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   Praise for
THE OTHER SIDE OF PARADISE

   ‘Astonishing… I can’t believe this is a debut! A breathtakingly good, heartbreaking and utterly absorbing story.’ 

   Cressida Connolly, author of After the Party

   ‘With gorgeously fluid prose that never snags on the period detail, Beaumont is a debut writer with a bold future.’ 

   Jessica Fellowes, author of The Mitford Murders

   ‘Heart-rending and unputdownable…this is a rich, beautifully crafted tale of motherhood and marriage, the push and pull of passion and duty, family and love. Utterly compelling.’ 

   Imogen Edwards-Jones, author of The Witches of St. Petersburg

   ‘Tenderly drawn and poignant to its core – I needed to come up for breath before I plunged back in for this is a brilliant, immersive and compelling story.’ 

   Mary Chamberlain, author of The Dressmaker of Dachau

   ‘A heart-breaking story of the damage created by a loveless marriage, interleaved with the senseless, wide-reaching devastation of war. A beautiful evocation of grief’s impact on our ability to love and to trust.’ 

   Lucy Jago, author of A Net for Small Fishes

   ‘A sparkling journey through the interwar years, and a heartbreaking and powerful climax… A wonderful novel, full of life.’ 

   Lucy Ashe, author of Clara & Olivia
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   To Wenty, for being a very different kind of Englishman

  

 
  
   PART I

  

 
  
   Chapter One

   London, 1921

   When Jean looked back on those first few months in London, the prevailing emotion was one of embarrassment. Embarrassment at the attention she received each time she entered a room. Embarrassment at the number of eyes always upon her – the piercing eyes of mothers and grandmothers, making a quick calculation of her possible impact on their children’s lives, appraising her height, waist, weight of silk and turn of ankle. Embarrassment at the curious eyes of her female contemporaries: would she be friend or foe? Would she bring a breath of fresh air to a room that had long seemed stifling to them? And the men, young and old alike, taking in her dark hair, her slim build, strong nose and angular face, her fine-boned hands. All those eyes knowing exactly who she was, who her parents were, who her grandfather was, what her extraordinary, near-perfect prospects were. It had all felt so embarrassing.

   Her parents had arrived a full six months before her, her father taking up his post as American ambassador to the Court of St James, her redoubtable mother Elizabeth by his side. Jean had merely to arrive and be introduced.

   The introductions had started as she stepped off the damp, carpeted gangplank on Southampton docks to find herself greeted by the awkward young man from the embassy. He put out his hand, barely making eye contact as he directed her trunks and bags to the car, opening doors and giving instructions to the various attendant staff as he went. ‘Not too choppy on the way over, I hope?’ he asked, but he didn’t wait for an answer, continuing to mutter comments about the weather addressed to no one in particular. When they had settled into the back of the car, however, he seemed to relax, his relief palpable in its steamy fug. His task had been accomplished, and Miss Jean Buckman of 455 Madison Avenue, New York would be safely conveyed to her parents’ ambassadorial residence without incident.

   The Buckmans had chosen not to make their home in the usual official residence of the American ambassador, for that was not quite large enough for the scale of her mother’s ambitions. Rather, they had decided upon a grand private palace on Park Lane; the president had, of course, given this decision his blessing, and her mother’s offer had been impossible for the owner of the house to refuse. And that was Elizabeth Buckman’s way: always to achieve one’s ends, with an unbending charm and the surety of limitless finances to smooth away any tiresome impediments. And so Jean found herself living in a vast, Vulliamy palazzo facing Hyde Park, with four large drawing rooms, countless smaller ones, not one but two libraries of note, a ballroom of considerable scale, and enough bedrooms to allow her parents to host each and every visiting dignitary and quite possibly the president himself. Jean had heard it said that by the time the clock in the entrance hall chimed nine in the morning, her mother already knew which Americans of import were in London and had arranged for their appearance at her elegant, chinoiserie salon within the hour.

   Jean knew that she was even more of a commodity here than she had been in New York. She could feel the weight of it at the first Saturday-to-Monday she spent in a picturesque Queen Anne house that sat proud and perfect amid the manicured slopes of a Hampshire estate, its gardens a Repton delight, each room giving onto a peerless aspect of English Arcadia beyond. She could sense the anticipation of the house as her parents’ car had snaked down the drive to be presented by the tableau of servants awaiting their arrival. She had heard the fussing of the hostess as she was ushered inside by the butler, had blushed at the fanfare with which she was introduced to their only son, who stood awkwardly at the bottom of the grand staircase, waiting for the gallows.

   That night at dinner she looked down a table groaning with silver polished by a silent army of gloved hands, a chorus of censorious family portraits standing sentinel above.

   The portly gentleman to her right, cheeks mottled with drink, leaned in. ‘My dear, you are quite the guest. I have dined at Appington more than twenty times, but never have I seen Lady Danby use the Sèvres.’ He looked across the table to his hostess and smiled at her benignly, before dabbing at the corners of his mouth with his napkin and dropping his voice. ‘They’ve sold at least half of the estate already. And there’s an attic sale planned for next week, which they’ve tried to keep out of the papers but of course we all know about it. Clearing things out for young Alexander, as Lady Danby put it to me earlier, with a valiant attempt at nonchalance. Maintaining the facade of the charmed English life can be an exhausting occupation. Her hair has gone quite grey from the effort.’

   The gentleman on her other side leaned across to congratulate his friend on this incontrovertible truth. He tapped Jean’s arm knowingly. ‘The Dollar Princesses may be the stuff of fable now, but we can all see where your mother’s’ – he searched for the word, alighting on one with a greasy smile – ‘munificence, shall we call it, might be put to good use.’

   His friend leaned in closer. ‘We have heard rumours, quite splendid ones, about the scale of her entertaining. Much needed, after the gloom of the last few years.’ He gave a snort. ‘I do hope an improvement on dear “Walled Off” Astor, living at Cliveden with a staff of a thousand all in perfect livery, but not a drop to be drunk!

   ‘But what plans she must have for you, my dear. I can recall the Double Duchess, the tour de force of my mother’s day. Consuelo Yznaga as was, who bagged the Dukes of Manchester and Devonshire.’ His face fell. ‘Both my sons are already married. Fearfully sensibly, I might add.’

   The man on her other side went on, undeterred. ‘Oh, but your dear mama would have known the buccaneers, Minnie Paget and Jennie Jerome, women famed for the persuasive powers of their American charms over the powerless British peer. Little Alexander Danby’ – and here he gave a smirk for her benefit – ‘should be so lucky.’

   On they went, back and forth, forth and back, these men who debated the impact of her arrival in England as if she were some filly at a thoroughbred sale. It was a game to them, the novelty of her appearance between them livening up the interlude between overcooked beef and the next glass of average claret.

   After the ladies’ part in dinner had drawn to a close and they had arranged themselves artfully around the drawing room in a practice as familiar to them as breathing – a foursome taking their places at the card table, a trio warming themselves by the fire, another cluster standing around Jean’s mother, captivated as much by the scale of the diamonds at her neck as by her conversation – Jean could sense that though the voices were discreet, the smiles were watchful and acid was waiting none too patiently on the tip of every tongue. At moments like this, she felt the intensity of society’s gaze upon her as if it burned her skin.

   ‘Elizabeth Buckman’s family are California—’ one woman uttered to her neighbour through pursed lips.

   ‘With more money than God—’

   ‘Oh, and half of San Francisco as their back garden, I’ll have you know.’

   ‘And don’t forget the family newspaper, which she was kind enough to buy for her husband. Thanks to his wife he has Washington’s ear, and the rest of America it seems.’

   ‘My dear, my husband tells me that in New York they have hospitals, libraries – even working men’s hostels, where men get turfed out of bed at nine in the morning to encourage hard work and straight living – all built and run in her grandfather’s illustrious name.’

   They were looking at Jean now, fixing her with eyes as inscrutable as stones.

   ‘In London, though, it mightn’t be quite the same.’

   ‘Quite. What does all that money mean? Her father the ambassador, intimate of politicians and the King. What will she do next? Twenty, unmarried and living in London for the foreseeable…’

   The wife of one of Jean’s companions from dinner, catching her eye, beckoned her over to where she was sitting, tapping the seat beside her insistently.

   ‘How do you intend to occupy yourself here in England?’ the woman asked. Her voice dropped. ‘Please God, don’t let it be Alexander Danby: he’s quite peculiar. But with a father like his, a cousin of my husband’s in fact, one can’t really be surprised. Odd blood there. You ought to meet some girls of your own age. My niece, Mary, have you come across her yet?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘She’s a frightful bluestocking. Biding her time at a worthy little bookshop in Mayfair, which fills me and her mother with despair.’

   A smaller woman, with watery blue eyes frozen in a look of perpetual concern, abandoned Lady Danby and another woman by the fire and turned instead to join in the conversation, ignoring the peevish looks she left behind.

   ‘My daughter Polly works at a boutique on Walton Street. She trails from thing to thing and from party to party. I’m a horror for saying it, but she’s dumpy and dull and I dread her getting caught out in this frightful game of musical chairs – not enough men to go round after the war and the music bound to stop at any time.’

   Another lady was now drawn in from the card table and Jean could feel the rest of the room growing quieter, some valiant voices persevering with stories they wished they could abandon in favour of the real interest at hand. This last lady, looking over to Jean, eyed her beadily.

   ‘You should have seen the first presentation at court after the Armistice. What a mix. Some straight from the schoolroom, tongue-tied and chewing at their nails, others brazen and confident, skin brown and weather-beaten from driving ambulances in France. Hearts a little hardened: brothers lost – promises broken… A life lived but then taken away.’

   The lady next to Jean on the sofa leaned in, her voice quiet, insistent. ‘End the whole circus of expectation. Just marry, and then you can make your own life within it.’

   ‘Oh really, Sarah. Who will it be, though? These boys must all seem so awkward to Jean. None of that delicious American spark we’ve heard about. But don’t worry, with an Englishman it’s rarely their true nature. There’s life buried beneath the reticence—’

   ‘Although too much life is usually the result of the port after dinner—’

   The conversation was broken up by the reappearance of the men. The alchemy of the room changed in an instant by the opening of the drawing room doors, and a curtain of port and stiff collars descended on the female conversations that had preceded it, as if they’d never taken place at all.

   As the weeks in England turned into months, Jean did go on to meet the daughters of these women. She was introduced to them at parties or balls or little fashion shows, introduced by their mothers, keen to let some of her American ‘charm’, as they euphemistically called her money, rub off on them. Jean found many of these girls to be amusing and astute, aware of the possibility of change despite what their mothers said, yet unable to do anything with this, as if they had been given an old draft of a play. They read the words out loud, confidently too, but somehow the lines felt wrong. The effect was a clumsy self-awareness and a desperation for someone, anyone, to take the lead, to do something different so they could follow suit. But in reality this question of who to marry was all the sport they had. The promise of freedom and autonomy was no more than the scent of blossom on a breeze, gone as soon as it arrived. Although the world had shifted imperceptibly on its axis since the war, the rules were still the same.

   Jean stood in the picture gallery of her parents’ house at another party given to celebrate her coming out. She had made her pilgrimage to the palace several weeks before, but still there followed a never-ending round of gatherings to mark the occasion. The evening was warm and the windows were open, drawing little gasps of delight as guests looked down on the gardens that her mother had lit with a thousand paper lanterns, dancing like moths in the gentle breeze. Every doorway and inch of wall inside was draped with garlands of gardenias and arrangements of roses of white and deep pink, each bud chosen so that it was at its most splendid as the procession of guests made their way up the vast double staircase and into the gallery. A harpist, dressed as Aphrodite in a gown and wreath of gold, was playing the guests into the ballroom as they were announced to their hosts. Jean heard her mother’s voice tinkling over the noise of the room: ‘Just a little affair, nothing to write home about.’

   But in the midst of all this – the swirl of entertaining, the talking and charming, a world she had been brought up to inhabit supposedly as easily as a second skin, in the midst of this evening whose real purpose was essentially the revelation of herself, dressed in a pale pink chosen to offset the roses perfectly – Jean felt weightless. Glass in hand, cheeks flushed, she listened only absently to conversations, sipped champagne that tasted of nothing.

   She found herself talking to a pair of grandes dames, pearls drooping like wilted flowers on their pale, sunken chests. The shorter of the two was gesturing to a pair of boys standing in the corner, faces red with drink, laughing uncontrollably at some joke between them. ‘The men you girls will marry, see how flippant they are. So careless. It’s an insult to the sacrifice of those who went before. And they should know better. A year more and the war would have claimed them too. They ought to behave with more reverence…’

   As they talked on, Jean allowed herself to close her eyes. She could have been anywhere. Her real self, the part that lay beneath, felt untethered. It didn’t bother her, but it gave her this curious feeling that at any second one part of her, the thinking part, might float away, and that the shell she left behind could go on doing the work of being Miss Jean Buckman utterly adequately, with no one knowing the difference. Perhaps it had been the same in America, perhaps she simply hadn’t noticed. Hers had always been the role of acquiescent daughter, the foil to her more difficult older brother. Less than beautiful, far more than plain, kind and self-contained, Jean’s life had been one of graceful ease, steered with precision by her omniscient mother. It had passed in lunches at the Colony, dinners with the Goelets or the Phippses, summers at Newport or at her grandfather’s estate in California. But listening to these women talk, in this room that marked the apex of her mother’s ambitions for her, it was as if a breeze had blown right through her and she was weightless and so very removed.

   Then her mother Elizabeth’s eyes had been upon her, catching this absence, and she had seen the tight smile she knew well, and the room contracted again and the airless feeling evaporated as the women’s faces before her – still talking, mouths moving – returned to focus. Her mother eased herself into the conversation with a perfect bon mot, a flash of laughter, a gentle but firm reminder of someone that Jean really ought to meet, and she ushered her away from the ladies still berating the youth in the room with enthusiasm. And when Jean and her parents were sitting together at dinner the following night, at a little table laid out for the three of them in Elizabeth’s small salon, discussing the great success that the evening had proved to be, her mother fixed her eyes on Jean, not unkindly but with an intensity that gave no room for her meaning to be misunderstood.

   ‘Though it may seem different now that we are in London, my darling, the business at hand is the same, just dressed in that peculiar English way. It is the season, like all the others that have preceded it. Boys will meet girls, marriages will be made. It is that time. It is that time.’

   Jean nodded, hearing the words, felt that her father was nodding too, felt that everyone she had met in this country would have nodded if they could hear, but as she lay in her bed later, thinking about all the people she had spoken to, all the interactions she had had, thinking about this season at hand, as her mother had described it, as if it were a sort of clerical matter that needed attending to, it seemed to her that all of this doing and dancing, all of this being, was not creating anything of permanence. Like cracks under the glaze of an old porcelain vase, her life when viewed from far away looked like it had a pattern, intricate and fine, but up close there were fault lines that Jean felt might not take the pressure of a human’s touch.

  

 
  
   Chapter Two

   Jean stood at the entrance to the Savoy, new shoes pinching at her heels, swathes of mink at collar and cuffs too showy, where one of her mother’s dressmakers had suggested a more exaggerated silhouette, all the rage apparently in Paris. She found that small suggestions were constantly being made by her mother here in London – tweaks and additions that were never so great that they gave Jean cause to doubt herself entirely but were enough to make her sit a little straighter, to feel her mother’s eyes always at her back. Her parents’ car had dropped her off, and the stubborn rain meant that there was no time to hesitate. A doorman was waiting with umbrella unfurled, so she stepped forward under its protection and into the building. She loathed entering a room alone, having to establish herself, to find someone to introduce oneself to, the conversations cast out like ropes from a boat in the hope that one of them would be taken up.

   The dining room was full already, tables packed, but she was shown instead to the bar, where people were resolutely not sitting down, gathered instead in clusters, drinking and talking and sizing up the company. She was presented with a sea of backs until a smile was bestowed and a space made for her, and she let out a silent exhalation of relief. She was squashed up next to a pair of men, boys really, deep in conversation, oblivious to her presence beside them. One was leaning on the bar, his hair smooth and dark, and he had a silver cigarette case in his hand that he habitually flipped open and closed. Seeing Jean was alone, he offered her a cigarette, which she declined with a shake of her head.

   ‘Edward Warre. How do you do?’ He smiled briefly when she introduced herself, and took a sip of his drink. ‘You’ll be here all day unless you know the man. He has a knack of ignoring newcomers. Could be something to do with the crowd that comes here now. He does a good sidecar, it’s what my sister always has.’

   ‘A sidecar would be perfect then, thank you.’

   He had the barman’s attention almost immediately, who lowered his head to take Edward’s order, giving him a quick smile of recognition before busying himself with glasses and bottles as the pair stood side by side, the space between them strangely intimate.

   ‘Who did you come here with?’ Edward asked.

   ‘Alone, actually. My parents know our host’s parents, so it was suggested that I come and meet him and some of his friends. Some people my own age. I’ve just moved here from New York.’

   ‘Well, in summary: Johnnie’s fine but quite dull, and his father staggeringly so. The ones to know if you want to have a bit of fun are those two.’ He gestured to two young men smoking at the other end of the bar. ‘But certainly not him.’ His head flicked to the right, and she glanced at a bespectacled blonde boy standing alone, fiddling with the glass in front of him, feigning concentration.

   The question of what to say next hovered, but he sidestepped it neatly.

   ‘I think you’ll find you and I are next to each other at dinner. But nothing worse than saying everything now and leaving us stuck when we sit down. I’ll leave you with your drink. But remember what I said about our friend on your right. Once engaged, you’ll never escape.’ He gave a quick half-smile and, picking up his drink, moved away.

   But when they were shown to their seats, her host had swapped the placement to put Jean next to him instead, and Edward was somewhere in the middle of the table, in a group of young men that seemed to know each other well and grew more raucous as the evening progressed. They would beckon over the waiters more and more frequently, calling for more drinks, and at some point a glass was smashed and a cheer went up. Jean, seated at the well-behaved end of the table, was bored, her host as dull as predicted, talking her through his maternal American grandmother’s family tree in painstaking detail, but Jean caught Edward looking across at her, and there was his brief smile again, snapped away before anyone else might see it.

   Edward Warre was a name, once heard, that came up often. Followed often too by a place, the family house, Harehope, its name spoken in an offhand way that assumed knowledge. She’d mispronounced it at first, found herself corrected with an amused smile: ‘It’s Hare-up, as in up and down. Don’t say the “hope”, darling, or you’ll never get invited.’ And in the way girls did – the flutter of excitement, the spinning of a thread of connection or flicker of engagement into something more – Jean took that brief exchange at the Savoy and amplified it. This was a world where a glimpse of a shoulder, a smile at a lunch or the offer of a dance might be all there was, a flash of something to be eked out in the weeks and months to come. So Jean began to look out for him at parties and dances, and the following week she saw him again, this boy who’d made her smile, who had confidence and shyness in equal measure, somehow captured in the simple open and close of a silver cigarette case.

   She was at a dance given at a house on Belgrave Square, their hostess an American lady with an insatiable zest for staging costumed parties of elaborate theme for the young. They found themselves next to each other as ices were passed around, crammed into the corner of a room where chairs lined the wall while Jean sat, an uncomfortable Cleopatra with a crown of gold laurel that pinched at her temples, the clatter of costumes and music and talking making her head ache.

   He was sitting with friends, his back turned, but the group had broken off to talk to some others and Jean and he were left as a pair, perched on a pair of small, ugly chairs that must have been hired in for the occasion. Edward wasn’t in fancy dress, but he had a tinselly crown set far back on his head. He looked bored, tapping his foot impatiently.

   ‘Who have you come as?’ Jean asked tentatively.

   Edward turned, a flash of recognition when he saw her face, then a look of confusion.

   She gestured to the crown.

   ‘Oh, this? A friend said I wasn’t allowed in unless I’d made some attempt at a costume, so I gave a girl who was leaving a winning smile and got this in return. Does it suit me?’ He looked directly at her, his face serious.

   ‘As if you were born in it.’

   He laughed, taking it off and turning it in his hands. There was a long pause, but just as Jean felt she ought to fill it, he looked at her again. ‘How do you find all of this?’

   She wasn’t sure if he was referring to the party in particular or life in London in general, and his expression gave nothing away, so she took him to mean the latter.

   ‘If I’m being honest, strange.’ She paused. ‘Sometimes fun, sometimes overwhelming. I’m never sure if I’m doing what I ought to be, or whether in fact there is anything one ought to be doing at all. Which I suppose is a much more worrying thought.’

   He smiled, looking down at the crown again. His lashes were long and the skin under his eyes was dark. He gestured to the room. ‘Some people seem to make a life out of doing not very much, and to be having a perfectly good time. I’d say our delightful hostess could make a business out of it.’

   She laughed. ‘True. And you? Are you having a perfectly good time doing not very much?’

   ‘I suppose so. Though I prefer being at home.’

   ‘Not London?’

   ‘God, no. I can’t stomach too much of London. Home is Harehope, our place in the north, wilder, less noise, fewer dress-up parties.’ That flash of a smile, gone as soon as it appeared. ‘Perhaps you should come and see it. Give you more of an idea of what England is really about—’ One of his friends was standing over them now, moving from one foot to the other, seemingly agitated by the empty glass in his hand. Edward excused himself from Jean, but as he pushed his way through the throng, he turned. ‘You ought to come and see it for yourself.’ And then he was gone.

   For the duration of Jean’s conversation with him, that feeling of lightness that had characterised her time in London seemed to telescope into something else. There was something tangible in the process of wanting to get a reaction from that serious face with its downturned brown eyes, the small patch of red at his cheeks. She wondered if perhaps she could now gain satisfaction from the routine of her life – a lunch somewhere, a tea somewhere else, a dinner or a dance, a rhythm that she had found strangely oppressive – if it might give her an opportunity to learn more about this boy.

   Stories about Edward were easy to come by from any number of women she gossiped with at lunches or parties. He was known in that way that everyone was in London, gossamer-thin threads that connected each person she met; a sometimes impenetrable mass of cousins and second cousins and connections by marriage, all trotted out as glibly as if they were directions on a map. She was at a charity bazaar in aid of the wounded soldiers in a down-at-heel concert hall in Kensington a week or so later. Tables were draped in white, with arrangements of carnations hastily being placed by harassed-looking women as Jean and her mother arrived. Elizabeth was welcomed as she always was – the noticeable deference, the slight parting of a crowd to make way for her indomitable presence; the curious looks that followed when her back was turned: who would she talk to, where would she sit? ‘One must never leave one’s placement to chance, my dear. The wrong sort of people will descend like wolves,’ Elizabeth had said to her in the car, patting her hand firmly, and so a place for Jean to sit was found beside a grey-haired, powdery-skinned dowager who smelt strongly of lily of the valley, a type Jean had become familiar with in London.

   The dowager nodded briefly at Jean as she took her seat, taking in the entirety of her in one practised glance. ‘So you’re the one I hear such a lot about. The scale of your mother’s entertaining, the depths of her pockets. How delighted I am that she deemed me a suitable companion.’ She chuckled, and her chin gave a gratifying shake before she touched Jean’s hand lightly. ‘We shall have some fun, I can see. Perhaps I am to tell you about life in England, and how a girl ought to disport herself while here? Who do you distract yourself with, in the hours between breakfast and bed? Who fills your pretty little head with nonsense? Don’t be shy now. It’s not done for girls these days, you know.’

   Jean gave a little shrug. ‘Do you know Edward Warre?’

   ‘Oh, my dear, of course I do. How perfect. I’ve known his mother since she was a stripling, which means I know all her secrets and can dispense them at will. A fearsome little creature, though it didn’t stop her husband, old William Warre, from letting the whole thing slip through his fingers. The family money of the last hundred and fifty years drip, dripping away like a broken tap. You could be put to great use there, I can see. Dear William was weak, tired by it all, reliant on poor advice. He couldn’t halt the inevitable, that relentless march of time and progress, Old Money to New.’

   Curiosity, which Jean had been told countless times was not a trait to reveal in public, did not seem to trouble this woman. ‘What happened to the family?’

   ‘There was the sale of the house on Park Lane, a tragedy in itself. Then some land sold – “peripheral” to the estate, William said, although we all knew it wasn’t. And then of course there was Charles. Such a blow.’

   Jean didn’t follow.

   The woman’s eyes were sharp. ‘Edward’s elder brother? Oh, what a terrible thing. Charming, handsome, a double first in Greats, noted by his tutors as a brilliant mind…the great hope of the family, with the whisper of a possible position in cabinet one day. The future of the place secured.’ She paused. ‘Killed at Passchendaele at twenty-two. A sniper bullet through that perfect future. It tore a hole right through the family, clean through assumptions about sons and heirs and what should be whose. And now there’s your friend Edward, not so obviously blessed – a decent boy, I’m sure, but not quite his brother. Followed Charles to Christ Church after the war but didn’t quite cut it there. He left after Michaelmas of his second year to spend more time at Harehope. And now his dear father’s dead too, and Edward is in possession of the teetering whole.’

   ‘I knew nothing of any of this. How awful.’

   The dowager’s mood changed in a second, her face sour. ‘Well, one deals with the cards one’s dealt. You children need to learn some steel. Where are we now? Raising money for poor families who’ve lost good men in the war. And it’s all just a little sport for you. Run along now and find a friend of your own age to talk to.’

   The rest of the lunch passed in conversations of little consequence, Jean handed around like a parcel to be opened and inspected, then returned to her mother, holding court at the end of the room. Jean’s mind would go back though, involuntarily, to the mud, to Passchendaele, to the image of that boy’s body lying in the thick and black of it – and of the younger brother left behind. She thought of the seriousness of Edward, the slight detachment that seemed to characterise him. Her knowledge of him was fragmentary, but she took these pieces and began to build up her own portrait of him: of a young man played by Fortune, unable to articulate his new position, unable to set himself up as someone to take on his brother’s mantle; a reticent soul perhaps, deprived, like many of his contemporaries, of any opportunity to prove themselves against the overshadowing presences of their brothers and cousins and fathers, that older generation immortalised for eternity, whose bodies were left to rot in sodden fields, in landscapes pocked and scarred, but whose sacrifice was so enormous, their deaths so vile and ugly, so senseless, that they threatened to eclipse utterly the living left behind. And in her conscientious way Jean began to work on this portrait, to shape it and perfect it, to fill in small details here and there, and if, when she held it up to the true subject, it didn’t quite match, she would push away any doubts and turn back to her portrait.

   Meetings between the pair continued after this, carefully choreographed by Jean’s mother, who had turned the not-inconsiderable force of her attention onto this new friendship. There were several days at Ascot in June, where she and Edward stood together in the royal box, sharing a race card, Jean fascinated by the pageantry on display in contrast to the muscular horses, skin slick with sweat, oblivious to the starched perfection of the enclosure and the wild approval of the crowds. Edward’s knowledge of horses was encyclopaedic, and he seemed to take pleasure in advising her on the winners, or the endless gossip and tips from owners and trainers and punters that were pounced on and sifted through like panners looking for gold. This confidence, when he was on firm ground, seemed to alternate with an uncertainty, an impatience to get away from any light that might be shone on him.

   There was a chorus too, watching these scenes unfold with gimlet eyes:

   ‘Oh, he’s not terribly good with girls. Doesn’t have the faintest idea how to talk to them.’

   ‘But he’s in that set – they do everything together, a little circle that lets no one in.’

   ‘I can’t bear his sister. A vicious little thing when she wants to be.’

   ‘But that house, that house. The faded grandeur of it. It’s so deliciously romantic. And those eyes. One wants to know so desperately what they’re thinking. Perhaps he needs saving.’

   Jean listened, she observed and she wanted. Attraction and sympathy were worked on in equal measure, and that hint of a connection, however tenuous, felt like a hand stretched out across a great divide. If she could only grasp it, it might pull her across to the promised land of real life that must surely lie beyond.

   The next week there was a dinner given by Elizabeth Buckman for mutual friends of the Warres, the guests chosen to reflect the Buckmans’ flawless connections – the Roxburghes, the Sutherlands, Grace Vanderbilt – who were artfully dispersed among the other twelve guests to give just the right impression of position and politesse; and finally there came the anticipated invitation to Harehope.

   A letter was carried to Elizabeth’s desk by one of the footmen, brought to her as she sat, the morning’s correspondence spread out before her. It was a square of cream paper, small and neat and edged in gilt, with only a line or two of elegant script looping across its breadth; it was a thing of little consequence, but from the look of quiet triumph on her mother’s face, something to be distinctly pleased about.

  

 
  
   Chapter Three

   It was the edge of the perimeter wall that ran along the roadside that she saw first, its stone grey and worn, gently heralding the place. Their car turned a bend and they were through vast stone pillars and past a gatehouse, a small castle in itself, and then they were being pulled into the house’s orbit. A drive wound them in, curving through a park studded with elm and ash, proud witnesses to the family’s travails over the centuries. Another bend and Harehope was revealed to them with a flick of drama as its architect surely intended. Jean felt a flash of dislike for the sullen pile now before her. But as they drew nearer, something changed, an alchemy of the house in its landscape, and though it was not beautiful, it was of substance, its stone a mighty expanse of grey under an overcast sky, and there was a defiance to its solidity and permanence that demanded respect. Beyond, she knew, stretched only moorland – no houses, no roads, just mile upon mile of wild, untended nothing that ran behind the formal gardens, on and on, as if the house were teetering on the edge of the earth. As their car pulled into the porte cochère, there stood the butler, back straight as a rod, face like a stone, impervious to the great sploshes of summer rain on his shoulders.

   Edward’s mother greeted them at the head of her assembled staff, and Jean felt the whole performance begin once more. She could sense the familiar anticipation in the hallway, the tension of a household primed to receive, and she knew how this would proceed, as it had done countless times before. Edward stood at his mother’s side, hands in the pockets of his tweed suit, affecting nonchalance, though she saw a knot of tension at his jaw, and he rocked back on his heels as he waited for his mother to take the lead in receiving the guests. This particular dance had begun, but there was no doubt as to who was the choreographer.

   ‘Tea is in the drawing room,’ Lady Warre announced before turning abruptly, Jean and her mother expected to follow.

   The room they entered was vast, a faded beauty, with walls of a pale yellow silk and great swags of thick red damask at each window. Its floors were polished oak, with an enormous Aubusson laid over, worn thin in patches from years of use. The low grey light that came from the dank day outside added to an air of tiredness, as if the room had given a large sigh, shoulders sagging from the simple effort of being. At the far end of the room triple-height windows gave on to the formal lawns below where Jean could make out a flash of stone, a fountain, its water a trickle. A round table groaning beneath an elaborate display of cakes and sandwiches, as yet untouched, sat in the window.

   Edward followed them in, casually taking a log from the basket beside the fire to throw on. ‘Jean, you’ll be staying in the Chinese Room. Stokes, will you take her bags there?’

   His mother, taking a seat on one of the two faded brocade sofas, gestured to Elizabeth to sit on the other. ‘No, she won’t. That room’s got two outside walls, and we don’t want our American guests complaining of chattering teeth. Stokes, I’ve moved Miss Buckman to the Green Room.’

   Edward looked down, cheeks red, momentary authority snatched away. The insouciance he had possessed at the Savoy dissipated in an instant.

   Without turning to her son, Lady Warre gave a small, almost imperceptible flick of her hand and said over her shoulder, ‘Edward, go and let your sister know the Buckmans are here.’ She beckoned to one of the housemaids to bring over tea, and then turned her attention to Jean and her mother.

   As Lady Warre and Elizabeth talked, Jean had the chance to observe this woman properly for the first time. She was dressed in the old-fashioned style, in a blouse of pale cream voile with delicately buttoned sleeves, tucked into a full navy skirt; she was whippet-thin, upright, her wrists as delicate as china, the pearls around her neck heavy on her translucent chest, her eyes a piercing blue. She sat, utterly still, her face a mask as Elizabeth regaled her with details about their journey it was abundantly clear she had no wish to hear.

   That afternoon, Jean and Elizabeth were shown around the house’s interior by Edward as his mother looked on: objects of interest, paintings of note – their pride a vast, murky Dutch old master that hung in the entrance hall; and then the inevitable gallery of disapproving family portraits, the proud, pop-eyed stares of those eighteenth-century figures whose felicitous inheritance of land seamed with coal had brought the family its rush of wealth; next came the furniture and tapestries, grand and tired, inhabiting the same place for eternity, the walls and floors sagging and buckled beneath them. The house had been the Warre family home for several hundred years, each generation adding or subtracting to the building with varying degrees of success, but the main body of the current hall was Palladian, mid eighteenth century. It was vast, a great block of northern stone, with wings that fanned out and dimly lit corridors that ran on for an eternity, where they ended unclear; rooms giving onto rooms onto rooms, footsteps echoing across stone flags warped and uneven with age. Some had the stale air of disuse, of windows hastily opened and dust sheets thrown off for their arrival. Jean noted that the King’s annual stay at Harehope on his way to Balmoral was mentioned more than once by her hostess, and the superb hunting ground the estate possessed was pointed out, not quite in passing.

   Edward’s older sister was part of their assembled group. Charlotte, widowed just before the Armistice, spent her time between Harehope and her home in Hampshire. She looked very like her mother, that same pronounced thinness, with translucent skin that veins threaded through like blue silk, and dark, almost black hair. She was still dressed in mourning for her husband, a flattering black crêpe de Chine, and she inhabited the house with a territorial presence. She and her mother were often to be found together, muttering about the servants or where lunch might be taken, conspiratorial in their plans.

   Jean found herself alone with her that night before dinner, Charlotte seated at a card table in the drawing room with a half-worked puzzle before her, Jean standing awkwardly behind, looking on. As Charlotte talked, her voice a bored monotone, her two young boys appeared briefly to say goodnight, hair combed and smelling of lilacs and talc, and a perfunctory kiss was bestowed on each before they were ushered out again. Jean felt Charlotte looking her over, appraising her and her mother, waiting for a trip-up, a delightful little revelation of poor American manners.

   ‘When my brother Charles died, we were all utterly bereft, but then when Father went too, it flattened us. The one following the other, then my husband. Funeral after funeral, mourning for one only to mourn for another.’

   Her hand hovered over the pieces, a large ruby hanging heavy on her long, pale fingers. She didn’t seem to want a response.

   ‘I don’t think any of this can carry on.’ She waved her hand impatiently, indicating the room filling now with guests, a butler and several footmen standing silently at its edge, poised to assist. ‘How can it? All the best men gone, and everyone bankrupt by war. And look at the servants, busy living a wartime existence, doing their bit and making their way, and then they’re supposed to go back to how it was before. Did you hear about the Duke of Portland at Morven’s coming of age? Made a speech about how all of this must come to an end. No more houses, no more estates. And look at him – ten thousand acres of Nottinghamshire and Welbeck’s collection. If he’s in a bind, where on earth does that leave us?’

   She looked up now at Jean, with a cold curiosity.

   ‘Perhaps it isn’t the same for you, though. Everything is a bit more transient, I imagine, coming to it all so recently. Perhaps the thought of losing it all mightn’t mean as much.’

   Charlotte let out an exclamation of delight. Seizing a piece, she slotted it neatly into its place, and smiled as if the last sentence had been said by someone else entirely. Looking down at the little black Pekingese in her lap, she ruffled its ears.

   ‘Well done, my little angel. Well done! Frightfully clever, aren’t we.’

   The conversation, it appeared, was over.

   At dinner, Edward’s mother sat at one end of the polished mahogany table, Edward opposite her, in the place only recently vacated by his father. Elizabeth was on Edward’s right, and Jean watched as her mother performed her traditional dinner set piece. The faux humility about life in America, her exaggerated admiration for these great English houses of such age and eminence – though Jean knew she loathed their archaic plumbing and ancient, threadbare linen – then the laments about the problems with her house in London, though of course there were none, this last part connecting Elizabeth, in her eyes at least, with the more prosaic problems she imagined lesser beings had to endure. Jean could see Edward’s eyes flick down to his own mother as he feigned interest, only adequately well.

   Jean was placed between two of Edward’s friends. The group of three had stood around before dinner, smoking by the fireplace, their familiarity a wall between them and the rest of the room.

   ‘We’ve known each other for years,’ the young man on her right announced cheerily. He was reed-thin – all elbows and angles, and endearingly absent-minded with the use of them – and she had seen him earlier greeting Stokes the butler like an old friend, slapping his back when he had walked into the drawing room, blithely unaware of the discomfort he left behind. He was now attacking his food with enthusiasm.

   ‘Freddie Byam-Hughes,’ he offered, wiping his mouth on his napkin after swallowing a large spoonful of soup. ‘Been coming to Harehope since I was old enough to shoot. We were in the same house at school. I always preferred a few weeks up here with the chance of some grouse to hanging about in Hampshire with my father breathing down my neck. I haven’t seen Edward quite as much, though, since he left Oxford. His father wasn’t best pleased about that. Not that he would show it. His old man couldn’t say boo to a goose.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Not like the delightful Lady Warre. Warmth personified, wouldn’t you say?’

   ‘Yes. I’m not entirely sure what she makes of my mother. Or me, for that matter.’

   ‘I think that’s rather her thing. A glacial superiority. Dripping into every room so the temperature of the house drops below freezing.’ He smiled. ‘Not hard in these parts. So what do you make of Harehope? Quite far north if you’re not used to it.’

   ‘Well, I was shown the stables this afternoon by Edward, which he seemed to enjoy considerably more than this afternoon’s picnic—’

   ‘I never know why they insist on looking at that dreary ruin. I’ve done that picnic countless times over the years in pouring rain or blazing heat and it’s never improved. But the stables. Edward would sooner live there than the house, I should think. Probably holds a bit more sway.’

   The young man on Jean’s left turned briefly to interrupt, clearly having had an ear on their conversation. He had that peculiarly English trait, opinions blunt to the point of rudeness but delivered with an elegance of manner that made it look like art.

   ‘Sway? Edward’s got quite enough of that, thank you very much. Lord of all he surveys at twenty-one, without having to pull his finger out. I’m sure he didn’t even have to arrange this little gathering – no offence, of course.’ He briefly dipped his head in Jean’s direction. ‘But for the war and Charles being killed, he’d have ended up in that godawful house on the edge of the moors. The bleakest place I’ve ever seen. But now he’s here at Harehope instead, bum in the butter, and aren’t we, his dearest friends, revelling in his change of fortune.’ He took a slug of his claret before presenting his back firmly to Jean once more.

   Freddie shrugged. ‘He’s right. But Edward’s got to make a go of things. It was an embarrassment that he didn’t finish Oxford. Charles was so brilliant at it all, effortlessly so. Not the easiest thing to follow. Harehope is Edward’s now, in name and all that. Though he’ll have to prise it from his mother.’

   Jean looked at Edward now, still listening to Elizabeth, with that inscrutable face of his. She did find him attractive. He was handsome in a sharp, off-centre way: his eyes were dark, watchful, with hollows beneath his cheekbones. He was lean, and there was that dissatisfied energy to him. Watching him mount a horse earlier, she could see he had a natural ability and a connection with the animal he rode, the unspoken bond between muscle and mind immediately apparent in the horse’s quick and easy response to even the smallest flick of a rein. And Jean had been told by her mother that Edward’s interest in her was clear; that the invitation to Harehope would not have been made were it not.

   Another course came, glasses were filled, the turn was made, and then abruptly Lady Warre stood, ringing a delicate silver bell that sat at her right hand. Edward stood too, mouth opening to say something, but his mother clapped her hands briskly and asked the women to retire before he could speak.

   Freddie leaned in. ‘I told you. He’ll have to prise it from her dead hands,’ he muttered.

   And here was Lady Warre, ushering the women firmly out of the dining room, directing a footman to a napkin dropped on the floor, reminding the butler which port the men were to have, either unaware or unwilling to accept the new world her family inhabited, as she stepped over her son’s futile attempts at establishing himself in this house she still presided over.

   As they sat around in the drawing room later, his friends mobbed him up with enthusiasm – for Jean’s benefit, she felt – but everything they said, every conversation begun or story shared, every memory or joke or quip, came back to Harehope. As she sat in the faded elegance of its drawing room, which had held countless variations of this evening, with countless outsiders rejected or accepted, indifferent as Harehope seemed to the changes in the world beyond its ancient walls, she understood that this house was the heart of it all. Harehope was the thing that lent Edward his confidence. It was the symbol of who he was, and uneasy though his hold, so recent and so fragile, it made him. He couldn’t captivate a room with his wit nor master his mother, but he had a conceit, a confidence, an ingrained superiority over the world directly drawn from the hundreds of years his family had spent on the land he now possessed.

   Walking back to her bedroom, relieved to excuse herself after a long day, Jean took a wrong turn down a dimly lit corridor and found herself on the threshold of a large, square room. Its walls were lined with books, and an armchair of the softest red, worn from use, was turned towards an empty fireplace. She was drawn instinctively towards the shelves; they were crammed to bursting, filled with copies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, books wedged on top of books, spines worn, pages thickened and uneven with use; Herodotus, Thucydides, Xenophon, the Iliad and the Odyssey; names she knew and many she didn’t; bound files placed on a low chest, the top one neatly labelled A Few Antiquities from Macedonia. This was once a library alive with use, no shrine to vanity, and at the centre of the room’s simple mantelpiece sat the most delicate pot Jean had ever seen, black figures dancing across its deep red clay, hands linked, heads flung back in ecstasy, as if bringing their spirited, faraway world into this well of cool, English reserve. She knew at once that it was Edward’s brother’s room, and Jean felt a sudden wave of sadness for this young, vital man whom she had never met, all his passions and quirks tidied away and left to petrify in this museum that had long closed its doors to visitors.

   She felt someone’s presence in the room behind her and turned to see Edward standing in the doorway.

   ‘We never properly got the chance to talk, Charles and I. He was always that much further on – off at school while I was still running around in short trousers, and then off to war. You know he was mentioned twice in dispatches. He was very outgoing, popular, but he had this mind. I think he was quite special. He converted the room into his own library after he came down from Oxford. Working with one of the estate joiners, choosing the wood, laying it all out, intricate plans that he spent forever over. And once it was done, he’d spend hours in here on summer evenings. Excavations into another world, I suppose. Mother didn’t know what to do with it all after he died. So we’ve kept it as it is. It’s swept every day, I think.’

   He gestured to her to leave the room and then followed, closing the door behind him.

   ‘Would you ever sit in there?’ Jean asked. ‘Perhaps it would be like sitting with him for a while.’

   ‘It wouldn’t seem right. It was very much his. It feels private somehow.’ He looked ahead, giving away no emotion as they walked down the dim corridor. It was hung with enormous oils of stags sprawled on the fell, the light so poor that in the gloom the animals looked to Jean like beasts from a child’s nightmare.

   ‘It must be so hard for you – for you all.’

   There was a flicker of tension at Edward’s jaw. He ran his fingers quickly through his hair. ‘It’s hard when one is reminded always of Charles. Not simply that he’s gone, but somehow that it’s me that’s left.’ And he gave her a brief sideways look then – the tiniest revelation of self, snatched away as quickly as it was given – before he walked her up the stairs to her room.

   She knew then that this family was paralysed, suspended between the ages of dead son and living, between a world before the war, when everything could drift on in the perfect light of a summer’s afternoon, and the grim reality of today: Edward now in charge, a bleaker world, his position unstable. The realisation was something that appealed to her. Here was the thing she could tend to and make good, a young man who needed her – not just for her money, which threatened to eclipse her at times, but for her love. This was the cause of his distance. This would be something for her to mend.

   And when he left her politely at her bedroom door, that sideways look and the glimpse of the empty fireplace in his brother’s ossifying library stayed with her long afterwards.

  

 
  
   Chapter Four

   The visit to Harehope had been deemed a success. This was quite clear from the relish with which her mother relayed details of the trip to her confidantes – ‘My dear, there was not a ceiling without damp, great circles of brown, but oh! the gardens. Divine, quite divine.’ Yet the reality of what Jean had felt with Edward was so fragile that she kept turning over snatches of connection, trying to work them into something more before a recollection of another quite different conversation, marked by cool restraint, unpicked them all again.

   In a draughty drawing room on Charles Street, at another dinner before another dance, in a room full of boys and girls not quite saying what they meant, Jean and Edward found themselves together again. She approached him, shyly; a quick smile, a sip of a drink, a moment before they were called to sit down.

   He spoke first. ‘My mother didn’t put you off? Girls can find her fearsome. Some of Charlotte’s friends won’t come back to Harehope at all. It’s not what she says, but what she doesn’t.’

   ‘The opposite might be true of mine.’ Jean paused. ‘She can be rather overbearing.’

   ‘She puts on quite a show.’

   ‘I’ve grown so used to it that I don’t notice it any more. I suppose English restraint puts it in high relief.’

   At one remove from the conversation, she listened to them swap stories of their parents as if they didn’t exist themselves. Gone were the ages of chaperones, but one seemed to stand between them nonetheless. And there was an awkwardness to him, an almost palpable uncertainty beneath the confidence. For all the utter rightness of his manners, his knowledge of precisely what one ought to do in any given circumstance, his perfect breeding that allowed him entry to every room, he still cleared his throat before he spoke, looked always to his friends for their reactions.

   Freddie came to join them then – a kiss for Jean, a brief shake of the hand for Edward – and she could sense Edward’s relief as his friend took over the talking. And when dinner came and she was placed next to Freddie, he seemed to know what she was thinking.

   ‘He’s a funny one. My oldest friend, but I’m not sure I ever know what he’s going to do or say. I suppose he operated as something of a free agent as a child. His mother ignored them all, and he was surplus to requirements anyway, with Charles there, always out in front. Edward was left to do as he pleased, and no one bothered much.’ He smiled. ‘I wouldn’t wonder if you and he aren’t a good thing. For him, I mean. Beyond the obvious, of course. He’d hate me saying it, but it might bolster him a little.’

   And her mother had settled on the idea. Despite Elizabeth’s protestations about Harehope’s rooms, whose temperature seemed to hover around freezing, she was drawn to the Warre name, to the standing of this family whose money was in decline but whose position was certainly not.

   ‘He’s a dear, isn’t he? That fine face, trying to be in command when his mother’s like the admiral of the ship, blasting out orders from that tiny little body. Think what you could do for him, Jean. The life you could have with him, my darling daughter.’

   And they danced again at the Savoy, the band playing a song that sent the young rushing to fill the floor, and she felt a tension within Edward amid the noise and the laughing, felt there were things he would like to do or say but didn’t yet know how. That was what marriage would do: it would liberate, it would unburden them of the sense of others always watching; it would set them free, wouldn’t it?

   ‘Oh, you’d be a fool not to,’ girls in powder rooms with laughs of glass would say, not quite to her.

   ‘A lot of the good ones are gone.’

   ‘If you don’t marry in your first season out, you’ll be dragging around your parents’ heels for eternity.’

   And then they’d dance off and all that would be left was a strange silence within the noise and the acid taste of too much champagne, and Jean would feel suddenly, clearly, that to pursue this, to persevere with whatever this thing was, was the only means available to her of entering real life. Without it, she would always be at the edge of things, the gauze of propriety keeping everything at bay. She had always felt hampered by the air of who she was that hung about her. Her mother, her name, her great, great wealth, was like a mantle around her shoulders, and until that was removed, she feared she would be caught in aspic, observing only.

   And so she and Edward had walked along the Embankment that night, in a group of bright young boys and girls, cheeks red and eyes shining from the dancing and the sweet taste of spirits, happy simply because the evening was warm and there was another party to go to. Then they were standing alone, leaning against the stone balustrade, catching their breaths with the Thames flowing strong and silent beneath them.

   The voices of the others were further away; snatches of laughter, someone being mobbed up, and Edward leaned forward and kissed her. His lips on hers, rough somehow, his breath on her face, warm and sweet.

   He pulled back then, looked at her. Not a smile, but his face was a question. And so she had smiled for him, had put her hand in his, and they had walked the last part of the journey together in silence. And this subtle shift in status had been noted, had been marked down in society’s ledger – an invisible work of untold weight – in thick, black ink for all to see.

  

 
  
   Chapter Five

   Jean was lying on her bed, a book open and unread beside her. The blinds were lowered against an afternoon sun defiantly laying great strips of bleached white across her room. The house on Park Lane was a place of two parts during the hours of daylight. Downstairs, in the state rooms, as her mother grandly called them, guests were being received, history made in the figures of substance hourly called up its great stone steps. Young men from the embassy, the hopes of her country’s future, with fine minds and intelligent faces, walked briskly along corridors they knew were steeped in influence and power. On Jean’s floor, however, several flights of stairs up, all was quiet. Legs stretched out, head resting on her hand, she would allow herself to daydream. This time away from the curious gaze was sustenance to her, carrying her through the endless engagements – her mother’s evening sport – that would inevitably follow. Elizabeth Buckman rarely came upstairs during these hours of industry, so when she appeared at Jean’s door, chest rising from the exertion of bringing her not inconsiderable girth up the four flights of stairs, and urged her daughter to hurry down to her salon, Jean knew that she was being called downstairs in a real sense, that the in-between she had inhabited – a child in all but name, her freedom only existing as an expression of her mother’s wishes – was drawing to an end; she could feel it in the tiny droplets of perspiration at her mother’s forehead, in the grip of the handkerchief in her hot little hand.

   Jean followed her mother down corridors where young men now stood aside, door upon door opening until the final set was pinned back, revealing the inner sanctum of her mother’s salon and her father standing in front of the fireplace, a look of vague worry on his face. He would be desperate to escape this room, filled as it was with emotion and untrammelled female excitement.

   Elizabeth seemed to fizz with pent-up joy, her face straining to contain itself. She spoke, as usual, for the pair.

   ‘Jean, dearest. Father has been at Edward’s club for lunch, and he has asked for his permission to marry you. It’s simply wonderful. We shall have a wedding! Robert, do tell her.’ The hint of impatience was barely concealed.

   Her father nodded. ‘Edward seems like a sound young man, and your mother is, as you can see, very taken with the idea. I’m assuming this is in accordance with your own wishes too?’ His eyes were hopeful, willing on an answer that would tie up this matter and release him.

   The tension in Jean’s stomach dissipated, for it had happened, this thing that had been on her mind for several months. But what replaced it was unexpected. A seminal point in her life was upon her – windows flung open, life to come in. Events had been working towards this, gradually gaining momentum, and yet now it had arrived in this room that smelt overwhelmingly of freesias and her mother’s cloying scent, it had somehow fallen flat.

   Her parents’ eyes were upon her. She could see how ready they were to accept this shift in her status from daughter to wife, as natural as the flow of a river to them, out and into the mouth of a waiting sea. She caught the almost imperceptible shrinking of her mother’s eyes – the fear that the plan she desired for Jean might not be brought to fruition. It must, it must, there is no other course, those eyes said.

   ‘Yes, of course, Father, that’s wonderful. Thank you, thank you so much. That’s wonderful. It really is.’

   The relief at her reply was clear, her father giving her a kiss on her cheek before excusing himself, and Elizabeth was like a dog unleashed, free and away, running through lists of people and clothes and dates and notes to be written, all punctuated with the briefest of exclamations addressed in Jean’s vague direction – ‘Oh, how marvellous, oh, what fun we’ll have.’

   ‘I think we ought to invite the Goelets to dinner this evening, don’t you, darling? As they were here that night we all met? And perhaps Lady Warre and her daughter would come again when they are next in London? Perhaps a little party – well, a proper party – to celebrate the engagement. Oh, and the peonies will be just perfect for that. A peony party! How delicious.’

   Jean sat to the left of her mother’s desk, in the small armchair with its tight lemon-yellow upholstery and the firm but not too firm stuffing that her mother insisted upon, and let her mind empty to try and unpick what she could out of all of this. How strange to make a decision of such magnitude at one remove. Not to see Edward. As if she were extraneous to the whole thing. She wanted to talk to him, to ask him what he felt, to put her hand in his, to kiss him again, but instead it was for her to sit in this chair, listening to her mother, agreeing when required, making suggestions when needed, as a succession of people began to file through the salon and the afternoon progressed, a never-ending procession of women kissing Jean, congratulating Elizabeth, patting Jean’s hand, touching her cheek, their words and good wishes like playing cards mounting up till the pack was all there and the event was a reality.

   As tea was being cleared, the fire re-laid for the evening and the room making its ritual change from day to evening, Jean found herself talking to a cousin of Edward’s who had heard the news and had to stop by; the conversation felt rather transactional, Jean handing over pieces of information that the girl pocketed immediately like coins. Jean’s mother and one of her oldest friends, an American married to that most prized of all possessions, an English duke, were chatting in the corner of the room, Jean only vaguely apparent to them now, so enraptured were they both by the far more real presence of a Wedding to Arrange. Elizabeth’s voice had dropped, but Jean could hear her still.

   ‘Oh, it was her destiny, Mary. She doesn’t know it, but the procession of the Buckman name across the water and into a fine English family…the foundations were laid years ago.’

   ‘Of course! In everything you’ve done—’

   ‘That I have arranged – not her father, I might add, but me – from birth to now.’

   ‘But like the finest of dresses, you can’t see a stitch.’

   ‘Well, it’s the hand of God at work, my dear. And what if Edward’s a little awkward? Isn’t that the English way? Some charm to be found in the eccentricity, and frankly, the arrogance—’

   ‘Oh, Elizabeth, mother of a daughter to be wed, a prize in itself these days, and into quite a family. Well, thankfully there’s no ageing father and unseemly handover to worry about. That’s quite the wedding gift.’

   And so the announcement of their engagement was placed the next day in The Times. A lunch for fifty followed at her parents’ house. A trip to Paris was arranged to shop for her trousseau and to have the first of three fittings for a dress of the finest duchesse satin that France could provide. Yet Edward and Jean were rarely alone. They did kiss again – brief, spare, chaste – and they went to dinner several times among a group of his friends, to the Savoy again or the Berkeley, to a party held by Freddie Byam-Hughes at his parents’ house on the corner of Brook Street, and at each a never-ending succession of unfamiliar faces approached them, beaming, hands outstretched, congratulating the pair on their news, thumping Edward on the back.

   She kept looking to Edward to see if he felt the same, to remake that second of connection that would carry her through a hundred absences, but he never seemed to look up at the right point, never caught her eye when she needed him to. And so she left it, and turned to the matters at hand: the invitations, the dress, the planning, the guests. The construction of an edifice so grand and assured that no one noticed she couldn’t find the door to enter it at all.

  

 
  
   Chapter Six

   It was July, and after a damp June there had been a run of almost unprecedented heat and sun since the beginning of the month, the barometer in the hall at Harehope stuck at Very Dry for weeks. A celebration of Jean and Edward’s engagement for the tenants of the estate had been arranged, and a house party pulled together to make it more palatable for the family. The lawn was beginning to yellow with patches of scorched and lumpy grass that the under-gardeners would toil over fruitlessly. Borders were beginning to wilt, and even the guests were tiring of cheerful commentary on the weather. The river was as low as anyone could remember and fishing was out, leaving the men snappy and bored at the lack of sport to fill the hours of daylight. Those staying gathered in knots, waiting politely for instruction from their hosts, who were nowhere to be seen.

   Jean sat with her mother in the drawing room, waiting for Edward to finish a meeting taking place in his study.

   ‘You look so nervous, darling. Smile a little.’ Elizabeth wore the voice Jean knew well from childhood, warm and smooth as butter with the unmistakable hint of steel beneath. ‘I can see that the formality of those two gentlemen is unsettling. But they are simply doing their job. Your father had to go through the same thing before we married, although if I recall, there were three of them and Robert looked, for the first time in his life, utterly terrified.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Come. It is a gift, this thing we can bestow. Our home in New York, Newport, the newspaper. That was my gift to your father, and look at the joy it has brought us.’ Then the slightest of shadows falling, the shift in the room as Jean knew that the image of her brother Oliver had come to their mother, the darkness that appeared always at the edge of their perfect family portrait. ‘You are giving Edward a gift that will change his life immeasurably. Your challenge is to be delicate in how you bestow it. Never let him feel you are in charge, or at least let him take the lead in situations he feels he needs to. I can see that Edward may struggle with this a little more than your father. He doesn’t have quite the same talents to build on, if we are being direct, but he has this place, this house, this estate that you can’ – the hint of a smile danced at the edge of her mouth – ‘enhance.’

   Jean nodded. She knew her mother’s family wealth was, in essence, limitless, in what it could buy and in what it could achieve. It had guaranteed them a place at the table that was New York society of the 1860s: a hard-won seat that, once attained, was gripped with determination; today, the interest on their capital alone, doubling and trebling as each month passed, would allow that position to continue in perpetuity. But in this house, in the figure of those two men from her grandfather’s bank sitting with Edward now and informing him of quite how blessed this union was, Jean wasn’t sure if it was a gift entering or something more insidious, something alien finding its way into this place that had survived unassisted for so long.

   The door opened, and Edward came into the drawing room in his shirtsleeves, the cotton crumpled and damp from the heat of the airless study. He wouldn’t look at Jean but rather addressed her mother: ‘They say they have all they need, and so I think the suggestion was we’d have lunch before they went back to London?’

   Elizabeth rose, delighted that the meeting was over. She gave Edward a pat on the arm as she passed. ‘It wasn’t so bad, was it, my dear?’

   The group made up an awkward little six as they took lunch in the morning room, where smaller numbers would dine. The lunch passed like stagnant water, with Lady Warre unable, or unwilling, to find the correct register to address these men who were undeniably trade but had mysteriously found a place at her table. Elizabeth, however, used to her work as an ambassador’s wife and able to create atmosphere out of a paper bag when it suited her, kept her end up, asking questions, laughing delightedly at even the whiff of a joke, clapping her hands together in delight when Edward so much as opened his mouth.

   One of the men from the bank, a Mr Bennett, an owlish figure for whom lunchtime chit-chat was an impossibility, was addressing Jean with great seriousness, having been studiously ignored by Lady Warre.

   ‘The question of a house in London did arise in our discussions. Of where you and Lord Warre might like to live in town after you are married. I believe a possible house has been posited by Mrs Buckman.’

   Lady Warre looked sharply at her son. ‘Is that so? How kind of Mrs Buckman.’ She turned to Elizabeth. ‘And where have you been thinking my son might live?’

   Elizabeth, oblivious to the acid in her host’s voice, smiled. ‘Robert and I have been told by several people of your family’s house on Park Lane coming back up for sale, and wondered whether that might be of interest. A possibility too good to resist?’

   Even Alice Warre was taken aback. She took a sip from the glass of water before her. ‘Our house? It would, as you say, be quite something to have it back. It was in the family for over a century before my husband sold it.’

   Unperturbed, Elizabeth continued as if she had suggested buying a bag of apples. ‘Jean, darling, I think that would be lovely. Don’t you?’

   Jean looked to Edward, who was concentrating on his food.

   Alice – such a gentle, girlish name for someone who was the opposite – gave a brittle smile. ‘And what other little wedding gifts did you discuss in your meeting, Edward? Do tell.’

   He cleared his throat. ‘Come, Mother.’

   Mr Bennett, who seemed only able to react in the literal, nodded gravely. ‘We discussed one settlement from Mrs Buckman that Lord Warre would like to put towards the house here, and we discussed, only briefly, the possible purchase of further moorland in Scotland. And then there was mention of paintings and furniture that might be required for the London residence, once agreed upon.’

   On he went, his voice as efficient as it was dull, running through suggestions Edward had made, in private, as to how this marriage might be put to use, of how he intended to spend the largesse Elizabeth Buckman was generously dispensing, painfully unaware of the discomfort it was now causing. Jean saw Edward shifting in his seat; knew his mother would be unable to contain her distaste at the direction of the conversation.

   Edward stood up. Cheeks red, unable to look at his mother or Jean, he addressed Mr Bennett. ‘Thank you, I think we have heard enough from the meeting. If you are to catch the afternoon train to London, it would be a good idea to get your things ready. Someone will be waiting in the front hall to take you.’ He left the room quickly.

   His mother stood to follow Edward out. ‘Thank you both so much. I must say, I am not accustomed to lunches such as this. Most enlightening.’

   Jean sat that evening in her room before dinner. The heat from the sun was gone but the air was heavy and damp, the quiet broken by the occasional roll of thunder, so distant one wasn’t sure what it was but carrying with it the expectancy of release to come.
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