. The fields and paddocks fell away to the other side.

‘Is Thomasine riding?’ asked Daniel.

Lally’s hands were clamped over her mouth and her eyes were very dark and very bright. Reaching out, she seized one of Daniel’s hands.

‘In here,’ she whispered.

She had opened the door of one of the potting-sheds. Daniel thought that perhaps she wanted to shelter from the rainstorm. He suddenly felt hopeless and exhausted. He knew that he should not have come here. He saw himself clearly for what he was: ragged and dirty, an uncleaned cut on one temple, his hair still matted with water and sweat. No wonder Thomasine preferred the company of Nicholas Blythe.

Inside the potting-shed it was hot and dark, and there was a warm musty smell of peat and roots. Lally stood beside him. She was trembling. She was only a kid, after all, thought Daniel. His sister Nell hid under the table in a thunderstorm.

‘You’ve hurt your head,’ said Lally.

She touched the bruised skin on his forehead. Her fingers were small and tapering. Her hot little hand slid down and lay against his cheek. She was only a kid.

When he felt her lips against his, his chief emotion was one of surprise. Daniel gasped. Her small pointed tongue darted into his mouth, licking his teeth, his tongue. Her breath was hot against his face. Thunder crashed overhead.

Lady Blythe had reached the greenhouses. Her parasol was necessary now to keep off the rain. Water hurled from the sky, leaving round black pockmarks on the parched, dusty grass. She heard a sound from the potting-shed. Thinking it was one of the gardeners, she opened the door, intending to ask after Lally. It took a moment for her eyes to become accustomed to the dark.

She couldn’t believe what she saw. Her own little daughter, only thirteen years old, in the arms of the blacksmith’s son. Lady Blythe screamed.

Her first reaction, on finding them, was to send for the constabulary. To lock up that lout who pushed past her and ran away when she cried out. But to do that, she realized almost immediately, would mean compromising her daughter.

‘He didn’t make me,’ Lally said sullenly. ‘I wanted to.’

Even when, dragging her across the lawn back to the house, Lally began to howl and shake and stamp her foot, she still stuck to her story. ‘He didn’t make me. I wanted to,’ she yelled, and Lady Blythe was thankful that the child’s hysteria made her words incomprehensible to everyone but her mother. She found some relief in slapping Lally smartly across the face to slow the flow of sobs and screams.

She put Lally to bed herself, unable to risk her babblings being understood by any of the servants. Undressing Lally and bathing her hot red face, Gwendoline Blythe knew that no-one must know what had happened – not even Sir William. She felt physical revulsion when she thought of the incident. It was disgusting and shameful.

Eventually Lally’s eyelids drooped and her shudders became less and less frequent. Back in her own bedroom, Lady Blythe let her maid settle her in a comfortable chair. She watched Jardine finish unpacking her bags, and found the witnessing of the routine tasks soothing: the folding of her clothes, the careful placing of lavender bags between the silky layers, the jewel cases put aside on her dressing-table. When the maid had finished, Lady Blythe said, ‘Ask Hawkins to unlock the safe for you, Jardine, so that you may put my jewellery away.’

Only when the maid had gone did Gwendoline Blythe allow herself to show her distress. When the door had closed, the trembling, which she had controlled so carefully, began. The thunder crashed overhead, rain battered against the window-panes, but Lady Blythe could still hear the hammering of her teeth. She felt as though they had been violated. As though that dreadful boy, with his filthy clothes and matted hair, had despoiled not only her daughter, but her home as well. As though the dirty stinking waters of the Fen were lapping against the shores of the island.

She would have words with the housekeeper and begin again the weary search to find a suitable governess for Lally. Or a school, perhaps – she had never really approved of schools for girls, but now the idea offered a possible solution. And Nicholas must not be allowed out of sight of his family. A seaside holiday might be a good idea. As for that boy—

There was a knock at the door, and Jardine, looking flustered, came back into the room.

‘Mr Hawkins sent me for you, your ladyship. He says, will you come to Sir William’s study. It’s the safe, your ladyship. It wasn’t locked.’

That evening Thomasine looked for Daniel. He wasn’t in the blacksmith’s shop, he wasn’t waiting for her by the dyke, and neither was he in the meadow. Mrs Gillory, picking runner beans in her allotment, shook her head when Thomasine asked after her eldest son. There’d been a bit of a set-to earlier on, she explained. Mrs Gillory’s face was thin and white, and a dark purple bruise encircled one of her eyes.

Thomasine, disturbed, went for a last hopeless walk around the village. It was still raining, and the sky was full of grey swollen clouds. She could not rid herself of the conviction that something terrible had happened that day: it was there, unspoken, in the rivulets of water that streamed down the drove, in the expression in Nicholas Blythe’s eyes after he had escorted her, for what she had known must be the last time, to the gates of Drakesden Abbey.

The following morning, Lady Blythe went to see the rector. Mr Fanshawe’s maid showed her into the rectory drawing-room.

‘Such an unexpected pleasure, your ladyship,’ the rector twittered. ‘So much cooler after the thunderstorm—’

‘I have come to speak to you about the Gillory boy,’ said Lady Blythe. She had another call to make: she did not intend to waste time on platitudes.

‘Daniel?’ said the rector blankly.

‘Yes. Daniel. I believe that you helped him take a place at Ely Grammar School.’

‘Daniel himself won the free place, your ladyship – he entered the competition for the scholarship. I provide him with a uniform, and books and pens and pencils. The family is not well-off.’

Lady Blythe said nothing for a moment. Through the open French-windows of the drawing-room, she could see the ranks of dahlias, lilies and snapdragons, still glistening with raindrops from the thunderstorm.

‘Isn’t it rather a waste, Rector, to provide a boy like that with an education? It only marks him out from his fellows and gives him unsuitable ideas. And when he leaves school – what is there for him? He shall be a blacksmith, like his father. Nothing can alter that.’

The rector said uneasily, ‘If Daniel passes his school certificate, your ladyship, it may be possible for him to take up a college place.’

She stood up and went to the French-windows. The rich scents from the garden assailed her. She breathed them in, her eyes half-closed. Into her darkened vision came unwelcomed the memory of Lally, her eyes red with crying, shouting, ‘Daniel was with me. Daniel was with me all the time.’ She had been obliged to believe Lally. She turned back to the rector. She said gently, ‘I don’t think that you should assist the Gillory boy any more, Mr Fanshawe.’

Mr Fanshawe said faintly, ‘If Daniel hasn’t a uniform, your ladyship, he can’t go to school.’

‘Quite,’ said Lady Blythe. ‘I’m glad we understand each other.’

His face was bright pink. ‘I couldn’t do that, your ladyship. Daniel is a bright lad. It would be cruel.’

She glanced through the window to the peaceful garden beyond. ‘Do you like it here, Rector?’

He nodded dumbly.

‘And Mrs Fanshawe? Is she happy at Drakesden?’

He looked bewildered. ‘The quiet of the countryside is beneficial for her nerves, the doctor says.’

‘Of course. Mrs Fanshawe would not wish to be obliged to remove to the city.’ She added patiently, ‘This living is in the gift of Drakesden Abbey. Do you understand me, Rector?’

His pale eyes widened and he whispered, ‘But what will Daniel do?’

‘Oh – he will work for his father. And I dare say we shall find him some labouring at the Abbey.’ Lady Blythe found, as she accepted her parasol from the rector’s maid, that she was smiling.

A night’s broken sleep had not dispersed Thomasine’s apprehensiveness. She slipped out of Quince Cottage after breakfast, running down the drove towards the blacksmith’s cottage. But Daniel still had not returned home.

Restless and edgy, Thomasine fed the hens, washed up, dusted the parlour and, sitting at the kitchen table, wrote the household accounts in a clear, sloping hand. Back bacon, 9d; washing soda, 4½d; preserving sugar, 1/6d. As she wrote, she relived, over and over again, the events of the last two days. The game of forfeits, Daniel’s kiss, the splendour of Drakesden Abbey. Her scrambled, humiliating dismount from the borrowed mare, Lady Blythe watching all the while, her eyes like chips of blue ice. The rumour, growing like a living thing in Drakesden’s muddy streets, that England was now at war.

There was a knock at the front door. Thomasine’s hand shook and a blot of black ink smeared the white paper. Rose’s voice called, ‘Hilda, dear, come quick. It is Lady Blythe!’

Someone opened the door, and the visitor was shown in. Thomasine put aside her pen and quickly tidied her hair. Her heart was hammering as she opened the door to the parlour.

Aunt Rose looked upset, Aunt Hilda looked furious. Hilda said, ‘Thomasine, my dear, there seems to have been a bit of a mix-up. Lady Blythe thinks that you spent yesterday afternoon at Drakesden Abbey.’

She had not lied, but neither, Thomasine knew, had she lived up to Hilda’s own unimpeachable standards of honesty and integrity. She had to force the words out.

‘Yes, I did, Aunt Hilly.’ The flicker of shock in Hilda’s eyes hurt her.

Rose whispered, ‘Alone, Thomasine, dearest?’

‘With Nicholas. With Mr Blythe, I mean.’

Hilda said hopefully, ‘Daniel—?’ and Thomasine shook her head.

‘Daniel didn’t come. I don’t know where he is.’

At last, Lady Blythe spoke. ‘You see, Miss Harker?’

‘I see,’ said Hilda angrily, ‘that there has been some childish nonsense. I see that your son, Lady Blythe, behaved badly.’

Just for a moment, the anger in Hilda’s eyes was reflected in Lady Blythe’s. Then the ice returned, and she said, ‘I shall come straight to the point, Miss Thorne. A valuable heirloom is missing from Drakesden Abbey. It was taken from the safe. My son saw it at midday, and its loss was discovered in the later afternoon. Nicholas has told me that he opened the safe and showed it to you.’

Thomasine whispered, ‘The Firedrake is missing?’

‘Just so, Miss Thorne. Do you intend to return it to its rightful owners?’

There was a gasp from Hilda and a small muffled cry from Rose. It took Thomasine, dazed, a moment to understand what Lady Blythe was implying. Then she could hardly get the words out. ‘You think that I – you think I took it—’

Rose said, ‘The servants—’

‘I have already spoken to the servants, Miss Harker. Their rooms have been thoroughly searched.’

Hilda’s face was white except for two spots of scarlet on her cheekbones. ‘A passing stranger, then … If your son forgot to close the safe—’

‘All the world knows if a stranger comes to Drakesden. You are aware of that, Miss Harker. Miss Thorne had the opportunity – according to my younger daughter she left Nicholas once, ostensibly to tidy her hair.’

‘Ostensibly!’ Hilda had lost her temper. ‘Lady Blythe – this is preposterous—’

‘Your niece has not denied it, Miss Harker.’

Silently, three faces turned to Thomasine. Tears had gathered in Rose’s eyes. Hilda had drawn herself to her full height, her fists clenched. Only Lady Blythe looked untroubled, as though she was unable to conceive that her version of events might possibly be disputed.

‘I don’t need to deny it,’ said Thomasine proudly. ‘My aunts know that I would never shame them in such a way.’

Rose’s small hand curled round Thomasine’s. Hilda said, her voice cold, ‘I think you should go, your ladyship. There really is nothing more to discuss.’

Lady Blythe spoke just once more as she rose to leave.

‘You are not welcome at Drakesden Abbey, Miss Thorne. You will never speak to my son again. I would suggest that, if you are capable of it, you find yourself some sort of respectable occupation, as far away from Drakesden as possible. Girls of your type can so easily go to the bad.’

Much later, furiously chopping wood for the stove, Hilda thought through what Thomasine had said after Lady Blythe had gone. ‘It was just Nicholas and me, Aunt Hilly. Nicholas showed me round the house and then we had a picnic, and then we rode. That’s all.’

That’s all. But it was enough, Hilda saw. For a proud, private woman like Lady Blythe to find that her handsome seventeen-year-old son had spent the day alone with a girl from the village must have been both galling and worrying. Which was why Lady Blythe was so angry, of course. Why she had accused Thomasine of doing such a terrible thing.

Hilda stacked the split logs against the outhouse wall. The greatest irony was that in that one matter she and Lady Blythe were entirely in agreement. She, like Gwendoline Blythe, did not think Nicholas suitable company for Thomasine. Their social standing, their birth, their position in the village meant that they were not, and could never be, equals. And yet they were of an age that was ripe for folly. Hilda thought of Nicholas Blythe, of his Byronic good looks, his isolation from the rest of Drakesden. She would have rather trusted Daniel Gillory with Thomasine any day, because Daniel understood the rules.

Daniel went home, eventually, in the late afternoon.

In the downstairs room, Ruth Gillory sent the younger children outside and put a plate of food in front of Daniel. The sound of hammering from the lean-to told him that his father was working.

Even though he had eaten nothing more than a handful of blackberries all day, Daniel picked at the bread and pork dumpling. He felt sick with dread. You didn’t get caught kissing Lady Blythe’s daughter and expect to get away with it.

His mother sat down opposite him. He realized, after a few mouthfuls, that she was trying to tell him something. Only she couldn’t get the words out. Daniel pushed the plate aside, unable to eat any more. His mother was pleating the loose folds of her apron, not looking at him.

‘Rector came round,’ she said eventually.

Fear thumped him in the stomach, sick and certain. ‘And?’ he said. He knew what she was going to say next, though.

‘He can’t help with the clothes and things no more. He said he was very sorry.’

Daniel knew immediately what had happened. She couldn’t send him to prison for kissing her daughter, so Lady Blythe had done the next best thing. She had taken away what was most important to him.

He felt his mother’s thin, calloused hand touch his. ‘It might be for the best, son. It was only causing trouble.’

Daniel scrambled to his feet, knocking over the stool. His anger made his head throb again. He walked out of the cottage into the sunshine, his eyes fixed on the untidy allotment, yet not seeing it.

He wanted to shout aloud at the injustice of it. To curse the entire brood of Blythes who had carelessly entangled him in their lives, and then punished him for that impertinence. He saw what was now his future: the scruffy smallholding, the skinny animals snuffling in the dust, the blacksmith’s shop. He began to run, jumping over the fence, zigzagging through the field that separated the Gillorys’ land from the dyke. Daniel trod the yellow corn, almost ripened, underfoot, leaving a deep jagged gash through the cornfield to mark his route. It didn’t matter: the land belonged to the Blythes.

In the village, people stared at her, whispering. Thomasine knew then that the years in which she had thought she had become part of Drakesden had been illusory. Her acceptance had been only skin-thick, easily broken.

Rumour spread like a peat-fire in the small, isolated village, and too many were willing to give credence to it. Even those whom she had considered to be her friends – Mrs Carter in the shop, Mr Fanshawe, Mr Naylor at Chalk Farm – seemed to look at her in a different, censorious way.

And yet, she could have borne all that if it had not been for Daniel. She had not spoken properly to Daniel since the day they had played forfeits. Since the evening he had kissed her. Now, Daniel worked all day for his father and would not, rumour said, return to school in September. When she tried to speak to him, his answers were monosyllabic and curt to the point of rudeness.

At the end of the week, she wrote the letter. She had realized that she could not remain in Drakesden, that its flat vista and dingy cottages had become intolerable to her. She needed something more. She needed to be free again; she needed a future.

She did not tell Hilda and Rose what she had done, but waited restlessly for Antonia’s reply.

London’s Liverpool Street Station was covered with recruiting posters. The platform was crowded with men in khaki uniform, their newly cropped hair short and prickly on their reddened necks. Through the milling bodies and the steam hissing from the engines, Thomasine could not at first find Aunt Tony.

Then she saw her – the small, elegant figure, the auburn hair topped by a wide black hat trimmed with feathers. Thomasine, seizing her case, wormed her way through the crowds and showed her ticket to the guard.

‘Such a crush!’ cried Antonia, running to greet her. ‘Darling, let me look at you.’

She held Thomasine at arm’s length. Thomasine, for what seemed to be the first time in weeks, found that she was smiling.

‘Oh, sweetheart, you’ve still got the hair! Such a funny thing, don’t you think, that it should be just you and I? Pat was fair-haired, of course, like Rose. Your eyes are Pat’s shape, but my colour. Let me see your feet, Thomasine. Point your toes.’

In the middle of Liverpool Street station, surrounded by soldiers returning to their barracks, Thomasine raised her skirts to her calves and pointed one foot.

‘Turn out your ankle,’ cried Antonia. ‘Yes, darling! You’re a clever girl, you haven’t forgotten, have you? Such dreadful boots, though. Hilda never did have the least idea.’

Antonia took Thomasine’s hand and pulled her through the crowds. ‘I have a class at four o’clock, but if we hurry we shall have time for a cup of tea together.’

An hour later, Thomasine was sitting in the front parlour of Antonia’s Teddington villa. Gazing around the room, she found all of the objects still familiar to her from her visit the previous year. No-one else had a house like Aunt Tony. Every ornament, every book and every painting had some connection with ballet. And no-one else looked like Antonia. At just over five foot, she appeared tall and slim and elegant. Her clothes, which she made herself, were exquisite.

Antonia put down her teacup. ‘Now – I must dash or I shall be late for my class. You stay here, darling, and have a nice rest. Train journeys are always so exhausting.’

Antonia peered into the mirror, tweaking the plumes of her hat into place. She took Thomasine’s hands in hers and kissed her on the cheek.

‘You shall start class on Monday afternoon. On Monday morning we shall visit the shops and choose some lengths of material. I expect you could do with a new frock or two.’

Then she was gone. Thomasine watched as, quick and purposeful, Antonia walked out of the front garden and along the street. Thomasine leaned her forehead against the window-pane. She could see the row of similar houses across the other side of the street, differentiated by the colours of their front doors, or the roses or virginia creeper that crawled up their walls. A cat stretched out lazily on top of a nearby wall, and a poster was pasted around the scarlet pillar-box. Thomasine could only see one half of the poster, but she knew it by heart. ‘Your King and Country need you’, it said. ‘A call to arms.’

The houses seemed so high, so crushed together, duplicated so many times against the dusty road and grey sky. Even the trees looked stunted, darkened by the smoke and smog of many winters. She thought, painfully, of Drakesden. Of Daniel and Nicholas, lying in the grass, saying, ‘It’s going to be the most terrific game.’ She shut away those memories, along with the even more painful recollection of the parting from Hilda and Rose. Then she closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of the city.

In September, Daniel was clearing wheelbarrow-loads of windfalls from the orchard when, for the first time in weeks, Nicholas spoke to him.

Lady Blythe’s younger son was wearing tennis clothes. He said, pointing to the wheelbarrow, ‘You can go back to that later, Gillory. I need someone to collect tennis-balls for me. I have to practise my serve.’

Daniel followed Nicholas to the tennis-courts. Nicholas’s perfect white shirt and trousers gleamed in the sunlight.

Drakesden’s tennis-court was a grass court, surrounded by lawn on three sides and the Wilderness on the other. Nicholas said, ‘Far too hot to run about in this heat,’ and aimed, and served.

Daniel had picked up about half a dozen balls when he realized that Nicholas was deliberately serving wide. Three of Nicholas’s serves went high over the net, landing in the undergrowth beyond the court. Daniel had to scrabble amongst the nettles and brambles to retrieve the balls.

He knew after the first five minutes or so that he wasn’t going to take it. He wasn’t going to run about like some damned puppy-dog, allowing Nicholas Blythe to enjoy his humiliation. It wasn’t that he had lost his temper: it was that he was aware, still, of an awful injustice, something he could not live with. And after all, he no longer had anything much to lose.

The tennis-ball whirled in the air, crack went Nicholas’s racquet, and there was a slap of leaves and twigs as the ball landed outside the court. Standing quite still, Daniel folded his arms and waited.

It took Nicholas a couple more shots before he realized what was going on.

‘Pick up the balls, Gillory,’ he shouted.

‘Pick up your own fucking balls,’ said Daniel.

The racquet, raised again, was lowered. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said, pick up your own fucking balls.’

‘Why, you little swine—’ Nicholas was running towards him. ‘So you’re foul-mouthed as well as a thief, are you, Gillory? You took it, didn’t you? I know you did—’

Nicholas’s fists were upraised. Before he hit him, Daniel had just a moment to witness the intensity of the fury and misery in Nicholas Blythe’s eyes. Then his fist hit Nicholas’s jaw.

Nicholas was two years the elder, but Daniel, his muscles made hard by his work in the blacksmith’s shop, was the stronger. And they both had different rules. Or, Nicholas had rules and Daniel didn’t. A difference in education, thought Daniel through a red haze of fury, as he seized a clump of Nicholas Blythe’s dark hair and battered his head into one of the white lines that marked the edge of the court.

Eventually Nicholas lay curled beside the net, his white clothes ripped and discoloured, sobbing for breath. Daniel’s breath hurt in his throat and he could taste blood in his mouth. He knew that his vengeance was hollow and pointless, but all the same he felt better for it.

He said nothing as he turned and walked away from Nicholas. When he reached the blacksmith’s cottage and found to his relief that it was empty, he bundled up his few possessions and scrawled a note to his mother, and left it on the kitchen table.

He didn’t stop walking that day. At last, when he looked back, he could no longer see Drakesden. It was lost in the natural curve of the earth. The road that he tramped had already begun to lose the absolute flatness of the Fens, to swell and rise.

At the back of a classroom in the Little Snowdrop School of Dancing, Thomasine struggled to copy the twenty other girls in front of her.

‘Port de bras,’ called Antonia, at the front of the class. ‘Your hands, girls, remember your hands! Your fingers, Thomasine! And smile!’

Twenty girls, identically dressed, raised their arms to the ceiling, making wide, semi-circular arcs in the air. At the back of the class, Thomasine’s arms, slightly late, made the same movement.

She would work very hard to catch up with the other girls. Antonia had told her that in as little as a year’s time she could, if she was good enough, audition to work in a theatre. She intended to be good enough; she intended to be the best.

Antonia’s voice soared above the distant hum of the street. ‘Better, Thomasine, better. Second position, now, girls. And smile!’


PART TWO

1918–1920


Hour after hour they ponder the warm field

And the far valley behind, where buttercups

Had blessed with gold their slow boots coming up …

(Wilfred Owen, ‘Spring Offensive’)




CHAPTER TWO

Between August 1914 and November 1918, the world fragmented into chaos. By the spring of 1915, with the sinking of the Lusitania and the dropping of the first bombs on London, everyone knew that this was a different kind of war. No-one was safe.

On the Front, too, war had changed. Tanks and aeroplanes replaced red-coated cavalry; phosgene gas ate away at soldiers’ lungs so that, although on dry land, they drowned. Away from the battlefield, newspapers and posters were used both to keep the reality of War from those left at home, and to incite anti-German feelings. When conscription was introduced in 1916, women were recruited to farms and factories to replace the absent men. At the battles of Ypres, Arras, the Somme and Passchendaele hundreds of thousands of young men died attempting to gain a few yards of muddy ground. Casualties among the junior officers, drawn largely from the public schools, were particularly heavy. The Great War divided men from women, soldier from civilian. The twentieth century was born amid a slither of blood, a howl of agony.

They were in a church hall in Brompton, rehearsing for a review called Sunny Days, when they heard the news. There was a knock at the door, and the pianist’s sister came in. The pianist’s sister whispered to the pianist, and the pianist stopped playing and whispered to the choreographer.

‘The War has ended. The Armistice has been signed.’

There was a chorus of cheers and whistles. Thomasine went to the window and looked outside at the grey London landscape. The bands of rain that fell from the sky were almost obscured by fog. Water dripped from the blackened leaves of the trees and gathered in the gutters at the side of the road. The pavements were thick with people, most of them in uniform, all of them hurrying somewhere. The posters (so many posters) on the trees, the letter-boxes, the walls of shops and houses were torn at the edges, their corners curling in the rain.

Thomasine’s head ached. The War has ended, the Armistice has been signed. Impossible to believe though that the horrors that had taken and shaken their lives so profoundly over the last four years were finished with. She had come to believe the War endless, without hope of resolution, that the food shortages, the dreariness of the unlit streets, the terrible business of searching through lists of casualties in the newspapers for the names of those that you knew, must go on for ever.

‘Some of the girls are going down the West End. Are you coming, Thomasine?’

She turned aside from the window, shutting away the view of the streets and the long vista of the past four years, and smiled at her friend, Alice. ‘Of course. As soon as I’ve changed.’

The pianist was packing up her music, the choreographer had already left the room. The dancers changed out of tunics and dancing shoes in the ladies’ lavatory: a dozen of them in the cramped, unheated room, elbows jostling, the air thick with sweat and cheap scent. Outside, the fog and drizzle smelt of smoke and dust and fumes from the cars and taxis and horse-drawn vehicles that were making their way through the streets, all heading for the West End.

Alice’s arm was linked through Thomasine’s. The crowds on the pavements had spilled on to the roads, a mixed and increasingly wild assortment of men and women in a variety of uniforms. Everyone seemed to be carrying flags: Union Jacks, Stars and Stripes, Belgian, French and colonial pennants fluttered in the damp, misty air. Soon the cars had to hoot their horns constantly to get through the press of people; soon every vehicle was top-heavy with men and women, perched on running-boards, bonnets and roofs.

Thomasine’s throat was dry and prickly. ‘I’m parched,’ she said. ‘I didn’t feel like breakfast this morning. Shall we …?’

They were standing outside a tea-shop. Alice nodded. Inside, miraculously, a small corner table was free. The door of the tea-shop closed behind them, shutting out some of the noise.

‘Could do with a cup myself.’ Alice sat down and scanned the menu. ‘And a Chelsea bun.’

She gave their order to the waitress. Thomasine shook her head at the cigarette Alice offered.

‘I know,’ said Alice, grinning. ‘Mother would be shocked. Nice girls don’t smoke in public. Well – mother isn’t here, and I’m not such a nice girl.’ She giggled and lit her cigarette. The fumes made Thomasine cough.

It took them all afternoon to reach Trafalgar Square. They walked most of the way, carried along by swarming crowds of Tommies, sailors, Yankees, Belgians, WAACs, Wrens and munitions girls. Once, they clambered on to a bus, squeezed on the running-board with half a dozen others. But the bus was following no particular route, and somewhere in Piccadilly it ground to a halt, its passage halted by the press of people.

The rain kept falling, the fog did not lift. Thomasine’s boots and the hem of her skirt were soon soaked and muddy, and the silk rose on the brim of her hat wilted and collapsed. Every muscle in her body seemed to ache. Too many rehearsals for too many shows, too many hours spent standing in draughty halls, rolling bandages and packing dressings for the Red Cross. The joy and licence that infected the crowd did not take hold of her.

She could not go back to Teddington, though: she could only continue to travel in the direction that the crowd chose to take. Thomasine held her bag closely to her side and clung tightly to Alice’s arm. Alice whooped and cheered and sang with the rest of London. At Piccadilly, Thomasine could have walked from one side of the circus to the other on the heads of the crowd. Her feet hardly touched the ground, and elbows dug into her ribs, lifting her and carrying her on the great swaying current of people.

By the time they reached Trafalgar Square, it was almost dark. The summit of Nelson’s column was lost in the haze of rain and fog; the base of the column was surrounded by a splintered mass of captured cannon and wooden gun-carriages. People were seizing billboards from the shops and destination boards from the buses, and hurling them on to a makeshift bonfire. Someone threw a match into the wood and flames soared into the air, licking the base of the column, throwing a weird orange light on the faces of the people in the square. The crowd surged backwards to avoid the fire, and Thomasine felt herself crushed between the factory girl in front of her and the tall sailor behind. When the pressure was finally released, she couldn’t stop coughing.

‘All right, sweetheart?’ asked the sailor.

She managed to nod. Beside her, Alice, along with the rest of the crowd, was singing ‘Tipperary’. The noise of the singing was overwhelming, the song of a Colossus, cutting out everything else. The sailor behind Thomasine said something to her, but she could not make out the words. He seemed to be mouthing silently, like a moving-picture star. Faces crowded around her, lips apart, miming words. ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary, it’s a long way from home.’ There was a smell of beer and cigarettes and smoke from the bonfire.

Impossibly, then, they began to dance. Thousands of people formed themselves into a single entity and, twisting like a python, circled and cavorted around the square. When Thomasine turned and looked, Alice was no longer beside her. The tall sailor held one of her hands, a yellow-faced munitions girl the other. She caught sight once of Alice’s blonde head, bobbing in the crowd, and then she was gone. Faces blurred by the smoke and the rain and the gathering darkness, passed in front of Thomasine: soldiers, some with crimson scars pitting their skin or distorting their features, others with bandages still around their heads, or their arms in slings. Land-girls and VADs, faces reddened with the heat, their hair plastered to their heads with the rain. Munitions workers, their skin jaundiced with picric acid, made orange by the reflected flames from the centre of the square. The light from the bonfire gouged black shadows into all the faces, ageing them, making them into something grotesque, hardly recognizable as human beings.

The crowd pulled her this way and that. When she looked down, Thomasine saw that her handbag had gone. The silk handles still hung from her wrist, but the bag had disappeared. She looked wildly to left and right, peering amongst the thousand dancing feet, but she could see nothing. Her purse, her dancing shoes and tunic, her doorkey had all been in her bag. Panic rose in her throat. Someone jostled her from behind and she almost fell. Then, her eyes still searching the ground, she began to push her way to the perimeter of the square.

It seemed to take hours. Some people cursed her, others tried to kiss her. She kept on, though, grimly determined to escape the square, refusing to allow herself to be sucked back into the victory dance. Time and again, the crowd rose and squeezed and crushed her, so that she saw stars in the black clouded sky. It was like swimming through flood waters against a strong current.

By the time she reached St Martin’s Lane, Thomasine had lost her hat as well as her bag. Leaning against the wall of a shop, she coughed and could not stop coughing. She wanted to curl up on the pavement and sleep, to lie down and never have to get up again. But the noise, the smell and the crush of people was still unbearable. She told herself sternly that she could not sleep here. In spite of the cold rain, she felt hot, so she undid the buttons of her coat and loosened her scarf. Then, taking a deep breath, she made herself begin to walk again, down St Martin’s Lane, away from Trafalgar Square.

Her progress was slow and faltering. Several times she was pushed by the weight of the crowd against the railings, or sucked into the centre of the road. She tripped over couples entwined on the front steps of the houses and stumbled against those locked in each other’s arms, swaying, utterly unaware of all that went on around them. Although she knew the centre of London well, tonight the streets seemed unfamiliar, something out of a nightmare. She must find a taxi, she thought. Only – how much would that cost, all the way to Teddington? No – a Tube to the mainline station would be better. She was sure that there was a Tube station not far away. Perhaps on this night, of all nights, no-one would notice if she travelled without a ticket.

The sound of gunfire made her jump and look quickly back. A soldier was standing precariously on the railings of a house, firing his revolver into the night. Not far away from him, someone lay on the pavement, curled up in a ball. Two men kicked him in the stomach over and over again. Thomasine ducked to avoid the missiles hurled through the air: a policeman’s helmet, beer bottles, onions and brussels sprouts from a greengrocer’s stall. One of the sprouts hit her neatly in the centre of the forehead and she staggered and fell, grazing her knee. Her stockings were holed and dirty, her skirt soaking.

When she stood up, she found herself at the entrance of a narrow alleyway. Taking a step or two forward, Thomasine saw that the alleyway seemed deserted, except for the dustbins and rubbish piled in the gutters. It was dark and cool away from the bonfires and torchlights. The high walls of the houses seemed to close in above her, cutting off the clamour of the crowd. The sudden silence was quite shocking. There was a buzzing inside Thomasine’s head, and the words of the songs rattled over and over again through her brain. ‘Goodbye-ee, goodbye-ee, Wipe the tear, baby dear, from your eye-ee.’

I’m not feeling well, she thought. Leaning against a wall, she closed her eyes and pulled her coat around her. She was cold now, shivering, teeth chattering.

She became aware that she was not alone. Uneven footsteps crunched on the cobbles and a muffled cough split the sheltered silence of the alleyway. She opened her eyes. A man wearing an officer’s greatcoat and cap was standing in the darkness, staring at her. The intensity of his stare disturbed her.

‘Are you all right?’

There was something familiar about that voice, but her head ached too much to struggle through the fog of memory to identify it. The fear remained, though, and she began to shake.

‘Thomasine? Are you all right?’

When he said her name she pulled her coat tighter about her, and struggled to distinguish his features from out of the darkness. His eyes were darkened by the night, but she knew them to be an uncommon mix of gold and green and hazel.

‘Daniel,’ she whispered. ‘Daniel Gillory’.

She let him help her up. ‘You’ve a bump on your forehead,’ Daniel said.

‘A brussels sprout,’ said Thomasine. ‘I was hit by a brussels sprout.’

She giggled, and then the giggle turned into a cough. When, eventually, she managed to stop coughing, Daniel Gillory felt her forehead.

‘You’ve got ’flu, you silly girl,’ he said mildly. ‘You must be feeling awful.’

She began to cry then. She could not have explained to anyone why she was crying: because she felt ill, because she had lost her purse, because the War was over, because of the waste of it all. Because of a sudden intuition of what the past four years had done to her life, to Daniel’s life, to all their lives. Daniel held her while she cried, and when Thomasine had almost finished, he handed her his handkerchief.

‘I looked for you,’ she said. Her voice was wobbly and uneven. ‘I looked for your name in the newspaper. Every single day.’

He looked down at her. ‘Just a scratch at Passchendaele. That’s all. I was lucky.’

Thomasine blew her nose and handed Daniel back his handkerchief. He said, ‘I’ll see you home. It’s late.’

He tucked her hand through his elbow and they began to walk down the alleyway. Daniel’s gait was not even; he trod much more heavily on one foot than the other. The scratch, Thomasine realized, must have been a bad one: the battle of Passchendaele had been fought over a year ago. Her own legs felt oddly insubstantial, as though they might buckle under her, or else she might float away, dancing more lightly than she had ever danced before. Their progress was slow and fitful.
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