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  To Lily Bathsheba

  


  The Legend of the Forget-Me-Not

  In Austrian legend, a man and his betrothed were walking hand in hand along the bank of the Danube River the night before their wedding. As the young woman looked into the
  water, she saw a lovely blue flower being washed away by the current. So sad was she that such a beautiful flower should be lost, that her lover heroically leaped into the river to save it for her.
  However, the river ran mighty and wild and as he was swept to his death, he threw the flower onto the bank and cried, ‘Forget me not, I will love you for ever.’

  


  PART ONE

  


  Prologue

  England

  Autumn 1984

  The sky was almost too enchanting for a day such as this. An October sky that blessed the countryside below it with a dazzling golden radiance as if the autumn trees and
  neatly ploughed fields had been set alight by God Himself to mark this great day of passing. Brazen strokes of flamingo pink and blood red slashed the heavens in a bid to render them as impressive
  as possible while the dying sun descended slowly like lava, melting into the evening mists on the horizon. Nature was triumphant, but the humble soul of Cecil Forrester seemed quite
  undeserving.

  Grace was the only one of Cecil Forrester’s daughters who didn’t cry at his funeral.

  Alicia cried. She cried with the same sense of drama that characterized every other aspect of her life, as if she were permanently on a stage, her beautiful face always in the spotlight. She
  cried glittering tears and sighed long-drawn-out sobs that caused her black-gloved hands to tremble as she dabbed at her cheeks with an embroidered hanky. She was careful enough not to allow her
  display of grief to contort her features, expressing her emotions in the pretty quiver of her lips and in the gentle tilt of her head, enticingly obscured behind delicate black veiling attached to
  the brim of her hat. Leonora cried too, quietly. Not for the father she had lost, but for the father she had never had. The man in the coffin might just as well have been a stranger to her, a
  distant uncle perhaps or an old school teacher. He had never allowed her more intimacy than that. She looked across at her younger sister who watched impassively as the coffin was lowered into the
  tidy hole in the ground and wondered why she showed no emotions when out of the three of them she had the most cause to grieve.

  Grace was more than ten years younger than her twin sisters. Unlike her siblings who had been sent away to be educated in England at the tender age of ten, Grace had grown up in the leafy
  English suburb of Hurlingham in Buenos Aires. But it wasn’t due to the age gap that they felt they barely knew her, or the many years of separation that had forged an insurmountable wall
  between them, but because Grace was different. As elusive as the garden fairies of their childhood, she was not of this world. Alicia said her ethereal nature was due to the fact that their mother
  had held onto her and spoiled her having suffered so much after they had been sent away, leaving her alone and adrift. But Leonora didn’t agree. Grace was just made that way. Their mother had
  been right not to be parted from her. Grace would have wilted like a wild prairie flower in the cold English schoolrooms where she had sobbed tears of homesickness onto hard pillows.

  Grace watched the coffin with little emotion as it was lowered into the ground against the exaggerated sobs and sniffs of her sister who had increased the volume for dramatic effect. It seemed
  all the more tempting to play the role on such a spectacular evening, beneath such a magnificent sky. Grace didn’t judge her. She just watched with serenity knowing that her father
  wasn’t in the coffin as everyone else thought. She knew because she had seen his spirit leave his body at the moment of his death. He had smiled at her, as if to say, ‘So you were right
  all along, Grace.’ Then accompanied by his deceased mother and favourite uncle Errol he had floated off into the other dimension leaving nothing behind but a wilted carcass. She was tired of
  telling them the truth. After all, they’d find out in the end when it was their turn to go. She shifted her eyes to her mother, who stood beside her with her soft face betraying a mixture of
  regret and relief and linked her fingers through hers. Audrey squeezed her daughter’s hand with gratitude. Although Grace was now a young woman she had a purity and innocence that gave the
  impression that she was still a child. To Audrey she always would be.

  To Audrey Grace was special. From the moment she was born in the hospital of The Little Company of Mary in Buenos Aires, Audrey knew she was different from her other children. Alicia had
  screamed her way into the world with characteristic impatience and Leonora had followed submissively in her wake, trembling in the face of such uncertainty. But Grace was different. She had slipped
  out of her mother’s small body without any fuss, like a contented angel, and blinked up at her with a knowing smile that played upon her pink lips with a confidence that took the doctor so
  much by surprise his face flushed before the blood drained away altogether, leaving him ashen with fright. But Audrey wasn’t surprised. Grace was celestial and Audrey loved her with an
  intensity that almost suffocated her. She held the tiny baby against her chest and gazed adoringly into her translucent face; surely the face of an angel.

  To Audrey Grace was a blessing bestowed upon her by a compassionate God. Her hair was a wild halo of untameable blonde curls and her eyes were like a deep green river that held all the mysteries
  of the world in their depths. She enchanted people and frightened them at the same time for she seemed to look right through them, as if she knew them better than they knew themselves. But she
  frightened no one as much as she frightened her own father, who did his best to avoid contact with this creature who was as foreign to him as a being from another universe. She possessed none of
  his qualities or physical features and was impervious to the force of his will and the might of his temper. She just smiled with amusement as if she understood his nature and the reasons he
  constantly fought against it. He had never understood her, at least not until the end. After all their differences he had suddenly smiled in the same way that she smiled, knowingly, almost smugly
  and embraced her with love. Then he had died, leaving an uncharacteristic grin on his face that had never been there in life.

  Audrey released her daughter’s hand and stepped forward, holding her silver head high with a dignity that had supported her through many tumultuous years, and dropped a single white lily
  into the grave. She whispered a hasty prayer then raised her eyes to the shrinking sun that descended behind the trees casting long black shadows over the churchyard. It was at that moment that her
  thoughts lost their focus and drifted nostalgically back to a time when love had blossomed with the jacaranda trees. Now she was old she would never love again – not in the way she had loved
  in her youth. Age had robbed her of such innocent expectations. Before the dark grave of her husband Audrey finally succumbed to the might of her memories and watched them rise up in her mind like
  ghosts. They shook themselves free of their bonds and suddenly she was a young girl again and her dreams were all shiny and new and full of promise.

  


  Chapter 1

  The English Colony of Hurlingham

  Buenos Aires 1946

  ‘Audrey, come quick!’ Isla hissed, grabbing her sixteen-year-old sister by the arm and tugging her out of her deckchair. ‘Aunt Hilda and Aunt Edna are
  having tea with Mummy. Apparently, Emma Townsend has been discovered in the arms of an Argentine. You have to come and listen. It’s a hoot!’ Audrey closed her novel and followed her
  sister up the lawn to the clubhouse.

  The December sun blazed ferociously down upon this little corner of England that resisted with all its might integration with those nationalities that had come before and fused into a nation.
  Like a fragile raft on the Spanish sea the English flew the flag and flaunted their prestige with pride. Yet the heady scents of eucalyptus and gardenia danced on the air with the aromas of tea and
  cakes in an easy tango and the murmur of clipped English voices and tennis echoed through the grounds against the thunder of Argentine ponies and the chatter of the gauchos who looked after them.
  The two cultures rode alongside each other like two horses, barely aware that they were in fact pulling the same carriage.

  Audrey and Isla had grown up in this very British corner of Argentina situated in an elegant suburb outside the city of Buenos Aires. Centred around the Hurlingham Club where roast beef and
  steak and kidney pie were served in the panelled dining room beneath austere portraits of the King and Queen, the Colony was large and influential and life was as good as the cricket. Palatial
  houses were neatly placed behind tall yew hedges and English country gardens and joined together by dirt roads that led out onto the flat land of the pampa. The sisters would compete in gymkhanas,
  play tennis and swim and tease the neighbouring ostrich by throwing golf balls into his pen and watching in amusement as he ate them. They would ride out across the vast expanse of pampa and chase
  the prairie hares through the long grasses. Then as the sun went down and the clicking of the crickets rose above the snorting of ponies to herald the dying of the day, they would picnic with their
  mother and cousins in the shade of the eucalyptus trees. They were languorous, innocent times untroubled by the pressures of the adult world. Those pressures awaited their coming of age, but until
  then the intrigues and scandals, passed about the community in hushed voices over scones and cucumber sandwiches, were a great source of amusement, especially for Isla who longed to be old enough
  to create ripples such as those.

  When Audrey and Isla wandered into the Club they became aware at once of the faces that withdrew from their cups of china tea and scones to watch the two sisters weave their way gracefully
  through the tables. They were used to the attention but while Audrey lowered her eyes shyly Isla held her chin high and surveyed the tables down the pretty slope of her imperious nose. Their mother
  told them it was because their father was a Chairman of Industry and a very important man, but Isla knew it had more to do with their thick corkscrew hair that reached down to their waists and
  glistened like sundried hay and their crystalline green eyes.

  Isla was born fifteen months after Audrey and was the more striking. Wilful and mischievous, she was blessed with skin the colour of pale honey and lips that curled into a witty grin, which
  never failed to charm people even when she had done little to deserve their affection. She was smaller than her sister but appeared taller due to the joyous bounce in her step and the large
  overdose of confidence that enabled her to walk with her back straight and her shoulders broad. She relished attention and had adopted a flowing way of moving her hands when she talked, like the
  Latins, which never failed to catch people’s eyes and admiration. Audrey was more classically beautiful. She had a long, sensitive face and pale alabaster skin which blushed easily and eyes
  that betrayed a wistfulness inspired by the romantic novels she read and the music she listened to. She was a dreamy child, content to sit for hours on the deckchairs in the grounds of the Club
  imagining the world beyond the insular one she belonged to, where men were passionate and unrestrained and where they danced with their lovers beneath the stars amid the thick scent of jasmine in
  the cobbled streets of Palermo. She longed to fall in love, but her mother told her she was too young to be wasting her thoughts on romance. ‘There will be plenty of time for love, my
  darling, when you come of age.’ Then she would laugh at her daughter’s dreaming, ‘You read too many novels, real life isn’t a bit like that.’ But Audrey knew
  instinctively that her mother was wrong. She knew love as if she had already lived it in another life and with an aching nostalgia her spirit yearned for it.

  •   •   •

  ‘Ah, my lovely nieces!’ Aunt Edna exclaimed when she saw the two girls approach. Then she leant over to her sister and hissed, ‘Rose, they get prettier every
  day, it won’t be long before the young men start courting. You’ll have to watch that Isla though, she’s got a naughty glint in her eye, to be sure.’ Aunt Edna was a widow
  and childless but with typical British stoicism she managed to smother the tragedies in her life with a healthy sense of humour and satisfy her nagging maternal instincts by embracing her nephews
  and nieces as her own. Aunt Hilda stiffened and watched Audrey and Isla with resentment, for her four daughters were thin and plain with sallow skin and insipid characters. She wished she had had
  four sons instead, that way the odds on a good marriage would have been more favourable.

  ‘Come and sit down, girls,’ Aunt Edna continued, tapping the chair beside her with a fleshy hand made heavy with jewellery. ‘We were just saying . . .’

  ‘Pas devant les enfants,’ Rose interjected warily, pouring herself another cup of tea.

  ‘Oh, do tell, Mummy,’ Isla pleaded, pulling a face at Aunt Edna who winked back. If she didn’t tell them now she would later.

  ‘There’s no harm in relating this tale, Rose,’ she said to her sister. ‘Don’t you agree, Hilda, it’s all part of their education?’ Hilda pursed her dry
  lips and fiddled with the string of pearls that hung about her scraggy neck.

  ‘Prevention is better than cure,’ she replied in a tight voice, for Aunt Hilda barely opened her mouth when she spoke. ‘I don’t see the harm in it, Rose.’

  ‘Very well,’ Rose conceded, sitting back in her chair with resignation. ‘But you tell, Edna, it makes me too distressed to speak of it.’

  Aunt Edna’s blue eyes twinkled with mischief and she slowly lit a cigarette. Her two nieces waited with impatience as she inhaled deeply for dramatic effect. ‘A tragic though utterly
  romantic tale, my dears,’ she began, exhaling the smoke like a friendly dragon. ‘All the while poor Emma Townsend has been engaged to Thomas Letton she has been desperately in love with
  an Argentine boy.’

  ‘The worst is that this boy isn’t even from a good Argentine family,’ Aunt Hilda interrupted, raising her eyebrows to emphasize her disapproval. ‘He’s the
  son of a baker or something.’ She burrowed her skeletal fingers into her sister’s packet of cigarettes and lit up with indignation.

  ‘The poor parents,’ Rose lamented, shaking her head. ‘They must be so ashamed.’

  ‘Where did she meet him?’ Audrey asked, at once moved by the impossibility of the affair and eager to hear more.

  ‘No one knows. She won’t say,’ Aunt Edna replied, thrilled by the mysterious nature of the story. ‘But if you ask me he’s from the neighbourhood. How else would she
  have bumped into him? It must have been love at first sight. I’ve been told by a very reliable source that she would creep out of her bedroom window for midnight rendezvous. Imagine, the
  indecency of it!’ Isla wriggled in her chair with excitement. Aunt Edna’s eyes widened with the fervour of a frog who’s just spotted a fat fly. ‘Midnight rendezvous!
  It’s the stuff novels are made of!’ she gushed, recalling the secret meetings in the pavilion that she had enjoyed in her youth.

  ‘Do tell how they were discovered,’ Isla pleaded, ignoring her mother’s look of gentle disapproval.

  ‘They were spotted by her grandmother, old Mrs Featherfield, who has trouble sleeping and often wanders around the garden late at night. She saw a young couple kissing beneath the sycamore
  tree and presumed it was her granddaughter and her fiancé, Thomas Letton. You can imagine her horror when she failed to recognize the strange dark boy who had his arms wrapped around young
  Emma and was . . .’

  ‘That’s enough, Edna,’ Rose demanded suddenly, placing her teacup on its saucer with a loud clink.

  ‘Dear Thomas Letton must be devastated,’ Aunt Edna went on, tactfully digressing to satisfy her sister. ‘There’s no chance that he’ll marry her now.’

  ‘From what I hear, the silly girl claims she is in love and is begging her poor parents to allow her to marry the baker’s son,’ Aunt Hilda added tartly, stubbing out her
  cigarette.

  ‘Good gracious!’ Aunt Edna exclaimed, fanning her round face with the menu in agitation, but clearly savouring every detail of the affair.

  ‘Oh dear,’ Rose sighed sorrowfully.

  ‘How wonderful!’ Isla gasped with glee, wriggling in her chair. ‘What a delicious scandal. Do you think they’ll elope?’

  ‘Of course not, my darling,’ Rose replied, patting her daughter’s hand in order to calm her down. Isla always worked herself up into a lather of excitement over the smallest
  things. ‘She wouldn’t want to bring shame upon her dear family.’

  ‘How sad,’ breathed Audrey, feeling the full force of the lovers’ pain as if she were living it herself. ‘How desperately sad that they can’t be together. What will
  happen to them now?’ She blinked at her mother with her large, dreamy eyes.

  ‘I imagine she’ll come to her senses sooner or later and if she’s lucky, poor Thomas Letton may agree to marry her still. He’s so fond of her, I know.’

  ‘He’d be a saint,’ Aunt Hilda commented, dismissing the girl with a swift sweep of her knife as she spread jam onto her scone.

  ‘He truly would be,’ Aunt Edna agreed, extending her arm across the table to help herself to a piece of Walkers shortbread. ‘And she’d be very fortunate. There’s a
  great shortage of men now due to the war, it’ll leave an awful lot of young women without husbands. She should have had the sense to hold onto hers.’

  ‘And the poor boy she’s in love with?’ Audrey asked in a quiet voice.

  ‘He shouldn’t have hoped,’ Aunt Hilda replied crisply. ‘Now, did you know Moira Philips has finally dismissed her chauffeur? I think they were right to do so considering
  there was a high chance that he was reporting their conversations to the government,’ she continued in a loud hiss. ‘One can only imagine the horror of it all.’

  Audrey sat in silence while her mother and aunts discussed Mrs Philips’ chauffeur. She didn’t know Emma Townsend well for she was a good six years her senior, but she had seen her at
  the Club. A pretty girl with mousy hair and kind features. She wondered what she was doing now and how she was feeling. She imagined she was suffering terribly, as if her whole future was a bleak,
  loveless hole. She looked across at her sister who was now playing with her sandwich out of boredom; Mrs Philips’ chauffeur was extremely dull compared with Emma Townsend’s illicit
  affair. But Audrey knew that their shared interest in the scandal differed greatly. Isla was riveted by the trouble the girl had caused. The romantic, or tragic, elements of the story
  couldn’t have interested her less. She delighted in the fact that no one could talk of anything else, that they all spoke with the same hushed voices that they adopted when talking about
  death and that they devoured each sordid detail with hungry delight before passing it on to their friends. But most of all the glamour of it enthralled her. How easy it was to rock their orderly
  lives. Secretly Isla wished it were she and not Emma Townsend who basked in the centre of such a whirlwind. At least she would enjoy the attention.

  •   •   •

  It was a good two weeks before Emma Townsend was seen at the Club. Like a forest fire the scandal spread and grew until she was wrongly accused of being pregnant by the
  gossiping Hurlingham Ladies. The Hurlingham Ladies consisted of four elderly women, or ‘Crocodiles’ as Aunt Edna wickedly called them, who organized with great efficiency all the events
  held at the Club. The polo tournaments, gymkhanas, flower shows, garden parties and dances. They played bridge on Tuesday evenings, golf on Wednesday mornings, painted on Thursday afternoons and
  sent out invitations to tea parties and prayer nights with tedious regularity. As Aunt Edna pointed out, they were the ‘protocol police’ and one knew when one had fallen short when the
  little lilac invitation failed to find its way to one’s front door, though it was at times a relief not to have to think of an appropriate excuse to decline.

  Audrey and Isla had spent the fortnight looking out for poor Emma Townsend. She hadn’t appeared at church on Sunday, which infuriated the Hurlingham Ladies who sat with their feathered
  hats locked together in heavy discussion like a gaggle of geese, criticizing the girl for not showing her face to the good Lord and begging His forgiveness. When Thomas Letton walked in with his
  family the entire congregation fell silent and followed his handsome figure as he walked up the aisle with great dignity, his impassive features betraying nothing of the humiliation that Audrey was
  sure burned beneath his skin. The Hurlingham Ladies nodded in sympathy as he passed, but he pretended not to see them and fixed his eyes on the altar in front of him before settling quietly into
  his seat next to his mother and sister. Emma hadn’t been seen at the polo either or at the picnic which followed, organized by Charlo Osborne and Diana Lewis, two of the Crocodiles, who spent
  the entire afternoon muttering that if she so much as showed her face at their event they would send her home in disgrace while secretly longing for her to appear to give them more to gossip about.
  Then finally after two long weeks she arrived on Saturday for lunch with her family.

  Audrey and Isla sat in the lounge with their brothers and parents and, of course, the indomitable Aunt Edna, when Emma Townsend crept in with her head bent, staring with determination at the
  floor in order to avoid catching anyone’s eye. Audrey looked about as the chattering ceased and every eye in the room rose to watch the solemn procession file in and take their seats at a
  small table in the corner. Everyone, that is, except Colonel Blythe, who was too busy with his grey winged moustache buried in the Illustrated London News, smoking his Turkish cigarettes,
  to notice the silent commotion that made a small island out of him. Even Mr Townsend, a large-framed man with silver hair and woolly sideburns, seemed to swallow his indignation, choosing silence
  over confrontation which would normally have been his response at such a moment. He meekly ordered drinks and then turned his back on the rest of the community who were waiting like jackals to see
  what he would do next.

  ‘Well,’ Aunt Edna exploded in a loud hiss, ‘so unlike Arthur not to growl at us all.’

  ‘That’s enough, Edna,’ Henry chided, picking up a handful of nuts. ‘It isn’t our place to comment.’

  ‘I suppose not,’ she conceded with a smile, ‘the Crocodiles do enough of that for all of us.’

  ‘They’ll be furious they’re missing this.’ Isla giggled and nudged her sister with her elbow. But Audrey couldn’t join in the merriment. She felt desperately sorry
  for the family who all suffered so publicly along with their daughter.

  Just when the Townsends’ shame threatened to suffocate them a gasp of astonishment hissed through the room like a sudden gust of wind. Audrey turned around to see Thomas Letton striding
  across the floor with his chin jutting out with resolution. Isla sat up with her mouth wide open as if she were about to scream with excitement. Albert, hating to miss an opportunity to pay his
  sister back for years of teasing, grabbed a peanut and flicked it down her throat. She stared at him in surprise before turning as red as a beet as the nut caught in her windpipe and prevented her
  from breathing. Pushing her chair out with a loud screech she swept the glasses off the table where they shattered onto the floorboards causing everyone to avert their attention from Thomas Letton
  and the Townsend family to see what the disturbance was. Isla’s bloodshot eyes rolled around in their sockets as she choked and waved her arms about in a frantic attempt to get help. Before
  Audrey knew what was happening her father had grabbed Isla from behind, pulling her off the ground and wrapping his strong arms around her stomach, thrusting his wrists into her lungs, again and
  again. She spluttered and gasped, all the time turning redder and redder until the whole lounge had formed a circle around their table like a herd of curious cows, anxiously willing Henry Garnet to
  save his daughter from a hideous death. Rose stood petrified with terror as the life seemed to leave her little girl’s body in agonizing spasms. Silently she prayed to God. Later she would
  praise Him for His intervention because with one enormous thrust the peanut was dislodged and the child gulped in a lungful of air. Albert collapsed into tears, throwing his arms around his mother
  with remorse. Aunt Edna rushed to embrace Isla as she lurched back from the brink of death and began to shake uncontrollably. The crowd of onlookers clapped and cheered. Only Audrey noticed Emma
  Townsend leave with Thomas Letton. It didn’t escape her notice, either, that they were holding hands.

  ‘Great Uncle Charlie died from choking,’ Aunt Edna remarked solemnly when the clapping had died down. ‘But it wasn’t a peanut. It was a piece of cheese, a plain piece of
  farmhouse cheddar, his favourite. After that we always referred to him as Cheddar Charlie, didn’t we, Rose? Dear Cheddar Charlie.’

  


  Chapter 2

  Much to the indignation of the Hurlingham Ladies, Thomas Letton and Emma Townsend were married in the autumn. Rose was delighted that at last the Townsend family could hold
  their heads up again but Aunt Hilda felt very strongly that the girl was undeserving of such a decent young man. Aunt Edna called her an ‘honorary Crocodile’ and made snapping noises
  with her tongue behind her back, which made Isla giggle and copy her. Though Isla was less tactful, she would buzz about her aunt like a dragonfly singing ‘snap snap’ with her eyes wide
  with naughtiness. ‘What’s got into the child, Rose? All this snap snapping, what on earth does it mean?’ Aunt Hilda complained. Even Rose found it hard to contain her amusement
  and reassured her sister that it was a game she had brought back from school.

  ‘Oh good,’ Aunt Hilda replied, ‘I thought it had something to do with me.’

  ‘Of course not, Hilda. Ignore her, she’ll move on to something else soon enough,’ she said. Of course she was right. Isla had a short attention span and soon the
  ‘honorary Crocodile’ bored her.

  Emma Townsend’s love affair had made a deep impression on Audrey. She was unable to forget. She observed the wedding from a distance, imagining the bride’s passive resignation to her
  fate as she dutifully took her vows and embarked on a life without love. To Audrey such a bleak destiny was unspeakable, worse than death. But when the couple returned from their honeymoon, a
  fortnight later, the young wife seemed happy enough in her new role. The scandal was erased by time and the willingness on the part of the community to forget. Soon even the Hurlingham Ladies set
  aside their disapproval and received the new Mrs Letton with gracious smiles, delivering once again those little lilac envelopes with the same tedious regularity as before. But Audrey believed she
  heard muffled cries of pain in the light ripple of her laughter. She believed she saw suffering behind her eyes that revealed itself only in the rare moments when she would lose concentration and
  stare into space as if recalling those tender kisses beneath the sycamore tree. To Audrey, Emma was a tragic figure and her tragedy endowed her with a solemn beauty she hadn’t had before.

  •   •   •

  When Audrey turned eighteen in January 1948 her mother took her shopping in the grand Harrods store on Avenida Florida, accompanied by Aunt Edna and Isla and then for tea in
  the Alvear Palace Hotel. Aunt Edna, who like her sister Rose had never been to London, shuffled about the shop complaining that it was nothing like as glamorous as the original, which was much
  larger and as magnificent as Aladdin’s cave. But to Audrey and Isla it was a treat they always looked forward to, not only because of the clothes their mother bought them, but because it was
  an adventure to watch the elegant ladies in tidy hats and gloves totter up the carpeted departments on precariously high heels, browsing among the cosmetics and fashion imported from Europe. Isla
  watched with envy while her elder sister tried on grown-up dresses and silk blouses and sulked when she wasn’t allowed a pair of earrings until she was eighteen. To appease her, Aunt Edna
  bought her a Pringle twinset, which immediately managed to put the smile back onto her face because she knew her mother disliked it when Aunt Edna undermined her weak attempts to discipline.

  The heat was insufferable as they marched up the dusty streets, ignoring the dirty little beggar boys who leapt out of the shadows like monkeys to ask for money or sweets. They passed a magazine
  stand where Eva Perón’s luminous face smiled out at them from the front page of every national newspaper. The dyed blonde hair pulled back into a severe bun, the cold brown eyes and
  the triumphant smile reflecting the ruthless ambition of a woman who would never be satisfied. Aunt Edna and Rose walked briskly on, keeping their opinions to themselves for fear of being
  overheard. There were too many stories of people being lynched by angry mobs of Peronists all because of a careless remark. The streets of Buenos Aires were not the place to speak ill of the First
  Lady. One no longer felt safe even within the walls of one’s own home.

  Audrey adored the city. It gave her a taste of freedom to bathe for an afternoon in the sweet anonymity of this urban labyrinth. She loved the bustle of people, striding purposefully to their
  jobs or to meetings, or ambling nonchalantly up the avenues, gazing into shop windows or lingering on sunny corners watching the world dash by. The cars and the noise excited her, the frothy
  squares and grand ornamental buildings enchanted her and she yearned to be a part of it, to weave her way quietly into this other world like a thread of silk in a vast tapestry. She adored the
  romance of the little cafés and restaurants that tumbled out onto the pavements and served as tranquil watering holes before the frenetic hurry would begin all over again. The quaint
  shoe-shiners and flower sellers who enjoyed breaks together in the shade, discussing politics and trade, sipping mate through ornate silver straws. The air was thick with the smell of
  diesel from the buses and caramel from the pastry stands and punctuated with the animated voices of children that rose above the busy hum of activity. She didn’t miss a single detail as she
  followed her mother’s rapid footsteps up the pavements. Noticing the young couples wandering hand in hand beneath the palm trees in the Plaza San Martín her mind drifted once more to
  love. Her heart stirred with longing as the rich scents of gardenia and cut grass clung to her nostrils and transported her into the languid world of the novels she loved to read. She imagined that
  one day she might walk hand in hand like those lovers did and perhaps steal a kiss beside the fountain. But then they were in the tea room at the Alvear Palace Hotel and Rose was telling them about
  the two young men who had recently arrived from England to work in their father’s company.

  ‘Cecil and Louis Forrester,’ she said, clearly impressed for her mouth twitched into a small smile.

  ‘Brothers?’ Aunt Edna asked, unbuttoning her blouse an inch and fanning her damp flesh.

  ‘Yes, brothers,’ Rose replied. ‘Cecil is the elder, he’s thirty and Louis is twenty-two. Louis is a bit . . .’ she paused to find the right word, anxious not to
  appear malicious. ‘Eccentric,’ she said with emphasis then moved swiftly on to his brother. ‘Cecil’s so handsome and refined. A charming young man,’ she gushed.

  ‘Can I have dulce de leche pancakes, please?’ Isla interrupted, eyeing the trolley of cakes as it was wheeled past by a white-gloved waiter, clearly taken with the two young
  girls who shone prettily in the smoky tearoom.

  ‘Of course you can, Isla. Is that what you’d like too, Audrey?’ Audrey nodded.

  ‘Have they come alone?’ she asked her mother.

  ‘Yes, they have. Poor Cecil, he served in the war. Played an important part, I believe.’ Rose sighed heavily. She wanted to add that apparently Louis had refused to fight, stubbornly
  remaining in London playing melancholic tunes on the grand piano, even during the raids, but she held back. It was unfair to turn her daughters against him even before they had met him.
  ‘They’ve come out here,’ she continued to Aunt Edna, ‘to get away from Europe and all that depressing post-war gloom. Their father, who has done business with Henry in the
  past, suggested they come. We owe him a favour or two. He’s been very good to Henry. I’m so happy he can help them. They’re staying at the Club.’

  ‘Well, there’s a great shortage of young men,’ Aunt Edna said, pouring herself a healthy cup of Earl Grey tea. ‘War robbed us of the cream of our youth. What a tragedy
  war is.’

  ‘Isn’t it?’ Rose agreed, quietly resenting the young Louis for not playing his part when her husband and many others had made that precarious journey across the waters, risking
  their lives, to defend a country they believed was theirs even though some of them had never even stood on British soil. She had even contributed herself by joining the Hurlingham Ladies Guild who
  met in the ping-pong room at the Club producing sweaters, socks, balaclava helmets, sea boot stockings and scarves for the war effort. Once the war was over Rose had vowed never to knit another
  stitch, for each click of the needles reminded her of those tortuous days of waiting and of the agony that hope brought with it.

  ‘Will you invite them to Audrey’s party?’ Isla asked, taking an interest now that her plate was full. Rose straightened and tilted her head to one side.

  ‘I don’t see why not,’ she replied, looking to her sister for approval.

  ‘Of course they should come,’ Aunt Edna exclaimed with enthusiasm. ‘It’ll be the perfect way for them to meet nice English people. Besides, Hilda’s girls are all on
  the look-out for husbands, so are the Pearson twins not to mention poor June Hipps, if she doesn’t find one soon she’ll be left gathering dust on the shelf, she’ll be
  twenty-nine next spring.’ Rose hadn’t considered Cecil Forrester for anyone else’s daughter, even if her own daughters were still too young to think about marriage.
  Hilda’s girls were no competition, neither was June Hipps, but the Pearson twins were slim and pretty and eager to settle down. She pursed her lips and swallowed the competitive ache that
  rose in her throat.

  ‘That may be so,’ she said tightly. ‘But it’s Audrey’s party, Edna, not a marriage market.’

  Aunt Edna looked hurt and blushed right down to her wobbling chins.

  ‘Oh, Rose, I didn’t mean . . . well,’ she stammered. ‘You’ve met them, Rose, what are they like? Do you think your girls will like them?’

  Rose smiled and put down her teacup. ‘I’m sure they will. Louis is closer to Audrey’s age, but then he seems a bit . . . well, wild would be fair. He has yet to settle
  down. Now Cecil’s entirely different. He’s responsible, conscientious and handsome. An utterly charming young man, though a good deal older than Audrey. I don’t think that
  matters, it’s nice to be in the company of a man who’s seen a bit of the world. Well, Audrey, would you like me to ask them to your party?’ She turned to her elder daughter.
  Audrey attempted to contain her excitement by buttering a pastry she didn’t want. She nodded her thanks then nibbled the corner nervously.

  ‘I bet those Forrester boys fall in love with Audrey.’ Isla giggled. ‘Oh, I bet they will,’ she insisted when her sister shot her an embarrassed look. ‘Don’t
  be coy, Audrey. You’re prettier than all the other girls, even the Pearson twins. Anyway,’ she added mischievously, ‘I shall dance with them both.’

  ‘You have to wait until you’re asked, Isla,’ her mother replied. Then she turned to Aunt Edna with a smile. ‘What will the Crocodiles say when Isla rushes around asking
  all the men to dance?’ she chuckled.

  ‘Snap snap snap!’ Aunt Edna replied and her chins wobbled so much that they all laughed heartily.

  •   •   •

  Audrey and Isla didn’t have to wait long to meet the Forrester brothers, for a few days later their father invited them both for dinner at the house in Canning Street.
  The table was set beneath the vines on the terrace, illuminated by large hurricane lamps and small candles that served as decoration as well as light. Audrey and Isla picked fresh flowers from the
  garden and made a pretty arrangement for the centrepiece while Rose discussed menus with Marisol the young cook. She had invited Aunt Edna out of kindness but also because she wanted her
  sister’s opinion of Cecil Forrester, who might one day make a good husband for Audrey. She had decided against allowing her young sons to join them at the table, it would be too much of a
  distraction and Isla always behaved badly when Albert was around.

  Audrey and Isla waited in the garden, both in new dresses their mother had bought them at Harrods. Isla noticed how her sister was already looking like a young woman and felt gauche by her side.
  She was only fifteen months younger than Audrey and yet, tonight, Audrey held herself differently, with more dignity, and looked leagues older. For the first time in her life Isla experienced a
  sense of wistfulness. Their childhood was clearly coming to an end.

  ‘Girls, you both look delightful,’ Aunt Edna exclaimed as she stepped out of the house in an ivory silk blouse and skirt, playing with a long string of pearls that hung over the
  swell of her large bosom and swung down to her waist. She smelt strongly of Christian Dior and had powdered her face leaving a heap of dust on the ridge of her nose like a white snowdrift. Isla had
  no intention of telling her. It would have been amusing to have watched her sit the whole way through dinner like that, in blithe ignorance. But Audrey wasn’t so unkind. She told her aunt
  immediately and then brushed away the offending snowdrift with gentle fingers. ‘You are a sweet girl,’ Aunt Edna breathed gratefully, pulling her powder compact out of her bag to check
  that she hadn’t overlooked anything else. Satisfied that she had made the best of what Nature had given her she reapplied her lipstick before clipping her bag shut and looking at her watch.
  ‘They should be here at any minute,’ she said. ‘I must say, I’m very much looking forward to meeting them. The Club is positively buzzing with excitement. Only today I heard
  that Cecil helped old Diana Lewis into her car yesterday afternoon and dazzled her with his charm. I bumped into Charlo at the panadería who told me that Colonel Blythe dined with
  him last night and played cards well into the early hours of the morning; they’ve become great friends. The old Colonel loves to witter on about the war, which we’re all dreadfully
  bored of, but dear Cecil talked to him for hours about what he had experienced. I believe he proved himself quite a hero, the Colonel says he has a shining reputation in London –
  unlike his brother, who’s something of an idler, so I’m told. I understand that Louis played the piano all night long, which didn’t go down very well with the other residents. It
  would have been fine had he played something sensible, but he was apparently playing the most extraordinary tunes. Haunting melodies, gave everyone nightmares.’ She sniffed and turned
  expectantly towards the house.

  At that moment Henry and Rose appeared on the lawn followed closely by two young men. ‘Ah, at last,’ Aunt Edna sighed, smiling a broad smile that sent her plump chins expanding like
  marshmallow. ‘Ready, girls?’ And she proceeded to walk across the grass to meet them. Audrey and Isla glanced at each other excitedly. Isla was unable to control the wide grin that
  extended across her monkey face, even when she was introduced to their guests. But Audrey managed to compose herself, lowering her eyes shyly as she shook their hands.

  What struck her immediately was the difference between the two brothers: Cecil was tall and slim with perfect, symmetrical features, lucid blue eyes and a long, aristocratic nose. His alertness
  was accentuated by the contrast with his brother whose vague and wandering eyes seemed lost in a world of their own. Cecil’s dark brown hair was neatly combed into a side parting and shone
  with the same brilliance as his shoes. He smiled with confidence and nodded his head as he greeted the two girls, noticing at once how pretty and graceful the elder daughter was. Louis was shorter
  than his brother with softer, irregular features, revealing in the unsteady curl of his lips his changeable nature and intense sensibility. He wasn’t handsome, but his face was alive with
  laughter lines and lines of pain and when Audrey caught his eye she was alarmed to find that she sunk into his gaze, as vast and consuming as a whirlpool. Stunned, she quickly shifted her focus to
  the ground and immediately noticed that his shoes were scuffed and beneath his trousers he wore one blue sock and one black one. His fingers were long and pale and moved ever so slightly as if he
  were touching the keys of an imaginary piano. When she lifted her gaze once more she saw that he was still blinking at her with curiosity through a sandy fringe that he hadn’t bothered to
  brush. To her shame the heat rose up her throat, stinging her cheeks, exposing the inner turbulence that sent her heart pounding. She turned her face away and hoped no one had noticed. Louis
  wasn’t beautiful, he wasn’t particularly charismatic but there was something in his stare that unsettled her. He had a dark presence that drew her in although she felt instinctively
  that it was to be resisted at all costs.

  Taking their champagne glasses with them they proceeded to stroll around the garden. Cecil walked with Henry, Rose and Aunt Edna while Audrey and Isla found themselves a few paces behind on
  either side of Louis. Only Rose noticed that Cecil made a swift backwards glance to check on his brother, in the same way that a father might look out for an awkward child. Audrey began a stumbling
  attempt to ignite the conversation, wishing she were walking with her parents. ‘Mummy tells us this is your first time in the Argentine,’ she said, hiding her unease behind a veneer of
  politeness.

  ‘Yes,’ he replied and sighed heavily, his face suddenly sagging with wistfulness. ‘Europe seems to be suffering an eternal winter. Here it’s spring, and with spring comes
  new life and hope. One forgets misery when the sun is shining.’ Audrey looked at him in puzzlement, silently wondering what he meant and how to respond. Isla giggled and smirked across at her
  sister who pretended she hadn’t seen in case they offended their guest.

  ‘Spring is very beautiful here,’ she said, hoping that she didn’t sound stupid. Then she added impulsively, ‘Spring always follows winter, even in Europe.’ At that
  Louis turned to look at her, his face suddenly flushed pink. Audrey swallowed as his expression softened with surprising tenderness.

  ‘You’re right, it does,’ he replied, frowning at her, trying to work out whether she really did understand him or whether she had spoken without thinking. ‘But why the
  winter in the first place?’ he continued. ‘Sometimes I wonder why God put us all down here if all we do is fight each other.’

  ‘That I don’t know,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘but I do know that if it was spring all the time we’d never appreciate it, human beings have to suffer to know
  what happiness is. I don’t think life is meant to be easy. War is a terrible thing, a terrible thing. But it tests the human spirit to its limit and can bring out the very best in
  people,’ she added, recalling the incredible stories of human kindness her father had told her.

  ‘And the very worst,’ he retorted cynically. ‘It should never be allowed to happen.’

  ‘Did you fight in the war?’ Isla asked brightly. Audrey winced because one only had to look at him to know that he hadn’t. A sudden blush of shame stung his cheeks pink and his
  lips twitched in discomfort. Cecil’s shoulders hunched but he continued to talk politely to his hosts.

  ‘No, no, I didn’t,’ he replied quickly. Audrey tactfully changed the subject to avoid any further embarrassment.

  ‘I gather you play the piano most beautifully,’ she said with enthusiasm. He regained his composure and his eyes smiled down at her with gratitude.

  ‘Aunt Edna said you kept the whole Club awake and gave them nightmares,’ Isla interjected with a laugh.

  Louis chuckled. ‘I was playing from the heart and even I don’t understand my heart.’

  ‘You say the strangest things!’ Isla remarked, curling her lip and looking at him quizzically.

  ‘Isla!’

  ‘Don’t worry, Audrey, I like people who say what they think. Very few people do.’

  ‘Well, I’m afraid Isla always says what she thinks. Or rather,’ Audrey added, smiling, ‘she often doesn’t think at all.’

  ‘Audrey thinks too much. Much too much,’ Isla giggled.

  Once more Louis looked down at her, probing her features with distant eyes. ‘So I see,’ he mused and Audrey stared at the ground in front of them, embarrassed by the intimacy of his
  gaze that she felt was inappropriate and intrusive. Yet she found to her horror that it excited her. Isla filled the heavy pause that ensued.

  ‘Did you leave a sweetheart behind in England?’ she asked, gulping back another swig of champagne.

  ‘If I had a sweetheart I would not have come,’ he replied. ‘After all this is a Latin country. The land of tango and romance, is it not?’ Isla giggled again. Audrey felt
  herself blushing and sipped from her glass in an attempt to hide it. There was no breeze, just the humidity, thick with the fertile scents of nature and Audrey’s tumultuous spirit.

  ‘Aunt Edna says we’re short of suitable men because so many went off to fight in the war and never returned,’ she continued. Audrey wished their mother hadn’t allowed her
  to drink champagne. It had clearly heightened her senses.

  ‘Really, Isla!’ she protested. ‘Poor Mr Forrester has only just arrived, you’ll have him married off before dinner.’ Louis laughed and shook his head.

  ‘Don’t worry, Audrey, I’m getting the measure of your sister. She says what’s on her mind, a bit like mine.’ Then he turned to her and added softly, ‘Please
  call me Louis, Mr Forrester makes me feel very old. Mr Forrester belongs to someone else – Cecil, for example, he carries Mr Forrester very well, very well indeed.’

  ‘Does your sister live in England?’ she asked, following her parents who were now making their way to the dinner table under the vine on the terrace.

  ‘Cicely, yes, she does. She lives in a freezing old farmhouse,’ he replied.

  ‘She must be terribly sad to lose you both to the Argentine.’

  ‘I don’t think she is,’ he said with a grin. ‘If you knew my sister, you’d understand. She’s not the warmest of women.’

  ‘My sister’s very warm,’ said Isla, now beginning to slur her words. ‘She’s in a world of her own though. She’s a dreamer.’ Louis looked down at Audrey
  with eyes the colour of cornflowers and smiled at her reflectively.

  ‘I’m a dreamer too,’ he said and for a moment Audrey was sure she saw a sudden gloominess pass across his face as if the sun had briefly disappeared behind a cloud.

  ‘I would die of grief if Audrey left me to live in a foreign country,’ Isla interjected melodramatically. ‘Promise you won’t, Audrey.’ Audrey caught eyes with her
  mother who noticed to her dismay that her younger daughter had already drunk too much.

  ‘I promise I won’t,’ she replied indulgently. When she looked at Louis again the cloud had passed and his face was untroubled once more.

  ‘Isla dear, please will you go into the kitchen and tell Marisol that we are ready to eat,’ Rose said. Then she added in a whisper as Isla floated past her, ‘Have a large glass
  of water while you’re out there. Your father will be furious if he sees that you’re tipsy.’

  •   •   •

  The two guests sat on either side of Rose, then Isla was placed beside Louis and her father while Audrey had Cecil on her left and Aunt Edna on her right. She looked across at
  Louis and wished that she could swap places with her sister. Louis raised his eyes and caught her gazing at him with ill-concealed fascination. Audrey at once stared into her bowl of soup before
  turning to talk with Aunt Edna for her mother was already discussing the war with Cecil, clearly enraptured by him. Had she allowed her eyes to linger a moment longer she would have seen
  Louis’ face crease into an enchanting smile.

  ‘Isn’t he charming?’ Aunt Edna commented under her breath. Audrey knew she wasn’t referring to Louis.

  ‘Very,’ she replied automatically, humouring her aunt.

  ‘He’s very handsome. A handsome army officer, desperately romantic, don’t you agree? I think he likes you, my dear, I saw him gazing at you.’

  ‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ she protested. ‘Besides, I’m too young for love, apparently.’

  Aunt Edna laughed. ‘You’re eighteen now, Audrey dear, I was your age when I fell in love with Harry. Dear Harry,’ she said with emphasis. ‘He was a good
  man.’

  ‘Did you love him very much?’ Audrey asked, changing the subject.

  ‘Very much,’ Aunt Edna replied, but she refused to allow the thought of her late husband to dampen her enjoyment of such a pleasant evening. She smiled through her melancholy, once
  more conquering it with humour. ‘Harry was a great mimic,’ she began. Audrey cast her eyes across the table to where Louis was laughing boisterously with Isla, who giggled back
  flirtatiously. To her frustration she suffered an unsettling twinge of jealousy at the sight of their mirth and turned back to her aunt, desperate to ignore those feelings that were both unfamiliar
  and primitive. ‘He could mimic my mother, your grandmother, to perfection,’ continued Aunt Edna, oblivious of her niece’s turmoil. ‘Once when my father shouted in from the
  garden “Elizabeth, what do you suggest we do with this cherry tree?” Harry replied in my mother’s voice before she had time to, “Rip it out, darling, rip them all
  out.” My father was left greatly puzzled.’

  ‘How did you know Harry was the one?’ Audrey asked, fighting her impulse to stray once again across the table. Aunt Edna looked at her and frowned.

  ‘Aren’t you a curious child?’ she mused. Then her chubby fingers settled onto the ruby engagement ring she still wore and she sighed pensively. ‘Because he was different
  from everyone else I had ever met. He made me laugh more than anyone else. I suppose I just knew. An instinct, quite animal really, very primitive. He made me feel wonderful. With Harry I was
  always facing the sun. My sunshine Harry. The sun has never been quite the same since,’ she added, then smacked her lips together, wrenching her thoughts back to the present.
  ‘You’ll know, Audrey dear. When it happens, you’ll know.’ Audrey felt certain she knew already. She glanced across at Louis aware that there were unsettling forces at play
  drawing them together.

  When the main course was served Rose turned to Louis leaving Cecil free to talk to Audrey. With Cecil the conversation was light and easy. His expression was kind and his attention unwavering as
  he gazed upon her with the full force of his beautiful face and if it hadn’t been for his brother, who sat opposite them like a wild dog, one moment buoyant, the next sinking into melancholy,
  her heart might have been captivated by this dazzling army officer. But Audrey found Louis compelling. Her ears strained across the table in spite of herself. She knew she shouldn’t and
  battled to control her feelings. But the more she sensed the danger the deeper into it she sunk.

  ‘How long do you both intend to be in the Argentine?’ she asked.

  ‘About a couple of years,’ he replied. He settled his steady eyes upon her and knew that he could be persuaded to stay longer. A piece of bread caught in his throat and he coughed
  then dislodged it with a swig of water. Disarmed by the loveliness of this serene young woman he felt self-conscious and clumsy.

  ‘Then you’ll return to England?’

  ‘That’s the plan.’

  ‘You might lose your heart to the Argentine. So many have,’ she remarked and noticed his lips curl into a small smile. He had already lost his heart but Audrey was unaware that she
  held it.

  ‘You don’t know England, do you?’ he asked. Audrey shook her head.

  ‘No, but Daddy talks about it often, I feel I know it quite well.’

  ‘There’s no place quite like England. Perhaps you’ll find the time to go there one day.’

  ‘I’d like that. But I can’t imagine living anywhere but here.’ Then she chuckled. ‘Colonel Blythe has a strange fascination with the weather in London. He reads the
  Illustrated London News and comments on it a week out of date. It appears to rain all the time.’

  ‘Ah, the inimitable Colonel Blythe.’ He chuckled, sitting back in his chair. ‘What a wonderful eccentric he is. A true Englishman, for like the rest of us he talks of little
  else – the weather and the war.’

  ‘Does it rain all the time?’ she asked.

  ‘My dear fellow,’ said Cecil in the Colonel’s deep plummy voice, ‘I should think it’ll be a wet summer again, bloody bad luck for all those at The Races.’
  Cecil laughed and was delighted that Audrey’s shoulders quivered as she bubbled into laughter too. ‘Colonel Blythe isn’t wrong. It does rain a lot of the time, I’m afraid.
  You feel wet right down to your bones. It’s that damp cold in winter that’s so unpleasant, but springtime in England is lovelier than anywhere else in the world, even here. The rain
  makes it all so green. And when it’s sunny you can imagine everyone’s joy. That’s why they comment on it, because it’s such a rarity and therefore such a
  pleasure.’

  As Cecil talked to Audrey he was unaware that during the pauses that punctuated their dialogue her attention was diverted across the table to his brother. Due to Audrey’s polite laughter
  and spirited commentary he felt he was being entertaining, but then he had a way with people. Everyone loved Cecil Forrester; mothers wanted him for their daughters and some secretly yearned for
  him for themselves. Young girls knew instinctively that he was eligible and did their best to attract his attention. But Audrey was different. She robbed him of his self-confidence. She had the
  same detached air as his brother yet in Audrey Cecil found it desperately attractive. It placed her out of his reach and gave her an ethereal quality that he had never encountered in anyone
  else.

  He looked across at Louis and cringed with embarrassment. He hadn’t even bothered to dress up for dinner. Cecil was sure he had let his good manners slip in order to irritate him. But
  Louis was untameable and wild, a liability wherever he went. Cecil remembered his parents’ relief when he volunteered to take him to South America. They pretended to be saddened but he knew
  they were happy to see the back of him. He had let them down, badly.

  Rose led her sister and daughters inside while the men smoked on the terrace, discussing the pros and cons of privatization. Isla grabbed Audrey by the arm and hissed into her ear,
  ‘Isn’t he the most attractive man you’ve ever met?’

  ‘Who? Louis?’

  Isla shook her head with impatience. ‘Don’t be silly. Louis is odd! No, Cecil. He’s so handsome he makes my eyes burn.’

  ‘Yes, he is,’ she said lightly. ‘He’s a gentleman.’

  ‘You’re so lucky, you talked to him all through dinner. I could only look on longingly. I’m so glad he’s coming to your party, Audrey, I’m going to be the first to
  dance with him.’

  ‘If you like.’

  ‘Just for fun. I’d like nothing more than to annoy all the other girls. He’s the most eligible man in Buenos Aires, Audrey, and he’s yours if you want him.’

  ‘Oh, Isla, you’re still tipsy!’ She laughed.

  ‘Perhaps, but not too tipsy to notice the way he looked at you.’

  ‘Rubbish. He was just being polite.’

  ‘There are limits to politeness and he far exceeded those!’ Audrey couldn’t help but feel flattered, after all, she wasn’t immune to the attentions of such an attractive
  man and his interest caused her spirits to soar.

  It wasn’t until they were on the point of leaving that Audrey found herself alone with Louis beneath the soft light of the street lamp. She glanced anxiously back up the path to see the
  rest of her family lingering at the door with Cecil, pointing to the strange tree in the corner of the garden that had no known name and always baffled everyone, even the many expert botanists who
  had come from all over South America to identify it. Louis swept his sandy hair off his forehead with an unsteady hand and settled his eyes on the nervous young woman who shuffled from foot to foot
  beside him, suddenly unsure of herself now that she was on her own. ‘Do you dance?’ he asked. It struck Audrey that his question wasn’t motivated by politeness but by genuine
  curiosity, for he looked at her intensely as if her answer was of great importance to him.

  ‘A little,’ she replied, unable to help but smile through her shyness. ‘I don’t think I’m a very good dancer.’

  ‘I think you’d be a very good dancer. You have a natural grace when you walk. You see,’ he mused, watching her shift her weight from one foot to the other. ‘You’re
  already dancing and you’re not even aware of it.’

  She glanced down at her feet. ‘I don’t think I am,’ she said. ‘I don’t dance very often. I don’t have the opportunity.’

  ‘I’d like to learn to dance the tango,’ he said and flicked his fingers as if to the time of a melody that only he could hear. ‘I’d like to dance over the cobbled
  streets of Buenos Aires. I’d like to dance with you.’ Audrey bit her lip and then watched in amazement as he began to hum, moving his body in time, lifting his hands and knees with the
  fluidity of a trained dancer. Audrey laughed and this time she saw his face open into the widest and most captivating grin she had ever seen. He was never happier than when he was giving way to the
  constant rhythms that played in his head and his enjoyment lit him up from the inside like a lantern. Audrey thought of Aunt Edna’s sunshine husband and knew what she meant.

  ‘You certainly know how to dance,’ she said truthfully, wishing she had the nerve to dance with him.

  ‘Yes, but not the tango.’

  ‘It’s a beautiful dance.’

  ‘Beautiful,’ he agreed. ‘It’s formal yet simmering with sensuality. It’s the most romantic of dances. So close yet not close enough. It makes my hair stand on end
  just to watch it, but to dance it, now that would be truly something.’ His eyes widened with excitement.

  ‘They dance the tango in Palermo,’ she said. ‘Have you been to Palermo?’ He shook his head. ‘There’s a little café there where they hold tango
  evenings. I know because Aunt Hilda’s maid has been. That’s a secret by the way, Aunt Hilda would be appalled. She considers the tango as intimate as . . . as . . .’ she
  blushed.

  ‘As making love?’ he interjected.

  ‘Yes,’ she replied tightly, swallowing hard.

  ‘She’s right, it is. That’s why I like it. Your aunt must be a dry old thing.’ Audrey laughed, touching her hot cheeks with her hand, hoping to cool them down.
  ‘Perhaps one day some lucky man will take you to tango in Palermo,’ he said quietly.

  ‘Not if my aunt has anything to do with it, or my mother for that matter. I don’t think it’s something that a nice young lady is expected to do.’

  ‘How boring to have to be a nice young lady. Nice young ladies should only have to perform up to midnight, after that they should be allowed to step off the stage and have some fun.
  I’d like to see you leave the theatre by the back door and tango your way into the sunset.’ Then he added in a quiet voice, ‘You’re a dreamer like me. People don’t
  understand dreamers. We frighten them. Don’t be afraid to dream, Audrey.’

  There was a heavy silence while Audrey struggled past her embarrassment to find something to say and Louis watched her, enthralled. He was certain that they were two of a kind, that she was the
  first person who understood him. With the instincts of a child Louis perceived Audrey’s big heart and vast capacity to love and he was drawn to her with a need that made his whole body
  tremble.

  Just when Audrey was on the point of floundering, her parents led the small group down the path to join them. They were still laughing and discussing the strange tree. ‘So what do you call
  it?’ Cecil asked.

  ‘The bird tree,’ Henry replied.

  ‘Because for some reason it attracts all the birds in summertime,’ said Rose, linking her arm through her husband’s.

  ‘Well, it’s a delight, whatever it is,’ Cecil concluded. ‘Thank you so much for inviting us, Rose, we’ve had a charming evening.’

  ‘It’s been a pleasure,’ she replied enthusiastically. ‘And welcome to Hurlingham. Please come as often as you like. You’re almost family after all.’ She
  noticed Cecil pay special attention to Audrey before he and his brother started up the street towards the Club. She had been pleasantly surprised to see how well they both got on and it
  hadn’t escaped her notice either that while they were talking under the bird tree, Audrey had not once, but twice, cast her eyes across the garden to Cecil. She inhaled the sugary air and
  sensed the blossoming of young love.

  •   •   •

  That night Audrey lay in bed and brooded on the sudden infatuation that had, quite inadvertently, changed the colour of everything. She couldn’t sleep and she was too
  restless to read. She could hear the ghostly whistles of the policemen who patrolled the streets as they signalled to each other and a warm breeze now slipped in through the open window, carrying
  with it the scent of the orange trees and jasmine, but neither the sweet smells from the garden nor the reassuring whistling could soothe her tormented spirit. It was humid, too hot to find a
  comfortable position to lie in. So she threw off her covers and tiptoed down the stairs, across the blue shadows into the silent hallway. Once out in the garden she could breathe again. The dew
  seeped in between her toes, cool and wet and pleasurable. Following their earlier footsteps through the orange orchard she recalled the brief conversation with Louis that had so unsettled her. She
  conjured up his easy smile and the distant light in his eyes and dwelt on his frightening unpredictability and delicious impulsiveness. He seemed beyond the rules that everyone else lived by,
  following his desires with little regard for protocol and etiquette. Audrey was captivated by this man whose vague charm was in sharp contrast to his direct speech. She couldn’t work him out
  – there was no one else like him to set a precedent. In spite of her instincts that warned her against him she was unable to harness the cyclone that whipped her emotions into foam. There was
  something terrifyingly unstable about him but at the same time oddly familiar. She felt at ease with her fear.

  When she returned to her bed sleep no longer eluded her but wrapped her in dreams so pleasant she longed to hold onto them. In the twilight gloom of her imaginings she danced with Louis across
  the old cobbled streets of Palermo. Their bodies were united, so close she could feel the heat of his skin through her dress and the warmth of his breath on her neck and they both knew the steps as
  if they had been dancing them all their lives.

  


  Chapter 3

  When the Garnet family returned to Buenos Aires at the beginning of March after six weeks in the Uruguayan resort of Punta del Este they discovered to their disappointment that
  while Cecil Forrester had continued to grow in everyone’s esteem his brother had done little to win people’s affection. Of course, his antics hadn’t escaped the notice of the
  Crocodiles, who were only too delighted to discuss them during their Thursday afternoon painting session in Diana Lewis’s overgrown garden.

  ‘He does play the strangest tunes on the piano,’ Diana said, dipping her brush into a jar of murky water before bringing it up to her mouth to lick it dry. ‘He goes into a
  trance with that serious look on his face. Most peculiar.’ Of the four Crocodiles she appeared to be the most innocuous, innocently making comments for the others to interpret and seize upon
  like hyenas, thereby distancing herself from the actual kill. But she enjoyed the ripping of flesh no less than the others. ‘Sky, I find sky so dreadfully difficult,’ she complained
  airily, waiting for the others to pick up the bait she had just laid. She could always count on Charlotte Osborne.

  ‘Diana, ever the queen of understatement. He’s positively loopy. The piano is the least of it, after all, he’s a gifted musician, there’s no doubt about it. It’s
  his whole manner I find disturbing. I don’t believe his mind is all there.’ She lowered her voice and hissed, ‘Loopy, quite loopy. He didn’t lose it in the war like all
  those brave heroes. No, Louis Forrester is mercurial and bohemian without good reason. I am not prejudiced against people who are different; poor Dorothy Franklin’s son is simple, born that
  way, and one has complete sympathy. But Louis isn’t simple, just arrogant. Yes, it is a form of arrogance not to wear a tie for dinner, for example, not to bother with one’s appearance.
  He displays an open disregard for convention and it’s convention that shapes our society and keeps us all civilized. Louis Forrester isn’t very civilized, is he?’ Charlo sniffed
  her disapproval. ‘You’ve got a blue mouth, Diana,’ she added curtly, observing her friend over her glasses with eyes as narrow as a serpent’s. ‘I just wash the sky
  in.’

  ‘What do you mean, wash?’ Diana retorted, forgetting to wipe her mouth.

  ‘Well, I just dip the brush in water and wash it all over the page, then add a tiny bit of blue, tiny, tiny. Look, like this.’ She demonstrated with exaggerated strokes across the
  paper. ‘There, rather effective don’t you think?’ She sat back and admired her painting in the same way that she admired everything she did in her life, with total confidence.
  Still attractive at sixty-eight with a handsome face, intelligent blue eyes and fine silver hair, she believed that allure was dependent on self-assurance not beauty. It didn’t matter what
  one did; as long as it was done with utter decisiveness one would always be admired.

  ‘Very effective, Charlo,’ breathed Phyllida Bates deferentially, passing a dry tongue over thin, scaly lips. Possibly the most poisonous of the four, Phyllida was cowardly yet
  utterly ruthless. With the spine of a reptile she always twisted in whichever direction the majority turned and relished the spilling of guts more than anyone else. ‘Are you suggesting,
  Charlo, that Louis Forrester is, to put it delicately, mentally unstable?’ she asked, rubbing her arthritic hands together with pleasure.

  Charlo laughed out loud. ‘Trust Phyllida to be delicate. Delicate but incisive.’

  ‘Mad,’ Cynthia Klein interjected from behind her easel. The least malicious of the Crocodiles, Cynthia’s only vice was to say things as she saw them, good or bad.
  ‘He’s definitely mad.’

  ‘I agree,’ said Charlo, nodding her head. ‘It’s the look in his eyes that unsettles me. There’s something very unpredictable about him, not to mention
  self-indulgent. He’s handsome enough, but the dishonour of not fighting for one’s country negates anything positive about him. Do you know I saw him dancing all by himself the other
  night after dinner? I was on the point of leaving when I saw his silhouette in the moonlight. It was unmistakeably him. That hat set crooked on his head, no one else wears it like that, especially
  at night! Imagine dancing all by oneself without any music. Most peculiar. His brother is clearly embarrassed by him and I don’t blame him. Cecil is a decent, beautifully mannered young man
  who returned from the war a hero. A true hero. It’s because of men like him that we’ve been saved from the horrors of Nazi Germany. He risked his life for all of us while his silly
  brother danced the war away. The shame of it! One wonders why on earth he came out here in the first place.’

  ‘I think it’s obvious why he came out here – because he had disgraced himself in London.’ Diana chuckled, wiping her clumsy hands on her painting smock.

  ‘Well, he’s got off to a bad start,’ said Charlo. ‘We all know his secret. He can’t run away from such shame. What do you think his excuse is, pacifism?’

  ‘For certain – or some mad religion,’ said Diana, taking pleasure in adding another dimension to the subject.

  ‘Oh yes, he’s probably a member of some sect,’ Phyllida agreed in a thin voice. ‘Black magic under the guise of pacifism.’

  ‘Come on, girls, this really is taking it too far. He’s not a bad person, just a little too unpredictable for us old people,’ said Cynthia, tearing the paper off her easel and
  discarding it on the grass with the other painting she had started and grown tired of. ‘One can’t blame him for not fighting without knowing why. Perhaps he has a perfectly legitimate
  reason. Besides, I think he’s attractive, in a roguish way. I’m rather partial to that vulnerable look in a man. He clearly needs looking after. One wants to mother him.’

  ‘In your case, Cynthia, you’d be grandmothering him,’ said Charlo with a sneer.

  ‘Pot calling the kettle black, Charlo, my dear. You’re so many years beyond your prime one can barely remember it.’

  ‘Those poor girls, all waiting hopefully for marriage, what with such a shortage of young men.’ Diana sighed, bringing the brush up to her mouth, adding a touch of green to her blue
  lips. Charlo watched her put more paint on her face than on the paper and smirked.

  ‘No mother in her right mind will want him for a son-in-law,’ said Cynthia. ‘If I were fifty years younger I’d put my money on his brother Cecil. Now he’s a
  sensible young man.’

  ‘Oh, he most certainly is,’ Diana gushed, remembering his gentle manner the day he had helped her into her car. ‘Such a gentleman. He possesses true nobility.’

  ‘Unfortunately, girls can be very stupid,’ said Charlo loftily, ‘they don’t always know what’s best for them. Some poor fool will fall for Louis’ vague
  charm.’

  ‘Fine for a flirt but not for life,’ Cynthia added. ‘One wants a man who’s reliable and solid, like an oak tree. My Ernie was an oak tree if ever there was
  one.’

  ‘An oak tree!’ Charlo exclaimed. ‘More like a twig. After you’d whipped him into shape there was precious little left of the man.’

  ‘Really, Charlo, sometimes you go too far,’ Diana chided.

  ‘Don’t bother getting into the ring, Diana,’ said Cynthia with a smile, ‘I’m more than capable of defending myself and Ernie, God rest his soul. Charlo, not one of
  your three husbands was an oak tree.’

  ‘Well, you’re right about that,’ she agreed, dipping her brush into the paint and resuming her work. ‘Perhaps I’ll have better luck with the fourth,’ she
  added provocatively.

  Cynthia raised her eyebrows. ‘Ah,’ she sighed, unable to resist the bait. ‘Colonel Blythe is more of an oak tree. Fourth time lucky, perhaps.’ Charlo’s pale face
  smarted with embarrassment beneath her sunhat.

  ‘Colonel Blythe?’ exclaimed Diana and Phyllida in unison, rising to peer over the top of their easels as quickly as their old legs could lift them.

  Cynthia was triumphant. ‘How many times has he asked you to marry him?’ she demanded. ‘Come on!’ Charlo stiffened on her stool and lifted her chin in an effort to
  maintain her composure. She had no intention of marrying the colonel. He only asked her for sport. He enjoyed the game, that was all.

  ‘Twice,’ she replied nonchalantly. Phyllida and Diana stared at each other in amazement.

  ‘And what did you tell him?’ Cynthia continued.

  ‘Oh, really, this is all very childish,’ Charlo protested, putting down her brush and standing up.

  ‘Well, Charlo, what did you tell him?’ Diana insisted, then turned to Cynthia, ‘What did she tell him?’

  ‘I told him,’ said Charlo, articulating her words with emphasis, ‘that I have a nasty habit of burying my husbands. I don’t think he’ll ask me again.’

  ‘Poor Colonel Blythe,’ Phyllida sighed, sitting down again. ‘What has an old man like him got to look forward to?’

  Charlo rolled her eyes and strode into the house.

  •   •   •

  Audrey had spent those six weeks by the sea in a wistful, romantic vapour, placing herself among the whimsical heroines of the novels she read. She had lain on the sand,
  silently playing out scenes in her imagination where Louis loved her, acting out each moment of their courtship in exhaustive detail until her desires had penetrated her dreams and she had longed
  to stay in bed in the mornings to make them last. No one had noticed the faraway look in her eyes because she had always been distracted, ever since she was a child. Her mother put it down to the
  romantic novels she consumed while Aunt Hilda complained that she shouldn’t read such rubbish for it was turning her mind into cotton wool. ‘Love never did anything for anyone,’
  she commented sourly. ‘Look at Romeo and Juliet.’

  Audrey had returned to Hurlingham full of anticipation. Excited and nervous at the prospect of seeing Louis again she was thrilled to be back in the same city as he, breathing the same air. But
  Audrey was to be bitterly disappointed. When she heard from her mother and Aunt Edna that Louis was fast disgracing himself at the Club she hid her mortification behind a determined smile then
  cried later when she was alone in the garden. She sat on her mother’s rose bench and sobbed with frustration. Her dreams were felled before they had even had time to grow. A romance with
  Louis was impossible and there was precious little she could do about it. The first she heard of her mother’s hopes for her and Cecil was when she overheard her talking with her sisters
  beneath the leafy vine which now reminded her of Louis like everything else in the garden.

  ‘But he’s only just arrived,’ Rose protested, shaking her head and frowning. ‘I believe everyone deserves a chance. After all, appearances can be deceptive.’

  ‘Sometimes appearances are a true reflection of the person’s character,’ Aunt Hilda insisted, pursing her thin lips together in disapproval. ‘In Louis’s case
  he’s as sloppy as those funny trousers he wears. You can imagine what the Crocodiles are saying.’

  With agitated fingers Aunt Edna tapped the string of round amber beads that dripped over her bosom like shiny pebbles and snorted in irritation. ‘Those Crocodiles are so malicious,’
  she declared. ‘It’s because he didn’t fight in the war. I’m sure he had good reason.’

  ‘Does he look like he has a legitimate reason? A limp, one hand?’ Aunt Hilda interjected briskly. ‘No excuse.’

  ‘Oh dear, poor Cecil, he must worry terribly about his wayward brother,’ said Rose.

  ‘Dear Cecil,’ Aunt Edna sighed with a smile. ‘I noticed how taken he was with Audrey the night they came to dinner.’

  ‘So did I,’ Rose agreed meekly, unable to contain her pride that suddenly flowered across her cheeks. ‘I can’t help but hope,’ she added, shrugging her shoulders
  anxiously.

  Aunt Edna fanned herself with the red gypsy fan that Harry had bought her in La Boca during those heady, newly wed days. ‘Me too. What a good match he would make,’ she gushed.
  ‘How fortunate he has come to live in Hurlingham.’

  ‘Isn’t he a bit old for Audrey?’ said Hilda tightly, her voice thin with resentment for Cecil hadn’t yet met her daughters.

  ‘Oh, Hilda, one can’t dwell on details,’ Aunt Edna snapped impatiently. Aunt Hilda never missed an opportunity to dampen everyone else’s pleasure out of bitterness at the
  lack of pleasure in her own life.

  Aunt Hilda stiffened. ‘But he’s twelve years her senior,’ she protested. ‘Audrey’s far too young to be thinking of marriage. Dear me, my Nelly is already
  twenty-five and marriage is very far from her mind.’

  ‘Sour grapes, Hilda,’ Aunt Edna sniffed tactlessly. ‘I do love Nelly but she isn’t the most enchanting of your daughters and she doesn’t help herself. Perhaps if
  she managed the odd smile occasionally she might encourage the young men to court her.’ Hilda had to admit that for once Edna was right. Nelly was eye-wateringly plain.

  ‘As if age has ever made a difference in the affairs of the heart,’ said Rose. ‘Anyhow, I did notice the beginning of an affection between them. I just pray it grows into
  something stronger. I’ve invited both boys to Audrey’s party on Saturday,’ she added. ‘Cecil, because he’s an asset anywhere, Louis out of generosity. One must be
  kind.’

  ‘You’re a good person, Rose,’ Aunt Edna declared. But Aunt Hilda was unable to compliment her sister because her jealousy had formed a cork at the top of her throat and the
  words, as much as they bubbled up, were unable to advance higher.

  Audrey retreated into the house, blinking away her tears. She didn’t want a party any more. She didn’t want to see Louis ever again. She wished she had never laid eyes on him. But as
  her father always said, ‘everything comes to pass’ and in spite of her resistance Saturday dawned, bringing with it the dreadful anticipation of seeing the Forrester brothers.

  ‘What’s the matter with you, Audrey?’ Isla asked over breakfast. ‘It’s your party tonight, you should be smiling from ear to ear. Just think of all that attention.
  I’m going to dance until sunrise!’

  ‘Nothing’s the matter,’ she replied flatly. ‘I just don’t feel like it.’

  ‘You will by this evening. You’ve just got out on the wrong side of the bed.’ Then she narrowed her green eyes at her sister and grinned knowingly.

  ‘You’re in love, aren’t you?’ she said. Audrey nearly dropped her cup of coffee.

  ‘Of course I’m not in love,’ she protested, putting the cup down so as not to expose her trembling hands.

  ‘Yes, you are,’ Isla laughed. ‘I can tell. You’ve been mooning around all summer. Ever since you met Cecil Forrester.’ Audrey’s shoulders dropped with relief
  and she sat back in her chair.

  ‘Is it that obvious?’ she heard herself responding.

  ‘I’m afraid it is. But only to me, because I know you so well.’

  ‘You won’t tell, will you?’

  ‘Of course not. I promise. Why, if you’re in love with Cecil, are you dreading your party?’ Audrey played for time by bending down and pretending to pick up her fallen napkin.
  Isla had a point; if she was meant to be in love there was little logic to her ill humour.

  ‘Because my feelings aren’t reciprocated,’ she replied carefully, amazed by her own capacity to lie.

  Isla sighed melodramatically. ‘You are so unaware of your own appeal, Audrey,’ she exclaimed. ‘For goodness’ sake, all the boys fall in love with you and Cecil more than
  anyone. He made it very obvious that night at dinner.’

  ‘But it’s been weeks, he’s probably forgotten all about me.’

  ‘I doubt it. Absence makes the heart grow fonder and all that. I bet he’s longing to see you,’ said Isla confidently. ‘He’s very correct. Not like his
  brother,’ she added, her voice heavy with admiration. ‘You’ll see him today at the Club for sure. Let’s go early, play some tennis and swim. Daddy’s taken the boys
  riding and Mummy’s got golf with Aunt Edna. We can spend the whole day there. Gosh, isn’t it nice to be back!’

  ‘Don’t you think I should just wait until my party?’ she began weakly.

  ‘Absolutely not,’ Isla retorted. ‘Hurry up and finish breakfast then we can go immediately.’

  •   •   •

  They set off on their bicycles down to the Hurlingham Club. The streets resounded with barking dogs, squeaking children and the shrill cries of the maids as they chatted to one
  another in Spanish across the garden fences. Audrey confided to her sister about her infatuation and the torment she was suffering because of it. To her surprise it was a relief to be able to speak
  openly of her feelings, in spite of the fact that they were both talking about two entirely different men. As they approached the gates Audrey’s heart accelerated and she suddenly felt hot
  and uncomfortable. ‘Calm down, Audrey,’ said Isla in amusement, jumping off her bicycle and leaning it up against the wall. ‘Gosh, you have been badly hit, haven’t
  you!’ she exclaimed, taking her sister by the hand. ‘Perhaps we should swim first and then play tennis. That way you can cool off a bit first.’ Audrey agreed and they made their
  way straight to the swimming pool. It was early and the grounds appeared deserted, drenched in the dazzling light of morning. A few people could be seen in the distance walking their dogs or riding
  up the avenue of tall plane trees but otherwise they were quite alone, able to enjoy a swim undisturbed.

  All the while Audrey glided up and down the pool she had her eyes fixed on the park and her heart suspended in her chest, anticipating Louis’ appearance at any moment, longing for it and
  dreading it in a conflicting mixture of emotions. Each time someone appeared up the steps her stomach lurched with expectation, only to be disappointed, until Isla suggested they play tennis before
  the heat became too much, thus dragging her away from her anxious vigil.

  But Audrey was barely able to concentrate on her tennis game either. Isla was much the superior player and began to get irritated when Audrey missed the ball or hit it into the net out of sheer
  inattentiveness. Audrey wished she had stayed at home to read her novel under the bird tree and dream. Suddenly dreaming seemed so much more pleasant than reality. Finally, in exasperation, Isla
  insisted they go to find Cecil at the clubhouse. ‘No, we mustn’t!’ Audrey exclaimed in horror. But Isla was unwavering. Nothing would give her more pleasure than hunting him down
  before slaying him with one of cupid’s arrows.

  ‘We’ll go and get a drink, have a look around, I’ll be subtle,’ she insisted. But Isla and Audrey had very different interpretations of the word ‘subtle’.
  Isla had never once kept any of Audrey’s secrets, not out of malice, but out of an exuberant inability to keep anything to herself. Now Audrey faced the possibility of being thoroughly
  humiliated in front of Cecil. She wished she had denied the whole thing. But Isla was enraptured by the state of her sister’s heart and was determined to be the one to sort it out. Audrey
  knew very well that it wasn’t the romance that seduced Isla but the excitement of the challenge. Audrey had now provided her with a most enthralling mission.
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