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Chapter One

My dear boy was killed on the Somme in the summer of 1916. He was too young to die, and I was too young to lose him. But then, they were all too young to die, their wives and sweethearts, mothers and sisters all too young to lose them.

My loss was echoed throughout the land and thus, by necessity, was the lesser of it. So much blood was shed, so many lives discarded and in so short a time. Grief became not a personal luxury but the mood for a nation.

When my mother was made a widow in 1888, all England mourned the untimely death of her husband. Major Jonathan Cole was declared a national hero and awarded the Victoria Cross. As convention demanded, my mother spent the next twelve months dressed in Mr Courtauld’s bombazine black.

But in 1916, too many heroes died, too many to be counted. And they died not while engaged in daring clandestine missions. Nor were they slain abroad on some grand adventure, the victims of savage assault.

But in their thousands and then tens of thousands, they were wiped from the face of the earth, anonymously, ignominiously, pointlessly, in a sea of mud and blood and bullets and bombs.

My beautiful husband, Captain Neville Kerr, eldest of three sons born to Mr and Mrs Neville Kerr, purveyor of fine fabrics to the affluent of Oxford Street, was lost to me amid an epidemic of death. He was killed, I know not how or by whose hand, save that in all probability it was German.

His body was never found. All I have to show for his life, all I have to prove that he and I were once as one in the eyes of God, is the chiselled imprint of his name upon a stone plaque pasted to the wall of St Peter’s Church in Putney.

His name is but one in a seemingly endless roll call of young men who perished in like manner. He was but one soul taken to satisfy the lust of the Great War, a war with a nigh insatiable appetite for the souls of young Englishmen.

Therefore, to single him out, to indulge myself in a singular sorrow was to shame all those who couldn’t be counted, all those whose bodies couldn’t be brought home.

Instead, while his earthly remains lay entombed in the deep mud of slaughter, my voice was raised, and my tears shed not for him alone but for every young man lost.

Only in private was I permitted the luxury of singling Neville out for grief. When I did, I wasn’t consumed by regret or the intense feelings of deprivation similar to those which fed upon my mother so greedily after the death of her husband.

Instead, I was enraged by the futility of it all, the futility of having my husband snatched so heartlessly from me. And my anger was fuelled with the knowledge that every one of those tens of thousands of young men had mothers, wives and lovers with whom and to whom I was obliged to offer my solidarity.

By 1920, however, the world had moved on. The ‘war to end all wars’ had run its course. Enough blood had been let. Four million hearts had ceased to beat. Four million other hearts were broken. Mine was but one, a speck in an ocean of heartbreak.

Now, it was a new age, an age of optimism, an age of progress and modernisation, an age of peace.

The unity of collective grief, of communal respect for the dead, was no longer required. Quite within the bounds of taste was the sight of one family mourning the passing of a single member. And thus, we did mourn my mother.

She died on 7 April 1921, just four days before her 60th birthday. She was no longer able to recognise those who loved her most, no longer aware of her condition. She was a lost soul, transported quietly to the afterlife, warm in her bed and surrounded by those most dear to her; unlike my beloved Neville, who’d been so violently wrenched from life against his will.

And it was on that day, as my mother closed her eyes for the last time, so the light in my grandfather’s eyes died too, like the flickering flame of a candle.

Against all the odds, against nature itself, he was there to witness the final breath of his eldest daughter. There was no solace to be gained from so unnatural an event.

I grieved for my mother no more or less than I had for my husband. I couldn’t define a type or quantity to my grief. It was grief, grief as I understood it to be. For much of the time it came or went, peaking and troughing entirely of its own volition. And that was enough, that was acceptable, bearable.

For my grandfather, however, to grieve wasn’t enough. At the age of 84, he fell into a pit of despair from which there was no escape. In simple terms, he lost the will to go on. His sense of loss was so profound as to render him incapable of seeing a life ahead. At his side stood my grandmother.

She too had lost a daughter. Not far away, my two aunts, Margaret and Katherine, whispered final farewells to their sister, and I faced the spectre of being without my mother. The tragedy of the moment gripped us all. But to my grandfather, our sorrow was as nought to his, our loss a mild ague when compared to his vile contagion.

It was a dark day, but only a prelude to darker days to come. And the irony? I wanted the clock turned back. I wanted to return to that collective grief, that communal respect for the dead. In the summer of 1916, I resented it. I wanted my husband’s death to be unique, a tragedy of singular monumentality.

I despised the restrictions placed upon me, the obligation to share his death with so many, to dilute his worth. But when my mother died, the very exclusivity made the ordeal worse to bear, the mourner’s path a cruel gauntlet to run.

In such circumstances, my grandfather was helpless. We were all helpless, but his helplessness was beyond redemption. In Brompton Church my mother was laid to rest. I suspect it wasn’t at all what she wanted. I suspect, indeed, I’m certain, she would have preferred to have been buried beneath the richer soil of St Stephen’s Churchyard in Dibrugarh.

However, in Assam or West London, no place gave comfort to my grandfather. He wanted his daughter alive, as we all did. The only difference was that while my grandmother, my aunts, my cousins and I mourned with our heads directed towards the future, my grandfather neither mourned nor raised his head with any direction. He looked only downwards, towards the grave.

So, it came to pass. Within three months of reading the eulogy and casting a handful of grit into the yawning mouth of my mother’s newly dug grave, he was in his own. The race to get there couldn’t be quick enough for him.

Once upon a time, long before I was born, 32 Princes Gate was a lush oasis. The walls and corridors, the landings and stairs echoed with the sound of young girls’ laughter, of dinner party gossip, of ‘at home’ exchanges, of games, of romps, of happiness. But those days were long gone.

By 1920, the way of life which, as a young girl, my mother enjoyed with her two sisters was but a collection of fading photographs and fond reminiscences occasionally recounted by my grandmother. Since then, there had been a harsh coming of age.

The decline of empire, the cruel savagery of the ‘Great War’, and the countless families left to grieve; they all conspired to cast a gloom, a bitter reality. And when my grandfather died, ‘of a broken heart’, 32 Princes Gate died with him. It became a grey and cold vacuum.

For that reason, it was put up for sale. So too was the house at 12 Adelaide Drive in Hove. Rather than try to preserve the past, my grandmother moved to Shenfield with my Aunt Katherine and my cousin.

Great-Uncle Tom, my grandfather’s younger brother by four years, saw no need to carry on as he had for most of his adult life, rattling around in a big old house with no companion and few friends who came to call. It was a deal well struck. It suited all parties. Uncle Tom had the companionship he sought while my mother escaped a house which she’d ceased to hold in any affection.

Aunt Katherine, unwilling to risk a second marriage lest it end in a similar debacle to the one she endured as wife to the feckless Mr Kenneth, she made sure to stick close to her mother.

In this way, she was blessed with the advantage of knowing that rather than her true motives being uncovered, she was lauded for her unstinting vigilance during what were widely commented upon as devastating times for the whole Chase family. In particular, however, she was praised for such devotion to her mother.

As for my younger sister Katherine and me, there were mixed feelings. We regretted the disposal of 32 Princes Gate, only in so far as it served as a convenient bolt hole. Formerly it was the first place in London we knew as children when we arrived from Assam, two gutter snipes, ill-equipped and ill-prepared to cope with life in so grand and sophisticated a metropolis.

Over the years, we’d grown fond of it, but it wasn’t our home. Our roots weren’t in London, any more than they were in Hove. They were thousands of miles away on a tea plantation in Upper Assam.

But in 1920, I’d been a widow for four years, some three years and nine months longer than I’d been a wife. Had I remained at 32 Princes Gate, which I could have done indefinitely if the mood had taken me, I might well have continued thus into old age.

However, reeling though we were from the upheaval of two deaths, namely those of our mother and grandfather, following as they had so quickly one upon the other, we chose not to join the general exodus to Essex.

Instead, Katherine and I preferred to remain in London. We rented a modest terraced house in Fulham, halfway along Redcliffe Gardens; not modern, not fashionable and certainly not up to the standard we’d been used to in Kensington.

Had we been so inclined, we might have returned to Assam. After all, brother John did exactly that just two years before the commencement of war. By the spring of 1920, he was an essential cog in the grand Dunn Tea Company wheel, a wheel the spokes of which included all the Kurmi tea gardens as well as Medla, Bollai and Mancotta.

Furthermore, despite the paucity and infrequency of his letters, we took it for granted that he was settled in Assam. He neither wanted to come home to England, nor had he the slightest intention of doing so. As far as he was concerned, Assam was home.

Apart from anything else, in the autumn of 1920 and much to the chagrin of many local planter families—most of whom boasted at least two generations of faithful white alliances—he took as his wife not the plain but well-placed daughter of a Dibrugarh tea planter, but an Anglo-Indian girl whom he’d been introduced to during one of his rare forays to Calcutta.

In her favour, Laura was the daughter of one of the wealthiest spice merchants in all India. She was also exquisitely beautiful and educated to the ways and manners of the white memsahib. She even bore my brother two handsome sons, both of whom thrived and of whom he was inordinately proud.

Fortunately, in marrying John, she became an adopted member of the Dunn family and thus avoided the worst of any public censure with regard to her mixed parentage. She was even admitted entry into the inner circle of local planter society, but this was something neither she nor John gave much thought to.

If there were those brave or rash enough to voice dissent, they did so in private, mindful perhaps of the fact that no member of the Dunn family paid any heed to public opinion.

In Upper Assam, it was old Trevelyan Dunn who, having carved out a kingdom for himself in the form of the largest and most successful tea company in the region, set the precedent that neither he nor any member of his family needed to be impressed or swayed in any way by public opinion, good or bad. Rather, he dictated public opinion.

In that vein, therefore, his grandson John was equally unmoved by criticism from the self-righteous. He could care less if they approved of Laura as his wife or as the mother to his children.

Neither did he feel under any obligation to justify his decision not to return to England upon hearing of the death of our mother. Like his father, John was tireless in the face of hard work or adversity. However, he didn’t suffer fools or hypocrites gladly.

He knew only too well that to return to England at the height of the picking season would have served no useful purpose. Furthermore, like father, like son, neither of the John Dunns was wont to exhibit or share their emotions with the world.

Both men were deeply affected by the loss of their ex-wife and mother, respectively. However, neither saw the need to prove or parade their grief. It wasn’t for public consumption, even in the company of those who could recall my mother from her years in Assam and did so with great affection.

As for me, I know how much my brother loved our mother. I know how wounded he was by her death and how much he regretted not having the opportunity for a final exchange of words. From close scrutiny of my mother’s diaries, I also knew the scale and complexity of our father’s affection.

In the only way he could and despite his desertion of her, my father did love our mother deeply. Of that I’m absolutely certain. It wasn’t conventional love. Their turbulent relationship began in lust and ended in recrimination. Nevertheless, between them there was passion and, I believe, a form of love.

Either way, in all honesty, I confess openly to having been relieved that my estranged father and brother remained in Assam. There, with hard manual labour as an ally, they expected to assuage their grief. They had a common purpose, a panacea to their unity of loss.

Had they travelled from Dibrugarh to London, aside from the journey time causing them to miss the funeral service by several weeks, undoubtedly they would have been as awkward and ill at ease with their surroundings as we children were when first we set foot ashore at Victoria Docks some twenty years before.

As it was, I had my own grief to confront, my own sense of injustice to rage against, dual grief in fact. I had that of a daughter for a mother, and then, scarcely before it was begun, I faced head-on the grief of a granddaughter for a grandfather. Neither demanded less than my full attention.

But there was also my grandmother and sister to consider. Quite simply, the former was bereft. To lose a daughter and then her husband of so many years in rapid succession was almost too much for my elderly grandmother’s fragile heart to bear.

But bear the losses she did, like a stoic of old. My grandmother was a daughter of empire, a woman with the fortitude of a lion. She was bent and twisted by the wind of her tragedy. She was bowed but didn’t break.

In the few remaining years she had left, she had no intention of permitting physical frailty to triumph over a devoutly held belief that God would take her when he was good and ready and not a moment sooner. In the meantime, she had a moral duty to grasp life by the horns.

Denied though she was of her two most precious companions, self-pity and defeatism weren’t luxuries she afforded herself, nor ones to which she believed she was entitled.

By contrast, my sister Katherine possessed no such Spartan instincts. She was neither matriarch nor Christian. The unfairness of death came as something of a bewilderment to her. She resented it and cringed from the pain, refusing adamantly to accept there could be anything positive to be drawn from the death of two people she adored.

The loss of our mother was most keenly felt, I suspect. It was as if some unknown assailant had stabbed a sharp knife into my sister’s heart. Instinctively, she reached for me like a crippled man might stretch out an arm for a crutch, and duty dictated that I do no less than make myself available, ever close by her side. In doing so, I took upon my shoulders the responsibility of a third and equally pressing burden of grief.

These were hard times for all of us, hard days and harder nights. It would have been a comfort to have had my brother nearby. However, I fully understood why he chose to remain in Assam. He was at his work and at the side of a father whose pain, though I barely knew him, I suspected was true enough.

Leaving 32 Princes Gate was the final wrench, but it was necessary. It was a house with a history. Within its walls was held a lifetime of memories so vivid, so tangible that to stay was a torture none of us could endure.

So, we moved away; my grandmother to Shenfield, Katherine and I to Fulham. Each of us was determined to begin anew. And in doing so, day by day, the pain of grief waned like a spring tide ebbing, imperceptible but constant until the day arrived when the thirst for life exceeded the stranglehold of death.

I was 34, my sister just 29. I was a widow still unwilling to shed my widow’s weeds, still reluctant to start anew. Katherine was a young woman of quite extraordinary artistic talent, a talent which far exceeded anything her Aunt Katherine achieved or, for that matter, her not much lamented dead husband, Mr Kenneth.

She was also exclusively attracted to her own sex. She was a true Bohemian. Like our mother, she wore her hair boyishly short. She also wore loose trousers and masculine shirts. But, uniquely within the Chase family, she courted the attention of pretty young women of similar sexuality.

Until we moved to Fulham, for the most part this aspect of her nature was kept concealed, never paraded in front of my grandparents or within the walls of 32 Princes Gate. Of course, being as astute as my grandmother was, by no means the simpleton she was wont to play.

I’m reasonably certain she suspected. Of course, our mother did know. She knew everything about her children, embraced everything and encouraged us at all times to be true to ourselves, not letting society or dogma dictate our lives.

However, Katherine’s homosexuality wasn’t something I experienced firsthand until we shared a home together. And though some might think it scandalous, a perversion subject to the severest censure and deserving of punishment, I have no intention of going that route.

Suffice it to say that my sister is a lesbian. She was a lesbian in a decade when such things, though frowned upon by the church and state, were rapidly becoming not merely tolerated by the post-war generation but accepted.

Young men and women of the 20s believed earnestly that life was for living, that the past dictates of clerical and secular principles were the very same as led a whole generation into the mayhem of mass extermination, the memories of which were still so vivid.

Young men and women of the 20s were hell-bent on rejecting what had gone before. They were intent upon open rebellion against truths and morals which had proven themselves so hideously flawed. Four million deaths showed conclusively the extent of past corruptions.

To be a homosexual in the 20s and to declare it openly was still to risk the rigours of the law and invited predictions of eternal damnation from members of the clergy. However, the credibility of both institutions stood for nought in the light of their catastrophic legacy.

Katherine was who she was. She neither hid from the truth of her sexuality nor did she try to deny it. When she loved, she did so with honesty and integrity, not for a moment using her relationships to shock or challenge. And throughout, I respected her.

Our home in Fulham wasn’t a den of iniquity, a place bereft of morality. Rather, it bore witness to a new kind of honesty and, for me at least, proved itself a period of considerable happiness. I wasn’t particularly successful in securing for myself a new and lasting relationship. However, Katherine was, and to witness her in love and happy was a pleasure it’s hard to quantify.

I believe that my sister was then and remains to this day the best of my mother’s three children. She isn’t flawless. She carries an echo of that same whimsicality which landed our Aunt Katherine in hot water during her youth and culminated in such sorrow in later years. In addition, she also has a streak of the stubborn in her which comes directly from our mother.

Worse still and, quite dangerously, she fails ever to be convinced of the malice in others. However, she’s immeasurably generous in her dealings with even the most passing of acquaintances, tolerant to the point of sainthood with my eternally laboured approach to life and, when in love, devoted in a manner which must bring untold joy to the recipient.

I was therefore neither shocked nor disappointed by her apparently deviant sexual preferences. In fact, within days of being made aware of them, I developed an ambivalence which surprised even me.

Home at Redcliffe Gardens was therefore a haven, a place of harmony, optimism and hope for the future. By the spring of 1925, we were settled, so settled, in fact, that I found ample time to reflect upon the course of my life up to and beyond the death of our mother.

But, for the most part, Katherine was first in my thoughts. Her career as an artist blossomed, albeit that, rather than pursue the traditional route of entering major works into the Royal Academy and attaching herself to a respected gallery in Piccadilly, she devoted herself to the smaller but select arena of book illustration.

And, as it happens, she chose wisely. She was in constant demand from several established publishing houses and was commissioned to produce illustrations for a range of classic and more contemporary children’s literature.

By then she was also in a committed and extremely fond relationship with a young debutante who’d come up to London the previous season from her family home in Suffolk.

Barbara ‘Babs’ Stacy-Waddy was charming, more intelligent than I would have expected of a girl from her somewhat limited if privileged background, and almost certainly concealed from her respectable parents any hint of her true sexual leanings.

The only thing that concerned me was her age. She was eleven years the junior of Katherine. Consequently, setting aside the moral implications of engaging in a lesbian relationship, Babs wasn’t living in London as a free agent.

As often as not, therefore, in order to share much of her time with Katherine, she found herself having to deceive, if not lie outright, the aunt and uncle with whom she was officially resident in an elegant, terraced house just off Sloane Square.

While I couldn’t bring myself to voice disapproval of an affair which clearly brought so much happiness to both parties, I found myself increasingly uncomfortable at being dragged, however subtly, into what became something of a tangled web of lies in order to avoid detection.

Babs’ aunt and uncle were very nice people and, where family was concerned, clearly generous with their hospitality. I loathed the idea that one day they would uncover the truth and realise just how many lies they were subjected to in order to maintain and prolong the deceit.

By way of consolation, I chose to overlook the worst consequences should Babs and Katherine be found out. I pretended, without any particular conviction, that for an indefinite period they might be able to continue on undetected. Of course, I was living in a fool’s dream. Ultimately it would all end in tears, of that I was certain.

However, burying my head in the sand and going along with the two conspirators was the easy option, easier than coping with the tragic consequences should their love be unmasked. To see my sister so happy, so complete, was intoxicating. Rightly or wrongly, I couldn’t bring myself to sabotage that happiness.

By way of a diversion, therefore, I turned the spotlight on to myself. In the same spring that Katherine deflowered the virginal Miss Barbara Stacy-Waddy, I met for the first time a certain Lord Henry John Fitzroy Sparrow of Dorking, or, more simply, Lord Dorking.





Chapter Two

For my part, it would be a good idea perhaps if, at this point, I admitted an uncanny coincidence of fates between my mother and myself. As personalities, we were different in many ways. For instance, she was a remarkably intelligent woman, not excessively intellectual perhaps, but intelligent.

She was also a deeper thinker than I, though she wasn’t necessarily associated with an over-cautious mind. She was also, and I know this from diarised accounts of the men who seemed ready to tread hot coals to possess her, a woman of considerable sexual magnetism.

Of course, these attributes, namely intelligence, wit and sexual allure, weren’t essentially desirable in a young woman during the last quarter of the 19th century. They were perfectly fine in the middle of the more liberated 1920s, but in Victorian England by and large they were frowned upon.

My mother was fortunate therefore to have been blessed with a father who not only admired such characteristics in a young woman but actively encouraged them, particularly in his eldest daughter. Furthermore, he would have done so for my aunts Margaret and Katherine, with equal vigour had they demanded it of him.

Unfortunately, by all accounts and with the limited knowledge I have of them, Aunt Margaret was a timid, introverted and rather dower young woman while Aunt Katherine proved herself just plain silly, paying a dear price for that silliness.

On the other hand, while I am my mother’s daughter and proudly so, I claim no more than reasonable intelligence. I do also possess a sense of humour—though certainly not a rapier wit—something for which my mother was famed at dinner parties and which, occasionally, brought trouble down upon herself for its overuse with people less able to appreciate it.

More significantly, in the differences between us, I studiously avoid too much introspection and analysis. Generally speaking, my philosophy leans towards the notion that what’s done is done and can’t be undone. Thus, why torment oneself with deep and sometimes painful introspection?

‘Qué será, será.’ That’s my rather clichéd motto.

And while it may not be as admirable as the approach to life of my mother, I’m content. I also feel reasonably at ease with the fact that while my looks and general appearance aren’t usually considered offensive to the eye, members of the opposite sex don’t necessarily trip over themselves getting to my front door or luring me into their beds.

Thus, I come back to our similarities. While I don’t tend to think of myself as the clone of my mother, not a mirror reflection, I am her daughter, and the course of our adult lives has acquired at times eerie parallels. Sometimes, it’s been as if we were like two comets on the same trajectory.

In her early 20s and quite against her better instincts, my mother met and fell in love with a young officer by the name of William Radford, recently returned from service in India.

After the briefest of courtships, they became engaged. However, within months she lost him to cholera while he was aboard a ship travelling from Bombay to Karachi.

For myself, I came to adore and then marry a young army captain in the Dragoon Guards named Neville Kerr. I did so in the full knowledge that the odds of his survival weren’t in our favour. And sure enough, I was right. However, I expected better than he be killed on the Somme just three months after exchanging our vows.

And in that vein, I introduce you to the Honourable Henry Sparrow, 7th Lord Dorking; dear Henry, the man I chose after losing Neville. Henry was to be my rock, my guide, my loyal companion through thick and thin and all this in spite of him knowing full well I was never in love with him. But how do I begin to describe him?

We met, as is usually the case in all these events which turn the course of one’s life, by chance rather than by design. Nothing was planned.

Indeed, I would go further and say that the prospect of entertaining any kind of romantic liaison or serious relationship with a member of the opposite sex, and certainly not one which might end in marriage, couldn’t have been further from my thoughts.

It was nearly nine years since I lost Neville to the Hun. I’d long since ceased to wear black, and my mind was resolved to move forward rather than live permanently in the past.

Neville was a tender, extremely fond, if sometimes painful, memory, made slightly easier to bear perhaps by the fact that our love was cut so short. We never had the time to experience the best of each other. Nevertheless, I was content with my lot, the widow Mrs Neville Kerr.

However, one particularly fine day in June 1925, Babs and Katherine were invited to join a party of young studs for a race day at Brooklands. Naturally enough, I was encouraged to go with them. This wasn’t unusual. Quite often, I was invited to ‘make up the numbers’.

This I suspected was in part because my sister liked to think of herself as something of a matchmaker, convinced in her own mind that I yearned secretly to shed my widow’s weeds.

It was equally plausible, however, that she thought of me as a convenient safety valve, a precautionary device invented to deflect suspicion and throw would-be denouncers of her relationship with Babs off the scent.

It was a sensible precaution and a charade in which I was ready to collude as regularly as she felt the need. Only in respect of my being unhappy with my lot as a single woman was she some way off the mark.

In this instance and on the occasion of this particular outing, I confess I was entirely uninspired by the sport of motor racing. This was in marked contrast to my mother.

She, I well recall, was fascinated by the invention and development of the motor car—much in the same way as she was when, as a young woman, she wrote at considerable length of her excited impressions at the newly invented Gatling gun as shown at the International Inventions Exhibition in London during May of 1885.

While there, as well as being repulsed by so horrific a weapon of war, she was also fascinated by its ingenuity.

My agreeing to accompany Babs and Katherine therefore was based not so much on any real enthusiasm for the sport, but more on a sense of not wanting to spoil their enjoyment of the day. Besides, the weather was fine, and I had little else to do.

I was also intrigued to witness what I imagined would become the growing frustration of our male escorts, as during the course of the day their female companions, namely Babs and Katherine, resisted all their flirtatious overtures or amorous advances.

I doubted the poor young men knew anything of the devotion between Katherine and Babs. I also suspected that the invitation to Brooklands was heavily laced with unspoken desires.

Certainly, I wasn’t looking for thrills from either the racing or the racy dialogue. Therefore, I recognised the potential for some innocent mischief-making. Racing cars or no racing cars, it promised to be a lively occasion.

We left from Waterloo station at nine in the morning and arrived about an hour later at Weybridge.

After some adjustments to the original roll call, eventually there were seven in our party: Babs, Katherine and myself and four eminently eligible young bachelors, all of whom were of a type, if not entirely alike, and, by way of nothing at all, not one of them to my taste.

For one thing, they were all below the age of 30 and therefore too boyish for a widow of 38.

From Weybridge, we took an open-top bus to the track, one of many such vehicles laid on to cater for the hordes of racing fans come down from London for the day. Consequently, there was something of a party mood.

All on board the buses were racegoers and therefore, however briefly, of kindred spirit, brothers and sisters in arms gathering to share the thrill of speed and the dangerous or disastrous consequences of same.

As an aside, while we travelled the five miles or so from Weybridge station to Brooklands, on the upper, open deck of the bus, I was reminded of another entry in my mother’s diary.

On one occasion, she, with all other members of the Chase family, spent a week in a rented house nearby on the banks of the Thames. In those days, her entertainment was restricted to quiet walks along the towpath, tea parties and visits to the Vicarage at Byfleet to become reacquainted with an old friend of the family; how times had changed.

Anyway, back to the case in hand. Literally thousands of spectators were gathered to watch this 20th-century gladiatorial contest. Speed, it seemed, was becoming the dominant feature of the 1920s.

Speed was everything: motor cars, trains, planes, athletes and even the pace of everyday life. Land speed records, air speed records, even the speed with which the hems of women’s dresses travelled from the ankle to just below the knee.

I wasn’t critical of it. Indeed, to a greater or lesser extent, I enjoyed being a part of it, particularly that part which encouraged the speedy liberation of women in general from the pre-war yoke of masculine dominance.

However, racing cars weren’t simply speed machines, and Brooklands itself was no ordinary racetrack. Young men regularly died while competing at Brooklands. Hugely powerful motor cars, driven at absurdly high speeds without the least regard for personal safety, were prone to collision and accident.

At Brooklands, with its steeply banked circuit and notoriously uneven concrete surface, when one of these thoroughbred beasts overstretched itself, it very well could and would leave the circuit.

Then, fully out of control, it would launch itself temporarily but catastrophically into flight, the method and path of its landing so often resulting in the death of its driver and any number of spectators unfortunate enough to be caught up in the crash landing.

I was a widow. My young husband was taken from me by the ravages of war. I was given no choice in the matter. Nor was my husband. I found it somewhat difficult therefore to appreciate a spectacle which encouraged you men and sometimes even women deliberately to court death in so cavalier and breathtaking a fashion, purely for their amusement and that of others.

But death is not amusing, natural or otherwise. Nor is it a pastime. It’s permanent, often bloody, always ugly and invariably leaves in its wake innocents such as me who are compelled to live with the consequences. To my perhaps naive way of thinking, Brooklands and everything it represented was a somewhat hideous example of man’s innate ability to squander the gift of life.

To die for a worthy cause possesses at least a modicum of merit, though in my opinion not much. To embrace the possibility of death by way of a thrill, however, is irresponsible at best. And to pay good money in the expectation, if not the subconscious hope, of witnessing at firsthand such calamity is mildly grotesque.

Pious reflection to one side, however, I decided to embrace our day at Brooklands in the spirit and mood intended by my companions. I determined to reap my reward in observing at close quarters two people of whom I was extremely fond, namely my sister Katherine and Babs, as they enjoyed the day in public and the closest possible proximity to each other.

I also anticipated untold pleasure in the spectacle of four vain young men individually and collectively bent on attracting attention towards themselves.

My attention, I’m sorry to confess because it only serves to highlight my hypocrisy, was drawn away shortly after our arrival and as we decamped from the bus. The first thing I noticed, not more than a few yards away, was a gleaming six-cylinder open Bentley standing at rest in the paddock.

Of course, I had no idea how many cylinders it possessed, nor even what a cylinder was. For that matter, I wouldn’t have recognised the Bentley marque from any other. All this detailed information came later. The car was, however, a massive but elegant mechanical beast, painted all over in the most luxurious dark green, and it shone in the sunlight.

Clearly it was a true thoroughbred among motor cars, and as much as I hesitated to admire it, as much indeed as I tried not to admire it, I couldn’t help myself. Gradually I inched myself closer until, had I outstretched my arm, I could have touched its gleaming metal bonnet.

‘Not bad is she?’ came a quiet male voice from behind me, catching me so off my guard I was both startled and guilty at the same time.

‘Beautiful,’ I replied, hesitantly, wondering how the words ‘beautiful’ had sprung from my lips.

He was about 50 years old, I supposed; tall, lean and unprovocative in his looks. He also had the most wayward shock of dark, curly hair.

‘She’ll do well over a hundred, you know,’ he declared proudly, assuming presumably that I would be readily impressed.

‘Really,’ I replied, trying to sound as if I had the slightest notion of what ‘well over a hundred’ might feel like.

It was only later in our conversation he realised my duplicity and accused me in the most polite and friendly manner of not being remotely interested in racing.

This was a stark observation but true.

‘I’m afraid not,’ I admitted, which, of course, should have been an end to it, it being our brief encounter.

However, he didn’t seem to resent at all my lack of enthusiasm. That I was there simply to make up the numbers of a party, the majority of whom I urged him to believe were indeed motor racing devotees, didn’t deter him a jot.

Instead, while he busied himself with what I presumed to be a catalogue of essential pre-race last-minute preparations, I was persuaded from wandering off into the gathering crowd.

Continually, he quizzed me on a range of trivia which included the weather, my train journey from Waterloo and my opinion of his brown leather racing helmet. This he assured me was one and the same he’d worn during the war as a fighter pilot over the fields of Flanders.

For my part, I learned his name was Henry Sparrow, that he’d come some twenty miles to get to the circuit and that he was quite expecting to return home with a trophy to his name.

I didn’t discover he was the Honourable Henry Sparrow until his mechanic appeared on the scene, heaving a huge can of fuel and addressing him repeatedly as my lord.

Thereafter, I felt decidedly uncomfortable and out of my depth. I knew nothing of racing cars in general, less about Bentleys in particular and wasn’t at all used to being in the company of aristocracy.

Of course, that was true unless I counted as aristocracy my paternal grandfather Trevelyan Dunn who, when he was alive, I was given to believe ruled a small corner of Upper Assam every bit as if he were king of all he surveyed.

However, this was a tranche of English society which even in the 1920s, by dint of class and wealth, remained somewhat remote from the majority of mere mortals.

Regardless of my grandfather or the reputation he garnered, I was a middle-class orphan. Until the age of twelve, I rarely wore shoes on my feet, let alone mixed with the higher echelons. On the other hand, I warmed to the fact that this lord was pleasantly and surprisingly self-effacing.

This implied perhaps that his position and wealth were so familiar to him, so ingrained as to have him appear unremarkable. He had no need for the nouveau riche obsession of displaying and projecting a newfound affluence. As unlikely as it might have appeared, he treated me as his equal. Either that or, to amuse himself, he chose to ignore our disparate status.

Somewhat unsettled by the revelation and implication of the my lord, I took it as my cue to melt away. But my host was having none of it and, for some unaccountable reason, I was easily persuaded to linger.

We were parted from each other only when he announced it was time to race. As he climbed into his chariot, he urged me to support his efforts and, in a gesture which was positively Arthurian, he handed me his scarf to hold until his return, his colours as it were and should I choose to accept them, a talisman to his good fortune.

I had no choice. My receipt of his scarf was instinctive. He offered it in my direction. Without a second thought, I took it. It meant nothing, and yet it meant everything. It was a token and carried with it, hidden at the time, a poignancy I can’t, in hindsight, adequately emphasise.

Then he started the engine on his proud steed. All further conversation was impossible above the thunder of six cylinders demanding to be heard. A moment or two later, with a casual wave of the hand, he was gone. He was off to take his place in the starting line of twenty racers all eager to jostle for a place of advantage on the rolling start lap.

I was alone when the race began. A short distance away, I could see Katherine, Babs and their male entourage. They were standing in a huddle some thirty yards off. But I made no motion to join them.

Instead, I stood alone, impervious to the clamour of the crowd, the excruciating din of twenty motors all roaring in unison and mindless to Katherine’s frequent arm gestures signalling me to make my way over.

The problem was, I was transfixed. The race was one hundred miles long, a mere dash, I was informed by motor racing standards of the day. Quickly I lost count of the laps.

All I could do, all I was permitted to do, was to watch as my champion flew past every few minutes, the great green bonnet of his car sometimes more, sometimes less distinctive than his fellow competitors, but somehow the only one of interest. All else was a raucous, high-speed blur.

At the chequered flag, it was announced over loudspeaker that Lord Henry Sparrow and his Bentley had come a close second. The winning garland and gleaming silver trophy went to a flame-red Stutz driven by a gentleman with an extremely Italian-sounding name.

Other statistics recorded that nine other cars completed the race, six retired due to mechanical failure, and two crashed, resulting in severe damage to the cars but not to their drivers. Regretfully, however, there was one fatality.

Out of my sight, fortunately, one car lost a wheel some twenty laps into the race. It somersaulted several times before coming to rest upside down at the top of the steep banking, its unprotected occupant given little or no chance of surviving the impact.

This announcement left me feeling cold. Apparently, however, it did little to dampen Henry’s spirits or his enjoyment of the day. He returned to the paddock only disappointed he was run into second place on the very last lap. Otherwise, he was fired up by the adrenaline of the occasion.

He acknowledged the fatality, expressed a degree of sorrow but wasn’t in the least perturbed or put off by it. A comrade in arms had fallen, but that was the nature of the beast.

Motor racing was dangerous. That was precisely why he loved it. If his life wasn’t at risk, if there wasn’t the least chance each time he raced that it would be placed in jeopardy, then what was the point?

It was an attitude I found hard, if not impossible, to comprehend, then or later. Nonetheless, it was an attitude neither Henry nor any of his fellow competitors were minded to shrink from.

No matter how many of them died, no matter how horrific or tragic the circumstances of their deaths, no racing driver worthy of the name would be dissuaded from competing in the next race or any thereafter.

Faced with so blunt a truth, so forcefully expressed and with absolutely no room for manoeuvre, I should perhaps have walked away. I should have gone home from Brooklands bent on never venturing near to it or any other race circuit again.

So opposed was I to the racing driver philosophy, so appalled was I by their apparent disregard for life, their whimsical abuse of its privilege, that I should have bid a permanent adieu to my newfound aristocratic friend. I should have returned straight away to my more respectful and sensible body of acquaintances.

However, I didn’t. Yes, I returned to London with Katherine, Babs and four fawning ‘would-be’ suitors, but I couldn’t dismiss from my mind the look of quite extraordinary elation in Henry’s eyes when he returned to the paddock after the race.

His face was blackened by oil stains, his arms cramped from the strain of keeping such a ferocious beast on the track for one hundred miles at an average speed of eighty miles an hour, and his eyes were like those of a tiger during the hunt.

When, therefore, some weeks later, an invitation landed on my doorstep in Redcliffe Gardens to accompany my newfound friend to Le Mans for the twenty-four-hour endurance race, I didn’t hesitate.

Henry Sparrow, Lord Dorking, wasn’t a charismatic man. He was also no Valentino or Fairbanks. He reminded me rather more of a schoolteacher or librarian.

Clearly motor racing was a hobby the preserve of wealthy men. Six-cylinder Bentleys were expensive toys. And clearly also his mechanic’s insistence upon using at all times the prefix of ‘my lord’ for every verbal communication alerted one to his status.

However, as an individual, Henry, as I soon became used to calling him, didn’t project either wealth or position. He was quietly spoken, reluctant to take centre stage unless he was holding a victor’s trophy aloft and clearly denied himself the benefits of a Savile Row tailor.

As often as not he might aptly be described as shabby although I preferred to think of him as eccentrically unkempt. In this way, his obsession for motor racing and his somewhat threadbare appearance could be forgiven.

What I did discover in Henry was a mature sensitivity I hadn’t encountered in any man since the death of my maternal grandfather. In page after page of her diaries, my mother exposed the truly unique qualities of her father, and later still I came to experience for myself his capacity to display sincere but measured empathy.

Henry wasn’t my grandfather. In so many respects they were as chalk and cheese. For instance, unlike my grandfather, he wasn’t a studious man. Neither was he a self-professed liberal. However, there were degrees of similarity, enough at least to have me often compare the two.

It isn’t perhaps so surprising therefore, and it most certainly wasn’t to Katherine, that after attending the Le Mans twenty-four-hour race, followed by two further visits to Brooklands, I accepted at the first time of asking Henry’s hand in marriage.

‘About bloody time,’ was Katherine’s pithy response to the news of our engagement.

On 2 October 1885, my mother agreed to marry Major Jonathan Cole, the then acting commanding officer of a small army garrison in Landi Kotal, hard up against the border of India and Afghanistan. She wasn’t in love, held few expectations that marriage to this man would lead to love and even fewer illusions, if any, that her future husband felt differently.

At that time and in that place, theirs was a coming together based solely upon a mutual desire for security, companionship and a future together in India. In the simplest understanding of the term, it was intended to be and subsequently grew to become a marriage of convenience.

Precisely, the same motives and exactly the same emotional detachment encouraged me to entertain the idea of becoming the future Lady Dorking. The only glaring disparity was that while Major Jonathan Cole took my mother’s hand in marriage in the cause of pragmatism, I realised quite early on in our relationship that Henry was actually in love.

I wasn’t, but he was. For me, nothing could have been further from my mind. For him, nothing else was on his mind, and it began, he claimed, the day he handed me his scarf before the commencement of that first race at Brooklands.

At the time, it struck me as no more than a quaint gesture. He, on the other hand, considered it the mark of a man in earnest. Even then, even at that moment when our relationship was barely minutes old, and I was no more than a stranger to him, he was decided.

I was destined to become his wife and, had I but known it, he would have gone to the ends of the earth on bended knees and endured any hardship to claim me.

Understandably, there were those who, knowing my situation as a long-time widow of a certain age, assumed, quite logically, I picked him as a convenient catch and set my stall out to ensnare him. After all, by general consensus he was an extremely desirable catch.

To land a titled and wealthy man, regardless of his physical shortcomings or rather featureless personality, was an astute if mildly cynical method of securing one’s future. And, if I’m honest, there was a grain of truth in such criticism.

However, I didn’t marry Henry because I had a fancy to join the aristocracy. Nor was I on the prowl for a wealthy benefactor. The style of my early upbringing left me reasonably unimpressed by material possessions or the trappings of wealth.

In all honesty, I can say that although, like most women I suspect, I’m subject to a certain degree of vanity, I didn’t agree to become Lady Dorking simply because my future husband was besotted with me. In fact, the somewhat alarming imbalance in our respective emotions caused me grave concern. It was perhaps the single most significant reason I paused for thought.

His Spaniel-like affection, the absurd impression he gave that I could do no wrong, that in his eyes I was flawless, gave rise to serious consideration that over time I might find such blind devotion tediously claustrophobic.

No, in the final analysis, and believe me I gave the matter of his proposal considerable thought before taking the plunge, I married Henry for many of the same reasons my mother chose to attach herself to an army major she barely knew and whose prospects were far from certain.

Like my mother, I needed a companion. I was lonely, more lonely than I could imagine possible. I was also drawn to the idea of having a guardian, someone to watch over and protect me.

Then, of course, very much like my mother and like most sane people, I suspect, I wanted a friend, someone to stand by my side, support me, believe in me and listen with compassion to my sorrows. Lastly, I looked forward once more to being held in the arms of a man.

Don’t mistake me. Henry was no Don Juan. He was by no means the man of my dreams. However, he didn’t revolt me. I had no idea in advance if he would be a good lover, but of one thing I was sure; he would be kind.

Thus, pragmatism triumphed over girlish whims and fantasy. And fortunately, Katherine couldn’t have been more supportive or approving. She knew me. Of all people, she understood both my needs and my motives.

She had no truck with the envious gossip of those whose pretence at friendship fell short of the mark when it was most called for. I was neither a gold digger nor an impatient social climber.

This Katherine knew without any protestations from me. Those who chose to think otherwise only proved in doing so they misunderstood the obligations of true friendship.

Of course, in many respects Katherine was repaying favours. Throughout her highly secretive relationship with Babs, I’d lent both moral and practical support: moral support in constantly urging them to believe what they were doing was acceptable as long as it was founded in love and practical support in regularly aiding and abetting them in the various methods of subterfuge they employed to conceal the truth of their affair.

When necessary, I helped to maintain the charade of their platonic friendship and, when appropriate, encouraged them to exploit the deep bond of affection fully they’d developed one for the other.

In short, we did as true sisters should. At a time in our lives, while living apart from the frail and limited support of our grandmother, we were essentially alone in the world with little else but each other to fall back on.

Naturally enough, I felt duty-bound to send a telegram to my brother in Assam who, in turn, no doubt, would immediately pass on the happy tidings to our father. Their approval wasn’t a significant element in my decision-making. However, I felt keenly a duty to keep them up to date with the progress or otherwise of mine and Katherine’s life in England.

I didn’t for a moment expect either of them to attend the wedding. All I hoped for was an acknowledgement and perhaps their blessing. The latter would have been a bonus, but not the be-all and end-all. A response and some sort of recognition would be enough to satisfy the dignity of our estranged relationships.

Though I was extremely fond of my brother, I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in many years. With regard to my father, the situation was worse still. In reality, he’d become a virtual stranger to all of us. Basically, I knew him only by name and reputation.

And in that at least I was inclined to believe that the mighty head of the Dunn clan and master of the Dunn Tea Company would rather relish the idea of being linked by marriage to a member of the aristocracy.

Consequently, at 03:30 precisely on a very wet afternoon, 22 October 1925, I became officially Mrs Henry Sparrow, Lady Dorking.

The service which was held at St Martin’s Church in the centre of Dorking was attended by a veritable host, comparatively few of whom I have to confess sat on the bride’s side.

Afterwards, the throng swelled even more at our reception, which was held at the family seat perched as it was atop a steep hill overlooking the village of Mickleham.

On the side of the bride were my grandmother, seemingly indefatigable, my sister Katherine, a small assemblage of friends including, of course, Babs who, with impeccable selflessness, kept a discreet distance from the woman she loved throughout the occasion. Last but not least, Great-Uncle Tom very kindly agreed to give me away.

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx





Chapter Three

Sadly, the day of my wedding was the last time I saw or spoke to my Great-Uncle Tom. At the time, none of us knew it, but he was really quite ill. He walked upright, looked proud and gave no hint that his days were numbered.

But they were. A month to the day after Henry and I exchanged our vows, Uncle Tom retired one evening to a favourite chair in his study and didn’t reappear when my grandmother summoned him to the dinner table.

The verdict was that he died of natural causes, the precise nature of which I don’t know. Suffice it to say, he was old and tired. His body had gone on long enough.

It’s with some irony, therefore, that the first official function I attended after being elevated to the role of Lady Dorking was a sad one. Henry and I drove to Shenfield in foul weather on the last day of November.

It rained throughout the night and showed no signs of stopping. This was as inconvenient as it was unpleasant. However, it did add appropriate gravitas to an occasion which it has to be said isn’t normally best served by sunshine.

My grandmother led the way into the small, neat church. As senior member of the family, she was chief mourner. The eulogy, however, was given by an extremely rickety old gentleman who professed to have been Uncle Tom’s ‘good and long-time friend’.

During the service he provided no further insight into their relationship, nor was my grandmother much disposed to enlighten me afterwards.

So, it was left at that. Great-Uncle Tom, whom I knew and recalled only as a kind old gentleman, passed from this life to the next and in doing so, bequeathed the bulk of his estate to my grandmother, including, of course, the house which had served as her home since leaving 32 Princes Gate.

To Katherine and me, he left an equal and not insubstantial sum of money as presumably he did to his other great-nephews and nieces. However, to me he left one other item, the value of which I wasn’t immediately aware.

Since Uncle Tom had no children of his own and my grandfather and grandmother produced no sons, I was the eldest daughter of an eldest daughter, a detail I mention only because it explains perhaps why this rather unusual legacy went to me rather than to my younger brother John, the rightful male heir.

In the chill autumn of 1925, when I inherited it, Cherry Tree Farm in the village of Sendham in Suffolk was a somewhat dilapidated 17th-century cottage.

It nestled tidily within the shadow of a fine Norman flintstone church and was bordered on two sides by a meandering stream. To the rear were the open marshlands of the Sendham floodplains, in summer months fit for grazing cattle, in the winter a vast green sponge.

Back in the previous century, what originated as three attached but separate labourers’ cottages were converted to produce a single dwelling. The conversion was crudely done, and successive tenants enjoyed few of the normal domestic conveniences. There was no electricity and no running water. Only a well in the garden provided the most basic of necessities.

All in all, it was an uninspiring property and its land, amounting as it did to a modest three quarters of an acre, made mockery of the title ‘farm’. Indeed, it was barely even a small holding although there was a kitchen garden and a greenhouse which, when I saw it for the first time, had long since ceased to be fit for purpose.

Quite why it was called Cherry Tree Farm. The Cherry Tree Farm was a mystery clearly lost in the annals of time. There was no land to farm and not a single cherry tree to be seen within half a mile. As mildly puzzling as this was, however, I was more intrigued by my great-uncle’s motives for leaving it to me.

I’d never been to Suffolk and never expressed a particular interest in doing so. Furthermore, at the time of writing his will, I doubted my uncle could have foreseen a future in which I would have recourse to inhabit such a place or the desire to do so.

Nevertheless, under the terms of his will, I became owner of Cherry Tree Farm and thus landlord to an elderly couple who’d occupied it for the previous thirty years. The rent paid was peppercorn, the tenancy assured and, quite obviously, their desire to affect even the most basic of improvements none at all.

I therefore doubted the privilege of being gifted such a place and initially set my sights on disposing of it at the earliest possible convenience. Two things, however, persuaded me not to act precipitously. Firstly, and wisely, Henry pointed out that land and property were the best and most secure of assets one could own.

His family were wealthy. Over generations, a considerable part of their fortune was acquired through or invested in both land and bricks and mortar.

The ‘Dorking’ estates amounted not only to farms and property in the vicinity of Dorking itself, but there were also farms in Scotland, substantial numbers of tenanted terraces in Southwest London, various tracts of commercial land in the industrial Midlands and even holdings of timber forests in Canada.

There was also a villa in the South of France which I came to know well as a second home.

Henry himself was a shareholder of Brooklands, home to his beloved racetrack. Subsequently it was expanded to become the site for Brooklands airfield, the practical use of which was escalated dramatically after the advent of another war with Germany in 1939.

But there was a second, less definable, reason which gave me pause in my immediate inclination to do away with Uncle Tom’s rather unusual legacy.

During the latter years of the 19th century, my mother came to know well and fall in love with a tea garden in Upper Assam by the name of Mancotta. It wasn’t hers. It was the home of Marjorie and Jack Laws, pioneer tea planters who, over a lifetime, wrestled the estate from the unforgiving jungle with their bare hands.

Yet, to my mother it was a magical place, a petty paradise on earth. In her many volumes of diaries, she wrote of it with the deepest affection. At Mancotta, she encountered two people she came to love and admire, two people who, for a period of time, substituted the parental care she’d left behind in London when first she sailed for India.

However, after the deaths of Marjorie and Jack, a deserted Mancotta became for my mother a place of quiet reflection, of solace from her own particular and sometimes unbearable sorrows.

There she found a beauty and tranquillity she couldn’t replicate at Shahjan, the home where Katherine, John and I grew up as children before our enforced repatriation to England in 1902.

Nearly thirty years on, I didn’t expect Cherry Tree Farm to hold the same magic as Mancotta. I’d visited Mancotta. I was only a child when we upped and left Assam, but I’d learned to understand and appreciate a little of what my mother found there.

In truth therefore, I had no particular desire to visit Suffolk. However, in some strange way for which I can’t adequately account and with Henry’s words of wisdom on the benefits of land ownership ringing in my ears, I delayed my initial impulse to dispose of it.

I was newlywed and ‘Cheshire cat’ happy, at least, according to Katherine, who begrudged me not one iota the opportunity for happiness I’d grasped in marrying Henry. I was also girlishly excited at the prospect of adapting to my new life as Lady Dorking, a challenge I didn’t in any way underestimate.

I had but one minor trouble in the world. Now married, I had no need of a home in Fulham. My time at Redcliffe Gardens was at an end and despite all the bounty that had so recently come my way, leaving Katherine in London to fend for herself wasn’t done with any relish.

Tears were shed on all sides, with Babs, strangely, appearing the most upset at my quitting for new pastures. Perhaps she realised better than Katherine a certain vulnerability my leaving placed upon the two of them.

In the second half of the 1920s, a decade which had seen a significant improvement in the freedoms and enfranchisement of women, there still remained a simple but unpalatable truth.

While three women sharing a home, two of whom were sisters, was an acceptable scenario, one which conveniently disguised the possibility of any moral compromise, two women cohabiting under the same roof, unrelated but quite obviously close, was altogether a different matter.

Such circumstances likely lent weight to general suspicion. Suspicion leads to gossip and gossip
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