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PART ONE
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July 1935


Even as he queued to board the coach at Victoria, Tom thought about turning back. He would tell his mother that he was ill, a sudden stomach upset, and he’d be better off spending the week at home on his own. She’d cluck and fuss but she might just let him go.


A pigeon eyed him from its perch above a newspaper stand, its head cocked, the stump of one foot hovering over a sign for Pears Soap: PURITY ITSELF.


A week at home on his own. Imagine. He could invite Jillie round; a little more comfortable than their usual spot by the back doors of the Gaumont. Tom fought down a sudden stab of desire. He mustn’t think those thoughts – he was with his mum and dad, for pity’s sake. Anyway, did he really want Jillie at his place, picking up the family photographs, drinking tea from his mum’s best cups? Jillie was getting a bit too attached as it was.


The coach doors opened and a cheer rippled through the queue. In a neighbouring bay, a bus moved off to the shouts of ‘Stand clear!’ Petrol fumes billowed into the still morning air.


‘Should leave on time after all,’ said Tom’s dad, looking up at the clock. The minute hand jerked forward. Five to nine.


His mum turned and flapped a hurry-up hand. ‘Come on, Tom,’ she said. ‘Chop chop.’


This was the moment, thought Tom. He would clutch his guts, retch a few times – it was the weather for stomach upsets, after all – and groan something about a ham roll bought from a milk bar on the Strand. Could he get away with it? He’d never been much good at lying. And now the thought of putting on such a performance began to make him feel genuinely queasy. Everyone would stare, and his mother would fret, and in all likelihood she’d miss the coach too, escort him back to Lewisham and dose him with Milk of Magnesia. He’d end up spoiling the holiday for her and that would be plain cruel because she’d been looking forward to Bognor ever since they’d paid their half-crown deposits before Christmas.


‘Just a bit tired,’ said Tom, stepping forward to close the gap between them. ‘I woke up at five.’


‘It’ll be the excitement,’ she said. ‘You were always the same before Scout camps.’


They had reached the coach door. Bea grabbed the handle and hauled herself up onto the boarding step. ‘There are still a few seats at the front, Harold. You have got the sandwiches, haven’t you?’ Tom’s dad raised his eyebrows and lifted his old khaki tote bag.


Tom climbed the steps and inhaled the smell of motor oil and disinfectant. Too late now – he was here and there was no chance of escape. Beggsy and Jim called to him from the very back of the coach, loud and larky. Tom gave a short wave but took a seat across the aisle from his mum and dad: Beggsy was a pain in the arse at the best of times.


As the coach moved off into the sunshine of Belgravia, Tom’s mood began to shift. The seat beside him was empty; he wouldn’t have to make small talk or listen to some droning bore from HQ. The whiff of disinfectant gave way to something different, to peeled oranges and chip paper, towels made stiff by saltwater and sun. Yes, the coach smelt different now. It smelt of promise.


They crawled through Clapham and Wandsworth until finally the roads cleared, and the coach picked up speed as it motored into the open countryside. Skylarks rose above fields and the verges shimmered with bees and butterflies.


At Dorking, Mrs Winters began to stalk down the aisle handing out information leaflets about the camp. And then – in case they couldn’t read, Tom supposed – she stood swaying at the front, reciting every line of the leaflet. Most of the coach passengers were travelling in civvies, but Mrs Winters wore her uniform, the skirt a little too tight, coarse black hairs poking through her tan stockings.


‘There will be four good meals daily,’ she called out. ‘The camp is complete with a shop, shower baths and a mess marquee.’


Tom’s mum turned wide-eyed towards his father. ‘A marquee, Harold!’ Harold blinked his heavy lids, gave the faintest nod in response. Bea fanned herself with the leaflet as Mrs Winters continued.


‘Cricket matches, rounders, quoits and badminton,’ she said, grabbing on to the back of a seat as the coach swerved around a sharp bend. ‘Punchballs for those who want to hit something, and boxing matches when two people want to hit each other.’


This caused a great laugh, and Beggsy at the back cheered. Tom’s insides crumpled at the mention of boxing matches and punchballs. Boxing, fencing, ju-jitsu – all manner of sports would be laid on, and he wasn’t interested in any of them. He didn’t want to punch anyone, or prance around with a daft sword. The enforced exercise was just the start, though: there’d be meetings too – speeches, lectures, patriotic songs. Damn it. He should have trusted his instincts, should have bailed out while there was still time.
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If Charles did that thing with his jaw once more she would have to leave the table. It was bad enough that her mother had invited him to stay yet again, but at least generally they got up late and she didn’t have to breakfast with them. Now here they both were, strangely energetic for this time of day – zestful, even – and every time he chewed there was a vile sound, like small bones cracking.


Her mother dropped a fig stalk carelessly onto the tablecloth, took a sip of tea and turned to Hazel. ‘I’ve decided to go up to town,’ she said. ‘Charles needs to get back for . . . urgent business. And I’d rather like a change of scene. You won’t mind, will you, darling?’


Hazel swallowed her mouthful too quickly and the dry toast scraped her throat. ‘When are you leaving?’


‘We thought midday,’ said Francine.


‘But what about this afternoon?’


Francine narrowed her eyes and raised a questioning shoulder. Her jade silk dressing gown clung to her skin, sinking into the dip of her collarbone. ‘This afternoon?’


‘The shopping trip. You were going to buy me some more summer things. Last year’s dresses are –’ she paused, feeling her cheeks colour – ‘you know.’


‘Oh, darling.’ Francine laughed and gestured towards Hazel’s bust. ‘Don’t be bashful, of course I know. It’s just rather hard for me to accept. My little girl growing into a woman.’ She turned to Charles and put a hand on his arm. ‘Honestly, Charles, if you’d seen her this time last year, she was flat as a board. Then whoosh came the monthlies, and now look!’


Hazel could only stare down at the toast crumbs on her plate. At Rosewood House, amongst the other girls, conversations about monthlies were had in whispers, if they were had at all. What was wrong with her mother, broadcasting the subject at breakfast? Oh God, he was probably looking at her, just as Mother had suggested. Hazel hunched her shoulders and curled her spine, hoping that the evidence would somehow disappear.


‘She’s going to be a great beauty,’ said Charles, ‘just like her mother.’


The mantel clock struck nine. Francine gave a high laugh that clashed with the chime. A major seventh, thought Hazel. Horrible.


‘Flatterer,’ said Francine. She traced a painted fingernail down Charles’s forearm. ‘Don’t sulk, Hazel, for heaven’s sake. How about this for an idea? I’ll buy you some dresses in Selfridges while I’m in town. There’ll be more choice.’


‘But I wanted to choose.’


‘Plenty of time for shopping once I’m home. I won’t be gone long. Just a few days. Perhaps a week. And in the meantime Mrs Waite might be able to let out some seams.’


Francine put another fig into her mouth and began to chew. The seeds cracked like miniature bullets firing, and Hazel knew that it was pointless arguing, pointless feeling surprised. This was how things were now. Mother wanted Charles more than she wanted her.


The horizon was starting to fuzz and shimmer and that meant the day would be hot and the sea would be warm enough for bathing. Later she would change into her turquoise costume (that, at least, still fitted), walk down to the end of the garden and climb over the wall onto the beach. If the sea stayed calm she might even swim out towards Pagham.


She opened her bedroom window and leaned forward on the sill, listening to the layers of sound – the outgoing tide pulling away from the shore, the scream of a young gull, the blind dog from next door snuffling in the box hedge. And then another layer, growing louder until it eclipsed all other sounds; heavier, mechanical: the hazy drone of aircraft. The planes appeared in the sky to the west, flying over the sea in formation.


Hawker Furies.


Hazel watched them rise and fall, their polished cowlings glinting. The Hawkers flew out every morning now. Sometimes Hazel cycled past the base at Tangmere, and from the farm track you could see the planes, shadowy in their hangars, the pilots and the airmen scurrying around them, their laughter echoing across flat clay fields.


‘Ha-zel!’


Francine’s voice called up from the bottom of the stairs. Hazel hadn’t spoken to her mother or Charles since breakfast, as a punishment for the London trip. Most likely the punishment had gone unnoticed. Charles had been in the hall, making calls on the telephone in a hushed voice, and Francine had been in her room, banging wardrobe doors. What on earth would she be packing? Francine didn’t dress like normal mothers; neat summer suits with matching shoes and handbags. She threw things together higgledy-piggledy: peppermint trousers with a striped orange blouse, which might have been passable if she didn’t then tie a floral cambric scarf around her neck. Yet she was forever receiving compliments on her style – ‘Bravo, Francine, quite the Bohemian,’ her London friends would say, or ‘So wonderfully daring, Francine.’ But London was one thing. In Aldwick Bay, her clothes caused nothing but backwards glances, amused stares.


‘Darling, our car is here!’


Hazel slunk from the bedroom and peered over the banister into the hall below. Francine was standing at the wide-open front door, a cigarette burning in the black onyx holder. She was wearing the white sundress with a plunging neckline, pink glass beads and an orange belt that matched the marmalade shade of her hair. Charles leaned against the timber pillar of the porch, his face shaded by the brim of his panama.


‘Darling, I won’t leave without a kiss. Now stop sulking and come here.’


Hazel walked barefoot down the staircase, kissed her mother on the cheek and muttered, ‘Bon voyage.’ Francine smiled and stroked the top of her daughter’s head.


‘I’ll try to call but Charles’s telephone can be horribly temperamental. Your father will ring, I expect.’


‘There’s no need, Mother.’ She hung her head and pressed one finger onto the spoke of an umbrella in the stand.


‘Oh, do liven up, Hazel. Aren’t you pleased that I trust you enough to leave you? When I was sixteen, I was desperate for a little freedom.’ She drew on her cigarette and her green eyes seemed to darken and mist, like pieces of frosted sea glass. ‘You and Bronwen go out and have some fun. Here –’ she reached for her purse and took out two ten-shilling notes – ‘walk into Bognor one afternoon. Take tea at the Royal Norfolk. Or go to the cinema, why don’t you? I’ll be back in a week or so.’ She lowered her voice so that it would not be heard beyond the hallway. ‘And be nice to Mrs Waite.’


From the kitchen came the sound of a wooden spoon battering the side of a mixing bowl. Mrs Waite would be making some kind of sauce for tonight’s dinner. Hazel took the money and thanked her mother. She gave a half-hearted wave as the taxi swept out of the cul-de-sac and onto Tamarisk Drive.


Might as well go to Sweaty Arnold’s for a packet of Pall Malls, thought Hazel. She was getting rather good at inhaling. Last time she barely coughed.


Hazel waited until after lunch when Mrs Waite was in her room, resting. She shut the front door quietly and walked down the path, pushing her hair behind her ears and trying to smooth it flat against her head. Hopeless. Muggy days like this always turned it frizzy.


The estate was quiet but for the sound of a hand-mower wheezing up and down a neighbouring lawn. She reached the flint piers which marked the boundary of the estate, where the footway changed from grass-verged pavestones to the rough, gravelled tracks of Aldwick village. The little row of shops was just across the road, shaded by a line of lime trees. Coastguards’ Parade, the shops were called, though Hazel had never seen any evidence of any coastguards; there was only the skinny butcher and the bespectacled grocer and Mr Arnold, the newsagent, whose round face shone perpetually with tiny beads of perspiration.


The day was getting hotter. Cats lazed under shady bushes and Hazel wished she had worn a hat. A small black fly landed on her bare leg, just below the hem of her dress. She bent to brush it away and as she straightened up, she sensed a vibration in the ground, a light thumping. She looked up – Furies again? – but the skies were clear. Drumming, was it? Yes, drumbeats, growing nearer. Then the sound of a bugle piercing the hot air, boots hitting the ground. Marching.


Hazel stepped back from the kerb and retreated a few yards to the entrance of the estate. She leaned against one of the piers, and the knapped flint edges pressed into her shoulder blades. A column of drummers came into view. She had been expecting a British Legion parade, ex-soldiers wearing blazers and medals, a procession of eye patches and missing limbs. But these marchers were healthy men, three abreast, side drums low on their hips. Their uniforms were black, and oversize buckles shone on their belts – great square hunks of steel that flashed in the sun.


Behind the first column were rows of younger men, their marching less precise. Finally, the women and girls, scores of them, each wearing a black beret, shirt and tie, with a grey skirt close-fitted around the hips. One of the girls turned towards Hazel – a young woman, eighteen perhaps. She looked beautiful, Hazel thought, even before she smiled. Hazel smiled back, and the girl reached into a black leather pouch that hung from her belt. She took out a wad of papers, marched over and gave Hazel a handbill. Hazel blushed and mumbled a thank-you as the girl turned and strode back to the column, keeping step all the time with the beat of the drums.


Blackshirts. Hazel had seen them before, small bands dotted around Bognor selling their weekly newspaper, a penny per copy. She’d asked her mother about them. ‘Political cranks,’ Francine had said, hurrying past with a look of distaste. ‘Don’t flatter them with your attention.’


How strange to see them here, en masse, marching past Coastguards’ Parade towards the beach. The butcher, Mr Gibbons, came out of his shop. He lifted his spectacles and smiled at the sight, but the grocer stayed inside, and through the plate-glass window it looked as though he was shaking his head.


Crank? What did that mean? It was the same as eccentric, wasn’t it, a word for people who’d gone a little cuckoo and couldn’t get on in society? There didn’t seem to be anything cuckoo about these people, thought Hazel. They were full of purpose, so well turned out, so . . . organized.


When the parade had passed, she looked down at the handbill. BRITISH UNION OF FASCISTS. MOSLEY SPEAKS! THEATRE ROYAL, BOGNOR REGIS, 7 P.M. She folded the paper into a small square and slid it into the pocket of her dress.


She could follow the marchers down to the beach but it would be better, she decided, to go home and spy on them from the garden. If she stood on the table in the summer house, there would be a prime view over the garden wall, straight out to the bay.


Cigarettes. She crossed the road and pushed open the door into the newsagent’s, trying not to breathe in too deeply. The smell was more pungent than ever.


Mr Arnold got up from his stool and wiped a hand on his trousers. ‘How do, miss?’


‘A packet of Pall Malls for my mother, please,’ said Hazel, ‘and a quarter of mint imperials.’


He sniffed and turned to take the cigarettes from the display behind the counter.


‘Did you see the march?’ asked Hazel.


‘Cudn’t miss it.’


‘I wonder what they’re doing here?’


‘They’ve set up a holiday camp by all accounts, over at Pryor’s Farm. On the fields behind your estate, miss.’ He opened the jar of mint imperials and rattled the sweets into the bowl on the scales. ‘Down from London, I s’pose.’ He peered at the dial on the scales. ‘Dozzle over?’ Hazel nodded and he tipped the mints into a white paper bag. ‘Ol’ Gibbons is going to their meeting in Bognor tonight, but you shan’t catch me there. I leave politics to them what’s paid to know better.’


Hazel smiled and gave him a ten-shilling note. He sighed, rang open the cash drawer and scraped about for the change.


Walking back, she sucked on a mint imperial and thought about the blackshirt meeting. Perhaps they would march into Bognor, drums beating all the way. It was something different, it might be fun to watch, and that’s what her mother wanted, wasn’t it, for her to have a little fun, a little adventure? She’d have to persuade Bronny, of course, but that shouldn’t be too difficult. They could go to the cinema afterwards. It Happened One Night was showing at the Odeon. Clark Gable was Bronny’s favourite.
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At last the parade was dismissed. Tom stood to one side as his column jostled and whooped through the narrow wooden gate leading from the lane to the beach. Finally he stepped through and headed left, away from the crush of excited cadets streaming down the shingle bank.


Tom had been to the seaside once before, on an outing to Margate organized by the social committee at his dad’s old factory. He must have been nine or ten. Soggy oysters were what he remembered, thick rough shells that looked as though they were filled with globs of phlegm. He had shaken on plenty of vinegar and the fumes made his eyes water. There was a photograph of that day slotted into the wooden frame on the parlour mantelpiece. It was a picture of him on the promenade, holding his parents’ hands, blinking against the wind, the sea a stormy smudge behind them. The following year his dad was laid off, and after that there were no more seaside trips. For a Saturday outing they would take the bus to Hyde Park and follow the crowds to Lansbury’s Lido. There was a man called Mr Reeves who was teaching his two sons to swim, and he let Tom join in the lessons. But Tom’s own dad refused to go in the water – his scars had never properly healed, and he claimed he would frighten people away if he showed himself in a bathing costume. ‘Go on, Dad,’ Tom would wheedle. ‘If you scare everyone off we can have the place to ourselves.’ His dad would smile from the deckchair and shake his head, knock his empty pipe against his thigh.


Now Tom stood and looked to the east, towards the pier at Bognor, and he thought he had never seen a sight so bloody marvellous. Here was a blue sea, not Margate grey, and the sky was cloudless, hazing down so that it merged with the shifting colours of the water. There were plants and grasses sprouting from the shingle, some with yellow flowers, others that looked like flattened cabbages. Everything was unspoilt and natural. It couldn’t have been more different from Margate.


‘Tom!’ His mum waved as she made her way up the bank. Her face was red under her black woollen beret and a single trickle of sweat dripped from her temple. ‘Come down to the shore, love. O.M. is going to bathe and there’s a photographer.’


Tom shrugged. He hated the way everyone called him O.M., or the ‘Old Man’, as if they had a kind of intimacy or friendship with him. He wasn’t even that old in any case. Bea often remarked on how far Sir Oswald had come, for a man not yet forty. ‘Such determination,’ she would say, with a sideward glance at his dad. ‘Such drive.’


‘I’m not being in any photographs,’ said Tom.


She sighed. ‘But love, it would be a shame to miss out. You can change behind the huts. You’ve got your trunks on, haven’t you, under your uniform?’


Tom looked over to a row of five or six white-painted beach huts. Beggsy was there, along with Jim Dove and Fred Tester. They were unbuttoning their black shirts, stepping out of trousers. Fred pulled his shirt over his head to reveal a saggy knitted bathing suit that looked as if it must have belonged to his dead granddad, and Tom knew the other two would rag him something rotten.


‘All right. Don’t think I’m smarming up to Mosley, though.’


‘Smarming up? I didn’t say anything about smarming.’ She took a handkerchief from her sleeve and wiped her brow. ‘You used to be potty about Sir Oswald. That little scrapbook of yours . . .’


‘Your scrapbook. You let me mix the paste.’


‘Now you’re just being silly, twisting things. Come along, get that uniform off and enjoy the weather. Mind you, this is a bit too hot for comfort.’ She fluttered the handkerchief around her face in an effort to stir up the air.


‘I wanted a swim anyway. But I’m not posing for any photographs.’


The tide was out and it was a fair walk to the sea. Tom stepped across the shingle, trying not to wince as the pebbles dug into his bare feet. Beggsy and the others were just ahead, Fred hugging himself with both arms to stop the lads from twanging the straps of his suit.


It was a relief to step from the shingle onto the sand. Ahead of him, Beggsy started to run, a wild sprint, wheeling his arms, head thrust down as if he was charging towards the finishing line in a running race. Tom smiled and started to jog. The sand became wet and clammy, grabbing each footprint and sucking it down.


Mosley was already in the water, a fixed grin on his face. Beggsy and Jim stepped through the waves towards Mosley and his hangers-on, letting out short cries of surprise every time a wave lapped higher, over their thighs, their stomachs. They were freezing their bollocks off, thought Tom, but they didn’t want to let on.


Tom turned to Fred. His fists were clutched to his chest and he stared down at the water, as if by concentrating hard enough he could make the English Channel warmer.


‘Only one thing for it,’ said Tom. ‘On the count of three.’


Fred grinned. ‘You’re on,’ he said, unfurling his fists and trailing his fingers into the water.


‘One, two, three . . .’ Tom plunged in and swam underwater, away from the Mosley crowd, the low rumble of the ocean pressing against his ears. He pushed his body on, strands of seaweed collecting between his fingers, his breath running short now, but still he kept swimming.


When he finally surfaced he couldn’t see Fred. And then . . . there he was, a distant figure standing in the waist-high waves, one arm raised apologetically. Tom smiled to himself, turned onto his back and swam farther out. Somehow the sea felt warmer here, luxurious. He trod water and gazed back towards the beach. Mosley must have had enough; he was getting out already. Two women offered him towels and he took them both with an exaggerated bow.


From this distance Tom had a clear view of the buildings that backed on to the beach. Big as mansions they were, detached jobs, some with thatched roofs and exposed wooden beams, others built of red brick with slate tiles. They looked fairly new – one of those exclusive estates you saw advertised in railway station waiting rooms. He allowed himself to imagine the possibility, the thrill, of waking every day in one of those houses, wandering down a long leafy garden, climbing the back wall and dropping down to this beautiful beach on the other side. What a life.


A conifer stood in one of the gardens, its golden branches pointing towards the sky. In the shade of the tree was a summer house, white-painted timber with a green-tiled roof. The summer house was probably bigger than his bedroom at home, he thought, now that he’d moved into the box room to make way for Mr Frowse.


A small bird flew into the lower part of the conifer, quickly followed by another. Something in the shape, the squat muscular body, made him think of a bullfinch. Bullfinches, nesting? Would they nest next to the sea like this? Egg-collecting was a young lad’s hobby, he told himself, time he grew out of it, but he couldn’t suppress the twist of excitement that always came with the prospect of a new find. He’d like to get up into that tree and have a look.


Another movement caught his eye. Someone – a girl – was standing in the summer house, peering out across the beach. Either she was very tall, or she was standing on a chair. She brought her hand to her face and held it there for a second. She might have been laughing, or smoking – it was impossible to tell from this distance – but he fancied that she was watching him, and suddenly he felt foolish to have been staring at this house and garden so intently, to have imagined himself living there.


Tom heard his mother’s voice calling from the beach. There she was, waving one arm above her head. He gave a reluctant wave, to reassure her that he wasn’t drowning, and swam a slow crawl back towards the shore.
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‘No use knocking.’


The voice came from behind the topiary yew, which was clipped to resemble a peacock. Hazel lowered her hand from the door knocker, and the old gardener emerged from behind the peacock’s fanned tail. He was holding a pair of pruning shears.


‘Nobody home?’ Hazel asked.


Adams smiled, and the dry skin cracked on his lips. ‘Gone up to the grandmother’s. She’s taken ill.’


‘The grandmother in Wales?’


‘That’s right.’


Hazel looked down at the honey bees droning around the lavender bushes. So much for the walk into Bognor, the cinema and Clark Gable. It was a shame about the grandmother, but still, Bronny might’ve called by, just to warn her that she was planning to disappear.


‘Did they say when they’d be home?’


‘No idea. Depends whether or not the ol’ girl rallies. They think she might, you know . . .’ He widened his eyes and drew the blunt side of the shears across his throat.


There was nothing to do but wander around the estate, hoping she might bump into someone, but she knew that Patricia was away in the south of France, and Lottie – poor thing – was fell-walking in the Lakes with an earnest godmother. Hazel passed the social club and the tennis courts, where four women were playing a game of doubles. One of the women called, ‘Thirty-fifteen,’ and Hazel recognized Miss Bell’s voice. She kept her head down. She hadn’t practised the piano for days. If Miss Bell saw her she’d only ask how she was getting on with the Scarlatti or the Bartók. God, the Bartók. Just the thought of that piece made Hazel’s stomach tighten. The jarring rhythms and the clashing notes. It made no sense whatsoever.


She could still taste the cigarettes, though she’d eaten half the bag of mint imperials. She’d smoked two Pall Malls in the summer house, standing on the wicker table so that she could see over the wall and onto the beach. It was odd watching the blackshirts. For one thing, they were incredibly white. Their ribs stuck out and there were shadows under their shoulder blades, especially on the younger lads, scrawny boys who acted as if they’d never seen the seaside before. Most of them couldn’t swim, by the look of it, just fooled around in the shallow waves before shivering up the shingle, shaking themselves like dogs.


At home, Hazel told Mrs Waite she’d like her supper early. ‘I’m going to Bognor with Bronny to watch a film,’ she said. She scratched her nose and turned her face to the kitchen window, fixing her eyes on the pear tree where a blue tit pecked at a half-grown fruit.


‘You’re to be home before dark,’ said Mrs Waite, dolloping a lump of fish pie onto a plate. ‘No later than nine. Did you want me to warm up the tart for pudding?’


‘Just the pie, thank you, Mrs Waite. We’ll get some sweets at the Odeon.’


The heat had dulled her appetite, but she did her best to force down the fish. The dining-room windows were open, and a slice of sunlight angled in, illuminating one of Francine’s paintings that hung above the sideboard. It was an oil landscape painted somewhere on the Downs, greens and browns, with black brushstrokes (birds or bats?) swooping around what might have been a plough or a tumbledown barn. Hazel used to enjoy watching her mother paint – she always seemed to be happy as she took out her brushes and mixed colours on a palette. But Francine rarely set up the easel now; it was in one of the attic rooms, abandoned along with Father’s violin and Hazel’s packed-away toys.


She pushed the remains of the fish pie to one side of the plate and lay her knife and fork across the food in an attempt to mask the leftovers. Mrs Waite took the plate, tutted, and walked back to the kitchen. A year ago she would have chided Hazel, encouraged her to eat up, but her tactics seemed to have changed. There had been a power shift, and it felt almost as if Mrs Waite had given up on her. ‘When I was your age I’d been out to work two years,’ Mrs Waite had said recently. Hazel had been unsure how to respond. Should she apologize? But it wasn’t her fault; she hadn’t wanted to stay on another year at school. And in any case she didn’t mind the idea of work, was looking forward to it, if she was ever given the chance. Anything was better than another term at Rosewood House, cooped up with scatty Miss Lytton and her obsession with ancient Rome. Hazel imagined herself escaping Rosewood and finding a job in London. She wasn’t sure what kind of job yet. She’d long ago given up on the idea of concert pianist, because to achieve that she’d have to practise for hours and hours a day and she just couldn’t be fagged. A piano teacher – that was possible, then again she’d be expected to teach the modern stuff, Schoenberg and the rest, all those discords that actually hurt her ears. Nursing? There was nursing, she supposed. She thought about Charles. Apparently he did some kind of medical work, although he was vague when Hazel once asked which field he practised in. ‘Medical and social,’ he’d said with an enigmatic air, and her mother had stifled a laugh.


Through the open windows came the distant sound of a bugle. Hazel gulped a mouthful of water and rushed upstairs to get ready. On her mother’s dressing table she found a pot of rouge and rubbed a little into her cheeks. She dabbed her finger in the pot again to redden her lips. The rouge tasted like damp flannel. Disgusting. She flattened down her hair, looked in the mirror and smiled. Her smile would have been perfect but for the small chip in one front tooth. It had been Nanny Felix’s fault, pushing her too fast on the bicycle so that she toppled over and hit the London pavement. Hazel smiled again, this time with her mouth shut. Her eyes looked more green-blue than blue-green, and her face had lost its chubbiness around the cheekbones. She looked older than sixteen, she thought. With her mother’s white hat and the slip-on mules, she might even pass for twenty.


The parade was already halfway along Barrack Lane. Hazel walked as fast as she could without running. Once she had caught up, she carried along the pavement beside the drummers, her hat brim tipped low in case anyone she knew should be passing. It was a warm evening. The sun was still bright, its heat pulsing from the south-facing walls of the red-brick terraces and guest houses that lined the streets leading into Bognor. Families stood in their front gardens and stared, and when the parade reached Marine Drive the crowd of onlookers grew: bemused holidaymakers trailing buckets and spades; old women in headscarves; a group of young lads who mimicked the marchers, then sloped off when the standard bearer turned to glare.


Past the pier and on to the Theatre Royal. A blackshirt with a long neck and a loudhailer paced up and down the promenade opposite the theatre. ‘Mosley speaks!’ he called. ‘Seven o’clock start, free admission!’


Hazel followed the swarm into the foyer and found herself shoulder to shoulder with a crush of uniformed blackshirts and others in ordinary clothes – men in pressed suits, women wearing fashionable hats and colourful summer wraps. The air crackled. Gone was the familiar theatre mustiness, the stuffy politeness. Even the flocked wallpaper and faded velvet drapes seemed shot through with anticipation. Hazel had watched Bronny’s dreaded ballet shows here, she’d played piano in the music festival. How odd to find the theatre transformed like this, into somewhere thoroughly grown-up, somewhere almost glamorous. She stood to one side, near the doors, debating whether she might actually dare to go into the auditorium. A small man in a flat cap appeared next to her. As he pulled a wad of handbills from a canvas bag, his elbow jabbed into her arm. ‘Sorry, miss,’ he said, touching his cap. Hazel nodded in reply, trying to edge away, but still watching him as he stepped forward to press the leaflets into people’s hands. She could just see the heading at the top: ‘Stop the Fascist Lies’, it said, and underneath was stamped a blood-red star. Most people glanced at the handbills in disgust and screwed them into pockets or dropped them onto the carpet. A few seconds later, two blackshirts approached the man and steered him away. He struggled but they held down his arms and forced him into the street, shoving him hard so that he stumbled into the gutter. ‘Shame on you!’ the man hissed. And then he lifted a clenched fist and yelled: ‘Don’t listen to the fascists! Evil lies!’ He began to sing; a wavering tenor threading across the seaside street. ‘So comrades, come rally, and the last fight let us face . . .’


It was too hot in the foyer, difficult to breathe. A prickling sensation began at the back of Hazel’s throat but when she coughed, the prickles intensified, as if there were insects crawling up her windpipe. She coughed louder and her eyes began to water. What was she doing here? She should leave now, walk over to the promenade and buy a lemonade or an ice to cool her throat. She looked at the entrance, but the crowds were still streaming in and it would be awkward to push her way out.


She noticed a sign for the ladies’ lavatories. Yes, that was the answer. She could lock herself in a cubicle until the meeting started, then creep away unnoticed.


There was a queue for the lavatories, with three women waiting ahead of her. A blackshirt girl stood at the sinks. She was leaning in towards the mirror, poking tentatively at her eye as if there was a grain of sand stuck in there. On her hand she wore a gold ring with a tawny-coloured gemstone that caught the light from the bulb above the mirror. It was the girl from the parade earlier in the day: the one who’d given Hazel the leaflet. She recognized her sharp jaw, her large dark eyes. Now the girl blinked, looked at Hazel’s reflection in the mirror and smiled again, raising her pencilled-in brows.


Hazel half-smiled back, just as the cough started again. She felt light-headed and reached a steadying hand towards the sink.


‘Are you all right?’ asked the girl. ‘You look fearfully pale.’


‘Yes, it’s just . . .’ Hazel trailed off.


‘You’re here for the meeting?’


‘Oh, not really. I’m only passing.’ She took a deep breath and felt her head clear a little.


The blackshirt girl rinsed her hands under the tap, then straightened up, turning away from the mirror. Her waved ebony hair shone under the ceiling light. ‘Shame to miss Mosley,’ she said. ‘Quite a tour de force once he gets going.’


Hazel thought for a moment. She couldn’t go home just yet, and the film would have started by now. Perhaps she would stay after all, buy a drink at the theatre kiosk to settle her throat. ‘How long will the meeting last?’ she asked.


‘An hour or so, I should think. Then questions from the floor. That’s when it gets interesting. Are you with your people?’


‘No. I was coming with a friend but . . . she’s not here after all.’


‘Sit with us, why don’t you? I’m Lucia Knight.’ She spoke her name with a flourish. Lu-chee-a – the Italian pronunciation, Hazel supposed. ‘And here’s Edith now.’


Edith emerged from a cubicle and nodded as she turned on the tap. She was shorter than Lucia, with a thin expressionless mouth and the beginnings of sweat patches at her armpits. ‘And your name is?’


‘Sorry. It’s Hazel.’


‘We’ll wait for you outside, shall we?’ said Lucia. ‘When you’ve finished?’


‘Yes . . . yes, all right,’ said Hazel, only now realizing that a cubicle was free, and that the woman behind her in the queue was shuffling with impatience.


Hazel let herself in through the kitchen door to find Mrs Waite bent over the gas ring, stirring a pan of milk. Her white hair was plaited and pinned into a loose bun which had begun to sag.


‘Your father telephoned twenty minutes ago,’ said Mrs Waite, not troubling to look up from the pan. ‘All the way from France and you weren’t here.’


Hazel made a show of checking her watch, though she knew perfectly well it was almost ten. She apologized, said the film had run on, and that she’d lost a brooch and had to search under the seats.


‘You’d better wait in the hall. He’ll be calling back presently.’


The milk sizzled to the boil just as the telephone rang. Her father was calling from a hotel telephone and he sounded harassed. He was having dinner with an important client. How long had her mother been in London, he asked, and why was she, Hazel, out so late?


If you care so much, why don’t you come back? Hazel wanted to say, but didn’t. She told him that her mother had left only that afternoon. The film was very long, that was all, and there was the fuss over the brooch.


‘How’s Paris?’ she asked.


‘Hot and dirty.’


‘When can I visit?’


‘Not just yet, Hazel. The project isn’t quite going to plan. I’m dreadfully busy. Look, I really must go. Take care. I’ll try to telephone later in the week.’


Hazel replaced the receiver on the cradle and stood for a moment, tracing her finger along the bevelled edge of the telephone table. Her father had been in Paris for five months now, and it was getting harder to remember him as he was: a whole, breathing person who would come down to breakfast every morning humming a tune, tapping out the rhythm with a spoon as he broke the top of his soft-boiled egg. Now all the music seemed to have gone from him: he hadn’t even taken his violin to France. Hazel found that when she thought of her father, she pictured only the lower half of his face, a mouth speaking into the telephone and the dark stubble of his beard, which was always visible, however close his shave.


She walked up to the landing and stood against the door of the linen cupboard, listening to the sounds from downstairs. Mrs Waite rinsed the milk pan, clattering it onto the draining board, then switched on the kitchen wireless. She’d be down there for a while now, sipping her cocoa and listening to the news.


Radio voices drifted up the stairs. Hazel longed to talk to someone, anyone, about the meeting. She put her hand to her chest. Yes, her heart was still pounding, and it wasn’t just the run back along Barrack Lane. It had been pounding before she left the theatre.


She wandered into her mother’s room. Talcum powder bloomed on the rug like bursts of white pollen, and the air was still heavy with a musky scent. The room was large and square, with an enormous black-varnished bed pushed against the wall facing the window. To the left was Francine’s dressing table, strewn with jewellery and make-up, postcards propped against the mirror. A man’s gold wristwatch lay next to a string of glass beads. Hazel lifted the watch and looked at the time on the ghost-pale face. Charles’s watch, she supposed, stopped at ten past seven. Ridiculous, the little pantomime they acted out whenever Charles stayed. He would go up to the guest room, but Hazel knew that once all the bedroom doors were closed, he crept out to join Francine in the double bed. This was where he undressed. Where he unfastened his watch.


Hazel opened the bottom drawer of the dressing table and felt around for the photograph that was buried under a tangle of stockings. She slid the frame out and clutched it to her chest, then sat on the bed and switched on the side light.


Her father was dressed in army uniform, his shoulders angled slightly but his eyes gazing straight at the lens. Even in the dulled photograph she could see that everything was polished to a high shine: his cap badge, his medals, the leather strap across his tunic. Hazel had no idea what the medals were for. No idea, in fact, where her father had been or what he had done during the war. She simply assumed that he hadn’t had too bad a time of it. He always appeared to be perfectly healthy, and cheerful enough. Until last year, of course.


The photograph must have been taken when he was in his twenties. She supposed he was handsome in an understated way: heavy brow and sensible moustache; small dark eyes; well-defined jaw. She stood up from the bed and pushed the photograph back into the stocking drawer. It was odd because Father couldn’t be more different from Charles, with his tousled brown hair and his jangly limbs. Charles was . . . sort of loose; he would lounge on a sofa or a beach chair, the top button of his shirt undone. Her father wasn’t like that at all. She couldn’t imagine him lying down in anything but a bed, at night, when it was time to go to sleep.


How serious was it between her mother and Charles, she wondered? He seemed keen, and there was an easiness between them that Hazel found disconcerting. Perhaps it was because they had known each other for so many years. For ever. Apparently they had holidayed together as children – the families were friends – but when Hazel had once asked about that time Francine had snapped shut her cigarette case and told her to stop being so tiresome.


Charles couldn’t be after their money, that was certain. From what Hazel could gather, they were getting poorer by the day. Her father was an architect, but he couldn’t be a very good one, because his projects so often seemed to fall through. In any case, Charles seemed to have plenty of his own money. Just yesterday he’d been full of the new car he was planning to buy. A Brough Superior, motto ‘Ninety in silence’. Her mother had looked through the brochure with gleaming eyes.


Hazel crossed the bedroom to the low bookcase that stood under the windowsill. The shelves were filled with romances and mysteries – Agatha Christies and Georgette Heyers. Tucked amongst them was something far more interesting: a pale yellow, cloth-bound book by someone called T. H. van de Velde. Ideal Marriage was the title, which was odd, because the book had appeared just at the time when her parents’ marriage was quite the opposite of ideal. Still, Hazel preferred not to dwell on the possibility that her mother or father had actually read the book. It was too awful to think of them reading, let alone acting on, Mr van de Velde’s words. Words that, even now, she barely understood but knew instinctively to be salacious. Erogenous, effleurage, secretions. No, the book was meant for younger people, girls like her, who needed the mysteries of sex explained. She had reached Part III: ‘Sexual Intercourse, Its Physiology and Technique’.


It was almost midnight when she put the book down and switched off the light. She had found Part III confusing. The section began by discussing the importance of the ‘Prelude’ to lovemaking, the differing arts of coquetry and flirtation. Coquetry was a little like teasing, van de Velde explained, and must not be used excessively. Lovers – beware! So was it better to be direct, to flirt and fawn, the way she’d seen her mother behave after a couple of cocktails? That seemed to be van de Velde’s conclusion. Flirtation may beautifully refresh and renew erotic feeling. For, if conducted to the rules of this oldest human art, through purely psychic stimuli, it produces an unmistakeable physical symptom in both man and woman. This symptom is the lubrication of the genitals which physically expresses the desire for closer contact. Ugh. Lubrication. Why did it all have to sound so repellent?


Hazel tried to sleep but she couldn’t have felt less tired. When she shut her eyes it was Lucia’s face she saw, the smile around her lips as she watched Mosley deliver his address. Hazel had felt oddly detached at the start of the meeting, self-conscious, as if she was watching herself from a seat in the upper tier. She couldn’t claim to belong with the blackshirts, couldn’t even claim any knowledge of their ideas. Politics was rarely discussed at home or at Rosewood House, unless you counted the Senate of Ancient Rome.


The first speaker at the Theatre Royal had been a man called Beckett. He wore small round spectacles and spoke in a quiet voice. His words were measured, with over-long pauses as he let the audience absorb each point. He talked about the dangers of Britain trying to compete with Oriental labour and the threat of cheap Eastern imports. It was the ‘roast beef’ standard versus the ‘handful of rice’ standard. The Tories wouldn’t be happy until all working men had been brought down to coolie level, whereas Labour would prefer every worker to join the Communist Party and starve to death. Fascism was a third way, he said, the roast-beef way. People cheered and clapped at that. Lucia touched her on the shoulder and whispered, ‘He’s terrific once he’s warmed up. You watch, he’ll take off his spectacles.’


Beckett began to outline the third way – a corporate state in which business would be run jointly by management, workers and consumers. And he did take off his spectacles, flung them onto the lectern and stared out into the darkness of the theatre. International bankers, private finance – these crooks were ruining the world’s economy, shouted Beckett. The time had come to act in Britain’s interests.


Hazel joined in the applause when Beckett stepped down and took his seat on the stage. Mosley now marched towards the podium and the audience began to rise, right arms outstretched in a fascist salute. ‘Hail, Mosley!’ they chanted. ‘Hail, Mosley!’ Lucia and Edith jumped to their feet, but Hazel stayed seated. She felt embarrassed, out of place. She wasn’t truly part of this, she shouldn’t be here. Leaning forwards, she glanced towards the aisle but she’d have to push past several people to get out, and that would only draw attention to herself. No choice but to stay put, she thought. In for a penny . . .


Mosley listened to the chants for a minute or more, nodding in approval, his nostrils flared, his chin jutting forward. Finally, he motioned for the audience to sit.


They were several rows back, but Hazel had a clear view of Mosley. He began to speak, and there was something extraordinary about the way his dark eyes seemed to glint and entice; widening one moment, narrowing the next, casting out into the audience like a thousand invisible fishing lines, hooking every single one of them. He had a wonderful voice, she thought. Commanding but somehow gentle and utterly in control. She did her best to follow every word, but really she knew nothing about economics. ‘International finance’ was the phrase that kept cropping up. It was the root of all the country’s problems, said Mosley. It was time to make a choice between the man who invests his money abroad and the man who invests not only his money, but his life, in British land.


‘National socialism’ was what Mosley advocated. Hazel seemed to remember her father calling himself a socialist, during a dinner-party argument she’d overheard from the top of the stairs. She had asked him afterwards what socialism meant, and he said that it was a way of making life fairer for everyone. National socialism. Yes, that made sense. A fairer Britain. How could any decent person disagree?

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		Contents



    		PART ONE



    		1



    		2



    		3



    		4



    		5



    		6



    		7



    		8



    		9



    		10



    		11



    		12



    		13



    		14



    		15



    		PART TWO



    		16



    		17



    		18



    		19



    		20



    		21



    		22



    		23



    		24



    		25



    		26



    		27



    		28



    		PART THREE



    		29



    		30



    		31



    		32



    		33



    		34



    		35



    		36



    		37



    		38



    		39



    		Author’s Note



    		Acknowledgements



    		Reading Group Guide



    		Praise for The Faithful



    		Praise for Before the Fall



    		About the Author



    		Also by Juliet West



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		PART ONE












OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
JuLlET W

LOVE. DECEPTION. DESIRE.

‘A wonderful writer’

‘Wonderfully evocative’





