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PART ONE
1944
ONE
‘
I
THOUGHT YOU SAID
you had a car?’

The horse, between the shafts of the dogcart, turned its head at the sound of the woman’s voice. She was tall, with narrow shoulders and narrow feet; she had pale apricot hair and a white skin. The eyes noting the horse were green. She had painted her mouth pillar-box red. The horse, dark and polished as a conker, returned her stare, its startled eye fringed by straight lashes. It breathed out, expanding velvet nostrils and, shifting its weight, caused its harness to creak and jingle. Then, catching sight of the man behind the woman, it pricked its ears, raised its head, whinnied shrilly and lurched forward. The woman, stepping back, crushed a sharp heel onto the man’s instep. She exclaimed, ‘How horrible.’

The man said, ‘Ouch! Hullo, my treasure, my beauty.’ He stepped forward to stroke the animal’s neck and breathe up its nostrils. ‘This is Nellie,’ he said, ‘and there, where Trask is stashing our luggage, is her daughter. She is called Petronella, in honour of petrol rationing. The joke seemed apposite at the time of her birth.’

The woman said,
‘Another
cart?’

‘Well, yes. One for us and one for our bags. Trask thought it would be more comfortable for you if he brought both traps.’

‘I thought you said you had a car.’ She stood well back from the horse and looked round the station yard. ‘A Bentley, you said. You said you had a Bentley.’

‘I have. It was my father’s.’

‘Then where is it?’

‘Up on blocks for the duration.’

‘Not here to meet me?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘An old Bentley only goes about ten miles to the gallon. Come on, now. Hop up.’ He indicated the trap.

‘No.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me you were afraid of horses?’

‘I’m not.’

‘Then hop up. Trask will follow with the luggage. It’s eight miles; it will be dark if we don’t start soon.’

‘I don’t
like
them.’ Margaret Tillotson stared at her husband.

‘Everything all right, Henry?’ A slightly-built man wearing grey flannel trousers, an open-necked shirt and a sleeveless Fair Isle jersey came up from where he had been loading suitcases into the second trap. He was a servant, Margaret supposed, yet he called Henry Henry, not Mr. Tillotson.

‘Has madam mislaid something?’ he enquired.

‘Madam was expecting to be met by the Bentley,’ said Henry evenly.

Trask said, ‘Oh dear,’ pursing his lips. He had a long upper lip and was clean-shaven.

Henry said, laughing, ‘It
is,
Oh dear. This is Trask, on whom so much depends.’

Trask, smiling, said, ‘Pleased, delighted, M—’

Margaret parted her red lips, showing excellent teeth, but said nothing.

Trask, glancing at Henry, said, ‘What about the station taxi? It will be back in a minute. It’s only taken the lady who lodges with the Watsons to the Post.’

Henry said, ‘Mrs. Watson is our postmistress.’

Margaret said, ‘Oh yes?’

‘Smells a bit?’ said Henry, questioning the taxi.

‘Combustion engine,’ said Trask, straight-faced.

Henry said, ‘True. All right, then, taxi it is. We’ll wait,’ on a cheerful note.

They stood looking at the empty station yard. From time to time one of the horses shook its head, stamped or blew gustily down its nose.

Trask said conversationally, ‘Coming to meet you, Henry, I drove Petronella and Nellie followed on her own as sweet as pie.’

Henry said, ‘The dear thing.’ He caressed the horse’s neck. ‘And how are things?’ he asked. ‘Is all well?’

Trask said, ‘Yes,’ glancing sidelong at Margaret. ‘Seemingly.’

‘And Pilar and Ebro?’

‘They are fine.’

‘Pilar is the Spanish girl I told you about,’ Henry told his wife. ‘Ebro is her baby, quite a big boy now. Must be three or four.’

‘Nearly six,’ said Trask.

‘Your Spanish maid.’

‘Not exactly a maid, she’s a refugee.’

‘But she cleans?’

‘Well, yes, but nobody asks her to.’

‘I shall.’

Trask said, ‘Here comes the taxi now,’ jerking his chin towards the road. ‘Name of Smith.’ When the taxi drew up Henry walked across to speak to the driver. After a short discussion he beckoned to his wife and called, ‘Come along, in you get.’ He held open the car door. When Margaret was in, he closed it.

Alone on the seat, Margaret said, ‘But aren’t you—’

Henry said, ‘No, I’m driving Nellie.’

Margaret and the taximan watched Henry swing himself up into the trap, pick up the reins and chirrup to the horse, who trotted off, followed by Trask in the second trap.

Margaret murmured, ‘Bastard.’

The driver switched on his engine, let in the clutch and followed.

After watching the traps bowling merrily along for three-quarters of a mile, Margaret said, ‘Can’t you drive faster?’

‘I don’t know the way, madam,’ said the driver.

Margaret said, ‘You must be lying.’

The driver, who had lived in the neighbourhood for only three months and was chiefly employed driving children to school, thought of suitable ripostes but kept them to himself.

Although the horses kept up a spanking pace, inevitably, going uphill, they slowed to a walk. Rather than crawl after them in low gear, the taxi-driver amused himself by idling his engine while the horses toiled uphill, waiting a bit, then making a rush to the top, switching off the engine and coasting down. He excused his method. ‘Saves petrol. Can’t be too careful with my ration, have to stretch it. Though how you stretch an inflammable liquid, your guess is as good as mine.’

Margaret did not reply, but stared past him at Henry’s back.

‘My name is John Smith,’ the driver volunteered. ‘You must be Mrs. Tillotson, new to these parts, like me. Very pretty country, of course. I’m a townsman, myself.’

Margaret was watching the progress of the vehicles ahead. From time to time her husband swung round to talk to Trask in the trap behind him. When the driver stilled his engine she could hear Henry’s deep voice, but could not catch his words or Trask’s, answering in a melodious tenor. After a while Henry stopped turning round and became absorbed by the view of the countryside.

From her seat in the taxi, Margaret took note of it also. They had left the main road immediately on leaving the station and negotiated a network of narrow lanes. In the taxi Margaret Tillotson felt enclosed, but the men driving ahead could from the high traps see over the hedges; they called out to each other when they caught sight of anything which attracted their attention. Presently, as they climbed, they reached more open country and crossed a stretch of moorland, before dipping into a valley of large fields bounded by thick hedges and surrounded by woods already turning copper and gold. Sheep grazed in the fields and several times the leading trap startled a pheasant, which flew up cack-cack-cacking. When a frightened hare bounded away Trask called out on a high eerie note and Henry laughed.

‘Pretty.’ John Smith stopped his car. ‘Almost as nice as Kensington Gardens. Or maybe you prefer St. James’s Park? Or would you fancy Richmond? Lot of bushes with berries on them in Richmond. I’d say this is more like Richmond, but wilder.’ His fare did not reply. ‘Well, I guess we’re nearly there,’ he said. ‘That will be the house. Those horses are trying to gallop, must want their tea. Is it as grand as you was expecting?’ She had licked all the lipstick off her mouth, he noted as he watched her in the driving mirror; the only colour in her face was in her eyes. ‘Nice house,’ he said. ‘I’d call it quite grand; just right, not too big and not too small.’

Ahead of them the horses had rattled up the last incline and come to a stop in front of the house. They now stretched their necks and snorted as Henry and Trask jumped down.

The house, built of honey-coloured stone, was seventeenth century. Its walls played host to roses and honeysuckle. On one corner a late magnolia flowered; round another wisteria straggled. The paint on the front door was flaking and the paintwork of the windows was in need of attention; Margaret noted, too, as she sat waiting for the car door to be opened, that a young woman stood smiling on the front steps.

She was short, square and very dark; she had the parrot jaw often seen in southern Spain, black hair drawn back in a bun and small black eyes. The child dragging at her hand resembled her closely. They were a plain couple, but their evident joy on seeing Henry lit their faces with beauty.

‘Pilar!’ Henry jumped down from the trap, put his arm round her shoulders and hugged her. ‘And Ebro! So big!’ He fondled the child’s head and patted the dogs, who had been waiting with Pilar as they moaned and wriggled for attention. ‘Good to be home,’ he said. ‘Wonderful.’

‘Your wife?’ Pilar suggested.

‘She preferred the taxi,’ said Henry, smiling. ‘Come and meet her. This is Pilar,’ he said, opening the taxi door. ‘Did you have an enjoyable drive?’

Margaret Tillotson stepped out of the car.

‘Did he carry her over the threshold?’ the landlord asked from behind the bar.

‘Well, no.’ Trask took a swallow of beer. ‘He did not.’

‘What then?’

‘She’d bopped him one, hadn’t she? Blacked his eye.’

‘She
hit
him?’ Normally taciturn and discreet, the landlord was incredulous. ‘Whatever for? Why should she do that?’

‘Wasn’t for love.’ Trask took another swallow. He was glad the bar was empty, felt he should not have spoken, but the landlord was trustworthy. ‘Seemed kind of irritated,’ he said.

‘You’re having me on,’ said the landlord.

‘No.’ Trask emptied his glass and watched the landlord refill it.

‘So what happened?’ asked the landlord.

‘She said, “Show me my room, I am tired.”’

‘And?’

‘Pilar takes her upstairs. I hear her telling that she has prepared all the rooms so madam has a choice. Pilar is a bit stumped, if you ask me, and little Ebro doesn’t make things any nicer when he says to Henry in his piping voice—carries miles, that child’s voice—“Henry, that lady hit you, why didn’t you hit her back?” Henry says, “You don’t hit ladies, Ebro.” And Ebro asks, sharp that child is, “Was she really a lady?” He’s never seen a lady that colour.’

‘Has Henry brought back a blackie, then?’

‘No. She’s very pale, very white skin. I’d say beautiful, sort of translucent.’

‘That’s a long word for you, Traskie.’

‘Tall and beautiful.’

‘And translucent.’ The landlord savoured the word as he polished a glass.

‘Yes.’

The landlord pulled himself a half-pint and looked round the empty bar. Later it would fill up with people who would remain ignorant of Trask’s revelations. ‘So which room did she choose, then?’

‘The best spare.’

‘Ah.’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘She has Pilar unpack for her, light the fire, run and fill a hot bottle. She has Pilar on the trot: get me this, fetch me that, I want hot soup. Then she goes to bed.’
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