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      About the Book

      A PERFECT LIFE

      Clarissa is almost seventeen when the spell of her childhood is broken. It is 1914, the beginning of a blissful, golden summer
         – and the end of an era.
      

      A CHANGING WORLD

      Deyning Park is in its heyday, the gardens filled with the scents of roses and lavender, the colours of the earth rich and
         vibrant, the large country house filled with the laughter and excitement of privileged youth preparing for a weekend party.
         When Clarissa meets Tom Cuthbert, home from university and staying with his mother, the housekeeper, she is dazzled. Tom is
         handsome and enigmatic; he is also an outsider. Ambitious, clever, his sights set on a career in law, Tom is an acute observer,
         and a man who knows what he wants. For now, that is Clarissa.
      

      AN UNDENIABLE LOVE

      As Tom and Clarissa’s friendship deepens, the wider landscape of political life around them is changing, and another story
         unfolds: they are not the only people in love. Soon the world – and all that they know – is rocked by a war that
         changes their lives for ever.
      

      Sweepingly epic and gloriously intimate, THE LAST SUMMER is a beautiful and haunting story of lost innocence and the power
         of enduring love.
      

   
      
      About the Author

      Judith Kinghorn was born in Northumberland, educated in the Lake District, and is a graduate in English and History of Art.
         She lives in Hampshire with her husband and two children.
      

   
      
      To Jeremy.
      

   
      
      
         What is this life if, full of care,
         

         
         We have no time to stand and stare.

         
         No time to stand beneath the boughs

         
         And stare as long as sheep or cows.

         
         No time to see, when woods we pass,

         
         Where squirrels hide their nuts in grass.

         
         No time to see, in broad daylight,

         
         Streams full of stars, like skies at night.

         
         No time to turn at Beauty’s glance,

         
         And watch her feet, how they can dance.

         
         No time to wait till her mouth can

         
         Enrich that smile her eyes began.

         
         A poor life this if, full of care,

         
         We have no time to stand and stare.

                     William Henry Davies



   
      
      Part One

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      I was almost seventeen when the spell of my childhood was broken. There was no sudden jolt, no immediate awakening and no alteration,
         as far as I’m aware, in the earth’s axis that day. But the vibration of change was upon us, and I sensed a shift: a realignment
         of my trajectory. It was the beginning of summer and, unbeknown to any of us then, the end of a belle époque.
      

      
      If I close my eyes I can still smell the day: the roses beyond the open casement doors, the lavender in the parterre as I
         ran through; and grass, lambent green, newly mown. I can feel the rain on my face; hear my voice as it once was.
      

      
      I can’t recall exactly who was there, but there were others: my three brothers, some of their friends from Cambridge, a few
         local people, I think. Our adolescent conversation was still devoid of any faltering uncertainty, and we didn’t stand on the
         brink, we ran along it, unperturbed by tremulous skies, sure of our footing and certain of sunshine, hungry for the next chapter
         in our own unwritten stories. For lifetimes – lifetimes we had only just begun to imagine – stretched out before us criss-crossing and fading into a distant horizon. There was still time, you see. And the future, all of our futures,
         lay ahead, glistening with promise, eternal with possibility.
      

      
      I can hear us now; hear us laughing.

      
      That morning, as clouds gathered overhead, the earthbound colours of my world seemed to me more vibrant than ever. The gardens
         at Deyning were always at their best during June and early July. It was then, during those few precious weeks of midsummer
         that the place came into its own. And though Mama had often looked anxious, complaining about the incessant battering of her
         roses, every well-tended bloom and leafy branch appeared to me luminous and fresh. From the flagstone terrace the lawns spread
         out in an undulating soft carpet, and on the mossy steps that led down to the grass wild strawberries grew in abundance.
      

      
      I can taste their sweetness, even now.

      
      Mama had predicted a storm. She’d informed us that our croquet tournament may have to be postponed, but not before people
         had arrived. So we’d all stood in the ballroom, which my brothers and I simply referred to as ‘the big-room’, looking out
         upon the gardens through the open casement doors, debating whether to go ahead with our game or play cards instead. Henry,
         the eldest of my three older brothers, took charge as usual and voted that we go ahead in our already established teams. But
         no sooner had we arranged ourselves with mallets upon the lawn than the heavens opened with a reverberating boom, and we all
         ran back to the house, shrieking, soaking wet.
      

      
      ‘Henry wishes tea to be served in the big-room, Mrs Cuthbert. We’re all back inside now,’ I said, standing by the green baize
         door, wringing out my hair.
      

      
      Mrs Cuthbert had been our housekeeper for only a few weeks at that time. Years before she’d been employed by Earl Deyning
         himself, not only at Deyning Park – now our home – but also at his estate in Northamptonshire. It had been lucky for us that
         Mrs Cuthbert had agreed to come back to Deyning after the old Earl died, and my mother was delighted to have a housekeeper
         who knew the place so well. ‘Such pedigree,’ Mama had said, and I’d immediately imagined a little dog in an apron and mobcap.
      

      
      ‘And how many of you are there, miss?’ Mrs Cuthbert asked, glancing over at me, smiling.

      
      ‘Oh . . . fourteen, I think. Shall I go and count again?’

      
      ‘No, that’s quite all right, dear. I’ll come through myself and see.’ She wiped her hands on her apron. ‘You’ve got my Tom
         with you today,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Tom? Your Tom?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, he came home yesterday, and your mother kindly invited him to join today’s little game. Have you not been introduced?’

      
      ‘No. Well, I’m not sure. I don’t think so . . .’

      
      I followed Mrs Cuthbert along the back passageway, towards the big-room, and I remember looking down at the red and black
         quarry-tiled floor, trying – as I’d done since childhood – not to step on the black ones. But now it was impossible. My feet
         were too big.
      

      
      ‘He’s not like your brothers, miss,’ she said, turning to look at me. ‘He’s a gentle soul.’

      
      In the big-room, everyone had already seated themselves around the four card tables pushed up together. And suddenly I was
         aware of a new face, dark eyed and solemn, staring directly at me. As Mrs Cuthbert introduced me to her son, I smiled, but
         he didn’t smile back, and I thought then how rude. ‘Hello,’ I said, and he stood up, still not smiling, and said, ‘Pleased
         to meet you,’ then looked away.
      

      
      There was no thunderbolt, no quickening of the heart, but there was a sense of recognition. A familiarity about his face:
         the nose, the eyes; his stature.
      

      
      I opted out of whist. All three of my brothers were playing and I knew I stood no chance. Instead, I wandered to the other
         end of the room and sat down on the Persian rug in front of the fireplace. As I played with Caesar, Mama’s Pekinese dog, I
         caught Tom Cuthbert looking at me. I didn’t smile, but he knew I’d seen him. And, when I rose to my feet and walked back across
         the room, I was aware of him watching me. I sat down in an armchair, closer to the card tables, picked up a magazine and began
         to flick through its pages. I glanced over at him, caught his eye once more, and this time he smiled. And I knew it to be
         a special gesture, meant only for me. I didn’t realise what it was like for him then, of course; had no idea of his discomfort
         as his mother served us all tea.
      

      
      My upbringing had prepared me for a certain life, a life where I’d never question my role or the cast of players sharing my
         stage. It was a thoroughly modern idea, then, to educate a daughter, and, in my father’s opinion, a pointless expense. So
         I’d studied at home, with Mademoiselle: a tiny bird of a woman, whose dislike of fresh air and susceptibility to draughts
         had rendered her pale and brittle. Her lessons in life had depended as much upon the temperature of her heart as the weather
         outside. Men, she had often told me – usually during arithmetic, and with a rug over her knees – were brutes; they had simply
         not evolved from animals, she said. However, Keats and Wordsworth appeared to bring out an entirely different side of Mademoiselle’s
         compact and complex character, for then she would sometimes throw back the rug, rise to her feet, and tell me that life was
         ‘nuzzeen’ at all if one had never loved. But by that summer Mademoiselle had left my life for good, for by then it was assumed I knew
         enough to be able to converse in polite society without appearing completely vacuous.
      

      
      Like my mother’s orchids, I had been nurtured in a controlled environment, an atmosphere maintained at a consistent temperature,
         protected from cold snaps, clumsy fingers and bitter frosts. My three brothers, on the other hand, had been allowed – even encouraged – to develop unruly tendrils, to thrive beyond the
         confines of any hothouse, to spread their roots, unrestrained, through that English earth they belonged to. It was different
         for a girl.
      

      
      Marriage and children, a tidy home and a manicured garden were a foregone conclusion. And a husband with money was always
         a prerequisite. For how else could that life be achieved? I was a Home Counties girl, happy to be part of a family who enjoyed
         a sensible, uninterrupted existence, no matter the weather, the visitors, or the events beyond the white gate: the boundary
         between my understanding and the rest of the universe. When I was young I’d sometimes nudged that boundary: I’d walked down
         the long avenue of beech trees to the gate, and perched myself there, on top of it. There was little traffic on the road that
         bordered our land then, but occasionally an omnibus or new motor car would pass by and I would raise my hand to the unknown
         faces staring back at me. They were gone in an instant, but I always remembered those fleeting connections: new friends, all
         at once there, then gone again. Where did they go? What happened to them? Did they remember that moment too? Did they ever
         wonder what had become of me, the girl on the gate?
      

      
      That evening, over dinner, I wanted to ask my mother about Tom Cuthbert, but she appeared abstracted. She gazed about the
         room with an unreadable expression on her face, and I wondered if she was thinking about the servants, again. She’d returned
         from London the day before, festooned with packages, and with a new hairdo, but noticeably agitated. ‘It’s simply impossible,’ she’d announced in the hallway, and in a voice much louder than usual, ‘to find any decent domestic staff these days. And
         when one does, one inevitably finds oneself replacing those months later.’ I couldn’t blame her for her exasperation. She
         had travelled to London only the previous week to interview a prospective parlourmaid, a butler, and a new chauffeur, and
         had stayed overnight – as she quite often did – in the comfort of her Piccadilly club. It was no wonder to me she knew the
         train timetable to the second and off by heart, but so much to-ing and fro-ing had, she said, left her feeling quite frazzled.
      

      
      ‘I met Mrs Cuthbert’s son today, Mama. He’s called Tom, and he’s been away . . . though I’m not sure where.’

      
      ‘He attends university, dear,’ she replied, without looking at me.

      
      ‘But where?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Ha! Don’t become too intrigued by Cuthbert, sis,’ Henry broke in. ‘Mama expects you to have your sights set slightly higher, I think,’ he added, and then laughed.
      

      
      ‘I wondered about him, that’s all. He’s seems rather shy and . . . well, he has only his mother.’

      
      Henry looked across the table at me. ‘Shy, eh? I reckon Cuthbert’s probably quite a rogue – underneath that aloof exterior.’

      
      ‘A rogue?’ I repeated. ‘I don’t think so. I think he probably prefers his own company to . . . to the likes of us.’

      
      ‘Aha! And she leaps to his defence! First sign, sister dear, first sign,’ Henry said, and George and William both sniggered.

      
      ‘Enough teasing, thank you, Henry,’ said Mama, glancing to my father for reinforcement. My father cleared his throat, as though
         about to speak, but then said nothing.
      

      
      ‘You’re simply jealous,’ I said, looking back at Henry and forcing a smile. It was one of my stock replies to him when I didn’t
         quite know what else to say.
      

      
      ‘And why on earth would I be jealous? He’s a servant, for God’s sake.’

      
      ‘No, he’s not. Mama’s just informed us – he’s at university.’


      ‘Oh yes, learning to polish silver, no doubt,’ Henry replied.

      
      ‘You’re jealous because he’s so much more handsome than you and isn’t inclined to boastfulness,’ I said, staring down at my
         plate, and then added, ‘Mademoiselle says gentlemen who feel the need to boast almost always have unusually small cerveaux.’
      

      
      ‘Ha! Mademoiselle . . . hmm, well, she would know of course. And yes, that’s right, I’m jealous of our housekeeper’s son,
         for I shall never have what he has and I can never be the bastard son of—’
      

      
      ‘Henry! That’s enough,’ my father intervened. ‘I don’t expect language like that from you or anyone else at this table. And
         I think you should leave your tittle-tattle and gossip at Cambridge. Do you understand?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ my brother answered.

      
      And that was that.

      
      I had no doubt that my eldest brother, Henry, knew a great deal of tittle-tattle. And more than that: I imagined there’d be idle gossip and tittle-tattle about him, too, somewhere. For of late he seemed
         to have acquired new friends, and spent more time in London than at home or Cambridge. Everyone knew Henry, and he, it appeared,
         knew everything about everyone. But his coterie had never been confined to Cambridge. Two of his closest friends from school
         had gone up to Oxford, another few straight into the army. He was the most outgoing of my three brothers, confident, popular,
         and extremely well connected. He liked to say he had his ear to the ground and I often imagined him lying prostrate upon some bustling city street.
      

      
      Later that same evening I quizzed my brother, asked him what he’d meant by his remark, but he’d heeded my father’s warning.
         ‘I was being flippant, dear. It meant nothing,’ he said to me. But I knew there was more, and something specific: something
         my father did not wish to have repeated, particularly not in front of me. There was no point in my pursuing it with Henry; he’d never go against Papa, no matter how full of bravado he appeared,
         and I was very much aware that to him I was still a child. But as I lay in my bed that night I pondered on it all again. I
         wondered who paid for Tom Cuthbert’s education; and then I wondered if I’d heard Henry correctly. Had he actually used the
         word bastard?
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      My father’s inheritance, though by no means insubstantial, had been built upon and added to over the years, mainly through
         returns on investments in the railways. Five years before I was born he’d purchased Deyning Park from the impoverished Earl,
         and commissioned one of England’s finest architects to make it grander than ever. A ballroom and two entire wings were added
         to the main building, old windows and doors replaced; the old panelled library was refurbished, and an ornate carved staircase,
         Italian marble floor and Corinthian pillars were added to the main lobby. Almost five hundred tons of white Tuscan marble
         had been brought to Deyning to create my father’s vision: a grand entrance hall with twenty-foot-high pillars. The oak-panelled
         dining room was easily big enough to comfortably seat thirty, and the sixteen bedrooms and four modern bathrooms ensured my
         parents could entertain and accommodate their house guests in style. Later, some five or six years after my birth, electric
         lights were installed in a few of the formal reception rooms, their twentieth-century brilliance altering Mama’s colour scheme,
         and causing much debate and consternation amongst the servants. At that time, a rumour drifted about the house that looking directly
         upon the electric light could blind a person, and one of the servants – Edna, I think, suspect now, though I have no evidence
         and it was a very long time ago – had told George this. My brother – in the midst of a scientific phase – had been determined
         to test this theory, and, as usual, appointed me his assistant. My role in this particular experiment was to stand guard as
         he climbed up on to the dining-room table and then, once in position, beneath the new chandelier, and only when he gave me
         the codeword ‘eureka’, to flick the wall-mounted switch. But as I stood on a chair, waiting for my cue, George became distracted
         by new possibilities, and as he flew along the highly polished mahogany table in his stocking feet he collided with Mama’s
         oversized and elaborate crystal epergne, taking the thing with him on its final short journey. George and the epergne landed
         on the oak floor in a crash loud enough to wake the dead and within seconds half the servants and Mama were in the room. Luckily
         George wasn’t injured, but the epergne – which, we were informed by Mama, was an airloom – was pronounced unrepairable. Later on, in the library, George was tried: I was called to give evidence, and he was found
         guilty and sentenced by Papa to twenty-four hours’ solitary confinement. And that marked the end of George’s interest in electricity.
      

      
      Parts of our home, I’d been told, dated back to the sixteenth century, but from the outside, at least, the place appeared
         resolutely Georgian: built in the neoclassical style from honey-hued stone with a pleasing symmetry, perfectly balanced lines,
         and a multitude of tall windows. At the front of the house, in the centre, two Ionic columns framed the doorway, supporting
         a stone pediment with the words Ubi bene, ibi patria carved into it. To the east of the house, around a cobblestoned courtyard – always referred to as the stable yard – were
         the stables, coach house and a few servants’ cottages. A warren of dark passageways and small interconnecting rooms led from the house to the
         coach house, where two motor cars now sat alongside the old wagonette and landau carriage of my childhood. And there, too,
         the sleigh: still used occasionally in the depths of winter, when the lanes around us were white and thick with snow.
      

      
      Father’s penchant for the neoclassical was a fitting backdrop to his and my mother’s vast collection of artefacts and souvenirs
         from abroad: antiques, paintings, books, bronzes and sculptures from their continental tours. A delivery of crates and the
         unveiling of new works of art for Deyning inevitably followed each return home. In his newly furbished library my father added
         to his burgeoning collection of rare books; books he would never read; books no one could read in any one lifetime. And whilst
         he indulged himself with his love of antiquities, Mama focused on our comfort, with new fitted carpets and expensive wall
         coverings from Harrods and Gamages. She’d taken advice, albeit paid for, from an old friend of hers who had an interior decorating
         business in London.
      

      
      Sumptuous would best describe Mama’s style. It was what she’d been accustomed to all her life; was what she knew. Consequently,
         our home was as lavishly furnished and decorated as any other fine country house: each window festooned, draped in richly
         coloured silk brocades; looped back, tasselled and fringed; each vista – north, south, east and west – opulently framed in
         a colour specifically chosen to match the light of that room, and the views beyond.
      

      
      From my bedroom window I looked out across the formal gardens and lake, beyond the six hundred acres of landscaped parkland
         to the South Downs in the distance. It was the only point in my vision that my father did not own, and I sometimes wondered who lived there, beyond my world, beyond Deyning. As a child I’d rarely ventured farther than
         the ha-ha, which separated the park from the formal gardens. Terraces, ornamented with statues, urns and fountains, led down from the house’s
         south façade to the striped lawns and broad herbaceous borders, extravagantly stocked with Mama’s prize-winning roses and
         peonies.
      

      
      A small army of gardeners and outdoor staff were employed at Deyning then. Even now, I see their faces, and their hands, my
         outside friends. Together, they managed the parkland, the home farm and the kitchen gardens; they maintained the formal gardens, and the
         tennis and croquet lawns, constantly rolling and trimming the grass to perfection. They pulled, planted, chopped, clipped
         and snipped, like defenders of a realm, for Deyning was a kingdom, guarded by acreage and entirely self-sufficient. The walled
         kitchen gardens produced all manner of fruit and vegetables: asparagus, strawberries, raspberries, logan-berries, currants
         (white, red and black), gooseberries, plums, pears, apples, rhubarb, potatoes, cabbages, carrots, cauliflowers and spinach.
         And in summer, up against the pink brick walls, peaches and nectarines. The home farm supplied us with all our milk, cream,
         eggs, butter and cheese, as well as our meat, poultry and game.
      

      
      We knew no lack, experienced no want, and I knew no other way. I had never looked from the outside in; never thought about
         how we lived. Until that time: until Tom Cuthbert entered my life.
      

      
      That summer we were all at home, still living a collective existence, still a family. At five years my senior, Henry had only
         just finished his studies at Cambridge, and William, two years younger than Henry, had completed his first year there, studying
         Theology. George, my closest sibling – a year younger than William and two years my senior – was at Aldershot, training to
         be an officer. And, at sixteen years of age, it seemed my education was complete. Mama had been keen for me to attend a fashionable finishing school in Paris before coming out. It was what she had done, what everyone did, she said. But events
         on the continent had made my parents anxious, and so my sojourn in Paris was indefinitely postponed.
      

      
      Strange though it may seem, I had no desire at that time for a more eventful existence, or a broader vista. I filled my days
         with walks through the grounds, following the same paths, anticipating the same sights, content with familiarity. I lost myself
         in books, spent hours in my father’s library, pulling out whichever title caught my eye. And it was there, in the library,
         that I had my first proper conversation with Tom Cuthbert. I’d seen him about the place: walking down the drive, disappearing
         into the distance; helping one of the under-gardeners cut logs in the stable yard; and a couple of times in the kitchen, when
         I’d been sent to query a menu for Mama. He’d been sitting at the table, reading a newspaper, doing nothing in particular,
         and he’d stood up and said, ‘Hello,’ without any smile.
      

      
      When he appeared in the library that day I was perched at the top of the library steps, reading a volume of Emily Brontë’s
         poems, and I can’t be sure, but I think I may have been reading aloud. He cleared his throat. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘your
         father told me that I was welcome to borrow any books . . . I can come back later.’
      

      
      ‘No, please, I’m idling here, do come in,’ I said, looking down at him. He closed the door, and I had the faintest inkling
         of intimacy.
      

      
      ‘I was reading a poem . . . do you like poetry, Mr Cuthbert?’ I asked, filling the silence as he surveyed the shelves on the
         opposite side of the room, his back to me.
      

      
      He pulled out a book. ‘Yes, I like poetry,’ he said, without turning to face me.

      
      ‘I’m rather fond of the Brontë sisters myself . . . especially dear Emily,’ I said, trying desperately to sound grown up and
         worldly. He made no reply but continued his inspection of the volumes immediately in front of him, occasionally bending down
         or stretching up. And I watched him, surreptitiously, in case he should suddenly turn.
      

      
      He was tall, taller than Henry, and his dark hair longer than my brothers’ or anyone else’s I’d seen. It hung down over his
         forehead in a wave he ran his hand through from time to time. He wore dark grey flannel trousers with navy braces, a plain
         pale blue shirt; no tie, no jacket.
      

      
      ‘I imagine it’s rather dull for you here,’ I said at last, uncomfortable with our lack of conversation and longing for a break
         in the deadlock.
      

      
      He turned, smiled at me. ‘Dull? No, not at all. Why do you say that?’

      
      ‘Well, it’s somewhat quiet here, especially when my brothers aren’t about the place, and not everyone’s partial to the peace
         of the countryside.’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘I think I may very well be dull then, Miss Granville. I’m happy to be amidst this peacefulness. I get quite enough noise and bustle up at Oxford.’
      

      
      ‘Oxford?’ I repeated, climbing carefully down the library steps.

      
      ‘Yes, but only for another year, and then I’m done.’

      
      ‘And then what?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I shall go to the bar, become a practising lawyer.’

      
      ‘Oh, so you’ll live in London, I suppose . . .’

      
      ‘Yes, that’s my plan.’

      
      ‘Everyone seems to go to London, eventually, but I’m not so sure I shall. I rather think I prefer the country,’ I said.

      
      He stared at me, half smiling, and I pushed my hair back from my face, glanced down at the book in my hand.

      
      ‘Well, you’re still quite young . . . you may change your mind yet.’

      
      ‘Oh no, I’ll be seventeen in August. I’ll be coming out soon, and then I shall have to be in London,’ I said, and his smile
         broadened. He looked so handsome, so nonchalant at that moment, his hair hanging down over one eye. And as I felt myself blush
         I looked away once more. He was amused, quietly amused. I was still a child to him, naive and innocent; locked up in a modern-day
         fortress, talking nonsense.
      

      
      ‘And I’m sure you’ll have a gay time, and many suitors too,’ he said, still smiling, still staring. ‘But it’s an odd ritual,
         is it not?’ he continued, moving away from the shelves, a book gripped in his own hand now too. ‘Coming out? It’s about finding
         a husband, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘No, not entirely,’ I said, unsure of what else to say, because I’d never really thought about it until that moment; what
         ‘coming out’ meant, its purpose.
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘It’s more about parties . . . meeting new people, that sort of thing. I think originally, historically, it was about finding
         a husband, but of course it’s different now.’ I smiled. ‘After all, this is the twentieth century,’ I continued, feeling quite
         bold and modern, ‘things have changed.’ Then I added, ‘Look at the suffragettes . . .’
      

      
      I wasn’t quite sure what I meant by that last line, but I liked the sound of it. For despite Papa’s misgivings (hooligans,
         he called them), I’d become deeply fascinated by the recent dramatic events I’d read about taking place in London. The window-smashing
         women, full of passion and fury, no matter how far from my own gilded cage, had captured my imagination.
      

      
      He smiled at me, and I noticed his eyes: darkest mahogany, glinting with light. ‘Have times changed?’ he asked. ‘Are you sure
         about that, Miss Granville?’ He frowned, looking at me quizzically. And I knew he was being provocative. Like my brothers,
         I thought.
      

      
      ‘I’m used to being teased, Mr Cuthbert,’ I replied. ‘I have three older brothers – remember?’
      

      
      ‘But I’m not teasing you. I’m curious, genuinely so. Do you really think times have changed? Do you truly believe that your
         own coming out and that of all the other debutantes isn’t about finding a suitable husband?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, I’ll be introduced to society, and that society may well include my future husband, or not, as the case may be,’
         I replied, perhaps a little too quickly. He said nothing, but tilted his head to one side and looked back at me through half-closed
         eyes. Then he shook his head and turned away.
      

      
      ‘I amuse you,’ I said, without thinking.

      
      ‘You do somewhat, but it’s not so much you, it’s the way . . . the way your sort operate,’ he replied, and I simply couldn’t
         understand what he meant. Was he being rude? Was he playing? I couldn’t be sure, so I shrugged and then laughed myself.
      

      
      ‘Yes, we’re a strange lot, aren’t we?’ I said.

      
      ‘You’re right, of course. Things are changing, and changing fast. Look at me: the son of a humble servant, at Oxford and bound
         for a career in the City.’
      

      
      ‘Yes indeed, your mother must be very proud of you,’ I replied, sounding like Mama.

      
      He laughed again. He was so handsome when he laughed; so utterly uninhibited and free. It was not a joke, but he was free
         enough to laugh. To laugh out loud at me, pretending to be something.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t mean to be rude or disrespectful.’

      
      ‘No, I know that. I mean, I can see that.’

      
      He fixed his eyes on me. ‘Yes, yes I think you can . . . Clarissa.’

      
      And when he said my name, it was as though I’d heard it spoken for the very first time, as though he’d placed his hand upon
         my bare skin. No one other than my immediate family ever addressed me so directly, so honestly, using only my first name. Clarissa. He’d said my name, said it slowly, looking straight at me.
      

      
      I’d been released from a cage and allowed to fly.

      
      ‘I think I must go now,’ I said, not entirely sure of how to deal with his entrance into my life. ‘I need to dress for dinner.’

      
      ‘Of course,’ he replied, glancing over to the clock. ‘And I should get back to my studies.’

      
      ‘Really, Tom,’ I said, adopting his familiar style, ‘you don’t need to go on my account. Stay here a while, I’m quite sure
         no one will disturb you.’
      

      
      ‘No, I should go. But I’ll come back tomorrow,’ he said, looking at me.

I smiled, nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, do that.’


   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      The next day, when I awoke, I remember feeling quite different. In fact, everything seemed strangely altered. It was as though
         a door had finally opened on to my world, letting in light so every detail appeared sharper, more focused. And from that doorway
         I was able to look back on my life, my family, and begin to see us as others saw us: as Tom Cuthbert saw us.
      

      
      I’d slept in that morning. By the time I went down to breakfast it was after nine, and yet the house seemed unusually quiet.
         Henry, I knew, was away, staying with friends in Salisbury, and my father, as usual, remained up in town, attending to business.
         But I wondered where my mother was.
      

      
      As I sat at the dining-room table, already cleared but for one setting, Mrs Cuthbert emerged through the baize door with fresh
         tea. She asked if I’d like Edna to cook me something. And then she reminded me that my mother had caught the 7.38 to London
         – to attend a horticultural exhibition with Mr Broughton, the head gardener – and wasn’t expected back until late that evening.
         She told me that George and Will had also risen early; already set off to attend their old school Speech Day. And I felt momentarily angry that they’d all gone and left me there,
         alone. Why had Mama not invited me to accompany her? And why could my brothers not have taken me with them to their Speech
         Day reunion? It didn’t seem fair. I was being treated like a child, I said to Mrs Cuthbert.
      

      
      ‘Oh, but you have all the time in the world, your whole life ahead of you. Don’t wish it away too soon.’

      
      ‘I don’t wish it away, Mrs C, but I’d rather like something to happen.’
      

      
      Then I thought of Tom Cuthbert.

      
      ‘And how is Tom?’ I said. ‘It must be lovely for you to have him back with you.’

      
      She smiled. ‘Yes, it is. And he’s a good boy . . . a gentle soul,’ she said, again, and then disappeared through the baize
         door.
      

      
      For so many years, since George, the last of my brothers to be sent away to boarding school, had gone, I’d languished in a
         daydream at Deyning. Floating through the house and about the grounds, inventing people, places and events: a revered guest
         at so many glittering parties out on the lawn; an actress upon the stage of the ha-ha; an intrepid explorer cutting a swathe
         through the Amazon jungle of long meadow grass. And though those desultory days of my childhood, when an hour had stretched
         to a lifetime and time itself was of no import, lingered on, they were in fact drawing to a close.
      

      
      More latterly, the fantasies of my idle hours had taken on a different hue. For now it seemed I had to be rescued, and, perhaps inevitably, by a dashingly handsome – albeit slightly unkempt – young man. I was often confused, irritated
         by these unscripted interventions. I liked to imagine myself as one of those pioneering Victorian women I’d read about: independent,
         brave, and resourceful. But no matter which way my dream unfolded, a swashbuckling-style hero inevitably marched on to lift
         me up into his arms. And, more latterly still, a struggle of sorts had usually ensued, which almost always resulted in a kiss.
      

      
      The days of catching moths and butterflies were over. News of kittens in the stables or newly born lambs down at the farm
         no longer made my heart race. Though sometimes, particularly if Papa was present, I felt duty bound to feign that lost excitement.
      

      
      But that day, I could think only of him, Tom Cuthbert. I wondered where he was, what he was doing. I floated about the house,
         intermittently looking in on the library hoping to find him there. I went to the kitchen three or four times on the pretext
         of needing to speak to Mrs Cuthbert about some sewing. I walked out to the lake, through the stable yard, past Mrs Cuthbert’s
         cottage and back again the same way. I dawdled in the walled garden, distractedly helping a new kitchen maid pick raspberries,
         with one eye fixed on the gate to the yard, through which the door of Mrs Cuthbert’s cottage was clearly visible. And then
         I dallied with Frank and John, the two youngest under-gardeners, as they sat on the bench by the greenhouse, eating the sandwiches
         Edna had sent out to them in a basket.
      

      
      ‘Please, do sit down and enjoy your lunch,’ I said, as they rose simultaneously to their feet.

      
      They took their orders from Mr Broughton – a man whom I’d more than once heard described by Edna, our cook, as a dark horse – and were usually employed in what were still referred to as the ‘pleasure gardens’: keeping the borders free of bind-weed
         and ivy, cutting back and clipping the many and various shrubs, and attending to the pathways – so easily lost and overgrown.
         Up a ladder or down on their knees, they were always there, together, always smiling and laughing. Frank, short and squat,
         with freckles and bright red curls, and John, so immensely tall and gangly, with shorn jet-black hair. Even to look at they
         made a comical pair, and Mama often said they should be on the stage.
      

      
      That day, Frank, the same age as me and mad on cricket, blushed to the colour of a ripe tomato when I enquired how his team
         were doing that season, and John said, ‘He wears the colour of ’is ’eart on ’is face, miss,’ and then laughed. They had both
         worked in the gardens at Deyning since they were boys, both been part of every Christmas, birthday and celebration; and each
         summer, when Deyning played against the village team, Frank had no obvious conflict and always switched allegiance to bowl
         for Deyning Park.
      

      
      The previous summer, when the days had been long, stretching late in to the evening, I’d taken it upon myself to teach Frank
         to read – and be able to write more than just his name. (Both he and John were too old to have benefited from my father’s
         founding of the village school. They had, they said, for a while at least, on certain days, walked the three miles to the
         nearest school, but there were simply too many distractions on their route, and neither of them were suited to being kept
         indoors.) Each evening, after dinner, I’d sat with Frank outside on the veranda, teaching him the sounds of letters and familiar
         words, writing them out for him to copy and practise. I read passages out loud to him from a few of my favourite books, and
         some poems too. And we made progress. By the end of summer Frank was able to recognise any number of words, and confident
         enough to attempt the pronunciation of others. With a little help from me, he’d written a letter to his mother, even though
         she wouldn’t be able to read it, he said; would need someone to read it for her. He joined the local lending library, and
         I gave him a list of books I thought he might enjoy. Then Mama intervened. She said she thought Frank was becoming a little
         too attached; that I had done enough, and that it was wrong – and possibly misleading – for me to continue my sponsorship of him. So I told him, reluctantly, that I’d taught him as much as I could, that he’d have to go on alone; go on reading,
         and continue with books until he could read as well as anyone else.
      

      
      ‘I imagine you’ve both met Mrs Cuthbert’s son . . .’ I said at last, leaning against a warm pane of the greenhouse.

      
      ‘Tom?’ John replied. ‘He were just out here, earlier. Weren’t he, Frank?’

      
      Frank, mouth bulging with bread, glanced up at me, blushing once more, and nodded.

      
      ‘Well, he seems like a jolly nice sort,’ I said, looking from one to the other, and wondering if either of them knew any more
         than me. ‘But such a shame about his father . . .’
      

      
      ‘What’s that then?’ John asked.

      
      ‘Mr Cuthbert,’ I replied, not sure what else to say.

      
      ‘Mr Cuthbert? Thought he’d been gone long since.’

      
      ‘Yes . . . yes, that’s what I meant. Such a shame, for Mrs Cuthbert I mean, and for Tom. I don’t suppose he ever knew his
         father . . .’
      

      
      John turned to Frank and – in a much quieter voice – said, ‘Aye, well, plenty like that round here.’ And they both laughed.

      
      Finally, late in the afternoon, as I once again half-heartedly perused my father’s bookshelves, I heard footsteps in the marble
         hallway coming towards the open library door. I grabbed a book, and sat down just in time.
      

      
      He closed the door behind him and remained perfectly still for a moment, looking over at me.

      
      ‘Oh, hello, Tom,’ I said, sounding surprised (even to myself).

      
      ‘Hello, Clarissa, I was hoping I might find you here. And what are we reading today?’ he asked, walking towards me. ‘More
         of the Brontës?’
      

      
      I glanced down at the book, noticed it was covered in plain paper, and opened it quickly. ‘Ha! No, not today,’ I said, searching
         for the title. ‘No, today I’m quite lost in . . . The Life and Adventures of dear Miss Fanny Hill.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      He stood in front of me, his hands in his pockets, a quizzical look upon his face.

      
      ‘Why so surprised?’ I asked, looking up at him, smiling. ‘I don’t limit myself to just the Brontë sisters, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Clarissa . . .’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Have you actually been reading that book?’
      

      
      ‘Yes . . . yes, indeed I have.’ I opened the book at random. ‘I was somewhere . . . about here . . .’ I flicked a page or
         two. ‘This page, I think . . . yes, this one. She, no doubt, thought it was time to give up the argument, and that all further defence would be in vain . . .’

      
      I looked up again, blinking. He sat down in the chair opposite me, leant forward, resting his elbows on his knees, clasping
         his hands in front of him. His shirtsleeves were rolled back and I noticed the dark hair on his forearms.
      

      
      ‘Yes, that’s where I was up to.’

      
      ‘Do continue . . . please, read some more,’ he said.

      
      ‘Are you sure? To be honest I was finding it rather dull.’

      
      He smiled. ‘No, please. I’d like to hear you read on.’

      
      I cleared my throat. ‘And he, throwing her petticoats over her face . . .’ I paused, slightly confused; ‘which was now as red as scarlet, discovered . . . a pair of . . .’ I paused again, then continued, slowly, quieter, ‘stout, plump, substantial thighs . . . and tolerably white; he mounted them round his hips . . .’ My mind began to swim, my face grew hot, but I continued, my voice ever quieter. ‘And coming out with his drawn weapon, stuck it in the cloven spot . . . where he seemed to find a less difficult entrance
            than perhaps he had flattered himself with . . .’

      
      I looked up at him, my face stinging. I wasn’t entirely sure if what I’d read was the run-up to a grisly murder or some other act of wickedness. But by Tom’s expression I could hazard
         a guess. He reached over, eased the book from my hand and closed it.
      

      
      ‘I’m quite certain your father wouldn’t want you to be reading that particular book.’

      
      ‘No,’ was all I could manage. I felt my lip quiver, and for a moment I thought I might cry.

      
      ‘Are you feeling quite all right?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No, not terribly,’ I replied.

      
      ‘Come, let’s go outside. You look as though you need some air.’ He rose to his feet and walked ahead of me through the library,
         placing the book upon a shelf without a second glance. I followed him across the hallway and then outside, into the garden.
         Perhaps he thought I read that sort of book. Perhaps he thought I’d picked it on purpose, wanted to read it to him . . . I stopped, closed my eyes, and shivered.
      

      
      ‘Do you need a shawl or something?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No, no thank you, I’m fine.’

      
      We walked in silence across the flagstones, past Mama’s gaudy new swing-chair, down the steps and on to the lawn. It had been
         another indifferent overcast day, but now the garden glowed in the warmth of the early evening sun. We walked under the drooping
         branches of the sycamore towards the bank of rhododendrons and the ha-ha just beyond.
      

      
      ‘Feeling better?’ he asked, turning to me.

      
      ‘Mm, slightly,’ I said, not looking at him, a hullabaloo of unfamiliar words still echoing in my head.

      
      I was neither able nor ready to put together a longer sentence. But I was aware that since reading about his drawn weapon . . . in the cloven spot I’d barely uttered a word.
      

      
      ‘There’s a bench over here,’ I managed at last. ‘One can see for miles.’

      
      ‘Perfect. All we need is a Singapore Sling,’ he said, as we sat down upon the wooden seat.
      

      
      ‘Singapore what?’

      
      ‘It’s a cocktail, all the rage up at Oxford.’ He turned to me, smiling. ‘Have you ever had a cocktail?’

      
      ‘I had a champagne cocktail once . . . at New Year.’

      
      ‘And did you enjoy it?’

      
      ‘Yes. It made me feel quite . . . in love with life,’ I replied, remembering my dance with Billy Robertson, a handsome under-gardener
         who’d since vanished from my father’s employ.
      

      
      He laughed. ‘Alcohol does that. It loosens folk up, makes them feel freer,’ he said, staring into the distance.

      
      ‘Are there lots and lots of parties up at Oxford?’ I asked, my equilibrium almost restored by the combination of air and conversation.

      
      ‘Yes, there are. But I’m neither fashionable enough nor rich enough to be invited to some. And,’ he turned to me, ‘I need
         to work. I’m not like the other undergraduates who have a private income and are simply there because they have nothing better
         to do. Or want to have a wild few years before taking over the family estate. I have an opportunity, and I don’t intend to
         throw it away.’
      

      
      ‘It must be difficult,’ I said, not sure what else to say.

      
      ‘Difficult?’

      
      ‘Yes, difficult for you – if you feel excluded or perhaps on the outside of something.’

      
      ‘Clarissa, you are sweet. But I’m not remotely bothered about parties or socialising.’

      
      ‘I think all Henry does is gallivant about – attending parties . . . and womanise,’ I added, borrowing one of Mama’s words.

      
      ‘Well, it’s different for him. Look at this,’ he said, gesturing at everything in front of us. ‘All this will be his one day.
         Whereas I,’ and he turned to me again, ‘I shall inherit a shoebox of mementos, if I’m lucky.’
      

      
      ‘But you may be like Papa . . . you might make a fortune.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I intend to do that. But what about you, Clarissa? You may be married, and to an earl – or even a duke – by this time
         next year.’
      

      
      I tried to laugh. ‘I hope not. I don’t wish to be married too soon. And I’m not sure I want to be married to either a duke or an earl.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps not, but your parents may.’ He reached into his pocket, pulled out a packet of cigarettes and offered me one.

      
      ‘No, thank you. I don’t.’

      
      I watched him light his cigarette, draw heavily on it, sucking in his cheeks.

      
      ‘I hope they want me to be happy more than anything else,’ I said. ‘And I intend to be ferociously happy.’

      
      He made no reply. But I watched him from the corner of my eye as he smoked his cigarette, staring into the distance through
         half-closed eyes, and I wondered what he was thinking. I longed to know his thoughts. I longed to know him. And, though it
         was much too warm an evening to be sitting outside in the sun, I didn’t want that moment to end.
      

      
      I noticed the tiny beads of perspiration glistening on the temple of his brow, above his mouth; the damp indigo patch under
         his arm. I watched him as he placed his lips around the cigarette, inhale, and then blow a series of smoke rings into the
         sultry evening air. I fiddled with the lace on the ruffle of my high-necked blouse, pushed my fingers underneath the fabric
         on to my own hot skin; and I wished I’d done as Mama had repeatedly told me and worn my hair up.
      

      
      ‘We’d better go. Your brothers will probably be back by now and no doubt wondering where you are,’ he said, flicking his cigarette
         over the ha-ha.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so. They’re not remotely interested in where I am. No one ever is.’

      
      He turned towards me. ‘If you were mine – I mean, if you were my sister – I’d be interested, and I don’t suppose I’d be too
         happy to know you were idling with the housekeeper’s son.’
      

      
      ‘It’s up to me who I choose to idle with,’ I said, staring back at him, our eyes inches apart. I saw him glance to my lips
         then back to my eyes, then back to my lips. Kiss me. Kiss me now, I begged silently.
      

      
      He raised his hand to my face – as though about to touch it; then, in one swift movement, pulled away. ‘You know, you’re quite
         dangerously beautiful, Clarissa Granville. Just as well you’re kept locked away here,’ he said, and rose to his feet. ‘Come.
         I should take you back.’
      

      
      ‘But it’s not late. I don’t need to go back, not yet.’

      
      ‘I need to get back.’

      
      ‘Why? Will your mother be worried?’

      
      ‘Clarissa . . . it’s not right for us to stay out here – alone.’

      
      ‘Why ever not? What’s going to happen? I hardly think you’re about to seduce me, Mr Cuthbert. No, I feel quite safe here with
         you.’
      

      
      ‘Aha! But perhaps you shouldn’t.’

      
      ‘Why? Do you plan on seducing me?’ I asked, rising to my feet, looking back at him, into his eyes. ‘If so, do please tell
         me – as I’d like a moment to prepare.’
      

      
      He pulled me to him. ‘You really shouldn’t say such things . . . you’ve no idea . . . have you?’

      
      He held me tightly; his mouth so close I could feel the heat of his breath – in short sharp bursts upon my face.

      
      ‘No idea of what?’ I asked, watching his eyes on my lips.

      
      Kiss me. Kiss me now.

      
      ‘No idea,’ he repeated, turning his face away, releasing his grip. He stepped back from me, thrust his hands into his pockets
         and looked up at the sky with a groan.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry . . .’

      
      He sighed, turned to face me. ‘What are you sorry for? You’ve no reason to apologise. Come, let’s walk back,’ he added, smiling
         at me once more.
      

      
      We began to walk across the lawn in the direction of the house. ‘I’m sorry if . . . if I’ve made you feel uncomfortable in
         some way,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid my brothers’ teasing has probably blunted my sensibilities . . . made me too flippant.’
      

      
      At the edge of the lawn, he stopped, looked down at the grass. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you tomorrow . . .’

      
      ‘Yes, perhaps,’ I replied, glancing away, towards the lake in the distance.

      
      ‘I still need to look up a few books in your father’s library . . .’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘Perhaps, later in the day . . . around four.’

      
      I turned to him. ‘Yes, around four, I’m sure that will be fine.’

      
      He smiled, and as he began to move away – walking backwards – he said, ‘Oh, and Clarissa, promise me one thing . . .’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ I asked, intrigued.

      
      ‘Promise me you won’t read another word of that book.’

      
      I laughed. ‘Of course not, I promise.’

      
      And then I went inside, to the library, pulled out the book and took it up to my room.
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