

CHAPTER 1

England, 1918

Freddie cannot stomach much breakfast – no bacon, no porridge, not even Cook’s marmalade – only a dry piece of toast and some black tea. He glances around the dining room. It is the same as it ever was. Food steams on the side, next to the warm plates, the pot of tea, the milk leaving its creamy rim around the jug. His father nods and grunts behind the newspaper. His mother eats gracefully. His sister Ginny rubs at her bleary eyes; she needs more than tea to recover from last night’s party. She catches him watching, and the look prompts a stab of guilt in his gut, but then the ancient housemaid Jennings calls to say the car is here to take him to the station, and they are all manoeuvring their chairs back from the table, and following him out on to the steps.

It is late summer, and the air is warm, the sun already high above the trees, lighting the leaves so that they glow various shades of green: the wide-spreading cedars, the exuberant beeches, the burgeoning elms. In the distance, beyond the ha-ha, Freddie can see the fallow deer grazing the yellowing parkland beneath the twisted oaks. He breathes in deeply: it is the perfect day on which to start the rest of his life.

Jennings and the driver battle to get the trunk on to the roof of the car while Mrs Foley shouts instructions. Freddie’s parents and sister watch from the steps, toy figures against the backdrop of the vast house. He smiles. The truth is he cannot wait to leave. He has been working towards this moment for a year, and dreaming of it for far longer.

The trunk is secure. Jennings hobbles back into the short line of servants who wait expectantly. Mrs Foley dabs tears from her eyes. Freddie shakes their rheumy hands, nodding and saying a few kind words to each, trying to keep the excitement from his voice, trying to retain the same veneer of propriety that keeps their faces expressionless: but they must be aware of how he has longed for escape; they have known him all his life.

He moves from the two housemaids to the decrepit gardener Dibble, to Cook, to Jennings, and finally to Mrs Foley. ‘You’ve done well to keep the place going,’ he says. The housekeeper glances at her fingers, uncharacteristically lost for words. ‘Edward will return any day now: the war’s as good as over; the Allies are making huge advances. And when he does, he will employ an army of staff once more, and with you at the helm, it won’t take long to restore Coombe to its former glory.’

Mrs Foley nods and lifts her handkerchief to her eyes again, and he could reach out to give her a comforting pat, but that would never do. It is a relief when Ginny throws her arms around him with a sob. She is the only one happy to display her emotions, where even a shake of the hand can seem overdramatic. ‘I’ll miss you most of all,’ he mumbles into her dark hair.

‘Rot,’ she sniffs, stepping back. ‘You’ll forget all about us as soon as we’re out of sight.’ But she smiles wryly through her tears.

Freddie’s mother moves as if to embrace him too, then thinks better of it, and squeezes his hands instead. Her fingers are ice-cold, her sapphire earrings splashes of midnight blue against her skin, a colour that matches her eyes.

And finally, he stops in front of his father. ‘Good luck, son,’ says the earl, gripping Freddie firmly with one warm hand, and clapping him on the shoulder with the other. They stare for a moment, the grey eyes of each searching the other.

‘Come and visit?’ It is a question they both know the answer to. His father would never abandon his seat here for the weeks it takes to cross the ocean to Ceylon.

Freddie regards them for one last time: his family, his home, his life. His old life. He glances once more across the park. The top lake is sluggish, the water low and choked with weed, barely lapping at the dry, cracked mud at its edges. The lawns are patchy and unkempt. Even the great house, Coombe Hall – home to the Hemburys since medieval times – seems to be flagging, some of the chimneys leaning dangerously, the window frames rotting.

He shakes his head. It was never his problem.

He opens the passenger door, turns to wave, a foot, a leg in the car, the click of the door closing. He hears the crunch of gravel beneath tyres as the car begins to move. He twists for one last look at the people on the steps, silently whispers his last goodbye.

But they are not looking at him any more. They are looking beyond the departing car, along the drive, eyes wide, faces rigid. Freddie cranes his neck to see what they see.

The car grinds to a halt. In front of it, a boy is dismounting from his bicycle, mopping his brow as he looks up and surveys the tableau in front of him.

Freddie swallows, a loud sound in the silence of a world stood still. He grips the handle of the door fast, as if to keep it shut. He wants to shout to the driver to keep going, to order this boy out of the way, to fly on as fast as he can.

But the boy’s arrival forces Freddie to do the opposite, to step back out into that balmy Devon air, to take a deep, deep breath as he straightens his back, squares his shoulders, turns to face whatever is coming.

The messenger boy, face flushed, advances self-consciously, until he is only a yard away from Freddie. He fumbles in his pouch as he finds the envelope.

‘Earl of Hembury?’ he asks.

Freddie shakes his head. ‘His son.’ He has to force the words out of his dry mouth. He cannot take the telegram, because that will make whatever is inside it a reality. He wants to stop time. He wants to go back to yesterday, to lighting a cigarette, to playing croquet, to anywhere but this moment.

Then somehow his sister is by his side, her hand on his arm, tethering him to reality. He reaches out to take the envelope.

‘Thank you,’ says Ginny. The tone of her voice is curt and dismissive; the messenger knows that there will be no reply. He nods smartly and turns around. He wheels a safe distance away and then mounts the bicycle for the downhill, his relief tangible.

Ginny looks at her brother. Freddie looks at the envelope. His fingers work automatically, as if spurred on by some sense of duty. It is not addressed to him, but perhaps by opening it, he might protect his father from what is coming. He cannot read the words out loud. Instead he shows them silently to his sister, the letters crashing around his head, sharp like broken glass, shattering his dreams of freedom.




CHAPTER 2

‘But it leaves on Friday. I’ve rebooked my passage …’ Freddie tries not to let disappointment dissolve into anger.

‘You cannot take it.’ The earl is pale beneath his garden-browned skin, his body deflated like a spent balloon.

‘But I can’t miss another one. Matthew is waiting. I’m already three weeks late.’

‘Then a couple more won’t matter.’

‘It’s a crucial time …’

‘What could be more crucial than the whereabouts of your brother?’

The room falls silent, apart from the sound of Ginny biting her nails. Freddie bites his tongue, for what can he say, apart from that his world has always hinged on the whereabouts of his brother.

His father frowns. ‘We must prepare for the worst.’

‘Papa!’ Ginny reaches for his hand. ‘Don’t speak like that. The telegram says he’s missing, only missing.’

The earl opens his mouth, then closes it again, as if he has forgotten what he was going to say. Freddie turns away. The last three weeks might as well have been three years, the seconds dragging slowly, relentlessly onward. Missing. Only missing. Well, if only Edward would hurry up and be found, so that Freddie can be released. And then his spirits plunge further; he hates himself for this resentment.

The clock on the chimneypiece chimes. The earl releases his daughter’s hand, reaching instead for his pipe which he places in his mouth. He tamps it down, the movements automatic. He speaks from the corner of his mouth: ‘Frederick, why don’t you come to the estate manager’s meeting this morning?’

Freddie is surprised: he has never been party to such meetings before. ‘Of course. If you really think I can help,’ he says, a bubble of pride lifting his shoulders, making him stand taller.

The earl strikes a match and holds its tiny flame close to the tobacco. ‘Not really the done thing. But desperate times …’ He peters out, sucking on the pipe as he leans his head back in the chair and stares into space.

There is a commotion in the hall. Downstairs, the servants’ bells are ringing, sending footsteps pattering, and dogs barking. Freddie readies himself for Arthur Mulligan, the estate manager, but instead he hears a familiar voice, loud, abrupt, matching the clamour of the dogs. His father’s younger brother, Maurice, sweeps in with a flourish, flinging his hat at Jennings, whistling at his valet to collect the cases from the car. The greyhounds lower their heads when they see who it is, and slink away into the shadows. Maurice strides up to Freddie and Ginny, kissing the latter’s cheeks, shaking Freddie’s hand. His grip is strong, confident, as if he has been waiting for this moment all his life.

‘Any news?’ But Maurice is already talking before either of them has a chance to answer. ‘That poor boy. We grew so close in the weeks before he left.’

Maurice has a small estate, Parkfield, on the southern edge of Bristol. It had been Edward’s home while his regiment mobilised for France. Freddie was taken to visit his brother there before Edward left for the Front. The memory makes him shudder; his uncle’s home is the antithesis to Coombe Hall – filled with gaudy trinkets and ostentatious parties – but neither way of life appeals to him. He is after something new, fresh – an adventure in a place where he is not simply Hembury’s Other Son.

Maurice slaps him on the back. ‘I thought you’d be abroad by now? Sugar cane, isn’t it?’

‘Tea.’

‘Of course. A splendid idea. It’s important to have a project. Now. Where’s your father? Needs galvanising, no doubt. I know how he likes to brood … Take this, won’t you, dear girl?’ He thrusts his coat at Ginny – even though Jennings is hovering in the background – and begins to make his way down the corridor towards the study. Freddie watches uneasily. It is not just his uncle’s house that makes him uncomfortable; there is something unsettling about the ease with which Maurice imposes his will on others.

Arthur Mulligan arrives shortly afterwards and joins Freddie in the library. The land agent is gangly and walks with a limp, an injury sustained early on in a war that has wounded everyone, visibly or not. He sits awkwardly at the table, setting out his papers, adjusting and readjusting the piles. They both stand to greet the earl and Maurice as they enter from behind a hidden door in a bookcase that adjoins the earl’s study. The atmosphere settles as they sit and get down to business.

Mulligan starts with the list of accounts due and paid, then moves on to discuss which tenanted farmers are succeeding, despite shortages of labour, to be productive, and which are not. Freddie tries to concentrate, but a lifetime of being shut out has left him clueless. It should be Edward sitting here, making decisions about the future of his estate – an estate handed down to him by a long line of firstborns. How ironic that after all this time of wanting to be party to these meetings, he finds it not in the least interesting.

Freddie glances at Maurice, who is in full flow. It is a good thing, after all, that his uncle is here. Maurice already has a handle on things; he can stay and help the earl until Edward is found. If Freddie leaves soon, he can still help Matthew clear the rest of the land before the monsoon, and together they can make plans for the first planting.

‘Frederick! What do you think?’ His father is calling to him. ‘Where will food and land prices go next? Surely the government will have to raise taxes when this war is finally over …’

Freddie tries to focus. ‘I’d need to have a look at the papers,’ he begins.

His uncle interrupts. ‘I wouldn’t waste the boy’s time. He has his own fish to fry in the Sudan …’

‘Ceylon.’

‘Wherever. The point is that all of this is irrelevant, as I’ve been trying to explain. You have nothing to worry about. Edward saw to that. Before he left we were working on an exciting project together. One that will guarantee the future of this place.’

Freddie perks up. Now this could be interesting: to hear what his brother has in store for Coombe.

The earl furrows his brow. ‘Edward said nothing to me …’

‘He couldn’t until he was sure the others were on board. And things have moved so slowly with the war on. No one was willing to commit.’

‘What others?’ asks the earl.

‘Lucky Monkton, Thomas Hampden, and Rupert Granville.’

‘On board with what?’ asks Freddie.

Maurice takes a deep breath. ‘We’re close to agreeing a deal to build a racecourse …’

‘A racecourse?’ Freddie almost chokes with laughter. ‘Here? At Coombe?’

Maurice glares at him. ‘I’ve been busy tying things up while we wait for the war to end and your brother to return.’ Maurice pats a stack of papers. ‘It’s all here …’

‘But you’d need stands and stables, paddocks, parking …’ Freddie looks from his uncle to his father, expecting the earl to join him with incredulity.

‘Yes, yes. I’m aware of all that,’ snaps Maurice.

‘And how will people get here? The lanes are barely wide enough for one motor car …’

‘It has all been worked out. Thomas Hampden …’

Freddie snorts. ‘Of course he’d be in the thick of it.’ Their neighbour is always looking for an excuse to expand his empire. ‘What does he know of racing? What does Edward know, for that matter?’

‘If you read the proposal …’

‘I’d be happy to.’ Freddie holds out his hand in readiness.

But Maurice ignores him and turns to the earl: ‘All that’s left is for Coombe to deliver its part of the capital.’

The earl sighs. ‘But we have no capital.’

‘But you do!’ Maurice brandishes the papers triumphantly. ‘Mulligan, tell him …’

Mulligan clears his throat nervously. ‘It is true that the Honourable Mr Thorneycoombe and the viscount have come up with a way of making this work …’

Freddie looks at his father, who has taken the sheaf of papers and is beginning to flick through them. He sighs. ‘At least let me have a look,’ he says. ‘I’ve had experience of writing a business plan.’

‘If it’s what Edward wants …’ says the earl absently, running a finger along a page.

‘He might have missed something.’

‘It’s not your place!’ says Maurice briskly.

And Freddie wants to respond, Nor yours, but instead he leans both hands on the table and pushes himself to his feet. ‘I’d better let you both get on with it, then.’

‘Frederick!’ His father glances at the land agent. ‘You can’t walk out halfway through a meeting. Your brother would never behave in such a manner …’

‘As I’ve just been reminded, I’m not my brother.’

‘Sit down!’

But Freddie steps away from the table and pushes the chair neatly in place. ‘Papa, as has always been made clear to me, Coombe is Edward’s future. Not mine. I have another path to follow. One of my own design.’

‘One funded by Coombe.’

‘An advance on what you would have given me anyway when I’m 21. And I will pay you back in spades once the plantation is up and running.’

‘That’s not what I meant …’

Maurice claps his hands together. ‘Hush, hush,’ he says. ‘Emotions are running high. It’s understandable. Why don’t you let the boy have a break while we go through the details?’

Freddie looks at his father, but the earl is lost in thought, and Freddie knows he will not push for his second son to stay. He slams the door on his way out.

Freddie takes the stairs two at a time. When he reaches the top, he is a little out of breath, partly because of his rage, partly because the staircase is so very long. Rain has started to patter against the large window above the front door. He pauses and looks through it, across the parkland, towards the lakes. There are five in all, each dropping away from the other down the valley, though from here he can see only the top one glittering in the fading light. Once they were a feat of engineering. Now they are neglected and overgrown, havens for the coots and moorhens that hide in the tangles of weeds. Beyond them is the woodland, where Freddie and Edward used to scale the branches in search of birds’ eggs. Despair spreads through his body like the fungus that grows where so many of those trees have fallen. He will decay too if he stays any longer.

He continues to his room. He will be on that ship on Friday, no matter what his father says. He crosses to the trunk, flings open the lid. Inside, his clothes are still neatly folded; he has not let Mrs Foley unpack. He moves to the dressing table, leans on it with both hands as he bows his head. Outside, the wind heralds the approach of autumn, making the branches bend and snap, throwing shadows on the windowpanes, distorted by the raindrops. Inside, Freddie allows images of his future to colour the room, imagining the house he will build, the long verandah framed by bright exotic flowers.

He snatches up the brushes and combs and thrusts them into the trunk. He throws the mirror in on top, as well as three boxes of his favourite cufflinks. He starts to rummage through the clothes that are still hanging. He has no idea how to fold them, so he stuffs them in too. He tries to close the lid tight enough that the clasps will snap into place, but the trunk is too full and they will not reach. In frustration he stands on the lid. He hears something snap. He retrieves the broken mirror.

‘Well that’s seven years of bad luck.’ He starts as Ginny appears at the door.

‘Can’t be any worse than the last seven years,’ he says, miserably.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m going.’

‘You can’t. Not yet.’

He waves his arms in the air. ‘Do you know what they’re planning? A racecourse! And they think a tea plantation is ludicrous!’

‘They don’t think it’s ludicrous.’

‘They don’t understand it. Papa’s simply relieved I’ve got somewhere to go that isn’t here. Edward teases me, and says it’s all very bourgeois. And Maurice can’t even get the crop right, let alone the country. I’m not surprised he and Edward have always got on so well. They both believe the world revolves around them, that the rest of us are their playthings, and everyone lets them get away with it.’

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘And that’s what’s even more unfair: we can’t say anything bad about Edward because he’s a missing bloody hero.’

‘And we love him …’

‘Sometimes I’m not so sure.’

‘Freddie! You adore him. You always did everything together.’

‘No. He did everything, and I got the blame. Remember the summer house? How I was banished to the nursery for six weeks, fed bread and water.’

‘It was a dangerous thing to do …’

‘I didn’t set fire to it. Edward did!’

‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘I did. Nobody listened.’

‘You shouldn’t dwell on such things. Life is too short.’

‘Exactly.’ He grabs hold of her arm. ‘I’m suffocating. Trapped …’

‘I know,’ she says, looking at him with eyes the same cerulean blue as their brother’s and mother’s. ‘I really do understand. I feel it too. A daughter’s not exactly a priority around here.’

He lets go of her, turns away. ‘At least you can bugger off and get married. I don’t know what they want from me. For nineteen years they’ve expected me to go. Now they’re forcing me to stay.’

‘Just a few more weeks, Freddie. Please. For the parents. For me … Until we know he’s safe.’




CHAPTER 3

Weeks turn into months. November brings the news the world has been waiting for: the signing of an armistice, and the church bells, silent for so long, ring out across the village. The notes jar in Freddie’s ears, as he waits glumly in the Great Hall, staring at another note from Matthew. His business partner sends regular updates: this time a postcard, with a picture of a line of elephants in a river, natives astride their wide backs, long-stemmed palm trees wavering in the background. ‘Bathtime for the elephants from the temple in Kandy,’ Matthew has written: ‘Can’t wait to show you. We see it every week when we drive to the town!’

Freddie folds the card and tucks it into his breast pocket. These frequent telegrams and cards constantly remind him of what he is missing. He walks one length of the Great Hall, tracing with his finger the coats of arms that have been painted on to the panelling. Griffins and feathers, stags and armour that illustrate the Hembury ancestry: unbroken from the thirteenth century to the present day. He turns away, for this is where his own life ends, where the blank panels wait for Edward’s wife, and for their children, and their children’s children. He flushes with a sudden rush of guilt, for deep down he knows that the probability is that his brother is no longer missing, but dead – and there are further twists to be painted into the Hembury futures – ones that involve him, no matter how much he wishes it was otherwise.

The countess and Ginny appear, their footsteps echoing on the polished floor, their long skirts rustling like the dead leaves blowing outside the door. Freddie follows them to Maurice’s car. The worry about his missing son is eating away at the earl, and he is unable to muster the strength to read a dedication at a service of thanksgiving to the men who left the village to fight; Maurice is happy to stand in his stead.

On the way down the hill to the church, they pass not only the servants, but, it seems, everyone from the surrounding area: grey-haired couples in carts pulled by ragged ponies, wiry men with dogs at their heels, neat women with babies on their hips; they all squeeze against the hedges as Maurice’s horn blares. How jealous Freddie is of their simple lives: war is over for the nation, but how much longer must he live in limbo? Why does he feel duty bound to a place that has never wanted him anyway? He should be far away, watching the temple elephants swaying through the river.

The village has been transformed with bunting and banners: red, white and blue garlanding the little cottages. The streets are teeming: tweed-suited farmers rub shoulders with labourers in their Sunday best, youngsters have been scrubbed until their rosy cheeks glow. Sheriff, a Clydesdale once-famed for regularly ploughing the most acres in the parish, is buffed and shining, ribbons in his mane, five small children astride his broad back. In the centre of the village, the church bells still peal in the tower.

Maurice twists in his seat to look at them. ‘I know it is difficult to rejoice without news of our boy,’ he says, ‘but the village needs to see us holding our chins high, celebrating our heroes and the end of this goddamned war.’

In the passenger seat, the countess exhales loudly. She is dressed in purple, rich against skin as pale as ash from a fire that once burned too brightly. She steps from the car, and they follow her through the parting crowd to the gloomy interior of the church and their family pew at the front. Freddie slides along the wooden bench next to his mother. The bells fall silent, and now he can see that so many of the congregation are dressed in mourning that the service could be a funeral. A wheelchair blocks the aisle. The church is cold, the people’s breath coming from their mouths like spectres. Freddie shudders, and presses the postcard in his pocket, picturing the bright plantation, warmed by a mellow sun, the neat rows of tea bushes stretching away across the hills.

Afterwards, the family mingles in the churchyard, shaking hands and moving among the villagers, a ritual that Freddie used to enjoy before it became a schedule of loss. He acknowledges the Stonemans who run the bakery, and the blacksmith Alfred Hartnell with his scarred hands. But he also notices the absence of others, the freckled twins who used to scrap in the back pews, the gangly lad who jumped off the boathouse one summer, boys with whom Freddie and Edward swam in the lakes at Coombe or scrumped apples from the surrounding orchards – before childhood became duty.

He is distracted by Dibble, the old gardener, who is saying, ‘I hope his lordship is feeling better today. Please tell him our rabbits are growing good and fat on the carrot tops from the walled garden.’

‘He will be cheered to hear that,’ answers Freddie. ‘And you must continue to help yourself. We have no need for them.’

‘You’re very kind, sir.’

Mrs Arrowsmith bustles forwards: ‘And please thank her ladyship for the fruits for the children.’

‘You can thank her yourself,’ says Freddie, indicating his mother, who is deep in conversation with the blacksmith’s wife.

‘I wouldn’t like to interrupt. The Hartnells are talking of a visit to the battlefields in France. To see where their Bernard fell.’

‘Well, you know my mother is always pleased to help. We recognise things must be hard with your husband’s injury.’

‘We are lucky to have the post office to run.’

Walter Prescott, the wheelwright, steps in as she moves away. ‘I believe you’ll be hearing from the viscount any day now,’ he says. ‘You know, we thought we’d lost our Michael, and then he turned up in that prisoner-of-war camp.’

‘I trust he is doing better?’

‘It is hard to tell some days …’

Freddie has seen Michael only once since he returned, when the countess sent him to their cottage with some fresh vegetables and cut flowers. The memory of that man haunted Freddie for days – not much older than Edward, and with a wife and a baby to support – sitting dribbling and speechless like a child himself.

With relief he focuses on a young man with broad shoulders and ruddy cheeks. At last someone he can talk to properly. ‘Albert! Have you finished ploughing the long fields beyond Littlecombe yet?’

Albert looks surprised. ‘Oh no, sir. I were told to delay.’

‘But I thought you were going to try and plant oats there this year?’

‘There were talk of us not being able to use that land …’

‘Why on earth not?’

Albert glances awkwardly at Prescott.

‘Not this infernal racecourse?’ Albert looks away, embarrassed, and mutters something unintelligible. ‘Has my uncle, Lord Thorneycoombe, been talking to you?’

Albert shifts from one foot to the other. Prescott comes to the rescue, speaking bravely into the silence: ‘I suppose the young master’ll be staying now …’

Freddie shakes his head, irked at the avoidance of his questions. ‘Oh no. I plan to leave as soon as the viscount is located.’

Their second surreptitious glance, indicating that they are surprised by this, annoys Freddie further: even the villagers have some say in his life, some expectation of how he should behave. It is all so stifling that he feels like throwing his head back and shouting at the top of his lungs.

He feels Ginny’s hand on his arm. ‘If you want a lift, Uncle Maurice is heading back,’ she says.

He touches his hat politely, and leaves.




CHAPTER 4

The next day, Maurice insists on a convivial atmosphere at a lunch to celebrate the end of war. Jennings hangs a Union Jack in the hall, wobbling awkwardly as she balances on a chair to reach higher, one swollen ankle dangling. The murmur of guests fills the dining room. Freddie blows smoke into the air, watches it curl and dissipate around the silver jugs and salt cellars, the crystal glasses. The bubbles in the champagne rise relentlessly upwards, miniature fireworks that resemble those still being set off across the country. He wonders if there are celebrations in Ceylon.

Someone laughs, and there is the glug of more wine being poured. Freddie glances around the table. Tom Winterbourne is deep in conversation with Sybil FitzRoy, while his father – Sir Richard – is talking about the return of their other son, a highly decorated officer, with Mrs Dearing. Harriet Grafton is listening to James Euston describe a recent visit from a prominent MP, while Mr Dearing is amusing Tom’s mother, Lady Sarah. And presiding over them all is Maurice, as if he has always sat at the head of this table opposite the countess, who is pasty and drawn, but at least present.

‘It’s so late that we should perhaps be having tea instead of wine, don’t you think?’ Mrs Dearing chuckles into a lull in the conversation.

Outside the window, dusk is indeed falling, and Jennings begins to tug the curtains closed while Mrs Foley places lit candelabra along the table.

‘We could offer you all manner of tea: it’s Freddie’s thing, of course,’ says Ginny. ‘He’s got endless varieties of leaves.’

‘I still don’t understand, why tea?’ asks James. ‘I thought they grew coffee over there.’

‘They did thirty or forty years ago,’ says Freddie, ‘but the coffee crops were destroyed by blight, and the growers eventually threw in the towel. Now it’s all about tea. Perfect climate for it. There’s money in rubber, cinnamon and coconuts too. We’ve already built accommodation for more than one hundred workers, with enough for another hundred planned.’ Freddie enjoys the lightening of his senses as he indulges himself in the detail.

‘Golly. It’s a big operation …’

‘It will take a while to develop to the scale we want.’

‘We?’

‘I’ve gone in with Matthew Carrington. He’s already out there.’

‘Wasn’t he a friend of Edward’s from university?’

Freddie nods curtly. ‘His family have an estate just outside Kandy – in the middle of the country. He stayed with us one Christmas rather than going all the way home.’ He omits to say that Edward abandoned his serious young friend for the usual Christmas festivities of heavy drinking and hard riding. It had been Freddie’s gain: the first time he had met someone who had ideas, plans, a life beyond a British stately home and ornamental gardens – the first inkling that he could shape his own future.

‘I remember Matthew,’ says Harriet, who is as good as Edward’s fiancée. ‘Wasn’t he a scholar like Edward?’

Freddie laughs sharply. ‘Edward was never a scholar!’

Harriet blushes. ‘I’m sure he told me …’

‘I don’t think he’s ever read anything – unless you count a game card …’ Freddie pauses as there are chuckles of agreement from around the table.

‘I hardly dare ask,’ says Sir Richard. ‘Any news?’

Freddie shakes his head. He is feeling groggy after the lengthy lunch, and cannot shrug off a mild irritation that another conversation about things that he is interested in has returned to his brother.

Mr Dearing speaks up briskly. ‘He’ll be holed up somewhere in France,’ he says. ‘We all know he has a habit of getting out of scrapes intact …’

‘The ice-well’s my favourite one,’ says Sybil.

‘What? He left me down there for twenty-four hours,’ says Freddie, grinding his cigarette into the silver ashtray and replacing the lid. ‘I could have died.’

‘But you didn’t …’

‘You two were always at loggerheads,’ James laughs. ‘I’ve never forgotten that fight at your eighth birthday party. Didn’t you stab him with an arrow? He’s still got a scar on his palm …’

‘It was an accident …’

‘Wasn’t it something to do with a pony?’

Freddie flushes: ‘Pyramus.’

‘I’d forgotten about that scruffy little skewbald,’ says Tom. ‘You two were made for each other.’

‘Edward thought differently. He just had to try and take over …’

‘That’s not fair,’ says Lady Hembury.

Freddie can’t prevent the old resentments rising. ‘You always take his side.’ He tries to make his voice light, but he knows it sounds petulant.

‘That’s enough, old boy,’ says his uncle, calmly lighting a cigar, and sucking on it until the tip glows red and orange.

This interference also annoys Freddie more than it should. ‘I spoke to the ploughman today,’ he retaliates. ‘Did you tell him not to plough beyond Littlecombe?’

Maurice leans back and lets the smoke trickle out of his mouth. ‘Why do you always seem so disappointed in everything? Can’t you lighten up? Be more like your brother …’

Freddie feels his cheeks burning. The guests do not know where to look. ‘Perhaps I don’t want to be like him,’ he says. ‘Like you …’

‘Freddie!’

But Maurice is nonplussed. ‘You can be whoever you want …’

Freddie scrapes his chair back. ‘I can’t. I’m stuck here …’ His voice is rising.

‘Enough!’ The command comes from the doorway, where Freddie is surprised to see his father standing, a letter in his hand. The room falls silent, save for the thumping of Freddie’s heart.

They are in the earl’s study. The guests have slipped away, the guilt bearing down on them as they clambered into their cars and disappeared into the night. Maurice is behind the earl’s desk; the earl is in his seat by the fire, his wife standing above him, one hand resting on the back of the armchair, a casual pose except her knuckles are white. She addresses her husband: ‘Are you going to read it to us, Richard?’

The earl does not appear to have heard; he just stares at the flames flickering in the grate. Maurice sighs, and moves to pluck the paper from the old man’s hand. Too late, Freddie wonders if he should have been the one to take it.

Maurice clears his throat. ‘It’s a telegram from Buckingham Palace, signed by the Keeper of the Privy Purse.’ He smoothes the sheet out. ‘The king and queen deeply regret the loss you and the army have sustained by the death of your son in the service of his country. Their majesties truly sympathise with you in your sorrow.’

‘They found him?’ asks Ginny.

‘Not exactly,’ says their uncle, scanning another piece of paper. ‘Major General Rawlins has written with more details of the battle. It appears it was during the last major offensive, very close to the German line. Edward’s battery were keeping up the pressure, bombarding the Hun heavily to sustain momentum. Unfortunately when their gun jammed, the enemy was able to land a blow that took out three quarters of Edward’s battery. A second shell landed on the gun, and that took out the rest. The only survivors at the time were Edward and another man, a Private Bolt, who apparently dragged our boy to safety, despite heavy retaliation from the Hun.’

‘Safety?’ The countess’s voice is a whisper.

‘Yes. But it seems Edward had sustained such heavy wounds that he died either before the ambulance got to the field hospital or shortly afterwards.’

‘Why did they not know this before?’

‘It seems they … mislaid … his body. They have his identity disc, which would have been removed at time of death. But the dear boy must have gone into an unmarked grave. I’m afraid it is common.’ He swallows into the silence. ‘There’s a letter of condolence from the brigade chaplain too.’

The countess draws herself up tall. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she says, and moves to snatch up the letters from Maurice. ‘It’s a mistake.’

Freddie glances across at his father. The old earl remains motionless.

‘It’s been months,’ says their uncle, ‘and no sign of him. We have to face facts.’

The countess’s gaze rests briefly on her husband. ‘If you hadn’t encouraged every man in the house and village …’

The earl does not answer, but slowly gets to his feet and starts to make his way to the door, shuffling, as if he has aged another decade in the last few minutes. Freddie feels torn: he wants to defend his father; he wants to comfort his mother. ‘You can’t blame Papa,’ he says, ‘Edward was determined …’

She whirls to glare at him. ‘Your father should have stopped him.’

‘Wild horses wouldn’t have stopped him.’

‘What do you know? You were still at school!’

His father stops in the doorway. Freddie looks from one parent to the other: his father’s stooped back, his mother’s eyes glimmering like the taxidermy creatures in the library.

‘Frederick is right, Katherine.’ Maurice speaks quietly, as if he is trying to calm an infant. ‘Edward wanted to fight more than anyone I have known. He had a keen sense of duty. He was a credit to you all.’

Lady Hembury covers her mouth with her hand. A tear rolls down Ginny’s face and on to the carpet, making a tiny dark stain on the woven silk. The old earl steps into the corridor and disappears.

Freddie cannot make sense of what he feels … is this pain for his brother, or for himself, for the life he feels slipping away? He feels a traitor for even wondering.

Maurice sighs. ‘I wish that I was wrong, but Mrs Foley informed me two days ago that Cox’s had returned Edward’s kitbag.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ cries the countess, looking around wildly. ‘Where is it?’

‘You cannot see it in your state.’

‘You can’t stop me.’

‘For your own sake I can.’

Freddie’s stomach turns as he thinks of what that kitbag will contain: Edward’s compass and diary, trench maps and boot polish, even his shaving kit. When Harriet’s brother’s things were returned, his riding breeches were there, still caked in mud and horsehair.

‘You are a cruel man,’ the countess hisses, leaning across the opposite side of the desk. ‘You cannot understand. You’ve never felt like this about your children. You don’t even know half of them.’ She seizes the letters from the desk before beginning to back away from Maurice, towards the door.

‘Katherine! This is no time for female hysterics. I’ll have to call the doctor.’

‘My son is still alive,’ she hisses. ‘I’ll prove it somehow.’ She waves the papers in the air, then throws them at Maurice. ‘The major general said there was one other survivor, this Private Bolt. I’ll find him. He’s the last link to my boy. He will know where Edward is.’

Maurice tries to grab her, but she sidesteps and runs past him into the hall, Ginny racing after her. Freddie is pinned to the spot, unsure of what to do. He has never seen his mother behave in such a way; her pain is so palpable that it is as if he is suspended in it, like a specimen preserved in a jar.

Maurice sighs and clicks his tongue in disapproval. ‘Drink?’ he says. But Freddie ignores him, and his uncle too departs, shaking his head, and leaving Freddie alone in the study, surrounded by empty chairs and shadows.

The wind whines in the chimney. Freddie’s heartbeat slows and a wave of nausea breaks over him. He steadies himself on the desk. After all these weeks of waiting it is impossible to believe that this is it: Edward will never return. Never run down the stairs, a smile on his face, covered in mud from a day in the saddle. Never slap him on the back when they’re winning at doubles, or slam his muddy spurs on the dining-room table. Freddie knows he would put up with always being the one in trouble if only he could see his brother one more time.

He feels a hand on his back. ‘Are you all right?’ His sister’s voice, quiet, concerned.

He nods.

‘She’s in bed. Hopefully she will sleep once the doctor’s been.’

Freddie turns to her: ‘Isn’t she right? Wouldn’t we know if he was dead? Wouldn’t we sense it somehow?’

Ginny shakes her head miserably.

He stares down at his hands. ‘I feel so guilty for the things I’ve said, the things I’ve thought.’

‘Don’t. He’s our big brother. Of course he annoyed us. But nobody’s perfect, and we loved him for who he was.’

‘I’m not like him. He’s a natural leader. People don’t follow me … I’m not that person.’

‘You don’t have to become him. Be yourself. You have your own strengths.’

Freddie doesn’t sleep. He lies curled on the edge of his bed, staring into the darkness. He is hollow, an empty shell. Matthew’s latest telegram sits on the table by the bed. The first tea has been planted, the first workers are installed in their homes. Matthew apologetically asks for the final instalment of money to be sent to the bank in Colombo. Freddie is happy to do it – it is part of their plan, to use his advanced inheritance to build up the business. He knows they will make it back, but he wants to be there to see the bushes growing, to witness the fruits of their labour. If he does not, then what is he? Simply an investor.

Dawn is breaking. He feels as if he is watching himself from a long way away. He sees the trunk on the floor. He sees the room he has slept in all his life. Is he really destined to move only a few doors along to his parents’ room? To stare into the mirror in his father’s dressing room as he straightens his tie, just as his father and grandfather and great-grandfather did before him?

Freddie stands and crosses to the window. He can just make out the stables, the top lake, the ghostly shapes of the trees in the half-light. He did adore Edward. Of course he did. He remembers the thrill of rising at this hour with his brother to saddle up to go off on some adventure. In the distance he can see the summer house. That was both of them really: Edward struck the match, but Freddie stole the box. Did Edward abandon him in the ice well, or was it a plan they both came up with to frighten the nanny? He will never know for sure, never be able to talk to his brother about it. And now that arrogant, perplexing, idolised older brother is gone. Wiped from the face of the earth, as if he was never there, without any chance to live his life, to have a family of his own, to pass Coombe on to his oldest son. And how could Freddie resent his brother when he is dead, and Freddie is the one who will get to wake every day and see the dawn break across these hills?

Ginny is right. He must step up to the mark; he is the same age as Edward was when he joined up. It is light enough that Freddie can see his faint reflection in the windowpane. He stares at the shadowy figure: I am the Viscount Damerel now, he thinks, whether I like it or not. There is only one way forward: to rise to his family’s expectations, and so say goodbye to his dreams of carving out his own life.

Freddie crouches, and starts to unpack his trunk.




CHAPTER 5

Freddie has far more practical ideas than a racecourse to get Coombe back on its feet – he wants to reconfigure some of the farms, the fields, increase crop production. And he plans to have an auction, which so many other families have had success with, including James, whose mother sold all her family jewellery and replaced it with clever imitation. Not that Freddie could imagine his own mother doing such a thing.

The winter darkness begins to recede. Buds appear at the ends of bare branches, and the mean croak of the rooks is replaced by something more hopeful: the smaller birds of woodland and field calling in the spring. The curlews are searching for hiding places on the heathland, and the lapwings with their fine chieftain headdresses are swooping and tumbling through the air.

‘I won’t hear of it.’ Lady Hembury is in the morning room, feigning sewing a tapestry, but instead staring at the oriental wallpaper.

‘But the men are here, ready to start cataloguing.’ Freddie’s voice betrays his exasperation.

‘Well tell them to go away. Edward will be distraught to find his home plundered when he returns.’

Freddie clenches his jaw. There is no swaying her from the belief that her oldest son is alive – which must mean she believes Freddie has no purpose. He cannot bear the way she will not catch his eye. He longs for her to take his hand or smile at him the way she smiled at Edward – or even to shout at him, to throw something at him, to tell him she wishes it had been Freddie instead.

He returns to the familiar smell of dusty books and pipe smoke in his father’s study. On the desk is a new pile of documents, written in his own hand. He crosses to the armchair, and stands before the earl. ‘Mama wants me to send them away.’ His father does not answer. In the silence Freddie’s frustration begins to dissolve. ‘I know she misses him, but even if Edward was still alive he’d need to do something. This auction will just about keep our heads above the water for a few months … And then we’ve got to look at diversifying. Crop prices are high. I still want to try growing oats beyond Littlecombe. The soil is better there. This auction will raise enough for us to buy seed, and to sort out the worst of the cottages. There might even be a bit left over to update the house – install running water upstairs, or electricity in the west wing. Perhaps then there will be time to have a look at Edward’s racecourse plan, if you really think there’s something in it …’ He stops to scrutinise his father. Sometimes he is not sure the old man can hear him. ‘But for now, I need to issue instructions to the men from Christie’s.’ Still no response. ‘Look. Either you trust me or you don’t. I can help get the estate back on its feet. Or I can just go to Ceylon now, and not come back until … when … when I’m finally needed.’

He stops again, embarrassed to mention something so delicate. But this is what they do: survival of the line is all.

Suddenly his father leans forward, and grasps both of Freddie’s hands. He is surprised not only at the physical contact, but at the strength in the knobbly fingers. The earl’s eyes are fixed on his, and it strikes Freddie that this is the only time his father has looked at him – really looked at him – since they first heard that Edward was missing. The old man tightens his grip still further. ‘I do understand,’ he says. ‘Whatever you have thought in the past, or you think now or in the future, remember that. I wanted you to have the life you sought. There is freedom in being the second son. There is a freedom those of us who are born first can only dream of.’ He sighs and stops, collapsing back with the effort. ‘Sell whatever you see fit, but leave Edward’s personal effects for your mother.’

Maurice returns from Bristol for the auction, and to discuss their next steps. Freddie is confident that with his new plans for the farms his uncle will see the estate could turn a profit: it will be tight, but he’s sure it can work without the need for a racecourse.

It is a grey day. A relentless drizzle spatters against the window panes and pools in the uneven dips in the drive. But the queue of cars stretches to the lane, and the park is dotted with figures shielding off the rain. Ever the jovial host, Maurice stands at the entrance to greet them.

Lady Hembury watches as they drift into the Great Hall, mouths agape, as intent on examining the carvings around the fireplace and the paintings of early Hemburys as the Georgian silver, Venetian glass, Chippendale chairs. ‘I can’t bear it,’ she says. ‘It’s just a day out for the village. They might as well have laid on a charabanc.’ She is dressed in another shade of purple, still refusing to wear any form of mourning, no crêpe, no black jewellery, no armband.

‘Why don’t you go somewhere else until it’s over?’ Ginny touches her arm gently.

But the countess cannot tear herself away. She lingers in the shadows, her pale fingers fluttering at her long neck.

Freddie keeps his distance from his mother’s disapproval. He is grateful for the company of Tom and Sybil, who are here for the day to lend their support. They too mingle with the crowd, reporting back to each other, trying to find answers about provenance and dates for interested buyers, making it up if they have to.

Freddie does not want to watch when the bidding begins, so they retreat to the dining room, where Mrs Foley has left a cold lunch of game terrine and ham. They help themselves, sitting haphazardly at the table, in the way that close friends do. Maurice and the countess remain in the hall.

‘How is your mother?’ asks Tom. ‘She seems …’

‘On edge?’

‘Very.’

‘She spends half her time trying to convince us that Edward’s not dead.’

‘I fear it’s quite common.’

‘It’s not having a body to bury,’ says Sybil. ‘It makes it so much more difficult.’

‘But everyone’s in the same boat. They’re all buried abroad.’

‘I can’t bear to think about it. All those men and boys never returning …’

‘I think there will be a national memorial built in London.’

Ginny shudders. ‘It’s too depressing.’

‘Have you thought of building a memorial here? A stone for the church in Hembury? It might help.’

‘Mama won’t allow it. Not while she believes he’s alive.’ Freddie stubs out his cigarette, putting an end to the conversation. Talking about his brother, and thinking of his mother’s recent behaviour, make him uncomfortable.

Ginny gets to her feet. ‘Come on,’ she says. ‘It sounds as if it’s finished.’

The crowd has indeed thinned. Many of the items are labelled as sold. Through the open door Freddie can see the damp cars roll back down the drive, sending splashes up from their wheels that spray those on foot. Ginny is talking to the auctioneer. The smaller lots have been scooped up by their new owners and the hall is already emptier. The countess drifts between the spaces, lost in thought.

There is a noise at the door, and a short rotund man clatters in from outside, shaking out his umbrella so that it spills droplets across the stone floor, and over the slight girl with auburn hair who is following him.

Freddie approaches them. ‘I’m afraid it’s over,’ he says, ready to send them packing.

‘What?’ says the man, whose round belly makes up for his lack of stature. ‘Nothing left at all?’

‘Well … a few things.’ Freddie cannot stop his eyes lingering on the girl, who is still wiping the rain from her face. She is fine-boned, delicate, like a bird, but there is also something defiant in the tilt of her chin, and her meeting of his gaze. He looks away; unlike his brother, he has never been good with girls. He finds them confusing, hard to read.

‘Would you mind if we had a peep?’ says the man, craning his neck to see past Freddie’s shoulder. ‘We meant to get here earlier, but we seemed to be going against the flow of traffic.’

Freddie finds himself irresistibly drawn back to the girl as she adds, ‘We would be very grateful.’ There is in her voice a softer hint of Bristol than the man’s.

Her grey-blue eyes flash as she smiles, and to his surprise Freddie finds he cannot help smiling back. He has an inexplicable feeling that he wants to know her better. It’s not something he’s felt before, and it momentarily unsettles him. ‘I suppose so …’ he stutters.

‘How kind,’ says the man. ‘You won’t regret it,’ he adds, with a knowing wink, which disarms Freddie further.

‘Come, Father,’ says the girl, and she threads her arm through his as they take a turn around the room.

The countess moves to Freddie’s side, bristling with irritation. ‘Why didn’t you send them away?’

‘We might as well sell what we can,’ stammers Freddie, ‘now that we’ve got it all here …’

He watches the pair of them walk, the way the girl bends slightly to her father, the way her small hand rests gently in the crook of his elbow. He could not imagine walking through a room in such a way with either of his parents.

The man stands back to admire a pair of enormous antique Chinese vases on either side of the fireplace, running a hand around the rims. He raises himself on his tiptoes to squint inside, then around the back. Lady Hembury tenses.

Ginny digs Freddie in the ribs. She knows the vases are not for sale. The man summons the auctioneer. The auctioneer tries to summon Freddie. The countess glares. ‘This is the last straw,’ she says. ‘Tell them to go. Tell them all to go now.’

‘I can’t do that,’ says Freddie.

‘Then I will.’ Lady Hembury sweeps across the floor. ‘Would you mind?’ she says imperiously at the man’s shoulder.

He turns to face her. ‘Aha! Lady Hembury,’ he says, his smile breaking into a beam.

‘They’re not for sale. Please don’t touch …’

Most people fade away in the presence of the countess, but the girl also seems unperturbed. ‘It states in the catalogue that everything in the room is for sale,’ she says, holding the booklet aloft. ‘“Coombe Hall contents”,’ she reads, ‘“being a sale of the surplus Hembury family antiques and modern furnishings found in the Great Hall.” Surely that includes these vases.’

‘I can only repeat that they are not for sale.’

‘Then that should have been indicated in the brochure.’

Freddie is transfixed; few people ever stand up to his mother. He watches the colour rise in the countess’s cheeks. It is matched by the colour in the girl’s.

Meanwhile, the gentleman is still trying to attract the countess’s attention, lifting his hat on and off his head. ‘Lady Hembury, please allow me to introduce myself …’

‘I don’t want to be introduced to you … and certainly not by yourself …’

‘I’m very sorry but it’s simply a misunderstanding.’

‘It’s not a misunderstanding,’ says the girl.

‘You must be idiotic if you can’t see that these vases are too heavy to be moved …’

‘Please, ladies,’ says the man, this time so loudly that his voice brings everything in the hall to a stop, as both the women turn their furious eyes on him. He clicks his heels together and holds out a hand. ‘Delighted to meet you,’ he says. ‘I’m Joseph Cottam. And this is my daughter, Celia.’

Lady Hembury looks blank.

‘We bought Littlecombe Farm. We’re your new neighbours …’

The countess is not the only person who responds in shock. Freddie’s reverie is broken: he had no inkling the farm had been sold; he had his own plans for it. Tom and Sybil look at each other. Even Ginny’s mouth falls open. But Joseph Cottam carries on, seemingly oblivious. ‘We’ve been looking forward to meeting you, haven’t we, Cee?’ The aside causes his daughter simply to raise an eyebrow as she scans the surrounding faces. Her eyes settle on Freddie in a challenge. Even in his confusion, he feels another stab of admiration at her brazenness. Mr Cottam continues to address the countess: ‘I’d love to pick your brains, so to speak. We’re not exactly country folk like you …’

Ginny gives a gulp of laughter as Lady Hembury’s eyes widen.

‘I mean, two heads, or four heads …’ his voice begins to peter out ‘… or however many are better than one, eh?’

Lady Hembury glances at Freddie, a frown darkening her features. He feels his own cheeks burning. He wants to say he knows nothing about this, but before he can open his mouth, Maurice strides up to the man. ‘Joseph!’ he says, turning to bow to the girl. ‘And the illustrious Miss Cottam.’

‘Maurice. You’re right. What a lovely place this is. A real corner of England.’ Joseph Cottam regains his enthusiasm.

Maurice beckons to Freddie. There is no apology, only a wide grin. ‘Come, nephew: Frederick Thorneycoombe I’d like you to meet Joseph Cottam.’

But the countess lays a hand on Freddie’s arm, holding him back. The girl with the auburn hair watches, her anger apparently turned to mild amusement, as Freddie grapples with what to do next. His rage at Maurice is growing, yet he doesn’t want to appear an oaf in front of this girl.

‘What is he talking about?’ says the countess with icy calm.

‘I’m sure it’s a mistake,’ is all Freddie can think to say.

‘There’s no mistake,’ says Maurice. ‘Mr Cottam has bought Littlecombe and has great plans for it.’

‘I’d like to think so.’ Joseph Cottam pats his belly. ‘But I’m a fish out of water at the moment …’

Freddie feels sick. Everyone is watching them: the auctioneers, their staff, the servants, the stragglers.

‘But …’

‘We’ll discuss it later,’ says Maurice. ‘For now, I think you should go and pour your friends a drink and toast a successful day. You’ve done very well. Now off you trot.’ He puts his arm around Mr Cottam’s shoulder and they move through the room, the daughter alongside.

At last Freddie comes to his senses. ‘I’ll kill him,’ he seethes.

‘Not if I get there first,’ says his mother.

‘Feel free to do that later,’ hisses Ginny. ‘Just not now. Please.’

It takes all of Freddie’s self-control not to shake her off as she steers him and their mother from the room.

Freddie waits at the window in the study, watching dusk fall over the park. He focuses on the rain dripping down the glass on the outside of the pane; it sparkles as it catches the warm glow from the electric lights inside. His father sits in his chair, staring at the newly stoked fire. Freddie knows that it won’t be long until Maurice arrives in the study, the cuckoo in the nest.

Sure enough, the door opens and his unrepentant uncle appears. Freddie stands, placing his hands firmly on the desk. His uncle hovers for the briefest second, then crosses the room to pour himself a drink.

‘How could you?’ Freddie blurts out.

‘We need capital – we all agree on that,’ says Maurice. ‘I told you it was in hand. Cottam was so desperate to buy a house in the country that he paid well over the odds. He’s got more money than sense. Thinks a little estate will give him a bit of class.’ Maurice rolls his eyes and laughs.

‘How much land did you sell with it?’

‘A few acres.’

Freddie raises his voice. ‘How much?’

‘Three hundred acres.’

Freddie gasps. ‘That’s almost a third of everything!’

‘Don’t be overdramatic.’



































AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel has not come easily, although its theme is one I’ve always wanted to write about.

My father died when I was young, having taken a very different path to the one marked out for him. On the face of it, he’d started out with everything that mattered to people in those days: money, status, education. Yet he died living the opposite life to that which had been within reach.

But why? My instinct is that he did not feel able to live up to what was expected of him, something that can happen to everyone, anywhere, at one time or another: the coal miner who wants to be a ballet dancer; the girl who is expected to be a natural mother; the boy who hides the empty gin bottles for his mother when his friends visit; the athlete who wants to come out.

Family, society, even our inner demons all put the weight of expectation on us – make us fearful of just being who we are.

At least in a novel, it’s easier to break free.

I am not very good at letting people read as I go along – so there are only a handful of people that I can thank for that: first and foremost my editor Susan Watt. Her ability to suggest things without denting morale is second only to her ability to be able to reread for a third time without appearing bored. I wouldn’t be here without her.

Then there are the quiet technicians working behind the scenes – chiefly Charlotte Webb – a copy-editor who deserves to have her name on the front cover – and the galvanisers, like my agent Heather Holden-Brown, and Kirsty Ennever, the only other person who read an early draft.

But the support doesn’t just come from the readers. My heartfelt thanks to everyone involved with this book at HarperCollins. Just like family, it’s a large team – some of whom I’ve never met – but I am grateful for their faith in me.

Front of house, it’s the independent booksellers who have helped me so much: Emma at Hungerford Bookshop, and Jackie and Kayleigh at Liznojan in Tiverton. Support like theirs is a lifeline – not only in promoting a novel, but in the confidence they boost by doing so (not to mention making me feel like a bona fide author).

However, I don’t think they have sold as many of my books as my mother, whose book emojis indicating another sale seem to ping on to my phone almost weekly. She is the spearhead of a phalanx of siblings, step-parents, in-laws and cousins who miraculously keep persuading people to read my first novel, as well as signing me up for book clubs, and constantly asking when the next one is coming out. As they all know, I’m rubbish at public displays of affection, but I thank them all from the bottom of my heart.

But mostly I’d like to thank my husband, Luke – who puts up with me – and my children, Amelia, Nancy and Joey, who are the least judgemental people that I know. I hope they won’t ever feel torn between where they come from and where they want to be. I urge them to follow their dreams and be proud of who they are, no matter what anyone else says.
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