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Cupboard Love




Did I ever tell you about the time I found myself locked in a cupboard with a stunning seventeen-year-old blonde nymphomaniac who couldn’t keep her hands off me? Worst moment of my life.




Well, top ten anyway.




Yes, I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking, Dear old Grandpa doth protest too much. But you don’t yet know the circumstances and you don’t know the occasion.




The occasion was one of the more unfortunate operations in the annals of British military history, a show in the Netherlands in September 1944 known as Market Garden. The circumstances will require a little more explanation.




First, the cupboard. It is set into the wall of the large, airy drawing room of one of the numerous well-proportioned villas which abound in this lovely, leafy enclave of haut bourgeois Holland. If you didn’t know what to look for –

the hinges aren’t obvious and the keyhole is discreetly hidden within the eye of the toucan on the exotic, rainforest-print wallpaper – you probably wouldn’t even notice it was there. Hence its appeal as an emergency hiding place.




At a push, it can accommodate two people – but only so long as they press themselves close together and don’t wriggle around too much. Extensive movement, certainly, is quite impossible in this cramped, narrow space, which was designed to

house books, not humans. Were you, for example, to find a female hand straying inexorably towards your crotch at the most unsuitable of moments and you wished to pull sharply away, you would have great difficulty doing so. Rather, you’d have to

remain stiffly as you were and take it like a man.




This is what I do for the first minutes of the girl’s attentions. To be perfectly honest, it takes me most of that time to convince myself that she really is doing to me what I think she’s doing. It all seems so jolly unlikely.




I mean, put yourself in our shoes: during the last week this tranquil resort town to the west of Arnhem has been bombed, shelled, machine-gunned and mortared almost to rubble, with barely a brick or tree left undamaged; the air is rank with clogging

dust and the throat-catching stench of rotting flesh merged with cordite; there are Germans everywhere, many of them, happily, dead, but many more of them alive and on the hunt for people just like us: surviving soldiers from the 1st Airborne Division;

Dutch men and women brave enough to risk their lives by concealing them.




No one in their right mind would think about hanky-panky at a time like this, I’m saying to myself, as this innocent young Dutch girl’s hand slips beneath the dangling flaps of my Denison smock and begins negotiating its way inside my

trousers. It’s some sort of nervous tic, that’s all. Trembling hands brought on by the constant shelling: that’ll be it.




From outside there’s another of those guttural shouts which drove us to hide in the first place. It’s followed by the crunch of glass and splintering wood, as the remnants of one of the window frames are rifle-butted or jack-booted open.

They never were ones to knock politely first, the Germans.




I tense, waiting for the almost inevitable grenade blast, thinking how little protection these thin wooden walls will offer when it comes.




But providence is on our side. There’s no grenade. Perhaps they’re Wehrmacht, not SS.




‘Is there anybody here?’ a voice calls out in German. ‘Is there anybody here?’




Whoever it is then picks his way through the window – lands on the floor of the room we’re hiding in with a loud thump – pauses awhile and then scrunches through the debris of glass and fallen plasterwork towards the front door.




‘Ground floor clear,’ he calls to his comrades, who surge in moments later.




You can hear two or three of them galumphing up the staircase and down into the cellar to inspect the other floors. Several more pairs of boots stomp around the room in which we are hiding.




I scarcely dare breathe. It’s this Dutch girl’s shell shock I’m particularly concerned about, for she seems quite unable to stop her hand brushing against my John Thomas in what, if I didn’t know better, I’d almost

believe were caressing motions. Mind you, what was it Price said when this girl first showed an interest in me a week ago? Something like: ‘I’d keep off, if I were you. She’s only just escaped from that loony bin up the road.’

That was just his sense of humour, though. Surely?




More thundering feet, this time on the way down from upstairs.




‘Upper floors clear, Herr Hauptmann.’




‘Cellar also,’ reports another.




Good. Now piss off somewhere else, why don’t you? I mentally urge them.




A born telepath, clearly, for almost immediately their captain replies, ‘Excellent. Feldwebel: get this room cleaned up and bring me a table and more chairs. It will serve very well as our interrogation centre.’




Interrogation centre?




I’d like to think that I’d misheard. Or that this was my German playing tricks on me. Unfortunately, it never does, for as you know, Jack, I speak the lingo fluently. If I didn’t I’d have died a

dozen grisly deaths by now.




‘Jawohl, Herr Hauptmann,’ says his sergeant, and in less than an instant – God, there’ve been times when I wished it could have been German soldiers under my command, not British ones – furniture is being shifted,

debris swept and further chairs retrieved. One of them, by the sounds of it, has been placed directly in front of our hiding place.




Christ! We’re in for it now, I think. If they’re going to use this room for interrogation purposes, we could be stuck here for hours. Days, even.




We’ve got no food. Nothing to drink. My back and neck are already killing me from being in this cramped position – and we can’t have been here more than five minutes. The tiny cracks in the door won’t allow nearly enough air

in. And then there’s this girl’s shell shock. If it is shell shock. It seems to be getting worse.




Crickey, what if Price is right. What if she really is one of the nutters who escaped through the walls after we bombed the Wolfheze asylum? Whether she is or she isn’t, what she’s doing to me now isn’t arousing, it’s just

ruddy dangerous. That rustling noise she’s making against my battledress: I don’t know how loud it is on the other side of the cupboard, but from where I am it sounds like Krakatoa erupting.




I clasp my hand firmly over hers and the nervous shaking, erotic massage or whatever it is stops. I hold it there to make damned bloody sure. Don’t want to miss a word they say outside. The captain has given the order for the prisoners to be

brought over. His clerk is setting up a writing desk; a lieutenant is being summoned to assist with the interrogation. Whether we like it or not, we’re about to get a ringside seat.




More scuffling, stomping and furniture-shifting. Then, the muffled sound of tramping boots from outside the house – British Army-issue boots – marching in perfect unison.




‘HALT,’ yells a German-accented voice. The boots keep marching. ‘HALT!’ screeches the voice.




‘PLATOON. PLATOON,’ bellows a voice which could only be the property of an English regimental sergeant major. ‘HALT!’




As one, the boots crunch to a halt.




Now there is a burst of angry shouting, followed by derisive laughter, and still more shouting. I can’t hear every word but I can work out the gist: the German officer is trying to impress on his captives that he is in charge now; the prisoners

are telling him where to get off; the German is making threats.




There! A volley of shots. Warning shots, one hopes.




No cries of pain: that’s promising. No laughter either.




The angry fellow seems to have made his way inside the building now, for next thing I know he’s yelling almost in front of my cupboard.




‘These prisoners. Do they belong to you, Herr Hauptmann?’




‘They do, Herr Hauptsturmführer.’




Hauptsturmführer. That’s an SS rank.




‘Then I would suggest that you teach them to show their victors more respect,’ says the Hauptsturmführer.




‘In the Wehrmacht we are taught that respect must be earned, not given automatically.’




Utter bollocks, of course, as I know from my own experiences on the Eastern Front. Still, got to hand it to the cheeky Hauptmann. Not only has he got balls of steel but he’s a damned useful wind-up merchant.




As you’d expect, there are sharp intakes of breath all around, and from the SS officer a testy pause.




Then, the Hauptsturmführer says icily, ‘In that case, Herr Hauptmann, may I request that when you have finished questioning your prisoners in the Wehrmacht way, you allow my men to investigate them using SS methods. Then afterwards we can

compare notes and see which style works best.’




‘These Engländer are my prisoners and they shall remain my prisoners.’




‘Then—’ begins the Hauptsturmführer, in a voice full of menace.




‘However,’ interrupts the Hauptmann in a more conciliatory tone. ‘If you would care to assist at this interrogation, I would more than value your presence.’




The SS officer appears temporarily mollified. More chairs – and another table for the SS unit’s own clerk – are brought in, then, without further ado, the first prisoner is marched in and the interrogation begins.




‘Good morning, Sergeant,’ says the Hauptmann. ‘You must be very tired. Are you sure you vould not like to sit down?’




‘Thanks, but I’d rather stand.’




‘As you vish. Now, Sergeant, could you kindly tell me your name.’




‘McTavish. Jock.’




‘You are from Scotland, zen?’




No answer.




‘Answer the Hauptmann!’ snaps the Hauptsturmführer.




‘You are from Scotland?’ asks the Hauptmann.




‘Can’t really say,’ says the Sergeant and I’m hardly surprised. With a name as unlikely as that, odds are that he’s one of the Division’s numerous German-Jewish volunteers, fighting incognito.




‘Ven did you volunteer for ze glider pilot regiment, Sergeant McTavish?’




‘I can tell you my serial number, if that helps.’




‘Sergeant McTavish, please do not play these games. You are vearing a glider pilot’s uniform vith a glider pilot’s vings.’




‘My mother always used to say it can be a mistake to judge by appearances,’ says McTavish.




The SS officer chips in nastily, ‘She was a Jew perhaps, your mother. With a hooked nose. A hooked nose like yours, Sergeant McTavish – wenn das wirklich Ihr Name ist.’




Crikey! I don’t know what those last comments have done to poor McTavish but if he has turned anywhere near as sick and pale as I have then he’s done for.




But these German Jews, if he is a German Jew, are made of sterner stuff.




‘79341201,’ says McTavish in a calm, even voice. ‘Now don’t let me detain you, please. I know you’ve got quite a few more of us to get through.’




‘Give him to me,’ says the Hauptsturmführer in German. ‘I will make him talk.’




On the other side of the wall, I can imagine McTavish being careful not to adjust his expression.




‘Take him away,’ the Hauptmann commands one of his guards, ignoring the SS man’s request. Then: ‘Next prisoner.’




Now, I’ll say one thing for those two or so hours I spent hiding in the cupboard with a nubile, gorgeous, panting Dutch girl that day in Oosterbeek: it didn’t half show the British soldier in a splendid light. He can be a tricky customer,

your Tommy – bolshie, sarcastic, truculent, stubborn, far too often ready to disobey an order if he thinks there’s half a chance he can get away with it – but by golly when the chips are down, his natural bloodymindedness is the making

of him. It makes him ferocious in attack, tenacious in defence and – should you be unlucky enough to capture him – the biggest pain-in-the-bum POW this side of Airey Neave.




Just listen to the way these chaps are handling their interrogation. All right, so one or two of them are gulled by the Hauptmann’s easy manner into giving away rather more information than an intelligence-trained chap like myself might prefer

(just a unit’s designation here, a pub or street name there – but it’s enough, you know, it’s enough). But the majority of them stick so rigidly to the principle of name, rank and number, you could

almost be eavesdropping on a dramatised training manual.




What’s more, they rarely miss a chance to rub Jerry’s nose in it. It’s like being at school again, listening to the boys at the back of the classroom testing how far they can cheek the master without being thrashed. And the Germans

of course don’t like it one bit. The Hauptsturmführer is itching to have them all shot. Even the unflappable Hauptmann is fast losing his patience. Someone, quite soon, I have a nasty feeling, is going to find himself being made an example of

. . .




Speaking for myself, I find this note of tension in the proceedings rather a relief. As I’m sure you can imagine, no matter how charming the company, being cooped up, squashed and skew-whiff in an airless cupboard for two or three hours, is both

maddeningly uncomfortable and mind-numbingly tedious. It’s the tedium that worries me most for there’s always the danger I’ll fall asleep. And what if I snore or if my head lolls and thumps against the wall? What if this Dutch girl gets

another attack of the shell-shocked tremblies?




Outside, there’s some sort of commotion as a particularly troublesome prisoner is brought in. Another sergeant.




‘This is the man I told you about, Herr Hauptmann. The man who cost Schweitzer his foot,’ says one of the guards in German.




‘Vot is it zat you find so funny, Sergeant?’ the Hauptmann asks his captive. ‘Vielleicht sprechen Sie Deutsch? ’




The Sergeant, whether he speaks German or no, quite sensibly doesn’t reply.




‘Sergeant, while resisting capture you cost me one of my best men. Do you think this is a laughing matter?’




The Sergeant mutters something I can’t hear, partly because it’s under his breath, partly because Blondie’s hand has gone to work again. And this time I know it isn’t shell shock. I can tell by the way, taking advantage of my

momentary distraction, she’s somehow managed to dart her hand inside my shredded battledress and grab a hold of the end of my you-know-what, which she is now pumping very determinedly between thumb and forefinger.




Madam. This is neither the time nor the place! I think, trying to drag her hand away. But from my awkward position this is harder than you’d imagine, and when finally I do get sufficient purchase to give her hand a salutory, crushing squeeze,

she says in a whisper so loud it almost counts as talking, ‘Let go or I scream.’




It’s at this point, that I begin properly to appreciate what a pickle I’m in. Price – as ever, blast him – was right. This is not just some ordinary sweet Dutch girl who took a fancy to me a week ago because I am such a

splendid, handsome and generally lovely fellow. She is, in fact, one of those women one used to imagine were a male fantasy, but who one now belatedly realises do actually exist: a totally insatiable, utterly fearless succubus who is never happier than

when practising sex under the most dangerous of circumstances and most imminent risk of discovery.




All of which distraction has led me to miss some of the proceedings next door. Annoying, since I now recognise the Sergeant’s voice – war abounds with such coincidences – as that of Price himself. By the sounds of it he’s in an

even bigger mess than I am.




Instead of surrendering nicely, as far as I can gather, he not only booted one of his captors in the privates, and broke another’s wrist, but also sent a third staggering backwards onto a Schuhmine, which cost him one of his feet. Why the

Germans didn’t shoot him immediately I can’t imagine. But the way Price is carrying on, they’ll surely soon remedy this oversight.




‘Well, it wasn’t me who put it there, was it? “Hoist by your own petard”, that’s what we say in Blighty.’




Shut up, man! Shut up! I’m mentally urging him. Well, one part of my mind is. Another’s wondering how on earth to stop this missy carrying on with her appalling tricks.




Or maybe, another part of me is thinking – possibly the one marked ‘randy young bugger who never gets quite enough of what he thinks he deserves’ – maybe, if I just let her get on with it and bring events to their natural

conclusion, she’ll be content enough with that.




Unfortunately, as if reading my thoughts, she decides to make new demands on me. With her spare hand she takes the nearest one of mine and guides it gently towards one of the breasts she has helpfully exposed by slipping off her dress.




Well, I know what she’ll do if I refuse to obey orders: she’ll scream, won’t she?




A jolly nice breast it is too. Perky. And very excited.




Oh God, no, please. No, please don’t do that. But she has, I’m afraid: the girl has started to breathe very, very deeply.




No, worse than that. She has started to moan.




Quickly, before anyone outside hears, I stop playing with her nipple.




‘Don’t stop or I scream,’ she says.




This time, someone outside ought definitely to have heard. The only reason they haven’t is because the Hauptsturmführer is screaming to his fellow captain in German, ‘Give this impertinent pig to me. I will show him how we treat

prisoners who try to escape!’




‘If he goes on in this way, then I might well give you that pleasure,’ says the Hauptmann, his patience now exhausted. ‘Sergeant Price,’ he says. ‘You are no doubt familiar with the SS?’




Deep sighs from Blondie. What am I going to do? How can I shut her up before it’s too late?




‘Do not misunderstand me, I am a man of my word. This is your very last chance to cooperate –’




‘I will scream,’ warns Blondie, as yet again I try to stop the manual nipple-stimulation which is making her so damned noisy.




Buggeration! You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t.




‘Sergeant Price, do you understand me?’




Oh God, she’s moaning again. Louder. And louder. And louder.




‘Sergeant – what was that?’ says the Hauptmann.




‘What was what?’ says the Hauptsturmführer.




‘There. In the wall behind us.’




‘A rat. Probably a rat.’




‘It almost sounded human.’




A pistol cracks. Bang! And, damn it, wouldn’t you know, a hole appears in the cupboard wall barely an inch above my head.




‘Can you hear him now?’ asks the Hauptsturmführer – rhetorically, since even Blondie now seems to recognise the gravity of the situation.




‘Sergeant Price?’




‘That’s me.’




‘I’m asking you one more time –’




I don’t believe it. She’s back at it again already. Breathing heavily.




There’s nothing for it. I don’t want to do this but I’m going to have to. With the hand that isn’t compulsorily attached to Blondie’s breast, I reach for the razor-sharp knife strapped to my leg. Steady now. Don’t

want to alert her. I’ve got hold of the grip. It’s coming smoothly out of its sheath. There. Ready . . .




‘Tell us all you know now and we will spare your life. Otherwise I shall have to pass you over to the Hauptsturmführer for further questioning –’




Not much longer now. I shall have to get this over with quickly. Is the blade sharp enough? Yes. Can I achieve all I need to do swiftly in so confined a space? We’ll just have to see. It’s my only hope.




‘So, Sergeant Price. The choice is yours. Do you wish to live? Or do you prefer to die?’




Sighs. Loud sighs from my cupboard-mate.




‘Hmm. The options are so tempting. Let me think that one over for a moment.’




‘Enough. Enough of your games!’




I go to work with the knife, in long swift cuts. The girl screams!




‘What was that? What was that?’




The moment has come. And I’ll bet you thought I was exaggerating when I said it was among the worst of my life. Well, you don’t now, Jack, do you?




But first, I want to take you back two or three months, so I can explain how I got into this mess in the first place.
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Leave it to Daphne




It’s getting on for 10.30 a.m. by the time Price and I trudge with our kitbags down the long gravel drive, over the moat bridge, through the great creaking oak door with its Civil War bullet holes, and into the lofty entrance

hall of Great Meresby. We did try calling from the station, but no one answered.




Damn it, where is everyone?




We’re hot; we’re exhausted; we’ve not eaten since lunchtime yesterday and we’re dying for a brew.




‘Griffiths? Griffiths? Griffiths? GRIFFITHS?’ I call to the four corners of the vast, dark-panelled hall.




‘G-R-I-F-F-I-T-H-S?’ joins in Price, in a parade voice to waken the dead. And at last there are stirrings down one of the corridors.




A doorway opens and a woman in riding kit appears. She’s so pale and thin that I scarcely recognise her.




‘Darling?’ she says. ‘Darling, is that really you?’




‘Mother. Are you all right?’




But she isn’t all right, clearly she isn’t, for she dives for my neck with all the desperation of a torpedoed matelot seizing the very last life ring, and she buries her head there for a long while, sobbing. I’ve never seen her sob

since the news came that my elder brother John was dead.




‘Mummy,’ I say softly, stroking her consolingly on the back. ‘Mummy.’




‘I’ll go and find us a brew then,’ says Price.




‘He told me you weren’t coming back,’ says Mother eventually.




‘Who did?’




‘Your father,’ she says.




‘What? He told you I was dead?’




‘He wouldn’t say,’ says Mother, looking fixedly at me with teary eyes, as if desperately trying to convince herself that I’m not a ghost. ‘He just said . . . he just said you wouldn’t be coming back.’




My father, the General, is – as you’ll remember – a somewhat temperamental fellow given to violent mood swings and brisk judgements. But even by his erratic standards, giving a mother to understand that her best-beloved son is dead

does sound a little extreme.




‘Where is he?’




‘Gone fishing. With Griffiths.’




‘He’s taken the butler fishing? Good Lord, Mother, he really has lost his marbles.’




‘Darling, we’re very short-staffed. All the men have been called up; most of the girls have been lured by the wages at that awful bomb factory.’




‘So we’ll be having to fix our own breakfast this morning, Mother, is that what you’re saying?’




‘I fear so, darling.’




‘Damn this wretched war.’




In the kitchen – hardly much point going to the drawing room: it’s not as though there’s anyone left to eavesdrop – Mother joins Price and me for a brew while we fill her in on our adventures. Price has found,

secreted in a cupboard, a pound of the very excellent India tea we brought back from the East and which Griffiths had assured Mother was all finished. As we chat, Price widens his search, convinced that there may yet be further treasure troves to be

unearthed.




Naturally, as warriors must do when talking to their mothers, I edit out all the unpleasant stuff. This has the happy bonus of keeping things nice and short. So, just the sketchiest of accounts of the landing on Gold Beach and the capture of

Port-en-Bessin, then straight into the sort of jolly gen more likely to tickle her fancy.




‘And who should we bump into at the casualty clearing station on the beach? Why, only Gina Herbert.’




‘Oh darling, that’s too extraordinary. And how was she?’




‘Bearing up, you know, after, er . . .’ I trail off, unsure how much Mother knows about the affair. Being a friend of Gina’s father, my godfather Johnny, the Earl of Brecon, she ought I suppose by now to have heard everything:

Gina’s clandestine marriage to a Commando captain; the officer’s tragic death in action; Lord Brecon’s fury at his daughter’s deception; Gina’s decision to cut herself out of her own inheritance as a gesture of defiance . .

.




‘Yes. All that. Still, father and daughter appear to be on speakers again now,’ says Mother, and inwardly I breathe a sigh of relief. Not, of course, that there’s much likelihood of Gina ever reciprocating my feelings. But

suppose one day she did, well, it’s always a bit nicer being married to a girl whose estates cover half of Wales than one who has renounced land and title because of some silly family tiff.




‘Though only just,’ Mother adds. ‘You’ll have heard about her current beau, no doubt?’




‘God, is she still with that greasy Frog?’




‘That was rather her dear papa’s reaction. “An English Commando officer, I can forgive,” he said. “Even if he was a touch below the salt, poor chap. But a Frenchman? Does the girl have any idea how much time and energy

her ancestors have spent trying to wipe fellows of his persuasion from the atlas?”’




‘Handsome fellow, mind,’ chips in Price, casting me a mischievous look. ‘A lot better-looking than some of the desperadoes I’ve seen chasing her.’




‘You don’t surely think she’s serious, Tom?’ says Mother. She only calls him that when Father’s not around.




Price doesn’t answer, for he has been distracted by a splendid new discovery behind the bleach bottles underneath the butler’s sink.




‘View halloo!’ he announces, whipping a linen towel from atop a wire basket to reveal more than a dozen eggs.




I glance upwards. I thought I heard a noise, like someone tapping on the ceiling. But no one else appears to have noticed.




Mother gasps. As you may remember from my last visit to Great Meresby, eggs have been in decidedly short supply. Or so our staff have been telling us.




‘Poached, scrambled, boiled or fried, Lady Emily?’




‘Goodness, Tom. It has been so long I scarcely remember enough to form a preference.’




Price laughs throatily in that way I all but never hear him laugh except in Mother’s company. Mother has always been fond of Price – their shared love of horses, not to mention all he’s done these last six years to keep her favourite

son alive – and that affection is clearly reciprocated.




‘Then why not let’s have all four!’ declares Price. And Mother giggles her approval.




Oh no, really, this is too much. It’s like watching your grandfather trying to dance the jitterbug. Pull yourself together, man! I’m tempted to tell him. Cheerfulness just doesn’t suit you!




Tap tap tap. There’s the noise again. Louder this time.




Mother casts a quick, uneasy look upwards, turns slightly red and says, ‘We’d better keep our voices down.’




‘What?’ I say, starting to panic. ‘I thought you said he was fishing.’




‘Not your father,’ she hisses back. ‘Daphne. This is her writing time.’




‘Daphne?’ I protest, pulling a face of the direst agony. ‘Oh God. WHY?’




She may be Mother’s best friend but she is such a frost.




Mother signals frantically for me to mind what I say. The pipes in the kitchen probably carry every word.




‘Darling, we needed each other,’ she says, then adds under her breath, ‘Well, I can’t speak for Daphne, I’m not sure that Daphne needs anybody. But when your father led me to believe I’d lost a second son in four

years, I certainly needed her.’




‘But, Mummy,’ I protest, like the petulant child I always seem to revert to after half an hour in Mother’s company. ‘It means you’re going to spend the whole weekend whispering to one another, like you always do. And

I’m only here for barely a day and a half. Price and I have to be off by tomorrow night, you realise that, don’t you? Mummy, it really is too unfair!’




Price shoots me a look which I ignore. She’s my mother and I can say what I like.




‘Darling, if I’d known you were coming, of course I would have made time for you. But Daphne’s come all the way up from Menabilly, and she only works in the morning, so whatever we do in the afternoon, we shall all have to do

together. How about we all go for a jolly picnic: you, me, Daphne, Lucy – goodness, she’ll be happy when she knows you’re here. And, Tom, perhaps you’d care to join us too if you don’t have other plans.’




‘It would be my pleasure, Lady Emily,’ purrs Price.




Oh Lord. I don’t know who’s going to ruin this weekend more: my father, Tom Price, or Daphne bloody Browning.




While Price, as promised, japishly prepares all those eggs for us in four different ways, I fill in Mother on the strange story of how it is Price and I came to be home.




You’ll remember that our last adventure found us being called back from active service in France via a message passed on by no less a personage than Field Marshal Montgomery. Now this sort of thing is highly unusual and the natural impression I

formed as a result is that we had been earmarked for a mission of the utmost secrecy and importance. Something to do with an airborne operation, I seem to remember thinking at the time, though this could just be hindsight.




Certainly, of the numerous possibilities Price and I speculated on during our Channel crossing home, none came remotely close to matching the scene that greeted us when we reported in, as per our orders, to an especially grim and barren-looking Army

base in the suburbs of Birmingham.




‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ I say to Price, peering through the rickety wire fence. I’ve been expecting tight security, platoons of fit young men in red berets marching at the treble in tight formation, an air of vigour

and purpose. The parade ground here – if you could flatter the meagre stretch of grass-tufted tarmac thus – appears not to have been used in months; the perimeter defences are so poor a child of three could negotiate them; and the place seems

all but devoid of personnel, with even the gatehouse empty.




Price double-checks the address and nods grimly.




Then he cups his hands round his mouth and screeches, ‘Guards to the gate! Officer reporting.’




Answer comes there none.




‘I’ll have someone on a charge for this,’ I say.




‘I’ll have his bollocks on toast,’ says Price.




‘Awroit, gents, won’t be a minute,’ calls out a cheery voice from the window of a prefabricated building a few yards from the gate.




‘“Awroit, gents”?’ hisses Price.




Tragically, the very ill-turned-out and rank-smelling soldier who emerges from the prefab moments later has the same number of stripes on his arm as Price. So, after the man has saluted sloppily, glanced at our papers, and let us in through the gate,

it’s left to me to deliver the necessary rebuke.




‘Sarnt, is it normally your practice to address visitors as gents? And stand to attention until I say otherwise. And do up your top button.’




‘Sorry, sir, I don’t mean to be rude,’ says the Sergeant, fiddling with his top button. ‘Only the OC likes to encourage an informal atmosphere round the base. “Seeing as we’ve such a shite job,” he says, if

you’ll pardon my French, sir, I’m only repeating what the OC says. “Seeing as we’ve such a shite job, Sarnt,” he says. “Let’s not make things shiter on ourselves than they already are,” he says. And I know

it doesn’t always give a very good impression to visiting officers, sir, but the truth is we don’t get that many visiting officers, what with most operations having moved now to the other side of the Channel and the bulk of our unit

transferred with them. And you’ll forgive my impertinence, sir, for I’m only speaking as I find, but I’ve an idea that once you’re both settled in here you’ll find this informal atmosphere that the OC has created quite a

breath of fresh air after all that spit-and-polish malarkey you find elsewhere in the military.’




‘You’ll let us be the judges of that, Sarnt. Now if you’ll allow us to report in to the OC –’




‘I would do, sir, only he’s gone home for the weekend. Most of us do, if we aren’t too busy – which we generally aren’t right now – and if you don’t mind me suggesting it, sir, I’d advise the both of you

to do the same. So long as you’re both back here by 09.00 hours – maybe 10.00 at the latest – Monday, the OC will look forward to meeting you then.’




‘Are you, um, quite sure he’s expecting us, Sarnt?’ I ask, desperately.




‘No doubt about it, sir. And, if I’m not speaking out of turn, may I be the first to congratulate you. You, Lieutenant Coward, sir, will be taking over as this unit’s second i/c. And, Sarnt Price, you’ll be taking over my

job.’




‘Would you mind filling us in briefly on what this unit actually does?’




‘Briefly, sir? Well, our nickname is the Shitehawks, if that gives you any inkling.’




‘Spell it out, man.’




‘Sanitation, sir. Our task is to supply, coordinate, oversee, construct and dismantle the latrine facilities at every Army camp you care to name in Southern England. Well, I don’t mind telling you what a hell of a job that was in the

build-up to D-Day. Up to our necks in it, we were. At the American camps especially. Something to do with them having more generous rations, I suppose. The more that goes in, the more—’




‘Thank you, Sarnt.’




‘Pardon me, sir, if I’ve made you come over a bit squeamish. All our chaps do when they first arrive, but you’ll get used to it, sir – everyone does in the end. “We may spend our weekdays knee-deep in shite, Sarnt,”

our OC likes to say. “But we’ll spend our weekends smelling of violets.” Now you have yourself a good weekend, sir. And you, Sarge. And we’ll look forward to seeing you both on Monday. Ta-ra.’




Mother listens intently to the story, beaming throughout. I ought to tell you that, in the expurgated version we gave her, the word ‘shite’ was replaced by sundry gentle euphemisms. Things are different for your generation, I know, Jack.

But in those days one didn’t use potty language in front of one’s mother.’




‘But, darling, this is wonderful news,’ she says when I’ve finished. ‘You’ll be able to come home, almost whenever you like.’




‘Oh Mummy, really, you’ve got completely the wrong end of the stick. You don’t honestly think that once we’ve squared things with their OC we’re going to stay at that dump, do you?’




‘Well, why ever not?’




‘Mother! You heard what they do.’




‘Well, I’m sorry, darling, but you’re not going to convince me it’s any more grim than sleeping in the mud and being shot at.’




‘That’s neither here nor there, the point is it’s quite clear they’ve made some sort of clerical error.’




‘The Sergeant you spoke to sounded pretty convinced they hadn’t.’




‘Mummy, you weren’t there so you don’t know. The man was quite clearly off his rocker. Besides, you don’t think at a time like this the powers that be would drag experienced combat troops away from the front line to shovel up

excrement, do you?’




‘Maybe someone on high was trying to do you a favour.’




‘A favour?’ I yelp, quite aghast. Mothers, really. They’ve never understood the first thing about soldiering.




‘It’s a punishment, that’s what I reckon,’ says Price gloomily.




‘Ever the optimist, Tom,’ teases Mother.




‘But from whom? Who would go to all that trouble to get us transferred like that, virtually in the midst of a battle? And who, for heaven’s sake, would have the power? You’d need to be pretty high up.’




‘Or have connections,’ muses Price.




‘Did you have anyone in mind, Price?’




‘It’s not as though you haven’t made your enemies.’




He’s thinking, perhaps, of the vindictive Air Vice Marshal who cost me my flying career. Or possibly, the half Colonel I couldn’t help but cuckold one time. Or perhaps some kinsman of the one I shot in Burma. Or – yes, now I think of

it, there are more than enough candidates.




‘Maybe so, but is any of them really deranged enough to have gone to quite such elaborate lengths to see me undone? I think not, Price. In my experience, there’s always less to these little problems than

meets the eye. What we have here is a clerical error, pure and simple. We’ll go back on Monday, have words with this ludicrous OC, and get ourselves removed from this, ahem, mucky situation before you can say Jack Robinson.’




Shortly after 1 p.m. – that’s the official end of Mrs Browning’s writing day – the picnic party sets off. Mrs Browning is how I always used to address her. Daffy D, sometimes, behind her back. To you, Jack,

she’ll be more familiar – if at all – under her maiden name Daphne du Maurier.




Ring any bells? Probably not, the speed with which literary reputations pass these days, but you might know some of her work. Don’t Look Now, the film about a frightful red dwarf rampaging through Venice: that was one of her short

stories. As was Alfred Hitchcock’s shocker about the Nazi seagulls. The Flock, was it? But the thing she always remained best known for – and by golly did it use to irritate her if you brought it up, which is why I so often did –

was a melodramatic murder mystery written largely for the enjoyment of hysterical women. Book by the name of Rebecca.




‘Do remind me, Mrs Browning,’ I used to badger her. ‘Is it pronounced “Mander-lee” as in Camberley; or “Mander-lay” as in Kipling?’




And do you know what? I still can’t for the life of me remember what her answer was. That was the difficulty I had when one of her biographers popped round for an afternoon to interrogate me about ‘the real Daphne du Maurier I knew’.

As I tried to explain to this incredulous young poppet – she clearly thought that to have spent time in Daffy D’s presence was akin to being served private mass by the Pope – I was usually far too busy wishing her back home to Menabilly

asap to pay attention to a single word she said.




Now this picnic. As is our family’s wont, it takes place in our very favourite spot on the whole estate: the mill pond where Mrs Wilkins’s dog got eaten by the giant pike and where I once disgraced myself with Gina. We loll in the sun,

work our way merrily through Father’s best Hock and gorge ourselves on the thick ham sandwiches Price has cleverly rustled up, courtesy of the huge haunch of gammon he found lurking in the cold room. Then afterwards, plunge into the icy water for a

spot of traditional skinny-dipping.




Not Mrs Browning, obviously. Skinny-dipping isn’t her style. Not Price either. So, in fact, it’s just Lucy and I who take the plunge on this occasion.




‘OPL,’ orders Lucy, as she changes.




‘What’s that?’ I say.




‘Only Perverts Look – so don’t,’ she commands for the first time ever, when she slips out of her dress.




And when I do inadvertently look round before she’s done I understand why. My, she’s changed, the sweet, skinny, tomboyish little urchin I used to read stories to and share baths with. There’s no mistaking her for a boy any more.

Thank goodness all the men on the estate have gone off to war, because I know the sort of things I’d want to do to a girl shaped like that if I weren’t her brother; and if I thought there was any danger of any of them doing it, why, I’d

be after them with my shotgun.




‘OK. Safe,’ says Lucy, once she’s in the water.




I strip off and join her. We swim to the deep bit and tread water for a while.




‘It’s topping to have you back,’ she says.




‘Topping to see you, Luce.’




‘When Mummy thought you were dead I never did. I told her not to be so silly because you’re going to make it through right to the end.’




‘I’m glad to hear it, sis, but what makes you so sure?’




‘Just a feeling in my bones. Same one that tells me I probably won’t see this one out.’




‘Luce! Don’t ever say such things.’




‘It’s all right, I don’t mind. Not now I’m used to the idea.’




‘Well, I bloody well mind and it is not going to happen.’




‘I expect that’s what Patricia, Sarah and Victoria thought before the doodlebug got them.’




‘If Hermann Göring sends so much as a gnat in your direction, I shall have his guts for garters.’




When we get out of the pond I’m told to avert my eyes again. Now I feel terrible for having wished all those young suitors away from that body. What if her premonition is right and she dies never having shared its charms with anyone?




We dry off in the sun by the willow – close enough to eavesdrop, if we want, on Mother’s conversation with Mrs Browning, but generally more interested in catching up with one another’s news.




‘You’re so much nicer than James,’ she declares. ‘Do you know what he said when I told him what I told you?’




‘What?’




‘He told me to stop being so morbid and said if I knew what real war was like I wouldn’t joke about it.’




‘Pompous oaf.’




‘And when I told him I wasn’t joking he said then I was a silly girl and shouldn’t take premonitions seriously. He’d foreseen his death in action lots of times, he said, and nothing had come of it yet. And I said, “Still,

James, we’re all keeping our fingers crossed.” Which, let me tell you, went down like a dose of cod liver oil.’




‘I’ll bet.’




‘Sometimes I don’t think he even realises how obnoxious he’s being. These gongs he keeps getting don’t exactly help. Nor does Father. You should have heard him when James cabled that he’d been put up for a DSO. It was all

hail, the conquering hero. And make way, for Great Meresby’s new young master.’




‘Oh Lord, really?’




‘Well, not in so many words, but I should be careful if I were you. We had his brigadier friend – Jumbo, is it? – round the other night. You know, the one who pulled strings to get you in the Commandos. The impression I got was that

the rumour mill wasn’t exactly working in your favour. Something you’d done to get in your OC’s bad books? Whatever it was, I’m afraid Daddy hit the roof. “Can you get him out of there, Jumbo?” he said. “For the

sake of our family name? I don’t want him doing any more damage than he already has.” I say, Dick, are you all right? I thought it better that you should know, that’s all, and . . .’




‘No, don’t worry, sis. It’s perfectly OK. I think you might just have helped me solve a mystery worthy of the great Daphne du Maurier herself.’




‘Oh come now, Colonel Coward,’ I remember that young biographer saying when she came for tea. ‘You surely recall at least some of her bons mots?’




‘Dick, please,’ I said, patting the place next to me on the swing seat, in that distrait, I’m-a-sweet-old-boy-I-can-do-no-harm way which serves a chap so well past a certain age. Pretty little thing in her gamine way. Lesbian, no

doubt, as so many Daffy D worshippers are.




‘Dick then,’ she said with a smile. But stayed where she was: QED.




‘Bons mots, though? I’m not sure Mrs Browning was really a bons mots person.’ (And at that point I had to try hard to suppress a snigger.) ‘Saved them all for her books, I expect.’




‘You must, though, have formed some impression of her character. Her personality?’




‘Oh I did. I did, very much so.’




‘And?’




‘Absolutely bloody terrifying.’




The girl looked crestfallen.




‘I can’t be telling you anything you don’t know, surely? Something to do with being an heiress, I imagine. That absolute assurance you get from having pots of money. It made her very certain of who she was and what she wanted and you

crossed her at your peril.’




‘Others speak of her emotional fragility.’




‘Oh undoubtedly. Brittle as porcelain and mad as a fruit bat. Well, you’d need to be, wouldn’t you, to dream up that frightful red dwarf. When she came up to Great Meresby, though, she tended to keep that side of things under wraps.

Too busy being Mother’s rock, I suppose.’




‘You didn’t think much of her, then?’ said this girl lugubriously. I could see any second now she was going to pack up and go, for this wasn’t what she wanted at all.




‘Daphne du Maurier? Why, the woman was a marvel. For one thing, she was the only girl I ever knew capable of standing up to my father. Frightened the life out of him, in fact. And for another she saved my bacon. Perhaps when you’ve more

time I could tell you all about it.’




‘I’d love to hear it now, if you’re not too exhausted.’




‘Splendid. Then we shall make ourselves another pot of Darjeeling. You shall join me here on this most comfortable swing seat.’ (It’s never too late to convert ’em, say I.) ‘And then I shall tell you everything you need

to know. Not just about the small part she played in my own life. But also the rather more historically significant one she played in one of the greatest disasters in British military history.’




Dear me. Grandpa up to his old tricks again, you’re no doubt thinking. But, Jack, this was no ruse. It is my view that the Market Garden fiasco was as much Daphne du Maurier’s fault as

anybody’s. Not because of anything she did, but because of who she was. And who she was, of course, was the wife of the man in charge of the tactical side of the operation, Lt. Gen. Frederick Browning.




In my family, taking our cue from Daffy D, we all knew him as Tommy. To the world at large, though, he was better known by his nickname Boy. Anyway, Boy, Tommy, Frederick, Lieutenant General, sir, whatever you want to call him, was a decent enough

fellow. But I can’t pretend I used to dread his visits to Great Meresby any less than Daffy D’s.




First, he was such a stickler. I remember the first time he came to stay – not long after they’d got married; ’31, ’32 would that be? I would have been around fifteen at the time – I found myself sitting opposite him at

dinner. And do you know the only words he exchanged with me the whole evening? ‘I think, Master Richard, you’ll find your evening shirt is missing a stud.’




It was later that same evening – or rather, in the small hours of the next morning – that I discovered another of his peculiarities. Unfortunately, the Brownings’ guest bedroom lay next to mine, and I was woken in the night by the

most appalling wailing noise. At first, I put this down to one of the numerous ghosts which supposedly stalk our ancestral seat, most likely the poor chap dispatched by his wicked stepbrother, Edward II-style, with a red-hot poker up the bum. Then, with

dawning horror, I realised it was coming from next door and therefore, in all likelihood, comprised the orgasmic yelping of the rutting Brownings.




Except it sounded more like yelps of pain than of pleasure. Bondage secrets of our top lady novelist. I say, this will amuse Pricey, I thought, for in those days I’d forever be seeking new ways to curry favour with him. So I cupped my ear to the

wall, in search of further evidence, and quickly found myself feeling rather shabby.




The yelps gave way to sobs; and sobs to soothing words from Mrs B. Poor Tommy had been having another nightmare.




It was all because of the First War, of course, as so many people’s difficulties were in those days. One rarely talked about it because one simply didn’t. But it’s a wonder the country functioned at all in the twenties and thirties,

populated as it was by a generation of sexually frustrated spinsters and widows on the distaff side, and on the male one by cripples and gibbering basket cases. My father, QED.




Anyway, old Tommy, I found out from Mother – who’d, of course, been sworn to secrecy by Daffy D – had had as bloody a time on the Western Front as anyone. Seems that, in 1917, his company was ordered to make a dawn attack on a wood

riddled with snipers and machine-gun nests. It was supposed to be supported by tanks but as per usual they’d broken down. The attack went ahead all the same, and pretty soon, from an original compliment of seventeen officers, Tommy found himself

the only one left alive. It was at this point, his dying comrades screaming and groaning all around him, that the Germans decided to launch their counter-attack . . .




Well, his sangfroid under fire that day won him a DSO, which many think should have been a VC, but underneath his nerves were shot, that’s for sure. In their early years together, Daphne did for Tommy what she did for my mother, calming him

down, soothing his troubled brow and all that. But by the time of the Second War – when Tommy, of course, was away most of the time running his 1st Airborne Division – the strain was beginning to tell.




I know this because of a conversation I overhear during the picnic by the mill pond. Something about a letter Tommy had written, asking if Mrs B could see her way to helping him buy a new boat.




‘Ah, but has Tommy been a good enough Boy, do we think?’ Mrs B says to Mother, with a scornful edge.




‘Oh darling, you can’t not. That would be too, too cruel,’ says Mother.




‘Three thousand pounds is an awful lot of money,’ says Mrs B.




‘And you’re telling me you can’t afford it?’ says Mother.




‘It’s more the offhand way he asks for it. “A small amount of pence,” he says, when it so patently isn’t.’




‘You’d rather he grovelled and pleaded?’




‘Lord no. That really would be too ghastly,’ says Mrs B with a sigh. ‘No, I know that whichever way he asked I should be irked by it. Even his endearing little notes – “My dearest Mumpty”, they begin – have

begun to grate. What once sounded so sweet now just makes my toes curl. Isn’t that just awful of me? Aren’t I a frightful, frightful shrew?’




Mother goes, ‘There, there, no of course not,’ as best friends are supposed to do.




But at that moment my sympathy’s all with Tommy. What a devil of a position to find yourself in: you’re a senior officer, with a distinguished war record, good-looking, going places, soon to be given command of one of the most daring

operations of the war. Yet you know that, whatever you achieve in your own right, you’re always going to go down in history as the chap who was lucky enough to end up married to the woman who wrote Rebecca.




Unless, of course – and, it’s that big Unless which to my mind explains Daffy D’s pivotal role in the disaster that was Market Garden.




‘A bridge too far.’ That was what Lt. Gen. Browning supposedly warned Montgomery at the final planning meeting a week before the operation. Well, if that’s really how he felt at the time, why didn’t he call a halt to

proceedings while he still could? He was Deputy Commander of the Allied Airborne Army, after all. It was perfectly within his power.




Well, there has been an awful lot of speculation on this one over the years. But for me it comes down to just three words, and two of them are a well-known brand of cigarette.




I’m not saying she was there actually whispering advice in his ear, à la Lady Macbeth. The operation was far too hush-hush for that. But I don’t think it’s too far-fetched to suggest that, when he had to make that

difficult decision, what tipped the balance was the thought that here was the chance, the one and only chance, finally to do something in his life that would not only impress his unimpressible wife, but also might actually eclipse her fame for good.




All this I told to the young lady who came to see me, but none of it went into her book – I checked when she sent me my courtesy copy. The bit I thought would go in didn’t go in either: my speculation as to the mildly suspicious closeness

of Daffy D’s relationship with my mother.




It was one of those ideas that occur to you on the spur of the moment. Not for the life of me do I really think that Daphne du Maurier and my mother might have been lovers. But I was feeling slightly mischievous that day, and thought it was the sort

of fancy that might go down rather well with the lesbian lovely perched next to me on the swing seat.




She wasn’t buying it, though – any more than she was ready to buy my other biographical titbit, God’s own truth though it is. It has to do with that particular shade of maroon headscarf my mother favoured, and to which Daffy D took

such a shine she began sporting it herself. She always wore one when she came to stay, furled round her neck in the manner of a cravat, which went rather well with her mannish, grey woollen trouser suits.




Anyway, the funny thing was, when a few years later Tommy was looking for a new beret colour to indicate membership of this new airborne division he was commanding – what shade should he have chosen but this very maroon. (Which the soldiers

initially hated, I might tell you. Thought it was far too feminine a shade for a fighting man. Least they did until the Germans in Tunisia started calling them ‘the Red Devils’, after which they decided they

rather liked it.)




So I told the pretty lesbian this and do you know what she said? She said, ‘I’m afraid the story about Daphne du Maurier having chosen the shade of the 1st Airborne Division’s berets is nothing but an urban myth.’




Whatever one of those is when it’s at home.




We are all taking some of that excellent tea in the library when Father gets back. Price has stopped scowling; Mother’s almost back to her usual self; Luce is snuggled up next to me on one of the window seats; and we’re

all listening to Daffy D, on unusually good form, as she spooks us with the tale of the skeleton found in the last century by some workmen, bricked up inside a secret room within the walls of Menabilly.




‘I’ve been through the family papers, those the Rashleighs will let me have at any rate, but there’s no mention of it anywhere,’ she says.




‘Well, it’s not the sort of incident you’d want to advertise,’ I say.




‘Yes,’ says Luce. ‘Perhaps the Rashleighs are holding the incriminating letter back: “Deare Mum, thanks for ye tucke. I am settling in well to ye new schoole. Please do not be crosse, but there’s something I did in ye

holidays, which clean slipped my minde. For my merrimente, while playing with ye impertinent servant boy Pippin, I bricked him up in ye walle and have since cleane forgotte in which parte of ye house it was . . . ”’




Luce and I are the only ones who laugh at this.




‘I don’t imagine the poor victim found it a matter for joking,’ says Daffy D coolly.




‘No, no, I expect not,’ I say, trying to keep a straight face. Mummy does hate it so when we tease Daffy D. ‘Do you have any theories on the subject?’




‘Rather too many,’ says Daffy D.




‘The very best of which we shall see expounded in your next book, perhaps?’




‘Perhaps,’ says Daffy D, with a distant half-smile.




‘WELL, AT LEAST WE KNOW WHAT WE’RE HAVING FOR DINNER!’ bellows a triumphant voice from the hallway, and everyone in the room, Price included, freezes. ‘EM? LUCE? WHERE ARE YOU? COME AND HAVE A LOOK AT THIS PAIR OF MONSTERS I

BAGGED.’




‘We’re in here, darling,’ says Mother.




‘WHERE?’




‘In the library.’




‘AH.’ There are stumpy footsteps as Father hobbles in, closely followed by our butler, Griffiths.




‘Show ’em, Griffiths.’




Griffiths steps forward to show the two salmon he is holding, each by the tail. They’re so long he has to keep his hands high to stop their noses touching the ground, and the strain of their combined weight is causing his arms to tremble. The

fishing on our stretch of the Wye is, of course, pretty good. But rarely this good. No wonder the old man’s so cheerful.




‘I thought—’ he begins. Then stops, suddenly, as for the first time he notices me. His expression changes from one of exultation, through shock to one which for a brief moment looks like pure, visceral loathing. But I don’t

think it can be, for having gaped at me for a while, apparently lost for words, he declares with renewed brightness, ‘You? And Price too? You’ll not have received my letter, then. Ah well, never mind. More than enough here to feed the five

thousand. What, Griffiths?’




While Father disappears to clean up, I reflect with gratitude on the bounty of the Great Meresby estate. God knows, there have been moments in the past when I’ve had cause to rue its plenitude: the abundant salmon, trout and pheasant are, after

all, the reason Father always manages to draw so many prize military bores to stay for the weekend. But on this occasion it has been my salvation.




Dinner that evening is more relaxed than any I can remember in years. For one thing, Daffy D apart, there are no crashingly dull guests to keep amused. For another, Father is exuding an almost reckless bonhomie and bounty. He invites Price to join us;

he cracks open a magnum of Vintage ’34 Bolly (though, as usual, he himself sticks to whisky); he seats me right opposite him at the head of the table; and he scarcely bats an eyelid when Griffiths enters solemnly to report that, the egg supply

having been mysteriously exhausted, we shall have to enjoy our poached salmon au naturel, not with Father’s favourite hollandaise.




‘I think I may have to reconsider my theory,’ I murmur to Lucy after pudding, as Father calls for more champagne, so that he can propose a toast.




‘Which theory?’




‘The one identifying the miscreant behind our recent posting.’




‘You think Daddy would have gone to all that trouble?’




‘Don’t you?’




‘Now I think about it, yes. But if it was him, he’s making quite a show of covering his tracks.’




‘I’ll say. I feel like the prodigal son.’




‘Ladies; gentleman,’ says Father, as Griffiths helps him to his feet. ‘His Majesty the King!’




‘His Majesty the King!’ we all toast.




Then the next toast is proposed.




‘To the new Master of Great Meresby!’ says my father, with a pointed look at me I find hard to decipher.




Glances are exchanged. Lucy throws me a puzzled look. ‘Search me,’ says the one I give her in return.




‘To the new Master of Great Meresby!’ we all repeat uncertainly.




Does he mean me? My suspicion is no. Nothing he has ever said in the previous 99.9 per cent of our exchanges together has ever indicated such a delightful turn of events. This suspicion seems to be confirmed by the next toast, which is addressed to me

personally.




‘To Richard –’ says my father, raising his glass.




‘To Ri—’ everyone begins.




‘I’m not finished,’ interrupts my father. ‘To Richard. In the sincere hope that he enjoys greater success in his new home than he did in this one.’




Silence. In the first place, it’s a bit of a mouthful, and in the second, well, what exactly is it supposed to mean? Something bad, probably. One of those really nasty surprises that Father does so enjoy springing on one in his sadistic way. But

is this just a tasteless joke, a statement of intent, a threat or what?




‘None of you going to join me? Ah well. If you’ll all sit down – not you, Daphne: this is a family matter, so perhaps you’d care to make yourself at home in the drawing room till we’re done. Then I shall

explain.’




‘Thank you, Ajax, but I prefer to stay where I am.’




‘Darling, what is this about?’




‘A surprise, Emily. Like the one Richard and Price chose to give me by turning up at Great Meresby, despite my express injunction to the contrary in the letter I left at their new posting and which they mysteriously claim not to have received.

Now if Mrs Browning will kindly excuse herself . . .’




‘Ajax,’ says Daffy D, in that terrifying, icy way of hers and Lord, isn’t it lovely not to be on the receiving end for once. ‘When someone is on the verge of behaving very badly I find it often helps to have a disinterested

party there to advise them that they are. For that reason, I intend to stay.’




‘I’ll tell you what bad behaviour is. Abandoning your comrades in their hour of need; cowardice in the face of the enemy. That’s not just bad behaviour in my book. That’s a capital offence, and if that boy had been under my

command, blood relative or no, that’s exactly the punishment I would have given him.’




‘Ajax, I’m not sure any of us understands what you’re talking about.’




‘He knows, all right,’ says the General, the angry finger he has jabbed in my direction quivering like an arrow that has just struck bullseye. ‘He knows what he got up to in the landings on Gold Beach.’




‘Sir, with respect, it was a mistake –’ says Price.




‘I’ll say it was a mistake. Biggest one of that boy’s miserable life. I’ve given him quite enough second chances, and now I’m quite done. He can have the house in Edgbaston, and that’s all he’ll inherit from

me. The terms of the arrangement were perfectly clear: the estate ends up in the hands of the son who most deserves it and there’s no longer any doubting which one that is.’




‘Daddy, that is UNFAIR,’ says Lucy. ‘The war isn’t over yet. Dick still has a chance to prove himself.’




‘I’ll thank you, Lucy, for keeping your nose out of matters you do not understand,’ snaps the General. ‘Even were the war to last another decade, Richard still wouldn’t stand a cat in hell’s chance of matching his

brother’s war record. Specially not once James’s DSO has been confirmed.’




‘If it’s confirmed, Daddy. A lot of medal recommendations aren’t, you know, or Dick would have had dozens by now.’




‘Ha! Would he, by Jove?’ the General snorts. ‘And I suppose you were there to witness these numerous incidents of meritorious valour, were you?’




‘No, Daddy,’ sighs Lucy. ‘No more than YOU were.’




‘Proper little terrier in your brother’s defence, ain’t you, Luce?’ muses my father. ‘If only Richard had half your spunk –’




‘Which he does, Daddy. He does!’




‘Cowardice in the face of the enemy is a very serious charge,’ says Daffy D.




‘Do we not think it only fair that Dick should be given a chance to defend himself?’




‘Deny, deny, deny! That’s all he’ll do,’ says the General. ‘That’s all he ever does.’




‘And your preferred response to a false accusation would be what exactly?’ says Daffy D.




‘False accusation? I’ll have you know that this latest incident was witnessed by his OC himself.’




‘Beg pardon, sir, but the OC was missing at that point, lost in the confusion of the landings,’ says Price. ‘It was his troop commander who thought he’d seen it. Then he realised later it had been a mistake but never got the

chance to relay to the OC the correct version of events because he was killed shortly afterwards.’




‘Handy,’ says the General.




‘With respect, sir, if he hadn’t been killed he could have cleared Mr Richard’s name.’




‘We only have your word that he intended to do so.’




‘There was a time, sir, when my word would have been assurance enough,’ says Price, a touch unctuously, but you never know with Father. It’s always worth exploring every avenue.
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