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Chapter One



7 May 1910


‘The King is dead!’ Tilly Shilling shouted as she ran over the cobbles towards the little harbour-side cottage that was home to her, and to her niece and nephew. Her niece, seventeen-year-old Janna, was seated in the doorway, a large sack at either side of her as she cleaned the last batch of that season’s oysters ready for market.


‘He died last night!’ Tilly, who was only ten years older than Janna, came to a breathless halt, a mane of blue-black hair tumbling down her back in untamed waves and curls. ‘Billy Gann saw it on the front page of the paper, so it must be true, and the news is now all over town.’


The harbour served as the centre of Oystertown and people were beginning to throng the quayside, relaying the news to each other in shocked disbelief. King Edward, or Bertie, as he was affectionately referred to, had been a man of the people. Unlike his late mother, Queen Victoria, he hadn’t hidden himself away at Windsor or Balmoral, fraternizing only with close family and a few intimate courtiers. He’d strolled the world’s stage, his bulky figure as well known in Paris, Biarritz and the fashionable spa towns of Germany as it was in London. No major race meeting had been complete without his presence, a homburg hat tilted at a rakish angle, a cigar in hand and Caesar, his little fox terrier, at his heels. He had been king for only a little over nine years – no time at all compared to his mother’s sixty-three-year reign – but it was instantly obvious that the world would be a duller place without him.


‘According to the Oystertown Gazette, he returned from a visit to Biarritz only a few days ago.’ Dazedly Janna pushed the sacks of oysters aside and rose to her feet. ‘I can’t take this news in without a cup of strong tea. Have you time to join me? Or do you need to get back to the Duke?’


The Duke of Connaught was Oystertown’s most popular public house and Tilly, with her hour-glass figure, was far and away its most popular barmaid.


‘I need to get back,’ she said regretfully, ‘and when I do, I’ll be run off my feet. Every man with a good arm will be raising a pint in memory of King Edward.’


She turned to go and stubbed her toe on one of the sacks. ‘Are these what is left of Jasper’s last catch until dredging starts again in September?’


‘Yes.’ Janna was still thinking about King Edward’s shockingly unexpected death. ‘Do you think Queen Alexandra will allow Alice Keppel to attend the King’s funeral?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. Would you allow a woman who had been your husband’s mistress for the last twelve years to upstage you at his funeral? I know I wouldn’t. From now on Alice Keppel will have to sing elsewhere for her supper.’


And well aware that the respectable matrons of Oystertown regarded her in exactly the same light as they regarded Alice Keppel – and not giving a fig about it – Tilly hitched up her ankle-skimming skirt and set off at a run in the direction of the high street and the Duke of Connaught public house.


Struggling to come to terms with the enormity of the change that had suddenly taken place in England and ignoring the oysters that were still waiting to be cleaned, Janna filled a kettle with water and put it on the hob. Then, tears streaming down her face, she put a scoopful of tea into a brown glazed teapot and took a cup and saucer from the dresser and set them on the table. What was life going to be like now their colourful, larger-than-life king was dead and his successor, his eldest surviving son, George, was king?


Unlike his father – whose exuberant love of life had always been blazingly obvious – there was nothing genial or hail-fellow-well-met about George. On every newspaper photograph she had ever seen of him he had looked glum, and as for him ever having had a mistress – the idea was beyond her imagination.


As she waited for the kettle to boil she looked around the small, cosy room. Her father, an oysterman like Jasper, had drowned twelve years ago in one of the biggest storms of the last century and her mother had died of consumption two years later. It was then that her father’s young sister had come to her and Jasper’s rescue, saving them from an orphanage.


‘I’ll take care of them,’ she had said fiercely as, stunned and bewildered with grief, they had clung to her skirt.


The kettle began to sing and she took it off the hob and filled the teapot. Tilly’s method of earning enough money for the three of them to live on was one ages-old, but none of the local men who paid for her company ever stepped foot across the cottage threshold. Tilly had had her standards and their home had been sacrosanct.


Janna poured milk into her cup, remembering the winter evenings when the two of them had sat before the fire making the gaily coloured rag rugs that now took the chill off the stone flooring. The kitchen range – an iron oven on one side of its hob grate where a fire burned throughout the day, an iron tank with a constant supply of hot water on the other side of it – was scrupulously black-leaded every week. The deal table in the centre of the room was scoured so regularly the wood was nearly white. In spring and summer wild flowers in a spare milk jug graced the centre of the table. In winter she and Tilly bought tubes of coloured wax from the local stationer’s and made small half-moons that, when curled around twigs, gave the appearance of a flower. Beneath a muslin-curtained window was a stone sink with a bucket underneath so that the dirty water could be carried into the yard and thrown over the flagstones.


The family’s laundry was taken care of in a lean-to outhouse where there was a large coal-fired copper for boiling clothes, a dolly-tub and a head-high mangle. Janna could remember how carefully Tilly had shown her how to fold clothes that had buttons on so that the buttons lay over the edge of the mangle’s two heavy rollers and didn’t get crushed. Also in the outhouse and hanging on a large hook was a tin bath that was hauled in front of the kitchen-range every Friday night so they could take turns at having what Tilly called ‘a good wash and a soak’. Across a small paved yard there was an outside privy and a water pump. Upstairs she and Tilly shared one bedroom, Jasper had the other and Wellington, a ginger tomcat, kept their little home mouse and rat free.


On the day Jasper had been old enough to take his late father’s fishing smack, the Pearl, out onto the oyster beds and put his earnings on the deal table, Tilly had abandoned the occupation that until then had kept food in their larder and coal in the grate. Her becoming a barmaid – and nothing but a barmaid – hadn’t, however, changed the way she was thought of and when it came to marriage, Oystertown’s working men steered clear of a woman with a reputation such as Tilly’s, not wanting a bride their mates most probably knew a little too well. Oystertown’s young women were usually married before they were twenty-one, but at twenty-seven, Tilly was still a spinster and Janna had no idea whether Tilly cared, or whether she was carelessly indifferent.


She had just poured scalding tea into the cup when there came the sound of Jasper’s booted feet on the harbour-side cobbles and moments later he strode through the open doorway, ducking his head as he did so because of his height.


Whenever she saw her brother unexpectedly, as now, Janna couldn’t help thinking that he could more easily be taken for Tilly’s brother than her nephew, for they both had the same unruly hair, gold-flecked brown eyes and the same careless, almost insolent attitude towards life.


At the sight of her sitting idle when there were oysters still waiting to be cleaned, he said dryly, ‘The King may be dead, Janna, and those oysters may be all that is left of the last batch of the season, but I’ve a customer waiting for them.’


‘I’m sorry. Tilly told me about the King. I just can’t get my head around his not being there anymore. How can England feel like England without him? Do you want some tea?’


‘England will always feel like England, but you’re right in that dull and boring George won’t be able to fill his father’s boots and yes, Janna, I will have a pot of tea.’ He lifted a pint mug down from the dresser, set it on the table and then straddled a chair, folding his arms across the back of it, his shirt open at the neck, his sleeves rolled up. ‘I’ve not come home mid-morning because of the news about Bertie. I’ve come because there’s something I need to tell you before anyone else does.’


She paused in the act of pouring his tea, filled with apprehension. Jasper had been seeing an awful lot of Moody Gibbs’s wife. Had Moody found out? Unlike Jasper – who thrived on trouble – she hated it.


‘Don’t look like that, Janna,’ he said, reading her mind. ‘It’s nothing to do with Rosie. Do you remember when the Easter Fair came to town and I won three sovereigns getting into the ring and flooring what the fairground barker had trumpeted as being their “Unbeaten Bare-Knuckle Boxing Champion”? Well, I’m going to do it professionally.’


‘What? Knock out their bare-knuckle champion?’


His strong-boned face split into a wide grin. ‘No, silly goose. Do some bare-knuckle boxing. I’ve had a word with Ozzie at the Duke and he’s all for having matches take place in a room at the back of the pub. It would be something to bring extra money in – especially during the summer months.’


She stared at him, appalled.


She and Tilly had been with him when, to roars of encouragement from the crowd, he had yanked off his shirt revealing chest muscles that were whipcord hard and had stepped into a makeshift boxing ring and taken on a massively built fairground thug. The thug hadn’t given him the chance to square up to him before he’d fisted Jasper a blow that had sent Jasper reeling back against the ropes.


‘Don’t let him get away with that, Jas!’ Tilly had shouted, clutching his shirt to her chest as the crowd had cheered and booed in equal measure and sobs had risen in Janna’s throat.


And Jasper hadn’t let his formidable-looking opponent get away with it. As the thug had borne down on him, leering from ear-to-ear, Jasper had dodged him and landed a powerful low blow to his exposed midriff. The unbeaten champion had doubled up, gasping for air. Lightning fast, Jasper had fisted a solid right hook to the side of his opponent’s head and followed it up with a solid left hook to the other side of it. The thug had fallen to his knees, swayed, struggled to his feet, then tottered. To jeers and boos from the crowd, he had slumped to his knees again and, showing no signs of a quick recovery or of wanting to continue with the match, he had been counted out.


Jasper had raised his arms in victory, had very reluctantly been given three sovereigns, and had been told by the fairground barker that he never wanted to see him again. Although the fight had been short and, for Jasper, successful, it had never occurred to Janna that it would set a precedent and yet now here he was, announcing that he intended fighting bare-knuckle on a regular basis in the back room of the Duke.


She was about to say that when Tilly heard she would put a stop to it by threatening to quit as a barmaid there – and if it came to a choice between having Tilly as a barmaid or bare-knuckle boxing in the back room, Ozzie, in his late thirties and balding, would surely opt for retaining Tilly as a barmaid – but she remembered Tilly’s shouted encouragement when Jasper had fought at the fair and she didn’t think Tilly would threaten to quit. She thought Tilly might take the attitude that Jasper was old enough to make his own decisions about how he made a living – and that his chances of death on entering a boxing ring would be far less than when he skippered the town’s lifeboat in horrendous winter seas.


Knowing it would cause an argument if she put her thoughts into words, she bit back what she had been on the point of saying and poured herself a second cup of tea.


Jasper pushed his barely touched pint pot to one side. ‘Something else before I go. A family new to town have moved into the mill.’


‘The mill?’ There were no mills in, or even close to, Oystertown. ‘Do you mean the windmill?’


He nodded and her eyes widened. Oystertown lay huddled at the bottom of a steep hill known as The Heights and the distinctively white windmill standing high on the top of The Heights was a landmark for miles around – and served as an especially vital landmark for boats out at sea. It hadn’t been a working mill for over a decade and although Oystertown children often played inside it, no one before had made any attempt to try and make a home in it.


‘How do you know?’ she asked. ‘Who told you?’


‘Smelly Bell.’


Smelly was a tramp who passed through Oystertown several times a year.


‘He said there was a horse and cart outside it and that the cart was full of odds and ends of furniture and lots of pictures painted on bits of board and a man was taking the pictures into the mill first.’


‘Pictures?’ The teapot was now empty and, intrigued and wanting to hear more, Janna refilled the kettle and pushed it back on the red-hot hob. ‘What kind of pictures?’


‘Hell, Janna! How do I know?’ Jasper pushed a tumble of night-black curls away from his forehead. ‘I’m just telling you what Smelly told me.’


Not many Oystertown homes had pictures on their walls and, when they did, the pictures were mostly of Bertie and Queen Alexandra. Wondering if these would now be taken down and replaced by pictures of the new king and his wife, she said, ‘He seems a strange kind of person to be coming to live at Oystertown, Jasper. Will he fit in?’


‘As he’s clearly not an oysterman, I shouldn’t think so. And even if he was an oysterman, he couldn’t dredge here. Only Oystermen born and bred can harvest Oystertown oysters.’


He rose to his feet and she said quickly, having one last question before he left the house, ‘What about his family? Was it just the man and his wife moving in, or were there children helping to carry in pictures?’


‘There was no wife – or none that Smelly could see. He said there was a bearded, heavily built, foreign-looking man who was dressed like something out of a circus in purple trousers, a yellow shirt and a short black cape; a young bloke about my age who was dressed quite normally; and a girl a little younger with hair the colour of burnt marmalade. Don’t get any ideas about seeking them out, Janna. From Smelly’s description of them, they’re probably tinkers and best given a wide berth. Keep something hot for me tonight, I’m going to be late in.’


And in a couple of strides he was ducking beneath the head of the door and striding out onto the cobbles, Wellington shooting out of the cottage ahead of him.


Janna moved the kettle off the hob. Having had a second cup of tea she didn’t want a third cup. A new family in the town – for although the windmill was a little over a mile and a half away it was still counted as being part of the town – and a family who thought moving pictures into their new home came before moving furniture into it. It was all very interesting and she decided that when she had finished cleaning the oysters she would take a walk up the Heights and see if she could catch a glimpse of the odd-sounding newcomers for herself.


It was midday before she had enough free time to be able to do so. Oystertown’s only fully cobbled street ran all the way from the harbour to the foot of the Heights and when she turned into it she came to a sudden halt, sucking in her breath, for from end to end it was a sea of Union Jacks. Last used for Bertie’s coronation they had been hastily retrieved from lofts and lumber rooms and fluttered from the upper windows of shops and pubs. Halfway down the high street the town’s Anglican church was flying one at half-mast, as was the Methodist church which abutted the Fox and Firkin, the last public house before the high street petered out. From then on the road began a steep climb up the Heights with nothing but open country on either side of it and, at the top, the windmill.


The high street was just as thronged as the harbour-side had been with everyone having an opinion on why the King had died so unexpectedly.


‘It was that nasty Frenchy air that did for him,’ Gertie Dadd, Ozzie’s mother, said to everyone who passed her as she leaned against the door jamb of her tobacconist’s shop, beefy arms folded across her chest. ‘He should have stuck to going to Balmoral or the Isle of Wight like his mother did, then he’d still be with us.’


Other opinions Janna heard as she weaved her way between knots of people was that instead of sticking to English oysters, and more importantly oysters from Oystertown, the King had eaten a foreign oyster and died of food poisoning; that he had caught a chill whilst romancing a potential new mistress in the open air; that he had choked on a chicken bone.


As she began nearing the bottom end of the high street, she heard Mrs Pettman, the Methodist minister’s wife, say to the local coal merchant, ‘You don’t think the King’s death could be anything to do with the number of cigars he smoked in a day and the amount of champagne and brandy that he’s said to have drunk, do you, Harry?’


Janna never heard what Harry’s reply was, for from the alley next to the Fox and Firkin came shouts and screams and the sound of galloping hooves. Seconds later a terrified horse with no one at its reins erupted out of the alley, dragging a wildly rocking cart behind it.


As the horse swerved around the corner into the high street everyone who had been walking across the high street, or standing in the middle of it gossiping about the King’s death, made a panic-stricken run for the pavement, grabbing their children’s hands as they did so, or hoisting them into their arms.


A toddler remained unclaimed. Wearing nothing but a short filthy vest, he was sitting directly in the path of the horse, rolling a marble from one hand to the other.


For Janna, there wasn’t time for thought, only for instant action. Afterwards she didn’t remember sprinting across the cobbles. She didn’t remember scooping the toddler up as the horse thundered towards them, eyes rolling, nostrils flaring. All she remembered was the animal’s terrifying size; the smell of its sweat and its fear; the certainty that she and the child were about to be trampled to death.


And then it was galloping past her, so close she could feel the heat of its body. Her relief was so colossal it made her dizzy. Still running, she neared the edge of the pavement while people ran into the road to meet her. As the now screaming toddler was taken out of her arms, she tripped, falling full length on the cobbles. For several seconds she was too stunned to move, aware only of people crowding around her and of their concern.


Harry was asking urgently, ‘Are you badly hurt, pet? Have you broken anything?’


Her skirt was torn, her knees were bleeding, her legs felt like jelly and the side of her body that had taken her full weight was throbbing with pain, but she was alive when she could so easily have been trampled to death.


She knew something else, as well. No way could she continue with her walk up the Heights in order to satisfy her curiosity about the newcomers. Catching sight of them would have to wait until another day.


Dazedly she realized that Harry was helping her to her feet, his hands caked with coal-dust. ‘Come on. If you like, I’ll give you a lift home on the back of the coal cart.’


Undignified as it was, it was an offer she accepted.










Chapter Two



‘This is not one of your better ideas, Papa.’


Exasperatedly eighteen-year-old Marietta Picard lifted back the thick braid of red hair that had fallen forward over her shoulder and surveyed the filthy ground floor of what was to be their new home. ‘How can we live here? There are fox droppings, owl droppings . . .’


‘All of which can be swept up, my treasure,’ her father said complacently, ‘and you have not yet seen the other floors; there are five of them. Five! Just think of the quality of light! Just think of what a magnificent studio I will have!’


Marietta appreciated the importance of a studio with splendid light, but there were other considerations. ‘And what about a kitchen?’ she demanded, looking around at the huge octagonal-shaped space they were standing in. ‘Is there one? What am I to use for an oven? For a sink?’


Pascal Picard frowned. Ovens and sinks were not things that had been at the forefront of his mind when, in London, he had been introduced to Mrs Eames, the elderly widow of Oystertown’s last miller. All he had thought about was the light and the peppercorn rent Mrs Eames was asking for the windmill. Coming at a time when he had been threatened with eviction from their rented flat in London’s Rotherhithe, the prospect of a five-floor windmill overlooking the sea had been one his bohemian heart had leapt at.


‘I’ll soon find a wood-burning stove and a sink from somewhere,’ Marietta’s brother said, propping the iron bedhead he was carrying against one of the octagonal walls. ‘And until the windmill is liveable in we could probably rent a cottage in the nearby fishing town.’


His father’s complacency vanished. ‘Never, Daniel! Never will I rent a cottage when I can live in a windmill! A windmill that still has its sails! A windmill God has put across my path!’


His cape had fallen forward over his shoulder and theatrically he flung it back, striding across to the fixed iron ladder that led up to the first floor. ‘And now, mes enfants,’ he said, recovering his temper as fast as he had lost it. ‘I will climb to the top of the windmill and look at the view. My fellow artist and countryman, Monsieur Monet, has painted the same haystack a dozen times, always when the light is a little different and casts different shadows. I, Pascal Picard, will paint the view from the top of my windmill countless times in countless different kinds of light. I am embarking on a new path as an artist. I am poised on the edge of artistic greatness; I can feel it in my blood and in my bones!’


And with surprising agility for a man of his girth he took the rungs of the ladder two at a time.


‘Look on the bright side of things,’ Daniel said encouragingly as their father disappeared from view. ‘Pa is no longer in London. There is no longer a public house only a minute away from where we are living. True, the mill is only a hundred yards or so away from the road and he could walk down the hill to the town easy enough, but coming back up the hill, worse for drink, will utterly defeat him. I doubt there will be any gaming clubs in Oystertown and so he won’t, on the throw of a dice, be losing the little money he sometimes earns.’


‘Maybe not, but he won’t be earning any money unless I continue hawking his work around London galleries, and to do that I’m going to have to take his work up to London and that means train fares. Before, when things were sticky, the money you earned at Selfridges enabled us to manage, but there are no stores like Selfridges outside of London and in a small fishing town there won’t be a department store for you to apply to for a job. There may be a draper’s shop, but I wouldn’t count on it!’


‘I’ll find work of some kind.’ Daniel was always unflappably positive and, unlike their father, blessedly practical. ‘Take that worried look off your face and let’s get to grips with the mill. With five floors there must be a couple that can be made liveable.’


Doubting it very much, Marietta followed him across to the ladder.


When, one after the other, they stepped out onto the first floor, they were both immediately aware of how quickly the rooms in the windmill tapered off in size.


‘Although it isn’t as big as the ground floor it has more possibilities,’ Daniel said, ignoring the stale, musty air and the mice their presence had sent fleeing for cover.


Reluctantly, Marietta admitted that he was right. Four of the octagonal walls had windows. All of them were thick with years of grime but Marietta knew that when they were cleaned, two of them would give views over open countryside, the other two would give views of the town and, beyond the town, the sea. More importantly still, windows meant the room would be full of light and would make a perfect studio for their father.


‘Let’s see what the second floor has to offer,’ Daniel said. ‘The railed wooden staging –’ the windmill’s balcony – ‘that runs around the outside of the mill is at second-floor height and there must be doors leading out on to it.’


With more interest than she had started off with Marietta followed him up the second ladder, stepped off it and came to a stunned, horrified halt. The entire floor was filled with machinery. There was a head-high wheel with giant cogs. A wooden vat encased two enormous millstones. Above the millstones a chute led down from the third floor coming to a halt above a massive wooden tray with high-sided, inward-sloping sides. There was a hoist. There were pulleys. There was lots of belting. Below a jumbo-sized sieve there was a sinister-looking vertical machine and a much smaller pair of millstones.


‘Hell’s bells!’ Daniel, too, came to a sudden halt. ‘How are we going to get rid of this lot? It would take a squad of army engineers to shift it.’


‘Well, we certainly can’t.’ The brief flood of optimism she had felt on seeing the first floor had vanished. ‘Let’s look at the remaining floors. If they are the same as this one, then with or without you and Pa, and despite the floor below being suitable for a studio, I’m going back to London. I mean it, Daniel. So help me, I truly mean it.’


Knowing how capable she was of carrying out her threat, he followed her with rising concern to where the next ladder led upwards.


Marietta climbed it first, not knowing whether she was relieved or disappointed when she stepped from it into a room a couple of feet smaller again than the one they had just left and one that was empty apart from two trap doors, a hoist, and a chute that led down to the high-sided tray on the floor below.


‘I can dismantle the hoist and get rid of the chute,’ Daniel said encouragingly. ‘It means that so far, counting the ground floor, we have three floors that can be made liveable in and we still haven’t seen the state of the fourth floor.’


‘We can’t live on the first floor, Daniel.’ Her attitude that the windmill was yet another of their father’s impractical, hare-brained enthusiasms wasn’t one she was willing to abandon. ‘It’s the only floor we’ve seen so far that Pa could use for a studio. As for the ground floor . . .’ The tone of her voice showed him what her opinion of the ground floor was.


‘Then a lot depends on the floor above us,’ he said, unruffled.


This time he went up the ladder first – and when he reached the top, he didn’t even step from it.


‘What’s the matter?’ she called up to him. ‘Is it no use?’


‘None at all. The entire space is taken up by the machinery that turns the sails.’


She was silent for a moment, and then she said: ‘Any sign of Pa?’


‘Yes. I can see him through the rafters in what was described as the fifth floor, but is actually the odd-shaped, cap-like top of the windmill. It couldn’t possibly be used for living in. It’s far too small and it’s open to the air.’


‘And what is he doing?’


‘Doing?’ Despite his disappointment at what he’d found there was wry amusement in Daniel’s voice. ‘He’s sitting on the shaft that connects with the sails, admiring what I imagine is one of the best views in England.’


As he came back down the ladder she said, ‘Well, that’s it, then. We have to go back to London. Pa won’t like it. He’ll be as obstinate as a mule, but you’ll have to make him see sense. We can’t possibly live here.’


Daniel made a noise in his throat that could have meant anything and that she hoped was agreement. They climbed down the ladders to the third and then the second floor and he said impulsively, ‘Let’s go out onto the staging.’


Marietta didn’t care what they did as long as they didn’t continue bringing more furniture into the mill.


To reach the door leading to the staging they had to skirt around the machinery and the door, when they reached it, was so stiff Daniel had to put his shoulder to it to open it.


The rush of air that met them was heavenly – warm and fresh and sweet. And the view they hadn’t been able to see from any of the mill’s filthy windows was breathtaking.


‘Oh!’ she gasped as they stepped onto wooden decking broad enough for them to walk on side by side and made safe by a waist-high wooden railing, ‘This is lovely!’


They had stepped out onto the north side of the mill and could see that, instead of dropping away steeply, as the land to the south did, the ground shelved gradually in undulating waves. Poppies dangled scarlet heads. Dazzling-white marguerites grew in thick swathes. There were so many buttercups that parts of the hillside seemed to be a gently moving, golden sea.


‘It’s a very paintable view, don’t you think?’ Daniel said, lighting a cigarette.


‘Oh, yes!’ Her agreement was unhesitating. For her, the staging had changed everything. As mercurial in her moods as her father, her feelings about the mill had undergone a dramatic change. Of course she wasn’t going to return to Rotherhithe when she could live with a staging, and a view, like this. She wasn’t a complete lunatic.


‘Pa is right about the mill.’ She hugged his arm. ‘This is the perfect place for him to paint. His subject matter is all around him. He can paint en plein air on the staging, and at other times he can paint in the studio we will make for him on the first floor. It’s perfect. I don’t know why I didn’t realize it before.’


Beneath a thatch of russet hair Daniel’s face broke into a wide, relieved smile. ‘Better late than never, Sis. What do you think of our making the ground floor our main living area? I can make it habitable. Trust me. And I can divide the third floor into two bedrooms, one for you and one for me and Pa.’


She didn’t doubt his ability to do so. Daniel was both clever and, like their father, creative, although unlike their father his creativity found its outlet not in painting, but in designing and making things.


‘And the mill has another couple of advantages that you probably haven’t realized yet.’ He blew a plume of blue smoke upwards.


‘It has a water supply – I haven’t yet managed to turn it on, but I will – and there’s a horse trough.’


‘But no stable?’


‘No. A drawback, I must admit, but Hector is accustomed to sleeping out of doors. As soon as we’ve moved in, I’ll make building a stable for him my first priority.’


She hugged his arm. ‘It’s all going to be absolutely wonderful, Daniel. Is the ground fertile enough for us to be able to grow vegetables?’


‘With a bit of loving care, I think it will be. If I could get vegetables to grow in our London allotment, I don’t see why I shouldn’t get them to grow here.’


‘And we could begin keeping hens for eggs. We could even,’ she added as an afterthought, ‘have a goat.’


‘A goat?’ His sandy eyebrows rose nearly into his hair.


‘For milk.’


He took a deep, steadying breath. Until now they had only ever lived in huge cities – Paris and London – and their knowledge of livestock was nil. At a pinch he thought common sense would enable them to look after a cockerel and some hens, but a goat was surely a step too far.


He said hesitantly, ‘If you want milk from a goat, I think you’ll find it has to be pregnant first. Which means having another goat. A male one.’


‘Then I’ll get one.’ She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. ‘Let’s take a look at the view over the town.’


Moments later as they looked out over the town and the glorious, glittering expanse of estuary and open sea, she said, ‘It’s smaller than I had imagined it would be and I love the way it huddles around its harbour. It reminds me of something out of a child’s story book.’


Daniel knew what she meant. The town nestled at the foot of the hill as if challenging anyone to find it, and grassy slopes rose on its outskirts hemming it in even further.


As well as the tang of the sea, there was a scent of wild marjoram in the air. Bees buzzed. On the horizon a three-masted ship was making its way eastward. A scattering of small boats with dark red sails were heading towards the harbour.


The scene was idyllic, and then Marietta noticed the flags. ‘I wonder why there are so many flags flying? I thought at first it was just the two church spires that were flying them, but it isn’t. What looks to be laundry hanging out of windows isn’t laundry. It’s Union Jacks.’


Daniel shielded his eyes and squinted into the sun. The two flags flying from flagpoles were at half-mast and now that he realized, as Marietta had, that it wasn’t laundry hanging from the windows of the town’s closely packed houses, he frowned.


It was highly unlikely that such a display of public mourning was for a local councillor or similar local worthy. Union Jacks only flew at half-mast on public buildings when a senior member of the royal family died, or perhaps, although he wasn’t sure, when a prime minister died.


Reading his thoughts and suddenly concerned, she said, ‘Do you think King Edward has died?’


‘I hope not. He’s the most popular king we’ve ever had.’


While they had been standing on the staging there had been quite a lot of movement up and down the nearby road, all of which they had ignored, but Daniel was now anxious to attract someone’s attention.


‘Hello there, sir!’ he shouted through cupped hands at an elderly man who had just reached the point in the road where the short lane to the mill led into it. ‘Why all the flags in town?’


Billy Gann came to a halt. In all of his sixty-three years he had been addressed as a lot of things, but never before as sir. Pleasure surged through him. He knew a family had arrived that morning at the mill with a horse and a cart full of furniture because Smelly Bell had told him so, but Smelly had said the newcomers were tinkers. He, Billy, now knew they weren’t. Tinkers were a lot of things, but none he had ever met had spoken to him politely, or had called him sir.


Aware he was now being given a brilliant opportunity to be the first person in town to have close contact with the interesting-sounding newcomers, he turned into the lane.


‘Why all the flags?’ Daniel shouted again as Billy drew nearer.


‘The King has died, God bless ’im!’ Billy shouted back, and he headed towards the windmill with all the speed he could summon.


‘So, you’re the folk who be moving in,’ he said a couple of minutes later, as he came to a halt below the staging. It was a statement not a question. ‘I know this mill like the back o’ my ’and. The last miller were a cousin o’ mine. You’ll have a job on your ’ands if you want rid o’ its machinery. Corn mill machinery was made to last until the Second Coming.’


‘I believe you.’ There was deep feeling in Daniel’s voice. A sudden thought occurred to him. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know anyone who could give me a hand dismantling some of it, would you?’


Billy’s dirt-ingrained face split into a grin, revealing very few teeth. ‘O’ course I do. I could give you a hand. I’m Billy. Billy Gann.’


‘Daniel Picard,’ Daniel said, aware that with luck a whole weight of worry was about to be lifted from his shoulders. ‘Stay there, Billy, I’m coming down to you.’


‘I’m Marietta,’ Marietta said as Daniel headed to the nearest of the staging’s two doors. ‘If you know all about mills, Mr Gann, can you tell me if they all have staging like this one?’


‘Aye, I reckon all corn mills have stagin’.’ Billy hadn’t enjoyed himself so much in years. The girl was a smasher. There was something exotically foreign-looking about her. Her thick-lashed, cat-green eyes were set at a slight slant and there was a lack of shyness about her that should have been brazen, and yet wasn’t.


Marietta leaned over the railing, her braid swinging down over her shoulder like a glossy, fire-red rope. ‘But why do they have staging, Mr Gann? What was it used for?’


Billy grinned. As the few teeth he had were stained brown by his habit of chewing tobacco, it wasn’t a pretty sight.


‘It’s fer the miller to walk out on and judge the weather and feel the power o’ the wind – somethin’ he’d need to be aware of almost ’ourly, as it’s the wind that’s responsible for the speed o’ the sails, and it’s the speed o’ the sails that’s responsible for the speed at which the corn is ground.’


There came the sudden sound of her father clattering down the ladders that led from the windmill’s cap to the ground floor.


Marietta could read her father like a book. His moving at such speed meant he’d seen Billy from his bird’s-eye viewpoint and had judged from the look of him that he would know where the nearest public house was.


Moments later he burst out of the windmill, a beam of delight on his face, his arms open wide as if greeting a long-lost relative.


‘Un voisin!’ he cried, throwing his arms around a startled Billy in a bear hug that nearly lifted him from his feet. ‘A neighbour! This deserves a celebration! You don’t by any chance have something in your pocket we can toast the moment with, do you?’


Regrettably, Billy hadn’t.


Well aware where this was heading Daniel tried to regain control of the situation. ‘Mr Gann is going to help me dismantle some of the machinery, Pa.’


‘Bien sûr qu’il est! Of course he is!’ The upturned ends of Pascal’s magnificently waxed moustache quivered with the force of his emotion. ‘But all in good time, Daniel. For the moment, what is important is that my friendship with . . . with . . .?’


‘Billy,’ Billy said obligingly.


‘. . . with Billy is celebrated in proper style in the nearest hostelry, which is . . .?’


‘The Fox and Firkin at the bottom o’ the hill,’ Billy said even more obligingly.


Knowing exactly what was now about to happen, Marietta watched in amusement as Daniel tried yet again to retrieve the situation.


‘The Fox and Firkin will have to wait until another day, Pa,’ he was saying through gritted teeth. ‘We haven’t finished unloading the furniture yet.’


‘As to that, Marietta will help you,’ his father said genially, and then, to Billy, ‘She’s a strong girl. Shall we be off, then?’


And then, as if the matter was satisfactorily settled and as if he and Billy had known each other for years, he tucked his arm through his new friend’s and began propelling the mesmerized Billy at a brisk pace in the direction of the lane.


‘Bloody, bloody hell!’ Daniel ran his hands exasperatedly through his hair. ‘We’ve only been here five sodding minutes and already he’s found a drinking buddy and is off to the nearest pub!’


Reluctantly Marietta knew it was time she said goodbye to the staging and its stunning view and went and gave him some much-needed sisterly support.


‘Look on the bright side,’ she said to him a couple of minutes later, as he had said to her not so very long ago. ‘Pa is no use even when he’s here. And a drinking buddy who knows the mill like the back of his hand and can help dismantle the machinery is worth his weight in gold. So it isn’t all bad news, is it?’


He gave a rueful grin. ‘No. I suppose it isn’t.’


‘We’re on the brink of an entirely new lifestyle.’ She closed her eyes and raised her face to the sun, ‘A lifestyle of beautiful views and hens and goats and new friends and, like Pa, I am absolutely certain his paintings of Oystertown will be paintings that will make him famous.’


‘I certainly hope so. God knows his work is good enough. And what about you, Marietta? What are you going to do now we’re living on the coast?’


‘Me?’ She opened her eyes. ‘I’ll do what I’ve always done. I’ll look after Pa and I’ll take his paintings up to London art dealers.’


She turned away from him, heading back into the windmill, saying impishly over her shoulder, ‘And in my spare time I’ll do something I could never have done in Rotherhithe. I’ll find myself a handsome young oysterman to have a romance with!’










Chapter Three



When, in an imposing Belgrave Square mansion, an early morning telephone call from Buckingham Place informed Lord Robert Layard that King Edward had died at 11.45 the previous evening, the news was not unexpected. Lord Layard had been a close friend of Bertie’s for over forty years and had visited him only days ago when Bertie had returned from Biarritz suffering from a severe bout of bronchitis.


Still in his paisley-silk dressing gown, Lord Layard had woken his wife and his daughter with the news. Lady Layard had collapsed in grief. His only child, twenty-year-old Claudia, had been too stunned for tears. For as long as she could remember she had regarded the King almost as an uncle. When she was a small child, he had encouraged her to race slices of buttered toast down his immaculately trousered legs. He had played ping-pong with her. On her last birthday he had given her an exquisite pearl necklace with matching earrings.


And now he was dead and, because he was dead, there seemed to Claudia to be a great void in the world. With passionate intensity she wished her cousin Kim had been at home when her father had received his dreadful early morning telephone call. Just as the King had not been her uncle, but she had always thought of him as an uncle, so Kim, who was four years her senior, was not her brother, but she had grown up thinking of him as being her brother.


Kim’s father, her father’s youngest sibling, was a tea planter in Ceylon and when Kim was eight, he had been sent on a steamer to England to begin his education, first at a prep school in Berkshire, and then at Eton. His school vacations had all been spent with Claudia and her parents either in Belgrave Square, or Rose Mount, their country mansion on the outskirts of the little town of Oystertown. He was a high-flyer and after university he took up a position in Portsmouth as part of a design team working on the development of a submarine capable of a far greater operating depth than anything the Merchant Navy or, just as importantly, the Imperial German Navy yet had.


Her thoughts were disturbed by her mother entering the room. She was dressed entirely in black and was also dressed to leave the house. ‘I’ve sent for the carriage so that I can leave a condolence card at the palace,’ she said, ‘and Harrods are sending round two waist-length mourning veils for the funeral.’ Her voice was unsteady, thick with grief. ‘Knollys has told Papa that when poor darling Alexandra is finally able to part with the King’s body – apparently at the moment she is refusing to allow it to be moved – it will be placed in a sealed coffin on a purple-draped catafalque in the Throne Room. From there it will be taken to Westminster Hall where it will lie in state for three days in order that members of the public can file past and pay their respects. He also told Papa that the funeral will be held at St George’s Chapel at Windsor, where he is to be buried.’


It was an awful lot of information – all of which was still to be made public – but Knollys had been King Edward’s private secretary and so there was no doubting its accuracy.


‘Whether Alice Keppel will be allowed to pay her respects in private at Westminster Hall, or have the dignity of being invited to the funeral, heaven only knows,’ her mother continued, ‘and the same goes for Daisy Warwick. I don’t envy the person doing the funeral seating plan.’


‘But neither of them will be at the funeral, Mama. The Queen will not want to be reminded of them at a time like this.’


‘That will certainly be the case where Daisy Warwick is concerned, but not, I think, with Alice. According to Knollys, when it became obvious Bertie was on his death bed, Alexandra had Alice sent for in order for her to say goodbye to him. If ever a woman deserves to be called a saint, it is Alexandra.’


All the time she had been talking she had been fiddling with her black net gloves. Now she pulled them on. ‘One last thing, Claudia. All your social engagements for the next few weeks will, of course, be cancelled and as soon as the funeral is over, we shall be leaving for the peace and quiet of Rose Mount.’ And lowering the net veiling on a wide black hat lavishly decorated with glossy-black ostrich feathers, she left the room.


Claudia loved going down to Rose Mount. It was situated in lonely splendour a little less than two miles from Oystertown’s harbour and had uninterrupted glorious sea views. At the end of its long, sloping and well-tended garden, wrought-iron gates led out on to a private stretch of shoreline backed by marram grass. In the summer delicate yellow sea poppies, sturdy clumps of rosy-pink valerian and deep-blue viper’s bugloss grew in the shingle. There was a small beach hut so that members of the family who wished to swim could conveniently change into their bathing costumes.


Her father greatly enjoyed a morning swim, but his real passion was yachting and the family yacht, the Sprite, had a permanent mooring in the town’s busy little harbour.


Sometimes, with a couple of local men acting as crew, he sailed the Sprite across to France and often her mother accompanied him.


King Edward, too, had loved to sail. For both the King and her father, Cowes week in August had been sacrosanct. It was at Cowes that she and her mother had been introduced to Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, who every year pitted his yacht Meteor against King Edward’s racing yacht, Britannia.


Privately Claudia had thought that for a man well into middle age the Kaiser was still rather good-looking. There was a vigour about him that appealed to her. Her mother hadn’t thought him attractive in the slightest.


‘He was wearing several rings with vulgarly large stones,’ she had said afterwards with a shudder of distaste, ‘and before he shook hands with me he turned them around and then gripped my hand so tightly the stones cut into the flesh of my palms. When I gasped with pain he leered at me and said, “The Teutonic mailed fist, Lady Layard! What? What?”’


It suddenly occurred to Claudia that there had been very little difference in age between the King and her father and the prospect of her father dying filled her with panic. Overcome by the need to feel the reassurance of his arms around her she ran from the room and down the curving sweep of balustraded stairs in the direction of his study where he had been closeted making telephone calls ever since he had received the news of the King’s death.


‘Papa, it’s me.’ She gave an urgent knock on the door. ‘May I come in?’


There came the sound of his chair being scraped back from his desk and then his footsteps as he crossed the room and opened the door.


‘I suddenly thought . . .’ she said, her face streaked with tears as he put his arms around her, ‘I suddenly thought . . .’


‘I think I know what you thought,’ he said gruffly, almost as emotional as she was, ‘and you can put your mind at rest. Bertie smoked twelve cigars and twenty cigarettes a day and drank champagne and brandy morning, noon and night. I have never indulged in tobacco or alcohol to excess and as a consequence I’m fit and healthy and, God willing, I have decades of life still in front of me.’


Her anxiety ebbed. What he had said was as good as a promise, and her beloved Papa had never broken any promise he had made to her.


‘I’ll have tea sent in while we spend a little time together.’ He sat down again at his desk. ‘I’ve been thinking of how different Europe is going to be without Bertie at its helm, keeping the political situation from getting out of hand.’


He took a packet of Garibaldi biscuits out of his desk drawer, offered her one and took one for himself.


‘The problem is,’ he continued, ‘that while Bertie was alive, peace in Europe was assured. Without him there is no other monarch capable of holding Kaiser Wilhelm in check. And the Kaiser,’ he added, ‘is a loose cannon. He says whatever comes into his head, no matter what political trouble it causes.’


The tea was brought in and when the footman had left the room, he said, ‘All through Bertie’s reign the Kaiser tried to stir up trouble between England and Russia by filling the Tsar’s head with nonsense. Nonsense which, because the Tsar isn’t quite the fool the Kaiser takes him for, fortunately came to nothing.’


He bit into a biscuit, brushing crumbs from his immaculately tailored waistcoat.


‘It has been Bertie, a born negotiator and peacemaker, who has kept Europe stable this last nine years and George will not be able to pick up where his father left off. George,’ he added, ‘is capable of nothing other than shooting birds at Sandringham, bringing down stags at Balmoral and sticking stamps into albums.’


That her father should speak of the man who was now their king in such off-hand terms shocked her. It had long been accepted by those who knew him that although he had a cultured and intelligent wife, George was a dullard. And now the dullard was King of the United Kingdom and Emperor of India.


Reading her thoughts her father patted her hand. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. England has had its share of not very bright monarchs and we are still the mightiest country in the world. George has inherited an excellent Private Secretary in Francis Knollys. Knollys will keep him on the right track and give him all the advice he needs and, who knows, George might surprise us. And now I must get on with my telephone calls. The Duke of Norfolk has responsibility for organizing the King’s funeral in St George’s Chapel and he’s in a quandary over what to do about Caesar.’


Seeing her bewilderment he said, ‘At the Queen’s request Caesar is to walk immediately behind the King’s coffin in the funeral procession through the streets of London. Can you imagine how the crowned heads of Europe are going to feel, walking in solemn procession behind a dog? The Kaiser is going to have an apoplectic fit. And Norfolk’s dilemma is how he is to accommodate Caesar when it comes to the public lying-in-state. He’s left a message asking for my advice.’


‘And what will your advice be, Papa?’


‘That it would be highly improper for Caesar to be seen sitting beside the coffin in Westminster Hall. What if he were to cock his leg up against it?’


As she re-entered the drawing room, she caught sight of herself in the ornate mirror that hung above the fireplace and came to a sudden, shocked halt. Never before had she worn unrelieved black. She was fair-haired and pale-skinned and the black gown that her mother had speedily had delivered earlier that morning from Madame Lucile’s drained her of what little colour she had.


Her mother would, she knew, be wearing black from now until long after the funeral was over, and would expect her to do the same. And all the May balls and country house parties she had been so looking forward to would be cancelled. A cloud of dejection as black as her gown descended on her and then she heard a motor car rattle to a halt outside the house.


Knowing how unlikely it was that anyone would be paying house calls on a morning such as this she walked swiftly over to the wide windows that looked out over the square.


At what she saw, despondency vanished. Her cousin, as tall, slim and fair-haired as she was, was vaulting out of a yellow, open-topped Wolseley.


‘Kim!’ she shouted elatedly, knocking on the window to attract his attention.


He looked up, a wide grin on his handsome Layard face, gave her an acknowledging wave and then, in long easy strides, he crossed the pavement, stepped beneath the pillared portico and rang for admittance.


She rushed out of the first-floor drawing room, down the curving staircase and across the Italian tiled hall to greet him, saying effusively as a footman relieved him of his coat, driving gloves and goggles, ‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re here, Kim, and not still in Portsmouth! Are you home because King Edward has died? Will you be going to the funeral with Mama and Papa?’


‘I’m not sure whether the funeral invitation will include me, but I certainly want to be in London when it takes place.’ He gave her a huge bear hug. ‘Where are the folks? Are they at home?’


‘Mama isn’t. She’s gone to the palace to leave a condolence card. Papa is in his study making telephone calls.’


‘Then I won’t disturb him. I must say black makes you look very sophisticated, Claudia, although if you top the all-black look with a waist-length mourning veil you’re also going to look extremely nun-like.’


‘Becoming a nun has always been a secret ambition of mine,’ she said teasingly, tucking her hand in the crook of his arm as they by-passed a jardinière of ferns and white lilies and made their way up the stairs. ‘How are things coming along in Portsmouth? Are you any nearer to designing a Royal Navy submarine that will have the Kaiser gnashing his teeth in despair?’


‘We’re getting there, but we’re not yet so far ahead of the Germans that we can rest on our laurels. Royal Navy policy has always been to have twice as many ships as any other country, but thanks to the Kaiser’s determination to outmatch us – and especially when it comes to submarine production – that is no longer the case, which is why it is so urgently necessary that our future submarines are capable of far faster speeds than anything Germany is yet capable of building.’


‘But why all the urgency?’ she asked as they entered the drawing room. ‘It isn’t as if we’re ever likely to be at war with Germany. The Kaiser is King Edward’s eldest nephew and when the King’s funeral takes place, he will be a very prominent mourner.’


‘His being a prominent mourner is one thing. His being a genuine friend of England is quite another.’


He sat down on one of two facing, velvet-covered sofas. Resting an arm along its deeply buttoned back he said with an apologetic grin, ‘Sorry, Claudia. The King having died is bad enough without me being a prophet of doom and gloom into the bargain. I promise I won’t bring up the naval race subject again. Bring me up to date on your love-life. Is Toby Calverley still in the picture? As he’s heir to a dukedom and a Scottish estate the size of two English counties, I’m hoping he is.’


‘He isn’t.’ She perched on the arm of the opposite sofa. ‘I’ve become a very passionate supporter of Mrs Pankhurst. Toby stuffily said he couldn’t possibly have his name linked with the name of a girl who believed women should have the right to vote and I said I certainly wouldn’t want my name linked to a man who had no sympathy at all in what the Women’s Social and Political Union were trying to achieve.’


‘And have you become a fully paid-up member of Mrs P’s fighting force?’ he asked, trying not to show how concerned he suddenly felt. There were two branches in the Suffragette movement. The Women’s Social and Political Union, known for short as the WSPU, who took militant action such as chaining themselves to the railings outside Downing Street, heckling politicians, setting fire to public property and generally making God-awful nuisances of themselves which resulted in them being carted off to police stations and facing unpleasant jail sentences, and the more respectable NUWSS, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, which took a far more law-abiding approach in the Votes for Women struggle.


‘Yes, I have, but I haven’t yet told Mama and Papa. Wonderful as the King was, he was always deeply opposed to women’s suffrage and, in loyalty to him, it is the stance Papa has always taken. You won’t say anything to him, will you? Not when the King’s death has distressed him so deeply.’


‘No,’ he said, unhappy with the situation. ‘Just promise me you won’t do anything silly like chaining yourself to the railings in Downing Street, or publicly heckling the Prime Minister.’


‘Of course I won’t,’ she said, smoothing a crease from a skirt that ended a modest three inches above her ankles in order to avoid his eyes.


It wasn’t an outright lie, but considering that only two days ago she had taken part in a WSPU demonstration in Downing Street in which a stone had been thrown through one of Number 10’s windows, it wasn’t exactly the truth either.


Dinner in the Layard home was usually a jolly occasion, especially when Kim was with them, but that evening the King’s death weighed heavily on everyone and the usual gentle family teasing was absent.


‘What was the reaction among your fellow design engineers when the news came early this morning of the King’s death?’ her father asked Kim as pudding was served. ‘I take it for granted they were grief-stricken, but what was their opinion of what will now happen politically?’


Kim hesitated, and then said bluntly, ‘The immediate talk was of how, without the King’s stabilizing influence, war between Britain and Germany is now inevitable. Not immediately,’ he added, ‘but certainly in five or six years’ time.’


His uncle pushed his untouched pudding dish to one side. ‘And what are your thoughts, Kim? Are you in agreement with them?’


‘No. I think it will be sooner – and when it comes it will be the first war where submarines will play a major part. They are going to bring an entirely new dimension to naval warfare, which is why it is so essential that their speed capacity will always outstrip Kaisermarine speed capacity.’


No one spoke and then Robert Layard said heavily, ‘I always knew your work at Portsmouth was of vital national importance, my boy. Until now, though, I had never realized quite how important.’


Celia Layard looked around the dinner table, saw that no one was showing any inclination to embark on their dishes of champagne and primrose jelly and was just about to ring for the dishes to be cleared away and port, cheese and biscuits to be brought in, when there came the faint sound of the doorbell being rung.


‘Now who on earth can that be at half past eight in the evening?’ she said, looking across at her husband. ‘You weren’t expecting anyone, were you, Robert?’


‘No. It’s possibly a late delivery of some kind. Perhaps one of your women friends is sharing the grief of the day by sending flowers.’


A few minutes later Beamish, the butler, entered the room. His face was, as always, impassive, but his voice was highly nervous as he said, ‘Excuse me, sir. There are two policemen at the door.’


Robert Layard’s eyebrows rose nearly into his hair. ‘Policemen? What the devil can they possibly want?’ In deep irritation he scrunched up his napkin, threw it down on the table and rose to his feet.


Beamish cleared his throat. ‘It is Miss Claudia with whom they wish to speak, sir.’ Taking a deep breath and praying he would survive the moment, he added, ‘They have come with a warrant for her arrest, sir.’


Robert stared at him stupefied. ‘A warrant for her arrest? Are you drunk, Beamish? Have you completely lost your mind?’


‘No, sir. They were quite explicit. They are here to take her to Bow Street police station where she is to be charged with malicious damage.’


‘How utterly ridiculous!’ Lady Layard’s sapphire-blue eyes flashed fire. ‘The men are quite obviously not genuine policemen. It is an ugly and cruel practical joke. Robert, please go downstairs and put an end to this nonsense immediately.’


Kim, whose eyes since Beamish had made his announcement had never left Claudia’s face, was certain it was far from being a practical joke. He was also certain that when Claudia had promised him she wouldn’t chain herself to the railings in Downing Street, or publicly heckle the Prime Minister, it had only been because she had already earned her WSPU spurs.


He said to her tautly, ‘If there is any truth in the allegation, Claudia, it would be best to say so now.’


‘Good God, Kim!’ His uncle rounded on him violently. ‘How can you even begin to believe that there’s truth in such a preposterous allegation?’


Claudia rose to her feet. ‘But there is, Papa.’ Her voice was only slightly unsteady. ‘Two days ago, I was one of half a dozen suffragettes who entered Downing Street in order to make a protest that Prime Minister Asquith wouldn’t be able to ignore and, as was planned, a stone was thrown through one of Number Ten’s windows. Four of my friends were arrested. Two of us got away.’


Her mother rose unsteadily to her feet, her face drained of blood.


Her father stared at her in dazed incredulity.


‘I’m sorry for causing you hurt, Papa. And you too, Mama. But I can’t – and won’t – passively accept that women are no more capable of being able to vote than a baby or . . . or a dog. And now, before the police enter the house to take me by force, I think I should go down and face them.’


‘So that you can be arrested and charged with breaking the windows of Number Ten Downing Street?’ Celia Layard’s fine-boned face was ashen. ‘You will be sent to prison and suffragettes are treated abominably in prison.’ Her voice cracked and broke. ‘You have never experienced harshness and filthy conditions, Claudia. You can have no idea of what imprisonment will be like. When Lady Howard’s daughter went on hunger strike, she was force-fed! How could you possibly cope with an abomination such as that?’


‘I don’t know. I think I would try and find escape by thinking of nice things; things such as joining you at Rose Mount when I’m released. And now, Mama and Papa, please do one thing for me. Don’t come downstairs with me. I’d rather you didn’t see me being put into a Black Maria.’


Her mother blanched.


Her father breathed in so hard his nostrils were white.


Grim-faced and aware, with admiration, that Claudia was far, far tougher than he had ever thought possible, Kim said, ‘I’ll escort you downstairs and I’ll come with you to Bow Street.’


Gratefully she rose to her feet and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. To her parents she said, ‘I won’t have to serve a long prison sentence for a first offence, perhaps only a few days. I’ll be back home before you know it.’


‘Back home?’ Her father was trying to think which of his influential friends was best placed to have her name removed from the Bow Street charge sheet. ‘You won’t be back home in Belgrave Square, Claudia! You’ll be at Rose Mount – and as there won’t be any foolish suffragette activity in Oystertown for you to become involved in, for the rest of the year, Oystertown is where you are jolly well going to stay!’
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