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Her daughter Honesty Lomas Leeming – acrobat

Constance Redoute – young American of substance

Her father General Richard Redoute
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Lady Margaret Seland – an aristocrat of sorts

Her daughter Gertrude – a modern woman

The next generation

Rose Benbow, foster daughter of Astrid

Rufus, twin son of Astrid
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Prologue

Honesty keeps her eyes low, gazing no higher than the diamond pendant that nestles against the slightly withered skin just above the fold between her ladyship’s breasts. She does not raise her eyes to the face. You never look at the faces. She was told that on her first day in this house.

‘How very nice. You’ve done very well, Mrs McCoy. Absolutely a silk purse from a sow’s ear.’ Her ladyship’s voice is soft, like the inside of a goose-feather pillow. ‘Now, child! Turn around.’

Honesty resents being called ‘child’. She’s fourteen and tall for her age. Why, sometimes she’s even taken for fifteen.

A dig in the ribs from the housekeeper makes her turn round so that her back is to the two women. She wishes they’d let her keep her boots on. The stone floor is so very cold on her bare feet. She can feel her ladyship’s butterfly hands on her waist tugging at the hair where it falls from the new green ribbon.

‘Very nice,’ repeats the soft voice. ‘Well done, Mrs McCoy.’

‘Thank you, ma’am.’

‘You may take her now.’

Honesty feels the shirring rush of skirts, smells the scent of sweet sweat and thick perfume, hears the tap of heels on the stone. Then she is alone with the housekeeper.

With unusual intimacy, Mrs McCoy links her arm through Honesty’s and steers her down the corridor. They turn onto the wide main landing and make their way past the ornate door of the best guest room to a narrow door further down. The housekeeper selects a key from her ring and opens this door wide. Honesty can see a fireplace with a blazing fire, and red plush hanging from the bedposts. The room is empty.

‘Now you go in there, child. Go in and sit down on the little chair.’

‘What do I do? What do you want me to do?’ Honesty tries very hard to keep her voice steady.

‘You wait till he comes. Then you curtsy to him proper. And you do what he says. Mebbe you can do those little tricks of yours.’ Mrs McCoy’s voice is grim. She gives Honesty a sharp push so that she almost tumbles into the room. The key clicks in the door behind her.

She looks round. It’s quite a small room with a second door in the wall opposite the bed. The room is bigger than her own cupboard space in the top attic but certainly smaller than any on this floor. Honesty knows this from doing the fires. But this room is new to her. She has never lit this fire. There is little space to spare here. Certainly not much room for cartwheels and handstands.

Beside the bed – itself not much more than a swagged couch against one wall – is a very wide padded chair. The flicker from the branch of candles on the dresser beside it deepens the shadows in its carved red velvet. Beside that stands a small chair with wooden arms. Honesty sits on the smaller chair and waits.

She sits there for what seems like a very long while. The heat from the fire seeps into her and makes her drowsy. This is really a very nice room, she thinks dreamily. So much nicer than . . . She sits bold upright as the second door opens and an old man slips inside. She gulps. He is stout and not very tall. He has a polished, clean face with twinkling eyes and a well-brushed beard. His long embroidered dressing gown is tied neatly with a silk cord and his bare white feet are thrust into velvet slippers. The air from the door brings with it the fruity, dusty smell of his cigar.

She considers for a moment whether even here she should not look this one in the face. After all there is no doubt he is one of them. Then she lifts her head and looks him in the eye. He smiles at her quite sweetly and puts the cigar between his teeth so that he can use two hands to shut and lock the door properly. Then he turns back to face her. ‘Now, my dear,’ he said. ‘I’m told you are the most wonderful contortionist.’


Part One

The Edwardians

County Durham
Late August 1906

August 9 London: Boer War Commission says corruption and incompetence in the war cost over £1 million

August 15 Germany: King Edward VII spent a pleasant day with his nephew Kaiser Wilhelm II . . . In the afternoon the two monarchs drove by motor car to the spa of Homburg, which is a favourite with the King

August 25 St Petersburg: Premier Stolypin survives a bomb attack which kills thirty people, including his daughter


One

The Shooting Party

8am

Astrid Benbow peered down at the busy scene below her narrow window. The cloaked and gaitered men huddled together by the portico steps, too well schooled to take their places in the brakes before their sovereign had mounted his waiting vehicle. The still morning air fizzed with the jingle of harnesses, the guttural ejaculation of men’s voices, the tinkle of women’s laughter and the low growling of dogs. Human and animal breath joined together in the chill morning air before the late August sun rose to burn off the dawn mist and brighten the day. The extraordinary summer heatwave was just about over and the chill of autumn was making itself felt here in the north.

Two heavy brakes creaked on their springs a short distance from the steps; behind them lurked a wagonette piled with baskets which were still being fussed over by a grizzled man in livery. Behind the wagonette eight saddled horses skittered in the gravel, each held quiet by its own whispering groom.

Astrid had seen many such mornings here before the great doors of Seland Hall, the country home of the recently ennobled Lord Seland. As a child, she’d ridden her pony across that gravel with his daughter, Gertrude Seland who was her friend. How many misty mornings had they, straight-backed on their ponies, bumped their way through the paths and dripping woodland of Seland Park? What pleasure they’d taken in outstripping Mr Warrington the groom who was hampered by his rather inferior hack. Gertrude was not at home this weekend. It seemed she’d married a rather low South African and gone to find diamonds.

Astrid opened the window wide and peeked sideways to catch sight of her friend Constance being led down from the stable block on her tall black mare by old Mr Warrington. Constance’s mount, Diamond, had spent yesterday locked in a livery carriage on the train from London but she looked in fine enough fettle today. Astrid peered closer at Constance and smiled. Oh dear. She was riding astride! She did so like to tease. American girls were often like that. This boldness, this sense of fun had attracted her to Constance from the first.

At the very front of the cavalcade the senior Seland groom started to mutter into the ear of the lead horse which was jumping about in its leather harness. The man pulled the horse’s head close, snuckled into its ear with fleshy, pouting lips. It settled down, quiet again.

The chatter down below faltered for a second. Then the voices started again as, with a small dog yapping at his heels, the elegantly caped King trod lightly down the steps in his highly polished boots. His gait was graceful for someone of his bulk. Beside him fluttered Lady Seland, smart in a narrow-waisted jacket and a flowing skirt whose sleek lines had the stamp of Paris. She was wearing indoor clothes. Obviously she had not opted to go and watch the men at their easy slaughter.

Just to the left of the King, swathed in tailored outdoor clothes, was the rather stout well-dressed woman who was the King’s great friend and companion. To his right was another favourite: a clever woman who knew his appetites and even after so many years could think up ways to entertain and amuse him. She too was wrapped up close against the biting northeast wind. These women would watch the kill and then join the King at his alfresco luncheon. Their devotion knew no bounds and their stout figures were evidence that, like him, they would relish the fine food wrought by Monsieur Ledon, Lady Seland’s chef: delicacies which were even now laid tenderly in tissue in large baskets and being watched over in the wagonette by the butler, Mr Selby.

Behind these two favourites fluttered a covey of women, coming not to join the shoot but merely to admire the King and their own men embarking on their day. Unlike the loyal Mrs Keppel each one of them was secretly pleased that they weren’t condemned to drive out to the moors to endure a chilly day’s sport.

The woman at his side drew His Majesty’s attention to the young American girl on the black horse at the back of the party. The whole company turned to scrutinise her, as though she were some strange species of bird. One woman fished a lorgnette from her bosom to see more clearly.

The King put up a podgy hand and Constance cantered across and spoke to him. Her back was as straight as a ramrod and her beautiful face with its very white skin was veiled lightly under her black hat.

The King spoke. All Astrid could hear from the window was the questioning tone in his voice. Now the chatter of the whole group was stilled, and Constance’s clear voice travelled clearly up to Astrid on the still morning air. ‘I’m just a poor unknowin’ American, sir. You must forgive me.’

His voice rumbled again.

‘Well, back at home, sir,’ she said, ‘we-all hunt bears and muskrats, and the occasional Indian. Mountain roads’re too tortuous to ride woman-ways.’

Astrid smiled in admiration. Constance did not normally speak in that drawling fashion: normally it was hard to tell her from an English girl apart from an occasional dropped g. She would say ‘goin’, and ‘blowin’, and did not seem to notice it. The King knew she didn’t talk like a cowboy; he’d spoken to Constance for several minutes last night, complimenting her graciously on her gown and asking about her father and the Rocky Mountains. She’d answered him without mincing or lowering her eyes. The King beamed across at her, savouring as he always did the company of an intelligent woman. Then, as she flowed into a full explanation of her life in America, his gaze had left her and he’d asked a woman down on his right about the new German play which had just started a run in London.

Astrid had seen His Majesty do this before: ask questions of people and withdraw his attention from them before they had answered fully. He was like a fisherman with many hooks on his line.

Now down below in the courtyard there was an expectant silence. The King barked a laugh and made a great play of getting her joke. ‘I swear, Miss Redoute, you’re playing the American on me.’ There was faint mimicry of her accent in his voice. This brought a tittering chuckle from the ladies at his side, followed by a rumble of amusement from Lord Seland and his friends. Then the King mounted the front brake with the ladies and his lordship. Some of the other men crowded into the second brake with the dogs. Mr Selby the butler and two heavily shawled maids sat primly in the wagonette among the baskets and boxes. The other men mounted horses with the help of their grooms and the party moved off slowly, those on horseback being very careful to stay behind the leading brake.

Astrid knew that Constance planned to trail the party to the moor’s edge, and then leave them to complete her early morning ride away from the sound of the guns. Constance loved to ride. She’d had two fine horses shipped from America and hunted every other week during the season with friends in the Cotswolds. She hunted side-saddle, of course; to ride astride would have offended the sensibilities of the hunting fraternities. Astrid wondered briefly why her friend had taken the risk of riding astride today. To draw the King’s attention, of course. In that case it had worked. She was lucky. The King was known to be frosty about people who broke protocol.

The cluster of women at the great door melted back into the house, some to complete their breakfast, some to write letters, to play games, attend to embroidery and the more urgent business of London gossip. The house was full to the seams, as it always was when the King joined any of his friends for a shooting weekend. The conversation might even touch upon the recent events in Russia that the Czar, the King’s cousin, had handled so well. A severe hand was always the best way with these annoying insurrections.

Astrid, who had forsworn breakfast in her customary desire to be alone, stood at the window and watched until the shooting party and Constance, trailing on her black horse, were out of sight. She closed the window, twitched the curtain into place and turned back into a room which, though elegant and well appointed was somewhat narrow, matching her own modest status as a guest in this crowded house.

The sense of displacement that she’d felt since she and her friend had arrived at Seland Hall swept back over her. How much she regretted now that she had submitted in London to the blandishments of Lady Seland. Her ladyship had gone on so winningly about how much she missed her own dear daughter Gertrude, now unfortunately in South Africa with that dreadful man. How much her ladyship thought of poor dear Carmel, Astrid’s mother, who had been her lifelong friend. She had written to Carmel to tell her of the invitation. They all knew how much the King enjoyed having young beauty around him. It brightened his eye and lightened his step. His more mature companions no longer rose so readily to his witty banter. With them he could no longer enjoy the sport of blushing rewards, and lowered eyes. Younger women found it harder to resist the gallantry, the power and the patronage fused into one jocular remark, one thick well-manicured hand laid on a bare forearm.

The King had mentioned specially how much he had enjoyed Astrid’s company last time he was at Seland. And how much, went on Lady Seland, the King would enjoy meeting the young American daughter of an heroic general of the civil war as well as – dare we say the words? – one of the richest men in America. Americans were very fashionable in London these days. So charming. Her ladyship’s tone had become a little shrill at that point. She was irritated that her old friend’s rather plain daughter should resist an invitation that would have been jumped at by anyone else.

Astrid would indeed have resisted Lady Seland’s persuasion but she could not resist the desire to surprise her friend Constance, who would, she knew, very much like to meet the King of England. Her hunting forays into the Cotswolds had provided her with many honourables, even a duke or two as notches on her social belt. But to be with the King close by! She would be very pleased.

Astrid, wondering now whether she should make a move to get dressed, was pulled from her thoughts by the creak of the bedroom door. A slender, neat girl in sombre morning uniform glided in. Her skin was honey-coloured and her soft black hair struggled to escape the confines of her uniform cap; the face, lit by rather over-large dark eyes, was surprisingly finely moulded. But there was strain in that face. Shadows under the eyes.

The girl flinched at the sight of Astrid. ‘Beg pardon, miss. I should have lit this before you got up but there are so very many fires today. I thought you’d be downstairs with the ladies. They’re all at breakfast.’ She turned to go.

Astrid smiled and sat down in the window seat. ‘Just pretend I’m downstairs having breakfast with the ladies. Pretend I’m not here. Do continue.’

The girl moved stiffly around the room under Astrid’s vaguely benevolent eye. She placed her workbox by the fireplace and took out the sacking sheet to spread it carefully over the carpet. She opened the box and laid out her tools. Deftly she scraped out the ashes of the dead fire into a shallow tin and set about laying the fire and polishing the surround. She lit the fire and sat back on her heels to wait while it caught. Then, with the neat economy of long practice, she returned everything to her box. She stood up and caught a glimpse of the watching Astrid in the overmantel mirror. Catching Astrid’s gaze she burst out, ‘I’m real sorry I’m late with this, miss. I’m very late this morning.’

Astrid recognised the familiar low slightly sing-song tones: echoes from her own childhood. ‘What’re you called?’ she asked, her head on one side. ‘I think I must know you.’

The girl stared closely at her. ‘I don’t think so. I never seen you before. I’m called Honesty. That’s a flower with a bright white disc. Honesty Leeming’s my name, miss. But in this house you’ve to call me Peggy.’

‘Why must I call you Peggy? Honesty’s a much better name. A white disc. I like that.’ Astrid felt drawn to this girl.

‘The fireplace girl here is always called Peggy, miss. Always has been, always will be. Mrs McCoy – that’s the housekeeper – says so.’

‘And where d’you come from, Honesty Leeming?’

‘Everywhere and nowhere, miss. I’m romani.’

‘Ah yes. I was beginning to think that.’ Astrid smiled slightly. The sing-song tones had told their own tale. ‘To be honest, though, it’s very unusual to find a romani girl . . .’ She left unsaid that people didn’t usually allow gypsies across the kitchen threshold, much less in their back parlours, their corridors and their bedrooms. The epithet thieving gypsies was easy in the mouths of people of all classes.

Honesty sat back on her heels and turned round to see Astrid properly. She stared at her for a few moments, then relaxed. There was something about this lady, sitting there with the window behind her, her hands folded quietly in her lap. ‘You’re thinking why’d they let a gypsy work indoors, miss? Well, I came here well recommended. My mother knows the lady that obtained this place here for me. I wanted to work in a house. My mother hates houses but she knows that I like them. She says to me that working here would mean I would always know what went on behind such doors as these. Nothing lost. She’s a bit of a queer’n, my mother.’

‘Your mother found you this place?’

‘In a roundabout way. My mother’s a very . . . well, she always gets what she wants.’

Astrid leaned forward to look more closely at Honesty. A child, really. No more than fourteen. And those fine dark looks. She should have realised at the outset that she was romani. ‘So where does your mother live? Is she travelling?’

‘She lives by Benbow Hall, miss. At the forge. She’s married to the blacksmith there. This man’s not my father, you understand. My father’s long gone.’

Asrid laughed. ‘I know Benbow Hall very well.’

The girl nodded eagerly. ‘It’s a lovely place, miss. And they like the romani there. They say the man of that house was a rai, a scholar who knew much about the gypsies. He’s dead now but it’s still a good place to call. Known for it. The signs are always left. They say when he died they burnt his van. He’d had a van and he’d done some travelling himself.’

‘I know all about that, Honesty,’ said Astrid. ‘I knew this rai. I knew him because he was my father.’

The girl shook her head, smiling broadly. ‘Can you believe it? I see it now, miss. You’re Ambrose’s sister. Daughter to the old rai. You live in the city. In London.’

‘You know Ambrose?’

Honesty’s smile faltered a little. ‘I used to, when I was there. I went fishing with him when we first settled at Benbow. He knew nothing about fishing. We used to play in my mother’s vardo, her van. And he would pretend to be king of the gypsies. I would dress up in my mother’s skirts and he would draw pictures of me. He was always round Freddy Leeming’s forge. That’s the man my mother married.’

Astrid relaxed completely. Freddy Leeming was the quiet blacksmith who always shod the Benbow horses: a dour fellow who lived in the house by the forge with his equally dour sister. But Ambrose had always been fond of Freddy. More so than Michael John, her other brother. That one was contemptuous of Freddy but was fascinated by the massive strength of the blacksmith and the power of fire over iron. On his long holidays from school he liked to hang around the forge.

Freddy Leeming married! Astrid’s mother had always said Freddy, with his sister to take care of him, was the primal bachelor, a man destined to be alone.

‘So you took Freddy’s name? You call yourself Leeming?’ she said to the girl.

‘Well, my mother married the blacksmith proper. In the little church at the hall. Our real name is Lomas. Our Jack’s father was a Lomas, so he is pure gypsy, but me, my mother had me with this gorgio horse-doctor she took a fancy to. Never married him, but. She says that’s why I like houses.’

‘So why call yourself Leeming?’

Honesty shrugged. ‘She says to me to use Leeming, as it would get us more places in the gorgio world than the old name. She said the old name was always there when we needed it. But our Jack refused. So he’s Jack Lomas.’

‘And is Edith gone from the forge house? Freddy’s sister?’

Honesty shook her head. ‘My ma says no fear. Edith takes care of Freddy. My mother keeps her vardo. That’s her home. And then she has her business.’

‘Business?’

‘She’s a horsewoman. Known for it. She breeds and breaks horses. Trades with the gorgio. She’s trained horses for Mrs Benbow.’

‘How did she end up at Benbow?’

‘Well, she was travelling through Durham to Appleby Fair and her horses needed shoeing. Freddy Leeming did a good job on them. He wouldn’t take money off her. Not a penny. Then she moved on. He followed her. Followed her to Appleby and brought her back after she’d sold her horses there, at the big fair. She must’ve wanted to do it – get married – ’cause my mother never does nothing she doesn’t want to.’

Astrid frowned. ‘So she’s a horsewoman. She rides horses?’

‘Nah. Not really. She breeds’m, breaks’m, heals’m, sells’m.’

‘That’s very strange, a woman doing that.’

‘Aye. And it’s even stranger than that. She’s romani and among us only men do the dealing. At the fair she deals through a man, an old friend of hers. The kings, the romani kings, they say she can’t deal herself.’

Astrid knew about this. Her father had written learned papers on the kings, the tribal chiefs held in such great respect. ‘So,’ she ventured. ‘Your mother fell in love with Freddy Leeming?’

‘Love? Dunno about that. More like he fell for her. And he’s mebbe fourteen years younger than her. Not much older than my brother Jack who’s seventeen. Freddy had to persuade my ma, I’m telling yer. He kind of heated her up and wore her down, like she was a bit of old iron on his anvil.’

Astrid laughed, shaking her head.

‘She’s still only half-house, like. She stays at the forge a lot. But she keeps her vardo in the field so she can breed her horses and keep her chickens.’ Comfortable now, Honesty squinted up at Astrid. ‘That Mrs Benbow, I suppose she’s your mother, Mrs Benbow, isn’t she? She’s a bit of a queer’n herself, if you don’t mind my saying so. Not bothered about the vardo nor the horses. Doesn’t worry or nag. That’s not common. Other people’re sniffy about it, like. That Mr Tyler, odd man at Benbow Hall, he don’t like us, no more than his wife. They’d like my mother out of there tomorrow. But not your ma. Half fairy herself.’ The girl put her hand to her mouth. ‘Sorry, miss, I shouldn’t . . .’

Astrid shook her head, unwilling to end the conversation. So much better than that going on round the breakfast table downstairs.

‘Her ladyship’ll skelp us for talking to you. But it was nice, talking. Bit of a fairy yourself. Helped us forget me own troubles, to be honest.’ The girl reached for the metal mantelpiece and pulled herself to her feet, wincing a little. ‘Never talked to no one in this house like that. Not ever.’

‘What is it?’ said Astrid sharply. ‘Is there something wrong?’

The girl stared at her. ‘I’ve got these bruises, miss,’ she said slowly.

‘Bruises? You have bruises?’

The girl stared at her and sighed a deep sigh, the shadows under her eyes darkening. Then to Astrid’s horror the large eyes filled, then spilled over with tears. Honesty stood there, arms loose by her sides, and started to sob.

‘Goodness, child!’ Astrid went and put her arm round her shoulder. ‘Come. Sit down.’ She drew her towards the window seat. The girl pulled away, sniffing. ‘No, miss. I canna sit there. Her ladyship’ll have us. Her or Mrs McCoy.’

Astrid forced her down in the seat. ‘Sit down and do as you’re told. Now tell me. What on earth is wrong with you?’

Honesty reached down and pulled her apron up over her head, sprinkling the room with fire dust that glittered briefly in the morning light. For a few moments the sacking apron muffled her sobs. Astrid sat on the seat and carefully lifted the apron down to reveal the girl, her cap now quite awry and her honey skin sprinkled with coal dust. ‘What is it?’ Astrid said again, her voice very severe. ‘Whatever has happened?’

The girl sighed very deeply, hiccoughed and stopped crying. ‘It’s the King,’ she said sadly.

Astrid blinked. ‘The King?’ She thought of the gypsy kings. The men who said what could or could not be sold at Appleby.

‘Last night. It was the King. The big man, he was . . .’

‘What happened?’ Astrid took the girl’s hand and held it tight.

Honesty sat in silence.

Astrid put out her other hand and clasped the girl’s fingers between her own. ‘Start from the beginning and tell me what happened.’

Honesty looked at her and then down at their joined hands. Then she gave a small nod and took a deep breath. ‘It was me own fault, miss. I do these cartwheels and things, walk on my hands. I can put my feet right by my head. I used to do it on the road to earn a few pennies. Well, the staff here, they like me to do it for them. Give them a laugh when they have a minute off. Mebbe after supper in the servants’ hall. They’ll give me a penny. Miss Mason, that’s her ladyship’s maid, was quite taken with it. Told her ladyship, who watched me do all this, just outside the laundry. She watched from a window. Then yesterday afternoon I was doing my last round with the coal scuttles. Her ladyship caught me on the back corridor. I’d turned my back like they say we should. But she called my name.’

‘And . . .’

‘She told me then. “Peggy,” she said. Like I said, they all call me Peggy here, not Honesty.’

‘So she said Peggy? What else?’

‘She said “Peggy, you are to go to the King’s room tonight at eleven o’clock.”’ Lady Seland’s clipped voice filtered through in curious echo within Honesty’s sing-song tones.

‘I told her I’d seen to the King’s bedroom. The scuttles were full in the dressing room and the little study as well as the bedroom.’ She stopped. ‘Turned out it wasn’t his bedroom she was talking about.’

‘And she said . . .?’

‘She said that was immaterial. I was to go to the King after they’d all had their dinner. That the King would be entertained by my acrobatics. That the King had seen me and liked what her ladyship called my dark looks.’ Honesty paused. ‘I tried to ask more but she put her hand up like this.’ She wrested her hand from Astrid and spread out her fingers and put them over her face. ‘And before I could say anything else she’d swep’ off. Why, miss, I sat there at the top of the stairs and cried my eyes out. I an’t ever cried since I was six and fell off this big mare my mother had bred. The man that bought it called it Catherseed. It won races after. Anyway I fell off and cried and my mother threw me right back on again.’ She paused.

Astrid frowned. ‘About last night, Honesty. That was it? They left you crying on the stairs?’

Honesty shook her head. ‘The second footman nearly fell over me there on the stairs. He took me to Mrs McCoy. This feller told me she was the hardest housekeeper he’d ever had the privilege of working with. Even so, she didn’t like her girls crying. Couldn’t stand it. Her that could make grown gardeners cry! Anyways she sent him away and set me down on her own chair. She gave me a drink with a nip of something strong in it. A cup of tea from her own hand! Can you believe me? Then she put her hand on my shoulder. Seems she knew all about it, what her ladyship said. And she wasn’t pleased, I could tell that. So she put her hand on my shoulder. Her hand! Do you know, miss, no one has so much as touched me, not once, since I came to this house six months ago? Not one person. But d’you know Mrs McCoy was as kind to me as your mother ever was? She listened to what I told her and then gave a sigh, like she was this very old and tired horse. Then she says this. “It’s the King’s command, Peggy. It’s the King’s command.”’

Astrid shivered. ‘What did you say then?’

‘I telt her my name was Honesty, not Peggy, and she must call me that. I was still crying, then, like.’

‘Is that all she said?’

‘Nah. She said that I should not worry. And she called me by my real name. She said that the King always took care of people. He always did. That he was a great man.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘Well, miss, Mrs McCoy was very good to us. She let us have half an hour off that evening. She got that footman to fill the hip bath in her sitting room with hot water. All in secret, ’cause she said we must tell no one about this. She gave us her own scented soap. She blazed up her fire so I could dry my hair. She brushed it and spread it like a curtain over her fireguard. Then she tied it with a new green ribbon. She even gave us a cotton nightdress of her own to wear. And this really nice shawl with a fringe and a checked pattern. She told me her ladyship had got it in Scotland and when it was worn a bit, she gave it to her.’

‘And then?’ Astrid sighed in savage anticipation.

‘And then she took me to this little room along by the King’s room. Then he came in, in this long embroidered coat and a nightshirt under.’ She paused. ‘He had bare feet in his slippers. Fancy! The King in bare feet.’

Astrid looked past the girl’s white face out of the window. How long had she been in London? Five years? Six? She was little interested in society. She did attend an occasional restrained soirée in her aunt’s house in Devonshire Place. She’d endured the odd card party or dance. Most of her time was spent improving her drawing at the studio in Chelsea, quietly relishing the ebb and flow of the people who drew and painted or bought drawings and paintings. And those who wrote bad poetry and half-plays. And those who pretended they did these things and did virtually nothing. Such people were free, unconstrained by petty morals; ultimately they made love with whom they wished. Astrid, constrained by her own reserve, had managed to keep herself slightly apart from all this. Merely to survive among those lively people, she’d created a little repertoire of mild flirting and teasing. She felt no obligation to take it any further. Not one person, man or woman, had such an impact on her as to make her abandon her self-imposed code. But their behaviour no longer worried her. It was their way of showing their freedom and for that she quite admired it.

But the account she was listening to now was not a tale of freedom and experiment. Instead, it was as though the last thousand years had not been: feudal rights were still being exacted. They were as old as castles and moats, as outdated as knights riding with squires.

And wasn’t this the twentieth century? There were railways and canals, bridges and great steam engines. There were trains you could travel on at as much as sixty miles an hour. All life was turning wheels. Motorcars buzzed along on roads. Bicycles meandered along pathways. Women wore trousers under their skirts to make the cycling easier. They would even be voting for Parliament if the recent ferments were anything to go by. Things were changing. Think of Constance riding astride on her black mare.

Honesty was watching her anxiously.

‘What then?’ she asked quietly.

Honesty took a deep breath. ‘The King told me I might show him my acrobatics. But I should take off my nightie or my legs would get tangled in so much linen. So there I was in my shift and drawers . . .’ Her voice faded away for a second. ‘Anyway, I did some tumbles and, well, he clapped his hands and said “Bravo!” and to be honest I felt quite nice.’

Astrid became aware of the girl’s eyes boring into the side of her face. ‘What happened wasn’t my fault, miss. It was not my will,’ said Honesty. ‘What could I do?’

Astrid almost laughed. ‘Of course not. Of course it wasn’t your fault.’

‘He says then I am a naughty girl and’d caught his eye with my dark looks. He said I was an exotic flower. And then he says I should come and sit on his lap, right across, a leg each side.’ She paused. ‘He says I was to show him what acrobatics I could do just there. He asked me to fasten my hands behind his neck and I did this. He told me to loosen them and I couldn’t. “Oh dear,” he says again, “what a very naughty girl you are.”’

‘No, Honesty.’ Astrid was shaking. ‘You were not naughty. It was not your fault.’

‘I did – I do – know about that thing that happens, miss. Haven’t I seen stallions serving the mares since I was a little’n? I’ve seen that. But I couldn’t quite reckon what it was really like with humans. I reckoned that they couldn’t really mount you, can they?’

Astrid shook her head.

‘I thought you’d have to kind of lie side by side, kind of facing for it to happen.’

Astrid blushed. She’d thought something similar. Once, when she was eighteen, she’d lain on her side in her own bed, mimicking the actions she thought might be involved. It seemed impossible. Really. Then one of her poet friends gave her a Persian book that seemed to solve some of the problems in picturesque ways. The figures on the pages looked beautiful but what they were doing looked tortuous and laughable.

And she knew about men’s bodies. She’d seen the great statues in Florence that showed you the whole of a man – beautiful satiny flesh compelling your attention on the pulsing muscle and sinew beneath. The thing that proclaimed the manhood of these glorious sculpted men seemed small and budlike, unlike those in the Persian pictures. The thing that men and women did together still, to her, seemed impossible, even laughable. But this was no laughing matter, she thought soberly. Not for Honesty Leeming.

The girl was ploughing on, her voice slightly hoarse now. ‘I’d not realised, miss, that they could do it to you, just sitting there. Suddenly he grasped me and pressed into me. He held me so tight that he pushed all the breath out of me. I gasped out then that there was no place at all to put that thing, I told him that. There was no place to put it but he just laughed heartily and reared away. It hurt so very much. I tried to unclasp my hands but it was like they were stuck with glue.’

‘Oh, my dear girl!’ Astrid’s flesh was creeping with shame; her heart was leaping with pity for what had been done.

‘He kept on gasping and sayin, “Don’t worry, child, don’t worry, child” over and over again. In this kind, gruff voice . . . I can tell you miss, it really hurt. Hard to say how much. Then he put his head back and was snoring in a second. I dare not move a muscle. It seemed like there was sticky fire between my legs, in my belly. I just lay there sprawled on him. Then he woke up again and stretched and yawned. He lifted me off quite gently and put me on the bed. Then he stood there beside me and pulled my nightie right over me, tucking it in like I was just a babe! He took my hand quite kindly. He pressed a gold sovereign in my hand. Gold! Then he chucked me under the chin like I was a little’n. “You’re a good girl, my dear,” he said. “A very good girl.” And he’d gone. My own blood was on the bed and on the sheets. You know what I was thinking? I thought about them maids that do the beds. What would they think of me this morning, when they stripped that bed? I was crying my eyes out. What’d they think of me?’

‘It was not your fault.’ Images were cycling through Astrid’s brain.

‘Mrs McCoy kept saying that. She was there when I got back to my room. When I saw her I bawled like a young’n. She had my little fire on, the hip bath squashed in there beside it. The water was steaming. She helped me with the bloody nightie. But she gave me warm milk with honey in and told me not to worry about the bed in that room by the King’s room. She’d change it herself. No one would know. I must not say anything and no one should know. She musta put sommat in the milk ’cause I slept like an old dog. I was late up this morning but no one shouted at me. She musta told them to lay off me.’

Astrid put her hands over her face.

Honesty placed her hand, small and square, rough-skinned and covered with coal dust, on the silk shoulder of Astrid’s dressing gown. ‘Nowt for you to be sorry for, miss. Nowt to do with you, after all. D’you know what Mrs McCoy said when she was drying me down like a baby? She had this big dry towel. Like one from her ladyship’s closet. I’ve never been so clean. Two baths in a day!’ Honesty paused again. ‘Do you know what she said?’

Astrid put her hands in her lap and sat up straight. ‘What did she say?’

‘She said that she was sorry, but we had to endure things we knew weren’t right. This was our destiny. Destiny. Endure it. That’s what she said. And she telled us not to tell anyone. That wasn’t allowed.’ Honesty, dried tears now streaking her blackened cheeks, stood up. She caught sight of herself in the narrow mirror of the dresser. ‘Hah! Just look at us! What a sight. I’d better get on. I’m late as it is, and Mrs McCoy’s good mood won’t last all day.’ She collected her wooden box and her brush.

Astrid opened the door for her. ‘Can’t I do anything for you, Honesty?’

‘Nah. There’s no going back in this, miss. I’ll not be the same again.’ Her eye wandered down to the little name card in the door-slot. Miss Astrid Benbow in Mrs McCoy’s immaculate school copperplate. ‘I never saw you here before, Miss Benbow. Or at Benbow Hall, come to that.’

‘I have never been there since my father – your romani rai – died. I have lived in London for six years now. Since I was eighteen.’

‘Never?’

‘Not till now. I am going to Benbow Hall to visit my mother tomorrow.’

‘Hey, how I wish I could go there! I wish I could see my mother and my brother Jack. My brother Jack, you know? He is a magician. He makes you laugh. He can conjure things from the air.’ She sighed. ‘I wouldn’t even mind seeing Freddy or Auntie Edith.’

Astrid fought off a feeling of helpless lethargy; she was suddenly exhausted with this unusual conversation. ‘You could come with me and my friend Miss Redoute, Honesty. Then you can see this brother of yours. Her ladyship has offered her carriage and her coachman. There’d be room for you.’ One part of Astrid wondered what on earth she was doing, offering to share a carriage with this distressed gypsy girl. Even in Chelsea you’d think twice before making such an offer.

Honesty Leeming shook her head. ‘Canna do that, miss. Days off cancelled this Sunday, because of the shooting party, like. Even on an ordinary Sunday I only have the afternoon off. I’ve tried walking home a few times.’ Her grimace was nearly a laugh. ‘I’m no sooner there than I have to start back. Once I set out in the rain that turned to a storm. I had to take shelter, then had to turn round before I arrived!’

Astrid was angry. ‘Just come back with us, will you! Tomorrow. After what has happened to you, just come! At least you can see your mother and your brother. And tell them . . .’

‘I’ll tell them nothing. It was a mistake tellin’ you anything. It was just you sitting there with that look on your face, and you being the daughter of the rai . . .’ Honesty’s voice hardened. ‘And you must tell them nothing, miss. If he hears about this our Jack’ll go and stick a knife in the King’s gizzard and then where’ll we all be? In the Tower of London? Anyway, if I went home now Mrs McCoy’d give me my notice right off. No references.’

‘She couldn’t do that. I’ll talk to her. I’ll make it right with her.’

The girl’s shoulders raised in a shrug and then she turned away. ‘Like I say. I gotta run,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Don’t bother about this, miss. You shouldn’t really know.’ Her eyes were no longer red. Her face was closed and stubborn.

Astrid flushed at the innocent patronage in the girl’s tone and watched as the maid walked, straight and tall, along the corridor, her box of tools clanking. She pulled back into the room shaking her head hard, trying to rid herself of the image of the King plunging like a whale into the young girl.

The talk she’d just had with Honesty Leeming had been the longest conversation she’d had with someone who was not her equal since she’d been a child in the nursery at Benbow. Her nanny, dead now, had loved to talk and talk. After tea she’d hit the table with the flat of her hands and say, ‘Now, my dears, what shall we talk about today?’

They would talk a lot about the old Queen. About Nanny’s own heroine, Florence Nightingale. And about a very bad man called Charles Darwin who had some preposterous ideas about men being monkeys. They talked about Mr Disraeli who had charm, and Mr Gladstone who had dignity. They got quite deeply into the dastardly murders that happened in the streets of London and considered how lucky they all were, to live in the north where such things didn’t happen. (When she was eighteen her fond memory of these tales made London seem a very alluring place to Astrid.)

They also talked of Nanny’s own childhood in County Kerry, where there were small magical people and very surprising events; where there were all these streams and pools that glittered darkly in the early evening light.

In all of her life since (at her aunt’s house in London; in the studios in Chelsea; more recently travelling in France and Italy), the people employed to make her life smooth had all merged into two collective individuals – a woman, probably called Peggy or Maisie and a man usually called Fred or Tom. She looked on them kindly, talked to them about the business of whatever house they happened to serve; but if she were honest, to her they were no more than cut-outs in a toy theatre.

But Honesty was much more than any cardboard cut-out. She was flesh and blood, a person who had been savagely wronged. Astrid blushed again at the thought of what had gone on in that small room with the red couch. Her cheeks were still hot as she wandered back into the room and opened her wardrobe. What to wear for lunch? Most of the ladies would be at the round table in the summer salon with its seven windows.

Astrid forced herself to think of these things, screwing her eyes tight to stop herself imagining again the threshing figures of Honesty and the King.

Still battling to keep thoughts of the King from the front of her mind, Astrid selected a neat violet gown, finely cut and stitched by a dressmaker who copied the Paris models. (Constance, of course, wore the genuine thing). Yes, the violet gown would do the trick. She had to keep some kind of standard even in the chirruping company of rather mature female pigeons who fluttered around the King: Mrs L., the Jersey Lily, still beautiful though a little stout, was Astrid’s favourite. It was said that when she first came to London and caught the future King’s fancy, she wore the same simple black dress on every occasion, her beauty rendering competition irrelevant.

The future King. The King. How could she sit with other, more eager guests this evening and respond to his heavy humour, his beaming gaze? It was not difficult to respond. There was something undeniably likeable about him; he was often less stuffy and self-absorbed than the people around him. He was sharp and watchful yet he laughed very naturally when he was pleased.

She retied her corset at the front, then spilled the dress over her head and allowed it to slither and settle over her petticoats. She stood before the mirror using her long hook to fasten the last little buttons at the back. Most of the other women here would have a maid to do this. She’d always preferred to see to her own toilette, treasuring time on her own in what sometimes seemed to be a crowded life. She so loved these moments of freedom that she had her dresses made, her hair simply dressed, so that she could deal with them herself. Alone.

Some ladies of her acquaintance were never without their maids. The poor creatures had to wait up, yawning, ready to unlace, undo, brush and braid their mistresses. Some even slept on low couches outside their mistresses’ bedrooms. It seemed to Astrid that these maids were more intimate, more part of their mistresses’ lives than their husbands. As these brushing and braiding intimacies proceeded, the men would probably be snoring in another bedroom, or playing a late hand of cards at their club, fifty, a hundred, two hundred miles away.

Astrid pinned up the last fair curl, pinched her cheeks to make them redder, and made for the door. She thought she should hunt down the usually fearsome, occasionally benevolent Mrs McCoy before the gong called the remaining ladies to luncheon in the company of the obliging Mr Marquand, a non-sporting gentleman specially invited to play cards with the ladies and entertain them at the piano.

The King! He would still be at the butts: allowing his guns to cool and probably downing some warming drink before settling down to enjoy a picnic feast and teasing and chaffing the attentive company.

Astrid closed her bedroom door behind her. Luncheon with the ladies and Mr Marquand would be tolerable. But this evening’s dinner would be a trial. That was certain. She didn’t know whether she could bear it, whether she could sit around that crowded table, listen to the rough putt and glide of conversation where two things were always going on side by side. One of these things was the humour and wit of one’s dining companions. The other was the necessity to keep a sharp ear for the growling voice of the King: the reason why they were all there.

Walking along the echoing corridor she came to a decision. It would be better if she and Constance went straight on to Benbow Hall. She could not spend another evening here in this palace of sycophants. She would go home to Benbow. This afternoon.


Two

Journey to Benbow Hall

Constance was more than a little miffed when she realised that Astrid had arranged for them to move on. She watched with a scowl as the Selands’ third groom loaded their boxes onto Seland’s third best carriage. ‘Why must we do this, Astrid?’ she said crossly. ‘I thought we were to be here for the weekend before going on to Benbow.’

‘I don’t want to stay here.’ Astrid looked round. Lady Seland’s anger at their departure meant there wouldn’t be a mannerly farewell.

‘But why?’ pouted Constance. ‘Weren’t we having such a good time? The King . . .’

‘I don’t want to stay where he is.’

‘But Astrid . . .’

‘Don’t talk about it. Any of it.’

They clambered up the steps in silence and sat in opposite corners of the carriage. Constance sulked a little as the carriage made its slow way though the park and out onto the road. In the end she could bear it no longer and bounced across the carriage to sit beside Astrid. As she did so the carriage swerved round a corner and she almost landed in Astrid’s lap and they both ended up laughing.

‘Oh, bother it all!’ gasped Constance, settling beside her friend and linking her arm. ‘Bother the King and all those stiff-necks and their port-drinking wives. If you don’t want to be there neither do I.’

Astrid relaxed. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’ She wanted to talk. She didn’t want to think of Honesty, and her own lack of courage in dealing with that matter.

The carriage rocked on in silence for a while.

Constance asked, ‘So, when will we be at Benbow?’

‘About half an hour. Probably more. This driver does not seem to be in a hurry.’ They surveyed the driver’s stiff uniform and the thick neck that somewhat spoiled his rather good proportions.

‘Then you can tell me about it. About your house. When I get there I will be an expert on Benbow Hall. I will be able to write to tell my dear momma all about it. I think it must be like Seland only prettier.’

Astrid laughed. ‘It’s not even a tenth of the size of that place. Though once there was a place as grand as Seland on that very site. The Benbows were grander than the Selands then. But that was burned down. The house we live in is merely forty or so years old.’

‘Merely! Back home that’s real, real old.’

Astrid sat back against the padded backrest. ‘The site goes back even before the house that was burned down. You’ll be pleased to know, Connie, that my family is real, real, real old. My father wrote a little book about it all. So I know it by heart. When I was little I could chant it like a fairy story.’

‘Just how old is that old?’

‘Well, there’s been a house on the spot since Saxon times. An old book mentions a “small manor with fifteen villeins, ten farmholdings, three small lakes with plentiful fish, including roach, a number of free-roaming deer”.’ Her voice took on a child’s sing-song tone. ‘In those days the lands were important enough for the Normans to chase away a rather peaceable Saxon from the Hall and install their own more amenable placeman. Now he was son of a brave archer who had married a Saxon princess down in Wessex. Ben-b-o-u-g-h, the name of that hardy archer, transmuted itself through the ages to Benbow.’

‘Saxons! Go on.’ Constance, the daughter of a committed anglophile, knew her English history.

‘It seems this Benbough tore down the Saxon Hall and built himself a house with “high sloping walls snugly fortified and with a narrow wary eye to the north”.

‘Then at the Reformation, a Robert Benbough joined the King in distancing himself from Rome. He grabbed some rather useful church lands, including some lucrative coal pits and a lead mine further up the valley.

‘In the Civil War the Parliamentarian Edward Benbow managed further to extend his land at the expense of a Royalist neighbour. At the Restoration his son eagerly paid his fines to the King and forfeited the incorporated land.’

‘A roundhead then a cavalier.’ Constance clapped her hands.

‘In a later generation a younger Benbow son, called Matthew, fought under Wellington in Spain and died. They said this was a hero’s death but there’s no real evidence for it. That was the Benbow who brought home a black ship’s cat called Scat the Spanish Cat that was the ancestor of a line of black cats at the Hall. The cat these days is called Susannah. She has a high temperament and is a good fighter.’

Constance shuddered. ‘I can’t stand cats. They bring me out in hives.’

Astrid laughed. ‘I’ll tell Susannah to keep out of your way.’

‘Go on! Go on!’

‘Well, Matthew’s brother, Michael John, fought with Nelson at the Battle of the Nile and returned to Benbow Hall with crates of booty including sacks of fine finished mahogany that had once been the deck of a French merchantman. This has been our drawing room floor in two successive houses. They ripped up the oak in that first house and put down the mahogany. The inherited instruction to generations of housekeepers is that the floor should “shine like conkers”. And so it does. When we were small my brothers and I used to slide on it with dusters tied to our feet and pretend to be pirates. Just think! This floor was salvaged twice: once from the wrecked merchantman; once from the big house which was burnt down. As I said the Benbows were grander than the Selands in the old days.’

‘A poke in the eye for her ladyship!’ said Constance.

‘You could say that,’ agreed Astrid.

‘Where’d they get all their money, your people?’ said Constance with her American directness.

‘They had the wealth in the thousands of acres here. They invested in shipping. They made a great flush of money from slaves and sugar, and later from coal. They made it and spent it just as easily on stone and marble, on the laying down of floors of fine oak, the purchasing of furniture and interior features in the new clean styles from the pattern books of Mr Chippendale and Mr Adam. This easy money paid garden designers, Italian carvers of marble pediments, German silversmiths for sconces, lamps and elaborate crystal.’

Constance whistled. ‘Kings of all they surveyed. Just like my own poppa out West, sending to Europe for the baubles to show him better than his friends.’

‘It seems one Benbow, made Sir John Benbow by King George for his services in the Battle of Culloden, even took the trouble to move every stick, stone and boiling barrel of Benbow village, with its mean houses and narrow streets, half a mile down the road to a point where the village didn’t spoil his view of his three small lakes and the landscaping of Mr Brown, which was now a growing treasure to the eye.’

‘But the big house is gone?’

‘Most of it. The library’s still there. That has fine shelves and fittings, and a central raised roof of glass. Other bits – such as the ship’s deck floor in the drawing Georgian portico – were salvaged.’

‘But your house is different?’

‘Our
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