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    “A perfect summer read, this is a must for fans of Downton Abbey.”


    —WeightWatchers Magazine (UK)


    “Mysterious, evocative, and deeply sensual, The Memory of Lost Senses brings to life a lost era, a golden dream before it comes to an end. In its portrayal of how we change the past, and how we can lose it, the novel delves through fascinating layers and explores the real nature of truth. This moving story is not to be missed.”


    —Simone St. James, RITA Award–winning author of The Haunting of Maddy Clare and An Inquiry into Love and Death


    “Exquisite... a sensual and visual feast of a story, and a powerful follow-up to last year’s enthralling debut, The Last Summer... a mesmerizing book of finely wrought words. The evocative tale of an elderly woman for whom the past is both a comfort and a tyranny, a place that holds unutterably beautiful memories, and painful events that torment and haunt.... Thoughtful, delicately crafted, and imaginative, The Memory of Lost Senses is a page-turning, atmospheric mystery story but with a powerful, all-consuming love affair burning deep at its core to direct the action... and steal our hearts.”


    —Lancashire Evening Post (UK)


    The Last Summer


    “Well-drawn characters combined with flawless writing make Kinghorn’s debut a triumph. This story kept me up for many nights in a row, and I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough. Un-put-downable and relentlessly intriguing, this is a tale for the ages. I expect it’s not the last we’ll hear from this talented storyteller; at least, I hope not!”


    —Dish Magazine


    “A glorious read, highly recommended.”


    —The Bookseller (UK)


    “Don’t miss The Last Summer by Judith Kinghorn. [An] epic and enthralling love story set against the backdrop of the Great War.”


    —Woman and Home (UK)


    “The year is 1914, and love and war are about to transform privileged sixteen-year-old Clarissa’s charmed existence forever. This sumptuous romance is made for fans of Downton.”


    —The Lady (UK)


    “The Last Summer is irresistible: a captivating story of love and family against the backdrop of World War I and its aftermath. I stayed up late reading, hooked on its sensuous prose, elegant settings, and fascinating characters.”


    —Margaret Wurtele, author of The Golden Hour


    “Impeccably written and well researched, this is an atmospheric and haunting read. It takes the reader from languorous summer days by the lake on a country estate to the horror of the trenches with equal aplomb.... Judith Kinghorn skillfully navigates our journey through love and loss... the perfect balance of romance and grit by a great new writer. Don’t miss it!”


    —Deborah Swift, author of The Gilded Lily and The Lady’s Slipper


    “Judith Kinghorn has beautifully captured the thoughts and feelings of a particular group in a lost generation. From an historical perspective, Kinghorn has clearly done her research, which is illustrated in the small details that capture the war and postwar periods, making The Last Summer entirely believable and often shocking.... Despite the themes of loss, grief, and change, The Last Summer is above all a wonderful and heartbreaking love story... highly recommended!”


    —One More Page (UK)


    “An enchanting story of love and war, and the years beyond.”


    —Penny Vincenzi, bestselling author of Wicked Pleasures


    “A sumptuous, absorbing tale of love in time of war. Judith Kinghorn’s novel brilliantly illuminates the experiences of a generation of blighted youth.”


    —Rachel Hore, Sunday Times bestselling author of A Place of Secrets
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    PUBLISHER’S NOTE


    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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    “Rome, before 1870, was seductive beyond resistance... shadows breathed and glowed, full of soft forms felt by lost senses.”


    —Henry James


    “If any one faculty of our nature may be called more wonderful than the rest, I do think it is memory. There seems something more speakingly incomprehensible in the powers, the failures, the inequalities of memory, than in any other of our intelligences. The memory is sometimes so retentive, so serviceable, so obedient; at others, so bewildered and so weak; and at others again, so tyrannic, so beyond control! We are, to be sure, a miracle every way; but our powers of recollecting and of forgetting do seem peculiarly past finding out.”


    —Jane Austen, Mansfield Park
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    Sometimes it’s easy to be blind, to run into the blackness and know you are heading in the right direction. Know that beyond the dark is light, and that behind you all is dark. Know that your destination—wherever it may be—will be infinitely better than your point of departure. This is how it was that night.


    And though the girl already knew about the need to take flight, she had not anticipated her own escape, had never been out in the dead of night, the witching hour, grazing dripping brick and corrugated iron, the backsides of tenements and factories and warehouses; clambering over ramshackle fences, sidestepping rat-infested ditches and sewers.


    But fear of the night—its otherworldliness—was nothing compared to what had just taken place at home.


    At the end of the alleyway the woman finally stopped, released the girl’s hand and dropped the bag to the ground. The girl was still whimpering, and shaking; shaking so violently she thought her legs might give way, thought she might fall to the sodden ground and be swallowed up by Hell and Damnation. Her feet were numb, her shoes and the hem of her dress caked in wet mud from cutting through the market gardens. She could smell the river, its stench permeating the fog, and knew they were close. But she must not make a sound. No, no sound. She had been told that, and slapped.


    And so she tried to hold in her sobs, her breath, and kept her hand—its congealing stickiness—clasped over her mouth, her eyes fixed on the blurred shape of the woman beside her, now pulling a shawl back over her head. Ahead of them, a solitary hansom cab creaked westwards, wheels spraying, lamp swaying.


    “Was he... is he... dead?” the girl whispered.


    The woman made no reply. She watched the yellow light fade, picked up the bag, and led the girl on across the highway, into the blackness, into the night.

  


  
    Prologue


    England 1923


    The photograph had been torn in two and later repaired. Now, a crinkled line of severance ran through the background pine trees, the top of the tented gazebo and the statue by the gate to the sunken garden, decapitating the marble lady. But the image continued to exude the effulgence of that day, and Sylvia squinted as she brought it closer, glancing along the lineup and then at herself: eyes closed, hand raised, as though about to sneeze, or laugh, or speak; the only one to have moved. I was nervous, she thought, remembering, not used to having my photograph taken... not used to posing.


    She lifted the magnifying glass, leveling it over the figure seated at the center: a broad hat shading the eyes, the memory of a smile about the mouth, the dated costume, out of time—even then. Accustomed to scrutiny, impervious to the occasion, she thought. But she could hardly bear to think the name. She was still in shock.


    She sat back in her chair, closing her eyes, already moving through shadows toward brightness and warmth, and the sound of a band and the hullabaloo of children drifting up from a village green, and that day, that day, that day.


    But something else tugged at the edge of her senses. Another memory, faded almost to white and worn thin as gossamer with time. And emerging from it, into it, a familiar dark-haired young man, standing by a fountain in the sun-drenched piazza of a foreign city. As he moves toward her she feels the incandescence of the stone surrounding her, the weight of it upon her, and one name, on their lips, about to be spoken, about to be broken.


    “My dear,” he says, reaching out to take her hand, “your note has me quite bamboozled...”


    He holds her gloved hand in his. His dark eyes are serious, searching; his brow is furrowed. He is indeed perplexed. But there is no turning back, she must tell him, she must tell him everything. And so she releases the appalling words in whispers, and as he leans toward her she can smell turpentine and stale sweat. When he steps away from her he raises a paint-smudged hand to his forehead, and she can feel his pain. But it had to be done. She had no choice.


    “I had no choice,” she said, opening her eyes, coming back to now. “He needed to know... needed to know the...”


    She had been going to say truth. But it would have been a lie.

  


  
    BOOK ONE
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    England 1911

  


  
    Chapter One
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    Within weeks letters would be burned, pages torn, photographs ripped in two. Names would be banished, memories abandoned and history rewritten, again. Within weeks promises would be broken and hearts made fit to bleed.


    But for now there was little movement or sound.


    The countryside languished, golden and fading and imbued with the lassitude of weeks of unwavering heat. High above, the cerulean sky remained unmoved. It had been there early. Stretching itself from treetop to treetop, resolute, unbroken, never touching parched earth. Only the ratter-tat-tat of a woodpecker interrupted the wood pigeon’s lullaby coo.


    It was shortly before noon.


    Sylvia would remember this—the time of her arrival—ever after, because she would later write it down, along with the words and events of that day, and the rest. She would for years to come ponder upon whether she could have, should have, done things differently. But when she stepped down from the vehicle her heart knew only love.


    As the wagonette disappeared back down the curving driveway she gazed up at the house, smiling. It was typical of Cora to have played it down. Now, I shall be able to imagine her here, she thought, lingering beyond the shadow of the building. Ahead of her, the front door and glazed inner door stood open. It was fine weather and they were expecting her. But still, it seemed a tad foolhardy, reckless even, to her. Anyone at all could walk in.


    The hallway was dark and cool, the place silent, and as she put down her bag she called out, “Hello-o! It is I, Sylvia... anyone home?” She immediately recognized the long ornately carved table next to her and, placing her fingertips upon it, reassured by familiarity, she moved along its length. A red leather frame—next to a large earthenware bowl containing an assortment of calling cards—read, “OUT.” A folded newspaper and yet-to-be-opened letters lay on a silver tray beneath an oversized and, to her mind, rather haphazard arrangement of flora. She glanced through the letters—brown envelopes, all bills—then lifted her hand and tugged at a large open bloom, pulling it free from the tangle of waterlogged bark and stems, plunging it back into the center of the vase. Raising her eyes to the wall, she gasped. It was not a painting she recollected having seen before, and was surely inappropriate to have hanging in an entrance hall, or anywhere else, she thought, turning away.


    Opposite her, a settee of gilt and pink velvet she remembered from Rome made her smile. And above it, the zebra’s head, mounted high upon the wall. But hadn’t Cora said she loathed the thing? Would never have it in any of her homes?


    She walked on, glancing through open doorways into tall sunlit rooms, revealing more familiar polished mahogany—magnificent antiques, glinting crystal and objets d’art. She smiled at Gio and Louis—Cora’s two beloved pugs, stuffed by a renowned Parisian taxidermist and now sitting either side of an ottoman, staring glassy-eyed at the empty hearth—half expecting the little things to scramble to their feet and clip-clap across the ebonized floorboards to greet her once more. Oh, but it was marvelous to be in a place where one could immediately connect with so much of it. Almost like coming home, she thought. And yet it was queer to see it all again, together, here, in this place. Cora’s world could never have fitted into any cottage. “A cottage indeed!” she said, shaking her head. Cora was a collector, a traveler, and her new home was testament to this. Each of her homes—her apartments in Paris and Rome, her chaˆteau in the Loire—had surely been testament to this. And though Cora had never planned to return, had vowed she would die in Rome, circumstances—tragic as they were—had dictated otherwise, and Sylvia had secretly been pleased. For Cora was finally back in England, and back for good.


    A young male voice broke through the silence and she turned.


    “You must be Sylvia,” he said. “I’m Jack.”


    Jack. So this was he. Ah yes, she could see the resemblance.


    He smiled, stretched out his hand to her, and as she took hold of it she said, “What a pleasure to meet you at last.”


    He told her that they had been expecting her a little earlier. And she explained that she had taken the later train in order to avoid the day-trippers. She did not tell him that this plan had failed, that the train had been chockablock with families bound for the coast.


    Unused to children, their eyes and their noise, she had sat in a tight huddle on board the train, her notebook and pencil in her lap. She had pretended to be busy, keeping her mouth shut, restricting her breathing to her nose. In her notebook she wrote the word miasma, then doodled around it in small squares and boxes, interlinking and overlapping. Until the word itself was covered. When the child dropped the ice cream at her feet, splattering her shoes and the hem of her skirt, she simply smiled. And when a nursing mother unbuttoned her blouse and exposed her breast to feed a screaming infant, she smiled again, and then looked away.


    “All tickety-boo? Cotton was still there, I presume.”


    “Yes, Mr. Cotton was there, waiting on the platform as arranged.”


    When she stepped off the train, with her small leather satchel and portmanteau, she had stood for a while with her eyes closed. She had seen the man at the end of the platform, knew from Cora’s description that it was Cotton, but she needed a moment—just a moment—to herself. She had allowed him to take her bag but not the satchel. She had hung on to that.


    “And the train? Not too busy, I hope.”


    “No, not too busy at all,” she replied.


    “I imagine Linford was quite deathly... by comparison to London,” he added.


    The market town had been quiet, very quiet. Sylvia had noticed this. Sun-bleached awnings sagged over the darkened shop windows and empty tea shops, and the wilting flags and bunting and banners proclaiming “God Save the King” still draping buildings and crisscrossing the street looked sad and incongruous; like Christmas in summer, she thought. But the coronation and its celebrations had been quickly forgotten in the stifling heat, the effort of remembrance too much.


    Sylvia shook her head. “It’s the same up in town. Everything’s shut down, ground to a halt... the streets are quite deserted.”


    This was something of an exaggeration. Though many city businesses had been closing early, the main thoroughfares quieter, the pulse of the capital continued to throb. People had adapted, altering their habits. The city’s parks were busier than ever and any pond, stream or canal, not yet dried up, filled with bathers. And though Mrs. Pankhurst and her suffragettes had called a truce to their window smashing for the coronation, and for summer, they were still out and about with their banners and placards: “Votes For Women.”


    “Ah well, perhaps you won’t find it quite so quiet here after all,” he said and smiled.


    Yes, she could see the resemblance, in the line of the jaw, the nose and, most particularly, the eyes. She said, “You remind me very much of your grandfather.”


    He looked back at her, quizzical for a moment, then said, “Of course, I forgot... forgot that you knew him, that you lived in Rome as well.”


    “A long, long time ago,” she replied, glancing away, removing her gloves.


    “My namesake,” he said, wistfully.


    She kept her eyes fixed on the ivory lace in her hands. They were talking at cross-purposes. He knows nothing, she thought.


    “Come,” he said suddenly, and with an assurance that surprised her. He walked on ahead of her down the passageway, saying, “I was outside... it’s not too hot for you, is it? We can sit in the shade... I’ll organize some coffee, if you’d like... wait here.” He turned, walked back along the passageway, put his head round a door, and Sylvia heard him laugh and say, “Yes, please, if you don’t mind... on the lawn, please.”


    She followed him out through a broad sunlit veranda, across a south-facing terrace to stone steps leading down to an expanse of yellowing grass. He pointed out a gate to a sunken garden and spoke of a woodland path. It was perfect, she said, all quite perfect. And she wouldn’t have expected anything less of his grandmother. They sat on cushioned wicker chairs and made polite conversation. A young maid appeared and covered the table between them in a white linen cloth. When he said he was enjoying “getting to know” his grandmother, Sylvia was reminded how little the two had seen of each other, of Cora’s absence. She was careful not to mention his mother, or his father; careful not to mention too much at all.


    He said, “I’m afraid you’ll be back on the train next week,” and she immediately wondered if something else untoward had occurred, if she was to be dispatched back to London, a superfluous guest.


    “She’s agreed to be a judge at some flower show or other on the coast.”


    “Ah, I see,” she replied, relieved.


    He was casually dressed in the way young people were now, his shirt collar unbuttoned and open, his sleeves rolled back. And his manner, too, was relaxed and informal, in that modern way. He stretched out his legs, placed his hands upon his head and looked into the distance, smiling. It was hard to imagine what he had been through. But there appeared to be no trace of any lasting trauma.


    “Mm, such a perfect day,” he said, closing his eyes.


    She looked away. At the edge of the lawn, under the shade of beeches, a hammock—grubby and fly-covered—hung between two trees. An overturned glass and a book lay on the ground beneath, and she supposed this was where he had been before her arrival.


    “I hope you weren’t busy... hope that I haven’t disturbed you.”


    “Busy doing nothing,” he said, and slid further down his chair.


    It was strange the way young people lolled about. Particularly young men—always sprawled. It struck her in the same way a loose thread hanging from a frayed cuff would: unraveling, untidy. She had noticed it more and more of late. In the park near to her flat, on any fine spring or summer’s day, they would be there, lying about, clothing askew, sometimes without even a rug beneath them. The things she had seen in that park...


    When the maid returned with the tray, he sat up, and Sylvia saw them exchange smiles. He was a handsome boy, of course, but the maid perhaps a little too forward in her demeanor, and her uniform much too tight.


    Eventually, she said, “And so, where is she, where is Cora?”


    “She took a stroll, to the temple I suspect. I’m sure she won’t be long.”


    “The temple?”


    He raised a hand and gestured behind him. “In the woods... a tiny replica of ancient Rome. She likes to sit there.”


    “I see.”


    Gestures to ancient Rome were scattered all about the place: the sculptures and bronzes within the house, the urns and more sculptures outside in the garden. Sylvia had seen some but not all of them before, and at that moment she noticed and recognized the marble figure next to the gateway in her line of vision.


    “She was always a connoisseur, you know? Not just of painting and sculpture, but so very well-informed and knowledgeable about architecture as well. Far, far more than I,” she added and laughed.


    At one time in her life it had seemed unfair. Cora’s blessings—her beauty, aptitude and style, her ability with people—had inspired resentment, left Sylvia feeling impoverished, lesser. But then fate had intervened, the way it did with the appearance of good fortune. Cora, she had come to realize, and many years ago, was not to be envied. She was to be loved, cherished and, above all, protected.


    He moved forward in his chair. “I understand you’re penning my grandmother’s memoirs,” he said, without looking at her, lifting his cup and saucer.


    “Yes, that’s right, I am.”


    “Well, I shall be the first, the very first to read it. But I rather think it’ll be an interesting exercise for you. She seems somewhat reticent to talk about the past... to me, at any rate.”


    Sylvia did not say anything, not immediately. She was a little irked to be classified as the memoirist. It made her feel like a hired amanuensis. After all, she and Cora were dear friends, close friends; they had known each other for over half a century, been through so much, confided in each other. Added to which, she was doing this as a favor. Memoirs were not her expertise. She was a novelist. Some would say romantic novelist. She preferred the term literary.


    She said, “Sometimes it’s not easy to revisit the past. It involves confronting everything we’ve done and said, all our actions, mistakes, and regrets.”


    The memoirs had always been Sylvia’s idea, always. Though it had, admittedly, been many years since it was first mooted, and then later begun. At that time Cora had been angry about the innuendo and gossip surrounding her marriage to her late husband and Sylvia had suggested to her that if she were prepared to write about her life, the truth, it would at the very least silence her critics. “After all,” Sylvia had said, “in the absence of fact people do rather like to invent things.” Cora had agreed, then, and they had made some headway, mainly via their letters to each other. But later Cora appeared to change her mind, writing cryptically to Sylvia that she felt the enterprise to be somewhat foolhardy and possibly dangerous. Over the intervening years it had become something of an issue between the two women, with Sylvia often writing to Cora, when we finish your memoirs...


    However, when Cora stayed for a few nights with Sylvia prior to coming down to the country, she had been surprisingly enthusiastic, appeared newly committed to the plan. Yes, she wanted to put the record straight, she said, not least for Jack’s sake, and added, “The truth needs to be told. Indeed, the truth must be told.” To that end, Sylvia had been invited to stay for an indeterminate time at Temple Hill. When Sylvia mentioned that she would have to return to London—once a week, perhaps—to check on the flat, collect post and so on, Cora had clapped her hands: “Barely an hour by train!”


    “Of course,” Sylvia began again, “your grandmother and I have known each other for a very long time. We have few secrets from each other... and writing one’s memoirs is a... an intimate process. I don’t suppose she would wish just anyone to record her memories.”


    “Of course,” he replied, smiling. “I understand you met when you were both quite young.”


    “Yes, at Rome, when Cora first arrived there. Though my parents and I had lived there for a good few years by then... My father managed the English bank there.”


    He nodded, and they moved on. She asked him if he had met any other young people in the village, and he mentioned some names, including two girls: a Sonia and a Cecily. She smiled. “Nice girls?” she asked.


    “Perhaps,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders, glancing away.


    A few minutes later, Cora appeared. She emerged from what Sylvia already knew to be the gateway to the sunken garden. She raised a hand and then moved toward them, slowly, looking downwards and pausing to tap at the dried lawn with her cane. Sylvia and Jack rose to their feet. “Dandelions!” she called out. “Coming up everywhere.” She did not smile, did not ask Sylvia about her journey or how long she had been there. But later, when Sylvia finally said, “I do like your little cottage, my dear, but think it rather cramped by comparison to Bayswater,” Cora had laughed. And the joy Sylvia felt at hearing her laugh was incomparable.


    [image: 9743.jpg]


    Weeks earlier, when Cora had arrived at Temple Hill, the yellow gorse was still in bloom and tiny pink flowers covered the branches of crab apple trees. Trees she could not recall having seen before. But it had been over twenty years since she had visited the place; it was quite different to how she remembered. The house itself was smaller, its interior—the layout and dimensions of rooms—not at all as she pictured, and the landscape surrounding the place more wild and rugged.


    She had acclimatized quickly to the unseasonable warmth and to her new surroundings. After all, it was home. She had come home. And though she was privately anxious—and by this thought more than anything else—she considered the place an oasis of calm in a troubled and turbulent world; a world she no longer fully understood.


    Before Jack arrived, before Sylvia came, she had spent a great deal of her time in the garden, wandering the overgrown pathways with Mr. Cordery, her gardener, explaining her vision, how it had looked in her mind’s eye: remembering, or trying to. And as the heat grew increasingly intolerable, building up day by day, and the house, despite every sash being pulled open, so claustrophobic, she sought refuge in the temple.


    The temple—a small, circular structure, comprising seven ivy-clad Doric columns and a cupola atop—had been erected some years after the house was built, the limestone shipped from Tivoli. But inclement weather, damp and spores from the trees had aged it prematurely, bestowing it with the look Cora intended: a well-preserved ruin. Open to the elements, it had once been open to the views also, north, south, east and west: across the valley to uninterrupted pastures and meadows; across the village with its clusters of smoking chimneys, picture-postcard green and church steeple; and westwards, to glorious sunsets. These vistas were now obscured by woodland but light continued to filter down through beeches and birches, bouncing off stone encrusted with tiny particles of glass and silver and sand. It was a quiet, private place, a place of meditation and remembrance.


    And yet it appeared to commemorate nothing. There were no carved initials or dates, no inscriptions in Latin or lichen-covered busts, no statues here. But for Cora it was a small piece of Italy, a reminder of a time and a man. Here, there was stillness and peace; here, she liked to ponder what had been... and what might have been, had her life been different.


    But facts were inescapable now she had come to a halt. And reflection, the inevitable backward glance, the search for a perfect moment in which to luxuriate and wallow and take comfort, offered up other moments too. Reminding her of how and where her journey had started. Reminding her of who she had been, and what she had done. An involuntary remembrance that caught in her throat and sucked out her breath. A memory she had spent a lifetime trying to forget.


    And yet, and yet, surely the only fact that mattered was her love: her love and devotion to a man, one man. And it was at this place, the temple—her temple—that she often saw him, spoke with him. That he had been dead almost two decades mattered not. When he came to her there he was young and beautiful, exactly as he had been when they first met, and exactly as he had been at Lucca...


    She stands before him, aware only of his gaze, his concentration upon each curve, each undulation, each and every part of her being. And in the silence, in the dusty ether that lies between them, the possibilities are endless and eternal, beyond a here and now. And when he finally meets her eyes, when he looks at her and says her name—as though it’s the very first word he has ever spoken, the first word to ever escape his lips—there is a frisson, a frisson that will sustain her and fire the years to come.
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    Sylvia made it her business to find her bearings, to learn her way about the place and be at mealtimes promptly. She wished to be an inconspicuous houseguest: a pleasure to have. Thus, each morning, whilst Cora—never an early riser—remained upstairs in her suite of rooms, Sylvia quietly worked on her new novel. She had been instructed on the morning room. The light was better there, Cora told her, and there was a desk in front of the window. Perfect, said Sylvia.


    Jack, too, it seemed, was not a morning person, which perhaps explained why that particular room, with its lack of curtains, crates and boxes, had had so little use. When eventually he rose—an hour or so before his grandmother, who made her entrance on the day at around eleven—he appeared to Sylvia to float about the place aimlessly. She sat listening to the sound of him moving through rooms, opening and closing doors, as though unsure of what to do, where to be, or perhaps looking for something: a clue. She watched him through the window, wandering, lost in thought. Understandable, she supposed, that he’d need time to himself. Time to take in the events of the preceding months, his circumstances and new situation. Time to ponder the woman who had broken her vow and quietly slipped back into England, his only living relation. Understandable.


    And it was understandable, too, that Cora had a lot on her mind. Understandable she appeared so distracted. How could she not be? Sylvia thought, trying to imagine, trying to imagine what it must be like to be Cora.


    During those first few days Sylvia watched Cora closely. She tried to access that troubled mind, watching and waiting for signs. She noted and logged each nuance in manner, each and every hesitation or tremor. She smiled a great deal, asked few questions, and sometimes hummed through a silence.


    It was plain to see that Jack knew nothing and it was certainly not her place to tell him. If truth were told, he made her nervous, though she would, she thought, be the first to admit that all men, young and old, remained an enigma. There were, had always been to her, things off-putting—in their countenance, shape and smell. And it was the way they breathed. It must have started, she presumed, with her father, who, banker or not, had always been a heavy breather... and with some decidedly queer habits, too. And it was, she imagined—whenever she looked up and saw Jack at the table—in no small part due to the way they chewed and swallowed their food, as though they had not eaten for weeks, as though no one was watching, as though they were not human, but animal. But Cora seemed not to notice, and who was she to cast aspersions?


    Seven days after her arrival, Sylvia did indeed find herself “back on the train.” It was in fact her fourth train journey that week. The day-return to London had been arduous enough, the tube like a furnace, and now, less than twenty-four hours later, she was on board another, this time heading south. Of course it was an altogether different experience traveling with Cora. There were no filthy children or bare-bosomed women in first class. And the upholstered velvet seats, gilt-framed mirrors, oil paintings, polished brass, and mahogany paneling made it an altogether more enjoyable and aesthetically pleasing experience. But still, so much to-ing and fro-ing had left her feeling quite lackluster.


    And she had had to tread carefully with Cora, for there seemed to be issues, new issues. Whether to do with Jack or something else Sylvia was not yet sure. But today her friend appeared more distracted than ever, and Sylvia could not help but wonder if it was related to a letter she had received in the morning post.


    In anticipation of their day Cora had risen early, been at the breakfast table—in navy blue silk and smelling sweet with the fragrance of violets—by nine. She had pronounced it a “glorious” day, telling Sylvia that she was in fact an early riser at heart, and that the lack of a siesta was the root cause of many of the problems in England. “Tiredness! Fatigue!” she declared, raising her hands in that way she did. “It so interferes with one’s judgment... one’s ability to enjoy life... its simple pleasures.”


    Sylvia watched her pick up the envelope, slice the pale yellow paper with a silver knife, pull out and open a single sheet—typewritten, it appeared from the reverse. She saw her wince, heard her gasp. And as Cora put the page back inside the envelope and the envelope inside her pocket, Sylvia tentatively inquired, “Is everything quite all right?”


    At first Cora offered no reply. She stared straight ahead at the open window, and with such intensity that Sylvia, too, turned and looked in that direction. Then Cora rose up from the table and said, “We must make haste, Sylvia. Cotton will be here in a few minutes.”


    Perhaps because of these matters, matters yet to be disclosed to Sylvia, they had made no progress on the memoirs. None whatsoever. Each time Sylvia mentioned it Cora shook her head. “Not now,” she’d say, “now is not the right time.” But when, Sylvia wondered, would it be the right time?


    On board the train, Cora sat for some time with her eyes closed. She was not sleeping, Sylvia could tell. She watched Cora’s breathing, watched her lips part and move, saw the flicker of a smile. And Sylvia knew she was remembering, knew she was back there with him. She was always back there with him: George Lawson... Lord George Lawson.


    Sylvia had been there when they very first met, when they were introduced to each other at Mrs. Hillier’s palazzo apartment on the Pincio hill in Rome, so many years ago. They exchanged few words that night, Sylvia remembered, though it had been enough for Cora; enough for Cora to change who she was or had been, enough for her to forget what came before and look forward. She had been beautiful, then, young and beautiful, Sylvia thought, studying the lined face opposite her. And he? Yes, he was handsome, and exceptionally talented, that was undeniable, but he was also conceited, and selfish. He did not deserve her love. Had never deserved her love. That had been proven by his actions. He had been put to the test—and failed. And yet, when Cora finally took her revenge, and it was revenge, Sylvia was in no doubt about that, she had actually felt sorry for him. “Him!” she said out loud, and then quickly raised a finger to her lips. But Cora did not look to her, did not hear her.


    And to think she had allowed Cora to take him back—after everything, after everything he had done to her; to think she had allowed Cora to nurse him through his final days... and to think what he knew about Cora... But she tried to push that thought away. After all, he had spoken to Sylvia in Paris about that matter. And he had been the one to bring it up, not she. She would never have done that. Would never have mentioned it. And it was not the right occasion, a wedding: Cora’s wedding. Oh yes, he had quizzed her, and just as though she were guilty, as though she had committed the crime! None of it was how it should have been, not in her mind; not the way she had envisioned or written it.


    When Sylvia lifted her satchel, slamming it down upon the table between them, Cora opened her eyes. Sylvia smiled at her. Then, pulling out her notebook and pen, she said, “You know, I’ve been thinking... we could change certain names if you wish...”


    “Hmm. It’s an idea. But then it’s not the truth, is it?” Cora replied. She opened a small mother-of-pearl case with two intertwined silver Cs upon its lid, slipped a cigarette into an ebonized holder. Sylvia looked on as a liveried guard swiftly appeared with a match. She watched Cora tilt her head, release a plume of smoke toward the lacquered ceiling of the drawing room carriage. “Grazie.” She looked back at Sylvia. “Well, we can think on it, can’t we? It’s not as though we’re in any rush.”


    “No, but I rather thought now might be a good time to make some notes.”


    Cora frowned, raised her hand to her brow. “But I’m still not altogether sure where to begin,” she said.


    “At the beginning, of course. We must begin at the beginning. It’s what I came down here to do... the beginning.”


    “But I’m not sure, not sure it’s relevant.”


    “Not relevant?” Sylvia repeated, attempting a smile.


    “Yes. I think we should simply begin at Rome.”


    Sylvia tried to laugh. “But if we are to write the truth—”


    “Sylvia!” she snapped. “If you had any real notion of how life can be... if you had had children, for instance, a husband, or husbands,” she went on, in a terse, hushed voice, and leaning forward now, “homes to run, others to think of, you would understand how exhausting it can also be. Exhausting.” She turned her head away, and Sylvia watched her as she gazed at her reflection in the carriage window, puckering and pursing her lips.


    Morning coffee was served.


    The sight of starched linen and polished silver appeared to assuage Cora’s nerves, and she smiled benignly to the young waiter as he bowed and disappeared off down the carriage. Earlier, the stationmaster himself had helped her to board the train, and Sylvia had seen him whispering to the guard as though he knew a secret. Oh, it was plain enough to see that Cora was someone, or had been, once. And though men had always been dazzled, as much by the enigma as by any reality, there had only ever been one who had dazzled Cora.


    Sylvia knew that in Cora’s mind it had been a Great Love Affair. She knew that in Cora’s mind it still was, for she had not been able to let him go. But what niggled Sylvia more than anything else was, why? Why did she hold on to him? And, more importantly, why did she hold on to her secrets? After all, the beginning, that part of her story she would not speak of, happened long, long ago. Everyone involved would surely be gone by now. And she owed him nothing. Nothing. He had broken promises: promises of marriage, children and that bohemian gypsy life Cora had described to her all those years ago: “We will move around, he says; live like gypsies. Spend winters here in Rome, spring in Paris, and summers... oh, I’m not sure now where he said we would spend the summer... but I’ll be back each year, so I’ll still see you.” Then he abandoned her. Left her high and dry in Rome. And all because of circumstances, circumstances so appalling and shocking as to be unbelievable, circumstances Sylvia had waited over fifty years for Cora to confirm. But patience seemed to count for nothing, and now Sylvia was determined.


    Before coming down to the country, in anticipation of the weeks ahead, Sylvia had gone through some of their early correspondence, archived, and filed in chronological order in various numbered shoeboxes at her flat. It had been a time-consuming process due to the sheer volume. And confusing, because of the crossings out: corrections made at earlier dates in Sylvia’s own hand. She had half-wondered whether to bring the letters with her to the country. But no, there were too many of them, and Cora would have reacted badly, for she had long ago asked Sylvia to burn them. Why? Because Cora’s tales from overseas (commentaries spanning half a century) had been illuminated by observations others would have had neither the courage nor inclination to put down on paper, and because of the names involved.


    Sylvia wanted Cora to elucidate, she wanted to hear her final version, and from her own lips, face-to-face and in person. Not the stories around the Story. That was what Cora was good at, had always been good at, deflecting, detracting. Even now, so many of her sentences began, “You know, I had a dear friend in Paris who once told me...” or, “My friend, so and so, in Rome used to say...” and continued by way of a circuitous route of name-dropping and digressions to a startling revelation. From a peccadillo to a double life, her tales of scandal had always been littered with abandoned wives, illegitimate children, lunatic asylums, mistresses, lovers, murders and duels. Sylvia had heard them all before and, even when they were fresh, even when they were new(s), nothing, no matter how scintillating, had ever been able to compare to Cora’s own and yet-to-be concluded story.


    “I do hope Jack enjoys his cricket,” Sylvia said at last.


    Cora said nothing. She appeared to be deep in thought, and continued to stare at the pane of glass, transfixed by her own image.


    “It’s so nice that he’s able to join in with the other young people,” Sylvia persevered. “Lovely that he’s made a few friends...”


    Silence.


    Sylvia lifted her cup, looked down into it. “I believe he’s rather taken by a certain girl in the village.”


    Cora turned to her.


    Sylvia took a sip. “I must say, this coffee’s really very good.” She placed the white china carefully back upon the saucer, lifted the napkin to her mouth. “Yes, awfully good,” she said again. She looked up at her friend, smiling. “You haven’t tasted yours.”


    Cora sighed. “Well...”


    “Well?”


    “Are you going to tell me? And don’t, for heaven’s sake, ask what. You know perfectly well what.”


    “He mentioned two names... but the hesitation before the second gave him away.”


    “And the name?” Cora asked.

  


  
    Chapter Two
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    Cecily remained indoors. Spread out on the long, blue-cushioned window seat in the square bay of the parlor, she was immersed in her new novel, Zuleika Dobson, which had arrived in the post the previous day. The summer curtains were drawn halfway across the open window, shading the room, Cecily and the book from the glare of the afternoon sun. And but for the distant sound of Rosetta’s singing, all was quiet.


    When the doorbell rang Cecily jumped, dropping the book to the floor. It seemed unnecessarily loud and whoever it was, they were of determined character, she thought, pushing the book beneath the cushioned seat.


    “I’ll get it, Rosetta,” she said to the maid in the hallway.


    She turned the brass handle, pulled opened the door. “Annie—”


    “There’s a cricket match on the green this afternoon and he’s in it, he’s bowling, Walter just told me,” Annie said rapidly, clutching the handlebar of her bicycle. “I thought I should come... come and tell you.”


    “I’ll get my hat.”


    The girls cycled slowly down the track, through the shallow ford and up the hill on the other side, moving in and out of the shadows of overhanging hedgerow and trees. At the newly gated entrance to Mount View, where the road widened and the sky suddenly seemed bigger than ever, they passed the rector, Mr. Fox, wobbling back toward the village on his bicycle, and Stephen Burrows, emerging from a field with a reap hook in his hand. They parked their bicycles under the trees by the steps down to the village hall and walked up the pathway toward the green. The match was already under way. Languorous halfhearted shouts and desultory clapping drifted through the air. Barefooted children zigzagged about with hoops and people stood in huddles. A group of young men raised their boaters, smiled and nodded to the girls as they passed. “Too hot for cricket, eh?” one of them said, wiping his brow with his handkerchief. “Hottest day so far, I reckon.”


    In the middle of the green the yellowing grass turned to molten silver, the players blurring into the pool of liquefied metal: like a mirage, Cecily thought. Only a few wore white flannels; the majority were in their usual working clothes, with shirtsleeves rolled back and braces exposed. And beyond them, at the other side of the field, clear and solid, and dazzlingly white, stood Bramley’s new pavilion.


    “Oh cripes,” said Annie, “look who’s here...”


    Sonia Brownlow stood out that day, but for none of the reasons she would perhaps have wished to. In a broad-brimmed, top-heavy hat, tight-fitting frilled blouse, and skirt, tightened further by a broad belt, she resembled a great white galleon about to set sail. Sonia lived with her parents, brothers and sister at Mount View, the biggest and newest house in the village, situated opposite the village green. Mr. Brownlow had made his money in shipping, enough for his family to live in deep-piled comfort, with every modern convenience and luxury and a dazzling array of new, gilt-edged furnishings. Sonia had been born in Rangoon and, as she liked to remind people, had traveled the world. And to Cecily and Annie she had made some bold claims: she had swum with giant turtles in the Pacific, shot wild boar in Africa, and learned to ski at St Moritz. And she could, she had told them, if she wanted—though not to them—speak half a dozen languages.


    When Sonia saw the girls, she flapped a hand about under her fringed parasol, beckoning them over to where she and a few others stood. Cecily glanced at the figures in the center of the field. She could see Walter, Annie’s brother, standing in front of the wickets, bat in hand, and she recognized a number of other familiar figures, but she could not see him. And the possibility of his absence, of his not being there, gave her a sudden pang, a quick and sharp sensation of loss.


    Sonia was laughing, wobbling her head about in that affected way Cecily loathed. As the girls drew nearer she turned to them, wide-eyed, and asked, “Here to watch the match, are we?” And then quietly added; “Don’t worry, none of us gives a monkey’s about cricket, but perhaps we rather like certain cricketers... hmm?”


    Cecily whispered, “I think I’m going home.”


    “Now? But we’ve only just arrived.”


    Cecily turned, about to walk away.


    “But, Cecily... Cecily,” Annie hissed.


    She glanced over her shoulder, saw Annie’s nodding gesture and, beyond, a white-clad figure striding out across the pitch, rubbing a ball against his thigh. For a while all conversation stopped as the girls focused their collective attention on cricket, without any commentary. Then, with her eyes fixed ahead, Sonia said, “I don’t suppose you know Jack.”


    “Jack?”


    “Jack Staunton.”


    “Yes, I’ve met him,” Cecily said. “I met him last week, very briefly, though I didn’t catch his name.”


    It was true. She had crossed paths with him, literally crossed paths with him. He had been heading up the track when she stepped out through the garden gate and almost collided with him. And she had known, known immediately, who he was, even before he mentioned the word “neighbor.” But so unprepared had she been that she missed the name and then stumbled over her own, reducing it to Silly Chadwick. “Cecily,” she had said again, shaking his hand and looking downwards, too embarrassed to ask him to repeat his own, too embarrassed to say anything else at all. She had swiftly turned and walked on, cringing at the clumsy introduction. But at the bottom of the track, on the bend before the ford, she had glanced back, and caught him doing the same.


    Sonia moved closer. “I was introduced to him the day he arrived. She invited us over... wanted him to meet some young people he’d have things in common with, I suppose.”


    Annie said, “Is he her grandson then?”


    “Well, yes,” Sonia replied, sounding vaguely amused. “But he’s only just finished at school. Because of all of his travels he’s a year or two behind—which must be rather odd,” she added, crinkling her nose. “He’s going up to univarsity in October. Better late than never, I suppose.”


    “And is he really an orphan?” Annie whispered.


    “Indeed he is,” she replied. “His father died yars and yars ago, when he was no more than a baby, and his mother”—she paused, looked around her—“committed sewicide... only earlier this year,” she whispered.


    “Suicide?”


    “Sshh! Yes. Awful business, one imagines.”


    “But how do you know all of this?” Annie asked, moving closer, narrowing her eyes. “Did he tell you?”


    “No! My mother told me. She read about it in the newspaper. There was an inquest and it mentioned the name, said the old lady had returned to this country after a lifetime abroad. His father’s death was in the newspapers too, apparently. He died in a hunting accident, you know. He had just returned from South America.”


    “South America,” Cecily repeated.


    “Mm, thrown from his horse. Tragic really. Mama says the poor woman must be cursed for everyone around her to die in such tragic circumstances.”


    Cecily was about to ask the name, the full name, for no one ever seemed inclined to refer to it, but Sonia continued, “To lose all of her children, and five husbands...”


    “Five!” Annie repeated.


    “I believe so.”


    “And is she English?” Annie asked.


    “Oh, I should say so. Old aristocracy... titled family scattered the length and breadth of Europe. You know how they all intermarry. She has a palazzo in Rome, and a château somewhere in France, I believe. And of course one can see from her manner and style that she’s from a very old family. Temple Hill is quite something, I can tell you. Wall-to-wall antiques and art... Though Papa says old families like hers always like to have their heirlooms on display, no matter how chipped or tatty, just to remind them of who they once were.” She laughed.


    “And Jack, Jack Staunton, he has no brothers or sisters?” Cecily broke in.


    “No, he’s the only one left.”


    “So what happened? To the others, I mean,” Annie asked, leaning in once again, her eyes fixed on Sonia.


    Sonia shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea but I believe they all died in quite tragic circumstances.”


    “Golly, a curse...” said Annie, sounding excited.


    “And what of the companion?” Cecily asked.


    “The novelist?”


    “She’s a novelist?”


    “Oh yes. And one imagines she could tell you the whole story.” She threw back her head, and affected another, this time silent, laugh, then continued, “They’ve known each other forever, since they were girls in Rome.”


    “Rome?”


    “Yes, she grew up there with—”


    “But I heard it was Paris,” Cecily interrupted.


    “Paris and Rome.”


    “Paris and Rome,” Cecily repeated quietly, trying to take it all in.


    “Crikey, she gets about,” Annie said, not entirely untruthfully, Cecily conceded.


    “She’s a peculiar sort though, awfully timid... scribbles away all the time.”


    “Which one?” Annie asked.


    “The novelist! Miss Dorland.”


    “Dorland?” Cecily repeated. The name was vaguely familiar. Wasn’t there a Dorland in the village? Hadn’t she seen or heard that name somewhere recently?


    “And is he Italian?” Annie went on.


    “Jack? No! He’s more English than you or I, dear. Oh, but yes, I see... he does rather look Latino,” she added dreamily, staring across the field.


    Then Annie said, “And so, what’s he like, Sonia? Do tell.” And Cecily wished she hadn’t; wished she hadn’t sounded quite so eager.


    “Well,” Sonia began, without looking at either one of the girls, “he’s really rather charming, and quite different to anyone here, of course. You see, he’s traveled a great deal, like me... like us.” She glanced at Cecily and smiled. “And I told him Bramley’s really rather dull... perfectly suitable for a summer, perhaps, but not to spend one’s entire life.”


    Cecily looked away. She longed to know more, wanted to ask questions, but it seemed to her that both she and Annie, particularly Annie, had indulged Sonia Brownlow long enough. And she resented the remark about Bramley. Despite her desire for new horizons, a desire growing ever stronger, Cecily felt inherently loyal and protective of this small world. She gazed out across the field, watched Jack Staunton run forward, describe an arc and release the ball.


    Due to Mr. Cotton’s wagonette having overheated and breaking down en route from the rectory with scones, cakes, sandwiches, as well as the tea urn on board, there was only a very brief interval at 3:30 p.m., when the players filed into the pavilion for cold refreshments. Tea would be served after the match, Mrs. Moody informed everyone, circumnavigating the field with a megaphone as Miss Combe tried to keep pace holding a parasol aloft. And every so often, forgetting to remove the mouthpiece from her lips, and entirely forgetting her public-speaking voice, Mrs. Moody’s offside remarks reverberated through the sultry air: “This ruddy heat’ll have me yet... it’ll make us all go mad... as though I haven’t enough to do... well, I’m not carrying anything from that blessed motor...”


    Minutes later, Mr. Fox, Mrs. Fox, Miss Combe and a few others could be seen weaving their way through the long grass of the rectory field in a crocodile formation, carrying trays and platters, with Mrs. Moody a few yards behind, bringing up the rear. And later still, inside the sweltering pavilion, laid out upon a long trestle table, were the plates of curling sandwiches, scones with dollops of melting cream on top and fat slices of cake that had been rescued and carried through the fields. Mrs. Moody stood poised with a knife behind her lemon meringue pie; Mr. Fox, his whiskers smeared with jam and cream, was already seated and tucking in.


    The girls sat in a row on a bench outside the pavilion with their tea. Beyond them, on the far side of a densely wooded valley, the tall chimneys of Temple Hill rose up into the blue. And it was this vista Cecily was contemplating when Jack Staunton emerged from the pavilion holding a cup and saucer in his hand. Sonia quickly rose to her feet and invited him to join them.


    He smiled. “Miss Chadwick.”


    “Oh yes, you two have already met... and this is Miss Annie Gamben,” said Sonia, wafting a hand, “from the post office.”


    He reached out and took hold of Annie’s hand. “Jack Staunton, a pleasure to meet you,” he said, and then sat down on the grass in front of her.


    Annie said, “You played very well. I’m not sure we’d have won without—”


    “Remarkably well,” interrupted Sonia, seated once more. “One rather thinks you were the man of the match, Mr. Staunton.” And as she arched her back and lifted her head up to the sun, he glanced at Cecily, smiling, and said, “It’s Jack, please, and I have to say it was a team effort... the whole team played well.”


    “My, but it’s hot!” Sonia went on, tugging for a moment at the lace of her blouse, and then fanning her face with her hand. “Makes one think of the South Seas...”


    “Or Southsea,” said Annie, “on a hot day. No different.”


    “Southsea? Ha! Oh Annie, you do make one laugh. The South Seas are, I think, a tad different to Southsea. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr.... Jack?”


    “I’m afraid I really can’t say. I’ve never been—to either.”


    Sonia laughed, as though Jack Staunton’s reply was the funniest thing she had ever heard, as though there was some private joke hidden in his response to her, Cecily thought.


    “But I’d like to,” he added, quietly.


    “Southsea or the South Seas?” Cecily asked.


    “Both,” he replied. “But perhaps one is nearer, more accessible than the other.”


    “And duller.”


    “Hmm. Not necessarily, not if it’s where one wishes to be, not if the sun shines.”


    “If the sun shines... that’s a condition.”


    “A secondary condition. Happiness can’t be dependent on fine weather.”


    “No. But it can be defined by a sense of place... and...”


    “People?”


    “Yes, people,” Cecily agreed.


    “Then we’re in agreement. Nowhere is dull, only people are dull.”


    Cecily smiled, and Sonia, whose head had been turning from Jack to Cecily and back again, said, “One hasn’t the foggiest notion... what are you two on about?”


    “Only the weather,” Jack replied. “So queer you should mention fog...”


    Sonia laughed again, and for a few minutes they sat in silence before she started, “I must say, your grandmother’s a remarkable lady, Jack. It was such an honor to be invited to meet her... to hear about Rome and Paris and all. One could listen to her for ars and ars... and one simply can’t wait to read the book, the memoirs. But”—she paused and frowned—“it must be unspeakably dull for her here.”


    Jack looked at Cecily and smiled. And Annie, leaning forward, staring along the bench at Sonia, said, “Oh dear, one appears to have spilled some tea on one’s blouse, Sonia.”


    Sonia glanced down at her frilled bosom, “No... really? Where?”


    “Perhaps not,” Annie replied, sitting back, turning her face away. “It must’ve been a shadow.”


    For what seemed to Cecily excruciating ars and ars, Sonia monopolized the conversation, determined Jack Staunton should understand the nuances of being Sonia Brownlow, determined to make the distinction between herself and the two sitting next to her. When, eventually, she rose to her feet, she said, “Well, my dears, I’m afraid it’s toodle-pip time pour moi. One has one’s pianoforte lesson at six.” She opened her parasol. Jack Staunton stood up. She extended a gloved hand to him. He took it in his. “So lovely to see you again,” she said, blinking. “I believe you and your grandmother and Miss Dorland are to dine with us tomorrow.”


    “I look forward to it,” he replied.


    Cecily watched him as he watched Sonia stroll off across the grass. She wondered what he made of her. She was handsome, yes; and she could certainly speak of things that neither she nor Annie—nor most in Bramley—had any experience of. Sonia wanted to impress, and she was impressive. How could she not be? How could anyone not be impressed by her knowledge, accomplishments, even her wardrobe? And Jack’s grandmother was obviously impressed too. After all, she had invited Sonia up to Temple Hill to meet him, her beloved grandson. Handpicked, Cecily thought. But then Sonia had a proper family, a mother and a father, and the requisite full complement of siblings. And the family had money, more money than anyone else in the parish. Mr. Brownlow’s seemingly endless pounds had funded the modernization and extension of the village hall, an extra classroom at the school, and the new cricket pavilion. Oh yes, the Brownlows weren’t short of a bob or two, or ten.


    When Walter, Annie’s brother, appeared, he squeezed himself on to the seat and turned to Cecily. “My, my, you’re looking very fetching today, Cecily.” He placed his arm along the bench behind her, moved his head under her hat. “And we don’t usually see you here... do we?” he whispered, his mouth to her ear.


    Cecily stared ahead, smiling, and said nothing. Walter liked to tease her. He was two years older than Annie and had recently celebrated his twenty-first birthday with a rumbustious dance at the village hall, which Cecily, her mother and sister had attended, and left long before its end. Cecily considered Walter solid and dependable, a brick: Annie’s big brother. And he was. He was easily over six foot tall, with broad shoulders and huge hands. Like Annie, he was fair-skinned, with mousy-colored hair and pale far-seeing gray eyes. His disposition, too, was like Annie’s, with a natural inclination toward happiness. Walter, Cecily thought, was innately kind; comfortable with himself and his lot in life, without pretension, malice, or ambition.


    Jack Staunton sat tugging at the grass, his head bent, listening to Annie. She was going on and on about a fair at Linford, saying what a ripping idea it would be for them all to go. It had been at the Whitsun fair, right there on the green, that Annie had been told she would be married before she reached twenty. She had been euphoric, over the moon, had spent all of the following week cogitating upon her future, that forthcoming marriage, and with whom it was likely to be.


    “So where’s Ethne today?” Walter asked.


    “Oh, probably at church,” Cecily replied.


    He threw his head back and laughed.


    “It’s not that funny, Walter.” She turned to him: “She may well be.”


    He leaned closer. “Really?” he replied, looking into her eyes, “But you always make me laugh.”


    Walter had been like this a lot recently: staring and intense. And it made her feel awkward, uncomfortable. Weeks before, at his twenty-first birthday, a little befuddled and bleary-eyed, he had pulled her close as he danced with her and said, “You know I have plans, Cecily Chadwick... plans for the future. I’m going to make something of my life. You wait and see.” She had said, of course, she wouldn’t expect otherwise. Because Walter had a brain, a very good brain, and it would be wasted at a post-office counter, she thought. “So don’t you go running off with anyone whilst I’m not looking,” he had added, smiling, half-joking. She had laughed. “I’m not planning on running off with anyone,” she replied, turning away from him, toward her mother’s watchful gaze.


    Now, she could hear Annie telling Jack Staunton everything the fortune-teller had told her at the Whitsun fair. “... she said she saw the letters R and W, and a large stone-built house and lots of animals.”


    “A farmer?” Jack suggested.


    “Yes! You know, that’s exactly what I thought. It has to be, doesn’t it? But I can’t think of any farmers, not round here, with those initials...”


    “Could be middle names.”


    “Yes, or someone who’s going to take up a tenancy, because I’ve got almost another year yet, you see. He might not have arrived yet.”


    “There’s that old duffer, Richard Wakeford,” Walter broke in. “He’s got a big stone-built butcher’s shop, no wife, and plenty of dead animals.”


    “Ha-ha,” Annie replied, flicking a hand in her brother’s direction. “I seem to recall that you, Walter Gamben, weren’t quite so glib at the time, were you?”


    “It’s bunkum, Annie. All of it.”


    “Oh really? And I suppose that’s why you were so keen to know if your name had been mentioned in connection with a particular young lady—whose name I shan’t mention...”


    Walter’s face reddened, and for a short while no one spoke.


    When Cecily stood up, saying, “I should go now,” Walter and Jack simultaneously rose to their feet.


    Walter said, “I can walk you home... if you want.”


    “There’s no need. And anyway, I have my bicycle.”


    Jack Staunton stood kicking a toe at the grass, his hands in his pockets. “I’ll walk with you,” he said. And then, looking at Walter, as though he might say something, object, he added, “After all, I’m going that way too.”


    [image: 9763.jpg]


    At first, without Annie and Walter there to chivvy things along, the atmosphere was awkward, and they walked in silence down the road. He had insisted on taking her bicycle, pushing it along between them.


    He said, “Annie’s a jolly sort.”


    Cecily smiled, nodded her head.


    “And Walter,” he said, turning to look at her: “He seems like a nice chap.”


    “Yes, he is, although...” She paused.


    “Although?”


    “He’s become a little... solemn of late. But he’s a very nice person. One of my favorite people.”


    “I could see,” he said, looking away.


    “Sonia says you’re going to university, to Cambridge.”


    “Yes. I’ve been offered a place at Trinity.”


    “How exciting.”


    “I suppose it is. Yes... I suppose it is,” he said.


    “So you’re here for the summer then?”


    “Mm,” he said, pushing the bike along, lost in his thoughts.


    “Well, you know a few folk here now,” she went on, wanting him to feel... What was it she wanted him to feel? At home, welcomed, part of the village? Yes, all of those things and more. She wanted him to feel happy. She wanted him to look forward, not back.


    “You know Sonia,” she said, “and now you know Annie and Walter, and me.”


    “Yes, it’s good to make new friends.”


    When they reached the hill that led down to the huddle of the village, he stopped, stepped over the bike, turned to her and patted the seat behind him. “Come on, hop on.”


    He stood upright on the pedals and she sat on the saddle, her hands behind her, clutching it, as they glided down the hill. As they swerved to the right, toward the ford, she felt the tilting of the bike and grabbed hold of his waist. “Not through the water!” she shouted, but their approach was too fast, and then they were in it, and through it.


    He stopped the bike on the dirt track on the other side of the stream. “Sorry about that, I forgot about the ford,” he said, laughing.


    “And I’d forgotten it’s almost dried up,” she replied, climbing from the bike, glancing along the path of the stream to the pool where watercress and forget-me-nots grew. The yellow water lilies were in full bloom, the air above thick with tiny white butterflies.


    They continued up the track. He said, “I’m getting a motorcycle next week. I’ll take you out on it, if you’d like.”


    “A motor bicycle? I don’t suppose my mother would allow me to go out on one of those.”


    “Don’t ask her... don’t tell her. I shan’t go too fast, you know. I promise. Just a spin through the lanes, but only if you’d like to, of course,” he added, without turning to look at her.


    When they reached the privet hedge they stopped. She took the bicycle from him. The rubber grips of the handlebar were warm and wet where his hands had been. He pushed his palm up over his forehead into his hair and said, “My God, it’s hot. Hard to believe we’re in England, eh?”


    “Yes,” she said, though it wasn’t for her, because she had never been anywhere else.


    He stepped away from her, to the other side of the track, staring out over the scattered rooftops, the straggling line of the village beneath them. Across the valley a hot-air balloon rose up above the trees and he raised his hand to his brow, watching it. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to do that? To go up into the sky, just float above the world,” he said, and she smiled. Because every summer, every time she had seen one of those huge colored balloons rise up over the hill, intermittently roaring, breathing fire, she had thought the very same thing.


    “One day I’m going to fly,” he said, his eyes still fixed on the balloon.


    “You mean go up in a flying machine?”


    He turned to her. “Yes, why not? Geoffrey de Havilland’s already building himself another flying machine, as you call it, at the balloon factory at Farnborough. He’ll be taking it up sometime next year, I imagine. And you know, one day, one day soon enough, people will be flying all over the place in them, across mountains, land and seas, traveling the world through the air.” He smiled. “It’s a stunning thought, isn’t it?”


    “I’m not sure. I think a balloon’s far safer, and more sedate.” She moved the bicycle toward the open gate.


    “If we only ever did what was safe we’d never learn anything, never have new experiences... never move forward. We have to take risks in order to progress. Science has, at the very least, taught us that much.”


    “I’m afraid I’m not very scientific, and I simply can’t believe science has all the answers.”


    He stood with his hands pushed deep into his pockets, looking downwards and kicking at the ground once more. He said, “No, well, you might be right... I don’t know anything really. I thought I did. In fact, up until quite recently I rather thought I knew it all. But things happen, inexplicable things that one never saw coming... that one couldn’t possibly have foreseen or anticipated, and then everything... everything goes back to the beginning. Right now, I’m probably as clueless as the day I was born.”


    “Sometimes all of us, no matter what our circumstances, feel like that,” she offered, searching for something better. “I lost my father when I was very young, rather like you... but of course I still have my mother.” No, that wasn’t what she meant, not what she meant to say at all. “What I mean is...” She faltered, and he smiled.


    “It’s all right, I know what you mean.”


    Seconds later, when she turned her head, saw his white figure disappearing into a tunnel of shadows, it was all she could do to stop herself from dropping the bicycle to the ground and running after him.

  


  
    Chapter Three
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    He says he thought it was her in the bed, and she simply stares at him, her breathing loud and fast—as though she has been running, running very fast, her chest rising and falling, her jaw clenched. She shakes her head and speaks quietly when she says, “It can’t happen... can’t happen again.” He laughs, turns to walk away and she reaches out, grabs hold of the back of his shirt, pulling on it and saying, “Do you hear me? I’m telling you now.” His fist glides through the air so smoothly, so swiftly, swiveling his body, almost lifting him off his feet, meeting the side of her face in a loud crack. Then he looks across the room at the girl sitting on the chair by the fire. And he raises his finger to her as a warning.
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    Cora sat alone, staring out toward the tops of pine trees. Had she needed a prompt, a visual reminder, they would have served her well, for she had stared at that very same image—a blur of darkest green against brilliant blue—many times before. But at that moment she saw no wooded hillside and no English sky; she saw only the blush of ancient stone, the sunlit ruins of a distant place. She saw the velvet contours of seven hills, a hundred steeples and domes and, beyond them, the windswept meadows where the land met the sky in an azure haze. And with this image came the remembrance of the weightlessness of youth, when her world had been a small empire of infinite possibility.


    “Such plans, such dreams,” she whispered, “such promises.” Had it really only been a season? Yes, between autumn and spring. He had swept into her life without warning, turning winter into summer and her world upside down. But hadn’t she known, even before she met him, even before she set eyes on him? Wasn’t there something in the name, she thought, trying to remember that very first time she had heard it, which sounded... familiar, anticipated? She could hear her aunt say it, picture her standing in the hallway of their apartment in Rome. That was the beginning, she thought; that was when I came alive, truly came alive, when I heard that name for the first time.


    Knowing he was in Rome for only the season made every minute of every hour of every day count. “It’s why and how I began to live...” She smiled as she recalled her boldness on that first solo visit to his studio, and she could see the place once more: the violets she took him, standing in the dirty jam jar; the canvases stacked up against the walls; the kettle on the open fire; the paper-strewn floor; and him, standing in his chalk-smeared, crumpled velvet jacket, holding up a teapot. “China or Darjeeling?”


    “China or Darjeeling,” she said to herself, half laughing.


    But her memory, as it was wont to do now, moved on at random to a later date, and with an intake of breath she closed her eyes...


    “We’ll come back each year,” he said, lying back, folding his arms behind his head. “Yes, we’ll return here each winter.” He glanced at her. “What do you say?”


    “I say, yes!”


    She threw herself down next to him. The remnants of their lunch—grapes and peaches, cheese and bread—lay scattered about them, the bottle of wine and two almost empty glasses on the table next to him.


    “Of course, once we’re married I’m going to have to sell heaps of bloody pictures to support you and our horde of badly behaved children.”


    “And how do you know they’ll be badly behaved?” she asked.


    “Because I do... because they’ll be just like you,” he said, turning to face her.


    She lifted her hand to his brow. “We’ll be happy,” she said, tracing a dark curl with her finger, “so happy.”


    “We will, and we’ll live in total squalor.”


    “Squalor?”


    “Chaos... Total and blissful chaos.”


    “But where will we live, George?”


    “I’ve already told you, everywhere. We shall live everywhere! All over the place and wherever we like. We’ll live like gypsies... but we may need more than one caravan. We’ll come here each winter, divide our time between Rome and Florence, head to Paris in the spring, and the south of France perhaps in autumn.”


    “But not England?”


    He stared at her and smiled. “No, not England. Who needs England?” he asked, pulling her to him...


    She opened her eyes, glanced down at her hands, her wedding band—immovable now. “I was the gypsy,” she said out loud.


    There was a muted rhythm to the evening. The air was soft and still. But it had been a long and arduous day: too long, and much too hot. And it had been a relief to get back to the solitude and peacefulness of her garden, the place that was now her home. Stiffly upholstered in navy, faded with age and wear, she felt heavy and weary. Not simply from that day’s journey, but from a lifetime’s journeys, and the journey of a lifetime.


    A seasoned traveler, undaunted by timetables, foreign languages and customs, she had spent decades crisscrossing Europe by land, by river and by sea. But there would be no return to Rome, not even for the winter, and there could be no more trips to Paris. She would never again stroll through the gardens of what had once been the Tuileries Palace, or catch a steamer and sail the Rhône to Avignon, or from Marseilles to Civitavecchia and, later, stand on the deck of another, heading upriver to the Ripetta. Her wings had finally been clipped.


    But there were other things sapping her once renowned energy. Things she could not speak of, which thrashed on the periphery of her thoughts and lay heavy on her conscience. If she could only exhale, fully exhale, she thought, she might be able to release the burden, feel lighter. Breathe, her aunt had told her, breathe, as though it was the easiest thing in the world to do. But it had never been easy. And now, this holding-in was almost too much.


    She moved her hand, feeling for the paper in her pocket: yes, it was there, still there. She had not dreamed it. She would look at it again later, in private; decide then what to do. She must not panic, must not imagine the worst. After all, it had happened before. Been dealt with before. This time would be no different... though there was, of course, Jack to think of now.


    She had thought of telling Sylvia, and had come close to it on the train earlier that day. Sylvia’s instincts had always been so very acute. She knew when something was amiss. But it would be wrong, selfish, to burden poor Sylvia, who would undoubtedly panic and imagine the very worst scenario. And yet, when Sylvia had taken hold of her hand and said, “Something is troubling you, Cora, I can tell,” she had longed to tell her: to tell her everything, all of it, from beginning to end.


    But the train’s movement, a gentle rock and forward motion, that familiar sensation of transit, and a landscape, albeit foreign to her, gliding swiftly past had soothed her. The upper windows of the drawing room carriage had been pulled open, and she had closed her eyes, savoring the caress of warm air upon her skin, searching for that familiar bouquet of cedar, cypress and pine. And fleetingly, for a second or two, she caught it, the memory of it, heady, intoxicating, life affirming; then it had gone. Gone forever, perhaps. And the tightness about her chest—the restriction, lack of breath, the weight—returned, and with it a sense of sorrow.


    When she caught her reflection in the carriage window she had been surprised once more by the aged face staring back at her; the inclination of what had once been upturned to now be downturned; the eyes, once sparkling and wide, now small; unreadable, even to her. Oh, that she could turn back time, that she wasn’t in England, surrounded by English people and their need to know; their voracious hunger for information. And for what reason? To know where and how she fitted in? People had stared, people had smiled; yes, they always did. They bowed their heads as she passed by, and then bowed them again each time she caught their eye.


    Early on in life she had become aware of this dichotomy: how easily the succor of attention turned to the discomfort of scrutiny. Now she thought, how queerly people stare. Was it age? she wondered. Or was it that they perceived something different, not English, something foreign to their sensibilities and tastes perhaps? Or was it something in her expression? Impossible surely. No one knew: no one living.


    She was pondering all of this when Jack appeared, looking hot and exhausted in his cricket whites. And the shape of him, his gait, and those familiar dark features pulled her back and made her smile. He bent down, kissed her cheek, and then fell into the chair next to her with a sigh. He told her about the match, inquired after her day.


    She said, “And did you see your friends?”


    He stared out over the manicured lawn in front of them. Yes, he told her, he had seen his friends.


    He was distracted, she could tell. And she knew it was not the cricket.


    “If there’s someone you’d like to invite here... to tea, or to dine with us...” she ventured.


    He turned to her. “Someone?”


    “Someone in particular... a girl, perhaps.”


    “There’s no girl.”


    “I was thinking of Sonia Brownlow, or perhaps Cecily.”


    He tried to laugh. Repeated Sonia’s name and rolled his eyes.


    “Or Cecily?” she said again.


    He stood up, pushed his hands into his pockets and swiveled round on his feet.


    “This is your home now. It’s our home. I want you to know you can invite your friends here,” she said, reaching out to him, placing her hand on his bare forearm.


    He looked down at the ground. “Her name’s Cecily Chadwick... she’s our neighbor. But I don’t suppose we’ve much in common, not really.”


    “I’d rather like to meet her.”


    He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not sure when I’ll see her again.”


    Cora laughed. “She’s our neighbor, you said. I’m quite sure it’s not beyond you to walk a few hundred yards and invite her here. You can tell her that I’d like to meet her.”


    He pulled away. “I can’t say that! It sounds perfectly dreadful, as though we’ve discussed her, which we have now, but...”


    “Jack, you simply say that your grandmother is keen to meet her new neighbors. That’s all. I’m sure she’s not a mind reader, not yet.”


    He looked down at her. “What do you mean by that?”


    She smiled. “I simply mean that I’m quite certain she isn’t able to read your thoughts.”


    “Can you?” he asked.


    “Perhaps... but that’s because you, your heart, are so very precious to me. You’re all I have.”


    “I should go inside, clean myself up,” he said, moving away from her.


    She smiled as she listened to his footsteps fade, lifted her glass to her lips. The liquid, like the air, was syrupy and warm. She thought about Jack and the girl from next door, tried to picture them together, and wondered what they had spoken of. She wondered how her grandson appeared to a young, innocent village girl. Handsome surely. Burdened? Damaged? She closed her eyes. No. He was neither burdened nor damaged, she told herself, firmly, silently. Poised on the brink of magnificent manhood, Jack was her legacy to the world, the embodiment of everything good in her life, its sum total, distilled to one. And she lifted her face to the sun once more.


    But it was in such moments she was catapulted back. For there was no forward, her life lay behind her. Anamnesis: when the journey ended, this was all one was left with, memories. Of foolishness, pride, rapture, pain, sorrow, and regret. Sweet and bitter and bittersweet, they floated about the ether like thistledown in the wind, difficult to catch hold of and, once caught, never quite as lovely.


    It was impossible for her to remember what she had said to whom and when. Had she ever told Sylvia the truth? She could not recall what, exactly, she had told her all those years ago in Rome, though she knew she had told her something—something of the truth. That’s what had whetted Sylvia’s appetite, surely, that glimpse, the glimpse of a story. Oh yes.


    The problem, she realized, one of the problems, stemmed from the fact that history had been overwritten, and not just once, and not just by herself. Now, it seemed increasingly hard to unravel the facts, the truth of events and circumstances. Could history change its shape with time? Had her subconscious mind intervened and run rampant, editing and rewriting her own story? Memories did indeed change shape with time, she knew and understood this. The conscious mind followed instruction, could be controlled. By reason and logic, and survival? Yes, survival. It could even override the heart, sometimes, for a while. But the heart was infinitely powerful. It could be ignored—to an extent; it could be restrained, repressed, but it could never be controlled. One could never control one’s heart.


    But now there were gaps and missing links, for seasons and, sometimes, entire years had been erased, people discarded, abandoned along the way, left standing at a dusty crossroads without so much as an adieu. Distant recollections were worn-out flimsy things that only occasionally had resonance, the ring of truth about them. And that once sharp mind, the very foundation on which her life had been built, had slowly come to let her down.


    Old age. It was frustrating and yet queerly liberating at the same time. Made frustrating by the obvious and anticipated limitations, both physical and mental, and made liberating by those very same things as well: not being able to remember, not being expected to know or get things right. What does it matter, she thought, if I make a mistake? No one will know. Everyone is gone.


    She heard a door close behind her.


    “Good gracious,” Sylvia began, sitting down with her notebook and pencil. “I do believe the air is hotter now than it was this afternoon.”


    Cora said nothing. She smiled as she watched Sylvia open her notebook, flick a few pages, scanning the penciled scrawl: so childlike.


    And why would she not be? Nothing had occurred to induce her to leave that state, to make her grow up. Sylvia’s entire life had been an uninterrupted, solitary affair, without claim to either requited or unrequited love. No lovers, no children, no husbands, Cora thought, continuing to watch her. Had her lips ever once been kissed? No. She would die a virgin. And yet, she had known passion, of a sort, for had she not spent a lifetime imagining it, picturing it, writing it? But dear Sylvia’s novels were so very naive, so clichéd, and they were all the same. Sylvia had admitted as much herself. “It’s my formula,” she had said only the previous day, looking quite put out.


    In truth, Sylvia had assumed Cora too busy to notice the coincidences, the synchronicity. But Cora had always known, always been aware that she had been the source of inspiration; that it was her experience, her unique perspective, that had expanded Sylvia’s understanding of the universe, and of men. And Sylvia was not the only artist whose vision had been inspired, for the soft contours of Cora’s once youthful shape were frozen in tinted marble, the symmetry of her young face captured in oils.


    “You know, it astounds me how you find so much to write about,” Cora said now.


    “Words, dear, just words.”


    “Words,” Cora repeated, fiddling with the locket about her neck. “And how many of those, I wonder, have been spoken and written only to be rued. We have too many words now, too many words for too many things. And new ones being invented all the time.”


    “But that’s the beauty of language, dear. Man’s need for expression is, I think, the most powerful urge of all, the need to say who we are, how we feel, what we think, hmm?”


    “And perhaps also to shock, to inspire reaction”—she shrugged—“instill fear?”


    Sylvia appeared pensive for a moment. “Yes, they can be powerful tools.”


    “Indeed. And illuminating. One can, if one is so inclined, identify one’s friends and one’s enemies simply by examining their choice of words. Even one word, a name...” Cora said, staring at her.


    Sylvia nodded but made no reply. And Cora watched her as she peered through her spectacles at a particular page, then lifted her pencil to her mouth.


    “You really oughtn’t do that, you know. I read somewhere recently that lead is not good for one to ingest.”


    Sylvia glanced up at her. “Oh?”


    “Poisonous, I presume.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes, but don’t look so worried. I hardly think one can take one’s own life in the lick of a pencil.”


    “Unlike arsenic,” Sylvia said.


    “Or carbolic acid...”


    They stared at each other.


    “I meant to ask you, does he know? Have you ever told him how?”


    “Of course he knows,” Cora replied sharply. “It was in the wretched newspapers, though I did my best to stop it. I imagine everyone knows, or knew at the time. But I’ve never discussed it with him, and neither do I intend to.” She paused for a moment, exhaled loudly, and then added, “Hopefully he does not allow himself to dwell on it. Any of it.”


    “Well, yes, and he seems so...”


    “Fine?” Cora suggested.


    Sylvia tapped her pencil on her lip, then nodded. “Yes, fine.”


    “Well, I rather think he is. He’s not like her, you know? Good gracious no, nothing like her. He’s like his father, and like...”


    “George?”


    Cora turned to her. “Like his grandfather,” she said.


    “You know, the timing of it has always struck me as a queer thing,” Sylvia began again.


    “The timing of it?”


    “Yes. The fact that it happened immediately after the government’s census... that she recorded herself and then, almost the very next day, was no more.”


    “They’re abominable things,” Cora said, raising a hand dismissively.


    Sylvia smiled. “But you’ve never had to do one, dear.”


    “No, and nor would I!”


    Sylvia shook her head. “It’s the law, I’m afraid. Everyone has to.”


    “The law is an ass.”


    “You know, you’d have had to give them your full name,” Sylvia went on. “Yes, and oh my, that would confound them!” she said, clapping her hands, and then intentionally mispronouncing Cora’s full name. “And ’ow you spellin’ that, ma’am?” she added, in a mock cockney accent, Cora presumed, and giggling.


    “I do not use Lawson, Sylvia, as you very well know. My name is quite long enough without it. And anyway, the name proved... problematic. I have no desire to raise my head above the parapet again.”


    “No... no, of course not,” Sylvia replied, gathering herself. “And you’re right, censuses are awful things and ask all manner of questions: what one’s occupation is, how many children one has given birth to. Oh, it goes on and on. And for the life of me I do wonder why. Wonder who all this information is for.”


    “Statistics,” Cora said, with great emphasis. “Statistics and pigeonholing, placing us all into tidy identifiable groups. The modern world is becoming obsessed by statistics... utterly intrusive and condemnable, I think.”


    “Well, I can’t help but wonder if all those questions were simply too much for her. For Cassandra, I mean.”


    “I don’t think it was the census, Sylvia. Cassandra had always been fragile, always of a melancholic nature. No, I think she’d teetered on a brink for years, and but for Jack, who knows? Perhaps she’d have taken her own life many years ago. But she waited, she waited until... until he was an adult.”


    “Unfathomable... and I don’t imagine she ever thought you’d come back,” Sylvia mused aloud. “I suppose that’s why she waited until he was grown up, had finished his studies. But,” she gasped, shaking her head, “such a dreadful thing to do to him, poor dear.”


    “Best not spoken of, I think, Sylvia. ’Twas a wicked and selfish act and I have nothing more to say on the matter.”


    “Well, we have had rather a lovely day to ourselves, have we not?” said Sylvia, after a moment or two. “And certainly, everyone considered it a great honor to have you there to judge and present the prizes today. Oh yes, it’s quite clear that they hold you in very high esteem. In fact, you appear to be something of a celebrity, my dear.”


    “I don’t think so. A foreigner, perhaps, an outsider.”


    “But you’re not. And you really mustn’t say such things. People will take you at your word, especially country folk.”


    “Perhaps not but I feel like one, and I’m never entirely sure where my allegiance lies... Though dear Bertie used to laugh at me whenever I said such things.” She paused, smiling, remembering. “‘My dear,’ he would say, ‘you are as English as I.’ Of course he was being ironic because he was a Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, and his mother a Hanoverian.”


    “The King was fond of you, wasn’t he?”


    “Oh yes, he was a dear friend, and of course a very dear friend to...”


    “George?”


    “Mm, yes, George,” Cora replied vaguely.


    George. His face had haunted her dreams and waking hours for half a century. And yet it was hard to fathom the passing of time and nearness of him, the years between then and now. George. Each and every day of her life she remembered him. His face stared back at her through open doorways and panes of glass, through seasons and years, across a continent and a sea. All of her imaginings led her back to him: the what-ifs, the whys, the silent conversations stretching through time. And sometimes, alone, she spoke his name out loud, lengthening that one adored syllable. But what would he think of her situation now? she wondered. He never knew, never knew any of it, I never told him...


    “And would he have loved me any the less?” she murmured.


    “What’s that, dear?”


    Cora started. “Oh, nothing... nothing at all.”


    “You know, you quite put me to shame today,” Sylvia began again. “I’d never realized that you had such an understanding and knowledge of flowers and plants.”


    “Not really, my dear, I just know a little about many things—and don’t they say a little knowledge is a dangerous thing?”


    “But it always seems to me that you know a great deal about everything,” Sylvia replied. “And I insist, you must tell me where this knowledge came from.”


    Cora turned to her friend. “You know, I’m rather beginning to think you’d be better employing your investigative talents in writing crime thrillers instead of silly romances that... that have no bearing on real life!”


    For some minutes the two women sat in silence.


    “I’m sorry,” Cora said, “I’ve a great deal on my mind.”


    “Is it about Jack?” Sylvia asked, leaning forward.


    “No, not entirely...” She paused, looking at her friend with newly anxious eyes.


    “Then what is it, dear? Please tell me what it is that’s troubling you so.”


    Cora reached over, placed her hand upon Sylvia’s. “I’m not sure I’ve ever told you how much your friendship means to me,” she said, her eyes on their hands. “You’ve been the best, the very best.”


    “We’ve been good friends to each other, dear. And you’ve been more than a friend to me, you have been family to me. But I can’t bear to see you like this, not now. We’re both much too old for any more drama.”


    Cora tried to smile, shook her head. “Oh, it’s nothing... nothing sinister. Complications to do with the trust estates, that’s all.”


    “Ah, I thought as much. But you know, you really mustn’t worry so. All will be well. Edward was a good man, a good husband. I’m quite certain he’ll have made sure that you’re looked after, provided for.”


    “Well, I’m not destitute, not yet.”


    “Nor will you ever be, not whilst I’m alive. But it’s a scandal”—Sylvia shook her head—“for you to be so fretful at this stage in your life. Dear Edward would turn in his grave!”


    “It is what it is, we all have our crosses to bear... and I have spent too much of my life creating heroes and villains out of mere mortals.”


    She saw Sylvia open her notebook once more and scribble something down. And Cora smiled. “Dolce far niente,” she said, closing her eyes.


    “Ah yes, dolce far niente,” Sylvia repeated, without looking up.


    “You know, I close my eyes and I’m back there.”


    “It’s this blessed heat. Easily as hot as Rome in August, and to think...”


    Cora could hear Sylvia’s voice, but she could no longer make out the words, and she had no wish to. She wanted to go back there, to that time, always that time, always that place.


    Weeks away from England, isolated and undisturbed, Rome had been a small city then, shriveled within its walls. A place of lopsided crucifixes and littered shrines, and scattered ruins tangled up in weeds and undergrowth, and centuries of rubble and dust, where cows and sheep grazed about the tumbled pillars of ancient palaces and ragged clothes lay out to dry upon their scorching stones. Where animal carcasses, flasks of oil and balls of cheese dangled against the crumbling plaster of windowless shops; where tailors, milliners, shoemakers and carpenters huddled in doorways, a shrine to the Madonna and a candle flickering in the dimness behind them. And in the summer months, when the Tiber exposed her yellow banks and a fetid air hung over the city’s ruins, the place languished in that sweet idleness the Romans called “dolce far niente.”


    “Never look back,” her aunt had told her. “Your life... our life began here in Rome.” And for so long, so very long, she had not looked back. She had only ever looked ahead, always ahead. But that other time, that time before Rome—for so long pushed away, denied, so much so that it had almost been forgotten—seemed determined to be acknowledged. And names for so long unuttered, buried in the past, had been written down for her to see: John Abel.


    She opened her eyes. Sylvia was watching her, and she smiled. Now, a new secret hung between them, an invisible pendulum swinging between each and every glance. And Sylvia’s constant surveillance, that seemingly relentless albeit well-meaning scrutiny was awaiting answers, waiting for her to elucidate upon then and now, and everything in between.


    But no, she couldn’t. How could she? She would have to introduce Sylvia to new words—words even she found hard to say. And it would mean going back to the beginning, the beginning of everything. It would mean unraveling seven decades of careful arrangement. She thought of her aunt, of all the times she had warned her about any permanent return to England. But she had had no choice in the matter. After all, the boy had no one, and she had nowhere else to go.


    Such a tawdry business, blackmail.

  


  
    Chapter Four
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    “A French cook, I ask you!”


    Rosetta was rolling out pastry once more, sprinkling flour across the pine table, wiping her brow between every roll. The kitchen was airless and hot. Cecily sat watching her, only half engaged in their desultory conversation which had meandered from shortcrust pastry to the shortcomings of the soon-to-be-appointed cook at Temple Hill.


    “How’s she going to find a French cook round here? And what do the French know about English food? It’ll all be foreign, oh yes, you mark my words, and then she’ll have to eat humble pie, advertise again,” Rosetta went on, oblivious of any pun. “Never trusted the Frenchies, never would—look at what they did to their own King... wouldn’t want one in the house, rob you as soon as look at you. And she’s half-French—at least.”


    “Actually, I think she’s English,” Cecily said without looking up. “Her grandson’s certainly English.”


    “Hmm. He might be,” Rosetta said, skeptically. “But there’s been stuff said, hasn’t there? And there’s no smoke without fire.” She glanced over at Cecily. “But that’s not to say he’s got her ways.”


    “Her ways?”


    “All them marriages, that life abroad. It’s not normal, is it?”


    Cecily didn’t answer. What was normal? Was Rosetta’s life normal? Was her mother’s? Normal was surely whatever was normal; normal was subjective. Normal meant nothing, she concluded swiftly. There was little point in debating semantics with Rosetta.


    “I’m not altogether sure what you mean,” she said.


    “Well, seems to me she’s had a pecular sort of a life. Moving about all the time, marrying willy-nilly. It smacks of one thing...”


    “Mm, what’s that?”


    Rosetta put down the rolling pin and leaned toward Cecily, her broad hands flat on the table. “Lustfulness.”


    “Lustfulness!” Cecily repeated.


    “You may well smirk, my girl, but it’s what robs men of what little sense they’re born with and sends women to the county asylum.”


    Lustfulness. It was not a word Cecily had heard spoken out loud before, or not that she could recall. Lustfulness: is that what had driven their new neighbor from one country to another, one man to another?


    “And it all comes from the French...” Rosetta was saying, stuck on her theme now. “I don’t want to know what they get up to over there, and I don’t want them bringing it over here neither.”


    Diminutive, dark, and comfortingly round, Rosetta, Cecily thought, would have made a brilliant actress. She understood drama, knew how to deliver lines. But her talent had been wasted—in service, and in a kitchen, someone else’s kitchen. For that was where she had spent her life. She had never been married and Cecily couldn’t be sure how old she was. Like so many others, she appeared to be aging and old at the same time. She was suspicious of any written word apart from those in the Bible, which she read most evenings, and she took enormous comfort in prayer. “I’ll make sure I include him/her/them/it in my prayers,” was one of her stock replies, and to almost anything. And though she liked to complain about the rector—his choice of hymns, his sermons, and his fondness for the New Testament—she was an ardent churchgoer, attending all three services on a Sunday in her waist-length cape and tiny bonnet tied tightly under her fat chin.


    The only thing Cecily knew for sure, the only thing she could relate to, was that Rosetta had loved and lost. She had only mentioned him once: someone named Wilf. He had been killed in the Boer War.


    “But if she has known great love over and over, is it so very wrong for her to have accepted it? How many hearts could have been broken? How many tears shed? And which is nobler, to take love and cherish it, or to throw it back because one has already known it?”


    But Rosetta appeared not to hear her. She continued with her rolling pin, eyes cast downwards, and said, “And who knows where she’s come from... could be anyone at all... anyone at all... I’ve read about folk who go overseas and come back all la-di-da, oh yes... could be anyone at all. Makes you wonder what happened to all them husbands,” she added, glancing up at Cecily with wide eyes.


    Cecily laughed. She said, “Oh Rosetta, only you would suspect the poor old lady of murder!”


    Rosetta made no reply. She pursed her lips and stretched her short neck as though trying to swallow words. Then she said, “You should go and tidy yourself up, missy. The Foxes are due here at seven.”
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    Cecily Chadwick had been born toward the end of a century, and toward the end of a life. Her first proper word, whispered—as she’d been taught—was “Daddy”; her first sentence, with a finger to her lips, “Daddy not well.” She had taken her first steps the day of a great earthquake in Japan, but there had been no tremor of excitement in her small hushed world. And then, at the end, it had gone quieter still and all black and white as her ashen-faced mother, already in mourning, with the nurse and the rector by her side, explained, “Daddy has gone.”


    Since that time there had been little physical alteration in Cecily’s life. She had stayed on at the village school teaching the infants, and continued to live with her mother and sister in the house her father had built. But lately she had begun to feel a suffocating tightness about the village, like a gown she had outgrown but was still forced to wear. The sameness of each and every day was inescapable, the prospect of change remote. A yearning for excitement, she had been told, was the ambition of a shallow and idle mind, the ambition of pleasure-seekers.


    Then, early in the spring of that year, the Countess from Abroad had moved into the house on the hill, the place known as Temple Hill. For days before her arrival all manner of vehicles had come and gone, struggling up the steep track, knocking branches from trees, churning up rocks and sand and dried mud. One wagon had failed to make it up at all, had stopped right there in front of Cecily’s garden gate. The men had had to carry each piece of furniture up the track, resting halfway, upon tables and in chairs, for a smoke. She had watched them disappear over the brow of the hill, stepped out through the gate and peered inside the wagon at the ornate antiques, rolls of carpets, tapestries, paintings, cabinets, settees and chairs. Stacked high at the back were crates and tea chests, a marble sculpture of a naked woman and, immediately in front of her, uncovered and gazing out into the sunshine, the bronze head of a Roman-nosed bearded man.


    In the weeks that followed, as news of the countess’s arrival gathered pace, Cecily heard many things: the lady had lived in exile for almost all of her life, the lady was of foreign blood; her manner was unusually forthright, her manner was curiously reticent; she was Catholic, she was Protestant; she was penniless, she was rich. There was, however, consensus on one thing: the countess’s style was universally acknowledged as cosmopolitan.


    It was the rector, Mr. Fox, who first alluded to royal connections, and there was talk of lineage and ancestry, albeit unspecific and somewhat vague, linking her to Louis Philippe, the last King of France. To Cecily, Mr. Fox appeared to know more than anyone, and certainly more than he was prepared to divulge. But once, over tea and cake, he slipped up and offered Cecily another tantalizing scrap, a chink into that rare knowledge. Oh yes, she had indeed been someone in her day, he said. “But the dear lady has come here in search of privacy and peace... and we must grant her that.”


    As time went on, a selected few had been invited to the house for tea, always at a quarter past four. These, the chosen ones, had seen for themselves the fine French and Italian antique furnishings, paintings, sculptures and souvenirs; the paraphernalia of a life spent in a far more sophisticated milieu than their village. They spoke of the countess’s knowledge of Italian and French art and architecture, her apparent fluency in both languages. And when they learned that she had grown up in Paris, well, it came as no surprise.


    But there was also talk of lost children, and husbands long since deceased, and though some appeared to consider this careless, almost wanton behavior, Cecily began to sense something of unutterable tragedy lying at the heart of the story. She pictured marble tombstones scattered across the desolate hillsides of foreign countries, and she could not help but view the countess as the sole survivor of an epic adventure. That the lady’s Grand Tour—gone horribly wrong perhaps—had finally, albeit inexplicably, led her to Bramley seemed a curious fluke of fate. And meaningful? Perhaps.


    That the countess had had a remarkable life Cecily was in no doubt, for already she knew that her neighbor had lived in a way others had not. But Cecily’s mother remained unconvinced. She appeared, to Cecily at least, somewhat piqued by the rector’s unquestioning predisposition toward their new neighbor; said he appeared “a little starstruck.” But yes, she had conceded, smiling, the lady had undoubtedly led a colorful life. “But then, what goes on abroad, what’s acceptable on the Continent, is different. Quite different.”


    “You mean the husbands, the marriages?” Cecily had asked.


    “I mean everything.”


    For weeks Cecily had been desperate for a glimpse of the Countess from Abroad. And once, driven by that desperation, that need to know, to see for herself, she had ventured up the track, and then further still into the tangled hollow of rhododendrons bordering the driveway to Temple Hill. Like a spy on a mission, gathering intelligence, she had crouched there, waiting. But nothing happened. No one emerged from the house and no one arrived. And to Cecily there appeared to be no signs of life within it.


    “But does she never go anywhere?” she had later asked her mother.


    “I believe she’s quite old, dear. So no, I imagine she doesn’t go far. Not now.”


    “It must be strange,” Cecily continued, “to have traveled so much, so far, and then come to a stop. A stop here.”


    Madeline Chadwick looked at her daughter: “But she might not be stopping, dear. I heard talk that she’s only here for the summer, is returning to the Continent for the winter.”


    “Only here for the summer?” Cecily repeated. “But all that... stuff—surely she can’t be thinking of moving again?”


    And then her sister, Ethne, said, “I don’t know why you’re so fascinated. Is it the title, dear? Because you know they’re two a penny on the Continent.”


    Encouraged by Cecily, Annie Gamben had made it her business to try and learn more. As village postmaster, Annie’s father was privy to almost everything that took place within the scattered parish: births, deaths, engagements, marriages, and scandals (though there were few); who was writing to whom, who dispatched and who was the recipient of a telegram; and, crucially, what those telegrams spoke of.


    It had been Annie’s mother who had first mentioned the young man: a relation, she presumed, and from what she had heard—judging by his looks—foreign, possibly Italian. Then Mrs. Gamben mentioned the companion: a lady only recently arrived by train from London. The companion had been into the post office twice, once to buy a packet of birdseed and some buttons, and once to dispatch a large brown paper package to a gentleman in north London.


    On the first occasion Mrs. Gamben had not taken much notice of the bespectacled lady. It had been a Wednesday and the post office had been busy, as it always was on half-day closing. Realizing the lady to be a visitor to the village, and assuming her to be staying with one or other of her customers, Mrs. Gamben had been courteous but not overly so. But after the lady had thanked Mrs. Gamben and left the shop, Mrs. Moody, standing to one side beside the brooms and trugs and baskets, emerged from the shadows and told Mrs. G exactly whose guest her previous customer had been. On the second occasion, when the lady arrived with the brown paper parcel, Mrs. Gamben had been prepared. She had noted the absence of a wedding band on the lady’s left hand, a distinct lack of eye contact, and what she described as a “rather shifty manner.” Mrs. Gamben had politely inquired after the countess, been reassured to hear she was in very good health, and that Miss Appleby—who came to the post office each Tuesday to cut and dress hair—was expected up at the house that very afternoon. The countess, Mrs. Gamben surmised, was still very particular about her hair.


    Rosetta had been the first to use the word “orphan.” She had bumped into the gardener, Mr. Cordery, “had it from the horse’s mouth,” she said, that the boy was quite without parents and that there were “suspicious circumstances.”


    Everyone was curious. Everyone wanted to know more.
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    It was Cecily’s mother, Madeline, who raised the subject later that evening at dinner, saying, “Do tell me, Mr. Fox, how is our new neighbor, the countess, settling in?” And Cecily looked up and sat forward.


    True to form, Mr. Fox appeared delighted to be offered the opportunity to speak about the dear lady. Oh yes, he began, she was settling in well, and delighted with the modernizations made to her new home. “Of course, she’s used to continental ways, and finds English sanitation a trifle primitive, to say the least,” he added. And Cecily saw Rosetta—standing behind Mrs. Fox, waiting to remove plates—roll her eyes.


    That evening, Rosetta had changed into the dark gown, long white apron and cap Madeline had made for her and liked her to wear on the rare occasions they had visitors to dine with them. But the dress had become a tad too tight around her waist, causing her to tug and pull at it, and the cap, secured with elastic about her head, too loose. It slipped this way and that, and at one point, as she leaned forward to serve the rector, it slowly slid down her forehead until it entirely covered one eye before she managed to free a hand and push it back in place. Cecily knew these evenings to be enough of an ordeal for her, standing about, waiting at table and managing the kitchen on her own, without the added encumbrance of a faulty cap. Also, despite every window in the house standing open, the place was uncomfortably hot. And permeating the smell of meat and pastry and stewed vegetables, like the top note of a cheap perfume that catches the back of one’s throat, was the malodorous reek of Mr. Fox.


    “And do remind me of her full name,” Madeline continued. “I’ve been told, of course, but it’s somewhat unusual. French, I think, isn’t it?”


    Cecily turned to the rector.


    He smiled, nodded. “You are correct, Mrs. Chadwick. It is the name of one of the most ancient and noble families in all of France, de Chevalier de Saint Léger. Thus the dear lady is la Comtesse de Chevalier de Saint Léger.”


    “The Countess de Chevalier... de Saint Léger...” Madeline repeated hesitantly, as Cecily said it silently.


    “And there were how many husbands?” Madeline asked.


    “Someone told me there had been five,” Cecily broke in, without thinking, and she heard her mother and Mrs. Fox both gasp.


    The rector cleared his throat. He picked up his glass of wine, studied the liquid for a moment. “It is unfortunate but perhaps understandable,” he said, glancing at Madeline, “for there to be conjecture of that nature. I can tell you only the facts. Facts I am certain the countess would be happy enough for me to share with the assembled company.” He paused again, took a sip of wine. “The first marriage was to a gentleman by the name of Staunton, in Rome, many years ago... perhaps as many as fifty years ago.”


    “Fifty,” Cecily repeated.


    “I would estimate so... yes, I would estimate so. But that union, that first marriage, was cut tragically short when Mr. Staunton was killed.”


    There was a loud clank from the sideboard. Madeline jumped. “Killed?” she repeated.


    “An accident, I believe,” said Mr. Fox, without elaborating further. Cecily caught Rosetta’s eye and quickly looked away as he continued. “And thus, the countess—little more than a girl at that time—was left to raise her sons alone.”


    “Ah, so she does have children,” Madeline said, smiling, sounding relieved.


    “Sadly, no longer. I’m afraid her children, like her husbands, are all deceased. Her grandson is the only one left... all she has left,” he replied, newly baritone.


    “What about the count?” Cecily asked. “What happened to him?”


    He shook his head. “It was another short-lived union. They were married but a brief time before he was killed.”


    “Killed?” Cecily said, at that moment conscious only of the repetition of this word, its connotations, and Rosetta’s steady gaze.


    “Killed in battle during the Franco-Prussian war, and buried there in the battlefield, at Servigny, near Metz.”


    “The Franco-Prussian war. That was forty years ago.”


    “Bravo, Cecily, it was indeed. Forty-one years ago, to be precise. And so our dear lady was tragically widowed once more, cruelly robbed of another husband, her children robbed of another father. At that time la comtesse,” continued the rector, warming to his theme, “divided her time between France and Italy, between her fine château nestling in the glorious Loire Valley and her home in Rome, where her aunt, the dear lady into whose care she’d been placed as a very young girl, continued to reside. And of course she also kept an apartment in Paris, off the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré,” he added gutturally. “Paris, like Rome, is I think very dear to her heart. For thither she was sent as a child, to live with her aunt”—he paused, glancing about the table, his eyes twinkling, smiling—“who was none other than the Contessa Francesca Cansacchi di Amelia!”


    Cecily looked at the others; was this a name she was meant to know?


    “Gracious!” said Madeline.


    “Indeed, indeed,” said the rector, lifting a napkin to his whiskers.


    “Golly,” said Ethne, who’d remained silent until now. “So she’s true aristocracy.”


    The rector looked at Ethne, narrowing his eyes. “Almost more than that,” he said, enigmatically.


    Cecily felt her heart shiver. More than that? What did he mean? And she wanted to say, “Do tell us, please tell us more,” but for some reason, right at that moment it seemed inappropriate. The rector had stopped his story at a very specific point, and quite obviously for a reason. There was more, she realized, much more. She glanced to her mother and Madeline smiled back at her; but now with tightly sealed lips, as if to say, no more questions. Did her mother know something? she wondered. Was her mother familiar with the aunt, the Italian contessa? Did everyone know something she did not? She looked over to Ethne, who appeared more engrossed by the summer pudding in front of her. No, Ethne would not know. She turned to Mrs. Fox, seated on her left, but she too appeared more interested in fruit and cream than the unfolding roll call of European nobility. And then she couldn’t help herself.


    “Is she descended from royalty, Mr. Fox?”


    He smiled at Cecily, raised a finger to his face and tapped his nose.


    “Well,” said Madeline, lifting her glass of watered wine, “what a life... what a life she has had. But it must be hard for an expatriate to settle,” she added. “She must find Bramley awfully quiet after Rome and Paris and... all that,” she petered out.


    The rector shuffled in his chair, clearing his throat, and Cecily knew another installment was on its way.


    “I believe the dear lady was ready for a change,” he began. “The daughter-in-law’s tragic demise served to propel that need for change, and here we are, with her and her beloved grandson in our midst. I think we’re honored, Mrs. Chadwick, truly honored, don’t you?”


    “She must find everyone here pretty dull,” Ethne broke in, sucking raspberry seeds from her teeth. “I don’t mean that in a derogatory way, of course. I don’t think Bramley’s dull at all, I’d far rather live here than in some horrid smelly city like Rome. But why on earth did she come here?”


    Hallelujah! Cecily thought, at last she’s managed to spit out one pertinent question.


    “Because Temple Hill is her home,” Mrs. Fox piped up, soft and sweet, like the pudding in front of her. “It belongs to her, was built for her, I believe,” she added, glancing along the table to her husband.


    “But surely it’s much too old,” Cecily said. “And it’s been standing empty for years, hasn’t it?”


    “That is correct,” Mr. Fox quickly replied, silencing his wife, who was about to continue. “The place has never been lived in, certainly not in my time. Though I’ve heard tell that it was for a while rented out to a succession of tenants, and then no one. Of course, when I first arrived here, almost twenty years ago—”


    “Good gracious, Mr. Fox, is it really that long?” Madeline interrupted.


    Cecily sighed and Mr. Fox smiled. “Yes, indeed it is, Mrs. Chadwick. And oh, what changes I have seen in that time...”


    Diverted, the rector began to speak about the village and surrounding area as it had once been. Cecily pushed the congealing ruby-colored mess about her plate. Had her mother changed the subject on purpose? Who in their right mind, apart from her mother, would want to hear about Bramley as it once was rather than Rome and Paris? It was beyond frustrating. All Cecily could do was wait. He’d get back to it, eventually. She knew he’d only just begun.


    [image: 9777.jpg]


    Bramley had always struck Cecily as an untidy, straggling sort of place. The roads passing through it rose and dipped and rose once more before heading out through tunnel-like lanes to the outlying farms, scattered cottages and huts of the parish. The village had no railway station or market, but it had carpenters, builders, blacksmiths and wheelwrights; saddlers, farriers and millers; broom makers, shoemakers, coal merchants and drapers; grocers, bakers and butchers. The surrounding heathland provided for the broomsquires and thatchers, the bees for honey, hop fields for beer, and the meadows for milk and butter and cheese. It had three public houses, a school, an undertaker and a post office. And there were regular “entertainments”: evenings of poetry, music and amateur dramatics in the village hall. The lending library was administered by the rector’s wife, Mrs. Fox, who checked and monitored exactly who was reading what each Thursday afternoon.


    For hundreds of years those who had been baptized at St. Luke’s—and then, against the odds, survived infancy—had been wedded there, and later buried there. No one left, no one moved. Bramley had always been self-sufficient, able to supply and occupy its inhabitants’ hands and heads and hearts and stomachs.


    In her final year at school Cecily had written about “The History and Times of Bramley.” Most of what she had learned had come from Old Meg, who may have been Young Meg, once. Meg had been the village midwife and had, she reckoned, delivered over one hundred babies and laid out almost as many corpses. But by that time Old Meg confined her activities to the reading of tea leaves—and knitting. She told Cecily that in times not so long gone by runagates had skulked about the mist-shrouded wilderness surrounding the village. Yes, it had been a place for fugitives then, she said; a place to hide away, a no-man’s-land people traveled through at their peril due to the vagabonds and highwaymen who preyed upon those journeying between London and the coast. She told Cecily that the unplanned ragged lines of the village probably owed something to those lawless folk and squatters, who had erected cottages by night, depositing children in them by dawn so the bailiffs could not remove the heather-thatched roofs above their heads. Then, the railway came to Linford, bringing rich city folk and consumptives from London. Yes, Cecily thought: Daddy.


    Daddy—Cecil Chadwick—lay next to the ancient yew tree on the western side of the churchyard. Cecily had grown up knowing him only as a name chiseled on a tombstone. When she was young, she had been taken to his grave twice each week. Then it fell back to once a week, on Sunday afternoons. Now it was as and when—high days and holidays and special occasions, and Madeline alone each wedding anniversary. But sometimes Cecily took a walk through the churchyard on her own. She thought of the dead beneath her feet and pondered on all those long-unspoken, long-forgotten names: someone’s daughter, someone’s son, someone’s father: hers. In Loving Memory... Sacred to... Beloveds one and all.


    In the churchyard, history—his story and her story—was condensed to names and dates. Nothing more. Lifetimes, no matter how extraordinary, had no narrative, no triumphs or defeats. There were no clues, no achievements listed. And yet there, just below Cecily’s feet, lay hundreds of untold stories, stories spanning centuries, bridging generations, linking then and now. Tales of derring-do and recklessness, wisdom and folly, passion and pride and honor, stories Cecily could only wonder at and imagine. The names themselves often conjured an image, the date adding context and detail. So much so that she could often see them, not as bones beneath the sandy earth but in the flesh, alive and animated once more.


    Cecily’s allegiance with the dead had started at an early age, reinforced by all those visits to the cemetery and bound up in a fascination with Loss. And most particularly, Love and Loss.
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    Finally, and after some confusion about the point of his lengthy monologue (of which Cecily had heard not a word), the rector found his thread again. Yes, his wife was correct, Temple Hill, as far as he understood, had always belonged to the countess. The rector leaned toward Madeline. “But you must know,” he whispered loudly, “the land this very house sits upon was once part of the gardens of Temple Hill.”


    Madeline shook her head and, glancing at Rosetta who stood by the sideboard, a dish in her hands, mouth open and cap askew, she said, “You can clear away now, thank you.” And the maid bustled out of the room.


    Madeline then quietly explained to the rector that she had not been involved in her late husband’s business affairs. She had no recollection of him ever having mentioned from whom he had purchased their plot of land. But then, after some thought, she admitted she couldn’t be sure he had not; he had been ill, her attention focused entirely upon him, his comfort and well-being. And then, as though still taking in what the rector had told her, she said, “So, our house, the land this house is built upon, actually belonged to her, the countess?”


    He nodded.


    “Well I never,” she said.


    Cecily listened as the rector explained that Temple Hill had originally had some one hundred acres of gardens and paddocks and woodland. But slowly, he said, over the past twenty years or so, parcels of land had been sold off for development, mainly on the other side of the hill. Now, he estimated the house would have only a fraction of those original acres; certainly less than ten, he thought.


    The evening, Cecily realized, was producing answers to questions even she had not thought of. And as the conversation altered its course, touching briefly on the strikes and unrest spreading through the country, before turning to the recent and not so recent changes to the village, and Mr. Fox to his favorite subject—the loss of the old country ways—Cecily sat in quiet contemplation.


    So, she was right, she thought, the countess was indeed the survivor of an epic adventure, one that had cost her dearly, robbing her of husbands, children and, it seemed, money. But how had it started? she wondered. She knew the end of the story—or almost, because the countess had arrived there, possibly penniless, and with no family to speak of apart from Jack—but where, exactly, had it begun? And why had she not returned to this country before? After all, she mused, having done the calculation earlier, she was a great age, and had had a house standing empty, waiting for her. If her only family had been in England, why had she chosen to stay overseas? It was incomprehensible. Something didn’t make sense. Was she so very selfish that she had allowed Jack’s poor widowed mother to sink further and further into her loneliness, her melancholia, while she continued her gallivanting across Europe? No, surely not. She had come here eventually, yes, but that, it seemed from what Cecily had heard, had been after Jack’s mother’s suicide. Then it dawned on her: the countess had had no plans to come back, ever.


    Later, in the room Madeline Chadwick referred to as the parlor to her daughters and the drawing room to her guests, Cecily sat down next to the elderly rector. She wanted to ask him more about the countess. She had obviously led a fascinating life, she said, smiling brightly, eagerly, knowing he’d be flattered by her continued interest. “And what stories she must have...”


    “Indeed! What stories,” he repeated. “But like any noble lady—all old nobility—she is in possession of discretion, Cecily. She is a very private person, without inclination to divulge her credentials or esteemed connections to all and sundry. Oh no, la comtesse chooses whom to confide in with great discernment, great care. After all, she has no need to impress the likes of us humble country folk.”


    “She has confided in you then?”


    The rector smiled, closing his eyes momentarily. “To an extent,” he replied, nodding his head slowly. “And thus it falls upon me to be prudent in my judgment of any disclosure. You see, Cecily, the dear lady has no desire to court fame or publicity, in fact quite the opposite. She has come to this parish in search of solitude, perhaps one could even say anonymity.”


    “Anonymity? But why? Why would she wish for anonymity?”


    “I imagine that if one has lived one’s entire life under the glare of public scrutiny, even adulation, one eventually craves the luxury of invisibility.”


    A tiny moth fluttered above the oil lamp on the table next to the rector, dipping down toward the yellow light, then back up, round and round, up and down.


    “Of course, many of those she was once on intimate terms with have passed away,” he continued, raising a hand to wave the moth from his face, stretching out his breeched legs. “At one time she knew everyone, in Rome, Paris, and in London: royalty, dignitaries, aristocracy; writers, sculptors, poets... and some very famous painters as well,” he added, turning to Cecily with a smile.


    “Such as?”


    “George Lawson, for one.”


    “George Lawson? The George Lawson? Lord George Lawson?”


    The rector shuffled along the settee toward Cecily. She noticed the silver hairs sprouting from the tips of his lobes, could smell his body odor, and his rancid breath—alcohol, rotting gums, and that evening’s dinner. “I believe they met in Rome, many years ago,” he said, turning to her, breathing full into her face. “He was there as a young man, before he became famous. It’s where he painted his Madonna, which of course the Queen herself later bought.”


    “So they knew each other?”


    He nodded. “I believe so. He was a regular visitor to Paris and often traveled to Vichy to take the cure. Yes, Vichy...” he said, drifting. “It’s a place Mrs. Fox and I have often contemplated visiting ourselves, but I fear we’ve left it too late.” He looked down at his empty glass, and Cecily quickly took it and rose to her feet.


    Seconds later, handing the rector his replenished wine, Cecily sat down and said, “But you know I do wonder, Mr. Fox, why she didn’t return to this country before now. Particularly in view of the fact that she was on her own, and her family, her only family—Jack and his poor mother—here in England.”


    The rector pondered, stroking his whiskers. “Let me say this: I believe the dear lady had good reason to stay away and, unprotected as she was, and is, no wish to rouse her enemies.” He turned to Cecily. “Jealousy and envy can poison the heart and inspire untruths and wickedness. It is down to all of us here in Bramley to protect her now. I’m afraid I am not at liberty to say any more, but I know you to be an intelligent young woman, Cecily, and I hope I can rely on your discretion.”


    Bewildered, Cecily nodded. “Of course.”

  


  
    Chapter Five
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    He slaps her face and says, “You little bitch, you told her... you told her, didn’t you?” She shakes her head. “No... no, I didn’t, I promise.” She places her palm to her cheek and she can feel the heat, the burning stain he has left on her.
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    It was another sultry evening, with no movement, no breath of wind. The hillside lay quiet in the warmth of the setting sun, and in its reflected glory appeared brighter than ever, the tops of the pine trees ablaze, illuminated by a light that spoke of the perfection of that day.


    Inside the house, Cora had finally given in to exhaustion. Her head rested to one side, slowly rising and falling in time with her breathing, a stray curl across her brow. Her still brilliant blue eyes were shut, and her lips, the crinkled curve of a Cupid’s bow, occasionally twitched and moved without sound. Her hands lay upturned and open in her lap, in a simple pleading gesture, as if to say, here I am.


    She sat in a modern English wingback armchair, a token to English taste in a room boasting European style. In front of her, an ottoman, upholstered in deep red velvet, piled with books and magazines; adjacent to her, a Louis XV settee and matching chairs; and against the wall opposite, an Italian black walnut bookcase, bowing under the weight of volumes of English, French and Italian literature. Scattered about the long room were various chairs and side tables, another settee, a desk in front of a tall window overlooking the garden, and, hanging from picture rails, framed oil paintings, watercolors and drawings of all sizes. Within the recess of an arched alcove to one side of the fireplace stood an almost life-size marble sculpture of a naked woman, and at the other side, in another alcove and standing upon a plinth, the bronze head of a bearded man.


    That evening, she, Sylvia and Jack had dined early once again. Though she preferred to take a light supper later in the evening, this was not the custom in England and had proved something of a problem with Mrs. Davey, her housekeeper, who was standing in as cook until a permanent one was appointed. Nine o’clock was much too late to be busying on in the kitchen, Mrs. Davey had told the countess; her day was long enough.


    After dinner, Jack had disappeared upstairs to his room, to read, he said. She and Sylvia had remained seated at the dining table, lingering over their coffee. But Sylvia had annoyed Cora with her persistent questions. The memoirs, which Cora was quietly beginning to have second thoughts about, seemed to be coming between Sylvia and her wits. To Cora’s mind, Sylvia was becoming possessed with an unhealthy obsession about her life. And she had told her so.


    Sylvia had abruptly risen to her feet, saying she wished to take a stroll about the garden, and Cora had retired to the drawing room. She sat by the window on the western side of the house, flicking through the dog-eared pages of one of Sylvia’s Lady’s Pictorial magazines, peering through her old lorgnette at murky images and out-of-date advertisements, keeping thoughts at bay. But as daylight dwindled her eyes had grown heavy, and as the sun slipped down behind the trees she put the magazine to one side, allowed herself to sit back in her chair and closed her eyes.


    Now she was lost in her dreams. But her dreams, like her memories, had fused, muddling people and chronology, muddling everything. Nameless yet familiar faces spoke the wrong words, borrowing sentences; people were not what they seemed, not who they appeared to be, and places were unreliable, altering their shape and form to a different city, a different country, taking her back to where she had started...


    She feels sick, the ship is listing, but she does as she is told, placing her hand upon soft leather and promising, “No one.” She repeats words over and over: this is what she must say. Yes, yes, she knows, she says, she will not forget.


    When she walks down the plank and steps ashore, she stands amidst rubble and ruins and dust, and stone columns stretching all the way up to the heavens. The sky is brighter here... but she must not forget, she must remember the words... and the name.


    Cora asked for dreams. She asked for them to refresh her memory. But chaos was her recurring nightmare. And in this chaos her overriding desire was to find George, to get back to him. And sometimes she did, and sometimes she did not. But when she did, in those rare dreams when she finally found him—waiting for her, beside the steps—he held out his arms to her, wrapped them around her so tightly she could feel the warmth of his breath upon her forehead, the softness of his velvet jacket against her cheek. And when she awoke, fresh from his embrace, she remembered, remembered it all: the heady sensation, the hunger for another’s touch, the rise and fall of each wave, and that feeling of complete abandonment, where only the senses were alive, and yet lost at the same time.


    Lately, she had begun to enjoy that blurred landscape which often bridges slumber and wakefulness, that place of semi-consciousness. She liked to linger there, in that glow, aware it would come to her with more substance if she remained within it. Hoping they would come to her if she remained within it. For it was then, in that place, she could hear them: cherished voices, whispering and murmuring from another century. Occasionally she heard music—a piano, someone singing—beyond the open window, drifting across the garden, in the next room or upstairs, faint and impossible to place. And once or twice of late she had known with absolute certainty that he was there, standing so close to her she could sense his presence with all of her being. Close enough for her to feel that frisson once more.


    When Sylvia, Jack or one of the maids entered the room, she kept her eyes firmly shut, as though in defiance of her own physical decrepitude as much as her circumstances. And perhaps because when she finally opened them nothing ever looked quite as it should. Things were all wrong, she was all wrong, like a sole survivor washed up on a foreign land with the material contents of her life tipped out around her, sad mementos, conspicuous and out of place.


    In conscious moments, she revisited her most favorite times, working through them slowly and in detail, backward and forward, forward and backward, savoring each second of a moment again and again. And there was Lucca. No longer a place, but a memory, a time. Sacrosanct. Fortified.


    She was careful never to approach unhappy memories, or venture back too far. Once, it had been easy, or easier, to steer clear of those dark places and difficult times. But now, like coming to the end of a road, a place where there is no further way forward, she had no choice, she had to turn and look back upon her path. She saw herself at different stages as different people: the young woman of almost twenty in Rome; the woman of thirty, mistress of a castle in France; the woman of forty, part of the beau monde of Paris; mother of two sons, wife of three men, lover of one: all different people with different lives. And that time before Rome, the place her journey started, obscured from view by those people she had become, had once been.


    Numbness had come with old age, but to her bones, not to her heart. And though in public she was careful to keep her emotions in check, to maintain—or try to maintain—a ready smile, a relaxed countenance, in quiet, solitary moments, moments of reflection, and often when least expecting it, she was sometimes plunged under, submerged, left gasping for breath; drowning in a great swell of sorrow and joy and pain and rapture. And it was this, the memory of senses and sensations, that made her weep. She wept for lost children, she wept for lost love; she wept for a life slowly ebbing, and for things still inexplicable to her.


    And now, at this great age, she wept for her mother too. Not simply in sorrow at her distant passing, or the loss of her, but in need of her. The child within the aged body and creaking bones, the little girl who had not been allowed to say goodbye, finally wanted to be heard. Mother. The word itself had piercing resonance. For she, too, had been robbed of that particular title.


    “Mother... mother? Grandmother?”


    She opened her eyes.


    “You’re in darkness,” he said, lighting the lamp on the table beside her.


    “I must have drifted off.”


    “You were talking about your mother.”


    She blinked, staring at the shape of him, allowing her eyes to adjust to the new light. “I was dreaming,” she said.


    He sat down on the chair opposite her. “And what were you dreaming of? Your mother, obviously.”


    “I’m not sure. This and that. It was all a muddle, it always is.” She glanced about the room. “Is Sylvia back indoors?”


    “Yes, and retired for the night. She said she didn’t wish to disturb you. Actually, she was rather upset.”


    “She gets upset too easily, far too easily. Always has. It’s part and parcel of having had so little in her life.”


    He smiled. “Perhaps we need to remember that,” he suggested. “That she has had so little.”


    “You’re right, of course you’re right. I was sharp with her. I shall apologize in the morning.”


    “I know we’ve had very little time together,” he began, staring down at the floor. “Growing up... well, you were overseas, I couldn’t see you, but now we have the opportunity... I’d like to know more about everyone: Father, Grandfather, Fanny, and you, your family, your parents. You see, it strikes me I know nothing about my own family. Mother”—and he paused after he said the word—“Mother was unable, or perhaps not inclined, to tell me anything about the Staunton side of my family. She always claimed she knew little about you.”


    Cora smiled, looked at the clock on the mantelshelf. “Good gracious, half past ten. I’ve been asleep for two whole hours. I rather think it’s time that I, too, went to my bed.” She struggled forward in her chair. He rose up, took hold of her hand and helped her to her feet. He looks so like him, she thought, observing his features in the lamplight; so like him.


    “Will you tell me sometime? Will you tell me about the family, your family? I’d like to hear about them all,” he said, holding her hand in his.


    “Yes, yes, of course I shall, but not tonight, my darling,” she said, trying to smile, placing her hand upon his cheek.


    As she moved away from him, toward the door, he said, “Oh, and I was thinking of inviting Cecily Chadwick to tea on Tuesday... You said you’d like to meet her.”


    She turned to him. “Yes, I would, and that’s a splendid idea. Good night, dear.”


    As she closed the door and moved across the hallway, she felt a constriction about her chest. She grasped the handrail, began to climb the stairs, and the rustle of her petticoats momentarily distracted her: that swish-swish-swishing sound that had accompanied her every movement, all of her life. A fleeting image of her younger self dashing up steps two at a time flashed through her mind’s eye, and she caught that sensation once more: the weightlessness of youth. Whalebone, she thought, can’t really be good for one’s breathing. But lodged deep in her breast was an ever-tightening dilemma, and one name playing on a loop inside her head: John Abel... John Abel... John Abel.
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    After Cora retired to her bed, Jack sat alone for a while, cogitating. He reflected on the conversation he had had with Sylvia, earlier, in the garden, and it concerned and perplexed him in equal measure.


    “Of course, it could be the heat,” Sylvia had said. And he knew she was being polite, as any good friend would be.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can only apologize.”


    She had recounted Cora’s harsh words, had been tearful, and understandably so.


    “That she thinks I’m possessed... with an obsession about her... her life, and after she invited me here, asked me to record her memories...” She shook her head, removed her spectacles and dabbed at her eyes. “I don’t know what I’ve done, Jack, to make her turn on me like that.” She raised her head, staring straight ahead. “I fear for her,” she continued, “that she can turn on me, her oldest, most devoted friend, and with such... such venom, such passion. Hatred, that’s what it was. Pure hatred.”


    “No, no, she doesn’t hate you. You mustn’t for one moment think that. She’s very fond of you, I know.”


    But he was at a loss. Why had Cora turned on Sylvia? Sylvia, who wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Sylvia, whom Cora herself had claimed was such a dear friend. After a while he said, “You may be right. It may be the heat. I know she was used to it once, but we must bear in mind she’s a good deal older now.”


    Sylvia sniffed, tucked her handkerchief inside her sleeve, and for a while they sat in silence, side by side, looking out over the garden.


    “I only hope she comes back to us soon,” she said. “That we haven’t lost her.”


    “Lost her?”


    “It happened in Rome... in the summer. July and August. The heat brought it on, the delusions, the fever... paranoia... madness,” she said, so quietly that he had had to lean forward to catch the last two words.


    Now, he thought Sylvia had overreacted. His grandmother was right: she had had so little in her life, was as unused to drama as Cora was used to it. Poor Sylvia. But as he rose to his feet and moved toward the lamp, something surfaced. At first, a mere sensation, a glimpse and flash of yellow. Then, slowly, more: his mother, another lady, unrecognizable, faceless; a yellow-walled room, long forgotten, unidentifiable; and a small dog—sweet little thing, gray—rolling about on the rug in front of him. His mother and the other lady are behind him, talking. They don’t say the name but he knows that the “she” they speak of refers to his grandmother.


    His mother says, “She’ll never come back here to live, not permanently. She’s too afraid.”


    “But afraid of what?” the faceless woman asks.


    “Being discovered... being found out. Oh, she’ll come back for a drawing room at the palace... spend a week or so gadding about. But she’s terrified of any of them finding her. She thinks I don’t know, but I do.”


    The faceless woman says, “Did he know?”


    “No,” his mother replies, and she almost laughs as she says, “My husband adored her.”


    [image: 9792.jpg]


    Upstairs, Sylvia lay awake in her bed. Too hot to sleep, too distressed to write.


    It had all started with the blessed letter, another letter. It had arrived in the afternoon post, and it had been she, Sylvia, who had taken it in to Cora. Sylvia had noted the pale yellow paper, the name and address typed in red ink... but perhaps only because of the somewhat clashing colors. Never could she have foreseen that she would later be attacked as the messenger.


    Cora took the envelope from her, and as Sylvia spoke of something else—she couldn’t now recall what—Cora glanced at it and then simply placed it to one side, upon her desk. She was dealing with bills, settling accounts. There was no reason for Sylvia to suppose the yellow envelope contained anything more than another invoice. But even then, Cora had been dismissive, sharp with her.


    “Is there anything else?” she had asked, interrupting Sylvia, and just as though she was a wittering servant.


    “No, nothing else,” Sylvia had replied, and far too meekly she thought now.


    Cora had stayed in that room, at her desk, for the remainder of the afternoon, which was odd, because she had told Sylvia at luncheon that she would take no more than an hour over her correspondence and accounts, and then, she said, they would take a walk. So Sylvia had sat on the veranda, waiting. She had used the time productively enough, making a new list of questions to ask Cora, and pondering an idea for a short story. But by four o’clock, and with no sight or sound of Cora, Sylvia had crept along the terrace and peered in through the south window. She could clearly see Cora, in profile, doing absolutely nothing at all but gazing out through another window—the one immediately in front of her desk. She could also see that there were no papers, invoices or even pens out upon the desk.


    She had been pressed up against the climbing hydrangea for some minutes, watching her friend daydream, for that was how it appeared, when she noticed Cora’s lips moving and realized that she was in fact speaking. And so she tiptoed quietly along the wall of the house to the open window, on the other side of which sat Cora. At first, it was impossible to make out what, exactly, Cora was saying. She spoke in a strange, low, monotone voice but, after a little while, Sylvia recognized the words, and listened to her as she continued: “The dew of the morning, sunk chill on my brow... it felt like the warning, of what I feel now. Thy vows are all broken, and light is thy fame: I hear thy name spoken, and share... in its shame.”


    Byron. Sylvia almost said the name out loud. She had been there the very first time Cora recited it—“When We Two Parted”—at her aunt’s soiree, in Rome. And he had been there, too: George. Had he known the lines were for him? Had she ever told him? But yes, he must have known. For it had all been for him; even then, everything was for him. The two of them had crossed paths a number of times by then, and Cora had already visited his studio—in secret and alone—once, or was it twice? Sylvia could not recall.


    But Cora had told her, certainly, of that first visit. He had been nervous, fumbling and awkward. They had spent time looking at the sketches and studies from which he was working, and he had talked her through his vision, his Madonna. He had explained to her how he would use only one or two models for the multitude of minor characters, but would add detail to their dress so that they would appear different. The painting would tell a story, he said, but each section of the vast canvas was as important as the whole, with a separate story to it. Cora said he talked with such conviction and passion, such intensity in his eyes that it made her feel as feeble as a child and yet more alive than ever before. And then he had said to her, “And I want you, Cora, to be my Madonna.”


    Sylvia closed her eyes. Cora continued to murmur.


    Even then, after that first visit to George’s studio, Cora claimed they had confided in each other. She said she had told him things she had never told anyone, which Sylvia found hard to believe. And yet, wasn’t that when Cora had begun to drift away from her? Wasn’t that when Cora had begun to change, altering her story, telling Sylvia she had made mistakes in her recollection of events? But Sylvia had already written things down. And he knew nothing. How could he love her if he knew nothing about her?


    Silence. Sylvia stood perfectly still, hardly daring to breathe. Then Cora began again. She seemed to be in some sort of trance-like state, reciting the poem over and over. What on earth was she doing? Trying to summon him from the grave?


    It was after Sylvia returned to the veranda and had pondered on this bizarre occurrence that she began to think the worst, began to wonder if Cora was in fact losing her senses.


    Later, at dinner, Cora had been unusually quiet. And afterward, as the two women sat alone together, Sylvia had tentatively mentioned the memoirs; had suggested that perhaps they could make a fresh start on it the next day. Cora appeared to be in agreement. She had smiled and nodded, with a degree of magnanimity. But then, when Sylvia very gently said, “I heard you reciting your poem earlier today, dear,” she had flown off the handle, accused Sylvia of spying on her. That was when she had also said Sylvia was obsessed, obsessed with her life. And it was a ridiculous accusation in view of the circumstances.


    “Ridiculous,” she said out loud, wiping her nose. I have simply loved her, loved her and been a loyal and true friend... for all of these years, all of these years... and she’s never appreciated me, all I have done for her... never appreciated.


    Sylvia had made no mention of the letter to Jack, or the queer poetry recital. She had no wish to burden the poor boy further. He had already been through enough. Quite enough. But, if Cora would not tell him the truth, it would, in time, surely fall upon her to do so.

  


  
    Chapter Six
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    The door slams shut. Neither one of them moves. The woman lies crumpled, motionless on the floor; the girl sits in petrified silence, waiting, listening, hardly daring to breathe. Only after his footsteps have faded, only when there is complete quiet does the girl slide down from the chair and run across the room. The woman reaches out, tries to speak, but her mouth is filled with blood, her teeth coated red, and the girl can’t distinguish the words in the gurgling, swelled sound. And so she says, “It’s all right... he’s gone now.”
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    At one time in her life Cora had been a brilliant listener. She had asked a great many questions, keen to hear about the minutiae of others’ lives. Long anecdotes, digressions tedious to anyone else, had been met with an unerring patience and attentiveness. And this skill alone had won her many friends. But now Cora liked to talk. Not necessarily about herself, but of those she had once known, the places she had once lived or visited.


    She had made Tuesdays her “at home” day but other days, too, had seen a steady stream of callers. Once or twice, as many as ten had sat down to take tea with her, glancing about her drawing room with eager eyes and a seemingly endless list of questions, some surprisingly intelligent, others less so. What had Rome been like before the reunification? Had she met Garibaldi? (Of course, she had.) And the Pope? (Yes, many times.) Had she been in Paris during the Commune of ’71? (No, thankfully not. She had been residing in Rome at that time.) Did they still speak Latin in Rome? Was it true that they made the Jews race in bare feet through the streets and locked them up at night?


    The fact that she was able to answer these questions, that she could enlighten, educate and inform her new neighbors had given her a sense of satisfaction, and pride, even a raison d’être for the short time they were in her midst. She was flattered by their interest in her, in her life and her possessions. She pointed to paintings—a watercolor of her former home, the Château de Chazelles in France, a portrait of her at twenty-one years of age, and another of the count in uniform. She spoke of her early days in Rome, pronouncing the unpronounceable, rolling her Rs and slipping into Italian here and there. She explained to them that the English expatriate community, then, had been strong, with an English quarter situated around the Piazza di Spagna—yes, where the famous steps are—and with English shops selling English produce, English tea rooms serving English tea, English hotels, English banks, even English employment bureaus offering English servants. “Well,” someone said, “that is a relief!”


    Rome, she told them, had had no fewer than thirty-five thousand foreigners living within its walls when she first arrived. “Of course, many of them were visitors, there for only the season. And it is without doubt the perfect place to spend the winter months. The light is altogether different then,” she went on, staring out of the window. “I’m not sure how I shall cope with winter in England. I haven’t spent a winter here since—” She stopped. “Since I was a girl.”


    “And, if I may ask, where was that, ma’am? Whereabouts did you grow up?”


    “Gracious, now you are testing me!” she said, affecting a laugh. A few followed suit, and she added, “I rather think I grew up in some distant county that no longer exists, for the world has changed and the place of my childhood is no more.” Heads turned and nodded. “Like many of us here,” she continued, gauging a consensus, “I grew up in a different world.” She turned to the gentleman. “I’m afraid my early life is very dim and distant to me now. And, I fear, decidedly dull by comparison to my life overseas,” she said, smiling.


    She was long used to navigating difficult conversations. It was easy enough, or had been, to chart a course. Deflection was a useful tool, to turn the tables, ask the same question back, and then another, and another, so that that the original question, addressed to her, was abandoned, forgotten. She imagined it similar to driving a motorcar and avoiding the potholes on the road ahead. The driver sees them coming and swiftly takes action. The passengers remain oblivious, distracted by a newly pointed-out vista. But it would, she thought, be nice not to have to drive the blessed motor every time, to be able to be a passenger, be able to sit back and simply take in the view.


    Thus, motoring on, across the Channel and back to Rome, she spoke of glittering entertainments and tableaux vivants, of the torch-lit parties and moonlit charades within the walls of the Colosseum, and casually sprinkled a few famous names. She spoke of a vibrant hubbub of noise and color, and they could almost hear the carriages, carts and wagons, the thunderous clatter of hoofs and wheels. They sat in spellbound silence as she led them down dark and narrow streets, across sunlit piazzas to fountains and churches; they followed her up ancient steps, through vast doorways into cool, candlelit basilicas where saints lay at their feet beneath a marble floor. And they could see it, see it all; hear the fountains gently flowing, smell the incense within the church.


    She chose not to tell them of the eight o’clock curfew, which locked up the poor Jews Pio Nono called “dogs”; she chose not to mention the dead cart, which crossed the piazza beneath her bedroom late at night, swaying this way and that, heavy with lifelessness, and bound for a pit in the Sacred Field beyond the city walls. She chose not to tell them about the city’s lepers and beggars, who slept in filth on the streets and sat outside the baker’s each morning, waiting for crumbs to be thrown. These poor souls, and others, she kept to herself.


    And what about that first journey, someone asked, that must have taken some time? Indeed it had. It had taken over twenty-five days to reach Rome. She tried to recall the route: “From Le Havre by public coach to Nevers, across the mountains to... Chalon-sur-Saône... down the Saône to Lyon... then another steamer, to Avignon... from there, overland to Marseilles, and thence onwards to Civitavecchia.”


    Yes, that was the route, she thought, staring through a shaft of light at a memory... a place so far away no one will ever find us.


    She watched the light break through the small porthole, splintering into a myriad of dust-filled rays. She stepped down from her bed and moved over to the window. “We are here,” she said, turning to her aunt. “We’re in Italy.”


    They had originally expected to sail upriver to Rome, but the captain advised them to continue their journey overland. The French government steamers, which commuted between Rome and the coastal port, transporting the French army and supplies to its protectorate, did so only on appointed days, and this day was not one of them, he explained. He mentioned Palo, some Etruscan tombs at Cerveteri, and though Cora was keen, Fanny said she had no desire to see Palo or to visit any ancient tombs. They needed to get to Rome before nightfall.


    Sidestepping horse dung and beggars, amidst the cacophony of street vendors, soldiers, sailors, horses, dogs, carts and barrows, the two women moved along the quayside toward the carriage office. Italian men, women and children of all ages vied for their attention, desperate to sell their wares, and filthy barefoot children with eyes as black as coal stretched out grubby hands and tugged at their skirts. “Don’t worry, dear, Rome will be quite different,” Fanny said, taking hold of Cora’s arm and guiding her through the quagmire.


    A group of young Italian men attached themselves to the women, walking alongside them. “Inglese? Inglese? Benvenuta!” One pushed forward. “Good day, fine ladies, I speak the English... and I will be your guide, yes?”


    “No, thank you, you will not,” Fanny replied, grasping Cora’s hand.


    “But, signora, please, we are your friends...”


    Cora knew their lack of chaperone made Fanny more nervous than ever, and it had been the same in Marseilles. There, a Monsieur Saint Léger had kindly offered to act as their guide and chaperone, and for a while Fanny appeared quite taken by the attentive Frenchman. Her attempts at his country’s language, as well as her knowledge of Paris, seemed to have impressed him too. However, when he became what Fanny described as “uncommonly interested” in them, asking too many questions, she had had no alternative but to abruptly end their arrangement. “We can’t afford to make any mistakes now,” she had told Cora.


    Two more young Italian men were now walking alongside them, gesticulating and speaking effusively to Cora in Italian, and then English. “I love you!”


    When Cora’s broad smile began to erupt, Fanny halted. “Please!” she hissed. “You’re encouraging them, and I have already warned you about Italian men—they need no encouragement.”


    Before arriving at the carriage office the women found the apothecary the captain had recommended, and there, with the help of Cora’s book, its section “Useful Phrases and Words for the Traveler in Italy,” they purchased a foul-smelling concoction which Fanny was assured would settle her stomach. Cora had wanted to browse the shops and stalls—the draper’s, with its bundles of exotic colored silks propped up outside, the milliner’s, housed in no more than a cupboard, but Fanny said not. They must make haste. “And we must remain on our guard, Cora,” she said, sitting down inside the carriage and pulling the blanket over her lap.


    “Of course.”


    The palette of the landscape glowed in the late morning sun. The air was fresh and cool, and the light very different to the thin midwinter veil of England. As the carriage creaked and swayed, Cora tried not to think back but forward. Italy was her home now. And for a while she kept her eyes closed, knowing that if she opened them tears would escape. For her aunt’s sake, she had for the most part been animated on their journey, pretending to be excited about their new life in Rome, and she was, in a way. But then and there all she could think of was her mother, weeks away and lost to her. For how would she ever find her again?


    Through the lonely meadows and pastures of the campagna the carriage stumbled on, occasionally passing another heading back to the port, or a cart, piled high and swaying perilously from side to side. Abandoned houses languished at deserted crossroads, and scattered about the desolate wilderness were the ruins of a temple, the fallen arches of an aqueduct or the shell of a dilapidated church.


    Late in the afternoon, as the air grew cooler and colors faded, the hazy outline of the city’s rooftops finally came into view. And as the carriage passed by the lopsided tombstones and broken pedestals of the Protestant Cemetery, and entered the gate of Saint Paul, Fanny turned to her niece and smiled. “Now we are here.”


    But the city the women had anticipated had shriveled and shrunken with age. For within its crumbling walls lay only more scattered ruins, tangled up in stunted trees and grass, and wide-open fields, woodland and empty space, with no signs of life. Then, slowly, the inhabited city began to emerge: dilapidated buildings, half built and unfinished, weathered by time and neglect, with tattered shutters of flaking paint, festooned in ragged garments hanging out to dry in the winter sun. The noxious aroma of sewers and festering rubbish permeated the bouquet of cedar, cypress and pine, and the two women sat in silence, each one afraid to speak. Rome was not as they had expected.


    Twisting and turning, the carriage continued, in and out of shadows, shaving doorways, grazing peasants and statues and littered shrines, scraping off plaster and paint. Cora took in her new home. Was it really any different to where they had come from? And those suspicious dark eyes staring back at her, what did they say, what did they ask? Who are you? Why are you here?


    Then, turning on to a wide avenue, Cora gasped. The splendor of the city spread out before her in ruins she recognized from pictures, white marble fountains, sculptures and pillars, columns stretching up to the sky, pink in the twilight. Rome became Rome, ancient and grand, rising up from the muddle of her unruly young buildings and capturing one heart, one imagination.


    It had been upon her arrival in Rome that Cora had made decisions about her life: how it could be, how it would be, and how it would end. She had decided then that she would never suffer the ignominy of being passed over by life and discarded in death. She had decided then that she would have a rich and full life. It lay ahead of her, a blank canvas simply waiting to have color and texture added. She would live, love and die in Rome, and be buried amongst England’s lost poets in the Protestant Cemetery, where a white marble angel would stand guard and a carpet of violets would cover her grave. This was what she decided when she became intoxicated by possibilities, and fell in love for the first and last time.


    “The photographer from Linford is coming today and I rather think we should be outside, on the lawn,” said Cora, standing by the window, her back to Mrs. Davey. “Yes, the light will be better for him... perhaps by the horse chestnut,” she added, turning to the housekeeper. “It’s a little cooler and more shaded there. If you and Sally can erect the gazebo, and perhaps induce Mr. Cordery to help you, that would be perfect. We shall take tea there.”


    “I’ll see what can be arranged, ma’am,” Mrs. Davey said, sounding less than enamored by the idea.


    “Tea in the garden, how delightful,” said Sylvia as the door closed. “I’ve always loved taking tea in an English garden at the height of summer. Tea and scones, and white linen... and green, green grass and buttercups, and daisies and butterflies and sunshine,” she went on, quietly, whimsically. “It all fits together so beautifully, don’t you agree?”


    Cora glanced toward her and sat down.


    “Like tea and crumpets toasted over a roaring fire in winter, when it’s dark and stormy and snowing outside, hmm?”


    Cora nodded. “But the grass is hardly green, and I fear we, too, may wither and perish in this heat.”


    “Oh, but we’ll be fine in the shade. You have your fan, and you’re more used than any of us to a torrid climate.”


    The two women had made up their differences the previous day, after Cora had apologized. Sylvia had assured her that she had not been spying, would never dream of doing such a thing. Cora had shaken her head. “Please,” she said, “let’s not speak of it. I was out of sorts. You know me well enough by now, I think, to know it meant nothing.”


    Too hot to be outside, they had spent the day together indoors, comparing notes on specific times; lost for the entire afternoon in their shared recollections, almost laughing at their younger selves. But Sylvia could see that her friend was still troubled, deeply troubled. She knew it would only irritate Cora if she asked too many questions, so instead she attempted to distract her friend with prompts beginning, Do you remember when...


    Whilst Cora spoke, Sylvia took copious notes, and then later, in the evening, read them back to Cora, who nodded her head all through, and seemed perfectly happy with what was recorded. Before retiring to bed, Cora had thanked Sylvia for her patience, told her that she had enjoyed their day together. And Sylvia had gone to bed satisfied, happy. At last they had made a start. They had begun at Rome but Cora had assured her that they would “deal with” the beginning—Paris, and even Suffolk—all in good time. And Sylvia, keen to cement their new understanding, had said, “There’s no rush. We have plenty of time, dear.”


    Shortly after they had first met in Rome, Cora had mentioned her family—her parents and siblings—to Sylvia. “All gone,” was all she could say as a tear rolled down her cheek. Later, she had elaborated on this, telling Sylvia the story of her poor family’s demise. Her mother, a renowned beauty, feted by society and despised by other women, had died in childbirth, leaving her heartbroken father to bring up their four children alone. At that time, she, her father and siblings had lived with their grandparents on their vast estate in Suffolk. But in the aftermath of this tragedy her father had taken to drink and gambling, and within twelve months of her mother’s death he had shot himself. It was then that Cora had been placed in the care of her mama’s sister, Fanny, who was living in Paris at the time with a distant French relation. Her younger brothers and sister had continued to live with their grandparents, but in the course of the following two years all three of her siblings died: one of pneumonia and two in the cholera epidemic.


    But the very next day Cora appeared to regret telling Sylvia this version of events, for she had called on her and said, “What I told you yesterday... about my family, you haven’t repeated it to anyone, have you? You see, it’s not necessarily the truth... not the whole truth. I am not allowed to tell anyone... but I’ll tell you one day, I promise.”


    The mystery had been compelling enough for Sylvia thereafter to be vigilant. But as she listened to Cora, and to others, rather than be able to piece together what might have happened, she had only become more confused. Locations changed, names altered, and siblings were unborn. Then, not long before George left Rome, and in an angry and highly strung state after an argument with her aunt, Cora blurted out another version of events, one that Sylvia, to her everlasting and eternal regret, would repeat.


    Now, Cora said, “By the way, Jack has invited a girl to tea.”


    “Well, how lovely, how marvelous.”


    “Cecily... Cecily Chadwick.”


    “Cecily Chadwick,” Sylvia repeated, whispering the name, as though it were a secret in itself. Then she opened her eyes wide: “Aha! Quelle surprise! Le Double Cs.”


    “Yes, a queer coincidence.”


    “He’s quite taken with her, don’t you think?” Sylvia said, tilting her head, peering over her spectacles at Cora.


    “He barely knows her,” Cora replied. “But it would seem he likes her enough to invite her here to tea, to meet me,” she added.


    “How exciting!”


    Never having been married, never having had children, never having known pain and heartache or love and loss other than the deaths of her parents at ripe ages, and after calm and orderly lives, Cora believed that Sylvia viewed the world through a child’s eyes, with a child’s propensity for emotion. Life to Sylvia was exciting, splendid and marvelous, or perplexing and unfathomably queer, or sad. No two states, no two emotions, coexisted, for there had been no dichotomy, no duality in Sylvia’s world. She remained, Cora thought, oblivious to the complexities of the human heart, the nearness and sometimes overlap of love and hate. She had had no reference to, no real understanding of the characteristics of a passionate nature: that a woman could both laugh and cry with grief, or hate the man she loved, or be driven to madness, and even murder, by a thing as sweet and tender as love.


    Sylvia had written about love, of course, and continued to do so. But her stories were about a particular type of love, a certain sort of character: the requited type, the fathomable sort, leading to a happy ending. Cora knew that as far as Sylvia was concerned, Cora’s life had been rich and filled with love: the love of her husbands, the love of her children and friends. Each seemingly unhappy ending had reshaped itself, altering to a happy one. And, even now, Sylvia determined a glorious sunset on Cora’s life. Oh yes, she kept saying, it would all turn out fine in the end. But would it?


    The memoirs remained an issue, and in truth Cora regretted ever having agreed to it. There were ways round it, she had decided, though she was not yet entirely sure how to navigate them. In the meantime, the focus of their attention would be Rome: her first years there, meeting George, his early work. She could not let Sylvia down. The book seemed to be her raison d’être. And Cora had promised her, promised her years ago, that she would be the one, the only one, to tell her story.


    Earlier that morning, alone in the temple, she had stared at the name once more. Typewritten in capitals and red ink, it was designed to shock her, warn her, she knew. But what was she to do? There was no demand for money, not yet. That would come later, perhaps. No, this was simply to let her know that the past—her past, her secret—was not forgotten.


    She would just have to bide her time. After all, what was the worst that could happen? The man in question was long dead. No one would remember; no one would be interested. Any self-respecting newspaper editor would throw the story out. But as she rose to her feet her resolve sank. She had come too far to allow anyone to besmirch her name, the Lawson name, or jeopardize Jack’s future.

  


  
    Chapter Seven
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    By noon, the thermometer outside read eighty-seven degrees Fahrenheit. By three o’clock it had risen to eighty-nine. Rosetta predicted another of her turns if the heat did not abate, and sat holding a damp towel to her head at the kitchen table, from time to time muttering expletives. Madeline was in her workroom, as usual, wrestling with swaths of green velvet: the Brownlows’ new winter curtains. And Ethne was noisily, laboriously practicing—what sounded to Cecily like one long, thumping dirge—on the pianoforte.


    In a white cotton dress with a broad blue sash, Cecily descended the stairs. The dress, once her mother’s, had never appealed to Ethne and thus had come direct to her. Originally, in Madeline’s day, it had had a profusion of lace ruffles running from its high neckline down over the bodice, but Madeline had altered it to fit Cecily’s specifications: a narrower skirt, a flat sailor-style neckline and collar, no lace and a shortened hemline.


    “You look very pretty, dear,” said Madeline, raising her head. She stood at the cutting table, scissors in hand. The room smelled of lavender and camphor and newly cut fabric. “Enjoy your tea party.”


    Cecily walked across the hallway and picked up her straw hat. Earlier, after lunch, she had managed to find a few roses in the garden, a few the drought had not yet killed off, and had pinned them to the ribbon round the hat’s crown. She placed her hat on her head, checked her appearance in the mirror, and walked on, to the kitchen.


    Rosetta removed the towel from her forehead and looked up as she entered. “My, you do look a picture... you look like a bride... on her wedding day!” she said, tearfully, red-faced.


    Poor Rosetta. Her face, her hands—even her body—appeared to have swollen in the heat. She had dispensed with her stockings and her strangely misshapen shoes, which lay on the floor next to where she sat, and her feet were resting in a large pail of water.


    “Poor Rosetta,” said Cecily, bending down and kissing Rosetta’s thick warm hair.


    “My little angel, that’s what you are. My little angel, sent from Him above... the only one who cares about poor old Rosetta.”


    Cecily moved swiftly through the darkened scullery, where flies buzzed at the mesh-covered window and crawled about the leftover ham lying out on the slate bench. She stepped out into an incandescent day. Nothing moved, nothing stirred. The air was still and silent, heavy with the weight of an oppressive heat. Even in the last hour the temperature seemed to have risen. And as she walked down the pathway and turned onto the track, she felt that weight, a pressure upon her head and in her chest, and with it, a strange sense of foreboding. Not nervousness, exactly, but the queerest sense of some future sadness, like the fluttering of an ill-conceived notion, or the fleeting scent of misfortune. For a moment, even the track ahead appeared portentous, darker. As though the arching branches had eyes, fixed on her, watching her. As though they knew a secret not from the past but from the future.


    Breathing in deeply, dispelling doubt and moving on, she wondered who else might be at the house, and she hoped that Sonia Brownlow would not be there. “Sycophant,” she said out loud. Oh, how she wished Annie had been invited too. But the invitation had been for her alone.


    It had been Jack who had invited her. He had called at the house himself. But he had been rather offhand, she thought, flippant. “You’re very welcome to drop by for tea on Tuesday, if you fancy,” he had said, staring toward the gate to the orchard.


    “That would be nice. At what time?”


    “Quarter past four.”


    Then he turned and marched off down the path.


    As she walked down the driveway toward the house, Cecily could hear voices drifting over the bank of rhododendrons on her right. She could hear Mr. Fox quite distinctly, too loudly, speaking about the falling attendance at church. Then another voice, unrecognizable and vaguely apologetic, saying something about faith being carried in the heat... or was it in the heart?


    She wasn’t sure how, exactly, to announce her arrival: should she go toward the voices, take a pathway and wander through bushes, then emerge, unannounced, in front of them all; or should she go to the front door?


    She walked on, toward the shadowed north-facing front of the house, where the gritted driveway merged with a large circular space big enough for carriages to turn. At its center was a bed of tall grasses and a small oriental-looking tree. Immediately in front of the house, defining its lines, emphasizing its symmetry, was a neatly trimmed box hedge. She slowed her pace as she passed two shaded windows, noting her reflection in each, and trying to see beyond the glass; but the blind within one was drawn down and the shapes within the other too indistinct to make anything out.


    The front door stood open and, next to a substantial boot-scraper firmly fixed to the ground, a coconut mat said “Welcome.” Ahead of Cecily was a small anteroom with a highly polished black-and-white marble-tiled floor, another boot-scraper with brushes, a mirrored coat stand to the wall on the right, draped in a variety of cloaks and coats, and a pair of discarded galoshes beneath; directly opposite her another half glass-paneled door remained closed. Cecily stared into the glass, straightening her hat, checking and smoothing her dress, then pulled on the bell.


    It took a while for the young maid to emerge from the shadows and open the door, but as soon as she did, and before Cecily could speak, she said, “Good day, do come in, please follow me, miss,” and beckoned her into the darkened hallway. She led Cecily past a long ancient-looking table, where a red leather frame announced “IN” and where an arrangement of wilting flowers had shed petals and pollen onto letters and papers scattered beneath. Above the table hung a large oil painting: a Pre-Raphaelite-looking woman with golden flowing hair, standing by a pillar and staring back at Cecily over a bare shoulder. They passed a settee of chipped gilt, faded pink velvet and tattered brocade, a stairway of threadbare carpet leading up to a half-landing where light flooded in through a tall arched window, illuminating dust motes and cobwebs. She followed the maid down a passageway, past a marble sculpture of a naked man, to another glass-paneled door, and then out onto a canopied veranda. Here stood two more sculptures, some aged wickerwork chairs and a table, and a passionflower, thick and rampant and twisted around posts. They stepped out onto a wide stone-flagged terrace, which looked out over flowerbeds and lawns, beyond the formal terraced gardens to a wilderness of trees. The maid lifted her arm, pointing to a green-and-white-striped gazebo set out on the grass. “Her ladyship’s yonder. Tea’s to be served outside today,” she said, bobbing her head and turning away.


    As Cecily descended the steps leading down to the lawn, she heard the rector say, “Aha, and here she is!” Ahead, under the canvas and seated in a variety of chairs, were the rector, Sonia Brownlow and her sister, Marjorie, Miss Combe, and a bespectacled lady with thinning gray hair and a book in her lap, whom Cecily immediately and instinctively knew to be the lady novelist.


    In the center of the huddle, majestically upright and watching Cecily as she crossed the lawn, was an elderly lady in an old-fashioned rigid ensemble of navy blue-and-white-striped silk with lace cuffs, and a broad-brimmed navy blue hat atop a cloud of white hair. She wore an inscrutable expression, her eyes almost closed, her mouth unsmiling. Even if Cecily had not known who she was—and she knew exactly who she was—her eyes would have been drawn to this one person. Wherever she had seen her, whether in some busy city street, on a train, in a painting or photograph, she would have noticed her, been drawn to her. For her presence was compelling, without need of name or identity. Cecily felt a new sense of trepidation.


    The rector rose to his feet: “Allow me to introduce you to Miss Cecily Chadwick, ma’am,” he said, with a nod to Cecily and a half-bow toward the lady. And without thinking, completely spontaneously, for she had not planned it, and had never in her life made such a gesture before, Cecily placed one foot forward and lowered her body in a deep curtsy. As soon as she raised her head she caught Sonia’s pinkish smirk, and felt her own face tingle. But the countess’s demeanor shifted; she opened up her bright blue eyes and smiled.


    “Cecily. How lovely to meet you. Do sit down, my dear,” she said, gesturing to the empty chair at her side. “I imagine you know everyone here.”


    Cecily glanced about and nodded as the others said hello.


    “And this is my dear friend, Miss Dorland,” she went on. “Miss Dorland and I grew up together in Rome. Miss Dorland writes novellas,” she added, with a sudden and definite emphasis on the last word.


    “Novels,” the bespectacled lady said quietly. “I write novels.” And she smiled at Cecily.


    “I thought we’d take tea outside today, Cecily. I do hope it’s not too much for you, dear, this heat.”


    “No, no, it’s—”


    “One so loathes abandoning summer, peering out at it like a sick child from beyond a window, never being able to step out into this glorious light,” she said, gesturing bejeweled hands upward. And then she tilted her head back, closed her eyes and breathed in deeply.


    Cecily watched her. She saw that her skin was tanned, more tanned than anyone else’s she knew, though she had seen people—even women of a similar age—at the fair with that same sort of coloring and had always thought it attractive. But the countess was nothing like any woman at any fair. In fact, the countess was nothing like any other woman. The combination and contrast between the color of her skin, her eyes, and the whiteness of her hair was striking and, despite her age, quite beautiful. In repose, the corners of her mouth slipped downward, lending age and an air of sadness to a face that still had something of the glow of youth about it, in spite of its lines. And that mouth... the mouth was—or certainly had been—a very pretty mouth, Cecily thought. But it was impossible to put an age—a definite age—on the lady. To Cecily, the countess appeared settled in that ill-defined place women reach, eventually, sometime after forty. A place her mother had happily, voluntarily—and prematurely—entered; a place where white hair alone did not necessarily denote years. She glanced at the novelist: girlish in demeanor, ancient in looks, she surmised. Confusing. She looked back at the countess: ancient in demeanor, but something still girlish around that mouth, puckering, pursing, smiling and pouting in turn. Then, as though sensing the scrutiny, the countess opened her eyes and turned to Cecily with a curious smile.


    “Sunlight!” she said, dramatically. “It’s what feeble bodies crave, what troubled souls hunger for.”


    “I just adore sunshine,” said Sonia, emulating the countess and tilting her head upward. “I think it’s perhaps something to do with having been born in the tropics.”


    “You should be careful, it can make folk feverish. Look at the deaths in the newspaper, and one here in Linford only last week. It’s taken its toll, that’s for sure,” Miss Combe said, ever the voice of sobriety and caution, and tucking her chin into a froth of lace. “And it’s been proven it can make people go quite mad.”


    “It is not the heat which makes one go mad, Miss Combe,” the countess said, “though it is, I grant you, a contributory factor. No, it’s the lack of sleep, the broken nights... the nightmares. The lack of peace our consciences need and require in order for us to face each and every new day.”


    “Hear, hear!” boomed Mr. Fox.


    Cecily noticed Miss Dorland open the notebook in her lap, lick her pencil, and then scribble something down. She heard Marjorie whisper loudly to Sonia, “That doesn’t make any sense. Why do babies need so much sleep then? Surely they have clear consciences.”


    “It’s always so refreshing to have the young amongst us, wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Fox?” the countess continued, ignoring Marjorie and turning to the rector. “One always feels invigorated by their... sheer zest and joie de vivre.”


    “Ah, yes, indeed, ma’am,” he said, nodding, his eyes fluttering shut.


    She turned to Cecily. “So, my dear, do tell me a little more about yourself. I hear that you’ve lived in Bramley all of your life.”


    “Yes, that’s right. And in the same house too... the place my father built.”


    The countess released a short gasp. “Mr. Chadwick, such a talented man!”


    “You knew him?”


    “No, my dear, sadly I did not. But I’m always impressed by men who build, design or make things. What gifted, talented souls they are, as all artists are. But such a great loss to you and your poor mama...” She shuddered. “Oh, to be robbed of a father, that paternal, guiding force, that fountain of knowledge and wisdom. ’Tis arguably the second greatest loss for our sex to endure.”


    The countess did not appear to notice Cecily’s blush, or Miss Dorland’s nervous glance toward the rector.


    “Yes, indeed,” she continued, “far worse, I think, than the loss of a spouse, a husband, but of course not as great as the loss of a child,” she added quietly. “No, that is the greatest loss for any woman to endure.”


    Minutes later, as two maids came across the lawn toward them, carrying the tea paraphernalia, and whilst the others talked amongst themselves, the countess turned to Cecily. For a moment she did not speak, but simply smiled at Cecily, studying her face. Her blue gaze moved across Cecily’s features, her nose, her mouth, then back to her eyes. And it was intoxicating, a scrutiny that made Cecily feel light-headed, quite dizzy. The countess said, “You know, we have the same initials, you and I. The double Cs.” She leaned closer. “My name is Cora, Cora de Chevalier,” she said, lifting her arm, stretching out her hand. On her little finger was a heavy gold ring engraved with two intertwined Cs. “So you see, already, we have a great deal in common.”


    As tea was served and sipped, and plates of scones and queen cakes, and shortbread and small triangular sandwiches passed about, the conversation meandered from this to that and back again. There was no sign of Jack, and the countess made no reference to him, offered no apology for his absence. Cecily watched Miss Dorland, noted how quietly she sat. An observer, she concluded. And from time to time she caught the novelist’s eye, and they smiled at each other.


    Mr. Fox spoke at some length about Lady Agatha Withenshaw (she had recently donated substantial monies to the clock tower and war widows funds). And then Miss Combe interjected, stretching her neck from a sea of ruffles and white lace to say that Lady Agatha had a vested interest: she was a war widow herself. Mr. Fox smiled, said that was not the point, but then failed to elaborate further, and Miss Combe, glancing away, tucking in an already receding chin, murmured something, and Cecily heard the word “gold digger.”


    There were debates on the temperature, reckonings—and a tally—on local deaths the heat had caused, and then discussion of the growing unrest across the country. The countess spoke about the trouble in the Balkans, about Germany’s egotism, and then, shaking her head and genuflecting, said something in French. At which point, Mr. Fox tried to laugh but it came out all wrong, and the countess threw him a withering glance. Cecily made a mental note to read up on foreign news, and to look up the Balkans in the atlas when she returned home. The countess appeared to know about everything: history, art, empires, civilization, science and social order; the future of India, the future of Germany, the future of mankind; and wars. Listening to her, it seemed as though the whole world was in turmoil, standing on the edge of the abyss, looking down into the void. She told Mr. Fox that he and all of England needed to wake up, and Cecily heard Miss Combe gasp. Then she proclaimed that England itself was on the verge of civil war, to which the rector responded with mirth, and teased her, saying, “You have spent too long, ma’am, in countries not your own. We are civilized here.”


    “Civilized?” she repeated. “Someone once told me England was filled with civilized philistines and cultured barbarians.” She paused, smiling coquettishly, and perhaps more to herself and a memory than to anyone present. “London, I was told—and yes, it was a very long time ago—was a capricious city dressed up in finery, pretending to like art without ever knowing what art is. London, I was told, was a place of ignorant snobbery! No, I’m not sure the English are civilized, not yet, Mr. Fox.”


    “I’m afraid I have to disagree,” he replied. “We may have lost some dignity... certainly since the eighties and nineties, but this country remains the most civilized of the Western world. Our culture, our manners, our society—and our Empire—are envied the world over.”


    “Pffsh,” she cried, with a rapid gesture of her hand. “We have lost our dignity, Mr. Fox, and we have lost our way: morally, spiritually and culturally. What made us great has made us arrogant and will surely pull us down. Look at Liverpool, and London for that matter. How can we speak of civilization, what pride can there be in our Empire when people here are starving? Such poverty is the direct result of that insatiable appetite for Empire. Imperialism, profit, expansion—it all comes at a cost. And I have seen the squalid tenements and courts and alleys that are also a part of our Empire, Mr. Fox. They are nothing to be proud of.”


    For a moment Cecily wondered if the countess had been poor-peopling, like Sonia’s mother—visiting those desperate families who lived in only one room. She saw Mr. Fox smile, close his eyes, and then heard him say something quietly about history. But the countess interrupted him again, saying that history could never record the truth, or any individual stories. They would be lost, gone forever. It would take an overview, it would generalize, she said, diminishing real stories and identities, personal perspectives, and within them truths, turning triumph, defeat and tragedy into something else: popular entertainment, she suggested.


    The rector made no reply, and for a minute or two no one spoke.


    Then Miss Combe began: she was considering electricity, canvassing opinion on its safety. Someone had told her that it was not compatible with long hot summers, which seemed prevalent nowadays. (And there was a brief exchange about English summers of the past, whether they had in fact been hotter, longer, better.) Mr. Fox advocated that electricity, the sort that traveled through wires, was quite unnecessary. Wires, he said, were the problem. Wires were not compatible with the British way of life and should not be tolerated. It was the countess’s turn to laugh. And she did. Then she mentioned someone named Marconi, a friend of hers, Cecily presumed. Yes, the rector conceded, the Italians were good with wires. Or rather, that’s what he seemed to be saying.


    And thus, like the ebb and flow of waves upon a shore, the tide drifted back to Italy, to Rome. The countess spoke of people whose names Cecily knew she really ought to know, but the countess seemed to know so many. For every name she mentioned was followed swiftly by another, and then another. And Mr. Fox in particular—in fact, alone—turned quite giddy and began to rub his thighs, like one of Cecily’s infant schoolboys when they were allowed to clean the blackboard. And Cecily, embarrassed for him, for a moment distracted by him, missed the beginning of another story: about a doll in Rome, a doll that performed miracles.


    “The Piazza d’Ara Coeli,” the countess was saying, “lies at the heart of medieval Rome, close to Monte Palatino and the Roman Forum. Like all piazzas, it has a fountain at its center, and a church: the church of Santa Maria d’Ara Coeli. Situated on the Capitoline hill, overlooking the piazza, it is built upon the site of the ancient Roman Temple of Jupiter, where Augustus heard the sibyl announce the birth of Christ. It houses the Santissimo Bambino, a wooden doll carved from a tree that grew on the Mount of Olives, and said to have been painted by Saint Luke himself. There are many stories about how the Santissimo Bambino found its way to Rome, and each one includes a miracle. Romans believe the doll has divine powers and is able to heal the sick. And, up until quite recently, it was often carried from Maria d’Ara Coeli and transported through the city’s streets in its own carriage—with footmen and priests in attendance—to visit those sick and infirm. In return, grateful Romans continue to bring the Bambino gifts—money, jewels and gold. And each Christmas the children of Rome visit the doll, to sing to it, and offer up prayers and thanks. It is an ugly, macabre thing,” she added, wrinkling her nose. “Though I’ve oft enough prayed to it myself.”


    “I was always frightened of it,” the novelist said quietly. “I never liked its face, never liked to look into its eyes.”


    “Did it really perform miracles?” Marjorie asked.


    But the countess suddenly appeared distracted. She gazed toward some steps at the edge of the lawn, smiling and frowning at the same time, as though she had just noticed an old friend.


    Miss Dorland said, “So the Romans believe.”


    There was something childlike about the novelist’s voice, something innocent and tremulous and sweet. And just as one could see that the countess had been a great beauty, one could also see that Miss Dorland had not. Her looks accommodated themselves well to age, and Cecily imagined she possibly hadn’t altered very much in appearance since her youth. Her face was unexceptional, unremarkable, like so many others—forgettable. And yet there was an innate softness to her, in her manner, and genuine warmth in her unforced smile. She deferred to the countess in all things, it seemed, and watched her closely, her eyes constantly moving back to her. And the countess for her part appeared to treat Miss Dorland like a younger sister, or perhaps a daughter. She looked down at the grass and up at the sky as she listened to her friend speak, occasionally correcting her on a detail, or on her pronunciation. “No, dear, it wasn’t actually then... the D is silent, dear... no, Sylvia, she was his aunt, not his mother,” and so on. But it was clear, to Cecily at least, that the two women knew each other very well, and had known each other for many years. Like an old married couple (rather like Mr. and Mrs. Fox, Cecily thought), they finished each other’s sentences and corroborated each other’s anecdotes with nods and murmurings; and when one could not remember—a detail, name, time or place—the other swiftly stepped in.


    Cecily noted the elderly novelist’s hands, fidgeting and busy all the while, playing tunes between fingertips, tapping a beat on an invisible machine. She spoke in short precise sentences, and, every so often, lifted a hand and touched the small gold-framed spectacles perched upon the bridge of her nose.


    To look at, the two women were the antithesis of each other: one still voluptuous, with a shape Cecily imagined to have been envied in youth and that extravagant cloud of white-white hair; the other angular and flat, with dull gray hair scraped back into an impoverished bun. Unlikely friends. And yet, Miss Dorland was—and must always have been—a calm presence in the countess’s turbulent life, Cecily supposed.


    Cecily could have listened to the countess all day, particularly when she became caught up in a reminiscence, for there was something, then, in her style, the mellifluous sound of her voice, her enunciation and consideration of each and every syllable, as though she was reciting poetry. She paused, pursed her mouth, and sometimes pouted; she sighed midsentence, looked heavenward, closed her eyes, opened them, leaned forward, raised her hands, breathed in deeply, then stared into the distance, ponderously, as everyone waited for her next word, next sentence, next exhalation.


    There was one queer moment though, when Miss Combe mentioned a story that had appeared in the newspaper about a local woman who had been sent to prison for bigamy. A name was mentioned, and Mr. Fox nodded solemnly; yes, he knew the woman in question. Had he married her? Cecily wondered. But Miss Combe went on to say that the woman had had no fewer than three bigamous marriages, and that the variety of children from each totaled thirteen. The countess listened to all of this, and to Mr. Fox’s murmurings; then, with a great intake of breath, she said that bigamy was a very complex issue and, in many cases, an understandable course of action. It had been common enough, she said, in times gone by; indeed, she herself had known bigamists, both male and female, who were quite respectable people as well. She cited a number of hypothetical cases, reasons why it could not, perhaps should not, be viewed as a crime, and she spoke—seemingly with some authority—about the archaic divorce laws. Mr. Fox then leaned forward, wide-eyed, and spluttered, “But you sound as though you’re advocating it, ma’am.”


    She smiled at him, closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, not advocating it, Mr. Fox. Rather, trying to understand. This woman has been locked away, her family broken up, her children farmed out to strangers. The law refuses to look at the reasons for the action; it simply sees the crime and punishes the perpetrator. But, like self-defense, a crime is not a crime if it can be justified, understood... and then, perhaps, forgiven.”


    Mr. Fox sat back in his chair. No one spoke.


    When the photographer, Mr. Trigg, appeared, Cecily at first thought that he, too, was there as a guest. Then the countess raised her hand to him and said, “Dear Mr. Trigg, do please say if you require anything. I’m afraid my grandson is not yet back from his motor excursion and we can’t possibly go ahead until he is here.”


    Sonia said, “Ooh, are we to have our photograph taken, ma’am?”


    “Mr. Trigg is here to photograph some of my paintings, but I thought it rather a nice idea for him to capture us as well,” she replied, as the photographer quietly busied himself, arranging his equipment on the lawn.


    By the time Jack finally appeared—leaping over a small box hedge and striding across the lawn toward them—Miss Combe was on her feet saying she felt rather queer about having her photograph taken; she had not expected it. He wore no jacket, no necktie, and the waistcoat of his suit was unbuttoned. He apologized for his tardiness, explaining to them that his motorcycle had had a puncture somewhere south of Linford, and his soiled white shirt—as the countess pointed out—seemed to verify this. Miss Combe sat back down; Sonia sat up; and Cecily stared down at the grass. Mr. Fox laughed. “Motorcycles indeed!”


    “Well, my darling, I’m afraid you’ve missed tea but I’m sure Mrs. Davey will bring out a fresh pot soon enough.”


    “I’m fine,” he said, catching Cecily’s eye.


    He moved forward, hovering over the plates on the linen-covered table, picked up a handful of sandwiches, and then sat down on the grass. The rector spoke to him about his new motorcycle, and Cecily heard him say, yes, he was running it in, but had taken it up to almost forty on the Linford straight. And she pictured him, flying along that road she knew so well, with the wind in his hair, looking out at the world through goggles. Speed, she thought, he likes speed.


    Mr. Trigg announced that he was set up and ready, if it was convenient to her ladyship. Chairs were moved about. Sonia put on her gloves, Miss Combe dispensed with her parasol, and Jack and Mr. Fox took their places, standing behind the ladies. Then Mr. Trigg told them all to remain perfectly still until he gave the word...


    And it was all over in a flash.


    The countess clapped her hands. “Bravo! Well done, Mr. Trigg!”


    Shuffling and smiling done, conversation resumed. Sonia asked Miss Dorland about her next novel. It was to be titled Lord of Nivernais and set in France, the lady novelist replied. Then the countess explained that Nivernais was a region of France where she had once lived. She laughed. “I don’t believe I’m being too immodest when I say I suspect the book owes something to me.” Miss Dorland replied, “Well of course, they all owe something to you, dear.” Sonia said she would love someone to write a book about her one day, Miss Combe said she could think of nothing worse, and Marjorie quietly helped herself to another queen cake. Mr. Fox and Jack continued to talk about motorbikes, and motorcars, and airplanes. And Cecily heard Jack telling him, too, that one day soon enough people would be traveling all over the world by air.


    “How about that, Mr. Fox?” the countess interrupted. “You and Mrs. Fox could fly to Rome!” she said.


    He shook his head. “Mrs. Fox would never entertain such a notion. And I certainly shan’t be volunteering. The modern world is unsettled, in a state of flux, I fear, and this need for continual change, invention, reinvention!” he shouted—to make his point, Cecily presumed—“is too much for me. But I must admit, I do rather like the idea of a motorcar,” he went on, turning his attention back to Jack, seated at his feet. “Yes, Mrs. Fox and I were discussing the possibilities only this morning and—”


    “I think you’ve been rather neglectful of your guest, Jack,” the countess broke in, waving a hand in Cecily’s direction. “Perhaps you’d like to show Cecily around the place... the gardens?”


    “Of course,” he replied, rising to his feet. “Would you like to to see around the gardens?”


    Sonia stood up. “I’d love to see the gardens,” she said, oblivious of any faux pas. “You know, we never did get to see them last time,” she added, turning to the countess.


    “Ah, your enthusiasm is to be commended. But I was looking forward to having a little conversation with you, Sonia. I’ve barely spoken to you, my dear.”


    Sonia looked from the countess to Jack and then back at the countess, and then sat down.


    The countess turned to Cecily. “Allow Jack to take you on a little tour. It’s hardly Versailles, but I think we’re making progress,” she said, smiling beguilingly at Cecily.


    They walked across the lawn to steps leading down to another, fringed by wide herbaceous borders and swaths of overgrown wilting rosebushes. A gritted pathway crossed the second at right angles in the center, where an ancient-looking sundial stood, and, beyond it, a long pergola, festooned in creepers and trailers, and dangling tentacles like cobweb-covered hands. At the end of the pergola, next to an arbor, a tall black wrought-iron gate stood open on to the wooded hillside, where centuries of fallen leaves had made a thick carpet of the earth. Here, under towering beeches and pines, the brightness was diffused, the air cooler.


    He said, “I’m sorry I was so late. I hope it wasn’t too much of an ordeal for you.”


    “No, it wasn’t an ordeal,” she replied, walking on.


    The sound of a motorcar’s engine drifted over from the other side of the valley, its horn honking loudly as it approached the last hairpin bend before the village. And when its noise finally abated the voices on the lawn were no longer audible. But the sound of the fair on the village green—a brass band and children shrieking—drifted up through the wooded dell.


    “You know, when the house was first built there were very few trees here, on this part of the hill. Apparently one could see Linford and beyond, almost as far as the coast on a fine day.”


    “This place was built for her, for your grandmother?” Cecily asked, glancing toward him.


    “I believe so. I suppose she wanted to have somewhere to come back to, eventually. And all these pine trees,” he added, looking upward, “are a nod to Rome. She’d have no doubt moved the Roman Forum here if she could’ve done.”


    “But she never lived here, until now.”


    “No. She preferred to live in Rome, and Paris. It’s where all her friends are... or were. And”—he looked at her and smiled—“she’s not overly fond of England.”


    “Why is that?”


    He shrugged his shoulders, ran a hand through his hair. “She considers herself European, and having been an expatriate for so long, I think she feels somewhat estranged from English ways and customs. She finds people here”—he paused, pondering, searching for the words—“perhaps a tad judgmental, narrow-minded. She abhors snobbery, says England invented it,” he added, amusement in his voice.


    He stepped from the pathway, pulling back overgrown laurel and waist-high ferns to reveal stone steps leading down to another path. And as he held back the branches and Cecily moved down the steps, she caught the pungent musky scent of fox.


    “She’s had a such an interesting life,” she said, ducking cobwebs, stepping from the hard stone onto a deep brown carpet of pine needles and leaves.


    He leapt down the last few steps, landing in front of her. “Yes,” he said, breathlessly, looking back at her. “Though bizarrely I don’t know a great deal about it. You see, we’ve not seen an awful lot of each other. She was always overseas and, well, I was here with my mother. I’m only just getting to know her... and about her life.”


    “Must be queer,” Cecily said, glancing away, “to only now be getting to know each other.”


    “I suppose it is,” he replied, turning and walking on. “She loves to speak about Rome, as I’m sure you’ve gathered this afternoon. And she loves to talk about Paris, and the old château, but she’s not too fond—seems almost reluctant—to speak of her childhood and early life. I imagine it was a sad time for her. She lost both of her parents so young, was left with no one apart from her aunt, who was more like a mother to her. Watch out for the holly,” he added, over his shoulder.


    “Did you ever visit her in Rome?”


    “No, sadly not. I saw her on the rare occasions she came to London, but she and my mother never saw eye to eye, and there was always... always a strained atmosphere. I used to think she blamed my mother for my father’s death.” He reached down, picked up a stone and, just as though it were a cricket ball, ran forward, described an arc and hurled it out across the valley.


    “But that was an accident, surely?”


    “Yes, of course it was. But I’m not sure my mother was my grandmother’s ideal choice of wife for my father. Her background was so different. Her father—my maternal grandfather—was South American, Argentinian.”


    “I thought you said she hated snobbery?”


    He laughed. “She’s contradictory, if nothing else,” he said, shaking his head. “No, my mother, or perhaps more specifically her father, were not the match my grandmother had in mind. He was an opera singer, or wanted to be. He had no money when he arrived here in this country—sang for pennies, by all accounts. His name was Virdeon Cazabon. Rather a good name for an opera singer, don’t you agree?” he said.


    “That’s where you get your dark looks from.”


    “Both of my parents were dark. I’ll show you a photograph later, if you’d like.”


    She nodded. “Yes, I’d like to see.”


    “I was born there, in Argentina... Buenos Aires. My mother for some reason decided that I should be born there and not in England.” He paused. “It was shortly after we returned here that my father died.”


    “He fell from his horse?”


    He stopped. “Yes, and not very far from here, as it happens. He was out hunting... it was January, the earth was hard... and his horse took a tumble. A rabbit hole, I believe. He was thrown... landed on his head... died hours later.” He turned to her. “Fate, eh?”


    Cecily shook her head. “Fate...”


    They continued on in silence down the steep path, deep into the valley and taller woods, zigzagging briars, thickets of holly, bracken and ferns. When they reached the dried-up mud of a stream, he said, “This was flowing quite magnificently at Whitsun.” And he kicked at the hard earth with the toe of his shoe. All around them, high above them, the great beeches loomed, cathedral-like, majestic and timeless, effulgent in the sunshine. Magical, Cecily thought.


    They followed the path of the stream, spoke of incidental things: the new bridge planned for the ford; the cricket teams’ fixtures for the forthcoming weeks; and the entertainments planned in the village hall. Then Cecily told him of her wish to travel, to visit far-flung places, see cities and live in them, perhaps. And he told her of his wish to live in the country, in a place such as Bramley, and be settled and happy. “It must be marvelous to belong somewhere. To live in a place where everyone knows who you are,” he said.


    She spoke of her father, the last time she had seen him, or the last time she could recall. And he told her a little more of his, adding, “My grandmother speaks very highly of him, of course... And now there’s only me.” He shrugged. “I have no relations, no cousins, you see. Quite a responsibility...” He spoke of his mother, briefly. She had, he said, suffered from melancholia all of her life, had had that artistic temperament. But with each year her depression had grown worse. He knew, he said, but he was away at school. “What could I have done?” he asked. “She longed for someone who had gone. She became more and more reclusive, hardly venturing anywhere toward the end. She wanted to go back in time... to sleep, that was all.”


    Eventually, they turned and slowly climbed back up the hill. And as he held back the branches on the steps once again, as she passed by him, he said, “I’m pleased you came today.”


    The countess appeared to be dozing. Mr. Fox and Miss Combe—who had been on the point of leaving for at least an hour—were discussing a recent drowning in a nearby pond: the perils of bathers. Miss Dorland was quietly reading her notebook, and Sonia and Marjorie were nowhere to be seen. As Jack and Cecily sat down, the countess opened her eyes and smiled. “I’m afraid the Brownlow girls had to leave,” she said. “Their father’s chauffeur came to collect them.” She turned to Jack and said something to him in French.


    He replied in English. “No, we went the other way, took the path down through the woods.”


    The countess turned to Cecily. “You didn’t get to see my temple?”


    Cecily shook her head. “Temple? No, I’ve not seen it.”


    “I shall show it to you next time,” she said. She leaned forward and whispered, “It’s a very special place, a memorial to—” She stopped, turned toward the rector. “I’m sorry, what was that, the name you just mentioned?”


    Mr. Fox appeared momentarily confused. He had been speaking about some new tenants at the farm on the edge of the village. “Ah, John Abel!” he said, remembering. “Yes, he and his family moved into Meadow Farm two weeks ago. Nice people, from somewhere in Suffolk, I believe. I was there earlier today and—”


    “John Abel? Are you quite certain that was the name?”


    “Oh yes, absolutely.”


    “And you say they’re from Suffolk?”


    “Yes, that’s what he said, that’s what he told me,” the rector replied, a little mystified. “A name you’re familiar with, ma’am?”


    “I believe my aunt once knew someone of that name. But that was many, many years ago,” she replied, glancing away. And then she reached to the table and picked up her mother-of-pearl cigarette case. “Would anyone care for a small sherry?” she asked.

  


  
    Chapter Eight
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    That night, Cecily dreamed of the Bambino Santissimo. She dreamed it came to Bramley, carried through the lanes and up the track to her house in a sedan chair, waited on by Mr. Fox and Jack Staunton, who said, “We have to get it back to Rome by teatime.” But the chair became stuck in the garden gate, and her mother said, “Expatriates always require a wide gate.” And when Cecily peered inside the chair, she saw that the doll was not a doll at all, for it was smoking a cigarette, and appeared to be... the countess.


    When she awoke, she dismissed the dream, and then lay in her bed for some time, remembering the events of the previous day, working through it all once again, trying to recall the exact words and sequence of conversations. Had he said he was pleased that she came? Or had she dreamed that? No. He’d definitely said it: I’m pleased that you came. She could remember exactly where they were, could walk back to the very spot. And hadn’t he looked at her in a certain way? Had he not had that rather serious, concentrated look in his eyes? The same expression Walter had worn when he told her that she always made him laugh? She pictured Jack once again, standing in his white shirt, with that black smear across the front, holding back a branch. She could see the shadow of his beard, the line of his mouth, beads of perspiration glistening above his top lip. That beautiful lip... had it ever been kissed? she wondered.


    She turned onto her side. The room was warm, already bathed in sunlight. A somnolent coo drifted in through the open window. She closed her eyes, took herself back twelve hours.


    She had bid the countess goodbye at around six o’clock. Mr. Fox and Miss Combe had finally left, together, and the countess wished to go indoors, saying she felt the air becoming cool, though how—at around eighty degrees Fahrenheit—Cecily could not fathom. Jack said he would walk her home, and they had come by way of the eastern side of the house so that he could show her his motorcycle.


    Around a gritted yard was a row of little cottages, a coach house and some stables; and connecting the main house to the coach house, another entire wing, less grand but easily as big as her own home, that Cecily had never seen.


    “What’s in there?” she had asked, pointing.


    “There? The game larder and pastry larder, lamp room and scullery, the china closet, and Mrs. Davey’s bedroom and sitting room. And the servants’ hall, of course,” he replied.


    The yard led on to a lane, bordered on one side by a paddock, where a few rabbits sat about on the grass, and rotting hen coops and hutches butted up against a fence. On the other side was a pink brick wall, which Cecily already knew to be the wall of the kitchen gardens.


    “And where does the lane lead to?” she asked.


    “The cinder track? Down to the main road, eventually, at the very bottom of the valley,” he replied, pulling open the coach-house door.


    Then he began talking about his motorcycle, mentioning all sorts of numbers and letters, and then more numbers, none of which meant anything to Cecily. Well, yes, she said, it looks marvelous. She had not known what else to say. I’ll take you out on it, he said, again. “But please don’t ask your mother, she’s bound to say no.”


    They walked back by way of the house and the main driveway, and lingered there, at the top of the drive, before turning out on to the track. He said, “I meant to say to you earlier, I rather like your hat, what you’ve done with it—the flowers,” he added, gesturing to it in her hand. She had been embarrassed. But why? If anyone else, even Walter, had commented on any hat she’d worn, it would not have made her feel anything other than pleased to receive the compliment. She’d have smiled, said, “Thank you.” But instead, with him, she was momentarily speechless, quite unable to put together any words that made sense. She had stammered, said something disjointed and nonsensical about it being one of her sister’s hats, that it was Ethne who had attached the flowers, and that she didn’t particularly like it. And, just to prove it, she had pulled one of the roses out and thrown it into the rhododendrons behind her. He had stood back, hands in pockets, smiling, as though he knew, realized; so she had pulled out another and flung it across the driveway.


    She shuddered as she recalled it.


    They had sauntered down the track, stopping every once in a while, extending minutes... or had they? Had she been extending each minute while he had been wondering why she walked quite so slowly?


    She turned over on her bed, her head in her hands.


    “You know, you’ve hardly told me anything at all about yourself,” he said. “I’ve spoken about me and my family, added to which you’ve had to listen patiently to my grandmother, and to Mr. Fox’s ramblings—when he could get a word in edgeways—and to that awful Combe woman.”


    She laughed. “There’s nothing much to tell,” she said. “I was born, I grew up, and here I am. That’s it, so far.”


    He nodded. “Hmm. I like that. And it’s actually the from here I’m interested in.”


    Had he said that? Was that what he said?


    She turned onto her back, looked up at the sloping ceiling. And she could see them, there on the track, walking down the hill together, beneath that tunnel of branches.


    “Where would you like to go from here, Cecily Chadwick? What do you wish for?”


    She had pulled the last wilting rose from her hat and thrown it into the hedgerow. “I wish for happiness, of course. I wish for fulfillment, to do more with my life than simply marry, have children, grow old and then die. I want to see other places...” She stopped, looked at him. “And I want to write.”


    She turned onto her stomach, buried her face in the pillow, moaning. “I want to write! Ugh! I can’t believe I told him that... I’ve never told anyone... no one knows.”


    But what had he said? She turned onto her side once more.


    “You want to write? You write?”


    “Yes, I try to. It’s what I want to do, all I’ve ever wanted to do.”


    It was what she wanted to do. It was what she wished for. She wanted to be remembered for being more than just someone’s wife, someone’s mother, or someone’s daughter. She didn’t want to have to marry simply in order to validate her existence upon this planet. What good had that done her mother, or anyone else? Husbands made decisions, yes; they offered respectability, safety and, usually, a home, a lifestyle. But they also went away, they also died, leaving pale-faced widows and confused children, bereft and adrift; leaving a gap far bigger than if they had never been there. Marriage brought status, she knew that, but it also brought a sort of invisibility, anonymity.


    “Do you allow anyone to read what you write?” he asked.


    She shook her head, already rueful.


    “Well, you must allow Sylvia to. It’d be good for you to get her opinion, wouldn’t it? She’s had perhaps as many as a dozen books published, I think.”


    They reached the gate, and she hadn’t wanted to look at him, hadn’t wanted to in case he was quietly laughing at her. But she had—and he hadn’t been. He’d stood quite close to her, his eyes cast downwards, flicking the peeling paint from the gatepost. Then he’d looked up at her and said, “You know, you could call by tomorrow, bring some of your writing for Sylvia to read...”


    “I’m not sure.”


    “No, perhaps not... But you could call by anyway, if you’d like to.”


    “Or you could call here,” she said, feeling bold.


    “I could,” he replied, smiling back at her. “Should I?”


    She nodded.


    “Then I shall.”


    They had stood there in silence, staring at each other, smiling. Neither of them had spoken for some time. And the queerest thing was she couldn’t now be sure whether that silence had lasted only a few seconds or some minutes. In her mind it was interminable. In her mind, it went on and on. And yes, she had been bold, forward in that look, which said, quite simply, she thought now, “I like you.” For surely that particular smile couldn’t have said anything more, could it?


    She rose quickly from her bed, reached to the window and drew back the curtains.


    “He started it...”


    Yes, he started it. He had looked into her eyes, smiled, glanced away, glanced back, smiled some more; and then, finally, as she’d pushed on the gate, as the latch had dropped—clickety-click—he had slowly backed away.


    It had been later that evening, as she sat with her mother and sister, that she said, “I’ve invited Jack Staunton to call on us tomorrow.”


    And Ethne had smirked but said nothing.


    “For tea?” Madeline asked, a note of mild alarm in her voice.


    “Yes, I suppose so. I think I said around four...”


    “I see.” Madeline put down her sewing, cast her eyes about the room, as if reckoning it from another’s perspective. Then she said, “I think perhaps it impolite not to also invite the countess. You said she’s very nice...”


    Nice: it was not the best-chosen or most accurate word to describe the countess, Cecily realized. Nice meant... unthreatening, well-intentioned, amiable. The countess was amiable, but as for well-intentioned, Cecily wasn’t altogether sure, and unthreatening? The lady was formidable. She smoked cigarettes, took sherry in the garden, possessed ardent opinions on almost everything, and used words like sex without even noticing. What on earth would her mother make of it all, of her? But it was decided that Rosetta would deliver a note to Temple Hill the following morning, formally inviting all three—the countess, Miss Dorland and Jack—to tea, but not that day. It would appear a little hasty and ill-conceived to send an invitation for the very same day, Madeline said.


    “But I’ve already asked him, told him to call by tomorrow.”


    “That’s fine, dear. I shall explain in my note.”


    “You must admit, it would be rather strange if he came to call here alone,” Ethne began. “People would assume you were courting,” she added, glancing at Madeline.


    By midafternoon a date had been set, but not for tea at the Chadwicks’.


    Rosetta had begrudgingly taken the note, and returned with another—a counteroffer. “I can’t be doing with going back up that track, not again, not in this heat. It’s a hundred degrees out there, and there’s about to be an almightly storm,” she said, handing over the sealed envelope and falling into a chair. She fanned herself with her hat. “Just look at my feet,” she added, lifting her skirts.


    Madeline opened the cream envelope, unfolded the paper. Cecily could see two elaborate gold letter Cs at the top of the page. Madeline read the note in silence, reflected, and then reread it, aloud: “‘My dear Mrs. Chadwick, thank you so very much for your kind invitation to tea. I was however on the very point of extending an invitation to you and your daughters to dine with me here on Saturday evening. I know from dear Cecily how busy you are, and I am quite sure dinner is perhaps less of an interruption to your day, and it will be such a treat for me to have you all here and to meet you at last.’” Madeline paused, reflective once more. “‘Shall we say seven p.m.? I do hope this isn’t too early but I know people here prefer to dine earlier in the evening.’”


    She turned to Cecily, a furrow of wariness about her brow. “Well, would you like to go to dinner? Ethne, you won’t be able to come of course, you agreed to go with the Foxes to the concert at the Jubilee Hall,” she reminded her elder daughter. “So it would only be you and me,” she said, smiling at Cecily.


    And thus Cecily found herself under an ominous sky, clutching another note from her mother to the countess. As she walked up the hill she recalled the time, years before, when she and Annie had ventured there together. “You do know that we’re trespassing,” Annie had said, making it all the more thrilling, all the more frightening.


    The place was perched high on the hill and surrounded by woodland, so the only way to see it was to trespass. With their hands pressed up against dusty panes, they had peered in at empty rooms, and then wandered about the gardens, traipsing across overgrown lawns and down mossy pathways, through tangled woods and bracken, ducking branches. When they stumbled upon the temple—almost lost in holly, its pillars covered in ivy—they quickly concluded that it predated the house, had been built centuries before, an ancient relic. And the word “sacrifice” had been enough for them to run back up the hillside, out of the shadows and onto the track.


    The house had struck Cecily then as the perfect place to hide away from the world, to be invisible. Mothballed and forgotten, it had felt to her like a sleeping place; a place waiting for someone to come and rescue it and bring it back to life.


    Cecily’s own home, the brick house her father had built, though considerably smaller and less secluded, was—she had thought then—much prettier. It had a low-pitched roof with exposed rafters, a number of unusual stained-glass windows, and, inside, paneled walls, a parquet floor and built-in shelves, cabinets and window seats, all in the same honey-hued oak. It had been his idea of home, his and her mother’s vision, where they would grow old together. And Cecily knew this because her mother had told her, and told her when she was still in mourning. It was one of Cecily’s monochrome memories, a flashback to that other time, before her mother finally discarded her widow’s weeds and brought color back into their lives. And though that color had always been muted, for Madeline was not overly fond of brights, there was, Cecily knew, something intrinsically safe in those indefinite shades.


    Like all bright things, money had never been a topic of discussion with Madeline. Its vice or virtue, surplus or lack were never addressed. It was a blessing, she had said, to have a roof over one’s head, food on the table, a bed to sleep in; and they must count themselves lucky. Growing up, Cecily had come to realize that their own situation veered more toward lack than surplus; that her mother’s frugality was not born of idiosyncrasy of character but of necessity. Gowns, blouses, skirts and coats were patched and mended, Ethne’s old dresses adapted and taken in to fit Cecily. Nothing was discarded or thrown away, every remnant—every hem from every shortened gown, every frayed cuff and sleeve and collar—was kept and stored, and used again, ingeniously. Then Madeline bought her Singer sewing machine and began to take in work: altering waistlines and hems, removing collars and stitching new ones, adapting fashions and tastes. She made quilts, cushions and curtains, loose covers and bedspreads. And spent each evening darning linen, embroidering table napkins and antimacassars. She worked hard, built a reputation, and became known as the best seamstress in the area, receiving commissions from local gentry, including the Brownlows, whose bespoke curtains and blinds she had laboriously finished by hand.


    But to Cecily, there was something else, something born of loneliness—and perhaps denial—driving her mother’s industry. Why else would each and every single moment be spent cutting, stitching and sewing, as though her whole being depended upon it? As though to stop would allow her time to think, to remember. Rosetta had said, “When you’ve loved, truly loved, and then lost, you can never again give yourself to another.” And Cecily had immediately thought of her mother, and not of Rosetta. She thought of the love between her parents, the woman she lived with, who had given birth to her, and the man she had never known. How had their love been? She tried to imagine them together, the couple in the silver-framed wedding photograph. She imagined her mother bright and young in her father’s arms, imagined them looking into each other’s eyes, dancing toward the future, laughing. And she began to feel that sense of loss, that feeling of the world being not quite complete, not whole; that feeling of something—someone—missing, a future taken. No, there could be no brightness in Madeline’s world, not now, not ever. But would there be brightness in hers?


    By the time Cecily arrived at Temple Hill, the sky had darkened further. The maid glanced upward at the heavens, then ushered Cecily inside, slamming the front door behind her, shutting out all dwindling light. She asked Cecily to “please wait there a moment” and disappeared into the shadows, then reemerged and led Cecily to a room. The countess was alone and sat by a window, rather formally attired, Cecily thought, in a stiff costume of pale lemon and white lace. Perhaps she was going out, or perhaps she had just returned. She did not rise from her chair but reached out and took hold of Cecily’s hand, saying, “I think you’re just in time... we’re hoping for a deluge,” and then asked her to take a seat. Cecily handed over the note, at the same time informing her that although Ethne had a prior engagement, she and her mother would be delighted to come to dinner on Saturday evening.


    “Perfetto!” said the countess. She glanced down at the small brown envelope in her hand, and Cecily saw her momentarily frown. Then, without opening it, she placed the envelope on the table next to her, beside a small red leatherbound book, and went on to explain that darling Jack and Miss Dorland had gone to Linford with Mr. Cotton. They were both catching the train to London, she said, Jack to visit a school friend, where he would be staying for a night or two, and Miss Dorland to meet with her publisher and sort out various matters at her flat. And Cecily felt the sting of disappointment, for she had hoped to see Jack, if only to explain the altered arrangements. The countess said, “Of course, he’ll be back by Saturday, when you come to dine,” and offered Cecily a smile.


    Outside, daylight shriveled. The room shrank into dimness. And as the first crack of thunder took hold of the house, shaking chimneys and timber and glass, the countess gazed out through the window and said, “So desperate... desperate for relief.”


    But the storm rumbled on without any relief. There was no deluge.


    They spoke about the village, the school in particular. And the countess told Cecily that she herself had once, when young, taught at a Sunday school in Rome, a place called the Granary Chapel which had for a while improvised as a church for the English expatriates there. And Cecily immediately wondered if she had lost her faith; if something had happened in her life which had caused her to question and then denounce God. The countess had not been to any service at Saint Luke’s, the village church.


    “Children,” the countess said, dreamily, as though thinking aloud, “are not simply the future, they’re the light in all our lives.”


    She looked away, shook her head and raised a hand dismissively. At first, it was as though a new thought—contradictory or conflicting—had come to her at that very same moment. But as she continued to stare across the room, seemingly at something fixed, Cecily turned, half-expecting to see someone, a figure, even a ghost. But there was no one there. Seconds after this, the countess glanced at the clock on the mantelshelf and pulled on the bell by her side. “I find a small glass of wine at this time of day reinvigorates the senses, opens one’s heart, prepares one for... for evening.”


    So Cecily took a glass of sherry with the countess. And when the countess opened the small mother-of-pearl cigarette case and held it out to her, Cecily took a cigarette. It burned her throat and she coughed. The countess told her they were “Best Venetians.” A count—with a strange-sounding unpronounceable name—sent them to her, she said; she’d never smoke English cigarettes, “but these are actually very good for one.”


    When the clock chimed six, Cecily said she really should be going soon. But she didn’t want to. And the countess, turning her head away, glancing out through the window, said, “Had we but world enough, and time...” She looked at Cecily. “Time’s winged chariot... to his coy mistress? Andrew Marvell?”


    “The metaphysical poets.”


    The countess smiled, nodded. “You remind me a great deal of myself when I was young. Seems but a moment ago.” She lifted her glass to her lips, and Cecily noticed her hands: bejeweled fingers, still slender. She watched her sip from the glass, place it down upon the table next to her, and then glance about the room, her hooded eyes moving swiftly from one object to another, as though checking it was all there, in place. Each surface, every table and shelf, was littered with memorabilia: china and glass and photographs and, Cecily noticed, on the table immediately next to her, two framed black silhouette cameos of cherubic infants with tousled hair.


    The countess said, “Freddie and Georgie. My babies, my boys... gone now.”


    “Freddie?”


    “My firstborn, my eldest, taken from me when he was barely six years old. He is in Rome... left there now.”


    Sadness slipped down her face. She reached to the locket about her neck, mouthing silent, inexpressible words, struggling perhaps with the need to remember, something, someone, all of them. Wishing perhaps to say their names again, Cecily thought, watching her. Then sunlight broke into the room, under the sash, under the blind, bouncing off china and glass and mirror, and Cecily heard a thin mournful sigh, like the tail-end vibration of a sad song. The clock on the mantelpiece chimed the quarter hour and the countess dissolved into the light, spectral with her white hair and pale gown.


    “They’re all there,” she said. “Freddie, my aunt, Jack and—”


    “Jack?”


    “My first husband. He passed away when... before Georgie was born.” She raised a hand to her eyes. “Do draw down the blind a little, will you, my dear.”


    Cecily rose to her feet, moved over to the window and lowered the blind. She wanted to ask questions: were there only two children, two sons, or had others, too, been lost along the way? What about the daughter Mr. Fox had mentioned? And how many husbands had there actually been? And which children were born to which husbands? And how had the first husband died?


    “My family is rather a muddle,” she said, as if able to hear Cecily’s thoughts. “Perhaps all families are... my first husband was also my aunt’s stepson.” She paused as Cecily sat back down, and then continued. “My aunt married a man named James Staunton. He lived in Rome with his son, Jack, whom I later married.”


    James Staunton had been contracted by the papal government to set up the Anglo Romano Gas Company and begin the long process of installing gas in the city, she told Cecily. “When I first arrived, the new gasworks were still in the process of being built—on the banks of the Tiber. They were ugly, something of a deformity, particularly there, surrounded by such antiquated beauty. But Mr. Staunton was an industrialist,” she said with emphasis. “He and my aunt fell in love so very quickly. It was rather a whirlwind courtship. She was an intelligent woman, calm and measured, a remarkable woman...” She petered out, and remained silent for a moment or two. “She and I had been living in Paris,” she began again, remembering, “and it was there, in the room of Roman antiquities at the Louvre, that I first became acquainted with Rome, fascinated by its relics... And then, lo and behold, my aunt married Mr. Staunton, and there I was, living in Rome!” she said, smiling at Cecily.


    But the story was too fast; there were gaps. How had they come to be in Paris? Why had they gone there? And how, exactly, had her aunt met Mr. Staunton? And what about Jack? What happened to him?


    Her early days in Rome were spent just as any other tourist, the countess said, moving on again swiftly, “visiting and revisting the ancient sites, piazzas, picture galleries and churches, so that within a very short time, I needed no map or guidebook. And I did not care what anyone said, to me it was heaven, heaven!”


    “What anyone said?”


    “Oh well, in comparison to other European cities, Rome was still considered by many to be backward and shabby, third rate; a place to visit, to stay for a while, but not to live, not perman-ently,” she replied. “And it had something of a reputation”—she glanced at Cecily—“for fugitives, all sorts of shady characters.”


    “Not unlike here then.”


    She laughed. “No, possibly not,” she replied. “And yet, for those of us who chose to live there, it offered a kind of freedom, and the chance to be whoever one wished to be,” she added wistfully.


    “Yes,” said Cecily, imagining.


    “And behind every doorway, no matter how humble, were masterpieces, friezes depicting ancient stories, magnificent frescoes, statues, intricate mosaics and richly marbled floors. Every window and balcony overlooked the antiquities, like one’s own museum, one’s very own art gallery. It felt to me like the center of the world. And of course it had been, once. Everywhere one looked were relics, history and art, stupendous art. How could one fail to be inspired in such a place? All of it shaped me, who I am, and like those I have loved, it remains here,” she said, placing her palm flat upon her chest. “It lives within me... that place.”


    And how could it not? Cecily thought. To have spent one’s formative years in such a place was indeed an extraordinary privilege.


    The countess gazed out of the window. “I would like to go back there,” she said, “just once more.” And she began to describe a vista in such extraordinary detail that Cecily too could see it: a view across jumbled terra-cotta rooftops, across a sea of steeples and domes, across scattered ruins and pillars to crumbling walls, and beyond those walls to wide empty pastures and distant hills.


    This was what had awakened the countess to beauty, Cecily thought, what fed her senses and continued to nourish her soul.


    “And your first husband, Jack... he died there?” Cecily ventured at last.


    “Yes, that is where he rests, where they all rest.”


    “But not George?”


    She flinched. “George? Why, George is in Rome...”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I was sure Jack said his father had fallen from his horse somewhere near here.”


    “Ah yes,” the countess said, closing her eyes, nodding. “Forgive me. I sometimes get a little confused with names. You are correct. Georgie,” she said, with emphasis on the “ie” sound, “did fall from his horse, and not far from this place. He was so dashingly handsome,” she said, smiling, remembering, “invincible to his fellow officers and to everyone else... and much too brave to suffer the ignominy of an accidental death. He always thought he’d die a heroic death on the battlefield—if any at all. And he made me think that too. But”—she paused, shook her head—“he was mortal. Mortal like his father.”


    “So sad.”


    “Yes, it was a difficult, painful time, for me—for all of us. He left a young wife, Cassandra, and of course little Jack, only weeks old. I was in Rome... I returned here, of course. As soon as I received the telegram I left Rome and returned here as fast as I could. But I was too late.” She lowered her head. “We buried him in the snow...” she said quietly, “we buried him in the snow as his father passed away.”


    “His father?”


    She looked up at Cecily. “Godfather,” she said. And then she glanced once more across the room, toward the bronze head in the alcove. “They stay with us, of course. Departure from this life, death of the physical body, is not an end. We merely cast off the trappings of this realm for another. The soul is immortal. I know this now.”


    Cecily nodded.


    “And yet, ’tis the queerest thing,” she began again, quietly, “to find myself here, at this age, in this place. Peculiar to find oneself anywhere, to still be here, when those one has known are all gone.” She turned to Cecily. “But of course I have Jack to think of,” she said, in a louder, firmer voice, and picked up her glass. “He is the future and all that matters to me now. And he’s a darling, darling boy, so very like his grandfather in looks and thought and deed. And that is my comfort. It’s what we leave behind us that defines who we have been, not our birth date, or death date, nor whom we married or where we were born. Those are the facts, of course, the details, but they’re minor details, they mean nothing on their own, tell nothing of the story of a person’s life. What made one’s heart quicken, what one saw, how one felt; the decisions made, the regrets: all of this is lost, forgotten. And when one reaches my age, ’tis hard to recall one’s early life and first impressions.”


    Without thinking, Cecily said, “And what are your earliest memories?”


    The countess tilted her head to one side. “My earliest memories...” she said, turning away with eyes half-closed, “my earliest memories are of a place called Standen Hall, a place in Suffolk. It is where I lived before I went to Paris, before my mother”—she paused—“before my mother departed.”


    “What was it like?” Cecily asked, leaning forward in her chair.


    “It lies a few miles to the west of Woodbridge, off the old London road. And you know, I can picture it now, the view from a carriage window. One passed through an immense gated entrance with a towered gatehouse to the right and headed down a long, long winding driveway, through breathtaking woodland and gardens, and then the vast red-brick Tudor sprawl came into view—the tallest chimneys you ever saw. There was an enormous front door, easily as large as any of the grand doorways in Rome, which opened directly into the oak-paneled medieval great hall. I recall suits of armor, stag’s heads mounted high up upon the walls, and a vast wooden staircase rising up to galleried landings lined with portraits. It was truly a splendid place.”


    Cecily smiled. “Home.”


    The countess nodded and smiled.


    “And you never went back?”


    “No. Never. Once my parents were gone... well, there was nothing left for me there, no one left. And my life had moved on. I was in Paris, and then Rome, and then married with children. It was impossible to go back, and there was no reason to go back. Life moves on and we must move with it,” she added, smiling, weary.


    “Sad. Sad for you, ma’am, to have had to leave everything behind.”


    “Please, no more ‘ma’am.’ Cora. My name is Cora.”
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    Later, as Cecily strolled back down the track, she felt quite different to the person who had marched up the hill only hours earlier. The fortified wine had undoubtedly mellowed her senses, but it was more than this: there was something new and altered in everything around her, and within her. As though the world—and herself with it—had passed through a spectrum. She knew that nothing would ever be the same; nothing could ever be or seem as it had earlier that day, or before that day. And though the ground felt softer, like a cushion beneath her feet, and the sun, now exposed and still high in the sky, spilled out upon that dark umber carpet in soft slanting rays, something inexplicably sad had attached itself to her, and she felt its burden.


    The atmosphere within the room she had just left had been peculiarly insulated, and not just from the heat and light of the day, but from everything, almost from time itself. Three whole hours had passed by in a flash, and in those three hours she had had a glimpse of a life, a different life. A door had opened—an inch, no more—and she had been allowed to step forward and look through it—for a moment, no more. But in that moment, in that glimpse, how much she had seen. Time had slipped away, and she and the countess had been equals, had spoken as friends.


    And before Cecily left they had made a pact.


    “I’m a very private person, Cecily. I would prefer you to keep these things we’ve discussed to yourself. I’d like to think I could trust you.”


    “Of course, I wouldn’t dream of betraying your trust, Cora.”


    “I knew... knew we were going to be good friends, you and I. And there’s something else, something I’d like you to do for me, Cecily, a small favor.”


    Cecily nodded.


    “You must mention this to no one, no one at all,” she said, “not even to Jack. In fact, most especially not to Jack. It’s to do with the man at Meadow Farm,” she began.

  


  
    Chapter Nine
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    It was late Saturday morning. The village was busier than usual, and noisy. And temperatures were running high. The horse-drawn van of the baker, the butcher’s bang-tailed cob and the omnibus to Linford—already running ten minutes late—were locked in dispute and remained stationary, surrounded by bleating sheep being moved from one parched field to another by way of the main street. As the bus driver—coerced, Sylvia presumed, by his hot and impatient passengers—honked on his horn and shouted, she and others had spilled out from the post office to watch tempers fly.


    Sylvia had already been to the Sale of Work at the village hall, but when she spotted Cecily emerge from the festooned doorway of the hall into the maelstrom she had waved her hand. But Cecily appeared to see nothing, least of all Sylvia. She marched off at some speed, weaving her way through the livestock, which was running this way and that and up the wrong lane. As Cecily disappeared, Sylvia too had moved on, through the stupid animals, holding her bag aloft. Once clear, on the decline to the ford and with Cecily in sight once more, Sylvia quickened her pace. She called out, twice, and both times Cecily stopped, just as though she had heard her name. But she failed to turn and simply marched on. And when, eventually, Sylvia caught up with her, Cecily had been unusually abrupt.


    “Oh, hello, Miss Dorland,” she said flatly, and sounding quite put out, Sylvia thought.


    They had stood for a while in one spot, while Sylvia caught her breath.


    “I hear... I hear you’re to dine with us... later,” Sylvia said, fanning her face with her hand.


    “We’re supposed to be, yes,” Cecily replied, in the same cold voice.


    She had not reckoned on Cecily Chadwick being a moody sort, not at all. Something must have happened, Sylvia thought, for her to be so... so rude.


    “Is anything the matter, dear? You seem a little out of sorts, if I may say.”


    Cecily shook her head. “It’s nothing,” she said, without meeting Sylvia’s eyes.


    As they began to walk, Sylvia told her that she, too, had been to the sale earlier, and they stopped again as Sylvia produced the woven bookmark and bag of potpourri she had bought for her friend.


    “Oh yes, I’m sure Cora will like them,” Cecily said, barely looking at the things.


    At first, Sylvia thought she had imagined Cecily saying the name.


    “Cora?” she repeated.


    “Mm. I’m sure she’ll like them.”


    Cecily moved on, but Sylvia remained fixed, the bookmark and muslin bag in her outstretched hands, and a strange giddy feeling, which tilted the pathway ahead. For a moment she thought she might faint. And when Cecily turned, looking back down the hill at her with a queer smile, she appeared to Sylvia rather smug, even triumphant.


    She put away her gifts and continued up the hill toward Cecily. “So, you’ve been up to the house... been to call on her?” she asked.


    But Cecily appeared not to hear her. She stared straight ahead, a look of concentration furrowing her brow. And so Sylvia rephrased the question: “I take it you’ve seen the countess recently?”


    “Oh yes,” Cecily said, and then added—a little defensively, Sylvia thought—“You were in London.”


    “Ah, when Mr. Fox was also there?”


    “No. There was only me,” Cecily replied.


    But Cora had made no mention to Sylvia of Cecily’s visit. She had mentioned only that the rector had called on her. And Sylvia had become increasingly suspicious of that man. To Sylvia’s mind, he seemed uncommonly interested in Cora’s life. She was worried that her friend, troubled as she was and, perhaps, in need of succor, might feel inclined to unburden herself to him. He had taken to calling at the house almost daily, and had arrived, quite out of the blue, earlier that very morning, before Sylvia set off for the village. It was most irregular. People did not make calls in the morning, and Cora usually refused any callers at all before 3 p.m. But then, when Cora informed her that she wished to speak to the rector alone, in private, Sylvia suspected that they had had a prearranged appointment, that Cora had in fact been expecting him. Sylvia loitered in the hallway, tidying papers and adjusting an arrangement of flowers, but not a sound had permeated the closed door.


    Now she heard Cecily say, “I spent quite a while with her. She told me about her boys... Jack’s father, George, or Georgie as I think she calls him. And also about her childhood, where she grew up.”


    “Her childhood, where she grew up?” Sylvia repeated.


    “Don’t worry,” Cecily said, turning to her, “I promised I’d not breathe a word to anyone, and I shan’t.”


    “I see.”


    They walked on in silence and when they reached the privet hedge bordering Cecily’s garden, Sylvia said, “I must tell you something, Cecily.”


    She then explained how worried she was about Cora, about her friend’s recent outburst, the sitting alone in the temple. “I know that Jack, too, is concerned... very concerned,” she added, grimly. “Recently, she seems... she seems to be more confused than ever, almost delusional.”


    “It’s the heat,” Cecily said, with a shrug of her shoulders, and quite dismissive to Sylvia’s mind.


    “No, it is not the heat. She’s long used to that. No, there’s something else. I know it. And my worry is...” She turned her head away and sighed. “She’s become so muddled about everything, her past, the details of her birth, her childhood. I’m not sure what, exactly, she told you, Cecily...”


    Cecily stared back at her but said not a word.


    “But the chances are it was fantasy. Fantasy,” she repeated.


    “I see, and yet she didn’t appear muddled to me, not about that, anyway. She remembered it all in great detail. But don’t worry. I shan’t break my promise. You have my word on that.”


    At that moment Madeline appeared at the garden gate. Sylvia said hello, Cecily said goodbye, and Madeline said how much they were looking forward to dinner later.


    Sylvia moved away, newly troubled.


    It was not that she did not trust Cecily, not exactly. It was perfectly clear Cecily Chadwick could keep a secret. But her manner had been strange. She had been abrupt and decidedly reticent when Sylvia first caught up with her, almost as though she had been trying to get away from her. Is that why she had rushed from the hall? Had she in fact seen Sylvia before Sylvia had seen her? And why had Cora made no mention of Cecily’s visit?


    As she continued up the track, a sensation of estrangement enveloped her, and she paused at the top of the hill and caught her breath in a loud gasp. She was being sidelined, excluded, left out and cut out of Cora’s story. And that Cora had spoken to Cecily—Cecily Chadwick, a nobody, a young slip of a thing she barely knew—about her life, her childhood, was incomprehensible. But the facts of the matter were simple enough: Cora had elected to confide in another the one thing she herself had been waiting a lifetime to hear, to have confirmed. “And after everything I’ve done for her, everything she’s promised me,” she whispered, walking on, her heart pounding. “Do my loyalty and love count for nothing?”


    She stopped. Questions sprang up in profusion, like the nettles on the side of the path, stinging her mind. What had Cora told Cecily? Why had she told Cecily? Was it possible that Cecily Chadwick knew more about Cora than she? What on earth was Cora playing at? After all, Cora had invited her down here for that very reason, to tell her! To once and for all explain the truth of events before she arrived in Rome.


    She walked on. One thing was clear, an alliance had been formed, memories annexed, and Cora was now a protectorate of Cecily’s.


    “Cecily Chadwick!”


    She stopped again. She needed to compose herself, needed to think things through. But the sense of betrayal was agony, like a dagger plunged into my heart, she thought. Oh, but it was not she who was adrift, she reasoned. It was Cora who was adrift, drifting away from reason and sanity, away from a lifelong and tested friendship. Had I known, she thought, I should never have come... never have come.


    She moved off the track, through the long grass toward the rotting timber of an old gate, placed her arms along its length and allowed her head to fall forward. The world was spinning and she with it. “It’s not jealousy... not jealousy,” she whispered, eyeing a spider weaving a silvery web around a wasp twice its size. Then she raised her head, wiped her mildew-covered hands on the skirt of her gown, and as she crouched down to reach through the gate for her hat, she heard a voice. “Miss Dorland, is everything quite all right there?”


    It was Mrs. Moody, walking her goat.


    “Yes, fine. I was just admiring the foliage and lost my hat,” she replied, pulling the boater through a gap in the gate and rising to her feet.


    “Beautiful day for it,” Mrs. Moody said, staring at the skirt of Sylvia’s dark gown.


    “Indeed... yet another.”


    “Bernard and I always have a little stop here. You’re standing on his grass,” she said, and laughed.


    “And I must away. Cor— My friend will be waiting for me.”


    “Oh, and how is her lay-ay-dyship?” Mrs. Moody asked, jerked forward, toward the grass, by Bernard. “The rector mentioned that she’s not been herself of late. Troubled by the heat, he said. Well, I said, that doesn’t make sense, not being that she lived abroad for so many years, but he said it takes a while to climatize and I suppose it’s true enough. It happened to me when I went to Brighton, you know, and it was enough to—”


    “I really must get on,” Sylvia interrupted, and as she turned away, Mrs. Moody called after her.


    “Do give her my regards... and tell her I know what it’s like.”


    Sylvia closed her eyes: Mrs. Moody sends you her best, and wishes you to know that she, too, has suffered climatization.


    No, of course it wasn’t the heat that was troubling Cora; it was laughable that anyone would think so. It was the situation she found herself in: having to come back to England and confront her past.


    By the time Sylvia reached the laurel-lined driveway, she had made one decision. There was nothing else for it, she would have to speak to Jack.


    Cora was in the garden. She sat upon a bench by an herbaceous border clutching the red leatherbound volume of Byron’s poems: the one George had given her, still with the dust of a pressed violet marking the page. She watched butterflies: tortoiseshells, peacocks, chalk-blues, and a single red admiral. It was safer to love these ephemeral things, she thought, than humans. Their lives were brief and fleeting but when they died there was no pain, no need for grief. They always came back, came back each year...


    If only he could come back... if only I could go back.


    She glanced about the garden. To think it had all been excavated and planted for her. And yet, how queer it was to be sitting in it, in England. That had never been her plan. Her plan had been to die in Rome, to be buried there, alongside George. But she had had to leave him, had had no choice, just as he had had no choice all those years before.


    So many parallels...


    “So many parallels,” she said out loud and sighed. She liked to think of the path of their lives—crisscrossing and overlapping—as synchronistic, and the events within them mirroring. But the only parallel had been each of their liaisons with people old enough to be their parents, although Cora had trumped his sixteen years with her thirty, and then trumped him again in her choice of third husband. If it had been a contest, Cora had certainly won, and by much more than a mile.


    She thought his name, heard his voice: “I have to go. It’s a tremendous opportunity for me.”


    Yes, it had been a tremendous opportunity, history had proved it so. And yet... and yet... George’s opportunity had been the undoing of them, and the undoing of her. But fate had also conspired in the form of that wretched woman, Mrs. Hillier. Without her, who knows what might have happened.


    She glanced up to the heavens, wondering briefly, fleetingly, if dear George and Mrs. H were reconciled there. No, it was a... a business arrangement, a commercial partnership. There was nothing more to it. He told me so, told me so himself.


    And John Clifford had also told her, or had tried to, once, all those years ago. A pupil of Canova, Clifford had been considered Rome’s finest sculptor, and his studio the liveliest in the city, a Mecca for all visiting English artists. It was the place Cora had first been exposed to long philosophical discussions and passionate political debate, which had in turn educated and informed her thinking. The gentle and paternalistic Clifford had taught her how to draw and, in quieter months when the city’s many visitors returned home and only those who had no desire to be anywhere else remained within its walls, Cora had spent hours listening to his anecdotes and reminiscences of how Rome “used to be.”


    Cora’s aunt had, initially, been concerned at the amount of time Cora spent in the company of artists. She had been agitated about the morality of a mal entourée whose sole occupation seemed to be the pursuit of pleasure. But Clifford had reassured her, told her not to worry, that he would keep an eye on young Cora.


    In his self-deprecating way Clifford liked to allude to a vague and unrequited love in his life but it was commonly accepted that he had no great desire for requited love; he appeared ambivalent in matters of the heart, indifferent to the opposite sex. But for Cora, his position as unattached observer gave him an advantage others could not possibly have.


    “My dear, George is not the man for you,” he said. “He is simply not a man for marrying, or for belonging to anyone. He is married to his art.”


    “And what of Mrs. Hillier?” she asked.


    “Mrs. Hillier? Mrs. Hillier is a married woman, and almost old enough to be his mother.”


    “But George spends so much of his time with her.”


    Even then, she was aware that she sounded like a lovestruck jealous child, but she did not care. Clifford was a dear and trusted friend, and she knew he would not repeat their conversation. She also knew that what he so enjoyed was the knowledge that he was trusted with such tender secrets.


    “Yes, but she is his advocate and patron now. Thanks to Mrs. Hillier, dear George has made some fine connections, and will have some worthwhile commissions, of that I’m sure.” He looked from Cora to his easel. “He knows it’s perfectly safe to spend time with her. She is married, unavailable, but more importantly, perhaps, he knows there is no danger of falling in love with her.”


    Cora stepped down from the upturned crate and, wrapping a sheet around her body, moved toward Clifford, looking over his shoulder at the sketches for his Tinted Venus.


    He went on. “Mrs. Hillier’s a delightful lady, a sophisticate, and undoubtedly accomplished, but the relationship she and George share is platonic, I’m quite certain of that. They share passions but not for each other, and their... their friendship is mutually advantageous. George needs Mrs. Hillier to be his champion, and she needs him for... reflected glory. She has the contacts and the influence, not only in London but here in Rome and in Paris, too. Think about it. George is a very clever fellow. By Jupiter, he is!”


    “But you’re inplying that George is using Mrs. Hillier to promote himself, to further his career.”


    “He’s ambitious, Cora, very ambitious, and determined to prove himself, particularly to his father. And that means being successful and selling pictures! Dear George, perhaps more than any of us, feels a need—nay, a pressure—to be accepted and successful, to make money. And, sadly for you, my dear, his compass directs him to Mrs. Hillier.”


    George had already spoken to her about his father, and at some length. Mr. Lawson Senior had wanted George to follow in his footsteps and study architecture. He had told his son that only a very tiny proportion of painters, only the most God-given talented ones, ever made any money at it. “All he cares about or seems to care about, is that I have a profession, a noble profession—oh, and that I marry well,” George told her.


    “Marry well?”


    “Yes, marry someone of standing, someone known, someone he approves of.” He glanced at Cora and added, “But if I really cared what he thought, would I be here in Rome, would I be painting?”


    “He does not care what his father thinks,” Cora said to Clifford. “I know, he’s told me.”


    Clifford smiled at her. “But what he says and what he does may differ. Particularly where you’re concerned.”


    Despite her misgivings, despite Clifford’s words—was it a warning?—Cora held on to her fantasy. John Clifford was an old man and love had passed him by. She and George shared something—something different, something private, something no one else would understand. They were going to travel together, live like gypsies, and while he produced art, she would produce his sons and daughters. They might never be rich, but they would have enough, he said, and that enough was more than enough for Cora.
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    Cora winced. She did not wish to recall that time, nor what came immediately after. She preferred to remember those last few months together. How perfect it had been, despite the ticking of the clock. “How it could have been, how it should have been.”


    He had said, “Tell me you love me, and kiss me... kiss me goodbye.”


    Yes, that was what he said.


    “I love you but I shall never ever say goodbye to you, George.”


    “Not even after I am gone?”


    “No, not even then... not ever.”


    She had held on to his hand, listening to his breathing, watching his eyes flicker and close, and open and close.


    “I shall bring you violets,” she had said, “every day. I shall sit with you, talk to you... tell you all the things I never told you. And then, at the end, I’ll be there. I shall be there with you for all eternity.”


    “For all eternity,” she heard him say now, and repeated it with him.


    But in the distance she could hear another voice, and through a pathway in the rhododendrons she spotted Sylvia on the driveway, talking—it seemed—to herself. She smiled. Always busy on a new plot, she thought. She called out and Sylvia stopped, and then looked about her with an expression of panic. She appeared rather flushed, quite wrung out, Cora thought. But when Sylvia finally located Cora, her expression altered, and she smiled as though in relief and waved back. She then made her way through the bushes, lowering her head as she passed under a tangled archway. And as she stepped down onto the grass, Cora thought she heard her mutter something about a ditch.


    “There is no ditch, dear, not there.”
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    In her room, Cecily was still seething.


    She lay upon her bed staring up at the sloping ceiling, unable to stop the sequence of images of them, together, larking about in boats, motoring down wide city streets, posing for the camera. Like picture postcards, they laughed and smiled back at her from each one, with Sonia in the foreground, smiling broadly and calling out to her, “Hell-o-o, Cecily, look who I am with!”


    Oh God, the agony! How could he? How could he have been with her?


    It had been at the Sale of Work in the village hall that Sonia had told her about London. She had only just returned, she said, had been there for a few days, helping her mother select furnishings for their new Knightsbridge apartment.


    “And so we came back on the train with him,” she said, glancing at Cecily. “Well, we bumped into him traveling up there, you see, so I saw quite a bit of him, and his friend Noel... so charming. And the coincidence is, Noel’s parents keep an apartment in the same building as mine! Can you imagine? I’m sure you’ll meet him at some stage. I rather think he said he might drive down here sometime. He has his own motorcar... Oh, it was a hoot! We motored all over London, up the Mall, through Trafalgar Square, with Noel and Jack pretending we were tourists and calling out to people in French...”


    She went on and on. Then she said, “And yesterday evening, Millie Compton—my oldest, bestest friend from school—Noel, Jack and I took a boat out on the Serpentine. Oh, it was heavenly! We had a picnic, and naughty Noel brought along two bottles of champagne! Can you imagine? I was almost blotto!”


    “Real champagne?” Annie asked, and Cecily could have kicked her.


    “Oh my dear, the best, the very best real champagne. And rather potent stuff too, I can tell you.” She threw her head back and affected a laugh. Then she leaned over the table in front of them and whispered, “Poor Jack was quite fuddled by the end of the evening, he had something of a sore head this morning.” And then she did another of her silent laughs.


    Cecily had picked up her basket, turned to Annie and said she hadn’t realized the time, and before either girl could speak, she marched off out of the hall.


    She could barely remember the walk home, so angry had she been. Then Sylvia Dorland had appeared out of nowhere, wittering on about the sale and some silly bookmark she had bought for Cora. At first, she had not listened to a word Sylvia said. She had been picturing the London foursome, lounging on rugs and sipping champagne, and Sonia tossing her head about in that way she did. She had been wondering who was paired with whom: Jack and Sonia, or Jack and Miss Millie Compton? Wondering if Jack Staunton had wrapped his fuddled arms around Sonia, for she had freely admitted that she had been blotto.


    But then Sylvia said something about Cora being muddled, and had given her such a queer look; and she realized almost immediately Sylvia’s concern. So she had quietly reassured Sylvia, and given her word. Now she wondered if Sylvia had actually come looking for her on Cora’s instruction. For it seemed odd to her that Sylvia would say such things about her friend, almost disloyal. More likely, she mused, that Cora regretted their conversation of earlier that week, and had asked Sylvia, devoted as she undoubtedly was, to ensure that she, Cecily, kept to her promise. But what about the people at Meadow Farm? Was she still to pursue her line of inquiry and find out who they were and where they hailed from? Why on earth did she want to know about them anyway?


    “What does it matter?” she said out loud. “We’re simply the poor neighbors, briefly dazzled—like everyone else.”


    She sat up on her bed. She would not let Jack Staunton know. No, she must not give away so much as an inkling that she knew or cared about his sojourn in London. It would be so obvious, so cheap. And jealousy was a low emotion, possibly the lowest, along with envy and greed. And pride? Hmm. She was not sure about pride. But now was not the time to ponder upon pride, she decided. The facts of the matter were simple enough: if Sonia Brownlow was his cup of tea, she had misjudged him, overestimated him.


    No, she would not give away anything to anyone from now on.


    She rose to her feet feeling resolute and strong. Tonight was definitely the night to wear the turquoise silk chiffon.

  


  
    Chapter Ten
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    Cecily stood with her mother and Sylvia in Cora’s drawing room.


    “Oh yes, a remarkable life,” Sylvia was saying, addressing Madeline Chadwick but with her gaze fixed on Cecily, “and we’ve known each other almost our entire lives.”


    She had been explaining to Madeline that she was to write the final part of the countess’s memoirs, and, in case Madeline was in any doubt, that this was indeed a great honor.


    Minutes earlier, the maid had led Cecily and her mother through the hallway, past the painting, which Cecily saw Madeline raise her eyebrows at, telling them that the countess would be “down shortly.” She had shown them into the room, moved to a table and, without asking, poured each of them a small glass of sherry from a decanter. Madeline, who rarely drank alcohol, took the glass and said thank you. Cecily could tell that her mother was nervous, apprehensive. For Madeline glanced about the room like a hungry animal, keen to take it all in before the countess or anyone else appeared, and sipping perhaps too frequently from her glass. Cecily had watched her mother’s eyes move from the polished curves of one sculpture to another, and across the walls from one naked breast to another.


    “And these are the countess’s sons,” Cecily said, pointing out the cameos to her mother. “And that is the Comte de Chevalier de Saint Léger,” she added, gesturing to a portrait. “And that one is Cora when she was young.”


    “Cora?” Madeline blinked, taking another sip.


    “Oh yes, she asked me to call her by her given name.”


    Sylvia appeared, wearing the same dark gray dress they had seen her in earlier, and just as though she had heard Cecily’s last words, she requested that they dispense with formalities, abandon the Miss Dorland, and simply address her as Sylvia.


    Looking at Cecily, who had pinned up her hair and wore a gown of pale turquoise silk chiffon, Sylvia went on, “We have no secrets, of course, dearest Cora and I. When two people have known each other as long as we have, well...” She shrugged.


    Seconds later, Jack entered the room. He wore a tuxedo, with a wing-collared shirt and white bow tie, and was more dashing than any man Cecily could recall ever having seen. Still busy fastening a cuff link at his wrist, he smiled at Cecily. “Good evening, ladies,” he said, moving into the room. His hair was damp and slicked back, and his face more tanned than it had been earlier that week when Cecily had last seen him, when they had loitered at the garden gate in silence, exchanging smiles.


    Cecily introduced her mother. He shook her hand, said he was honored to meet her, and Madeline flushed. “Please, do sit down,” he said.


    “I’m sure Sylvia’s already explained, my grandmother sometimes takes quite a while to dress for dinner. It’s a ritual, a lifelong ritual,” he said, looking from Cecily to her mother and then back to Cecily. Madeline drained her glass, and he sprang to his feet, took the glass and refilled it.


    “I heard you weren’t feeling awfully well earlier,” Cecily said, looking toward a sculpture upon a plinth in an alcove.


    He frowned, shook his head. “No, I’m feeling tip-top, actually.”


    She turned to him. “Not too much champagne then?”


    “Cecily!” Madeline gasped.


    “Sonia seems to think you were quite fuddled by it.”


    “Cecily!”


    “You and naughty Noel and silly Millie...”


    “Really, dear, whatever’s come over you?”


    “I’m just ragging Jack, Mother. Aren’t I, Jack?”


    He smiled. “It would seem so.”


    Cecily turned to her mother: “Jack and a few others, including dear Sonia, were partying up in London yesterday. I saw Sonia earlier and she was telling me all about it,” she added, forcing a smile and glancing at Jack. Then she put down her glass and stood up. “Do please excuse me a moment.”


    She walked out into the hallway, her head spinning, angry with herself, and then continued on down the passage to the veranda. The sherry made her feel hotter than ever and she stood in the open doorway fanning herself with her hand. Nothing ever went as she planned; she had certainly not planned that. The plan had simply been to look as lovely as possible whilst appearing as indifferent as possible. “Stupid, stupid girl,” she whispered. She moved out onto the veranda and glanced about in the vain hope that Cora might have been there earlier and left her packet of Best Venetians lying out. Then, like a miracle from above, she saw a plume of smoke rise up from behind a hedge.


    “Yoo-hoo! Hello, excuse me,” she said, moving across the terrace.


    A man’s head appeared.


    “You’re Mr. Cordery, aren’t you?”


    “That I am, miss.”


    “You don’t happen to have a spare cigarette, do you?”


    “Yer not really a smoker, are you?” he said, holding the match to her, watching her.


    “No, I’m a beginner,” she said flatly, finally getting the thing alight.


    She walked back to the veranda and stood on the steps, picking bits of tobacco from her lips. The cigarette made her head spin more, made her feel more out of control.


    “Bloody stupid!”


    “What’s that?”


    It was Jack.


    “I hadn’t realized you smoked,” he said, moving alongside her.


    “I don’t.”


    “I see.”


    She caught his smile.


    “It’s gone out,” he said. “Would you like me to fetch you another?”


    “No. No, thank you,” she replied, tossing the thing into a nearby shrub. And as she turned to him, she saw him quickly look away. “Is it funny?” she asked.


    “Are you angry about something?”


    “You don’t answer a question with a question, Jack. Anyhow, we’d better go back inside, we’ve left my mother on her own with Sylvia.”


    “My grandmother’s with them, and they’ll be fine. Probably best for them to have a moment without us.”


    She looked away, across the terrace, across the tops of the trees.


    He said, “You’re looking very nice tonight.”


    “Thank you.”


    “But you seem different... different to how you were on Tuesday.”


    “Hmm, well, a lot can happen in four days.”


    She felt his hand on her arm, her bare arm, his skin touching hers. “What’s happened? Tell me?”


    She pulled her arm away, moved along the step.


    “It’s not... it’s not about me and Sonia... or silly Noel or whatever it was you were referring to just now, is it?”


    There was nothing for it; she had crossed a point, a point of no return, and she would have to ask. She turned to face him, took a deep breath...


    “Please, tell me what it is?” he said, now frowning, looking into her eyes.


    Oh dear, it was tempting, so tempting. He was tempting. And right at that moment she wished she could tell him everything—all of it, everything about her—from beginning to end; for him to know and understand her...


    “And this is the veranda... ah, hello, children.”


    It was Cora, leading Madeline, obviously giving her a guided tour of the place.


    Cecily exhaled, loudly; and Jack swiftly stepped down from the step, onto the terrace.


    “Dear Cecily!” said Cora, reaching out to her, taking hold of her hands, and then kissing her upon each cheek. “And my word, what a vision!” she gasped, stepping back. She turned to Cecily’s mother. “Madeline, you must be very proud to have a daughter like Cecily...”


    Madeline, Cecily thought: that hadn’t taken long. No one called her mother by her first name. How had that happened so fast? She glanced toward her mother, who looked a little pink in the face and was shrugging her shoulders like a bashful schoolgirl. And then she turned to Jack, who smiled back at her knowingly.


    “I’m giving your mama a little tour, Cecily dear, and then we shall dine,” Cora said, turning away. And as she disappeared back through the doorway and into the house, she said in a loud whisper, “No wonder poor darling Jack’s so distracted.” And Cecily saw him close his eyes and bite his lip.


    For a moment he didn’t speak, and neither did she. They could hear the two women’s voices echoing down the long passageway. And as they slowly faded, he sighed.


    “Madeline!” Cecily said.


    “Mm. I knew it was best to let them get on with it. My grandmother has a way with people.”


    She caught his gaze stray from her face to her body. But as he turned away, his awkwardness struck her, and she felt guilty. For hadn’t she pushed him? And wasn’t he lovely? Wasn’t he perfect?


    She stepped down from the veranda, sat on the step and looked up at him. “Did you get drunk in London then?”


    He ran a hand over his hair. “A little,” he replied. “Was that why you were angry?”


    She tried to laugh. “No. Of course not!”


    He sat down next to her. “So, are you going to tell me? I think you were about to—a moment ago.”


    She shuffled, fiddling with the soft fabric of her gown, and as she leaned forward, flicking at the dust on the toes of her satin shoes, she said, “I... well, I...”


    “Yes?”


    “Yes,” she repeated, absently.


    Then she heard the smile in his voice as he said, “Come on, you’ve got to tell me now.”


    “Now, I’m not sure.”


    “Not sure of what?”


    She turned her head toward him, his knees. “Did you... did you...”


    He leaned forward, tilting his head, leveling his gaze with hers. “Did I get drunk? Yes, a little. Did I flirt with Sonia Brownlow? No. Did I flirt with Millie Compton? No. Would I ever want to? No.”


    She stared back at him and didn’t speak.


    “Does that answer everything?” he asked.


    She nodded.


    “Is that what it was all about—in there, out here, is that it?”


    For a moment she wished she wasn’t there, wished she were invisible. She shut her eyes, opened them again, and he was still smiling at her, a different sort of smile, one she hadn’t seen before.


    “How could you possibly think I’d be remotely attracted to someone like Sonia Brownlow? Do I appear desperate?”


    She laughed. “No, no. But she, Sonia, has”—she shrugged—“her ways.”


    “Her ways? Short of wearing a placard, I’m not sure what else she could do to advertise her ways.” He paused and Cecily laughed again. “And let me tell you, her friend Millie is rather a knockout too. But perhaps slightly thicker built—in brain and body.”


    And at last she unfolded herself and sat up, smiling now at the spectacle of the London foursome. “But why did you go about with them, you and your friend, if they were so ghastly?”


    “It was all set up by the delightful Mrs. Brownlow and Noel’s mother—you know how they do. Let’s get the young people together, sort of thing. Anyway, as it turned out, it was quite a laugh. I don’t suppose Sonia told you that she fell into the Serpentine.”


    “No!” Cecily shrieked.


    “Yes, truly,” he said, beginning to laugh. “She was trying to step out of the boat—and I don’t think Noel did it on purpose, he swears he didn’t—but the boat suddenly moved away from the pier and Sonia”—he was laughing, struggling to get the words out—“Sonia almost did the splits before going in!” He wiped away tears.“It was so funny... you’d have died. She managed to keep her hair dry, but she wasn’t at all happy when we finally dragged her out...”


    They sat giggling for some minutes, and every so often he added to the story, offering Cecily another comic detail. Then he said, “I so wished you’d been there. Noel and I were fit to explode by the time we dropped her home. Every time she moved about the leather seat in Noel’s motor, there was a squelching sound, and she apologized!”


    She felt his hand graze the middle of her back, his palm rest flat there. He said, “So you see, you have nothing to be angry about. There’s only one girl I’m interested in.”


    And though she said nothing, did not look at him and made no reply, she wanted to. She wanted to hear him say her name. She wanted confirmation. But the moment passed. He moved his hand away and moved on. He asked her if she had been writing, and she told him that she had. She told him of her idea for a novel, inspired, she said, by Cora’s life overseas. Then the gong sounded. And as he rose to his feet, he offered her his hand. “Cecily.”


    In years to come, Cecily would return to that evening, his words, his smile—and even the sound of the gong. She would relive it again and again, because it was a beginning, the beginning. Everything that had happened in her life up until that point had been a prelude to that moment, moving her forward, leading her to that touch, that smile, those words. Her life had arrived. She could see the future, the possibilities, and she could see Jack Staunton walking toward her from each and every horizon.


    Dinner was a success, Cora charm itself, if a little distracted from time to time. It was, Cecily thought, as though the past was still with her; as though those she spoke of were there, in that room. Once or twice Cecily followed her gaze, turning her head toward the baize door, the wall, the salamander, as though she, too, would be able to see something, someone standing there. At one point she was sure she had seen Cora nod and then raise her hand, just as if she was dismissing someone from the room. But no one was there.


    Cora spoke of Rome and Paris, relishing a few well-worn anecdotes that Cecily had heard once and Jack and Sylvia perhaps tenfold but that Madeline had not yet heard. They all laughed at her reminiscences of the mischievous antics of her young sons, specifically Jack’s father, Georgie. And she spoke once more of her aunt, a woman of impossible glamour and style, it seemed, who had been such an influence over her life—a mother to her, she said. But when Madeline inquired about her mother, her real mother, Cecily saw that veil of melancholy descend once more. She had simply been too beautiful for this life, Cora replied.


    All through dinner Cecily and Jack exchanged smiles as though they had a secret, which they did. For hadn’t he said there was only one girl for him? And so, though Cecily heard the conversation and joined in from time to time, and though she ate some of the hors d’oeuvres and a little of the clear velouté, the roast pigeon and then the meringues with fruit and whipped cream were barely tasted. All she could think of were those words, that one girl.


    But when Sylvia leaned toward her and said, “It’s awfully nice that you and Jack have become friends,” and then added, “But it’s such a shame that he won’t be here for very much longer,” she felt her heart sink, and knew Sylvia was reminding her. And at the end of dinner, as they all filed out of the dining room, when Cora stood in the doorway, saying, “Oh Cecily, do please wait here with me a moment,” Cecily was sure it was going to be about Jack; that Cora, too, perhaps wished to remind her of the opportunity he had ahead of him; that nothing should stand in his way; that attachments were superfluous at this stage in his life. And as the others disappeared from the room, she was already practicing one line: I understand everything.


    So when Cora whispered to her, barely audible, and beginning, “I don’t wish to put you under any pressure, dear, but I need to warn you about him,” Cecily was already nodding, already saying, “I understand everything.” She failed to hear the last two words of Cora’s sentence: John Abel. And, intoxicated by the evening, the wine, the words, the possibilities, and the giddy feeling that others—in their concern and warnings—had her best interests at heart, she went on, adding, “Sylvia has already spoken to me about him and I understand.”


    “Sylvia?” Cora sounded surprised.


    “Yes. She didn’t need to say a lot, and neither do you.”


    “I see,” said Cora. “Well, it seems dear Sylvia is ahead of me—in all things.”


    “And don’t worry, I shan’t say anything to him.”


    Cora appeared aghast. “I should hope not. He must know nothing. Nothing at all!”


    It was then, at that moment, Cecily noticed her eyes—intense and glistening, bright with tears. And so she reached out and took hold of Cora’s hands. She said, “I was not expecting...” Then she paused, searching for the right words. “You must remember that up until quite recently I had no idea of his or your existence...” she shrugged. “Neither of you were here, in Bramley. And yet, you and he and all of this has changed me, and changed the way I see the world. But I know, I understand, the timing. I do understand.”


    Cora closed her eyes. “Well then, we should perhaps leave it be.”


    “But there’s one thing, one thing I must tell you,” Cecily said. “He’d quite like to know more about you, simply in order to understand who he is.”


    “Who he is?” Cora repeated. “No,” she said emphatically. She shook her head. “I’m afraid it cannot be.” Then she released Cecily’s hands and walked away, into the hallway and then on into the drawing room. Cecily followed her. As she entered the room, Jack stood up. He helped himself to two of Cora’s Venetian cigarettes and asked Cecily if she’d care to join him. And so they returned to the veranda and sat down side by side in wicker chairs, looking out over the pale evening sky.


    He smiled as he asked her, “So, are you going to tell me what it was my grandmother wished to speak to you about?”


    She turned and smiled at him when she said, “No.”


    He sighed. “Secrets, eh? Do all women keep secrets?”


    “Hmm, possibly... probably, but I imagine men do too.”


    He laughed. “Well, I don’t but I suppose there’s still time for me to accumulate a few.”


    “Plenty of time.”


    “And no doubt at Cambridge...”


    “No doubt.”


    “I’ll be going off there in a matter of weeks.”


    “Yes, I know.”


    “I have to go up before term starts to sort out lodgings, that sort of thing.”


    She nodded.


    “Will you go back to the school? Continue teaching?” he asked.


    She shrugged. “I suppose so.” Then she said, “Oh well, it’ll be Christmas before we know it.”


    He looked down at the ground. “I’m not sure I’ll be here at Christmas. I’ve been invited to Neuchâtel. Noel’s parents have a place there... and I’ve sort of said yes.”


    “How wonderful.”


    He turned to her. “But I’ll definitely be back here next Easter.”


    She stared ahead. “I may be traveling then.”


    “Really? You’re going away?”


    “Oh yes. Did I not tell you? I’m going away with my aunt.”


    “No.” He shook his head. “You never said.”


    “Yes. France, Germany, Austria, Switzerland... and Italy, too, I think.”


    “So you’ll be away for some time?”


    “Mm.”


    After a while he said, “Will you come out for a spin with me? You really must, you know. Not tonight, of course, but perhaps tomorrow, or... Monday?”


    “Monday... I’m not sure.”


    “Well, think about it. I’ll take you out from here, we can go down the cinder track.”


    When they returned to the drawing room, Madeline was already on her feet. The light was fading, she said, and they must get home before darkness fell. Then they all shook hands, and a maid appeared to show them to the door.


    Cecily did not hear a word her mother said as they walked home. In the space of a few hours she had been raised up into that pink and orange sky—then dropped. Or that’s how it felt. For now she saw only the long winter ahead. She saw time stretching out—the months, seasons and years to come—and herself slowly shriveling, shrinking, drying up; withering in Bramley. And she saw Jack Staunton in a place called Cambridge, surrounded by impossibly glamorous and erudite young people, and beautiful young women. She felt such a fool. What on earth had made her think that he could ever be interested in someone who had been nowhere and done nothing?


    As her mother closed the front door, she said, “Oh, Ethne must be back,” but already Cecily was halfway up the stairs pulling the pins from her hair; already she saw herself as the one girl who had gone overdressed to dinner.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven
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    When Sylvia found the small brown envelope on the table in the drawing room, the first thing that struck her was that it was in the wrong place. Unopened post belonged on the silver salver on the hallway table. Cora only moved letters from there when she was ready to open them, and then always at her desk. This letter, Sylvia could see, remained sealed, unopened. Picking it up, she noted the hand, small and somewhat malnourished, and the strange spelling. But people had forever been confounded by the name, and Cora was used to being addressed in a variety of fashions (once, Sylvia could recall Cora telling her, even “Her Royal Highness” had prefixed the misspelled name). But this was a brown envelope which, upon feeling it, contained nothing more than a flimsy, insubstantial sheet. A bill? Perhaps. Turning the envelope, Sylvia could see that it was not properly sealed, easy enough to open. But as she lifted it up to the lamp, leaning forward to examine it further, the door opened.


    To Sylvia’s mind Cora overreacted. She was not snooping, not at all. She was simply concerned that this was yet another of those wretched letters. And she wished nothing more than to protect her friend. But oh, how Cora had gone on, saying that Sylvia had no right to be “prowling” about the place, rifling through her papers and letters. What was it, exactly, that she was looking for? she asked, sounding angrier than Sylvia had ever heard her. But she gave Sylvia no opportunity to reply, for she went on, saying, “Had I known you wished to play detective whilst here I should never have invited you.”


    Sylvia tried a number of times to speak, to explain, but Cora would not stop. “You were about to open that envelope, Sylvia, I saw you. No, don’t even try to deny it. I was here, standing right here in the doorway, watching you. Do you wish me to read it to you? Do you wish me to read every one of my letters to you? Is that what you want? Must I show you every single part of me, my life? Am I to be allowed no privacy at all? And all of you... all of you crowding in on me, demanding answers... wanting to know everything, every tiny detail!”


    Her breathing, always a problem, had become quite rapid and she raised a hand to her chest as the words tumbled forth. Her face was flushed, shining, and strands of her white hair stuck flat to her brow, wet and dark. When she finally sat down, breathless and still clearly agitated, she grimaced as though in pain, and Sylvia rushed to her side and laid her hand upon her forehead. “You have a temperature, dear. A fever,” she said, reaching for the bell on the wall. “We must get you to your bed.”


    Cora remained silent as Sylvia led her upstairs to her room, cooing words of contrition. “You should know by now I’d never do anything to hurt you... only your best interests at heart... always have... always have.”


    When Cora’s maid appeared, Sylvia moved aside and stepped out of the room into the lobby. She could hear Cora saying something about it all being too much for her, and the maid softly hushing and fussing. When the maid finally emerged through the doorway, Sylvia stepped back into the lamplit room to say good night.


    “Don’t think I don’t know... I know everything,” Cora said, without looking at Sylvia. She was not lying flat and not quite upright, but propped by a multitude of white linen pillows, against which her hair, now plaited in two thick ropes, all but disappeared. In the great galleon of a bed she suddenly appeared very small, Sylvia thought, small and frightened. And it was the same fearful look Sylvia recalled having seen before, a very long time ago.


    “You’ve been talking about me to Cecily... talking about him.”


    “Him?” Sylvia repeated. She presumed Cora meant George. “I most certainly have not,” she replied. “But that girl is determined, oh yes, you mark my words.”


    “You’re all determined... won’t be satisfied until I’ve lost my senses and been committed... like her, and like John Abel.”


    Sylvia stood at the end of the bed. She ran her hands over the sheet. “Hush now, you must rest, dear. I shall tell Jack that—”


    “You shall tell Jack nothing,” Cora said, fixing her eyes on Sylvia.


    “All I meant was—”


    “You shall tell Jack nothing,” she said again.


    Sylvia hovered, watching Cora’s hands plucking at the bedcover.


    “You were always there for me, weren’t you, Sylvia?”


    “Yes, indeed I was, and I still am.”


    “Yes, always there for me... always able to tell me about George’s new lover, the very latest rumor.”


    “Aha, so that’s what this is all about. You’ve been remembering Evie Dip—”


    “No! Don’t say it! I don’t want that name uttered in this room! I don’t want to hear that name now or ever again.”


    Sylvia had been the one to tell Cora, the one who had written to her in Paris of the Dipple Affair. She wrote to Cora that she had heard from various “reliable” sources that George had become quite obsessed with his latest sitter. She had mentioned the girl’s age, telling Cora that it was the talk of all London.


    “But I had no intention of...” Sylvia began and then stopped. There was no point. Cora was, Sylvia thought, delirious, quite delirious. So she simply bid her friend good night. But as she turned to close the bedroom door she heard Cora mutter something about revenge.


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that,” she said.


    “It wasn’t revenge... my marriage, it was never about revenge...”


    “Of course,” she replied. “Good night, dear.”


    Minutes later, when Sylvia eventually located Jack, sitting on the candlelit veranda, doing nothing but staring out into the dusk, she stopped in her tracks and stood perfectly still for a moment, struck once again by the likeness. The profile could be him, she thought: George, before he grew his beard. And she could not help but wonder if it was in fact Jack’s presence that was tipping Cora. For how must it feel to have him there? The only one left, all she had left: a constant reminder.


    She sat down beside him, explained to him that Cora had retired for the evening and that she was not at all well. She was concerned, she said, for her well-being and for her state of mind. But like all young people, it seemed to her, he was distracted, and spoke only in short sentences containing those ubiquitous words—age and heat.


    “She has a fever, Jack. She was quite delirious. I wasn’t going to mention it to you, I don’t want to worry you, but... she accused me of spying, snooping on her.”


    He turned to her. “Do you think we should send for the doctor first thing in the morning?”


    “I’m not sure. She hates doctors, has never had any time for them. I told her that she should remain in her bed tomorrow. Her room is cool... I think she needs to rest.”


    “You’re a very good friend to her, Sylvia,” he said.


    She could have told him things then, could have told him how betrayed and hurt she felt, how very odd Cecily Chadwick had been with her the other day, her suspicions about that girl, and about Mr. Fox. And she could have told him about the letters, and about George Lawson, and Edward. But when he yawned, stretched out his legs, then turned to her and said, “You know, Cecily writes. She’s working on a novel,” Sylvia simply smiled.


    He sat up in his chair. “She wants to write a book based on Cora’s life.”


    She stared ahead. “Oh, really? I rather thought that was my role.”


    “Ah, no, nothing like a memoir. A sort of mix of fact and fiction, I suppose, something loosely based on her life. I think she’s made quite a few notes, has begun working on it.”


    “Well, well.”


    “I thought you might take a look. I told her I’d ask you...”


    Sylvia rose to her feet.


    She was not a violent person, had never struck or been struck by anyone, but right at that moment, had Cecily Chadwick been there, she thought she might very well have slapped her. She said,“Oh, I shall have to see, Jack. I’m rather busy, as you know, with your grandmother’s memoirs, and finishing off my own novel.”


    Jack nodded.


    He was not to know, she thought. He was innocent in all of this. But as she moved toward the doorway back into the house, another thought came to her, and she stopped and turned to him. “As a special favor to you, I shall take a look at Cecily’s book, the one she’s writing about Cora’s life. It makes sense for me to see it. After all, I was there.”


    “Thank you, Sylvia,” he said, smiling.
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    Upstairs, Cora had returned to Italy.


    She dreamed of that time so long ago, when George announced, “I have to go. It’s a tremendous opportunity for me.” And she was young and she was desperate, and she was begging him to stay in Rome with her. He said, “I’ll be back, I promise. I’ll be back in the autumn.”


    It was shortly after George’s departure that Cora married Jack Staunton, her aunt’s stepson. She gave birth to Freddie five months later. George did not return to Rome; already, by then, he was famous and much in demand. The Queen had bought his Madonna, Cora read in the English newspapers. And it was via those newspapers she caught up on the events in his life, often weeks after they had happened. From time to time she received firsthand reports: he had attended some party, been present at someone’s wedding, been in Paris, or Florence, or Munich, but not Rome, never Rome. She heard that he moved within the highest echelons of English society, was a regular dinner guest at Buckingham Palace, counted dukes and duchesses amongst his closest friends, was courted and feted, and hailed as “England’s greatest living painter.” Royal patronage, it seemed, had catapulted him into the stratosphere.


    And she had heard the gossip, the rumors about the women in his life. But those whom he chose to escort and appear in public with, and those he allegedly entertained in private were quite different.


    She pictured him, then, in glittering company, and wondered if he ever thought of her, ever wished her by his side. And sometimes, lost in a daydream, she allowed herself to indulge in fantasy once more. She imagined herself with him, standing under a bright chandelier. “Your Grace,” he would say, holding on to her hand, “I don’t believe you’ve met my wife...”


    She had not been angry, could never be angry with him. He had not known. And he could not know, not then, not ever, that she had given birth to his son. Aunt Fanny had said so, and had dealt with the crisis swiftly. She had spoken to her husband, and the marriage had been arranged within weeks. Freddie came early, Fanny told everyone, though Cora knew there was gossip.


    And the gossip continued about George, also.


    His relationship with his patron, Mrs. Hillier, the woman who had introduced him to society in Rome and was his most devoted advocate and champion, had come under scrutiny. It was reported that the two were inseparable, that the married lady, some years George’s senior, was always at his side, and that her husband turned a blind eye. It was reported that the two traveled together frequently to Paris, and that Mrs. Hillier, a former opera singer, acted as hostess at the many dinners and musical soirees at George’s home in London. Some suggested that George Lawson was using the well-connected older lady, that his ambition knew no bounds, and that his success was in no small way due to Mrs. H’s introductions.


    But Amy Hillier had long dazzled everyone in Rome, particularly Cora’s aunt. An invitation to one of her musical soirees had become a highly sought-after ticket of entry to the exclusive expatriate set. It had been at Mrs. Hillier’s sumptuous home on the Pincio Hill, with its long windows and sunset-colored walls, that Cora had first met George, though she had heard his name before that day, heard that George Lawson, the most promising English painter in a lifetime, had come to Rome.


    She and George had spoken together only briefly that night, although they had exchanged many glances. Mrs. Hillier barely left his side. It was just as Cora’s aunt had predicted when she said, “Mrs. Hillier has a new raison d’être: his name is George Lawson.” That evening Cora had been introduced to any number of people: various English aristocrats wintering in Rome, politicians, Austrian and Italian counts and countesses, and a coterie of English and American artists and writers. And she was introduced to George’s father as well, who had been passing through Rome on his way to Greece. It was also the first time Cora had heard the famous diva, Mrs. Hillier, sing, though she had heard tell of the exquisiteness of her voice, and would later say that it was Mrs. Hillier’s bel canto that finally stirred her from an adolescent slumber.


    Some years later, when Mrs. Hillier returned to Rome with her husband, Cora found herself once more on the Pincio Hill, when she and her aunt were invited to tea. She learned that George was working in Florence. Mrs. Hillier had visited him en route to Rome and spoke of him at some length, saying that she was worried about his health; that he worked much too hard and had had such problems with his eyes. Cora’s aunt nodded sympathetically throughout, then asked, “And will we see him here in Rome?” But Mrs. Hillier said not. He would be returning to London from Florence, she said, glancing at Cora.


    It was in fact Cora’s aunt who insisted she take up Mrs. Hillier’s invitation to join her house party at Lucca. And the doctor had already suggested that a change of environment would be good for her. He told Cora that her melancholia was due to nothing more than a sensitive disposition. And he suggested to her that another baby would set things right.


    But how could there be another baby? Jack never touched her, had no desire to touch her. He was sometimes kind and affectionate, and he undoubtedly loved little Freddie, but he was not and never had been her lover. Their marriage had been arranged, hastily arranged. It was not what a marriage should be. And she told him so, in their increasingly frequent whispered arguments. He said, “But what more do you want? I’ve given you my name.”


    She was—she had known from the start—simply the wrong sex for Jack’s tastes. And yet she was grateful to him, for though the marriage was a sham, a respectable sham, he had married her and given her son his name. Whilst Jack’s father remained in denial, oblivious to his daughter-in-law’s predicament, Cora’s aunt knew. “One can’t have everything,” she told Cora, alluding vaguely to her niece’s circumstances. “And you should consider yourself fortunate, very fortunate. You have a husband and a child you love.” A passionless life was, it seemed, the price to be paid for a youthful intoxication, the penalty for having loved outside convention.


    When Cora spoke of the excursion to Lucca to her husband, he had been his usual distracted and dismissive self. “Yes, why not? You should go,” he said, without looking up from the Giornale di Roma.


    There had been no mention of George when Mrs. Hillier first suggested the trip, though Cora had privately wondered if he would be there, if he would join the party. Two days before she was due to leave Rome, she discovered that George was to meet up with them at Florence and come on with them to Lucca.


    It would be their first meeting in almost four years.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve
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    She wishes he were dead, hopes he’ll catch the consumption or the cholera, or step out in front of a carriage and be trampled to death by horses. He calls her “my pretty” and she turns away. He says, “Don’t be like that now... come here.” And because she’s alone with him, she has to go to him and sit on his lap. “My pretty,” he says, stroking her hair...
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    The sun rose early over Temple Hill, breaking through a narrow gap of pale chintz, throwing a searchlight over Cora’s bed, her pillow, her face. She had had another difficult night of interrupted sleep and broken dreams and was exhausted. Now, the effort of another day—and within it another lifetime—seemed almost too much. For what would she remember this day? How many times would she be confronted and challenged by her own memory?


    She lay still for some time, cogitating, deliberating, pushing away, reordering people and events, sequences and words. She was used to the heat, used to the light, but she was not, and never would be, used to the weight of years, or that unyielding inflexibility that had become so much a part of her body. Resistance, she thought, had made her like this, for she knew that the mind and body were inextricably linked, and that much—perhaps all—of the weight of her burden was due to her fight against it. And hadn’t it started when she was still young? Hadn’t it started with George? With that need to be someone unstained, without blemish, or past or future? But no, it was not right to blame him. Too easy, too easy, she thought.


    The situation she found herself in was her fault and no one else’s. She had returned there knowing that she would perhaps be found. “A place where no one will find me...” she said out loud, and then closed her eyes. She had wanted to speak to Cecily about the letters, had wanted to tell her—and she had had the opportunity, after dinner, when Cecily freely admitted she had been changed by what she knew. But what did Cecily know? And how could she, Cora, tell her anything without knowing what, exactly, she knew? It had been a perplexing conversation. He was desperate, Cecily had said. Yes, of course he would be. But was it him? Was it really the farmer, John Abel, sending the letters, reminding her?


    “It could be any one of them...”


    She turned her face to the window. The light was quite different, not of the same quality as Italy. She could hear someone outside beneath her window, the sound of sweeping, whistling, and then song. And the light and the song, and the sudden and fleeting sensation of another time momentarily lifted her spirits. If she closed her eyes she could be back there in a split second. One of the benefits, the very few benefits, of old age was having that menu of moments: moments to return to and relive, over and over. This was control. And one had to control one’s memories, otherwise... otherwise they could run rampant, leading one to places and times best forgotten. But oh how they seemed to be running amok on her now. The way to do it, she thought, the way to stop all of this is to train the mind, restore one’s history. I must take control and focus my mind... I must remember, I must forget.


    She had never been an early riser and there seemed little to rise for now. Ten o’clock was quite early enough to greet the day, take breakfast—always coffee and rolls—and plan, yes, plan what was to happen. But what was there to plan? What was there to happen? Lunch, and tea, and dinner, a walk about the garden, perhaps. Nothing more arduous. Accounts to be settled, bills to be paid, correspondence to be dealt with—and what would the post bring today?


    She wondered what time it was, but the numbers on the clock were blurred. Was that one o’clock? No, Sylvia would have come in by now, come to check on her. Someone would, surely. They would not leave her there, sleeping, dozing, drifting. Perhaps she had been asleep for days, sailing through time. But it was rather nice, to be left alone, to not know the time, not know the day... not know.


    Sylvia had said not to get up, said that she would see to things. She could remember that. Yes, she could remember that. Sylvia had helped her upstairs to her bedroom... But they had had words, harsh words, and it pained her now to think of them. Had she overreacted? Sylvia had been snooping, there was no doubt at all about that. She had seen her, holding the little envelope from Mrs. Chadwick up to the lamp. And later, when Sylvia had loitered at the end of her bed, guiltily, awkwardly, what was it she had said? Something about Edward?


    “Edward,” she said, and sighed.


    For a moment she could hear music, a distant serenade, swept over countries and rooftops and into her room. And she closed her eyes once more, drifting back to a wedding in Paris...


    She can see George standing in a huddle at the other side of the room. He has not spoken to her and he does not look at her. She moves about the palatial room holding on to the arm of her new husband. She smiles, says hello, kisses people and takes hold of their hands. She turns to her husband and listens to him as he speaks. From time to time he places his hand over hers resting on his arm, and he says her name. But it’s not the same. Can never be the same. And yet, what was she expected to do?


    “You’ve been dreaming,” Sylvia said, smiling at her.


    The windows in Cora’s room were open wide, but the air was thick and hot, and when she tried to speak her words were syrupy and stuck in her mouth. She tried to move, tried to sit up. Sylvia quickly rose to her feet, leaned over her, adjusting the pillows behind her head. She said, “I’ve told Jack you’re not feeling quite yourself. He’s gone off out, said to give you his love, and tell you that he’ll see you later.”


    She nodded, tried to smile and closed her eyes. She saw Jack and Cecily, and herself and George; he was there, he was not there; and Jack and he were one and the same. She felt a touch, a hand upon her forehead, and in her dream it was him pushing back her hair, stroking her brow. She heard herself say his name and then a female voice, “No, it’s me, dear.” But when she opened her eyes and glanced down, she fleetingly but clearly saw his hand resting upon her own. She saw the lines of his knuckles, his fingernails—the smudges of paint beneath; his gold rings glinting yellow and white, bright white, in the sunshine.


    The female voice said, “But you do look a little better... more like yourself. And I’ve asked Mrs. Davey to bring up a tray. Just a scone and some tea, I said.”


    She turned to Sylvia. “What time is it?”


    “Half past three... and I know you abhor tea being served before four, but you must have something. You’ve missed breakfast and luncheon.”


    She raised herself up, and as Sylvia pushed and pulled at the pillows behind her she wanted to say, “Please don’t... please let me be... I’d like to be on my own.” She watched Sylvia sit back down, saw her pick up her notebook, then make that kissing noise with her mouth and tap her pencil on the page. Here they come, she thought, more questions. She can’t leave it alone, can’t let me be.


    Questions, once eagerly anticipated and enjoyed, now seemed relentless, intrusive. And she was certainly in no mood for them today. It felt too close, too raw. As though the intervening years had been peeled back and the past was there, in that room with her. As though everyone was in that room with her, standing about the bed, waiting... but what were they waiting for? She was not about to die. Not yet.


    Then Sylvia spoke again. She asked if she could go over the details of a landscape, said it would help her describe the setting for a particular chapter in her novel Lord of Nivernais.


    “I’ve gone back to it,” Sylvia said. “Seeing as we’re not making much headway on your book.”


    “Aren’t they all my books?” Cora asked. “And anyway, you visited France enough times yourself.”


    “No, no, not France, Lucca.”


    Cora narrowed her eyes. “Lucca? You’ve gone to Lucca?”


    “Yes,” Sylvia replied. “I hope you don’t mind. It’s where Harriett, my protagonist, and Armand—”


    “I can’t believe you’ve gone to Lucca. Why Lucca? You could have gone anywhere, taken them anywhere. Why there?”


    “Oh Cora, really,” Sylvia stammered, “it’s just a place... the place I’ve put them for their reconciliation. You see, Harriett is returning to Rome, and Armand is now back from the war. I wanted to—”


    “But why Lucca? It’s not on the way anywhere, and which war? You never mentioned any war to me. And you know how I feel about Lucca.”


    “Well, I suppose I could move them, place them in Siena, perhaps, but really, I wanted somewhere quiet. And it has to be Italy, you see, because...”


    Cora did not hear any more. In a split second she had been thrown back half a century, to Lucca.


    They had lain entwined as dawn broke through the shuttered window, casting golden stripes across their bodies. He said, “I never want to leave you.”


    “But you will, you will... you have to.”


    He had to...
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    Cora traveled by train to Florence. The party headed out on foot from the hotel for luncheon with George. But when the moment came, “Hello, George,” was all she could summon. He asked after her aunt, and Jack, and then he said, “And your boy? How is Freddie?”


    She smiled. “He is well.”


    He sat with Mrs. Hillier at lunch and, though as attentive as ever to her needs, Cora was aware from his gaze, his frequent glances, that something of the chemistry remained. Towards the end of lunch, when everyone decided to return to the hotel for a siesta, he leaned forward and invited her to take a walk with him, to Santa Croce. As they strolled through the streets arm in arm, he told her about the Italian sculptor with whom he was working, and Cora listened, slowly coming alive for the first time in four years.


    Within the Gothic splendor of Santa Croce, and with her arm linked through his, they walked along the monumental walls, surveying the marble tombs of Dante, Galileo, Vasari and Michelangelo. They lit candles and sat down, side by side, in contemplative silence in a shaft of warm light.


    “Not homesick for your beloved Rome, I hope?” he whispered.


    “No, I needed to get away—you have no idea how much.”


    “Oh, but I do. It’s why I asked Amy to invite you.”


    She turned to him. “You? You asked Mrs. Hillier to invite me?”


    He looked back at her, frowning. “I heard... that you’ve been unhappy.”


    She glanced away. “A little,” she said.


    “I don’t like to think of you unhappy. I always imagine you smiling, always smiling. And I wanted to see you... It’s been a long time.”


    Even then, she had wanted to wrap her arms around him, to tell him about Freddie and explain her marriage to Jack. She wanted to tell him everything. But she simply smiled at him and said, “Yes, too long.”


    Early the following morning the party set off in two carriages, traveling from Florence to Prato, then on via Montecatini to the house, three miles east of Lucca, arriving as night fell. But that evening, on a terrace ablaze with torches, candles and brightly colored paper lanterns, Cora felt awkward, in awe of the assembled company and, in particular, of their hostess, Mrs. Hillier. Dinner was served late in the large but simply furnished dining room, where four ostentatious silver candelabra lined the long table. Cora sat between George and an American, named Grant Duvall.


    “Alicia and I just adore Florence, but Rome... Rome was a disappointment. I’m not sure what we expected but it’s a mess of a place. It needs tidying up; and it needs a different government! And you know, there’s no mention in any guidebook about the smell, the aroma di Roma! Anyway, we won’t be going back, not unless all those pretentious English expatriates and fugitives move out!”


    When the conversation moved on to politics, Garibaldi and the supposed imminent reunification of the Italian states, Mrs. Hillier held everyone’s attention. She knew Giuseppe Garibaldi, knew everyone, and spoke with authority on the very latest political developments. And George, Cora noted, sat in spellbound silence as he listened to her speak. He respects her, she thought; he loves and respects her.


    The following morning, afraid she had overslept, Cora hurriedly dressed and went downstairs, but the place was quiet, no one stirred. She walked out onto the terrace, where the hum of cicadas and sound of a nearby stream soothed her haste. Here and there, the mist of night lingered, clinging to the curves and sloping vineyards beneath her. A valley of pale umber and myrtle, the shapes of cypress and pine, and high up in the distance the walls of an ancient fortification glinted in the morning sun.


    Somewhere beyond it all is Rome, she thought. And she imagined her son asleep in his bed, and wished she were there, at home in Rome.


    Those first few days had been spent idly. There were walks and picnics. Mrs. Hillier was carried across the bumpy terrain in her chaise à porteur, while Cora and the others walked on ahead in search of the perfect location for lunch. Each evening there were tableaux vivants, readings, poetry recitals and charades on the terrace. Cora adopted the role of observer, and learned much from watching the dynamics at play. She was able to see how Amy Hillier orchestrated proceedings, commanding the attention of her guests with an obvious need to be center stage, and yet at no time appearing overbearing or insensitive to her friends. But Mrs. Hillier was a seasoned hostess, and a performer, Cora concluded.


    She was able to see for herself the intimate bond between George and his patron. But she was no longer jealous. She realized that her friend John Clifford had been right all those years ago when he had told her that George’s relationship with the older woman was based upon mutual need. And it was obvious, obvious to her, that George respected and admired Mrs. Hillier. And he was undoubtedly grateful for her support. After all, it was she who had launched him on his path to success. His talent, good manners, his educated background and love of music had enthralled Mrs. Hillier from the start, even before he officially became her protégé. But now Cora realized that George and Amy Hillier had a great deal in common: they were both perfectionists, and egotists, absorbed in a private, mutual admiration.


    It had been toward the end of that first week at Lucca that George asked Cora if she would sit for him. He wanted her to pose outside, on the loggia, and at first she was not sure. She had sat for him before, years before. But her shape had altered, become fuller, more curvaceous, and that confidence of youth and lack of inhibition had been replaced by the modesty of a mother, and a respectable married woman. She knew Jack would be furious, knew she should refuse.


    “No. I don’t think so.”


    “Please?”


    “But I’m too old to sit for any painter now, especially you, George.”


    “No. You’re perfect. Please?”


    He wished to paint her in a Grecian-style robe, and it had been Lottie Davenport, the retired American actress, who had insisted that she should be the one to style Cora, taking her upstairs to see what they could find. And so, in a white muslin sheet with an ornate brooch pinned to her shoulder, and a belt of twisted silk tied around her still slender waist, Cora had returned to the loggia, where George, with Clifford’s help, had arranged the scene already set in his mind’s eye. Lottie then suggested to George that Cora’s hair be loose and flowing, something which embarrassed Cora more than the frayed sheet she had been bullied by Lottie into wearing.


    “Really? Why does my hair need to be down?” Cora asked.


    “Because no one in ancient Greece wore their hair in a modern updo!” Lottie replied.


    “That’s not strictly true, Lottie. I’ve seen paintings of Grecian women—goddesses—with their hair taken up,” Amy Hillier interjected, before looking at Cora and adding, “But it would certainly be a more romantic vision if you were to have your hair down, Cora.”


    George said nothing but smiled at Cora, appealingly. And so, with Lottie’s help once again, she disappeared upstairs to unpin her hair.


    “I’m not sure my husband would be pleased,” she said, as Lottie unpinned her hair.


    “Does he not like you to be admired?” Lottie asked, but Cora made no reply.


    “You’re a beautiful woman,” Lottie went on, “and your husband need never know. Secrets are quite often beautiful in themselves, you know,” she said as she brushed Cora’s hair. “We should all keep a part of ourselves for only us to own. We must never share the essence of who we truly are, for then we are lost, well and truly lost.”


    “But that means one can never give oneself completely... never truly love.”


    “I suppose it does. But true love is a curse as much as a blessing, you must know that.”


    “I’m not sure I’ve ever truly loved anyone, apart from my son.”


    “Oh, I think you have; I think you know how to love deeply, profoundly, passionately, but you have not been loved back like that, yet.”


    She felt Lottie’s hand upon her bare shoulder. “I think that’s George calling. We’d better go back down,” she said, moving away.


    Downstairs, the tension evaporated when Lottie blew an imaginary trumpet and then called out, “My lords, ladies and gentlemen, her Serene Highness Queen Cora of Lucca!”


    George smiled. Clifford, pipe in mouth, broke into riotous applause. And Amy Hillier looked from Cora to George but remained silent.


    Over the next three hours George made what appeared to Cora to be dozens of sketches, some discarded in crumpled balls upon the floor, others placed on a marble table next to his easel. Eventually, and despite Cora’s complaints that her bare feet were cold and that her back ached, George at last began to put paint upon the canvas. Unlike Clifford, he worked silently, lost in the execution of his work, studying each fold of material, each shadow; perfecting the lines and shape of his model’s features; scraping off paint with a palette knife, adjusting his composition, perfecting the balance and harmony of his vision.


    The others had long since left the makeshift studio and moved inside, and Cora could hear them, arguing and laughing over card games. Part of her longed to go inside so she could sit in a chair, be comfortable and warm. And yet she savored each moment alone with him, knowing his attention on her was so intense, so complete, his dark eyes moving from her to the canvas and back to her. From time to time, he spoke, asking her to straighten up, move a finger or raise her head, but there was no conversation, and the silence between them seemed only to heighten the atmosphere of intimacy.


    He walked toward her, adjusted the sheet where it was knotted at her shoulder, his warm flesh brushing against her bare skin. He lifted the back of his hand to her jaw, gently raising her face, his eyes upon her mouth, her nose, and then her eyes. He touched her hair, arranging it down her back, the tips of his fingers grazing her spine. He stepped away, casting his eyes over her, her body, and smiled. “Perfetto,” he said, then returned to his easel and picked up his palette and brush. She could hear his breathing, each grunt and sigh, his tongue in his mouth as it opened and closed in varying degrees of concentration.


    And looking back at him over her shoulder, she watched him as he watched her. She studied his face once more: the hooded eyes, the Roman nose, that so familiar high forehead and tousled hair, now graying at the temples. The lips, a mouth she knew so well, and a beard, from time to time tugged and pulled at. The crumpled collar of his velvet jacket, the ruffled silk of his necktie. The concentration in his eyes: the perfectionist at work.


    Finally, as the afternoon light began to fade and the air grew noticeably cooler, he looked up at her and said, “Shall we continue tomorrow?”


    “You said an hour or two, George, not a day or two!” she replied, stretching her arms out in front of her, and then up over her head.


    “But you’re a vision, my perfect vision...”


    The following morning, as everyone was about to depart on an expedition to the town, Mrs. Hillier asked Cora if she would mind staying there with her to keep her company. She had had a headache the previous evening, retiring to her bed early and requesting supper on a tray, which George had taken up to her. But she still felt “under the weather,” she said.


    “George enjoys your company very much, Cora. I’m so pleased that you decided to join us here. As you know, I’m sure, he gets bored so easily, can never be in one place for too long,” she said, as the two of them walked slowly down the hillside. “It’s good for him, I think, to see old friends, people his own age...” She stopped. “Though age itself is no barrier to friendship, of course, and really means nothing at all.” She smiled at Cora. “One person may take a lifetime, fifty, sixty, seventy years to reach the wisdom another attains in thirty. We are all different in our ability to acquire knowledge, to mature and learn; it is not dependent upon a number. The ability and rate at which one learns from experiences is in itself fascinating. There are those who take a lifetime and learn very little, and others whose hunger to learn the lessons of life enables them to gain wisdom from a tender age. I have met idiotic and immature old men, no more than little boys, devoid of any wisdom or clarity, and I have known exceptionally wise young men, custodians of great knowledge. Dear George falls into the latter category of course.” She paused and smiled. “And happily, he does not see my age, only my wisdom. We are kindred spirits, you see, and have probably shared many lifetimes together before this one.”


    “Do you truly believe that?” Cora asked, remembering her aunt’s word for people who held such views: “pagans,” she called them.


    “Yes I do. There are people we meet who are so familiar to us, not in their physical appearance perhaps, but in their aura. Instinctively we recognize them and feel an inexplicable but deeply powerful connection. It is the recognition of a kindred soul. You see, Cora, the soul is immortal. Have you never felt that rush of familiarity upon a first meeting?”


    “Yes, indeed I have, but I’ve never been able to understand it, and I’m not sure I’m able to believe in reincarnation. It would be nice to think we are reborn, but where does that put heaven and God?” she asked, looking up at the cloudless sky.


    “Does one have to be exclusive of the other?” Mrs. Hillier asked.


    “No, perhaps not, but if we keep on returning to a physical body, at what stage do we ascend to heaven?”


    “When we have acquired wisdom; when we have learned all there is to know about ourselves. What did Socrates say? ‘Know thyself’? I think we have to know ourselves, and that is the most difficult thing. The most difficult thing!”


    When the women reached the bench by the stream, they simultaneously closed their parasols and sat down. Cora could hear the older woman breathing in deeply, as though savoring each sensation, and she felt mildly irritated by her own inability to clear her mind. It seemed a cluttered untidy mess over which she had no control. And yet she knew that beyond that mess of unanswered questions lay vast pools of wisdom.


    “I think you know how very dear and precious George is to me,” Mrs. Hillier began again after some minutes. “It is my mission to nurture his talent, to support him in any way I’m able. His well-being is of the utmost importance to me... indeed, to the world.”


    “Of course.”


    Mrs. Hillier sighed. “His art is God-given, a gift from the Almighty. He is not like ordinary men. He cannot allow himself to be encumbered by attachments that will burden him and stifle his creativity. He must have peace—peace of mind, space, freedom from the ordinary and mundane activities which the rest of us are unfortunately so taken up with. No, he cannot be burdened. And it is why he will never marry, why he prefers celibacy.”


    Cora stared ahead and said nothing.


    “Passion, lust, romantic notions, he knows these things are fleeting, that they will rob him of what he so desperately needs in order to fulfill his life’s purpose. Oh yes, he knows this, he knows this now.”


    Later, that evening, after the others retired one by one to their beds, Cora and George were left alone on the terrace. As the candles around them flickered and burned out, they sat in silence watching fireflies in the blackness. Then Cora said, “Do you believe in reincarnation, George?”


    He turned to her. “What a question to spring on me! Why do you ask that?”


    “Because Mrs. Hillier told me today that she believes we have all lived more than one lifetime.”


    “Ah, well, Amy has such notions.” He looked away and smiled, obviously familiar with Mrs. Hillier’s view of the universe. “I’m not sure,” he said, hesitantly. “Based on what I’ve read recently, no, I do not. Science has taken over our theories and seems to be challenging all of our beliefs. And yet it cannot answer all of our questions. But reincarnation? Well, it’s a fanciful and rather egotistical notion, is it not? That we are given another chance? That we go on and on. No, I’m not sure I can subscribe to that. But what do you think? You’ve obviously been pondering this.”


    Cora shrugged. “Of course I would rather like to think I had at least a few more lifetimes ahead of me—one is definitely not enough. But then I am greedy by nature and wish for too much.” She paused. “It’s just that Mrs. Hillier, well, she believes you and she have known each other before... in other lifetimes.”


    He laughed, shook his head. “She’s testing you, sounding you out.”


    “But why? Why do that?”


    He shrugged his shoulders: “Perhaps because she’s intrigued,” he said, a smile in his voice.


    “Intrigued? By me? How ridiculous!”


    He turned to her. “But why does it astound you?”


    “Because I am nothing by comparison.”


    “You have youth. You have physical beauty. And you know yourself, I think.”


    Cora turned to him, her face clearly visible in the moonlight. “But I am hardly youthful, and as for knowing myself...”


    “Does your husband know you?” he asked, staring ahead, into the night.


    “Marriage is no guarantee of knowledge, George.”


    “I always thought marriage, commitment, meant truth, opening up one’s heart.”


    “Opening up one’s heart... Is that why you’ve not married yet? Are you afraid to open up your heart?”


    “Perhaps. But I tell my dear father it’s because I’ve not yet met the right woman, lest I appear a coward... which of course is the truth of the matter. The one unalterable truth.” He turned to her. “I fear I am destined to be on my own now. And that is my sadness. I have everything I ever wished for and nothing at all; no one to share with; no one waiting for me at home; no sons or daughters to climb up onto my lap and tease me and love me; no wife who knew me before my success, who loves me for me, for who I am. And why? Because I chose for it to be so. I chose, didn’t I? So, now tell me, how brave am I?”


    She rose to her feet. “I think we should go inside. It’s getting cold,” she said.


    He reached out, grabbed hold of her hand. “Tell me you love me... tell me you still love me. Tell me you forgive me.”


    “George, please.” She pulled her hand free. “I can’t tell you that. I can’t, it’s too late.” And then she turned and walked quickly toward the house, and as she moved through the open doors she heard someone call out her name: an unfamiliar, broken voice.


    Upstairs, in her room, she slammed the door shut and stood perfectly still for a moment. I must leave here, she thought; I should never have come. I must leave here... go home. She moved across the room to the wardrobe, began pulling out her gowns, letting them fall in a heap at her feet, then sat down amongst them. “I must go home,” she repeated through tears.


    She did not notice the door swing open, or hear it close. And as he fell onto his knees by her side, she whispered, “I must go, I must go home.”


    “My darling, my own dearest...”


    He took hold of her hands, lowered his head and kissed her palms. “Forgive me,” he said, and she felt the wetness of his tears slip between her fingers.


    “We cannot do this. I cannot...” she began, but then his mouth was over hers, his hands cradling her head. And as he ran his fingers through her hair, pulling it loose between breathless sobs, kissing her lips, her face, her neck, repeating her name over and over, she felt his hands move down her body, his fingers untying the lace of her gown, against her skin, exploring, tracing. And with his tears in her mouth, she pulled him closer.
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    “Who’s sad to see you in England, dear?” Sylvia was saying, leaning over her, over the bed. Daylight had faded. It was late in the afternoon, or perhaps early evening, Cora thought. And then she heard herself say the name “Edward.” She had not meant to say it; she had heard Sylvia’s question and thought it, merely thought it.


    “Edward? I don’t think Edward was ever sad to see you back here. Was he?” Sylvia asked.


    “No, no, sad about George... about George and me,” she replied.


    “But did he know? I thought he’d never known... hadn’t realized.”


    She raised her hand. “Sylvia, you must stop. You don’t understand.”


    “Oh, but I do. You see, I never listened to anyone else, only you. And so I... I believe you, and I know it was not revenge...”


    She turned to Sylvia. “I’m sorry, but I must ask you to leave, Sylvia,” she said, clearly and calmly, with complete clarity. “I want you to leave now.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
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    The lanes were bathed in a soft dappled light, and the air, gliding over Cecily’s arms and face and through her hair, blissfully cool. The hedgerows, arching branches and trees and fields flashed by in a blur of color, and the engine throbbed and roared. And sometimes, as they slowed, as they tilted, rounded a corner and changed gear, the machine made a strange and unnerving putt-putt sound. From time to time they came to a junction and stopped, briefly, then moved on, accelerating down the straight and into the sunshine. And once or twice, when the engine cut out and he had to restart it, he turned to her, smiling, his face half covered by goggles. “Hold on! Hold on tight!”


    Speed: it was, quite simply, intoxicating. Too thrilling for words. He was right. It made her heart thump and made her feel alive. She closed her eyes, savoring the new sensations: the light and shadow swiftly moving over her, over them, light shadow light shadow light shadow; the feel of the air, warm summer air, brushing her skin, moving her hair, her clothes; the sound of the engine, the thrust of its power; and even the spine-tingling, heart-wrenching, nerve-racking threat of danger.


    Speed. It was modern and daring and brave. It was the Future.


    Or that’s how it felt to Cecily that day.


    When they reached the Bracken Pond, he pulled over, onto a gritted pathway under the trees. He turned off the engine and pulled off his goggles as he climbed from the bike. He stared at her, smiling broadly, and then laughed. She said, “Please, don’t laugh, don’t say anything. I can well imagine what I look like.”


    He stepped forward, took her hand. “But you look wonderful. You look... wild and exciting.”


    She had received his first note, in a sealed envelope, on the Sunday morning, the day after dinner at Temple Hill. It had been delivered by hand; her reply and the others were posted.


    Cecily,


    Did we part as friends yesterday evening? I am not sure and this bothers me more than perhaps it should. I sincerely hope that I have not offended you... & that we are still friends.


    JS


    Dear Jack,


    Of course we are friends! I was, I admit, a little tired, and rather hot. Perhaps it was that...


    In haste, CMC


    Dear Cecily,


    I think you are perhaps being disingenuous... but that may be your prerogative. Either way, I hope that we ARE still friends, and that you are well.


    Jack


    P.S. What is the M in your name?


    Dear Jack,


    I am very well, thank you, & assure you that I was most definitely not being “disingenuous.” This misunderstanding has arisen, I believe, simply from an absence of knowledge of each other & of our respective characters.


    As ever, Cecily


    P.S. The M is for Madeline, after my mother.


    P.P.S. Do you have a middle name/names?


    Dear Cecily,


    I think you are right with regard to the not knowing, & so, though I am unable to furnish you with any detailed (objective) observations on my own character (and though I could perhaps provide you with names for “character references”), I can, in the absence of said knowledge, offer the following:


    Middle name: George (after my father, of course)


    Birthday: December 2nd


    Favorite place: the top of a hill near the Bracken Pond


    Hobbies: hate the word. Makes me think of a children’s toy horse... & suggests solitary model-making et cetera.


    Ambitions: to learn to fly, and to have an outrageously long& blissfully happy life.


    Likes: skiing, cricket, the English countryside (about here); Sherlock Holmes & anything else by Conan Doyle; the theater, the pictures, Lily Elsie; music, my gramophone, Bach, Beethoven, ragtime; meringues, and very cold beer.


    Dislikes: Shakespeare, Chaucer, jelly (a pointless food), pomposity & lies.


    Enough for now, I think. But I would be grateful for similar from you...


    Yours, Jack


    PS. I wonder what you are doing at this very minute. I am in the garden, lying under the horse chestnut—writing to you!


    Dear Jack,


    Yes, I too was in the garden, reading (Far from the Madding Crowd, if you really wish to know).


    So, here goes:


    Likes: reading (Austen, Hardy, Dickens, George Eliot and almost every English poet), writing, daydreaming (& quite extraordinarily good at the latter); jelly (definitely NOT a pointless food), blackberries (picked fresh from the hedgerow & popped straight into one’s mouth), wild strawberries and CREAM; sunsets, long twilights, & storms, wild skies and moonlit starry nights; music... Beethoven and Debussy. Honeysuckle, snowdrops, four-leaf clover and forget-me-nots. My bicycle. The smell of hay, the greenness of the beeches, and breezes. (Yes, breezes!) Breathing in the world. Here & now... and everything this very minute. And the future—what is to come!


    Dislikes: people who pretend to be something other than what they are; cruelty, inequality, and spitefulness; Mr. Fox’s long sermons, Rosetta’s (our maid) stew and dumplings, Ethne’s incessant piano practice, and Sonia B’s silent, head-throwing laugh. Gossip, supposition and small-mindedness.


    Ambitions: to LEAVE Bramley and travel, to write, live in a city, & to attend the opera at least once in my life. And of course to be “blissfully” happy (surely that goes without saying?).


    Favorite color: violet.


    Favorite place:... not yet discovered!


    Favorite sound: possibly the wood pigeon that I am listening to now...


    That’s about it. I think.


    Cecily


    Cecily,


    Show-off! I had already surmised that you are without doubt cleverer than me. Did you perchance see the sunset yesterday evening? I wondered if you were outside... was half tempted to come over.


    Jack


    Jack,


    Ha! I was not showing off... I was doing my very best to be honest! Yes, I did see the sunset. Mother says it means a storm... & almost 100 degrees today. Hard to believe we’re in England.


    C


    Cecily,


    Are you free tomorrow? I thought you might like to come out... a picnic? Just a thought... if you are we could meet here... 11 o’clock?


    J


    Hitherto, the only letters Cecily had received had been from her cousins or Aunt Kitty. And so Madeline, witnessing the arrival of at least two of Jack’s letters, had asked, “Who are your letters from, dear?” And Cecily said, “Oh, just Annie. She’s testing the service for her father.”


    “How very enterprising!” Madeline replied.


    The first note had made Cecily tremble, more than was warranted by its sentiments, she thought. And she had spent hours thinking of her reply, then penning it, perhaps ten times over, before finally reducing it to little more than a sentence. But after that, it had been easy: a written rather than spoken conversation. Was he flirting? Possibly. But that possibility was the most exciting thing about it all. Jack Staunton was corresponding with her. He was not only writing sentences to her, he was thinking about her, and that thought alone altered her world, and her consciousness of it.


    The evening she had written about her likes and dislikes—outside in the garden—she had felt as though she was sharing something of herself for the very first time. Because no one had ever asked before, because no one had ever focused her mind in that way. What did she want? What did she like? He wanted to know. He wanted to know about her, her thoughts, how she felt, what she saw, how she saw. He wanted to know.


    And everything around her—the garden, its colors, the sounds, lack of sound, even the fly-filled air—suddenly seemed more real than ever, and inexorably linked to him: linking her to him, yards away, minutes away. It was an inevitability; it was fate. All of it. Everything. She saw her life flash before her, and she saw him, Jack Staunton, with her throughout. Yes, it would be; it had to be.


    That night she had fallen asleep smiling, blissfully happy in the knowledge that she was worthy of his interest, inebriated by the possibilities ahead.


    He organized the picnic, telling her he had put it together himself (this, she could believe): hard-boiled eggs, pork pie, cheese, bread and butter, apples, and ginger beer (nonalcoholic, he’d assured her, but after one mouthful she realized he’d lied).


    They had lounged about on the rug on the sand, watching ill-clad bathers, the rigmarole of families and children and dogs. At one point Cecily thought she spotted Mrs. Moody paddling at the water’s edge and ducked down, lying flat upon the rug on her stomach. But no, it was not the village gossip, just someone who resembled her.


    “So, what did you tell your mother? Where did you say you were going?” he asked.


    “With Annie, of course—to Linford. She’s a brick, won’t say a thing,” she replied, turning over, sitting up, wrapping her arms around her knees.


    “I don’t imagine you lie to her often—your mother, I mean.”


    “Oh yes I do. Well, not often, but sometimes.”


    He lay with his arms behind his head, staring up at the sky. “It’s a rotten business, isn’t it? Having to lie, especially when there’s no reason. But sometimes... sometimes it’s so much easier than telling the truth.”


    She glanced at his legs, stretched out next to her, the shape of his bony kneecaps and slender calves through the fawn-colored fabric. His shoes looked expensive, and new; and she wondered if Cora had bought them for him. Above one navy blue sock was a patch of bare, pale skin covered in a down of dark hair. And she had an impulse to reach out and touch that patch of skin—which shocked her.


    “I rather think my grandmother lies,” he said, pensive.


    “No, surely not,” she replied. “She might not wish to divulge things about herself, her life, but that’s quite different to lying.”


    She remembered Cora’s words of the week before: “I have never been a person to place too much store on truth,” she had said, as if declaring it to the world and not just to Cecily. “The truth is an enigma. I may say that I’ve never known truth. I have known great love, great pain and loss, but not necessarily truth.”


    “You mean withholding the truth?” Jack asked her.


    “Gracious, no. I didn’t say that. I really don’t know...”


    He sat up. “But you see, I think you’re right, I think that’s exactly what she does. I think she offers people a rather sanitized, edited version of events in her life. The only one left to corroborate her version is Sylvia, and she appears to be sworn to secrecy on all things.” He paused. “I imagine Sylvia could tell me so much, but of course she daren’t; she worships the ground my grandmother walks on.”


    Cecily smiled. “She is awfully fond of her, isn’t she?”


    “Irritatingly so. I rather think poor Sylvia has spent her entire life hanging on my grandmother’s every word. She’s like a devoted pet, or some lady-in-waiting,” he added, kicking at the sand. “I’ve asked her, of course, about my father... and about the others.” He turned to her. “She knew them all, you see, she’s been around forever.”


    “What did she tell you, what did she say?”


    He looked out across the water. “Nothing. She answers each question with a question: what has your grandmother told you? Don’t you think you should ask her? And so it goes on. Good luck to her with the memoirs, that’s all I can say. I don’t imagine my grandmother has any intention of collaborating on that particular project, which may explain the tension between them,” he added.


    “Tension? What do you mean?”


    “I can tell that my grandmother’s becoming irritated by Sylvia’s presence. She’s been avoiding her. Yesterday, I found her in the garden, at the temple, and it seemed to me as though she was hiding. She asked, ‘Where’s Sylvia?’” He mimicked his grandmother’s clipped voice, and an exaggerated wide-eyed stare. “And then, later,” he continued, “Sylvia came up to me and implied that my grandmother was going potty.”


    Cecily laughed. “What did she say?”


    “That she was worried, deeply worried,” he said with exaggerated emphasis, “about my grandmother’s state of mind. She talks in riddles, that woman. She told me that it had happened before, and I had not a clue what she meant, whether she was referring to some former madness in the family or something else. I suppose I should sit down and have it out with her.”


    “With Sylvia?”


    He turned to her. “With my grandmother. I should just ask her outright about everything. You see, I’d rather like to know who I am. Does that make sense?”


    “Yes, of course,” she replied. “And I’m sure she’ll tell you everything you want to know, if you explain.”


    He looked down, shook his head. “It’s a queer thing not to know about one’s family, where one comes from.”


    “I’m sure there’s no great mystery, nothing scandalous.”


    He moved forward, resting his chin on his knees. “But perhaps there was. Perhaps there was a scandal. Perhaps my grandfather’s death was not an accident.” He ran his hands through his hair and sighed again. “And I know—am very much aware—that the only reason she came back here is because of me, my situation. But I have this feeling... this...” He paused, staring down at the ground, then turned to her. “She talks around everything. Haven’t you noticed? She talks in anecdotes, the same stories over and over, but none of it’s real, not to me at any rate. Don’t get me wrong, I’m very fond of her, and I recognize that she’s... elderly, forgetful perhaps, eccentric most definitely,” he added, smiling. “But there are too many things she won’t discuss with me, so what am I expected to think?”


    She nodded. What was he expected to think? It was perfectly reasonable that he should want to know about his family, his father and grandfather. Already, perhaps she, Cecily, knew more than he did. But Cora was wise; she would choose her time, know when it was best.


    “I don’t suppose it’s anything sinister, you know. I imagine she’s simply being cautious, protective of you.”


    “I’m not a child.”


    “No.”


    They had been there for an hour, no more, when he rose to his feet and said, “I’m bored of this place. Let’s move on.” His mood had changed. He was quieter, reflective, and Cecily wished she could tell him, tell him something. But she had promised Cora. So they gathered up the rug and half-eaten picnic in silence. As they walked back to the bike, Cecily yearned to reach out, to take hold of his hand, his arm, to offer a touch. She said, “It doesn’t really matter who our families were or are. I like to think we can be whoever we want to be.”


    He glanced to her and smiled. “A romantic notion, I think.”


    As he pulled on his goggles, he said, “I want to show you a place. It’s not far from here, only ten or so minutes away.” He climbed onto the bike, averting his gaze as she carefully climbed up behind him. Seconds later, they roared off down the road circling the perimeter of the pond.


    They climbed up the sandy track hand in hand, through waist-high heather to the top of the hill. And all around them, as far as the eye could see, was heathland: an undulating purple landscape broken only by the shapes of birch and pine. In the distance was the small looking-glass pond, its bathers now almost invisible to the eye, its sailboats tiny white dots upon its sky-filled surface.


    “This is where I wanted to bring you, where I’ve wanted to bring you for some time. Isn’t it glorious?” he added, staring up at the sky.


    She watched him, his head thrown back, his pale throat exposed, his hand to his brow, as if searching for something above. “Glorious,” she said.


    And then he lowered his head, and staring into her eyes, he moved closer. “I like to come here and look up,” he said, “look up at the sky and imagine I’m up there, looking down. Looking down on the world.”


    “And what do you see?”


    “Sometimes I see you. In fact quite often I see you, sitting alone, reading in your garden, writing your stories,” he replied. “I see Cecily, and I wonder what she’s thinking.”


    She smiled. “Perhaps she’s thinking of someone called Jack Staunton, wondering what he makes of her.”


    He lifted his hand to her cheek and moved closer. “What he makes of her...” he repeated, but his sentence petered out as his lips touched hers.


    His kiss was achingly tender. So gentle at first that Cecily was the one to move forward, pressing her lips more firmly against his. And as he wrapped his arms around her, drawing her to him, she could feel the world spinning, that vibration, and his heart, her own heart, their lips, that kiss: the moment. He spoke her name as no one had ever before said it, and she knew then and there that no one ever again would express it so.


    “I didn’t plan that,” he said, looking at her with smiling eyes. “I didn’t bring you here to... to kiss you.”


    And she couldn’t speak. Words deserted her. But she could feel a trembling. A wobbling sensation rising up from the ground through her feet to her legs, and up her legs to her body, her stomach, her chest, her arms and hands and fingers, and neck and head. Even her eyelids seemed to be not completely fixed. And her mouth, lips—still parted, but soundless, wordless—seemed to be caught in that vibration: quivering. For a moment she thought she might cry. She felt tears sting her eyes, as everything around her, already spinning, blurred more.


    He reached out, took hold of her hand, lifted it to his mouth and placed his lips there, softly, lingering. And she thought she might fall over. For the earth seemed to be moving quite rapidly now, the sand on which she stood slipping away from under her feet. It must be heatstroke... must be the ginger beer, she thought, focusing on a tree, a single tree, trying to steady herself.


    “I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage. It’s not why I brought you out today...”


    And she couldn’t look at him, couldn’t look at his face, his eyes. But she could hear herself breathing, breathing loudly; or was it him? Everything seemed muddled, blended, too connected...


    She felt him pull her toward him once more, his arms around her, his hands upon her spine, and she closed her eyes, lifted her face—her lips—to his again. And then her head spun, upside down and all around, and up and down again. And she thought, if he releases me I will surely fall. But he didn’t. And even when he moved his mouth away from hers, gently grazing her jaw, he kept his arms around her, and through half-closed eyes she saw his mouth curve upward at each side.


    In time to come Cecily would revisit that moment, that perfect moment. She’d return to that place, that day, reversing the world on its axis, spinning it backward through sunsets and dawns, and sunsets and dawns and seasons. Sometimes she’d look down from the sky, see two small figures, together, entwined; feel his arms about her once more. And she’d see everything and everyone else, too: the bathers stepping out of the water, shivering and wet; the picnickers on the shore, gathering up rugs and baskets and children and dogs; and the lanes, sleepy and silent and dappled in light, waiting for them to pass through. Waiting for them to pass through once more, young and with hearts fit to burst; young and with lives still ahead; young and with kisses still wet on their lips. And their lips still trembling and damp from kisses; racing through lanes with lips damp from kisses; racing though lanes with skin still warm: his skin still warm.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
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    The earth is hard. Dampness has permeated the rug beneath them. Jemima is asleep, cocooned within the quilt they share. High above are infinitesimal stars: glistening, eternal. Her father has promised her some shoes when they get to Colchester. There’s work there, he says, moneyed folk there, he says. Suffolk’s no good, no good now the farmers are all poor. They’ll be able to get a room there, have a bed and perhaps a fire, too. And she pictures the room, the bed and that fire... and she tries to imagine the warmth. But the soles of her feet are blistered and torn, and her back aches from carrying little Johnny.
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    Sylvia waited in the garden for Jack. Her bags were packed. She would go, if that were Cora’s wish. It had been the mention of that marriage, of course, and the word revenge, she knew that. And yet, hadn’t she said that she knew it wasn’t revenge? That she did not care what others had said, that she had only ever listened to Cora? And she had, almost.


    Truth was, it had been impossible to ignore the gossip, impossible to ignore the facts. Oh, she could understand it, understand why Cora did it, but there was bound to be talk. George was renowned, famous by then. But he had treated her badly, very badly. That was undeniable. And he had had his chance, and often enough. He had used her. He had slipped in and out of Cora’s life as and when it suited him, and never, not once, offered to marry her. In Sylvia’s mind he was nothing more than a selfish—albeit talented—bounder. And Cora deserved better, much better.


    As soon as Sylvia heard the sound of the motorcycle coming up the hillside she made her way through the bushes onto the driveway, and flagged down Jack. Her words spilled out before he had time to pull off his goggles, and, turning off the motor, he asked her to repeat them. He was shocked, she could see. And she was tearful. He took hold of her hand, told her not to worry; his grandmother quite obviously did not know what she was saying. He would go and speak with her, go and speak with her immediately, he said.


    So Sylvia sat in the arbor by the sundial, as agreed; for she would not set foot inside the house until Cora had taken back her words. Her bags were packed, she had told Jack. Cotton could easily be sent for. There was a train at 6:46 p.m.


    It took Jack almost half an hour to return to the garden, to Sylvia. But he was full of assurances and told Sylvia that of course Cora did not really wish her to leave, particularly not on such bad terms. It was all a misunderstanding, he said, more than once. But he was noticeably perplexed by the escalated quarrel, and, once Sylvia had agreed that she would stay on, at least for another day, he asked how the whole thing started.


    “I am in a most difficult situation, Jack,” Sylvia began, “because your grandmother does not wish me to speak to you... about anything at all.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”


    “There are matters to be resolved, things I am not at liberty to tell you, things that she herself is unable to speak about, even now after so many years, even to me. Unfortunately, others are forcing the situation.”


    “Others?” he repeated. None of it made any sense.


    She nodded. “It may surprise you, but I have been quietly noting Mr. Fox’s, and your friend Cecily Chadwick’s, keen interest in your grandmother’s life. I believe their questions, their scrutiny, at a time when Cora is struggling, grappling with deeply personal dilemmas, have simply been too much for her. This, I fear, is why she turned on me. There is no other explanation for her... her paranoia.”


    Jack, who had smiled as Sylvia said Cecily’s name, now looked away, frowning.


    “Oh, but there is one other matter that I should perhaps mention.”


    Jack turned to her and, after a moment’s hesitation, Sylvia made him promise with his hand upon his heart that he would never breathe a word to Cora; would never disclose to anyone her suspicions about the nature of Cora’s recent correspondence.


    A letter had in fact arrived late that very afternoon. Sylvia had found it lying on the silver salver in the hallway shortly after she had packed her bags. It was in a strange childish hand, not typewritten, and bore a London postmark. It was plain to see that the sender did not know Cora, for the name was not quite right. Had she not been quite so upset, she might have been tempted to take it, tear it up or burn it, Sylvia told Jack. For these letters, she believed, were at the root of Cora’s agitated state of mind. She did not tell Jack that this particular letter was different to the others. It was not her place, she decided. But when he rose up from the bench, saying he would fetch and open the damned thing himself, she did not stop him. Minutes later, he returned, empty-handed. The letter had gone. It had been taken up to Cora.


    The following morning, heeding Jack’s advice to carry on as normal, as though nothing had happened, Sylvia simply smiled and said, “Good morning,” when Cora appeared and sat down to breakfast. She and Jack had agreed, in view of the circumstances, that Cora needed their patience and protection more than anything else. So Sylvia had tried to make conversation. She said, “You know, you really should have stayed in your bed. After all, there’s nothing happening today.”


    Cora stared straight ahead. “I spent yesterday in bed. I’ve never been a malingerer and I don’t intend to become one now,” she replied.


    “Can I get Cook to do you some eggs?” Sylvia asked.


    She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m not hungry. I think I might take a walk.”


    “A walk?” Sylvia repeated. “To where?”


    “About the garden. I need a change of air... fresh air.”


    “I’ll get my hat.”


    “If you don’t mind, I’d rather like to take a walk on my own.” She rose awkwardly from the table, and Sylvia quickly disappeared from the room into the hallway and returned with her cane.


    “Thank you,” Cora said, taking the cane, without looking at Sylvia.


    Cora knew that Sylvia had spoken to Jack, despite her plea. She knew an allegiance had been formed. She knew that Sylvia would say she was going mad, losing her senses. And perhaps she was. Beneath her clothing she could feel the heat of a fever, still there upon her skin. She felt weak, unsteady on her feet, and in her heart. And her sense of loneliness was more acute than ever.


    As she stood on the terrace, looking south, directly into the sun, she closed her eyes: I have outlived them all, and outlived any purpose, she thought. Am I to spend the remainder of my days in hiding, in fear? Will I ever know freedom, be able to breathe?


    She moved on, carefully descending the steps to the lawn, nodding to one of Mr. Cordery’s men as he raised his cap to her. The garden was quiet and a cloudless sky promised another languorous hot day. She walked slowly across the grass, pausing every few steps to look about or upward, preoccupied. If only there was someone she could talk to. If only she could tell someone the truth. But what was the truth? What were the facts?


    “Really, what does it matter?” she said out loud.


    “Beg your pardon, ma’am?”


    “Another glorious day!” she called out, without turning.


    She descended more stone steps, standing still for a moment on the last to look out across the garden. Put things in order... I must put things in order for him, for Jack. Perhaps write it down... yes, that would be sensible. She stepped onto a gritted pathway. I can only be as honest as I recall... what more can I do? She walked under the shade of the pergola, already vaguely aware of a presence—a shadow on the periphery of her vision—flickering amidst the tangle of jasmine and clematis. She emerged from beneath the pergola, sat down on the bench inside the arbor, and looked back across the lawn.


    She had seen him there before, conspicuous, incongruous, entirely out of place. This morning he was standing by the sundial, with one hand flat upon the lichen-covered stone surface. He looked so very out-of-date, overdressed and old-fashioned, she thought, watching him watching her.


    They did not speak. Not in audible words. Their conversations—the few they had had—had been conducted almost entirely in silence. He seemed to prefer that.


    She took him in: his hair, a single curl hanging down upon his forehead, his beard, graying, his crumpled trousers, well-worn burgundy velvet jacket and usual necktie. He was, she supposed, about forty. Forever forty.


    “You should never have left me,” she said, in barely a whisper.


    “I never wished to leave you,” he replied, without moving his lips.


    “But you did. You always went back to her.”


    “No. There was only ever you.”


    “You say that now, but it’s too late. It’s all gone. Over.”


    “I’m here, aren’t I?”


    She looked away for a moment, irritated. “No, I am here. I’m here without you, and I don’t know what to do, how to be. And I’m no good at being old.”


    She saw him throw his head back in a noisy silent laugh. Then he fixed his gaze back upon her. “You’ll never be old. Not to me. Look at you now. How old are you? Twenty? Twenty-one?”


    “I was when you first met me. But you’ve been gone these past twenty years... and gone from me long before that.”


    She saw him look away, shake his head.


    “But I have Jack,” she added. “You never saw him, never knew him.”


    He glanced back at her, frowning, perplexed.


    “Not that Jack. That Jack passed away years ago, in Rome, remember? I have another Jack... our grandson.”


    “Our grandson,” he repeated, silently, smiling. He lifted his hand from the sundial and held it out to her.


    “No. No, not yet.”


    And she watched him dissolve into the sunshine.


    She had had numerous conversations with him like this, and could never be sure when or where he would turn up. Once or twice he had appeared at the most inconvenient times, and she had been forced to ignore him, shushing him off in a glance, lest anyone else should see. Later, she had inevitably felt guilty, had had to apologize to him, explain that she couldn’t always be at his beck and call. Life goes on, she had told him. I am back in England now, and the English do not like unannounced callers. She could always make him laugh.


    It bothered her, somewhat, that he never quite seemed to know who Jack was and always appeared confused. But it was understandable, she supposed. The only Jack he would recall would be her first husband. And neither one of them ever mentioned him, or the others. They had an understanding, and had never needed names, or indeed words. They shared a telepathy that went beyond the grave and was integral to the force that bound them to each other; she had never needed to confirm or deny anything to him. He knew, had always known... surely?


    But now she reminded herself, he had lived in ignorance about so much—and for so long.


    After Lucca, and weeks after Jack’s death, Cora had given birth to another George: Georgie. Despite letters, one “in sympathy,” the next promising a visit, and another proclaiming delight at being asked to be godfather and stating that he was “honored” she had chosen his name, George did not visit Rome after Jack’s untimely death, or for the christening of his godson.


    As etiquette decreed, Cora spent two years in mourning. Dressed in black parramatta silk and bombazine gowns, she lived her life quietly and rarely ventured out. She was still young, people told her; she would, perhaps one day, have another husband, more children. But she had had her children by the man she loved and the man she loved had gone. Her two boys, she decided, would be her life; she would be a mother first and foremost.


    When Freddie became ill, Cora and her aunt took it in turns to nurse the five-year-old. It was a fever, nothing more. For two days and nights they sat by his bed, watching him doze, bathing his body with cold compresses. But on the morning of the third day, as dawn broke across the city, and as her aunt finally gave in to sleep, Cora noticed her boy’s breathing become more labored. She climbed up on to the bed, folding his small body into her arms, holding him close; willing his heart on. She ran her fingers over the curves of his face—his cheeks, his nose, his mouth—memorizing the softness, each rise and fall, each undulation; those pale purple-veined eyelids fringed with long lashes; that high brow and dark chestnut hair. And in that final hour, she prayed to every saint whose name she could recall, and to every god of every creed; she bargained with them, made promises to them all.


    The sun had set by the time Dr. Small convinced her to release the dead boy from her arms—still rocking. “He cannot hear your lullaby now. He is gone, my dear. You must let him go...”


    Two days later, Cora watched her son’s tiny coffin as it was lowered into the ground outside the city walls. And that night, after she had been found, and after Dr. Small had been called once again, she lay on her bed and quietly told her aunt that she knew with certainty that there was no God. “Look at me, what has he done for me? Everything I love he takes away, everything I beg him for he snatches from me...”


    From that day onwards Cora rarely, if ever, spoke of Freddie. And thus, over time, people forgot; forgot that she had in fact had two sons, not one. But in the locket round her neck she kept a curl of dark chestnut, five-year-old hair.


    Freddie’s death swept away the last remnants of girlish fantasies, certainly any girlish fantasy of a romantic hero. No one, it seemed to Cora, was going to rescue her. Happy-ever-after endings belonged to novels and, perhaps, to those her aunt referred to as “people of quality.” For their journey had not started as hers had, they had not had to flee from anything. Sometimes, in quiet moments, she would unravel the thread of her life and work backward, revisiting that season when she and George had first met. If he had married me, she thought, how different my life would be, how different I would be. And if I had been someone... he would have married me.


    But there was so much George did not know, had never known. How could he love her? He did not know her. And how could she love a man who had turned his back on her in order to pursue ambition, success?


    As Cora’s life continued quietly in Rome, George’s soared noisily in England, and echoed across the Continent. His name appeared more often than ever in the newspaper. It was by then a name everyone knew. And though a few continued to speculate on the nature of his relationship with his patron and constant companion, Mrs. Hillier, most in Rome and back in England assumed the bachelor artist and the married lady—sixteen years his senior—to be dear friends.


    It was the year after Freddie’s death, at a ball at the Palazzo Ruspoli, that Cora was introduced to an officer in the French army named Antonin de Chevalier. Dashingly handsome, stationed in Rome, he was younger than Cora by five years. And later that same winter, three years after he had bid adieu to Cora at Lucca, George Lawson returned to Rome—with Amy Hillier.


    In the carriage en route to Mrs. Hillier’s soiree, Cora tried to explain to Antonin the nature of the relationship between George and the older married lady. But he laughed and simply said, “Darling, I am not a baby. I know about these things.” Minutes later, after Mrs. Hillier had greeted them both in the lobby, he whispered, “No, I think I am a baby. I do not understand.”


    “Not all love is bound by physical attraction, Antonin. I used to think it was, and I used to think it was simply Mrs. Hillier’s patronage that drew him to her, but now I’m not so sure. Yes, George was always ambitious, but their relationship is... is more complex than that. She has a hold upon him I’ve never been able to fathom. She’s not beautiful, not in the traditional sense, but perhaps her soul radiates a beauty for him. I think George became bored by physical beauty long ago; there had to be something more enduring than mere physical beauty.”


    “Perhaps, but I hear he is, as you English like to say, a snub, and she has good connections, no?”


    “The word is snob, Antonin. But no, I don’t think so. George is not a calculating man. He would not use someone in such a way, and has no need to. He’s a creative soul, an artist.”


    “Aha! They are the worst. And Rome is full of them, aristocratic creative English souls, rich and idle and sitting in the Greco putting France, Italy and the whole entire world to rights.”


    She moved away from him with obvious irritation.


    “Why are you so defensive about the painter and the aged singer?” he asked in a whisper, following her through the room.


    She stopped. “I’m not defensive, Antonin. But when you refer to my friend as a snob, I am slightly offended. It is no compliment. You’re implying that he assumes some sort of superiority, and I happen to know he’s not like that. People misunderstand him, that’s all.”


    “And you, my darling, do you understand him?”


    “Yes, I think I do.”


    “He is an old love of yours, yes?” he asked, smiling.


    “No, he is not an old love in the way that you mean, but he is an old and dear friend of mine.” She looked up at him and smiled in a conciliatory way.


    “Il est bien beau?” he said after a moment, looking across the room at George.


    “He used to be compared to a Greek god—Jupiter Olympus, I think...”


    That evening, Amy Hillier’s apartment looked as grand and opulent as ever, like the backdrop to a painting or the stage set of an opera. Everything in her home appeared to be an objet de beauté; each and every item carefully and thoughtfully placed to afford harmony and symmetry. Paneled walls, painted dark pink and gold, were adorned with the work of her many painter friends. And a portrait by George now hung above the fireplace, though it often took guests a moment or two to realize that the attractive woman in the painting was in fact their hostess.


    Finally out of mourning, Cora wore a gown of deepest burgundy silk, made for her by the latest French dressmaker to arrive in Rome. It showed off her figure to perfection and complemented the rubies adorning her throat: a gift from Antonin.


    George stood with his back to Cora, talking to other guests, but as she walked toward him, something of her presence must have stirred him, for he turned as she approached. He took her hands in his, stepped back to look at her, and for a moment, neither one of them spoke—or seemed sure how to navigate their conversation. But the moment passed, and it was Cora who charted their territory. It had been a long time since she had attended such a party or been dressed as she was that evening; a long time since she had sipped fine champagne, and a long time since she had stood in front of George, his full attention upon her. She felt exhilarated and bold, and something in her wanted to toy with him and his safely guarded emotions.


    “You know, George, I’m so pleased that we’ve caught up with each other at last.”


    “As am I.”


    She smiled. “It’s been a while.”


    “Too long.”


    “Yes, too long... feels like a lifetime...”


    “You’ve been through a great deal. And I want you to know that I’m sorry, so sorry that I’ve not been able to visit until now. But I’ve thought of you, often, and I must say you look remarkably well.”


    “Older, wiser,” she replied, glancing about the room.


    “I’m sure.” He nodded. “He was a good man, Jack. I... I,” he stumbled, “I wish I’d had the chance to know him better, and little Freddie, too. I never met him.”


    She stared at him. “No, you never met him.”


    “I can’t imagine—”


    “No, you can’t,” she said quickly. “There’s so much you don’t understand, George. You’re like a child, a cosseted little boy, protected from the truth.”


    He looked away and made no reply.


    “And there’s something I’ve been pondering for quite some time. It’s a secret, but one I may need to explain to you at some stage,” she continued, turning her head, looking about her and sipping her champagne. And as she ran the tip of her tongue along her unpainted lip, she felt his eyes upon her.


    “You’re angry with me, again... and as intriguing as ever,” he said. “But tell me this secret.”


    “I did not say that I would tell you, George dear,” she said, turning to him. “You see, I wonder if and how I should tell you. It might capsize you,” she added, wide-eyed. “God forbid, it might quell your creativity...” She gasped. “Or even tarnish your reputation!”


    “You’re mocking me, teasing me, Mrs. Staunton.”


    “Certainly not, Mr. Lawson,” she replied, already giddy from the mix of champagne and sensation of power. “I know how much you cherish secrets. Didn’t you once say to me that a secretive nature is the most alluring, most intoxicating thing in a woman?”


    “Did I really?” he answered, playing nervously with his beard. “Perhaps I did.” He shrugged. “It was a foolish thing to say and I’m not altogether sure what I meant by it. The foundation of friendship, true friendship, should always be honesty. I’d like to think that I’ve been a true friend to you and in turn I hope that you can be candid with me.”


    For some minutes they stood in silence. She was aware of George’s eyes upon her, and she was determined not to look at him.


    “You’re playing games with me. Why mention your secret if you have no intention of telling me?” he said, moving closer, beginning to enjoy the clandestine nature of their conversation.


    “Perhaps because it’s about you.”


    “About me?” he repeated. “Well, it could be so many things, and I would be a fool to venture—”


    “Then I don’t suppose you shall ever know,” she said, altering tempo and turning to him. “But I want you to know this, when I stood up and spoke those lines from Byron, all those years ago, they were for you, George, only for you... it was all for you, everything.”


    For a moment he seemed unable to speak. He stared down at the floor, frowning. Then he whispered, “I don’t know what you want from me... I don’t understand. I can’t—”


    “I want nothing from you, not now, other than your friendship.”


    “But of course, you have that, and more, much more.”


    At that moment the piano stopped and they looked away from each other to clap for a performance neither one of them had heard.


    As Amy advanced toward them, Cora said, “Don’t worry. I would never do anything to compromise or embarrass you,” and she placed her hand upon his arm.


    “You two are always to be found in a corner together. So what are the secrets you share? Please, do tell,” Amy asked, standing in front of them.


    “No secrets, simply catching up on idle gossip,” Cora replied. “Do please excuse me, I must find Antonin,” she added. And as she walked away she heard Amy say, “Are you quite all right, my dear? You look as though you’re in pain.”


    Amy Hillier had watched Cora closely that night. But what had she seen? Amy advocated beauty, like youth, too transient to admire on its own merit. Real beauty, she said, radiated from the soul and found its expression in music, art, literature and poetry; it did not wither or age. Later, many years later, Cora realized that Amy Hillier had seen what she herself could not possibly have seen then: that she, Cora, had altered and matured; that the blandness of youth and inexperience had given way to something else. And that life—pain and heartache—had not taken away but had added. And perhaps Amy Hillier had realized then, that night, that there was only one woman able to wield power over George’s tightly guarded emotions and upset his equilibrium.


    “I was cruel... I wanted him to suffer... I wanted him to feel my pain, my loss. I wanted him to feel regret,” Cora said now. She stared down at the lawn in front of her, parched and dry; thirsty, she thought, like Chazelles. The grass had always been thirsty there, too, would never grow like English grass...


    No, she had never told him, she thought, returning to that memory. But she supposed he knew, had always supposed he knew. And then, at the end, hadn’t she told him? Hadn’t she raced to him to tell him that their son had died, and hadn’t he placed his hands over his head and wept like a baby? “But how could he not have known? I tried to tell him, tried so many times. And they looked so alike...”


    It was then, at that time, she thought, that she had finally told George about Freddie, too. Freddie, who had died so long ago; Freddie, whom he had never met. Yes, she had told him on his deathbed that he had fathered not one but two sons. But it was not to hurt him, not then. She told him because she wanted him to know that she had loved him enough to raise his sons alone, without him. Because she wanted him to know how much she had loved him. She wanted him to know and understand.


    She looked up, saw her younger self running barefoot across French grass chasing a small boy, and he, standing under the shade of trees, watching them, laughing. He had flitted in and out of their lives, Uncle George, famous Uncle George. She had not been his wife, had not been his mistress—not the acknowledged one, at any rate. She had been the mother of his children, kept in the shadows, overseas.


    For years Cora had hoped—indeed, longed—for George to return to her, to declare his love to her. But his life, always a complex, compartmentalized world, became even more so. His talent, his fame and, more importantly it seemed, his reputation had trapped him. He inhabited another world, was part of an establishment foreign to Cora in every way, and the respectable public image of the English aristocratic painter, the image on which his commercial success had been built, served only to force his deeply private nature further into hiding. He carefully nurtured his public persona and vehemently guarded his private life. And as a close friend of the Prince of Wales, he lived at the very epicenter of fashionable London society. But there had always been gossip about him. He had once been rumored to be having an affair with a notable duchess and, before that, embroiled with a former mistress of the Prince of Wales. He had moved on, and then on again.


    There had still been Mrs. Hillier, of course, and Cora had had no doubt that there were others, younger and prettier, and hidden away from public view. Once, over dinner in Paris, George had confided to her that he was neither inspired by nor attracted to the respectable eligible women of his class. And she had wondered if the rumors were true about the “sitters” with whom he was reputed to have affairs.


    But Cora made no demands. How could she? Clifford had been right all those years ago when he told her that George could never be owned; that he was owned only by his art, his vocation. So, instead, she had valued their friendship, and took comfort in it and her knowledge of him, the years that they had known each other. And she had her son; she had Georgie.


    She raised her head to the sky. Hard to believe it was an English sky. Hard to believe it was the twentieth century. “Nineteen eleven,” she said out loud, and she shook her head. It sounded absurdly futuristic. For she wasn’t yet used to the twentieth century, the sound of it, its dates and strange fashions and new-fangled gadgets, and the year nineteen hundred seemed but a moment ago, or still in the future. But it had come and gone, and then, another decade. And I am here, she thought, in nineteen eleven, in England.


    He had always said, “You’re too vibrant and colorful for England, too much of a free spirit, they won’t be able to let themselves trust you...” And hadn’t Edward warned her, too, all those years ago, that the dream would end, that it had to? That she would, eventually, leave Rome and return to England?


    Edward...


    But she did not wish to think about him, not now. “It was a mistake... a mistake,” she said, rising up from the bench.


    She walked toward the wrought-iron gate. A jackdaw flew up from the trees overhead, squawking as it rose into the blue. She could hear Mr. Cordery’s voice in the distance, the hum of a mowing machine. She stood by the gate for a moment, then turned and looked back across the garden, tapping at the earth with her cane. Had I done things differently, if I could have done things differently...


    Then she heard them, the voices, all talking at once, still desperate to be heard.


    “He was always so ambitious.”


    “A snob!”


    “A social climber!”


    “And so fond of a title.”


    “You simply weren’t good enough for him—in his eyes.”


    “Enough! Enough!” she called out, moving on along the path.


    It wasn’t like that. He had no choice... he had an opportunity, here in England, he had to return. He had no idea, he did not know...


    “Yes he did. He had a responsibility to you and to—”


    And she called out, “No! I will not have it. Do you hear me? I will not have it...”


    Then no one spoke. And the only thing she heard was the beating of her heart, the rushing of her blood through her narrowing veins, and his name, always his name.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
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    Her father has gone. She knows not where. But two whole days and nights have passed since he left. He told her to be good and look after the others. That was all. And it seems queer to her now that he didn’t say more, and so she wonders if he has gone to look for her mother. But she has run out of stories, and the penny he gave her is gone. If he has not returned by morning she will take the others and walk back to the big house.
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    The sun continued to burn down, bleaching color from the landscape. By the end of July the pastures around Bramley had turned brown; local farmers had been forced to raise the price of milk, and wells were running dry. The dockworkers’ dispute, which had begun in Southampton in June, had gathered momentum and spread to the north, and the threat of strikes erupted again. But now women were joining the fight for better pay, better working conditions, with jam makers, pickle makers, biscuit makers and tea packers all threatening to take action. And whilst the countryside lay in deep torpor, the cities in turmoil, an oppressive haze hung over Temple Hill.


    Cora wondered if she, and perhaps the whole country with her, was going mad in the heat, and if it would ever abate. Sleep had never been easy and now it seemed impossible, apart from those daytime exhaustion-induced nightmares, and journeys into the past. Each one seemed so real. It was as though in returning to England she was having her life, that journey, forced back on her—to review, to reckon with, to atone. And she could not tell anyone. Could not say, “I am afraid, afraid to close my eyes, afraid to remember.”


    But Sylvia knew.


    When Cora said, “I need to talk to you,” Sylvia’s heart leapt with joy. It did not matter to Sylvia what her friend was about to tell her, whether a confession, an anecdote, an apology, or nonsense. The fact was, Cora wished to speak to her again. Cora had barely uttered a word to her, had barely looked at her or spent any time with her since their fracas. Instead, she had chosen to spend an inordinate amount of time sitting about the garden, in her temple, alone, contemplating goodness knows what. And though Sylvia had tried to reach out to her, to offer the proverbial olive branch and words of comfort, Cora’s isolation was such that she might as well have been in another country, Sylvia thought.


    “You know I’m here for you, always,” Sylvia said, shuffling forward in her chair.


    Cora nodded, glanced away momentarily, and then took a deep breath. “The thing is, I appear to be the victim of some sort of blackmail attempt, again.”


    “No!”


    “It’s a queer affair, and I’m not altogether sure what to do.”


    Though the two women spoke at some length about the letters, Cora was careful not to divulge to Sylvia the exact nature of the contents of these missives. She told Sylvia that she suspected she had more than one blackmailer. For she had thought about the letters long and hard, she said, and there were obvious differences and discrepancies: in the hand, the spelling of her name, and the demands. Whilst one demanded money, and a paltry amount at that, the other seemed to want nothing more than confirmation of her identity.


    “You must not give in to any of their demands,” said Sylvia.


    Cora turned to her. “But your advice, as I recall, was to cooperate.”


    Sylvia looked blank, shook her head. “No. You’ve never spoken to me about any of this, dear. I never said that. When did I say that?”


    “The other day, in my room. I was sure I heard you tell me to cooperate with whoever is sending me the letters. I thought you knew about them.”


    Sylvia almost laughed. “My dear, you were delirious, imagining all sorts of things.”


    “Hmm. Well, I’m thinking of dealing with it differently this time. I’m contemplating bringing in the police.”


    “Really? I thought you said you’d never do that. And what about the publicity? What about Jack? You have to think of him now. I’m quite sure if you ignore them, they will eventually realize the futility of their actions.”


    “You may be right,” Cora replied, nodding, pensive. “I shall deliberate.”


    “I really think you should,” Sylvia said quickly. “I think any haste on your part—in any sort of response—could be counter-productive and have damaging consequences. You said so yourself, the last time.”


    “That was almost thirty years ago and, if you remember, the circumstances were very different. I was not residing here... was here only very briefly. This time”—she paused, staring at Sylvia—“this time, I can’t escape to another country.”


    Sylvia shook her head. “Astonishing that they’ve managed to keep track—of you, I mean, after all these years.”


    “It’s all because of that wretched business with Cassandra, I suppose, my name being in the newspapers again.”


    “But which name?” Sylvia asked.


    Cora smiled. “De Chevalier de Saint Léger, but people have long memories, particularly those with... tawdry motivations.”


    Sylvia reached out, placed her hand upon Cora’s, and said again, “I’m sure if you ignore them, offer no response at all, they will stop. They have to stop. What else can they do?”


    Cora lowered her eyes. “They can carry out their threats, go to those publications who appear to take such delight in printing cheap gossip. And I can’t allow that. I can’t take that risk. Not now.”


    “You know, and I’ve told you so before, if we finish your memoirs, tell the truth, the whole story, it will once and for all silence your critics. You need to be open and honest about that time before you went to Rome. You need to record the facts.”


    “Yes. I have been thinking this too. We must get to it, Sylvia. After all, it’s what you came down here to do,” she added, looking up at her friend and attempting a smile.


    And Sylvia suddenly felt quite emotional. It had been a trying few days but now, despite the gravity of the situation, despite that painful exchange, it seemed reason and friendship were restored. At last they could get to work on the book that would, in Sylvia’s mind, once and for all quell any festering rumors and innuendo about Cora’s past and her marriage to Edward. There was not a moment to lose, Sylvia said, and now was as good a time as any to make a start.


    For the next few days the two women worked in harmony. They sat together each afternoon, sometimes in the house, sometimes outside in the garden, and as Cora reminisced, Sylvia took it all down. They were, once again, covering ground already recorded, but Sylvia decided to keep quiet and allow Cora to lead the way. At the end of each session Sylvia read back to Cora what she had written, and Cora would nod, say yes or no, offer amendments and sometimes check Sylvia’s spelling. Occasionally, Cora had second thoughts and asked Sylvia to omit a name or event for unspecified reasons. But Sylvia was happy enough to strike a line through a page or a name.


    They were sitting on the bench by the pergola when Sylvia said, “Oh, I must make a note of Antonin’s medals and honors.”


    Cora shook her head. “There’s no need.”
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    The war that claimed Antonin de Chevalier’s life was a short war, over in a matter of weeks. After his death, Cora and her son left France and returned to Rome, where they remained as those that had been part of the Commune were rounded up and executed in the thousands. Paris was no place to be, France was no place to be, and Cora, not yet forty, was a widow once more.


    She had no desire to return to the Château de Chazelles, she said. There, weeks passed by without any visitors, and she knew the slow passing of time and sense of isolation would compound her melancholia and sense of loss. With Antonin so often away, she had lived there alone but for the servants and her young son for almost two years. There was little to do other than walk and read, or ride out across the empty fields and rolling hillsides. Her time had been punctuated by regular trips to Paris, to visit her dressmaker and select new gowns, and catch up with friends, including George, once.


    He had written to her to tell her he would be passing through Paris, en route to Vichy with Mrs. Hillier. But when Cora and her son went to meet them for tea at their hotel, Mrs. Hillier was indisposed; “understandably exhausted by our long journey,” George said.


    At first he seemed distracted, twitchy, and after only five minutes excused himself to go upstairs and check on his companion. Like a devoted pet, Cora thought. It was late summer and they sat outside in the hotel’s private garden, watching Georgie chase pigeons. He told Cora he was astounded by how much his godson had grown, and when Georgie ran up to him and jumped onto his lap, Cora had had to look away, so shocking was the likeness. “He’s adorable,” George said minutes later, watching the child gallop across the parterre in front of them, “quite adorable.”


    They made polite, if somewhat stilted, conversation, mainly about his work and his recent exhibition in London. And from time to time one of them asked the other, “And do you ever hear anything of...” But when, eventually, Cora picked up her purse and said, “It’s getting late and I must not keep you,” he reached over and grabbed hold of her hand. “I hear things, you know, even in London. I hear you have a new lover... a young lover.”


    Cora smiled. So, word had got back to him. Sylvia could always be relied on. “And what if I do?” she asked, pulling her hand free.


    He looked away and said nothing for a moment. But as she rose to her feet, he said, “Don’t go yet. Stay a little while longer.”


    “A little while longer?” she repeated, staring at him. “That’s what you used to say to me... stay a little while longer, Cora, and I did. But you did not stay a little while longer for me. I think you should go and check on Amy,” she added, pulling on her gloves. “You haven’t been up to look in on her for over an hour.”


    And then she called out to her son and bade him adieu.
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    “What about your aunt’s marriage to Prospero?” Sylvia was saying.


    “Hmm?”


    “What would you like to have recorded about that?”


    “Oh, well, one must include that, and all the changes at that time. It was, I suppose, the beginning of the end... in Rome.”


    The year after Antonin’s death, and months after the death of James Staunton in Rome, Cora returned to France, to an apartment situated off the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, in Paris. It was an area she knew well. She had given the matter considerable thought and could think of no better place to live. Expatriate Rome, she had decided, was too small, too confined, and she had no wish to live permanently with her newly widowed aunt. In Paris she would be free, without any need to look over her shoulder. And where better to be a widow?


    A trust set up by James Staunton ensured that her son’s educational and personal expenses were more than adequately provided for, and with a small income from investments she was at last “of independent means.” Georgie was to be dispatched to boarding school in England, her aunt resided in another country, and she had no husband to curtail her activities. She also knew that George made regular trips to Paris.


    At that time reminders of the city’s recent struggle were visible everywhere, but for Cora nowhere was more poignant than the burned-out ruin of the Tuileries Palace. The opulent, lavishly furnished rooms, built by Catherine de Medici and home to the sovereigns of France for hundreds of years, had perished, and all that remained was the charred façade. But Paris, like Cora, was about to go through a process of reinvigoration and reinvention. New wide streets and boulevards, pleasure gardens, squares and fountains would give the city an altogether bright and modern feel. Paris reawakened Cora to her love of city life, and the bustling cafés, thronged streets, constant movement of people and vehicles, the daily spectacle of the city’s wealthy fashion-conscious residents, made her feel as though she was living at the very hub of the universe, the capital not just of France, but of the world.


    For a number of years Cora’s routine remained unchanged. She spent her mornings idly shopping, buying brocades, feathers and lace to add to hats and costumes, visiting her seamstress, or passing through the endless rooms of paintings and marbles in the Musée du Louvre galleries. Each afternoon she pulled on her riding habit and bowler, ordered her horse to be brought round, and set off sidesaddle for the Bois de Boulogne. Evenings were filled with the opera, theater, and endless dinners where she indulged in her love of conversation, updating herself on the political swirls and rumbles from Rome and London.


    Cora’s aunt was by now a formidable force in Rome, and, at the age of seventy-one, had remarried. A colonel in the Noble Guards of his Holiness the Pope, Prospero Cansacchi was a decade younger than Fanny Staunton, with an ancient lineage, a palazzo, and a title.


    Fanny’s marriage pleased Cora greatly, and she wasted no time in placing an announcement in the London Times: Mrs. Francesca Staunton, widow of the late James Staunton of Rome, aunt of the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger, was married to Count Prospero Cansacchi di Amelia, at Amelia, Italy, on Saturday last.


    The newly styled Contessa Cansacchi visited her niece in Paris, but whilst Cora relished the relentless merry-go-round of the French capital’s colorful nightlife, her aunt still preferred the coziness of expatriate Rome. The world of her stylish niece was exciting and glamorous, but it was much too fast and modern for the old contessa. But Rome, too, was changing, and the medieval town inside the ancient city walls had been all but swept away. The narrow streets and ramshackle buildings of Cora’s early days had been replaced with grand civic buildings and fine hotels, and the construction of a vast monument to Victor Emmanuel II had commenced on the ancient site at Capitoline Hill, overshadowing the old Piazza d’Ara Coeli and dwarfing its tiny, crumbling fountain.


    Many of the English expatriates, rattled by the changes and upheaval, had returned home, knowing that an era had ended. But each winter continued to deliver a few familiar if tired faces, as well as a steady stream of seemingly deliriously happy new ones, enjoying their first Grand Tour. Hungry for souvenirs, artifacts and paintings, the new visitors were different to the old ones: they were rich. And though Cora’s aunt and others considered their seasonal guests to be rather insensitive, vulgar and brash, Cora had no issue with new money. Privately, she preferred many of the jolly new arrivals to the somewhat pessimistic and impoverished expatriates. She was enthralled by their bravado as much as their wealth, for where the expatriate set were able to exude a collective artistic sensibility and an appreciation for the antiquated beauty in their midst, their bejeweled visitors were able to purchase it.


    Invitations to the elderly Contessa Cansacchi’s soirees were highly sought after by visitors to Rome. Her apartment, though a little overcrowded with ornamentation, seemed to them to bear all the hallmarks of old money, with a distinctly continental style. And her soirees were invariably a mix of the old and new crowd, as well as Italian and French nobility. New arrivals, who had visited Paris en route to Rome, were told, “Ah, so you were in Paris... you may have met my niece, the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger?” It was heady stuff for many of them, and partly what they had come to Europe for: to be educated, purchase art and make interesting connections. And when the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger was in residence, staying with her aunt, she only added to the array of foreign titles on offer. She was altogether different to anyone back in England.


    As knowledgeable as she was fashionable, her gowns—all from Paris—were of exquisite taste, something money alone could not buy. Yet it was also noted that the younger countess had an easy ability to relate to the common man. Her manner was as of much interest and note as the size of her bustle or the height of her hair, the way in which she used her hands or held her glass or fork; the subjects she chose to speak about and those she preferred to remain silent on. She appeared to encapsulate all that was glamorous in a modern cosmopolitan society, and yet—and without offending anyone—she also broke any number of rules. She held opinions and challenged men quite openly, displaying a confidence that was rare and exciting and frightening at the same time. Her once golden hair had a silver hue, and was worn in a fashionable up-knot, usually adorned with a jewel-encrusted comb or exotic plume. Her face, everyone noted, had an uncommon youthfulness about it, and her usual expression of aloof detachment was softened by the teasing suggestion of a smile about her mouth, which men—and in particular the man who would be her next husband—found quite beguiling.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen
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    “If you touch her again I’ll kill you,” she says, in a new voice, holding the knife out in front of them.


    “Whores,” he says, and spits on the floor. “Bloody whores, both of you.”


    And then he turns and leaves the room.
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    “Paris! That was my zenith,” Cora said to Sylvia.


    But they had already done Paris. Sylvia knew all about Paris. She knew full well that the happiest days of her life had been spent there, where he was—where George was—so often, so easily. It had been their place of rendezvous, and for so many years. Wasn’t that why she had moved there, to be able to see him? Oh, Cora always claimed she had lived there because she loved the place, particularly at that time. But Sylvia knew better.


    “I rather think we’ve covered Paris,” Sylvia said.


    “It was his favorite city, you know?” Cora went on. “The one place we could meet and... just be. The one place people didn’t bother him, make demands on him, his time. Where he was able to be himself, able to relax.”


    Sylvia nodded. “But didn’t Mrs. Hillier keep a house there?”


    Cora jerked. “What has that to do with anything? I hope you’re not including her in the book. I want no mention of her. None at all. Yes, she kept a house in Paris, as you well know, but she was in very poor health by then, bedridden, and quite unable to leave England. And anyway, she and George’s friendship had long since ended.”


    Sylvia chose not to mention Evie Dipple, George’s muse and sitter at that time, reputed to keep house for him in London. Cora had turned a blind eye to it, so she would too.


    “And I want absolutely no mention of that awful Evie Dipple woman either,” Cora suddenly said, as though reading Sylvia’s thoughts. “Or any of the others.”


    “Of course not.”


    After a few minutes, Sylvia—who had been silently practicing, building up to it—said, “Shall we make a few notes about your early life?”


    “Fine,” Cora said, looking away, across the garden.


    But as soon as Cora mentioned Standen Hall, Sylvia shook her head and put down her pencil. “You need to be truthful, Cora. You’re not being truthful enough.” She closed her notebook. “But we can ponder on it, return to it tomorrow. It will allow you a little time to think things through.”


    “Think things through,” Cora repeated vaguely.


    Yes, she needed to think things through, she thought; unravel fact from fiction. The truth, the glimpses she had had of it of late, was hazy and blurred, and dreamlike. Had she dreamed her life? she wondered. If only her aunt were still alive, she would tell her what to do. For hadn’t she always told her what to do, how to be, who to be?


    But Sylvia’s words—suspended about the ether and in print—had confused her further. Stories based on her life, inspired by her version of her life, had been recorded, over and over, with differing permutations and endings, and always without any beginning. She glanced about the garden, back to her friend and away again.


    Then, out of the blue, Sylvia said, “Actually, if we aren’t going to work on the memoirs, do you mind if we do talk about Paris again? Harriett is back there, you see, she has returned to Armand and I need to immerse myself—set the scene.”


    “I thought they were at Lucca?”


    Sylvia laughed. “Really, dear, that was chapter fifteen; this is chapter twenty-four! Possibly the penultimate chapter.”


    “Possibly? Dependent upon what?”


    “Well, whether Armand takes her back, of course.”


    “Of course? But haven’t you decided? One would have thought as their creator you have some say in their fate.”


    Sylvia raised her eyes, pensive for a moment, then said, “Yes, to a certain extent I do. But I never decide my endings until I arrive there. And I chose Paris because you’ve always told me that it is the most romantic city, a city for lovers.”


    Cora’s head throbbed. The heat was stifling. A storm was forecast. Sylvia had read it out to her. And the whalebone, holding her in, holding everything in, made it almost impossible for her to breathe. Sylvia meant well, she knew that, but her constant fussing and need to please had become irksome, and almost as intolerable as the heat. She felt no sense of peace, or space, and that feeling of claustrophobia only added to her discomfiture. And the questions: always asking, wanting to know something about something—a date, person, place, who was who, who had said what to whom. She hadn’t meant to snap, and had no wish to be discourteous or unkind, but really, surely Sylvia could see it was too much. And after all, it was her wretched story.


    When she said, “I may as well write the blessed thing myself,” she had meant it. But Sylvia had looked crestfallen, quite tearful, and so she had apologized, again. Then she said, “I must take a walk. I need to think about things.”


    “My dear, you need to settle yourself.”


    “No... no. I have to sort... my head, my heart.”


    Sylvia rose to her feet, laid the back of her hand across Cora’s brow. “Oh, but you feel feverish again, dear. Perhaps I should send for Dr. Parsons.”


    “I do not need a doctor.”


    “Then stay where you are and allow me to read to you.”


    “He’s here, Sylvia. He’s with us.”


    “Who is here, dear? Who do you think is here?”


    “He is. I’ve seen him, more than once, here in the garden, and in the house. He wishes to speak to me, I think, he wishes to tell me.”


    “Tell you?”


    “Yes. There must be a reason why he’s come to me, here, now. You see, I think he knows... knows what is happening.” She looked at Sylvia. “Oh, I know, I know what you’re thinking, you’re thinking I’m going mad with the heat, that I’m suffering delusions. But I’m not. I saw him as clearly as I see you now. He’s here, Sylvia, he’s waiting for me,” she added, and smiled. “He still loves me.”


    “Well, of course. Of course he’s here with you, and of course he still loves you. He always did, always.”


    Sylvia had seen Cora mouthing words to herself in the garden days before. She had followed her outside and, from behind the pergola, had watched her as she sat muttering and mumbling—presumably to George. She saw and made out enough to know that Cora believed she was speaking directly to him. It was beyond sad. For there was no one there—how could there be? He had been gone two decades. And yet, watching her, straining to hear her, Sylvia found herself turning time and again toward the sundial, looking for him, almost longing to see him.


    Many of Cora’s words had been silent, others mere sounds, melting into the air. But Sylvia distinctly heard her say George’s name, and mention “our grandson.” A few minutes after that, when Cora had yelled out, “No,” and appeared to look toward the pergola, Sylvia had swiftly moved off up a pathway through the woodland, toward the driveway back to the house.
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    It was late in the evening when the storm arrived, rattling windows and doors and glass panes, whistling down every chimney. It had been anticipated for days, but came with a force so great that rather than quell any delusions it took them a stage further.


    Cora had been at sea. Somewhere between Southampton and Le Havre, or Marseilles and Civitavecchia. She had woken to pitch-blackness, a small cabin rocking, the great roar of a swell outside. She felt hot and sick, feverish once again. She had clung to her bed, wondering what year it was, to which port she was headed, and whether or not she was married, and to whom. Everything was muddled, tossed about by the roll and sway and hidden in the darkness. And thus she drifted in and out of slumber, and in and out of that first journey to Rome, glancing through carriage windows and tiny portholes, across a sea vast and deep and dark. Sailing away from England, away from them... and away from him, the man she had called “Uncle John.”


    When she heard the footsteps, felt someone climb upon the bed, arms reach around her, she could not be sure if it was not part of another dream. But when she heard herself speak, say his name, it seemed to her to be real...


    “George?”


    “I’m here.”


    “I’m frightened.”


    “There’s nothing to be afraid of, my love.”


    “But we might drown...”


    “No, we shan’t drown.”


    “Don’t leave me.”


    “I shan’t leave you.”


    “I don’t know what to do. What shall I do?”


    He did not reply. And so she asked him again, without words, in silence: what shall I do?


    You must do nothing.


    You knew, didn’t you?


    Yes, I knew.


    But how did you know? Who told you?


    Someone. Someone told me...


    I wasn’t allowed to say anything, wasn’t allowed to speak about any of it. Fanny said I must never speak about it, no one could ever know.


    Hush now, you must sleep, must rest.


    Then she felt his hand upon her hair, heard herself breathing, in and out, in and out.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen
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    If it happened again she would kill him. She had heard her say it. And if she didn’t kill him, then someone else would have to. Someone else would have to do it. If only her mother would come back and take her away from this place. Come back and gather them all up.
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    Summer wilted. Frogs and minnows shriveled and dried and died in the sun-baked mud of ditches and ponds and streams. Lawns long yellow turned brown, and birds stopped singing. No sigh of nature could be heard, no breath of wind moved the trees and no petal stirred. But the out-of-towners and motor enthusiasts continued to flee to the country, honking horns on silent lanes, searching for a picture-postcard church, an open tea shop, and cooler air.


    At Temple Hill, Cora waited for Cecily.


    When she heard Sylvia mutter, “That girl can’t seem to stay away,” she said, “Jack invited her, and I happen to like her calling in.”


    Sylvia said, “Are you aware she’s planning to write a book about you?”


    Cora laughed. “Well, it’s not the first, is it?”


    “So long as you know what she’s up to. It’s none of my business, of course, my only concern is protecting you.”


    “I hardly think I need protecting from Cecily.”


    Sylvia’s antipathy toward Cecily Chadwick was, Cora thought, like some queer jealousy. Every time her name cropped up, Sylvia’s back straightened, face crumpled. She was suspicious of Cecily, Cora understood that, but it was surely unfounded. The previous day Sylvia had gone so far as to say she thought Cecily might be a gold digger. She told Cora that she had seen Cecily more than once examining her possessions, looking beneath bits of china, scrutinizing artwork for a signature, “just as though she were placing a monetary value on them.”


    But Sylvia had always suffered from jealousy. Not of Cora, but of anyone close to Cora. She had been jealous of George from the start. Had wasted no time in telling Cora of rumors, many of which Cora later discovered to have been incubated and hatched by Sylvia herself. And she had been the first, the very first to explain George’s relationship with Mrs. Hillier, and then later, for years, agree with Cora that he would never in a month of Sundays give up the older woman, that it was hopeless, that he simply did not love Cora enough.


    “They visited the Academy yesterday,” Sylvia said. “Have you told Jack? Does he know?”


    She stared at Sylvia. “Know what?”


    “Well... that you are there, dear.”


    Cora flinched, shook her head. “No. And I don’t intend to.”


    John Clifford’s sculpture Tinted Venus was now at the Academy. She was there, on display and naked for all to see. It was easy enough to pass off the painting in the hallway; “It was a gift,” she liked to say, “from a dear old friend.” It had been Mr. Fox who had used the word “erotic.” She had been shocked by his choice of adjective and had laughed at the time, saying, “Gracious, I shall have to have it burned, else the people of Bramley will burn me!” He had laughed, but hadn’t he given her a queer look?


    Sometime later Jack had asked, “It’s not you, is it, in that painting in the hallway? It’s just that it rather looks like you, or how I imagine you once looked.”


    She had laughed again. “I am flattered! I have no idea who the sitter was but I can assure you that it was not me, my dear.”


    And Sylvia, too, did not know. Oh, she knew about Clifford’s Venus, and about George’s Madonna, but she did not know what had happened at Lucca. Though she liked to think she did. She did not know that George had painted her there, and years later presented her with the painting. Cora had given Sylvia a synopsis, an edited synopsis of those weeks at Lucca, and she, Sylvia, had added to it, as she always did. And yet it amused Cora. For so many clues were there, hanging in the hallway of her home. But even Edward had failed to realize that it was in fact herself as Aphrodite.


    It had been some years after her marriage to Edward, during that first summer’s visit to England, when George arrived by cab carrying a large canvas covered in brown paper. It was, he insisted, a gift, and he looked at Cora as he said, “Consider it my belated wedding present to you both. I should have given it to you when you were married but I could not bring myself to part with it.” And she had been embarrassed, as much by his attachment to the canvas as by the image upon it.


    Edward had later commented to her that it was not, in his opinion, “entirely suitable” as a wedding gift. But had he not realized then that it was she? For he had stared at it for some time, perplexed, before having it removed to the attic of his home.


    Now she wished she were able to tell Cecily about the painting, the story that went with it, the child conceived during its execution. Cecily, she thought, understood art and would not be shocked. But no, it was too complicated, would mean explaining so much, which would only lead on to more. “And then she would judge me... she would not understand,” she concluded.


    And yet Cora could not help but smile whenever she thought of Cecily, because she inevitably thought of her grandson as well. She had watched them together, seen Jack’s fumbling attempts to be indifferent, seen that look in his eyes, even when he glanced at Cecily for a second or two. And it had catapulted her back. So familiar was his look, his aura. Oh yes, he was smitten, in love. But they were both so young, and he was ambitious, had already told her that he had no wish to settle down until he was at least thirty. And Cecily? Cecily had informed her that she wanted to travel, see the world, and not be encumbered by family, and expectations and obligations. She was a modern woman in a modern world. It was all so very different now.


    Sylvia was saying, “I wonder what they’d make of it if they knew about you being there, in the Academy.”


    “I’d rather not think about it, if you don’t mind.”


    There were no two ways about it: Sylvia would have to go, and soon. She was becoming a liability and knew far too much, Cora decided. She had not properly considered, had not properly thought through the implications of having Sylvia there, with Jack.


    “John Clifford,” Sylvia said, wistfully. “He was such a kind, dear little man.”


    “Yes, he was,” Cora replied. She could still picture the elderly sculptor, standing in his dusty smock, surrounded by his tinted marble goddesses and nymphs. And hadn’t he been the one to first warn her? Hadn’t he been the one to tell her that “dear George” was not the marrying sort; that he was married to his art, his vocation? But she had dismissed Clifford’s words, had continued her fantasy, for so many years—a lifetime.


    When Sylvia announced that she was going out for a walk, Cora said, “But you’ll miss Cecily.”


    “She has no wish to see me... and I’m quite sure you’d prefer me not to be here,” she added—newly cryptic, Cora thought.


    When Cecily arrived she brought apples and raspberries, and some eggs. And, for a while, Jack loitered about in the doorway, looking nonchalant, or trying to, and saying things like, “I’m just popping out to the courtyard,” or, “I need to have a quick word with Mr. Cordery...” and then disappeared for five minutes and came back, twitchy, nervous, hands in pockets. But Cora was keen to catch up with Cecily alone. And so, eventually, she asked Jack if he’d be so kind as to run an errand for her, delivering a remittance to the shop in the village.


    Cora did not particularly wish to hear about the Academy. It had once been George’s domain, the world he had presided over without her. But she had to ask. It would have been impolite not to.


    “And so, what did you see at the Academy, dear?”


    “Golly, we saw so much, I hardly know where to begin.”


    And then she did, she began a roll call of familiar names and old friends, and Cora stared at her, impassive, occasionally raising an eyebrow in recognition or nodding.


    “Oh, and we saw quite a few of Lord Lawson’s paintings as well.”


    Cora smiled. And as Cecily reeled off famous titles, each one—still vivid—flashed through Cora’s mind’s eye. “And Sylvia happened to mention that you were once his sitter,” Cecily added.


    Cora closed her eyes. “Dear Sylvia, she does get a little confused about certain things, and this is one of them!” she said and tried to laugh.


    “But you knew him?”


    Cora glanced away. “Yes, yes, I knew him. I met him in Rome, when I was very young—when we were all very young.”


    “He was President of the Academy,” Cecily said, as though Cora needed to be reminded.


    “That is correct, he was. And a supremely gifted and talented painter.”


    Happily, the conversation moved on.


    “... and then we took an omnibus and sat up on the top, and went the whole way round Hyde Park, and Jack pointed out where he lived with his mother... You never lived in London?” she asked.


    Cora shook her head. “No, though I know it well, and have stayed there often enough.”


    “I’d like to live in London one day, I’d like to experience life in a city.”


    “Paris is the best city to experience life when one is young.”


    “Do you ever wish you were still there?”


    “Oh, sometimes, but only if I could be young again also,” Cora said, smiling.


    “Hmm. I can imagine you there, in Paris. It suits you more than Bramley!”


    It suits you more...


    The words threw her back: they were the very words Edward had used in Paris, when George brought them together again, after so many years.
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    “It suits you more, more than Rome or London. Yes, Paris suits you!” Edward had exclaimed, and all three of them laughed.


    They were dining at the Café Anglais on the Boulevard des Italiens. She and George had recently traveled together from Rome via the Riviera to Paris. And back in the French capital, they had attended the opera and theater, and dined out together each evening. At that time George made frequent visits to the city and they had seen more of each other. To many in Paris they were a fixture, a couple like any other. So much so, that many there—none the wiser—simply assumed them to be Monsieur et Madame. And Cora, now styled the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger, had begun to think this was the way it would be. And she could live with it, she thought. She could live with George coming back to her once a month, perhaps, telling her there was no one but her, that he loved her, adored her. Such passion, she told herself, would only be diluted by a contract, a contract of marriage.


    But that evening at the Café Anglais, Edward had overshadowed George. For his presence was commanding, his seniority unquestionable. And he had been charming, effusive, telling Cora he simply could not believe how little she had aged, or that the young English girl he remembered so well from Rome was now such a renowned society figure, a feted hostess. Like a fine wine, he said, she had only improved with age. But Edward’s broad smiles and attentiveness had had a debilitating effect upon George’s spirit; he had grown quieter and more sullen as the evening progressed. He sent back his steak, complained about the service, and made such a fuss about a draft from the door that they moved tables, twice.


    Only years later did Cora learn of George’s anguish that night. That after escorting her home and returning to his hotel with Edward, he had been unable to sleep and had come to her.


    At two o’clock in the morning he had walked out from his hotel on the Rue de Rivoli into a seedy mix of nocturnal human debris littering the street corners and alleyways of the French capital. He told her that his body seemed decided upon a route without any consultation with his mind. Eventually, he had found himself in front of the stone steps leading up to the doorway of her apartment building. And through the closed shutters he thought he could make out a light within her room. He had stood there for some time, wondering what he should do. With his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his overcoat, he had shuffled and paced, up and down and up and down in front of the building, berating himself out loud and muttering expletives in any number of languages. At one point, he ran up the steps and held his hand over the cord of the bell, only to pull it away and run back down the steps. Then a light had gone on inside the ground-floor apartment. A window opened. “Who is there? What do you want?” a female voice called out. And George quickly marched off back up the street, into the night.


    Now Cora thought, if only he had pulled on that damned cord. Why hadn’t he? What stopped him? She felt the dull ache of regret and longing, and years gone by. And she thought of her marriage, her final marriage, there in Paris the very next year. But it was not revenge. It had never been about revenge. Or had it?


    There had always been gossip about George’s affairs, and there had been so many by then. He had grown more handsome with age, his silvering hair and beard lending him a distinguished look that seemed only to emphasize his success. And what had once been his “perfect vision” had aged, aged beautifully, as he repeatedly told her, but aged nonetheless. The waist had thickened, the pert chin had softened, and the hair, like his, had silvered and lost its sheen. Oh, Cora still had her admirers, George included, but she could not compete with youth. She was by then the mother of a young man, and had, everyone knew, been widowed twice, and the map of her life showed on her face.


    The final agony came only a few months after that fateful dinner at the Café Anglais, when Cora received a letter from Sylvia informing her that George had recently returned to London from Paris—with Evie Dipple. Had Cora seen them together? Did she know? Sylvia asked. She went on to say that she had heard he was “smitten, quite besotted by the girl, and she—young enough to be his daughter! But I imagine you saw them, crossed paths, or perhaps heard that they were in town? I’m longing to know if you met them, and what you made of it all & of her. I understand she is an actress as well as an artist’s model, & from somewhere in the East End, I believe. Quite something when one bears in mind what a snob George once was. Such hypocrisy!”


    That George had elected to bring his young lover to Paris cut as deep as any goodbye. They could so easily have crossed paths and yet she had been kept in the dark; he had not even had the decency to warn her. The irony of her name, her title, and the fact his new love hailed from the East End of London was not lost on her either. And if we had met, if we had bumped into each other, she thought at the time, what would I have done? How should I have been? Am I nothing more to him than a former and occasional lover, an old friend? “I am the mother of his children... the mother of his son.”
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    “Does it still feel strange to be here, back in England?” Cecily was asking, leaning forward, elbows on her knees, chin cupped in her hands.


    “Sometimes. Sometimes I think I might wake up and discover that I have dreamed this... this particular part of my life, my dotage. Wishful thinking, perhaps,” she added, raising her eyebrows. “You know, when I was young, when I was your age and first in Rome, everything felt too real... too vivid and alive.”


    “Maybe it was that place.”


    “Mm, that place, that time. It was all new to me, still foreign, exotic”—she smiled—“and I, like a newborn baby, opening up my eyes for the very first time, dazzled by the splendor, the magnificence, the mystery of it all. Life is so intoxicating when one is young.”


    It was Clifford who had said to her, “We all lose our senses here, for a while at least. It’s an inevitable though heady infatuation. We’re made to fall in love—by history, the romance of the place. The possibilities seem limitless, and for a time we think we are immortal, like the ancient ruins surrounding us. You’re simply infatuated, my dear. No more or less. It will pass.”


    But it never passed.


    Later that afternoon Jack came to Cora and asked if he could speak with her. And she guessed what was coming, had been anticipating it for weeks, but she was still unprepared. Now, he too sat with a notebook and pencil, saying he wished to record it, “get it all down.”


    “There’s really no need, Sylvia is recording my memories.”


    He told her he wished to know more about Jack, his namesake; his grandfather, he called him.


    “Oh well, he was a good man, a very good man, kind, discerning... gentle. Very like his father.”


    “And I look like him, or so Sylvia said.”


    “Mm, somewhat.”


    They spoke about her aunt, and Cora described the palazzo apartment where they had lived with James Staunton and his son, Jack; pointing to various paintings and items of furniture that had once been there. Oh, how she wished he could have seen it, and seen Rome, as it used to be. They had been so happy there, a close family, she said. Herself, Aunt Fanny, James Staunton and Jack: a family of four. And she and Jack like brother and sister.


    He frowned. “But then you married him... Jack.”


    She smiled, nodded.


    “But was it not odd for one’s uncle to become one’s father- in-law? One’s brother one’s husband?” he asked. “Must be queer to marry within one’s family.”


    Her heart shivered. “Well, we were, for a time, like brother and sister.”


    “And then?”


    “And then we fell in love and were married,” she said, looking down, smoothing out the skirt of her gown. She glanced up, caught his eye. “Not all marriages are born of passion, and I’m not sure it’s a necessary foundation for an enduring marriage,” she said.


    “And were you happy together?” he asked, staring directly at her.


    She glanced away. “Well, yes,” she replied, “as happy as it was possible to be then... as happy as I knew how to be then.”


    “You never speak about him.”


    She shrugged. “It was a long time ago, we were married for a very short time.”


    “And his death, it was an accident?”


    She nodded. “Yes,” she said, “an accident. He slipped and fell.”


    It had been early autumn, she told him, barely a month before the birth of his father, Georgie. An English banker—a friend of the family—had arrived at the apartment in a state of great distress, followed by two men, carrying Jack. He was already unconscious, covered in blood from a gaping wound to his head. There was nothing Dr. Small could do. He died hours later. “I thought at the time I was dreaming, having a nightmare, that I would wake up and discover... something else. It’s all a blur now, that time. I was nearing the end of my confinement and I think I slept all through those final weeks.” She shook her head. “Hard to recall... hard to recall.”


    For a few minutes his questions stopped. He sat pondering, cogitating, jutting out his jaw, hand to his chin in that way he did—like George, like Georgie. Then he said, “I always feel as though there’s something you’re not telling me. Please, don’t take this the wrong way. I just have this... this feeling that...”


    “Yes?” she said, looking up at him, her heart trembling.


    “Oh, I don’t know. I imagine it’s all because, well, because I’ve not known anything about you, not properly, not up until now. You know, for a while you were almost a myth to me. I hardly believed you existed!”


    She laughed.


    “Mother always said you were... a little difficult, impossibly grand and rather... too beautiful. She said that she’d always suspected you had a few dark secrets. I think she thought you held things back, weren’t completely honest with Father.” He paused, looked away. “I think she almost resented you for the love you had for him.”


    “Well, of course I loved him—I loved him very much. He was my baby, and the most loving and affectionate son. He always seemed to sense how I was feeling, whether I was sad or happy, or lonely. And he never had Ge— ack in his life. He was born in the midst of tragedy. Rather like you.”


    He lowered his head. “Yes, it would seem we were both jinxed.”


    “Don’t say that. You had a father who, had he been here now, would have loved you, oh so much. And a grandfather who would have adored you.”


    He looked up at her. “And what about your father?”


    “I’m afraid I never really knew him,” she replied.


    “But what was his name?”


    “His name was Samuel... Samuel Stopher.”


    “So you were born Cora Stopher?”


    It was the first time anyone had put those two names together, but she simply smiled and nodded.


    “And what did he do? Did he have an occupation?”


    “He was a gentleman... a rentier.”


    “A rentier?”


    “He owned land... property.”


    “In Suffolk?”


    She nodded. “Woodbridge, or thereabouts.”


    “We should go and visit, you and I. I’d be interested to see it, where you grew up, where you hail from.” Then he laughed. “I can’t very easily visit South America, but Suffolk is within reach.”


    After a little while, he put the notebook to one side, sat back in his chair and said, “So, tell me about the great Antonin.”


    And she was relieved, for she could speak about Antonin, her time at Chazelles, without any sense of trepidation. She could tell him how a dashing French officer had wooed her in Rome, married her and taken her to live in his castle. She could speak about a distinguished military career, a noble death and medals and honors. She could tell him of that short-lived but fortuitous union, and just as it had moved her on, so it moved them on.


    Eventually, he said, “And you never wished to marry again?”


    She shook her head, glanced away. “No, twice was enough. Quite enough.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen
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    What she needs is a weapon, something weighty, something to knock him out with. He would be slow, would be drunk; was always drunk at night. And her aunt was frightened; she could see that, had seen and heard enough to know that husbands are not always tender and loving.


    Yes, a weapon.
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    For three days Cora barely uttered a word to Sylvia. She was angry, angry at Sylvia’s snooping, and at her ridiculous claims and insinuations. The only person she could rely on was Cecily, who had reported everything back to her, confirming her suspicions once and for all that Sylvia could not be trusted. The final straw—though there had by that time been enough to line a stable floor, she thought—had been her discovery of Sylvia’s visit to Meadow Farm. And it had been Mr. Fox who had reported that particular excursion back to Cora, having passed by on his bicycle.


    She had hoped that Sylvia would take the hint, would voluntarily depart and return to London. She had hoped that she would not have to ask her to leave. The former would perhaps allow them to salvage some scrap of friendship, in time; the latter would most definitely end it forever.


    When she finally summoned Sylvia to the drawing room and said, “I wish to speak to you, Sylvia, please sit down,” Sylvia had not smiled, and Cora suspected she knew what was coming. She produced her own notebook and quietly read out from it. Then she looked up at Sylvia and said, “Well, do you have anything to say?”


    Sylvia said, “A litany of charges, it would seem, and no doubt all Cecily Chadwick’s doing. But I have to tell you that I think you’re being foolish, very foolish to listen to and trust that girl. In fact, I’ve been holding back my suspicions about her and her mother for some time.” She paused. “I fear your blackmailers are closer to home than you realize.”


    Cora laughed. “The Chadwicks! Oh, Cecily and Madeline are not my blackmailers, Sylvia. I know exactly who—”


    “You’ve always been naive,” Sylvia interrupted, “always trusted the wrong people. It’s why you’re in the situation you’re in today. Had you thought more, been more discerning in your judgment,” she continued, her voice now trembling, “your life might have been different... and perhaps you would not have lost him!”


    “How dare you. How dare you say that to me, after everything. You know nothing, nothing at all about real life. You’ve spent half a century lost in your own imaginings, making up stories that have no bearing whatsoever on real life, real love. You don’t know what real love is.”


    “I know what it’s not—it’s not what you did to him. That was unforgivable, and it will make you go mad—mad like her before you. It was revenge, pure and simple, and you know it.”


    Cora stared at her. “I think you’ve said enough, more than enough. I’ve already sent for Cotton, he’ll be here any minute. There will be a train back to London sometime soon, I’m sure,” she added, pulling on the bell by her side.


    Sylvia rose to her feet. “You can banish me and you can hide away here, but you can’t escape, not now. Jack wants to know the truth, he wants to know who he is, and he’s going to find out, he’s going to discover everything about you... and about that awful aunt of yours,” she said. And then she turned and left the room.
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    The overcast sky and silent drizzle seemed appropriate weather for a departure. She sat down in the wagonette and glanced back at the house. No one had anticipated her arrival and no one had come out to wave her off. The door was already closed.


    Goodbye.


    It was her lack of status, lack of husband, she thought, that allowed people to treat her thus. And it had always been so. Had she been married, been a widow, the world would have viewed her differently. She would have been elevated to belonging, worthy of respect, protected by the love and esteem of a man, living or deceased. Without it, without that status, the world had been dismissive—of her, of her feelings. At best, it smiled at her politely. At worst, it simply ignored her. And, perhaps born from that invisibility, and from her immersion in fiction and a focus on other people, she too had often forgotten her own existence, had had to remind herself.


    Mr. Cotton slammed his door. “All aboard!” he shouted and laughed. The vehicle turned, headed up the driveway, and Sylvia did not look back. As the motor bumped down the track, past the Chadwicks’ privet hedge and white gate, through the trickling ford and up the hill on the other side, she kept her eyes fixed ahead. Passing through the village she saw Mrs. Gamben standing in the doorway of the post office, a shawl wrapped about her head; the butcher—all waxed mustache and boater—standing next to his bang-tailed cob; and coming up by the village green she saw Jack and Cecily on the road ahead, his jacket spread over their heads. They stopped and stood aside as the motor passed by. Sylvia looked straight ahead.


    She would not cry, could not cry. She would be back in London soon, home, to her meager life, her tiny flat, and her safe habits for one. No one would say “How dare you,” no one would say “That will be all.” She would catch a taxicab from Waterloo, and stop at the shop on the corner for milk and bread, and something for supper. They’d say, “You’ve been away a while, Miss Dorland. Been anywhere special... had a nice time?” And she would smile, and tell them, yes, wonderful.


    She would climb the five flights to her landing, pull out the key and open the coffee-brown door to her own small world. And everything would be just as she had left it. She would carry her bag to the bedroom, place it down upon a neatly made single bed, and then—only then—would she allow herself to cry.
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    A fire had been lit. They were drenched through, and Jack’s jacket in a sorry state. But when Mrs. Davey brought in the tea tray, she said she would see to it and took it away.


    Jack said, “We saw Sylvia, with Cotton...”


    Cora smiled. “Yes, she’s had to get back to London... had a telegram earlier. Something to do with her publishers, I believe.”


    “Has she gone for long?” he asked.


    “I’m not entirely sure,” Cora replied. “But I don’t expect her back this summer.”


    He glanced over to Cecily, raising his eyebrows. He said, “Well, that is a shame... she never got to have a look at your story.”


    “I shall take a look... if you’d like me to. I have an eye for a good story,” said Cora.


    Cecily looked from Cora to Jack and then back to Cora. “Yes, thank you, perhaps when it’s finished,” she said, and Cora smiled and nodded.


    It was not until later, when Jack walked Cecily home, that Cora had a chance to ponder the contretemps of earlier, Sylvia’s parting words. She had managed, she thought, to mask any shock in front of her grandson and Cecily at tea, but she was still aghast, had hardly thought her friend capable. And really, none of it made sense. For what was there for Sylvia to be angry about? After all, she had been the one in the wrong, the one snooping and spying, tiptoeing about the place, investigating, determined to have her answers, desperate for a story.


    ... that awful aunt of yours...


    Cora winced, shook her head. It was all her own fault, she thought. She had been naive, had trusted Sylvia and told her far too much too early on. And what had been said could never be unsaid, that was the problem. If she had never in the first place mentioned that wretched man, John Abel, all those years ago in Rome, Sylvia’s appetite would never have been whetted.


    She closed her eyes, shook her head. “Such a foolish thing to do, and all for added drama, as if there wasn’t enough!”


    But one thing was patently clear: Sylvia had been jealous, and jealous for a lifetime. But jealous of whom, what, and why? Jealous of the drama, perhaps, envious of the action. Then another thought came to her: was it George? Had Sylvia, too, been in love with George? Had she, for all these years—and as she watched and read and listened to Cora—been in love with the very same man? But no, it was more complex than this, Cora mused. For there seemed to be another dynamic at play, lingering on the outermost periphery, confounding her, confusing her, whispering too quietly for her to hear.


    And that parting diatribe, she thought, moving away from a vague suggestion, spewed out like a bile-filled held-back torrent...


    ... had you thought more, been more discerning in your judgment, your life might have been different... and you would not have lost him.


    She closed her eyes. Love... I know what it’s not... it’s not what you did to him... But what did I do to him? Cora thought. My only crime was to love him. Sylvia was right, she conceded, she had lost George, and more than once... and for a long while after her marriage to Edward. And yet that was also what had brought him back to her.


    How could she have said no to Edward? He had asked her to marry him any number of times, and he would not give up, had pursued her with letters and visits and such declarations. She frowned now at the remembrance of that time, his courtship of her. He had said he would take care of her, and of her son; he would make sure she had property of her own, and an income, too. She would be secure for the rest of her days.


    It had been the news that George had been in Paris with Evie Dipple that made her realize she had waited long enough, that George Lawson was never going to marry her, or anyone else.


    When she wrote to Edward to accept his offer of marriage she stipulated a number of preconditions: she would not be able live in England, she would not be able to run his house; she would prefer not to use his name, but retain her French name and title; and they would not be able to spend Christmases together. “However, we shall be able to enjoy one another’s company here on the Continent, as and when your work permits... Regarding your very kind offer of a property, I have a hankering for somewhere quiet, a secluded place, the sort of place where one might never be found, and with enough space for my son and any family he might have in the future.”


    Days later, she received a reply from Edward: he agreed to every condition. “You have made me the happiest man in all of England,” he wrote. “As to your house, I believe I have found the perfect location!”


    In the end the marriage had been an arrangement that suited them both. Edward had continued to live and work in England whilst she continued with her life between Paris and Rome. She had returned to this country, to England, once or twice in the summer months, and Edward had visited her on the Continent each winter. They had traveled together, touring France and Germany, Switzerland and Austria, and Italy as well.


    And he had been true to his word. Shortly before they were married he purchased some one hundred acres of heathland, on the very edge of a quiet village, where he would build Cora her home. And though she did not see the place until a year after its completion, she had instructed him on some of the detail: the need for “a south-facing canopied veranda, high ceilings and tall windows, well-stocked pleasure gardens, and pine trees.”


    He was a good husband, and she had made him happy, very happy, for he had told her so, often. They had been married for almost six years by the time he passed away in his sleep at his home in London. She returned for the funeral, and for the reading of his will.
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    “They’ve quite clearly had some sort of bust-up,” Jack was saying. “I don’t believe for one moment Sylvia had a telegram from her publisher, do you?”


    “Well,” Cecily began, relishing the feel of her hand in his, “it’s not entirely outside the realms of possibility. She is a writer, she does have a publisher...”


    “Ah yes, I can just see it... Miss Dorland needed urgently, stop, the end not acceptable, stop, more words needed, stop, forthwith, stop...”


    “Who knows, maybe she has to attend some sort of meeting, something important.”


    “Rot! She and Cora have had a fall-out. You saw Sylvia in the car, she wouldn’t look at us, didn’t wave. And it’s been building up for weeks, since Sylvia first arrived. I told you about the last time, when Sylvia came running out of the bushes and flagged me down on the drive like an escaped lunatic. And that wasn’t their first upset either. It’s quite obviously something to do with the stupid memoirs, and you know what? I knew it would happen. I warned Sylvia, told her the day she arrived that she had one almighty task on her hands.”


    “I feel sorry for them both, but perhaps more for Cora than Sylvia,” Cecily said.


    “Why’s that?”


    “Perhaps because she’s a kinder person than Sylvia.”


    They had reached the bottom of the hill and they stopped. They were yards from the garden gate but it was shaded here, private. He moved closer to her. “Do you really think that?” he asked. She could tell from his eyes that he wasn’t remotely interested in her answer. But she smiled and nodded as he moved his mouth to hers.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen
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    She knows the broken brick is there, under her bed, because she put it there. It had been left lying by the wall of the tanner’s yard, and she knew as soon as she saw it that it was meant for her, meant as her weapon. She had carried it all the way back through the lanes and up the stairs to their rooms in her apron; and then placed it under the tiny bed frame. Next time he came, she would use it. She would. She would hit him over the head with it.
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    Within a week the temperature had fallen, the brightness faded. Clouds returned to their usual place. Autumn was in the air. Everyone said so, and everyone shared in the relief. It was over, at last. Things could return to normal now, they said.


    At Temple Hill, windows and doors were firmly shut, fires were lit and blankets returned to beds. And Jack’s trunk, brought down from the attic, now lay open in his room.


    Cora dreaded his departure. She had no wish to be alone again. She had grown used to his company, used to him and Cecily about the place, coming and going, noisily, giggling and laughing, as though all of life was amusing. And sometimes it was, for they made it so.


    There had been trips to Linford to order books and purchase stationery; and a trip to London, to Gamages, and to a tailor where Jack was measured for a new suit. He had protested, telling Cora that he did not need another suit, but she had insisted, saying it was important, the sign of a gentleman, to be well-dressed. Cecily went with them and they dined at Simpsons in the Strand before returning home. On the train, Cora had quietly watched them: the glances and smiles and not-meant-to-be-noticed gestures. Jack was in love, and in love for the very first time. Nothing, no other love, would be quite the same, she knew. But he was so young; they were both so young. They had their whole lives ahead of them. And she told him this, later that evening.


    “I know that you’re very fond of her, as am I, but you can’t allow yourself to be too attached... and you must not allow her to have too many hopes,” she said. “It would be cruel.”


    He adopted that demeanor she had become accustomed to: he looked away, shrugged and said, “I know. I do know this.”


    “I imagine I’ll see a good deal less of her once you have gone...”


    But Cecily had no intention of abandoning Cora. She remained enthralled by her faded beauty and dusty treasures, by her stories and her life. She was, to Cecily, cultured and worldly, and possessed with an attitude quite different to others of her generation or to anyone else in Bramley. And yet so much of her life remained an enigma, even to Jack. But perhaps it was this, Cecily thought, perhaps it was the not knowing which allowed others, including herself, to imagine and fill in the gaps. Oh, Cora had confided to an extent, she had told Cecily a few of her secrets, but without any context or chronology these things meant little. In fact, they only added to the intrigue.


    One day shortly after Sylvia left, when Cecily arrived at the house and Jack had been out on his motorcycle, Cora invited her to join her in a stroll about the gardens. She seemed agitated, distracted, and as they walked across the lawn, she said, “One thing you will unfortunately learn in time, my dear, is that not everyone wishes for your happiness... or good fortune.”


    It was another one of her cryptic comments and meant nothing to Cecily at the time, because once again it was random, without context. Cecily said nothing, and they walked on in silence toward the arbor.


    “There’s to be a military display on the green tomorrow—soldiers from Aldershot. The Wiltshire regiment, and a band,” Cecily said, trying to lighten the atmosphere.


    Cora shuddered. “Why people want to watch soldiers perform acrobatics with guns and ugly machinery I don’t for the life of me know.”


    “I suppose it’s rather exciting to some,” Cecily offered.


    “Exciting? One would have thought life was exciting enough without any reenactments of war.”


    “Not everyone’s life has been like yours, Cora.”


    “Hmm,” she murmured, resting her cane to one side, and drawing in her skirts for Cecily to sit down. “The problem with the British is that they have not seen war at close quarters, not here, not on their own soil, not for generations.” She turned to Cecily, “No one is alive to remind them of the futility—the carnage, the waste. No, the British go off and fight in other countries. It’s very different when it’s happening around you. I pray that I never see another war, that your generation—you and Jack—never see any war.”


    For a few minutes they sat in silence. The garden was quiet, sleepy in the morning sun, the air cool.


    “You must forgive me, Cecily. I’m a little out of sorts today,” she said, placing a bejeweled hand upon Cecily’s. She wore a number of rings on her wedding finger and Cecily wanted to ask her which was from whom: which ring went with which man. “In old age one’s thoughts crowd in on one day after day,” Cora went on. “It’s an exhausting business,” and she turned to Cecily with a nervous smile.


    She seemed troubled. Her eyes were tearful. And Cecily said, “Is it Sylvia? Are you missing her?”


    She looked away, shook her head. “No, it is not Sylvia, and no, I am not missing her, as it happens. But I am not relishing the months ahead. I am not looking forward to...” She stopped, her lip trembled and for a moment she took on the countenance of a little girl, lost and frightened. “I have spent so much of my life alone, one would have thought I’d be used to it by now. I’ve lived in foreign cities, foreign countries, on my own, and yet this country, England, is more foreign to me than any other place.”


    “That’s because you’ve been away for so long. It’s understandable.”


    She nodded. “But enough of me, I want to talk to you about Jack.”


    “Oh...”


    “It’s not easy, for you or for me, to see him go. I understand this,” she began. “You are... attached, fond of each other, I know. But sometimes one has to relinquish attachments, we have to be selfless and brave.” She turned to look at Cecily. “Am I making sense?”


    Cecily nodded.


    “I don’t want you—either of you—to be hurt, you see,” she said and paused, looking downwards, breathing in deeply. “People come into our lives without warning, and for a while they make us forget who we are. Only when they leave us are we reminded; only when they leave us do we have to return to who we were before. And that can be painful because we’ve been changed, and what fitted before, what seemed at least comfortable, is no longer so.” She raised her head, staring into the distance. “We think nothing can ever be whole again,” she added in a whisper. Then she turned to Cecily. “I spent a long time waiting for someone, waiting for someone to come back to me. I don’t want you to make that mistake.”
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    On their last day together, like so many days before, Cecily and Jack went out on his motorcycle. She had told her mother, had had to tell her—after roaring past Mrs. Moody in Linford—that yes, she sometimes rode pillion on Jack’s bike, “sort of sidesaddle and on a cushion,” she added, as though it would make a difference. But Madeline was aghast, furious that Cecily had lied to her, astonished that all the times she had presumed her daughter to be up at Temple Hill, perhaps taking tea in the garden, she had in fact been “speeding about the lanes with a young man. It’s not only dangerous, it’s improper!”


    “There’s nothing improper about it, women are buying them as well.”


    Madeline shuddered. “Next, you’ll be telling me you’re off to London to fight for votes!”


    “Yes, I very well might.”


    “Really, Cecily, I don’t know what’s come over you this summer. You’ve always been such a...”


    “Good girl?”


    “Yes,” said her mother, looking at her, mystified. “And of course everyone will assume that you’re courting now, you and he,” she went on, “and I’m not entirely sure what I’m supposed to do.”


    “I don’t care what everyone assumes but I do care what you think, Mother.”


    “What I think... what I think is that you’re both too young.”


    “But you were little older than me when you married Father.”


    Madeline shook her head. “That was different. Jack is about to leave for university, Cecily, he’s not going to stay here. He has a future mapped out for him, and I can’t help but feel...”


    “Yes?”


    “That he’ll leave you behind, dear.”


    Perhaps he would leave her behind. The notion was one Cecily had certainly pondered, particularly after Cora’s words to her in the garden. And she had drawn conclusions: he would leave her behind; he had no choice. He had said to her himself, “It’s a tremendous opportunity.” And it was. A university education could not be passed over, no matter what. It would set him up for life. Oh, that she could have the same path and spend three whole years studying, reading, surrounded by erudite people—people she could learn from, people who spoke about poetry and literature and art, people who had traveled and seen places and been places; people who led interesting lives. Oh, that she could be someone.


    But there was a chink of light, a hope, flickering at the back of her mind—or the front, depending on her mood. He would return, during holidays and when he was able, and then, at the end, he’d be free. Three years, she concluded. I shall have to wait three years.


    Nothing had been said. No words about their future had passed between them, though they had spoken often enough about foreign places, places they had read about, heard about, would like to see. She imagined them strolling along the banks of the Seine, the Danube, the Tiber, arm in arm, a handsome couple. And sometimes she imagined them together at Temple Hill...


    Three years. I shall wait three years, she told herself. Cora’s warning to her had, she thought, been about wasting an entire lifetime waiting, and she would certainly not be doing that. Three years was not a lifetime.


    But as his departure date loomed, she became aware of the clock, of the minutes and hours, the slipping away of time and the inevitable goodbye, when he would leave Bramley and move on. And the flicker of hope died.


    Jack’s life, she imagined, would be as glamorous as his grandmother’s. Faster, modern, and not yet abroad, but on a path to somewhere: somewhere far more sophisticated than Bramley. He would, perhaps, remember her—the village girl, that innocent country girl, the one he had been quite fond of at the time. The one he had taken up to London, and rode about with through the lanes. The one he had kissed on a hot day at the top of some hill he couldn’t quite remember. In years to come he would return there, to Bramley, at first to visit his grandmother, Cora, and then, after her death, to stay at the place himself from time to time, for he would surely inherit it. And Cecily, too, might be there, might be invited up to Temple Hill for tea. He would take her hand in his and say hello, politely, then step aside to introduce his wife...


    Oh, the agony!


    It would not happen, it could not happen. She could never allow it to.


    But the thought, the image, kept coming back to her. She saw herself—rounded, matronly, a brood of noisy, ruddy-faced children and a quiet husband by her side. And him, Jack, lean and dapper, smiling on benignly, sympathetically. But sometimes there were no children or quiet husband, just her: thin and bespectacled and monosyllabic, a spinster of the parish, a schoolmistress, speaking about the weather, the last sermon, and Miss Combe’s new electricity.


    He would say, “Cecily Chadwick, well I never. I hardly recognized you... still in Bramley, eh?” For she had never gone anywhere, other than that day excursion to the coast each summer. There had been no traveling, no countries visited or cities explored; there had been no great adventure, and no other loves. And she would smile, grateful for the acknowledgment, the remembrance, and then laugh—and make a joke of her lack of a life.“Oh, but I could never leave Bramley,” she would say. “After all, I’m settled here, and it is so wonderful to live in a place where everyone knows who you are.”


    He would introduce her to his children, all lined up and quite as beautiful as he, and with exotic names and precocious but enchanting demeanors: Nathanial, Atalanta, Theodopholis and Hermione. And they would look at her with pity in their eyes, but not for her but for their father, that he could ever have loved someone so plain and parochial, that their successful and debonair father could have been so shortsighted. And they would not know what to say, or how to be, and so he would intervene and make small talk, until it was time for her to leave. Then they would all heave a sigh of relief, and tease him that he had once had a thing for poor Miss Chadwick.


    When he released her hand he said, “You never know, I might get back at Christmas... come and say boo!”


    She smiled.


    “Otherwise it’ll be Easter.”


    “Yes, Easter,” she repeated.


    “It’s not that long.”


    “No.”


    “We’ve our whole lives ahead of us, you know.”


    “Of course, I know that.”


    “Don’t be sad... please, don’t be sad.”


    They stood in the fading twilight by the gate and all she could think was that by morning he would be gone. And all she could hear were the whispers of the coming days and weeks: the poor thing went about with him all summer... bound to happen... he was hardly going to settle down here—with her. And she would have to brave it, have to smile through it all as though it had been nothing, a brief flirtation, a passing fancy.


    “But we’ve had a fine old time to ourselves,” he said.


    “Yes, we have.”


    He looked away. “I can’t promise you anything... I can’t—”


    “It’s perfectly fine, Jack. You don’t need to say any more. I understand.”


    She smiled and turned away. She heard the latch on the gate drop, clickety-click, his feet upon the track, and a door quietly close.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty
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    The movement of cold air stirs her. The cover has been pulled back. She can hear the rasping sound in the blackness, smell him as he moves closer. “Come here my little lovely, come to Uncle John now...” She tries to wriggle free, but he has hold of her, is pulling at her nightgown, and as she struggles, as she struggles to reach down beneath the bed, the soft cotton tears, releasing her like a baby from the womb and her hand to the floorboards, the brick...


    [image: 9941.jpg]


    Cora could smell the mustiness of an English winter. It was a smell she vaguely remembered: a mingling of damp plaster, rotting wood and vegetation, the smoke of coal fires, and coldness. Coldness. The house felt newly strange and suddenly much too large for one person. She had no need for so much space. Though she might have had, once, when the place was first built, when she still had a son, anticipated a daughter-in-law, envisaged grandchildren. When Georgie told her that he planned on having a large family, “to make up for the deficit.”


    “Deficit indeed!” Fanny had repeated, laughing.


    “That’s what he said. I suppose it’s because he’s grown up alone.”


    “Well, he’ll have to find himself a wife first, and she’ll need to be a robust girl, my goodness yes,” Fanny went on, smiling. “But at least you have the place, the space for this enormous family he’s planning.”


    Cora moved to the window, gazing out at the excavations for the new monument in honor of the King. Her aunt had told her that it would take over two decades to build and be so vast it would dominate the city’s skyline.


    “No one knows who anyone is anymore,” Fanny was saying, “it’s all changed, anyone of quality seems to have gone, and instead, we have a constant stream of loud Americans to plague us. Tourists, they call themselves. They come for a week and fly about the place with lists and maps and itineraries—such frenzied haste.”


    “It’s the same in Paris,” Cora replied. “The Americans are everywhere.”


    Cora had traveled by train from Paris to Rome, as she did each and every Christmas. Edward remained in England, spending Christmas with his family, as he had done each year since their marriage. It was, as her aunt liked to remind her, an unusual domestic arrangement. Twice a year Edward visited her, and she had returned to England the previous summer, staying for two weeks under the roof of his fine stucco-fronted house in Kensington, only ten minutes’ walk from George’s London home.


    As Cora turned away from the window, Fanny returned to the subject of Georgie. “And how is your darling boy?” she asked.


    “Georgie,” Cora repeated, and immediately felt the warmth of maternal blood run through her veins. Georgie, she thought, and could not help but smile. “He’s hardly a boy, he’s a grown man now,” she said. “He is well, very well, and I believe he’s charming everyone in London.” She moved about the room, picking up ornaments, examining them, as if to check that they were the same ones that inhabited a place in her memory; running her fingers along polished marble and mahogany; the velvet pile of a sofa, a chair.


    “And does he see much of... of his godfather?” Fanny asked.


    “Oh yes, he sees him from time to time. But of course George is very busy at the Academy, and still travels a good deal.”


    “And you? Do you still see him?”


    “I saw him in Paris last...” She saw her aunt wince and stopped. “But why do you ask if you do not wish to hear? Why does it pain you to hear me speak about him?”


    “Because it’s not right for you to see him, not now you’re married. He had his chance—so many chances—and you waited for him... waited for him for so long. You simply can’t allow him to walk in and out of your life, not now.”


    “I have to see him; you know that. It’s impossible for me to banish him now.”


    “But don’t see him alone, Cora, please. There’s enough gossip already about you and your marriage... and him.”


    Cora shook her head. “I no longer care what the old expatriate wives of Rome are saying about me. And there’ll always be gossip about George. There always has been.” She turned away from Fanny. “But, seeing as you’ve mentioned it, tell me, what is the gossip?”


    Fanny did not immediately reply. Cora turned to her. “Well?”


    “That you and George continue to see each other in Paris, alone, that his breakdown was in no small part due to your marriage and...”


    “And?”


    “Georgie.”


    Cora sighed. “George and I see each other when he is in Paris, of course—we’re friends, we’ll always be dear friends.”


    “Friends? And does your husband know just how friendly you are with... the President of the Academy?”


    “As for his breakdown,” Cora went on, “he was simply exhausted. Everyone at the wedding could see that. Everyone knew how hard he’d been working...”


    Fanny shook her head. “No, it was a blow and it hit him hard. I saw. I was there, remember?”


    Cora said nothing.


    “But he leads such a queer life,” Fanny said, changing tone, shifting in her chair.


    “Why do you say that?”


    “No wife, or family, an older married lady his constant companion. It’s not normal. But he was always a little peculiar, I thought. Charming but a little peculiar.”


    “George was ambitious, single-minded in his vocation, his art. He’s a very private person and requires solitude in which to work. He could not cope with a family, family life. And Mrs. Hillier is not his constant companion, not anymore. She no longer travels and has, I believe, been in poor health for some time.”


    “It always seemed to me...” Fanny began, then hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “It always seemed to me as though he was fearful... hiding something.”


    “Hiding something? Oh, perhaps his emotions. But now I understand that genius, real artistic genius, can take every ounce of passion from a man, so that... he’s left with little to give, to share with another,” Cora replied, staring at a framed miniature of her son.


    “Hmm. Jack knew, didn’t he?”


    Cora kept her gaze fixed on her son’s face. “Knew?”


    “About you and George... later, he knew about you and George.”


    “I’m not sure what you mean, or what Jack thought... about anything. But do not, please, rewrite that particular chapter. Jack’s death had nothing whatsoever to do with me, or George, as you well know, and if he was concerned he never said. And I married him, didn’t I? I did as I was told.” She moved over to her aunt, sat down opposite her. “You know... you know that I loved George. I still do. I can’t change that. I can’t change what my heart feels.”


    “No, you can’t say that, not now. You have a good husband, one who cares about you, who loves you.”


    “Oh, I know that, of course I do, and I’m immensely fond of him, too. But let me ask you this: did you cease to love your husband, James, when he died?”


    “No, of course not.”


    “But you love another now?”


    “Yes, but that’s quite different, he’s a different person and this is another stage of my life.”


    “Exactly.”


    “But James is dead, Cora; George lives and Edward—”


    “Edward is my husband,” she interrupted, rising to her feet. “He understands that George and I were... are close, that we remain firm friends.” She walked over to the window. “And, yes, George lives, but so perhaps does another man... so perhaps does John Abel.”


    And that was it. The name—the unmentionable name—had been uttered, silently shattering three decades of carefully arranged words, and everything between them.


    She turned to her aunt. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid it’s a little late in the day for you to lecture me on the morality and virtues of a faithful marriage.”


    Fanny did not look at her, but Cora could hear her breathing as the name ricocheted about the room: impossible to grab hold of and take back. And what she had said was true enough: John Abel might yet be alive. And if so, where did that leave her aunt? There could be no moral high ground. Not then, not ever. They were both guilty.
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    When Cora asked Mrs. Davey to close up various rooms, the housekeeper reminded her that they had never in fact been opened up; that the morning room and a few of the bedrooms were still stacked with crates, yet to be unpacked. Something to do over the winter, Cora thought: unpack and go through it all, sorting. Mr. Cordery would have to bring the crates down to the drawing room; she would open them up there, where it would be warm. She would be able to review it all, her life. Unravel the knot.


    She had not heard from Sylvia and did not expect to. But she would write to her in time, eventually. She would send her a Christmas card, perhaps. And she could rest easy about the people at the farm. Cecily had been to call on them and they had told her that they had never heard of any other John Abel. The name was a coincidence, nothing more. They were perhaps related in some convoluted way to him, Cora thought, but it was a common enough name, or had been, once. And the letters had stopped, for now at least.


    Yes, she would be able to address things now, without bother-ation and interruptions. She would have time and peace, space to think. She would be able to work through everything, put it in order, write it all down. Or perhaps Cecily could... After all, she was young, part of the modern world. What was once shocking and scandalous was... not so unusual now. People were more forgiving, more understanding, surely. And all families had secrets, hidden away somewhere.


    She would unravel the knot and work backward. Go all the way back to the beginning, to that time before, before they had moved on, before new countries and new names, before the inventing and reinventing began. She would go back to where she first started. Because she needed to make sense of the start in order to make sense of this end. And there was an end, looming, she knew. It was why she needed to set things in order, why she needed to put things straight. There should be no mess for Jack to have to deal with. Death, she often thought, should be peaceful, any ripples for those left behind soothing. But at other times she was filled with panic, terrified of the dark void ahead, and of meeting those she had—in life—escaped.


    I must not think of death, she told herself; otherwise it will surely hear me and come knocking...


    So she tried to look forward to bleak winter, to the drawing in of days and long dark nights. She tried to settle herself in autumn, watching clouds and drizzle, and a pale English sun. And she waited for Cecily to call.


    She had, she realized, been testing Cecily over the course of the summer, slipping in details here and there, but still not entirely the truth. She had been sounding her out, watching her reactions. And the girl had not once appeared shocked, had not flinched. She had been sympathetic, understanding. She had passed the test.


    I shall tell Cecily the truth, she decided; ask her to write it all down. But there remained one problem: which version and for whom? Well, for Jack of course. There was only him. But would he want to know? Perhaps it would be better for her to omit certain details, to leave it to fate and the future to unravel. Yes, perhaps. She had no wish to cause him any unnecessary pain or distress, or to burden him further. No. Her desire was simply to put the record straight—for herself, in her own mind; to release her burden and be in possession of that state generally known as a clear conscience. She would ask Cecily, take her advice. After all, she cared about Jack, and who knew what might happen between them in the future.


    Thankfully, Cecily was not going anywhere. They would no doubt spend some of the long winter evenings ahead together, for Cecily had already said, “Don’t worry, Cora, I’m still here.” Yes, so long as she had dear Cecily calling on her, with that sweet open mind and sunny disposition, she would not succumb to loneliness, not give way to the others. And she must stay warm, speak to Mrs. Davey about the fires; make sure there was enough coal and logs. Oh yes, she must stay warm.


    The mere thought of an English winter made Cora shiver. That harsh chill which permeated one’s clothing and flesh and bones. She had told people that it would be her first in six decades, but this was not strictly true, because she had come back once, briefly, in the depths of winter.


    Standing by an open grave, her face too cold to move, her heart numb, Cora had watched her son’s coffin as it was lowered into the frozen earth. But even then, as he was delivered into that cold hard ground, he had become a memory, nothing more than a memory. He was a name, another name, soon to be added to a churchyard of chiseled names. And the realization that his presence—his face, his voice, all of him—was already dimming and being forgotten, struck her...


    Those who had known him would remember his laugh, his smile, his humor, and his bravery. They would speak of him for a while, clinging to those remnants, but slowly, with time, they would forget. In years to come his name might crop up in conversation, someone might say, “Ah yes, George Staunton, I vaguely remember him. Whatever happened to him?” But the name would fade, the tombstone fall, and, eventually, inevitably, disappear into the undergrowth of that quiet corner of the churchyard.


    Perhaps one day someone would notice that leaning tombstone covered in lichen and ivy. They might bend down, pull away the weeds, and then—moving their hands over the stone—say the name out loud once more. And for a moment, just a moment, they might wonder who he had been, George Staunton; whose child, whose husband, whose father. They might try to imagine what someone of that name looked like, how he spoke, what made him laugh or cry. But they would never be able imagine the baby born in Rome, nor the circumstances surrounding his birth. They would never be able to picture the boy who had grown up in France, or envisage the young man who had returned—so dazzlingly handsome and suntanned—from two years in India. His lifetime, the thirty-three years he had walked upon the earth, had ended, abruptly, one Saturday morning in January.


    In the years that followed, after her son’s death and before her final return to England, visits to old friends—and to acquaintances she had made on her incessant journeys—kept Cora busy. There was little else for her to do at that time, and she was in fact of no fixed abode. Her circle of friends had slowly diminished. Many of them had passed away; others had returned home, to England or America. In Rome, there was a new crowd, a younger crowd, a mix of English, American and European artists, travelers, and new business people, as well as the usual fugitives and misfits.


    But Rome was not the same place. The city had changed shape. The antiquated ruins and monuments remained, weathered further by the passing of years, crumbling through ignorance and neglect, and now like gargantuan tombstones strewn haphazardly about the place, randomly interrupting the new order and tidiness of modern Rome. But the small medieval city, the Rome of Cora’s youth, had been all but swept away.


    On her last visit to the city, she sat each morning outside the Café Santa Maria in the Piazza d’Ara Coeli, and from under the shade of her parasol watched the exotic human traffic pass by like contestants in a fancy dress parade: young Romans strutting like peacocks, elderly peasants cocooned in grubby cloth, and wealthy English tourists in their distinctive upper-class garb for hotter climes. The English tourists, known for their good manners, always smiled and nodded, “Buon giorno.” They assumed her to be Italian, Roman, and she never let on. Never said, “But I am also English.” Instead, she surreptitiously studied them as they studied their maps and guidebooks and discussed their itinerary for that day.


    The invisibility of old age allowed her to observe and listen. It enabled her to bestow these unknown friends with detailed identities, so that by the time they moved on she knew them all the better for not having spoken with them. Later, as she walked through the shadowed streets off the Corso she often fancied she could hear the revelry of a party from an upstairs window. And sometimes she would stop, stand and listen to sounds that were there but not there: the French military band playing on in the Piazza Colonna, the cheers and thunderous echo of a carnival. But there were times when her loneliness was acute, the sense of singularity suffocating, the absence of familiar voices deafening.


    Each afternoon she visited the Protestant Cemetery, arranging flowers or tidying the potted plants within the box-hedged graves. And here, as she sat on the old iron bench under the shade of cypresses, silent conversations flowed.


    Rome reinvigorated her, body and soul. Paris was simply exhausting. And London, on those rare occasions she had flitted in and out, was jarring and judgmental, too big and brash. And the lack of light, that interminable smog, rendering its streets dank and inhospitable, depressed her spirits. In the cacophony of the English capital she had always felt like an alien, an outsider, for it was the place from which she had fled, and then returned too late in life to be fashionable.


    Traveling from city to city, country to country, had for so long been the ebb and flow of her life. And though no one was waiting for her in Rome or Paris, or anywhere now, continuing this movement allowed her to luxuriate in the sensation of busyness. She was able to talk of train times, schedules and itineraries, departure and arrival dates, arrangements and contingencies, as though they mattered; as though her time was valuable, as though others depended upon her punctuality and were waiting.


    She knew her way to the Eternal City the way anyone knows the path that leads them home. From a train carriage window she checked off the sequence of familiar vistas, counting down landmarks, towns and cities. And later, traveling back over that same landscape, they were checked off again, in reverse order.


    On her final journey, returning to England for good, she had been unusually reticent, had had no interest in making any new friends. Standing upon the deck of a steamer, taking in England’s ragged hemline—quiet, contemplative, inconspicuous, she hoped—she offered little conversation and made no mention of any connections. On that last journey she simply played the part of an elderly lady returning from an indefinite period abroad. And when those standing alongside her turned to her and said, “Ah, so good to be home,” she simply smiled. “Yes indeed, so good to be home.”
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    “... We’ll live like gypsies... divide our time between Rome and Florence, head to Paris in the spring... and the south of France perhaps in autumn.”


    “But not England?”


    “No, not England. Who needs England?”


    “And you’ll stay with me?”


    “Of course, I shall... I’ll never leave you.”


    “Not even if I had done something... wicked?”


    “Hmm, something wicked... If you had done something wicked, well, I rather think I’d love you all the more for it.”


    And so she gives in, moves her mouth to his, and seals her fate.

  


  
    BOOK TWO
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    England 1923

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-one
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    Sylvia had said it out loud, and silently, too: Cora is gone... Cora is gone... She had to; had to remind herself. It would take time, she told herself, to grow used to the idea. And it was why she had sought out the photograph, why she sat with it in her hands. But it was still queer to think of her dead, a person no more. Difficult to accept that she had been mortal, just like everyone else; impossible and too painful to think of her beneath the sandy soil of an English churchyard.


    Perhaps it would be easier if she had seen the grave, witnessed the burial and been a part of that ceremonial goodbye. She would, she thought, have been able to say adieu. She would have been able to let her know.


    For years Sylvia had pondered a hello and not a goodbye. She had anticipated a reunion, reconciliation, imagined them embracing, forgiving, smiling at each other, herself saying, “I shall hear none of it; it is all in the past now.” She had imagined returning once more down that sweeping driveway in Mr. Cotton’s wagonette, and Cora, standing there upon the doorstep—waiting for her, just as she had that sultry summer’s day twelve years ago. How pleased Cora had been to see her... She had said, “Here at last!” and then playfully chastised Sylvia for her tardiness, telling her that she had been waiting patiently all morning. And Jack had been there too: eager to finally meet his grandmother’s oldest friend. He had said, “I’ve been longing to meet you... have heard so much about you.” That was how it had been, hadn’t it?


    Yes, it had been a perfect day. One etched on her memory.


    But there could be no reunion, not now, not ever. That indomitable spirit, that indefatigable soul had departed this life and moved on—as she always had.


    Sylvia stared at the photograph. She ran a finger over the tear: a scar on her memory, and on her heart. But it was too late, too late to offer Cora her happy ending, too late to assuage her loss or make amends: too late to tell her. And there was an added torment bound up in those few hushed words to a painter, so long ago in Rome.


    “But had I known... had I known...” she whispered, shaking her head.


    And then she closed her eyes once more as she relived that bittersweet moment, when Cora had clung to her weeping, saying,“He says we have no future, no future together... he says it cannot be... that he cannot marry me... will never marry me...”


    But how wonderful it had felt to hold her, to have Cora in her arms, so weak and fragile, and lost. “You have me,” she had said. “You have me, and I shall never ever walk away from you.” And yet she had. For hadn’t she walked away that summer, twelve years before? Hadn’t she left Cora then, weak and fragile and lost once again, afraid, alone and old?


    “I let her down! I walked away... just as he did... I was no different.”


    Sylvia had not been able to attend the funeral, though Cecily had been kind enough to telephone a second time to inform her of the arrangements. The first call, the one to tell her Cora had died, had come out of the blue. And Cecily had been quite cold, Sylvia thought: perfunctory in her approach. But Sylvia was not used to receiving telephone calls. The only telephone at the Windsor was in the arched alcove of the lobby, where, on the rare occasion it was in use, people liked to loiter about, listening. It had a sign above it which read, “FOR RESIDENTS’ USE & EMERGENCIES ONLY,” in red letters upon white. It was a queer, perplexing contraption and Sylvia had no use for it. And that day, when Mrs. Halliday came into the dining room and said, “Do excuse me, Miss Dorland, but you’re wanted on the telephone,” Sylvia had been mystified. For who would call her? She had no kin.


    Mrs. Halliday had handed her the parts, whispering instructions, “To the ear, dear... that’s it... now say hello...” Sylvia thought she heard a voice: “Sylvia... Miss Dorland, is that you?” But the line had been bad and, not sure what the call was about or to whom the voice belonged, Sylvia had been circumspect, reticent.


    “Yes,” she had said, elongating those three letters, phrasing the word as a question.


    “It’s Cecily.”


    “Cecily...”


    “I hope you remember me...”


    Cecily Chadwick. “Yes, yes. I remember you. Of course I remember you. How lovely to hear from you.”


    “I’m calling with some...”


    But Sylvia did not catch the words and had to ask her to speak up.


    “Sad news,” Cecily said, louder, and with emphasis. “It’s Cora, I’m afraid she passed away on Friday. I thought I should call... call and let you know.”


    And that was it. Cecily may have said more, Sylvia could not remember. She had been too stunned, too upset to take in anything else. She had said goodbye and then stood for some time clutching the receiver, unsure what to do with it or the news. When Mrs. Halliday reappeared, she asked, “Bad news, dear?” She took the receiver from Sylvia’s hand, hung it up, and led her back toward the dining room. But Sylvia had said no, she could not face anyone, could not eat now. “My friend, my dearest friend has passed away.”


    She did not cry, not that day. She simply returned upstairs to her room and sat quietly until it was time for bed.


    Perhaps Cecily said something about the funeral during that first call. Perhaps she had told Sylvia she would call again to let her know the arrangements. Either way, Cecily had called again a few days later, and that was when she had also said that she had something for Sylvia from Cora.


    “Actually, I’ve had it in my possession for quite some time,” she said. “She asked me to make sure that it was passed on to you in the event of her death.”


    Cora: ever the planner.


    But there was no way Cecily could get up to London, not at that time. Not with the funeral and everything else she had to deal with, she said, but perhaps in a few weeks, when things were calmer.


    An obituary in one of the London newspapers was simply titled, “Death of the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger Lawson,” and read:


    We deeply regret to record the death which occurred at her home in Bramley on Friday of last week of the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger Lawson, who had been in failing health for some time past... The Countess was in her eightieth year and had a very wide circle of friends both here and on the Continent, to whom her passing is a matter of sincere regret. The Countess was thrice married and by her first union, to Mr. John Staunton, there was a son, Captain George Staunton RHA, who met with his death in a hunting accident many years ago. Her second marriage was to the Count de Chevalier de Saint Léger who was killed in the Franco-German War; while she was wedded on a third occasion to Mr. Edward Lawson, late President of the Royal Institute of British Architects, and father of Lord George Lawson, late President of the Academy.


    The Countess was born at Standen Hall in Norfolk, and was the niece of the late Contessa Cansacchi di Amelia, who passed away some time ago in Rome. A renowned and fashionable figure within Continental society, the Countess resided a great deal abroad, in particular in Rome and Paris, and was noted for her cosmopolitan tastes and for her fine collection of art and antiques... The funeral took place at Saint Luke’s Churchyard, Bramley, on Wednesday afternoon, where the remains of the deceased lady were laid to rest...


    The piece went on to list the chief mourners, and to say that “the grave had been prettily lined with moss and bunches of violets by Mr. Cordery, the head gardener at Temple Hill.” It then listed the floral tributes, and Sylvia was pleased to see her own name.


    Of course there were mistakes, inaccuracies. How could there not be? Cora had spent a lifetime confusing and confounding everyone with her story. And she had always lied about her age, was ten years older than the age they quoted. But she would have been satisfied, Sylvia thought, to be a decade younger—even in death. And the obituary recorded most of the official version: almost all of the important names were there. And yet, Sylvia could not help but wonder where the information had come from, for someone had tidied it all up. That someone had to be Cecily.


    Sylvia cut out the obituary and pasted it into the scrapbook, the one she kept that charted Cora’s life, and now death. It included every announcement—the birth of each of her sons, their deaths, and the deaths of each of her husbands; her marriages; court circulars, drawing room appearances, and clippings about George. But there had been so many about George, particularly after his death, that she gave up cutting and pasting him. Also in the scrapbook were two pencil sketches of Cora by John Clifford, and another by George (all three from Rome, when Cora had been no more than twenty); a ribbon Cora had given her at around that same time, and various notes confirming appointments and rendezvous. Sylvia liked to look at those notes, the handwriting, the young signature long before the loops and swirls of the double C flourish that became her customary abbreviation. There was a lock of pale golden hair, various pressed flowers, and postcards and telegrams, and a small swatch of blue silk Cora had sent her shortly before her marriage to Edward. The photograph, the one taken in the garden that day at Temple Hill, would go in there also, Sylvia decided: at the very end. It was the only one she had of them together.


    Some weeks after the obituary, the same newspaper announced a sale at the house:


    The trustees of the estate of the late Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger Lawson announce a sale to be held at her home, Temple Hill, including the whole of the antique and modern appointments: Louis XIV and Empire escritoires, secretaires, commodes and tables. Two fine old English mahogany and oak long-case clocks. Beautiful Chinese silk embroidery and antique Italian tapestry. Rare old French trousseau chests, French, Italian and English oil paintings and watercolors, Italian carved cabinets, settees and chairs in old English, 890 volumes of books, plate, needlework, tapestries, French linen, clocks, bronzes, Italian marble sculpture, ornamental china and porcelain, Venetian air twist and other glass and crystal, English oak dining furniture, together with the usual indoor and outdoor effects...


    So, Cecily was selling it all. Cora’s precious cargo, gathered over a lifetime and brought back to England, was to be sold off, flung back across the counties of England, the countries of Europe. And that announcement, the announcement of the sale at the house, inspired more tears than any obituary. Because all of those things, every item of furniture and glass and linen, each book and painting and each piece of china, were all that was left of her, all that Cora had left to the world of herself. And Sylvia could picture it all, picture it all so vividly, the dismantling of that life.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-two
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    When Cecily arrived she was not at all as Sylvia remembered her. A glamorous woman, festooned in fur, had replaced the gauche and awkward girl of Sylvia’s memory. And she was taller, much taller than Sylvia remembered. She moved across the room with an alarming confidence, leaned forward in a haze of perfume and pressed her lips to Sylvia’s cheek. Sylvia released a short, sharp gasp. She could not recall the last time anyone had done such a thing. She watched Cecily place a brown paper parcel on the low table and dispense with her fur, draping it along the back of the armchair. “Golly,” she said, as she sat down, “what a day.”


    It was stormy outside. Sylvia had noticed. She had watched the weather at the window for most of that day: the constant drizzle interrupted by intermittent downpours, the petrified limbs of the trees in the park opposite against the low sky. Later, she had heard the wind, coming in angry gusts, and then the bells: an ambulance or fire engine, perhaps. And she could only wonder at the drama unfolding somewhere.


    “Yes, what a day,” Sylvia said, eyeing Cecily as she opened up her handbag and took out a familiar cigarette case. “I hope it hasn’t been too much trouble for you, coming up to town,” she said.


    “No trouble, no trouble at all,” Cecily replied. She flicked a lighter, tilted her head and released a plume of smoke into the dimly lit room; then she placed the handbag on the table in front of them, next to the brown paper parcel. “Actually, we’re up for a few days.”


    “Ah, I see,” Sylvia said and nodded.


    It made sense. Yes, it made sense. This Cecily did not look like a schoolmistress from the country, not at all. This Cecily was undoubtedly used to trips up to town, to hailing and dashing about in taxicabs, in a flurry, in a rush. This Cecily was different to the one before. She wore the new shorter length skirt, her hair was cut fashionably short, too, and, Sylvia noted, she left an imprint of her painted lips at the end of her cigarette.


    Sylvia leaned forward, pushing the glass ashtray across the polished wood, and said, “Oh, I must show you something.” She reached down to the shelf beneath the table and handed Cecily the photograph. “I’m afraid it got torn... caught in an album or some such thing, I can’t quite recall now.”


    Cecily stared at the image. Yes, she too could remember that day. “Feels like a lifetime ago,” she said. “So much has happened since then.”


    And it had for her, and for the world, but less so for Sylvia.


    Right up until her move to the Windsor Hotel, four years ago, Sylvia had followed a daily routine unchanged and unaltered for over half a century. The move had been disruptive but inevitable. And the Windsor had undoubtedly been the right choice. It was situated round the corner from her former flat, and almost all of the residents were elderly ladies, like herself. Most were widows, who had had a husband, or two, and children, or not. Many of them were colonials who had returned from India and the Far East after the war had ended. It was one of the things Sylvia liked about the Windsor, the class of person. And it made the conversation all the more interesting to hear about places like Bangalore, Kashmir and Calcutta, and verandas and bungalow lifestyles. She had even toyed with the idea of writing a novel set in India, loosely based on her new friend Mrs. Evesleigh’s life. Oh yes, the Windsor had been the right choice. These women understood expatriate life, and Sylvia had been able to talk about her time in Rome, and about her dear friend, the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger Lawson. A few claimed to know or recognize the name, thought they had heard it—or part of it—before, and then usually asked, “Any relation to Lord Lawson?”


    “Stepmother,” Sylvia replied, “and dear friend, as was I.”


    Inevitably, there then ensued some discussion about George Lawson: his life and work, his affairs—and rumored illegitimate children.


    “Well, I really wouldn’t know about that,” Sylvia responded, running free, but enjoying the debate and that tingle of attention.


    Sylvia had had special cards printed to announce her move to the Windsor, and though she had only managed to send out a dozen or so of the fifty, later cutting up the unused ones to use as bookmarks, she had sent one to Cora, with a note on the reverse, saying, “My dear, I do hope that you are well, and that we might be able to catch up one day in the not too distant future. As ever, Sylvia.” She had hoped for a reply, a note to say “Good luck” or something along the lines of “Wishing you well in your new home,” but nothing came.


    The war, Sylvia agreed with the other ladies, had changed everything and everyone. No, nothing would ever be the same. But they had their memories, memories of how things had once been, memories of lost places, lost faces. Even now, four years later, The War consumed a great deal of their time, and energy.


    But Sylvia had had no children or grandchildren to lose, and though she had lived through and witnessed the seemingly never-ending horror, and had imagined—or had tried to imagine—circumstances not her own, she had for the most part been buried in the execution of the book she and Cora had begun years before, the book they had worked on during the summer of 1911. It would not be Cora’s memoirs, could not be Cora’s memoirs, but it could be the story of her life, Sylvia had decided. The story of her life as it could have been. And it was to be Sylvia’s peace offering. For she had planned to write to Cora, enclosing the first draft, once it was finished. She would not and could not, she had decided, do anything with it without her friend’s blessing.


    But time had run out and now the manuscript lay in a drawer, and Sylvia was unsure what to do with it. Unsure, that is, until Cecily’s second telephone call. And as soon as Sylvia heard Cecily say the word “manuscript,” her heart leapt. Cora knew, had obviously remembered, and it seemed as though from beyond the grave she was giving it her blessing, sanctioning it.


    And it was understandable, commendable, Sylvia reasoned, that Cora wished Cecily to see it first, particularly in view of the circumstances. But she must not be too eager. There was an etiquette to be observed, a way of handling these things, just as there was with everything else. She would wait, wait until later, once they had crossed bridges, so to speak. Then she would offer Cecily a sherry and produce the manuscript. She had imagined Cecily’s face—though it had been different, younger, and altogether more open—the look of astonishment, surprise, then the tears and smiles; and she had heard her say, “Oh Sylvia, she would have been so happy, so grateful...” And Sylvia would say, “It’s the book I have been writing for over fifty years, my final work.” And they would raise their glasses to—


    “... Sylvia?”


    Cecily was still holding the photograph in her hand and Sylvia thought she had perhaps missed a question. “Mr. Fox died... passed away last year,” she said, presumably for a second time, and quite as though Sylvia and he had been close.


    “Oh dear, how sad.”


    She went on, and Sylvia realized that she was working her way through those in the photograph, and beyond it, to a village, bustling and busy, going about its business. That summer’s day—that moment, that second—when they had all smiled at the camera and Mr. Trigg had hit a switch, they had been frozen in time, together, forever.


    Sonia Brownlow married Jack’s friend, Noel, Cecily was saying now. But he had been killed in action only weeks after their wedding. She had married again, another army man, and was living out in India, Cecily thought. “And did you see Marjorie, Sonia’s sister, in the newspapers?” she asked.


    Sylvia shook her head. “No, was she married?”


    Cecily laughed. “No! She was arrested, at a suffragette parade. But I believe she’s been released.”


    “Arrested,” Sylvia repeated. “Gracious.”


    It baffled Sylvia why these women did such things, why they wanted to vote. Some things were better left to men, she thought: politics, fighting, voting; making decisions.


    “Whatever happened to Miss Combe?” Sylvia asked. “I rather liked her.”


    “Poor Miss Combe,” Cecily said. “You know, she never got her electricity. She passed away quite suddenly, unexpectedly, during the very first days of the war.”


    “And your friend, the one from the shop, the post office, where is she now?”


    The farmer—or farmworker, as it turned out—that Annie had been waiting for finally arrived and married her the year before war broke out. They produced three children before he was killed in action in 1917. And though Annie remained a widow, there was someone in her life, Cecily said.


    “And your mother... your sister?”


    Cecily’s sister, Ethne, was married to the new rector, a Mr. Meredith Ballantyne, and Madeline continued to live at the same house, the one her husband had built. Rosetta had moved in, Cecily said, after Ethne moved out. But Bramley had changed, people had gone, businesses had disappeared. “It is all different,” she said, “not at all as you’ll remember...”


    They spoke about various other people in the village. Cecily mentioned a few names Sylvia could not recall, and, bizarrely, Sylvia mentioned names Cecily could not recall.


    “I imagine you saw the details of the sale?” Cecily said.


    “Yes, I did. But it strikes me as a great shame,” Sylvia replied, noting the “CC” ring on Cecily’s finger. “I’m not sure she would have wanted it all going under the hammer.”


    “But we can’t keep it”—she shrugged her shoulders—“we just can’t. We don’t have the space.”


    “But surely if you lived there, at Temple Hill...”


    Cecily smiled, shook her head. “No, it has to be sold, I’m afraid. You see, there was little to no money, and we certainly can’t afford to run a big house like that, not on the money I earn. I don’t think Cora had any idea quite how impoverished she was... and probably just as well.”


    “She was never very good with money,” said Sylvia.


    “It’s so sad that the two of you never saw each other again after that... that little upset you had.”


    “Upset? Oh, but we never fell out, not really. I loved her, loved her dearly, and I think, I hope, she knew that... but yes, I wish I had seen her again. Just once, once more.”


    Cecily looked away. She said, “I’m afraid she was very confused at the end, had absolutely no idea who anyone was. It was a blessing, really.”


    “When did it start, the confusion?”


    Cecily shook her head. “Oh, years ago, during the war. She simply couldn’t accept what happened, what was happening around her. It was very hard for her.”


    “Yes, of course.”


    “But she had become forgetful, a little confused, even before that time.”


    “Yes,” Sylvia said, remembering.


    “She thought she was back in Rome, thought she was young again...” Cecily leaned forward, stubbed out her cigarette. “It was sad,” she added, closing her eyes for a moment, shaking her head again. “Because she was so... so vulnerable, so...” She glanced up at the ceiling and then laughed. “You know, she began to wear her hair down,” she said, looking directly at Sylvia and wiping away a tear.


    “Down?” Sylvia repeated.


    “Yes, down. And sometimes with a moth-eaten plume or an ancient paste clip in it, but she looked so pretty, quite beautiful with that long white-white hair,” she went on dreamily. “Yes, very pretty.”


    “It’s how she wore it when she was young.”


    “And right up until the end she was always dressed, always in one of her costumes, as though about to go somewhere, or receive someone.”


    “It’s how it used to be...”


    “She was sweet, childlike... and very talkative, too. Do you remember her queer accent?”


    Sylvia smiled, nodded. How could she forget?


    “You know, when I first met her, when she first came to Bramley,” Cecily continued, “it seemed to me as though she was always... delivering a speech, harking back to Rome, to what once had been. I was really quite awestruck—I rather think we all were, then,” she said wistfully. “She was so intriguing, so enigmatic, and oh, how we all hung on to her every word!”


    Yes, Sylvia thought, how I hung on...


    “And she always seemed so... so extraordinarily wise...”


    How people had fawned and courted her, Sylvia thought—even then.


    “And forgiving. She was forgiving, wasn’t she?”


    Sylvia smiled, nodded. Yes, she was forgiving. She forgave him; despite everything, she forgave George. And now Sylvia was pleased she had given them that time, those final few months together.


    “I was so sorry... when I heard, heard about Jack. It must have been hard, very hard for you,” Sylvia said, and not without empathy. “And you know, I did write. I wrote to Cora at the time,” she added.


    Cecily nodded. “It was hard for us all,” she said and sighed. “But by then everything had changed. The village had thinned out, altered its shape and character. And so too had she. You see, it was then, during that time, that she dispensed with her title, decided she wanted to be known simply as Mrs. Lawson. She didn’t go anywhere, hardly ventured outside. And people began to say that she was mad, quite mad. They said that the place was haunted, that she lived amongst ghosts and spoke more with the dead than with the living. And perhaps it was true. But then she lingered on there for so long, for so many years, too long, surrounded by all her statues and bronzes... lost in her memories.”


    Yes, Sylvia thought, picturing Cora’s dust-shrounded paraphernalia, how dark the house must have been: dark and dusty, and filled with things no one would ever dream of having indoors nowadays. How could she not have gone back, stuck there, surrounded by it all? But she had the name, the only name she ever wanted, in the end: Mrs. Lawson.


    Cecily continued. She had called on Cora regularly, she said, but the place—the house and Cora herself—appeared sadder and shabbier on each occasion. Like Dickens’s Miss Havisham, it seemed to her as though Cora was trapped in time, “in a moment—a day, a month, a season, a year—she simply couldn’t let go of or release. She became a relic, a relic of a bygone era.” But even before this, Cecily said, she had witnessed Mr. Fox and a few others alter tempo. The tide turned, and just as though they—the very same people who had once been mesmerized—had been jilted at the altar, as though they had been wooed and courted and then somehow let down, they turned on her. They began to say that she was and always had been deluded, that she had simply made things up, and that she was nobody special.


    By the time the war ended, she had gone, Cecily said, closing her eyes for a moment. “She was lost... and I suppose we were all browbeaten, disenchanted, uninterested in titles and former lifestyles, or any tales that did not involve a Military Cross.” No one associated old Mrs. Lawson with any famous names; no one was interested, she said. One decade had altered everyone’s perspective, and Cora, the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger, her connections and memories of Paris and Rome, had been forgotten. “No one knew she was there.”


    “In these past few years,” Cecily continued, “since the war, she just seemed to... shrivel up, literally shrink. Mrs. Davey stayed on with her, of course, and Mr. Cordery, too. But she had few if any visitors, apart from yours truly. And she had no idea who anyone was anyhow, no idea what time she was in.”


    Cecily told Sylvia that Cora’s bed had been moved downstairs, into what had been her drawing room, and a live-in nurse employed to take care of her. The canvas of her life, which had once been epic—in miles and scale and vista—grew smaller and smaller, until it became nothing more than the view from that bed.


    “But I’d like to talk to you,” Cecily said, turning to Sylvia, altering her tone, “about something she told me... something she told me on one of the last occasions I visited her.”


    It had been shortly before that final, rapid decline, said Cecily. Cora had sat in her usual chair, overdressed, tiny and hunched. She had asked Cecily about her journey, whether she had had a good crossing. And Cecily had smiled and nodded. What else could she do? Cora had asked her the very same question on her previous visit. She was confused, thought she was back in Rome, and there seemed little point in attempting to dislodge her from her dream. She told Cecily that she was glad not to be in England, “so cold at this time of year,” and then she leaned forward in her chair and said, “I shan’t ever go back there, you know. Not now.”


    “Well, you can be wherever you wish to be,” Cecily replied.


    “He wants to visit Cyprus in the spring...” she said, absently.


    “That would be nice.”


    “We might go to Egypt, see the Nile, the pyramids.”


    “How lovely.”


    “But I’ll never go back there. I can’t ever go back there.”


    “No.”


    “You understand, don’t you?”


    Cecily nodded.


    “And he shan’t go back either,” she continued. “He prefers it here, you see. Oh yes, he always did... he never wanted to leave me, but he had to. It wasn’t because of Freddie. He didn’t know... had no idea,” she added, lifting her hand to the locket round her neck.


    None of it had made any sense to Cecily. And she was herself distracted, keeping an eye upon the time, glancing to the clock on the mantelpiece. And the muddled ramblings of a deluded old lady had not been compelling enough to unravel. Not then. The same names came up again and again: Freddie and George, or Georgie, and Jack and Fanny. All jumbled in with “he” and “she” and “him” and “her,” and “they.” How could it make sense? A lifetime spewed out without any chronology; the names of people long since gone, and—bar one—never known to Cecily. It was sad, pathetic, and the events of the preceding decade had washed away any romantic ideas Cecily might have had about the elderly woman sitting in front of her. Reality had arrived in 1914, futility in 1917.


    “Did you see him?” Cora had asked, moving in her chair, tilting her head to peer at Cecily.


    Her spine had curved with age, pushing her head forward so that it hung down and appeared too large for her small frame. Mrs. Davey said she barely touched food, and though she had long given up smoking, Mrs. Davey told Cecily that she still enjoyed the occasional glass of wine.


    “See whom, dear?”


    “Well, Jack, of course. They’re outside... They’ll be back at any minute. I said to them not to go far, said you were coming...”


    And thus it went on, this movement back and forth in time, and names, and words, and words and words. Then silence. From time to time the flicker of amusement crossed her face, and she almost laughed; and then she would frown, appear perplexed or bewildered, move about in her chair, scanning the room with her eyes, searching for... sense? Order?


    She said, “He was a shoemaker.”


    “Who, dear?” Cecily asked. “Who was a shoemaker?”


    “He was... Uncle John...”


    “Uncle John?”


    “Do you remember him?”


    Cecily shook her head. “No, I never knew him. Was it a long time ago?”


    “Best forgotten,” she said, then added, “You mustn’t tell her, don’t tell Fanny we’ve spoken of him.”


    “Of course I shan’t tell her... but what happened to him?”


    She didn’t answer. She disappeared back to that place Cecily couldn’t reach. But the pain—on her face, in her eyes—was easy enough to see.


    “What happened to Uncle John, Cora?”


    She winced, closed her eyes and shook her head. “Mustn’t tell.”


    “Mustn’t tell what?”


    She opened her eyes, and without looking at Cecily, staring down into her lap, she whispered, “I killed him.”


    For a moment Cecily said nothing. She was unsure what to say. “I’m quite sure you did not kill anyone,” she said at last, in an unusually condescending tone.


    Cora looked up at her. “Oh, but I did. I hit him over the head with it!”


    “With what? What did you hit him over the head with?”


    “It had to be done... had to be done. He was a brute, a monster... and I didn’t understand. We went to Jersey,” she went on, her eyes half closed, lowering her head. “Yes, Jersey... to the Lebruns’...” She raised her head again. “Do you recall them, Philip and Mary?”


    “No. I never knew them.”


    “We couldn’t go back, you see. No, not ever, she said. But Mr. Staunton was a good man, such a good man.”


    “Mr. Staunton? Jack’s grandfather?”


    None of it made any sense.


    “Did Mr. Staunton know any of this... about Uncle John?”


    But she didn’t answer, didn’t seem to hear. “Fanny warned me. But I never thought they’d find me.” She glanced up at Cecily. “It was my brother, you know, my eldest brother, Samuel... he ended up there, in Jersey... working for the Lebruns. I suppose Mary thought she was bringing us back together. But he wanted money, nothing more. He said he’d write to the newspapers, tell them.” She shook her head. “My aunt had only just married again... become a contessa. I suppose he thought I was rich...”


    “You mean to say you were blackmailed... by your brother?”


    “He said he’d tell him... tell him where we were, how to find us. But how could he tell him if he was dead? And I had killed him... Fanny told me. Yes, it wasn’t bigamy, she said, because he was gone... it was only bigamy if I had not killed him, you see.”


    No, Cecily did not see. Could not see. It was all coming too quickly. Bigamy, blackmail, murder, it was bizarre, too preposterous to contemplate, almost impossible to comprehend.


    “She was his housekeeper, you know,” Cora was saying, “and he was such a good man... Mr. Staunton.”


    “Mr. Staunton?”


    “Yes, Mr. Staunton...” She lifted her head and looked at Cecily. “Have you had your hair done, dear?” she asked.


    When Cecily stood up to say goodbye, moved over to her and took her hand, she said, “But you don’t have to go upstairs yet. Fanny will be with the little ones, will have put them to bed by now.”


    In the hallway, Mrs. Davey appeared.


    “She’s very confused,” Cecily said.


    Mrs. Davey nodded. “They’re all here with her. She can’t escape them, or the past. But she’s happy enough... happy to be amongst them.”


    “I’m not so sure,” Cecily replied, putting on her gloves. “She has some uninvited guests, I think.”


    “Do you think any of it is true?” Cecily asked Sylvia now.


    Sylvia took a moment, then she smiled and said, “Well, of course it’s not true! Oh, there may have been an Uncle John, once, somewhere in her family, and he may have been something of a brute, but I’m afraid everything else is complete nonsense. She was clearly deluded, as you say—very confused.”


    “But where on earth did it all come from?”


    “From her imagination... she was always one for a story. You should know that. Don’t you remember all her tales about Rome and Paris?”


    “Yes, of course I do, but they were true, weren’t they?”


    “Hmm. Not all of them, no. Cora liked to add her own twist, embellish, add a little detail here and there. She adored drama, and the truth of the matter is, she could not recall her childhood even twelve years ago. But it’s sad, makes me very sad, that she was so lost at the end... so estranged from reality.”


    “Yes, yes. You’re right. Of course, you’re right.” Cecily glanced to her wristwatch. “Gracious, I should be going soon.” She reached for the paper bag on the table: “I’ve brought you the letter, and my manuscript,” she said. And Sylvia, thinking she had misheard her, almost laughed. “Your manuscript?”


    “Yes, I mentioned it to you on the telephone, remember?”


    And just as the sun slowly rises, the horrendous reality of the situation began to glimmer and break in Sylvia’s mind, the word “manuscript” echoing once more down a crackling telephone line. She said nothing, and Cecily handed her an envelope with the words “Miss S. Dorland” written on the front in Cora’s hand, and underlined twice. Cecily said, “I’ve had this letter for so long, seems rather strange to be finally handing it over to you.”


    Sylvia tried to smile. “I shall look at it later,” she said, putting it to one side, watching Cecily as she pulled out a small pile of paper held together by a red elastic band. “And here is the manuscript,” she said, rather triumphantly, Sylvia thought. And she pushed the bundle across the table toward Sylvia. The capitalized title on the frontispiece read, A Desperate Heart.


    “It’s a novel then?” said Sylvia.


    “Yes, as I said on the telephone, it’s loosely based on Cora’s life and, I hasten to add, not quite finished. But I’d value your opinion... She had such a remarkable life, inspiring, I think.”


    “Yes, it was certainly that,” Sylvia conceded.


    “I’d appreciate your opinion... thought you might take a look, point out any obvious mistakes... and I wondered if you might be prepared to elucidate on a few other matters... and not necessarily for the book.”


    “Oh?”


    “The truth is, I’m still rather confused about Cora’s marriage to Edward. Why she kept it a secret for so long, and why she married a man so very much older than she was. He was an old man and she still quite young, not that much older than me when she married him. I know it can’t have been a... a proper marriage, a physical relationship, nor even for the company, the companionship of a husband, because they never lived together. I presumed it was for some sort of security, but then...” She paused.


    “Then?”


    “Then, more recently, I’ve been pondering her relationship with George. You see, I’m aware that she knew him long before she married Edward, and though she was always rather guarded about their friendship, later, when she was... confused, she spoke of him so much. It was always George this, George that. She very rarely mentioned Edward, or Jack, or Antonin.” She paused again, scrutinizing Sylvia. “I realize now that they were closer than I had at first thought, that she may... well, may perhaps have been in love with George—and not his father?”


    She said this as a question, but Sylvia offered no reply. And she quickly went on. “Of course, I may be wrong, but even so, it must have been queer to George for his friend, one of his contemporaries, suddenly at that late stage to become his stepmother.”


    Sylvia smiled. “Oh, I don’t suppose George ever viewed Cora as a mother, even a stepmother. But you are correct, they were close, very close friends, and for many years.”


    “You were there, at the wedding? You knew them both, George and Edward?”


    Sylvia nodded. “Yes, I was there. I knew them both.”


    “And you never detected anything... between Cora and George?”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-three
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    In the taxicab, en route to the Café Royal, Cecily wondered if she had misinterpreted Sylvia’s reaction to her novel, which had been odd to say the least. She had forgotten about Sylvia’s obsessive nature, that all-consuming love she had for Cora—anything and everything to do with Cora. She had appeared surprised when Cecily mentioned and then produced the manuscript, despite the fact that they had spoken about it on the telephone, for hadn’t Sylvia said then, Oh how lovely, I’m so pleased?


    But Sylvia seemed to think she had some divine right over Cora’s life, as though she owned the copyright to it, all of it. As though only she knew the truth. And oh, how she guarded it! When she said, “I’ll try and take a look at it, but I am actually rather busy,” Cecily could have laughed, and almost had. For what was there for Sylvia to be busy with, there at the Windsor? What was there for her to do?


    She lit a cigarette. The traffic on Oxford Street had ground to a halt and she stared at the murky shapes waiting in queues to be transported home. But she saw none of them. The photograph, reminiscences, and the memory of that summer had stirred her, taken her back. Back to a time when everything shone, back to a time when even the prospect of war had not been enough to dampen hopes and dreams...


    She had been home for a day when Rosetta mentioned his name, told her that Jack Staunton was in Bramley, at Temple Hill. “Don’t suppose her ladyship’s too happy about him going off up in them airplanes neither.”


    “Airplanes?”


    “Well, yes, he’s learning to fly. Been having lessons over at Farnborough. You ask your mother if you don’t believe me.”


    So she had asked her mother. “Is it true that Jack Staunton’s back and that he’s learning to fly?”


    “Yes, it’s true. Though for the life of me I can’t understand why he’s got himself caught up in that nonsense.”


    “I can,” Cecily said, watching her mother, bent over the sewing machine. “Do you know how long he’s home for?”


    Her mother didn’t look up. “He’s been to call a few times, inquired after you, asked where you were,” she said, fiddling with the fabric under the needle as she spoke.


    Cecily sat down in the chair opposite her mother. “But how long is he here for?”


    Madeline glanced over her spectacles at her daughter. “I’m not sure, he didn’t say. But I told him you’d been in Paris for almost a year. He couldn’t believe it. Yes, I said, she’s never going to settle in Bramley, not now. But I told him that due to the situation you’d come home and were living in London. Very wise, he said, very wise. And Walter, too, is keen to see you. You know he adores you, would marry you in a heartbeat, and yet you keep him hanging on...” She looked away, shook her head. “It’s cruel, I think. Really, I do.”


    Cecily rose from her chair, walked to the window. Daylight was fading, the tops of the trees golden in the twilight. “I can’t marry Walter. I’ve told you before, I don’t love him in that way.”


    “In that way?” her mother repeated and then laughed. “My dearest girl, do you really think all of life is about being in love? It’s about making the best of what we have, and being gracious—and thankful—in our acceptance of that.”


    Cecily closed her eyes, didn’t answer for a moment, and knew full well that she should not answer. She knew that she should leave it at that. But she couldn’t. She turned to her mother. “No. You’re wrong. It’s not about acceptance, Mother. It’s about creating the life you wish for... dream of. Creating a better world, a better place in which to live. Otherwise, what is our life about? What is our legacy?”


    “My legacy is you,” Madeline replied quickly. “You and Ethne.”


    Cecily sighed. “The world is changing, Mother, and even if there is a war, it will continue to change, for better or worse. We can’t stand still, we can’t stop progress.”


    “Progress? Your generation is too preoccupied with progress. Is it not enough to have a life and someone to love?”


    Cecily didn’t answer. Yes, she thought, of course it is. It’s the most important thing, surely, to have someone to love, to be loved.


    “I’m surprised he hasn’t called today,” her mother went on. “Jack Staunton, I mean. I told him you’d be home Saturday. In fact, I was surprised he wasn’t at church this morning. Of course, she never goes...”


    Jack Staunton. Each mention of the name caused a flutter.


    “Oh well,” Cecily said, “we probably have nothing in common now. He was always... rather arrogant, I think.”


    “Jack? No, he’s not arrogant, dear, quite the opposite. And, considering everything”—Madeline paused, looked across the room to the empty hearth—“considering everything, it’s really very encouraging.”


    She had wondered what her mother meant by “encouraging,” but chose not to ask. “Poor Walter,” her mother began again, “seems to work all the hours God sends.”


    “I can imagine,” said Cecily, turning away, staring out through the open window in the direction of Temple Hill. “I wrote to him, you know. When Mr. Gamben died, I wrote separate letters to each of them... How is Annie?”


    “As happy as the day is long.”


    Cecily smiled. “All she ever wanted was to get married and have a family.”


    “Well, it’s enough for some of us. And Luke’s a good husband to her. He loves her and he loves that baby.”


    “I’m happy for her.”


    She was looking forward to seeing Annie again, but they had lost the place with each other during the course of the past two years. And Walter, dear Walter, he had almost proposed to her the night before she left for Paris—would have done so had she not stopped him. And was it not in fact Jack Staunton’s words she had borrowed to deter Walter, when she told him that she had no wish to be tied down, no desire to be married for at least another five years?


    Jack. Almost three years had passed since she had stood and kissed him at the top of that hill. Almost three years since she had felt her heart split in two and thought she’d never, ever recover. Almost three years...


    After he left she had wondered if he would write, had longed for him to, just to see her name in his hand. And she had waited. But nothing came, not even a postcard. Then, early the following year, having managed to persuade her mother to allow her some of the money her father had left to her, she had gone traveling with Aunt Kitty and cousin Erica. They had been away for six months, had visited Paris, the Riviera, Rome, Naples, Florence, Geneva, the Rhineland, and almost every place with a church or cathedral in between. By the time she returned home, Jack had been and gone. He had stayed at Temple Hill for only a few weeks that summer, due to his own somewhat hectic itinerary. Then another Christmas came and went without any sign of him. He was skiing, Cora had said. And that Easter, “away with friends... on the Riviera.” Their paths, it seemed, were destined not to cross, and Cecily—by then determined that they should not cross—enrolled on a secretarial course in London (with French as an extra). By winter she had returned to Paris, sharing what she described to her mother as a shoebox off the Champs-Elysées with a girl from her course.


    “Almost three years,” she said out loud in the taxi.


    “Almost three years,” she murmured, standing by the window in her mother’s workroom.


    “Mm? What’s that, dear?”


    “Oh nothing. I think I’ll take some air, have a walk in the garden.”


    As she moved toward the doorway, she said, “Oh, and how is Cora?”


    “I’m not entirely sure. No one ever sees her but Mrs. Fox seems to think she’s gone a little doolally.”


    Cecily stopped. “Doolally?”


    “Mm. Communing with the dead, she said.”


    “And how does she know?”


    “Edith Davey, the housekeeper up at Temple Hill, is very friendly with the cook at the rectory. They speak.”


    “You mean they gossip,” Cecily said and moved on.


    Outside, the air was soft, fragrant with the scent of honeysuckle and jasmine. It felt good to be back there, home, out upon that hillside once more. And yet so much of the place reminded her of him. But how could that be? How could the place she had lived for so long be infused with the presence of someone who had only been there, in her life, for a matter of weeks? How could he do that to a place and to her?


    It made her angry and perplexed her. I have done it, she thought, sitting down upon the warm stone of the steps to the lily pond; I have hung on, dragging a romantic notion forward, from here to Europe and back again, and then to Paris and London. I have done it to myself. So, he called and inquired after me, she mused. It means nothing... nothing. He has nothing better to do with his time here... is most likely awful now... like those graduates in London who say, “Bramley? Is that a new college?” and then laugh. Well, if he comes, if he were to appear now, I shall be indifferent, she thought. Yes, I am indifferent...


    She had been sitting on the steps for no more than five minutes when she heard the voice. “Hello, stranger. Your mother said you were out here.”


    “Reckon we’d be better cutting down Piccadilly,” the cabdriver said, interrupting.


    “I’m in no rush,” Cecily replied.


    She was only thirty minutes late, only nine years behind, and she wasn’t ready to step back into now. Not yet. She wanted to remember, needed to savor those weeks, those few weeks, not quite amounting to months, that they had had together before the war, before he said, “I’ll be back soon.”


    They had picked up where they left off. Resuming what was unconcluded with a new sense of urgency and without any questions. Resuming a courtship begun three years before. Those who did not know might have used the word whirlwind. Because within weeks Jack had asked her to marry him, at the top of the hill—the place they had first kissed. And within a heartbeat she had said yes.


    But he was like that, she thought now. He knew what he wanted and went after it, as though aware of the limitation on time. As though he knew.


    They married four days after the declaration of war, at Saint Luke’s in Bramley, and afterward Cora hosted a small reception in the garden at Temple Hill. The week after their return from honeymoon—five days in Brighton—Jack signed up. Like most others he enlisted for a “temporary commission for the period of the war.” He was assigned to the Rifle Brigade. But of course it was not where he wanted to be. Jack wanted to be in the air. And he was one of a few who had already taken a turn up in the sky.


    Jack got his wish early the following year. After attending a military school in Birmingham and gaining his flying certificate, he was attached to the Royal Flying Corps’ Number One Squadron, and almost immediately deployed to the war zone, piloting biplanes over the fields of France and Flanders on reconnaissance missions. He was happy to be doing his duty and thrilled to be flying.


    Cecily lived in fear and dread. She never knew for sure when her husband was flying, or where he was, would only find out about his movements after the event, in the form of a letter, a telegram or, occasionally, a phone call. Shortly after their marriage she had had a telephone installed at their cottage. “For emergencies only,” she had said, only to regret it later. Because the very last thing she wished for was any emergency call. She wanted to hear from him, Jack; wanted to hear his voice and know only that he was safe, alive.


    Whenever he managed to secure leave, he came home to Cecily at their rented cottage on the northwest fringe of Bramley—exhausted. He was understandably somber, less ebullient. But by then everything and everyone was changing. Young, fit and able-bodied men had disappeared from the village, and it was left to the women to do the jobs the men had previously done. Cora’s servants had been halved in number, and then halved again, as her kitchen and parlor maids joined the war effort, and left for farm or factory work. Her precious garden had been dug up, turned over to produce vegetables and accommodate livestock. She was left with Mrs. Davey, and a daily, and her gardener, Mr. Cordery, who was too old to enlist.


    Cecily followed events in the newspaper; she read of the losses to the British Fleet and to the army, and then, with even greater horror, of the losses to the Royal Flying Corps. She became used to the distant sound of air raids and bombs dropped by German zeppelins along the coast. And Cora told her it was different to any of the wars she had known before. It was a modern war, she said, voracious in its appetite for young souls, relentless in its cruelty.


    On Jack’s last leave, Cecily savored each second of each minute, barely sleeping so that she could watch him while he slept, take all of him in. And that was all he did, sleep, for three whole days. But on his final day they had gone back to Brighton, with Cora.


    The place had been crowded with army personnel and couples unashamedly walking hand in hand; young women in their Sunday best clinging on to their sweethearts; parents walking proudly alongside their uniformed sons—all of them enjoying those precious hours before the inevitable “Adieu” and that grim journey back across the Channel. Under the strange and intense winter sun that day, the young men in uniform appeared to Cecily almost iridescent. They were there and alive, but not really there; destined for glory, destined for death, they were already going, already gone, already ghosts.


    And there were the others, too, the walking wounded and injured, in mud-caked tattered uniforms, staggering on crutches, sitting along the promenade in bath chairs; some missing limbs, others disfigured or badly burned. Jack had made a point of stopping to speak to them, shaking hands, slapping backs, making jokes. They all did that, Cecily noticed. As though they had been at some macabre, nightmare party and could laugh about it now, momentarily, before reentering that doorway, and the cacophony of the theater.


    Cora had seen injured soldiers many times before, she said, after the Crimea, as first deserters and then disoriented soldiers slowly made their way home to England; and on the streets of Rome, after Garibaldi marched on the city. She told Cecily that she thought her sensibilities had long ago been anesthetized to life’s tragedies and war’s casualties, but even she struggled with the sights that day.


    They had sat hand in hand opposite Cora on the train journey back to Linford. And from time to time Jack lifted her hand to his lips and held it there, eyes closed, as Cora chattered on. But there had been signs, even then, of Cora’s confusion and muddled memory; early signs, which went unnoticed.


    “Did we have luncheon today?” she had asked.


    And they both laughed, thought she was ragging them. Jack said, “Yes, and you said it was daylight robbery. Three shillings, remember?”


    She shook her head.


    “Whitstable oysters, consommé, turbot Marguery, fillet of beef and peach cardinal. A feast!” Jack said.


    She smiled. “Ah yes, of course.”


    Later, alone in the bedroom of their cottage, they had lain on the bed staring at each other. He said, “Don’t cry, please. I’ll be back soon, a few weeks...”


    “Promise me, promise me hand on heart you’ll come back... promise me you shan’t let yourself get killed?”


    He held his hand to his heart. “I promise.”


    “And you’ll never ever forget that promise, will you?”


    “Never.”


    Against the odds, Jack had survived almost two years in the Royal Flying Corps, and had been promoted from Flying Officer to Lieutenant. But he had been in Number One Squadron, deployed on reconnaissance duties and not fighting. When he telephoned Cecily two days after returning to duty to tell her that he was to be promoted to Captain and that the squadron was to become a dedicated fighter squadron, she said nothing. She closed her eyes and knew: knew immediately that aerial combat would be infinitely more dangerous than reconnaissance. But he seemed oblivious to any peril, and spoke only of his new airplane, a Nieuport 17, and its powerful engine and large wings.


    The telegram to say Jack was “missing” arrived the day after Cecily found out—had it confirmed—that she was expecting the first of their “unruly horde.” She had already posted a letter to her husband, saying:


    My darling man, I have news! Are you sitting down? I imagine that you are. I imagine you are lying on your horrid uncomfortable bunk as you read this. But even so, brace yourself, darling... you are to be a father! Yes, that’s right, YOU ARE TO BE A FATHER! This means that you really do have to stay safe and come back to me...


    Cecily did not cry, she did not shout. She sat down. And she stayed very still and very silent for some time, holding on to that telegram, pondering that word: missing. Missing was not dead, she reasoned; missing was inconclusive. And Jack had promised. It took her a while to realize that the strange whimpering sound, the sound of an injured animal, was coming from within her and not from outside.


    Hours later, she walked out from her cottage toward the village, toward Temple Hill and Cora. It was early autumn, the sky was clear and cloudless, the hedgerows still green, and purple with blackberries. But she saw none of the day. She walked in a daze along the gritted road, past the whitewashed cottages and tile-hung shops of the village, across the stepping-stones of the ford, and up the rabbit-hole tunnel toward the house. Not dead, not dead... missing, not dead... From time to time she placed her hand upon her stomach and thought of the life within her. And in her head she heard his voice: I promise... never.


    She kept her gaze steady as she passed her former home, determined not to look at the gate, lest something of him—and her—was still there, an impression caught in the ether and only visible once lost. But at the very top of the track, as she emerged from the shadows, the sound of a motorcycle’s acceleration on the other side of the valley made her stop and look up. She followed its sound along the winding lane toward the village, turned and stared back down the track, willing him to appear, anticipating the sight of him coming up the hillside toward her, to explain. She thought she could hear the machine, spluttering, stumbling through the ford and out the other side. But no one and nothing appeared at the bottom of the track, and as the sound of the engine slowly faded, she too moved on.


    Cora was in her usual place, usual chair, leaning forward and peering through her old lorgnette at the newspaper laid out on the card table in front of her.


    “Aha!” she said, glancing up as Cecily entered the room. But her smile quickly fell as she took in Cecily’s expression. And before Cecily could speak, she whispered the name as a question. “Jack?”


    Cecily nodded. “Missing.”


    Cora closed her eyes.


    If there was a specific time, a moment Cecily could identify as the start of Cora’s mental collapse, when she had finally given in, given up, surrendered her mind, her sanity, that was it. The prospect of his loss—more loss—was simply too much.


    As though shutting out reality, trying to deny that moment, Cora kept her eyes closed. But even through sealed eyelids tears escaped. And Cecily, unsure and impotent, powerless to alter facts and details, unable to offer hope, simply stood and watched. Then, with her eyes still closed and seemingly unable to speak, Cora nodded. As though it were news she had been waiting for. When she finally opened her eyes, she said, “We shan’t give up hope. We must wait for him. He’ll find his way back to us. He’ll find his way home.”


    The newspapers were quick to include Jack’s name in the Roll of Honor. Captain J. G. Staunton, RFC, was listed under “Missing,” above the column titled “Previously Reported Missing, Now Reported Killed,” and another, “Previously Reported Missing, Now Reported Prisoners of War.” And the London Gazette kindly included him in their “List of Dead.”


    Jack had been missing for seven months by the time the letter arrived from the War Office. It enclosed a copy of the Geneva Red Cross “List of Dead,” and read: “Staunton J. G., RFC, seen to fall in an air fight near Bixschoote... In view of the lapse of time, this report will be accepted for official purposes as evidence of death.” Ten days later, Cecily gave birth to their son.


    As the taxicab turned onto Piccadilly, Cecily glanced at her wristwatch and thought of her boy. He was staying for a few days with her mother and Rosetta, whom he adored, and who idolized him. Rosetta had looked after him as a baby so that Cecily could continue to teach at the school. And her new charge had given her a new lease of life. Each day and in all weathers a bonneted Rosetta had pushed the perambulator proudly through the village, disappearing into the lanes, singing songs to little Jack. One of his first words had been “Etta,” which Rosetta had now officially adopted as her name.


    Even then, during those very first days and months of her son’s life, Cecily had spoken to him about his father, telling him how brave and fearless he was. And as her son grew bigger, she would hold him on her hip, pointing to the man in the framed wedding photograph on the mantelshelf and repeating the word Daddy, until one day he finally said it as well: “Dada!” And Cecily wept.


    She had taken her son to visit his great-grandmother, but by that time Cora had been distracted at best, and entirely absent at worst. There were glimmers, the odd moment when she seemed to know, appeared to realize that the baby in front of her was in fact Jack’s son, her great-grandson. But there had also been occasions when she had stared at the baby in Cecily’s arms, frowning, and asked Cecily to whom the child belonged. Once, possibly prompted by confusion over the name Jack, and after Cecily had once again tried to explain that Little Jack was Jack’s son, she had asked her, “Is it my baby?”


    It was sad and bizarre and comical. And Cecily had had to remind herself how Cora might think such a thing. Lost in time, she had grasped the name, the name of a former husband with whom she had had her babies.


    “No, dear, he’s not your baby. He’s my baby,” she replied, looking at the old lady through tear-filled eyes.


    How Walter had laughed when she told him of that. He said, “How can a woman of eighty odd think she has a baby?”


    “Because she doesn’t and can’t let herself see the here and now. Inside her mind she’s still young, forever young. She’s gone back in time.”


    Walter Gamben had been returned from the killing fields of France invalided, minus a leg, in the spring of 1918. Cecily had visited him at the military hospital at Winchester. Months later, after he had been discharged and returned home to Bramley, he had asked her to marry him. It was Armistice Day, the whole village half-deaf and dizzy from the sound of the church bells, everyone riding on a wave of euphoria, drunk on the idea of peace and the future. How many marriage proposals must there have been that day, Cecily later thought.


    She had told Walter that she could not marry him, that she was still in love with her husband, still in love with Jack. She had tried to explain to him that some small part of her refused to believe that Jack was not coming back. For he had promised her and she could not give up on that promise. Not yet. Walter said he understood, and that he’d wait. “Even if I have to wait ten years,” he said, smiling at her with such optimism, such hope. Then he said, “You know, I sometimes feel guilty... guilty that my happiness has been brought about by another’s misfortune. For had Jack been here you wouldn’t be with me now.” Cecily told him he was wrong, told him she would still have been there for him; “the whatifs could go on and on—what if I’d never met Jack, what if there had never been a war—but we’re all part of each other’s lives, each other’s story, and always will be.”


    But it was the unwritten story, the one about herself and Jack, that she most often returned to, and dreamed of: the what if he is alive, what if he comes back to me. She had already spent what seemed like a lifetime imagining that story. A story bound up in missing faces and places, and journeys yet to be taken. It was the fantasy of youth and idle optimism, pulled forward in time and springing back like elastic. Nothing could change the past; it had happened, it had gone, but what if... what if... what if...


    But the war had ended and Jack had not returned. He had not come back to her. He had not been able to keep his promise. And as life took on a new normality, hope faded and loneliness set in. Each evening, alone in her bed, Cecily returned to her musings, to Jack, and their unspent future...


    They would have been happy together, surely, blissfully happy and in love. They would have gone on to have more children, that “unruly horde” they had spoken of. And they would have lived in Bramley, possibly at Temple Hill. After all, it was the perfect house for a large family. There would have been a swing in the garden, a slide, bicycles lying about the place; and noise, oh, so much noise. She would glance up from the manuscript in front of her, look out through the window and see them, see him—her husband, the father of her children. And he would sense her gaze, turn to her and smile.


    How it could have been, how it should have been, if only...


    It had been impossible for Cecily to let go of that dream, and of him, Jack. It sustained her, kept her warm, offered her sanctuary and became her escape. It was the luxury in her life, that imagining, that what-if. And she realized she could write it any way she wished, change and alter it at whim; introduce new situations, new characters, test Jack’s love for her and test her own for him. And thus, night after night, she rewrote history. There was no declaration of war and Jack never fell from the sky. No one aged or died, and time simply moved back and forth, like waves upon a shore. Days were repeated, rerun with amendments and with added color and detail. And she returned again and again to that moment when the world had spun on its axis and everything around them—and beyond them—had seemed possible and within reach.


    Cora had once said to her, “We all have a plan... a plan of how our lives will be, but it is never what happens because we’re all mortal, all fallible. And because human beings make mistakes—follow others’ mistakes. We are easily led from our path. But we can find our way back, eventually, if we are able to remember what it is we first wished for.”


    On Armistice Day, after she had returned home from the celebrations, after Walter’s proposal, Cecily sat up until dawn reading through her old journals. Thinking of her son, his future, she deliberated on destroying the blue cloth-covered books. So much had been promised, so much had been hoped, and she had no wish for him to one day read and feel that loss. Then she picked up her pen and wrote:


    It is that morning of once before now, that morning I first saw you... and I feel the heat. I see lambent ferns and waist-high nettles... a demoiselle butterfly skimming the pond. I see dragonflies, minnows and jam jars, yellow gorse and purple heather, and poppies, scarlet and black. I see fox-colored tiles and tall chimneys, and lines of silver on blue. And you say, we have our whole lives ahead of us. Our whole lives, you say, looking back at me.


    Now it is early evening. The sun has slipped beneath the trees. I move through the last remnants of slanting sun upon grass, golden, parched and dry, and I hear you whispering: when this whole rotten business is over... when this whole rotten business is over, you say. And my heart burns but I am still. I can wait. I can wait.


    The sun slips further, I hear the first owl, and I feel the edge of summer.


    The baby in my arms laughs as I swing him through that fading twilight, round and round, and round again. And when I stop and look up I see you standing by the hedge once more in your cricket whites, smiling back at me, at us.


    Yes, it was a stunning thought, my darling. You were my stunning thought, burning and poignant and blurring my mind.
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    Cecily glanced up at the lights of Piccadilly. That dark time had gone. It was over. The only thing that mattered now was the man waiting for her in the bar of the Café Royal. And their future together.


    “Anywhere here is fine,” she said to the cabdriver, pulling her wallet from her bag.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-four
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    The letter lay unopened on the shelf of the mantelpiece. Sylvia sat with Cecily’s manuscript scattered about her.


    She had looked through it, read a number of chapters. But it was appalling—and quite insensitive—she thought, for Cecily to have brought it to her. Then again, the girl had always been presumptuous. Had overstepped the mark years ago. And Cora was naive and silly to have trusted her so. As for the manuscript, it was, as far as Sylvia could make out, simply the work of a rather vivid imagination, and not an accurate account of Cora’s life at all. Loosely based, Cecily had said. Well, it was certainly founded on delusions, presumably Cora’s. What on earth had she told Cecily? And what could she, Sylvia, say to Cecily about it?


    It was curious to Sylvia that Cecily had been unable to remember the people at the farm. When Sylvia said, “And what about that nice young family at Meadow Farm?” Cecily had stared back at her blankly. “The Abels, I think they were called,” Sylvia had added. No, Cecily shook her head. “They can’t have been there for very long,” she said. “It’s been with the Stephenson family since before the war.”


    Of course Sylvia was testing Cecily to see what she knew. When Cecily went on to talk of Cora’s confused ramblings, and the mention of “someone called Uncle John,” it was obvious to Sylvia that she had never been told the name, the full name. Thus, she had never made any connection with the people at the farm. Uncle John was simply Uncle John: a monster, deprived of identity, and now confined to fiction. Sylvia had made sure of that. And she had done so out of loyalty and love, nothing more.


    In truth, Cora had never consciously told Sylvia the full name either; certainly not then, not that summer. But Sylvia had a long memory, there had been little to cloud it. And even during Cora’s fever, at the height of her delirium, when she repeated the name out loud, Sylvia already knew it. She knew John Abel and the Uncle John mentioned in Rome all those years ago to be one and the same.


    When Sylvia visited the farm, she had done so in order to establish whether one John Abel was related to the other John Abel. It seemed almost too much to hope that this would be the case, that a young farmer would be able to furnish her with those missing pieces of a story which had fascinated her for the best part of fifty years. And yet there were too many coincidences for there not to be a link, for she had heard the rector inform Cora that the family came from Suffolk.


    Sylvia had duly told the young man that she heard he hailed from Suffolk, and then lied, telling him that her parents, too, came from that county, the Woodbridge area, and that they had spoken of a John Abel, one who had married a woman by the name of Frances... a Frances who had gone to live overseas? The young farmer clearly knew something of the story, for he had nodded and, glancing at his wife—smiling knowingly, Sylvia thought—he said yes, that would be his great-uncle John. Then he turned to Sylvia. “You’re not from the Mothers’ Union, are you?”


    Sylvia shook her head.


    “Parish council?”


    “No. I’m simply staying in the village for a while and I... I heard the rector mention—”


    “Ah! That old busybody, I might have known.”


    “John!”


    “We came here to get away from Nosey Parkers,” he said, staring at Sylvia.


    “John!” his wife said again.


    “I do beg your pardon,” said Sylvia, turning away, about to head back to the village.


    Then he began, “I never knew him, but I know enough about him...”


    He had been a shoemaker, he said, like his father before him. “It was the family trade, see, then.” And yes, she was correct, his namesake had married a woman named Frances, or Fanny, as she was known, the daughter of a local tin man. They had moved away from Woodbridge to the East End of London. But things had gone wrong there, for his great-uncle’s wife had “up-ed and off-ed,” left her husband and disappeared without trace. “It were the great mystery in the family, that.”


    “And your uncle—great-uncle—whatever happened to him?”


    The young farmer looked at his wife and then back at Sylvia. “He’s long since been gone.”


    Sylvia smiled, nodded. “Of course, I realize he must have passed away by now but do you know where he passed away? Did he... live for long after his wife departed?”


    “Lived till he were nearly ninety. Never married again, couldn’t, you see.”


    “Yes, I see,” Sylvia said, thinking aloud. “But something must have made her—your great-uncle’s wife—flee like that, in the depths of the night, and taking the poor child with her?”


    “Who said anything about night? Or any poor child?” he asked, narrowing his gaze.


    “Oh, forgive me. I’m a writer. I somehow imagined that it was at night... and I thought I heard tell that there was a child involved.”


    The three of them—Sylvia, the young John Abel and his wife—stood under the shade of a stone archway leading to the farmyard, where a pile of manure lay steaming in the sunshine. John Abel leaned on his rake as he explained to Sylvia that it was his grandmother who had first told him the story of how her brother’s wife had vanished.


    “She knew her, of course, knew Fanny Abel. Didn’t like her.” He shook his head. “Said she had had highfalutin ideas. Woodbridge not good enough for her... London not good enough for her! No pleasing some folk, eh?”


    “No, indeed.”


    “And you’re right, as it happens, there were a child, a girl, but not theirs, some relation of hers, of Fanny Abel’s. My grandmother reckoned she and the girl must have went overseas, changed their names, because he looked for them for years, did Uncle John, placed advertisements in the newspapers, done all of that.”


    “And he never discovered what became of them?” Sylvia asked.


    “Didn’t your mother say she ended up a duchess or something?” the woman broke in, addressing her husband.


    “That’s right!” He laughed; then, scratching his head, he said, “No, no, it weren’t Fanny Abel. ’Twas the girl, the girl what ended up a duchess.”


    Now Sylvia laughed too. “A duchess! Gracious me. But however did your mother hear that?”


    “Woodbridge is a small place, missus...”


    “Miss.”


    “Aye, Woodbridge is a small place, and she knew the family, see, some of the family at any rate. One of them had went off to work at...” He looked toward his wife.


    His wife stared back at him blankly for a moment; then she said, “Wasn’t it Jersey?”


    “Jersey, that’s it. He went off to be gardener to some folk at Jersey, but they must’ve had connections in Woodbridge, I reckon—imagine it’s how he got the job. Anyhow, they knew, must’ve known, because they were the ones it came from, the ones what told him. Imagine, eh? Imagine finding out that your own sister was aristocracy!”


    “Ah, so he was the girl’s brother, this gardener in Jersey?”


    He scratched his head again, looked back at his wife. “I think that were it, weren’t it? You remember better than me.”


    “Yes, that’s it,” his wife replied.


    “Aye, well, they’ll all long since be dead so we’ll never know now, but I fancy the notion that I’m related to the nobility,” he said, smiling and winking at Sylvia.


    “Fascinating. And your great-uncle, he died eventually at... at Woodbridge?”


    “He was locked up,” the woman replied quickly.


    “Locked up?”


    “Mm. Put away. Best thing for him,” she said, glancing from her husband to Sylvia. “He was a... a—”


    “Nothing were proven,” the farmer interrupted, suddenly raising his voice. “It weren’t proven and shouldn’t be repeated. Some silly young girl’s word against his.” He turned to Sylvia. “Best let sleeping dogs lie, eh?” he said. Then he raised his cap to Sylvia. “Good day to you, missus.”


    Walking back from the farm that day, Sylvia knew what she had to do. But, trying to look forward and not back, she struggled to contain her emotions, struggled with the knowledge that she had been the one to lie. The confirmation that Uncle John had not only existed but that he had lived to the age of ninety meant she owed Cora an entirely different story, one that absolved her and gave her back the life she could and should have had.


    But could she? Sylvia thought now; could Cora ever have had that life, the life she so wanted—with him, George? Sylvia reordered her thoughts. She did not want to think of her own intervention. She had made amends. She had given Cora that life, given it to her in a book begun as a memoir now rewritten as a work of fiction. Yes, she had given her back her life, something Cecily could never do. That was why she came to me, Sylvia thought, to sanction Cora’s memories, to fill in the gaps. You were there, Cecily had said. Yes, she had been there.


    When Cora married Edward Lawson at the town hall of the eighth arrondissement in Paris, three days after her fortieth birthday, she became stepmother to her son’s father, wife to his grandfather. But only Sylvia and Cora’s aunt knew this. Edward remained almost as oblivious as his son. And he, like others, was intoxicated by her—that aura of experience, that enigmatic smile. For Cora had lived, she had seen life, and felt it, too. And now she seemed to guard its secret. If one could only keep hold of her, pin her down. In the meantime, one could watch. Watch her. The way she spoke—to a waiter, a dignitary or a dear old friend—was something to behold. The way she tilted her head and blinked as she listened to those same people as they spoke to her; the way she drifted effortlessly from one language to another. And the places she knew and the people she quoted, and her knowledge, and empathy, that ability to relate to each and every person, no matter how extraordinary, no matter how mundane, as though she was completely captivated, immersed in their experience.


    And all the while George saw this. She belonged to him, and yet he had never owned her. He loved her, but he had thought he needed something more. Something he would see and know, something he would recognize when it presented itself to him. It had been her; it had been her but not her. How could it be her? He had walked away. How could it be her if he had walked away? And his father, pandering and fawning like a lovestruck adolescent—it was despicable, sickening. It had made him feel physically sick. Cora was almost young enough to be his granddaughter!


    And that day, that fateful day in Paris, when Cora married Edward, how bittersweet it had been. Even at the time, the marriage had had the scent of scandal about it. In ignorance, people’s main concern had been the fact that Edward, a longtime widower, respected member of the English establishment and father of England’s greatest painter, had elected to wed a woman almost three decades his junior, and one residing on the Continent, and one with a dubious past. For no one was quite sure of her credentials or where she hailed from. But it mattered not to Edward. He was in love, bewitched, mesmerized. No one in attendance at the nuptials could have been in any doubt about that.


    Cora’s son and her aunt were both present at her marriage, and a notable mix of artists, architects, English, French and Italian friends—including the Hilliers and George—attended a second ceremony at the British Embassy and a reception there afterward. It was unbearably hot: the temperature in Paris that summer’s day hit one hundred degrees Fahrenheit. And though each of the long windows of the embassy rooms remained wide open, the air was stifling, oppressive.


    Circumnavigating the room, holding on to the arm of her new husband, Cora looked radiant and much too youthful, people commented, to be the mother of a young man. Edward smiled broadly, barely lifting his eyes from his new bride. And in his speech he thanked his son, George, for bringing himself and Cora together.


    That was when Sylvia noticed George’s expression, one she would later describe as “bewildered detachment.” He shuffled, looked down at the floor and kept pulling out his pocket watch, as though he needed to check the time of his next appointment. Oh, how Sylvia had felt for him! Whatever he had done to Cora it seemed cruel beyond words that she was standing there in front of him as his father’s bride—his stepmother.


    Was Edward Lawson aware? Sylvia had wondered. Did he know what had taken place—what was, perhaps, still taking place—between his son and his new wife? But surely it was obvious. It was to Sylvia. For she had studied them for years, followed the strange and fragile dynamic of this denied, ongoing and furtive love affair.


    When George shook his father’s hand, he simply said, “Congratulations, sir,” and then added, “I wish you both a long and happy life together.”


    “I only hope that one day, and in the not too distant future, you can find yourself a Cora,” Edward replied, red-faced, delirious with the occasion. “But I don’t suppose there is another Cora in the universe,” he added, gazing at his wife.


    No, there was not another Cora in the universe. How could there be? Who, other than Cora, would have had the vision, imagination and skill to invent such a character? For Cora had invented herself, and then reinvented herself again and again, honing and perfecting her creation, each one of her selves better than the one before. But she had had no choice. Robbed of identity early on in life, she had had to become someone else.


    And that day, all George could do was stand back and watch, like everyone else. Watch a woman who seemed only to improve with age.


    Sylvia was not sure if she was the only one to notice the one person Cora did not kiss on that her wedding day. They came face- to-face, stood and smiled at each other, but nothing more. And later, as everyone was leaving, bidding each other a weary adieu, and kissing once again, Sylvia saw them standing together in a corner. Cora had her hand upon George’s arm, and it seemed to Sylvia as though George was refusing to look at her. Then, at last, he raised his eyes to her and smiled: a sad, affected smile. As Cora turned and walked away, toward Edward, George watched her intently, but she never looked back at him. Not once. Though Sylvia had willed her to.


    Later, Sylvia traveled back to the hotel with George, who seemed exhausted, monosyllabic. The hotel lobby had been busy and—“Much too hot to retire”—George suggested they take a nightcap together in the lounge. He ordered iced tea for them both and they sat in silence for some time, watching others come and go: the rigmaroles of travelers.


    “It was an elegant reception,” Sylvia said at last.


    “Mm, yes,” he replied, absently, gazing across the room.


    “I’m sure she’ll be happy... sure they’ll both be very happy.”


    He said nothing.


    “She looked very fine,” Sylvia persevered. “Everyone looked very fine.”


    He moved forward in his chair, placed his glass down upon the table in front of him, and with his eyes fixed on it, he said, “Why did you tell me those things, Sylvia? Why did you make up that story about Cora, all those years ago, and then tell me?”


    “I’m not sure what you mean. Which particular story are you referring to?” she asked. “There have been quite a few, you know.”


    He lifted his head to look at her. “The one where Cora was wanted for murder. The one you told me in such extraordinary detail in the Piazza del Popolo that day. That story.”
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    Sylvia glanced at the letter. She was unsure about opening it, reading it. Unsure what it would say. It could say so much, she thought. Until opened, it could say so much...


    And it was typical of Cora to have the final word. Even from beyond the grave she would have the final word. But there was a sense of unspent luxury to be derived from looking at the envelope, anticipating its contents, her words. It was bulky, clearly contained more than one sheet of paper, and the knowledge that it had been written some years ago was intriguing. It came from one who had not only gone, departed this life, but from another time also. It had been sealed by Cora, passed on to Cecily and then kept, stored in an unknown place through seasons and years, until now, when it had finally arrived at its destination, its intended recipient. There was something impossibly romantic about all of this to Sylvia. And, in a peculiar way, it seemed a shame to break the seal, open up the pages, read the words.


    Sylvia would wait; find the right moment. It deserved that. She deserved that.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-five
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    The plane came down near Bixschoote, in Flanders. Others had seen him fall. That he had survived the crash was almost unimaginable, but not impossible. He was an accomplished pilot, without doubt one of the best. And he had already had a few “star turns,” earned his badge as a flying ace, shooting down more than a dozen enemy airplanes.


    Those working in the fields stopped. They raised their heads to the blood orange sky, to that halting, whirring sound. And as they watched its steady, smoking descent, they began to walk and then run across the flat earth. They saw it bounce and burst into flames, saw a figure emerge from the burning wreckage, stagger, and then fall. They took off tunics and shirts and jackets and smothered the flames. And then they carried the burned body back to the farmhouse of Monsieur and Madame Ricard.


    For a number of weeks—no one would ever know how many—the rescued pilot lay unconscious in a cellar in Flanders. When he finally opened his melted eyelids, he was unable to see, unable to hear, unable to speak. Badly burned, with broken legs, broken ribs, a broken shoulder and fractured wrists, he drifted in and out of consciousness for more weeks, oblivious to his surroundings, unaware of what had happened. When he did, eventually, gain consciousness, complete consciousness, he was unable to tell anyone his name, unable to remember. His memory had gone. But he had spoken, had uttered a few words the evening he was rescued, before he passed out.


    Monsieur and Madame Ricard’s daughter, Susanne, told him that when he was rescued, as the plane burned, he had told her that his name was Jacques, and later, in his delirium, he had spoken of a Cee-cee, or something sounding like that. But all clues to his identity—his uniform, any papers or documents he had had on him—had perished.


    Jacques’s recovery was slow. It was months before he was able to climb from his bed and stand on his feet, months before he was strong enough to learn to walk again. But as his physical wounds slowly healed, his mind began to throw things back to him, offering him snatches of nameless people and places, glimpses of moments: a church steeple, a village green; an elderly woman with a shock of white hair and piercingly brilliant blue eyes; and a girl, a young woman, whose lips he so wants to kiss.


    As time went on these things came back to him more, in dreams and, encouraged by him, in conscious moments, too. The elderly woman, the one with the white hair, speaks to him in French, and another woman—one he suspects is his mother, suspects has gone, died—sometimes appears at the foot of his bed. But the girl, the girl with the lips he longs to kiss, comes back to him more than anyone else. She smiles at him from shadows, in sunlight and moonlight, next to painted gates and sun-bleached canvas, sitting on a garden bench and lying back upon a bed. And she says his name: she says Jacques. He knows that this is the Cee, the Cee-cee. And in his dreams she stands very close to him, staring at him, smiling. She says, “Promise me... promise me.” She says, “Never ever forget.”


    But how many months have passed? He has no idea. No idea. He belongs nowhere, has nowhere to go. And though they continue to hide him, he catches time: colors changing, fallen leaves, snow, and then the thawing, a gradual warmth. He hears them speak of plowing, planting, and then harvesting. When Susanne returns from one of her meetings, she talks of a final push, and tells him, “It will be over soon, the war.” A final push, he thinks. But he can’t remember any war. Can’t remember where he came from, or who he is. And he sees only the scarred face of a stranger looking back at him from the glass.


    Susanne has nursed him, bathed his wounds and changed his dressings. She is the one who has fed him, brought him up from the cellar to look at the sky, the sunset. She is the one who helped him take those first steps through the pain. And she speaks to him in English. She says, “The body chooses how and when it heals itself. It chooses its time, like the mind. When the time is right, your memories will return.”


    But as summer slips to autumn, nothing comes: no parents, no siblings, no family. And Cee-cee continues to stare back at him, elusive, impossible for him to take hold of: “Never ever forget.”


    Lying in his bed, staring up at the cobwebbed beam, he hears the tail end of a conversation, one he has heard before, one that makes no sense. A woman says, “She is afraid of being discovered, being found.” Another asks, “Why?” The woman says something he can’t quite hear, and then, “My husband adored her.” But who are these people? And whom do they speak of? Later, when Susanne finds him sitting on the floor, weeping and surrounded by broken glass, she wraps her arms about his neck and holds him to her. She strokes his head, whispers in his ear, and she says his name: Jacques.


    She has a familiar softness, a scent similar to something before. And there’s a craving in him, a longing to languish in that softness, to taste and know that scent. But something stops him and he pulls away.


    “I’ll be dead to them all by now,” he says. “Forgotten... mourned and forgotten.”


    She shakes her head. “I think not, Jacques. I think there’s someone waiting. Don’t you?”


    He wanted to say yes, because he hoped that there was, and part of him—that irrational, instinctive, illogical part of him—knew that there was. Yes, Cee-cee was waiting. Somewhere. She was waiting. And in his dreams he wanted to take hold of her, tell her that he was alive and coming back to her, if only he could remember. He wanted to reach out and touch her and know that she was real, and maybe then he would remember who he was, had been.


    He was sitting on the bench outside the farmhouse when he heard the noise. He could see Monsieur Ricard nearing, coming up the cypress-lined lane on his bicycle, ringing his bell and calling out, “Vive la France! Vive la France!”


    Unsteadily, he rose to his feet.


    “The war is over. Fini!” Monsieur Ricard shouted, dropping his bicycle to the ground. “Fini!” he said again, crossing his hands in front of himself. Then he grabbed Jacques by the shoulders, kissed him on both cheeks and rushed into the house. “C’est fini! C’est fini!”


    At the celebrations in the local village square, Jacques joined in with the others, drinking and singing and cheering “Vive la France!” and falling into the fountain wrapped in a flag not his own. And later, as dawn broke, standing by the gate to the farmyard, Susanne wrapped her arms around his neck again and said, “So, Jacques, do you want to kiss me?”


    It was a clumsy, drunken kiss, and only made his head spin more. But the sensation of another’s lips upon his own, of arms wrapped around him and a world spinning was too familiar. And as he pulled away, trying to steady himself, his mind, he saw two figures standing at the top of a purple-colored hill under a vast blue sky, kissing.


    “Cee-cee,” he murmured, “Cee-cee...”


    Susanne stepped back, listening, watching.


    “Cee-cee-ly... Cee-cee-ly,” he said, and he fell against the gate and dropped down to his knees. His head bent, he stared at the ground and didn’t speak. Then he raised his face, closed his eyes to the light and exhaled one word: “Cecily.”


    “Cecily? And who is Cecily?” Susanne asked, crouching down next to him.


    “She’s my girl,” he said, opening his eyes, looking into hers. “She’s my girl,” he repeated, shrugging his shoulders and trying to smile. He glanced away, tilting his head to one side, frowning, searching. “No... no, she’s my wife, I think.” He straightened himself, nodded his head. “Yes... she is. She’s my wife. I’m married. I’m married to Cecily... my Cecily.”


    And he placed his head in his hands and began to weep.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-six
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    He was there, sitting up at the bar reading a newspaper, and she smiled as she moved toward him. Even now, four years after his return, four years after he had returned from the dead, Cecily’s heart leapt at the sight of him, his presence made all the more precious by his long absence.


    But he had kept his promise, as she knew he would: he had come back to her.


    Cecily had refused to relinquish hope. Inspired and reassured by stories in the newspapers, tales of missing soldiers and prisoners of war returning home months after the cessation of fighting, she had clung on, waiting, expectant. And though she had never quite been able to envision how he would return, when he would return, or how she would react or how he would be, she knew in her heart that he was not dead. And if he were not dead, he would, eventually, find his way back to her.


    When it happened, there was no forewarning, no trumpet call, nothing to herald his arrival.


    It was early evening, a weekday—perhaps a Tuesday or Wednesday, she could never quite remember. The sky was overcast, the air damp and threatening rain. She had gone out to the garden to take in the washing hanging from the line he had put up for her, years before. She was already late to collect her son, had spent the previous hour reading and marking Class Three’s homework. As she gathered up sheets that had hung out since dawn, a figure appeared on the periphery of her vision. She did not turn, not immediately. She heard her name, a familiar male voice. But it had happened before, and would happen again. The sound of Jack’s voice, her name, carried in the wind, echoing back to her, inflected in sighs and sounds. But the blur at the edge of her vision did not move and began to take on a shape. And as she turned her head, turned to face him, she saw at first only a bearded stranger, a black eyepatch and a stick; a disheveled man in shabby clothes. And when he stepped forward and began to move toward her, she stepped back, pulling the collected bed linen in front of her as though it were a shield.


    Later, she would replay this scene over and over, see it in slow motion: see herself, arms filled with linen, turn slowly, so slowly, and him, at the end of the pathway, standing watching her, perfectly still; see herself step back as he begins to move toward her, see her arms fall, white linen float down to the grass; and as the landscape moves, the sky comes down and the earth rolls out like an unfurling carpet, bringing him back to her.


    “I was beginning to think you were taking your revenge,” he said, easing himself up onto his feet.


    “Revenge?” she repeated, wrapping her arms round his waist.


    “Keeping me waiting so long,” he whispered. “I missed you.”


    “And I missed you. But thirty minutes is not two years, Jack Staunton.”


    He smiled, shook his head. “It wasn’t two years... was it?”


    “Almost.”


    She placed her bag on the marble counter, watched him as he turned to the barman to order her a drink. Even now, she found it difficult not to stare. Older, injured, war damaged, he was perfect to her. The burns, flesh still charred when he had appeared to her that day, had healed as best they ever would. There were scars: scars from new skin and scars on old skin. The skin grafted to his face, his eyelids, cheeks and nose, as well as to his neck and hands, masked some of the damage to his young, once fit and able body. And the somewhat patchy beard he would not part with.


    But the lack of early, proper medical attention to Jack’s in- juries, including his two shattered legs, meant they had not healed the way they should have, could have. One leg remained badly twisted, at the knee and at the ankle, and made walking difficult without the aid of a stick.


    Watching him, she said his name, and he turned to her. “What’s that?”


    “Oh nothing. Nothing at all.”


    “So, tell me,” he began, sitting down and swiveling his chair round to face her. “How was Cynthia? Did she like it, your story?”


    “Her name is Sylvia, Jack, not Cynthia.”


    “Of course, Syl-via.”


    “Think... saliva?” she suggested. “Though it’s not her name.”


    He smiled. “How was dear Saliva?”


    She shook her head: “You really have no recollection of her at all, do you?”


    “No, should I?”


    “Perhaps. She was, I think, your grandmother’s oldest friend. And that summer—the one when we first met, before the war—she was there, quiet, unmarried, rather touchy, slightly troublesome, and quite obsessed with Cora.”


    “I’m sorry,” he said, “but you are painting a pretty dismal image. Do I really need to remember Sylvia?”


    She lifted her hand to his face. “No, my dear, you don’t. The only person you need to remember is right here. Anyway,” she went on, “in answer to your question, I’ve left it with her, which was the plan.”


    Sylvia had read some of her manuscript there and then: some of the first chapter. As Cecily sat drinking the tea a woman called Wendy had brought in to them, she had watched Sylvia’s mouth twitch, watched her raise a hand to her spectacles, pushing them back up her nose, watched her turning pages. She had listened to her breathing, the occasional sigh. Eventually, Sylvia had looked up at her, smiled and said, “Hmm, yes... interesting.” And that was all.


    Cecily had wanted more, had said again, “I’d value your opinion... I’ll leave it with you if I may.”


    “How was she with you?” Jack asked.


    Cecily shook her head. “She’s no different. No different at all to how I remember her,” she said, lighting a cigarette. And as her husband took a glass from the barman and placed it on the polished marble in front of her, she smiled at him.


    “What is it?” he asked, taking hold of her hand. “Tell me.”


    “Oh, I was just thinking about everything, on the way here in the taxicab. I was remembering all those days and nights... all those days without you... and thinking about Cora, remembering all of it.”


    He nodded. “I knew it would be tough. But I did offer to come with you...”


    She shook her head. “No, it was best, I think, that I went on my own. Anyhow, you don’t remember her.”


    “And perhaps with good reason.” He pushed his folded newspaper across the marble. “Take a look,” he said.


    A headline read, “Lawson’s Lost Aphrodite Found.” Beneath it, a small back and white image of the painting, and Cora’s young face staring out at her.


    She said, “You did the right thing.”


    “You mean you did the right thing. She left it to you. Left everything to you.”


    “She thought you were dead. We have done the right thing,” she added, placing her hand over his.


    “It always strikes me, the irony—me having lost my memory, coming back to my only blood relation, who had no memory of me, could not remember me.”


    “But she did! She did remember you. She spoke about you all the time, it’s just that she didn’t recognize you, didn’t recognize the you that returned, and she had gone anyway, left us by then...”


    He glanced down at her hand over his. “It makes me sad to think she never knew, never realized that I’d survived and come back.”


    “I’ve told you before, you need to try and take comfort from the fact that in her mind you were there, with her. Everyone she ever loved was with her.”


    Cora had failed to recognize the battered, bearded man with eyepatch and stick as any relation. And certainly not as her grandson, not as the unblemished, handsome young man who had gone off to fight, to fly airplanes. He had been killed and, in an attempt to accept that, or perhaps in order to protect herself from that, she had simply slid further into a world inhabited by ghosts. She did not hear the war veteran in front of her claiming to be Jack or, if she did, chose not to. Too much time had elapsed, and those in front of her were not those she remembered.


    On one occasion she had even spoken to Jack about Jack, telling him he must meet her grandson. “He likes cricket,” she said, vaguely. “He’s a leg-spin bowler, you know.”


    Cecily and Jack gave up trying to explain. They visited her, sat with her, listened to her nonsensical conversation and jumbled words and names. Sometimes she recognized Cecily, and once she asked her, “Who is he, that man? Is he your husband?” As though he might perhaps be hers. “Yes, he’s mine,” Cecily replied, smiling at Jack, winking. “He’s mine and I love him.” Cora’s face had erupted into a smile, a wonderful breathtaking smile Cecily would always remember. “And does he love you?” she asked.


    Cecily turned to Jack. “Well?”


    “With all my heart,” he said, looking from Cecily to his grandmother.


    And for a moment, just a moment, Cecily thought she saw something in Cora’s eyes, a fleeting recognition, as she stared back at him and said, “Yes, of course you do.”


    “What time do we need to be there?” Jack asked.


    “Seven, I think. Mr. Davidson, the curator, wants to meet us, meet you. He wants to introduce you to the biographer.”


    “Whose biographer?”


    “Lawson’s, of course. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten, I told you this morning, remember? The retrospective is to coincide with the publication of the book, The Life, Letters and Work of George Lawson.”


    “But why do they want to meet us? If it’s to talk about the painting, I know nothing about it. Do you?”


    Cecily shook her head. “No, nothing really, other than it’s by him, and of her.”


    “Oh God, they’re probably going to ask all sorts of questions, like when and where it was executed and so on and so forth.” He shook his head. “You know I can’t handle too many questions.”


    She tightened her grip on his hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll answer any questions they might have as best I can.”


    He glanced to his watch. “I suppose we should get a move on.”


    She didn’t reply. And when he turned to her, he asked, “What are you smiling at now?”


    She shook her head. “Oh, nothing really,” she said. “I was just thinking about how Sylvia will react to my novel. I just hope she’s not shocked.”


    “Why on earth would she be shocked?”


    “Because... because it bears little comparison, I think, to the true story.”


    “She’s a novelist, it’s fiction. And you said you gave them all a happy ending. Can’t do better than that.”


    Yes, she had given her heroine a happy ending, an ending no biography or memoirs could ever do. Whether it was the right ending, the one Cora would have wished for, she would never know but she suspected that perhaps it was. Because though Cora had never confessed to any great love affair with the painter, George Lawson, she had spoken of him in such a way that it had been plain to see she had once loved him. When she told Cecily of her marriage to his father, Edward, she had simply said that he was a good man, a good husband, but that it had been a mistake for her to marry again. And by the time she told Cecily about that marriage, Jack had gone, and Cora was already muddled about who was who and where she was. Quite often it had been difficult for Cecily to know whom she was speaking about, and she continually made mistakes with names and places and dates. But there had been clues: in the painting, and in the names themselves. She had, after all, named her son after George, and mentioned that he was godfather. Could he, Cecily wondered, have been the father of her son?


    It had been a thrilling thought for a while, that Jack could be Lord Lawson’s grandson, that her own son could be his great-grandson. But as Cora sank further into her dementia it became impossible to ascertain the truth, and impossible to pose those questions. Cecily had waited, hoped that Cora might say more, say something, and though she had, none of it made any sense.


    Now, it no longer mattered whose son Jack’s father had been. Jack had no memory of him, none at all, and very few of his mother. “But do I need to remember?” he had asked her, whenever she tried to coax memories. “Can’t we just live for now, look forward?” The only thing that mattered to Jack was here and now and the future. And so that’s what mattered to Cecily now, too.


    “When are you going back,” Jack was asking, “to pick it up?”


    “I said I’d call in on Friday before we go down to collect the children.”


    “It’ll be interesting,” he said, smiling, lifting his glass, “for you to hear what she makes of it all.”


    “She won’t like it,” Cecily said. “I know that. But I’m going to ask her again about George Lawson and Cora.”


    “You really want your story to be true, don’t you?”


    “No, not necessarily, but I would like to know the truth.”


    “Did you tell her about the Uncle John character, the blackmail?”


    She sighed. “Yes, and she said the same as you. Said it was all nonsense.”


    “I never said it was nonsense,” he replied, tenderness in his voice. “I simply said that it didn’t seem feasible. She may well have received some unpleasant letters, though you never found any, did you?”


    “No. No, there were very few letters at all.”


    They sat in silence for a moment, then she said, “You know, you once told me—years ago, I think it was on your last leave—that you’d found out something about Cora.”


    He laughed. “You’re not expecting me to remember what it was now, are you?”


    “No, I suppose not,” she said, sighing. “You said you couldn’t tell me until you had spoken to her about it... whatever it was.”


    “Well, whatever it was, we’ll never know.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-seven
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    Sylvia had already moved the envelope about the room: from the mantelshelf to the windowsill and back again. Now it lay on the table in front of her. She enjoyed looking at it. It made her happy to see it sitting there, waiting to be opened. She would find the right time. Until then, she could wallow in its potential, imagine its contents...


    My own dearest Sylvia, Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me...


    My dear Sylvia, Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?


    Dearest Sylvia, Soon, I shall be gone, and I cannot bear that thought without first making amends with you... my only true friend...


    Dear Sylvia, Mr. Cordery is planting out the herbaceous border and I was wondering if there are any violet plants to be had in London at this time of year...


    Sylvia, I am at a loss to know WHAT to say to you, even now. The fact that you took it upon yourself to speak to X and visit Y is beyond me, but...


    Sylvia placed the envelope on the table in front of her. She poured herself a sherry. Then she sat down. She tried to ignore the cream paper in front of her. She looked about the room, sipping the warm liquid in her glass. It was at moments like these she often wished that she had taken up smoking, or another hobby: something one could pick up and put down, something to distract oneself with. But now the envelope was shouting out at her, begging to be read. And that was what she had been waiting for: beseechment.


    She picked it up, read her name out loud. Then, slowly, running her index finger under the flap, she severed the seal and lifted the paper to her face. It smelled of violets, the scent of Cora. And she sat with it, unsealed, in her hands for some time. It was the first step. She glanced at the clock: five to seven. She would wait five more minutes.


    It was a difficult five minutes. Time seemed to slow down, minutes stretched out, self-consciously, as though knowing they were being watched. Finally, the clock chimed the hour and she pulled out the sheets. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight: eight pages from Cora! Her heart soared.


    The letter was dated 15 September 1917. Sylvia lingered for a while on that date, making calculations: seven years after they had last seen each other... six years ago... and wasn’t that the time when Jack went missing? She read the first three words a few times over, out loud and slowly, knowing she could loiter there in safety: “My dear Sylvia... my dear Sylvia... my dear Sylvia...” It was a good start, a nice opening. She cast her eyes down over the page. Certain words sprang out: Cecily’s name, Jack’s name, the word blackmail and a few capitalized words, which appeared to her rather angry. She took a deep breath and began.


    My dear Sylvia,


    How very queer it feels to be penning a letter to you once more, and in the knowledge that by the time you read these words I shall be no more... for I am to ask Cecily to pass this on to you in the event of my death, which I fear cannot be too far away.


    Much has happened since we last saw each other & none of us I am certain could ever have imagined or begun to comprehend the obscene horror upon us now. I am unable to make any sense of the carnage & see only the WASTE. Like everyone else, I have prayed & pleaded with God, I begged him to keep Jack safe, to end this fighting, but my darling boy is “missing,” & though I try to keep Hope and Faith, to live within that state, God’s voracious appetite for young souls offers me no hope at all. I do not see my grandson returning & experience tells me I will not be spared.


    It is this sense of waste that has caused me to reflect upon my own life, & I see now only the brevity of our time here, that it lasts but a moment, & I begin to understand that the most important thing of all is to be TRUE to oneself... something I have struggled with, due perhaps to the absence of anyone to remind me & other things which I shall come on to. I realize also that before I am able to forgive myself I must forgive others... and so, dear Sylvia, I want you to know that I forgive you. Though I cannot condone your underhand tactics, & consider blackmail wholly immoral & beneath you or any decent human being, I am quite sure by now you bitterly regret such an undertaking. However, I know you were desperate, & I see also that I was much to blame. Furthermore, I know that you were not alone, & that the coincidence of another at the same time as yourself was unforeseen & not in your plan.


    The withholding of information can be peculiarly frustrating, not least for the withholder... What you failed to grasp was that I had to protect dear Jack. He had a future ahead of him. Indeed, he WAS the future, the very best of me, and all I had left of George. It was this, & this alone, which caused me to question the merit & potential ramifications of allowing the truth to be told. No one else mattered a jot. They have all gone, and though George & Edward’s reputations would be held up to scrutiny, their judgments perhaps questioned, I think the truth would only add to intrigue & the myth of George in particular.


    I am including some pages from your notebook, the ones I tore out—confiscated, though I rather think they read like a novel &, if you were to do anything with them, I would prefer that you took out the extraneous detail & imagined dialogue...


    As regards “The Beginning,” that part of my story you were so very desperate to hear about & for so long, and which I rather think you know a little about by now, I leave it for you to decide whether or not to include it in any book. Is it relevant? Of any interest? I am still unsure. Also, I must admit that my memory is not what it was, & thus some things continue to elude me. However, & most peculiarly, certain details of my early life, which have remained something of a blur for so long, have recently come back to me, & I am able to confirm a few Facts. So, to the beginning...


    Heart pounding, Sylvia turned the page.


    I was born & baptized Coral Lillian Stopher in the year eighteen thirty-three. My parents’ names were Coral & Samuel. Both originated from Woodbridge in Suffolk, which is where I was born & where my father was employed as an undergardener & outdoor servant at a place called Standen Hall. I lived at this place—with my parents, sister & two brothers—in rooms above the stables. The Lillian in my name came from my maternal grandmother, a woman I cannot recall and possibly never knew, and my parents used this name for me, its abbreviated version—Lily. Thus, I was once Lily Stopher.


    When I was perhaps six or seven years of age we left Standen Hall, for reasons I know not, but I suspect that my father lost his job there for he had nothing to go to and we nowhere to live. It is my belief now that we were homeless for some time, for I have memories of walking many miles & of sleeping out in fields, under stars.


    It was around this time that my mother disappeared, though I do not recall her actual departure or any “Goodbye,” she was simply there and then not there, & I always assumed she would be coming back, that she had not abandoned us, perhaps because I had been told by someone at some stage that she had simply “gone for a while.” Not long after this my father too must have “gone,” for I have very few memories of him without her, my mother. As I say, my memory is not what it was & there are gaps and this time is one of them.


    My siblings were eventually placed into the care of various scattered family members, & I into the care of my maternal aunt, who had married a shoemaker, a man by the name of JOHN ABEL. Aunt Fanny and Uncle John at that time resided somewhere in the vicinity of Bethnal Green the Whitechapel area, in East London, and I recall little of it apart from the brutality of the man, my uncle. He fitted into that world & my aunt did not. But I do remember our rooms, how cramped and gloomy and very small they were, & how vast and sinister-looking the lunatic asylum on the old Roman road. That building haunted me before I understood why. I had no idea then that it was in fact the very place my mother had “gone for a while.”


    My memory of our departure—the night we fled, & the events preceding it—is now muddled & vague... due perhaps to the fact that it is a memory for so many years unpracticed, not exercised, but instead exorcised. I can have been no more than twelve years of age, certainly of an age when I should be able to recall more, but though I have tried I am unable to summon detail, or perhaps I have no wish to.


    Here, there was a line crossed through, and crossed through so many times it was impossible to make out the words.


    What I do know is that my aunt and I took off into the night knowing we had committed a crime, knowing the law would not protect us, knowing people were hanged for murder and tried for desertion, knowing my aunt could not afford to go through Parliament and obtain a divorce. We traveled first to Jersey, later to Paris, & thence onwards to Rome, where my aunt had secured a position as housekeeper for a Mr. Staunton. It was the start of a new life, she told me, and a place where no one would ever find us. She was true in this, for in the doing I never again saw any member of my family.


    It was many years later that I learned the truth of what happened to my mother, that when she left us she had in fact walked to London, whereupon she was found in a desperate & hysterical state on the streets, and later committed to the Bethnal Green Lunatic Asylum. She had been incarcerated there for over twelve years by the time the cholera epidemic swept through its doors and rescued her. As to my father, he passed away the year I was twenty-one, at the workhouse at Colchester, the very same place he had been headed when he left my siblings & myself in a derelict barn by a roadside. One imagines he had gone there looking for work and, unable to secure any employment, could not face returning to four hungry, motherless children.


    My mother’s fate has been an immovable stain on my mind, for I long ago realized poverty & insanity to be irrevocably linked—that one simply preceded the other, and my mother’s madness to be the direct result of a bleak existence. My aunt once told me that three of her eight brothers had been committed to the Country Lunatic Asylum, the same three who had tried to move on in life, the same three who had had Removal Orders placed on them, returning them back to where they had started, back to the parish of their birth. I understood early on how madness could rescue a person & obliterate pain, that money afforded comfort & comfort afforded reason.


    My life overseas enabled me to crawl out of that mire & become someone. Had my father not lost his job we would not have become homeless, & perhaps my mother would never have taken it upon herself to walk away one day down the old London Road. We would have remained together, & I would have had a family, my own family. But I would never have met George, never have become who I am—or once was. These are the things I ponder upon now, how my life should have been or could have been. And it is a queer conundrum. One offers me an identity, a family, and perhaps a sense of belonging... the other, opportunity. But which, I wonder, would I have chosen, then, had I been able?


    So that was the beginning, Sylvia. That part of my story you so wished me to tell you. I was born poor, horrendously poor, nothing more or less. Unlike you, I was not a banker’s daughter, I was a servant’s daughter... and, even worse, an unemployed underservant’s daughter. Poverty made my mother go mad, ruptured my family, & drove my aunt to desperate measures.


    When I told you in Rome all those years ago that I had killed a man, I was not lying, for it was how it seemed to me at that time. I yearned to tell the truth, to confide in someone, you, and for you to understand that possibility & be able to make a choice, to be my friend or not, & to see me as more than that which I had come from. And you did... and yet you used my confession & my trust in you to betray me, electing to repeat it, without context or furnishing of background from me. However, it is a long time ago, & we are older and wiser, and the world has changed.


    Please do not be sad about this last chapter—ironically, the start of my story—or about our “upset” or by my passing. My life has been rich and full, & friendships do not last forever. In many ways you have achieved much more in your life than I. You leave a legacy in your words, your books, & I leave nothing other than my memories, which I am doubtful anyone will be interested in now, but perhaps.


    Here the pen changed. And the hand, too, appeared altered.


    I have spent a great deal of time cogitating & pondering this letter, and if I am to be honest, completely honest—and that is my intention—there is another matter to set straight, and this may come as something of a shock to you.


    As regards my “Comte de Chevalier de Saint Léger,” he never existed.


    Sylvia looked up. “Never existed? But of course he did! I met him, I met him in Rome...”


    There was no wedding at Le Havre or anywhere else, & there was no fine chateau in the Loire. There is not and never was any Comte de Chevalier de Saint Léger. There was however an Antonin de Chevalier, my rather gallant French army officer & lover of three years. When I met Antonin, after Freddie passed away, I longed to escape from Rome, longed for change. I had been living on hope for so long, the hope that G would return there & to me, and, like any insubstantial diet, my near empty life had left me famished & weak. When I took little G off to France—to stay, or so I told everyone, with Antonin’s family—it was not with the intention of staying away for two years, & of course I had had to tell my aunt that I was engaged to be married, otherwise she would never have allowed me to go. When I wrote to her, and to you too, about the place “Chazelles,” it was not altogether a lie, the house was indeed called Chazelles, but perhaps more dilapidated farmhouse than castle, & buried in obscurity in rural Nièvre.


    It was in fact my aunt who decided that I was residing in a castle & that Antonin’s family must have a title lurking somewhere, all good French families did, and she embraced this notion long before I. That is not to say it was forced upon me, but rather that I chose not to enlighten her on the truth of my circumstances. I chose not to disillusion her. She had been through so much & had such hopes and dreams for me. I think I realized then that I could return to Rome as someone else, someone quite different, & so caught up with my new & improved self & the possibilities ahead that it was impossible for me to relinquish the idea of that new identity. Everyone who mattered in Rome had a title—genuine, defunct or bogus—so why should not I also?


    After Antonin was killed I had no choice but to return to Rome—as his widow. My aunt believed I had married Antonin at Le Havre, and we had indeed been living as man & wife, I was long used to referring to myself as such & had been “Madame de Chevalier” for over a year. I am not altogether sure now where the “Saint Léger” came from, or why I added it to the name. I rather think I must have felt the name needed something more, and that it had a nice ring to it. The only time I can recall any problem was when I married Edward—with all the various paperwork, or lack of. But of course he saw to all of that.


    One thing I wish to make clear is that there was no plan or premeditation on my part. It was an evolutionary process, a small detail, which began as a misunderstanding & developed into something more. In the end, of course, the name secured not George but his father, a man who would have done anything to stop G & me from marrying when we were young. I suppose one could say then that my revenge—if indeed it was revenge—was not simply on George but on his father, too. And yet, like my first marriage, that union was an arrangement that suited both parties. Edward offered me much-needed security—a home (my first & only home) & an income. In return, I gave him the Countess de Chevalier de Saint Léger Lawson. Je pense, quid pro quo.


    But enough. It is late & I am weary... and yet it is impossible for me to end this without mentioning George. I think you & you alone know that my life has been shaped and defined by him, his presence, that he was and remains my only one true love. That love began over seventy years ago in Rome, is with me now & shall go with me after death. If I am to be remembered for anything, I hope it will be for my love of him, & as the mother of his sons.


    And so, I leave it with you, dear Sylvia, to decide how & what to record, if anything at all. I have always felt alone in this world, an exile even before I became one. But we are, I think, all in transit... hopefully, to something better.


    The letter was signed: Yours, Cora Lawson.


    Sylvia stared at the signature. Then, as though emerging from the depths, she gulped and swallowed, and began to weep.


    By the time Sylvia first met her, Cora had already dropped the last letter of her given name and assumed the name Staunton, the name that would become hers through marriage. At that time, the focus of attention had been on Cora’s aunt, the new Mrs. James Staunton. There were rumors then that Mr. Staunton had advertised for a new wife. And there was gossip and intrigue then about who she was or had been, and where she hailed from. Everyone knew there was a secret, but no one guessed that the secret was murder—attempted or otherwise, or desertion, or bigamy. No one had had the imagination for that: no one apart from Sylvia.


    It had at first been all the little things, the tiny incidental details, which allowed Sylvia to build a picture. And then the mistakes: the mention of an “Uncle John,” and Cora’s knowledge of things she should not have had knowledge about; and sometimes the fear, as well. Long before Aunt Fanny’s tutelage paid off, before the reinvention was complete, Cora had been a mass of contradictions, both in character and in what she said. And Sylvia, the budding novelist, had not only been captivated and inspired, she had taken note. Cora was older than her years and Cora still cried for her mother; Cora was streetwise and savvy, and Cora was afraid of strangers; Cora was reticent and studied, and Cora was verbose and impetuous; Cora was from Suffolk, and Cora was from London; Cora had been an only child, and Cora had siblings—all dead. And so it went on.


    It was easy enough to see that Cora lied, but what Sylvia wanted to know was why she lied; what inspired the lies and contradictions. When she had asked Cora, “Did you run away?” Cora had not appeared shocked. They had been sitting on the bench by the fountain in the Piazza d’Ara Coeli, and Cora had simply stared at her and said once more, “I am not allowed to tell anyone... but I’ll tell you one day, I promise.” And then she lifted Sylvia’s hand and kissed it. No one had kissed Sylvia’s hand before, no one had ever promised her anything. No one was like Cora.


    Then, George Lawson arrived in Rome. Cora fell in love and had no time for sitting by fountains with Sylvia. Cora changed. And stories were practiced and put in order. Sylvia heard them, each one slightly more polished than the last, until there was a final, definitive version. And it was impressive; Sylvia could not have done better herself. But George Lawson was not the man for Cora. Sylvia knew this. He was self-centerd and ambitious, determined to prove himself. He would not stay in Rome; he would not marry Cora. He was using her.


    When Sylvia penned her note to George, telling him she had information she thought he ought to know, her only thought had been Cora: protecting her from an inevitable heartbreak. And when she met him that day and he said, “If this is another rumor about Cora or her aunt, I rather think I’ve heard them all,” Sylvia knew he had not heard what she was about to tell him. No one had. Not even Cora.


    She explained that this was not idle gossip but had come from Cora herself, and though she had been sworn to secrecy, she felt duty bound to tell him. Yes, he wanted to know what it was Cora had told her. And so Sylvia told him the truth. Or what she thought might be the truth.


    She had no idea then that her actions—motivated by nothing other than love, the desire to protect the person she loved—would carve the future path of Cora’s life; or that as a result of those actions Cora would spend all of her days estranged from love, would make it her mission to prove something and become someone, or that that someone would be George Lawson’s stepmother. Sylvia never imagined that.


    And yet it was she, Sylvia, who had comforted Cora after George broke off with her and left Rome. It was she who had held Cora in her arms and smiled down at her when she said, “You’re the best friend anyone could ever have, Sylvia.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-eight
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    The doorman saw them into the taxicab. It wasn’t far to walk, but it was easier for them, easier for Jack. Piccadilly was busy and progress was slow. Through the window Cecily watched the drifting crowds, those milling about the statue of Eros, amidst pigeons and fruit barrows, under the rain-laden sky; she could hear the echo of music drifting out from an arcade, and newspaper boys shouting about curses and Pharaohs, and “Lord Carnarvon struck dead!” And there was perhaps some queer synchronicity at work that day, she thought, when the taxicab finally pulled up opposite the Academy, outside the Egyptian Hall.


    They were on time. West End church bells were chiming seven o’clock as they walked through the entrance of the Academy. Mr. Davidson was waiting. He stepped forward to introduce himself. “Please, do come this way,” he said. He led them through the vast lobby, past vaguely familiar sculptures—Cecily knew she had seen before—then down a corridor and into a paneled room. There, another man stepped forward to shake their hands. “Stephen Fowler, a pleasure to meet you both.”


    Mr. Davidson asked them to take a seat. They sat side by side upon a long leather chesterfield sofa. He laid out some paperwork on the table in front of them—which Cecily was expecting, which their solicitor had already looked over—for her to sign. After signing her name—Cecily Staunton—a few times over, Mr. Davidson offered them a glass of sherry. Still on his feet, he made a toast: “To Aphrodite!” And the three raised their glasses and repeated it. Then he sat down in the armchair opposite Mr. Fowler, and said, “As you know, Mr. Fowler has spent these last few years researching Lord Lawson’s life and work, and he has a few questions he’d very much like to ask you.”


    Cecily reached over and took hold of Jack’s hand. She said, “I’m happy to answer anything I can. Unfortunately, my husband’s memory is not what it was.”


    The men nodded at Jack.


    Mr. Fowler began. “The painting, Aphrodite, was, I believe, executed at Lucca some sixty years ago. Would that be correct?”


    Cecily heard Jack sigh. “I’m really not sure when, exactly, it was executed,” she answered. “Cor— My husband’s grandmother had it hanging in her hallway for a number of years, certainly since nineteen eleven, but I’m afraid I have no idea where it was before that, or any dates.”


    Mr. Fowler smiled and waved a hand, as though it was of little importance. “She was, we believe, his regular sitter during his time at Rome. And we are, I think it is safe to say”—he paused and turned to the other gentleman—“almost certain that she was his Madonna. The faces are identical, the treatment the same. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Davidson?”


    “Oh, without doubt.”


    Mr. Fowler cleared his throat and went on. “For my own part, there’s... a niggling. Yes, a niggling. Call it a dilemma, if you will.” He paused, lowered his head and glanced over his spectacles at Jack. “Your grandmama gave birth to a child some nine months after she had returned from her stay at Lucca with Lord Lawson and Mrs. Hillier. That child—your father, sir,” he said, nodding to Jack, “was given the name George, and George Lawson was duly conferred godfather.” He said this last word rather more loudly, and then paused, again, as though giving Cecily and Jack time to absorb these facts, an unfolding theory. “Lord Lawson wrote often of this child—your father, his godson—George, or Georgie, as he seemed to prefer to call him. And sums of money—considerable amounts and over many years—were sent to banks in Paris and Rome...”


    It was obvious to Cecily where the conversation was headed, what was being implied, and so she continued to hold on to Jack’s hand, gripping it tighter from time to time.


    Mr. Fowler sighed heavily. “Unfortunately, almost all of Lord Lawson’s personal correspondence was destroyed by his family after his death. He was secretive by nature, and his surviving journals and personal papers are... hard to decipher—written in code, perhaps. But there’s one name, a name that appears time and again in his early journals, and then again in later ones. It’s a name I have been unable to identify or locate. And so, what I would like to ask you is”—he paused, looked from Cecily to Jack and back to her—“what was the countess’s given name?”


    “Cora, her name was Cora,” Cecily replied.


    He looked away, shook his head.


    “That’s not the name?”


    He closed his eyes and sighed. Then he looked at her. “No. And it’s a shame,” he said and laughed. “I thought I had discovered the missing piece,” he said, wringing his hands. “Yes, the missing piece,” he said again.


    Mr. Davidson turned to him. “Hmm, not even remotely alike,” he said.


    “There were... no other names? Middle names?” Mr. Fowler asked, looking from one to the other once again.


    Cecily turned to Jack, shaking her head. “Not that I’m aware of,” she said. And Jack shrugged his shoulders. She looked back at Mr. Fowler: “But what is the name you’re looking for? Perhaps it will mean something if I hear it.”


    “Lily. The name is Lily.”


    Cecily managed not to say anything, or nod. But she did smile.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-nine


    [image: 13750.jpg]


    Cecily said she could not stay long. “Jack’s waiting at the hotel, and we have to get back to collect the children from my mother’s.”


    “Ah yes, of course,” said Sylvia. “How are they? I forgot to ask you last time.”


    Cecily opened her bag, pulled out her wallet and took something from it. “Here,” she said, extending her hand.


    Sylvia stared at the photograph: a dark-haired boy in a sailor suit, holding another child, his sister, on his lap. “Aha, so that’s little Jack.”


    “Actually we call him Jay. It was too confusing with two Jacks in the house... He’ll be five in a few weeks’ time. And that’s my baby, that’s Lily,” she said, moving over to Sylvia to look at the photograph with her. “She’s grown a lot since then—they both have. She’ll be three in October.”


    “Lily? And what made you choose that name?”


    “It’s what my father called me when I was young, before he passed away. He always called me Lily.”


    “I see,” said Sylvia, staring at the photograph.


    Unlike the little boy, whose hair was straight, and parted at the side, the baby in the picture had a mop of dark unruly curls. And whilst the boy looked back at the camera with a serious face, the baby looked elsewhere, laughing.


    “So when was this taken?” Sylvia asked.


    “Oh, only a few months ago, at Christmas,” Cecily replied, smiling at the image. “But children grow so quickly.”


    “Jack must be very proud.”


    “He is... adores them both.”


    Sylvia handed back the photograph and Cecily returned to her chair.


    “It would’ve been nice to have seen Jack,” said Sylvia.


    “I know, I’m sorry, but he’s not always comfortable with strangers.”


    “Strangers?”


    “He doesn’t remember people, Sylvia. He has very few memor- ies of anyone really, from before the war.”


    “I see. And the children, little Jack—I mean, Jay—how was it for him when his papa returned?”


    “Daddy,” Cecily corrected her. “It’s been four years, Sylvia. Jay was little more than a baby when his daddy came back.” She shrugged. “Jack’s simply Daddy, like any other...”


    Sylvia nodded. “And Jack copes? Copes with the children?”


    Cecily laughed. “Oh yes, he copes very well. In fact, he rather prefers their company to anyone else’s. They don’t see his disability, his injuries, they see the man, their father. Jack as he is now is the only Jack they’ve known.”


    “And you? It must be quite... quite hard for you, dear.”


    She shook her head and laughed again. “No, it’s not hard for me, not hard for me at all. I feel immensely lucky—extraordinarily lucky. My husband came back, with four limbs and a face, scarred perhaps but recognizable—to me. God spared Jack, spared me. I have my husband, the father of my children. I have everything.”


    They moved on. Cecily told Sylvia that she and Jack had attended the private view of the exhibition of George’s work, adding, “We’ve loaned them the painting, the one from the hallway at Temple Hill.”


    Sylvia tried to remember.


    “The one of Cora? Painted by George in Italy?”


    No, she could not recall it. But it did not surprise her to hear that Cora had had such a painting, she said. “I’ve no doubt she had quite a few by him.”


    “No, that was the only one.”


    “And so it’s on loan to the Academy?”


    “Yes, indefinitely. It’s one of the few pieces we’re not inclined to sell. Jack says it’s our pension,” she added, smiling.


    “And I imagine it’ll provide a very generous pension, too.”


    “We have everything we need,” Cecily went on, “and anyhow, it would cost a fortune to insure and look quite out of place in our cottage.”


    They sat in silence for a moment or two. Sylvia deliberated on what to say about the manuscript, lying on the table in front of them. But she was still distracted by Cora’s letter, acutely conscious of its presence beneath her, under the cushion. It would be interesting to see if Cecily mentioned it, asked her about it, she thought.


    “About your novel,” Sylvia began, “it’s a reasonable enough story though I’m not sure one could say it is Cora’s story.”


    “It’s fiction, Sylvia,” Cecily said, a little defensively, Sylvia thought. “I should perhaps have explained that... it’s inspired by her life rather than based on her life.”


    “But you said loosely based; you did use those words, Cecily.”


    Cecily smiled, nodded. “Yes, I did, and perhaps that was misleading,” she said. “But I must ask you, did you like the ending?”


    Sylvia glanced across the room, up to the cornicing. She could see a cobweb or two. She would have to speak to Mrs. Halliday about it later, get her to send someone up. Then Cecily spoke again. “Is the ending feasible?”


    She turned to Cecily. “Nothing is ever entirely unfeasible in fiction,” she said.


    “And in Cora’s life?”


    “I’m afraid I can’t say. You would have to ask Cora that question, I think.”


    “But she’s not here, and you are. Do you think it’s possible that Cora and George could have married, had circumstances been different?”


    Sylvia laughed. “Had circumstances been different, my dear, anything might have been possible. And as I said before—”


    “No, you didn’t say before,” Cecily cut in, exasperated, irritated. “Oh, and there’s something else: why did Cora think George was buried in Rome when his grave is here in London?”


    “Because she needed to... and because I gave it to her.”


    “You gave it to her?”


    Sylvia nodded. “I wrote it that way, in A Roman Affair.”


    For seven days after George’s death, his body lay in the Octagon Room at the Academy. Crowds of mourners queued to pay their respects, to file past the coffin festooned with flowers and wreaths, and draped in patriotic colors, like a war hero who had died for his country. The newspapers proclaimed his death a “tragedy”; the nation was bereft.


    Weeks earlier, George had been diagnosed with angina. His doctors had informed him that he needed to cut down on his workload, needed to take a rest. He had written to Cora in Rome, telling her that he planned to take a sabbatical, and that he would like to spend it in Italy, with her. And she had quickly replied, full of plans: they could take a house outside Rome, somewhere quiet, she suggested; and they could perhaps travel north, if he felt up to it, to Bagni di Lucca, where the waters and hot springs would surely do him a power of good. Yes, she would look into it, she told him.


    When Cora learned of her son’s accident, she immediately dispatched a telegram to George informing him of the situation, telling him that she was about to set off for England. Two days later she sent another—to inform him of Georgie’s death. Stunned by disbelief, by the sudden and abrupt end to her son’s life, she failed to notice George’s silence, his absence at their son’s funeral. She had no idea that hours after George received her second telegram he had had a stroke; no idea, as she stood in a snow-covered churchyard with one George that the other had just taken his last breath.


    Cora insisted on going to the Academy. She told Sylvia she could not return to Rome before paying her final respects. And so, stiffly upholstered in mourning, she held on to Sylvia’s arm as they climbed the steps of the entrance to the Academy. She seemed able, Sylvia thought then, to divorce her shattered spirit from that swell of public hysteria. For no one in that murmuring line of somber-faced strangers would ever have guessed. No one shuffling across that marble floor could know that she had just buried her son; or that the man whose coffin they queued to see was in fact the father and the man she had loved for almost half a century.


    And yet, it seemed to Sylvia that, in death, George Lawson, late President of the Academy, England’s greatest painter, unmarried, with no apparent heir, and owned by everyone, belonged only to one: the woman gripping her arm.


    When a man, some sort of official in uniform, asked, “Did you know him?” Sylvia quickly replied, “Yes, we both knew him... long before he became famous.”


    “Thought so. Saw you’d both dressed proper. Not everyone has the decency to do that these days,” he said, and moved on.


    When it came to their turn, Sylvia stepped to one side and Cora walked forward alone. She placed her hand upon the coffin, closed her eyes for a moment, and Sylvia saw her mouth a few words. Then she turned to Sylvia and nodded. They walked back through rooms softly humming with desultory conversation, following the snaking line out into the lobby and past Clifford’s Tinted Venus without a second glance.
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    “Yes,” Sylvia said again, “it was my gift to her, dedicated to her...” She paused and smiled. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for my new book for your answers,” she added in a new bold voice.


    “You’ve written a book about her, about Cora?”


    “Well, they’ve all been about her, one way or another, I suppose. But this one is different. It’s the story of her life,” Sylvia said, “the true story.”


    “Oh, and according to whom?”


    “Well, according to me, of course. As you know, I was there for a great deal of it, and, as Cora’s confidante, was for most of her life privy to her innermost thoughts and secrets. That is why she wished me to record her memories, but alas it was not to be.”


    “How wonderful,” said Cecily, rising to her feet. “Well, I shall look forward to reading it. What’s it to be called? Have you a title yet?”


    “The Memory of Lost Senses.”


    “The Memory of Lost Senses,” Cecily repeated. “Mm, I like it.”


    She pulled on her coat and picked up her manuscript.


    Sylvia watched her and said, “I thought you had something to tell me, something about Cora?”


    “Did I? Oh no, I simply wondered about the letter—her letter to you, that was all. Was it... was it as you imagined... what you expected?” she asked, fastening buttons.


    “It was indeed, and it will help me with the final part of my book,” Sylvia said, moving forward in her chair.


    “Please, don’t get up, I can see myself out.”


    There was no kiss.
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    Wendy was quick to respond to the bell, and even quicker to return with the bucket of coal. “Having a clear-out, are we?” she said to Sylvia, crouching down by the hearth, eyeing the paper and envelopes, the tattered shoeboxes piled up on the table.


    “Sorting through...”


    “Don’t forget, it’s Mrs. Evesleigh’s birthday. There’s tea and cake in the lounge at four.”


    “Ah yes, of course,” Sylvia replied, watching the flickering.


    “Do you want me to take any of this?” Wendy asked, nodding her head toward the table. “I can dispose of it, you know. You don’t want to be having a bonfire in your room, now do you?”


    Sylvia feigned a little laugh. “Thank you, Wendy, but I shan’t be having any bonfire, at least, not today. Just burning a few old letters, that’s all.”


    There was plenty of time, Sylvia thought, hours until Mrs. Evesleigh puffed out her cheeks to extinguish a few tiny pink candles. In the meantime, Sylvia could have her own burning ceremony. And it gave her something to do: a task for the afternoon. I am the only one who knows, she thought, placing the first envelope upon the fire, watching the cream-colored paper slowly ignite and burn... the only one who will ever know.
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    Cecily stared out of the train carriage window to row upon row of soot-blackened houses, back-to-back gardens, washing lines and fences and paths, huddled and dismal under the lowering smog. She caught glimpses of crossings and platforms and faces, and high streets foreign to her; shops she would never enter, trams and buses she would never take. She forgot for a while that she was about to see her children; forgot Jack, sitting opposite her.


    She had known about Lily for years, known since that stormy summer’s afternoon when they sat waiting for a deluge that never came; when she told Cora that her father had called her Lily, not Cecily, and Cora had said, “Mine too.” But what could be gained by revealing the name? What could be gained now? Everything was in place and where it ought to be; and she had left it so.


    Jack had said, “A coincidence, eh? The name being Lily.”


    “Hmm, it’s a common enough name, I suppose.”


    They had been in another taxicab, heading back to their hotel, exhausted from standing about the crowded picture galleries of the Academy surveying George Lawson’s life’s work; and, at the same time, elated from seeing their painting hanging there. But Cecily’s private joy had been the Madonna, Lawson’s most famous work, the one which had catapulted him to success and, for years, had been enjoyed only by royal eyes. The painting was vast. It took up an entire wall of one room—easily the most crowded room. And there, right at the center of the enormous canvas, a vaguely familiar face: eyes downcast, almost closed, and lips slightly parted as though in midsigh. And for Cecily it spoke of the pain of love, and of a life of loss.


    “Do you think they were actually implying that my father was Lawson’s lovechild? That he and Cora had had an affair?” Jack had asked, staring out at the wet lamplit street.


    “It did sound like that, didn’t it?”


    “Scurrilous... Perhaps I should sue them,” he had added, turning to her, smiling.


    She could not tell him. She had promised Cora. And that promise—like Jack’s to her—had been kept.


    But that morning, when she had called on Sylvia to collect her manuscript, and had teasingly said, “Oh, I have something to tell you, something about Cora,” she had thought of telling Sylvia; or rather, of leading Sylvia to a place where she might tell her more. But it was clear to her that Sylvia was not going to divulge anything, whatever she knew. And she had been in an odd mood, odder than ever. There had been little point in asking about Cora’s letter, though she had, simply for politeness’ sake.


    “She just seems so... so bitter,” Cecily said now, continuing to stare out of the carriage window, musing aloud.


    She was rankled by Sylvia’s attitude, and wondered why she had been so unkind, for she had said nothing at all constructive, offered Cecily no words of encouragement or praise. A reasonable enough effort...


    Then Jack said, “Perhaps it was unrequited love.”


    Cecily turned to him. “The only person she’s ever loved is Cora.”


    “That’s what I meant. There’s your answer,” he said, raising his eyebrows, smiling at her.


    When they arrived back at Bramley, Jay was waiting at the bottom of the track, perched on the wall of the bridge where the ford had once been. He looked smaller than she remembered—even from a few days ago. And as she stepped down from Mr. Cotton’s motorcar, he was there, helping his father climb down at the other side, wrapping his arms around him as though he’d been gone for years and not days. He barely drew breath as he walked back with them, regaling them with what had happened in their absence: Lily had refused to eat Rosetta’s dumplings, had thrown one across the kitchen floor; she had behaved atrociously at bathtime, “screaming the whole place down, and,” he added, with emphasis and pausing for dramatic effect, before what Cecily knew to be the pièce de résistance, “she took a wee in the garden, on Granny’s lettuces.”


    “Jack!” said Cecily, in an attempt to silence her husband’s laughter.


    Then, as though remembering something called manners, Jay looked at his mother and asked, “Have you had a nice time, Mummy? What have you been doing?”


    “Well, I went to call on an old lady, a friend of your great-grandmother’s.”


    “Golly,” he said, “she must be ancient!”


    “Yes, she is quite old. She’s a writer, a novelist, like me.”


    “What does she write about?” he asked, moving on up the track, clutching his father’s hand.


    “Mm, romantic things... men and women falling in love, that sort of thing,” she replied.


    “Ugh!”


    “But she’s been writing a book about your great-grandma, a book about her life.”


    “Why doesn’t she write a book about Daddy?” he asked, releasing his father’s hand, rummaging in his pocket and pulling out a piece of folded paper. “That’d be far more interesting than a book about some old lady, specially a dead old lady.”


    Cecily smiled. “Jay, she wasn’t just some old lady; she was Daddy’s grandmother, your great-grandmother. And she wasn’t always dead, or old. She was once a little girl and lived in a castle, and she lived in a castle in France as well. Imagine that.”


    But they had reached the gate and her son had turned away from her, stretching out his hand to present his father with the paper airplane he had made for him earlier that afternoon. And Cecily, home again and feeling complete, paused for a moment to savor it, savor it all: the familiar scent of pine and woodsmoke, the soft twilight air; that sense of wholesomeness she knew money could not buy. Then, feeling the pull, she turned her eyes to the ever-narrowing track, beyond the silhouetted limbs of arching branches to the circle of light at the top. And she watched her, Cora—Lily—turn and walk away, vanishing into the dusk, into her world, another place in time.


    One day Cecily would tell her children of their great-grandmother, that she had been Lord Lawson’s stepmother, been his Madonna and his Aphrodite, too. And that she had been quite a character.


    But for now it was enough to be home, with Jack, with her children. And as she watched her husband walk up the pathway holding on to their son’s hand, and saw Rosetta appear in the doorway, their daughter on her hip, she knew everything that mattered was there in front of her.


    She heard the latch on the gate drop, clickety-click, her feet upon the path, and a door quietly close.
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    It is evening and the sun is still high, shining in through the wisteria tumbling across the small open window. The room is hot, the black paint on the window frame bubbling and peeling in soft curls. She sits barefoot on her aunt’s lap and it feels good to be held, secured. She can hear her sister in the field outside, her cousins and little Johnny, too. “Your mother has had to go away for a while, just for a while,” her aunt says, answering her questions, stroking her hair. “She needs a little rest.”


    “And Father?” she asks, swinging her legs up, glancing to her toes, her feet.


    “Well now, your father is...” but she doesn’t finish the sentence. She says, “And you’re to come and stay with me and Uncle John in London. Now isn’t that nice?”


    Samuel has already gone—to relations in Framlingham, someone said.


    “And Jemima and Johnny, are they coming as well?” she asks.


    “No, dear, they are to stay here with your uncle Daniel,” her aunt says.


    She nods. She knows she must be brave, must not cry. Then she turns to her aunt, looks up at her and says, “But when will she be back? Do you know? Did she say?”


    “Oh, soon,” her aunt replies, kissing her forehead. “Very soon.”


    “And will she know where I am, will she know where to find me?”


    “Well, of course she will, Lily. She knows you’re with me... knows you’re safe with me.”
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    A CONVERSATION WITH JUDITH KINGHORN


    Q. This is your second novel about the Edwardian period—what it is that inspires you about this era?


    A. I think it’s a fascinating time in history. The world was on the cusp—one could say precipice—of change, tumultuous change, particularly for women. Those days before the outbreak of the First World War are drenched in romanticism and a curious nostalgia, even now. It’s an era known as the Belle Époque, the Indian Summer, and the last days of Empire. And it was, literally, another world.


    In terms of history, it’s not that long ago, and in terms of imagery, it’s a visual feast, because it’s when history suddenly comes to life in old newsreels and photographs. In a way, my writing about that time is a reaction to all those sepia-tinged images. I find them highly evocative and compelling. And within each one is a story, or ten.


    For me, there’s also a dichotomy that belongs to this era: it’s the end of an old world order, and the start of a new, modern world. And it’s the era in which my grandparents were born; so there’s a link, a feeling of nearness and of being connected.


    Q. Where did the idea for Cora’s story come from?


    A. It began when I researched the history of my home. I wanted to know who had lived in the house before us. I discovered a few remarkable women, including one who—it transpired—had lived overseas, in Italy and France, and only returned to this country at the end of her life. I became intrigued by her and wanted to know more. But it took me a long time to piece together her life, because she had been married a number of times, changed names and moved about Europe so much. Over time, I realized she had not been entirely honest about her background, her parents, or her age, which made my research incredibly difficult, and made her all the more compelling! I wondered what had happened to her in her life, her early life; what had inspired the lies, why had she left England.


    Q. You write very vividly about Rome and the life of the expat artist—how did you research this?


    A. Well, I’m a graduate in History of Art, so I had an understanding of artists, particularly nineteenth-century artists, how they lived and worked. In order to learn about expatriate life in Rome at that time, I simply read everything and anything I could find, including old (and often out-of-print) biographies, memoirs and guidebooks. One book led me to another and then another, until, eventually, I felt I had a picture of Rome, then: how it looked, what took place and who had been there. I also studied street plans and maps of the city from before the Reunification, when Rome and the Papal States were unified with the rest of Italy, before so much of the medieval city was swept away. I collected old photographs and postcards, and I know the place, have visited it many times.


    Q. There’s a strong blackmail theme running through the book. What inspired you to take a darker route with the story in The Memory of Lost Senses?


    A. Firstly, I began writing The Memory of Lost Senses long before I had the idea for The Last Summer. And this novel had to have a dark edge to it because of its themes: duplicity, prejudice, child abuse, bigamy, lies, and reinvention. In fact, I wrote The Last Summer on a sabbatical from The Memory of Lost Senses, almost as an antidote to it.


    I went through many emotions researching and writing this novel; I made assumptions and judgments, only to go back on them. Now I know that The Memory of Lost Senses is—more than anything else—a story about survival. Primarily, it is the story of a woman who had to flee her country, had to reinvent herself and spend a lifetime abroad, lying. As much as anything, the novel is an exploration of the nature of lying: Whether it is ever morally correct to lie in order to survive.


    In the novel, Cora’s duplicity meant there had to be a degree of internal conflict. And because she returned to England—the country of her birth—for Jack, and because she wished to put the record straight for him, that internal conflict had to be released. She was someone who had reinvented herself and her own history, and I was fascinated by the possibility and the implications of someone from her past discovering the truth about her. How would she react? What would she do?


    Q. Cecily and Cora become very close as the novel progresses. What did you find appealing about the contrast between youth and age in the context of their relationship?


    A. Cecily is drawn to Cora because she has had a journey, something that Cecily—who has no experience of life, or love, and has never been anywhere—longs for. Cora is a woman at the end of her life, looking back upon it; Cecily is a young woman full of hope, projecting forward and trying to imagine how her life will be. The juxtaposition of age and youth, a woman who has traveled far and had to survive, and another who is on the cusp of life and yearning to be independent, is what cements their attraction to each other. But their perspectives are not so different: both women believe in love, and both make sacrifices for it.


    Cora’s relationship with Cecily also allows us to see another dimension of her character. She is softer and often girlish with Cecily. The vagaries of memory go unchallenged, and she is allowed to recall only those events she wishes to recall. That is perhaps one of the reasons why she enjoys Cecily’s company. Cora is also protective of Cecily; she knows and understands that life does not always turn out the way we hope.


    Q. Sylvia as a companion is a very intriguing character. Do you think that this role lent itself to conflict?


    A. Cora and Sylvia’s interdependency, their joint—and often collaborative—manipulation of the truth means inevitable conflict. But as Cora’s companion and guest at Temple Hill, Sylvia is the one “cast out.”


    In many ways Sylvia’s love for Cora mirrors Cora’s love for George. Both women take refuge in delusions. Both manipulate each other and the truth of events. Cora needs Sylvia to feed her delusion; Sylvia knows this and exploits it. Through her novels, Sylvia is able to offer Cora—the person she loves—a degree of assuagement, and a happy ending—albeit fictional. Cora needs Sylvia: to be her Hearer, to offer her some sort of atonement and hope. Sylvia’s sense of rejection, her jealousy of Cora’s love for George, finally ignites when she dares to question—and investigate for herself—the truth.


    Q. In The Last Summer, you chose a rural setting for much of the novel, and in the The Memory of Lost Senses, we see English village life at the turn of the twentieth century. Can you explain why the landscape plays such an important part in your writing, and how you chose the location for The Memory of Lost Senses?


    A. I think I’ve always been acutely aware of nature, the seasons and their effect on the landscape. I grew up in the country and my earliest memories are of staring up at clouds drifting across the sky. I can vividly recall moments—sights and sounds—so heartachingly beautiful that they had to be seized and captured, frozen in my mind’s eye so that I could own them forever; stored there so that I could revisit them at some point in the future. At boarding school in the Lake District, I spent an inordinate amount of time daydreaming, imagining stories as I stared out of windows at mountains shrouded in mist. Then I lived in London, and for twenty years my landscape was man-made: a congested street, the interior of an office or an underground train car.


    After my family and I moved from London, for perhaps the first year we lived in the country, I felt as though I was on a long holiday. The sense of peace, the space, the light—being able to see the sky felt luxurious. There’s something indulgent—but absolutely necessary for the writer—in being able to stand and stare, allowing one’s thoughts to drift. I was struck once again by simple things: the beauty of the morning light on dew-covered grass, a winter sunset against the naked branches of trees, the sound of dripping leaves after rain, birdsong, silence. That sense of connectedness to nature was something I’d had as a child and then lost, so to rediscover it was joyful, inspiring. It unlocked my creativity and I wanted to capture it all, again; to re-create moments and beauty.


    I’d always wanted to write, knew with absolute certainty that I was born to write, but the city had not brought me my muse... and the countryside did. Being in the country offered me space, time to drift and tune into the place I needed to be for my thoughts to take shape, for the images and words to come. How could I not write about the beauty of nature, the sights and sounds and smells of the landscape around me? It’s what finally gave me the impetus to write, what demanded to be captured all those years ago when I watched the mist roll down a mountainside.


    The landscape was in a way the starting point for The Last Summer. It’s what came to me—what I saw—before the house, before any of the characters took shape. In The Memory of Lost Senses the narrative moves between city and country, between mid-nineteenth-century Rome and an early twentieth century Hampshire village, so I was moving between two time frames (or three, if one includes the second part of the novel, set in 1923) and two very different landscapes.


    My research for Rome as a setting in the novel was harder, far harder than researching the village in Hampshire, because Bramley is based on my own village, the place where I now live. So I know the landscape, know its contours, its varying hues and moods; I look out at it every day. The physicality of the place was easy enough for me to write about. What I had to do was immerse myself in the village life of one hundred years ago. But my research and curiosity about the history of my home had naturally expanded to the village and surrounding area. I read extensively on local history, and once again—with the aid of old photographs—I could very easily picture the place. I learned that there had been a wealth of trades in the village, then, and many shops—not just one. Like other villages at that time, it had been self-sufficient for centuries and, consequently, insular.


    I expanded my research further, went back in time in order to learn more: the arrival of the railways, the advent of mobility and its impact on rural communities. I read around and about Victorian England, the new-moneyed Victorian industrialists and their country houses, the poverty of agricultural workers, the depression in farming, and the inevitable exodus to cities. I wanted to be able to understand what it felt like to live in a village like my own at that time, and how an outsider, particularly one who had been an expatriate and had lived overseas for a lifetime, would be perceived by that community.


    I’m not sure that I agree with the old dictum “write about what you know,” because here I am, with two novels set in another time. But I hope that by setting both novels in a landscape I’m familiar with, readers are able to see it too. After all, that’s what writing is about: transporting readers.

  


  
    


    QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION


    1. What did you enjoy most about The Memory of Lost Senses? What do you expect to recall about it six months from now?


    2. Judith Kinghorn describes the themes of the book as duplicity, prejudice, child abuse, bigamy, lies, and reinvention. Discuss how each theme plays out in the novel.


    3. The countess’s arrival in the village causes a stir of speculation. Discuss how life in a small English village in 1911 might foster such intense interest in the countess. What might the reaction be today?


    4. The author fills the book with lavish descriptions of Cora’s estate, especially the art treasures she has brought back from Europe, and the surrounding gardens. Do these descriptions convey something about Cora’s state of mind?


    5. Discuss the novel’s complex narrative structure—the many points of view, the back and forth in time and place, and the author’s deliberate withholding of information. Why do you think Judith Kinghorn chose to tell her story this way? How might she have done it differently, and would a different way have been more or less effective?


    6. Discuss the major characters’ notions of romantic love. Do Cora, Cecily and Sylvia all see love similarly? And how do those different ideas influence the choices they make?


    7. Discuss the complex relationship between Cora and Sylvia, especially in light of the author’s comments about them in the Conversation with Judith Kinghorn. How do they each manipulate the truth? How do they each foster the other’s illusions?


    8. By the end of the book, do you have a clear sense of the chronology of Cora’s life? Can you list its significant events? Are there parts of her life that remain uncertain?


    9. Did the resolution of Cecily and Jack’s relationship surprise you? Satisfy you?


    10. Discuss the surprise twists at the end. Were you shocked? Did they help to complete your understanding of Cora and the choices she made? Of the choices the other characters made?


    11. Discuss the idea of reinventing one’s life. How do the characters in this novel reinvent themselves? Can you think of other fictional characters who reinvent themselves? And do you know people in real life who have reinvented themselves?


    12. The unreliability of memory is an important theme in the novel. Cora has forgotten her painful early memories as she has reinvented her past. With this in mind, to what extent can we trust her recollection of her love affair with George? And how is memory used in the second part of the book to expose Sylvia’s own delusions?

  


  
    Read on for an excerpt from Judith Kinghorn’s “enchanting story of love and war”* set at the end of the Belle Époque, in which the upstairs-downstairs romance between a woman living in a large English country estate and the housekeeper’s son will be tested as World War I looms over Europe...
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    I was almost seventeen when the spell of my childhood was broken. There was no sudden jolt, no immediate awakening and no alteration, as far as I’m aware, in the earth’s axis that day. But the vibration of change was upon us, and I sensed a shift: a realignment of my trajectory. It was the beginning of summer and, unbeknown to any of us then, the end of a belle époque.


    If I close my eyes I can still smell the day: the roses beyond the open casement doors, the lavender in the parterre as I ran through; and grass, lambent green, newly mown. I can feel the rain on my face; hear my voice as it once was.


    I can’t recall exactly who was there, but there were others: my three brothers, some of their friends from Cambridge, a few local people, I think. Our adolescent conversation was still devoid of any faltering uncertainty, and we didn’t stand on the brink, we ran along it, unperturbed by tremulous skies, sure of our footing and certain of sunshine, hungry for the next chapter in our own unwritten stories. For lifetimes—lifetimes we had only just begun to imagine—stretched out before us, crisscrossing and fading into a distant horizon. There was still time, you see. And the future, all of our futures, lay ahead, glistening with promise, eternal with possibility.


    I can hear us now; hear us laughing.


    That morning, as clouds gathered overhead, the earthbound colors of my world seemed to me more vibrant than ever. The gardens at Deyning were always at their best during June and early July. It was then, during those few precious weeks of midsummer, that the place came into its own. And though Mama had often looked anxious, complaining about the incessant battering of her roses, every well-tended bloom and leafy branch appeared to me luminous and fresh. From the flagstone terrace the lawns spread out in an undulating soft carpet, and on the mossy steps that led down to the grass wild strawberries grew in abundance.


    I can taste their sweetness, even now.


    Mama had predicted a storm. She’d informed us that our croquet tournament may have to be postponed, but not before people had arrived. So we’d all stood in the ballroom, which my brothers and I simply referred to as “the big-room,” looking out upon the gardens through the open casement doors, debating whether to go ahead with our game or play cards instead. Henry, the eldest of my three older brothers, took charge as usual and voted that we go ahead in our already established teams. But no sooner had we arranged ourselves with mallets upon the lawn than the heavens opened with a reverberating boom, and we all ran back to the house, shrieking, soaking wet.


    “Henry wishes tea to be served in the big-room, Mrs. Cuthbert. We’re all back inside now,” I said, standing by the green baize door, wringing out my hair.


    Mrs. Cuthbert had been our housekeeper for only a few weeks at that time. Years before she’d been employed by Earl Deyning himself, not only at Deyning Park—now our home—but also at his estate in Northamptonshire. It had been lucky for us that Mrs. Cuthbert had agreed to come back to Deyning after the old Earl died, and my mother was delighted to have a housekeeper who knew the place so well. “Such pedigree,” Mama had said, and I’d immediately imagined a little dog in an apron and mobcap.


    “And how many of you are there, miss?” Mrs. Cuthbert asked, glancing over at me, smiling.


    “Oh... fourteen, I think. Shall I go and count again?”


    “No, that’s quite all right, dear. I’ll come through myself and see.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “You’ve got my Tom with you today,” she said.


    “Tom? Your Tom?”


    “Yes, he came home yesterday, and your mother kindly invited him to join today’s little game. Have you not been introduced?”


    “No. Well, I’m not sure. I don’t think so...”


    I followed Mrs. Cuthbert along the back passageway, toward the big-room, and I remember looking down at the red and black quarry-tiled floor, trying—as I’d done since childhood—not to step on the black ones. But now it was impossible. My feet were too big.


    “He’s not like your brothers, miss,” she said, turning to look at me. “He’s a gentle soul.”


    In the big-room, everyone had already seated themselves around the four card tables pushed up together. And suddenly I was aware of a new face, dark eyed and solemn, staring directly at me. As Mrs. Cuthbert introduced me to her son, I smiled, but he didn’t smile back, and I thought then how rude. “Hello,” I said, and he stood up, still not smiling, and said, “Pleased to meet you,” then looked away.


    There was no thunderbolt, no quickening of the heart, but there was a sense of recognition. A familiarity about his face: the nose, the eyes; his stature.


    I opted out of whist. All three of my brothers were playing and I knew I stood no chance. Instead, I wandered to the other end of the room and sat down on the Persian rug in front of the fireplace. As I played with Caesar, Mama’s Pekinese dog, I caught Tom Cuthbert looking at me. I didn’t smile, but he knew I’d seen him. And, when I rose to my feet and walked back across the room, I was aware of him watching me. I sat down in an armchair, closer to the card tables, picked up a magazine and began to flick through its pages. I glanced over at him, caught his eye once more, and this time he smiled. And I knew it to be a special gesture, meant only for me. I didn’t realize what it was like for him then, of course; had no idea of his discomfort as his mother served us all tea.


    My upbringing had prepared me for a certain life, a life where I’d never question my role or the cast of players sharing my stage. It was a thoroughly modern idea, then, to educate a daughter, and, in my father’s opinion, a pointless expense. So I’d studied at home, with Mademoiselle: a tiny bird of a woman, whose dislike of fresh air and susceptibility to drafts had rendered her pale and brittle. Her lessons in life had depended as much upon the temperature of her heart as the weather outside. Men, she had often told me—usually during arithmetic, and with a rug over her knees—were brutes; they had simply not evolved from animals, she said. However, Keats and Wordsworth appeared to bring out an entirely different side of Mademoiselle’s compact and complex character, for then she would sometimes throw back the rug, rise to her feet, and tell me that life was “nuzzeen” at all if one had never loved. But by that summer Mademoiselle had left my life for good, for by then it was assumed I knew enough to be able to converse in polite society without appearing completely vacuous.


    Like my mother’s orchids, I had been nurtured in a controlled environment, an atmosphere maintained at a consistent temperature, protected from cold snaps, clumsy fingers and bitter frosts. My three brothers, on the other hand, had been allowed—even encouraged—to develop unruly tendrils, to thrive beyond the confines of any hothouse, to spread their roots, unrestrained, through that English earth they belonged to. It was different for a girl.


    Marriage and children, a tidy home and a manicured garden were a foregone conclusion. And a husband with money was always a prerequisite. For how else could that life be achieved? I was a Home Counties girl, happy to be part of a family who enjoyed a sensible, uninterrupted existence, no matter the weather, the visitors, or the events beyond the white gate: the boundary between my understanding and the rest of the universe. When I was young I’d sometimes nudged that boundary: I’d walked down the long avenue of beech trees to the gate, and perched myself there, on top of it. There was little traffic on the road that bordered our land then, but occasionally an omnibus or new motorcar would pass by and I would raise my hand to the unknown faces staring back at me. They were gone in an instant, but I always remembered those fleeting connections: new friends, all at once there, then gone again. Where did they go? What happened to them? Did they remember that moment too? Did they ever wonder what had become of me, the girl on the gate?


    That evening, over dinner, I wanted to ask my mother about Tom Cuthbert, but she appeared abstracted. She gazed about the room with an unreadable expression on her face, and I wondered if she was thinking about the servants, again. She’d returned from London the day before, festooned with packages, and with a new hairdo, but noticeably agitated. “It’s simply impossible,” she’d announced in the hallway, and in a voice much louder than usual, “to find any decent domestic staff these days. And when one does, one inevitably finds oneself replacing those months later.” I couldn’t blame her for her exasperation. She had traveled to London only the previous week to interview a prospective parlormaid, a butler, and a new chauffeur, and had stayed overnight—as she quite often did—in the comfort of her Piccadilly club. It was no wonder to me she knew the train timetable to the second and off by heart, but so much to-ing and fro-ing had, she said, left her feeling quite frazzled.


    “I met Mrs. Cuthbert’s son today, Mama. He’s called Tom, and he’s been away... though I’m not sure where.”


    “He attends university, dear,” she replied, without looking at me.


    “But where?” I asked.


    “Ha! Don’t become too intrigued by Cuthbert, sis,” Henry broke in. “Mama expects you to have your sights set slightly higher, I think,” he added, and then laughed.


    “I wondered about him, that’s all. He’s seems rather shy and... well, he has only his mother.”


    Henry looked across the table at me. “Shy, eh? I reckon Cuthbert’s probably quite a rogue—underneath that aloof exterior.”


    “A rogue?” I repeated. “I don’t think so. I think he probably prefers his own company to... to the likes of us.”


    “Aha! And she leaps to his defense! First sign, sister dear, first sign,” Henry said, and George and William both sniggered.


    “Enough teasing, thank you, Henry,” said Mama, glancing to my father for reinforcement. My father cleared his throat, as though about to speak, but then said nothing.


    “You’re simply jealous,” I said, looking back at Henry and forcing a smile. It was one of my stock replies to him when I didn’t quite know what else to say.


    “And why on earth would I be jealous? He’s a servant, for God’s sake.”


    “No, he’s not. Mama’s just informed us—he’s at the university.”


    “Oh yes, learning to polish silver, no doubt,” Henry replied.


    “You’re jealous because he’s so much more handsome than you and isn’t inclined to boastfulness,” I said, staring down at my plate, and then added, “Mademoiselle says gentlemen who feel the need to boast almost always have unusually small cerveaux.”


    “Ha! Mademoiselle... hmm, well, she would know of course. And yes, that’s right, I’m jealous of our housekeeper’s son, for I shall never have what he has and I can never be the bastard son of—”


    “Henry! That’s enough,” my father intervened. “I don’t expect language like that from you or anyone else at this table. And I think you should leave your tittle-tattle and gossip at Cambridge. Do you understand?”


    “Yes, sir,” my brother answered.


    And that was that.


    I had no doubt that my eldest brother, Henry, knew a great deal of tittle-tattle. And more than that: I imagined there’d be idle gossip and tittle-tattle about him, too, somewhere. For of late he seemed to have acquired new friends, and spent more time in London than at home or Cambridge. Everyone knew Henry, and he, it appeared, knew everything about everyone. But his coterie had never been confined to Cambridge. Two of his closest friends from school had gone up to Oxford, another few straight into the army. He was the most outgoing of my three brothers, confident, popular, and extremely well connected. He liked to say he had his ear to the ground and I often imagined him lying prostrate upon some bustling city street.


    Later that same evening I quizzed my brother, asked him what he’d meant by his remark, but he’d heeded my father’s warning. “I was being flippant, dear. It meant nothing,” he said to me. But I knew there was more, and something specific: something my father did not wish to have repeated, particularly not in front of me. There was no point in my pursuing it with Henry; he’d never go against Papa, no matter how full of bravado he appeared, and I was very much aware that to him I was still a child. But as I lay in my bed that night I pondered on it all again. I wondered who paid for Tom Cuthbert’s education; and then I wondered if I’d heard Henry correctly. Had he actually used the word bastard?
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