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To my darling wife, Anna-Lisa,


for her patience and her love,


and to our children, Amelia, Benjamin and Hannah,


for the joy they bring us both


Simon Jacobs





To Sebag, Lilochka and Sasha,


who are the wind beneath my wings


Santa Montefiore











I have been here before,


But when or how I cannot tell:


I know the grass beyond the door,


The sweet keen smell,


The sighing sound, the lights around the shore.


You have been mine before,


How long ago I may not know:


But just when at that swallow’s soar


Your neck turned so,


Some veil did fall, I knew it all of yore.


Has this been thus before?


And shall not thus time’s eddying flight


Still with our lives our love restore


In death’s despite,


And day and night yield one delight once more?


‘Sudden Light’ by


DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI,


1828–1882













PROLOGUE
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South Australia, December 1995


Mary-Alice Delaware read the letter again. It was preposterous. Utterly ridiculous and, considering the circumstances, impertinent. It was so absurd, in fact, that she found herself laughing out loud. She lifted her eyes off the page and looked across the lawn. Only her mother’s sunhat could be seen bobbing among the delphiniums as she bent down to pull out weeds in the flower beds and tighten the string that fastened the flowers’ long stalks to the stakes. At seventy-six Florence Leveson had no intention of slowing down. She believed idleness would cause her bones to calcify, like a disused old car that is left to rust. Activity would, she maintained, keep her battery ticking over. That meant gardening, brisk walks with her basset hound Baz, baking cakes, playing the piano and, to Mary-Alice’s embarrassment, yoga; to see her mother in Lycra was a sight she wished no living person to behold.


Should she or should she not give her mother the letter?


Mary-Alice decided she would sit on it for a few days. After all, there was no rush and most likely Florence would throw it in the trash. Not that her mother didn’t have a good sense of humour; Florence had the best sense of humour of anyone Mary-Alice knew. A marvellous ability to heal her heart with laughter. And, considering the tragedies she had endured, this was no small feat. Mary-Alice was sure that if anyone would laugh at this preposterous epistle it was Florence. And yet, something gnawed beneath her ribcage. A doubt, warning her that perhaps this might be the one moment that Florence’s infamous sense of humour failed her. Then Mary-Alice would wish she hadn’t shown it to her. And once seen it would not be so easily unseen. No, she had to tread carefully.


The envelope was addressed to Mary-Alice Delaware but contained within it a letter to Florence Leveson. From the note that accompanied the letter the sender had made it clear that it was for Mary-Alice to decide whether or not her mother was up to reading it. In that, at least, the sender had been tactful. He wanted Mary-Alice to see it first and make the decision. He had obviously thought long and hard about it and had written the letter with care. In fact, it was a beautiful letter. She couldn’t deny that. It was a very beautiful letter indeed. And that was another reason why she hesitated; the sender was clearly not a madman or a person of evil intent. He was educated and honourable. But still, the letter was highly sensitive and, well, peculiar.


‘You want a cup of tea, Mum?’ Mary-Alice shouted from the veranda. It was five o’clock in the afternoon and, having been brought up in England, Florence did like teatime. Earl Grey, egg and chive sandwiches, a slice of sponge cake or her favourite butter and Vegemite toast. Florence was not a woman concerned with her figure. She had once been slim with a small waist and long, slender legs, but now she was curvaceous. Her skin had not been damaged by the Australian sun nor, as a child, by the Indian sun. She looked much younger than her years with laughter lines in all the right places. In truth, Florence had never been vain, even when she had been a pretty young woman and much admired. She had always had thick hair and it was still glorious. Long and soft, she swept it up in a loose bun, leaving messy tendrils trailing down her neck and temples. As a girl it had been blonde, but as she got older it had darkened, so that now it was grey with a wide silver streak at the front that had inspired her grandchildren to nickname her ‘Badger’. Few women would enjoy being likened to a badger, but Florence thought it funny.


‘Lovely,’ she replied, passing the back of her hand over her sweating brow. It was hot. She would welcome a rest in the shade. She took off her gardening gloves and scrambled out of the border. Baz, who had been sleeping beneath a pear tree, sat up expectantly. ‘Do you know, I don’t think the garden has ever looked so lush. Really, it’s just like England,’ she said with a smile that gave her face a girlish sweetness. ‘You’d have thought it rained all the time. And those darling bumble bees are drunk constantly. Like Uncle Raymond they are, toddling from pub to pub. No one enjoyed a pub-crawl as much as Uncle Raymond.’


Mary-Alice laughed. Her mother loved talking about the past, and the years she spent in England seemed to have been the most dear. Mary-Alice went inside to boil the kettle. One would have thought, in this heat, that iced lemonade would be more refreshing than tea, but her mother was set in her ways so tea it was, the English way with milk. Mary-Alice popped a couple of Earl Grey teabags into the teapot and took the cake out of the fridge. When she emerged onto the veranda some minutes later, Florence was sitting on the swing chair with Baz lying beside her, his head in her lap. She was fanning herself with a magazine and humming an old tune that Mary-Alice didn’t recognize. ‘You know, when I was little, Uncle Raymond used to take us to the pantomime in Folkestone every Christmas,’ said Florence, smiling fondly and patting the dog’s head absent-mindedly. ‘It was a family tradition and we looked forward to it with great excitement. It was a real thrill. My favourite was Peter Pan. I was fortunate enough to see Jean Forbes-Robertson play Peter. “If you believe in fairies, clap your hands!”, and we all clapped heartily and Tinker Bell came back to life. It was marvellous.’


Mary-Alice poured the tea and gave her mother a slice of cake on a plate. Baz lifted his head off Florence’s lap and sniffed the plate with interest. ‘I wish I remembered Christmases in England,’ said Mary-Alice. ‘With a fire and frost. Santa Claus’s sleigh looks better in the snow.’


‘Yes, Christmas really isn’t the same in the heat. It’s meant to be crisp and cold and sparkly, like an Advent calendar. How old were you when we moved here, four?’


‘Three,’ Mary-Alice corrected. She shrugged. ‘What you haven’t had, you haven’t missed. Christmas is still special in Australia.’


Florence put the plate out of Baz’s reach on the low table in front of her and dropped a sugar lump into her tea. ‘We used to stay with my grandparents for Christmas. I adored staying with them. As you know, Daddy died shortly after we came from India to live in England, so Mama, Winifred and I went down to Cornwall to holiday with her parents. They had a lovely big house in Gulliver’s Bay called The Mariners with a private beach. I doubt very much it’s a private beach now, but in those days we had it all to ourselves. There was a secret underground passageway that ran from the house to a cave where, during the Napoleonic Wars, smugglers used to take bales of wool out to fishing boats waiting in the bay and exchange them for brandy and lace. It was a magical place.’


‘It sounds wonderful,’ said Mary-Alice, who had heard these stories before.


‘I loved Christmas. I remember the excitement of feeling the weight of the stocking on the end of my bed and hearing the sound of scrunching as I moved my feet. Grandma was extremely generous and we were very spoiled. The stockings were full of presents. Winifred and I would thrust our hands right down to the bottom where we’d find a tangerine, still wrapped in its silver paper from the greengrocer’s. Nowadays no one thinks twice about tangerines, but in my day, they were a luxury, transported all the way from Tangiers by boat.’ Florence chuckled and took a sip of tea, sighing afterwards – an annoying habit she’d acquired with old age. ‘Christmas dinner was such a treat.’ Now her cheeks flushed as memories came thick and fast. ‘Dessert was my favourite part, served just before we left the men to drink their port and straight after we’d had the Christmas Stilton garnished with celery and served with Romary biscuits from Tunbridge Wells. There were always chocolates from Charbonnel et Walker in tiered boxes with silver tongs and Karlsbad plums. Oh, and those delicious fruits glacés and marrons glacés from France, my mother loved those especially.’ Florence took a bite of cake and inhaled through her nose. ‘Mmmm, this is heaven. No, not for you, Baz. Oh well, just a little bit.’ She pulled off a piece of sponge and popped it into his mouth. ‘We always had Victoria sponge for tea in Gulliver’s Bay.’


‘I’ve heard so much about Gulliver’s Bay. I’d love to go there one day,’ said Mary-Alice, who felt as if she’d already been.


‘I’m too old to go back, sadly, otherwise I’d take you myself,’ said Florence, looking wistful suddenly. ‘I don’t know who owns the house now. Goodness, it might even be a hotel or a boarding house. Wouldn’t that be awful? I don’t suppose people want big houses nowadays with green baize doors to separate the servants’ quarters from the rest of the house. People don’t have servants anymore, do they? Who can afford them? But that’s the way it was in those days. My grandparents were Victorian and very conventional and, I might add, a little on the grand side. We took the servants for granted, but now I look back on it all, I wonder at how hard they worked. They never got much time off and I don’t imagine they got paid much either. It was a rarefied world and came to an end, of course, with the war.’ She sighed and took another bite of cake, relishing the sweet taste on her tongue. Baz began to drool, but now Florence was being carried on a wave of memory and she no longer noticed him eyeing the cake. ‘My father’s two brothers were killed in the Great War. No one thought we’d go to war again, and so soon. What a waste it was. You’d think they’d have learned after the first one, but people never learn. That’s the real tragedy.’


Mary-Alice refilled her teacup. ‘Tell me more about Gulliver’s Bay,’ she asked. She didn’t want to follow her mother down the path that led to the war. She knew where those memories would take her. Only to unhappiness.


‘I was never religious, but I did enjoy going to church,’ Florence continued. ‘I liked the vicar, Reverend Millar. He was short and fat with a bald head and a lisp, and the most exuberant character. It didn’t matter what he said, he made it all sound so exciting. I haven’t met a vicar like him since. He had real charisma and vigour. If all vicars were like him the churches would be full to bursting.’ She grinned roguishly. ‘But I don’t pretend it was solely the vicar who inspired me every Sunday morning. No, it was Aubrey Dash.’


Mary-Alice smiled over her teacup. She’d heard this story a thousand times. However, she was not about to deny her mother one of her most treasured memories. ‘Even the name is romantic,’ said Mary-Alice.


‘I used to write it in my diary, “Aubrey Dash”, over and over and then I’d write “Florence Dash” to see what my married name would look like – that’s funny, isn’t it, considering the way things turned out.’ Florence laughed and her green eyes shone. ‘But he barely noticed me.’ She gave a little shrug and took another sip of tea.


‘I can’t imagine why not. You were really pretty, Mum.’


‘I was very young, don’t forget, and I like to think I was a late bloomer. I’d sit in our pew and he’d sit in his, with his family, of course, and he’d glow like a star in the corner of my vision. It was all I could do not to look at him. I’d time myself so that my glances didn’t come too close together. Five minutes, six minutes, sometimes I even managed fifteen. The best was when we stood up for communion, sometimes I’d be right in front of him or behind him, and I could feel him near me as if he radiated heat. When he looked at me, which he did once or twice, I blushed all over.’ She put the last piece of cake into her mouth then licked her fingers with relish. ‘Sorry, Baz, all gone.’ Baz sighed resignedly and rested his head on her lap again. ‘He was a handsome devil, even as a boy. You see, he was tall when his contemporaries were still short and he had the most beautiful eyes: grey with long black lashes. And full lips. Full lips are rare in England, I discovered. But Aubrey had a lovely mouth.’


Mary-Alice laughed. ‘Oh, Mum, you are funny.’


‘Lips are important, Mary-Alice. It’s not very nice kissing men with mouths like sharks.’


Both women laughed at that. ‘No, I don’t imagine it is,’ said Mary-Alice. ‘I love the way you remember the details.’


‘Don’t you remember your first love, dear?’


‘I suppose I do. But not in the way you do.’


‘When you get to my age, memories assault you out of nowhere. You can be digging up the elder and, puff, like a bubble rising out of your subconscious and popping, there it is, in front of you, something you haven’t thought of in years. And the thinking of it brings forth the feelings that went with it and I swear, your body feels exactly as it did all those years ago, as if you’re back there in the aisle, standing behind Aubrey Dash, waiting for holy communion and willing him to turn around and look at you.’ Florence shook her head, astonished by her younger self. ‘What little the heart knows when one is but a girl. How much it has to learn.’


Mary-Alice felt the letter in her pocket as if it were growing hot. As if it were demanding attention. She put down her cup and slipped her hand into her pocket. Just then, she noticed a cloud of dust on the track in the distance. It was getting bigger as the truck drew closer, the metal around the headlights glinting sharply in the sunshine. ‘Well, that’ll be David,’ she said, taking her hand out of her pocket. The letter would have to wait. She stood up.


‘I’d better get back to the garden,’ said Florence, pushing herself off the swing chair with a groan.


‘You don’t think you should call it a day?’


‘It’s only six. The best part is yet to come. The golden light of early evening. It’s my favourite time of day.’ Florence sighed deeply and swept her eyes over the garden with satisfaction. ‘I love the sound of birds roosting in the trees. It reminds me of Gulliver’s Bay. Of course, we have different birds here, but the effect on the spirit is the same. Nothing makes me happier than the sound of birdsong.’


Mary-Alice put the cups and plates on the tray and went back to the kitchen. By the time she came out again David had parked under a eucalyptus tree and was making his way across the grass to greet her. ‘Good day, darling?’ she asked from the veranda, holding out a cold can of lager.


Her husband was strong and athletic for a man in his sixties. He played regular squash and tennis and, when he had time, he liked to go running and to hike. The older he got the more aware he became of his figure and worked ever harder to maintain it.


He jogged up the steps two at a time and kissed his wife. ‘Just what I need,’ he replied, taking the lager and dropping his bag onto the floor. He flopped into the swing chair, put his feet in their red trainers on the table and opened the can with a click and a hiss. Then he took a swig and smacked his lips. ‘That’s great,’ he exclaimed, running a hand through his hair. He still had a fine head of curly brown hair, although the emerging grey hairs were slowly outnumbering the brown.


Mary-Alice sat on the chair she had only just vacated and listened to him tell her about his day. David co-owned a building company in the local town with his old schoolmate Bruce Dixon, and always had amusing tales to tell about his clients when he came home. Mary-Alice would normally have shared the letter with him – she usually shared everything, but she couldn’t share this. It was too strange. He’d laugh and tell her to throw it away. A part of Mary-Alice wanted to do that and forget about it, yet Florence had a right to see it. Who was Mary-Alice to decide what her mother was up to reading or not?





Florence waved at David from the border. Then she resumed her toil, humming contentedly to herself. She paused a moment to watch the bees buzzing about the lavender. They were so deliciously fat, she thought with pleasure, and so busy. Then one flew away and she wondered how on earth it managed to fly with such flimsy-looking wings. Mary-Alice and David’s voices were a distant drone, drowned out by the clamour of birds as they squabbled in the branches over places to roost. The sun was sinking slowly, flooding the plain with a grainy, rose-gold light. Soon the first star would glimmer in the sky and night would creep in, blanketing the garden and silencing all but the crickets and owls. Florence would stay out as long as she could. She loved being immersed in nature. Ever since she had moved out of the city to live with Mary-Alice and David on this beautiful ranch in Victoria, she had found pleasure in every single day. In the city she’d had an apartment with a wide patio that she’d filled with pots of plants and fruit trees, but her heart craved the countryside. She’d missed its tranquillity most of all. The whispering sound of the breeze rustling the leaves, nature’s soft, regenerating breath – and the sense, on some deep level, of being part of it.


Baz got up and stretched. Florence knew it was time to go in. ‘Come on, old boy,’ she said to her dog and the two of them walked up the steps and through the fly door into the house. By now the crickets were a cacophony of chirruping. The birds had gone quiet. The peace of evening had fallen over the plain in a rich, indigo veil.


Mary-Alice was in the kitchen, cooking supper. David had gone upstairs to take a shower. Florence helped herself to a glass of wine. She took a handful of ice and dropped it into the glass. ‘You want some?’ she asked.


‘I’d love a glass, thanks.’


Florence poured another one. ‘Can I do anything to help?’


‘No, you just rest up.’


‘I think I’ll take a bath.’


‘Good idea.’


‘I like a glass of wine with a bath. Very decadent. Makes me feel young again. You know, after the war, we were only allowed to run the water to the height of our ankles. It’s still a luxury to draw a deep bath.’


Mary-Alice moved away from the stove. She put her hand in her pocket and pulled out the letter. ‘Mum, this came for you today. I’ve been meaning to give it to you, but I keep forgetting.’


Florence was no fool. Since when did a person forget to pass on the mail? ‘Who’s it from?’ she asked, narrowing her eyes. The look on her daughter’s face told her that it was no ordinary letter.


‘I think you had better read it,’ said Mary-Alice.


Florence took the envelope and frowned as she read the handwriting. She certainly did not recognize it. ‘Well, I’ll take it upstairs,’ she said. ‘A glass of wine, a nice bath and now a mysterious letter. The day just got better.’


Mary-Alice took a breath. ‘I’m not sure about that…’


Florence turned it over to see that it was unsealed. ‘Have you read it?’


‘I have.’


‘And?’


‘It’s odd. But you should read it all the same.’


‘Now you’ve got my attention. Should I read it here with you in case I keel over and die?’


Mary-Alice chuckled. ‘No, you can read it in your bath. You might need to take the bottle with you, though.’


‘That bad, eh?’


‘Just odd,’ Mary-Alice repeated.


Florence took her daughter at her word. With the bottle in one hand and the letter and wine glass in the other, she made her way slowly up the stairs. Once in the scented water she dried her hands on a flannel, put on her reading glasses and pulled the letter out of the envelope.


‘Dear Mrs Leveson, May I introduce myself…’










CHAPTER ONE
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Gulliver’s Bay, Cornwall, 1937


Reverend Millar was a diminutive figure in the pulpit and yet his exuberance gave the impression that he was much bigger. His bald head was as shiny as a billiard ball, his cheeks the rosy pink of a choirboy’s and his eyebrows were bushy and came to life when he spoke, like a pair of inebriated caterpillars. His lisp might have been comic had the words he articulated been less passionate and wise. Reverend Millar was a truly inspirational vicar and held captive every member of his congregation, except for one.


Florence Lightfoot sat in the middle of the pew alongside her grandparents, Joan and Henry Pinfold, her uncle Raymond, sister Winifred and mother Margaret. While her family sat with their backs straight and their attention fixed upon the vicar, Florence’s attention had long since strayed across the aisle to where the Dash family was sitting with equal formality on the other side. She pretended to listen to Reverend Millar, every now and then giving a little nod, or a chuckle, to show how engrossed she was, but in truth, she heard only noise without meaning for every ounce of her focus was trained upon nineteen-year-old Aubrey.


Florence had what her sensible older sister deemed ‘a crush’. Florence, who was seventeen and three quarters, knew it was more than that. A crush implied something temporary and juvenile, like a childish penchant for dolls which one quickly grows out of and deeply regrets. What Florence felt for Aubrey Dash was infinitely deeper and would, she knew, endure. She could not imagine ever falling out of love with him. For love is what it was, she was certain; she’d read enough novels to recognize love when she felt it.


Aubrey did not look at Florence. He sat rigidly, with the same serious expression as the rest of the congregation, until he smiled at something the vicar said and then his face creased around his mouth and eyes and he laughed. The sight of him smiling had an extraordinary effect on Florence. It lifted her up and caused a blissful expansion to take place in her chest, rather similar to a religious experience, which would have greatly encouraged the vicar had he noticed it. Her eyes rested on Aubrey with blatant admiration and her lips parted in a sigh. A sharp elbow in her ribs brought her attention swiftly back to her pew. She turned to her sister with a scowl. Winifred flashed her eyes and tapped her long red nails on her prayer book, instructing Florence to concentrate on the service. But Florence had never been one to follow orders or obey rules; in fact, orders and rules only challenged her to find ways of disobeying them. She trained her gaze on the vicar for a few minutes and then, when she felt her sister’s attention wane, allowed it to fly back to Aubrey like a homing pigeon.


Aubrey was undeniably handsome. Even as a boy he had been good-looking. Florence had been acutely aware of him ever since she had been aware of the differences between boys and girls. The Dashes had a big house a few miles outside Gulliver’s Bay with a tennis court and swimming pool and lots of land, for William Dash, Aubrey’s father, was a gentleman farmer. It was a short cycle ride from Florence’s grandparents’ house, which, although smaller in size, boasted a stunning view of the sea and had its own private bay. As Winifred was the same age as Aubrey, and Aubrey’s twin siblings, Julian and Cynthia, were the same age as Florence, the two families found themselves thrown together by default.


The Dashes were a big family with cousins of all ages who came to stay in drifts during the school holidays. Unlike Florence’s mother, who had spent most of her married life in Egypt and then India and did not have many friends in England, Aubrey’s parents were born and raised in Cornwall and knew everyone. They gave dinner parties and arranged picnics, boating expeditions and tennis tournaments most days during the long summer months with a flair unequalled anywhere in the county. Indeed, they were tireless and enthusiastic in the way they embraced people into their circle. Nothing was too much trouble and everyone was welcome. ‘The more, the merrier’ would have likely been their family motto had they had one. Margaret Lightfoot, on the other hand, was a nervous creature who descended into an unholy panic at the mere thought of having to arrange even the smallest dinner party, which she was obliged to do in repayment for the various invitations she received. For these events she relied heavily upon Winifred, who was capable, confident and unflappable like her late husband had been, and her mother, Joan, who was sweet and patient and understanding of Margaret’s shortcomings. Florence was too spoiled and self-centred to be of any help to anyone.


While Margaret managed to put on a good show and host the odd lunch or dinner party for the various families in Gulliver’s Bay, no family challenged her self-confidence more than the Dashes. Celia Dash was a raven-haired beauty of unrivalled style and grace; she made Margaret feel like a moorhen beside a lissom swan. William Dash was as handsome as his wife was beautiful and had the laidback charm and insouciance of a man whose greatest concerns were who he was going to rally onto the tennis court and whether Hunter, his black Labrador, had run off to the town. The weather did not worry a farmer like William Dash. His inherited wealth did not come from his crops, nor did he trouble himself with the domestic side of his life because Celia commanded a well-oiled machine made up of cooks, maids, butlers, gardeners and chauffeurs who were devoted to their employers. Celia had a gift for making each servant feel like the master or mistress of their domain, which gave them real pride in their work and a desire to prove themselves indispensable. Margaret dreaded having to repay their many kindnesses with an invitation of her own.


It was almost inconceivable that Aubrey did not feel Florence’s eyes upon him in church that morning. Florence was no classic beauty but she had a mischievous esprit that most boys of her age found strangely beguiling. However, unbeknown to Florence, Aubrey’s attention was taken by a stranger who had, quite by surprise, descended upon the Dashes’ summer holidays from France, sent by her mother who was an old friend of Celia’s, to perfect her English. Elise Dujardin was petite with the dark, wary look of a deer on foreign soil. It was her charming reserve that had caught the attention of Aubrey Dash. Seated in the row in front of him, in between his robust cousins Bertha and Jane Clairmont, Elise cut a slight and singular figure, being so very different in both looks and style from every other female in the congregation.


Florence had not noticed her. Had she even clocked the curly-haired young woman, she would have casually dismissed her as uninteresting and certainly of no threat to her. There were, of course, various girls in Gulliver’s Bay who Florence did consider competition – tall, elegant Natalie Carter, for example, or flame-haired Ginger Lately. Both were a year older than Florence and a great deal more sophisticated. But the curly-haired French girl had not warranted a second glance and Florence had no idea that Aubrey had even seen her.


When the service was over, the congregation gathered outside, as was customary, to socialize before heading home for Sunday lunch. The Dashes had invited the vicar to join them, as they did most Sundays, and Florence overheard Reverend Millar say to Aubrey, as Aubrey paused to thank him at the door, ‘I’m looking forward to hearing your French.’


Aubrey chuckled and replied, ‘I fear our new friend will find my command of the language sorely lacking.’ Florence didn’t have a clue what they were talking about and thought little of it as she awaited her turn to shake hands with Reverend Millar and thank him for his uplifting sermon, of which she had heard barely a word.


It was a bright sunny day in Gulliver’s Bay with the usual wind that swept in off the sea. The grey stone church was built in the thirteenth century but had undergone various renovations over the years, culminating in a slate roof in the nineteenth century, upon whose spine a trio of herring gulls perched and observed the goings-on below with detachment. The tower was original, crowned with an embattled parapet with four tall corner pinnacles that had withstood centuries of hard rain and gales. Now it basked in the radiant light of early summer, tickled by the odd shadow that passed across it as every now and then a white cloud drifted in front of the sun. But what brought it to life was the movement and chatter at its feet. Being a small community, everyone knew one another and their voices, especially those of the excitable young women, filled the air like the squawking of seagulls. It had, after all, been an eventful few months leading up to that blithe summer and there was much to talk about: King George VI had been crowned, Stanley Baldwin had been succeeded as prime minister by Neville Chamberlain in a coalition government and the German chancellor Adolf Hitler had declared his decision to invade Czechoslovakia. But war could not have been further from their minds, for surely, after the last one, no one wanted to wreak such devastation upon the world again. It was only the old and wise who, like experienced hounds picking up the scent of fox, sniffed something menacing in the air.


Florence watched Aubrey cut through the crowd, nodding respectfully at those he passed, before joining a trio of young women standing chatting on the grass. Florence recognized Bertha and Jane Clairmont, but she did not recognize the dark creature who stood timidly among them. She didn’t for one moment suspect that Aubrey had crossed the yard for her. ‘That, my dear Florence, is Elise Dujardin,’ said Mrs Warburton, otherwise known in the community as ‘Radio Sue’ – the buxom widow who could be relied upon to uncover and consequently spread the local gossip, and was not in the least contrite about it.


‘Hello, Mrs Warburton,’ said Florence. Usually Florence went out of her way to avoid the woman, but right now Radio Sue had something she wanted: information. ‘That sounds French,’ she remarked, recalling what Aubrey had said to the vicar about his command of the French language, or lack thereof.


‘She is, indeed, French,’ Mrs Warburton confirmed. ‘Her mother and Celia met at the Sorbonne, you know. Elise has come to stay with them for the entire summer. I can’t imagine having a guest in the house for that long. Guests, like fish, go off after a few days, I always think. But the Dashes seem to have a bottomless pit of endurance, don’t they? The girl’s not much to look at, but those French have something.’ Mrs Warburton narrowed her eyes and pondered on that undefinable ‘something’ that gave Elise her quiet allure.


Florence was inclined to agree with the first part of that sentence, but she wasn’t going to speak ill of anyone without having at least met them and made up her own mind. She certainly wasn’t going to give Radio Sue copy for her transmissions. Even at the tender age of seventeen Florence was wily enough to sense a false friend in Mrs Warburton. ‘How sweet of Aubrey to take such trouble with her,’ she said, smiling with tenderness at the gallant way he was talking to this shy stranger in their midst. ‘She must be feeling very out of place here.’


Mrs Warburton chuckled and the buttons strained on her lavender jacket – whatever she wore, it always looked a size too small. ‘It’s the quiet ones you want to watch,’ she said, lowering her voice as if hatching a plot with a co-conspirator. ‘That Aubrey Dash is quite a catch. You don’t believe Madame Dujardin has sent her precious daughter across the Channel simply to practise her English, do you?’


‘Aubrey is nineteen,’ said Florence, affronted because how could Radio Sue suggest he was going to marry someone like Elise Dujardin when it was plainly obvious that he was going to marry her?


‘Competition is high and it is a foolish woman who takes her eye off the ball. An eligible young man like Aubrey Dash will be snapped up before you know it and behind the match will be a focused and determined mother. Mark my words, I know these things. I have successfully married off all four of my daughters with great success. I left nothing to chance.’


‘Do you know, then, what sort of family the Dujardins are?’


‘Rich,’ said Mrs Warburton with a sniff. ‘Very rich. Of course, we’re no longer in the nineteenth century, but old habits die hard. A catch is a catch, and money speaks louder than words. That is something that will never change.’


Florence hadn’t ever considered her family’s wealth as either a boon or a bane in the marriage market. She had never considered it at all. Her father had been a military man. He had served in the Great War and lost two brothers. Later, in India, he had served in the 17th Punjabis, which was where Florence’s memories of life truly started. Besides the grandeur of the snowy Himalayas viewed from their home in Simla, she remembered her father’s sickness. His yellowish pallor and haggard face. He had caught the sprue, a rare tropical disease that affected the digestive system and rendered him an invalid. He had been sent back to England and retired on a meagre pension. Florence knew that her mother’s parents were wealthy, because their house in Gulliver’s Bay was large and had many servants, and she assumed that, since her father died, it was her grandfather, rather than provisions in her father’s will, who supported them. Would that count against her, she wondered, now looking at Elise Dujardin with more interest as well as a flicker of jealousy? Were Celia Dash and Madame Dujardin hatching a plot that threatened to blow her own out of the water?


She’d ask her sister as soon as she arrived back at the house; Winifred was sure to know. However, she was detained outside the church by Mr Foyle, the local builder, and it would have been rude to cut him short. By the time Florence reached the drawing room at The Mariners, it was full of smoke and the smell of sherry. Her grandfather, Henry Pinfold, and her uncle Raymond, her mother’s bachelor brother, were in the bay window smoking cigarettes, while her grandmother was on the sofa talking to Margaret and Winifred. This was how the family usually divided: the men on one side of the room, the ladies on the other. Henry had little interest in the conversation of women while Raymond was only truly fond of one: his mother.


It was going to be a while before Florence was able to get Winifred on her own. Reluctantly, she flopped onto the sofa beside her sister. They were discussing Reverend Millar’s sermon in great detail. Florence sighed and looked bored for she had little patience for conversations that didn’t concern her. ‘What did you think of the sermon, Flo?’ asked Winifred with a grin. She knew very well that Florence had taken in none of it.


‘I got enough religion rammed down my throat at school. The last thing I need in the summer hols is more lectures from the pulpit.’


Margaret threw an anxious glance at her daughter. ‘Don’t say that in front of your grandfather,’ she warned. ‘It’ll sound ungrateful.’


‘I didn’t say I didn’t enjoy school, I only said I didn’t enjoy the school services. You should have heard old Rev Minchin droning on and on every Sunday. And you know, some girls attended not one but three services: early communion, mid-morning matins and evensong. Dreary beyond belief. It’s enough to make one convert to another religion.’


Neither Margaret nor her softly-spoken mother Joan knew how to deal with Florence. The girl was opinionated and irreverent and intent on creating drama, which was why she had been sent off to boarding school in the first place. It had, admittedly, done her some good – taught her manners and etiquette and, to a certain degree, given her some discipline. However, without a father to guide her (and restrain her), she was becoming something of a concern.


‘I hear you were in the end of year play,’ said Joan, smiling encouragingly at her granddaughter in the hope of steering her towards a more positive subject.


Florence’s eyes lit up. ‘Yes,’ she replied, for when it came to theatre, Florence was full of enthusiasm. ‘I was the lead in Twelfth Night.’


‘Viola?’ Joan asked.


‘Yes. I gave a rousing performance,’ Florence added with a smile for she had, she knew, been splendid.


Winifred, who was sipping a glass of sherry, gave a sniff. ‘A little over the top, if you ask me.’


‘What would you know? You’ve never acted in a play in your life!’ said Florence crossly.


‘I thought you were terrific,’ said Margaret. ‘In fact, I overheard a father in the row in front of me saying you were the best Viola he had ever seen. Better, even, than in the West End.’


‘He must have been joking,’ said Winifred.


‘No, he was perfectly serious,’ her mother asserted.


‘I’m going to be an actress,’ Florence reminded them.


Joan slid her eyes to her husband, who was still by the window engrossed in conversation with Raymond. ‘I think you’ll find there are more interesting things to do than that,’ she said gently.


‘Oh no, I’m certain of it. I’m going to be a famous actress.’


‘Your father would not have liked his daughter to walk the boards,’ said Margaret, looking to Winifred for support.


‘It’s unseemly, Flo,’ Winifred agreed.


‘Unseemly? Really, Winnie! Because I’m a well-bred young lady? I suppose you’d prefer me to be presented at court in a pretty white dress with a posy of flowers in my gloved hands.’ Florence laughed scornfully. ‘You’re stuck in the dark ages. I admire women who do things with their lives, instead of sitting around waiting to get married.’


‘I thought you said you were going to marry Aubrey Dash?’


Florence scowled at her sister. She lifted her chin. ‘One can marry and have a life, Winnie!’


Noticing the maid at the door, Joan put up a hand. ‘Girls, it’s time for lunch.’ She looked at Florence and smiled again, hoping to placate her. ‘My dear, I’m sure when you eventually marry you’ll have other things on your mind besides being an actress.’


Florence did not want to argue with her grandmother. She might not have had much respect for her mother and sister, but she did have an innate sense of deference for her grandparents. ‘What’s this I hear about acting?’ said Henry, stubbing out his cigarette and fixing his formidable gaze onto his youngest granddaughter. His moustache twitched like a walrus. ‘I won’t hear of it. Your father would turn in his grave. Prancing about the stage, I ask you.’ He walked with her into the hall, his polished brogues tapping on the wooden floorboards as they made their way towards the dining room. ‘I’m not such an old fogey as to prohibit my daughter or granddaughters from working. To the contrary, I think some form of occupation is a very good thing. A woman’s mind should be stimulated just like a man’s.’ He patted Florence’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll find something useful for you to do.’


‘Grandpa, I want to work in the theatre. I’m not going to change my mind.’


‘We’ve had this discussion before, my dear. A year learning how to be a lady and then we’ll revisit the subject if you think it’s what you really want to do. I daresay by then you might have turned your attention elsewhere.’ He chuckled as he imagined marriage and babies and other typically female concerns.


‘When I was your age I wanted to be a fireman,’ said Raymond from behind them.


Florence laughed. ‘I don’t believe you!’


‘I was a bit younger, I suppose.’


‘A lot younger, I think, would be closer to the truth, Uncle Raymond. Jumping from wanting to wield a hose to gazing upon antiques at Bonhams is quite a leap.’


‘And now he has his own business,’ said Henry proudly. ‘You can always go and do his filing, or make him cups of tea, couldn’t she, Raymond?’


‘Of course. Anytime you want a job, Flo, I’ll be happy to employ you.’


‘I can’t think of anything worse,’ said Florence with a laugh. ‘Not that I wouldn’t love to be in your company, Uncle Raymond. Only, I think I’d find it incredibly dull looking at inanimate objects all day. It makes me sleepy just thinking about it.’


‘We have our fair share of drama, I can assure you,’ he replied.


They took their places at the table and stood for Grace.


‘Everything’s relative, I suppose,’ Florence conceded, although she doubted that drama in the world of antiques could compare to the drama played out at the theatre.





It wasn’t until after lunch that Florence managed to get Winifred on her own. They were in the garden and Winifred was smoking one of her mother’s cigarettes. From there they had a wide view of the sea, glittering in the sunlight beneath a clear blue sky. ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it,’ said Winifred. She sighed. ‘You know, I love this time of year, when we’ve just arrived and have the whole summer before us.’


‘Me too,’ Florence agreed. ‘I wish we lived here all the time. I’m not sure why we don’t, really. Why does Mother have to live in Kent when her family is here?’


‘It was where Daddy and she met and where they lived when they moved back from India.’


‘Silly. Mama should sell up and buy a house down here.’


‘I don’t think she wants to.’


‘She can’t still be holding onto Daddy’s memory? Not after all these years. One wonders, really, why she never married again.’


Winifred shook her head. ‘Sometimes, Flo, your naivety astonishes me.’


Florence was put out. ‘Why? It’s years since Daddy died.’


‘Actually, it’s seven.’


‘That’s a long time.’


‘Not for grown-ups. Besides, she probably doesn’t want to marry again. She loved Daddy. He’s impossible to replace.’


‘Do you miss him, Winnie?’


Her sister nodded. ‘All the time.’ She took a drag of her cigarette, inhaling deeply, before blowing smoke out of the side of her mouth.


Florence frowned. ‘I’d like to say I miss him all the time, but I don’t. He was a distant figure even when he was home. I just remember him being sick.’


‘You were very young, I suppose. My memories of him are probably more vivid.’


‘Was he rich?’


Winifred looked at her in astonishment. ‘What a funny question!’


‘Well, was he? No one ever talks about money. Does Grandpa pay for everything or did Daddy leave Mama something in his will?’


Winifred narrowed her eyes. ‘Who have you been talking to?’


Florence tossed her gaze out to sea. ‘No one. I was just thinking about it in church. Are we, you and I, considered “good catches”?’


‘Good catches?’ Winifred laughed. ‘You have been talking to someone.’


‘Oh, all right. Radio Sue mentioned that French girl…’


‘Elise Dujardin.’


‘You know about her?’


‘Of course. She’s staying with the Dashes.’


‘Well, apparently she’s very wealthy and her mother and Mrs Dash are matchmaking Elise and Aubrey.’ Florence took a breath. Her chest felt tight, suddenly.


Winifred’s expression softened. ‘Ah, I see where this has come from. Well, I can’t tell you whether or not Elise Dujardin is in the possession of a good fortune, as Jane Austen would say. But I can tell you that Grandpa is wealthy enough to satisfy a woman like Celia Dash.’


Florence’s spirits rose with a jolt. ‘Is Grandpa very rich?’ she asked excitedly.


‘No, but Celia Dash is not a snob, nor is she particularly interested in money. She just happens to have a lot. I should imagine she’d accept a maid as her daughter-in-law if her son fell in love with one. So, my dear sister, it is neither here nor there whether or not you are a good catch, because wealth or class are not of concern to the Dashes. What you need is for Aubrey to fall in love with you.’ She laughed, not unkindly. ‘And that, Flo, might just be one challenge too great.’


Florence lifted her chin. If money and position were of no consequence, then it was an even playing field. ‘I have all summer to work on it,’ she said with confidence.


‘But you don’t have age on your side,’ said Winifred.


Florence grinned. ‘Oh, ye of little faith,’ she replied. ‘I might not have the answer to everything, but one thing I do know is that I will surely grow up. I’ll be eighteen in September and nineteen next September. Then I’ll be twenty, then thirty, then fifty, then seventy and, God willing, I might even get to eighty, and what then will two years’ difference in age matter to me and Aubrey?’










CHAPTER TWO
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Florence was not a particularly accomplished tennis player, but she threw herself into the Dashes’ tennis tournament with gusto. If anyone could win simply by grit alone, it was Florence Lightfoot.


The Dashes’ tennis tournament, which took place over two weeks at their magnificent Elizabethan home, Pedrevan Park, was one of the most anticipated events of the summer. William Dash, who had been captain of tennis in his school days, chose the pairs and arranged the seeding from the results of the year before. Florence longed to pair up with Aubrey, which wasn’t an impossible desire because Aubrey was a first-class player, which meant he had to partner a third-class player, like Florence. However, luck was not on her side. Aubrey had been paired with Elise, raising Florence’s suspicions that there were calculating female minds at work here. Florence was paired with John Clairmont, a Dash cousin on Celia’s side and an excellent player.


Pedrevan Park did not have a view of the sea, being situated further inland in the middle of lush fields of grazing cattle and golden wheat, but it was a splendidly grand house. Built in the mid-sixteenth century in silver-grey Cornish stone, it had tall chimneys, mullioned windows with small rectangular panes, and Dutch gables. The estate was large with secret gardens hidden behind yew hedges, a vegetable garden and arboretum planted within the enclosure of a high stone wall and an ornamental lake where a neo-classical rotunda folly and a statue of the goddess Amphitrite cast an ethereal reflection upon the water. It was most certainly the grandest house in Gulliver’s Bay, but the Dashes were not ostentatious or smug; they were grateful to have the means to entertain as they did, for they both loved people and made no distinction between class or creed. They simply wanted everyone to have a good time.


It was almost impossible not to have a good time at Pedrevan Park and everyone looked forward to their invitations with great excitement. The Dashes were the most generous hosts, lavishing their guests with refreshments and opening their beautiful home so that the grounds could be enjoyed. ‘After all,’ Celia would say in her cheerful, breezy manner, ‘what on earth is the point of going to all the trouble to make them so lovely, if no one is going to see them?’


As modest and inclusive as the Dashes were, they did inspire in others, by virtue of their own effortless style and nonchalant grandeur, a desire to present themselves at their very best. The tennis tournament was, therefore, a chance for the young to show off their finest tennis whites and no one would have dared arrive at Pedrevan Park in anything less than the All England Club’s standard of attire. Florence wore a pair of white tennis shorts embellished with sailor-style buttons sewn in a row down the seams of the pockets and a little cable knit sweater with short, puffed sleeves. She swept her blonde hair into clips, leaving it to fall in loose waves over her shoulders. Winifred, who was more conventional, wore a tennis dress that fell below the knee in a pleated skirt. Her dark brown hair was cut short and teased into waves, which was the only fashionable thing about her, Florence thought. The two girls cycled along the leafy narrow lanes with their tennis racquets clamped beneath their arms.


At last, puffing with exertion, they pedalled through the big iron gates and set off up the drive that snaked in seamless curves through the manicured grounds of the Park. The peaceful twittering of birds was drowned out by the sudden roar of an engine behind them. Startled, they pulled up on the grass verge to let the motor car pass. The offending vehicle was a shiny red Aston Martin. Its roof was down, revealing a plush wood and leather interior and a dark-haired young man behind the wheel wearing a pair of sunglasses. They recognized him at once: Rupert Dash, Aubrey’s older brother.


‘How very rude!’ said Winifred as the car sped past and continued on towards the house. ‘He could have slowed down.’


‘And waved,’ Florence added, settling onto her bicycle seat again. ‘Anyway, what’s the hurry?’ They resumed their pedalling. ‘It’s not as if the tournament is going to start without him!’


‘I doubt very much he’ll be playing. He’s not a tennis player.’


‘What does he do now?’


‘Besides showing off?’ said Winifred. ‘I think he’s at The Royal Agricultural College in Cirencester. He’s going to inherit this place, after all. From what I gather, he spends his winters at shooting parties and his summers in the South of France, drinking champagne.’


‘Sounds like fun!’ said Florence.


‘I think it must be fun being a Dash.’


Florence smiled and pedalled harder. ‘I fully intend to become one,’ she said with a giggle and her sister rolled her eyes.


Instead of cycling up to the house, they took the familiar path that cut through an avenue of lime trees and led directly to the tennis court. The immaculately mown court lay in the partial shade of a horse chestnut tree at one end of a vast lawn, which was set up for croquet and lined with wooden benches for spectators. A long trestle table had been positioned in front of the pavilion, laid up with glasses, jugs of lemonade and plates of Victoria sponge cake and biscuits. To the right of it was an easel displaying on a big board the order of play. The place was teeming with people already, dressed in white, and two mixed pairs were knocking up. William Dash was striding around the lawn in a panama hat and linen jacket, ordering everyone about in a firm but genial manner. The younger Dash cousins, who were not included in the competition, acted as ball boys, and Julian Dash, Aubrey’s younger brother, was already sitting at the top of the green wooden umpire’s chair, having volunteered to officiate. Florence spotted Aubrey at once, reclining casually on a rug, smoking, while his sister Cynthia and tennis partner Elise sat demurely beside him. Florence was about to join them when she felt a hand on her shoulder.


‘Hello, partner.’ It was John Clairmont, Aubrey’s cousin. He was looking at her keenly, holding his racquet up as if about to hit a ball.


‘John,’ she said with a smile. ‘When are we on?’


‘Not for a while. But we’ve got a good chance of winning our first match. Jane is hopeless and Freddie is fly-by-night. Terribly inconsistent but hits the odd winner when the wind’s behind him. If you can just get the balls back, I’ll put them away.’


‘Brilliant,’ said Florence. ‘I won’t let you down.’


‘I know you won’t, old girl. You’re a real trooper.’ He glanced at Aubrey, who was his greatest rival. ‘I’m aiming to play Golden Boy over there in the final.’


‘Do you think we’ll get that far?’


‘We have every chance. I’m on top form this summer. Not sure how Froggy plays,’ he said, referring to Elise.


‘If she’s good, we’re in for trouble.’


‘Nothing I can’t handle. Say, do you fancy a drink?’


‘I’d love one.’ They walked towards the pavilion. As they passed the trio on the rug, Aubrey and John bared their teeth; the smile of two lions vying for the same territory.


‘Hi, Cynthia,’ said Florence, trying not to look at Aubrey.


‘Come and join us, Flo,’ said Cynthia, patting the rug beside her. ‘Elise needs encouragement. She’s saying she doesn’t want to play.’


Florence turned to John. ‘Will you bring me some lemonade?’ she asked, giving him her most charming smile so he wouldn’t resent her for ditching him in favour of their greatest rivals. She sat down. ‘Florence Lightfoot,’ she said to Elise, putting out her hand. Elise took it shyly. Her hand was small in Florence’s, like a mouse. Florence felt sorry for her, being so timid. She did not imagine she played a good game of tennis.


‘Flo is my best friend,’ said Cynthia to Elise. ‘But she won’t mind at all if I say she’s rather bad at tennis.’


Florence laughed. When it came to tennis, she was not proud.


Elise looked surprised. ‘I don’t believe that at all,’ she said in a thick French accent, for Florence certainly appeared athletic with her long legs.


‘Oh, it’s true,’ Florence told her. ‘But I run for everything.’


‘Hello, Florence,’ said Aubrey, settling his grey eyes on her in the polite but careless way of a man whose object of interest lies elsewhere.


‘Hello, Aubrey,’ Florence replied, turning back to Elise with a grin. ‘You don’t need to worry about partnering Aubrey. He’s the best player here, so all you have to do is stand at the net and make yourself as small as possible. Let him do all the work and you’ll sail straight through to the final.’


Aubrey laughed, his face creasing into delicious folds. Florence could barely take her eyes off him. ‘Elise will be very disappointed when she finds out I’m not quite as indomitable as you make me out to be, Florence.’


‘Oh, but you are, Aubrey,’ Florence insisted, feeling her face grow hot with an oncoming blush. ‘No one plays as well as you and you know it.’


‘John is not easily beaten,’ he said, dragging lazily on his cigarette. ‘In fact, I’d say you two have a good chance of walking away with the trophy this year.’


‘Hardly,’ said Florence. ‘I’m sure to let him down.’


Cynthia smiled at Elise. ‘You see, not everyone’s a wizard on the court. The point is to have fun. It’s not about winning. Even Aubrey doesn’t mind losing, do you, Aubrey?’


‘Certainly not mixed doubles. However, I think I’d mind if John beat me in a singles match.’ He looked at Elise with kindness. ‘You needn’t worry. I don’t mind how you play. It’s just a bit of fun. Something to keep us all entertained during these long summer months. If we get knocked out in the first round, we can play croquet instead.’


‘All right,’ said Elise in a voice as soft as brie. ‘I’ll play.’


‘Jolly good,’ said Cynthia.


‘Yes, good sport,’ Florence agreed.


‘Do you know croquet was invented by the French?’ said Aubrey, still looking at Elise.


Elise shrugged. ‘Was it?’


‘Yes, it was called jeu de mail. The British stole it and the Scots made golf out of it.’ He chuckled. ‘There, a bit of irrelevant information for you.’


‘I love irrelevant information,’ said Florence. ‘Apparently, tennis started in France too. They used to hit a ball with their hand, which led to fives.’


Aubrey was impressed. ‘How do you know that, Florence?’


She shrugged. ‘Oh, I pick up the odd thing here and there. Actually, Grandpa told me. He knows everything.’


John appeared with Florence’s lemonade. ‘Sorry,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘Got waylaid by your sister. I’ll come and get you when we’re on.’ Florence watched him walk off and then turned her attention back to Aubrey, but to her disappointment he was deep in conversation with Elise and there seemed no opportunity to join them without being gauche, so she talked to her old friend Cynthia instead.


Florence was distracted then by a man wandering slowly across the lawn. He was not dressed for tennis, but was wearing a pair of pale grey, wide-legged trousers and a knitted blue polo shirt. His dark brown hair was swept off his forehead, revealing a widow’s peak which looked glamorous somehow on his imperious face, like a film star. It was Rupert Dash.


Rupert was handsome and tall as all Dashes were, with a slightly aquiline, aristocratic nose and a full, petulant mouth. His brand of good looks, however, lacked the typical Dash traits of lightness and joy and had a shadiness to it, a sense of danger. Florence observed him with interest for he stuck out from the crowd of players like a wolf among sheep.


‘Your brother nearly ran us over on the drive,’ she told Cynthia.


Cynthia laughed. ‘He’s very pleased with his new car,’ she said.


‘It is very fine,’ Florence agreed. ‘Makes quite a din, though.’


‘It’s incredibly popular with the girls.’


‘I can imagine.’ Florence continued to watch him. Hands in pockets he stood by the court and began to take an interest in the game being played. He was too late, however. The match was over and the players were shaking hands. Florence’s attention was distracted by John, rushing up with an electrified look on his face. ‘We’re on,’ he told her excitedly.


‘Good luck, Flo,’ said Cynthia as Florence got up. Aubrey and Elise were so engrossed in each other that they did not notice her leave.





Florence felt attractive in her shorts. She had good legs, she knew, because they had been much admired for their shapeliness. As she knocked up with Jane, who was even worse at tennis than she was, she noticed Freddie whacking balls at John, who calmly returned them as if barely trying. John really was a splendid player, she thought happily. If she could just tap the balls back, she could rely on him to win the points. She noticed Rupert, too, now smoking a cigarette as he observed them through the wire netting.


The match began. Freddie to serve. Florence gritted her teeth and watched the ball closely as it came hurtling towards her. She pulled her racquet back, knowing that, because Freddie had rudely served his best, all she needed to do was make contact with the ball and it would rebound off her racquet with the same speed with which he had served it. John watched her anxiously, willing her not to blunder, but he needn’t have worried. The ball bounced off her racquet and sped over the net, straight past Jane’s left ear. Freddie’s mouth fell open. He had clearly expected to ace her.


Florence heard clapping from behind her. ‘Bravo!’ It was Rupert and he was laughing. ‘That’s the way you return the serve of a man who has forgotten his manners. With interest!’


‘Hear, hear!’ agreed William, joining his eldest son at the netting. ‘Freddie Laycock I would appreciate it if you remembered your manners next time you serve to a lady.’


There were, Florence knew, unspoken rules at Pedrevan Park, and gallantry was one of them.


The match went on and Florence managed to get most balls back. However, for the majority of the game she was told to stay at the net where she had nothing to do, because even when the balls flew within her reach, she did not have the courage to hit them. John wanted her out of play as much as possible. Once or twice she caught Jane’s eye, for she had obviously been given the same instructions from Freddie, and they exchanged a sympathetic smile from their positions between the tramlines. It was not a close match. Freddie lost his temper, shouted at Jane when she missed a backhand and saw his game decline. His forehand, which had appeared so formidable at the beginning, now lost its bite and most of his shots went out. ‘Over-egging the pudding yet again,’ said Rupert, within earshot of Florence who was now serving for the set. ‘Just get it in, sweetheart, and it’s game, set and match.’


Florence patted the ball. It travelled in a slow arc, dropping into Freddie’s service box with a plop. Freddie, now furious, went in for the kill, but managed only to whack it with the flat of his racquet and consequently hit it out. Rupert put his cigarette between his teeth and clapped again. ‘Bravo, Beauty and the Beast,’ he cheered. Then he turned to his father and said, ‘This is more fun than I thought it would be. I might stick around.’


‘Well done, partner,’ exclaimed John cheerfully as he and Florence walked to the net. ‘Good game. You played well. Keep it up and we’ll win the next round too.’


Florence shook hands with Freddie who scowled, and Jane who was sweet and said, ‘You deserved to win, Flo. And by the way, John thinks he’s the bee’s knees, but I’d say you’re his secret weapon.’


They walked off the court. Rupert was smiling at Florence. His gunmetal blue eyes trailed up and down her legs with ill-concealed appreciation. ‘That was a pleasure to watch,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ she replied.


‘You’re Florence Lightfoot, aren’t you? You’ve grown up in the last year.’


‘That is what tends to happen,’ she replied, tossing her hair.


He smirked. ‘You did well out there.’


‘Self-defence, mostly.’


‘I hope you win the trophy.’


‘Why?’


‘Because then Aubrey won’t win it.’


‘Why don’t you play, then you can beat him yourself?’


‘Because I’m shockingly bad.’


‘I think you’ll be disappointed then. Aubrey wins every year, whoever he plays with.’


Rupert dropped his cigarette butt to the ground and crunched it beneath his shoe. ‘Pity,’ he said. ‘But everyone’s luck runs out sometime. I daresay Aubrey’s will too.’ He walked off and Florence was left feeling surprised by his scorn. She wondered why Rupert, who was two years older than Aubrey and heir to Pedrevan, was jealous of his brother.


She went to the pavilion for a glass of lemonade. ‘Well played, Flo,’ said Bertha Clairmont, sister of her tennis partner John, who was tucking into a slice of cake. ‘Your return of serve wiped the smirk off Freddie’s face.’ She laughed, spitting crumbs into the air between them.


Celia Dash had come out to watch the fun. She was elegant in a belted, primrose yellow dress, her short hair fashionably styled into shiny black waves. The long skirt emphasized her slim figure and made her look taller. In fact, she was a picture of sophistication and glamour and Florence stopped her conversation to gaze on her.


‘Mrs Dash should have been a film star,’ she said to Bertha.


‘She’s much too classy for that,’ Bertha replied, taking another bite of the cake.


‘She looks like Joan Bennett.’


‘Who’s Joan Bennett?’


‘Never mind.’ Florence turned her eyes to the tennis court to see that Aubrey was walking onto the court with Elise. ‘Oh, I want to watch this one,’ she said. ‘Are you coming?’


‘Am I ever!’ gushed Bertha, stuffing the rest of the cake into her mouth and following after her.


It seemed that everyone wanted to watch Aubrey’s match. The croquet players stopped their game and young people appeared from every corner of the garden, like hens at feeding time. Florence was curious to see how Elise played. She didn’t imagine she played very well. After all, she had nearly backed out of it altogether.


They began to knock up. Aubrey was stylish in a pair of white trousers and a terry cotton polo shirt. He hit the ball with ease and flair, smiling all the time and saying ‘good shot’ to his opponent, even when it wasn’t a particularly good one. Elise was not as poor as Florence had expected her to be. Chic in her tennis dress with her tanned skin glowing amber in the sunshine, she looked surprisingly accomplished and hit some strong shots. Their opponents were James Clayton, who was of average ability, and Ginger Lately, who was not only beautiful but sporty too. However, even though Ginger played well, not once did Aubrey whack the ball at her, nor did he do what most men did, ignore the girls and hit only to the other boy. Elise made many blunders, apologizing each time to her partner. However, Aubrey did not patronize her. He simply said, ‘Bad luck, partner,’ or ‘That was close,’ and continued the game in his typically good-natured way. Florence, who had rather hoped that Elise played badly, now wished she played better, because Aubrey’s sweetness with her grated.


It was a fun match for the spectators as there was lots of chat and laughter and fooling about. Celia clapped heartily for both couples from her pole position on one of the benches, while Rupert watched only one game before wandering off, bored. John sidled up to Florence. ‘This is what we’re going to be up against,’ he whispered. ‘Aubrey lures his opponent into making the error. Well, two can play at that game.’ Florence wished he’d be a little less competitive. Aubrey’s gamesmanship was so attractive.


When the match was over, Aubrey gave Elise a kiss on the cheek. Florence was stunned. It was customary for players to shake hands. ‘I suppose that’s what the French do,’ said Bertha with a chuckle.


‘Do they, do you think?’ said Florence, feeling a little better about it.


‘It’s only right that England conquers France,’ said John with a laugh.


‘Oh really, John! That’s vulgar,’ said Bertha. However, she couldn’t help but laugh as well. Florence did not laugh. She did not find it funny at all. The competition had intensified and Aubrey didn’t even know there was one. Florence sighed and folded her arms. The truth was, Aubrey barely noticed her. But Florence was not a girl to give up at the first hurdle. She had the whole summer to get his attention, and get it she would, one way or another.
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