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    THIS NOVEL BEGINS IN ENGLAND
  


  
    IN THE AUTUMN OF 1938
  


  
    Prologue
  


  
    The sea can still be heard in the distance, and the wind of course, howling; sometimes in despair at what had happened in that much loved place, sometimes murmuring quietly, perhaps whispering about the past, stories and secrets that only those who had been there would know. Occasionally a door can be heard banging, not noisily so much as a little hopelessly, an intermittent sound, as if it is calling to someone to come and shut it, as a child might call in the dark of the night: ‘Is anyone there?’
  


  
    There is no one there. There are no eyes looking or ears listening behind their brave stone walls, although there is some flowered material at one window, and one still has a faded blue front door, and another some broken flower pots beside the back door, and further along there are the heads of flowers among the swaying grass, perhaps sown there long ago, in the hope of better times to come.
  


  
    Now it seems that with the warmer weather that optimism might not be misplaced, that the wind from the sea, having moved to a soft warming zephyr, is at last welcoming; and the wild flowers in the meadows, having overtaken the last signs of spring, are bending their heads towards the calm of the barely moving blue sea that lies between the two cliffs ahead.
  


  
    Someone appears at the foot of the meadows, standing at first quite still, seemingly immovable, framed by the view, perhaps watching intently, then all of a sudden he waves and beckons to the figures he can begin to see arriving above him, figures which appear at first only as dots of colour among the long grass, until at last they become people, laughing and talking, the men in jerseys and jackets struggling with rugs and picnic baskets, the women walking ahead of them, their headscarves fluttering in the warm breeze.
  


  
    Once they arrive by his side it rapidly becomes apparent that this is to be a joyous day of laughter and chatter, as picnic rugs are spread out, and food and drink produced from a mix of old-fashioned leather picnic sets, and straw baskets made pale by time and use. A day full of gaiety, but gradually lessening in volume as the talk subsides, and finally only one voice is heard – and with it comes the certainty of victory.
  


  
    PART ONE
  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    The silence in the dining room was such that a piece of thistledown falling on to the carpet would have created a stir. Finally, and at last, a maid moved away from the sideboard, her tight-laced walking shoes squeaking as she moved over the dark polished floorboards. Daisy waited for her to refill Aunt Maude’s elegant flowered breakfast teacup.
  


  
    ‘You’re going over to the Court this morning, did you say?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, Aunt Maude, to help with the sandbagging.’
  


  
    Aunt Maude gave a small sigh, and frowned.
  


  
    ‘Sandbagging—’ She followed this word with yet another silence. ‘Sandbagging. It does not seem possible, after all we have already been through, that there is more to come.’
  


  
    Daisy tried not to look or sound excited.
  


  
    ‘And then a gas lecture, I think, or is it an ARP lecture, something like that,’ Daisy went on, still far too cheerfully, she realised, far too late.
  


  
    ‘Hmm.’
  


  
    Aunt Maude’s ‘hmm’ was any other human being’s ‘humph’, except in her case it had a more than adequate dose of bitterness added to it, not unlike the bitter aloes with which she had once insisted that Daisy’s fingers should be painted before she went to sleep at night.
  


  
    The front of Daisy’s knees started to hurt, as they always did at mealtimes at Twistleton Hall. She thought with envy of the jolly times she knew the rest of her friends would be having at breakfast at Twistleton Court, only a few miles away. It had always been the same, Daisy locked up in the grandeur of the Hall, surrounded by portraits of the family ancestors, suits of armour and, not least, the ghosts of Aunt Maude’s four brothers, three of whom had been lost in the Great War, while Freddie and the rest of them enjoyed jolly times with Freddie’s Aunt Jessica.
  


  
    ‘Does Jessica Valentyne still have those ridiculous servants of hers, do you know?’
  


  
    The front of Daisy’s knees stopped aching, and she started to cross and uncross her legs beneath the heavy linen breakfast cloth, twisting them into tortuous shapes, and untwisting them again. It just so happened that Freddie’s Aunt Jessica was one of Daisy’s heroines, and with good reason, for a certain Miss Warmington had persuaded Aunt Maude Beresford to let Jessica Valentyne take Daisy on when she opened the Court as a finishing school. Up until then it had been governesses, governesses, and more governesses.
  


  
    Being all alone with a governess had become Daisy’s nightmare, resenting, as she had, the slowness of their brains as they waded on through dull subject after dull subject. The whole week of solitary schooling would only be relieved by the arrival of Miss Warmington to take English and History, both of which she somehow managed to persuade Aunt Maude were better taken in the open air, or as Miss Warmington briskly called it, ‘on the hoof’.
  


  
    ‘Why do angels fly, Daisy?’
  


  
    ‘Because they take themselves so lightly!’
  


  
    Quotations from the works of great men such as G. K. Chesterton were learned not from a dusty book, but while striding through the woods around the house, before setting up their easels and starting to try and paint the sun coming through the trees. History was learned from walking around houses and castles, villages and towns, no blackboard or chalk needed.
  


  
    ‘You will understand Henry VIII and the Reformation much better when you stand in an old village church, and see the desecration done in the name of the deity, dear.’
  


  
    By the time she was sixteen, Freddie’s aunt, Jessica Valentyne, and Miss Warmington finally managed to obtain Daisy’s release from what seemed to her to be the tomb of Aunt Maude’s unbending way of life, and set her free to go to the Court, to get to know girls of her own age and generation. Which was probably why Aunt Maude still disapproved of Jessica Valentyne, her servants, her gas lectures, and possibly even the Air Raid Precautions. Quite apart from anything else Aunt Maude did not think a war was coming. She still thought it could be prevented, which meant that, in her opinion, people like Jessica Valentyne were actually warmongers.
  


  
    ‘I suppose it is quite necessary for you to go to the Court today?’
  


  
    ‘Oh yes, I am afraid so. I am quite promised to help out, and, besides, Aurelia Smith-Jones and Laura Hambleton are arriving, and they want to see me.’
  


  
    Aunt Maude sighed, and looked around for another cup of tea, which was always a device of hers when she wanted to delay Daisy escaping from her sight. To Daisy’s delight the maids had cleared all the breakfast dishes into the food lift, and it was even now hurtling down to the sculleries below the dining room.
  


  
    ‘Hu-blooming-ray!’
  


  
    Daisy exhaled quietly, waiting for Aunt Maude to give another sigh and rise to her feet, her upright stance, stiff back and proud head-carriage a warning to all that, unmarried though Miss Maude might be, nevertheless the sole chatelaine of Twistleton Hall was someone whom everyone was forced to respect.
  


  
    ‘You are staying the night at the Court, I understand?’
  


  
    Daisy, who had shot to her feet and was now feeling like a horse who sees the field gate opening, and the bliss of endless meadows in front, said ‘yes’, and then promptly felt guilty as she realised that this meant that her aunt would be on her own at both luncheon and dinner.
  


  
    ‘I can come back to the Hall for dinner, if that is what you would like?’ she asked, hoping against hope that the answer would be in the negative, which it thankfully was.
  


  
    ‘As it happens I have various people coming to dinner. We will be talking agricultural matters, so it is quite convenient if you stay with Jessica Valentyne for the night.’
  


  
    Daisy walked slowly behind Aunt Maude across the great hall, and then up the shallow wooden staircase to the first floor, and then just as slowly down the corridor, where they both parted at their different bedroom doors.
  


  
    Once inside the bedroom, with its mix of eighteenth-century and later, heavier, Victorian furniture, its flower paintings and narrow four-poster bed hung with faded silk hangings, Daisy flung her few night things, a couple of changes of clothes, and some highly frowned-upon (at the Hall, particularly) lipstick and a small powder bowl into a knapsack, and herself into a pair of dungarees, and without more ado, bolted back down the corridor, shoes in hand, to the hall once more, where, shoes back on, she ran out into the drive, and from there across to her trusty ladies’ bicycle with its more than useful basket on the front. She jumped on board and started to cycle ferociously out of the back entrance, and down on to the open road that led in splendidly zigzag fashion past the old farms still belonging to the estate, to Twistleton Court, which did not belong, and never had, to any but the Valentynes since that same English Reformation upon which her old teacher, Miss Warmington, had frowned so particularly.
  


  
    ‘Heigh ho for the open road,’ Daisy sang as she bicycled. ‘Heigh ho for the jolly times! Heigh ho for the Valentynes!’
  


  
    So childish, but she had been singing that since she was sixteen, and now she was eighteen, she still liked to sing it. And oh, the bliss of getting away from the funereal atmosphere with which Aunt Maude seemed to surround herself, away from the servants of whom Aunt Maude silently disapproved, however devoted or efficient – because they were females. Before the Great War, only males – footmen and butlers, under-footmen and under-butlers – had worked at the Hall, whereas now, apart from Pattern and Bowles, the old place was forced to depend on goodly ladies who came in from the surrounding villages to help out, before hurrying thankfully back to their families.
  


  
    Long before she cycled up the short carriage drive that led to the Court, Daisy imagined that she could see all her friends, already in their dungarees, spades over their shoulders, possibly singing some silly, childish song, as she had just been doing, or something from a musical they had just seen. Oh, the bliss of it all, compared to sharing the home life of Maude Augusta Katherine Anne Victoria Beresford, known to Daisy alone as Aunt Maude.
  


  
    Branscombe adjusted his eyepatch and frowned. He was not in the best of moods, but when he rounded the corner and saw Miss Freddie and her recently arrived guests at Twistleton Court digging enthusiastically at piles of sand, filling the bags with childish enthusiasm, he could not help smiling. The three young women, all wearing dungarees, their long hair tied back into ribbons and combs, were carrying on more as if they were on the beach making a sandcastle, rather than preparing for the war everyone knew was coming.
  


  
    ‘Miss Freddie, Miss Laura, Miss Daisy, it is time for luncheon, and if you do not come soon there won’t be any, and that is for certain, for Miss Blossom’s dogs will have been sure to have eaten it all in your absence.’
  


  
    ‘The dogs’ digestions are much better suited to Blossom’s cooking,’ Freddie muttered, pulling a face as Branscombe turned away, making once more for the house.
  


  
    ‘I heard that, Miss Freddie, and that was not you at your best, if I may say so, for even should it be true, it is not something that should be said in front of guests. Fill them with dread, that will, and what will that do for their digestions then, may I ask?’
  


  
    Branscombe continued on his way, while the girls simultaneously threw down their spades and made for their lodgings in the old stables.
  


  
    ‘I remember this old place as if it was my own family home,’ Laura Hambleton stated, as they passed under the archway into the great square cobbled yard that had once housed as many as fifty horses.
  


  
    A small section of the yard, with the grooms’ quarters above it, had long ago been converted into smart little cottage-type flats for the use of Aunt Jessica’s finishing-school pupils, but with the closing of the school some few months before, they were now only used for occasional guests. Each flat that the girls had been given had its own stamp of originality, not least the one that Daisy had used.
  


  
    Over her cottage-type door with its up-and-down black enamel latch was a notice that she had painted what now seemed to be aeons ago: ‘THE DAISY CLUB – MEMBERS ONLY!’
  


  
    Daisy stared up at it, remembering the excitement of those early days, kitting out the flat with rugs and lamps, and things brought from the Hall. Putting, tongue in cheek, a visitors’ book with ‘The Daisy Club – please sign in’, at the door, and how everyone, even Branscombe, had done as directed. She smiled and pushed open the door, somehow knowing that the innocence of those days had already gone, the magic-carpet moments that bridge childhood into adulthood, the excitement, most of all the freshness, they were there, locked in her memory, too dear to think about too much, but also, gone.
  


  
    The girls quickly changed into the cotton dresses and cardigans, and white peep-toed sandals that for some reason were the required uniform at Jessica’s country lunches, and having brushed out their hair and powdered their noses, they crossed to the main house, all of them filled with a pleasant feeling that they had done their patriotic duty by their country by filling so many sandbags.
  


  
    ‘Oh, Laura, sorry!’ Freddie stopped suddenly, and taking out a handkerchief from her sleeve she pushed it at her friend. ‘No lipstick to be worn in the country.’
  


  
    ‘For heaven’s sakes, I’m not still at school here!’ Laura protested, but she wiped her lips clean nevertheless.
  


  
    ‘Have you forgotten that Miss Valentyne thinks it looks tarty to wear lipstick in the country?’ Daisy asked, surprised. ‘The unwritten rule, my deah.’
  


  
    ‘Well now, there’s a thing!’ Laura laughed. ‘I do believe, my dear, that I had forgot.’
  


  
    ‘Even so, Aunt Jessica would have excused you, because you are one of her favourite old pupils,’ Freddie murmured.
  


  
    ‘Oh my, people who live in the country seem to have rules for everything. Is there a rule for breathing?’
  


  
    ‘As a matter of fact there is,’ Freddie told her old friend cheerfully. ‘It must be done quietly, or not at all.’
  


  
    The library at Twistleton Court had a low ceiling in keeping with its ancient origins, and had been built long before the Valentynes acquired the estate as part of some heiress’s dowry. Once upon a time the library’s ancient walls had been lined with books, now they were merely lined with shelves, some of which bore family photographs, others of which were dotted with silver cups of all shapes and sizes, perhaps won at local agricultural shows.
  


  
    ‘Ah there you are, girls, good, good, good. Glass of sherry before luncheon? How many sandbags did you fill this morning?’
  


  
    It was inevitable that Aunt Jessica should take a proprietary interest in the filling of the sandbags, for the very good reason that she was one of the founding members of the Air Raid Precautions committee, and as such, providing sandbags was one of the many items on her list of things to do, in the event of an all-too-inevitable aerial attack.
  


  
    Laura gladly accepted a glass of sherry, lit a cigarette, blew a smoke ring, and watched its progress across the room with lazily appreciative eyes. It was all so dear, being back in the library with its low ceilings and its ancient, faded Persian rugs, watching Aunt Jessie pouring a glass of lunchtime sherry, and everyone lighting up cigarettes with accomplished grace, because smoking prettily from holders was what Freddie called ‘one of Aunt Jessie’s things’.
  


  
    Twistleton Court had been the scene of some of Laura’s happiest days, a so-called finishing school for young ladies, started by Freddie’s aunt, purely for the purpose of trying to make the old place pay for itself. Laura’s father, Arthur Hambleton, was typical of so many parents. He had been in the diplomatic service, finally coming to live in England after his wife had died suddenly of a fever when they were in Singapore, and bringing with him his only daughter.
  


  
    Not deeming it suitable to share his life with a lively young girl, he had sent Laura to be ‘finished’ at Twistleton Court. Despite being still in mourning for her mother, the moment she had arrived outside its mellowed exterior, and started to climb its shallow stone steps, the old place had caught Laura up in its magic, and now, it was no surprise to find that hardly had she returned when it did so all over again. And now it seemed it needed her, but more than that, she knew she needed it. Twistleton could be her way out of the endlessly dreary social scene into which her father and godmother had insisted on plunging her for the last few months.
  


  
    It was not only the fact that Laura was just not suited to becoming a leading society figure, or that she didn’t enjoy endlessly repeating the same languid dialogue every night as she sat at dinner, turning first to her right and then to her left, or equally endlessly circling some dance floor – it was that a never-ending diet of socialising was beginning to make her feel as if she was losing her mind. Besides which, the sight of her father openly flirting with ladies of every age was, to say the least, nauseating.
  


  
    The fact was that Laura’s father had become a continuing embarrassment to his only child, which made it a positive pleasure to answer Freddie’s invitation to go to Twistleton Court, and help prepare for the war. The moment she had read her old friend’s letter Laura had known that doing whatever was needed would give her life a purpose, which just at that moment she was only too aware it sadly needed.
  


  
    The glasses of sherry drained, they all filed behind Aunt Jessica to the dining room, which at Twistleton Court was so far away from the kitchen that food had to be sent up on an internal lift, clanking and heaving its way up to the ground floor from the basement, where Blossom Valentyne, Aunt Jessie’s eccentric cousin, who acted as housekeeper in return for the use of a cottage on the small estate, would be standing ready to receive it.
  


  
    She turned when she saw the luncheon guests coming into the room with Jessica.
  


  
    ‘Miss Laura, how very nice to see you. Miss Freddie, the same,’ she bellowed, raising her voice above the sound of two dachshunds barking. ‘Algy and Bertie are pleased to see you, too,’ she added, moving towards the table, but since both Algy and Bertie were attached to either side of her waist on pieces of string, her progress, it seemed to Laura, was distinctly reminiscent of a barge moving along a canal.
  


  
    ‘Don’t you trouble yourself, Blossom, we can help ourselves, thank you,’ Jessica called down the room.
  


  
    Blossom hesitated, but seeing the logic of this, and since Algy and Bertie’s well-being always came before everything, she turned back to the sideboard.
  


  
    ‘I’ll just wait here, while you all help yourselves; as you said – better that way.’
  


  
    She settled herself comfortably to the side of the serving table, the dogs doing the same by her stoutly shod feet.
  


  
    Inwardly Laura sighed with delight. Nothing much had changed at Twistleton Court, in fact nothing at all had changed, and that was before she helped herself to the haddock-strewn rice from the old silver dish.
  


  
    After lunch they retreated back to their cottage, where Laura could not wait to light up her first cigarette after lunch, if only to suppress the memory of the food. After this she leant back against the cushions on the chintz-covered sofa.
  


  
    ‘Miss Valentyne’s not selling Twistleton, is she, Freddie?’
  


  
    ‘Aunt Jessica selling Twistleton? Good gracious, no. I mean, she should, of course. But you know how it is, the Valentynes have been here since fifteen hundred and eight – no, sorry, fifteen hundred and twenty-eight.’
  


  
    ‘So rather newly arrived as far as the village is concerned?’
  


  
    ‘And, as you know, Aunt Jessica will never, ever leave, and that is a fact. Two of her brothers were killed in the Great War, as well as her fiancé; and then both my father – her second youngest brother – and my mother were killed in a motoring accident in Egypt when I was only a baby, so she has been landed with Twistleton Court, and me, for far too long to be able or want to budge, poor soul. And then there’s Branscombe, and Blossom, not to mention Algy and Bertie, who because of the growing anti-German feeling are now permanently attached to Blossom’s belt, because for some reason best known to themselves there are people, would you believe, who think kicking dachshunds is patriotic, even though we are not yet at war, either with Hitler, or dachshunds.’
  


  
    ‘So what should be our plan to help Miss Valentyne, may I enquire, Freddie, dear?’ She looked round at Daisy. ‘Really and truly, that is why you asked us down here, is it not? To put our shoulders to the wheel?’
  


  
    ‘Partly,’ Freddie agreed. ‘And partly not. But,’ she paused, ‘I don’t know whether I should burden you with this. Perhaps I should let Aurelia tell you when she arrives. In fact, I am sure I should.’
  


  
    Laura gave Freddie her best ‘come on, tell us all’ look.
  


  
    Freddie pulled a face. It did not enhance her strangely ancestral, unfashionable looks, but nevertheless Laura remembered the expression with affection. Freddie usually made it when someone or other found them being somewhere, or doing something, they were not meant to, and, it had to be said, enjoying themselves all the more because it was against the rules.
  


  
    ‘Very well, I will tell you, to save Aurelia having to tell you herself. She is pregnant—’
  


  
    For the first time in years Laura could think of absolutely nothing to say.
  


  
    ‘That is just awful,’ she finally volunteered, after what seemed a very long silence, but was actually only a very small one.
  


  
    ‘You are quite right, too awful for words, really,’ Daisy nodded in agreement, following which she and Freddie both reached for Laura’s cigarettes, and lit one.
  


  
    ‘Who did she fall for?’
  


  
    ‘Some married man, not knowing, I mean she didn’t know the wretch was married, of course.’
  


  
    ‘Married, you say?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, married, and much older, and not wanting to become unmarried, either.’
  


  
    ‘But, I mean to say, what is she going to do?’
  


  
    ‘I think that what she was thinking of doing was coming down here to Aunt Jessica and me, and having the baby, at Twistleton Court, because we are so very out of the way. I mean, the Post Office have only just heard of Twisters.’
  


  
    ‘But, I mean to say, Freddie, that’s all very well, but does Aunt Jessica know any of this?’
  


  
    Freddie’s number one distraught expression came into play once more.
  


  
    ‘Er, no, at least not yet.’
  


  
    ‘So who is going, er, um, going to tell her?’
  


  
    ‘Er, um – we are, I think.’
  


  
    ‘Is that why you asked us all down here, Freddie?’
  


  
    ‘Sort of, yes, Daisy, and – and sort of not. Also, because of the war, I thought we should have a few days down here, before our world comes to an end, and we are wiped out.’
  


  
    ‘The world won’t come to an end, Freddie. We might, but not the world, you can be sure of that.’
  


  
    ‘She’s only seventeen and a half,’ Freddie went on, appearing not to hear Laura. ‘Blossom says that is a very dangerous age to have a baby.’
  


  
    ‘Miss Blossom knows?’
  


  
    ‘Of course. She reads all my letters, always has.’
  


  
    ‘Why don’t you stop her?’
  


  
    ‘Probably because if I did, she might leave. She enjoys them more than the wireless.’
  


  
    They were all silent, suddenly. There was nothing to say about Aurelia’s state. It was a disaster of such magnitude that it could only be fully appreciated in silence. A girl of any class getting herself into what Aunt Jessie always called ‘an interesting state’ was bad enough, but for someone like Aurelia it was the end.
  


  
    ‘Poor Relia, what a to-do, what a to-do.’
  


  
    It was teatime of a still tranquil autumn afternoon when Relia, as she was always known to the other three, finally stepped out of the evening train at Twistleton Meads Station, but despite the fact that Daisy, Freddie and Laura were all devastated about her news, they did their best to pretend everything was normal, and to prove this Freddie drove far too fast all the way home. And neither did it stop Laura from opening some champagne she had bought to celebrate their reunion, not to mention lighting up so many cigarettes in swift succession she actually started to feel vaguely sick. Finally, however, the consumption of drink and the forced laughter stopped.
  


  
    ‘What are you all staring at?’ Aurelia stubbed out her cigarette, before promptly pushing another one into her black holder and lighting it.
  


  
    ‘We are all staring at you, ducks.’ Freddie leant forward to pluck the cigarette from the holder in her friend’s hand. ‘Because you shouldn’t be smoking so much, not in your state.’
  


  
    Aurelia stared from one face to another.
  


  
    ‘My state?’ she asked, frowning.
  


  
    ‘Yes, your state. Remember you wrote to me?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, you wrote to Freddie, and told her you were in an interesting condition as a result of falling in love with a married man.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, him. Oh yes, of course. Yes, well, he was a so-and-so, of that there was no doubt, but—’ Aurelia stopped, and re-lit her cigarette. ‘But as it happens, I am not in an interesting state after all.’
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    Freddie felt instantly indignant, as if she had been smoking and getting anxious for nothing, which led her to stub out her cigarette in the small silver ashtray.
  


  
    ‘Why did you write and say that you were, then? That you were in an interesting state?’
  


  
    ‘Because I thought I was, Freddie.’
  


  
    Laura also leaned forward, but it was to pour herself another glass of champagne.
  


  
    ‘We could all willingly strangle you, do you know that, Relia? We have been sitting here in the cottage worrying and worrying, and trying to think how to help you. Freddie here had already started to plan how to get the ancient wooden family crib down from the attics, and I had begun to plan how to save from my dress allowance to help with paying for the nursing home. You are a pest, and a pill, Aurelia, and please never tell me otherwise.’
  


  
    ‘Well, I am very sorry, but so would you be, if you were me, because—’ Aurelia said, assuming a half-apologetic and half-sulky expression. ‘Well, because you would, I promise you, you would.’
  


  
    ‘What happened? Why did you think you were—’ Freddie asked, trying to ignore the fact that she found she was feeling a sudden and quite keen disappointment that she and Aunt Jessica were not going to be asked to bring Aurelia’s baby up at Twistleton Court.
  


  
    ‘Well, it was like this.’ Aurelia looked around at the three faces all keenly watching her, and felt the sudden enjoyable power of the storyteller. ‘It was like this,’ she repeated. ‘I made the mistake of saying I would go for a drink with this chap, and after we’d had a few, which I admit was a mistake, he took me home to my parents’ house, but they were away. Well, they’re always away at the moment, and he pushed his way into the house the moment I turned the key in the lock. Of course, there were no maids anywhere in sight, which is just so typical – anyway, he started to kiss me, very roughly, and it was all so horrible I fainted, and, well, when I woke up I was quite sure I must be pregnant, because I know that kissing like that can make you pregnant. But anyway, as it turned out, I wasn’t, so that was that.’
  


  
    ‘Oh God, how awful, you must have had a horrible few days.’
  


  
    ‘More than a few days. So that was why I wrote to Freddie here, because by then I was quite sure I must be, really I was. I mean girls are meant to know, aren’t they? And I was sure that I knew, but obviously I was just lucky. Still, serve me right, don’t you think? I mean I should have known he was married all along.’
  


  
    ‘Why? Why should you have known?’ Daisy leaned forward, looking and feeling more riveted than indignant, despite the fact that it was so typical of Aurelia to get herself in a muddle after drinking too much and being kissed; but still, they all knew that kissing could lead to anything.
  


  
    ‘Because he was so polite, you know, all that opening doors, and being terribly, terribly, terribly nice about listening to you, and being frightfully, frightfully interested. Well, only men who are pretending not to be married, or men who are wild flowers and so on, are like that, aren’t they? They are the only men who are really polite to you about door-opening, and flowers and chocolates and so on, Mummy says.’
  


  
    Laura nodded slowly and sadly in agreement.
  


  
    ‘Your mother is right. I know she’s right, because my father’s like that.’
  


  
    ‘Not quite fair on your father, Laura. I mean, he’s not married any more. I mean, he is a widower.’
  


  
    ‘He’s a disgrace,’ Laura burst out suddenly. ‘Really, he is a disgrace. Honestly, if there wasn’t a war coming, I think he would be the talk of London, instead of just what Miss Valentyne calls a social nuisance. Not that any of the other older men are any better, from what I hear, but this is not getting us any further with the matter under discussion.’ She went to the desk, and taking up a pen and pad, she sat down again. ‘I started to make a list of things to do in the run-up to the war, starting with helping with Relia’s baby, but now we can cross off her interesting condition and get down to the business of helping Aunt Jessica and Freddie stay at Twistleton Court.’
  


  
    Freddie held up her hand.
  


  
    ‘Correction, Laura, I don’t want to stay at Twistleton—’
  


  
    ‘You don’t?’
  


  
    ‘No, I want to join up. I am a romantic, I want to fight for everything we hold dear, for everything here, I am as—’
  


  
    ‘Mad as that—’ Laura put in.
  


  
    ‘You don’t need to join up, Freddie, really you don’t, none of us need to join up.’
  


  
    ‘You may not need to join up, Relia, but I do.’
  


  
    ‘Mummy believes Mr Chamberlain and Lord Halifax. She thinks that we won’t need to join up or anything like that, that everyone is just panicking needlessly, and people like Churchill are trying to get attention by making dramas where there shouldn’t be any,’ Aurelia told her, assuming a superior expression because her father was a Tory MP.
  


  
    ‘Oh really, well, send one of these to Mummy dear, Relia, and tell her to make sure to wear it at all times.’
  


  
    Freddie threw her one of the boxes that Branscombe had given out to them after lunch. Aurelia opened it, perhaps expecting some sort of nice present, something pretty for her mother, only to find it was a gas mask. She covered her face and started to cry.
  


  
    ‘People like you are just warmongers,’ she moaned.
  


  
    ‘No, Relia, it’s people who let Hitler stroll across Czechoslovakia unhindered who are the warmongers, just too lily-livered to recognise a tyrant. Now, come on, everyone, it’s off to the Golf Club for a bit of practice.’
  


  
    ‘What sort of practice—’
  


  
    ‘First aid, gas masks, anything you care to name, apparently.’
  


  
    Aurelia sniffed.
  


  
    ‘I wish I’d never come down, now. I thought we were going to have fun.’
  


  
    ‘I know, dear, and you’re not the only one,’ Laura told her affectionately. ‘Now belt up, buckle up, and look on the bright side, it’s something to do when you get back to London. You can practise bandaging Mummy and Daddy.’
  


  
    ‘I wish you weren’t always so horrid to me, Laura, truly I do. It makes me feel sick when you are horrid.’
  


  
    ‘At least you’re not pregnant,’ Freddie said, putting an arm round Aurelia in a vaguely patronising manner.
  


  
    ‘Now you’ve only gone and reminded me of that awful man—’
  


  
    Aurelia shook her head, looking tearful once more.
  


  
    Laura walked ahead with Daisy.
  


  
    ‘Oh well, at least we have our very own secret weapon—’
  


  
    Daisy nodded.
  


  
    ‘Yes, if Relia doesn’t get Herr Hitler down, no one will,’ she agreed. ‘Five minutes with her, and Hitler will turn tail and flee back to Germany.’
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