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CHAPTER ONE


July 1914


It was another beautiful summer day, clear and hot. The distant wooded hills were brushed with shadows of mauve and indigo, the dusty road shimmered, and behind the hawthorn hedges to either side, the hayfields, long cut, were beginning to flush again with flowers. Swallows were skimming back and forth above them; their shrilling and the faint rustle of the hedgerow were the only sounds in Sadie’s world, aside from Arthur’s steady hoofbeats. One motor-car had passed them since they had left the forge; and they had passed a cart loaded with straw coming the other way, scattering golden chaff in its wake.


Sadie loved riding, but keeping horses was not within her father’s means, so she had to take rides where she could get them. Arthur was one of Simpson’s Dairy’s horses, and she had offered to ride him down to the forge to have a loose shoe seen to. He was large and white and bony, with a pendulous lip and a docked tail, and he had only one plodding pace. But he gazed round and pricked his ears now and then, and she believed he was enjoying the break from routine – until a stone shot out of the hedge and hit him on the stifle.


He jumped, and snorted in protest. Sadie soothed his neck, and looked round. ‘Come out, you boys!’ she said sharply; and then, ‘I see you, Victor Sowden! Come out this minute!’


A group of boys pushed through the gap in the hedge: boys unkempt of hair and grubby of face, in hand-me-down suits and sagging stockings. They were all around eleven, except for the ringleader, Victor Sowden. He was big for his age, which was thirteen: a knuckly, raw-faced boy, the only one in long trousers. Wherever there was trouble, it was a fair bet that Victor Sowden would be at the bottom of it.


He lived in a tumbledown cottage on Back Lane with a large family of siblings. His father was – intermittently – a farm labourer, a frequenter of the Red Lion and not unknown to the police, and his mother was a hopeless slattern, worn down by childbearing and her husband’s fists.


Victor cared for nobody but, unusually, he loved animals. Sadie had a reluctant half-liking for him, ever since he had fought a bigger boy who was stoning a cat. And perhaps it was because of Arthur that, instead of running away, he remained there, glaring at her sulkily.


‘How dare you throw a stone at my horse?’ she said. ‘You should know better.’


‘Never frew it at you,’ he said. ‘Frew it at them.’ He jerked his head towards the other boys, ready to run but lingering on the edge of the scene, gripped by the eternal boyhood longing to see someone else ‘catch it’.


‘Why?’ Sadie was moved to ask.


He shrugged his bony shoulders. ‘Chuckin’ a grenade. Never meant it to ’it yer ’orse,’ he added.


The largest of the other lads, Olly Parry, from Parry’s Farm, spoke up. ‘We’re sojers. Germans an’ English.’


The smallest boy, whom she recognised under a fine mask of dirt as Victor’s brother Horry, complained shrilly, ‘He always makes us be the Germans.’


Sadie addressed Victor: ‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’ He shrugged again, and she surmised that he had been ‘let go’ from his latest employment. He ought to be put into a job with horses, she thought, but with his reputation, few people were willing to employ him. She felt oddly sorry for him, so she just said, ‘Don’t throw stones. It’s dangerous,’ and rode on.


Germans and English! she thought. Ten years ago, at school in Kensington, she had sat next to a German girl, Bertha, who used to jab her in the ribs with her ruler and whisper, ‘Our king’s going to come over and fight your king, and our king’s going to win.’


Sadie, of course, had had to return the jab and whisper, ‘No, our king’s going to win.’


So the exchange would go on until Miss Madison glared them to stillness. All those years later, and it was still Germans and English!


Arthur turned off the road on to the track that led to Simpson’s stables without her help. The stableman, Gallon, came out, took the rein, and asked, ‘How did he go, then?’ rather in the manner of a head groom enquiring after a prize hunter’s performance to hounds.


‘Very well,’ Sadie said obligingly. ‘And he stood like an angel in the forge.’


Gallon stroked the white neck with quiet pride. ‘Ar, ’e’s a good old ’orse, is Arthur. Shows these young ’orses a thing or two.’


She agreed, indulged him in a brief chat in payment for her ride, then set off on foot for home – The Elms, in Highwood Road.


Diana was on the sofa in the morning room, flicking through the magazines. Aunt Sonia Palfrey in Kensington sent them to her when she had finished with them. The Illustrated London News and Ladies’ Home Journal came regularly, sometimes Vogue and Tatler too, given to Aunt Sonia by a wealthy American neighbour.


The fashion in Paris this season, apparently, was for unrelieved black. She wondered how that would go down. Black suited her, fair as she was, but wouldn’t people think you were in mourning? Not that it mattered here, in Northcote: though it was only twenty miles from London, it was hardly a hub of fashion. People who moved here seemed to forget the capital existed, let alone any world further off.


But this evening, at least, the wider world was coming to them. Cousin Jack and his wife Beth were to visit, and Jack was giving a magic-lantern lecture in the village hall on their recent walking tour in Switzerland.


He was only a year or two younger than Father, the son of Father’s much older half-brother, George. Uncle George had died years ago. Diana remembered visits to his large, dark house in Hampstead. A tall and portly figure with a gold watch-chain straining across the widest part of his middle, he used to let her light his cigars for him: she loved the first smell when the tobacco caught. And there was a drink he had given them one Christmas, dark red and tasting hotly of cinnamon. It had seemed at the time the essence of Yuletide. Diana had taken the fancy that Uncle George, with his full beard and moustache, was really, secretly, Father Christmas.


There had been no Aunt Agatha on the scene – she had died before Diana was born; and Cousin Jack had already been out in the world. He had always seemed exciting to the children, a meteor that streaked across their everyday firmament. He had been a soldier, and served in exotic places; and when he left the army, having inherited Uncle George’s fortune, he had indulged his great passion for travel. Luckily he had married a woman who shared his tastes. They had always brought fascinating souvenirs from China or Mongolia, Mexico or Afghanistan. Sadie still had her doll from Japan.


Switzerland seemed a mite less exotic than their usual destinations – she imagined it full of mountains and cuckoo-clocks – but it was still a far cry from Northcote. And everyone loved a magic-lantern show: the village hall would be packed. Best of all, he and Beth would be staying overnight, and there was to be a supper at home after the lecture, to which all the important people of Northcote were invited.


The question was, would the Wroughtons come?


The Wroughtons of Dene Park were the most important family in the area by a long margin, barons from the seventeenth century and elevated to the earldom in 1910 by Lloyd George. Dene Park, their country seat, was a Palladian mansion in extensive parkland, whose gates were only half a mile from The Elms. It was another mile from the gates to the house itself, a fact recorded with pride in the local guidebook. Still, by any measure they were neighbours.


And in addition, Father was acquainted with the earl: Edward Hunter was a senior manager of Hutcheon’s Bank, and the Wroughtons had always banked with Hutcheon’s. The Wroughtons did not spend a great deal of time at Dene Park, and so far the contact had all been between the earl and Father – and not very much of that. There had been one or two notes passed between them, the odd present of game or hothouse fruit, and invitations for the occasional day’s shooting.


But there was no reason why that should not change. Even Mother, moving serenely, it seemed to Diana, in another world, had seen the possibility offered by Jack’s visit. The Wroughtons had been invited to the lecture and the supper afterwards. But would they come?


Or rather – since Diana’s interest in the Earl and Countess Wroughton was limited – would he come? Their son, Charles, the Viscount Dene, to give him his title: the eldest son – the heir. He had been just a vague figure on the distant horizon until she’d had the good fortune to meet him, twice, in London, when she had been staying with the Palfreys in Kensington. Oh, thank God for the cousins! Always willing to have her to stay, which gave her access to proper shops, theatres, dances, and always an excuse, when Northcote grew too cramped, to catch the train up to London for a breath of less-than-fresh air.


She had first met Charles Wroughton last December, in Belgravia, at a party of some connection of the cousins, where the crush was dreadful and you could hardly hear yourself speak. He had been introduced to her and she had managed to mention that they were neighbours in the country, but she wasn’t sure he’d taken it in through the din. He’d given her no more than a polite nod and an apologetic look when he was dragged away by the hostess.


Mary, the Palfrey cousin closest to her in age, had told her he was famously stiff and stand-offish, and she had not expected the encounter to lead anywhere. But he had been present at a hospital ball at Grosvenor House in May, and when she caught his eye across the room, she had seen a look of puzzled recognition, to which she had replied with the sort of smile that said, ‘Yes, we are acquainted, it’s quite safe to come over.’


And he had come. Explanations were given, acknowledgements exchanged; he had asked her to dance! It was a moment of triumph. She had seen looks following her as he led her on to the floor: Viscount Dene, so aloof and difficult to get to know, and Diana Hunter, merely a banker’s daughter. She had known she was at her best that evening, she had been out for two years and an acknowledged beauty for two before that, but still she was nervous. She had to find some way to make an impression on him. Asking her to dance had been a big first step for him, but he did not seem to be much of a talker, and it was hard to be charming with so little to work on. Yet she felt he had noticed her. He didn’t smile, but there was something in the way he looked at her …


He had danced with her twice, but he was there with a party and had been obliged to rejoin them, and since then she had not happened to meet him. Two dances two months ago was so little to hold her in his memory. He must dance with so many girls. She could almost feel herself fading from his mind, like a ghost at cockcrow. She had to see him again soon, to have any chance.


‘Why should you care?’ Sadie had said, when Diana wondered if he would remember her.


‘Oh, you don’t understand,’ Diana had replied.


Ordinary-looking girls always envied Diana. They said, ‘Oh, you are lucky,’ and ‘It’s all right for you,’ and imagined her life to be easier than theirs. But with great beauty came great responsibility: she had to marry well. It was expected of her. Sadie could wait, and marry anyone she liked, as long as he was respectable. But for Diana, waiting was an unaffordable luxury. Beauty, like a rose, had its season. Year by year it diminished, and day by day it was threatened. Sometimes she woke in the night in a panic. And when she stared in the looking-glass, it was not vanity but anxiety.


Since she had come out, plenty of local boys had chased after her. But even those she liked, she did not encourage. She had to marry well, and Charles Wroughton was her best chance. If only he came tonight … She knew he was at Dene Park, because their charwoman, Mrs Chaplin, was aunt to the blacksmith, Jack Chaplin, who had done a small repair on Lord Dene’s motor-car, which he liked to drive himself. He had taken it to the forge in person and, standing chatting to Chaplin while the repair was done, had mentioned that he was down at Dene Park for the whole summer.


The Wroughtons had not replied to the invitation, but that meant nothing. They might still come. If only he accepted the invitation … Especially the supper … She could manoeuvre him to a quiet corner of the room where they could talk. If only he came …


Sadie’s route home led her past All Hallows Church and the rectory. The rector’s wife, Mrs Fitzgerald, was in the garden cutting roses. She beckoned to Sadie as she went past, coming over to the gate to meet her. Sadie obeyed with sinking heart. Mrs Fitzgerald, whom one was obliged to admire for her energetic philanthropy – she was an example to them all, not least according to herself – always meant trouble.


‘How is your dear mother?’ she enquired. ‘Busy getting ready for this evening, I imagine?’


Sadie gave a noncommittal sort of ‘Mmm.’


‘You will please tell her,’ Mrs Fitzgerald went on, ‘that if she needs any help, I will send my Aggie over to led a hand.’


‘I’ll tell her,’ Sadie said, knowing full well that the famously sharp-tempered rectory maid would cause more trouble than she was worth, and that her mother’s servants would resent the notion they couldn’t manage. ‘Thank you. But I’m sure she’s all right.’


She had a fair idea that the offer was made less in the spirit of generosity than from a desire to meddle. Mrs Fitzgerald couldn’t bear anything in Northcote to happen without her, and used her position as rector’s wife to ensure it didn’t. Sadie had the middle child’s quickness at summing people up, and she absorbed things when people thought she wasn’t listening. She knew that Mrs Fitzgerald felt that the magic-lantern lecture should have taken place in the church hall rather than the village hall. That would have put her in charge of all the arrangements, and allowed her and the rector to hold the supper party afterwards. It was more fitting, since they could fairly be held to represent the village: Mrs Hunter was taking advantage of the completely irrelevant fact that the lecturer was Mr Hunter’s nephew.


It would be interesting to hear all this from Mrs Fitzgerald herself, but Sadie knew, without actually thinking it out, that egging someone on to expose themselves was not a sport for someone low down in the social order, like her. Wounded top dogs were likely to bite. Instead, to deflect the rector’s wife, she asked, ‘How is Dr Fitzgerald’s throat?’


‘Much better, thank you. Dr Harding said there wasn’t any infection. It was just a strain. He advised Rector only to talk in a whisper for a few days, and says he will be back to normal by Sunday.’ Mrs Fitzgerald, not wholly deflected, was examining Sadie even as she spoke. ‘I expect you’re going home now to help your mother, aren’t you? It must be nice for her to have you at home on an occasion like this. But, my dear, what are you going to do with yourself? Idling about the countryside like this…’


‘It’s the summer holidays,’ Sadie said.


‘You know I don’t mean that, child. You’re how old? Sixteen, isn’t it? So school is finished for you now. It won’t do to get into idle habits. I assure you, men want active, useful wives. Does your father mean to send you to a finishing school?’


‘I don’t know,’ Sadie said, trying to edge away. There had been talk of a finishing school in Vienna, the same one Diana had gone to, but nothing had been said recently.


‘Well, dear, you must do something. There’s your sister at home already,’ the rector’s wife pursued. ‘Not that Diana will have any difficulty finding a husband, so truly beautiful as she is. But you – well,’ she concluded, having given Sadie another up-and-downer, as her brother William called such looks, ‘you will have to work that bit harder, as I’m sure your mother knows. It must worry her to have you thumping about the countryside like a hoyden. You should take up some ladylike pastime – the piano, or flower-arranging, for instance.’


Sadie had fidgeted herself as far away as she could without actually leaving, so she broke in now in desperation and said, ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Fitzgerald, but I have to go. Mother’s waiting for me.’


‘Oh, quite, quite. Well, give her my regards, and don’t forget to tell her I’ll send Aggie over if she needs her.’


‘I won’t,’ Sadie said, pleased with the ambiguity of the answer, and made her escape. She hurried until she was round the corner and out of sight, then slowed, and mouthed a silent ‘Phew!’ at the sky. She supposed she was going to get a lot of that sort of thing from now on. A finishing school – which might or might not be fun – would only be postponing the inevitable. What, after all, could a girl of her class do except get married? You couldn’t have a career, like a boy. If a girl didn’t marry, the prospect was grim. She ‘stayed home and helped Mother’, and eventually looked after her parents in their old age.


Well, nothing would happen until September, anyway. She had the last bit of July, and all of August … It was a shame the older boys weren’t at home to make fun for them. They had gone, David straight from university and Bobby straight from school, to stay with friends for the summer. That left only Diana, who was too old to be of any use to her, and Peter, seven, who was too young. William, who was fourteen, had lately developed an obsession with engines, especially aeroplanes, and went off with other boys of similar bent to ‘spot’ them in whatever places these things could be spotted.


There was the annual trip to Bournemouth in August to look forward to, but she had an idea that Diana might get out of it this year, which would leave her with just William and Peter and the faint suspicion that she was getting too old for seaside holidays, rock pools, sandcastles and donkey rides. Was it possible, she wondered, rustling her hand through the long grass of the verge as she ambled along, that sixteen was the worst age of all to be? Too old to play and too young to be grown-up …


At the corner of Highwood Road she met their dog, Nailer, turning in from the other direction. They halted and looked at each other. Nailer was a white, terrier-type mongrel, a squareish, bustling kind of dog, with a coarse coat, cocked ears, bushy eyebrows and stiff white moustaches that hinted at a drop of Scottie in the general mix. He somehow managed to combine contempt for his humans with ingratiation, so that he always ended up being forgiven for the shortcomings in his character, which were many. He loved digging, fighting, stealing food, chasing cats and killing rats. Pursuit of his pleasures led him widely over the countryside, and his carnal reputation was high – or low, depending on your point of view. There were few farms or hamlets within a range of, say, five miles where an apologetic bitch had not at some point given birth to a litter of squirmers sporting those distinctive whiskers, the badge of her shame.


Nailer looked at Sadie cautiously from under his frosty overhang, keeping a judicious distance, stiff tail wagging, until he determined his welcome. A dog with a clear conscience might have come forward with open friendliness, especially to Sadie, but Nailer knew that, for some mysterious reason, almost everything he did was frowned on by the two-leggers.


Sadie smiled. ‘Good dog,’ she said. ‘Where have you been, then?’


Relieved, he came up to greet her, discovered traces of Arthur and gave her a full and frank going-over.


‘You and I are the only ones who like the smell of horse,’ she said. ‘Diana will turn up her nose at me until I change.’ She sighed. ‘I hope I don’t get as silly as her when I’m her age. Come on, let’s go home. I’m starving.’


Nailer bared his teeth in what passed with him for a smile, and fell in beside her.


There was a fine big copper beech in the garden of the Oliphants’ country house. David Hunter was lying on the grass in its dappled shade; his friend Oliphant was sitting with his back against the trunk, smoking a gasper and watching the fumes drifting gently up into the leaves. They had been taking turns in reading Ovid aloud, and talking, as men at university throughout the ages always had, about Life, and love, and women. Their experience of all three was necessarily limited to the intellectual rather than the practical, and some time ago they had lapsed into silence.


At last David said, ‘Don’t you think this life of ours is sterile? Reading books, theorising, the whole academic world … Look at our dons: shut away in cloisters. None of them knows what’s really going on outside. We ought to be living life, not endlessly discussing it.’


Oliphant considered. ‘But isn’t some kind of preparation for life necessary? An apprenticeship of thought?’


‘Good phrase,’ David said.


Oliphant tried not to smirk. He didn’t often get compliments. ‘After all,’ he went on, ‘ignorance means you don’t know how ignorant you are. Until we know, we can’t tell what we need to know.’


‘Oh, more words! I’m tired of living through words. I want to do something.’


‘What sort of thing?’ Oliphant asked reasonably.


‘I don’t know!’ David cried in frustration. He sat up. ‘I want the chance to do something glorious and noble. There must be honour somewhere in the world. We’ve become decadent in this country. We need to shake off the shackles of ease.’


‘Good phrase,’ Oliphant offered him back.


‘Civilisation is smothering us! You see it everywhere – the base, ignoble concerns of earthbound creatures.’


‘But doesn’t one have to earn a living somehow?’ Oliphant said doubtfully.


‘I suppose so,’ David said restlessly, ‘but must it be the whole of existence? We need to get back to a simpler, cleaner state of being. Like the noble savage…’


‘I say,’ Oliphant protested.


David took a breath, and let it out. ‘Was I getting carried away?’


‘No, it’s good. You make me think. Much more than old Ovid does, anyway.’


‘So much for Life,’ David said lightly. His saving grace was that taking himself seriously was an intermittent fault. ‘Now, about Love.’


‘I’m not sure I shall ever fall in love,’ Oliphant said. ‘Women are too mysterious. Dark and dangerous.’ Down by the house he saw his mother and his sister Sophy arriving back from their afternoon of visiting. ‘Except one’s family, of course, but they don’t count. And even they can be very peculiar.’


David looked and saw them, too. The sight of Sophy’s slender form, seeming to float in white summer muslin, illuminated briefly by the sun as she passed in through the french windows, caused a tremor somewhere inside him. It was only on this visit, the most recent of many to the Oliphants’ home, that Sophy had seemed to step out from the background into sharp relief.


‘I sometimes wonder if they are so very different from us,’ he said, more in hope than conviction. ‘If you could get a girl away from everything and talk, really talk to her—’


‘But you can’t, that’s the whole thing,’ said Oliphant.


‘Don’t you believe in love?’


‘I don’t think it’s a matter of believing,’ Oliphant said gloomily. ‘I think it’s just something that happens to you, like tumbling down a mineshaft.’ David shook his head disapprovingly. ‘You’re too romantic,’ Oliphant went on. ‘It’s not the Crusades. It’s dances. Tea parties. Mixed doubles.’


David drew up his knees and wrapped his arms round them. ‘I don’t care,’ he said. ‘I firmly believe my life is on the cusp of something tremendous. I don’t know what it will be, but I’m ready for it.’


‘You’ve another year at Oxford, don’t forget,’ said Oliphant. ‘I wouldn’t recommend falling in love before you’ve settled into a career. You may despise money-grubbing, but women come expensive.’


‘Dark, dangerous and expensive. Your women sound most uninviting.’


‘If you’d met my cousin Hetty…’ said Oliphant. ‘I wish you were coming with us to Scotland. I’m sure she has designs on me. You might act as a buffer state.’


‘Thanks, but I’ve no wish to throw myself into the path of a rampaging cousin.’


‘Well, you wanted adventure. And there are other females as well.’


Sophy, for one, David thought.


‘Come for the shooting, anyway,’ Oliphant pressed.


‘I’d like to, but I’ll have to ask my parents. Will yours mind?’


‘Of course not,’ said Oliphant. ‘The more the merrier, Ma always says. I think she feels about Aunt Cratty the way I feel about Cousin Hetty – buffer states always welcome.’


‘You paint a most inviting picture,’ David said. ‘Toss me a ciggie, won’t you?’




CHAPTER TWO


‘Servants’ hall’ was a generous term for their sitting-cum-dining-room off the kitchen, but it was good sized and comfortable, with a long table covered in a brown chenille cloth, several armchairs clustered round the fire, and various ornaments and knick-knacks giving it a home-like feel. Some belonged to individual servants, but others, like the mantelpiece clock, the Japanese fire screen and the framed prints on the walls, had been donated by the family, objects they had no more use for.


The servants at The Elms had their elevenses at half past ten, but in accordance with local practice they called it ‘lunch’ (their main meal at midday being ‘dinner’). All except the gardener, Munt, that was, who called it ‘beaver’. His first job had been as under-gardener to a retired don. One day during his first week the boy Munt had been toiling in the borders in the hot sun when his extravagantly bearded employer came upon him and said, in the rich and fruity tones that the little Munt had thought would suit God Himself: ‘Good heavens, boy, don’t you know the others have gone for their beaver? Scurry along now. The labourer is worthy of his hire, you know.’


Thus had been born a lifelong hero-worship, though as the professor had even then been in his eighties, little Munt had had only two years to incubate it before the old fellow died and he’d had to move on to another place. But still he was wont to say, ‘Ar, he was a real gentleman, was Professor Scrimgeour. He wouldn’t have had no truck with this ’ere,’ whenever some slackness of modern manners provoked him, which was often. The rest of the staff had heard as much about Professor Scrimgeour as they ever wanted to, and generally told Munt to ‘shut up about the old geezer’, thus neatly proving Munt’s point.


Just before half past ten Emily, the kitchen-maid, had spread the cloth and was vaguely smoothing out the creases when Ethel, the under-housemaid, came in and gave her a sour look. Emily was a skinny little Irish thing and widely agreed to be half witted – though a kitchen-maid’s life was such hell that generally only a half-witted girl would stick it out.


Emily knew what they thought of her, and both did and didn’t care. She thought it was mean, but life had never taught her to expect any better treatment. And she wasn’t half witted, though she couldn’t read or write: her apparent vagueness came from her habit of retreating from the harshness of real life into a world of richly stocked imagination, where characters from the stories of her rural Irish childhood frolicked. Here, where the real Emily lived, were fairies and demons, talking animals, hidden gold, tricky elves and wicked witches, magic transformations, and sometimes – best of all – happy endings.


Ethel saw only ‘that girl’ bending across the table and smoothing the same place over and over like a faulty automaton. ‘Haven’t you laid the table yet?’ she demanded. ‘There’s no time for your nonsense today, with all there is to do, big party tonight an’ all. I’m not getting left with your work as well as my own because you’ve gone potty again.’


Emily turned to face her. ‘I’ve not gone potty,’ she protested, in her soft Donegal lilt. ‘’Twas tonight I was thinking about. Magic-lantern show! Oh, Ethel, won’t it be lovely? I’ve never seen one before. I can hardly wait.’


‘It’s not real magic, you know,’ Ethel said impatiently. ‘I s’pose you think electric light is magic, too. And motor-cars.’


‘I’m not daft,’ Emily said reproachfully. ‘Even if it’s not magic, it’s something new. Can’t a girl be excited?’


‘You can’t be excited about nothing till you’ve laid that table. Come on, bustle about! The others’ll be here in a minute.’ She gave Emily a shove in the direction of the cutlery drawer and, by way of priming the pump, grabbed a stack of plates from the dresser and began putting them out.


Emily got only halfway to the drawer. ‘At the show tonight, Ethel – can I sit next to you? Ah, go on! I don’t want to sit next to Cook. She’ll keep telling me off and I won’t hear what the man says. Please, Ethel!’


Ethel stopped laying plates and gave her a tight, smug look, like a cat. ‘You can sit where you like. I shan’t be there.’


Emily was shocked. ‘But the missus has given us the time off for it, and it’s awful kind of her. You have to go.’


‘I can do what I like with my own time off,’ Ethel said, and pushed at the hair under her cap in a preening sort of movement. ‘I’ll be back in time to help at supper, but I’ve got better things to do than look at pictures of some ol’ mountains.’


‘Where you going?’ Emily pleaded. Her eyes widened. ‘You’re goin’ sparkin’! Is it that Billy Snow?’


‘Never you mind who it is,’ said Ethel.


‘Oh, Ethel,’ Emily breathed, her eyes bright with visions. What would it be like to be Ethel, and pretty, and to go sparking with a man? Billy Snow, shop assistant at the grocer’s, Williamson’s, transmogrified easily in her mind into a prince, and his bicycle into a white horse. Oh, the glory of it! But the danger … ‘You be careful. If they find out, you’ll catch it!’


Ethel could pounce like a cat, too, when she wanted. She caught Emily’s wrist in one strong hand, and hissed, ‘No-one’s goin’ to find out. And you’re not goin’ to tell.’


‘I won’t tell. I wouldn’t,’ Emily cried.


‘You’d better not,’ Ethel said. She gripped the thin wrist tighter and felt the bones grind together.


Emily didn’t cry out. She’d learned that much over a lifetime of being bullied. ‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘I promise.’


‘Swear on yer mother’s grave,’ Ethel insisted.


Emily looked alarmed. ‘Ah, I don’t want to do that,’ she whimpered. ‘It’s unchancy.’ The bones were ground harder. Emily’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Don’t make me. I promise, really I do.’


‘Mother’s grave,’ Ethel said menacingly, adding a little twisting motion to the grip. ‘Say it.’


Emily knew she was beaten. ‘I swear on me mother’s grave I won’t tell.’ Ethel released her, and she rubbed her sore wrist dismally.


‘Right,’ said Ethel. ‘Now if you tell, she’ll die, so remember!’


Cook came in in time to hear Emily’s little cry of alarm. She took in the scene. ‘Stop tormenting that girl and fetch the milk in,’ she commanded Ethel. ‘And, Emily, go and fill the teapot. I don’t know! Have I got to do everything myself? You’d think with all I’ve got to do today I’d get a bit of consideration, but no. Nothing but laziness and selfishness…’


Her audience had already gone.


By the time Munt arrived, and stood in the open doorway regarding them sardonically, the rest of the servants were assembled round the table: Cook – her real name was Joan Dunkley but no-one ever called her by it – the housemaids, Ada and Ethel, in their morning uniforms of lavender and plain caps, and the kitchen-maid, Emily, who was so skinny Munt felt sure she had worms and liked to expatiate on the subject especially at meal-times. As it was a Friday, the charwoman, Mrs Chaplin, was also there (she came on Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings), sitting below the salt and eating bread and butter with the slow but unstoppable determination of – Munt thought – a slug eating its way through his delphiniums. And finally there was the boot-boy, Henry, who was twelve and had just left school after seven years of education, of which at least five were wasted, in Munt’s view. He was a gormless-looking boy, whose no-coloured hair seemed to grow in several wrong directions and whose mouth hung permanently open – ‘catchin’ flies’, Munt said disparagingly.


Cook, plying the enormous teapot, turned her head to him. ‘Oh, there you are. Thought you weren’t coming.’


‘Where’s that boy bin?’ Munt growled. ‘Ent seen hide n’ hair of him this morning.’


‘He’s been cleaning the silver,’ Ada answered sharply. Of them all, she was the one who disliked Munt the most. ‘And then the missus sent him on an errand to the village.’


‘Errand? Shirkin’, more like,’ Munt said. ‘S’posed to be helping me. Peas to pick.’


‘Pick ’em yourself,’ Ada suggested.


‘Not my job,’ Munt retorted. ‘That’s boy’s work. Or woman’s,’ he added significantly to Cook. ‘Them as wants peas should fetch ’em theirselves.’


Cook bristled. ‘Don’t look at me. When d’you think I’d have time, with all I’ve got to do – even if I wanted to, which I don’t? And may I remind you that Henry’s the boot-boy who helps out in the garden. Not the gardener’s boy.’


Munt’s eyes gleamed with malice. ‘Help’d be a fine thing. Neither use nor ornament, that boy.’ Henry hunched down in his seat, waiting for the storm to pass. Munt poured the scorn directly on his bent head. ‘’Enry!’ he scoffed. ‘’Enery the Eighth, that’s who ’e is. Won’t last five minutes. We’ll be having a ninth any day, the way he goos on – and a tenth, and a ’leventh. Boys! All as bad as each other. They don’t know the meaning o’ work, these days. When I started with Professor Scrimgeour, we didn’t have none o’ this—’


‘Oh, give over with your Professor Scrimbleshanks,’ Cook interrupted. ‘We know all about him. Are you having your lunch or not?’


‘What is it? Bread and butter?’ Munt surveyed the table suspiciously. ‘What, no cake?’


‘There’s biscuits. I didn’t have time to make cake, with all I’ve got to do for tonight.’


‘You bin making biscuits, though.’


‘They’re quicker.’


‘Don’t like home-made ’uns. I like them bought biscuits,’ Munt said, more for the love of dispute than from conviction. ‘Them Digestives. And them Mah-ree.’


Cook breathed out hard through her nose. ‘Once!’ she addressed the table. ‘Once we had bought biscuits, when the range broke down and they had to shut off the gas stove at the same time. But he never stops going on about ’em.’


‘No time to make cake!’ he scoffed. ‘Idle, that’s what you are. Soft an’ idle, like all you wimmin. You wait till your precious socialists take over. They’ll sort you out all right, make you jump to it.’ He liked to twit her, because once, back in 1910 at election time, she had said if she had the vote she would vote for the Labour Party. It had been one of his favourite themes ever since. ‘’Ave you running round like ’ens, the lot of you.’


Cook reddened. ‘Don’t you talk such rubbish!’


‘And you wanted to vote for ’em!’ he scoffed. ‘Show you what real work feels like, they would. Send you down the mines for a bit, like they used to in the old days.’


‘There’s not going to be no going down mines!’


‘No, and there’s not goin’ to be no votes for wimmin, neither,’ he asserted, his eyes gleaming. ‘Fine mess we’d be in if we was run by cackling wimmin!’


‘Couldn’t do worse than men,’ Cook snapped.


‘Revolution. That’s what we’d ’ave,’ he said. ‘Like the Frenchies. Gutters running blood.’


‘Don’t talk so disgusting. Now, do you want your lunch or not? It’s no skin off my nose either way.’


‘Put some bread and butter on a plate,’ Munt said. ‘And some o’ them biscuits, if that’s what you call ’em. And give us me tea.’ He pulled an enamel mug out of his pocket.


‘Aren’t you having it here with us?’ Mrs Chaplin asked. She liked male company, even Munt’s. He might be a grumpy old devil, but he talked about different things. She knew everyone else’s conversation by heart.


But he retorted, ‘I’ll ’ave it in me shed. Can’t be doing with wimmin’s nattering.’ He took the mug, balanced the plate of bread and butter on top, and headed for the door.


‘And bring the plate back!’ Cook shouted after him.


Munt started singing ‘I’m ’Enery the Eighth, I Am’ as he went out, well satisfied. Women needed gingering up from time to time, else they forgot their place. Boys, too. He stepped out of the garden door, and came face to face with Nailer, who had left Sadie at the front door and come round to the kitchen to see if there was anything he could steal. They both stopped and stared at each other warily.


Munt had come to The Elms when it was first built and the grounds had been nothing but marked-off fields. Over the past nineteen years, he had created the gardens with the sweat of his brow and the bending of his back, and precious little help had he got from the succession of boys who had passed through. The garden was his, more than it could ever be the Hunters’, and he defended it like his own. Munt hated most living creatures, who were all in league to destroy his precious plants, but most of all he hated boys, cats and dogs, who were the most intractable pests.


Nailer, however, he sometimes granted amnesty to, because Nailer chased all three out of the garden if he spotted them. Munt almost approved of Nailer who, he felt, shared his functional and misanthropic view of the world. Sometimes he kicked out at the dog for form’s sake, and sometimes he ignored him, but occasionally he welcomed him into his shed and even gave him a bit of whatever he had to eat.


Nailer’s small, round, dark eyes, like two blackcurrants under snow-covered bushes, watched the hands and feet for clues as to what his reception would be today, while his nose twitched to catch the scent of what was on the plate. A devilish thought came to Munt. He smiled. ‘Like biscuits, do yer? Home made ’uns?’


Nailer’s tail said he liked the tone of the question, at any rate.


‘Just about fit for dogs,’ Munt said, and winked. ‘Don’t tell ’er inside where they’re going. Come on, then,’ he concluded, and stumped off down the garden. Nailer balanced the greater resources of the kitchen against the likelihood of being hit with a frying-pan like last time (a regrettable incident with a string of sausages), then trotted after him.


Northcote had hardly existed before the railway came, though it was mentioned as a hamlet in the Domesday Book. Three hundred years later it became a village with the addition of All Hallows Church. But by the mid-nineteenth century it was still just a cluster of cottages, and a handful of farms scattered along either side of the old turnpike road that ran from Harrow to Rustington and on to High Wycombe. It had a population of a few hundred, two public houses, three shops and the old forge, set up next to where the toll gate had been.


There were two ‘great houses’ within the parish. Dene Park was one. The other was Manor Grange, once owned by the monks of a long-defunct abbey, which had since passed through a succession of secular hands. Aside from them, until 1887 Northcote had been nothing more than an anonymous village twenty miles from London, set in rolling, handsome countryside, well wooded, with fine pastures, and extensive hayfields that provided fodder for the capital’s ever-hungry population of horses. History had streamed gently past without disturbing it. It was like any settlement in England, part of the ancient fabric of a largely peaceful land, whose shapes, habits, rhythms and assumptions would have been instantly recognisable to a time-traveller from any age.


And then the Metropolitan Railway had extended its lines north-westward from Harrow-on-the-Hill and, in 1887, opened a station at Northcote. The village stirred in its thousand-year sleep, opened one eye, then sat up in astonishment as the speculative builders who followed the permanent way bought land from both the landowners and started to construct. The railway meant it was now possible to work in London and live in the country, and people of all conditions made the move. Up went neat brick terraces for the working classes; smart semi-detached villas for the middling sort; and large detached houses in their own grounds for the better-off. Two schools and a hospital swapped the grime and choke of London for the fresh air and sweet water of the chalk hills, and more settlement followed. And the villagers of Northcote took a look at the invasion and decided it was good: there would be jobs for their sons and daughters; new careers for the bright ones; and commercial opportunities for the enterprising.


By the time Edward Hunter took the decision to move his wife and family of five from the tall, soot-streaked house in Kensington, the old village of Northcote had extended itself, first to join up with the station, and then engulf it, so that the station now stood pretty much in the middle of the built area instead of a short walk away. There were more shops, with all the delivery services – milk, meat, groceries, etc. – that could be desired; a large hotel with assembly rooms that could be hired for entertainments and dances; and the better houses had electricity as well as town gas laid on. It made it easy for him to persuade his wife, Beatrice, that they would not be sacrificing the comfort and convenience of London.


The Elms, in Highwood Road, had been built in 1895, and had been lived in by the builder himself, so all the initial faults had been ironed out by the time he, having become extremely rich from his speculation, elevated himself and his wife to an Elizabethan manor near St Albans and sold The Elms to the Hunters.


It had four good rooms on the ground floor – drawing-room, dining-room, morning-room and what had been the builder’s business-room, which Edward took as his study and smoking-room. There were extensive and comfortable domestic offices: kitchen, servants’ hall, scullery, drying-room, boot-room, pantries, gun-room (the builder had been a keen sportsman), rear lobby and servants’ cloakroom. Upstairs there were ten bedrooms, a bathroom and a WC. The grounds covered nearly an acre, with a large pleasure garden, a kitchen garden, a tennis lawn and, at the far end, a rather wild and dense shrubbery, perfect for growing boys to play in.


The move was made with no more than the usual degree of hellishness, exhausting labour, broken treasures, tears, anguish, hair-tearing, mislaid indispensables and lost tempers. Edward, at the bank all day and indulged (‘Don’t trouble your father!’) by evening, missed the crises, and was able to say, at the end of the first weekend at The Elms, ‘Well, that wasn’t too bad, was it?’ without the least intention of irony.


Beatrice was able to persuade her cook, the senior housemaid Ada and the children’s nanny to come with her; otherwise she didn’t think she could have coped at all. Fionnula O’Fearghail, which translated into English as Nula O’Farrell, had been much more to her than just her children’s nurse. Nula had been with her ever since her come-out in Dublin – Beattie’s father had been an army officer and was serving at Dublin Castle at the time – and had come with her on her marriage to Edward, first as personal maid and then, as the children started arriving, as nanny. When the youngest finally went to school, Nula married a local Northcote man and became Mrs Wilkes, but still kept her connection with the family by coming in, when required, to do sewing.


For Edward, there was never any question that the move to Northcote had been worth it. He slept like a baby in the country silence every night, woke to breathe clean air. His walk to the station was through pleasant, tree-lined streets, and his journey by train was an opportunity to read the newspaper without being interrupted. His bank’s headquarters in Old Broad Street were a short walk from Broad Street station, and even after he was given the privilege of opening a new branch in Piccadilly, the whole journey to work took very little longer than when he had lived in Kensington. And he went home every night to the loveliest scenery in the country, to peace and quiet, to a garden in which he could potter, or sit and do nothing but listen to the birdsong, as the fancy took him.


The adjustment was not so easy for Beattie. She liked London: she liked to look out of her windows and see people going by, and traffic. She liked the noise and bustle, the sense of neighbours being close, a shop on every corner, and theatres and galleries only a cab ride away. She liked street lamps and fog, the sound of horses, and the trains that hooted in the night as they went back to the depot; the rattle of trams in the early morning and the sound of milk bottles on doorsteps as the world wound up again.


But a wife goes where her husband goes, so she just had to get on with it. With Cook and Ada to get the routines set up, and Nula to confide in, she could hold her own; and Edward’s manifest happiness at coming home to his rural idyll at the end of each day was her compensation. Before the first anniversary of the move arrived, their five children had become six, testimony to Edward’s content and the rejuvenating effect of country living.


The Wroughtons hadn’t come. Beattie hadn’t really expected them to, and there was no need for Mrs Fitzgerald to lay a hand on her wrist and say, in that poisonously sweet way of hers, ‘Don’t be too disappointed, my dear. You couldn’t expect the earl and countess to come to a standing supper.’ The implication was that if she had organised the thing, it would have been done in a way that met the local nobility’s exacting standards. Beattie only smiled vaguely – her air of serenity was a great defence against those like the rector’s wife who couldn’t be snubbed.


In any case, she was too busy checking that everything was as it should be to pay much attention. The folding doors between the dining-room and the drawing-room had been thrown back, making an adequate space, and the evening was so warm the french windows from the dining-room into the garden were open, so that the gentlemen could step outside to smoke. The buffet supper looked beautiful – Cook was an artist, and it was all elegantly laid out with floral decorations. The hired waiter and waitress knew their business, and the maids were circulating quietly.


There had been a slight ruffle of the surface waters at the beginning when Ethel did not seem to be present, then appeared in her afternoon black and frilled apron but wearing her morning cap. Beattie had raised her eyebrows at her across the room as high as they would go, and fortunately Ada had looked round, spotted the error and hustled her out to come back properly attired a few minutes later. She could trust Ada to get to the bottom of it. Ethel hadn’t been with them long, and Beattie suspected she might be trouble. She seemed perfectly all right, but long experience of servants taught you to spot little warning signs, and there was something about the set of Ethel’s mouth and the tilt of her head …


But everything was going splendidly now. Mrs Oliver came up to congratulate her. The Olivers of Manor Grange were affable and unaffected, though John Oliver was an Honourable and Mrs Oliver was the daughter of a baronet. They enjoyed entertaining and being entertained, and were a much more tangible asset to the neighbourhood than the haughty Wroughtons. They were in their fifties, an energetic couple often to be seen out on invigorating walks, always surrounded by a selection of their many dogs. Though childless themselves, they both came from large families, and often had parties of nephews, nieces and cousins to stay.


‘What a splendid party!’ Mrs Oliver said now. ‘I did so enjoy the lecture. And what a good turn-out! I think the whole village was there. We ought to have more of that sort of thing, don’t you agree? We should get up a series of lectures on intelligent subjects.’


Mrs Oliver loved getting things up, with the overflowing energy of the childless woman. Often these schemes came to nothing, so it was only necessary at this stage for Beattie to smile and say, ‘What a good idea.’


‘Do you think so?’ Mrs Oliver said. ‘I do believe we ought to encourage the lower orders to widen their horizons. A lecture series might get them talking about something besides the weather and the harvest and Mrs Brown’s baby. We could invite speakers from different disciplines to come down. Oh, and at the end of each series we might publish all the lectures in book form!’ Her imagination was soaring now. ‘We might start a national movement of improvement: village lectures. The Northcote Programme, we could call it!’


‘Well,’ Beattie said cautiously, the gentlest tug on the reins.


Fortunately Mrs Oliver had a light mouth. She laughed. ‘Yes, of course – first things first. We must start small and see where it goes. But there’s no harm in aiming high, is there? What an interesting man Mr Jack Hunter is!’ She looked round and lowered her voice. ‘My dear, do you think he needs rescuing from Dr Fitzgerald? I rather think the good rector has managed to turn the topic from Swiss mountains to African jungles.’


‘Oh, good heavens, yes,’ Beattie said. The rector could talk about Africa until his victims’ eyes glazed, and he had a devilish skill in making any conversational opening lead straight to the heart of the Dark Continent. As well as boring, he could be embarrassingly graphic sometimes when his enthusiasm for tribal customs overcame him, particularly on subjects like nudity and nuptial rites.


Mrs Oliver patted her hand. ‘Fear not! I’ll go and interrupt them.’


Beattie watched her perform a neat cutting-out operation, taking Jack by the arm and turning him with a ‘Now I must ask you,’ and a gay smile of apology at the rector. It was beautifully done. Seeing the bereaved rector’s eyes wander in her direction, Beattie declined to become his next victim and slipped away to talk to the Gordons.


Diana had swallowed her disappointment. The Wroughtons had been a long shot anyway, and at least she had Alec Gordon to fall back on. He was the son of neighbours who lived at Highwood House, just a little further up the road, and one of her long-standing admirers. He had just gone to fetch her something to drink when she heard the sounds of a late arrival, saw a little ripple near the door, and heard a man’s deep voice in the hall. Her heart jumped. Could it be…? Her mother was nowhere in sight, and her father was at the back of the room talking to Cousin Jack and Mrs Oliver. She slipped through the crowds and stepped out into the hall in time to see a flustered Ada taking the silk hat and gloves of Charles Wroughton.


Ada turned to her with relief. ‘Oh, Miss Diana!’ She gathered herself to remember his correct title. ‘The Viscount Dene, miss.’


Diana dismissed Ada with a nod and stepped forward. ‘How nice to see you again. I’d rather given you up for lost,’ she said.


His voice was deep and curiously without inflection. ‘I’m afraid the invitation went astray somehow. I only found out at the last moment. My parents had a prior engagement, otherwise I’m sure…’


Diana had a pretty clear picture of what had happened. The earl and countess had tossed aside the invitation without any intention of accepting, never thinking of mentioning it to Charles. He had somehow found it, or found out about the evening’s entertainment some other way. But he had come, that was the thing – had stepped down off his pedestal. It was a big first step. She extended her hand and smiled graciously. ‘It doesn’t matter in the least,’ she said. ‘I’m very glad you were able to come. Let me take you to say good evening to my mother. And then we must get you something to eat.’


He followed her, his face giving away nothing. ‘I’m sorry to have missed the lecture,’ he said.


‘It was very interesting,’ she said. ‘But I shall tell you all about it.’ She led him towards her mother, whose head she could just see through the crowds, and passed, without seeing him, Alec Gordon, who was holding the glass of lemonade he had fetched her.




CHAPTER THREE


When Mrs Oliver left them, Edward said to Jack, ‘Would you like to step outside for a cigarette?’


Jack was a handsome man, not tall but with an upright, soldierly look about him. His skin was rather brown from his travels, and he had thick dark hair that wanted to be unruly and was barely tamed with oil. There was not much resemblance between him and Edward, apart from the dark colouring, and not very much in character, either. They had both been to Eton, but Jack was several years below Edward, and their careers there had been very different. Edward, shy and sensitive, had been a scholar; Jack had been popular and sporting. Their memories in later years had come from opposite directions.


‘Badgered to death by gerunds!’ Jack would cry. ‘What’s the use of Latin and Greek?’


‘Hacked about in the mud! What’s the use of soccer and rugger?’ Edward would reply.


In fact, Edward was not entirely unsporting. He liked cricket, was quite a pretty bowler and a useful catcher at slip. He rowed cleanly, though without great power, and was an adequate partner at tennis. What he didn’t have was the unflinching courage to excel in the muddier sports, or the ambition to succeed in athletics. And Jack, while he liked the quick and sure results sport bestowed, was no dunce: where he saw the purpose of a lesson he could apply himself well enough.


But while Edward had gone to Oxford, Jack was too restless for university. He wanted adventure, and the army seemed his natural home. India and Afghanistan gave him a taste for mountains, and when he inherited his fortune he was able to dedicate his life to his pleasures, travel and mountaineering. He had written several well-received books about his travels, illustrated with his own sketches, and did the occasional lecture-tour. He was welcomed everywhere, and never seemed to age. He and Edward had always remained friends, and kept in touch by letter. They met in Town, at the club, about twice a year, or whenever Jack happened to be in England, and he and Beth occasionally visited Northcote.


He felt now for his cigarettes, but Edward was quicker, got out his case and held it open. ‘No, have one of mine.’


Jack took one and said, ‘Thanks, Uncle.’


‘Don’t you think it’s about time you dropped the “uncle” nonsense?’ said Edward. ‘You used to roast me with it at Eton, but now we’re both mature men…’


Jack grinned. ‘I only do it to embarrass you,’ he said, lighting them both.


Edward drew on his cigarette and said, ‘Before the rector interrupted us, I thought you were about to develop some hints I detected in your lecture.’


‘About the situation in Germany? You’re quite right. You never hear it talked about over here. You’d think we were all asleep!’


At that moment Beth came out into the garden. ‘All asleep? Darling, they were on the edge of their seats.’ She was small and neat, with a quick, athletic form from all the walking and climbing; fairish, prettyish, with no striking beauty but rather large dark eyes. ‘Mmm!’ she said, taking the cigarette from Jack’s fingers and drawing on it. ‘I was gasping too!’


‘Beth!’ Edward exclaimed, scandalised.


‘Oh, don’t look so pained,’ she said. ‘Lots of women smoke – they just don’t let you see them.’


‘Perhaps that’s just as well,’ said Edward.


She flipped careless fingers at his disapproval. ‘Anyway, who was asleep?’ she went on. ‘I didn’t see anyone.’


‘We were talking about Germany,’ Jack explained. ‘People over here simply don’t seem to be awake to the danger.’


‘Of course, in Switzerland one’s ideally placed to hear all sides, French, German and Italian,’ Beth said. ‘We met quite a few Austrians as well. This business in the Balkans has them in uproar.’


‘It’s not serious, is it?’ Edward said. ‘After all, there’s always trouble in the Balkans.’


At the end of June, the heir to the dual throne of Austria-Hungary, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, had been visiting Bosnia, which had been annexed by Austria in 1908. While riding through the streets in Sarajevo in an open motor-car, he and his wife had been shot and killed by an anarchist, who turned out to be Serbian. There were many Serbs living in Bosnia who objected to the Austrian presence, and believed Serbia should have sovereignty over Bosnia; indeed, Serbia’s ambition had long been to rule over the whole of the Balkans.


‘It’s quite an irony that they should have shot poor old Franz Ferdinand,’ Beth said. ‘He was the one person who argued for some kind of federal system, to give the Slavs in the Austrian Empire a degree of self-determination. So it was foolish as well as wicked to kill him, poor old creature – and his wife, whom he loved so.’


Jack took it up. ‘The Austrians we met were seething with indignation. But they also want to assert themselves, to restore their reputation as a great power. In short, they’re looking for a casus belli.’


‘I told you Latin would come in handy one day,’ Edward said.


‘He has you to thank for it,’ Beth said. ‘He told me he never would have passed second-year Trials without your help.’


‘So Austria means to do what? Edward asked. ‘Declare war on Serbia?’


Jack nodded. ‘It looks likely. And if they do, Russia is bound to come in on Serbia’s side.’


‘But what has Germany to do with it?’ Edward asked.


‘Germany’s offered Austria unconditional support – I heard it spoken of as “a blank cheque”,’ said Jack. ‘And France is Russia’s ally. If Austria attacks Serbia, and Russia comes in to defend the Slavs, Germany has the excuse to attack France, which it’s wanted to do ever since Unification.’


‘We had a very good chat with a Swiss German,’ said Beth, ‘who has a friend who knows someone in the inner circle, close to the Kaiser. He hears all the gossip. The Germans despise the old nations, like us and France. They think the future lies with young, vigorous nations like themselves and America.’ She wrinkled her nose at the opinion.


Edward stared into the dusk as he contemplated the idea. ‘Well, of course, it may all come to nothing. International crises come and go.’


‘Oh, quite,’ said Jack, passing the cigarette to Beth again. ‘Serbia apologises, Austria rattles the sabres a little, diplomats scurry about, all the toy soldiers go back in the box. It would be an infernal nuisance if anything did blow up, though. Most of Europe would be out of bounds, and we already had plans for next year.’


‘The Ardennes and the Black Forest,’ Beth explained. ‘We’re in a hilly sort of mood.’


‘There’s still Italy,’ Edward said, with a hint of wistfulness. Jack and Beth romped about Europe, like children in their own nursery. It was so different when you were tied down to career, home and family. Bournemouth was about the limit to his travelling, these days. ‘The Italian Alps.’


‘Too close to Austria.’ She sighed.


‘Never mind, darling,’ Jack said. ‘We could do with a spell in England. Spend the winter in London for the shows, and do some walking in the Peaks or the Lake District next year.’ They had a house in Ebury Street, convenient for Victoria Station.


‘I for one would be glad to see a bit more of you,’ said Edward.


Beth patted his arm. ‘You’re such a dear. We’re going to have a few weeks in London when we get back from our lecture-tour, anyway, so we shall see you then.’


‘And you’ll be glad to come out here on Sundays,’ Edward added, ‘to get away from the grime.’


‘Still promoting your rural idyll!’ Jack grinned.


Charles Wroughton had learned about the missing invitation from the chauffeur, Randall.


Motor-cars being what they were, a chauffeur had to be as much an engineer as a driver. Randall had joined the household just as Charles had come home from Oxford for the last time and developed an interest in motor-cars. Randall had been more than willing to teach the young master all he knew, both above and below the bonnet, and as they were much of an age, a friendship had grown up between them.


When Lord Wroughton was made Earl Wroughton and Viscount Dene, Charles came in for the cadet title and an increased allowance, and spent what the earl considered an extravagant amount on a car of his own, an almost new Vermorel Torpedo. Charles and Randall spent many happy hours learning the anatomy of this new and exotic lady, and though the young Viscount Dene liked to drive himself, he took Randall along when it was just a pleasure-jaunt – a practical move as well as a kindly one.


Charles was not given to introspection, but if he had given it any thought, he might have concluded that Randall was the closest thing he had to a friend – though it would never have done for his father to suspect anything of the sort. Even when he had been only a baron, Lord Wroughton had liked people to know their place, whether prince or chimney-sweep. Condescension from above was as pernicious as impertinence from below.


Charles was, despite his social position, a shy and diffident man. His younger brother, Rupert, was everything he was not – handsome, outgoing, witty, popular. Charles never knew what to say to people, unless they asked him a factual question on a subject he knew about: farming, stock-breeding, the countryside, family history and so on. Then he could make a measured and thoughtful reply. But he found it hard to have opinions on abstract subjects, and was too literal to make small-talk. Though not naturally dour, he did not know how to make a joke; and while he liked and admired the fair sex, he was too self-conscious to flirt or pay compliments.


In consequence, people thought him haughty and unapproachable. He was well aware of his reputation for aloofness, and it saddened him, though he didn’t know what he could possibly do about it. The estate workers, villagers and servants – people who had known him since childhood and with whom he was much less shy – liked and admired him, but those of his own class found him uninteresting, even cold. So despite his being a very eligible parti, he had been more often sought by the mothers of marriageable girls than the girls themselves. At twenty-seven he was still unwed and had never been properly in love.


The nearest he had come to it was at the age of twelve, with the daughter of a local woodsman. Ruth Povey had been ten. Slim and quick-moving, utterly fearless, and unaware of the difference in their rank, she had shown him how to catch ‘tiddlers’ with bare hands, standing knee-deep in the stream with her skirts tucked into her knickers, how to make a ‘camp’ in a tree, how to snare rabbits and watch for badgers. She had demonstrated the sweetness of the clover-head when sucked, the power of the buttercup held below the chin, and the wisdom of the daisy pulled apart petal by petal. When her flower had concluded ‘He loves me’, Charles had accepted the truth of it.


He was enchanted by her and, through one golden summer, spent every moment he could with her. He made her a rope swing on the limb of a big willow by the river; he gave her a round pebble with a hole through the middle that he had found, and she wore it round her neck on a piece of string. Once, wanting to give her flowers, he took some from an arrangement in the hall, and suffered agonies of guilt for days afterwards. When she laughed at him, it didn’t wound him, and when she smiled at him, it made his heart swell with silent joy.


At the end of the summer her father had got a new position, and she and her family had moved away. He was heartbroken. His greatest sorrow was that, on the day of the removal, when he had gone to say goodbye to her – at half past five in the morning, by the thistle-patch behind the privy at the back of the cottage – and she had held up her face to him and said he could kiss her if he liked, he had not had the nerve to do so. He had, of course, never seen her again.


Now, because of his continued single state, it was generally assumed he was pledged to his second cousin, Lady Helen Hale. Indeed, his parents and hers would have welcomed the match, but those closest to him – his brother Rupert, his manservant Varden, and Randall – knew that he disliked her intensely, and only his deeply ingrained politeness hid the fact from the world.


His greatest fear was that he would somehow find himself in the position of having to marry her, either through some misunderstanding or from the unendurable pressure of expectation. There had to be an heir, of course, but surely Rupert could provide one. Rupert showed no sign of wanting to settle down and, during a more than usually frank conversation a year ago, had told Charles not to depend on it. ‘The duty’s yours, old man,’ he had said, with his customary wicked smile. ‘You’re not to be scraping it off on to me – though I don’t blame you a bit for not wanting to be leg-shackled to Helen. That would be a fate worse than death.’


But Charles was nearing despair. Other girls of his class didn’t like him, and he didn’t much like them, either. They too much resembled Helen – he could see only too clearly that the moment the wedding was over they would turn instantly and mysteriously into their mothers. And Charles had – which would have surprised most of those who knew him – a deeply romantic seam under his prosaic exterior. He wanted to fall in love, as he had with Ruth, his wood sprite of long ago.


Then one evening, across a crowded ballroom, he had caught sight of an exquisite face, whose lambent eyes were gazing at him with an intensity he could not account for. A girl of dazzling beauty; and though she was divinely fair and Ruth had been dark, there was a delicacy about her that reminded him of the woodsman’s little daughter. She seemed familiar for some reason, which added to his confused feeling that she might somehow be Ruth, grown up and come back to find him. She smiled, the sort of inviting smile that said, Yes, you do know me, it’s quite safe to come over. And then he remembered that he had met her, very briefly, at the Buller-Fullertons’ party a few weeks ago. Couldn’t remember what her name was – it had been horribly noisy – but he had gathered that she lived somewhere near Dene Park.


He made his way through the crowds to her; acquaintance was remade. Of course, now he understood: she was the daughter of Dad’s banker, Hunter, a perfectly decent chap who had taken a gun out with them on a couple of occasions. Good shot, too. And Dad valued his advice. Yes, it was safe to talk to her, but as he did so, he realised it was much more than safe: it was a pleasure. He asked her to dance. She was like thistledown in his arms. Though Charles was tall, rather heavyset and looked clumsy because of his shyness, he was actually a good dancer. Their steps suited, though she seemed tiny and fragile compared with his bulk – a creature from another world.
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