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For
my aunt, Ida Medd








Preface


Writing this story has taken a long time.


Although a schoolteacher’s summer vacations are the envy of all workers, they never seemed to allow me enough time to produce anything other than fragmented narratives. So there are drafts of this story where different characters recall different episodes or write letters describing their experiences. At one time, I even toyed with letting the reader choose the order in which these were read. It was only when I took the bold step of leaving teaching that I found I had the space in my head to turn a disjointed draft into a fluent narrative. By that time, of course, I knew my characters intimately. It was relatively easy to lift them fully on to the page.


I am indebted to my aunt, Ida Medd (née Sheppard) to whom this book is dedicated. After repeated nagging, she wrote down everything she could remember about growing up in a Kent village, the daughter of the village schoolmaster, in the mid-twentieth century. One of my most prized possessions is the ninety pages or so of closely handwritten notes which she passed on to me. These provided me with an authentic social context. I also owe a great deal to the Quaker boarding school where I was educated. It was here that I first engaged in metaphysical sparring and grappled, whilst the Cold War raged, with the merits of pacifism. The early chapters of Indomitable Friend, The Life of Corder Catchpool 1883-1952 by William R. Hughes (first published by George Allen and Unwin Ltd 1956) fixed some of these ideas in the First World War. From all of this emerged a story which, I hope, leaves the reader with lots to ponder.


Because I once taught English Literature, I have relished the opportunity to craft a story where structure and pattern play their part in its telling. I hope that having read this story, you will enjoy talking about it.


I should like to record my sincere thanks to Janet Nevin for her encouragement and advice in the re-drafting process.


Any allusions to historical figures and actual places are founded on imagination rather than fact.


D.M.


August 2016




from My Song is Love Unknown


My song is love unknown,


My Saviour’s love to me,


Love to the loveless shown,


That they might lovely be.


O who am I,


That for my sake


My Lord should take


Frail flesh and die?







He came from his blest throne,


Salvation to bestow;


But men made strange, and none


The longed-for Christ would know.


But O, my friend,


My friend indeed,


Who at my need


His life did spend!







Why what hath my Lord done?


What makes this rage and spite?


He made the lame to run,


He gave the blind their sight.


Sweet injuries!


Yet they at these


Themselves displease


And ‘gainst him rise.







In life, no house, no home


My Lord on earth might have;


In death, no friendly tomb


But what a stranger gave.


What may I say?


Heaven was his home;


But mine the tomb


Wherein he lay.


Here might I stay and sing,


No story so divine;


Never was love, dear King,


Never was grief like thine.


This is my Friend,


In whose sweet praise


I all my days


Could gladly spend.


Samuel Crossman c. 1624-84








Chapter One


Monday, 12 August 1940


All day there had been dogfights high overhead. It was mid-afternoon when the rector’s wife stepped through the French windows into the garden. Bullets spattered down through the trees, ripping the turf around her feet yet leaving her unscathed. This, the second miracle of her life, turned her wits.


In the same hour, Delia Simmonds was about to wring the neck of a young cockerel ready for the pot while her father, the retired schoolmaster, was sitting on the old oak bench, resolutely ignoring the combat above the clouds. The squawking of the doomed bird was drowned out as a stricken aeroplane came screaming down from the sky toward them. They watched as it roared above the roof of their cottage, skimming the tops of the trees before ploughing straight into the South Lodge on the other side of the wood.


They heard the crash, but neither felt compelled to hurry along the lanes to see where it had hit the ground. News would reach them soon enough. They had inhabited the fringes of village life for some years now. As an accumulation of barnacles and weed gradually renders a vessel unseaworthy, so the steady accretion of gossip and suspicion, which had attached itself to the schoolmaster and his family since the tragic events ten years before, had made his position untenable. He had bought a small parcel of land in the woodlands and had a cottage built there for himself and his daughter.


As it happened, it could not have been ten minutes before a child came running up the path to the gate.


‘You’d best come, miss, sir. Plane’s crashed into the South Lodge. They’re saying your Bertie and Mrs. Cordingley’s inside but it’s all ablaze.’


For a moment, Delia froze, the limp bird in her hand, the basket for its feathers between her feet. Then she threw back her head and laughed and laughed.


The child fled.


‘Pull yourself together, Delia. Have some self-control,’ snapped her father. ‘Get your coat. You’ll have to see what’s happened.’


‘I’ll pluck the bird whilst it’s warm. There’ll be nothing I can do.’


A plane has come screaming out of the sky like some vengeful angel and passed over us to strike at Anstace and Bertie. If this is retribution, laughter is the only response, she thought. She ripped out the bird’s feathers in handfuls.


‘We ought to find out if anything’s happened to Bertie,’ her father said some minutes later.


‘Ought we? Very well. I’ll go. I shall go.’ She took the fowl into the kitchen and left it, ready for drawing, in a large earthenware crock. She washed her hands and threw a fawn-coloured cardigan over her shoulders before leaving the cottage and cutting through the woods toward the South Lodge, on the edge of the estate. She would not have expected to hear much birdsong during the heat of the afternoon but even so the woods seemed particularly, eerily quiet. As she neared the scene, though still muffled by the swaying canopy of leaves, she was able to hear the calling and sounds of urgency. Then the spit and crackle of the flames became audible and she saw the smoke billowing, grey and yellow. Its acrid scent caught the back of her throat.


There was a far larger crowd than she had expected. A detachment of soldiers from those billeted in the grounds of the Big House had arrived and an officer was taking control. Someone had found a pump and hose and valiant efforts were being made to quench the flames whilst the wreckage of the plane was perched above the structure like some ridiculously incongruous decoration challenging the pre-eminence of the Elizabethan chimneys; remarkably, they remained intact.


People began to notice her now, and although some of the village women stood back awkwardly, most gathered around her. They want to draw out the drama, Delia thought. They want to milk this bit of war on their doorstep for all its worth. The ghoulish urgency to their speech was at odds with any sympathy they might try to convey.


‘Pilot’s dead that’s for sure. Poor lad. Some mother’s son shot down by bloody Jerry. But were they … would you know if there was anyone in the Lodge?’


‘I’d heard they’d gone away for a few days.’


‘The Sergeant says it’s not safe to go in while it’s still burning but he would if there was a chance…’


‘There’s been no screams or cries for help and people were here as soon the plane hit.’


Delia just shook her head, refusing to engage and watched the men fight the fire as best they could. Someone pressed a mug of tea into her hand. Others grew more solicitous, taking her silence as shock and grief. Whatever the hostility which Delia and her family felt toward Mrs. Cordingley (that was common knowledge throughout the village), for all the gossip that had stuck to them since the suicide — and some of it really nasty, if truth be told — and it had cost Mr. Simmonds his job, in the end, make no mistake—the lad, after all, was still their kin. It would be unnatural to feel nothing.


‘It’s a shock to us all,’ said one. ‘It could’ve come down on anyone, blown the whole village to smithereens like as not. It’s a blessing if the lodge was empty.’


‘Act of God, that’s what.’


‘We’ll see what the rector says.’


‘Mrs. Jackman thinks it’s a miracle. She’s out in her garden now singing hymns on her hands and knees.’


‘Even more doolally than before then.’


And so it went on. The purposeless chatter barely registered with Delia as she waited, watching her neighbours and the squaddies from the camp subdue the fire as best they could. In the end, an engine from Faversham arrived and the fire officers took over.


The priority seemed to be the dead pilot and identifying him. He was the only certain casualty. She was told that they’d assess the situation in the morning, when the building would still be smouldering but safe enough to investigate. If there had been anyone inside, they would not have survived; that seemed clear. They said she’d be better off going home and getting some rest. The army would guard the site, she was told. There’d be no looting, if that was a worry. They had to protect the plane from kids scrambling about for souvenirs, apart from anything else.


Delia did not take the most direct route back to her father. There was nothing urgent about inconclusive information.


She could not help wondering whether, even in death (if she had indeed been killed in the Lodge), Anstace had not also stolen some advantage. How fortunate to meet oblivion, swallowed whole by death in one great gulp, than slowly to be licked away, sucked dry in life’s terrible maw. Such, she thought, was likely to be her own lot: left with her father, eking out a threadbare existence on his meagre pension in the same village where she had always lived, where every familiar hedge, every ancient wall hemmed her in with disappointment and loss. Had there been happier times? Of course. But her memory of them had no more power to move her than a box of faded sepia snaps, to be glanced at and turned over.


She would return to the South Lodge in the morning when the firemen would start picking over the ruins. They would, of course, salvage what they could. Perhaps they would make a pile of rescued items and stack them under the torn magnolia tree. Some Cordingley relation would be found to pore over them, sifting for anything of value before sending what remained to be knocked down under the hammer at some third-rate auction.


Perhaps it would be Anstace herself who would sort the debris. Perhaps she would rise from the ashes. Perhaps she was still alive.


Delia’s slow return to her cottage took her past the rectory. There, on her knees, not praying but searching apparently for something in the grass, was Hetty Jackman, the rector’s wife. She was paying no heed to either her husband or the doctor’s wife who were both trying to encourage her to leave off her desperate business and go inside. She kept pulling free as they tried to get her to stand, and began scrabbling anew. Delia paused momentarily, allowing a smile to warp her lips.


If Hetty Jackman were to suffer that too would indicate some justice. So much responsibility for the unravelling lay at her door. Had hers been foolish interference or gross presumption? Delia did not really care now. There was no point in raking it all up again. But she would certainly feel no pity if Hetty Jackman had indeed turned ‘even more doolally than before’.


Thursday, 22 August 1940


It was on the third day that Frederick Simmonds received a telephone call from Kingsnorth and Kingsnorth, Canterbury solicitors, to inform him that his son, Bertie, and Anstace Cordingley were alive. Most fortuitously, he was told, they had not been at home when the South Lodge was hit and, if Mr. Simmonds could be at home on an afternoon during the following week, Mr. Kingsnorth believed that a meeting would be in order. There were some matters of importance to discuss.


Delia was preparing to bottle the summer fruit when she answered the door to the solicitor. She left the preserving jars ranged in rows along the table, hanging her apron on the back of the door; it was a job which she could easily return to.


‘Mr. Kingsnorth. I believe we met once before, years ago.’


‘Good afternoon, Miss Simmonds. Yes, Robert Kingsnorth. Is your father, is Mr. Simmonds at home?’


‘Why would he not be?’


‘Indeed.’


She took his hat and overcoat, thinking him ridiculously overdressed for August, and led him into the back room with its view of the vegetable garden and fruit cage. It was where her father would invariably sit when he was not outside working the plot. She gestured to the solicitor to sit in the only other upholstered seat but drew up a ladderback chair for herself and waited. Outside, the dog, chained to its kennel, continued to bark intermittently.


Though now he had to be in his late seventies, Frederick Simmonds still struck Robert Kingsnorth as essentially a man in his prime. Tall, well-built, he seemed to have lost none of his strength with the passing of the years. He did not sit low in his chair but filled it, his shoulders snug within the wings of the chairback. Conscious of his own flabbiness, and the stretch of his waistcoat, Kingsnorth noted that there was no paunch or any suggestion of incipient corpulence about this old man.


‘Good afternoon, Mr. Simmonds. Thank you for seeing me.’ And then, when there was seemingly no reaction, ‘You have a fine allotment here, I see. Very productive, I’m sure.’


Frederick Simmonds turned his head slowly and then rose to his feet to shake the solicitor’s proffered hand.


So there has been some aging, thought Kingsnorth. He had expected the old man to have moved with more confident ease. His eyes too lacked the dark energy which had made such an impression those years before. It was as if this man were now powered by a weaker, smaller engine, which lacked the capacity to mobilise fully body and mind.


‘You have something to discuss.’


‘I do, Mr. Simmonds. I do. I am not sure if you are cognisant of … are aware of what I have to tell you.’ He paused. There was silence.


It was Delia who broke it.


‘Neither are we, Mr. Kingsnorth, until you explain.’


‘Indeed. The matter is this, quite simply this: they are married. Mrs. Cordingley … your son … married.’


The devastation of the South Lodge, and the news that they had escaped, were neither as explosive as this. Delia felt the room contract around her as if everything had suddenly shrunk and was squeezing her, sucking the air from her lungs and compressing every joint in her body. She found herself repeating what Kingsnorth had told them. Was she doing so aloud? She could not tell. She reiterated the words but they might have been alien phonemes from another tongue; they had sense, undoubtedly, but they carried no meaning. What could this mean? What further aberration was this?


Mrs. Cordingley. Your son. Married. Anstace. Bertie. Married. Simply.


‘Simply?’ she said. ‘Simply? How can it be that? After everything, how can it be that?’ She was shouting now. She saw Kingsnorth flinch. She also saw something in his face—was it satisfaction?—as he watched her react to his news. She felt herself grow ugly as the rage and bile began to build up inside her, twisting her features. She thought she was going to be sick. She would be sick if this man continued to stare at her. She wanted to be sick.


Frederick Simmonds spoke and drew Kingsnorth’s attention.


‘I do not think of him as my son.’


‘Nevertheless.’


‘You have told me nothing which you could not have told me over the telephone.’


‘I thought the shock…’


‘There is no shock.’ As Simmonds started to speak, Kingsnorth permitted himself to indicate Delia sitting, clenched, catatonic even, to his left.


‘I have experienced no shock,’ continued Simmonds, ‘because there is no consequence of any moment. I told you this before. You dabble around trying to find meaning, joining together this and that in your legalistic mind, trying to impose on others a system and a structure. One thing leads to another. Of course it does: cause, effect, cause, effect. But there is no meaning there. Small minds, Mr. Kingsnorth, small minds try to impose order to give everything meaning because they cannot accommodate chaos. Whilst I have learned to embrace it. I cannot speak for my daughter. She will take things as they come in her own way. But for me, though I may be interested in news of this and that, I am not moved. You can tell me nothing of Bertie or Anstace Catchpool—’


‘I have always known her by her married name of “Cordingley”, although I suppose she is “Mrs. Simmonds” now.’


Kingsnorth realised he had betrayed himself with this spiteful aside for the daughter broke in, preventing her father from continuing. Although her face was sweaty and a red mottling played upon her throat, his quip had jolted her out of her temporary debility. There was a tremor in her voice but it would not, he knew, stem from any weakness but from the sheer effort of suppressing a dangerous fury. When she smiled at him, and her words were squeezed through this mockery of pleasantness, he knew she had seen through his professional veneer.


‘You have an interest, do you not, Mr. Kingsnorth? I am right, am I not, that your wife is the late Mr. Cordingley’s cousin? I am right, am I not, that your wife’s family has never accepted the terms of his mother, Lady Margery Cordingley’s will? And no doubt I am also right that Cordingleys and Kingnorths are rejoicing in a development which they think might give substance to whatever claim they are hatching to appropriate the estate.’


‘Miss Simmonds, I can assure you—’


‘No, Mr. Kingsnorth, you can assure us of nothing. You are compromised. But even if you weren’t, understand this: my father and I have no interest in Bertie’s legacy. We are not involved. We never have been. Ever. Never. We made that clear before. And I think, therefore, that your only purpose in coming here this afternoon is to malign.’


She had risen from her chair and taken a step forward so that, even had he not still been sitting, he would have felt threatened. As he stood and tried to muster some advantage (holding onto his lapels as if to emphasise his sombre, professional attire, lifting his chin from the starched constrictions of his wing-collar), he knew that nothing he could say would have the slightest effect. I have crossed a dangerous woman, he thought. I doubt she is entirely sane.


‘Sit down, man,’ said Simmonds. ‘You came out here presumably to tell us more than this. You would have expected us to hear of this—this marriage—in due course, without having to set yourself up as the bearer of the news. So out with it. Sit down and out with it.’


Simmonds is ignoring his daughter. He has no more control over her, thought Kingsnorth, than over a wild thing; and to think that he once was a schoolmaster with every child in the neighbourhood obedient to his instruction.


Delia had turned aside and was standing away from them. One hand was on her throat, trying to assuage the burning sensation she was experiencing. The other, Kingsnorth saw, hung by her side, the fingers splayed rigid, immobile, but ready, it seemed, to snatch or grab at any weapon for attack or defence. Her lack of any femininity, any graciousness, repelled him and this was licence enough for him to wipe from his mind the humiliating fear for his person which, for a moment, she had induced in him. He turned toward the elderly schoolmaster. He did not care if his face registered the contempt with which he now defended himself.


He sat down and, maintaining a stiff posture, spoke to the old man. His tone was coldly professional but he could give himself no credit for influencing the temperature of the interview. Frederick Simmonds was glacial. It was not a question of being ‘unmoved’, he did not even appear interested. I might, thought Kingsnorth, be talking about the state of the roads or the length of the queue at the butcher’s. There was nothing, not even a twitch in the jaw muscle or a narrowing of the eyes, to suggest the slightest concern. Kingsnorth persisted; he spelled out, in as much detail as he could, the situation. He hoped that he might bait them into some response.


He was aware of the woman behind him shifting her position. He would have preferred to have her in his sight but better that she was present than not. He realised that she was more likely, being more emotionally charged than her father, to give him what he wanted.


‘It is now ten years since Lady Margery Cordingley willed practically everything to your son, Bertie Simmonds, in the belief that he was not your son but the illegitimate child of her own late son, Geoffrey Cordingley. She was perfectly entitled to do this although there was an expectation that Lady Margery, now childless, would honour the spirit of her late husband’s will and bequeath the estate to her husband’s nieces. And yes, Miss Simmonds, I am married to one of them. However, as you know, in the spring of 1930, Lady Margery suddenly revoked her earlier will and left everything to Hubert Frederick Simmonds.’


‘Oh, call him “Bertie” for God’s sake. We never called him “Hubert”.’


‘Very well, Miss Simmonds. Lady Margery’s will explained that she regarded Hubert Frederick Simmonds, or Bertie, as her grandson. The question then arose as to whether Bertie was indeed the illegitimate son of Geoffrey Cordingley. And, if he were, who was his mother?’


‘None of this is new. I have been hounded by malicious gossip and innuendo ever since that sick woman made her will. You yourself pestered us with innumerable letters and, in the end, my father and I signed affidavits swearing that Bertie was who we had always said he was. What more could be done? We do not need this tedious reiteration from you.’


Kingsnorth was delighted. His words had begun to sting. He swiveled around in his chair so he could observe the woman’s reaction. But she had composed herself so that her expression was now as stoney as her father’s. They reminded him of some of the less savoury clients he had dealt with early in his career who, clearly guilty of all with which they had been charged, retreated into a stronghold of silence, when under interrogation, in the misguided belief that it lent them some nobility. The Simmonds’ emotionless demeanour did not fool him. It was camouflage.


If Bertie was who they said he was, how could they be unmoved? He had been a child with arrested mental development, marked ten years before, not only by that bizarre Easter phenomenon but also by Lady Margery’s peculiar favour. His life—Simmonds’ and his daughter’s lives — had changed irrevocably. To feign this carelessness was disingenuous.


As he continued, Kingsnorth hoped his tone conveyed the right balance of righteous irritation and superior moral perspective.


‘You mention the affidavits, Miss Simmonds, but you know perfectly well that it was only much later, when you yourselves had begun to feel the pressure of public opprobrium, that you agreed to sign them. At the time, you merely referred me to his birth certificate as I sought to bring some clarity to an extremely murky situation.


‘However. I am happy to leave that to one side. The fact is, three things have now occurred. First, Bertie Simmonds has come of age. Secondly, as a result of this, the Trust set up to manage his inheritance has folded. Thirdly, extraordinarily, he has married Anstace Cordingley. You therefore need to know that my clients, Lady Margery’s nieces, will be filing a legal challenge to Lady Margery’s will and the circumstances surrounding her making of it. You are both likely to be called as witnesses at any proceedings which follow.’ That was it. That dart should penetrate. He felt like jabbing the old man in the chest to make the point even more emphatically.


Kingsnorth waited but Frederick Simmonds merely let his eyes meet Kingsnorth’s. His straight gaze was unwavering, blind to anything which might cause his eyes to register, by even the smallest muscular contraction, any emotion. There was nothing for the solicitor to read there, neither fear, nor resentment, nor even weary resignation.


Kingsnorth felt himself thwarted. He had never forgiven this pair for the haughty disdain with which they had always treated him. Who did these country nobodies think they were? They were entangled, one way or another, in this fraudulent appropriation of the Cordingley estate, yet still they refused to acknowledge his professional role and status.


He would have his revenge and he told them what it would be: to force a court appearance and have them thrown back into the public eye. They continued to sit, stonily impassive, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing a new wound opening. He felt his throat tighten with impotent fury. He swallowed hard and continued, his words level and pointed; he wanted every syllable to be a barb.


As he spoke, Delia moved around the room until she stood behind her father. She was silhouetted against the window so he could not read her expression. Was he deluding himself or had her ferocity grown brittle? Was there something about the way she held herself which had sagged?


‘Yes, my clients have instructed me to renew their challenge to Lady Margery’s will because this marriage raises two important questions. Perhaps you have already realised what these are. Significantly, Anstace Cordingley is now in a position to inherit or at the very least enjoy the Cordingley estate at Mount Benjamin; therefore, someone other than Bertie Simmonds is now clearly gaining from Lady Margery’s will. Additionally, Anstace Cordingley’s marriage to Bertie means that he cannot be her late husband Geoffrey’s son for such a relationship would be an impediment to marriage. You see, there is much to be picked apart in the courts. There may have been a conspiracy to disinherit Lady Margery’s nieces, her lawful heirs, and appropriate a fortune.’


Kingsnorth was at his sternest. He intended to convey that behind him sat the full weight of England’s judiciary. He demanded to be taken seriously. He would force some acknowledgement. At last, by rising to his feet, Frederick Simmonds seemed to accept the challenge. But he merely gestured to the door.


‘Delia, could you show our visitor out?’


‘Mr. Simmonds, I could save you and your daughter a considerable amount of time and relieve your distress if—’


‘Do I appeared distressed? You can save me nothing.’


‘You cannot hide from this. I must make that clear. You cannot pretend things can stay as they are. Bertie Simmonds (whoever he is) and Anstace Simmonds (as we must now call her) are part of your life. They—’


‘They are not. They have no more substance than a wraith, a ghost. Some people might believe in such things just as some people believe in angels, but I do not. Nothing you have said holds any interest for me. The blackcurrants and gooseberries in the garden interest me as do, at present, the spitfires in the skies, but you and what you deal in do not.’


Kingsnorth felt the physical presence of the man, taller than he was, broad chested and trim in the body. Whether it was the fact that he was being confronted by a schoolmaster or some other trigger, he did not know but Kingsnorth suddenly experienced those same raw feelings of worthlessness and inadequacy which he associated with his early schooldays. He felt bullied and intimidated and the resources which he had acquired over his professional career to counter those feelings now simply evaporated. He was a pathetic thirteen-year-old again and the dry legal processes, which he now peddled, were inadequate; they were no substitute for a heroic temperament. But even at thirteen, bruised and humiliated from some sordid mistreatment at the hands of older boys, he had never been wholly cowed. That same resilience now surfaced. He would beat Simmonds in the end; the law would run its relentless course and it would be something to see the light of defiance finally die in the other man’s eyes.


In the meantime, however, there was nothing further that he could say which could have any effect against such obdurate disinterest.


On leaving, Kingsnorth could only snatch a bleak consolation from Simmonds’ sneering, parting words. The fact that he felt compelled to assert his utter lack of engagement was an indication, surely, that some nerve had been laid open, that he— Robert Kingsnorth—had some potency.


Delia handed the solicitor his hat and coat. She had wanted to look him in the eye and skewer him in the way that her father had but she found she did not have that same cold strength. She said nothing to him and so the only acknowledgement he gave her was a curt nod as he settled his hat. She leaned with her back to the door and listened to his footsteps as he walked away from the cottage. The dog started barking again, challenging the grumbling of the engine as he started up his motor to drive back to Canterbury.


‘Oh, be quiet,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Quiet.’ The word was more of a description of her craving than an imperative.


She returned to her father who was staring out into the garden. The light had shifted with the late afternoon and the heavier woodland, bordering the vegetable plot to the west, now threw much of the garden into shade.


‘Have you tuned in the wireless?’ he asked her.


‘Not since we finished luncheon. I doubt that there’ll be any more news. Just that guarded optimism now that the skies have stayed clear and the standard warnings about enemy pilots bailing out.’


‘Perhaps an invasion really has been averted. But if it hasn’t, I’d not run, Delia. If the Germans came up through Kent, as they would, bound for London, I’d stay here whatever the outcome. I’d expect you to decide for yourself what to do.’


She knew better than to dissuade him or even to discuss the issue. If the Germans crossed the Channel or dropped thousands of airborne soldiers into Kent, the situation would be critical— literally a matter of life or death—but even that, she knew, would fail to move him. She could imagine others remaining resolutely in their homes, as the invaders fought their way toward the capital, because they would be driven by a stubborn resolve to defend what was theirs, however high the odds were stacked against them. Her father’s immobility, however, was not inspired; there was no moral agency behind his passivity.


If it had been his intention, by raising the topic of an invasion, to distract her from the business dropped upon them by the solicitor, Delia was not to be so easily diverted. If there were anyone other than her father to whom she could talk, she would have done so, leaving her father to his own thoughts. But there was only one other person alive who understood anything of her family’s real circumstances and that person, Anstace, was the last person Delia could ever approach. So it was to her father that Delia posed her question.


‘Why do you think she’s done it?’ she asked. It was the same question she had asked herself, on different occasions, over more than twenty years. Why? What was it that drove Anstace, with her implacable calm, to intrude upon—no, it was far deeper than mere intrusion; ‘invade’ or ‘devastate’ would be more apt—their lives?


‘It will have been convenient. Why else would anyone do anything?’


‘Spite.’


‘Do you really see Anstace as some malevolent force turned against you?’ Frederick Simmonds turned to face his daughter. He raised his eyebrows quizzically; it was the most visible display of emotion he had shown all afternoon.


‘What other explanation? Why does she persist… ?’


‘She took Bertie ten years ago. Was that spiteful? I remain profoundly grateful to her. You should be too. We have had a much quieter time than we should otherwise.’


‘Quieter. Yes.’


‘And this marriage … no doubt there has been a ceremony of sorts. It will be legal. But I shall not concern myself with the detail. People marry for many reasons. As I say, it will be convenient.’


‘But the talk.’


‘There will always be talk. You know that. I told you when you prevailed upon me to swear that affidavit that it would not be the end of it. Now there’ll be more talk. The question is whether you listen to it.’


We have nothing in common, she thought. We never have. He has never taken the trouble to understand me. He was never particularly interested in me as a child and it is no different now. People might look in on our domestic situation, observing the unremarkable sameness of our routines, perhaps even commending some filial loyalty, and think that father and daughter are no doubt a comfort to one another (for had there not been trouble in the past, some family tragedy?). They would be wrong.


Temperamentally, she thought, we face in opposite directions. Our history binds us together with just enough slack to give each of us the illusion of free movement until something gives us a jolt. Then, we start up and immediately pull apart, straining against the ropes which shackle us together until they scour their way deep into our flesh.


Every disturbance confirms his abhorrence of society. It would be monastic if there were any creed sustaining him. It is not misanthropy because there is no anger or bitterness. He could be far out at sea staring over the grey, swelling waves, with nothing at the four points of the compass to break the horizon. Or he could be deep in the desert with dune upon dune of sand, unrelieved by any movement except the pattern of their own slowly shifting shadows, as the sun takes its daily course. In either situation, his expression will remain impassive, unperturbed. It is only in places such as these that he could come close to a sort of serenity.


Whereas I … What would content me? It’s despicable that after everything, the thing I dream of most is still that view from the lawns of the Big House at Mount Benjamin, with the village to the east and its farms rolling away to the south, beyond the ha-ha. Such a thing never came to pass. I shall no doubt end my days in this cottage on the edge of the woods.


But knowing this does not mean that I can simply settle to my fate in surrender. I have been driven to it but I am not, God knows, at heart, a solitary creature.


When one’s existence is as thin as mine has become, she thought, anything which steals those fragile courtesies (the casual greeting by a neighbour, the touching of a cap in passing, the nod exchanged with a slight acquaintance met by chance in town) leaves devastation. It is not in my nature to shrink away. I have never been cowed. But that does not mean I can shrug off disdain, or disregard, or even pity as easily as Father turns to the thinning of his carrots.


I have been worn thin, she thought, struggling against a foe too subtle to grapple with: Anstace.


It is Anstace who provoked the talk. How could Father feel any gratitude to her for taking Bertie on? It had been she, with her interfering indulgence of the boy, who had provoked that first torrent of talk, rumour, gossip and speculation in the papers which had such a terrible outcome. We had kept Bertie as good as mute before Anstace worked on him.


Until then, we had managed, as so many others had also managed, to re-order our lives and rectify all that had grown warped and crooked because of the War. When Anstace got Bertie talking, it was like an eruption. Everyone started talking. Mrs. Jackman proclaimed it was a miracle! And then Lady Margery twisted it further.


It is absurd for Father to claim that it is merely a question of whether one chooses to listen to the talk or not.


‘Sometimes there’s no choice; one has to listen,’ Delia said aloud. The real question, she thought, was how one reacted to what one heard. But she was not prepared to argue the point.


She returned to the kitchen and the summer’s fruit. It would need preserving before the end of the day, whilst it was still freshly picked. Through the rhythms of her work, Delia’s mind replayed the events around that Easter, ten years before. There was nothing she could now undo but had she done right? Should they have sent Bertie away? It had hardly been a considered decision and, given all that they had endured, perhaps it had been a capitulation, something done in weakness for which they were now being called to account.


She sat at the long, deal table carefully picking the blackcurrants from the stems her father had cut from the bushes. The leaves had begun to wilt a little but they still released a pungent, woody scent from their bruising. Her fingers worked deftly, nipping the flower-end and stalk clean from each currant. She put to one side any damaged fruit; they would have it stewed or in a crumble over the next day or two. There was plenty left and she filled jar after jar, knocking each one on the table to settle the fruit before topping them up and placing them in the cooling oven for an hour or so to allow the fruit to ‘run’. Over by the back door, there were several trugs laden with ripe damsons. A dozen or so wasps circled lazily, drawn to the fruit where the skin was broken and the juices seeped. She looked at her hands where the cuticles and the new skin beneath the nails were now stained like a butcher’s.


‘Mellow fruitfulness,’ said Delia to herself, and she wondered at the irony of this rich harvest, at the ephemeral glory of fresh produce from the garden against the obligation to boil or salt it down before decay set in, in order to sustain them in the months to come.


This, she supposed, is the purpose of memory. We boil and sugar, we pickle, salt, and smoke our experiences, laying them down for future consumption. How does it work then? Is it the quality of the experience or the skill of remembering which creates a solid memory, a memory to get one’s teeth in to? For I seem only to have barren memories, shrivelled things good for nothing.


And what, she wondered, would be the abiding memories from this harvest time? Would it be the long summer evenings, stretching into a golden autumn, with the currant branches laid out for stripping and the damsons ready to fall when one shakes the branches, the apples and pears ripening along their cordons: a glut of fruit scenting the path along the old brick wall? Or would it be the destruction of the South Lodge, the smell of the charred timbers, and the sight of Anstace’s precious garden trampled flat under a blue sky pocked by the smoke from aeroplanes in deadly combat?


The weapons of war, she thought, are more likely to gather in the skies than any of Keats’ twittering swallows.


Talk


‘Dear ladies, so good of you to sit with my poor wife. But now, if you will excuse me … when the girl brings in the tea, would you, Mrs. Furnival, be so kind as to pour? Hetty, I fear, is in too nervous a state to coordinate pot and strainer.’


‘And you will not want hot water dribbled onto the mahogany.’


‘Quite so. Hetty, Mrs. Furnival will be mother. I shall leave you now to her kind ministrations. It is a full week, ladies, since her little scare but I hope that if, by chance, she speaks at all out of turn, you will not set anything by it. Little she says has any import. I shall slip away.’


‘Nor, to be perfectly frank, Mrs. Perch, has it ever. I see no reason to lower my voice because she takes nothing in these days. Just sits by the window wrapped up in her own odd thoughts. I daresay I shall go over and give her a little shake now and again just to make sure she does not drift too far away. Dr. Furnival, my husband, says that patients exhibiting this sort of behaviour need to be prevented from slipping away into their own imaginations. They are seldom good places. And I expect, if I might hazard a little guess, that you retain a certain interest in Hetty Jackman, in what she has to say? It is extraordinary how what happened ten years ago can suddenly be as significant as something which occurred only yesterday.’


‘There have been certain developments.’


‘But surely not, this time, any that Hetty Jackman has engineered. Oh! I believe she heard me. Don’t squirm, Hetty, it’s too ghastly. Perhaps she’s finally realised, poor thing, that her existence is simply incidental; this shrinking away from everything is an attempt to fade. Do you just want to fade, Hetty? Is that it?’


‘That would surprise me, Mrs. Furnival. Leopards don’t change their spots. It’s attention-seeking. Oh, yes. It was always her way. And I take it amiss. I take it very amiss. I have not forgotten that, when she did something similar ten years ago, it cost me my inheritance.’


‘It was silliness and thoughtlessness.’


‘Silly, thoughtless people can be the most dangerous of all. I think she knows that I have got the measure of her now. I believe my being here is making her uncomfortable. Despite being in her own drawing room, look how she writhes away from me when I approach, twisted up on the edge of her chair!


‘Oh! But here is the tea…’


‘Ah! Thank you, Rita. It is “Rita” isn’t it? Girls seldom stay long at the rectory and it is difficult to keep up with the changes of name.’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Just here will do. I shall pour. You may go.’


‘You seem quite at home here, Mrs. Furnival.’


‘Not at home, my dear. Who could be with such a spectre in the wings? Now let me press you to a slice of seedcake, Mrs. Perch. It is, I must confess, of my own baking.’


‘Let me compliment you, Mrs. Furnival. Very light.’


‘We keep our own chickens so there are always fresh eggs, but I do pride myself on the quality of my sponge. It’s all in the beating.’


‘However—’


‘You have not come up from Canterbury to talk about my baking.’


‘Mrs. Furnival, you know I have no interest in rumour or gossip—’


‘Which is just as well, my dear, because I never give them the time of day.’


‘—but I do need to know if there’s any talk of developments.’


‘I am not sure what you know. There are, of course, no bodies. Besides the airman, of course. There was no one in the South Lodge when it was struck. That’s the real miracle, of course, rather than anything that Hetty Jackman may fancy. Mrs. Childs, the housekeeper at Mount Benjamin, had arranged to visit Mrs. Cordingley that very afternoon to discuss the billeting of the troops in the Home Woods. The commanding officer had complained that the men under canvas are over-run with ants. But then, Mrs. Cordingley telephoned that morning to say that she would not be at home after all as she and Bertie Simmonds would be away for a few days, a week at most, visiting his old school and please to help herself to any of the dahlias in bloom.’


‘And did Mrs. Cordingley say what took her away?’


‘My dear, you have spilt your tea.’


‘More has been spilt than tea, Mrs. Furnival. My sisters and I now have proof of what’s been going on for a year at least. The whole business is a gross affront to our family. That boy, Bertie Simmonds, never had any right, any right at all to be there, to be set up by my aunt as heir to the Cordingley estates. It is theft, trespass and fornication.’


‘Only speculation surely. That Mrs. Cordingley should … seems most unlikely. I know there has been speculation from the lower orders and inevitably one gets wind of it. The arrangements were so unusual, I suppose. But speculation surely rather than the other.’


‘It is fornication. And Anstace Cordingley a woman old enough to be his mother. One good thing to come of this will be that I shall never again have to call her “Cordingley”. I never thought of her as family, not even by marriage. The name only came to her through my cousin, Geoffrey.’


‘That is, of course, the convention. Unless you’re saying that her marriage to your cousin was not comme il faut. Is that it?


‘“Comme il faut!” There was never anything comme il faut about Geoffrey. I have a better right to be called Cordingley than she. It was my mother’s name, by birth, after all. My sisters and I have a family interest and we have waited far too long. It’s about time that we should count for something. Well, now the time may have come.


‘Oh, she played a long game, there’s no mistake. But she will not succeed. The extent the Simmonds family are in it is not yet clear to me, but there’s no doubt they’ve played a part in this plot, hatched by that woman to appropriate what belongs to me and my sisters. We are the true Cordingley heirs.’


‘Yes, this is the enemy at work in our midst. They tell us that he is overhead, invading the skies, but I for one see more to fear in the low cunning and moral decadence that surrounds us. I wish we’d kept the last King. For all his silliness over that hard-faced woman, he was a man who stood by the old values and stands by them still, I understand. This is the real war. This is what we should really be fighting. You do see, do you not, Mrs. Furnival, that it is a fight? We should never have given an inch when this boy, Bertie Simmonds, was set up as some miraculous freak. As if miracles should ever hold sway!’


‘If this last were not a miracle, it was at least extremely fortuitous that the pilot did not crash into the soldiers billeted in the Home Woods.’


‘We’d have seen justice done if it had been one of the brave German fighters who obliterated the South Lodge.’


‘Surely you do not imagine the Germans are fighting your cause.’


‘This is not the time to argue the finer points with you, Mrs. Furnival. But I will say that it’s seldom clear who’s on whose side when there are principles to defend. And actions speak louder than words!’


‘Our talk seems to have caused some distress. Look. She’s worried the yarn on her cardigan and has worked a hole in her sleeve. Hetty! You must stop that. I am going to give you a little, sharp slap on your hand so you know it’s bad. There! And if there is anything to cry over, think about what Mrs. Perch has been saying. You can despair over that.’


‘I can no longer stay. Where have I put my gloves? Will you give my best to the Rector? I do not wish to disturb him. I sense victory in the air. Perhaps, before the year is out, I shall have reclaimed Mount Benjamin and taken up my position in the village and this foolish war will be over. We shall have made peace with the right side and the old order shall be back again.’


‘The first shall be first and the last shall be last.’


‘Be quiet, Hetty, Mrs. Perch does not care for your ramblings.’





Chapter Two


Friday, 21 April 1928


Delia Simmonds never carried work from the classroom; it was one of her father’s rules. If there was marking to do, she was to remain at her desk until it was done. This evening she had been enjoying reading her pupils’ accounts of the Courtenay riots. Of all the events they studied for Local History, this was the one which, every year, most caught their imagination. No wonder: a handful were descended from the labourers either killed, or caught and transported for their part in an insurrection only just slipping from living memory. She had fed their interest the week before by choosing Bossenden Wood for their nature trail so that, whilst gathering their botanical specimens, they could also chart where the skirmishes had taken place, giving verisimilitude to the account of the battle. No one could deny that the writing they produced as a result was impassioned, even if it were more subjective folk-memory than historical fact. Characters unknown to the official chronicler were revealed as significant players, draped in acts of private bravery.


It had been a lesson too for Delia. She had understood that the past was a collective experience, resonating beyond the received historical perspective. Anecdotes and memories had their own dynamic, fading or sharpening, as they chimed with the spirit of the age.


She enjoyed this time of day when she was able to drift into reverie or meander around an idea which may have come to her during the course of the day. Clearing the classroom and setting it up for the morrow was necessary work which no one could draw her away from. Its mechanical, routine nature provided the perfect context for aimless thinking.


How will these days of ours be remembered? she wondered, as she stacked the children’s exercise books. And what would be forgotten as effortlessly as it takes me to rub the chalk from the blackboard and then shake the duster free of the only physical evidence that anything had ever been written at all? Which of the children, passing through the country school, would leave a mark behind them or would they all fade as their forebears had done, generation upon forgotten generation. Many were just a name, inscribed by a spidery hand into parish registers of baptisms, marriages or burials. The census returns, locked away in London, only bequeathed a record of who resided where on a given day, ten years apart, perhaps adorned with a brief description of their status. True, the new war memorials paid homage to even the most lowly of The Fallen, preserving the names of hundreds of local men, but only a few of these would ever be more than an inscribed name, within a generation.


Perhaps remembering is an indulgence, she thought. What is the past that it should claim our attention? We flatter ourselves by celebrating the present with photographs—something our parents would only ever have done on rare occasions, dressed in their very best, polished and posed—but these will fade or serve merely to fill black-leaved albums, which in turn clutter seldom-opened drawers or the bottom of musty wardrobes. The uninitiated will murmur, ‘Who’s that? When was that? I don’t recall…’ and all will be forgotten. Isn’t it best that way? Isn’t it best to pull the door smartly closed behind one and stride off down the path, with not so much as a farewell wave? And if there are those, who come back from the shops to find the house empty or lift their head from a simple chore, like polishing the boots, to find themselves alone, so be it. Too many struggle to accommodate the present because the past calls out too loudly. We let what has been define too tightly what we are now.


She decided to counteract the children’s enthusiasm for their great-grandfathers’ futile bid for a Promised Land. She would be savage in her marking of their stories of The Courtenay Riots. They needed instead to be hungry for their own future.


She paused for a moment as the warmth from the low sun burnished the space she occupied: a patch of floor, quartered by the bars of the high west-facing window.


‘Summer is on its way, at last,’ she said, aloud. And it would be none too soon: another summer, another year to carry us further away.


Delia’s mild feeling of elation was checked to an extent when she entered the schoolhouse and found that Anstace was still there. It was not usual for Anstace to linger this late after visiting Mrs. Simmonds but here she was, sitting at the deal table talking to Gladys who was busy preparing dinner at the kitchener. Delia, momentarily taken aback, was not looking where she was going and almost slipped on a pile of dead daffodil heads just inside the door.


‘What on earth?’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, miss. It was Master Bertie having one of his games. He shouldn’t have left them lying there like that. Let me get the broom. It won’t take a tick.’


‘Anstace. You’re still here.’


‘Good evening, Delia. I brought some flowers for your mother.’


‘How kind as always. It’s very late.’


‘I wanted to catch you. I came to find Bertie after I had said good-bye to your mother and he was here playing, whilst Gladys was working. He didn’t take any notice of me—’


‘I am sorry.’


‘No, no I didn’t mean that. I watched him playing with those old daffodils. He was imagining they were people, I think, and I could see how, upside-down, the trumpets became skirts or long robes and the calyxes were like medieval headgear on top of the seedpod head — and I’m sure … We realised (didn’t we, Gladys?) that he was talking under his breath!’


‘What? Gladys?’


‘Well not to be certain, miss. Not so as you could hear anything.’


‘But his lips were moving. He was utterly absorbed, in a world of his own and I’m sure he was talking … I think that’s rather significant, don’t you?’


‘I have no idea. Did he say anything to you?’


‘No. Nothing. The funny thing was, I think he was embarrassed just as you or I would be if someone heard us talking to ourselves out loud. He blushed as if he’d committed some faux pas.’


‘How odd.’


‘But do you think it means he could speak if he wanted to? And that he just thinks he’s not supposed to?’


‘I have no idea. I doubt it. Will you be coming to see mother again soon?’


Anstace did not answer straight away, recognising the abrupt turn Delia had given the conversation.


‘I expect so. You don’t mind, do you?’


‘Of course not. Now I must wash off the schoolroom.’


‘But do you think someone, some doctor, I mean, should see Bertie? It may be that whatever has locked up his speech is loosening.’


‘What a quaint idea. I’m not sure that any medical man would see things in that way.’


‘Of course they wouldn’t; they don’t use metaphors.’


‘So let’s wait and see, shall we?’


Anstace picked up her gloves.


‘I shall leave you then. I have not seen Mr. Simmonds. Remember me to him.’


‘There’s really no need. Let me show you out.’


‘I’ve put my hat down somewhere.’


‘Do you ever just pop out, Anstace, dressed as you find yourself?’


‘Probably not. Besides, I like hats. And if one is visiting, isn’t it a courtesy?’ She picked up her hat where it had slipped off the hallstand. It was a snugly fitting straw affair with a couple of pheasant’s tail feathers tucked, forward-facing, into a purple band. She glanced quickly in the mirror before turning to Delia, who stood holding the door open for her.


‘Have you noticed how much like Hubert Bertie is growing?’


‘Is he? I don’t think about such things.’


‘It’s not a question of thinking, it’s just noticing. You should look at him sometimes. It’s not just his face—something about the eyes—it’s the way he moves, at home in his body. It’s another reason why I am so fond of him.’


There was nothing to say in reply and Delia closed the door. Why is it, she thought, that Anstace can never leave without smiling or, if not smiling, saying something buoyant. ‘Buoyant’ is absolutely the word to describe her. How irritating she can be!


Her own good mood had evaporated but she rejoined Gladys who was bustling about preparing something for supper before she left off her work for the evening.


Taking a dustpan she swept up the faded daffodil heads from the threshold. This sort of introspective play of his was surely evidence enough that Bertie was as far removed as ever from conventional communication. She would not worry herself on that score. There was enough chatter in the world; if he chose to remain silent, no one would suffer. The less he intruded on her world the better. He came from a time best forgotten. He was, she believed, an elective mute rather than a simpleton but, that being the case, she imagined his mental powers and rational thought would probably dwindle without conversation. Something in his head would atrophy for lack of use.


Was that so dreadful? Had not she consciously allowed any musical ability she might have had to wither away? She imagined she would now certainly be the equal of Anstace on the piano had she continued to practise. As girls, she had been the superior player but she had chosen not to keep it up; working at subtlety of expression or complex fingerwork had not engaged her. Now she only played in so far as she was obliged to, once or twice a week, for her pupils’ singing instruction.


Anstace probably sits and plays for Geoffrey most evenings. No doubt they have something of a routine. How thrillingly dull! I wonder if Anstace will return home and tell Geoffrey how like Hubert she thinks Bertie is growing and how increasingly fond of him she is! That conversation would be worth overhearing.


That night, in her dreams, darker images shuffled around the shadows of Delia’s mind, flitting about from pillar to pillar as if circling a great cloister: Geoffrey and Hubert, together in their secret world. And there was a third figure, smaller, more agile, making strange whooping noises as he ran across the quadrangle, madly traversing back and forth, back and forth, his arms spread wide and beating the air as if trying to fly.


Tuesday, 13 June 1928


Anstace had brought Mrs. Simmonds a bunch of roses from her garden but she had not stayed. It was not unusual for the two women to sit in what Anstace hoped was companionable silence when she visited. She came around to the schoolhouse at least once a week and there was often little to air; their lives ran on such uneventful tracks. Anstace, with her Quaker upbringing, never found the silence irksome but she would take her cue from the older woman. If she found Mrs. Simmonds more lively (and sometimes she could be as sharp as when Anstace had first known her), they would talk energetically of the world at large. At other times, Mrs. Simmonds simply seemed to appreciate Anstace’s presence and conversation might be no more than a gentle amble around the topic of their gardens, prompted by whatever flowers Anstace might have picked that day, or some anecdote about the school. Sometimes, however, it would not take Anstace long to sense that Mrs. Simmonds wanted to be left alone. She never said as much but she was gruff in her greeting and fidgeted.


To be dismissed in this way never troubled Anstace. Why would it? Her only purpose in visiting was to provide some company to the other woman so, if this were not wanted, it was nothing to her if she then withdrew. On these occasions, she would act as though it had always been her intention simply to pop her head around the door before having a chat with Delia or seeing if she could borrow a book from Mr. Simmonds. The fact that this would never be the case did not particularly concern Anstace. The deceit—if it warranted such a description—merely communicated a desire: she wished it might be so. It was all academic anyway for she was certain that the members of the Simmonds’ household had not really talked to each other for years.


This was one of those days. Anstace had left Mrs. Simmonds, carrying the roses away with her, into the kitchen, so she could bruise their stems and put them in water. The colours were not particularly harmonious and the stems too short and lax to carry the blooms to advantage but the flowers’ scent was lovely. It was one of those unaccountably ‘good summers’ for roses and they were blooming in such profusion on the trellises in her garden that Anstace had filled a trug without hesitation. As she arranged them, she chanted the names to herself, as she often did, as a sort of paean of gratitude: Gloire de Dijon, Ville de Bruxelles, Madame Alfred Carrière.


She had hoped she might find Bertie in the kitchen for Gladys had started employing him to blacken the stove or work the knife-grinder. However, neither of them seemed to be about this afternoon. Although the canvas bag, containing the dolly-pegs, was open and its contents lined up on the table in some precise configuration, which suggested Bertie had not been gone long.


Then glancing out of the window as she topped up the vases, she saw the boy across the yard, in the lea of the pigsty. He looked like a wild man, grubby and unkempt. He had obviously been watching her and now, guessing that he had been spotted, he slunk back out of sight; he had something in his hands. Anstace dried her hands and left the roses on the hall table where she hoped they would give general pleasure before slipping out the front door and around the side of the schoolhouse in the hope of surprising Bertie. Sure enough, he had not anticipated her manoeuvre and jumped when she spoke, even though she barely raised her voice.


‘What have you got there, Bertie? Will you show me?’ She stepped across the yard toward him. ‘What is it? Can I see? Or is it something special you want to keep a secret?’


She paused. She did not want to frighten him off. He was obviously about some business which he thought would be disapproved of. She crouched down, folding her skirt behind her thighs to keep it from dragging on the cobbles. Squatting like this, at his level, she would pose no threat.


‘You don’t have to show me, if you don’t want to. I haven’t seen you for quite a long time, Bertie. I think you’ve grown, you know.’ She waited, absorbing his stern gaze smilingly into her own. She continued to chat inconsequentially.


Her courtesy and patience was productive. She saw the frown recede and he flicked the heavy flaxen fringe away from his eyes. Tentatively, he held out his cupped hands to her. She rose to her feet and moved, slowly conspiratorial, toward him. He was nursing a tiny ball of fluff and feather, a wide fledgling’s beak and a pair of black eyes just discernible.


‘Oh, Bertie! A little baby bird! Wherever did you find it? I hope you didn’t take it from its nest.’


Vigorously, he shook his head and drew his cupped hands back against his chest.


‘I wonder what sort of bird it is. Do you know?


He shook his head but pursed his mouth into a pouting O, relaxed his lips and made the same shape again and again.


‘I think I can guess. And, looking at his sharp toes, I’m sure I’m right. You’ve found a little owlet. You must feed it the best food if you are to be its mother and father. It won’t be easy because owls are hunting birds.’


The boy gave her a straight look and she laughed.


‘Of course you know that already. Clever boy. I expect you’ve been watching the owls forever.’ Again, he made a silent hooting shape with his mouth. Anstace continued. ‘I know someone who would be very interested in your baby owl. I should like it very much if you brought him to my house one afternoon so Geoffrey could see it. I wonder if you’d do that. I think he might be able to help you learn how to feed it.’


Bertie had come the following day. Anstace had set up her easel at one end of the lawn and was mapping the re-planting of her borders. Geoffrey sat a little apart, in the shade of a fig tree.


‘The trouble is,’ she mused, ‘I’m not sure enough of the heights of some of these cultivars. I want the delphiniums to really stand out, doing their vertical best…’


‘But you’ll never keep them exactly where you plant them. You never do. Just wait and see.’


‘That’s why I’m doing this designing while it’s summer so I know what to keep and what to move then, in the autumn, when things have died back, I can get it right the first time.’ She looked up to check her vision against what was there and saw Bertie at the far end of the border. He was standing under the pergola, haloed by the starlike flowers of solanum alba.


‘Hello!’ she called. ‘Geoffrey, I wonder if you can guess who has come to see us. Come and join us, Bertie. Have you brought your baby bird? Show Geoffrey.’


The boy was wearing a shabby tweed jacket several sizes too large for him but with capacious pockets to serve his purpose. He knelt on the grass in front of Geoffrey’s deck chair and produced the owlet from one pocket and a dead mouse from the other. The bird cheeped crossly making ineffectual stabbings at the animal with its immature beak.


‘Oh dear,’ said Anstace.


‘That’s not going to work, is it?’ said Geoffrey. ‘Let’s send Anstace into the house to make some lemonade while I show you what to do.’ He looked up at his wife. ‘Off you go. We’re going to do a bit of butchery.’


He spread his handkerchief over the back cover of the novel he was reading and produced his penknife.


‘The thing is, Bertie, the mouse needs to be in smaller bits for the baby owl. Normally his mother would tear her prey up and feed him little slivers so we’re going to have to do that for him. Let’s have the mouse and I’ll show you what to do.’


Geoffrey had never eviscerated anything in his life but he had seen many a gamekeeper paunch a rabbit and, as a boy, had watched the cook draw a pheasant. And he knew his basic anatomy. The mouse was limp, its back broken from the spring of the trap, and still faintly warm. Geoffrey was acutely aware of the delicate structure of bones beneath the soft skin as he lay it on its back and cut down from throat to tail. Bertie peered over, pointing at the spillage of gut, escaping oozily from the body’s cavity.


‘Shall we see if the little fellow fancies the innards?’ Geoffrey severed a coil of gut and offered it on the edge of his knife to the squawking fledgeling. ‘Not at all dainty in its habits. No doubt quite hungry too.’


He did his best to dismember the mouse but it was impossible to do so tidily. Apart from a natural reluctance to handle the dead creature, the book kept sliding on his lap and the handkerchief prevented the knife cutting through cleanly. He persevered so that the boy was able to dangle a continuous stream of small morsels of mouse in front of the ravenous bird. After a while, he noticed Bertie was taking more of an interest in the dismembering.


‘Here. You do it. Forget the handkerchief. Cut on the book. It was a tedious thing anyway. Just make sure you give the bird tiny bits. I think when he’s bigger, he’ll eat the bones and everything but I’m not sure whether he can at this stage. You’ll have to watch carefully and see what he can manage. Instinct will take over. I’m going to wash my hands. You’ll have to do the same when you’ve finished. That’s important.’


Indoors, Geoffrey looked at his hands as he pressed them against the porcelain of the washbasin. The warm water in which he had submerged them shifted gently, distorting their outline. He felt lightheaded (it had not been one of his better days) but also elated. The afternoon had suddenly swerved away from its predictable course.


He had risen above the nice conventions of the home counties to answer a primal call. The tended lawn and the neat herbaceous borders had been replaced by a raw environment where stronger forces operated. A carnivorous creature needed feeding. Squeamishness is a learned reaction, he thought. This strange, lost brother of Hubert’s did not have it. Mice were trapped every day in millions of houses across the land; he had simply made use of a carcass. This death had been productive. Geoffrey was gratified that he had been able to help.


However pathetic the offering, he felt a sacrifice had been performed. The altar may have been no more than a verbose novel and the holy cloth a used handkerchief but the ritual remained. But to what or to whom had they sacrificed? And why, in the name of all that might be holy, should sacrifices of living things still be so potent? Had there not been enough ritual slaughter to last a millennium?


Why, he thought, is killing so elevated when death is so drab?


He leaned forward, pressing his forehead against the mirror. He needed to master his breathing. He needed to control his racing heart. It was the boy. He had recognised Hubert and now he needed to carry this newly borne image of his friend. Bertie is how Hubert was before I ever knew him. I need to cherish this child, this Hubert-Bertie, a wild innocent, before the world’s mesh entraps him. I would be the sacrifice. I would throw myself on the pyre, if that’s what it takes, to hold everything as it now is with Hubert resurrected into this beautiful boy, forever safe.


Anstace would have returned to the garden now with a jug of lemonade. Geoffrey had no doubt that she would have taken the mutilated mouse in her stride and, matter-of-fact, managed Bertie’s handwashing, making sure he understood he must always use soap when he’d fed the vulnerable chick.


Geoffrey splashed his face with water and steadied his breathing before joining them under the fig tree. He told Bertie he could keep the penknife provided he looked after it and kept the blade clean.


‘Until your father gets you one of your own or the owl is big enough to hunt for himself. I’ll show you how to keep it sharp if you come again but you must be careful not to cut yourself.’


Tea was inevitably a quiet affair with the adults focused on the silent child and he absorbed by the owlet, bunched on the grass at his feet. Lingering over the refreshment was not something which interested Bertie. He was off before long, carefully transferring the owl to his pocket, but smiling shyly before he left. Geoffrey insisted on offering the child his hand to shake and something in the way Bertie responded, moved Anstace profoundly. He was emerging from wherever he had been, she felt sure, and glad to be doing so.


Later that evening, when she was sitting at his bedside before retiring to her own room, Anstace told Geoffrey how good he had been with Bertie.


‘You talked so easily to him as if you had known him forever. I’m sure you were right to not to expect him to respond. Gladys has got the same knack.’


‘You forget the practice I have had talking to myself.’


‘I shall never forget. But this was not talking to yourself. You understood him absolutely. He was utterly at ease with you and taking everything in. Geoffrey, there’s nothing wrong with his mind, I’m sure of it.’


‘But he never speaks.’


‘So they say. But I am sure he talks in his head and sometimes he almost talks aloud.’


‘I wonder what’s gone on.’


‘The schoolhouse is a bleak place to grow up in.’


‘Is it just that Hubert’s not there? There are plenty of other families who have lost a son or a brother and coped.’


‘But plenty who haven’t.


‘And no one else lost Hubert.’


‘Did Bertie remind you of him?’


‘Yes. Yes. Painfully.’


The silence which followed was heavy with memories jostling for ascendancy.


We have so little control, thought Anstace, over what floats to the surface. If only I could filter what confronts Geoffrey. I’d like to hold a golden riddle and sieve his memories for him. But for that to be possible, he’d first have to throw them all — all of them—into my lap.


Anstace did not want Geoffrey to turn out the light, weighed down by the past or whatever version of the past he might conjure out of the darkness. She was so sure that, if he could only see Bertie for who he surely was, his whole perspective would brighten. There would be a future to obliterate the past.


‘I think we should encourage Bertie to visit us as often as possible. Next time I see Delia, I’ll mention it and suggest I take some scissors to his hair. It’s like a thatch. You wouldn’t mind if he was a frequent visitor would you? It wouldn’t hurt too much?’


‘I don’t fear the hurting. How could I be hurt by Hubert’s brother. And now, good night. You must go. You can’t sit with me all night.’


‘You’ll need a new book to read. Shall I find you something?’


‘Tomorrow.’


She kissed him on the forehead and went to her own room, wondering how long it would be before Geoffrey woke her with his nightmares. One day, she prayed, they would be dispelled forever.


Thursday, 14 March 1929


The afternoon light had dwindled to nothing. Anstace rose and closed the curtains. She would have to ring for more coal within the hour and build up the fire for the evening but, for now, she settled herself again in the wicker chair she had drawn up to her husband’s bedside.


She thought Geoffrey was asleep and very gently, so as not to disturb him, she placed her hand over his, as it rested on the counterpane: a mute reassurance of her presence which might drift into his dreams.


‘I want to talk … to you.’ His breathing was laboured, the words a difficulty.


‘Oh, Geoffrey, did I wake you? I’m so sorry, my dear.’


‘I was awake … just resting … but I want to talk. There are things … I want to say. There may not be … another time.’


‘There is no need, you know.’


‘No need for you but … I don’t have your … capacity … for silence … not now … not at the end.’ He tried to squeeze her hand and she, registering the gentlest pressure, responded. ‘In the end … silence is too ambiguous. But it has been … you, Anstace, have been … my balm.’ He turned his face from hers and she felt, rather than saw the tears well up and pool his eyes. She wished he could weep openly. She felt the grasp of his hand loosen as if his last reservoir of feeling was seeping away with his tears.


‘Please do not cry, Geoffrey. Not without telling me why you are crying. Please.’ She bent over so that her face was close to his, her cheek just brushing his, just caressing the stubble which coarsened his skin.


He turned his head toward her but the effort was painful and he started to cough: light, dry bleats which nevertheless wracked him. As his face melted into hers she let her lips brush his. He drew in his breath sharply and closed his eyes against her gaze.


‘I want to tell you,’ he said and, though barely audible, it was as if he was shouting from the depths of some unfathomable cavern. ‘I want to tell you … that I have loved you … that I have found I love you … love you … although we have never … and I am grateful … so grateful … although we have never … that you have never sought a … consummation—’


‘Geoffrey. Geoffrey.’ She knew that she did not even need to articulate his name. They had reached that point when it is enough just to will meaning for it to be registered. But into his name she threw all the warmth, all the embrace, all the enfolding that she could muster. He must not leave her without knowing, feeling, understanding that he was held. ‘Geoffrey. Geoffrey. There was never any need.’


‘Never. Any. Need.’


This time, she had to help him shift his position as the coughing took him. She wiped the sweat from his clammy forehead. She wiped his cheeks but the two-day growth caught at the cloth and left tares of lint on his face.


‘I shall have to shave you tomorrow.’


‘Perhaps.’


She waited while he struggled to frame what he needed to say.


‘Perhaps we might … have had a child … if I had been able.’


‘Perhaps. But Geoffrey, have you never guessed?’


‘Guessed?’


‘That you do have a child.’


‘What? What do you mean?’


‘Bertie. If he is not yours whose can he be?’


What followed was terrible. He seemed to shrink from her at the same time as trying to throw himself onto her. The impulse to catch her and pull her straight was opposed by an equal force of repulsion.


What had she said? Was it so frightful? Anstace was frightened. There were forces now, raging within his weakened frame which she knew she would have to fight if he were to die in peace. What had she unwittingly unleashed?


‘Did she say so? Did Delia say so? How? How? How?’ And with each monosyllable his voice stretched more and more until it was a shriek of pain or the hooting of some tortured creature.


‘Stop it! Stop. Stop,’ cried Anstace. ‘I saw her. That’s all. I saw her in Weston-super-Mare that summer when she was pregnant.’


She held him as closely as she could but he still shuddered within her embrace, convulsed with a nervous quaking, the aftermath of great emotional feeling.


‘I. Loved. Him. I loved him. Not … Not … Not…’


‘Delia?’


‘Never. She. Hated me. For it.’


‘Then I don’t understand.’


The fury suddenly left him. Whatever it was, had flown. He fell limply back against the pillows and it felt as if her arms were encircling something no more substantial than a space, a tract of air still somehow demarcated but nothing corporeal.


‘Don’t go, Geoffrey. Not like this. Wait. Let the truth settle.’


‘Why did you not … ask?’


‘I thought: no need. I thought I knew enough to let it all rest quietly. I wanted to let you rest quietly.’


‘Ah, Anstace. And so you did. And. So. You. Did.’


‘Until now. Geoffrey, Geoffrey.’


‘Time enough. For rest.’ His eyes sought hers but swiveled rapidly from side to side as if scanning blindly. She bent closer still, so she was almost lying over him. His words were little more than an exhalation.


‘Know it. Not my boy. I have never. Could never. Only Hubert. Only Hubert.’


‘Only Hubert,’ she echoed. Her repetition of the name inspired Geoffrey and, as he breathed more comfortably, his lips framed the first syllable over and over again. He no longer saw her or the room in which he lay. His sight was turned inward, reappraising in rapid sequence those precious moments which he had inhabited with the man he had adored. Anstace let herself rest against the back of the chair and watched a succession of emotions pass across his face, animating him for the last time. She could only guess at what he was recalling. She could only assume he was reliving authentic experiences and that he was not, in this last hour, the subject of hallucinations.


He had told her once in their early days, soon after she had rescued him, that he valued her as someone whom Hubert had loved. She had remonstrated with him gently, explaining that she still wondered what she had really meant to Hubert. She told Geoffrey that sometimes she thought she had imagined the lovemaking and that she and Hubert had never had those days when the war was at its peak. But Geoffrey had persisted, telling her that he wanted to experience Hubert’s love, even vicariously, even as one might immerse oneself in a luke-warm bath just to know that the body of the beloved had been washed before by the same waters.


For a time, he had questioned her obsessively, almost indecently, about every aspect of her relationship with Hubert. She had not minded. The telling fashioned the memory. Gradually, as his health had improved, Geoffrey’s dry thirst for Hubert had been slaked. Anstace assumed he had found his own emotional equilibrium as he recovered physically from the deprivations of prison life. They finally settled into the companionable cohabitation which converted into a marriage. ‘Our Ruskin marriage,’ he had laughingly called it. She had smiled. After all, it brought her back to Dunchurch.


Where was Geoffrey now, though? His eyes continued to flicker, focusing on images no one else could see. His lips moved, either to some silent conversation or in silent prayer. It was impossible to tell. She did not want to move abruptly or do anything which might disturb what now possessed him. She felt that whatever it was must be left to run its course, like a fever, to break finally and leave a deep, dreamless peace. She would wait and hope that at the end, he would emerge knowing her, perhaps for the first time, perhaps for no more than a moment, as she really was.


It was not to be. Geoffrey Cordingley was dead before the dawn.


She did not summon anyone but continued to sit by his body, holding his cold, damp hand in hers, as the thin light seeped up from the eastern sky.


She found herself replaying Geoffrey’s agonised repudiation of any relationship with Delia which could have begat Bertie. Had he been telling her the truth? Or was the truth too terrible to admit even on his deathbed? She had thought to comfort him with some thought that he had seeded the future but instead she had distressed him acutely. Had it been cruel to tell him he had a son only when it was too late ever to know him?


She had to hope that it had been good memories of Hubert which dominated his last unconscious hours.


She wondered if, somehow, he had confused Hubert with Bertie and Delia and had not understood what she had been trying to tell him.


As Anstace rose from Geoffrey’s bedside, straightening the counterpane and sheet around his shoulders, it was an image of Bertie, unbidden, which seemed to give her energy, easing her own tired, stiff limbs. Geoffrey’s confused denial of Bertie quickened her own feelings for the boy. With Geoffrey denying him, he seemed even more lost, even more forsaken than he had been before. She was resolved to devote herself to his son.


Monday, 25 March 1929


A week later, the weather broke with one of those heavy squalls which assault early spring with the ferocity of an autumn gale.


The east wind whistled through the broken pane in the top of the latticed window. Its shrill, breathy note rose and fell against the stronger rush of wind outside, snatching at the trees, racing between the outbuildings, slamming the crumbling wooden door in the old wall so that the hinges would drop again, sucking the mortar from the chimney stacks and bruising all the Easter flowers. Anstace looked out across the southern edge of the park to the avenue of horse chestnuts. Although they were only newly in leaf, the branches were still caught by the gusts of wind and pulled and plagued until their joints groaned.
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