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A Mother’s Shame

Spring 1920

Her chest was tight as she walked to the village hall, though whether from a lingering effect of the influenza she had somehow survived or due to her current unease, she was unable to say. A good many had already gathered outside by the time she arrived – neighbours, many once considered friends – all of whom now fell silent at her approach, though they leant together to whisper as soon as she had passed.

She kept her focus on the door before her, refusing to falter in her task, even if her reception justified the anxiety that had nearly kept her at home. But she could not have stayed away. Her purpose was too great. She could not let him down.

Clutching her handbag, her stomach knotted, she mounted the steps and pushed open the door.

The murmurous chatter inside stilled immediately. Heat rose in her cheeks as eyes turned upon her. Mouths pinched with displeasure; eyebrows hitched with surprise; foreheads furrowed. On seeing more than one head shake with disgust, she almost turned tail and ran.

But then she thought of her boy, her beautiful boy, and a wave of anger enveloped her. Her son was as good as theirs, better even – better than most, certainly. Buoyed with defiance, she walked through them all to take her place in the queue.

Heart hammering, she inched forward, waiting her turn. She tried to ignore the whispered comments and pointed stares, but each broke through her fragile defences to land a brutal blow. At last, she found herself facing the Reverend, a ledger spread wide before him, a cashbox to his side.

Before she could lose her nerve, she opened her bag and placed her hard-earnt money upon the table.

‘That’s my donation.’

The Reverend had the good grace to look uncomfortable.

‘I’m afraid we cannot accept it.’

‘Why not?’ she demanded, a quiver in her voice. ‘My money’s as good as the next man’s.’

‘What seems to be the problem?’ Counsellor Jones asked, breaking free from a cluster of onlookers.

Her mouth dry, she turned to face him. ‘I’ve come to pay my money. My son served his country. His name deserves to be on the memorial, along with the other boys from the village who fought and gave their lives.’

Reaching down, he swept the money back towards her.

‘This memorial is to record the names of the glorious dead, those honourably fallen, men the community wishes to remember and is proud to do so. I lost two sons on the Somme, and quite frankly it would be an insult to their memory, and to the memory of all the other brave boys who died so courageously, to have the likes of your son listed alongside them. Now, unless you wish to make a donation as an act of remorse, I suggest you show some common decency and leave.’

‘My son has a right—’

‘Your son is a disgrace, madam!’

The words knocked the wind from her lungs. Her throat ached as tears blurred her vision, but she would not let them fall. She would not give him – give any of them – the satisfaction. Instead, she fostered her rage, fanning its flames with indignation and resentment as she scooped the spurned notes and coins back into her bag.

Later, she would be unable to recall the words she shouted as she left the hall, though she would be able to remember every insult thrown after her, every derogatory comment made about her boy. She would not remember how she made it home, but she would remember her knees buckling as she closed the door behind her. She would be unable to say how long she sat there crying, her heart breaking, but she would recall that the room was dark by the time she found the strength to stand.

What she would have no trouble remembering was her sense of shame. Not for her boy. She was ashamed of herself. For not fighting harder. For not arguing better. For allowing them to win. She would forever be ashamed of letting him down.

And whenever she had reason to reflect on that day, she would ask herself:

What kind of mother fails her child the way I failed my son?

And her heart would break once more.






Prologue

September, 1920

It is Ida Stilwell who opens the door. Her surprise, which she makes no attempt to mask, clearly indicates she has been expecting someone else. Her budlike mouth forms a perfect ‘Oh’, a delicate breath giving voice to the exclamation.

As it is, a man occupies her doorstep – a tall, broad man, sporting a brown bowler hat and dressed in a mackintosh with a worn suit lurking underneath, a spot of breakfast surreptitiously lingering just below the knot of his tie. He dips his head, then removes his hat, exposing a generous sweep of silver hair, wiry, but neatly clipped at the sides. He holds the bowler before him, in meaty fingers tinged with nicotine, and whilst those hands might have looked more at home on a manual labourer, there is nothing about this man to suggest he toils for his living. He smiles, exposing comfortingly crooked teeth, greying where they disappear into his gums.

‘Mrs Stilwell?’ His voice is low and oddly melodic with a gravelly undertone, but there is another note, hidden deep within the ensemble, that appears to put Ida on her guard.

‘Yes?’ She draws herself up an extra inch or two, lifting her chin with intent, like an animal attempting to look imposing in the face of danger.

‘I am so sorry to call unannounced like this—’ he reaches into the gulley of the mackintosh and delves into the inside pocket of his suit jacket ‘—but I was wondering …’ he pauses, issuing a flash of a smile as he pulls out a small leather case which he flicks open for her perusal ‘… whether I might just take a few minutes of your time?’

The policeman – an inspector no less – seems to fill the small lobby. The joyless gloom of the beamed vestibule ensures his expression is wreathed in shadows, though the bulk of him remains plain to see, solid and straight in his buff coat. Ida’s bemused smile falters as he expresses his need to speak to the entire household, but she quickly resumes the role of gracious chatelaine.

‘Won’t you come through?’

She leads him across the red and black quarry-tiled floor. He is forced to duck under the low lintel that takes them into the reception hall. He notices how she appears emboldened once they have crossed the threshold, as if somehow the grandeur of their new surroundings inspires her to confidence. He pauses to admire the seventeenth-century hall, lined with panelling that gleams like chestnuts fresh from their casings. The morning sunshine beams through the crisscrossed leading of its large windows to cast a thousand diamonds across the ancient chequerboard flags of slate grey and pale dove. But the most impressive attribute of the room is the fireplace, a floor-to-ceiling rockface of carved stone, emblazoned with a family shield guarded by two heraldic figures standing either side. The sizeable grate occupying the yawning cavern at its base contains the charred remnants of what he takes to be the previous night’s fire, the thick bed of ash underneath still waiting to be cleared away. The sight momentarily draws Ida’s attention, and though she makes no comment, the fleeting dip in her neatly plucked brows suggests she is disappointed he has not been met by a hearty blaze. The room is undeniably imposing. But it is also cold and uncomfortable, and the smell of soot hangs stale in the air.

‘Do take a seat while I round up the others.’

She gestures him onto the brown leather sofas that flank the fireplace. They strike him as jarringly modern set, as they are, against the Tudor and Jacobean pieces that otherwise furnish the hall – though, to his mind, those sturdy antiques, so dark and heavy in nature, are rather oppressive.

‘Most kind, thank you.’

The sofa gasps as he collapses upon it, as if winded by his assault. He folds himself forward, his forearms propped on his knees, the bowler turning in his restless fingers. His eyes continue to skim the room even as Ida disappears back beneath the doorway through which they came. A small curve plays at the edge of his mouth.

She returns a few minutes later, looking even bolder now that she brings with her reinforcements. The Inspector struggles to his feet, leaving his bowler to occupy the space beside him. He smiles affably at the new arrivals.

The first young man bounds towards him like an energetic Setter, his hand out in greeting.

‘Inspector Hume? How do you do, I’m Maurice Stilwell.’

The husband, the Inspector thinks, as he shakes the proffered hand, assessing as he does so the master of Darkacre Hall. He is tall and willowy – gangly even. A flop of brown hair grazes his dark eyebrows, and he is forced to sweep it back with irksome regularity. He offers the Inspector an easy smile of boyish charm, the confidence of a public-school training, coupled, no doubt, with the instinctive euphoria of having survived four years in the trenches – for the Inspector has done his homework. He had thought the experience might have left the young man with a harder edge, but there is still something intrinsically soft and delicate about him – indeed, the only evidence of what he has endured are the fine strands of silver that thread his hair and the periodic twitch at the edge of his right eye.

‘Mr Stilwell, my apologies for imposing on you like this.’

‘Not at all, not at all.’ Maurice steps back to reveal the two fellows behind him. ‘Allow me to introduce my brother, Leonard.’

The Inspector’s eyes drop to the pitiable remnants of the man occupying the wheelchair before him. The familial resemblance is immediately clear, but this man shows his suffering – it is carved upon his face and starkly evident in the missing parts of his body. A tartan blanket hangs limp over the seat of the chair, while his left shirt sleeve has been folded back on itself at the elbow and pinned into place. To his mortification, the Inspector experiences a moment of hesitation, but the young man holds out his right hand, and, rallying, the Inspector takes it. The handshake is firm. Defiantly so.

‘How do you do, Mr Stilwell?’

Leonard Stilwell responds with a brief nod, his eyes sliding away as he withdraws his hand.

The Inspector is rather relieved to be able to turn his attention to the third man. ‘Strapping’, is the first thought that enters his head. The contrast between the two men could not be more pronounced. The man who had pushed the wheelchair into the room is tall, taller than the Inspector, who, at five feet eleven inches, doesn’t consider himself a small man by any means. Dark-blond hair lies in furrows, thick and dense, and the Inspector suspects his penetrating blue eyes could render a man uneasy, if caught in their icy depths too long.

‘Victor Monroe,’ he introduces himself. ‘How do you do?’

The voice is rich and debonair, his manner assured and privileged, and yet, from what the Inspector has gleaned from his local enquiries, the man is a permanent houseguest at Darkacre and has been since boyhood. He wonders briefly why he has never struck out, put down roots elsewhere, gathered his own court about him – for such a prime example of a man could easily govern his own principality, indeed, should revel in doing so. And yet, he lingers here amongst friends, like a cuckoo in the nest.

‘A pleasure, Mr Monroe,’ the Inspector says, taking his hand. He is a little surprised by the unnecessary pressure the man applies to his grip – a warning perhaps? He flexes his fingers once they have been released, suppressing an urge to chuckle.

‘Would you like some tea?’ Ida asks.

The Inspector turns to face her. There is no sign of a maid, which again, would marry with what he has learnt so far. There has been difficulty in securing staff locally – it seems no love is lost on the once esteemed family. He detects an underlying anxiety that he might answer in the affirmative, so, instead, he allows a slow smile to warm his eyes.

‘You are most kind, Mrs Stilwell, but I’ve not long had one.’

‘Oh,’ the answer comes with a satisfied mew that betrays her relief. ‘Oh well, do sit down,’ she says again, and he does so, moving his hat to the arm of the sofa to make space – but it seems no one wishes to sit near him. Mrs Stilwell tucks herself into the far edge of the sofa opposite, crossing her legs, her hands folded across her upper knee. Her fingers look a little weathered, and her nail polish is chipped. As Maurice Stilwell collapses down next to her, she makes an almost imperceptible movement, drawing herself in, like a jar top being screwed tighter into place. It amuses the Inspector that her husband appears oblivious to the subtle recoil. Maurice’s long legs stretch forward in a most relaxed manner, though he remains unable, the Inspector notices, to control that periodic tic about his eye. It flickers three times in quick succession before vanishing once again.

Victor positions Leonard’s wheelchair beside the sofa, before perching on its broad leather arm. The Inspector is forced to tilt his head back to observe him, and he wonders whether the apparently casual seating arrangement isn’t perhaps a deliberate ploy. He smothers a private smile.

‘So—’ it is Maurice who speaks, stepping up to his duties as man of the house, though with Victor present, the Inspector thinks the mantle seems oddly out of place upon his shoulders ‘—how can we help you, Inspector?’

There is a brief pause while the Inspector collects his thoughts. He offers them a self-deprecating smile, hoping his mattress of grey hair will explain the length of his deliberation.

‘I’m looking into an old matter actually. A case that occurred before the war.’ He treats them all to his amiable smile as he scans their politely inquisitive faces. ‘A missing boy. Bobby Higgins.’

It might be the shifting light within the room, but Ida Stilwell appears to pale, though the fixed spread of her lips fails to waver. The silence is punctuated by the rhythmic tick of a wall clock located somewhere behind him.

‘Gosh, Bobby Higgins,’ Maurice says at last, ‘that was some time ago.’

‘Yes, yes, it was.’ The Inspector apologises as he digs into the inside pocket of his jacket once more, this time extracting a small leather-bound notebook, a stub of pencil tucked under the elastic band that holds it shut. The band pings as he removes it. He lifts the cover and leafs through a few pages, conscious of their intense scrutiny as he does so. He taps the pencil against the sought-after entry. ‘He was reported missing on the thirty-first of August, 1914.’ He looks up. ‘And was never found.’

‘Yes, terribly sad.’ Maurice speaks now with a degree of gravity, his pleasant features carefully arranged into a perplexed look of sorrow. ‘His poor mother.’

‘Yes, indeed … her only child, I understand.’

‘That’s right. She had been widowed young, I believe, and never remarried. Well, I suppose with Bobby being the way he was …’ Maurice trails off. The Inspector raises his eyebrows. ‘Well, he was … you know …’

‘Simple. The boy was never right,’ Victor drawls, making no effort to conceal his evident boredom. ‘He probably wandered off or got himself into some mischief. I thought it was decided he’d fallen into the river and drowned.’

The Inspector nods slowly, looking again at his neatly written notes.

‘Looking through the paperwork, I understand that was the preferred theory.’

‘Is there any reason to doubt it?’ Maurice asks, pitching forward, a deep crease marring his brow.

‘Well …’ the Inspector sighs and slowly shakes his head. ‘Rivers have a way of surrendering their victims over time. A body is washed downstream, or floats to the surface …’

‘It could have been carried for miles,’ Victor interjects, ‘there’s a strong current around here.’

‘And yet I don’t think it would have got further than the weir without someone noticing,’ the Inspector counters, ‘and it was summer, the river levels were low – such a hot summer, 1914,’ he tuts and shakes his head again. ‘Curious.’

‘But couldn’t it – I mean the body – have got caught up on something, snagged out of sight, a fallen tree trunk or some other debris?’ Maurice proposes with the eagerness of a keen student.

‘Indeed, it could have.’ The Inspector closes the notebook, and Maurice looks chuffed with himself, as if he has supplied the right answer and solved the mystery single-handedly. ‘But there was an effort to dredge the river,’ the Inspector counters again. ‘Not conclusive of course, these things seldom can be, but …’ he shrugs, his dissatisfaction clear. ‘It seems a lot of effort was made by the local community to find the boy.’

‘He was hardly a boy,’ Ida pipes up sharply. The sudden weight of the Inspector’s attention causes her to flush. She smooths her skirt over her knee. ‘He must have been in his late teens.’

‘Seventeen,’ the Inspector supplies. He switches his focus to Victor, tipping back his head to meet the man’s cool eyes. ‘But as you say, somewhat retarded.’

‘I think we can all agree it’s a tragic case, a mystery indeed,’ Victor says, ‘but why are you here asking us about it after all this time?’

The Inspector places his broad hands over the narrow notebook. ‘Some new information has come to light.’

‘New information?’ Leonard echoes, his voice rusty. The Inspector shifts in his seat to better address him.

‘Yes, hence why I’m here. A new … witness … has come forward, suggesting the boy was perhaps here on the day he disappeared.’

‘Here?’ Ida exclaims.

‘Well, not at the house. On the grounds, in the estate.’

The Inspector flicks through the notepad once again, giving Ida, Maurice, and Victor the opportunity to exchange a darted glance. He is satisfied they are oblivious to the fact that he has clocked the hurried exchange. Leonard alone has kept his eyes fixed firmly forward.

‘Well … we uh …’ Maurice clears his throat. He splays his hands in apparent bemusement, his long fingers stretching as he does so. The Inspector idly wonders whether he plays the piano, because such fingers could easily straddle the ivories. ‘We have extensive grounds here, Inspector, and Home Farm, of course. It’s not beyond the realms of possibility the boy may have wandered onto our land. We don’t patrol it with shotguns after all.’ He laughs.

The sound is a little girlish, but the Inspector’s eyes brighten with appreciation at the attempted levity. ‘Do you remember where you were that day?’

The laughter dies as he submits the four of them to the beam of his broad smile.

‘We were all here.’ It is Victor who responds. Confident. Challenging almost. ‘It was a rather special occasion.’ Leonard snorts, his eyes trained on his lap. A muscle flexes in Victor’s jaw. He meets the Inspector’s gaze. ‘You see, we had all enlisted by that time. We were joining our regiment the following day.’

‘So, it was your last day of freedom,’ the Inspector deduces quietly.

‘And life was never to be the same,’ Leonard murmurs, more to himself than to anyone else, it seems to the Inspector, who can’t help feeling a pang of pity on hearing the young man’s leaden tone.

‘So, I’m afraid, Inspector, the boy could well have been hereabouts, but we were all rather preoccupied and unlikely to have noticed.’

‘And you played no part in the search for him?’

‘How could we? Our train left at seven o’clock the following morning.’

‘We were all rather the worse for wear, I’m afraid,’ Maurice admits, shamefaced. ‘We nearly didn’t make the bloody thing.’

‘We didn’t even know the boy was missing, not until later.’

‘And how did you find out?’

‘I think,’ Victor looks across at Ida, ‘Ida wrote to Maurice, didn’t you?’

‘Yes … yes, that’s right.’ Her shoulders hitch in brittle motion. ‘You know how it is, you mention bits of local news.’

‘I don’t suppose you’d know when that was?’ the Inspector asks.

She laughs. ‘No, goodness, I wouldn’t have a clue. But I’m sure that’s it, I’m sure I wrote of it.’

‘And, of course, we were a local regiment, Inspector,’ Maurice chips in. ‘Other men from the area were with us, and more joined later. News carries. I can’t remember the specifics of how we heard every detail, but, well, the story reached us in its entirety over time.’

‘I see.’ The Inspector taps the pencil against the notebook cover. ‘To the best of your knowledge, were the woods ever searched?’

‘The woods?’ Maurice asks, eyes wide.

‘The woods by the river. The river is close, isn’t it, to the front of the house? Just across the lawns. A very attractive setting, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘The river threads through the valley,’ Maurice answers, apparently bemused by the Inspector’s unexpected observation, ‘and the woods run along it in part.’

‘Do you swim ever?’ the Inspector asks with the affability of a genial uncle, his large hands resting lightly in his lap.

‘Swim?’

‘In the river? Refreshing on a hot summer’s day … and fourteen, as I say, was such a scorcher.’

Maurice fumbles for an answer. It is Victor who comes to his rescue. ‘We sometimes swam in the river, but only on occasion. I think we’re all too old for that type of thing now, of course.’

The Inspector laughs, swiping the air with his hand as he sits forward once again. ‘Oh, don’t say that! I’m fond of a dip myself on a warm summer’s day and I’m sure I have many, many years on all of you.’ His chuckles subside. ‘So, the woods were never searched.’

There is a pregnant pause. Once again, it is left to Victor to fill it. ‘As I said, Inspector, we weren’t here to know the details of what was done.’

‘Mrs Stilwell? Do you happen to recall?’

Startled at being put on the spot, Ida appeals to the others, but when no lifeline is forthcoming, she shakes her head, a dainty, quivering movement. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t remember. I might not have been told. You see, my father-in-law was, unfortunately, not in the best of health then, so, with the boys away, it’s highly likely the matter would have been dealt with by our farm manager at the time, a Mr Durham. Perhaps you should ask him?’

‘Of course, a very valid suggestion.’ The Inspector lays the pencil against the notepad cover. Having secured it in place with the elastic band, he tucks the bundle into his inside pocket. ‘Well, I’m sorry to have imposed on your time, but I’m sure you understand.’ He grunts as he struggles free of the sofa’s embrace. The others rise out of manners. Leonard, naturally, remains where he is, staring into the far distance, only rallying himself at the last minute to acknowledge the Inspector’s imminent departure, abruptly shaking his proffered hand as he makes his farewells.

Maurice, Ida, and Victor escort the Inspector to the front door. He steps out, then pauses to absorb the scene beyond the gravel forecourt: the expanse of lawn that gently slopes to the river’s edge and the strand of meadow on the far side that gives way to the woodland bordering the horizon. He turns back to them.

‘I may need to trouble you again in the future, I’m afraid.’

‘Of course, if there’s any way in which you think we can help,’ Maurice says, thrusting his hands deep into his trouser pockets, hunching his shoulders against the unwelcome breeze pushing in through the open doorway.

‘Well, the mother is still alive, and it would bring great comfort to her, I’m sure, to have some conclusion to the matter, one way or another.’ The Inspector dons his bowler hat.

‘This witness, Inspector …’ Victor steps out onto the worn flagstone beyond the doorway. ‘Why have they come forward now? After so long?’

The Inspector pulls a face. ‘Well, Mr Monroe, people sometimes don’t appreciate the significance of something they have witnessed until long after the fact – they might, for example, look upon a recollection with fresh eyes. In other cases, it might be something that has been troubling them for years, and their conscience can no longer bear it.’

‘So, what exactly does this new witness say they’ve seen?’

‘Well, please understand, Mr Monroe, I’m not really at liberty to divulge the contents—’

‘The contents?’

‘Of the letter, Mr Monroe. We have received a letter.’


I promise you that what I have written here is a true and honest account of what took place that day.



The Inspector looks up at the pewter-coloured clouds above and sniffs the air like a bloodhound detecting scent. ‘Rain, if I’m not mistaken.’ He smiles, his eyes crinkling at their edges.


I implore you – let justice be done.



‘You’d better batten down the hatches – I hear there’s a storm coming.’






Chapter One

She slams the car’s door, then watches as it pulls away, its exhaust fumes cutting into the back of her throat as it disappears down the road, leaving her with only her large case and the trepidation churning in her stomach. For a moment she considers running after it, waving it to a stop, so she can climb back into the relative safety of its confines. But it is too late for that now. So instead, she watches the purple vapour gradually dissipate until, like the car, it is no longer visible, and the whole episode might have been little more than a figment of her imagination.

She lets out the breath she has been holding and bends to pick up the suitcase at her feet. Its weight drags her down, as if it too is intent on anchoring her to the spot. This will not do. She lets out another breath, short and sharp this time, and thrusts out her chin with more determination than she feels, firmly telling herself this is the beginning of an adventure. She will see it through, come what may. There is no going back.

A shoulder-high flint wall borders the road, containing the dense woodland that stretches behind it. It is broken by two frost-cracked brick pillars that hail the start of a driveway, one of which bears a wooden sign announcing ‘Darkacre Hall’. No doubt it had once been pristine, a gleaming white background with ornately scrolled letters in glistening black paint, but now the wooden panel shows signs of rot, and what remains of the lettering has faded to shades of grey, so that it takes an educated guess to confirm she is in the right place. A pair of wrought-iron gates, bleeding rust from beneath their scraped epidermis, sag open either side, and as she approaches, she notes the tangled weeds entwined around their bottom edge, suggesting they have stood undisturbed for some time. She feels a stir of foreboding as she passes through them.

The bleak light of the day dims further under the wood’s bristling canopy. Looking up, she catches glimpses of the wan sky through the branches’ verdant shawls, now drab after the long summer and no longer blessed with the vibrancy they had displayed in the spring, when they were fresh with the splendour of the new season. A stiff breeze lifts the boughs and the leaves shiver, whispering their unease, as if realising their days are numbered.

The trees’ sighs are soon drowned out by another sound: a low rumble that grows increasingly distinct. She has not gone far into the woods before the driveway rises over a humpbacked bridge straddling the broad river before her. White crests form across its surface as it thunders over the boulder-strewn riverbed. Fed by recent downpours, it displays unusual velocity and strength, its angry roar smothering the sound of bird calls above.

On reaching the peak of the bridge, she takes pause. Wandering over to the crumbling stone parapet, she drops her bag and plants her palms, the roughness of the lichen-spattered stone penetrating her cotton gloves. She leans over and peers into the gushing brown torrent that is, to her surprise, not far off the curve of the supporting arch beneath her. She can almost feel the river’s fury and frustration as it surges against the edges that confine it, yearning to break free. It would not take much, she thinks, for it to burst its banks and spread itself wide.

A gust of wind sweeps across her face. She looks up at the darkening clouds overhead. A rook suddenly takes flight from a nearby beech tree, cawing loudly, its black wings beating. She shivers, struck by the ominous portent. Subduing her fears, she picks up her case and walks on.

The arbour drive seems to channel the wind, and soon it is cutting through her light wool coat and grazing her cheeks like a stubbled lover. A chill nestles between her shoulder blades. The unseasonably warm start to September has long misled her, but it is the end of the month now and the day’s intermittent sunshine little more than a cool sham, a warning that summer is indeed over, and autumn hails.

The drive drags on, its loose chippings jabbing through the thin soles of her shoes. Her suitcase grows heavy; it bangs relentlessly against her calf, leaving her quite bruised. She switches hands to relieve the agony, but soon her arm muscles feel wrenched, and the fresh fingers ache. She stops to set it down, groaning with relief to be free of its burden. She wonders how on earth she will manage the rest of the way – there is not yet the merest hint of a house.

Stripping off her gloves, she massages the bleached welts cut by the case’s handle. She is tired now, and fraught tears sting her eyes, but she chastises herself for being silly as she thrusts her fingers back into their cotton corsets. Picking up her case, she walks on.

The wood finally breaks, and she is rewarded with a broad vista of parkland, a bucolic scene dotted with great oaks and grazing sheep, their plaintive calls carrying on a softening breeze. She discovers she is in the bottom of a wide valley, the horizons edged with swells of woodland, while the river runs its length.

Her chest tightens. There, still some distance away, is Darkacre Hall – a white sail cloth neatly threaded with broad tar stiches, its diamond-paned windows glinting in the sunshine that momentarily pierces the shrouded sky.

With the end in sight, her pace quickens. The nagging sense of trepidation now serves as a distraction from the painful strain of carrying her case. In her haste, she stumbles, but catches herself in time. She feels foolish for tripping over her own feet, for setting her heart racing so unnecessarily. The thickening clouds smother the sun once more and the day dulls again. As the breeze teases the stray strands of hair that have escaped her neat hat, she finds herself questioning, not for the first time, whether she is doing the right thing coming here.

Poplar trees flank the end of the drive, towering over her like sentinels as the magnificent, beamed structure of Darkacre Hall looms large. Fifty yards beyond the last pair, the drive fans out into a gravelled forecourt. The chippings crunch under her feet, creating another note in the rich symphony carried on the wind, already chorded with bird song, bleating sheep and the distant rush of the river.

She realises she is holding her breath as she reaches the front door, an arch of ancient, age-blackened timber, studded with square nail heads, each the breadth of a knuckle. In a flight of fancy, she imagines herself in a fairy tale: an innocent lost, seeking shelter at a strange castle, uncertain as to what dangers might lurk behind its daunting façade. Her pulse quickens as she reaches for the twisted metal loop of the bell pull. She yanks it down and hears a faint clanging just beyond the door. Quite inexplicably, she experiences the strange sensation that she is no longer alone, and though her flesh prickles, she takes comfort from the thought.

After a minute or two she hears the clatter of footsteps and the screeched protest of a bolt hauled from its bed. The door yawns open.

‘I’m Miss Sarah Hove,’ she says. ‘I believe I am expected.’






Chapter Two

Ida feels a bite of irritation that the girl has mistaken her for the maid. But then, what can she expect when she is forced to answer the door wearing a pinafore, with hair limp from the steam of the iron and fingers ingrained with dirt from scrubbing potatoes?

She has been reduced to the role of skivvy ever since her housekeeper, Mrs Gibbons, handed in her notice – without warning – leaving on the unlikely excuse she had, quite out of the blue, received a most generous offer of employment from a young couple newly moved to Brighton where her sister resided.

Ida has done her best to find a replacement locally, but her efforts have been in vain. The war might be over, but it seems people like to bear a grudge. Her attempts to enlist the services of an agency were met with humiliation – she received a curt response that the wages she had suggested were insufficient, given the outlined role, and Maurice stubbornly insisted it was all they could afford to offer. The double death duties they have been forced to pay are now taking their toll, compounded, of course, by the cost of Leonard’s inescapable needs.

She, understandably, has refused point blank to assist him in any way. She has no intention of becoming his nursemaid – the very thought makes her shudder. She can’t help feeling it would have been better for them all if he had just died in France, instead of returning home, a successful mistake of modern medicine – better to be a dead hero than a burdensome cripple. She has suggested that he be moved to a specialist home, or hospital, somewhere better equipped to care for his needs, but Maurice won’t hear of it. His refusal rankles her. But then, lots of things about Maurice rankle her these days. He is no longer the man she married, and not for the first time, she wonders what her life might have been, if she had followed her heart rather than her mercenary streak. Practicalities, her parents had called it, but sometimes, even after all these years, she still feels the calling of her heart. She wonders if she will ever be free of it, and, increasingly, whether she should even try. But she knows, deep down, she is a coward, with far too much to lose.

Rallying, she offers the young woman before her a flustered smile, thanking her lucky stars once again for the unsolicited enquiry that has resulted in her arrival.

‘I wasn’t sure what time to expect you, hence you caught me out. I do wish you’d telephoned from the station.’

The girl’s stuttered apologies fail to register; Ida is too busy removing the sauce-stained pinafore, which she discards upon the settle behind her. She taps her butter-blonde hair into place and then, in her haste to explain herself, trips over her complaints about deserting staff and the difficulties of finding servants since the war. Her grievances are met by a smile that attempts to be sympathetic, though it strikes her as detached, condescending even, leading to a stab of discomfort. She doesn’t like being wrong-footed, and there is something about this girl that makes her feel … inferior. She fights off her instinctive reaction to be haughty, and instead flings up her hands in a humorous show of mock exhaustion as she slips back into her comfortable guise of charming lady of the manor. She urges Sarah to put down her case, then helps her with her hat and coat, nestling them companionably beside her own on the stand behind them.

‘Has it been a horribly arduous journey to get here?’

‘Not at all, everything ran smoothly.’

‘How did you get from the station? Surely you didn’t walk the whole way?’

‘I only walked from the main road, and really, it was no trouble. After being cramped up it was quite nice to stretch my legs, to be perfectly honest.’

‘But carrying that heavy suitcase!’ Ida pouts her disapproval. ‘You really should have telephoned.’

‘It was no bother.’

‘Well, you’re here now and that’s the main thing. Would you like a cup of tea?’

The offer contains a deliberate hint of discouragement, and Ida is therefore pleased when Sarah politely declines.

‘Oh well, if you’re sure.’ She smiles brightly. ‘I’ll introduce you to the boys first – they’ve been dying to meet you – and then I’ll show you to your room and give you a little time to settle in. How does that sound?’

Leaving the beamed lobby by the right, they enter a long corridor. A grandfather clock stands tucked against the wall, its pendulum echoing with the solemn resonance of a drum beating the condemned to the scaffold. The corridor’s floor is a work of ancient artistry – tessellated stone hexagons, patterned in clusters of four set around a small square flag, like petals around a stigma.

‘How old is the Hall?’ Sarah asks, her steps faltering as she admires the beauty beneath her feet.

‘Most of it dates from the early 1600s. It didn’t belong to Maurice’s family then, of course. His grandfather bought the estate in the 1820s.’ Ida glances sideways at Sarah and smiles. ‘It is a very beautiful house, in its own way, but there are times when I wish we lived in a slightly more up-to-date abode. I think some of the plumbing might be original.’ She is pleased when her wry humour is rewarded with a soft chuckle, but the accompanying smile proves fleeting.

Though the day outside has unexpectedly brightened, the corridor remains dull and gloomy, its air thick and still. Ida is suddenly conscious of the cobwebs strung across the corners of the ceiling, and that several of the diamond windowpanes, already smeared with grime, sport cracks like battle scars, while the cumbersome Jacobean furniture that sparingly populates the walkway bears a silver lamina of dust. Seeing Sarah’s straying observation, she speaks up.

‘The wretched housekeeper was an idle, po-faced thing, but she did her best to keep on top of it all. Since she left, I’m afraid I’ve been struggling somewhat.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean … it’s such a house to maintain.’

‘Things have been so difficult since the war.’ Ida hesitates, but the prospect of unburdening herself is irresistibly attractive, and in a rapid revision of her initial impression, she now finds there is something about Sarah’s quiet demeanour that encourages confidence. She has been deprived of female companionship for so long, and now she detects a glimmer of light in her lonely existence. ‘Maurice’s father died five years ago and Hugo – Maurice’s elder brother – inherited, but he was then killed at Neuve Chapelle. Well, the double death duties, as you can imagine – crippling! And poor Maurice, left to bear the brunt of it while serving at the front. It’s hardly any wonder …’ she trails off. ‘Well, it didn’t help, I can tell you. It didn’t help at all.’

‘It sounds terrible.’

‘It was. It has been terrible. And to lose Mrs Gibbons after all the other servants … I can’t tell you the trial I’ve been through, Sarah.’ In an uncharacteristic show of intimacy, Ida’s fingers rest with butterfly brevity on Sarah’s arm. ‘I am so pleased that you have come. We run a quiet house here, informal – we don’t stand on ceremony any longer, Maurice won’t hear of it. He believes if the war has taught us anything it’s that all men should be treated as equal in life as they are in death.’

She pauses, taking the opportunity to study the new arrival, caught in faded light. She is a little disappointed Sarah isn’t prettier, but she is pleasant enough to look at it, though her heavy bone structure betrays her working-stock origins. Her hair – a dull, nondescript brown – is rather severely styled in a bun, and her plain navy dress has clearly been designed for practicality rather than elegance, but, nonetheless, Ida is pleased that Sarah is neat and well-kept, her clipped fingernails clean as a whistle, while her skin is bright and clear enough to withstand her lack of make-up. Her voice, though not exactly cultured, is blessedly free of any local accent that might have induced a shudder and she conveys a pleasing degree of intellect. Taken as a whole, Ida can’t help feeling relieved and rather hopeful. With burgeoning optimism, she grasps Sarah’s fingers.

‘I am so glad you are here. I hope we will be friends. I would so like us to be friends.’

‘I would like that.’

Pleased, Ida’s hand falls back to her side. ‘Now come, meet the boys.’ She hastens towards the closed door before them, and with an encouraging backward glance, thrusts it open, ducking beneath the low-beamed lintel.

‘Hello, my dears, look who I have brought you!’

[image: ]

Sarah’s heart is pounding as she follows Ida inside. From the laden bookcases that line the walls, she presumes herself to be in the library. The exposed floorboards are a mishmash of widths, lengths and colours even, some honey oak, others as dark as molasses, but most are concealed by a Turkish rug, richly patterned in hues of brick, royal blue, duck egg and cream, its tassel edge matted with age.

The fire smouldering in the grate consists of little more than glowing embers; no effort has been made to replenish it, though a full basket of logs stands to the side of the hearth.

Three men lazily occupy the room. Two of them sit in the pair of wing-backed armchairs flanking the hearth, the floor around them strewn with discarded newspapers, including the salmon-pink pages of the Financial Times, and carefully marked sheets of Sporting Life. Both are smoking behind their spread broadsheets, the newspapers acting as chimneys, drawing the exhaled cigarette smoke upwards until it hangs below the plasterwork ceiling. The third man is confined to a wheelchair positioned by one of the recessed window seats. A thick plaid blanket lies draped over what should have been his lap, but Sarah sees instantly his thighs have been reduced to little more than stumps. He is the first to acknowledge their entrance, and she is struck by the sadness emanating from his young but weary features. He attempts a smile, but it proves rather insubstantial and quickly wilts on his lips, failing to flower in his eyes. He returns his attention to the garden beyond the panes.

‘Hello, hello … Who have we here, Ida?’ The man on the right of the fireplace rises first, fluttering shut the pages of his newspaper, before tossing it down upon his vacated seat. He stoops to rest his cigarette on the saucer cradling a half-filled cup of tea that sports a cataract-like skim on its surface. He is casually dressed in a V-necked Fair Isle jumper with a shirt and neatly knotted tie underneath, and dark-green twill trousers. He steps forward, holding out his hand.

‘How do you do? I’m Victor, Victor Monroe.’

Steeling herself, Sarah takes his hand, meeting his steady gaze with as much confidence as she can muster.

‘This is Miss Sarah Hove,’ Ida announces brightly.

Victor continues to hold Sarah’s hand. Growing uncomfortable, she attempts to extract it without fuss, but his grip tightens.

‘I do hope you’re not going to make us call you “Miss Hove”. I’m sure Ida’s told you, we run an informal house here, so I trust you won’t be scandalised by us calling you Sarah.’

‘Not at all,’ she responds, a rigor smile on her lips. She is awash with relief as he finally relinquishes his hold, though she is irritated by the smirk that dashes across his face, as if some point scoring has been achieved at her expense.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sarah.’ The second young man, already risen from his chair, now advances to shake her hand in a far more cordial manner, serving as a salve on her discomfort. ‘I am so glad you have come. I have no doubt you will be a godsend to poor Ida. She has been coping valiantly these last few weeks, but it can’t be much fun for her, having only male company.’

‘This is my husband, Sarah,’ Ida says, moving to stand beside him, her arm snaking through his.

‘Oh gosh, I’m such a dolt!’ the young man exclaims, patting the hand now gripping his bicep. ‘I completely forgot to introduce myself. I’m Maurice Stilwell.’

It strikes Sarah that there is something overly apologetic about him, as if this omission is just one of many commonplace failures and he is pre-empting a reprimand. The flesh by his right eye flickers uncontrollably for a moment, causing his expression to darken with vexation, his easy smile faltering. Ida distracts him by suggesting he brings his brother around, and Maurice bounds off to do her bidding, taking the handles of the wheelchair and manoeuvring it into the gathering at the centre of the room.

‘And last but not least!’ Ida declares with strained gaiety.

‘I’m Leonard. Leonard Stilwell. How do you do?’

He speaks quietly, almost diffidently, and makes no attempt to offer his hand, nor does he make a great effort to meet Sarah’s eye. Instead, his gaze flits only briefly her way, absconding at the first opportunity.

‘How do you do?’ she says, keeping her hands firmly clasped before her.

‘Has Ida run through everything with you yet?’ Maurice asks, brushing back the heavy fringe that has a habit of slumping across his forehead. ‘I’m sure she has; she’s frightfully good at that type of thing.’

Victor snorts at this. Disinterested now, he disengages from the group and returns to his chair, retrieving his cigarette and paper before collapsing back down to read.

‘I’m going to show her round now, darling,’ Ida says, patting Maurice’s arm in a somewhat condescending manner. ‘I did so want her to meet you and her troublesome charge first.’

Her attempt at jest falls frighteningly flat, assisted on its way by the caustic undertone she hasn’t quite managed to conceal. Leonard’s chin drops to his chest, his mouth hardening with pained resentment, though Ida appears oblivious to his hurt. She pays him scant regard as he struggles to move himself away, using his only remaining hand in aggressive, jabbing thrusts to the arc of a wheel. Instead, she begins to lightly berate Victor for the state of his overflowing ashtray. As she speaks, Leonard succeeds in rotating his chair into the sought direction but remains unable to push himself back to his spot by the window. Finding his dogged persistence agonising to watch, Sarah is on the brink of offering
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