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A woman drowned in the River Hanna when the men were away. She was found in the dark pool below Hannesford Court, not far from the place where the river gurgles from the moor. No stone was placed in the churchyard and the grass grows quickly there, so few remember. Memory is an uncertain witness.

Visitors to Hannesford who find their way down to the old donkey bridge seldom pay much attention to the turbulent pool where she was discovered. Their eyes are caught by the honey-coloured stone of the great house, the high chimneys that lead the eye to the moor beyond. Later they recall Hannesford’s lawns stretching out in the sunshine, the scented gardens, the little blue and white summerhouse hidden in the trees. Never the swirling water.
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London in 1919 was a city of shadows. I arrived late in the evening, my uniform still grimy with Flanders dust, and took a room at the Mecklenburg, reluctant to face the emptiness of my own rooms in Rudolph Square. It had been a solitary journey, the boat quiet and the train nearly empty, and I felt subdued. I’d gone to war in the company of friends, people I knew well. I was returning alone, to a city where I felt a stranger.

Three days before Christmas the winter season should have been at its height, but London struck me as drab and strangely muted. The big houses would once have been ablaze with lights, and the streets around them jammed with motor cars. Even at the height of the carnage the city had always retained a certain restless gaiety, a desperate determination to make the most of the moment. I’d seen hollow-cheeked officers home on leave transformed in a matter of hours into the dashing young blades their friends remembered, dining at Mimosa’s, dancing at the Clarion, surely never a fellow to match them with a girl or a glass. Only the shadows in their eyes betrayed them, and only to those who had learned where to look. But times had changed since then. Now the future stretched to more distant horizons, and few had the heart to celebrate as they once had. So the big houses stood in darkness, solemn memorials to the lost, and I dined alone off a modest cutlet in the Mecklenburg’s splendid, half-empty dining rooms.

I should have come back sooner. Looking around at the pale, unfamiliar faces of my fellow diners I knew I’d missed something. Had I returned as soon as the fighting stopped, when the city was still ecstatic, I would have been greeted by cheers and klaxons and a nation in frenzy, by streetlamps and unshuttered windows blazing in the darkness, and church clocks chiming every hour of the night in defiance of the grounded Zeppelins. There would have been shouting and excitement, and the hubbub might have helped me to understand that all was truly over.

But in the days that followed the Armistice, unsettled by the silence of the battlefields, trying to remember who I really was, I’d not been in the mood for celebration. The dead, it seemed, remained dead, even when the guns were quiet; I’d no idea why I was not among them. And then the influenza had reached camp and there’d been a shortage of officers, and those who remained in France all seemed possessed of wives and children. I would watch them write their letters home and feel guilty. Most of them were not long in uniform. I knew them less well than I knew men still lying in the fields. But after so much time, what were a few more months to me? Without thinking too much about it, I let it be known that I for one was in no particular hurry to cross the Channel.

No one seemed too disturbed by the delay. My sister in England knew me too well to be either hurt or surprised. She wrote assiduously: kind, fond letters with news of my nephews and the promise of a warm welcome in Derbyshire when the army let me go. And my mother, serenely settled in the south of France with her secretary and her writing and her views of Cap Martin, wrote letters about her postman and her publisher and the magnificent fruits de mer from the bay beneath her house, all as if nothing in the world had ever changed. I would go to visit both as soon as I got out, I resolved, and after that I’d find some better rooms in London, somewhere with a view of the park, where I could decide what to do with my unexpected future.

But at night in the mess, when other officers spoke of England, I found myself thinking of the moors above Hannesford. When they talked of being home for Christmas, I’d remember the holly around the fireplace at Hannesford Court. And when a jovial fellow with a ticket out of France mentioned that he had people in Devon, I thought of the Stansbury family. For me, Devon would always mean the Stansburys.

And then there was the letter from Freddie Masters which found me near Dieppe, late in 1919, still waiting to be demobbed. A peculiar letter about the death of Professor Schmidt. The professor had been a guest at Hannesford in those last months before the war, when being German in Britain was not yet a crime; a gentle man interested in moths and English country churches, who had died of a heart attack while the famous Rose Ball was at its height. Masters asked in the most casual possible way if I’d ever felt any disquiet about the manner of the professor’s death. It was an absurd and rather bizarre question. There had been no mystery about it. His heart had given out. I’d seen him die.

Masters was a prattling fool.

And yet as I stood on deck, that winter of 1919, watching the coast of Belgium say its farewell in an ironic blaze of sunlight, I was still uncertain of my plans. My mother, according to a postcard from Cap Martin, was beginning another novel. My sister was in Perthshire, spending Christmas with her husband’s family, and would be busy with children and visits and in-laws. And in two or three days, after five years in uniform, I would no longer be in the army. It was an oddly unsettling thought.

So I decided the best thing to do was to get up to London and have a decent dinner and a very, very long bath. And when I arrived in town – after sending for my things and bathing luxuriously at the Mecklenburg – I found three letters waiting for me: crisp, neat envelopes addressed in different hands. One of them, I saw at once, was from Margot Stansbury. Although my fingertips hovered over it, it was not the one I opened first. Instead I waited until I was settled in the green leather fastness of the hotel library, then turned to the envelope I’d been expecting, a note from Lady Stansbury on stiff, cream-coloured paper, inviting me to spend Christmas at Hannesford Court. Since first meeting the Stansburys I’d received just such a note every year, until the exodus of young men had put a stop to such things. The same handwriting, the same notepaper, even the same, very faint, scent of violets.



Dear Tom,

We do so hope you will join us . . .



It was over five years since I’d last been there. Since then, even if I’d wanted to go, the Byzantine subtleties of the military machine had made such a journey impossible. Either my leave had fallen when the Stansburys were away, or the opportunities to visit them had been too fleeting. Yet before that, before the hostilities, I’d rarely missed the opportunity of seeing in the New Year in the company of Margot Stansbury and her siblings.

Margot. Her letter lay on the side of my armchair while a very elderly waiter fussed over a glass of the Mecklenburg’s brandy. No, nothing else, thank you. Yes, France. Yes, it had been bad. Yes, perhaps things would get better now . . . I waited until the old man shuffled away before turning to Margot’s letter.

Was I disappointed? Perhaps, although I don’t really know what I’d been expecting. In style it was laconic, slightly amused, slightly irreverent. Very like Margot.



Do come, Tom. Mother insists tradition must be maintained, and you are practically part of the tradition now, aren’t you? Besides, there’s Harry’s memorial service to get through, so we’ll all need cheering up. It will be bloody if you don’t make it . . .



There was no reference to any event in the past, nothing of the last time we met. That too was very like Margot.

The third letter was far more surprising. In my reply to Freddie Masters’s note I’d made it clear I felt no disquiet whatsoever about the manner of Professor Schmidt’s death; but for some reason Masters had seen fit to write again. This persistence was perplexing, for Masters had never struck me as a persevering sort of fellow. We’d met often at Hannesford Court, but we’d never been close; even by the standards of Harry Stansbury’s crowd, Masters had been a colourful, rather ridiculous figure. He’d had a safe post in one of the ministries when the war broke out, and I’d been rather taken aback a couple of years later to run into him on the Strand and find him commissioned in an infantry regiment. That meeting had been cordial enough but Masters had shown no inclination to treat me as a confidant. Which is perhaps why the contents of this new letter piqued my curiosity.



Thanks so much for your reply, old man. All very reassuring. Even so, if you’re home in time for Christmas, do try to make it down to Hannesford. I shall be there for the duration – yea, even until the champagne corks fall silent – and there’s something I want to talk to you about. It’s rather delicate – God forbid, possibly even unsavoury – so I’d be obliged if you didn’t mention it to Sir Robert and his good lady, or any of the clan. Don’t want to say too much about it now, old boy, but it does relate to that fellow Schmidt. If I remember rightly he was a friend of yours . . .



And it was true. In our own way, I suppose we had been friends. But there was no denying that in those last few days, with Hannesford Court so full of distractions, I hadn’t been as attentive to the professor as a friend should have been.

Memory is a contrary thing. I’ve seen the tiniest shard of hot steel shatter it the way shells shatter a church, leaving parts of it in pieces, others mysteriously untouched. But it can be tenacious too, like the grasses on those Flanders plains, creeping slowly back into the sunlight long after the bombardment has rolled away. I could still remember, in vivid fragments, the night of the professor’s death: the darkness on the terrace, the heat, the heavy scent of roses; the velvet shadows where I stood, brimming with self-pity; indoors, the band blithely playing the ‘Fairy Waltz’. And the slightly absurd figure of the professor, treading slowly up the steps from the lawn, then crumpling, clutching at his chest. I remembered that Anne Gregory had reached him before I did. There had been tears in her eyes.

The night of the professor’s death had been my last at Hannesford. It was the night I vowed that I’d never willingly set eyes on Margot Stansbury again.



They were cutting holly in the woods below Hannesford when word arrived that he was coming home. I heard the rumour from the vicar. It was one of those brilliant December mornings when the ground is hard and the sky is very clear, when every branch and bush and spider’s web holds the pattern of the frost.

It had been a good year for berries – the hedges were full of them – and the spiked boughs that would appear in such profusion at Hannesford Court on Christmas Eve were glorious with scarlet. The trees had thrived on neglect, but now they were being cut again. After a succession of bitter, silent winters, the Stansbury family had decided that Christmas was once again to be embraced.

‘They say Tom Allen’s about to be demobbed,’ the vicar told me on his return to the vicarage. ‘I heard the news from Lady Stansbury who had it from someone at the ministry. Such a mercy that he’s come through it all, eh?’ His tone was jovial. Not many from Hannesford had come through it. ‘It will be wonderful to see him again. You might even bump into him when you go up to London, Anne. Or perhaps we’ll be seeing him down here. He always used to make it down for Christmas, didn’t he?’

‘Yes, he did.’ I’d put down my sewing to welcome him and for a moment I was able to busy myself with his coat and hat, with placing his gloves very carefully on the edge of the hall table. ‘But that was before. So much has changed. Who knows what he’ll want to do now?’



At the time, I’d been in no doubt. I wasn’t going back. It would have been easy enough to keep away: a summer abroad, a Christmas with my sister, a polite disentangling of ties formed almost by accident. I would have seen the Stansburys in town, of course; the world was too small to avoid that. But they moved in much more elevated circles than I did: our encounters wouldn’t be too frequent.

In France, I thought I had put it all behind me. I’d thought my memories of Hannesford pulverised by the guns. But that first morning in London, blinking in the pale sunlight, nothing seemed quite as it had done. Once upon a time my days in town had filled themselves without effort. Every call led to an invitation. There were dinners, there was dancing, the theatre, always evenings in company. But this time my calls were of a different nature. So good of you to see me . . . So great a loss . . . Terribly missed by all of us who knew him . . . At some of the houses I visited there was no one at home. I found them shut up, deserted by families anxious to avoid a season in town.

So after a morning pacing the cold, grey pavements I felt disenchanted and a little lonely and was ready to be gone. And Hannesford had its appeal. It was true I’d vowed to keep my distance, but everything that had happened to me before the fighting now seemed oddly indistinct. Besides, I had a great urge to stride out on to the moors again, to fill my lungs with Devon air. And there would be company at Hannesford – music and noise and bustle. Surely a few days in the country would do me good? Time enough to plan for the future after that.

And so I did as the letters had urged me and wired the appropriate replies, and by early afternoon I was once again at Paddington Station seeking out the Hannesford train. At first the familiarity of it all was unnerving. The station seemed unaltered, as if I had stepped back to a time before the trenches. The same high roof and hissing locomotives, the same fraught struggles with parcels and train doors; the same unmistakable sounds of departure. The crowds unchanged, collars up, hats pulled down, the same biting cold. Hardly anyone in uniform.

But when I looked again, I noticed that there were differences. The place was bigger, surely? And somehow shabbier. And the faces . . . Were they the same? Were they any harder or leaner or sadder than before? I couldn’t tell. Shivering, I went in search of cigarettes. It was a foolish game to play.

It happened to me like that quite often, like a recurring dizziness, a fleeting sense that somehow nothing had altered. But those moments never lasted; something always broke the spell. This time it was the match-seller beneath the station clock, propped up on crutches, pale with cold. When I approached he straightened and attempted a salute.

‘There’s not so many still in uniform this last month or so, sir,’ he said, eyeing me with approval. ‘Back to a nation of shopkeepers now, you see. France, was it, sir?’

The familiar question.

‘Mostly.’ I nodded. ‘Yourself?’

‘The same, sir. But not for long. My battery took a hit at Loos.’

‘Bad luck.’

A cigarette lighter lost in the mud, a broken watch, a leg torn off at the knee. Bad luck, old man, bad luck. The world had turned to chaos but somehow the language stayed the same, forged in an era where misfortune was a dropped catch or a bad bounce on the tennis court. A world where match-sellers were young boys possessed of all their limbs.

‘It is hard, sir,’ the man was continuing, replying to a question I hadn’t asked. ‘But I’m quite handy with these things now, and at the end of the day my wife comes and gives me a hand. Or my boy. He’s a fine lad. Do you have any young ’uns yourself, sir?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m afraid I don’t. I’m not married.’

The man smiled. His lack of self-pity seemed genuine and rather humbling. ‘Plenty of time for that now, sir, now you’ve come through it.’

He took the coin I offered him and slipped it beneath his coat, then tried to come to attention again. When I turned at the ticket barrier and looked back at him, trade seemed brisk. But it struck me that few of those who paused to make a purchase did so long enough to meet the seller’s eye.



The train that left Paddington that December afternoon was far from full, and I found a first-class carriage with only one other occupant, an elderly lady who nodded me a curt greeting and then returned to her book. For the first twenty minutes of the journey we sat in silence and, lulled by the motion of the train, I’d fallen into something of a reverie when she startled me by addressing me by name.

‘I’m sure you will forgive me for intruding, but I feel sure we have met before. Captain Allen, is it not?’

I’d been twisted away from her, towards the rushing fields and hedgerows, but now I turned politely and straightened. Her face rang no bells.

‘Yes, Tom Allen. You must forgive me. I was daydreaming most shamefully. And I’m afraid . . . So bad with faces . . .’

‘Not at all.’ She spoke briskly and waved the apology aside. ‘I’m Miss Westerley, Lieutenant Farrell’s aunt. We were introduced once, very briefly, at the Savoy. I wouldn’t for a moment expect you to remember it. It was three years ago now, and, of course, a great deal has happened since . . .’

I tried to cast my mind back to a place and time that already seemed unimaginably far away.

‘Why, yes, of course I remember . . .’ And it was true that I did have a dim recollection of a night out with Farrell, of introductions being made.

‘I probably remember the occasion a great deal more clearly than you do,’ Miss Westerley continued. ‘You see, it was the last time I saw James. I think of it often.’ She allowed herself the briefest of pauses before carrying on. ‘You were not a captain then, I recall. I should congratulate you on your promotion.’

I shrugged, embarrassed, and mumbled something about my good fortune, about what a fine man Farrell had been, until she silenced me with another slightly testy wave of her hand.

‘I’m sure you have earned your good fortune, Captain. Tell me, are you going far?’

‘To Hannesford,’ I replied. ‘In Devon.’

‘Yes, yes, I know Hannesford. Are you a friend of the Stansburys?’

‘I’ve known them for a while now, although it’s a long time since I was last there. I met them a few summers before the war, when my mother took a house nearby. The Stansbury children were about my age.’

‘Ah, yes!’ A look almost like amusement passed across her face. ‘Harry and Margot, the famous Stansbury children. Although I believe there were others, were there not?’

‘Five in all. But Harry and Margot were the ones everyone noticed.’

‘Indeed.’ She spoke rather drily, as though unconvinced this attention was deserved. ‘I remember a time when everyone was talking about them. They quite took London by storm. Tell me, were they really as remarkable as people made out?’

Not for the first time, I found myself unsure how to answer the question, how to describe the pair who had once so beguiled fashionable society. For all the times I’d been asked, I was still no better at framing a reply.

‘It’s hard for me to say,’ I explained, hoping for safety in evasion. ‘They were certainly both greatly admired.’

Miss Westerley shook her head sadly. ‘So many of our brightest and best . . .’ she murmured, in a sentence that needed no completion. ‘Such a bad business. So, is your mother still in Hannesford, Captain Allen?’

I explained that she had taken herself off to the south of France before the war. Miss Westerley nodded, then narrowed her eyes.

‘Tell me, Captain, as you are still in uniform, do I take it that you mean to make a career of the army?’

‘Far from it.’ The alarm must have shown in my face, for she smiled. ‘I’m on final leave. I should be out officially any day now.’

‘You have been in long?’

‘Since November ’14. I knew someone who managed to swing me a commission in the Dorsets when it all started.’

‘Then I am surprised you were not home long before this.’

I shrugged. I rather liked her brusque, peremptory manner. ‘It’s my own fault. I somehow contrived to put myself to the back of the queue.’

‘So I assume you are not a married man, Captain. But perhaps there is someone waiting for you at Hannesford . . . ?’

‘No,’ I told her firmly. ‘No one waiting.’

She nodded to herself, then peered at me over her spectacles.

‘You’ve been away a long time, Captain. You will find things have changed a good deal since you left.’

After that, there was a short pause. When she spoke again, it was of the plays popular in London that season, and of the prospect of snow should the weather turn colder.



It was already dark when the train reached the station at Hannesford. It lay in gloom, much darker than I remembered, lit by a single lamp that cast an insipid glow along the platform, jaundicing the smoke from the locomotive with a rather sickly light. The platform seemed deserted and the only other passenger to alight was descending from a second-class carriage at the far end of the platform, where the gloom was deepest. I had to look twice before I realised the figure was a familiar one.

‘Anne!’ I called. ‘Miss Gregory!’ And I hurried towards her, leaving my bags where they’d fallen.

At the sound of my voice she turned so that the light fell on her face, and I thought for a ghastly second I was in error. But to my relief she smiled back.

‘Hello, Tom!’ Her voice was warm, but there was no great surprise in it. ‘I wondered if you might be on the same train.’

‘So it is you, Anne! I barely recognised you.’

And it was true. I’d always considered Lady Stansbury’s companion a young woman. Her face had been as fresh and as unlined as my own.

‘Am I to be flattered, Tom?’ She looked amused. ‘After all this time any change is unlikely to be for the better, you know.’

I felt myself flushing. ‘Not at all. You look well. Changed for the better, of course . . .’ I paused, aware of my own confusion, relieved to see she was still smiling. ‘Confound it, Anne, it’s wonderful to see you. How long has it been?’

‘Five years, I think. Five years last summer. A long time.’

Looking at her more closely, I realised that my mumbled apology had not perhaps been so very far from the truth after all. Yes, her face looked narrower than I remembered, and her figure slighter, but there was still the same pleasing openness in her expression. How old had she been when we last met? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? About my own age, probably. Back then I’d thought of her as young, but she must already have been approaching that age at which a woman’s prospects of marriage began to falter. And now she had lost the youthful softness I remembered in her. Without it she was plainer. Yet when we reached the spot where I’d dropped my cases there was something striking in the way she stood and looked at me in that smoky yellow light. In a way I couldn’t really define, she seemed to have more presence.

From somewhere behind me the stationmaster had appeared out of the darkness and the train was making ready to depart. Anne pulled a face as the din engulfed us.

‘You look different too, Tom,’ she went on when it subsided. ‘How did you get so thin? And it’s odd to see you in uniform. You were always the least militaristic of them all.’

For years I’d barely thought about Anne Gregory, but now I felt immensely cheered at seeing her again. Some of the solitude I’d felt in London began to disperse.

‘And what about you, Anne? I heard you’d gone for a VAD.’

‘Gone for a nurse,’ she corrected me. ‘Remember, I’d been a nurse before my life at Hannesford. And a jolly good thing too. Some of the sisters were horrible to the poor old VADs. I felt quite sorry for them. Are you expecting a car?’

‘In the lane as usual, I should think. I wired Lady Stansbury the time of the train.’

‘Good,’ she replied brightly. ‘That saves me a walk. You can drop me at the vicarage.’

That was a surprise.

‘The vicarage? You’re not at Hannesford Court?’

‘Times have changed.’ She smiled up at me. ‘I’m at the vicarage now, looking after Mrs Uttley. She’s really very poorly, I’m afraid.’

But my question was only half answered.

‘How did that come about, Anne? I would have thought Lady Stansbury was desperate to get you back.’

My astonishment was genuine. I really couldn’t imagine Hannesford Court without Anne Gregory’s quiet presence somewhere in the background.

‘She certainly wrote me a very nice letter. But I didn’t want to go back. Come on, there’s the driver.’

As our bags were stowed into the familiar Hannesford car by a chauffeur neither of us recognised, I listened to a concise, bloodless account of Anne’s wartime service, a series of dates and place names, London, Folkestone, Belgium, France. It was, I realised, a speech she had given before, a set of practised lines sterilised by repetition. It told me everything and said nothing. And in that respect it was strangely familiar. I had my own well-worn litany of events and dates. In Anne’s crisp reticence there was a glimpse of something shared.

When she finished she didn’t ask me to reciprocate. We fell instead into observations about London and the details of our journeys. I told her how dirty I’d found the boat train, she complained about the shortage and unreliability of London’s motor buses. It never occurred to me to ask the reason she’d been in town, and it was not until we were almost at the vicarage that we spoke of Hannesford Court. At the first glimpse of its chimneys above the hedges we had both fallen silent.

‘Do you remember?’ I mused. ‘When I was last at Hannesford I told you I was never coming back.’

‘Yes, I remember.’ She was watching the dark hedges slipping past the window. ‘And when I signed up for war work, I thought the same. Yet here we both are.’

‘But why the vicarage, Anne? You still haven’t explained.’

We were entering the village now and could see the church ahead of us, shadowy against a sky not yet entirely dark. She didn’t reply at first, but kept her face turned towards the night.

‘It’s funny, isn’t it, Tom? When Lady Stansbury first brought me to Hannesford it was to rescue me from being a nurse. She thought it a scandal that the daughter of her old friend should have sunk so low. So I came to Hannesford and made myself useful. Almost one of the family, but always the last into dinner. Then, somewhere a long way away, some shots were fired, and suddenly all those perfect, elegant young ladies who used to visit were falling over themselves to become nurses. What a strange world it is!’

She turned and looked at me.

‘Lady Stansbury truly believed that bringing someone here was the greatest gift she could bestow. But out there in France, working in the hospitals, I knew I couldn’t go back to the way things were.’

There was such calm certainty in her voice that I almost envied her.

‘But what will you do instead?’ I asked.

She smiled a smile that was full of ghosts.

‘Nurses are in demand, Tom. There are still a lot of young men who need nursing. If not here, perhaps overseas. But first there’s Mrs Uttley. She was always very good to me, all the time I was at Hannesford, and she was in such a state when she wrote to me, poor dear. And I suppose I knew that saying yes . . . Well, that it won’t be for so very long.’ The car was drawing to a halt. ‘Is there time for you to come in? I know they’d both love to see you.’

I promised to call on the vicar and his wife the following day. In many ways Anne and I had been two unrelated planets, separately orbiting the fiery star of the Stansburys. That night, as I watched her disappear into the shadow of the vicarage, I found myself wondering how many other things at Hannesford I would find so altered.

From the village, the road to Hannesford Court is not direct. A footpath through the woods is the shortest route between the two, but motor vehicles must go round by the new bridge that crosses the River Hanna near the water meadows. The professor and I used to walk in those meadows quite often; he liked to look for butterflies there. But that night, as the headlights of the Daimler picked out the familiar driveway, I was thinking only of what lay ahead. I don’t think I really thought of the professor at all.



There was thunder in the air the day I first arrived at Hannesford. I could feel it in the uneasy heat that pressed upon me as I stepped from the train. No one else alighted when I did. A chauffeur had been sent to meet me and the porter was quick with the bags; as they fussed towards the car I was left alone on the platform, still some way from the village, taking in the undulating fields and the blue distance of the moors.

That was the day the colours changed. I’d left behind a world of drab parlours and damp shrubberies, places where the brightest hopes paled quickly into carefulness and prudence and thrift. But at Hannesford nothing was grey. It was a world bathed in brilliance. Even the storm clouds were dramatic, ink black and vertiginous, gashed with indigo and violet. Below them the fields were a sulphurous yellow, the wheat tinged with a sullen glow.

By the time the car turned away from them, on to the long drive of Hannesford Court, that glow had darkened to mutinous amber and the storm was already breaking. My first glimpse of the old house was startling. Beyond the towering chimneys the high slopes of the moor flashed white with lightning. And with every new surge of the storm, my spirits lifted. Here was energy and colour and open space, life on a scale I’d never known. This was my future, where my life began, the place where I would find adventure.

When I was ushered indoors – hunched beneath the butler’s umbrella, my skirts already wet from the storm – the scent of flowers almost overwhelmed me. From somewhere unseen there was a breath of orange blossom, and around me, in every bowl on every surface, there were roses.
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That morning I was oblivious to the snow, locked in the darkroom, frowning in the artificial gloom. Being there again was like stirring up the dust of an ancient tomb, revealing objects and artefacts carefully placed there by forgotten hands. Except those hands had been my own, and it was my own past I was uncovering. Everywhere else the world had changed, but that room had waited for me. Nothing had moved, nothing had altered. It was an eerie feeling.

To my amazement, the negatives had survived. It had been hard to imagine that they would. The uncertain alchemy of chemicals and light, the fragility of film . . . Less robust, perhaps, even than human memory. But there they were, intact, complete in all their details – and ordered in a way memories can never be. I rolled up my sleeves and began to examine them.

I emerged only once, to visit Mrs Hodge, the housekeeper, in the servants’ hall. Much to that lady’s consternation, I had questions about housekeeping. I think she thought the fighting had turned my mind.

After that I remained out of sight for most of the morning. When I was finally finished, just after eleven, I went in search of Freddie Masters and found him in the billiard room, quietly practising cannons.

‘Hello, old man!’ Freddie greeted me cheerfully. ‘Come to pot a few balls? A peculiarly soothing way to pass the time, you know. And nowadays I usually have the place to myself at this hour. Although obviously I’m delighted to see you here, old fellow.’

I took a cue from the rack and regarded it absently. ‘I was hoping to talk to you about the professor,’ I told him.

Masters nodded, apparently unsurprised. ‘Still barking up that tree, eh? I rather thought it was still on your mind.’

My instinct was to be open with him, but for some reason I didn’t want to tell him all about Julia Woodward. It seemed too intrusive, almost indecent. But I did have something I needed to ask.

‘Look, Freddie, I know it’s a long time ago, but can you remember what you were doing on the Saturday before the Rose Ball?’

He paused, stretched over the table. ‘I shouldn’t think so, old man. Can you?’ He played a tricky cannon with perfect precision.

‘I think I can. You see, I’ve been looking through all the photographs I took that week, working out what was going on here each day. The negatives are all in order, so they form a sequence. The Saturday was the day the professor wrote to his son, remember? And the day he witnessed . . . whatever it was he witnessed.’

‘If you say so . . .’ Masters chalked his cue, his head angled slightly, waiting for me to go on.

‘The day I’m thinking of was a very hot one. The professor was out with his butterfly net, and Julian and Margot were around, and so was Reggie, because I saw all of them down by the lake at different times. I’ve been trying to remember who else was here. Tell me, what day did you and the Everson boys go off to that horse sale?’

Freddie’s face lost its guarded expression. ‘My word! I’d forgotten all about that. It was certainly around that time, wasn’t it? You think it was the same day?’

‘I’m sure of it. Have a look at these.’ I handed Freddie a small pile of photographs. ‘Recognise this fellow?’

It was a picture of a young man in blazer and cravat, leaning against the bonnet of a motor car and smoking a cigarette, apparently unaware of being photographed. The picture was taken from slightly behind him in such a way that both car and figure were dwarfed by the massive backdrop of Hannesford Court. The next photograph in the sequence was taken from a different angle, and Freddie’s face, unlined and serene, was clearly visible.

Freddie raised an eyebrow. ‘Recognise him? Barely. I think he was lost in action. I miss him sometimes. How is it I’ve never seen these before?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t suppose I developed them until a day or two later. Probably not till the night before the Rose Ball.’

‘They’re good. Very good.’ Freddie was moving through the pile, giving each his full attention. The next half-dozen were taken from a distance and showed others gathering by the same vehicle. ‘It was the break-up of that fellow’s racing stable near Bearhampton, wasn’t it? There was quite a crowd of us. We took two cars – the Daimler, and Tippy Hibbert’s old Lanchester. But I couldn’t tell you what day it was.’

‘No need. Look at the next one.’

Freddie turned to an image of two young housemaids beating a carpet in the stable yard. One of them was just preparing to strike, and the other was smiling, apparently about to speak. The photograph captured the expressions on their faces, a fragment of laughter and light-heartedness captured for ever against the heavy darkness of the carpet and the lighter stones of the stables beyond. The effect was oddly moving, an insignificant moment turned by the camera into something meaningful and memorable. Yet I barely remembered taking it. Finding it again surprised me with a sudden wistfulness.

‘You lot were taking ages to set off,’ I explained, ‘so I went for a wander and came across those two at work. It makes a good photograph, doesn’t it?’

‘It makes an excellent photograph.’ Masters was still looking at it.

‘Well, I showed it to Mrs Hodge and she’s prepared to swear that picture was taken on a Saturday. At Hannesford there’s a fixed time and place for everything, you know, including the beating of carpets.’

Freddie moved to the next photograph in the sequence. Two motor cars were lined up on the gravel, the occupants waving at the house. I’d been too far away to capture their faces, but somehow the picture brought back to me the smell of polish and motor oil and hot leather, the little whoops of excitement as they pulled away.

‘So who went?’ I asked him. ‘There was you, the Everson boys and Tippy Hibbert. Can you remember who else?’

‘That fellow Cartwright who was killed in the Dardanelles. That’s him there, with his back turned. And Buttercup and Daisy Flinders, of course. Let me think . . . I’m sure there was someone else . . .’

‘Harry?’

He shook his head. ‘No, he didn’t want to come. I remember being surprised. He seemed oddly keen to stay behind.’

‘What about Oliver Eastwell?’

‘No, not Oliver either.’ Again Freddie sounded very certain. ‘I suppose he stayed to moon after Susan. Or possibly Margot. Who knows? And, as you say, Reggie didn’t come with us. Said he had a prior engagement. I remember that clearly because he was in such a good mood. You tend to remember Reggie’s good moods.’ Suddenly he snapped his fingers. ‘Of course! That’s it!’

‘Who else?’

‘Young Bill Stansbury, of course. He was only a lad then. He went in the Lanchester with Tippy Hibbert and the girls. Every time Buttercup spoke to him, he used to blush up to his ears.’

It was strange, but once Freddie said it, I began to remember. They had been gone all day, arriving back with tales of stopping at an inn and drinking cider on the river bank. And while they’d been away . . .

‘So, Allen, old man . . .’ Freddie began to line up a shot but seemed to think better of it. ‘Are you going to tell me what you’re thinking?’

But I wasn’t. Not just then. There was still too much I didn’t understand.


Shortly after that I drove over to the vicarage in the two-seater. I found Mrs Uttley sitting in one of the armchairs near the fire, and on my arrival she called excitedly for Anne.

‘Look, dear,’ the old lady exclaimed when she appeared, ‘Tom’s here with a motor car and wants to know if you can be spared for lunch. Isn’t that exciting? I’ve told him that Miss Thomson is due to sit with me, so there’s really nothing at all to keep you here . . .’

‘Of course, Miss Gregory may have other plans,’ I pointed out.

But Miss Gregory did not. If I could allow her a few moments to change . . .

We drove to the George at Hanbury. I was reluctant to go further in case it snowed again and made the road over the moor impassable. Even as it was, the lane that led to Hanbury was a little treacherous and I took it slowly. Neither of us felt the need to refer to the previous evening, but the silence between us as I drove was comfortable and companionable. As we dropped down into Hanbury, I began to tell her about the inscription I’d found in Julia Woodward’s book.

‘It certainly took me aback,’ I confessed when we’d been shown to a table in the old panelled dining room. ‘I’d begun to see Reggie in such a bleak light, you see. But that note is so, well, tender, I suppose. I’m sure the whole thing is just some sort of misunderstanding.’

Looking up from the menu at just that moment, I thought I detected a trace of scepticism in Anne’s eye.

‘I was thinking like that too, Tom. But it doesn’t work. Someone did hit the professor, and someone did hit Julia Woodward. We can’t escape that.’

She looked around, making sure that we were not overheard. But the dining room was busy enough for our conversation to go unnoticed.

‘I was just trying to make it all go away, you see.’ She met my eyes with perfect frankness. ‘And do you know why? Because I didn’t want to believe that something horrible happened to Julia.’

She swallowed hard.

‘What does it say about us, Tom, about all of us, if it did? What does it say about Hannesford if someone could hit her like that and then just rejoin the rest of us, and no one notice anything at all?’

I let my eyes wander around the room. It was market day at Hanbury and the panelled dining room of the George was busy with well-to-do farmers and the like, busy getting on with their lives. Sturdy, honest folk. Yet I knew what Anne had said was true. I too would have found it much pleasanter to believe in an Eden free of serpents.

To change the subject, I told Anne about my morning in the darkroom and my conversation with Freddie Masters, about why I thought the Saturday before the Rose Ball was so significant.

‘Whatever the professor saw, he saw it on that Saturday, and that was the day when most of the party were away at Bearhampton. What about you, Anne? Can you remember anything about that day?’

She seemed to hesitate before replying. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said, frowning slightly. ‘It’s so long ago. But I do remember them going off to look at the horses.’

‘Anything else? Can you recall what the others were up to that afternoon?’

She looked down, still a little furrow between her eyes.

‘I don’t think I can be much help. All those days seem to merge into one, don’t they, Tom? What were you doing that day?’

So I told her what I could remember: about seeing Margot and Julian by the lake, and Reggie in the woods nearby; about sneaking off by myself for a time; about the professor finding me in the rose garden and asking questions about who I’d seen near the boathouse. And if I didn’t tell her why I’d been lurking in the rose garden, or why I’d been in no mood to pay the professor much attention, it was because I’d decided that reminiscences about my romantic agonies could be of no interest to anyone but myself.

‘And was that the day Julia Woodward went home so distressed?’ Anne asked.

‘I think it must have been, according to her mother. So let’s imagine for a moment that the professor saw something that afternoon. A lot of people weren’t at Hannesford that day. If Mrs Uttley’s right and Julia Woodward had some sort of confrontation with someone who was staying at Hannesford Court, that narrows it right down. So, if we can work out what everyone was doing that afternoon, what Harry and Reggie were doing, for instance . . .’

‘Tom! Please!’ To my surprise, her tone was sharp. ‘All this is too ghoulish. I really don’t think it’s possible for us to play detective after all this time. This isn’t a game.’

‘But, surely . . .’ I felt rebuffed. ‘Haven’t you just told me we can’t pretend nothing happened?’

‘And I do think you should talk to Reggie about it all. It’s just I think it’s too late for us to start working out alibis.’

I didn’t agree. I hadn’t wanted to revisit the past, but somehow I’d found myself tangled in its threads. Around us the dining room of the George was still busy, but I was aware our voices had risen slightly.

‘But, Anne, if we rule out all the young men who went to Bearhampton that day, we’re left with Harry and Reggie, Julian Trevelyan and Oliver Eastwell. Now I had a word with Susan before I came out and reminded her of the day of the bloodstock sale. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she’d spent that afternoon with Oliver. She says they went for a walk. I haven’t had a chance to speak to Margot, but I suppose it’s likely she was with Julian most of that day too.’

‘What about the older men? Sir Robert’s friends? People like the Finch-Taylors?’

‘But most of them wouldn’t have come till the Monday – you remember how it used to work. It was only Harry and Margot’s friends who made a week of it.’

‘So that leaves Reggie,’ Anne concluded.

‘And Harry.’ I said it lightly. Golden Harry. Even to think such a thought at Hannesford was sacrilege. Perhaps that was why I’d been so eager to drive out of the village.

‘No, not Harry,’ Anne replied, with a firmness that surprised me. I had assumed she was no more an adherent to the myth of Harry’s greatness than I was.

‘Why not? I mean, it could have been him.’

But Anne seemed certain. ‘No. Harry had his faults, Tom. But not violence. Whatever you think of him, that couldn’t be true.’

‘Honestly,’ I assured her, ‘I’m not trying to cast aspersions on anyone’s good name. Certainly not Harry’s, who isn’t here to defend himself. But I also found this . . .’

Our coffee had been cleared away and I was able to slide the volume of Keats across to her, open at the page where the pressed flower lay.

‘First, read those lines I’ve marked.’


At these voluptuous accents, he arose

Ethereal, flush’d, and like a throbbing star

Seen mid the sapphire heaven’s deep repose;

Into her dream he melted, as the rose

Blendeth its odour with the violet,–

Solution sweet:


Anne smiled. ‘I remember that scene. Are you trying to embarrass me, Tom?’

‘Now look in the margin. There. I noticed it this morning.’

The words had been written in pencil and had subsequently been erased. But their impression on the page was still visible. Next to those lines of verse, someone in the past had written the words:


Sweeter even than violets.


Anne pushed the book back to me.

‘And what are we supposed to make of that?’ Her tone wasn’t particularly encouraging. But I went on anyway.

‘I know it’s hard to tell, but I don’t think that’s Reggie’s handwriting. It could be Harry’s though.’

‘Yes, it probably could. But it could be anyone’s really. It could be Julia’s.’

I looked at it again. ‘It’s a man’s hand, surely?’

Anne shrugged. She seemed a little listless, I thought, as though I were playing a rather silly game.

‘It could have been any lecherous old colonel in the last fifty years, relaxing after dinner at Hannesford. I’m not sure what you’re trying to say, Tom.’

I felt deflated. Suddenly I wasn’t sure, either.

‘I just thought . . . Well, it’s the page where she put the flower. I suppose I imagined a lover might have written it, perhaps when they were out in the fields somewhere. A sort of playful compliment.’

But Anne had gone quiet and I felt that by playing the detective I’d overstepped some invisible mark. After all, we were talking about real people, real suffering. She was right to say it wasn’t a game.

When we drove back to Hannesford our silence had a different quality to it, and when I dropped Anne at the vicarage she did not suggest that I came inside. As I left the village behind, I wished to blazes that Freddie Masters had never said a word to me about the professor and his letter.


My light, optimistic morning had turned into a bleak afternoon.

I watched Tom go and felt ashamed. Over lunch my good mood had evaporated, and I’d been short with him. But it hadn’t been his fault. Up till then I’d found the story of the professor’s altercation on the bridge as disturbing as he had. But that morning it wasn’t what I wanted to talk about. Not with Tom. All that casting back, trying to pull secrets out of the shadows . . . In the bright, bustling sanctuary of the George I’d felt cold and anxious. The past could be an uncomfortable place. There were things buried there it was better not to uncover.

And yet, perhaps Tom was right about that Saturday, that long hot afternoon after the others had driven away . . . I remembered it more clearly than I’d admitted. The house had been so quiet, and the grounds of Hannesford very still in the sun. Could such a day really have cloaked something so sordid and despicable? Could the heat and the haze and the murmur of wood pigeons have blinded us all to such a thing? It was hard to imagine. In fact, it was hard to imagine anything very shabby or tawdry hiding itself beneath all that mid-summer perfection.

I could remember standing at my bedroom window that afternoon, looking out over the empty lawns from the very top of the house. The gardens were breathless, but up there I could feel the faintest of breezes brush against my skin. What had I seen as I looked out? A landscape bleached by sunlight, shadow made deep by the thickness of the trees. Nothing that would have helped Tom answer his questions. But I had not really been looking. My thoughts had all been on the room behind me: its stifling heat, the stabbing white light where the shutters parted; the watching, questioning darkness
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