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Part I

July 1928





Chapter 1

Eleanor

Mabel grips Eleanor’s arm tightly as they bowl fast along the country lane, Dilly’s hooves kicking dust into sultry July air. Limbs of the trees that stand like sentries beside the lane reach out and curl above them, joining like the high arches of a cathedral to form a cool green canopy shading the little pony and trap, and its occupants, from the fierce heat of the afternoon sun.

“Faster!” Mabel giggles, glancing up at her mother with sparkling eyes. “Make Dilly go faster!” She turns back to look at the road, laughing with glee as the wind lifts her curls, almost translucent where the sunlight catches them, her little bottom bouncing with excitement on the seat beside her mother.

Eleanor steadies the reins in her hands. There is a creak of leather and the faint tang of equine sweat. The pony is trotting fast enough for this heat. Besides, they are plenty early enough to meet the 4:25 from London.

“Dilly can’t go any faster, Mabel,” Eleanor answers. “It’s too hot, and besides, she’s quite old now, so it wouldn’t be fair.” Dilly’s chestnut sides are darkening with sweat, but she maintains her fast pace, pulling eagerly against Eleanor’s hands, ears pricked, head raised, as though she is as elated as Eleanor at the thought of her sister, Rose, coming home. Happiness swells as Eleanor thinks of Rose’s reaction when she shares her news. News even Edward doesn’t know yet.

Mabel pouts and drops Eleanor’s arm. “How old is Dilly?”

“Around thirteen, I believe.”

“Is that old?”

“Middle-aged for a pony, I should think.”

“How old are you, Mama?”

Eleanor laughs. “You should never ask a lady her age, Mabel.” She leans down and kisses the top of her daughter’s head. “But, as it’s you, I’ll tell, as long as you keep it a secret between us,” she says, tapping the side of her nose, keeping her expression stern.

Mabel nods, her face solemn.

“I’m twenty-seven. Actually, almost twenty-eight,” she adds in surprise. How did she get to be so old? She was twenty only last year, or so it feels. And why does twenty-eight sound so much older than twenty-seven? Thirty is just around the corner, she realizes with a sinking feeling. Is thirty old for a woman? A man of that age is considered to be just entering his prime of life, but a woman . . .

Beside her, Mabel lets out a little gasp. “That’s so old! Will you die soon, like Patch? You won’t die, will you, Mama?”

“Goodness me, no! People live much longer than dogs, and ponies, darling. I’m really very, very young for a person.”

Mabel looks relieved. “Is Aunt Rose twenty-seven too?”

“Aunt Rose is only eighteen, soon to be nineteen,” Eleanor says, “and now that she is suitably educated, well-traveled, and polished into a smart young lady, your papa is rather keen to find her a nice, rich husband.” She bites her lip. Too much. Such things tend to be regurgitated by her daughter, usually to the wrong person. She glances down at Mabel’s countenance. She seems firmly focused on the road ahead. The little girl is completely still, presumably contemplating whatever age-related questions that go on in a four-year-old’s mind. She looks pretty as a picture in her Sunday-best cream dress, decorated all over with tiny yellow and pink flowers. Eleanor had agreed with Mabel earlier that it was just the thing to wear to greet Aunt Rose at the station.

Mabel shifts and looks up at Eleanor. There’s a darkness in the little girl’s eyes. She has noticed this a few times before. So imperceptible, she wonders if it’s her imagination. In a flash it’s gone and Mabel’s face lights up.

“Can we sing a song?” she asks, smiling.

“Good idea.” Eleanor nods.

“What shall we sing, Mama?”

“Let’s see . . .”

Eleanor takes a deep breath, and along to the rhythm of Dilly’s clip clop on the lane, she begins to sing and sway, Mabel quickly joining in with the swaying and the chorus:


Oh dear, what can the matter be?

Dear, dear, what can the matter be?

Oh dear, what can the matter be?

Johnnie’s so long at the fair.

He promised he’d bring me a bunch of blue ribbons.

He promised he’d bring me a bunch of blue ribbons.

He promised he’d bring me a bunch of blue ribbons.

To tie up my bonny brown hair . . .

Eleanor can’t remember all the words, or the order of them, so she makes up some. Mabel doesn’t seem to mind and joins in happily, singing tunelessly at the top of her voice. Dilly twitches her ears back and forth.

He promised to buy me a crunchy green apple.

He promised to buy me a crunchy green apple.

He promised to buy me a crunchy green apple.

To eat while I sit on my chair . . .

The trees peter out, and the lane runs beside a field. A group of slow-moving, shaggy Belted Galloway cows and calves graze close to the ditch at the side of the road, tails flapping at their round, hairy sides, the long grass sweeping their low-slung, white-striped bellies, heads lowered as though it is too hot to hold them high. Swarms of gnats hang in the air, and Eleanor swipes at them as they pass through. Up ahead, the lane shimmers in the afternoon heat haze. Eleanor glimpses the distant church steeple through the treetops beyond the field.

“Almost there,” she tells Mabel, who is still singing to herself, Oh dear, what can the matter be; the same words, over and over, with little pauses now and then, before she starts over again.

They round the corner at the end of the field, and the station comes into view, with the White Hart public house opposite. Beyond, over the brow of the hill and out of sight, lies the village of Mayfield, quintessentially English, with its picturesque village green, complete with cricket pitch, duck pond, and maypole. Its timber-framed historic houses, some dating back to Tudor times, are arranged in an undulating hug around the green, the whole village nestled close within the beauty of the Surrey Hills.

Eleanor twitches the reins backward and the ever-obedient Dilly slows to a walk. They’re a good ten minutes early.

“Whoa,” Eleanor calls, and the pony and trap lurch to a halt. She steps down from the trap, keeping hold of the reins, and guides Dilly to the water trough outside the pub, where she takes a long drink, sucking the water noisily through the metal bit in her mouth. The pony rubs her head against Eleanor’s shoulder, almost knocking her off-balance.

“Got an itch, girl?” Eleanor asks Dilly. The pony snorts and Mabel giggles. “Come on, you silly old thing.” Eleanor gives her a fond pat and leads her into the shade beneath the branches of a huge beech tree near the pub building. Dilly lowers her head and rests one hind leg.

Eleanor lifts Mabel down from the trap so she can stretch her legs in the lane. While they wait for the train to arrive, she watches the little girl as she wanders, examining a beetle here, picking up a colored stone there, all the time chattering to herself. Once or twice she stops, midchatter, and is completely still. It’s as though she has just remembered something, stopping her midflow. Then, a second or so later, she continues on her way.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Hamilton,” Ted, the postman, calls from across the lane. He gives her a wave as he pushes his bike toward the postbox outside the station. “Hot one today,” he adds, pulling his keys from his pocket.

“Isn’t it?” She wipes a gloved hand across her brow as if to demonstrate how close to melting she really is.

The postbox door creaks open and Ted’s head disappears behind it as he empties the letters into his waiting mailbag.

Eleanor watches him idly, her mind drifting in delicious anticipation of her sister’s homecoming. How she has missed her! Rose is all Eleanor has left of her childhood, and the impulse to keep her close and safe is almost unbearable. Perhaps because their two brothers failed to return from the war, and following the tragic deaths of both their parents, Eleanor is naturally fearful to let her sister out of her sight. It took a supreme effort of selflessness to allow her to go off to Paris for so long. Until Edward, it was just the two of them against the world.

Edward really is so good to Rose. Darling Edward, what a burden they have been to him. When he married Eleanor, he took on far more than just a wife. It’s right that Rose should find a husband soon, and relieve Edward of the responsibility of two women to take care of, especially with a growing family. Her hand finds its way to rest against her belly as her eyes drift back to Mabel crouching beneath the tree collecting twigs. She tries to imagine her sister on the arm of a handsome young man, and the pang of loss hits her hard in the chest.

She shakes her head. She cannot keep Rose all to herself. Besides, her sister has every right to a happy family. She thinks, for a moment, what her life would be without Edward and feels a little sick.

Eleanor’s first encounter with Edward is seared deep into her mind; the clarity of the memory takes her breath away, just as he did when she first set eyes on him eight years ago, in 1920. The broad shoulders beneath the sharp cut of his uniform. The medals lining his chest. A quick glance and she had recognized the Military Cross, awarded for exemplary gallantry during enemy operations. From behind her typewriter she had wondered, as he folded his tall frame into a chair outside the brigadier general’s room in the War Office, just what acts of bravery he had undertaken. Those haunting eyes had fixed on hers just a little longer than strictly appropriate for a captain waiting for his decommissioning appointment. She remembers the effect he had on her. The hot fluttering in her chest and how the words she was typing melted and swam on the page in front of her. She could still feel the soft spring breeze from the open window touch her skin, hear the grind of traffic rumbling along Horse Guards Avenue below, and sense the press of his eyes on her flushed cheeks as she tried, fruitlessly, to concentrate on her work. From the corner of her eye, she’d watched him take a pen and notebook from his top pocket and, forehead wrinkled in thought, begin to write. She’d wondered if he was a poet or perhaps planning his words for the brigadier.

“He promised to buy me a shiny green apple,” Mabel sings suddenly, looking up at Eleanor. “Is that how it goes, Mama? That song?”

“Yes, darling,” Eleanor murmurs absentmindedly.

When Edward had disappeared behind the brigadier general’s closed door, Eleanor became aware of the strong thrum of her heart, the prickle of sweat on her skin, the rasp of her breath in her throat. The knowledge he would walk back out at some point had her patting her hair, smoothing her blouse, pinching her cheeks. It had felt like hours before he reappeared. It was ridiculous, she knew. She was just a young, ordinary girl—a secretary; he was a military man, a much older man. He must be, what, thirty, thirty-five even; she, only nineteen! And pretty much destitute, now that she and Rose were alone together in the world. Someone so smart and self-assured, so brave and handsome—he would never be interested in her.

But he did reappear, and he turned and shook the brigadier general by the hand. Best of luck with it all, the brigadier general had said, pumping Edward’s hand so vigorously his mustache had wobbled. A Temporary Gentleman, Eleanor surmised. A man given a temporary commission to serve as an officer in the war, now released to return to his former profession. Back to what? she had wondered, unable to resist staring at him as he prepared to leave the room. Before replacing his cap, he turned and smiled. A warm, wonderful smile that lit up his face. Passing her desk on his way to the door, he slipped a folded note next to her typewriter, unnoticed by the brigadier general, whose mind was undoubtedly on the hundreds more men he had to decommission in the coming days.

I’ll be at the Café Bru, corner of Whitehall Place, at 6 p.m. this evening if you would care to join me for a cup of tea? Be reassured that my invitation is purely professional. Yours, Edward Hamilton, the note had read, which set Eleanor’s heart racing all over again.

There’s a jangle of keys as Ted locks the postbox, the bulging sack resting in the basket between his handlebars. He turns toward Eleanor, touching his cap as though to say good-bye, but instead, his vision darts over her shoulder, and he lets out a yell. His hands leave the handlebars, the bike crashing to the ground, mail pouring from the sack. Eyes stretched wide, mouth agape, he is pointing at something beneath the tree.

Eleanor turns in confusion.

Mabel! Sticks scattered around her, she’s sitting on the dusty ground, face twisted, her eyes weirdly rolling back. Her chin drops to her chest, once, twice, hands twitching.

Eleanor’s feet are rooted to the ground in horror. Her daughter looks as though she’s been possessed, her normal sweet expression vanished behind the contorted features of her face. Ted moves first, walking slowly, hands extended.

“What’s the matter with her?” he says. “What’s happening . . .”

His words snap her into action and Eleanor runs to her. “Mabel?” She takes her in her arms. The little girl doesn’t respond. “Mabel!” Eleanor cries. What is wrong with her? It’s as though she’s not there, a strange creature inhabiting her daughter’s body in her absence. There’s a roar in Eleanor’s head, panic closes her throat, and she slaps Mabel’s face. Hard. Anything to rid her of the hellish grimace, the otherworldly look in her eyes.

“Shall I fetch the doctor?” Ted’s voice. His hand is on her shoulder.

And then suddenly she’s back. Her daughter. Mabel’s face returns to its usual self. Her eyes focus on Eleanor’s and they fill with cloudy confusion. Eleanor’s heart is beating hard, her breath shallow. The ground shudders beneath her feet. “It’s okay,” she whispers into Mabel’s ear. “It’s okay.” She sweeps the dust from her hair, her dress.

“Mrs. Hamilton?” Eleanor looks up into Ted’s worried face. “I said, shall I get the doctor?”

Eleanor looks back at her daughter, who has now popped her thumb in her mouth and is sucking hard on it.

“No,” she says, without any real conscious thought as to why not. Ted is motionless. “She’s quite all right now,” she says. “I don’t know what happened. She—”

“Cooee! Eleanor!”

Rose.

Eleanor staggers shakily to her feet, and turns to see her younger sister, a wide, wide smile beneath her floppy-brimmed straw hat, rosy cheeked and beautiful, striding toward them up the slope from the station, a vision of perfection, carrying her case in one hand, waving with the other.

Mabel shifts in her arms and points at Rose.

Eleanor turns back to Ted. “Really. Mabel is fine. She was late to bed last night and she’s very tired. I’m sure that’s what it was—just a funny turn. You know children! I’m so sorry about all the letters. We’ll help you pick them up.”

“Not to worry,” says Ted. “Long as the little ’un’s okay . . .” He looks uncertain.

“Please,” Eleanor says. “Don’t worry. Mabel is completely fine. There is absolutely no need, no need,” she insists a second time, “for you to mention this to anyone.”

Ted nods and bends to right the bicycle. He props it against the tree and gathers up the strewn mail. “Forgotten about already,” he says, giving her a flash of a smile.

Rose is crossing the street. Sprinting the last few yards, she drops the case and launches herself straight into Eleanor’s arms. In a swirl of fine cotton and her sister’s flowery scent and laughter, she is swallowed into Rose’s embrace, Mabel squeezed between them. They pull apart as a whistle sounds from behind the station building. A cloud of steam rises and the sound of the train cranking and straining hard out of the station fills her ears. Mabel is too heavy, and Eleanor puts her gently down.

“Oh, Rose! How good it is to see you. I didn’t hear the train arrive!”

“And you, dearest Eleanor. Now, how is my favorite niece?” Rose gently pinches Mabel’s cheeks, and the little girl buries her head shyly in Eleanor’s skirt. “Goodness, how you’ve grown!” She turns to Ted, who is picking up the scattered contents of his mailbag. “What’s happened, can I help?”

“It’s quite all right,” he says, crouching to refill the sack. “I was being clumsy. Nice to see you back, Miss Carmichael. How long has it been?”

“Nine whole months!” Rose laughs. “Can you believe it!”

“Welcome home,” says Ted, picking up the last of the letters. “Well, I’ll be on my way.”

“Yes. Thank you, Ted, for earlier.”

“Hope she’s okay,” he says again, giving Mabel a concerned look as he passes. “Good day to you both.”

“Good day, Ted.”

He swings a long leg over the back of his bicycle and, knees bending outward to avoid the bulging mailbag, he pedals away.

Eleanor holds her sister at arm’s length. “And how well you look,” she says with a smile. Rose has filled out. She really does look the picture of health, her light-blue eyes shining, her cheeks flushed. Edward will have no trouble securing her a suitable spouse.

She reaches down for the case Rose had dropped during their embrace.

“Come on. Let’s get home,” Eleanor says. “I expect Mrs. Bellamy has made us all a nice Victoria sponge cake with strawberry jam inside just for you and Rose, Mabel.”

The little girl licks her lips and rubs her belly. “Yummy,” she says, her earlier shyness melting away as fast as it arrived. “I like strawberry jam.”

How normal she sounds. How ordinary. Is it possible, Eleanor wonders, that she just dreamt up that awful episode? Had Ted also not witnessed it, she might just be convinced of that.

“I love strawberry jam too.” Rose smiles at her niece. “See? We’re just the same, you and me,” and Mabel curls her little fingers into Rose’s gloved hand.

“It’s so good to be back,” Rose exclaims as, seated in the trap, Eleanor turns Dilly to head home to Brook End, Mabel in the middle.

“It will be an adjustment,” Eleanor says, “to be back in quiet old England after your travels.”

“Of course, but I’ve missed it. And you, dear Ellie. We’ve never been apart for more than a few weeks before.” She smiles. “But . . . oh, Paris really is wonderful. It was so generous of Edward to let me go.”

“And did it do the trick?” Eleanor asks with mock seriousness. “Have they turned you into a chic and fluent Parisian? Edward will want to see evidence of his investment.”

“I shall have to let him be the judge.” Rose laughs.

Dilly breaks into an eager trot. Eleanor glances at Rose’s profile. She truly does look radiant. Her months in Paris and the weeks traveling around Italy have clearly suited her.

They fall into a companionable silence, lulled by the sound of Dilly’s hooves, her smooth coat gleaming and dulling as she passes through patches of sunlight and lengthening shadows, the sun dipping lower in the sky.

With Rose beside her, Eleanor’s secret bubbles and rises like hot air. She can’t contain it. Somehow it feels right to share this with her sister first.

“Rose . . .” she whispers above Mabel’s head. “I have news.”

Rose’s eyes widen. “Oh! Ellie. Really? How far gone . . . Are you okay?” Her forehead creases with worry. After three lost babies, the caution in her face at the news is no surprise.

Eleanor feels her eyes fill with tears as she returns the smile. “I’m three months gone. The doctor is confident this time. But I can’t help but be afraid. I haven’t even told Edward. I don’t want to tempt bad fate.”

Rose reaches over and squeezes Eleanor’s shoulders. “But if he says it’s going to be fine . . . Well, that’s wonderful news! You didn’t get past two or two and a half months those last times . . .”

“Yes. I know. But still. It’s hard to relax.”

“Of course,” says Rose. “That’s understandable. But you must take care of yourself. No stress or strains.” She waggles her finger at Eleanor.

“I’ll try.”

“What does that mean, Mama? What is stress-or-strains?” Mabel looks up at her, saucer-eyed and hopeful to be included in the adult conversation.

“Oh, it means Mama mustn’t get too tired or upset.”

“Why not?”

We’ll talk later, Eleanor mouths to Rose, then to Mabel, “Oh, just so that Mama doesn’t get too tired or a headache.”

“I get headaches,” says Mabel.

“What was it that happened just before I arrived?” asks Rose, clearly trying to change the subject. “Why did Ted ask you if the little one was all right?”

“Oh.” Eleanor feels the joy seep away, like a balloon slowly deflating. “It was just that Mabel . . .” What was it? She can’t think how to describe what happened. “Oh, nothing,” Eleanor says at last, looking at her daughter. There is no sign of anything wrong at all. “She’s fine,” she says.

But as Eleanor guides Dilly through the stone gateposts and up the sweeping drive toward the sprawling Edwardian façade of Brook End, the shine of the day is gone, replaced instead by an unease that settles over her like a damp, unwelcome cloud.




Chapter 2

Edward

The air has a stickiness to it when Edward steps off the delayed 6:40 onto the platform at Mayfield. Strolling toward the waiting car, swinging his briefcase at his side, he wonders if a thunderstorm is brewing. Usually there’s a marked coolness down here in the deep green of the Surrey Hills and away from the heat and fumes, the grime and bustle of London. In the country, a man can breathe.

But this evening Edward’s shirt sticks resolutely to his back and sweat trickles down his temples and beneath his armpits. He shrugs off his suit jacket and slings it over his arm.

Wilson raises a hand in greeting as Edward approaches. His driver is smoking, leaning on the bonnet of the Sunbeam, and Edward’s heart flutters at the sight of his new car. Its cream bodywork gleams; the black trim and the interior smart and modern. He’ll take it for a spin this weekend, just him with Eleanor at his side. He finds he is smiling as he pictures the scene: the wind plucking at their cheeks, her hair smooth and neat beneath her hat, clasped with one hand so it doesn’t blow away, passersby gaping at them.

“Good evening, sir,” Wilson greets him, quickly stubbing out his cigarette and tapping his chauffeur’s cap with two fingers. “May I?” He holds out his hand for Edward’s briefcase, which Edward releases into his care. Edward runs a hand over the Sunbeam’s paintwork and clicks open the passenger door, stepping lightly onto the footplate and swinging himself into her plush interior.

Wilson cranks the engine and she judders into life.

“Good week, sir?” Wilson asks cheerily as he expertly maneuvers the car out of the station. Edward will need to work on his handling of her. She responds so smoothly to Wilson. In Edward’s hands, she is decidedly jerky. There are some awful grindings and screechings when he operates the gears.

“Yes, indeed. Very good. Successful,” Edward replies, settling back in his seat as they set off down the lane toward home. There is a pregnant pause, as though Wilson expects him to elaborate on the reason for a week’s stay in the London flat. Normally Edward tries to be home at least once or twice midweek. “I gave another series of lunchtime lectures,” he offers, “at the Queen’s Hall.” There is no response from Wilson. “Do you know it—on Langham Place?”

“Of course, sir. The concert hall.”

“Exactly. That’s the one. A large, prestigious venue.”

“Glad to hear they went so well, then, sir. Interesting topic, was it?”

“Inheritance, and the Stream of Life.”

“An . . . expansive subject, that sounds. And were the audiences large?”

“Most pleasingly, Wilson, yes. Each day, a sellout!”

Wilson smiles. “Quite the celebrity, then, sir.” Edward wonders if the man is overstepping into sarcasm.

He chooses to take the remark at face value. “Most of the attendees were men of science like myself, in the main, but many more besides. This has been an international event. We’ve hosted experts from all across the globe who are interested in learning more about the science of eugenics. America. France. Scandinavia. Germany. Members of Parliament, ministers, too.” The day had been a success. Dare he even say, a triumph. Five members of Parliament in the audience, no less, and several prominent gentlemen and ladies of society so enthused by his talk that they have pledged funds and signed up to join the Eugenics Society.

Edward shifts in his seat to turn his gaze out over the fields in the hope it will discourage more questions. Who wants to make polite chitchat with his driver? He sighs. “I’m certainly in need of a relaxing weekend. This evening marks the end of a busy and tiring week.”

“Of course, sir.”

Edward peels his shirt away from his chest. “Will there be a storm tonight?” Best change the subject. Wilson was country born. These salt-of-the-earth types know. Garson, the gardener, could sniff out rain twenty-four hours before it happened. Even Mrs. Bellamy, the cook, could predict sunshine or rain, nodding sagely at pink-tipped clouds in the morning, or the evening, and at cows lying down, or is it standing up?

Wilson accelerates along a straight stretch of the lane, handling the gears with such ease the Sunbeam’s engine throbs with pleasure. “I would imagine so, sir.” Wilson raises his voice against the increased thrum of the engine. “This interminable heat must end sometime. A good soaking will do the parched ground a world of good.”

“It’s even worse in town, I can tell you.” The breeze slaps like a cool wet cloth on Edward’s hot skin.

The gates of Brook End are upon them too soon. The journey from the station is barely two miles, and for one crazy moment, Edward considers instructing Wilson to drive on past so as not to end the liberating, childish glee that soars. Just to be here, riding high in his new car; the wind in his hair; fresh country air filling his lungs.

BROOK END IS a big house, by most people’s reckoning. It’s not a stately home, as such, but a handsome, brick-built, sprawling villa, four stories high, and a mere twenty years old. A suitable residence for a respected member of the upper-middle classes, with a growing family and an even faster-growing reputation for being the expert in his field of psychology and education. It’s quite the ticket. Modern is far more suitable for a Man of Science. Edward could undoubtedly have picked up a mansion, steeped in history with a large estate, had he been of a mind to do so. As soon as he and Eleanor had become engaged, he’d searched in earnest for the right country house for his bride-to-be. He had wanted to give her the very best he could afford, especially after all that she had been through, coming as she did from a good, professional family. Her father had been a financier in the City of London—Eleanor had grown up with money—but the devastating loss of all the male members of her family during the war had sent their fortunes spiraling downward, forcing her mother and Eleanor herself to seek work.

Five years ago, there had been a fair few stately homes going on the cheap. But Edward’s private bankers, Coleroy & Mack, had advised him against taking on such a venture. Their financial acumen, their hunch about the British economy, and the increasing tax burden wealthy landowners would have to carry had been proven right.

With the aristocracy selling up in droves and investing their money elsewhere, he is happy not to have assumed their hefty tax burden, not to mention the social and economic responsibility they were all busy extricating themselves from. No, Edward congratulated himself for not falling into that trap. He might be considered by some to be nouveau riche, or, as Barton Leyton once called him, a wealthy upstart. Stately home or no stately home, society people would continue to sniff down their haughty noses at him. But, unlike Barton, who moans regularly about the cost of keeping Mayfield Manor from crumbling around him, Brook End requires little maintenance and boasts both modern conveniences and ample space, as well as a beautiful location. Besides, Eleanor, who is of far better breeding stock than Edward, seems perfectly content with the house. At least, she never says she isn’t.

“Evening, sir,” Alice greets him at the front door.

“Good evening to you, too, Alice,” he replies, noticing her round and freckled face is flushed with excitement.

“Mrs. Hamilton collected Miss Carmichael from the station earlier today,” she gushes. “Lovely to have her home, isn’t it? She’s told me all about her tour around Italy. It sounded wonderful. And you must hear her speak French! Like a native, she is.”

“Indeed? And what did she say?”

“Oh, heavens, I’ve no idea. She could have been telling me I’m the queen of England for all I know, but it did sound lovely, like.”

Edward smiles indulgently. “I see. And where are the ladies now?”

“Changing for dinner, I believe. It’ll be served in fifteen minutes.”

“Excellent. I just have enough time to wash and change myself.”

Taking the stairs, he notices how empty the house is without a dog. A house really isn’t a home without a dog in it. It’s been over a month since Patch died. He must look into replacing him.

“My darling!” And there she is, standing arms outstretched at the top of the stairs. Eleanor. His beautiful wife.

Edward bounds up the last two, grabs her, and pulls her into an embrace. “Oh, how I’ve missed you!” he says, breathing in her lily of the valley scent. He picks her up and swings her around, making her shriek and giggle.

“Edward!” she cries. “Put me down!”

“Never!”

“Urgh, it’s making me dizzy! Someone will see!”

“Who cares.” He laughs and releases her.

“Go and wash and change.” Eleanor smiles up at him. “You smell of London.”

“I do? And how does that smell?”

“Like old boots.” She laughs. “Scrub it off and put on some of that cologne I gave you for your birthday. That will be a great improvement!” Then she blows him a kiss and skips downstairs. “I must speak to Mrs. Bellamy before she ruins the soup!”

DURING DINNER, THE first rumble of thunder growls over the clatter of cutlery and clink of glasses.

“Is that thunder?” Rose peers over her shoulder through the window and into the darkening garden beyond. She turns back to the table. “We had such a terrific storm in Venice. Rain like stair rods. I was quite certain we would all be washed away, if we weren’t struck by lightning first. Our funny little pensione was perched right up at the top of a rickety old building.” She tears the tiniest piece of bread from her roll and pops it into her mouth, chewing quickly, lips pursed, like a mouse. “The old signore had to administer several glasses of Moscadello to Madame Martin, Clarissa, and me, to calm our nerves. You should have heard our squealings!” She giggles at the memory.

“Well,” says Eleanor, “you are quite safe here. There’s no need for fortifications of anyone’s nerves.” She takes a long drink from her water glass as if to prove the point.

Rose merely shrugs and nibbles on another morsel of bread.

Edward imagines, now Rose is home, he will retreat to his study more often. Simply to avoid the overwhelmingness of too much female company. There is nothing wrong with female company per se, but when there is an imbalance, a man must have a place of sanctuary. Marrying Eleanor had meant taking on so much more than just a wife, and Edward has done so gladly, willingly. Rose really has turned out rather well. There is no doubt she will make someone a decent proposition of a wife.

Rain begins to patter against the windows. The thunder rumbles closer.

Edward sniffs. “If it clears up enough by Sunday, how about a picnic by the river? To celebrate Rose’s safe return.” He smiles at her and raises his glass.

She beams and raises her own. Edward studies her as she replaces her glass and lifts the soup spoon to her lips. Bright and full of energy after she’d finished her schooling, she had begged Eleanor to let her go to Paris to immerse herself in the French language. The idea of taking up French was spun by a teacher at The Blofield School for Young Ladies who had impressed upon Eleanor that Rose had quite a flair for foreign languages, and that she shouldn’t waste her talent. Rose is nothing if not determined.

Edward takes a swig of claret.

She is an attractive girl, if rather stubborn and overly confident. Nothing compared to Eleanor, of course. His wife still turns every head whenever she walks into a room. While Eleanor tends to think too much—to take the weight of the world upon her shoulders—Rose has a certain joie de vivre, a vivaciousness that makes up for the irregularity of her features. She was too thin before her travels, but now she has a pleasant figure and her hair is cut into a sleek, modern style. She has become à la mode in Paris, it seems.

“You know her, don’t you, Edward?” Rose is saying, tuning Edward back in to the room. “You must have met her, too, Ellie?” Eleanor nods her head. “Well, my advice,” Rose continues, “don’t read it! It’s truly awful. Boring, old-fashioned, and damn it, the women! How can such an enlightened woman like her write a book about such pathetic creatures! And as for the men, well, don’t start me on those . . .”

“Who? Which book?” asks Edward.

“Love’s Creation, by Marie Carmichael. I mean, I had to read it given the pseudonym. Coincidence, don’t you think?”

“Pseudonym for whom?” Edward looks to Eleanor for help.

Eleanor sighs. “For Marie Stopes. Her novel Love’s Creation, which, incidentally, Rose, took her years to write, is being slated by the critics.”

“Fairly,” says Rose. “I think next time you see her, you should encourage her away from fiction.”

“We hardly have that sort of relationship, Rose. I’m not her editor—I’ve only met her through Edward’s work.”

“Well, someone should,” Rose mumbles.

Eleanor frowns at her. “Perhaps she is better at nonfiction work. With a second book out this year, she should be admired, not criticized. It’s entitled Enduring Passion and follows on from her previous book, Married Love, dealing with matters pertaining to the bedroom and—”

“Yes, yes, I think we understand the subject matter, Eleanor. Not one for the dinner table.” Edward shifts uncomfortably in his seat, acutely aware of being the only male in the room. “Besides, you should remember how much good she does in the world. All the work she has done on making birth control available for those least well-equipped to have children is rather more important than her observations of what should or shouldn’t take place between man and wife.”

“But that’s the very point,” exclaims Rose, thumping the table with her free hand. “She is a feminist and a progressive and yet her novel is about the most conventional of couples.”

Feminist? Edward wonders. “Well, I suppose—”

“Now, if you really want to read something fresh and different,” Rose interrupts, “I recommend Hall’s The Well of Loneliness. Much more risqué! It’s about a couple of lesbians—”

“Rose!” hisses Eleanor, then there is a suppressed giggle from them both as Alice enters the room.

Edward’s collar is too tight around his neck, and the room is suddenly overly hot. What does Rose know of sexual inversion? It really is time to find the girl a husband. Alice silently removes his empty soup bowl and replaces it with a plate of sliced chicken.

“Potatoes?” she offers, returning with a bowl and serving spoons. He nods and she places tiny, perfectly round, buttered new potatoes on his plate. He adds a pile of green beans and carrots from the side dishes on the table.

“Let’s invite a party down from London next weekend. Now that Rose is back.”

Rose and Eleanor pause in unison and look at him.

“I thought you didn’t like having people down, Edward,” Eleanor says, fixing him with a steady look. “You usually say you come down here to escape people.”

“Well. Yes. That’s true, ordinarily. But shouldn’t we be introducing Rose into some sort of decent society?”

Eleanor’s eyes sparkle beneath the electric lights. They really are quite extraordinarily beguiling. Almost violet in this light. He wonders for the thousandth time how he ever managed to capture such an exquisite creature. How fortunate he was to encounter her that day he went to decommission at the War Office. He’d pulled out all the stops to entice her to come and work for him. He’d told her his invitation was purely professional, which was not exactly true, but as it turned out she had become a rather brilliant research assistant for almost three years, until he finally plucked up the courage to ask her to marry him. Truly, he doesn’t deserve her, but with deft practice, he shoves that thought aside.

Rose drops her silverware. Did she just roll her eyes? “I’ve plenty of friends,” she protests. “I don’t need introducing to any stuffy—”

“You need a husband,” Edward cuts in, silencing her. If he is forced to take on the role of Rose’s father next to Eleanor’s mothering, well, so be it. He is furthermore, at forty-three, old enough to be her father, although he finds the role uncomfortable. Rose must understand she can’t cavort around Paris, Venice, Rome, and London forever. She should marry well, which will be good for her and, in turn, quite possibly good for him, too, if she finds a somebody.

“It’s a bit late to invite anyone from town next weekend. Let’s get some local people over for a tennis party, if you like,” Eleanor says smoothly. “The Leytons, of course. And how about the Taylors, and the Blythe-Etheringtons? Or the Millers? Rose, you’d like to catch up with Iris Miller and the Leyton girls, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes! A tennis party would be fun. Could Clarissa come down from London too?”

“I don’t see why not,” Eleanor agrees. “I could invite Sophie and Henry too. Provided you don’t talk constantly about Italy and bore everyone silly.”

“There is nothing boring about Italy.”

“Unless you weren’t there.”

The rain intensifies against the windowpanes; thunder grumbles ever closer. Just as Alice is clearing the dessert plates, a flash, brilliant and white, momentarily illuminates the garden; the lights flicker, then go out altogether. A crack of thunder, shockingly loud and unexpected, sends the women shrieking to the window as another flash lights up the garden and the fields beyond.

Alice leaves to fetch the gas lamps, returning with two just as little Mabel arrives, shivering with fright, huddled in the arms of her nanny, Miss O’Connell.

“Apologies for the intrusion, sir,” Miss O’Connell says, her tongue curling around her words. “The child refuses to settle, what with the storm and the lights out an’ all. Screaming for her mother, so she is.” There is something mesmerizing about Miss O’Connell’s gentle Irish lilt, her whispery voice being so at odds with her looks. She’s a heavy-featured woman. Strong bones, too, Edward can hear his late mother say, sizing up her thick waist and solid bust with a wrinkle of her nose and the arch of her eyebrow.

“That’s okay, Miss O’Connell,” Eleanor says, pushing back her chair and opening her arms to take Mabel. Grace O’Connell is her full name; it, Edward muses, being at odds too. Graceful was something Miss O’Connell was most certainly not. “I’ll comfort her and get her off to sleep. You may get your supper now.” The nanny, relief slackening her cheeks, her mouth folding into a smile, turns and leaves the room.

Mabel clings to her mother and stares around with huge, blue-black eyes.

“Hello, little one,” Edward says, leaning across the table and stroking a hand over her hair, fine and delicate as spun silk. “The thunder won’t hurt you. It’s just noise.”

“Nanny says it’s God getting angry up in heaven at the bad people. He roars and thunders after them with a big, big hammer if he finds out you are evil on the inside, like I can be sometimes,” she says, trembling. “And he made the lights go out.”

“Ach, that’s nonsense, Mabel. Whatever is she thinking, filling your little head with such rubbish,” Edward says, and Eleanor shakes her head, pursing her lips.

“Am I bad, Mama?” Mabel asks. “Is it my fault the lights went out?”

“No! Of course not, Mabel.” Eleanor throws Edward a look and takes their daughter’s fat little hand in her own. “Papa is right. Thunder is just the sound of the lightning in the sky. It can’t hurt you. I shall have stern words with Nanny in the morning about all this.”

“Why would she frighten poor Mabel like that?” Rose tuts.

Mabel covers her ears with her hands and yelps at another, sudden, loud crack of thunder. The room flickers and flashes bright as daylight.

“Let’s get you back to bed,” Eleanor says softly, placing the child on the floor.

“I’ll take her up,” says Rose, picking up a lamp and leading Mabel with the other hand to the door. “We’ll have the lights back tomorrow, I promise. I’ll tuck you in, safe and warm, and stay until you fall asleep. Would you like a story? Or I can sing you a lullaby. What would you like best?”

“Sing,” Mabel says, delight in her voice as the door to the dining room swings shut behind them.

LATER, THE STORM spent, Edward smokes a cigarette on the terrace. The air is rich and earthy. Perfume from the jasmine growing beneath the terrace rises, pure, strong, and sweet. The storm has washed away the hot sticky air and it’s pleasantly cool. Rose and Eleanor have already gone up to bed and Edward revels in the peace and solitude.

Cigarette finished, he climbs the stairs and knocks quietly on Eleanor’s door. A week’s absence, the pent-up electricity released by the storm, and the need for oblivion have intensified Edward’s desire for his wife.

She is wearing her cream negligee, tantalizingly see-through, and her arms are bare.

“My darling,” he says, enfolding her in his embrace, the skin of her naked shoulders satin beneath his palms. “I’ve missed you.” He cups her chin with his hand, raising her face upward, kissing her warm, pliant lips. She responds briefly, then pushes him away, but smiles up at him, her cheeks flushed.

“Edward!” She grasps his hand. “I’ve been desperate to speak with you all week, alone.”

He reaches for her again, pulling her close, this time kissing her throat, a feather touch, just as she likes it. But she brushes him aside and he laughs now at this strange game she is playing.

“No,” she says firmly, squirming away from him. “You need to listen. Come, sit.”

She leads him to the bed, where he sits, pressed close to her. She strokes his hand.

“I have the most marvelous news.” She looks up at him coquettishly from beneath her lashes, biting her lip.

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” he says with a laugh, pushing a strand of her hair from her cheek.

“Can’t you guess?”

His breath catches. “Do I dare to?”

“Yes, I really think it’s safe to dare this time!”

“Have you seen the doctor?”

“I have . . . He is confident, now that I’m past three months. I’ve been feeling ghastly, too, which he says is a very good sign. Can you believe it! The worse the nausea, the better, apparently.”

“You’ve kept it quiet all this time.”

“I didn’t want to get your hopes up. Didn’t want to tempt fate. Besides, I’ve only really known myself for sure this last week.”

Edward kisses her, tenderly. Gratefully. This time, she doesn’t push him away.

“I know we have been . . . But the doctor said, just to be safe, I should avoid . . . Well, you know. Because of the last three times . . . Do you mind awfully, Edward? I’m sorry. I just wouldn’t want to risk—”

Did he mind? Of course he minded.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he says. He places a light hand on her belly. “This baby is the most important thing. It really is the best news, Eleanor.” He looks deep into her eyes. “I’m happier than any man could be. Truly.” That part was true, wasn’t it? “You must get your rest.” He sighs and pats her knee. In the lamplight, she is more beautiful now than ever. His heart lurches.

“Stay, Edward.”

“No. You’ll sleep better by yourself. I don’t mind sleeping in my own room,” he lies. The dreams are never as bad when Eleanor is close. But it’s only right that he should let her rest properly. Since Mabel, there have been three miscarriages, at around two months. The loss Eleanor had felt each time was a shocking blow. His guts contract at the thought of it happening all over again, especially if it were to be his fault. Please let this one stick. Please let this one be a boy. A healthy boy.

Maybe a healthy boy would be enough to dispel the bad dreams and haunting shadows for good.




I

ALLOW ME TO INTRODUCE myself. Or perhaps we’ve already met? It’s quite possible. Diseases like me are hard to avoid. I hide away in the shadows until one day, it begins. A feather touch. Light as the brush of a moth’s wing or the faintest breath of a newborn. Then, gaining strength, like the unfurling of a leaf, I take shape. An unwanted guest, crawling through the dark recesses of a loved one’s mind.

At first, I’m dismissed as something other. For me, the subterfuge is all part of the game.

Can you see me?

Here I am: behind that blank stare, beneath the slack cheek. The relaxed button lips that allow a trail of saliva to ease its way out.

Finally, the realization hits, and you know it’s me: epilepsy!

Then comes your frown. The purse of lips, tilt of head. The horror of it all.

A hand of sympathy from a loved one on your arm, a pat that says a thousand sorry words. The shrinking and shriveling, the must stay away in case it’s catching.

The shame and then the hiding.

After that, whatever harm I do, you do far worse. Oh yes, you humans think yourselves above the animals, with your clever brains and fancy morals; but really, it’s your inhumanity that sets you apart.

I understand what drives you. No single creature knows you better than I, for we go together, we two, however hard you try to order the world and rid it of me. Hand in reluctant hand. From Dostoevsky to Gershwin, Caesar to Joan of Arc to Vincent van Gogh, unknowns to kings and the sons of kings. There’s no rhyme or reason. No pattern to comfort you. Rich or poor, young or old, genius or simpleton. I care not. They are all mine for the taking.

So, what am I, this creature of the mind you so dread?

I am anti-order. I am chaos. I disrupt and disturb. I’m the power of deception. A noise not there. A strange flavor on the tongue. A vivid pulse of light. The smell of hellfire, a kaleidoscope of color. I’m an apparition, a clarity and a dissolution. You’ll see me in the twitch of a hand, the fall of a chin. A darkness behind the pupils. The twist of a mouth, the jerk of a limb. The crack of a head, the falling, falling. I’m right there, behind those blank, dead eyes, that slack expression. I am the stuff of nightmares, the destroyer of memory. I’m inspiration and hallucination. Creation and destruction. For when my power is unleashed, your ordered world unravels.

But one thing, my friend, is certain. Whatever mischief I may make, it’s nothing to the folly of your meddling.

Come. Let me show you where your arrogance and foolishness can lead.




Chapter 3

Eleanor

Have you seen Rose?” Eleanor asks each member of the household as she trails from room to room. The sun is high in the sky and Rose is nowhere to be found.

Eleanor’s legs are shaky and her stomach queasy after the drive with Edward this morning. He can do many things well, but driving isn’t one of them. Sitting beside Wilson at the wheel is one thing, beside Edward, quite another.

In the kitchen Mrs. Bellamy is almost done plucking a chicken, its naked skin fresh and pink, like a goose-bumped baby’s. Eleanor gags. She turns away quickly and helps herself to a glass of lemon water.

“She appeared briefly after breakfast, looking for something to eat,” Mrs. Bellamy says, wiping her hands down the front of her apron. “I’ve not seen her since, mind.”

The cook sighs and stretches her arms out wide and back as though easing her aching shoulders. Chicken plucking must be a strenuous task. Red and gold feathers lay in a heap on the table and a few of the finest, downy undercoat float on the light breeze from the open back door.

“This one’s a skinny runt,” she says. “I’ll ’ave to send Bertie out for another. I’ll never get enough meat off this one to feed all those mouths tonight. What was ’e thinkin’, bringing me this pathetic thing? And on top o’ the electricity goin’ off ’n’ all.” She stares gloomily up at the dulled lights hanging above her head. “Any ideas when they’ll get it goin’ again?”

“They’re working on the generator now, I believe. Won’t be long,” Eleanor says. She eyes the chicken. “I’m sure that will be quite enough meat, Mrs. Bellamy.”

“It’ll be me who gets it in the neck if it isn’t,” Mrs. Bellamy says with a sniff, and Eleanor wonders if the irony is intended. Mrs. Bellamy herself could do with feeding up. Cooks are meant to be wholesome and round. Mrs. Bellamy is all sharp edges and sinew. She certainly bears more than a passing resemblance to the skinny runt lying on the table before her.

“Whatever you think best,” Eleanor says, her voice light as the breeze stirring the hairs on the back of her neck. She tries not to think about another chicken having its neck wrung. “I must find Rose . . .”

She leaves the kitchen, her glass of lemon water still in her hand. Best not to see what goes on behind the scenes of food production. If she thinks about it too hard, she is tempted into the notion of vegetarianism. And that wouldn’t do, not right now, in her condition. Perhaps after the baby is born.

Eleanor stands in the hallway, sipping the water, the sharp tang of lemon calming the rolling sickness in her belly. Sunlight filters through the stained-glass windows on either side of the front door, painting colored reflections on the walls and splashing them onto the polished oak floorboards. The grandfather clock ticks loudly and reassuringly beside her.

Edward scolded her this morning during their drive. Gently and kindly. But all the same, his message was clear. She must rest more and take care to look after herself and the baby. What does she think he pays Miss O’Connell for? The nanny must get fed up, Eleanor stealing her charge away from her whenever she fancies it.

She wonders at herself and what she has become. Refusing invitations to parties in town, on account of Mabel. She used to be a different sort of person altogether. She had taken the job at the War Office because she had had to earn a living. But she had come to enjoy it. She loved the buzz of office work, the feeling of being useful and playing her part in something bigger than the home. Then working for Edward had been even better. She shared his passion for advancement in science, and her feeling of usefulness increased. But once she married him, that had to stop. She thinks back to those early days and suddenly yearns for them. She’d loved working for Edward, collating all the complex data from his research. Being in the thick of it. Being near him, all day, every day.

She wonders how different her life might have been if she hadn’t been brave when he’d walked into the War Office and handed her the note. At the end of that day she had walked into Café Bru feeling outrageously brazen. Seeing him smile and wave at her from the table by the window, she had almost turned around and run straight back out. But his easy conversation and confidence had soon made her forget herself. He was a fascinating, clever man. A psychologist. She’d never met one before. A man of science; knowledge flowed out of him and into her eager ears. She was overwhelmed by his certainty. By the power and drive in him to change the world. He was looking for a research assistant. Someone young, bright. Male or female, it didn’t matter. Women, he told her, from the research he had conducted, and quite contrary to what some men thought, could be equally as clever as men. He was struggling to find the right person, and the brigadier general had told him that once he’d finished his decommissioning, he would be packing up that office. Edward surmised correctly that he might not have any more need for her once that time came. The brigadier general had given her the highest of praise, he had said. Might she possibly be interested? The first thing she told him about was Rose. How she had to earn a decent wage to support them both. Six months later she was installed at a desk in his office at the university. And, well, the rest was history. Edward had paid her double that of his other research assistants. Nobody could have been more compassionate or caring.

She’s happy with her life now, of course she is. What could be better than watching Mabel amble on the lawn as Eleanor sits with the latest Agatha Christie in her hand? But still, there’s a part of her that misses the feeling of doing something important. Of using her mind and having a job. Of lunching at the Savoy Grill or sipping champagne at the Ritz with Sophie and the cream of London society.

“Rose?” she calls hopefully, turning her face to the upper floors of the house. Surely she can’t still be in bed? As Eleanor begins to climb the stairs, she thinks of herself at the same age. Back to a time when she, too, might have spent an entire Saturday morning in bed. Utterly exhausted, having stayed up until the small hours with Sophie, dancing with young men at the Hammersmith Palais.

Until that day in 1920 changed her life forever.

“Rose,” she shouts this time, irritation rising inside.

At the top of the staircase, she vows to write to Sophie this afternoon. She will know some eligible young men.

Eleanor bursts into Rose’s bedroom and there she sits, her back to the door, leaning over her writing desk, still in her night things, not even dressed!

“Here you are, Rose, darling! Almost lunchtime and you’ve not left your room,” she can’t help but tut.

Rose swings around to stare at her, a flash of guilt in her light-blue eyes. “I’m sorry! Have you been waiting for me? I wanted to write a letter . . .”

“But it’s your first morning back! Are you missing the girls at Madame Picard’s already?” Images of Rose sharing a room with Clarissa and an assortment of other girls fills her head. The camaraderie, the larks. The freedom of being young and unmarried with everything still to come. She imagines the excursions around Paris, the shops and chic cafés . . .

Rose turns back to her desk, gathering neatly written pages together and turning them facedown on the blotting paper.

“That’s a long letter, Rose dear,” Eleanor says, crossing the room and placing a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Who are you writing to?”

“Oh, just a friend,” Rose says lightly.

“Come on.” Eleanor gives her shoulder a squeeze and laughs. “Spill the beans. Perhaps we can invite your new friend down here for the weekend, with Clarissa, if you like.”

“Well . . .” Rose places a hand on the pages, as though worried Eleanor will snatch them up and read them. What is she hiding?

“Rose?”

“Oh, Eleanor. I suppose you shall find out soon enough anyway. And I know Edward has plans for me. It really is very awkward . . .”

“What is? What’s awkward?”

“Edward wanting to marry me off, like some burdensome daughter in a Jane Austen novel. But it’s the 1920s, for heaven’s sake, and while I know he’s been awfully generous and everything, I simply don’t want to marry. Not right now, anyway,” she adds in a rush. “I want to live a bit first. I’m not yet nineteen, and I want to work in town, like you did. You had to give up work when you got married. I don’t want to do that. I want to have fun. I want a career. I should use my French. I’m pretty much fluent now, you know. And I speak passable Italian. I was thinking of journalism . . .”

“Journalism,” Eleanor repeats, gripping the bedstead beside her.

“And . . . well,” Rose continues, “I’ve met somebody. Formed an attachment.”

“What on earth do you mean?” Eleanor laughs. “How can you have met someone? You’ve been at school all these months. With girls! You’ve been traveling with Clarissa and that Madame Martin, who was supposed to be keeping an eye on you. You can’t possibly have met someone.”

“Well, I have. So there it is.”

“Who?”

“Sorry, Ellie, but you are behaving like my mother. And you aren’t. You’re my sister, you should be on my side.”

“There are no sides, Rose. I am on it—”

“It’s simply that I have met the most dreamy man, and I’m in love.”

“Oh!” Rose’s gaze is steady and obstinate, and her cheeks carry that flush again. It’s not a flush of good health. Of course it isn’t. It’s a flush of love. Of happiness. Eleanor wonders how she did not spot it before. “But that’s wonderful! Only, you just said you didn’t want to marry . . .”

“I don’t. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to form an attachment.”

Eleanor’s smile dies on her lips.

“Just exactly how attached?” she asks, her voice hoarse.

“Seriously. As in, we-are-lovers attached.”

“Good Lord.”

“His name is Marcel Deveaux. He’s French. Oh, Ellie, he’s the most devilishly handsome man. The most intelligent, lovable man you will ever meet!”

“Lovers.” Eleanor sinks down onto the end of the bed. “Oh, Rose, how could you? Surely you are engaged? And what exactly does Monsieur Deveaux do for a living?”

“He’s a painter, and . . . thinker. Writing and suchlike. He’s part of the Paris set,” Rose says, her face lighting up with pride. “And he is completely, utterly penniless. Which is why I need a job, Ellie. So I can support him while he gets established. I know I’ve a lot to thank Edward for and I’d not dream of expecting anything more from him, he’s already done so much for me. But this is what I want, Ellie. You must tell Edward. I’m not getting married to one of his rich friends.”

ELEANOR LIES DOWN, her head propped up against the two cushions Edward fetched from the car after they finished the picnic lunch. It’s nice of him, but he is fussing and clucking around her as though she’s as fragile as a painted eggshell. It was altogether more pleasant when this baby was her secret, when she could hug the notion of it to herself. Now she is other people’s business. Edward with his fussing, Mrs. Bellamy telling her what she should and shouldn’t eat, Rose instructing her not to lift even the lightest of baskets—they should all just leave her be. She and the Grub, as she’s named the baby, were doing just fine without anyone’s interference, thank you very much.

The sun is warm on her face. The day has turned out fine, and thankfully a little fresher after last night’s storm cleared the sultry air away. Before her, the meadow, thick with wildflowers and yellowing grass heads, slopes steeply away, down toward the woods and the winding river, where it flows far below, out of sight between the trees. She closes her eyes, her body relaxing onto the picnic blanket. Edward has ambled off for a smoke with Wilson by the car, and Rose has wandered away with Mabel. When Edward returns, Eleanor will break the news. Always best to save unpalatable things until he has a full stomach and is relaxed after a smoke. Above the whisper of the breeze comes the rising shrill of a blackbird, the sweet trill of a song thrush, the rattling caw of a crow. She would be truly content, were it not for the bombshell Rose dropped this morning.

How on earth is she to tell Edward? Anger at her sister’s stupidity rises inside her and her eyes ping open. What was Rose thinking, getting mixed up with a penniless Frenchman? How naïve to think she can support the two of them. What a dreadful money-grabbing, good-for-nothing sort he must be, taking advantage of a young, well-to-do Englishwoman. Perhaps he has heard of Edward and thinks he can get his hands on his money? How could he, this Marcel character, bear the indignity of being supported by a workingwoman? Clearly he must be some sort of revolutionary socialist, seducing Rose as part of his grand scheme to live off her while he lazes around all day playing with his paints. Revolution is in the Frenchman’s blood, if she isn’t much mistaken. She shudders at the idea of Rose bearing his children, of lowering the quality of her excellent genes.

Eleanor begins to sweat at the thought of Marcel, his dirty hands wandering all over Rose. And what of Madame Martin, her supposed chaperone? She clearly hadn’t been doing her job. She will write a letter of complaint, as well as to Madame Picard’s school. Poor Edward, all those fees! Perhaps they could demand a refund. What good was it, grooming Rose for a good marriage if she went off and ruined her reputation like this? No one who is anyone will want her now. She’ll be spoiled goods. Unless it is all discreet and hidden under the table. She’ll ask Sophie’s advice. Lady Grant-Parker, as she is these days. Things are different for girls now, Sophie often tells Eleanor, with a knowing wink. One must simply be discreet. Men have been at it forever, of course. Bloody hypocrites, the lot of them. Perhaps it isn’t a complete disaster.

Eleanor props herself up on her elbows. There are Mabel and Rose, walking slowly toward her through the long grass, hand in hand, Mabel holding her butterfly net aloft, her face knotted in concentration. Eleanor smiles. It’s a picture of summer beauty. Rose crouches and points, whispering urgently to Mabel. A flutter of creamy white as a butterfly rises a few feet in front of the pair. Mabel lunges with her net, thrashing it wildly from side to side, missing the butterfly by several feet. She falls headfirst into the grass, giggling.

“Come back!” she shouts. “Butterfly!”

Rose helps her to her feet. “Ah! Better luck next time, little lady. One must be quiet and stealthy to be a good hunter. Loud noises frighten the prey away.” She laughs as Mabel stamps her feet.

“I’ll never catch one!”

“Of course you will. Patience. That’s all you need.” She pinches Mabel’s cheeks. “Come on, my little hunter, I think we’ve earned ourselves a nice glass of lemonade.”

They flop down beside Eleanor and she pours two glasses of the cloudy, sweetened lemon water from the flask, handing them to Mabel and Rose.

“So refreshing, thank you,” says Rose.

“Did you two have a lovely adventure?” Eleanor asks Mabel.

“We didn’t catch any butterflies,” Mabel says, pouting and throwing down the net.

“Never mind,” Eleanor says, patting her knee. “Butterflies like to be free, in any case. They look so pretty fluttering about—look! Isn’t that a red admiral over there?” She points to a large black-brown butterfly with flashes of red passing close by. Butterfly Meadow, as they call this place, is aptly named on account of there being so many of them when the grass, punctuated with wildflowers, gets long before it’s cut at the end of August.

“Yes, I think it is.” Rose watches it rise and fall, darting this way and that. “Are you still mad at me?”

“I’m not prepared to discuss it now,” Eleanor replies quickly, looking at Mabel. “I’m not going to spoil a wonderful afternoon. Once Edward knows . . .”

Rose sighs, throws her hat to one side, and flops dramatically onto her back. “I really think you’re being terrifically old-fashioned and beastly, Ellie.”

“Rose,” Eleanor barks.

Mabel jerks and drops her almost-full glass of lemonade. The liquid soaks her dress and the glass rolls away. Her head flops forward, snaps up. Mabel’s eyes roll and her breath is sharp, jagged, mouth pinched. Her head snaps again.

“Mabel!” Rose shouts, rolling away, pulling the hem of her skirt
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