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More praise for Kate Morton
The Forgotten Garden

“Morton excels at creating absorbing mystery. This tale, like the maze in the garden of the title, is a fine place to lose yourself.”

—People

“Morton’s imagination and her ability to draw readers into the details of scenes turns out to be the secret to her novel.”

—Star-Telegram (Fort Worth, TX)

“Like Frances Hodgson Burnett’s beloved classic The Secret Garden, Kate Morton’s The Forgotten Garden takes root in your imagination and grows into something enchanting.”

—Amazon.com

“A satisfying read . . . . Just the thing for readers who like multigenerational sagas with a touch of mystery.”

—Booklist

“The puzzle is pleasing and the long-delayed ‘reveal’ is a genuine surprise.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A beautifully written and satisfying novel.”

—Daily Express (UK)

“Simmers with secrets and strangeness.”

—Good Housekeeping (UK)

“In haunting tones reminiscent of Ian McEwan’s Atonement as well as Carlos Ruiz Zafón’s The Shadow of the Wind, Morton weaves a tale of unknown parentage, family intrigue and generational secrets that keeps the reader turning pages into the wee hours of the night.”

—Winnipeg Free Press (Manitoba, Can.)
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GHOSTS STIR
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LAST November I had a nightmare.

It was 1924 and I was at Riverton again. All the doors hung wide open, silk billowing in the summer breeze. An orchestra perched high on the hill beneath the ancient maple, violins lilting lazily in the warmth. The air rang with pealing laughter and crystal, and the sky was the kind of blue we’d all thought the war had destroyed forever. One of the footmen, smart in black and white, poured champagne into the top of a tower of glass flutes and everyone clapped, delighting in the splendid wastage.

I saw myself, the way one does in dreams, moving amongst the guests. Moving slowly, much more slowly than one can in life, the others a blur of silk and sequins.

I was looking for someone.

Then the picture changed and I was near the summer house, only it wasn’t the summer house at Riverton—it couldn’t have been. This was not the shiny new building Teddy had designed, but an old structure with ivy climbing the walls, twisting itself through the windows, strangling the pillars.

Someone was calling me. A woman, a voice I recognized, coming from behind the building, on the lake’s edge. I walked down the slope, my hands brushing against the tallest reeds. A figure crouched on the bank.

It was Hannah, in her wedding dress, mud splattered across the front, clinging to the appliquéd roses. She looked up at me, her face pale where it emerged from shadow. Her voice chilled my blood. “You’re too late.” She pointed at my hands. “You’re too late.”

I looked down at my hands, young hands, covered in dark river mud, and in them the stiff, cold body of a dead foxhound.
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I KNOW what brought it on, of course. It was the letter from the filmmaker. I don’t receive much mail these days: the occasional postcard from a dutiful, holidaying friend; a perfunctory letter from the bank where I keep a savings account; an invitation to the christening of a child whose parents I am shocked to realize are no longer children themselves.

Ursula’s letter had arrived on a Tuesday morning late in November and Sylvia had brought it with her when she came to make my bed. She’d raised heavily sketched eyebrows and waved the envelope.

“Mail today. Something from the States by the look of the stamp. Your grandson, perhaps?” The left brow arched—a question mark—and her voice lowered to a husky whisper. “Terrible business, that. Just terrible. And him such a nice young man.”

As Sylvia tut-tutted, I thanked her for the letter. I like Sylvia. She’s one of the few people able to look beyond the lines on my face to see the twenty-year-old who lives inside. Nonetheless, I refuse to be drawn into conversation about Marcus.

I asked her to open the curtains and she pursed her lips a moment before moving on to another of her favorite subjects: the weather, the likelihood of snow for Christmas, the havoc it would wreak on the arthritic residents. I responded when required, but my mind was on the envelope in my lap, wondering at the scratchy penmanship, the foreign stamps, softened edges that spoke of lengthy travails.

“Here, why don’t I read that for you,” Sylvia said, giving the pillows a final, hopeful plump. “Give your eyes a bit of a rest?”

“No. Thank you. Perhaps you could pass my glasses, though?”

When she’d left, promising to come back and help me dress after she’d finished her rounds, I prised the letter from its envelope, hands shaking the way they do, wondering whether he was finally coming home.

But it wasn’t from Marcus at all. It was from a young woman making a film about the past. She wanted me to look at her sets, to remember things and places from long ago. As if I hadn’t spent a lifetime pretending to forget.

I ignored that letter. I folded it carefully and quietly, slid it inside a book I’d long ago given up reading. And then I exhaled. It was not the first time I had been reminded of what happened at Riverton, to Robbie and the Hartford sisters. Once I saw the tail end of a documentary on television, something Ruth was watching about war poets. When Robbie’s face filled the screen, his name printed across the bottom in an unassuming font, my skin prickled. But nothing happened. Ruth didn’t flinch, the narrator continued, and I went on drying the dinner plates.

Another time, reading the newspaper, my eye was drawn to a familiar name in a write-up in the television guide; a program celebrating seventy years of British films. I noted the time, my heart thrilling, wondering if I dared watch it. In the end I fell asleep before it finished. There was very little about Emmeline. A few publicity photos, none of which showed her true beauty, and a clip from one of her silent films, The Venus Affair, which made her look strange: hollowcheeked; jerky movements like a marionette. There was no reference to the other films, the ones that threatened such a fuss. I suppose they don’t rate a mention in these days of promiscuity and permissiveness.

But although I had been met with such memories before, Ursula’s letter was different. It was the first time in over seventy years that anyone had associated me with the events, had remembered that a young woman named Grace Reeves had been at Riverton that summer. It made me feel vulnerable somehow, singled out. Guilty.

No. I was adamant. That letter would remain unanswered.

And so it did.

A strange thing began to happen, though. Memories, long consigned to the dark reaches of my mind, began to sneak through cracks. Images were tossed up high and dry, picture-perfect, as if a lifetime hadn’t passed between. And, after the first tentative drops, the deluge. Whole conversations, word for word, nuance for nuance; scenes played out as though on film.

I have surprised myself. While moths have torn holes in my recent memories, I find the distant past is sharp and clear. They come often lately, those ghosts from the past, and I am surprised to find I don’t much mind them. Not nearly so much as I had supposed I would. Indeed, the specters I have spent my life escaping have become almost a comfort, something I welcome, anticipate, like one of those serials Sylvia is always talking about, hurrying her rounds so that she can watch them down at the main hall. I had forgotten, I suppose, that there were bright memories in amongst the dark.

When the second letter arrived last week, in the same scratchy hand on the same soft paper, I knew I was going to say yes, I would look at the sets. I was curious, a sensation I hadn’t felt in some time. There is not much left to be curious about when one is ninety-eight years old, but I wanted to meet this Ursula Ryan who plans to bring them all to life again, who is so passionate about their story.

So I wrote her a letter, had Sylvia post it for me and we arranged to meet.



THE DRAWING ROOM
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MY hair, always pale, is now flossy white and very, very long. It is fine too, finer it seems with each passing day. It is my one vanity—Lord knows I haven’t much else to be vain about. Not any more. It has been with me a long time—since 1989, this present crop. I am fortunate indeed that Sylvia is happy to brush it for me, oh so gently; to plait it, day in, day out. It is above and beyond her job description and I am very grateful. I must remember to tell her so.

I missed my chance this morning, I was too excited. When Sylvia brought my juice I could barely drink it. The thread of nervous energy that had infused me all week had overnight become a knot. She helped me into a new peach dress—the one Ruth bought me for Christmas—and exchanged my slippers for the pair of outside shoes usually left to languish in my wardrobe. The leather was firm and Sylvia had to push to make them fit, but such price respectability. I am too old to learn new ways and cannot abide the tendency of the younger residents to wear their slippers out.

Face paint restored some life to my cheeks, but I was careful not to let Sylvia overdo it. I am wary of looking like an undertaker’s mannequin. It doesn’t take much rouge to tip the balance: the rest of me is so pale, so small.

With some effort I draped the gold locket around my neck, its nineteenth-century elegance incongruous against my utilitarian clothing. I straightened it, wondering at my daring, wondering what Ruth would say when she saw.

My gaze dropped. The small silver frame on my dressing table. A photo from my wedding day. I would just as happily not have had it there—the marriage was so long ago and so short-lived, poor John—but it is my concession to Ruth. It pleases her, I think, to imagine that I pine for him.

Sylvia helped me to the drawing room—it still rankles to call it such—where breakfast was being served and where I was to wait for Ruth, who had agreed (against her better judgement, she said) to drive me to Shepperton Studios. I had Sylvia seat me alone at the corner table and fetch me a glass of juice, and then I reread Ursula’s letter.

Ruth arrived at eight-thirty on the dot. She may have had misgivings about the wisdom of this excursion, but she is, and has always been, incurably punctual. I’ve heard it said that children born to stressful times never shake the air of woe, and Ruth, a child of the second war, proves the rule. So different from Sylvia, only fifteen years younger, who fusses about in tight skirts, laughs too loudly and changes hair color with each new “boyfriend.”

This morning Ruth walked across the room, well dressed, immaculately groomed, but stiffer than a fence post.

“Morning, Mum,” she said, brushing cold lips across my cheek. “Finished your breakfast yet?” She glanced at the half-empty glass before me. “I hope you’ve had more than that. We’ll likely hit morning traffic on the way and we won’t have time to stop for anything.” She looked at her watch. “Do you need to visit the loo?”

I shook my head, wondering when I had become the child.

“You’re wearing Father’s locket; I haven’t seen it in an age.” She reached forward to straighten it, nodding approval. “He had an eye, didn’t he?”

I agreed, touched by the way little untruths told to the very young are believed so implicitly. I felt a wave of affection for my prickly daughter, repressed quickly the tired old parental guilt that always surfaces when I look upon her anxious face.

She took my arm, folded it over hers and placed the cane in my other hand. Many of the others prefer walking frames or even those motorized chairs, but I’m still quite good with my cane, and a creature of habit who sees no reason to trade up.

She’s a good girl, my Ruth—solid and reliable. She’d dressed formally today, the way she would to visit her solicitor, or doctor. I had known she would. She wanted to make a good impression; show this filmmaker that no matter what her mother might have done in the past, Ruth Bradley McCourt was respectably middle class, thank you very much.

We drove in silence for a way, then Ruth began tuning the radio. Her fingers were those of an old lady, knuckles swollen where she’d forced on her rings that morning. Astounding to see one’s daughter ageing. I glanced at my own hands then, folded in my lap. Hands so busy in the past, performing tasks both menial and complex; hands that now sat gray, flaccid and inert. Ruth rested finally on a program of classical music. The announcer spoke for a while, rather inanely about his weekend, and then began to play Chopin. A coincidence, of course, that today of all days I should hear the waltz in C sharp minor.

Ruth pulled over in front of several huge white buildings, square like aircraft hangars. She switched off the ignition and sat for a moment, looking straight ahead. “I don’t know why you have to do this,” she said quietly, lips sucked tight. “You’ve done so much with your life. Traveled, studied, raised a child . . . Why do you want to be reminded of what you used to be?”

She didn’t expect an answer and I didn’t give one. She sighed abruptly, hopped out of the car and fetched my cane from the boot. Without a word, she helped me from my seat.

A young woman was waiting for us. A slip of a girl with very long blond hair that fell straight down her back and was cut in a thick fringe at the front. She was the type of girl one might have labeled plain had she not been blessed with such marvellous dark eyes. They belonged on an oil portrait, round, deep and expressive, the rich color of wet paint.

She rushed toward us, smiling, and took my hand from Ruth’s arm. “Mrs. Bradley, I’m so happy you could make it. I’m Ursula.”

“Grace,” I said, before Ruth could insist on “Doctor.” “My name is Grace.”

“Grace.” Ursula beamed. “I can’t tell you how excited I was to get your letter.” Her accent was English, a surprise after the American address on her letter. She turned to Ruth. “Thanks so much for playing chauffeur today.”

I felt Ruth’s body tighten beside me. “I could hardly put Mum on a bus now, could I?”

Ursula laughed and I was pleased that the young are so quick to read uncongeniality as irony. “Well, come on inside, it’s freezing out. ’Scuse the mad rush. We start shooting next week and we’re in a complete tizzy trying to get things ready. I was hoping you’d meet our set designer, but she’s had to go into London to collect some fabric. Maybe if you’re still here when she gets back . . . Go carefully through the doorway now, there’s a bit of a step.”

She and Ruth bustled me into a foyer and down a dim corridor lined with doors. Some were ajar and I peered in, snatching glimpses of shadowy figures at glowing computer screens. None of it resembled the other film set I had been on with Emmeline, all those years ago.

“Here we are,” Ursula said as we reached the last door. “Come on in and I’ll get us some tea.” She pushed the door and I was swept over the threshold, into my past.
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IT was the Riverton drawing room. Even the wallpaper was the same. Silver Studios’ burgundy Art Nouveau, “Flaming Tulips,” as fresh as the day the paperers had come from London. A leather chesterfield sat at the center by the fireplace, draped with Indian silks just like the ones Hannah and Emmeline’s grandfather, Lord Ashbury, had brought back from abroad when he was a young officer. The ship’s clock stood where it always had, on the mantelpiece beside the Waterford candelabra. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to get it right, but it announced itself an impostor with every tick. Even now, some eighty years later, I remember the sound of the drawing-room clock. The quietly insistent way it had of marking the passage of time: patient, certain, cold—as if it somehow knew, even then, that time was no friend to those who lived in that house.

Ruth accompanied me as far as the chesterfield and arranged me in its corner. I was aware of a bustle of activity behind me, people dragging huge lights with insect-like legs, someone, somewhere, laughing.

I thought of the last time I had been in the drawing room—the real one, not this facade—the day I had known I was leaving Riverton and would never be back.

It had been Teddy I’d told. He hadn’t been pleased, but by that time he’d lost the authority he once had, events had knocked it out of him. He wore the vaguely bewildered pallor of a captain who knew his ship was sinking but was powerless to stop it. He asked me to stay, implored me, out of loyalty to Hannah, he said, if not for him. And I almost did. Almost.

Ruth nudged me. “Mum? Ursula’s talking to you.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear.”

“Mum’s a bit deaf,” Ruth said. “At her age it’s to be expected. I’ve tried to get her in for testing, but she can be rather obstinate.”

Obstinate, I own. But I am not deaf and do not like it when people assume I am—my eyesight is poor without glasses, I tire easily, have none of my own teeth left and survive on a cocktail of pills, but I can hear as well as I ever have. It’s only with age I have learned solely to listen to things I want to hear.

“I was just saying, Mrs. Bradley, Grace, it must be strange to be back. Well, sort of back. It must spark all sorts of memories?”

“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “Yes, it does.”

“I’m so glad,” Ursula said, smiling. “I take that as a sign we’ve got it right.”

“Oh yes.”

“Is there anything that looks out of place? Anything we’ve forgotten?”

I looked about the set again. Meticulous in its detail, down to the set of crests mounted by the door, the middle one a Scottish thistle that matched the etching on my locket.

All the same, there was something missing. Despite its accuracy, the set was strangely divested of atmosphere. It was like a museum piece: interesting, but lifeless.

It was understandable, of course. Though the 1920s live vividly in my memory, the decade is, for the film’s designers, the “olden days.” A historical setting whose replication requires as much research and painstaking attention to detail as would the re-creation of a medieval castle.

I could feel Ursula looking at me, awaiting keenly my pronouncement.

“It’s perfect,” I said finally. “Everything in its place.”

Then she said something that made me start. “Except the family.”

“Yes,” I said. “Except the family.” I blinked and for a moment I could see them: Emmeline draped across the sofa, all legs and eyelashes, Hannah frowning at one of the books from the library, Teddy pacing the Bessarabian carpet . . .

“Emmeline sounds like she must have been a lot of fun,” Ursula said.

“Yes.”

“She was easy to research—managed to get her name in just about every gossip column ever printed. Not to mention the letters and diaries of half the eligible bachelors of the day!”

I nodded. “She was always popular.”

She looked up at me from beneath her fringe. “Putting Hannah’s character together wasn’t so easy.”

I cleared my throat. “No?”

“She was more of a mystery. Not that she wasn’t mentioned in the papers: she was. Had her share of admirers too. It just seems not many people really knew her. They admired her, revered her even, but didn’t really know her.”

I thought of Hannah. Beautiful, clever, yearning Hannah. “She was complex.”

“Yes,” Ursula said, “that’s the impression I got.”

Ruth, who’d been listening, said, “One of them married an American, didn’t she?”

I looked at her, surprised. She had always made it her business not to know anything about the Hartfords.

She met my gaze. “I’ve been doing some reading.”

How like Ruth to prepare for our visit, no matter how distasteful she found the subject matter.

Ruth turned her attention back to Ursula and spoke cautiously, wary of error. “She married after the war, I think. Which one was that?”

“Hannah.” There. I’d done it. I’d spoken her name aloud.

“What about the other sister?” Ruth continued. “Emmeline. Did she ever marry?”

“No,” I said. “She was engaged.”

“A number of times,” Ursula said, smiling. “Seems she couldn’t bring herself to settle on one man.”

Oh, but she did. In the end she did.

“Don’t suppose we’ll ever know exactly what happened that night.” This was Ursula.

“No.” My tired feet were beginning to protest against the leather of my shoes. They’d be swollen tonight and Sylvia would exclaim, then she’d insist on giving them a soak. “I suppose not.”

Ruth straightened in her seat. “But surely you must know what happened, Miss Ryan. You’re making a film of it, after all.”

“Sure,” Ursula said, “I know the basics. My great-grandmother was at Riverton that night—she was related to the sisters through marriage—and it’s become a sort of family legend. My great-grandmother told Grandma, Grandma told Mum, and Mum told me. A number of times, actually: it made a huge impression. I always knew one day I’d turn it into a film.” She smiled, shrugged. “But there are always little holes in history, aren’t there? I have files and files of research—the police reports and newspapers are full of facts, but it’s all second-hand. Rather heavily censored, I suspect. Unfortunately the two people who witnessed the suicide have been dead for years.”

“I must say, it seems a rather morbid subject for a film,” Ruth said.

“Oh, no; it’s fascinating,” Ursula said. “A rising star of the English poetry scene kills himself by a dark lake on the eve of a huge society party. His only witnesses are two beautiful sisters who never speak to each other again. One his fiancée, the other rumored to be his lover. It’s terribly romantic.”

The knot in my stomach relaxed a little. So their secret is still safe. She doesn’t know the truth. I wondered why I had supposed otherwise. And I wondered what sort of misguided loyalty had made me care either way. Why, after all these years, it still mattered to me what people thought.

But I knew that too. I had been born to it. Mr. Hamilton had told me so the day I left, as I stood on the top step of the servants’ entrance, my leather bag packed with my few possessions, Mrs. Townsend weeping in the kitchen. He’d said it was in my blood, just as it had been for my mother and for her parents before her, that I was a fool to leave, to throw away a good place with a good family. He’d decried the loss of loyalty and pride general in the English nation, and had vowed he wouldn’t allow it to infiltrate Riverton. The war hadn’t been fought and won just to lose our ways.

I’d pitied him then: so rigid, so certain that by leaving service I was setting myself on a path to financial and moral ruination. It wasn’t until much later that I began to understand how terrified he must have been, how relentless must have seemed the rapid social changes, swirling about him, nipping at his heels. How desperately he longed to hold on to the old ways and certainties.

But he’d been right. Not completely, not about the ruination—neither my finances nor my morals were the worse for leaving Riverton—but there was some part of me that never left that house. Rather, some part of the house that wouldn’t leave me. For years after, the smell of Stubbins & Co. beeswax, the crackle of tires on gravel, a certain type of bell and I’d be fourteen again, tired after a long day’s work, sipping cocoa by the servants” hall fire while Mr. Hamilton orated select passages from The Times (those deemed fit for our impressionable ears), Nancy frowned at some irreverent comment of Alfred’s, and Mrs. Townsend snored gently in the rocker, her knitting resting on her generous lap . . .

“Here we are,” Ursula said. “Thanks, Tony.”

A young man had appeared beside me, clutching a makeshift tray of motley mugs and an old jam jar full of sugar. He released his load onto the side table and Ursula began distributing them. Ruth passed one to me.

“Mum, what is it?” She pulled out a handkerchief and reached for my face. “Are you unwell?”

I could feel then that my cheeks were moist.

It was the smell of the tea that did it. And being there, in that room, sitting on that chesterfield. The weight of distant memories. Of long-held secrets. The clash of past and present.

“Grace? Can I get you something?” This was Ursula. “Would you like the heating turned down?”

“I’m going to have to take her home.” Ruth again. “I knew this wasn’t a good idea. It’s far too much for her.”

Yes, I wanted to go home. To be home. I felt myself being hoisted up, my cane thrust into my hand. Voices swirled about me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, to no one in particular. “I’m just so tired.” So tired. So long ago.

My feet were aching: protesting their confinement. Someone—Ursula, perhaps—reached out to steady me. A cold wind slapped my damp cheeks.

I was in Ruth’s car then, houses, trees and road signs rushing past.

“Don’t worry, Mum, it’s all over now,” Ruth said. “I blame myself. I should never have agreed to take you.”

I put my hand on her arm, felt her tense.

“I should have trusted my instincts,” she said. “It was stupid of me.”

I closed my eyes. Listened to the hum of the radiator, the pulse of the windscreen wipers, the drone of the traffic.

“That’s it, you have a bit of a rest,” Ruth said. “You’re going home. You never have to go back again.”

I smiled, felt myself drifting away.

It is too late, I am home. I am back.



THE NURSERY
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IT is mild this morning, a foretaste of spring, and I am sitting on the iron seat in the garden, beneath the elm. It’s good for me to get a bit of fresh air (so says Sylvia), thus here I sit, playing peek-a-boo with the shy winter sun, my cheeks as cold and slack as a pair of peaches left too long in the fridge.

I have been thinking about the day I started at Riverton. I can see it clearly. The intervening years concertina and it is June 1914. I am fourteen again: naive, gauche, terrified, following Nancy up flight after flight of scrubbed elm stairs. Her skirt swishes efficiently with every step, each swish an indictment of my own inexperience. I am struggling behind, my suitcase handle cutting my fingers. I lose sight of Nancy as she turns to begin up yet another flight, rely on the swishing to lead the way . . .

When Nancy reached the very top she proceeded down a dark corridor with low ceilings, stopping finally, with a neat click of the heels, at a small door. She turned and frowned as I hobbled towards her, her pinched gaze as black as her hair.

“What’s the matter with you?” she said, clipped English unable to disguise her Irish vowels. “I didn’t know you were slow. Mrs. Townsend never said anything about it, I’m sure.”

“I’m not slow. It’s my suitcase. It’s heavy.”

“Well,” she said. “I’ve never seen such a fuss. I don’t know what kind of housemaid you’re going to make if you can’t carry a suitcase of clothing without lagging. You’d better hope Mr. Hamilton don’t see you dragging the carpet sweeper around like a sack of flour.”

She pushed open the door. The room was small and spare, and it smelled, unaccountably, like potatoes. But one half of it—an iron bed, chest of drawers and chair—was to be mine.

“There now. That’s your side,” she said, nodding towards the far edge of the bed. “I’m this side and I’d thank you not to touch anything.” She walked her fingers along the top of her chest of drawers, past a crucifix, a Bible and a hairbrush. “Sticky fingers will not be abided here. Now get your things unpacked, get into uniform and come downstairs so you can start your duties. No dawdling, mind, and for heaven’s sake, no leaving the servants’ hall. Luncheon’s at midday today on account of the Master’s grandchildren arriving, and we’re already behind with the rooms. Last thing I need is to have to go looking for you. You’re not a dawdler, I hope.”

“No, Nancy,” I said, still smarting at the implication I might be a thief.

“Well,” she said, “we’ll see about that.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I tell them I need a new girl and what do they send me? No experience, no references and, by the looks of you, a dawdler.”

“I’m not—”

“Pish,” she said, stamping a narrow foot. “Mrs. Townsend says your mother was quick and able, and that the apple don’t fall far from the tree. All’s I can say is you’d better hope it’s so. The Mistress won’t put up with dawdling from the likes of you, and neither will I.” And with a final, disapproving toss of her head, she turned heel and left me alone in the tiny dim room at the top of the house. Swish . . . Swish . . . Swish . . .

I held my breath, listening.

Finally, alone with the sighing of the house, I tiptoed to the door and eased it shut, turning to take in my new home.

There was not much to see. I ran my hand over the foot of the bed, ducking my head where the ceiling slanted against the roof line. Across the end of the mattress was a gray blanket, one of its corners patched by a competent hand. A small, framed picture, the only hint of decoration in the room, hung on the wall: a primitive hunting scene, an impaled deer, blood leaking from its pierced flank. I looked away quickly from the dying animal.

Carefully, silently, I sat down, wary of wrinkling the smooth undersheet. The bed springs creaked in response and I jumped, chastened, my cheeks flooding with color.

A narrow window cast a shaft of dusty light into the room. I climbed up to kneel on the chair and peered outside.

The room was at the back of the house and very high. I could see all the way past the rose garden, over the trellises and to the south fountain. Beyond, I knew, lay the lake and, on the other side, the village and the cottage in which I had spent my first fourteen years. I pictured Mother, sitting by the kitchen window where the light was best, her back curled over the clothing she darned.

I wondered how she was managing alone. Mother had been worse lately. I’d heard her of a night, groaning in her bed as the bones of her back seized beneath her skin. Some mornings her fingers were so stiff I’d had to run them under warm water and rub them between my own before she could as much as pluck a reel of thread from her sewing basket. Mrs. Rodgers from the village had agreed to stop in daily, and the ragman passed by twice a week, but still, she’d be alone an awful lot. There was little chance she’d keep up the darning without me. What would she do for money? My meager salary would help, but surely I’d have been better to stay with her?

And yet it was she who had insisted I apply for the position. She’d refused to hear the arguments I made against the idea. Only shook her head and minded me that she knew best. She’d heard they were looking for a girl and was certain I’d be just what they were after. Not a word as to how she knew. Typical of Mother and her secrets.

“It’s not far,” she said. “You can come home and help me on your days off.”

My face must have betrayed my qualms, for she reached out to touch my cheek. An unfamiliar gesture and one I wasn’t expecting. The surprise of her rough hands, her needle-pricked fingertips, made me flinch. “There, there, girl. You knew the time would come and you’d have to find yourself a position. It’s for the best: a good opportunity. You’ll see. There’s not many places will take a girl so young. Lord Ashbury and Lady Violet, they’re not bad people. And Mr. Hamilton might seem strict, but he’s nothing if not fair. Mrs. Townsend, too. Work hard, do as you’re told and you’ll find no trouble.” She squeezed my cheek hard then, fingers quivering. “And Gracie? Don’t you go forgetting your place. There’s too many young girls get themselves into trouble that way.”

I had promised to do as she said, and the following Saturday trudged up the hill to the grand manor house, dressed in my Sunday clothes, to be interviewed by Lady Violet.

It was a small and quiet household, she told me, just her husband, Lord Ashbury, who was busy most of the time with the estate and his clubs, and herself. Their two sons, Major Jonathan and Mr. Frederick, were both grown up and lived in their own homes with their families, though they visited at times and I was sure to see them if I worked well and was kept on. With only the two of them living at Riverton they did without a housekeeper, she said, leaving the running of the household in Mr. Hamilton’s capable hands, with Mrs. Townsend, the cook, in charge of the kitchen accounts. If the two of them were pleased with me, then that was recommendation enough to keep me on.

She had paused then and looked at me closely, in a way that made me feel trapped, like a mouse inside a glass jar. I had become instantly conscious of the edge of my hem, scarred with repeated attempts to match its length to my growing height, the small patch on my stockings that rubbed against my shoes and was becoming thin, my too-long neck and too-large ears.

Then she had blinked and smiled: a tight smile that turned her eyes into icy crescents. “Well, you look clean, and Mr. Hamilton tells me you can stitch.” She had stood up as I nodded, and moved away from me towards the writing desk, trailing her hand lightly along the top of the chaise. “How is your mother?” she had asked, without turning. “Did you know she used to be in service here too?” To which I had told her I did know and that Mother was well, thank you for asking.

I must have said the right thing, because it was just after that she offered me fifteen pounds a year to start next day and rang the bell for Nancy to show me out.

I pulled my face from the window, wiped away the mark my breath had left and climbed back down.

My suitcase lay where I’d dropped it, by Nancy’s side of the bed, and I dragged it around to the chest of drawers that was to be mine. I tried not to look at the bleeding deer, frozen in his moment of final horror, as I packed my clothes into the top drawer: two skirts, two blouses and a pair of black lisle stockings that Mother had bid me darn so they’d see me through the coming winter. Then, with a glance at the door and a speeding heart, I unloaded my secret haul.

There were three volumes in all. Dog-eared green covers with faded gold lettering. I stowed them at the back of the bottom drawer and covered them with my shawl, careful to fold it right around so they were completely concealed. Mr. Hamilton had been clear. The Holy Bible was acceptable, but any reading material beyond that was most likely injurious and must be presented for his approval or otherwise risk confiscation. I was not a rebel—indeed, back then I had a fierce sense of duty—but to live without Holmes and Watson was unthinkable.

I tucked the suitcase under the bed.

A uniform hung on the hook behind the door—black dress, white apron, frilly cap—and I put it on, feeling like a child who had discovered its mother’s wardrobe. The dress was stiff beneath my fingers and the collar scratched my neck where long hours had molded it to someone else’s wider frame. As I tied the apron, a tiny white moth fluttered away in search of a new hiding spot high up in the rafters, and I longed to join it.

The cap was white cotton, starched so that the front panel sat upright, and I used the mirror above Nancy’s chest of drawers to make sure it was straight and to smooth my pale hair over my ears as Mother had shown me. The girl in the mirror caught my eye briefly, and I thought what a serious face she had. It is an uncanny feeling, that rare occasion when one catches a glimpse of oneself in repose. An unguarded moment, stripped of artifice, when one forgets to fool even oneself.

[image: logo]

SYLVIA has brought me a cup of steaming tea and a slice of lemon cake. She sits next to me on the iron bench and, with a glance towards the office, withdraws a pack of cigarettes. (Remarkable the way my apparent need for fresh air seems always to coincide with her need for a covert cigarette break.) She offers me one. I refuse, as I always do, and she says, as she always does: “Probably best at your age. Smoke yours for you, shall I?”

Sylvia looks good today—she has done something different with her hair—and I tell her so. She nods, blows a stream of smoke and tosses her head, a long ponytail appearing over one shoulder.

“I’ve had extensions,” she says. “I’ve wanted them for ages and I just thought, girl, life’s too short not to be glamorous. Looks real, doesn’t it?”

I am late in my reply, which she takes for agreement.

“That’s because it is. Real hair, the sort they use on celebrities. Here. Feel it.”

“Goodness,” I say, stroking the coarse ponytail, “real hair.”

“They can do anything these days.” She waves her cigarette and I notice the juicy purple ring her lips have left. “Of course, you have to pay for it. Luckily I had a bit put aside for a rainy day.”

She smiles, glowing like a ripe plum, and I grasp the raison d’être for this reinvention. Sure enough, a photograph materializes from her blouse pocket.

“Anthony,” she says, beaming.

I make a show of putting on my glasses, peering at the image of a gray-mustachioed man in late middle age. “He looks lovely.”

“Oh, Grace,” she says through a happy sigh. “He is. We’ve only been out for tea a few times, but I’ve got such a good feeling about this one. He’s a real gentleman, you know? Not like some of them other layabouts that came before. He opens doors, brings me flowers, pulls my chair out for me when we go about together. A real old-fashioned gentleman.”

The last sentence, I can tell, is added for my benefit. An assumption that the elderly cannot help but be impressed by the old-fashioned. “What does he do for a living?” I say.

“He’s a teacher at the local comprehensive. History and English. He’s awful clever. Community-minded too; does volunteer work for the local historical society. It’s a hobby of his, he says, all those ladies and lords and dukes and duchesses. He knows all kinds of things about that family of yours, the one that used to live up in the grand house on the hill—” She breaks and squints towards the office, then rolls her eyes. “Oh, Gawd. It’s Nurse Ratchet. I’m supposed to be doing tea rounds. No doubt Bertie Sinclair’s complained again. You ask me, he’d be doing himself a favor to skip a biscuit now and then.” She extinguishes her cigarette and pops the butt in the matchbox. “Ah well, no rest for the wicked. Anything I can get for you before I do the others, pet? You’ve hardly touched your tea.”

I assure her I’m fine and she hurries across the green, hips and ponytail swinging in accord.

It is nice to be cared for, to have one’s tea brought. I like to think I have earned this little luxury. Lord knows I have often enough been the bearer of tea. Sometimes I amuse myself imagining how Sylvia would have fared in service at Riverton. Not for her the silent, obedient deference of the domestic servant. She has too much bluff; has not been cowed by frequent assertions as to her “place,” well-intentioned instructions to lower her expectations. No, Nancy would not have found Sylvia so compliant a pupil as I.

It is hardly a fair comparison, I know. People have changed too much. The century has left us bruised and battered. Even the young and privileged today wear their cynicism like a badge, their eyes blank and their minds full of things they never sought to know.

It is one of the reasons I have never spoken of the Hartfords and Robbie Hunter and what went on between them. For there have been times when I’ve considered telling it all, unburdening myself. To Ruth. Or more likely Marcus. But somehow I knew before beginning my tale that I would be unable to make them understand. How it ended the way it did. Why it ended the way it did. Make them see how much the world has changed.

Of course, the signs of progress were upon us even then. The first war—the Great War—changed everything, upstairs and down. How shocked we all were when the new staff began to trickle in (and out again, usually) after the war, full of agency ideas about minimum wages and days off. Before that, the world had seemed absolute somehow, the distinctions simple and intrinsic.

On my first morning at Riverton, Mr. Hamilton called me to his pantry, deep in the servants’ hall, where he was bent over ironing The Times. He stood upright and straightened his fine round spectacle frames across the bridge of his long, beaked nose. So important was my induction into “the ways” that Mrs. Townsend had taken a rare break from preparing the luncheon galantine to bear witness. Mr. Hamilton inspected my uniform meticulously and then, apparently satisfied, began his lecture on the difference between us and them.

“Never forget,” he said gravely, “you are fortunate indeed to be invited to serve in a great house such as this. And with good fortune comes responsibility. Your conduct in all matters reflects directly on the family and you must do them justice: keep their secrets and deserve their trust. Remember that the Master always knows best. Look to him, and his family, for example. Serve them silently . . . eagerly . . . gratefully. You will know your job is done well when it goes unnoticed, that you have succeeded when you are unnoticed.” He lifted his gaze then and studied the space above my head, his ruddy skin flushed with emotion. “And Grace? Never forget the honor they do you, allowing you to serve in their home.”

I can only imagine what Sylvia would have said to this. Certainly she wouldn’t have received the address as I did; would not have felt her face constrict with gratitude and the vague, unnameable thrill of having been lifted up a step in the world.

I shift in my seat and notice she has left her photograph behind: this new man who woos her with talk of history, and who nurses a hobbyist’s affection for the aristocracy. I know his type. They are the sort to keep scrapbooks of press clippings and photographs, to sketch elaborate family trees about families to which they have no entrée.

I sound contemptuous, but I am not. I am interested—intrigued even—by the way time erases real lives, leaving only vague imprints. Blood and spirit fade away so that only names and dates remain.

I close my eyes again. The sun has shifted and now my cheeks are warm.

The folk of Riverton have all been dead so long. While age has withered me, they remain eternally youthful, eternally beautiful.

There now. I am becoming maudlin and romantic. For they are neither young nor beautiful. They are dead. Buried. Nothing. Mere figments that flit within the memories of those they once knew.

But of course, those who live in memories are never really dead.
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THE first time I saw Hannah and Emmeline and their brother David, they were debating the effects of leprosy on the human face. They had been at Riverton a week by then—their annual summer visit—but to that point I had caught only occasional wafts of laughter, tattoos of running feet amid the creaking bones of the old house.

Nancy had insisted I was too inexperienced to be trusted in polite society—juvenile though it might be—and had conferred on me only duties that distanced me from the visitors. While the other servants were preparing for the arrival of the adult guests a fortnight hence, I was responsible for the nursery.

They were too old, strictly, to need a nursery, said Nancy, and would probably never use it, but it was tradition, and thus the large second-floor room at the far end of the east wing was to be aired and cleaned, flowers replaced daily.

I can describe the room, but I fear any description will fail to capture the strange appeal it held for me. The room was large, rectangular and gloomy, and wore the pallor of decorous neglect. It gave the impression of desertion, of a spell in an ancient tale. It slept the sleep of a hundred-year curse. The air hung heavily, thick and cold and suspended; and in the doll’s house by the fireplace the dining table was set for a party whose guests would never come.

The walls were covered in paper that might once have been blue and white stripe, but which time and moisture had turned murky gray, spotted and peeling in places. Faded scenes from Hans Christian Andersen hung along one side: the brave tin soldier atop his fire, the pretty girl in red shoes, the little mermaid weeping for her lost past. It smelled musty, of ghostly children and long-settled dust. Vaguely alive.

There was a sooty fireplace and a leather armchair at one end, huge arched windows on the adjacent wall. If I climbed up onto the dark timber window seat and peered down through the leadlight panes I could make out a courtyard where two bronze lions on weathered plinths stood guard, surveying the estate churchyard in the valley below.

A well-worn rocking horse rested by the window: a dignified dapple-gray with kind black eyes who seemed grateful for the dusting I gave him. And by his side, in silent communion, stood Raverley. The black and tan foxhound had been Lord Ashbury’s when he was a boy; had died after getting his leg stuck in a trap. The embalmer had made a good attempt to patch the damage, but no amount of pretty dressing could hide what lurked beneath. I took to covering Raverley while I worked. With a dustsheet draped over him I could almost pretend he wasn’t there, looking out at me with his dull glassy eyes, wound gaping beneath his patch.

But despite it all—Raverley, the smell of slow decay, the peeling paper—the nursery became my favorite room. Day after day, as predicted, I found it empty, the children engaged elsewhere on the estate. I took to rushing through my regular duties so that I might have a few spare minutes in which to linger, alone. Away from Nancy’s constant corrections, from Mr. Hamilton’s grim reproval, from the rowdy camaraderie of the other servants that made me feel I had so much still to learn. I stopped holding my breath, began to take the solitude for granted. To think of it as my room.

And then there were the books, so many books, more than I had ever seen in one place at one time: adventures, histories, fairytales, jostled together on huge shelves on either side of the fireplace. Once I dared pull one down, selected for no better reason than a particularly pretty spine. I ran my hand over the musty cover, opened it and read the carefully printed name: TIMOTHY HARTFORD. Then I turned the thick pages, breathed mildewed dust and was transported to another place and time.

I had learned to read at the village school and my teacher, Miss Ruby, pleased I expect to encounter such uncommon student interest, had started loaning me books from her own collection: Jane Eyre, Frankenstein, The Castle of Otranto. When I returned them we would discuss our favorite parts. It was Miss Ruby who suggested I might become a teacher myself. Mother had been none too pleased when I told her. She’d said it was all very well for Miss Ruby to go putting grand ideas in my head, but ideas didn’t put bread and butter on the table. Not long afterwards she’d sent me up the hill to Riverton, to Nancy and Mr. Hamilton, and to the nursery . . .

And for a time the nursery was my room, the books my books.

But one day a fog blew in and it began to rain. As I hurried along the corridor with half a mind to look at an illustrated children’s encyclopedia I’d discovered the day before, I stopped short. There were voices inside.

It was the wind, I told myself, carrying them from elsewhere in the house. An illusion. But when I cracked open the door and peeked inside: shock. There were people in there. Young people who fitted perfectly in that enchanting room.

And in that instant, with neither sign nor ceremony, it ceased to be mine. I stood, frozen by indecision, unsure whether it was proper to continue my duties or to return later. I peeked again, made timid by their laughter. Their confident, round voices. Their shiny hair and shinier hair bows.

It was the flowers that decided me. They were wilting in their vase atop the fire mantel. Petals had dropped in the night and now lay scattered like a rebuke. I couldn’t risk Nancy seeing them; she had been clear on my duties. Had made certain I understood that Mother would learn if I were to run foul of my superiors.

Remembering Mr. Hamilton’s instructions, I clutched my brush and broom to my chest and tiptoed to the fireside, concentrated on being invisible. I needn’t have worried. They were used to sharing their homes with an army of the unseen. They ignored me while I pretended to ignore them.

Two girls and a boy: the youngest around ten, the eldest not yet seventeen. All three shared the distinctive Ashbury coloring—golden hair and eyes the fine, clear blue of Ceylonese sapphires—the legacy of Lord Ashbury’s mother, a Dane who (so said Nancy) had married for love and been disowned, her dowry withdrawn. (She’d had the last laugh though, said Nancy, when her husband’s brother passed away and she became Lady Ashbury of the British Empire.)

The taller girl stood in the center of the room, wielding a handful of papers as she described the niceties of leprous infections. The younger sat on the floor, legs crossed, watching her sister with widening blue eyes, her arm draped absently around Raverley’s neck. I was surprised, and a little horrified, to see he had been dragged from his corner and was enjoying a rare moment of inclusion. The boy knelt on the window seat, gazing down through the fog towards the churchyard.

“And then you turn around to face the audience, Emmeline, and your face will be completely leprous,” the taller girl said gleefully.

“I don’t see why I have to be the one to get leprosy,” Emmeline said.

“Take it up with God,” Hannah said. “He wrote it.”

“But why do I have to play Miriam? Can’t I play a different part?”

“There are no other parts,” Hannah said. “David has to be Aaron, because he’s the tallest, and I’m playing God.”

“Can’t I be God?”

“Certainly not. I thought you wanted the main part.”

“I did,” Emmeline said. “I do.”

“Well then. God doesn’t even get to be onstage,” Hannah said. “I have to do my lines from behind a curtain.”

“I could play Moses,” Emmeline said. “Raverley can be Miriam.”

“You’re not playing Moses,” Hannah said. “We need a real Miriam. She’s far more important than Moses. He only has one line. That’s why Raverley’s standing in. I can say his line from behind my curtain—I may even cut Moses altogether.”

“Perhaps we could do another scene instead,” Emmeline said hopefully. “One with Mary and the baby Jesus?”

Hannah huffed disgustedly.

They were rehearsing a play. Alfred the footman had told me there was to be a family recital on the bank-holiday weekend. It was a tradition: some family members sang, others recited poetry, the children always performed a scene from their grandmother’s favorite book.

“We’ve chosen this scene because it’s important,” said Hannah.

“You’ve chosen it because it’s important,” said Emmeline.

“Exactly,” said Hannah. “It’s about a father having two sets of rules: one for his sons and one for his daughters.”

“Sounds perfectly reasonable to me,” said David ironically.

Hannah ignored him. “Both Miriam and Aaron are guilty of the same thing: discussing their brother’s marriage—”

“What were they saying?” Emmeline said.

“It’s not important, they were just—”

“Were they saying mean things?”

“No, and it’s not the point. The important thing is that God decides Miriam should be punished with leprosy while Aaron gets no worse than a talking-to. Does that sound fair to you, Emme?”

“Didn’t Moses marry an African woman?” Emmeline said.

Hannah shook her head, exasperated. She did that a lot, I noticed. A fierce energy infused her every long-limbed movement, led her easily to frustration. Emmeline, by contrast, had the calculated posture of a doll come to life. Their features, similar when considered individually—two neat noses, two pairs of intense blue eyes, two pretty mouths—manifested themselves uniquely on each girl’s face. Where Hannah gave the impression of a fairy queen—passionate, mysterious, compelling—Emmeline’s was a more accessible beauty. Though still a child, there was something in the way her lips parted in repose that reminded me of a glamour photograph I had once seen when it fell from the pedlar’s pocket.

“Well? He did, didn’t he?” Emmeline said.

“Yes, Emme,” David said, laughing. “Moses married an Ethiopian. Hannah’s just frustrated that we don’t share her passion for women’s suffrage.”

“Hannah! He doesn’t mean it. You’re not a suffragette. Are you?”

“Of course I am,” Hannah said. “And so are you.”

Emmeline lowered her voice. “Does Pa know? He’ll be ever so cross.”

“Pooh,” said Hannah. “Pa’s a kitten.”

“A lion, more like,” said Emmeline, lips trembling. “Please don’t make him cross, Hannah.”

“I shouldn’t worry, Emme,” said David. “Suffrage is all the fashion amongst society women at the moment.”

Emmeline looked doubtful. “Fanny never said anything.”

“Anyone who’s anyone will be wearing a dinner jacket for her debut this season,” said David.

Emmeline’s eyes widened.

I listened from the bookshelves, wondering what it all meant. I wasn’t exactly sure what suffrage was, but had a vague idea it might be a sort of illness, the likes of which Mrs. Nammersmith in the village had caught when she took her corset off at the Easter parade, and her husband had to take her to the hospital in London.

“You’re a wicked tease,” Hannah said. “Just because Pa is too unfair to let Emmeline and me go to school doesn’t mean you should try to make us look stupid at every opportunity.”

“I don’t have to try,” David said, sitting on the toy box and flicking a lock of hair from his eyes. I drew breath: he was beautiful and golden like his sisters. “Anyway, you’re not missing much. School’s overrated.”

“Oh?” Hannah raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Usually you’re only too pleased to let me know exactly what I’m missing. Why the sudden change of heart?” Her eyes widened: two ice-blue moons. Excitement laced her voice. “Don’t tell me you’ve done something dreadful to get yourself expelled?”

“Course not,” David said quickly. “I just think there’s more to life than book-learning. My friend Hunter says that life itself is the best education—”

“Hunter?”

“He only started at Eton this form. His father’s some sort of scientist. Evidently he discovered something that turned out to be quite important and the King made him a marquess. He’s a bit mad. Robert, too, if you believe the other lads, but I think he’s topping.”

“Well,” Hannah said, “your mad Robert Hunter is fortunate to have the luxury of disdaining his education, but how am I supposed to become a respected playwright if Pa insists on keeping me ignorant?” Hannah sighed with frustration. “I wish I were a boy.”

“I should hate to go to school,” Emmeline said. “And I should hate to be a boy. No dresses, the most boring hats, having to talk about sports and politics all day.”

“I’d love to talk politics,” Hannah said. Vehemence shook strands loose from the careful confinement of her ringlets. “I’d start by making Herbert Asquith give women the vote. Even young ones.”

David smiled. “You could be Great Britain’s first play-writing prime minister.”

“Yes,” said Hannah.

“I thought you were going to be an archaeologist,” Emmeline said. “Like Gertrude Bell.”

“Politician, archaeologist. I could be both. This is the twentieth century.” She scowled. “If only Pa would let me have a proper education.”

“You know what Pa says about girls’ education,” said David. Emmeline chimed in with the well-worn phrase: “ ‘The slippery slope to women’s suffrage.’ ”

“Anyway, Pa says Miss Prince is giving us all the education we need,” said Emmeline.

“Pa would say that. He’s hoping she’ll turn us into boring wives for boring fellows, speaking passable French, playing passable piano and politely losing the odd game of bridge. We’ll be less trouble that way.”

“Pa says no one likes a woman who thinks too much,” Emmeline said.

David rolled his eyes. “Like that Canadian woman who drove him home from the gold mines with her talk of politics. She did us all a disservice.”

“I don’t want everyone to like me,” Hannah said, setting her chin stubbornly. “I should think less of myself if no one disliked me.”

“Then cheer up,” David said. “I have it on good authority that a number of our friends don’t like you.”

Hannah frowned, its impact weakened by the involuntary beginnings of a smile. “Well, I’m not going to do any of her stinking lessons today. I’m tired of reciting The Lady of Shalott while she snivels into her handkerchief.”

“She’s crying for her own lost love,” Emmeline said with a sigh.

Hannah rolled her eyes.

“It’s true!” Emmeline said. “I heard Grandmama tell Lady Clem. Before she came to us, Miss Prince was engaged to be married.”

“Came to his senses, I suppose,” Hannah said.

“He married her sister instead,” Emmeline said.

This silenced Hannah, but only briefly. “She should have sued him for breach of promise.”

“That’s what Lady Clem said—and worse—but Grandmama said Miss Prince didn’t want to cause him trouble.”

“Then she’s a fool,” Hannah said. “She’s better off without him.”

“What a romantic,” David said archly. “The poor lady’s hopelessly in love with a man she can’t have and you begrudge reading her the occasional piece of sad poetry. Cruelty, thy name is Hannah.”

Hannah set her chin. “Not cruel, practical. Romance makes people forget themselves, do silly things.”

David was smiling: the amused smile of an elder brother who believed that time would change her.

“It’s true,” Hannah said, stubbornly. “Miss Prince would be better to stop pining and start filling her mind—and ours—with interesting things. Like the building of the pyramids, the lost city of Atlantis, the adventures of the Vikings . . .”

Emmeline yawned and David held up his hands in an attitude of surrender.

“Anyway,” Hannah said, frowning as she picked up her papers, “we’re wasting time. We’ll go from the bit where Miriam gets leprosy.”

“We’ve done it a hundred times,” Emmeline said. “Can’t we do something else?”

“Like what?”

Emmeline shrugged uncertainly. “I don’t know.” She looked from Hannah to David. “Couldn’t we play The Game?”

No. It wasn’t The Game then. It was just the game. A game. Emmeline might have been referring to conkers, or jacks, or marbles, for all I knew that morning. It wasn’t for some time that The Game took on capital letters in my mind. That I came to associate the term with secrets and fancies and adventures unimagined. On that dull, wet morning, as the rain pattered against the nursery windowpanes, I barely gave it a thought.

Hidden behind the armchair sweeping up the dried and scattered petals, I was imagining what it might be like to have siblings. I had always longed for one. I had told Mother once, asked her whether I might have a sister. Someone with whom to gossip and plot, whisper and dream. Mother had laughed, but not in a happy way, and said she wasn’t given to making the same mistake twice.

What must it feel like, I wondered, to belong somewhere, to face the world a member of a tribe, with ready-made allies? I was pondering this, brushing absently at the armchair, when something moved beneath my duster. A blanket flapped and a female voice croaked: “What? What’s all this? Hannah? David?”

She was as old as age itself. An ancient woman, recessed amongst the cushions, hidden from view. This, I knew, must be Nanny Brown. I had heard her spoken of in hushed and reverent tones, both upstairs and down: she had nursed Lord Ashbury himself when he was a lad and was as much a family institution as the house itself.

I froze where I stood, duster in hand, under the gaze of three sets of pale blue eyes.

The old woman spoke again. “Hannah? What’s going on?”

“Nothing, Nanny Brown,” Hannah said, finding her tongue. “We’re just rehearsing for the recital. We’ll be quieter from now on.”

“You mind Raverley doesn’t get too frisky, cooped up inside,” Nanny Brown said.

“No, Nanny Brown,” Hannah said, her voice revealing a sensitivity to match her fierceness. “We’ll make sure he’s nice and quiet.” She came forward and tucked the blanket back around the old lady’s tiny form. “There, there, Nanny Brown, dear, you rest now.”

“Well,” Nanny Brown said sleepily, “maybe just for a little while.” Her eyes fluttered shut and after a moment her breathing grew deep and regular.

I held my own breath, waiting for one of the children to speak. They were still looking at me, eyes wide. A slow instant passed, during which I envisaged myself being hauled before Nancy, or worse, Mr. Hamilton; called to explain how I came to be dusting Nanny Brown; the displeasure on Mother’s face as I returned home, released without references . . .

But they did not scold, or frown, or reprove. They did something far more unexpected. As if on cue, they started to laugh, raucously, easily, collapsing into one another so that they seemed somehow joined.

I stood, watching and waiting, their reaction more disquieting than the silence that preceded it. I could not help my lip from trembling.

Finally, the elder girl managed to speak. “I’m Hannah,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Have we met?”

I exhaled, curtsied. My voice was tiny. “No m’lady. I’m Grace.”

Emmeline giggled. “She’s not your lady. She’s just miss.”

I curtsied again. Avoided her gaze. “I’m Grace, miss.”

“You look familiar,” Hannah said. “Are you sure you weren’t here at Easter?”

“Yes, miss. I just started. Going on for a month now.”

“You don’t look old enough to be a maid,” Emmeline said.

“I’m fourteen, miss.”

“Snap,” Hannah said. “So am I. And Emmeline is ten and David is practically ancient—sixteen.”

David spoke then. “And do you always clean right over the top of sleeping persons, Grace?” At this, Emmeline started to laugh again.

“Oh, no. No, sir. Just this once, sir.”

“Pity,” David said. “It would be rather convenient never to have to bathe again.”

I was stricken; my cheeks filled with heat. I had never met a real gentleman before. Not one my age, not the sort who made my heart flutter against my ribcage with his talk of bathing. Strange. I am an old woman now, yet as I think of David I find the echoes of those old feelings creeping back. I am not dead yet then.

“Don’t mind him,” Hannah said. “He thinks he’s a riot.”

“Yes, miss.”

She looked at me quizzically, as if about to say something more. But before she could there came the noise of quick, light footsteps rounding the stairs and beginning down the corridor. Drawing closer. Clip, clip, clip, clip . . .

Emmeline ran to the door and peered through the keyhole.

“It’s Miss Prince,” she said, looking to Hannah. “Coming this way.”

“Quick!” Hannah said in a determined whisper. “Or suffer death by Tennyson.”

There was a scurry of footsteps and a flurry of skirts and, before I realized what was happening, all three had vanished. The door burst open and a gust of cold, damp air swept through. A prim figure stood across the doorway.

She surveyed the room, her gaze landing finally on me. “You,” she said. “Have you seen the children? They’re late for their lessons. I’ve been waiting in the library ten minutes.”

I was not a liar, and I cannot say what made me do it. But in that instant, as Miss Prince stood peering over her glasses at me, I did not think twice.

“No, Miss Prince,” I said. “Not for a time.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, miss.”

She held my gaze. “I was sure I heard voices in here.”

“Only my own, miss. I was singing.”

“Singing?”

“Yes, miss.”

The silence seemed to stretch forever, broken only when Miss Prince tapped her blackboard pointer three times against her open hand and stepped into the room; began to walk slowly around its perimeter. Clip . . . Clip . . . Clip . . . Clip . . .

She reached the doll’s house and I noticed the tail of Emmeline’s sash ribbon protruding from its stand. I swallowed. “I . . . I might have seen them earlier, miss, now I think of it. Through the window. In the old boathouse. Down by the lake.”

“Down by the lake,” Miss Prince said. She had reached the French windows and stood gazing out into the fog, white light on her pale face. “ ‘Where willows whiten, aspens quiver, little breezes dusk and shiver . . .’ ”

I was unfamiliar with Tennyson at that time, thought only that she produced a rather pretty description of the lake. “Yes, miss,” I said.

After a moment she turned. “I shall have the gardener retrieve them. What’s his name?”

“Dudley, miss.”

“I shall have Dudley retrieve them. We must not forget that punctuality is a virtue without peer.”

“No, miss,” I said, curtsying.

And she clipped coldly across the floor, closing the door behind her.

The children emerged as if by magic from beneath dustcloths, under the doll’s house, behind the curtains.

Hannah smiled at me, but I did not linger. I could not understand what I had done. Why I had done it. I was confused, ashamed, exhilarated.

I curtsied and hurried past, cheeks burning as I flew along the corridor, anxious to find myself once more in the safety of the servants’ hall, away from these strange, exotic child-adults and the odd feelings they aroused in me.



WAITING FOR THE RECITAL
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I COULD hear Nancy calling my name as I raced down the stairs into the shadowy servants’ hall. I paused at the bottom, letting my eyes adapt to the dimness, then hurried into the kitchen. A copper pot simmered on the huge stove and the air was salty with the sweat of boiled ham. Katie, the scullery maid, stood by the sink scrubbing pans, staring blindly at the steamy hint of a window. Mrs. Townsend, I guessed, was having her afternoon lie-down before the Mistress rang for tea. I found Nancy at the table in the servants’ dining room, surrounded by vases, candelabras, platters and goblets.

“There you are, then,” she said, frowning so that her eyes became two dark slits. “I was beginning to think I’d have to come looking for you.” She indicated the seat opposite. “Well, don’t just stand there, girl. Get yourself a cloth and help me polish.”

I sat down and selected a plump milk jug that hadn’t seen the light of day since the previous summer. I rubbed at the flecked spots, but my mind lingered in the nursery upstairs. I could imagine them laughing together, teasing, playing. I felt as though I had opened the cover of a beautiful, glossy book and become lost in the magic of its story, only to be forced too soon to put the book aside. You see? Already I had fallen under the spell of the Hartford children.

“Steady on,” Nancy said, wresting the cloth from my hand. “That’s His Lordship’s best silver. You’d better hope Mr. Hamilton don’t see you scratching it like that.” She held aloft the vase she was cleaning and began to rub it in deliberate circular motions. “There now. See as how I’m doing it? Gentle like? All in the one direction?”

I nodded and set about the jug again. I had so many questions about the Hartfords: questions I felt sure Nancy could answer. And yet I was reluctant to ask. It was in her power, I knew, and her nature, I suspected, to ensure my future duties took me far from the nursery, if she supposed I was gaining pleasure beyond the satisfaction of a job well done.

Yet just as a new lover imbues ordinary objects with special meaning, I was greedy for the least information concerning them. I thought about my books, tucked away in their attic hideaway; the way Sherlock Holmes could make people say the last thing they expected through artful questioning. I took a deep breath. “Nancy . . . ?”

“Mmm?”

“What is Lord Ashbury’s son like?”

Her dark eyes flashed. “Major Jonathan? Oh, he’s a fine—”

“No,” I said, “not Major Jonathan.” I already knew about Major Jonathan. One couldn’t pass a day in Riverton without learning of Lord Ashbury’s elder son, most recent in a long line of Hartford males to attend Eton and then Sandhurst. His portrait hung next to that of his father (and the string of fathers before him) at the top of the front staircase, surveying the hall below: head aloft, medals gleaming, blue eyes cold. He was the pride of Riverton, both upstairs and down. A Boer War hero. The next Lord Ashbury.

No. I meant Frederick, the “Pa” they spoke of in the nursery, who seemed to inspire in them a mix of affection and awe. Lord Ashbury’s second son, whose mere mention caused Lady Violet’s friends fondly to shake their heads and His Lordship to grumble into his sherry.

Nancy opened her mouth and closed it again, like one of the fish the storms washed up on the lake bank. “Ask no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,” she said finally, holding her vase up to the light for inspection.

I finished the jug and moved on to a platter. This was how it was with Nancy. She was capricious in her own way: unreservedly forthcoming at some times, absurdly secretive at others.

Sure enough, for no other reason than the clock on the wall had ticked away five minutes, she acquiesced. “I suppose you’ve heard one of the footmen talking, have you? Alfred, I’ll warrant. Terrible gossips, footmen.” She started on another vase. Eyed me suspiciously. “Your mother’s never told you about the family, then?”

I shook my head and Nancy arched a thin eyebrow in disbelief, as if it were near impossible that people might find things to discuss that didn’t concern the family at Riverton.

In fact, Mother had always been resolutely close-lipped about business at the house. When I was younger I had probed her, eager for stories about the grand old manor on the hill. There were enough tales about in the village as it was and I was hungry for my own titbits to trade with the other children. But she only ever shook her head and reminded me that curiosity killed the cat.

Finally, Nancy spoke. “Mr. Frederick . . . where to begin about Mr. Frederick?” She resumed polishing, speaking through a sigh. “He’s not a bad sort of fellow. Not at all like his brother, mind, not one for heroics, but not a bad sort. Truth be told, most of us downstairs have a fondness for him. To hear Mrs. Townsend talk he was always a scamp of a lad, full of tall stories and funny ideas. Always very kindly to the servants.”

“Is it true he was a gold miner?” It seemed a suitably exciting profession. It was right somehow that the Hartford children should have an interesting father. My own had always been a disappointment: a faceless figure who vanished into thin air before I was born, rematerializing only in hot whispered exchanges between Mother and her sister.

“For a time,” Nancy said. “He’s turned his hand to that many things I’ve all but lost count. Never been much of a one for settling, our Mr. Frederick. Never one to take to other folks. First there was the tea planting in Ceylon, then the gold prospecting in Canada. Then he decided he was going to make his fortune printing newspapers. Now it’s motorcars, God love him.”

“Does he sell motorcars?”

“He makes them, or those that work for him do. He’s bought a factory over Ipswich way.”

“Ipswich. Is that where he lives? Him and his family?” I said, nudging the conversation in the direction of the children.

She didn’t take the bait: was concentrated on her own thoughts. “With any luck he’ll make a go of this one. Heaven knows His Lordship would look gladly on a return for his investment.”

I blinked, her meaning lost on me. Before I could ask what she meant, she had swept on. “Anyway, you’ll see him soon enough. He arrives next Tuesday, along with the Major and Lady Jemima.” A rare smile, approval rather than pleasure. “The family always come together for the midsummer dinner.”

“But, Nancy,” I said; it had been troubling me all week, “it’s August. Not midsummer at all.”

She looked at me as if I’d just declared that a boiled egg wasn’t square. “Well, of course it’s August. Are you daft, girl? And the midsummer dinner will be held on the bank holiday weekend as it always has been. Just you mind Mr. Hamilton don’t hear you questioning your betters.”

I shook my head quickly.

“The celebrations are a little smaller these days—there hasn’t been a midsummer ball in some time—but there’s not one of the family would dream of missing the dinner. It’s a tradition, along with the other festivities.”

“Like the recital,” I said, daringly, avoiding her gaze.

“So,” Nancy raised a brow, “someone’s already blathered to you about the recital, have they?”

I ignored her peevish note. Nancy was unaccustomed to being pipped at the rumor post. “Alfred said the servants were invited to see the recital,” I said.

“Footmen!” Nancy shook her head haughtily. “Never listen to a footman if you want to hear the truth, my girl. Invited, indeed! Servants are permitted to see the recital, and very kind of the Master it is, too. He knows how much the family mean to all of us downstairs, how we enjoy seeing the young ones growing up.” She returned her attention momentarily to the vase in her lap and I held my breath, willing her to continue. After a moment that seemed an age, she did. “This’ll be the fourth year they’ve put on theatricals. Ever since Miss Hannah was ten and took it into her head she wanted to be a theatre director.” Nancy nodded. “Aye, she’s a character is Miss Hannah. She and her father are as like as two eggs.”

“How?” I asked.

Nancy paused, considering this. “There’s something of the wanderlust in each of them,” she said finally. “Both full of wit and newfangled ideas, each as stubborn as the other.” She spoke pointedly, accenting each description, a warning to me that such traits, while acceptable idiosyncrasies for them upstairs, would not be tolerated from the likes of me.

I’d had such lectures all my life from Mother. I nodded sagely as she continued. “They get on famously most of the time, but when they don’t there’s not a soul don’t know it. There’s no one can rile Mr. Frederick quite like Miss Hannah. Even as a wee girl she knew just how to set him off. She was a fierce little thing, full of tempers. One time, I remember, she was awful dark at him for one reason or another and took it into her head to give him a nasty fright.”

“What did she do?”

“Now let me think . . . Master David was out having riding instruction. That’s what started it all. Miss Hannah were none too happy to have been left out, so she bundled up Miss Emmeline and gave Nanny Brown the slip. Found their way to the far estates, they did, right the way down where the farmers were harvesting apples.” She shook her head. “Convinced Miss Emmeline to hide away in the barn, did our Miss Hannah. Wasn’t hard to do, I imagine; Miss Hannah can be very persuasive, and besides, Miss Emmeline was quite happy with all them fresh apples to feast on. Next minute, Miss Hannah arrived back at the house, puffing and panting like she’d run for her life, calling for Mr. Frederick. I was laying for luncheon in the dining room at the time, and I heard Miss Hannah tell him that a couple of foreign men with dark skin had found them in the orchards. Said they’d commented on how pretty Miss Emmeline was and promised to take her on a long journey across the seas. Miss Hannah said she couldn’t be sure, but she believed them to be white slavers.”

I gasped, shocked by Hannah’s daring. “What happened then?”

Nancy, portentous with secrets, warmed to the telling. “Well, Mr. Frederick’s always been wary of the white slavers, and his face went first white, then all red, and before you could count to three he scooped Miss Hannah into his arms and set off towards the orchards. Bertie Timmins, who was picking apples that day, said Mr. Frederick arrived in a terrible state. He started yelling orders to form a search party, that Miss Emmeline had been kidnapped by two dark-skinned men. They searched high and low, spreading out in all directions, but no one had seen two dark-skinned men and a golden-haired child.”

“How did they find her?”

“They didn’t. In the end she found them. After an hour or so, Miss Emmeline, bored with hiding and sick from apples, came strolling from the barn wondering about all the fuss. Why Miss Hannah hadn’t come to get her . . .”

“Was Mr. Frederick very cross?”

“Oh yes,” Nancy said matter-of-factly, polishing fiercely. “Though not for long: never could stay dark with her for long. They’ve a bond, those two. She’d have to do more’n that to set him against her.” She held aloft the glistening vase, then placed it with the other polished items. Laid her cloth on the table and tilted her head, giving her thin neck a rub. “Anyways, as I hear it, Mr. Frederick was just getting a bit of his own medicine.”

“Why?” I asked. “What did he do?”

Nancy glanced towards the kitchen, satisfying herself that Katie was out of earshot. There was a well-worn pecking order downstairs at Riverton, refined and ingrained by centuries of service. I may have been the lowest housemaid, subject to regular dressing-downs, worthy of only the lesser duties, but Katie, as scullery maid, was beneath contempt. I would like to be able to say this groundless inequity riled me; that I was, if not incensed, at least alert to its injustice. But to do so would be crediting my young self with empathy I did not possess. Rather, I relished what little privilege my place afforded me—Lord knows there were enough above me.

“Gave his parents quite a time when he was a lad, did our Mr. Frederick,” she said through tight lips. “He was such a livewire Lord Ashbury sent him to Radley just so he couldn’t give his brother a bad name at Eton. Wouldn’t let him try for Sandhurst neither, when the time came, even though he was that set on joining the army.”

I digested this information as Nancy continued. “Understandable, of course, with Major Jonathan doing so well in the forces. It doesn’t take much to stain a family’s good name. Wasn’t worth the risk.” She left off rubbing her neck and seized a tarnished salt dish. “Anyway. All’s well that end’s well. He’s got his motorcars, and he’s got himself three fine children. You’ll see for yourself at the play.”

“Will Major Jonathan’s children be performing in the play with Mr. Frederick’s?”

Nancy’s expression darkened and her voice lowered. “Whatever can you be thinking, girl?”

The air bristled. I had said something wrong. Nancy glowered at me, forcing me to look away. The platter in my hands had been polished till it shone and in its surface I saw my cheeks growing redder.

Nancy hissed, “The Major doesn’t have any children. Not any more.” She snatched my cloth from me, long, thin fingers brushing mine. “Now, get on with you. I’m getting naught done with all your talk.”
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OVER the next couple of weeks I avoided Nancy as best one person can avoid another with whom they live and work. At night, as she prepared for bed, I lay very still facing the wall, feigning sleep. It was a relief when she blew out the candle and the picture of the dying deer disappeared into the darkness. In the daytime, when we passed in the hall, Nancy would lift her nose disdainfully and I would study the floor, suitably chastened.

Blessedly, there was plenty to keep us occupied preparing to receive Lord Ashbury’s adult guests. The east-wing guestrooms had to be opened and aired, the dustsheets removed and the furniture polished. The best linen had to be retrieved from enormous storage boxes in the attic, inspected for flaws, then laundered. The rain had set in and the clothes lines behind the house were of no use, so Nancy told me to drape the sheets over the clothes horses in the upstairs linen room.

And that is where I learned more of The Game. For as the rain held, and Miss Prince determined to educate them on the finer points of Tennyson, the Hartford children sought hiding spots deeper and deeper within the house’s heart. The linen-room closet, tucked behind the chimney, was about as far from the library schoolroom as they could find. And there they took up quarters.

I never saw them play it, mind. Rule number one: The Game is secret. But I listened and, once or twice when temptation drove me and the coast was clear, I peeked inside the box. This is what I learned.

The Game was old. They’d been playing it for years. No, not playing. That is the wrong verb. Living; they had been living The Game for years. For The Game was more than its name suggested. It was a complex fantasy, an alternate world into which they escaped.

There were no costumes, no swords, no feathered headdresses. Nothing that would have marked it as a game. For that was its nature. It was secret. Its only accoutrement was the box. A black lacquered case brought back from China by one of their ancestors; one of the spoils from a spree of exploration and plunder. It was the size of a square hatbox—not too big and not too small—and its lid was inlaid with semiprecious gems to form a scene: a river with a bridge across it, a small temple on one bank, a willow weeping from the sloping shore. Three figures stood atop the bridge and above them a lone bird circled.

They guarded the box jealously, filled as it was with everything material to The Game. For although The Game demanded a good deal of running and hiding and wrestling, its real pleasure was enjoyed elsewhere. Rule number two: all journeys, adventures, explorations and sightings must be recorded. They would rush inside, flushed with danger, to record their recent adventures: maps and diagrams, codes and drawings, plays and books.

The books were miniature, bound with thread, writing so small and neat that one had to hold them close to decipher them. They had titles: Escape from Koshchei the Deathless; Encounter with Balam and His Bear; Journey to the Land of White Slavers. Some were written in code I couldn’t understand, though the legend, had I had the time to look, would no doubt have been printed on parchment and filed within the box.

The Game itself was simple. It was Hannah and David’s invention really, and as the oldest they were its chief instigators. They decided which location was ripe for exploration. The two of them had assembled a ministry of nine advisers—an eclectic group mingling eminent Victorians with ancient Egyptian kings. There were only ever nine advisers at any one time, and when history supplied a new figure too appealing to be denied inclusion, an original member would die or be deposed. (Death was always in the line of duty, reported solemnly in one of the tiny books kept inside the box.)

Alongside the advisers, each had their own character. Hannah was Nefertiti and David was Charles Darwin. Emmeline, only four when the governing laws were drawn up, had chosen Queen Victoria. A dull choice, Hannah and David agreed, understandable given Emmeline’s limited years, but certainly not a suitable adventure mate. Victoria was nonetheless accommodated into The Game, most often cast as a kidnap victim whose capture was precipitant of a daring rescue. While the other two were writing up their accounts, Emmeline was allowed to decorate the diagrams and shade the maps: blue for the ocean, purple for the deep, green and yellow for land.

Occasionally, David wasn’t available—the rain would subside for an hour and he would sneak out to play marbles with the other estate lads, or else he would occupy himself practising the piano. Then Hannah would realign her loyalties with Emmeline. The pair would hide away in the linen closet with a stash of sugar cubes from Mrs. Townsend’s dry store, and would invent special names in secret languages to describe the traitorous absconder. But no matter how much they wanted to, they never played The Game without him. To do so would have been unthinkable.

Rule number three: only three may play. No more, no less. Three. A number favored as much by art as by science: primary colors, points required to locate an object in space, notes to form a musical chord. Three points of a triangle, the first geometrical figure. Incontrovertible fact: two straight lines cannot enclose a space. The points of a triangle may move, shift allegiance, the distance between two disappear as they draw away from the third, but together they always define a triangle. Self-contained, real, complete.

The Game’s rules I learned because I read them. Written in neat but childish handwriting on yellowing paper, stuck beneath the lid of the box. I will remember them forever. To these rules, each had put their name. By general agreement, this third day of April, 1908. David Hartford, Hannah Hartford, and finally, in larger, more abstract print, the initials E.H. Rules are a serious business for children, and The Game required a sense of duty adults wouldn’t understand. Unless of course they were servants, in which case duty was something they knew a lot about.

So there it is. It was just a children’s game. And not the only one they played. Eventually they outgrew it, forgot it, left it behind. Or thought they did. By the time I met them it was already on its last legs. History was about to intervene: real adventure, real escape and adulthood were lurking, laughing, round the corner.

Just a children’s game and yet . . . What happened in the end would surely not have come about without it?
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THE day of the guests’ arrival dawned and I was given special permission, on condition my duties were complete, to watch from the first-floor balcony. As outside evening fell, I huddled by the banister, face pressed between two rails, eagerly awaiting the crunch of motorcar tires on the gravel out front.

First to arrive was Lady Clementine de Welton, a family friend with the grandeur and gloom of the late Queen, and her charge Miss Frances Dawkins (universally known as Fanny): a skinny, garrulous girl whose parents had gone down with the Titanic and who, at seventeen, was rumored to be in energetic pursuit of a husband. According to Nancy, it was Lady Violet’s dearest wish that Fanny should make a match with the widowed Mr. Frederick, though the latter remained entirely unconvinced.

Mr. Hamilton led them to the drawing room, where Lord and Lady Ashbury were waiting, and announced their arrival with a flourish. I watched from behind as they disappeared into the room—Lady Clementine first, Fanny close behind—and was put in mind of Mr. Hamilton’s salver of cocktail glasses on which the brandy balloons and champagne flutes jostled for space.

Mr. Hamilton returned to the entrance hall and was straightening his cuffs—a gesture that was a habit with him—when the Major and his wife arrived. She was a small, plump, brown-haired woman whose face, though kindly, bore the cruel etchings of grief. It is hindsight, of course, that makes me describe her thus, though even at the time I supposed her the victim of some misfortune. Nancy may not have been prepared to divulge the mystery of the Major’s children, but my young imagination, fed as it was on Gothic novels, was a fertile place. Besides, the nuances of attraction between a man and a woman were foreign to me then and I reasoned that only tragedy could account for such a tall, handsome man as the Major being married to so plain a woman. She must once have been lovely, I supposed, until some fiendish hardship befell them and seized from her whatever youth or beauty she possessed.

The Major, even sterner than his portrait allowed, asked customarily after Mr. Hamilton’s health, cast a proprietorial glance over the entrance hall and led Jemima to the drawing room. As they disappeared behind the door I saw that his hand rested tenderly at the base of her spine, a gesture that somehow belied his severe physical bearing, and which I have never quite forgotten.

My legs had grown stiff from crouching when finally Mr. Frederick’s motorcar crunched along the gravel of the driveway. Mr. Hamilton glanced reprovingly at the hall clock, then pulled open the front door.

Mr. Frederick was shorter than I expected, certainly not so tall as his brother, and I could make out no more of his features than the rim of a pair of glasses. For even when his hat was taken he did not raise his head. Merely ran his hand tentatively over the top to smooth his fair hair.

Only when Mr. Hamilton opened the drawing-room door and announced his arrival did Mr. Frederick’s attention flicker from his purpose. His gaze skittered about the room, taking in the marble, the portraits, the home of his youth, before alighting finally on my balcony. And in the brief moment before he was swallowed by the noisy room, his face paled as if he’d seen a ghost.
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THE week passed quickly. With so many extra people in the house, I was kept busy making up rooms, carrying tea trays, laying out luncheons. This pleased me well as I was not shy of hard work—Mother had made sure of that. Besides, I longed for the weekend to arrive and with it the bank-holiday play recital. For while the rest of the staff was focused on the late-summer dinner, all I could think of was the recital. I had barely seen the children since the adults arrived. The fog blew away as suddenly as it came, leaving in its place warm, clear skies too beautiful to waste indoors. Each day, as I rounded the corridor towards the nursery, I held my breath hopefully, but the fine weather was to hold and they were not to use the room again that year. They took their noise and their mischief and their Game outside.

And with them went the room’s enchantment. Stillness became emptiness and the small flame of pleasure I had nurtured was extinguished. I hurried my duties now, straightened the bookshelves without so much as a glance at their contents, no longer caught the horse’s eye; thought only of what they might be doing. And when I was finished I didn’t linger, but moved on swiftly to complete my duties. Occasionally, when I was clearing the breakfast tray from a second-floor guestroom or disposing of the night-waters, a squeal of distant laughter would draw my eyes to the window and I would see them, far off in the distance, heading towards the lake, disappearing down the driveway, dueling with long straight sticks.

Downstairs, Mr. Hamilton had stirred the servants into a frenzy of activity. It was the test of a good staff, he said, not to mention the proof of a butler’s mettle, to serve a household of guests. No request was to prove too much. We were to work as a finely oiled locomotive, rising to meet each challenge, exceeding the Master’s every expectation. It was to be a week of small triumphs, culminating in the late-summer dinner.

Mr. Hamilton’s fervor was infectious; even Nancy suffered an elevation of spirits and called a truce of sorts, offering, grudgingly, that I might help her clean the drawing room. It wasn’t ordinarily my place, she reminded me, to be cleaning the main rooms, but with the Master’s family visiting I was to be allowed the privilege—under strict observation—to practise these advanced duties. So it was that I added this dubious opportunity to my already inflated duty load and accompanied Nancy daily to the drawing room, where the adults sipped tea and discussed things that interested me little: weekend country parties, European politics and some unfortunate Austrian fellow who’d been shot in a faraway place.

The day of the recital (Sunday, 2 August 1914—I remember the date, though not for the recital as much as what came after) coincided with my afternoon off and my first visit to Mother since I’d started at Riverton. When I’d finished my morning duties I exchanged my uniform for regular clothes, strangely stiff and unfamiliar on my body. I brushed my hair out—pale and kinky where it had been twisted in its plait—then set about rebraiding, coiling a bun at the nape of my neck. Did I look any different, I wondered? Would Mother think so? It had only been five weeks and yet I felt inexplicably changed.

As I came down the servants’ stairs and into the kitchen I was met by Mrs. Townsend who thrust a bundle into my hands. “Go on then, take it. Just a little something for your mother’s tea,” she said in a hushed voice. “Some of my lemon-curd tart and a couple of slices of Victoria sponge.”

I glanced towards the staircase, dropped my own voice to a whisper. “But are you sure the Mistress—”

“You never mind about the Mistress. She and Lady Clementine won’t be left wanting.” She dusted down her apron, pulled her round shoulders to full height so that her chest seemed even more expansive than usual. “You just be sure an’ tell your mother we’re looking out for you up here.” She shook her head. “Fine girl, your mother. Guilty of nothing that ain’t been done a thousand times before.”

Then she turned and bustled back to the kitchen as suddenly as she’d appeared. Leaving me alone in the darkened hallway, wondering what she’d meant.

I turned it over in my mind all the way to the village. It was not the first time Mrs. Townsend had perplexed me with an expression of fondness for my mother. My own puzzlement left me feeling disloyal, but there was little in her reminiscences of good humor that could be accorded with the Mother I knew. Mother with her moods and silences.
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SHE was waiting for me on the doorstep. Stood as she caught sight of me. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me.”

“Sorry, Mother,” I said. “I was caught up with my duties.”

“Hope you made time for church this morning.”

“Yes, Mother. The staff go to service at the Riverton church.”

“I know that, my girl. I attended service at that church long before you came along.” She nodded at my hands. “What’s that you’ve got?”

I handed over the bundle. “From Mrs. Townsend. She was asking after you.”

Mother peeked within the bundle, bit the inside of her cheek. “I’ll be sure and have heartburn tonight.” She rewrapped it, said grudgingly, “Still, it’s good of her.” She stood aside, pushed back the door. “Come on in, then. You can make me up a pot of tea and tell me what’s been happening.”

I cannot remember much of which we spoke, for I was an unconscientious conversationalist that afternoon. My mind was not with Mother in her tiny, cheerless kitchen, but up in the ballroom on the hill, where earlier I had helped Nancy arrange chairs into rows and hang gold curtains around the proscenium arch . . .

I was already late when we said our goodbyes. By the time I reached the Riverton gates the sun was low in the sky. I wove along the narrow road towards the house. Magnificent trees, the legacy of Lord Ashbury’s distant ancestors, lined the way, their highest boughs arching to meet, outermost branches lacing so that the road became a dark, whispering tunnel.

As I burst into the light that afternoon, the sun had just slipped behind the roofline and the house was in eclipse, the sky behind glowing mauve and orange. I cut across the grounds, past the Eros and Psyche fountain, through Lady Violet’s garden of pink cabbage roses and down into the rear entrance. The servants’ hall was empty and my shoes echoed as I broke Mr. Hamilton’s golden rule and ran along the stone corridor. Through the kitchen I went, past Mrs. Townsend’s workbench covered with a panoply of sweet breads and cakes, and up the stairs.

The house was eerily quiet, everyone already in attendance. When I reached the gilded ballroom door, I smoothed my hair, straightened my skirt and slipped inside the darkened room; I took my place on the side wall with the other servants.



ALL GOOD THINGS
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I HADN’T realized the room would be so dark. It was the first recital I had ever attended, though I had once seen part of a Punch and Judy show when Mother took me to visit her sister, Dee, in Brighton. Black curtains had been draped across the windows and the room’s only brightness came from four limelights retrieved from the attic. They glowed yellow along the front of the stage, casting light upwards and glazing the performers in a ghostly shimmer.

Fanny was onstage singing the final bars of “The Wedding Glide,” batting her eyelids and trilling her notes. She hit the final G with a strident F and the audience broke into a round of polite applause. She smiled and curtsied coyly, her coquetry undermined somewhat by the curtain behind bulging excitedly with elbows and props belonging to the next act.

As Fanny exited stage right, Emmeline and David—draped in togas—entered stage left. They brought with them three long timber poles and a sheet, which were quickly arranged to form a serviceable, though lopsided, tent. They knelt beneath, holding their positions as a hush fell over the audience.

A voice came from beyond: “Ladies and gentlemen. A scene from the Book of Numbers.”

A murmur of approval.

The voice: “Imagine if you will, in ancient times, a family camped on a mountainside. A sister and brother gather in private to discuss the recent marriage of their brother.”

A round of light applause.

Then Emmeline spoke, voice buzzing with self-importance. “But, brother, what has Moses done?”

“He has taken a wife,” said David, rather drolly.

“But she is not one of us,” said Emmeline, eyeing the audience.

“No,” said David. “You are right, sister. For she is an Ethiopian.”

Emmeline shook her head, adopting an expression of exaggerated concern. “He has married outside the clan. Whatever will become of him?”

Suddenly a loud, clear voice from behind the curtain, amplified as if travelling through space (more likely a rolled-up piece of cardboard), “Aaron! Miriam!”

Emmeline gave her best performance of fearful attention.

“This is God. Your father. Come out ye two unto the tabernacle of the congregation.”

Emmeline and David did as they were told, shuffling from beneath the teepee to the front of the stage. Flickering limelights threw an army of shadows onto the sheet behind.

My eyes had adjusted to the dark and I was able to identify certain members of the audience by their familiar shapes. In the front row of finely dressed ladies, Lady Clementine’s tumbling jowls and Lady Violet’s feathered hat. A couple of rows behind, the Major and his wife. Closer to me, Mr. Frederick, head high, legs crossed, eyes focused sharply ahead. I studied his profile. He looked different somehow. The flickering half-light gave his high cheekbones a cadaverous appearance and his eyes the look of glass. His eyes. He wasn’t wearing glasses. I had never seen him without.

The Lord began to deliver his judgement, and I returned my attention to the stage. “Miriam and Aaron. Wherefore were ye not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?”

“We’re sorry, Father,” said Emmeline. “We were just—”

“Enough! My anger is kindled against thee!”

There was a burst of thunder (a drum, I think) and the audience jumped. A cloud of smoke plumed from behind the curtain, spilling over onto the stage.

Lady Violet exclaimed and David said, in a stage whisper, “It’s all right, Grandmama. It’s part of the show.”

A ripple of amused laughter.

“My anger is kindled against thee!” Hannah’s voice was fierce, bringing the audience to silence. “Daughter,” she said, and Emmeline turned away from the audience to gaze into the dissipating cloud. “Thou! Art! Leprous!”

Emmeline’s hands flew to her face. “No!” she cried. She held a dramatic pose before turning to the audience to reveal her condition.

A collective gasp; they had decided against using a mask, opting instead for a handful of strawberry jam and cream, smeared to gruesome effect.

“Those imps,” came Mrs. Townsend’s aggrieved whisper. “They told me they was needing jam for their scones!”

“Son,” said Hannah after a suitably dramatic pause, “thou art guilty of the same sin, and yet I cannot bring myself to anger at you.”

“Thank you, Father,” said David.

“Wilt thou remember not to discuss your brother’s wife again?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

“Then you may go.”

“Alas, my Lord,” said David, hiding a smile as he extended his arm towards Emmeline. “I beseech thee, heal my sister now.”

The audience was silent, awaiting the Lord’s response. “No,” it came, “I don’t think I will. She will be shut out from camp for seven days. Only then will she be received again.”

As Emmeline sank to her knees and David laid his hand on her shoulder, Hannah appeared from stage left. The audience drew breath as one. She was dressed immaculately in men’s clothing: a suit, top hat, walking cane, fob watch and, on the bridge of her nose, Mr. Frederick’s glasses. She walked to center stage, twirling her cane like a dandy. Her voice, when she spoke, was an excellent imitation of her father’s. “My daughter will learn that there are some rules for girls and others for boys.” She took a deep breath, straightened her hat. “To allow otherwise is to start down the slippery slope to women’s suffrage.”

The audience sat in electric silence, row on row, mouths agape.

My eyes sought Mr. Frederick. Still in his seat, he was rigid as a barge pole. As I watched, his shoulders began to twitch and I feared he was on the verge of one of the rages to which Nancy had alluded. Onstage, the children stood, frozen in a tableau like dolls in a doll’s house, watching the audience while the audience watched them.

Hannah was a model of composure, innocence writ large across her face. For an instant it seemed she caught my eye, and I thought the glimmer of a smile crossed her lips. I could not help it, I smiled back, fearfully, only stopping when Nancy glanced sideways in the dark and gave my arm a pinch.

Hannah, glowing, joined hands with Emmeline and David, and the three stretched out across the stage and took a bow. As they did, a glob of jam-smeared cream dropped from Emmeline’s nose and landed with a sizzle on a nearby limelight.

“Just so,” came a high fluty voice from the audience—Lady Clementine. “A fellow I know knew a fellow with leprosy, out in India. His nose dropped off just like that in his shaving dish.”

It was too much for Mr. Frederick. His eyes met Hannah’s and he began to laugh. Such a laugh as I had never heard: infectious by virtue of its sheer sincerity. One by one, others joined him, though Lady Violet, I noticed, was not amongst them.

I couldn’t help my own laughter, spontaneous ripples of relief, until Nancy hissed into my ear, “That’s enough, miss. You can come and help me with supper.”

I would miss the rest of the recital, but I had seen all I wanted to. As we left the room and made our way down the corridor, I was aware of the applause dying, the recital rolling on. And I felt infused by a strange energy.
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BY the time we had carried Mrs. Townsend’s supper and the trays of tea to the drawing room and given the armchair cushions a preparatory plump, the recital had ended and the guests had started to arrive, arm in arm in order of rank. First came Lady Violet and Major Jonathan, then Lord Ashbury and Lady Clementine, then Mr. Frederick with Jemima and Fanny. The Hartford children, I guessed, were still upstairs.

As they took their places, Nancy arranged the tea tray so Lady Violet could pour. While her guests chatted lightly around her, Lady Violet leaned towards Mr. Frederick’s armchair and said, through a thin smile, “You indulge those children, Frederick.”

Mr. Frederick’s lips tightened. The criticism, I could tell, was not a new one.

Eyes on the tea she was pouring, Lady Violet said, “You may find their antics amusing now, but the day will come when you’ll rue your leniency. You’ve let them grow wild. Hannah, especially. There’s nothing spoils a young lady’s loveliness so much as impertinence of intellect.”

Her invective delivered, Lady Violet straightened, arranged her expression into one of cordial amiability and passed a cup to Lady Clementine.

Conversation had turned, predictably enough, to the strife in Europe and the likelihood of Great Britain going to war.

“There’ll be war. There always is,” Lady Clementine said, matter-of-factly, taking the proffered cup and wedging her buttocks deep into Lady Violet’s favorite armchair. Her pitch rose. “And we’ll all suffer. Men, women and children. The Germans aren’t civilized like us. They’ll pillage our countryside, murder our little ones in their beds and enslave good English women that we might propagate little Huns for them. You mark my words, for I’m very rarely wrong. We’ll be at war before the summer’s out.”

“Surely you exaggerate, Clementine,” Lady Violet said. “The war—if it comes—couldn’t be as bad as all that. These are modern times, after all.”

“That’s right,” Lord Ashbury said. “It’ll be twentieth-century warfare; a whole new game. Not to mention there’s not a Hun could lift a torch to an Englishman.”

“It might be improper to say,” Fanny said, perching herself at one end of the chaise longue, curls shaking excitedly, “but I rather hope the war does come.” She turned hastily to Lady Clementine. “Not all the pillaging and killing of course, Aunty, nor the propagating; I shouldn’t like that. But I do so love seeing gentlemen dressed in uniform.” She cast a furtive glance towards Major Jonathan, then returned her attention to the group. “I had a letter today from my friend Margery . . . You remember Margery, don’t you, Aunty Clem?”

Lady Clementine quivered her heavy eyelids. “Regrettably. A foolish girl with provincial manners.” She leaned towards Lady Violet. “Raised in Dublin, you know. Irish Catholic, no less.”

I peeked at Nancy, offering sugar cubes, and noticed her back stiffen. She caught my glance and shot me a hot scowl.

“Well,” Fanny continued, “Margery’s holidaying with family by the seaside and she said when she met her mother at the station, the trains were absolutely packed with reservists rushing back to their headquarters. It’s ever so exciting.”

“Fanny darling,” Lady Violet said, “I do think it’s rather in poor taste to wish a war merely for excitement. Wouldn’t you agree, Jonathan dear?”

The Major, standing by the unlit fire, straightened himself. “While I don’t agree with Fanny’s motivation, I must say I share her sentiment. I for one hope we do go to war. The whole continent’s got itself into a damnable mess—excuse my strong language, Mother, Lady Clem, but it has. They need good old Britannia to get in there and sort it out. Give those Huns a jolly good shake-up.”

A general cheer went up around the room and Jemima clasped the Major’s arm, gazed up adoringly, button eyes aglow.

Old Lord Ashbury puffed his pipe excitedly. “A bit of sport,” he proclaimed, leaning back against his chair. “Nothing like a war to sort the men from the boys.”

Mr. Frederick shifted in his seat, took the tea that Lady Violet offered and set about loading tobacco into his pipe.

“What about you, Frederick?” Fanny said coyly. “What will you do if war comes? You won’t stop making motorcars, will you? It would be such a shame if there were no more lovely motorcars just because of a silly war. I shouldn’t like to go back to using a carriage.”

Mr. Frederick, embarrassed by Fanny’s flirtation, plucked a stray piece of tobacco from his trouser leg. “I shouldn’t worry. Motorcars are the way of the future.” He tamped his pipe and murmured to himself, “God forbid a war should inconvenience senseless ladies with little to do.”

At that moment the door opened and Hannah, Emmeline and David spilled into the room, faces still lit with exhilaration. The girls had changed from their costumes and were back in matching white dresses with sailor collars.

“Jolly good show,” Lord Ashbury said. “Couldn’t hear a word of it, but jolly good show.”

“Well done, children,” Lady Violet said. “Though perhaps you’ll let Grandmama help with the selection next year?”

“And you, Pa?” said Hannah eagerly. “Did you enjoy the play?”

Mr. Frederick avoided his mother’s gaze. “We’ll discuss the more creative parts later, eh?”

“And what about you, David?” trilled Fanny above the others. “We were just talking of the war. Will you be joining up if Britain enters? I think you’d make a dashing officer.”

David took a cup from Lady Violet and sat down. “I hadn’t thought about it.” He wrinkled his nose. “I suppose I will. They say it’s a fellow’s one chance for a grand adventure.” He eyed Hannah with a twinkle in his eye, perceiving the opportunity for a tease. “Strictly for lads I’m afraid, Hannah.”

Fanny shrieked with laughter, causing Lady Clementine’s eyelids to quiver. “Oh David, how silly. Hannah wouldn’t want to go to war. How ridiculous.”

“I certainly should,” Hannah said fiercely.

“But my dear,” Lady Violet said, flummoxed, “you wouldn’t have any clothes to fight in.”

“She could wear jodhpurs and riding boots,” Fanny said.

“Or a costume,” Emmeline said. “Like the one she wore in the play. Though maybe not the hat.”

Mr. Frederick caught his mother’s censorious look and cleared his throat. “While Hannah’s sartorial dilemma makes for scintillating speculation, I must remind you it’s not a moot point. Neither she nor David will be going to war. Girls do not fight and David has not yet finished his studies. He’ll find some other way to serve King and country.” He turned to David. “When you’ve completed Eton, been to Sandhurst, it’ll be a different matter.”

David’s chin set. “If I complete Eton and if I go to Sandhurst.”

The room quieted and someone cleared their throat. Mr. Frederick tapped his spoon against his cup. After a protracted pause he said, “David’s teasing. Aren’t you, boy?” The silence stretched on. “Eh?”

David blinked slowly and I noticed his jaw tremble, ever so slightly. “Yes,” he said finally. “Of course I am. Just trying to lighten things up; all this talk of war. It just wasn’t funny, I suppose. Apologies, Grandmama. Grandfather.” He nodded to each of them, and I noticed Hannah give his hand a squeeze.

Lady Violet smiled. “I quite agree with you, David. Let’s not talk of a war that may never come. Here, try some more of Mrs. Townsend’s lovely tartlets.” She nodded to Nancy, who once again offered the tray around.

They sat for a moment, nibbling tartlets, the ship’s clock on the mantel marking time until someone could arrive at a subject as compelling as war. Finally, Lady Clementine said, “Never mind the fighting. The diseases are the real killers in wartime. It’s the battlefields, of course—breeding grounds for all manner of foreign plagues. You’ll see,” she said dourly. “When the war comes, it’ll bring the poxes with it.”

“If the war comes,” David said.

“But how will we know if it does?” Emmeline said, blue eyes wide. “Will someone from the government come and tell us?”

Lord Ashbury swallowed a tartlet whole. “One of the chaps at my club said there’s to be an announcement any day.”

“I feel just like a child on Christmas Eve,” Fanny said, knotting her fingers. “Longing for the morning, anxious to wake up and open her presents.”

“I shouldn’t get too excited,” the Major said. “If Britain enters the war it’s likely to be over in a matter of months. Christmas at a stretch.”

“Nonetheless,” Lady Clementine said. “I’m writing to Lord Gifford first thing tomorrow to advise him of my preferred funeral arrangements. I’d suggest the rest of you do likewise. Before it’s too late.”

Hannah’s eyes widened in mock offence. “You can’t mean you don’t trust us to make the best possible arrangements on your behalf, Lady Clementine?” She smiled sweetly and took the old lady’s hand. “I for one would be honored to make sure you were given the sendoff you deserve.”

“Indeed,” Lady Clementine puffed. “If you don’t organize such occasions yourself, you never know into whose hands the task may fall.” She looked pointedly at Fanny and sniffed so that her large nostrils flared. “Besides, I’m very particular about such events. I’ve been planning mine for years.”

“Have you?” Lady Violet said, genuinely interested.

“Oh, yes,” Lady Clementine said. “It’s one of the most important public proceedings in a person’s life and mine will be nothing short of spectacular.”

“I look forward to it,” said Hannah drily.

“As well you might,” Lady Clementine said. “One can’t afford to put on a bad show these days. People aren’t as forgiving as they once were and one doesn’t want a bad review.”

“I didn’t think you approved of newspaper reviews, Lady Clementine?” Hannah said, earning a warning frown from Pa.

“Not as a rule, I don’t,” Lady Clementine said. She pointed a jewel-laden finger at Hannah, then Emmeline, then Fanny. “Aside from her marriage, her obituary is the only time a lady’s name should appear in the newspaper.” She cast her eyes skyward. “And God help her if the funeral is savaged in the press, for she won’t get a second chance the following season.”
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AFTER the theatrical triumph, only the late-summer dinner remained before the visit could be declared a resounding success. It was to be the climax of the week’s activities. A final extravagance before the guests departed and stillness returned once more to Riverton. Dinner guests (including, Mrs. Townsend divulged, Lord Ponsonby, one of the King’s cousins) were expected from as far away as London, and Nancy and I, under Mr. Hamilton’s careful scrutiny, had spent all afternoon laying the table in the dining room.

We set for twenty, Nancy enunciating each item as she placed it: a spoon for soup, fish knife and fork, two knives, two large forks, four crystal wine glasses of varying proportions. Mr. Hamilton followed us around the table with his tape measure and cloth, ensuring each cover was the requisite foot apart from the next, and that his own distorted reflection gleamed back at him from every spoon. Down the center of the white linen cloth we trailed ivy and arranged red roses around crystal compotes of glistening fruit. These decorations pleased me; they were so pretty and matched perfectly Her Ladyship’s best dinner service—a wedding gift, Nancy said, from the Churchills, no less.

We positioned the place cards, lettered in Lady Violet’s finest hand, according to her carefully sketched seating plan. The importance of placement, Nancy advised, could not be overestimated. Indeed, according to her, the success or failure of a dinner party hinged entirely on the seating arrangement. Evidently Lady Violet’s reputation as a “perfect” hostess, rather than merely a “good” one, resulted from her ability to first invite the right people and then seat them prudently, peppering the witty and entertaining amongst the dull but important.

I am sorry to say I did not witness the late-summer dinner of 1914, for if cleaning the drawing room was a privilege, then serving at table was the highest honor, and certainly beyond my modest place. On this occasion, much to Nancy’s chagrin, even she was to be denied the pleasure, by reason of Lord Ponsonby being known to abhor female servants at table. Nancy was soothed somewhat by Mr. Hamilton’s decree that she should still serve upstairs, remaining hidden in the dining-room nook to receive the plates he and Alfred cleared, then feed them downstairs on the dumb waiter. This, Nancy reasoned, would at least grant her partial access to the dinner-party gossip. She would know what was said, if not by and to whom.

It was my duty, Mr. Hamilton said, to position myself downstairs next to the dumbwaiter. This I did, trying not to mind Alfred’s jibes about the suitability of this partnership. He was always making jokes: they were well meant and the other staff seemed to know how to laugh, but I was inexperienced with such friendly teasing, was used to keeping to myself. I couldn’t help shrinking when attention turned on me.

I watched with wonder as course after course of splendid fare disappeared up the chute—mock turtle soup, fish, sweetbreads, quail, asparagus, potatoes, apricot pies, blancmange—to be replaced with dirty plates and empty platters.

While upstairs the guests sparkled, deep beneath the dining room Mrs. Townsend had the kitchen steaming and whistling like one of the shiny new engines that had started to run through the village. She volleyed between workbenches, shifting her considerable heft at a furious pace, stoking the stove fire until beads of perspiration trickled down her flushed cheeks, clapping her hands and decrying, in a practised show of false modesty, the crisp golden pastry crusts on her pies. The only person who seemed immune to the contagious excitement was the wretched Katie, who wore her misery on her face: the first half of the evening spent peeling untold numbers of potatoes, the second scrubbing untold numbers of pans.

Finally, when the coffee pots, cream jugs and basins of crystallized sugar had been sent up on a silver salver, Mrs. Townsend untied her apron, a symbol to the rest of us that the evening’s business was all but ended. She hung it on a hook by the stove and tucked the long gray hairs that had worked themselves loose back into the remarkable twist atop her head.

“Katie?” she called, wiping her warm forehead. “Katie?” She shook her head. “I don’t know! That girl is always underfoot but never to be found.” She tottered to the servants’ table, eased herself into her seat and sighed.

Katie appeared at the doorway, clutching a dripping cloth. “Yes, Mrs. Townsend?”

“Oh, Katie,” Mrs. Townsend scolded, pointing at the floor. “Whatever are you thinking, girl?”

“Nothing, Mrs. Townsend.”

“Nothing’s about right. You’re wetting all over.” Mrs. Townsend shook her head and sighed. “Get away with you now and find a towel to wipe that up. Mr. Hamilton will have your neck if he sees that mess.”

“Yes, Mrs. Townsend.”

“And when you’re finished you can make us all a nice pot of hot cocoa.”

Katie shuffled back towards the kitchen, almost colliding with Alfred as he bounded down the stairs, all arms, legs and exuberance. “Whoops, watch it, Katie, you’re lucky I didn’t topple you.” He swung round the corner and grinned, his face as open and eager as a baby’s. “Good evening, ladies.”

Mrs. Townsend removed her glasses. “Well? Alfred?”

“Well, Mrs. Townsend?” he said, brown eyes wide.

“Well?” She flapped her fingers. “Don’t leave us all in suspense.”

I sat down at my place, easing off my shoes and stretching my toes. Alfred was twenty—tall, with lovely hands and a warm voice—and had been in service to Lord and Lady Ashbury all his working life. I believe Mrs. Townsend held a particular fondness for him, though certainly she never ventured so much herself and I would not then have dared to ask.

“Suspense?” Alfred said. “I don’t know what you mean, Mrs. Townsend.”

“Don’t know what I mean, my foot.” She shook her head. “How did it all go? Did they say anything that might interest me?”

“Oh, Mrs. Townsend,” Alfred said, “I shouldn’t say until Mr. Hamilton gets downstairs. It wouldn’t be right, would it?”

“Now you listen here, my boy,” Mrs. Townsend said. “Alls I’m asking is how Lord and Lady Ashbury’s guests enjoyed their meals. Mr. Hamilton can hardly mind that now, can he?”

“I really couldn’t say, Mrs. Townsend.” Alfred winked at me, causing my cheeks to ripen. “Although I did happen to notice Lord Ponsonby having a second helping of your potatoes.”

Mrs. Townsend smiled into her knotted hands and nodded to herself. “I heard it from Mrs. Davis, who cooks for Lord and Lady Bassingstoke, that Lord Ponsonby was special fond of potatoes à la crème.”

“Fond? The others were lucky he left them any.”

Mrs. Townsend gasped, but her eyes shone. “Alfred, you’re wicked to say such things. If Mr. Hamilton heard . . .”

“If Mr. Hamilton heard what?” Nancy appeared at the door and took her seat, unpinning her cap.

“I was just telling Mrs. Townsend how well the ladies and gents enjoyed their dinner,” said Alfred.

Nancy rolled her eyes. “I’ve never seen the plates come back so empty; Grace’ll vouch for that.” I nodded as she continued. “It’s up to Mr. Hamilton, of course, but I’d say you’ve outdone yourself, Mrs. Townsend.”

Mrs. Townsend smoothed her blouse over her bust. “Well, of course,” she said smugly, “we all do our part.” The jiggling of porcelain drew our attention to the door. Katie was inching around the corner, gripping tightly a tray of teacups. With each step, cocoa slopped over the cup rims and pooled on the saucers.

“Oh, Katie,” Nancy said as the tray was jolted onto the table. “You’ve made a real mess of that. Look what she’s done, Mrs. Townsend.”

Mrs. Townsend cast her gaze upwards. “Sometimes I think I waste my time on that girl.”

“Oh, Mrs. Townsend,” Katie moaned. “I try my best, I really do. I didn’t mean to—”

“Mean to what, Katie?” Mr. Hamilton said, clipping down the stairs and into the room. “Whatever have you done now?”

“Nothing, Mr. Hamilton, I only meant to bring the cocoa.”

“And you’ve brought it, you silly girl,” Mrs. Townsend said. “Now get back and finish those plates. You’ll have let the water go cold now, you see if you haven’t.”

She shook her head as Katie disappeared up the hall, then turned to Mr. Hamilton and beamed. “Well, have they all gone then, Mr. Hamilton?”

“They have, Mrs. Townsend. I just saw the last guests, Lord and Lady Denys, to their motorcar.”

“And the family?” she asked.

“The ladies have retired to bed. His Lordship, the Major and Mr. Frederick are finishing their port in the drawing room and will see themselves up presently.” Mr. Hamilton rested his hands on the back of his chair and paused for a moment, gazing into the distance the way he always did when he was about to impart important information. The rest of us took our seats and waited.

Mr. Hamilton cleared his throat. “You should all be most proud. The dinner was a great success and the Master and Mistress are well pleased.” He smiled primly. “Indeed, the Master has given his very kind permission for us to open a bottle of champagne and share it amongst ourselves. A token of his appreciation, he said.”

There was a flurry of excited applause while Mr. Hamilton fetched a bottle from the cellar and Nancy found some glasses. I sat very quietly, hoping I might be permitted a glass. All this was new to me: Mother and I had never had much cause for celebration.

When he reached the last flute, Mr. Hamilton peered over his glasses and down his long nose at me. “Yes,” he said finally. “I think even you might be allowed a small glass tonight, young Grace. It isn’t every night the Master entertains in such grand fashion.”

I took the glass gratefully as Mr. Hamilton held his aloft. “A toast,” he said. “To all who live and serve in this house. May we live long and graciously.”

We clinked glasses and I leaned back against my chair, sipping champagne and savoring the tang of bubbles against my lips. Throughout my long life, whenever I have had occasion to drink champagne I have been reminded of that evening in the servants’ hall at Riverton. It is a peculiar energy that accompanies a shared success, and Lord Ashbury’s bubble of praise had burst over all of us, leaving our cheeks warm and our hearts glad. Alfred smiled at me over his glass and I smiled back shyly. I listened while the others replayed the night’s events in vivid detail: Lady Denys’s diamonds, Lord Harcourt’s modern views on matrimony, Lord Ponsonby’s penchant for potatoes à la crème.

A shrill ring jolted me from contemplation. Everyone else fell silent around the table. We looked at one another, puzzled, until Mr. Hamilton jumped from his seat. “Why. It’s the telephone,” he said, and hurried from the room.

Lord Ashbury had one of the first home telephone systems in England, a fact of which all who served in the house were immeasurably proud. The main receiver box was tucked away in Mr. Hamilton’s pantry foyer so that he might, on such thrilling occasions as when it rang, access it directly and transfer the call upstairs. Despite this well-organized system, such occasions rarely arose, as regrettably few of Lord and Lady Ashbury’s friends had telephones of their own. Nonetheless, the telephone was regarded with an almost religious awe, and visiting staff were always given reason to enter the foyer where they might observe at first hand the sacred object and, perforce, appreciate the superiority of the Riverton household.

It was little wonder then that the ringing of the phone rendered us all speechless. That the hour was so late turned astonishment into apprehension. We sat very still, ears strained, holding our collective breath.

“Hello?” Mr. Hamilton called down the line. “Lord Ashbury’s residence.”

Katie drifted into the room. “I just heard a funny noise. Ooh, you’ve all got champagne—”

“Sshhh,” came the united response. Katie sat down and set about chewing her tatty fingernails.

From the pantry we heard Mr. Hamilton say, “Yes, this is the home of Lord Ashbury . . . Major Hartford? Why yes, Major Hartford is here visiting his parents . . . Yes, sir, right away. Who may I say is calling? . . . Just one moment, Captain Brown, while I connect you through.”

Mrs. Townsend whispered loudly, knowingly, “Someone for the Major.” And we all went back to listening. From where I sat I could just glimpse Mr. Hamilton’s profile through the open door: neck stiff, mouth downturned.

“Hello, sir,” Mr. Hamilton said into the receiver. “I’m most sorry to interrupt your evening, sir, but the Major is wanted on the telephone. It’s Captain Brown, calling from London, sir.”

Mr. Hamilton fell silent, but remained by the phone. It was his habit to hold on to the earpiece a moment, that he might ensure the call’s recipient had picked up and the call was not cut off short.

As he waited, listening, I noticed his fingers tighten on the receiver. His body tensed and his breathing seemed to quicken.

He hung up quietly, carefully, and straightened his jacket. He returned slowly to his place at the head of the table and remained standing, his hands gripping the back of his chair. He gazed around the table, taking each of us in. Finally, gravely, he said:

“Our worst fears are realized. As of eleven o’clock this eve, Great Britain is at war. May God keep us all.”
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I AM crying. After all these years I have begun crying for them. Warm tears seep from my eyes, following the lines of my face until the air dries them, sticky and cool against my skin.

Sylvia is with me again. She has brought a tissue and uses it to mop cheerfully at my face. To her these tears are a simple matter of faulty plumbing. Yet another inevitable, innocuous sign of my great age.

She doesn’t know I cry for the changing times. That just as I reread favorite books, some small part of me hoping for a different ending, I find myself hoping against hope that the war will never come. That this time, somehow, it will leave us be.



SAFFRON HIGH STREET
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THE rain is on its way. My lower back is far more sensitive than any meteorologist’s equipment and last night I lay awake, bone moaning to bone, whispering tales of long-ago litheness. I arched and bowed my stiff old frame: nuisance became frustration, frustration became boredom, and boredom became terror. Terror that the night would never end and I would be trapped forever in its long, lonely tunnel.

But enough. I refuse to ruminate further on my frailties. And I must eventually have slept, for this morning I woke, and as far as I can tell the one cannot be done without the other. I was still in bed, my nightie twisted about my middle, when a girl with rolled-up shirt sleeves and a long thin plait (though not as long as mine) bustled into my room and threw open the curtains, letting the light stream in. The girl was not Sylvia and thus I knew it must be Sunday.

The girl—Helen, read her name badge—bundled me into the shower, gripping my arm to steady me, mulberry fingernails burrowing into flaccid white skin. She flicked her plait over one shoulder and set about soaping my torso and limbs, scrubbing away the lingering film of night, humming a tune I do not know. When I was suitably sanitary she lowered me onto the plastic bath seat and left me alone to soak beneath the shower’s warm course. I clutched the lower rail with both hands and eased forward, sighing as the water rained relief over my knotted back.

With Helen’s assistance I was dried and dressed, thoroughly processed and seated in the morning room by seven-thirty. I managed a piece of rubbery toast and a cup of tea before Ruth arrived to take me to church.

I am not overly religious. Indeed there have been times when all faith has deserted me. But I made my peace with God a long time ago. Age is the great mellower. And besides, Ruth likes to go, and it’s a small enough gesture for me to make.

It is Lent, the period of soul-searching and repentance that always precedes Easter, and this morning the church pulpit was draped in purple. The sermon was pleasant enough, its subject guilt and forgiveness. (Fitting when one considers the endeavor I have decided to undertake.) The minister read from John 14, beseeching the congregation to resist the scaremongers who preach millennial doom and to find instead an inner peace through Christ. “I am the way, the truth and the life,” he read. “No man cometh unto the Father but by me.” And then he bid us take our example from the faith of Christ’s Apostles at the dawn of the first millennium. With the exception of Judas, of course.

It is our habit, after church, to walk the short distance to the High Street for morning tea at Maggie’s. We always go to Maggie’s, though Maggie herself left town with a suitcase and her best friend’s husband many years ago.

We rested for a moment on the timber seat beneath the hundred-year elm whose mammoth trunk forms the junction of Church and Saffron High Streets. The wintry sun flickered through the lacework of naked branches, thawing my back. Strange these clear, bright days in winter’s tail, when one can be hot and cold all at once.

When I was a girl, horses and carriages and hansom cabs rolled along these streets. Motorcars too, after the war: Austins and Tin Lizzies, with their goggle-eyed drivers and honking horns. The roads were dusty then, full of potholes and horse manure. Old ladies pushed spoke-wheeled perambulators and little boys with empty eyes sold newspapers out of boxes.

The salt seller always set up on the corner, where the petrol station is now. Vera Pipp: a wiry figure in a cloth cap, thin clay pipe permanently hanging off her lip. I used to hide behind Mother’s skirt, watching bug-eyed as Mrs. Pipp used a big hook to heave slabs of salt onto her handcart, then a saw and knife to carve them into smaller pieces. She turned up in many a nightmare, with her clay pipe and shiny hook.

Ruth tapped my arm and hoisted me to my feet, and we set off again down Saffron High Street towards the faded red-and-white canvas awning of Maggie’s. We ordered the usual—two cups of English breakfast tea and a scone to share—and sat at the table by the window.

We sipped in habitual silence until finally Ruth slid her plate across the table. “You have my half as well. You’re looking thin.”

I considered reminding her of Mrs. Simpson’s advice, that a woman can never be too rich or too thin, but thought better of it. Her sense of humor, never abundant, had all but deserted her of late.

Ruth dabbed at her mouth, chasing an invisible crumb across her lips, then cleared her throat, folding the napkin in half and in half again, and tucking it under her knife. “I need a prescription dispensed at the chemist,” she said. “Are you happy to sit?”

“A prescription?” I said. “Why? What’s the matter?” She is in her sixties, the mother of a grown man, and still my heart skips.

“Nothing,” she said. “Not really.” She stood stiffly, then said in a low voice, “Just a little something to help me sleep.”

I nod; we both know why she doesn’t sleep. It sits between us, a shared sadness tied up neatly by our unspoken agreement not to discuss it. Or him.

Ruth rushed on, filling the silence. “You stay here while I dash across. It’s warm with the heating on.” She gathered her handbag and coat and stood, considering me for a second. “Don’t you go wandering now, will you?”

I shook my head as she hurried to the door. It is Ruth’s abiding fear that I will disappear if left alone. I wonder where it is she imagines I am so eager to go.

Through the window I watched until she vanished amid the people rushing past. All different shapes and sizes. And what clothes! What would Mrs. Townsend have said?

A pink-cheeked child wandered by, muffled up like a blimp, dragging behind a busy parent. The child—he or she, it was difficult to tell—regarded me with large round eyes, burdened by none of the social compulsion to smile that afflicts most adults. Memory flashed. I was that child once, long ago, lagging behind my own mother as she hurried along the street. The memory brightened. We had walked by this very shop, although it hadn’t been a cafe then, but a butcher’s. Ranks of cut meat on white marble slabs lined the window and beef carcasses swayed over the sawdust-strewn floor. Mr. Hobbins, the butcher, had waved at me, and I remembered wishing Mother would stop, that we would take home with us a lovely ham hock to turn into soup.

I lingered by the window, hoping, imagining the soup—ham, leek and potato—bubbling atop our wood stove, filling our tiny kitchen with its salty film of steam. So vivid was my imagining I could smell the broth so that it almost hurt.

But Mother didn’t stop. She didn’t even hesitate. As the tip-tap of her heels drew further and further away, I was seized by an overwhelming instinct to frighten her, to punish her because we were poor, to make her think I was lost.

I stayed where I was, certain she would soon realize I was missing and rush back. Maybe, just maybe, relief would overcome her and she’d decide gladly to purchase the hock . . .

All of a sudden I was wrenched about and dragged in the direction from which I’d come. It took me a moment to realize what was happening, that the button from my coat was caught in a well-dressed lady’s string bag and I was being led spiritedly away. I remember vividly my little hand reaching out to tap her broad, bustling bottom, only to withdraw, overcome with timidity, as all the while my feet pedalled fiercely to keep up. The other lady crossed the street then, and I with her, and I began to cry. I was lost and becoming more so with each hurried step. I would never see Mother again. Would instead be at the mercy of this strange lady with her fancy clothes.

Suddenly, on the other side of the road, I glimpsed Mother striding ahead amongst the other shoppers. Relief! I wanted to call out, but was sobbing too much to catch my breath. I waved my arms, gasping, tears streaming.

Then Mother turned and saw. Her face froze, thin hand leaped to her flat chest, and within a moment she was at my side. The other lady, heretofore oblivious to the stowaway she dragged behind, was now alerted by the commotion. She turned and looked at us: my tall mother with her drawn face and faded skirt, and the tear-streaked urchin I must have seemed. She shook her bag, then clutched it to her chest, horrified. “Get away! Get away from me or I’ll call for the constable.”

A number of people had caught the whiff of impending excitement and started to form a circle around us. Mother apologized to the lady, who looked at her the way one might a rat in the larder. Mother tried to explain what had happened, but the lady continued to withdraw. I had little choice but to follow, which caused her to squeal louder. Finally, the constable appeared and demanded to know what all the ruckus was about.

“She’s trying to steal my bag,” the lady said, pointing a shaking finger at me.

“That so?” said the constable.

I shook my head, my voice still lost, certain I was to be arrested.

Then Mother explained what had happened, about my button and the string bag, and the constable nodded and the lady frowned doubtfully. Then they all looked down at the string bag and saw that my button was indeed caught, and the constable told Mother to help me free.

She untangled my button, thanked the constable, apologized again to the lady, then stared at me. I waited to see whether she would laugh or cry. As it turned out, she did both, but not right then. She gripped my brown coat and led me away from the dispersing crowd, stopping only when we turned the corner of Railway Street. As the train bound for London pulled out of the station, she turned to me and hissed, “You wicked girl. I thought I’d lost you. You’ll be the death of me, you hear? Do you want that? To kill your own mother?” Then she straightened my coat, shook her head and took my hand, holding it so tightly it almost hurt. “Sometimes I wish I’d made them take you at the Foundling Hospital after all, so help me God.”

It was a common refrain when I was naughty and no doubt the threat contained more than a grain of true feeling. Certainly there were plenty would agree she’d have been better off to have left me at the Foundling. There was nothing so certain as pregnancy to lose a woman her place in service, and Mother’s life since my arrival had been a litany of scraping by and making do.

I was told the story of my escape from the Foundling orphanage so many times I sometimes believed I was born knowing it. Mother’s train journey to Russell Square in London, with me wrapped and tucked within her coat for warmth, had become for us a legend of sorts. The walk down Grenville Street and into Guilford Street, folks shaking their heads, knowing full well where she was headed with her tiny parcel. The way she’d recognized the Foundling building from far up the street by the crowd of other young women like herself who milled about outside, swaying dazedly with their mewling babes. Then, most important, the sudden voice, clear as day (God, said Mother; foolishness, said my Aunt Dee), telling her to turn around, that it was her duty to keep her wee baby. The moment, according to family lore, for which I should be eternally grateful.

On that morning, the day of the button and the string bag, Mother’s mention of the Foundling Hospital moved me to silence. Though not, as she doubtless believed, because I was reflecting on my good fortune at having been spared its confinement. Rather, I was drifting along the well-trod paths of a favorite childhood fantasy. It cheered me no end to imagine myself at Coram’s Foundling Hospital, singing away amongst the other children. I should have had lots of brothers and sisters with whom to play then, not just a tired and cranky mother whose face was lined with disappointments. One of which I feared was me.

A presence at my shoulder pulled me back down memory’s long passage, back to the here and now. I turned to look at the young woman by my side. It was a moment before I recognized her as the waitress who had brought the tea. She was watching me expectantly.

I blinked, focusing. “I think my daughter has already paid the bill.”

“Oh yes,” said the young girl, her voice soft and Irish. “Yes, she has. Settled it when she ordered.” But still she didn’t move.

“Is there something else then?” I said.

She swallowed. “It’s just that Sue in the kitchen says that you’re the grandmother of . . . that is, she says that your grandson is . . . is Marcus McCourt, and I’m really, truly his biggest fan. I just love Inspector Adams. I’ve read every single one.”

Marcus. The little moth of sorrow fluttered in my chest, the way it always does when someone speaks his name. I smiled at her. “That’s very nice to hear. My grandson would be pleased.”

“I was ever so sorry to read about his wife.”

I nodded.

She hesitated, and I braced for the questions I knew were coming, that always came: was he still writing the next Inspector Adams? Would it be published soon? I was surprised when decency, or timidity, beat out curiosity. “Well . . . it was nice meeting you,” she said. “I’d better get back to work or Sue’ll go berserk.” She made to leave, then turned back. “You will tell him, won’t you? Tell him how much the books mean to me, to all his fans?”

I gave her my word, though I don’t know when I will be able to make good on it. Like most of his generation he is globetrotting. Unlike his peers, it is not adventure he craves, but distraction. He has disappeared inside a cloud of his own grief and I cannot guess his whereabouts. The last I heard was months ago. A postcard of the Statue of Liberty, postmarked California, dated last year. The message simply: Happy Birthday, M.

No, it is not so simple as grief. It is guilt that chases him. Misplaced guilt over Rebecca’s death. He blames himself, believes that if he hadn’t left her, things might have gone differently. I worry for him. I understand well the peculiar guilt of tragedy’s survivors.

Through the window, I could see Ruth across the street; she’d got caught talking with the minister and his wife and hadn’t yet reached the chemist. With great effort, I eased myself to the edge of my seat, hooked my handbag over my arm and clutched my cane. Legs trembling, I stood. I had an errand to run.
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THE haberdasher, Mr. Butler, has a tiny shopfront on the main street; little more than a hint of striped awning sandwiched between the bakery and a shop selling candles and incense. But beyond the red timber door, with its shiny brass knocker and silver bell, a trove of diverse items belies the modest entrance. Men’s hats and ties, school bags and leather luggage, saucepans and hockey sticks all jostle for space in the deep, narrow store.

Mr. Butler is a short man of about forty-five, with a vanishing hairline and, I noticed, a vanishing waistline. I remember his father, and his father before him, though I don’t ever say so. The young, I have learned, are embarrassed by tales of long ago. This morning he smiled over his glasses and told me how well I was looking. When I was younger, still in my eighties, vanity would have had me believe him. Now I recognize such comments as kindly expressions of surprise I’m still alive. I thanked him anyway—the comment was well meant—and asked whether he had a tape recorder.

“To listen to music?” said Mr. Butler.

“I wish to speak into it,” I said. “Record my words.”

He hesitated, probably wondering what I could possibly be meaning to tell the tape recorder, then pulled a small black object from his display. “This one ought to do you. It’s called a Dictaphone.”

“Yes,” I said hopefully. “That looks the thing.”

He must have sensed my inexperience, for he launched into an explanation. “It’s easy. You press this one, then talk into here.” He leaned forward and indicated a patch of metal gauze on the side of the machine. I could almost taste the camphor on his suit. “That there’s the microphone.”

Ruth was still not back from the chemist when I reached Maggie’s. Rather than risk more of the waitress’s questions, I pulled my coat around me and wilted onto the bus seat outside. The exertion had left me breathless.

A cold breeze brought with it a cluster of forgotten items: a confectionery wrapper, some dried leaves, a brown and green duck’s feather. They danced along the reaches of the street, resting and then twirling in step with each gust. At one point, the feather reeled on ahead, embraced by a partner more vigorous than the last, which lifted it and sent it pirouetting up over the shop roofs and out of sight.

I thought of Marcus, dancing across the globe in the grip of some unruly tune from which he can’t escape. Pressed, like an exhausted summer flower, between images of Hannah and Emmeline and Riverton: my grandson. Out of time and out of place. One moment a small boy with dewy skin and wide eyes, the next a grown man, hollowed by love and its loss.

I want to see his face again. Touch it. His lovely, familiar face, etched as all faces are by the efficient hands of history. Colored with ancestors and a past he knows little about.

He will return one day, of that I’ve little doubt, for home is a magnet that lures back even its most abstracted children. But whether tomorrow or years from now, I cannot guess. And I haven’t time to wait. I find myself in time’s cold waiting room, shivering as ancient ghosts and echoing voices recede.

That is why I’ve decided to make him a tape. Maybe more than one. I am going to tell him a secret, an old secret, long kept.
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ON the drive back to Heathview I watched out the window as street upon street of graystone cottages slipped past. In one of them, midway along, nestled quietly between two identical others, is the house in which I was born. I glanced at Ruth, but if she noticed she did not say. No reason she should, of course. We pass that way each Sunday.

As we wove along the narrow road and village became countryside, I held my breath—just a little—the way I always do.

Just beyond Bridge Road we turned a corner, and there it was. The entrance to Riverton. The lace-winged gates, as tall as lamp posts, doorway to the whispering tunnel of ancient trees. The gates have been painted white, no longer the gleaming silver of yesteryear. There is a sign affixed now alongside the cast-iron curls that spell “Riverton.” It reads: Open to the public. March–October. 10 a.m.–4 p.m. Admission: adults £4, children £2. No reentry.
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THE tape-recording took a little practice. Sylvia, thankfully, was on hand to help. She held the machine before my mouth and I spoke, at her behest, the first thing that came to mind. “Hello . . . hello. This is Grace Bradley speaking . . . Testing. One. Two. Three.”

Sylvia examined the Dictaphone and grinned, “Very professional.” She pressed a button and there came a whirring. “I’m just rewinding so we can hear it back.”

There was a click as the tape returned to its start. She pressed “play” and we both waited.

It was the voice of age: faint, worn, almost invisible. A pale ribbon, frayed so that only brittle threads survive. Only the merest flecks of me, my real voice, the one I hear in my head and in my dreams.

Sylvia made to leave and I was beset, suddenly, with a sense of nervous expectation.

“Sylvia—”

She turned. “What is it, pet?”

“What will I say?”

“Well, I don’t know, do I?” She laughed. “Pretend he’s sitting here with you. Just tell him what’s on your mind.”

And that is what I did, Marcus. I imagined you on the end of my bed, stretched across my feet as you liked to lie when you were little, and I began to speak. I told you some of what I’ve been doing, about the film and Ursula. I trod cautiously around your mother, saying only that she misses you. That she longs to see you.

And I told you about the memories I’ve been having. Not all of them; I have a purpose and it isn’t to bore you with tales from my past. Rather I told you about the curious sensation that they are becoming more real to me than my life. The way I slip away without warning, am disappointed when I open my eyes to see that I am back in 1999; the way the fabric of time is changing, and I am beginning to feel at home in the past and a visitor to this strange and blanched experience we agree to call the present.

A funny feeling, to sit, alone in one’s room, and talk to a small black box. At first I whispered, concerned that the others would hear. That my voice and its secrets would drift down the corridor to the morning room, like a ship’s horn floating forlornly into a foreign port. But when Matron popped in with my tablets, her look of surprise set my mind at ease.

She has gone now. The pills I have put on the windowsill beside me. I will take them later, but for now I need to be clear-headed.

I am watching the sun set over the heath. I like to follow its path as it slips silently behind the far-off band of trees. Today I blink and miss its last farewell. When my eyes open, the ultimate moment has passed and the shimmering crescent has disappeared, leaving the sky bereft: a clear, cold blue, lacerated by streaks of frosty white. The heath itself shivers in the sudden shadow, and in the distance a train sneaks through the valley fog, electric brakes moaning as it turns towards the village. I glance at my wall clock. It is the six o’clock train, filled with people returning from work in Chelmsford and Brentwood and even London.

I see the station in my mind. Not as it is, perhaps, but as it was. The big round station clock suspended over the platform, its steadfast face and diligent hands a stern reminder that time and the trains wait for no man. It has probably been replaced now with a blank, blinking digital device. I wouldn’t know. It has been a long time since I visited the station.

I see it as it was the morning we waved Alfred off to war. Strings of paper triangles, red and blue, flirting with the breeze, children racing up and down, weaving in and out, blowing tin whistles and waving Union Jacks. Young men—such young men—starched and eager in their new uniforms and clean boots. And, snaked along the track, the glistening train, anxious to be on its way. To spirit its unsuspecting passengers to a hell of mud and death.

But enough of that. I jump too far ahead.



IN THE WEST
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NINETEEN - FOURTEEN slipped towards 1915, and with each passing day went any chance that the war would end by Christmas. A gunshot in a faraway land had sent tremors across the plains of Europe and the sleeping giant of centuries-old rancor had awoken. Major Hartford was recalled to service, dusted off along with other heroes of long-forgotten campaigns, while Lord Ashbury moved into his London flat and joined the Bloomsbury Home Guard. Mr. Frederick, unfit for armed service on account of a bout of pneumonia in the winter of 1910, swapped motorcars for war planes and was issued a special government badge announcing his valuable contribution to a vital war industry. It was cold comfort, said Nancy, who knew about such things, it having always been a dream of Mr. Frederick’s to serve with the military.

History tells that as 1915 unraveled, the war’s true character began to emerge. But history is a faithless teller, for while in France young men battled fear undreamed of, at Riverton 1915 passed much as 1914 had before it. We were aware, of course, that the Western Front had reached a stalemate—Mr. Hamilton kept us well fed with his zealous recitations of the newspaper’s grisly fare—and certainly there were enough minor inconveniences to keep folks shaking their heads and tut-tutting about the war, but these were tempered by the tremendous flurry of purpose the conflict gave those for whom daily life had become staid.

Lady Violet joined and formed countless committees: from the locating of suitable billets for suitable Belgian refugees, to the organizing of motorcar excursions for convalescing officers. All across Britain young women (and some of the younger boys too) did their bit for national defence, taking up knitting needles against a sea of troubles, producing a deluge of scarves and socks for the boys at the front. Fanny, unable to knit but anxious to impress Mr. Frederick with her patriotism, threw herself into the coordination of such enterprises, organizing for knitted goods to be boxed and mailed to France. Even Lady Clementine showed a rare community spirit, billeting one of Lady Violet’s sanctioned Belgians—an elderly lady with poor English but fine enough manners to mask the fact—whom Lady Clementine proceeded to probe for all the most ghastly details of the invasion.

As December approached, Lady Jemima, Fanny and the Hartford children were summoned to Riverton, where Lady Violet was determined to celebrate a traditional Christmas season. Fanny would have preferred to stay in London—far more exciting—but was unable to refuse the summons of a woman whose son she hoped to marry. (Never mind that the son himself was firmly stationed elsewhere and firmly set against her.) She had little choice but to steel herself to long winter weeks in rural Essex. She managed to look bored as only the very young can and spent the time moving herself from room to room, striking pretty poses on the off-chance Mr. Frederick should make an unscheduled return home.

Jemima suffered by comparison, seemingly plumper and plainer than the year before. There was, however, one arena in which she outshone her counterpart: she was not only married, but married to a hero.

Meanwhile, upstairs, for Hannah and Emmeline time was dragging. They had already been at Riverton a fortnight, and with ghastly weather forcing them indoors and no lessons to distract them (Miss Prince being engaged in war work), they were running out of things to do. They’d played every game they knew—cat’s cradle, jacks, gold miner (which, as far as I could figure, required one to scratch a spot on the other’s arm until blood or boredom won out)—they’d helped Mrs. Townsend with the Christmas baking until they were ill from pilfered pastry dough, and they’d coerced Nanny Brown into unlocking the attic storeroom so they could climb amongst dusty, forgotten treasures. But it was The Game they longed to play. And for that they needed David, not due from Eton for another week.
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DOWNSTAIRS, as ever, our lives were murky mirrors to those above.

One evening, when the household had all retired to bed, the staff gathered by the raging servants’-hall fire. Mr. Hamilton and Mrs. Townsend formed bookends on either side, while Nancy, Katie and I huddled between on dining chairs, squinting in the flickering firelight at the scarves we were dutifully knitting. A cold wind lashed against the windowpanes, and insurgent draughts set Mrs. Townsend’s jars of dry goods to quivering on the kitchen shelf.

Mr. Hamilton shook his head and cast aside The Times. He removed his glasses and rubbed at his eyes.

“More bad news?” Mrs. Townsend looked up from the Christmas menu she was planning, cheeks red from the fire.

“The worst, Mrs. Townsend.” He returned his glasses to the bridge of his nose. “More losses at Ypres.” He rose from his seat and moved to the sideboard, where he had spread out a map of Europe, host to a score of miniature military figurines (David’s old set, I think, retrieved from the attic) representing different armies and different campaigns. He removed the Duke of Wellington from a point in France and replaced him with two German Hussars. “I don’t like this at all,” he said to himself.

Mrs. Townsend sighed. “And I don’t like this at all.” She tapped her pen on the menu. “How am I supposed to prepare Christmas dinner for the family with no butter, or tea, or even turkey to speak of?”

“No turkey, Mrs. Townsend?” Katie gaped.

“Not so much as a wing.”

“But whatever will you serve?”

Mrs. Townsend shook her head, “Don’t go getting in a flap, now. I dare say I’ll manage, my girl. I always do, don’t I?”

“Yes, Mrs. Townsend,” said Katie gravely. “I must say you do.”

Mrs. Townsend peered down her nose, satisfied herself there was no irony intended and returned her attention to the menu.

I was trying to concentrate on my knitting, but when I dropped the third stitch in as many rows, I cast it aside, frustrated, and stood up. Something had been bothering me all evening. Something I had witnessed in the village that I didn’t rightly understand.

I straightened my apron and approached Mr. Hamilton, who, it seemed to me, knew just about everything.

“Mr. Hamilton?” I said tentatively.

He turned towards me, peered over his glasses, the Duke of Wellington still pinched between two long, tapered fingertips. “What is it, Grace?”

I glanced back to where the others sat, engaged in animated discussion.

“Well, girl?” Mr. Hamilton said. “Cat got your tongue?”

I cleared my throat. “No, Mr. Hamilton,” I said. “It’s just . . . I wanted to ask you about something. Something I saw in the village today.”

“Yes?” he said. “Speak up, my girl.”

I glanced towards the door. “Where is Alfred, Mr. Hamilton?” He frowned. “Upstairs, serving sherry. Why? What’s Alfred got to do with all this?”

“It’s just, I saw Alfred today, in the village—”

“Yes,” Mr. Hamilton said. “He was running an errand for me.”

“I know, Mr. Hamilton. I saw him. At McWhirter’s. And I saw when he came out of the store.” I pressed my lips together. Some unaccountable reticence made me loath to speak the rest. “He was given a white feather, Mr. Hamilton.”

“A white feather?” Mr. Hamilton’s eyes widened and the Duke of Wellington was released unceremoniously onto the table.

I nodded, remembering Alfred’s shift in manner: the way he’d been stopped in his jaunty tracks. Had stood, dazed, feather in hand as passersby slowed to whisper knowingly at one another. Had dropped his gaze and hurried away, shoulders bent and head low.

“A white feather?” To my chagrin, Mr. Hamilton said this loudly enough to draw the attention of the others.

“What’s that, Mr. Hamilton?” Mrs. Townsend peered over her glasses.

He brushed a hand down his cheek and across his lips. Shook his head in disbelief. “Alfred was given a white feather.”

“No,” Mrs. Townsend gasped, plump hand leaping to her chest. “He never was. Not a white feather. Not our Alfred.”

“How do you know?” Nancy said.

“Grace saw it happen,” Mr. Hamilton said. “This morning in the village.”

I nodded, my heart beginning to race with the uneasy sense of having opened the Pandora’s box of someone else’s secret. Being unable now to close it.

“It’s preposterous,” Mr. Hamilton said, straightening his waistcoat. He returned to his seat and hooked his spectacles over his ears. “Alfred is not a coward. He’s serving the war effort every day he helps keep this household running. He has an important position with an important family.”

“But it’s not the same as fighting, is it, Mr. Hamilton?” said Katie.

“It most certainly is,” blustered Mr. Hamilton. “There’s a role for each of us in this war, Katie. Even you. It’s our duty to preserve the ways of this fine country of ours so that when the soldiers return victorious, the society they remember will be waiting for them.”

“So even when I’m washing pots I’m helping the war effort?” said Katie in wonderment.

“Not the way you wash them,” Mrs. Townsend said.

“Yes, Katie,” Mr. Hamilton said. “By keeping up with your duties, and by knitting your scarves, you’re doing your bit.” He shot glances at Nancy and me. “We all are.”

“It doesn’t seem enough, if you ask me,” Nancy said, her head bowed.

“What’s that, Nancy?” Mr. Hamilton said.

Nancy stopped knitting and laid her bony hands in her lap. “Well,” she said cautiously, “take Alfred, for example. He’s a young, fit man. Surely he’d be of better use helping the other boys what are over there in France? Anyone can pour sherry.”

“Anyone can pour . . . ?” Mr. Hamilton paled. “You of all people should know that domestic service is a skill to which not all are suited, Nancy.”

Nancy flushed. “Of course, Mr. Hamilton. I never meant to suggest otherwise.” She fidgeted with the marbles of her knuckles. “I. . . I suppose I’ve just been feeling a bit useless myself of late.”

Mr. Hamilton was about to denounce such feelings when all of a sudden Alfred came clattering down the stairs and into the room. Mr. Hamilton’s mouth dropped shut and we fell into a conspiracy of collective silence.

“Alfred,” Mrs. Townsend said at last, “whatever’s the matter, racing down them stairs like that?” She cast about and found me. “You scared poor Grace half to death. Poor girl nearly jumped out of her skin.”

I smiled weakly at Alfred, for I hadn’t been frightened at all. Merely surprised, like everyone else. And sorry. I should never have asked Mr. Hamilton about the feather. I was becoming fond of Alfred: he was kind-hearted and had often taken time to draw me from my shell. To discuss his embarrassment while his back was turned made a fool of him somehow.

“I’m sorry, Grace,” Alfred said. “It’s just, Master David has arrived.”

“Yes,” Mr. Hamilton said, looking at his watch, “as we expected. Dawkins was to collect him from the station off the ten o’clock train. Mrs. Townsend has his supper ready, if you’d care to take it up.”

Alfred nodded, catching his breath. “I know that, Mr. Hamilton . . .” He swallowed. “It’s just . . . Master David. He has someone with him. From Eton. I believe it’s Lord Hunter’s son.”

[image: logo]

I TAKE a breath. You once told me, Marcus, that there is a point in most stories from which there is no return. When all the central characters have made their way onstage and the scene is set for the drama to unfold. The storyteller relinquishes control and the characters begin to move of their own accord.

Robbie Hunter’s entrance brings this story to the edge of the Rubicon. Am I going to cross it? Perhaps it is not yet too late to turn back. To fold them all away, gently, between layers of tissue paper in the boxes of my memory?

I smile, for I am no more able to stop this story than I am to halt the march of time. I am not romantic enough to imagine it wants to be told, but I am honest enough to acknowledge that I want to tell it.

[image: logo]

EARLY next morning, Mr. Hamilton called me to his pantry, closed the door gently behind him and conferred on me a dubious honor. Every winter, each of the ten thousand books, journals and manuscripts housed in the Riverton library was removed, dusted and reshelved. This annual ritual had been an institution since 1846. It was Lord Ashbury’s mother’s rule originally. She was mad for dust, said Nancy, and she rightly had her reasons. For one night in the late autumn, Lord Ashbury’s little brother, a month shy of his third year and favored by all who knew him, fell into a sleep from which he never awoke. Though she could find no doctor would support her claim, his mother was convinced that her youngest boy caught his death in the ancient dust that hung in the air. In particular she blamed the library, for that was where the two boys had spent the fateful day—playing make-believe amongst the maps and charts that described the voyages of long-ago forebears.

Lady Gytha Ashbury was not one to be trifled with. She put aside her grief to draw from the same well of courage and determination that saw her abandon her homeland, her family and her dowry for the sake of love. She declared immediate war; summoned her troops and commanded them to banish the insidious adversaries. They cleaned day and night for a week before she was finally satisfied that the last hint of dust was vanquished. Only then did she weep for her tiny boy.

Each year thereafter, as the final colored leaves fell from the trees outside, the ritual was scrupulously reenacted. Even after her death, the custom remained. And in the year 1915, it was I who was charged with satisfying the former Lady Ashbury’s memory. (Partly, I’m sure, as penalty for having observed Alfred in town the day before. Mr. Hamilton gave me no thanks for bringing the specter of war shame home to Riverton.)

“You will be released early from your usual duties this week, Grace,” he said, smiling thinly from behind his desk. “Each morning you will proceed directly to the library, where you will begin in the gallery and work your way down to the shelves on the ground level.”

Then he bid me equip myself with a pair of cotton gloves, a damp cloth and an acquiescence befitting the awesome tedium of the chore.

“Remember, Grace,” he said, hands pressed firmly on his desk, fingers wide apart, “Lord Ashbury is very serious about dust. You have been given a great responsibility and one for which you should be thankful—”

His homily was interrupted by a knock at the pantry door.

“Come in,” he called, frowning down his long nose.

The door opened and Nancy burst through, thin frame nervous as a spider’s. “Mr. Hamilton,” she said. “Come quickly, there’s something upstairs that needs your immediate attention.”

He stood directly, slipped his black coat from a hanger on the back of the door and hurried up the stairs. Nancy and I followed close behind.

There, in the main entrance hall, stood Dudley the gardener, fumbling his woollen hat from one chapped hand to the other. Lying at his feet, still ripe with sap, was an enormous Norway spruce, freshly hewn.

“Mr. Dudley,” Mr. Hamilton said. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve brought the Christmas tree, Mr. Hamilton.”

“I can see that. But what are you doing here?” He indicated the grand hall, dropping his gaze to take in the tree. “More importantly, what is this doing here? It’s huge.”

“Aye, she’s a beauty,” said Dudley gravely, looking upon the tree as another might a mistress. “I’ve had my eye on her for years, just biding my time, letting her reach her full glory. And this Christmas she’s all growed up.” He looked solemnly at Mr. Hamilton. “A little too growed up.”

Mr. Hamilton turned to Nancy. “What in heaven’s name is going on?”

Nancy’s hands were clenched into fists by her side, her mouth drawn tight as a crosspatch. “It won’t fit, Mr. Hamilton. He tried to stand it in the drawing room where it always goes, but it’s a foot too tall.”

“But didn’t you measure it?” Mr. Hamilton said to the gardener.

“Oh yes, sir,” said Dudley. “But I never was much of a one for arithmetic.”

“Then take out your saw and remove a foot, man.”

Mr. Dudley shook his head sadly. “I would, sir, but I’m afeared there’s not a foot left to remove. The trunk’s already short as can be, and I can’t go taking none from the top now, can I?” He looked at us plainly. “Where would the pretty angel sit?”

We all stood, pondering this predicament, the seconds yawning across the marble hall. Each of us aware the family would soon appear for breakfast. Finally, Mr. Hamilton made a pronouncement. “I suppose there’s nothing for it then. Short of lopping the top and leaving the angel with neither perch nor purpose, we’ll have to stray from tradition—just this once—and erect it in the library.”

“The library, Mr. Hamilton?” Nancy said.

“Yes. Beneath the glass dome.” He looked witheringly at Dudley. “Where she’ll be sure to achieve her full postural opportunity.”

So it was, on the morning of 1 December 1915, as I perched high atop the library gallery at the furthest end of the furthest shelf, steeling myself to a week of dusting, that a precocious pine stood glorious in the library center, uppermost limbs pointing ecstatically to the heavens. I was level with her crown, and the fecund scent of pine was strong, impregnating the library’s lazy atmosphere of warm dustiness.

The gallery of the Riverton library ran lengthways, high above the room itself, and it was hard not to be distracted. Reluctance to begin is quick to befriend procrastination, and the view of the room below was tremendous. It is a universal truth that no matter how well one knows a scene, to observe it from above is something of a revelation. I stood by the railings and peered over, beyond the tree.

The library—usually so vast and imposing—took on the appearance of a stage set. Ordinary items—the Steinway & Sons grand piano, the oak writing desk, Lord Ashbury’s globe—were suddenly rendered smaller, ersatz versions of themselves, and gave the impression of having been arranged to suit a cast of players, yet to make its entrance.

The sitting area in particular bore a theatrical spirit of anticipation. The sofa at center stage; the armchairs on either side, pretty in William Morris skirts; the rectangle of winter sunlight that draped across the piano and onto the oriental rug. Props, all: patiently awaiting actors to take their marks. What kind of play would actors perform, I wondered, in such a setting as this?

Thus I could happily have procrastinated all day, but for the persistent voice inside my ear, Mr. Hamilton’s voice, reminding me of Lord Ashbury’s reputation for random dust inspections. And so, reluctantly, I abandoned such thoughts and withdrew the first book. Dusted it—front, back and spine—then replaced it and withdrew the second.

By mid-morning I had finished five of the ten gallery shelves and was poised to begin the next. A small mercy: having begun with the higher shelves, I had finally reached the lower and would be able to sit while I worked. After dusting hundreds of books my hands had become practised, performing their task automatically, which was just as well, for my mind had numbed to a halt.

I had just plucked the sixth spine from the sixth shelf when an impertinent piano note, sharp and sudden, trespassed on the room’s winter stillness. I spun around involuntarily, peering down beyond the tree.

Standing at the piano, fingers brushing silently the ivory surface, was a young man I’d never seen before. I knew who he was, though; even then. It was Master David’s friend from Eton. Lord Hunter’s son who’d arrived in the night.

He was handsome. But who amongst the young is not? With him it was something more, the beauty of stillness. Alone in the room, his dark eyes grave beneath a line of dark brows, he gave the impression of sorrow past, deeply felt and poorly mended. He was tall and lean, though not so as to appear lanky, and his brown hair fell longer than was the fashion, some ends escaping others to brush against his collar, his cheekbone.

I watched him survey the library, slowly, deliberately, from where he stood. His gaze rested, finally, on a painting. Blue canvas etched in black to depict the crouching figure of a woman, her back turned to the artist. The painting hung furtively on the far wall, between two bulbous Chinese urns in blue and white.

He moved to inspect it closely, and there he remained. His utter absorption made him fascinating and my sense of propriety was no match for my curiosity. The books along the sixth shelf languished, spines dull with the year’s dust, as I watched.

He leaned back, almost imperceptibly, then forwards again, his concentration absolute. His fingers, I noticed, fell long and silent at his side. Inert.

He was still standing, head tilted to the side, pondering the painting, when behind him the library door burst open and Hannah appeared, clutching the Chinese box.

“David! At last! We’ve had the best idea. This time we can go to—”

She stopped, startled, as Robbie turned and regarded her. A smile was slow to his lips, but when it came all hint of melancholy was swept away so completely I wondered if I’d imagined it. Without its serious demeanour, his face was boyish, smooth, almost pretty.

“Forgive me,” she said, cheeks suffused with pink surprise, pale hair escaping from her bow. “I thought you were someone else.” She rested the box on the corner of the sofa and, as an afterthought, straightened her white pinafore.

“You’re forgiven.” A smile, more fleeting than the first, and he returned his attention to the painting.

Hannah stared at his back, confusion plucking at her fingertips. She was waiting, as was I, for him to turn. To take her hand, to tell her his name, as was only polite.

“Imagine communicating so much with so little,” was what he finally said.

Hannah looked towards the painting, but his back obscured it and she could offer no opinion. She took a deep breath, confounded.

“It’s incredible,” he continued. “Don’t you think?”

His impertinence left her little choice but to accede and she joined him by the painting. “Grandfather’s never liked it much.” An attempt to sound breezy. “He thinks it miserable and indecent. That’s why he hides it here.”

“Do you find it miserable and indecent?”

She looked at the painting, as if for the first time. “Miserable perhaps. But not indecent.”

Robbie nodded. “Nothing so honest could ever be indecent.”

Hannah stole a glance at his profile and I wondered when she was going to ask him who he was, how he came to be admiring the paintings in her grandfather’s library. She opened her mouth, but found no words forthcoming.

“Why does your grandfather hang it if he finds it indecent?” said Robbie.

“It was a gift,” Hannah said, pleased to be asked a question she could answer. “From an important Spanish count who came for the hunt. It’s Spanish, you know.”

“Yes,” he said. “Picasso. I’ve seen his work before.”

Hannah raised an eyebrow and Robbie smiled. “In a book my mother showed me. She was born in Spain; had family there.”

“Spain,” said Hannah wondrously. “Have you been to Cuenca? Seville? Have you visited the Alcázar?”

“No,” said Robbie. “But with all my mother’s stories I feel I know the place. I always promised we’d go back together some day. Like birds, we’d escape the English winter.”

“Not this winter?” Hannah said.

He looked at her, bemused. “I’m sorry, I presumed you knew. My mother’s dead.”

As my breath caught in my throat, the door opened and David strolled through. “I see you two have met,” he said with a lazy grin.

David had grown taller since last I’d seen him, or had he? Perhaps it was nothing so obvious as that. Perhaps it was the way he walked, the way he held himself, that made him seem older, more adult, less familiar.

Hannah nodded, shifted uncomfortably to the side. She glanced at Robbie, but if she had plans to speak, to put things right between them, the moment was over too soon. The door flew open and Emmeline charged into the room.

“David!” she said. “At last. We’ve been so bored. We’ve been dying to play The Game. Hannah and I have already decided where—” She looked up, saw Robbie. “Oh. Hello. Who are you?”

“Robbie Hunter,” David said. “You’ve already met Hannah; this is my baby sister, Emmeline. Robbie’s come up from Eton.”

“Are you staying the weekend?” Emmeline said, shooting a glance at Hannah.

“A bit longer, if you’ll have me,” said Robbie.

“Robbie didn’t have plans for Christmas,” said David. “I thought he might as well spend it here, with us.”

“The whole Christmas vacation?” said Hannah.

David nodded. “We could do with some extra company, stuck all the way out here. We’ll go mad otherwise.”

I could feel Hannah’s irritation from where I sat. Her hands had come to rest on the Chinese box. She was thinking of The Game—rule number three: only three may play. Imagined episodes, anticipated adventures were slipping away. Hannah looked at David, her gaze a clear accusation he pretended not to see.

“Look at the size of that tree,” he said with heightened cheer. “We’d better get decorating if we hope to finish by Christmas.”

His sisters remained where they were.

“Come on, Emme,” he said, lowering the box of decorations from the table to the floor, avoiding Hannah’s eye. “Show Robbie how it’s done.”

Emmeline looked at Hannah. She was torn, I could tell. She shared her sister’s disappointment, had been longing to play The Game herself. But she was also the youngest of three, had grown up playing third wheel to her two older siblings. And now David had singled her out. Had chosen her to join him. The opportunity to form a pair at the expense of the third was irresistible. David’s affection, his company, too precious to refuse.

She sneaked a glance at Hannah, then grinned at David, took the parcel he handed her and started to unwrap glass icicles, holding them up for Robbie’s edification.

Hannah, meanwhile, knew when she was beaten. While Emmeline exclaimed over forgotten decorations, Hannah straightened her shoulders—dignity in defeat—and carried the Chinese box from the room. David watched her go, had the decency to look sheepish. When she returned, empty-handed, Emmeline looked up. “Hannah,” she said, “you’ll never believe it. Robbie says he’s never even seen a Dresden cherub!”

Hannah walked stiffly to the carpet and knelt down; David sat at the piano, fanned his fingers an inch above the ivory. He lowered them slowly onto the keys, coaxing the instrument to life with gentle scales. Only when the piano and those of us listening were lulled and unsuspecting did he begin to play. A piece of music I believe to be amongst the most beautiful ever written. Chopin’s waltz in C sharp minor.
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