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OFF THE GROUND


CHAPTER ONE

[image: Image-missing] SOMERVILLE-BODIED Rolls-Royce was to be seen waiting at the door of number 32 Connaught Square, every weekday morning, at precisely ten o’clock. It was waiting for Mrs Julia Somerville herself, of course. A quarter of an hour later, when she arrived at the offices of the SPRP, dear old Captain Harcourt would lift an eyebrow and say, “A new Rolls-Royce, I see!”

And she would glance casually over her shoulder and reply, “Oh, is it?”

There was never a smile, for that would have spoiled their little start-of-the-day pleasantry.

This unending supply of new Rolls-Royces owed itself to George Somerville’s proud boast that none of his firm’s coach-built motors ever left the works without undergoing the personal Somerville test. What that meant, in fact, was that Julia either drove the car or was driven in it for a day or two – after which time it would not dare develop another fault. This practice had begun in the early years of their marriage, back in 1912, when George had bought his first rolling chassis, a Silver Ghost, and built what the newspapers of the day had called “the world’s most luxurious motor phæton” for the Maharajah of Mysore. By chance Julia had noticed a slight mismatch in the West-of-England cloth upholstery, just as the vehicle was about to be shipped. George, in his gallant way, said his little girlie had saved the firm, and ever since then she had been Somerville’s final arbiter of quality. Even some of the armoured cars they had built during the Great War had been brought to Connaught Square for her scrutiny.

The workmen at Somerville’s did not think of her as “little girlie”; to them she was “the Boss.” George (“the Guv’nor”) had never told her that, and she was unlikely to hear it directly since she never visited the works – indeed, she was only vaguely aware of their direction. They were a few miles to the northwest of Connaught Square, somewhere beyond Paddington. Willesden? Kensal Green? Wormwood Scrubs? Somewhere like that – one of those fringes of London one need never visit in the ordinary way.

So every morning at ten, the latest Somerville awaited the Boss’s yea or nay. It might be anything from a sporty little open tourer to yet another “luxurious motor phæton”; to each she gave the same critical care. Julia enjoyed this mixture of routine and novelty – each day at ten, a little surprise. On the morning of this particular day the car was the regular Somerville body for the new Phantom chassis, but with the addition of half-silvered passenger windows; it had been ordered by a grand old lady of the theatre who nowadays preferred press photographers to take close-ups of their own flashbulbs rather than of her sadly ageing features.

On this morning, however, Julia’s routine was disrupted. She had put on her hat and gloves (which, even now, she could never do without hearing the voice of her old governess, Miss Creen: “Never put on your gloves, my dear, in sight of the servants!”) and was coming down to the hall when Mrs Crooke, the housekeeper, intercepted her.

Mrs Crooke waited until Julia reached the foot of the stair and then said, “The agency has sent a young woman for the place of nursery maid, madam. I wondered if you would care to see her for yourself this time?”

There was something a little odd in the request. The position was a minor one. Normally Miss Valentine, the governess, would see the girl. Still, after the dreadful things the last girl had done, perhaps it would be as well to vet this one herself? No, no, no. Miss Valentine would be mortally offended. Julia glanced at her watch and gave a tut of vexation.

She came to a decision. “I think Miss Valentine had better interview this … what’s her name?”

Mrs Crooke gave a tight little smile. “Miss Imogen Davis.” She watched closely for her mistress’s response.

“Unusual name,” Julia commented. “I have a cousin Imogen. Somewhere.”

Mrs Crooke nodded. “I seem to remember as much, madam. Quite unsuitable for a servant. I’ll suggest she chooses another. Jane or Kate or something more fitting.”

But Julia shook her head; then, smiling to soften what might otherwise seem a rebuke, she remarked, “I don’t think a mistress can give a girl a name any longer. Not these days.”

“More’s the pity.”

Julia eyed her shrewdly. “Why do you especially think I should see this one? Is it after what happened with the last?”

Mrs Crooke gave an awkward shrug. “There’s something about her … I don’t know. She’s not of the servant class. Yet she comes with the highest references. I just don’t know.”

Dear Mrs Crooke – the best housekeeper anyone could hope for, but such a snob! “I think Miss Valentine may conduct the interview,” she said. “And if she approves, well, I shall no doubt see Miss Imogen Davis in the usual way.”

Mrs Crooke gave a disappointed tilt of her head. “As you prefer, madam.”

Julia added, “Convey my wish for Miss Valentine to be utterly frank about … well, we all know what she is to be utterly frank about!”

Mrs Crooke’s ears flushed red as she agreed that indeed they did.

Moments later Julia had already dismissed the matter from her mind. Overnight rain lay in puddles on the two shallow front steps. Had they already been turned or would the undersides be good for another century of wear? She made a note to call in the stonemason.

Strong, the chauffeur, tucked away his chamois leather as soon as he heard the doorlatch; now he was holding open the car door for her.

“Good morning, Strong. What a blustery night.”

“It promises better today, madam.”

Strong was her weather expert. Before the war he had been Somerville’s chief upholsterer, but gas had half-ruined his lungs and he could not go back to air laden with leather dust and all the alcohols they used.

Today was a Tuesday so, without needing to be told, he drove her directly to the head office of the SPRP at the far end of Bayswater. Every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday she worked there until just before two, when she would return home for a light luncheon. Mondays and Fridays were usually her days for shopping, galleries, museums, and so on. The afternoons were for bridge, or being At Home, or going to matinées.

People said to her, “How you fit it all in I’ll never know!”

What they were talking about, of course, was not the busy social whirl but the SPRP itself – the Society for … well, before we name it, let us first see how it came about.

It was Julia’s own idea, prompted by something that happened toward the end of the war. From 1916 onward, Allbury, her family’s ancestral home in Hertfordshire, had been run as a convalescent home for soldiers. Julia, though her son Robert was then three, and baby Lydia only one, had gone down there every Friday to Monday to relieve the regular nurses. On one occasion, toward the end of the summer of 1918, she had taken a convalescent, a Gunner Ashbury, to his home in Dalston in the East End of London for the christening of the fourth and latest little Ashbury. Afterwards, over the teacups, there had been a heated discussion about the difficulties of feeding a growing family on a dwindling purse. At one point Theresa Ashbury had canvassed Julia’s opinion. Caught between husband and wife, she had given what seemed a diplomatic answer: The budget was certainly not lavish yet an adequate and wholesome diet should still be quite possible.

A disgruntled Theresa had muttered that it was all very well for some people to talk but she’d like to see them actually try it.

And Julia had astonished everyone, including herself, by saying, “Very well, and so I shall.”

So, a few months later, the war being then over, Julia had rented a house three doors down the terrace from the Ashburys and had fed them and herself every meal for two weeks – at a saving of several shillings. It had not been difficult. It was simply that no one had ever shown Theresa Ashbury such elementary tricks as managing a stockpot, using butcher’s bones and cheap end-of-the-day vegetables. If she wanted soup, she opened a tin.

It had astonished Julia, who, though brought up to expect the services of a cook, a housekeeper, and a dozen servants beside, had nonetheless been taught all those skills by her mother – on the grounds that, if you couldn’t do it properly yourself, the servants would walk circles around you. Whether that were true or no, her early training had come in useful at the time of Theresa’s challenge. The penny pinching produced those winning shillings.

Most other grand ladies of Bayswater, even if they had dared take up such a challenge, would have left it at that and dined out for weeks on their victory. Most other women in Dalston would have shrugged their shoulders, repeated that it was all very well for some … and reached for another tin of soup the moment Lady Bountiful had gone. But, just as Julia was not like most other women in Bayswater, so Theresa was not like most other women in Dalston. Over the two weeks of that challenge they were in each other’s company a great deal of the time, and Julia was the first to admit that she had learned much more from Theresa than she had taught in return.

Between them they decided that if working people were ever to rise above their poverty, it could not be by higher wages alone. If the men brought home more money, much of the increase would be squandered – not wilfully but through simple ignorance of good housekeeping and domestic economy. In the last days of the challenge, when it was plain that Julia had “won,” and neither of them cared a button for victory or defeat, Theresa had one final fling at an excuse. “It was easier for you,” she said, “not having a load of screaming kids clinging round your skirts all the time.”

The comment amused Julia. Many times during the days of the challenge she had envied Theresa and the other mothers their close and almost permanent relations with their children. Over the years since then she often thought of her own two – Robert, now away at school, independent already, and Lydia, still snug in the nursery and schoolroom. They wanted for nothing, yet both had given their love and their best childhood years to paid strangers. Still – that was the way of her world. Nothing could be done about it.

Such, at least, were the acceptable thoughts and recollections associated with those weeks in Dalston; but there was a deeper layer, dark and frightening … memories from which her mind would still recoil in a kind of terror.

Early on in the challenge, around the third or fourth day, the novelty of her situation had suddenly evaporated. The thought then gripped her: What if this were all real? In comfortable Bayswater, married to George with his thriving business, living in her big town house, cushioned by servants, it was impossible to imagine herself reduced to such poverty. But there in Dalston, lost in those acres of grimy brick, walking those mean streets where desperation seemed to hang on the very air, the impossible began to assume a nightmarish reality.

Money, a comfortable obsession until then, became a jealous god, demanding all her time, consuming every stray hint of pleasure. She went to sleep gnawing at it and awoke devoured by it.

And then, while the terror was still formless within her (because not capable of reasonable formulation), Theresa voiced the thought that gave it shape: “It’s when you can’t think beyond tonight’s supper, innit? That’s when you’re trapped. Every day it’s like a new prison cell where the window’s too high. You can’t see out, so you can’t plan no escape. But having a few extra coins to rattle, so’s you don’t have to think only about supper and that, well, it’s like standing on a chair so’s you can look out the window, innit. Know what I mean? I wish I could talk like you, only there must be a word for it.”

And it suddenly dawned on Julia that there was, indeed, a word for it – this ability – no, this freedom – to look beyond one’s immediate despair. And that word, much to her surprise, was “responsibility.” The way out of her own astonishing terror was a path that led, almost in one bound, to the founding of the SPRP.

“Responsibility” was such a comforting word. She had been raised on reassuring sermons about the irresponsibility of the working classes, as if they had made a deliberate moral choice to behave like that and therefore had only themselves to blame for their wretchedness.

“They will have these large families …”

“The amount they spend on weddings and funerals! They cast themselves upon the Jews for life.”

“And the drink and the gambling! Just go down any back street. No, no, my dear – their poverty is quite voluntary, I assure you.”

Julia had absorbed such opinions almost from the day she could talk. But the two weeks of the “Ashbury Challenge” had changed her perceptions for ever.

After that she had become quite a regular visitor at the Ashburys, witnessing their rise in the world as some token of personal deliverance. She watched Theresa learning to look out of her prison window and felt the vision as her own. With the extra money came the move to “a better street.” It was, in fact, only around the corner but the streets of working-class Dalston were graded to a sixpence. The Gunner, as everyone called him, took a vegetable allotment beside the railway line, which he cultivated each evening, thus staying out of the pubs. Soon there was a further weekly sixpence to spare, and so the family made yet another move, this time to a house with a parlour and a piano.

“Pray, do enter, Fairy Godmother!” Theresa had said with shy daring as she let Julia into this latest household.

But it suddenly struck Julia that the words could not have been further from the truth. No magician had waved a magic wand over the Ashburys. No pumpkins had been turned into coaches. What they had done thousands of others might also do, if not millions. Already, indeed, one or two of Theresa’s neighbours had taken pattern from her and were on the same highway. That was another thing about Theresa: She was a born teacher.

And so, in the summer of 1919, six eventful years ago, the SPRP, the Society for the Promotion of Responsible Parenthood, had been born. Julia was its creator, fund raiser, and administrator; Theresa its adjutant. She no longer lived in Dalston but in the warden’s apartments of the rather grandly titled “City College,” which was actually housed in the former Frog Lane Brewery, overlooking the City Road Basin of the Regent’s Canal in Islington. There the society ran weekend “starter” courses for housewives from all over the East End.

Theresa had developed a shrewd instinct for sorting out their likely successes from their near-certain failures. Women in the first category were followed up and the more promising among them were selected for longer, five-day courses at the society’s “Country College” – a former makings at Ware, associated with the old brewery. The town of Ware is only a few miles from Allbury, which explains how Julia came to hear of the company’s difficulties before most other people and was thus able to snap up both premises for a fraction of their price in an unforced sale.

Whenever people asked Julia, “How d’you manage to fit it all in?” she thought at once of Theresa, of whom the question could truly be asked. The woman seemed absolutely tireless. She not only ran the courses at the City College, she also trudged the streets to recruit the “students” and to follow up the hopefuls. And on at least one day each week she travelled down to Ware to guide the work of the Country College, too.

“It’s easy,” she would say. “As long as you keep raising the money, Mrs Somerville, I can cheerfully spend it.” And then she’d give a roguish smile. “That was never my difficulty – spending the old spondulicks.”

They were a perfectly matched pair. Julia’s talent, as she had quickly discovered, lay in the business of organization, in raising and managing money. Theresa, on the other hand, could manage people, could teach, and, above all, knew how to ration the hours of the day so that everybody, from the least promising student to her own youngest child, got their fair share of her time. Indeed, so small was the overlap between their two spheres that a daily chat on the phone and a brief meeting once a month was all the consultation they needed. Whenever Julia’s work took her inside other charities and she saw the time that was wasted in committees and in the supervision of routine tasks that needed none – then she knew how she managed to “fit it all in.”

The SPRP’s “head office” (as it was called in anticipation of the branch offices that would one day open in other cities up and down the country) was in a private house in Pembridge Square. When Strong drew up before it on this particular day there was nothing out of the ordinary. She handed him her usual list of minor defects – a “blip” in the french polish, which she had ringed with a yellow wax pencil; an unidentified squeak, probably beyond the hearing of most men, in the rear offside coachwork; and some uneven stitching in the driver’s seat, which Strong himself had pointed out to her; then she left him to return the car to the works. He would bring it back at two, and she would then search for more blemishes … and so on until she could find none.

Dear old Captain Harcourt opened the door for her and said, “A new Rolls-Royce, I see.”

She glanced casually over her shoulder and replied, “Oh, is it?”

And then they went to her office, where they ran through a list of fund-raising events that were to take place within the next few weeks. Julia was no public speaker. In fact, as she often said, she was rotten at doing any of the things that either raised the society’s money or spent it. Her one great talent lay in organizing those geniuses who could do either or both.

After that they went through the ledgers. Then Julia telephoned Warne & Co., the society’s stockbrokers, and discussed their investments, a conversation that almost always ended with her complaint that charities had to keep their funds in such safe investments, especially when equities were roaring away so famously.

Then Mrs Lacy, her secretary, brought her a cup of rosehip tea and a marie biscuit and they talked about Tallulah Bankhead in Noël Coward’s “Fallen Angels” and agreed that the critics who had called it “vulgar, obscene, degenerate …” should visit the City College and have their eyes opened.

Then Julia dictated thank-you letters to donors, large and small. This was so routine she could not prevent her mind from wandering. What would it be like to be a great West End actress? Parties and night clubs and early-morning drives out into the country, where astonished yokels would fall off their bicycles at the sight of your fancy dress … would it be as wonderful as everybody imagined? Funny to think that those sorts of carryings-on were … well, carrying on not half a mile away from Connaught Square. All you needed to do was walk across the open space by Marble Arch and there it was, Mayfair, all around you. Yet in the almost-fourteen years she had lived there she had not once made that journey.

One day she would, of course – just as one day she would see the Pyramids and visit America and fly and learn to play the piano really properly and go walking in the Lake District … But just lately it had begun to dawn on her (or at least to hover at the outer rim of her consciousness) that some of these dreams would never come true.

Her younger sister, Dolly, would be the one to ask about high life in the West End. Wild little Dolly. It had always been her ambition to become a great West End actress – no, not always, but ever since the war. Perhaps that dream would never come true, either. Julia felt a familiar wave of sadness pass through her. She ought to try with Dolly, one more time.

They were an awful family for letting things slide. Since their parents had died, the pull of their diverse ambitions had carried them apart. No one meant it to happen; but they’d done little to stop it, either. Except with Dolly. She really had tried with Dolly.

Agnes was another matter. There she was, out in Kenya, reduced to a dutiful letter at Christmas and dutiful notes on birthdays. Still, when she was so far away, what else could one do?

And then there was Max. What could one say about Max? Prickly, lovable, incompetent … mad? Anyone would imagine that, what with all her trips to Ware, she’d often pop over to see her only surviving brother; but the truth was she couldn’t bear to see the old place running itself down under his “care.” He’d have made a wonderful landowner, Max – two hundred years ago.

No, since their parents had died they had all rather gone their separate ways. One really ought to Do Something about it. She gave an involuntary sigh.

“Is anything the matter, Mrs Somerville?” Mrs Lacy’s face was filled with concern.

“Not in the least. My mind was wandering, I’m afraid. How many are left?”

“Three.”

While she dictated the final letters Julia confined her musings safely to “Passion Island,” which lay concealed in its brown paper wrappers in her handbag, awaiting her next private moment – for Julia could never quite own up to her addiction to romantic novels.

Would beautiful, spoiled, coquettish Joan Allison, already the cause of two suicides, go to San Francisco to stay with the Vandeerings, “one of the oldest and richest families in America,” and there get the comeuppance she so richly deserved? Julia smiled to herself; of course she would. She’d fall hopelessly in love with the handsome young heartthrob who (quite unwittingly) would torment her, just as she had (not quite so unwittingly) tormented poor … whatsizname, the debonair society portrait painter who had then killed himself.

The telephone rang – the direct line into her office. Even as she leaned forward to lift the earpiece from its cradle, Julia had a premonition that something dreadful was about to happen.


CHAPTER TWO

STRONG WAS BACK even before Mrs Lacy rescued the earpiece from Julia’s nerveless hand. “Whatever is the matter, Mrs Somerville?” she asked.

“I have to go home.” The voice did not sound remotely like her own. “Something has happened to Mr Somerville.”

No doubt Mrs Lacy made some reply but the words did not register. Nor – for the first time in her life – did Julia notice what sort of car Strong had brought for her. It was a model she had never seen before; that was all she noticed about it. But hadn’t he been going to bring back the Phantom … lord, what did it matter now!

He opened the rear door for her.

“No, no,” she told him. “I’ll sit beside you. I want you to tell me what has happened. I’m afraid I didn’t take in much of what Mr Opie was saying.”

“I didn’t see it myself, madam,” he said as soon as they set off. “But I was there before the doctor moved him …”

“Yes, I had a word with the doctor, too. They both said he’s unconscious. Tell me – they weren’t just being … he’s not dead, is he?”

The world seemed unreal. She had passed these houses every day for years, practically. Why were they so unfamiliar?

“You may set your mind at rest on that, madam. The Guv’nor was breathing regular and he had a good colour and all. It didn’t look that bad a wound to me, not on the surface. I expect you’ll find it’s just concussion.”

“I’m sorry – go on. You were telling me what happened.”

“It seems he was hit by a falling chain. There was an overhead pulley-block, see? And the side plate must have worked loose so the chain sort of jumped off of the drive wheel.”

She closed her eyes and gripped the edges of her seat. The description was too graphic; she could hear the rattle of the chain as it fell … smell the oil …

“I wouldn’t say as it fell from all that high, neither,” Strong added. “Twelve foot, maybe. I’ve seen men hit harder by worse – and off down the pub for a pint next day.”

She reached across and gave his arm a grateful squeeze, but did not risk speaking. Judging by Dr Jordan’s tone of voice, even down the phone, it was nothing so simple as that.

“You never asked what car this is,” Strong prompted, determined to be jovial.

She let him talk. A human voice reading telephone numbers would be better than the silent screams that filled her mind.

“This is W.O.’s new Bentley. The Big Six. Well, she’s six-and-a-half, really. Remember? They was testing the Four in France and they met the new Royce and had a race on the spot? And that was when W.O. decided to go for the Big Six.” There was a pause before he added, “Beautiful, beautiful. Royce’ll have to put their skates on now and all.”

He was still praising the car as they pulled into Connaught Square. When he held open the door for her he said, “The Guv’nor’s going to be all right, madam. I felt it the moment I saw him.”

Too filled with dread to speak, she smiled her gratitude and turned toward her front door. Even at this extremity she could not forget that she was in public. She mounted the two steps calmly and did not fish for the keys until she arrived. Indoors she would be in public, too. The servants would be looking at her, seeking their cue. Later they would say, “Mrs Somerville was magnificent!” – meaning that she showed not a trace of emotion. No matter that inside herself she was on the verge of hysteria, that she wanted to rend her clothes, tear out her hair, fall to her knees and beg God not to do this to her …

Instead, she drew a deep breath and, preparing to be magnificent, lifted the key to the lock.

But someone must have been looking out for her arrival; the door opened before her hand was halfway there. “Oh, madam, what a terrible thing!” Mrs Crooke declared, watching her mistress keenly.

“Is Dr Jordan with him?”

“He’s using the telephone. He wants to call in Sir John Woolaway.”

“Of course. Anybody. The best …” She was already halfway up the stairs. But Mrs Crooke called after her, “They’re in the morning room, madam.”

It was such a shock to see George lying on the carpet – on his side, as if he were only pretending to sleep. He was still in his works overalls. She stood by the doorway and stared at him, then at Dr Jordan, who put his hand over the mouthpiece and said, “Best place.” Then, quickly returning to the instrument, “Yes! I’m holding on here.” Again the hand over the mouthpiece. “Sir John Woolaway.”

“So I gather.” She spoke at last. “What does he say?”

“No. They’re still trying to find him. He is there. We know that much.”

She knelt beside George.

“Please don’t touch him,” the doctor asked with respectful urgency.

Her hands hung limp at her sides. Now she was close to her husband she could see what damage the chain had done. There was dried blood on the back of his head and the bruising on his neck looked deep and angry. But his breathing was regular. She risked touching his hand; the skin was cold.

Sir John had obviously been located. As soon as he heard the circumstances of the accident and learned of George’s condition, he promised he’d come without delay, and he’d send an ambulance, too.

“Your husband will go directly into University College Hospital,” Jordan told her as he replaced the phone. He spoke as if that already made the outlook twice as hopeful. “Sir John is the best man in the world at this kind of thing, you know.”

But his smile faded when Julia asked, “What exactly is ‘this kind of thing’?”

“Well, we mustn’t go jumping to conclusions,” he said vaguely.

“I must go to my daughter,” she told him. “I hope she hasn’t seen …” she inclined her head toward George.

“No.”

“Good. I’ll post a maid at the door, just in case. And then I’ll pack a bag. I’ll stay at UCH with him.”

“Oh but look …” he began, and then thought better of it.

Young Lydia was terrified. Yet, even at the tender age of ten, she had already absorbed that impulse of her class toward reserve and coolness. She ran to her mother, threw her pale little arms around her, hugged her tight – and uttered not a word.

Miss Valentine gestured toward the door and raised her eyebrows. Julia nodded. The woman tiptoed away.

A maid, a stranger, dropped a curtsy and prepared to follow the governess out, also in silence.

Julia detained her briefly, saying, “You are Miss … I’m sorry. I’ve forgotten.”

“Davis, madam. The new nursery …”

“Yes, of course. Imogen Davis. Of course. Well, Miss Davis, please go and stand outside the morning room door.” Her eyes gestured down at Lydia, still clinging silently, eyes tight shut.

The maid, whose eyebrows had lifted a sardonic half-inch at being called Miss Davis, gave a nod and a wan little smile that was almost conspiratorial. It was not quite a servant’s gesture, though the difference was subtle. Yet, watching her go, Julia, in whom it was quite instinctive to judge new servants, even in such awful circumstances as these, took an instant liking to her. Somehow she radiated confidence and reliability.

The minute they were alone, en famille, the rules changed. Lydia broke down and howled. Julia half-joined in, racking her body with almost silent sobs until, after a minute or so, she caught the distant clangour of the ambulance bell, still several streets away.

“Daddy isn’t going to die, is he, Mummy?” Lydia asked.

“Of course not, dearest. I saw far worse injuries during the war, in soldiers who recovered completely.” She gave another hug to prepare her to let go. “And Daddy has the best doctor in the world for … this sort of thing.”

“What sort of thing?”

“Injuries to the head. D’you hear that ambulance? That’s coming here, I expect. I must go and meet it.” She released the child. “Listen, I’ll probably go and stay with Daddy in hospital for a day or two. You will be terribly brave and good, won’t you.”

Lydia promised with a nod, then, dabbing her eyes with her pinny and fanning her face – preparing to revert to public rules – asked, “May Violet still come to tea tomorrow?”

“Of course, dear.” She gave an encouraging smile. “We must go on as normally as possible. When Daddy gets better he’d hate to hear that we just moped around and made asses of ourselves.”

She was still forcing the mood as she shut the door behind her; but the moment she was alone on the stair all her forebodings returned. As she went down the last flight, Dr Jordan emerged from the morning room, closing the door behind him. Imogen Davis stepped a little to one side.

“Sir John will have a word with you when he’s completed his examination,” he murmured. “D’you mind?”

She shook her head. “I must make a phone call.”

Indeed, she ought to make a dozen calls but this was the one that could not wait.

“Max?” she said when he had at last been brought to the phone. “Listen, my dear – something rather awful has happened to George – an accident at the works. Yes, something fell on his head. He’s still unconscious. No, I’m speaking from home. Sir John Woolaway is examining him now and it’s pretty certain he’s going into hospital – UCH in Gower Street – you know where it is? No, there’s no point in that just yet. I’ll let you know when he’s conscious again and is allowed visitors. I’ll be with him, of course. But the reason I’m ringing, Max, is could you pop over to Water End and let Robert know? I’d call his housemaster only you can manage to break the news so much better, dear. It’s serious but not drastic, tell him – not life-and-death. It’d be so much better coming from you. Thank you, darling, you’re such a brick. I knew you would and that’s such a weight off my mind.”

She drew a deep breath before she went on: “Listen, could I ask you to do one more tiny thing? At least, I hope it’s tiny. Could you possibly find out where Dolly is and … no, I know you haven’t, dear. I haven’t either. I’ve tried, believe me. We get together, we meet for tea or something, and she’s perfectly charming and full of contrition, and yes, it’s been marvellous and we must see each other again soon … and then not a peep out of her, not a note – not a blind thing. Well, one can only do so much … Yes, all right, it’ll be hard for you. I know that. But look at it from my … I mean, if I ring her with this news, well, it’ll look like some kind of blackmail, won’t it. Can’t you see? Oh God, I can hear noises from the doctors. I must go now. I’ll just leave it to you, Max. Do whatever you think fit, and I’ll ring you again tomorrow – or sooner if there’s any news. Tell Robert he may ring the hospital before prayers tonight. Bye!”

Dr Jordan had returned to the morning room. Julia waited outside. She had forgotten the new maid until the girl stepped forward and said, “I know I’m only new here, madam, but please call on me as if I’d been here years. I’ll pull my weight whatever way I can.”

It was unnerving. Her manner was as respectful as one could wish but her accent and tone were so perfectly middle class, she might have been an old school friend talking. Julia only just conquered an impulse to burst into tears. She blinked at the girl and smiled her thanks. “Tell me about yourself. I had to go out this morning.”

“I know.” Imogen’s tone was affectionate. By some instinct she seemed to realize that her mistress did not want the usual servant’s curriculum vitae; just the comfort of another human voice. “I know all about the SPRP, Mrs Somerville. I don’t suppose you remember a Mrs Davis who came to one of your very first weekend courses in Islington? Mrs Consuelo Davis.”

Julia’s eyes brightened. “But of course! How could I forget! So you are her daughter?”

It all fell into place. Mrs Consuelo Davis had been married to a stock jobber in the City. They’d lost everything in some crash. He took to drink and fell in front of a bus. His poor wife hadn’t the first idea of running a house without servants – until someone suggested the SPRP. Oh yes, Julia had cause and more to remember the name of Consuelo Davis; the woman had trodden so hard on her nightmares. But if a bonny, well-fed young thing like Miss Davis were the result, Julia could feel both relief and pride.

“And how is your mother these days?” she asked.

“She is very well, thank you,” Imogen replied with an odd sort of coolness. Then, biting her lip at her own lapse, she added, “madam.”

Julia knew when to leave well alone. “Do convey my regards to her,” she said.

Miss Davis nodded. “She always spoke highly of you, Mrs Somerville – and Mrs Ashbury, of course. I could hardly believe my good fortune when the agency said there was a place here.”

“So there you are – you may be new to this house, Miss Davis, but you’re already no stranger.” Julia glanced impatiently at the unyielding door. To her astonishment she heard Imogen reply, “Almost one of the family.”

She spun in surprise to face the maid, expecting her to stammer out some apology for overstepping that indefinable barrier between friendliness and friendship. But Imogen was not in the least abashed. Indeed, she nodded vigorously as she added, “It’s a very big family by now, Mrs Somerville. Indeed, there must be hundreds of women out there who’d drop everything to help you at such a dreadful time. Surely you know that?”

Again Julia felt that sudden lump in her throat and the almost intolerable pressure of tears behind her eyelids – but this time there was something more: the teeniest little suspicion that Imogen had stage-managed this emotional climax, as, indeed, she may have stage-managed the previous one, too.

It was that suspicion, rather than a renewed dose of her boundless self-discipline, which now prevented the tears from flowing. In any case, Sir John Woolaway himself opened the door at that moment and gravely beckoned her. Moments later she had completely forgotten the existence of Miss Imogen Davis.

Julia knew that, above all, she had to be told the truth; she also knew that neither of these grave gentlemen would give it her if they felt there was any risk of an unpleasant scene. So she faced them with a crisp, no-nonsense manner that could not have been further from her inward state. “Thank you for coming so quickly, Sir John,” she said.

“It’s as well I did, Mrs Somerville – and well I brought that ambulance, too. I’m afraid your husband will have to go into hospital for a day or so.”

“I realize you will not want to commit yourself to any distant prognosis, Sir John, but, as you may know, we have quite a large engineering business that cannot wait until every t is crossed and every i has its dot. So anything you can tell me, even so early as this, will be helpful.”

He sized her up before he risked saying, “I think, Mrs Somerville, that our patient will be away from his desk for some considerable time.”


CHAPTER THREE

ON THE FIFTH day George opened his eyes properly and looked around. Before that there had been many false dawns – eyelids that flickered open to reveal nothing but ghoulish white crescents, whimperings such as dogs make when they hunt in dream packs. But this was a genuine awakening. It lasted no more than a quarter of a minute, and it was not repeated again that day, but there was no doubting the intelligence that had stared out from behind those eyelids, baffled and frightened as it was.

After that a new mood pervaded his sickroom, though to call it hope would be going too far. Indeed, Julia increasingly found herself wondering what “hope” might mean in such circumstances. Sir John looked in twice every day and sometimes of an evening, too. He always asked the nurses if they had noticed any sign of voluntary movement. The spinal reflexes were normal but George made not the slightest movement of his own accord. Even worse, he remained totally incontinent.

The signs that his coma was coming to an end made it vital for her to know exactly what was wrong with him and how soon they could expect a complete recovery. It was all very well to say he’d “be away from his desk for some considerable time,” but George would want it in days and hours; and if she couldn’t tell him, he’d suspect she was holding something back. She knew George; and Sir John did not.

So, after the great man had absorbed the news of his patient’s slight recovery, she asked if she might speak with him outside.

“We may speak freely here,” he assured her.

She nodded toward George.

“He can’t hear us.” He smiled as at a superstition.

But she knew better. George was lying there listening to everything. Indeed, acting on that belief, she had almost worn out her vocal cords these past days, reading him everything she could lay her hands on, from his favourite G.A. Henty adventures to the Transactions of the Society of Automotive Engineers. Now she went out to the anteroom, leaving Woolaway no choice but to follow. There she wasted no time. “If my husband is about to regain consciousness, Sir John, then I can promise you – the first thing he will wish to know is when he may return to the workshops.”

The physician frowned.

“They are his life,” she explained. “And they depend absolutely on him, too.”

Sir John let a silence grow before he said, “Sit down, please, Mrs Somerville. What I have to tell you will, I’m afraid, be hard to bear.”

She stared at him, open-mouthed.

“Please?” he insisted.

She obeyed. Already panic was rising within her. She wanted to reach across the ever-widening space between them and clamp his lips between her fingers.

“Yet,” he went on, “having watched you these past days, having seen how well you cope, I have no doubt but that you will bear it.”

He paused. She clasped her hands and gave him a tight little nod.

“I’m sorry to have to warn you that your husband may never recover all his faculties.”

“But his eyes,” she protested. “If you had seen …”

His raised finger silenced her. “His mental faculties may be unimpaired. We shall know the answer to that very soon – the next few weeks, in fact. But I’m afraid I can hold out no hope that he will ever walk or use his arms again.”

Suddenly it was as if she and Sir John had ceased to occupy the same kind of space; he had become like some creature in an aquarium, talking at her down a long, invisible tube.

“You mean to say he’s …”

There was a word, a special word for it.

Woolaway nodded. “Paralyzed. From the neck down.”

She raised her hand to her mouth, bit her forefinger, but felt nothing. “His whole body?” she whispered.

“He will go on breathing, of course – as we see now. And his heart will continue to beat. All the muscles that do not respond to conscious control from his brain will go on functioning normally. Virtually normally.”

Her mind, unwilling to face the enormity of this news, seized on that small qualification. “Virtually?”

His eyes fell. “I mean, he will remain incontinent.”

A large, warm tear rolled down either cheek; she lowered her eyelids, sending more cascading after them. George … paralyzed! George – so vigorous and strong, so active, so proud of the skills in his fingers. It would destroy him. There wasn’t a single job in the entire works that he couldn’t do better than the craftsmen who worked at it every day of their lives – how often had he boasted that? He’d never be able to live with such a blow.

The tears ceased to flow. Her anguish had somehow gone too deep for such easy relief. Surprised, she discovered she was no longer sitting down but standing at the window, looking down into University Street.

People were walking around, going about their everyday business – quite unconscious of the fact that two fellow humans, not a dozen yards away, had just had their lives shattered.

Two women meeting, each surprised at finding the other there … laughing! How could they? A man, passing by, turning to admire their legs.

George without sex! How would he bear it? She remembered a time, a remote, distant time near the end of their honeymoon, when that overwhelming passion had seized her and she suddenly understood his frenzy. It had not happened often since; George found it indelicate in her. But his own pleasure was always enormous. What would he do now? And what of the third child she had promised him, as soon as the SPRP was on it feet? Life was as good as over – for both of them.

An arm went around her shoulder. She looked up in surprise, thinking it might be Sir John. But he had left the room; her comforter was one of the nurses, a sister, large and maternal. Julia took her arm and hugged it briefly. Then she blinked, drew a deep breath, and murmured, “All right now.” She let the arm go.

The woman said, “You won’t believe it, Mrs Somerville, but for many people this kind of tragedy proves in time to be the start of an amazingly rewarding life.”

Her heart fell. Yes, she would have to grow used to comforters. Play the game. “I’m sure you’re right, sister. But it’s very hard to see it at the moment.”

“I know. I’ll bring you a cup of tea, shall I?”

Julia smiled and nodded.

It was all good practice for when George regained consciousness, for when she had to look him in the eye.

On Sir John’s second visit, later that day, she exhausted the last remnant of hope. She asked him – again out of George’s earshot – if he had ever known of a late recovery.

His eyes went large with sympathy. “I’m afraid not, Mrs Somerville.”

“Not of any faculty? Not even in the slightest degree?”

There was a strange, awkward hesitation before he replied, “It would be quite wrong for me to raise the smallest hope, my dear. But when such a tragedy strikes a man – and this is the nearest tragedy to death itself – we have to search for the brighter elements in the picture. And far and away the brightest in your husband’s case, if you will permit me to say so, is that he has you for a wife.”

She accepted the compliment with a tight little smile and pressed on with, “If there is no hope that he will recover his faculties, then I’m quite sure his next question would be how long he might reasonably expect to live.”

He bridled at that. Oh, it was much too early to start talking in those terms … wait till he regains consciousness … so much depends on his will to live … and so forth. She guessed that behind his cheery bluster lay an even more dire prognosis than any she had yet dared contemplate.

Over the next few days George’s brief spells of consciousness grew in both duration and frequency. At last they endured long enough to allow him to take proper nourishment; the clumsy apparatus for passive feeding could be dismantled.

To everyone’s consternation, though, he seemed unable to speak. He opened his mouth and made desperate efforts, but nothing emerged except the odd little gurgling noise, random utterances whose resemblance to words was as coincidental as the ma-ma-ma with which babies recruit their parents’ delight; and, as with a baby, Julia hung on his every syllable, saying, “Yes, dear, this is Julia, I’m here. What is it? What are you trying to say? I? You? Oh? What is it, darling?”

All he could do was repeat his guttural cries until, exhausted, he fell back asleep.

Lydia was desperate to see her father but, naturally, she would not hear of it. She returned briefly to Connaught Square each day and painted as rosy a picture as possible – though she realized she would also have to prepare her for the shock of his homecoming, whenever that might be.

Every night of their lives she had heard her children say their prayers before tucking them in. Now, before the “sand in the left eye, sand in the right eye” and the “mind the bugs don’t bite” rituals, she reminded Lydia how brave and strong their father had always been. “And when he comes home he’s going to show us that same bravery and strength in a different way,” she said. “If you and Robert could just see how he’s fighting to get better, you’d both be so proud of him. This awful accident would have killed most men – but not your father. If anyone can triumph over it, he’s the man.”

The girl cried, of course, and Julia had to fight hard not to give in and join her; but she could also feel a kind of warmth in the child, something that in other circumstances would be called gladness – that her father was proving himself so fine a man.

Julia would stay at Lydia’s bedside until she was fast asleep, and then she would touch her gently and yield at last to tears. No one saw her. No one would have suspected it.

The house ran smoothly in her absence; Captain Harcourt assured her all was well at Pembridge Square; and Mr Opie reported no difficulty at the works, either.

“I never felt less necessary,” she commented to Max, who was the first visitor allowed.

“It’s a case of the colonel’s glass eye,” he replied cryptically.

She had long ago ceased asking him to explain his more gnomic utterances; they were almost invariably gruesome, even when they were not frankly indecent.

“Did you find Dolly?” she asked.

He nodded curtly. “Appalled. Says she’ll phone you.”

“She’s not in London, then?”

“Leamington Spa.” He shook his head sadly. “The things they have to put up with, eh? What a bloody awful trade!” Then he went into the sickroom, where he bellowed, “Who goes there!” at George and pinched his cheeks.

People were rushing forward to pull him away when George opened his eyes and smiled!

“You’re a bloody fool, Somerville,” Max continued, still at the top of his voice. “You’ll be out of this year’s Le Mans for sure now. I suppose you know that?”

The noises from George’s throat were the closest thing to laughter.

Max roared a few more nuggets of manly comfort before he said, “Well, old scout – mustn’t outstay my welcome on my first day, what?” And he left.

Sir John arrived just as he was departing. “Bottle of Scotch wouldn’t hurt,” he growled at the distinguished physician. “I’ll bring some tomorrow.”

Julia hugged him tight. “You’re wiser than all of us, Max.”

He more than kept his word, for he brought not only the Scotch but also young Robert with him on the following day. “Intimations of mortality never harmed a chap,” was his explanation.

They met first in the anteroom. Julia, willing now to try anything to restore George’s power of speech, held out her arms to her son; but he stuck his hands awkwardly into his pockets and remarked, “Hello, Mater. Pretty rotten, what?”

She could see a sort of terror in his eyes – a frightened, bewildered little boy determined to be a man. She longed for some way of reaching him, of sharing the comfort she had been able to give so easily to young Lydia.

“Pretty rotten,” she echoed. She remembered Dolly’s description of the lad; “a robust little thug.” That had been years ago but Robert had, if anything, grown to fit the description even better. “How’ve you been keeping?” she asked.

He shrugged. “School is school, don’t you know.” Then he brightened. “We beat Bedford Lower School yesterday. Thrashed them into the mud. I didn’t disgrace us at the assault-at-arms, either.”

“He won every bout,” Max explained, as proud as if Robert were his own son. “Come on, young fellow!” And without a by-your-leave, he led the way into the sickroom. At the door he paused and, with a dramatic flourish of his hand, declaimed, “Behold – the wreckage of a man!” As he spoke he prodded a suddenly reluctant nephew toward the bed.

“Hello, Pater,” Robert mumbled, taking up his father’s hand. Its utter lifelessness shocked him and he dropped it as if the touch had scalded him.

“You’re a positive wreck!” Max was booming down at George. In leaning over he was pushing the boy uncomfortably close, too. “Take more than a couple of spanners to put you right, old scout,” he went on. “It’s going to be a long haul. Are you sure you feel up to it?”

What’s the alternative? Julia wondered.

As if in answer Max barked, “You wouldn’t prefer the old service revolver to be left on the bedside table, what?” He thrust his hand in his pocket and, for one dreadful moment, everyone thought he was about to produce the weapon. But the bright metallic glint came from the silver stopper of an old leather hipflask; Julia recognized it as one that had been in the family for generations.

George laughed. This time there was no mistaking the sound. Not only that – he also said, “Max!” – somewhat slurred and hesitant, but the syllable was all there.

Max chuckled. “Caught you out, what? Take my tip. This is your man!” And he set the flask down ceremoniously upon the bedside table. “The whole Titanic in a pint. A luxury cruise to oblivion.”

“Max,” George repeated, then, shifting his focus, “Ro’ert … Romert.”

Every muscle in Robert’s body was now as tense as his father’s were slack. “Beastly bad luck, Pater,” he murmured. “Will you get better?”

“Ooo … ooo …”

“Soon?” Julia interpreted.

“Ya!” His mood was a blend of relief at being understood and anger that it should be necessary.

He had two small sips of whisky out of the silver cap, Max tipped the rest down his own throat and relished it loudly enough for the pair of them.

From that day on Max was a regular visitor, though he never brought Robert again. His bluff humour was exactly what George required, as Julia soon realized. And no one else could supply it. No one else but Max could say, “Listen, Somerville, old sport – if ever you want the quick exit” – he made a pistol of his fist and shot himself behind the ear – and then the “barrel” was transformed into an emphatically pointing finger as it tapped his breast – “I’m your man.”

No one else could say such things and make George laugh.

And George himself, once he’d got his tongue around a few words, improved at an astonishing pace. Before the week was out, only the occasional slurring or a furious hunt for a word would remind them of the disaster that might have been. In a curious way, the fact that he was not dumbstruck brought a mood of relief and near-happiness that none could have expected so soon.

Julia sat with him each evening. They talked of everything but his paralysis; she thought it best to let him raise the matter first.

By then they were preparing to move him back to Connaught Square.

“He’ll need day and night nursing from now on,” Sir John warned Julia. “Don’t run away with the notion you can manage any of it yourself. It’s a job for professionals.”

But George had ideas of his own. The very first morning out of hospital, even before he saw Lydia, he made Julia telephone the works and arrange for Mr Opie to come over.

It was an amazing interview. George, who had no memory at all of the accident, had, it seemed, forgotten nothing of the work in hand. Had they sorted out the difficulty over that last batch of steel sheet? Was the new lot of chrome plating any better than before? And had that new American chappie turned up yet – what was his name?

“Eliot Baring IV!” Opie said. “He came last week.”

“And?”

“Difficult to make him out, Guv’nor. Well built. You’d think he was a marine or a prize fighter. But very quiet, too – you’d never take him for an American until he opens his mouth. Knows his onions, though. You remember the way the wind used to howl around Sir Jock Drummond’s Hispano-Suiza? He cured that in two days – driving around the Brooklands circuit at sixty, poking pencils and little strips of metal out the window. You never saw such a caper. But he found the answer for us. Simple, too.”

“He’s going to be worth his keep, then?”

“I’d say so, Guv’nor. You remember that annoying little problem with the new Phantom – the raindrops chasing round and round in circles in the quarter-light? That’s what he’s working on today. I’ll bet he’s got it licked by this evening.”

Julia left them alone with the nurse and went to re-establish contact with the rest of her household. An hour later she met Opie, about to return to the works.

“What an amazing man, Mrs Somerville,” he exclaimed. “Look at this.” And he held out for her inspection a sheaf of paper covered with freehand sketches. Being engineering drawings they resembled the sort of work George used to do all the time – so much so that for one wild moment she thought he had magically recovered the faculty during the past hour.

It was impossible, of course, and yet here was Opie saying, “And look at this bit – and this” – pointing out two rather more childish-looking scribbles – “Mr Somerville did those himself.”

“With his hands? His own hands?”

“No. You have to put the pencil between his teeth. Isn’t it marvellous?” He saw her staring at the other drawings. “I did those. He told me what he wanted and I sketched it.”

“His teeth?” she said – the idea just beginning to dawn on her.

“Yes, that’s what this is for.” He pointed to an unintelligible bit of engineering scribble at the heart of one of the drawings. “It’s a miniature engineer’s drafting board, where he can make drawings with his teeth. He had it all worked out, down to the last nut and bolt.”

“But what is it? I can’t make head nor tail of it.”

“Why, it’s an invalid carriage, see? Two driven wheels … differential … electric batteries. And these are the controls – all worked by mouth, using compressed air and rubber tubes, just like in a player piano. Amazing!”

Still she did not understand. “But he’ll never get a licence to drive it on the public highway, surely?”

For a moment his bewilderment matched hers; then he threw back his head and laughed. “Why, bless us, Mrs Somerville, this isn’t a road vehicle. It’s something to carry him round the works. He’s coming back to us – the Guv’nor, back on his own patch! It’s going to be like old times again!”


CHAPTER FOUR

IT WAS WELL past midnight. They had no right to be making such a racket – laughing and slamming their car doors, rousing the whole neighbourhood. Without even drawing back her curtains Julia knew where it was all coming from. There was only one house that kept such hours: Alexander Deeping’s, the central mansion on the far side of the square. “Dear Lexy” was London’s most fashionable playwright – though “Darling Noël” was soon to dispute the title.

The noise was worse in winter, when there were no leaves on the trees; but even now, with the foliage at its thickest, it was still pretty intolerable. She had once tried getting up a petition among the other residents but they were all so besotted at having Dear Lexy for a neighbour that she got nowhere. Fortunately, George had always been a heavy sleeper. He hadn’t been home two weeks and already he slept through most of his two-hourly turnings and changes.

She rose carefully and went to close the window, though she hated sleeping in a warm, airless room. As she slipped behind the heavy curtains the noise seemed to double. A girl laughed, that insistent, braying laugh of the dedicated young flapper determinedly having fun. Something about it reminded her of Dolly. Perhaps it was Dolly. These mindless, late-night carryings-on would be just her thing.

Julia peered across the square, though it was too dark and too far for her to recognize faces. Still, one never knew. Dolly had a characteristic walk, a characteristic way of flinging up her arms – come to think of it, Dolly had a characteristic way of doing everything.

Not a word from her, of course. She was no longer in Leamington Spa. That was all Mrs Lacy had been able to discover. Julia sighed. Why had she and her sister drifted apart? For absolutely no reason, as far as she could see. They certainly hadn’t quarrelled. Naturally, the six years between their ages had prevented any very close friendship during childhood, but they had, nonetheless, enjoyed a lot of fun together. The war changed everything, especially with the death of their brother Billy. He and Dolly had been so close; “my bro” she always called him, proudly accepting his school slang and making it a particular endearment. When Billy was killed on the Somme, after the push toward Bapaume petered out, everything changed. Dolly chose to bury her grief in a wayward, dissolute life; all her seriousness seemed then to pass to Julia, leaving them with little in common.

Julia continued to peer among the trees, hoping that the laugh had been Dolly’s, hoping for a sight of her. A vast, sleek Daimler drew up; of all the mobile things in sight, it was the only one that knew how to keep quiet. There was the ritual upper-class door-slam before it swept onward to reveal a little vignette of gaiety that caught Julia in a vulnerable moment.

Neither the man nor the woman was known to her, yet circumstances – the lateness of the hour, the enchantment of the dark and distance, the ambience of Connaught Square with its fine old houses and stately gardens, the woman’s flowing silk gown, the man’s evening dress, white scarf, and topper – these beguiling circumstances painted the pair of them vividly in her mind’s eye: He was the most handsome man in London, mature and debonair; she had that rare, exquisite sort of beauty which laid an unquestioning world at her feet. As they mounted the steps to join the gay party, he put his arm about her and – this was the mental snapshot that lingered in Julia’s vision long after they had gone – the woman laid her head on his shoulder, looked up into his eyes, and laughed.

That fine, silvery peal bewitched the very air. It was both innocent and knowing, virginal and sophisticated. It filled Julia with a sudden, wild longing to throw on a gown and dance across the square to join them. The two beautiful people swept into Alexander Deeping’s house, leaving the night heady with the promises of romance. Already the racket from that place no longer seemed so strident. The saxophones were mellow; the drumbeat enticing. Julia pressed her nose against the pane until it hurt.

George made a few small noises. She parted the curtains and came back into the room, leaving the window open. The softly illuminated clock showed the hour to be almost two; at any moment now Nurse Sanders would come in to turn him and change his swaddling. As Julia crossed to her bed she heard railway wagons being shunted in the goods yards beyond Paddington, over half a mile away. The city night was full of noises; why let oneself be upset by so small an element in that vast tapestry?

Before she could step out of her slippers the nurse came in. The nightlight, held below her face, exaggerated its surprise. “Did they wake you, too?” she whispered, jerking her head toward the window. “Selfish beasts!”

Julia nodded; she went to the far side of George’s bed and began folding down his covers in time with the nurse, who went on, “It’s a great life for some!”

“I was thinking the same,” Julia whispered back. “Luckily this fellow would sleep out the crack of doom.” She rolled her husband toward the nurse and left the room while the more intimate operations were completed. When she returned the nurse had already retired to the dressing room; like everything else at Number 32, “dressing” had taken on a new meaning.

She lay in her own bed, beside his, listening to the noise of the party, idly daring herself to get up, dress … walk across the square. How did one gatecrash such affairs? Lady Ellesmere’s ball had more gatecrashers than guests. It was all empty speculation, anyway; she’d never do such a thing.

George probably hadn’t been asleep. He just couldn’t bear her to be present at that most intimate revelation of his helplessness. Poor man, he’d be missing all that sort of thing. Not that he gave any sign of it.

Not that he would give any sign of it, either.

Were those urges in the head or down there?

If they were down there, then he wouldn’t be missing anything. But if they were in the head? He’d just have to take his own medicine … all that lie still, don’t move, don’t make a sound … don’t breathe, almost.

Laughter from across the square again. It was time for fun all over the world.

She turned on her reading light and took her long-neglected book from the bedside cabinet. She hadn’t read a thing, or nothing she actually wanted to read, since before the accident.

This was called “Passion Island,” by Juanita Savage. It seemed vaguely familiar: Joan Allison, beautiful, spoiled, flirtatious … debonair society portrait painter commits suicide in her garden … can’t live without her … Such tosh! She settled herself for a long, delicious read. Then she came across her bookmark, a torn-off strip of SPRP notepaper, and she realized she had been reading this book on the day of George’s accident. Ah yes – now she remembered the story. She skipped a whole section of it. But she read the next two chapters in mounting bewilderment – until she realized that the plot she’d had in mind belonged to the beginning of quite a different tale by some other author. Oddly enough, the discovery disappointed her, for, as soon as the characters fell into line with the actual plot of this book, their behaviour became entirely predictable and rather dull; there had been something refreshing in their earlier apparent waywardness.

She abandoned the book then and settled once more to sleep.

But a new routine is soon established. George had two good nurses, all round the clock; he had his wireless set, the best in the whole Marconi range; he had his back numbers of all those engineering journals, which Miss Davis and the day nurse took it in turns to read to him; and Mr Opie called every morning with progress reports from the works – not least about job number 817, his all-purpose electrified wheelchair. Lydia spent an hour with him every afternoon after lessons, playing ludo; and he had a frequent visitor in Max … so what need had she to mope around the house, filling time, feeling guilty? She returned to as much of her old life as had survived, working at the SPRP, shopping, entertaining … everything as normal as possible.

Young Lydia turned out a real surprise. George had never really wanted a daughter, never understood her, could never be at ease with her. Hence Julia’s promise to try for another son as soon as the SPRP was established. Robert, captain of junior boxing and second-row-forward in the First XV, was more his sort of chap – which was why the boy’s behaviour was so hurtful. For Robert had declined to come home on his last exeat from school; instead, he’d gone to stay with his Uncle Max at Allbury. True, there was nothing especially remarkable in that; he’d spent several previous exeats there. But common decency suggested that the first one since his father’s accident should be spent at home.

Lydia, by contrast, spent every snatched minute at her father’s side. She made up stories and read them out in her earnest little treble – all about aeroplanes and speedboats and racing cars – things in which she had never before shown the slightest interest; and she did drawings of the huge, sleek cars that once again began to wait outside the house each morning at ten. One day she came into the bedroom absolutely bursting with excitement. She had discovered a new way of drawing cars – “Look, Daddy, look! You can actually see all four wheels at the same time!”

“Of course, I praised her to the skies,” George told Julia later. “But between you and me, it looked as if the thing had been flattened by a steamroller.”

“Why d’you say ‘of course’?” she asked.

He shrugged and looked away. Even now he could not quite bring himself to confess that Lydia’s concern and, even more, her total and unquestioning acceptance of the paralysis, had profoundly moved him – for, in a negative way, that would have been like confessing to how deep a wound Robert’s rejection of it had caused.

Young Miss Davis had also proved a treasure. Indeed, the only unsuitable thing about her was her name, Imogen. In this modern, topsy-turvy world, where servants had become the true tyrants of the household and had to be given two afternoons off each week to bribe them to stay at all, she was a shining exception. She never seemed to take so much as a minute off. Every “free” afternoon she was with the master, helping to push him out in the park if the day were fine, or sitting by the open window reading to him, if it were not.

It seemed odd that George, who was so keen to get back to his modified drawing board, was not in the least interested in reading for himself. He said he’d find it uncomfortable to have someone sitting beside him, bored to death, just waiting for him to tell them when to turn the page. While there was some truth in that, it could not be denied that Miss Davis had a pretty little face as well as a beautiful, well-modulated speaking voice.

All in all, then, by the time autumn had transformed Hyde Park into its annual gold and russet wonderland, life at number 32, Connaught Square had resumed a remarkably even keel again, especially when one considered the nature of the tragedy that had overtaken it.


CHAPTER FIVE

“THE END OF THE HOUSE OF ALARD” struck Julia as one of the most chilling stories she had ever read. The idea that a great and powerful family, lords of the manor, masters of the whole countryside, could be reduced to poverty and forced to sell off their assets, bit by bit, filled her with terror. Or, rather, it reawakened all those terrors that had seized her during the days of Theresa Ashbury’s challenge. As humiliation was heaped upon humiliation, she found she could not keep back her tears. It was all so real – the sort of tragedy that could descend upon any family. She used to steal back to the nursery, long after Lydia was asleep, and fret over her – tuck her in, straighten her pillows, tidy away stray locks of hair – until the child stirred and became uneasy. Why she did these things she could not say. But it brought her a kind of comfort, as if these trivial actions were unspoken promises to both her children.

“Why d’you read that rubbish, girlie?” George asked. “It only gives you the weeps.”

Actually, his gruffness was mostly pretend, these days – a mask for his delight that his electric carriage was completed and that he was able to get round the works again. That place was his true home, not the grand house in Connaught Square.

Somerville’s was a third-generation family business. The grandfather, James Somerville, had begun life as a blacksmith and had ended it as carriage maker to the nobility. The father, John, had continued and expanded the works; among other things the firm in his time had fitted out suites of railway coaches for almost every crowned head in Europe. Between them James and John had spanned the solid, prosperous reign of Queen Victoria. Toward the end of his life John had been one of the first to build coachwork for motor cars.

George, who had gone into the business at the age of twenty-five, in 1910, had expanded still further, into fitting out private yachts and those vast, floating palaces called luxury ocean liners. His real interest, however, lay in engineering. Before his time Somerville’s coachwork had always been added to an existing chassis; often they built the chassis themselves, in the works, but always under licence and to the regular design. George had changed that approach; even when he took a standard Rolls-Royce chassis, he modified the suspension, moved the engine mountings, changed her centre of gravity – all to make his bodywork function better. People were beginning to say, “If you want to know what the next marque of Rolls will be like – look at the latest Somerville.”

One thing he hated about all present-day cars was the way the radiator had to sit slap bang over the front axle, otherwise the car would roll wildly at every turn in the road. Everyone else seemed to think it a marvellous feature, God-given, immutable. The way the front wheels jutted forward, they said, made the car look like a panther about to spring. But George had a vision of a car body in which the radiator jutted forward, while the axle sat beneath the engine. Folk swore it couldn’t be done, but he had designers who knew otherwise, toiling away in little secret huts dotted here and there about the works. Any day now a new and truly revolutionary Somerville-bodied Rolls-Royce would take the world by storm.

That had really been why he was so desperate to get back to the works – and why he lived there but merely refreshed himself at home.

Julia had been surprised at the readiness with which both Sir John and Dr Jordan had agreed to his return to work. It made her uneasy. With her usual bluntness she asked Jordan: “Are you only saying that because he hasn’t long to live anyway and so might as well spend his days where he’s happiest?”

“On the contrary, Mrs Somerville,” came Jordan’s practised reply. “Let me put it this way. Sir John has stressed to you the vital importance of personal hygiene in the management of your husband’s incontinence. Most people in his condition who die do so as a result of kidney infection, not of the actual paralysis – because, you see, we have no magic bullet to kill the microbes once they enter the body. We have to get at them before they enter. But it is also true that people who are happy and fulfilled are much less prone to infection than those who are bored and miserable. So, although the management of his hygiene will be slightly more difficult …”

“A lot more difficult, surely?”

“Not necessarily. If he has a good nurse with him, one who’ll stand no nonsense, I’d back him for a longer life at the works than if he were cooped up at home all day, hearing everything at second hand.”

It all sounded reassuring, except on one point: Jordan would not be drawn into saying how long George might be expected to live, given these apparently ideal circumstances. “I’ve known some die within months,” he said vaguely, “while others have soldiered on for years and years. It all depends on the temperament, you see. And luck. And constitution.”

She was not reassured. Perhaps the dire situation that was then unfolding in her present bedtime reading, “The End of the House of Alard,” influenced her; perhaps it was the morbid effect of the death of Queen Alexandra, which filled the paper for days at around that time; or it could have been Jordan’s very eagerness to calm her fears – at all events, she felt impelled to visit the Westminster Library, where she spent an hour or so consulting some very weighty medical tomes.

To her utter dismay she learned that few people in George’s condition survived beyond three years.

Three years! She felt sick. She had to read the section several times to make sure she hadn’t misunderstood the jargon. But it was suddenly plain to her that she had been living in a fool’s paradise.

Next morning, at the SPRP, she suddenly broke off what they were doing and asked Captain Harcourt if she might burden him with a problem that had nothing to do with the society.

“If it concerns you, Mrs Somerville,” he replied, “then it has everything to do with the society.”

Wonderful old Captain Harcourt! There was something most endearing about a man who, having retired from active service almost twenty years ago, still insisted on his rank. If he’d been a captain in the Guards, one might understand it; but he had been in the Commissariat – what was now the Army Service Corps – not exactly the regiment a gentleman would choose to flaunt. Was he truly as proud of it as he seemed? Or was he poking sly fun at all those snobbish ex-Guards captains who clung onto their rank while working as motor-car salesmen and moving-picture-theatre managers? One could never tell; he was such an opaque sort of fellow.

But Julia adored him; if she could have picked a father, he’d have been first, second, and third choice, all in one.

“Normally it’s the sort of thing one would discuss with one’s family,” she began. “But Agnes is out in Kenya, and is the world’s worst correspondent, anyway. Ask her for the old family recipe for honey cakes and she’ll send you one for beeswax polish. And Dolly – you know how I’ve tried there. And as for Max … well, you know Max.”

“I do indeed.”

“He’d only tell me I was barking up a mare’s nest or some such nonsense.”

“This sounds serious.” He closed the ledger and pushed all his papers to one side.

And then she told him.

He listened without interruption, nodding sympathetically whenever she paused. “Medical books!” he remarked in disgust when she had finished. “I remember I had to read a lot once, first aid and things, during the Boer War. And dash it if I didn’t feel every symptom between page one and page five hundred. I know it’s a different kettle of fish with you, but my point is, you see – medical books bring out the worst in a body. Or in a mind.” He gazed at her reassuringly and then, rubbing the tips of his fingers together, continued. “Still, that’s not really your worry, is it.”

“No. I suppose my real worry is that even if Mr Somerville’s death is a remote possibility, it’s still much less remote than it was before the accident. And Robert is only twelve. One couldn’t even think of his taking control of the business for another ten years, if that. I suppose at the back of my mind I’ve always had the thought that George would last at least until …”

“You have a good manager in Opie. He seems to have coped well these past few months?”

“Oh, he can bridge a few months’ gap, possibly even a year. But a manager isn’t an owner. They’re two different animals. They don’t look at the world in the same way at all.”

A little smile began to play at the corner of his mouth. “Yes?” he prompted.

“Well …” She was disappointed that he seemed to have missed the obvious drift of her thought. “I have to face the possibility of a much longer gap. Five years? Six? Seven?”

“Yes?” he repeated.

She realized she’d have to spell it out almost as to a child. “Take me, for instance. I have the best possible housekeeper in Mrs Crooke. But she’d be lost without me. I’m the one who determines what sort of household it is, and then she runs it after my direction. You’re a military man, Captain Harcourt, surely you understand – the chain of command, delegation, et cetera?”

He grinned and nodded affably but still, and to her mounting frustration, volunteered nothing. She tried another approach. “Here at the society it’s different. You and Mrs Lacy could manage it all between you – and Mrs Ashbury, of course. You wouldn’t even notice my absence …”

He laughed. “If you suppose that, Mrs Somerville, then you have no idea of your unique contribution to our work.”

“But you’ve proved it, these last few months …”

“Oh, we can ‘bridge a gap’ – like Mr Opie. I can’t deny that. But nothing more. Tell me now” – he leaned forward over her desk, rubbing his hands briskly – “this proprietor who is so different from a manager, what are his qualities? In other words, who are we looking for?”

What were George’s qualities, she wondered? “I suppose he’d have to be able to do every job in the factory as well as his own men.”

The Captain’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Mr Somerville can,” she explained.

“But is that essential in all proprietors? Take your own …”

“The men respect him for it. And fear his judgement.”

“No doubt. But take your own case – can you do every household task? Could you cook an eight-course dinner for forty? Can you starch lace and crimp it properly? Do an invisible mend?” He hastened on without waiting for a reply. “But let’s leave that aside for a moment. Tell me what other qualities we’re looking for.”

“Well … he’d have to know about managing money, of course.”

The Captain nodded confidently. “We know all about that.” He waved vaguely at the ledger and the filing cabinets.

“We?” she asked, mystified.

“I mean, you. If it came to interviewing someone, you’d know exactly what questions to ask him. He couldn’t think he was dealing with some ignorant woman (forgive me) and just flannel his way through. You’d spot it a mile off. What else?”

“Good at managing people, I suppose.” Something was eluding her. She knew there was some indefinable quality far more important than anything on this rather humdrum list.

“Of course. Anything else? What about vision?”

That was it! “Yes. He’d have to have an eye for the future. You’ve put your finger on it, Captain Harcourt. He’d have to know, by some kind of magic, what way things are going – how the industry will look five or ten years from now. That’s the difference between a manager and a proprietor. If the proprietor can’t sense the future and steer his firm to meet it, they’ll all go down the drain, no matter how superb the day-to-day management might be.” She gave it further thought. “In fact,” she concluded, “if it came to a straight choice, one would have to pick a poor administrator with good vision of the future against a superb administrator with none.”

The Captain relaxed again and, leaning back in his chair, observed, “And in all the Somerville tribe are you telling me there isn’t one solitary person who fits the bill?”

“Both Mr Somerville’s brothers were killed in the war – as you know.”

He waited; his attitude suggested he was expecting a quite different answer. Then, with that characteristic little smile of his, as if he saw a joke that the rest of the world would never grasp, he remarked, “Well, Mrs Somerville, we must hope you never have to interview prospective candidates for your husband’s proprietorial chair. But against that sad day, it might not be a bad idea for you to start visiting the works more frequently … familiarizing yourself with its present operations?”

“Oh!” She dismissed the idea with a laugh. “I shouldn’t be able to make head nor tail of it.”

“You know that for certain?”

“My husband has often told me so. I don’t think women’s minds are made for understanding sprockets and gears and things. Anyway – you say I should go there more frequently. Shall I tell you something? I have never been there at all! Indeed, I’m not exactly sure where the Somerville Motor Works are. There now!”

He raised both hands, as if showing their emptiness. “I’m sorry, Mrs Somerville. I seem to have been of no help at all.”

“But you have,” she insisted.

“I don’t see how.”

“Well … you’ve defined things for me. You’ve put firm lines around all my vague shadows. You’re always so good at that. And, in a funny sort of way, I feel as if I have somehow reached a decision. Don’t ask me what. I just have a feeling that some doubt has been settled.”

She noticed that Strong was waiting outside. She glanced at the clock and exclaimed, “Lord, I must fly! We’ll finish the ledger tomorrow.”

At the door she paused and turned to face him. “That question you asked – could I do all those household tasks – cook for forty, and so on. You didn’t let me answer.”

He shrugged apologetically.

It checked her briefly for she hadn’t intended a reprimand, but then her own momentum carried her on. “My answer is, I don’t know – but I’d have a jolly good try.”

“Good answer!” He stabbed a finger at her in a most uncharacteristic way. “Try to remember it.”

On her way out she poked her head into Mrs Lacy’s office. “I’m just a teeny bit worried about Captain Harcourt,” she confessed. “Keep an eye on him, will you?”

“In what way, Mrs Somerville?” the woman asked in surprise.

“He seems a bit … well, he’s not a drinking man, so it can’t be that. Lightheaded, I suppose I’d call it. Yes – just a little lightheaded.”

Actually, she thought as she walked out to the waiting car, she herself was feeling a little lightheaded, too.

“The Guv’nor is still at the works, I suppose?” she asked the chauffeur.

“He’ll be there a good hour yet, madam.”

“A good hour,” she echoed thoughtfully. “Let’s go and collect him. Give him a surprise, eh?”


CHAPTER SIX

FORGE LANE TOOK its name from the original Somerville premises. By 1925 they had expanded into a vast U-shaped collection of buildings of various ages, occupying the entire northern side of the road and straggling on around its dead end to fill most of the southern side, too; but in Grandfather James’s days, back in the 1830s, the forge had stood on the corner with the Scrubs road, which was then a country lane miles outside London. Indeed, only since the Great War had the ever-spreading tide of brick and stucco engulfed the nearby villages of Kensal Green and Harlesden Green, making them part of the great metropolis.

It was a most depressing part, too, as Julia now discovered. The four-mile drive from Pembridge Gardens took her from the early-Victorian grandeur of Bayswater, northward through the late-Victorian pretensions of North Kensington, then westward along the Harrow Road, among the bijou drabness of postwar suburbia – the very southernmost fringe of that “Metroland” so glowingly depicted in the posters of the Metropolitan Railway. Somehow their artists and photographers were always elsewhere on a day like this, bleak and chill, with waves of drizzle borne in upon a cutting easterly wind. As the car went up Ladbroke Grove and took the bridge over the canal, Strong pointed out one of the chimneys of the Somerville works, almost a mile away to the west.

The intervening space was occupied by two cemeteries, All Souls and St Mary’s. George’s family grave was down there in All Souls. How odd, she thought, that they had visited it so many times over the years and never once had he pointed out the works; the chimney was surely visible from down there, too. She felt a twinge of panic and almost told Strong to turn about.

It wasn’t just the depressing surroundings, there was also the matter of explaining to George this sudden whim to acquaint herself with the works after thirteen years of contented ignorance. If the chauffeur hadn’t at that moment called out, “Not far now, madam,” she might easily have turned about for home.

They came upon the canal again at journey’s end, for it marked the southern boundary of the works on that side of Forge Lane. The other boundaries were formed by the West London Railway line and the Great Western Railway line to its huge depot at Willesden, half a mile farther out of town – and, of course, by Scrubs Lane itself.

A tramcar accelerated past them as they turned into Forge Lane, its trolley pole spitting hot, defiant sparks into the winter rain. Julia thought she had never seen a landscape so drab. Even the half-mile stretch of parkland known as Wormwood Scrubs, which lies beyond the canal, did little to relieve the scene, for at its farther edge rose the gaunt walls of the huge penitentiary of the same name – and beside it loomed the no-less-forbidding pile of the Hammersmith Workhouse.

Back in Connaught Square, in George’s study, hung an old photograph of the original blacksmith’s forge, taken the day before it was demolished to make room for the expanding works. Grandfather James, already a successful proprietor, had been coaxed back into his old smock and apron for the occasion and stood there, grinning self-consciously before the open doorway, around which some ivy, grubbed up from the graveyard over the road, had been artistically draped. A couple of great shire horses had been given the afternoon off to help complete the illusion – which was so successful that for Julia this simulated rural idyll had coloured her mental picture of “the works” and left her completely unprepared for the shock of this industrial higgledy-piggledy.

How could George be so eager to journey here each day, she wondered? On the contrary, the impulse that had made his father buy the house in Connaught Square had never been more understandable.

Strong was peering from building to building; if she hadn’t known otherwise, she’d have imagined he was a stranger here, too – and equally shocked at the sight of it all.

“Which are the offices?” she asked.

“That’s the thing, madam. There isn’t just the one set of offices. Those are what we call the stores offices. Those are the forge offices … the finishing offices …”

“What strange names. I’ve heard of finishing schools …”

“Oh, it’s nothing to do with the offices, it’s just that they’re next to the finishing shops. As a matter of fact, most of the accounts people work in there.”

“Most? Why not all?”

“Well, accounts for prewar customers are still over in the old place, backing onto the Rolls-Royce Service Station in Hythe Road.”

“And what name do they go by?” she asked, half ironically.

“The Rolls-Royce offices – only it’s nothing to do with Royce’s.”

She gave up. “And where did you used to work, Strong?”

He shot her an appreciative glance and she guessed that no one had openly remembered his former status in a long time. He pointed out the building with a touch of pride.

She remarked, “You must regret it at times. It’s very good of you to go on working for the firm.”

“Loyalty’s a two-way street, madam,” he replied awkwardly. “And you and the Guv’nor have kept it open both ways for me. I’ll tell you a time when I don’t regret it – and that’s when we drive up Oxford Street and see that band of blind and crippled ex-soldiers, begging their bread in this land fit for heroes.”

Julia could not help wondering whether the freedom of the streets, even on a day like this, would not be preferable to the clamorous, sooty, oil-reeking purgatory of Somerville’s. “I suppose, now I’m here, I’d better get out,” she sighed. “In which of the four offices is the Guv’nor likely to be?”

“Oh, there’s more’n four.” Strong’s laughter was mostly from relief at being back on everyday ground.

“I don’t wish to hear it.”

“There’s a man’ll do us,” he said, waving to attract the attention of a young fellow who was staring out at nothing in particular from the window of the finishing office. “He’ll know where the Guv’nor is.”

She had a vague impression of a young, handsome-looking fellow. Tall, too, unless the floor in there was raised. “Who is he?” she asked.

Strong was trying to attract his attention with a piece of comic pantomime – pointing to the sky, opening and closing an imaginary umbrella, and wringing out an equally imaginary wet cloth. The man saw him suddenly, grasped the point, and, after a rather stiff wave, vanished from the window.

Strong answered her question then. “He’s our new engineer. The Yankee fellow, Eliot Baring the fourth.”

“He sounds like royalty.”

Strong chuckled. “He’s taken a lot of what he calls joshing about that. ‘Your majesty,’ they call him. Or ‘Oy, Baring – come forth!’”

The man himself came forth at that moment. Julia’s eyes went wide. She had never seen anyone more handsome. He was the very image of the he-man – not the big, beefy type, but the tall, lean, sinewy kind. In the idiom of his favourite reading – to which he was every bit as addicted as Julia was to her romances – he had muscles like whipcord; his eyes were pale green flecked with gold, like desert after rain; and he looked about as amenable as a wild mustang.

But appearances deceive. In fact, as she soon learned, he was shy to a degree, sensitive, unassuming … a most private person.

He was, however, as strong as he looked, and there was something in Julia that could not help responding to strong, physical-looking men. The cowhand, the marine, the Canadian Mountie – especially of the wiry, rangy kind – that type drew her like a magnet. It was a purely physical attraction; she just liked being near them. They radiated something – a sense of danger, an otherness … something she could never share; they held her with a fascination she could not then handle.

Later in life she learned to discount it – as part of that sad process called maturing. But back then, when she first met Eliot Baring and felt the power of it sweep over her in all its raw energy, she had no means of dealing with it. Which is not to imply that she went to pieces. Women of her class and breeding never do that. Outwardly she remained as calm and collected as ever – so that Baring had no idea what effect he was having upon her.

“Mrs Somerville?” he asked rather brusquely.

“Yes. And you are Mr Baring, I understand?”

“I couldn’t find a presentable umbrella back there.” He spoke almost as if it had been her fault.

“Oh – I’m so sorry. Ah – have you any idea where my husband might be?”

“I’ll go find him,” he snapped, turning on his heel – and taking the umbrella with him.

“No, no.” She laughed and did a couple of skips to join him beneath its shelter. “I really just want to look around the works. The last thing I wish is to disturb him, if he’s busy. Perhaps you’d be kind enough?”

“Oh …” He looked about, vaguely.

“Perhaps you’re busy, too?”

“No. I’d come to a dead end. Where d’you want to begin?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been here before.”

He was so astonished that he forgot his shyness for a moment. “Honest?” he asked.

She nodded. “So show me everything.”

He took her straight to the nearest bit of shelter, which happened to be the finishing shop, where the distinctive metallic stripe was painted upon each car and every surface was given its final, incredible polish. It was all done by hand. The atmosphere was not factory-like at all; if anything, it reminded her of occasional glimpses into those rooms labelled “Staff Only” at the British Museum, where craftsmen worked in the same absorbed silence.

“The logical thing would be to start at the beginning,” he observed, “where the chassis come in, and then to follow the work through each progressive stage.”

“Let’s do that,” she agreed.

She saw one of the workmen nudge another and say, “The Boss.”

“Unfortunately,” Eliot was saying, “the works isn’t laid out like that. We’d spend a lot of time out there running back and forth in the rain.”

It was so exciting to be near him that she missed everything he said about the wonderful new pyroxylin finishes, except that they couldn’t be sprayed on a damp day like this.

Then they made a dash across a little cobblestoned yard into another, much larger building; this one was filled with noisy machines and men hammering, filing, sawing, and doing other technical things to bits of metal.

“What’s that smell?” she asked.

“Cutting oil. It stops the machine tools from overheating.”

“It’s not unpleasant.”

He led her to a quieter area. “This workshop, by the way, has nothing to do with the coachbuilding – or only incidentally. We appear to have become jobbing engineers to most of North London.”

The idea seemed to exasperate him.

“Why do they call you the Boss?” she asked.

For the first time he laughed. “Don’t you know?”

“Because you’re American?”

“No, ma’am. I’m not the Boss. That’s you. I thought you knew.”

“Oh yes?” She smiled. “What d’you call it? Joshing the newcomer?”

“I assure you.”

“But I’ve never been here before. Those men couldn’t possibly have recognized me.”

“But they could, too.” He gave a one-sided grin that sent her wild. “The Guv’nor has a big portrait of you on his desk. That’s how I knew who you were. They call you the Boss because of those lists of defects you send back on each car. You never knew?”

“How absurd,” she commented – feeling absurdly flattered, nonetheless. “What’s next? All this clattering and banging means nothing to me.”

“Next is where the chassis come in – mostly by rail.”

There was another dash across another backyard, this time with more mud than cobblestones underfoot. “The reception shop, as it’s called, was built here because, in the old days, when we did a lot of railway coachwork, the line happened to end here. That’s how decisions get made hereabouts!”

“Where would you have put it?” she asked.

“Oh …” His eyes raked the ceiling. Then he shook his head, closing off the subject. He pointed to the nearest chassis. “That’s a special. For Henry Seagrave’s next attempt on the world land-speed record.”

“Ah, yes.” She remembered talk of it. “My husband’s very keen it should remain British.”

“Oh, I know it.” He spoke as if there’d already been an argument about that. “And there’s a regular Phantom chassis that’s about to become very unregular. Behind it, a Hispano-Suiza we did ten years back, in the middle of the war.”

“I remember it.” She was delighted for some small point of contact with this vast, alien place.

She liked the way he said “we,” even about things that had happened long before he joined the firm. She looked at the Hispano-Suiza. “What happened to her?”

“She’s been returned for a complete rebuild. So we’ve stripped her down and put her here, ready to start the random walk.”

“What sort of walk?”

He glanced sidelong at her, suddenly unsure of himself.

“Random?” she prompted.

He framed himself to explain. “Every chassis we unload here, Mrs Somerville, has to travel more than a quarter of a mile before it arrives at the finishing shop – which, as you saw, is practically next door to this place, where it all begins.”

“I had no idea it was so large.”

“That’s not it, ma’am. If the workshops were laid out in their proper sequence, the total journey would be less than forty yards.”

There was a weariness behind the assertion, as if he had made it so often it had been reduced to a ritual. But he also glanced at her, as if hoping she might take his part.

“It all looks very bustling and efficient,” she remarked. “Despite the awkward layout.”

He stared at her in a kind of contempt; she almost melted. “What’s in there?” she asked, pointing to another hut.

“It wouldn’t mean a thing to you.”

“Why not let me be the judge of that?”

“It’s nothing to do with the firm – I mean, not with coachbuilding.”

“More jobbing engineering?”

“No, something else. I think your husband should be the one to explain about that. I’m not involved.”

“Good Lord! How many businesses are being carried on here, then?”

He rounded on her. His annoyance erupted in an ironic smile. “Good question, ma’am.”

For the rest of their tour (and “Random Walk” would be a better address for Somerville’s than “Forge Lane,” she decided) he stuck to the facts – everything from panel beating to something called “sacrificial protection.” He was a good teacher and she learned more than she had expected to.

In between she pumped him for information about himself, his parents, his upbringing, his present lodgings, his ambitions. No one who has seen a well-trained upper-middle-class English lady in action will be surprised that she discovered almost everything there was to know about Eliot Baring IV. His shyness did not yield, but she batted on as if it were not there between them.

His family were bankers, distantly related to the Barings of London, who had gone spectacularly bust in the middle of the last century. His parents had loathed the idea of his taking up engineering but had sensibly compromised: If he would take a business degree first, and was then still set on the oily-fingered life, they’d drop their objections. Which was what he had done. He had a degree in business from some university called “Ivy League.” He was twenty-six and single, and he rented the middle floor of an apartment house in Sussex Gardens, Paddington, two miles away. He walked to and from work along the canal bank; the canal people had gotten to know him quite well and he often rode with them.

“And what brought you to England?” she asked.

“Oh … reasons.”

She thought he meant an unhappy love affair and dropped it.

“Somerville’s is a hard place to leave,” he added, suddenly.

“My husband would agree with you there.”

“Often I don’t get home till almost midnight.”

“Good heavens! Do we work you so hard?”

“Oh no. I thought your husband … well, I guess you don’t talk much business.”

She shook her head.

“Well” – he was in an agony of shyness again – “part of my salary, so to speak, is, er, kind of, in, er, kind. I mean, I get to use the workshops and facilities. My own work. Hobby, he calls it.”

“Is it a hobby? I’d love to see this … whatever it is. Is it here now?”

“Oh, hell!” he said. If he’d been a few years younger he’d have looked for a stone to kick. “I’ll show you if you like.”

It was almost a challenge. Without waiting for her acceptance he led the way past several buildings to something like a large garden shed down by the canal. The railway arches soared above it, cutting out most of the dull, winter light. It was unheated, too. The temperature seemed even colder inside than out.

“You work until late at night – here?” she asked.

“Home from home.”

She looked around in the gathering gloom and saw that he was right. The place did, indeed, have a homelike atmosphere. A moment of deep nostalgia seized her as forgotten rooms in her life came suddenly to mind, bringing in their train the dreams they once embodied. “Oh yes! I used to long for a place just like this.”

With that one unguarded statement she finally penetrated his shyness and forged a bond between them that surprised him as deeply as it pleased her. “You?” he asked.

She nodded and closed her eyes. “I was going to be an artist, starving in a garret, no – not starving, but not noticing that I’d forgotten to eat, and not even noticing the cold. Isn’t that right?” She opened her eyes and stared at him.

He was attracted to her, too. She could sense it now. The power of it thrilled her; the sensation of playing with fire.

“Right.” He spoke in boyish ruefulness, smiling with reluctance. Even more awkwardly he asked, “Do you regret it?”

She shook her head. “I did paint for a while, after my marriage. Indeed, my husband encouraged it – wisely as it happens, for the impulse soon burned itself out. Just a passing fad. But enough of all that. What is it keeps you here so late? No passing fad, I’m sure.”

He went to the back of the room and returned holding what looked like a piece of sculpture, a crucifix. His pale, gold-green eyes almost glowed in the twilight. She felt as if he were bringing her a special gift.

“I can’t even guess,” she murmured, taking it carefully.

He switched on the light and she found she was holding a model aeroplane.

A hobby after all! She felt let down. But her pleasure sounded genuine as she said, “Oh, you must meet my son Robert. He had an absolute craze for these all last year.”

His laugh was tolerant, beyond insult. “Did they look like this?” Gently he took the model back and held it at various flying angles.

Robert used to do the same, she remembered. But she saw the point of the question. This model plane was like none other she had seen. Nor was it like any of the real-life aeroplanes one saw cut in half in the Illustrated London News. Those planes were all canvas sails and wire and struts, or whatever one called them. Props? No, that was the bit that went around at the front.

“No,” she agreed. “It’s all sleek and smooth and …”

“Aerodynamic is the word,” he told her. “The full-scale version of this baby will carry two dozen passengers – and their baggage – and some mail – in luxury – London to Paris – in ninety minutes. Two hours against a strong wind.”

Her mouth dropped.

“I know.” He laughed. “You thought I just built models.”

After that she showered him with questions – had he started building the real thing? Why not? Where would he look for money, then? Wasn’t Somerville’s interested? What did George say? And so on.

He was not as forthcoming as his earlier enthusiasm had led her to expect. But when it came to the likely competitors he spoke more freely. Time was short. The ban against the German airplane industry was about to be lifted. Junker, Dornier, Messerschmidt, and Fokke would all repatriate the industries they had set up temporarily in Italy, Denmark, et cetera. They were already ahead of the world, despite their disadvantages; once they were back home there’d be no holding them. He had come to England because of the imperial connection. America’s likely air routes were three or four thousand miles at the most but England’s spanned half-way around the world. At least, that was how it had looked from the States.

“But not now you’re here?” she prompted.

He shook his head. “I despair sometimes, ma’am, I truly do. Every other nation in the world supports its airplane industry – but not this one. It’s that old red-flag-in-front-of-the-auto spirit all over again. It’s etched deep in the English soul.”

She could not remember when she had last felt so excited by an idea – never, probably. Every moment she was with him, there in that grimy little shed, watching him move, hearing him explain about the industry, seeing him handle his own model, she felt him grow in stature. If George wasn’t backing Eliot Baring, then George was wrong.

It was a judgement she would never have dreamed of making before that day.

“We’d better go find your husband,” he observed, replacing the model in its cradle.

“Has it a name?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m kinda superstitious. When she flies, then we’ll name her. Until then she’s just Baring One.”

On their way back to the centre of the works, where he thought they might find George in one of those mystery sheds, they passed a giant waste bin filled with things that looked perfectly serviceable to her: a table lamp, a filing cabinet (broken but not beyond repair), masses of paper, blank on one side (on which the children would just love to scribble), a folding desk … it went on and on. The yard was covered, so the rain had damaged nothing.

“What waste!” she sighed. “Just because my husband can’t get around as he used to – they must have hoped he wouldn’t catch sight of this.”

“Oh, I think most of it is his doing, Mrs Somerville. He’s ordered a great turnout of his old office. This is stuff he can’t – er – use any more. I don’t think he wanted to pass it on.”

“Well, perhaps that is understandable. Even so, the children would love to have some of this paper for scribbling on …”

“Company secrets, maybe?” he suggested.

“Which any rag-and-bone man – or whoever collects this stuff – can now read! No, I’m going to take at least some of this home with me.”

Lying just beneath the handful she selected was a large manilla envelope. The corner of it tore away as she lifted her haul – revealing what looked like quite a pretty little water colour. She laid the waste paper aside and pulled the painting out for a better look.

What she saw was … impossible. She prolonged the tear in the envelope and discovered … well, it was even more impossible. Two water colours. Two very particular water colours.

“Is something wrong, Mrs Somerville?”

She had actually forgotten he was there.

“They’re rather pretty, aren’t they,” she remarked.

“They don’t bother me,” he said.

One of those topsy-turvy American compliments, she assumed.

“I think I’ll take them, too,” she added.

“I’m sure your husband’s in that building.” He pointed to a hut in the middle distance. “I can see his nurse.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she observed icily. “I’ve just realized I have to hurry home. If you see him, tell him I didn’t wish to disturb him.” She held out her hand. “And I want to thank you, Mr Baring, for making my first visit so interesting – but above all for showing me the Baring One. I don’t suppose you believe in a woman’s intuition?”

He was neatly caught between honesty and politeness.

She laughed. “No. Nor do I. Not really. Even so, I’m convinced you will one day make your fortune with that machine.”

He could not accept it. He thrust his hands deep in his pockets, sniffed, gave an awkward shrug, and waited for her to be gone, taking the burden of her confidence with her.

The moment she was back in her car she put him from her mind. All the way home she fumed at George, at his dishonesty, at the way he patronized her.

The water colours were hers – views of Hyde Park painted the year after her marriage. She’d done only one to start with; George had taken it to his office and hung it over his desk. Then about two months later he had come home full of excitement because a customer, a noted collector of paintings, had admired it and asked if it was for sale. After a lot of dithering she had agreed to let him sell it – flattered, of course, that a noted connoisseur should see anything of merit in her work; the proceeds had gone to the Red Cross. The collector had commissioned a matching painting on the same terms – by which time the novelty and flattery had worn thin. That was, in fact, how she discovered that her artistic ambitions were (as she had told Baring) just a passing fad.
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