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1909

MARCH

The exercise book stares accusingly back at me, its pages as blank as when I first opened the book. After half an hour, I don't yet have the faintest idea how to start.

There they stay, the lost years, tantalisingly beyond my reach, and for perhaps the hundredth time, I ask myself why I am able to remember nearly everything about my life up to a certain point, but not the time between then and my present situation? What fate has decreed my life should be split in two â€“ and that I should simply have no recollection about what happened in that gap? Nine years have been effectively erased from my consciousness, so successfully that I might never have lived through them. The dark suspicion that I might well never know what happened to me during that time doesn't bear thinking about.

Dr Harvill has suggested that if I start at the beginning and focus all my concentration on writing down that part of my life I do remember, the missing years may follow quite naturally. Well, he is a professional mind doctor, he should know. Myself, I am sceptical. But since I have nothing to lose â€“ and nothing much else to do, either, and perhaps everything to gain â€“ I suppose it cannot do any harm to do as he suggests.

So here I am, in my house in St John's Wood, sitting at my desk, a small walnut davenport with drawers at the side and a sloping top; an elegant piece of furniture, like the chairs and the coromandel wood table, the upright piano with the tasselled runner across its top, and the cushioned sofa. Did I choose any of these pieces myself? Did I decide on the narrow, elegant vases on the mantelpiece? The pictures? Occasionally, I have lightning stabs of near-memory about little things: I can almost believe I see myself stitching that silk cushion over there, buying the sheet music for
The Merry Widow
that I found in the piano stool, but perhaps not. I am more inclined to believe that it is wishful thinking, since I cannot even remember how many years I've lived in this house, when I first came, or if indeed I've always been alone here, except for someone like Rosa â€” though this seems unlikely. There are, after all, those presences, sometimes glimpsed, sometimes just sensed, which must mean something.

So what, precisely, do I know? Almost everything about my early
life, at any rate. I know that I was born in 1876, which makes me thirty-three years old. I know that my name was Hannah Jackson, and yet the money in the bank is in the name of Smith, which is a great mystery in itself, since I never had any money. I wear a wedding ring, so I am presumably Mrs Smith, and however that came about I still haven't fathomed. The name seems as improbable as the title of Mrs, since I have no recollection of any husband. Although â€¦

Yes, if I am honest, that is one thing I do not need to question; I have known what it is to be married. How else would I have these unsatisfied longings, that memory of passion, and love?

I apparently own this house and have a small but adequate income from investments. I have learned that I was injured in an accident when I was riding on the top of a London omnibus, one blowy morning last autumn. And now it's March, and I still remember nothing of it, except for that one last, blinding moment, that piercingly clear picture which flashed across my eyes before I lost consciousness: the runaway brewer's dray colliding with the motor omnibus in the milling traffic on Ludgate Hill; the shouts and cries of the passengers; the barrels rolling all over the road; the screams of the horses â€¦ â€˜Trauma' (which is what Dr Harvill calls the state occasioned by that blow to the head which I received in the accident) has effectively erased what went before it.

This sitting-room of mine is a comfortable, even luxurious room; not ostentatious, but certainly not the room of someone who has ever had to watch the pennies. The bright fire has been lit by my maid, Rosa. She is the one who cooks and keeps everything spotless, with the help of a woman to do the rough. The household consists only of Rosa and myself, so the work is undemanding.

She has become something more than a servant, Rosa Tartaryan, though not yet someone I can regard as a friend. A dark, intense woman, she has her own friends, whom I've yet to meet; she is part of a small circle of Balkan Ã©migrÃ©s, who seem to exist in a shadowy half-world, meeting in gloomy cafÃ©s and plotting ways in which they can return to their own country. Revenge is what they want, for the bloodshed and misery inflicted on their people by the Turks who have occupied their land. She came to England in a roundabout way, exactly how I've never been able to discover, for no one can be more tight-lipped than Rosa when she wishes to keep her own
counsel. She says she came to work for me in answer to an advertisement I had inserted in
The Gentlewoman,
just before the accident. In the absence of any evidence to the contrary, I must believe her.

Though she dislikes talking about her own past â€“ I have the feeling that terrible things may have happened to her before she reached England â€“ she is forever trying to get me to talk about the old days, in an effort to help me remember my lost years. She never presses me too much, which is not like fierce Rosa â€“ so that I occasionally have the feeling she knows more than she pretends, despite her assurances that she wasn't with me in what I always think of as The Time Before: those lost years. She is much the same age as me; she looks after me well, cooking nourishing, tasty meals to which I fail to do justice. The clothes in my wardrobe, from my previous existence, don't fit. Rosa tut-tuts over me and says I'm nothing but skin and bone, and will become ill again, but I don't care. There is nothing, as far as I am aware, for me to live for. Inside, I feel dead.

I am apathetic about this trying to remember: in fact, I am sure Dr Harvill believes me downright perverse, though this, I think, is rather than admit his methods are not working. But why should I even try? Knowledge of those lost years, I feel sure, will bring me nothing but pain. But in the dream last night, I again saw the boy, and though I haven't today glimpsed his shadow-self, his mischievous, faun-like face, as I've always done previously after dreaming of him, I feel the pain even more than usual; and something small and hard and stubborn inside me is insisting that for his sake I should do as Dr Harvill suggests and make some effort.

Very well, then, I will. But not until it is finished will I show it to the doctor. It's not exactly that I don't trust him, though he is a little too smooth for my liking; his answers come too quickly, his solutions sound too pat. Yet who am I to question his methods? Perhaps they will work, after all.

I stare out over the small, pleasant garden. I can see other gardens along the quiet street, several of them with forsythia bushes making a great show, and suddenly, I see the forsythias Mrs Crowther ordered to be planted at Bridge End House.

They'll do well enough for a beginning.



Chapter One

SEPTEMBER

He hadn't let them know he was coming, but that was Sebastian all over.

He and Louisa had driven all the way down into Shropshire through intermittent, heavy rain, arriving in the village in the middle of a thunderstorm. He drew up to her father's house and she made a quick dash to the door, throwing a cheerful goodbye over her shoulder and disappearing inside with a shake of her umbrella and a wave of her hand. Having driven circumspectly enough until then, Sebastian put his foot down, at last able to give his new Austin Ascot the full reign of its fifteen horse power, taking the next two miles at a reckless thirty miles an hour along the narrow lanes towards the lodge gates of Belmonde.

Thunder continued to roll over the distant hills, the skies wept and draughts insinuated themselves round his ankles. As the vehicle sluiced up the long, rising drive, winding through the mixed conifers and huge banks of dripping rhododendrons, so magnificent in spring, so ineffably dreary in the wet, his cheerfulness began to evaporate. The motorcar hood had given little protection from the rain which drove in at the sides and without Louisa, small as she was, beside him, he felt cold, damp, and acutely conscious of her absence. The depressing thought came to him that it always rained when he came home these days, perhaps echoing his mood. The pathetic fallacy, as Louisa might say: nature possessing human feelings.

It was nothing of the kind, of course â€“ the truth was, he was simply annoyed with himself for having declined to go across the Channel to Longchamps for the racing with Inky Winthrop, a decision that had left him twiddling his thumbs in a London tiresomely bereft of friends and acquaintances. The weather hadn't helped, of course. The exhausted end of summer had turned wet and cold, with London permanently wrapped in rain, umbrella spokes catching you in the eye whenever you went out, and everyone splashing duck-footed about the pavements. The
theatres had nothing new to offer and with the House in recession, there were none of the usual hullabaloos issuing from Westminster to cause a bit of excitement: even the Irish were quiet. Most of his other friends were up in Scotland, shooting grouse, and moreover, every amusing young woman he knew seemed to have taken herself off abroad to capture the last few weeks of sun in Biarritz or Monte Carlo or some such place. Pretty little Violet Clerihugh was in San Remo with her mother, and Sebastian, having just emerged, blinking like a mole, from the concerns which had occupied him exclusively for weeks, and feeling he needed a respite to refresh himself, was left disconsolate for many reasons, and short of cash. In a nutshell, he was thoroughly put out.

Though nothing like as much as Louisa, tossing her bright brown hair, incandescent with fury about the arrest and imprisonment of one of those dangerous women's rights persons she so admired, declaring that the treatment being meted out to this woman in prison â€“ confinement and the appalling threat of being fed by force if she persisted in her hunger strike â€“ was nothing short of inhuman. If anything was needed to sway Louisa from an admiring but reluctant hesitation on the brink of the women's suffrage cause, that was it. After having begun to think her enthusiasm had at last begun to wane, Sebastian was now very much afraid she might be poised to plunge right in. He hoped that her father, over the next few days, would make her see sense. He was the only one who might.

Louisa was very good at advising other people, not so good at listening to what was best for herself. She'd neatly turned the tables when Sebastian had tried to steer her away from such dangerous involvement: “Oh, stuff! Involvement's what being alive is all about, isn't it?” When he hadn't replied, she'd added abruptly, giving him a very direct look, “You'll have face up to the facts some time, you know, stop fooling around and start taking things seriously. It's been nearly a year, after all.”

“Dearest Louisa, you should know by now I'm not cut out for taking life seriously.”

“Oh, Seb!” Then, sighing softly, “All right, sorry. Sorry.” She said no more, and he'd been grateful that she hadn't pressed this
particular, emotionally fraught point.

After all, she wasn't to know (though he thought she might suspect) that it wasn't the fact of his brother's death he couldn't face â€“ it was the consequences resulting from it that weighed him down. When Harry, after resigning his commission in the regiment had, more for the devilment of it than anything, got himself taken on as a war correspondent for the
Daily Bugle
during the struggle against the Boers more than a decade ago now, it had forced them all to accept that the golden boy, Harry, everyone's darling, might not, after all, be invulnerable. Wholly admiring, and envious of his brother, but prepared for grave news at any time, Sebastian, then still a schoolboy, had first become aware of what would inevitably follow if the inconceivable were to happen, and Harry should be killed: that the mantle of heir to Belmonde, which his elder brother wore with such debonair ease, would then fall upon his own shoulders. Harry, however, had continued to lead his usual charmed life, showing incredible bravery in getting his despatches through and emerging from the war with barely a scratch â€“ only to die last year in that shockingly inglorious way. Leaving Sebastian back where he started, seeing no possibility of doing anything more exciting with his life than fulfilling the role of a country gentleman, when what he wanted was â€¦well, he hadn't known what â€“ until now. But, afraid of tempting fate, aware of battles ahead, so far he'd mentioned nothing of that to anyone, not even Louisa.

In the dark afternoon, a sudden sharp curve appeared in the long winding drive. Although he knew every inch of the road and that particular bend was very familiar to him, the speed at which he was travelling had made him take it faster than he ought (though he was unlikely to encounter anything other than a pheasant from the game preserves either side) so that when he saw the â€“ the
apparition
, was how he afterwards thought of it â€“ he wasn't able to stop immediately. As soon as he could, he slowed and reversed back round the curve to the same spot, but now he could see nothing. It must have been some trick of the light, he told himself, that had made him think he'd seen the figure of a woman, wrapped in a heavy coat and with a hat pulled low over her eyes, standing a few yards back from the drive in the
shadow of a dripping larch. Almost as if she'd heard the approach of the motor car and hoped not to be seen.

Yet still unwilling to believe she'd been a figment of his imagination, for Sebastian was not given to fancies, and was gallant enough not to wish to leave any woman alone in such conditions (despite the hat and coat, she must have been soaked to the skin, for she hadn't appeared to have even an umbrella to protect her) he stayed for a while until his eyes should become accustomed to the gloom under the trees, trying to convince himself that they hadn't been playing him tricks. Another lightning flash, however, lit up the scene and showed it to be quite devoid of any human presence â€“ unless the woman was unaccountably hiding behind some tree or, more likely, had turned and hurried back the way she had come. The lightning was followed very soon by a great clap of thunder and another torrential cloudburst. More unnerved than he should have been by the occurrence, he drove forward again, this time more circumspectly, dismissing it from his mind.

The drive opened out presently and there appeared in front of him Belmonde Abbey; an abbey no longer, not for nigh on four centuries, but a sprawling pink brick-and-sandstone house which had grown in a haphazard manner on the original site. Nothing to speak of architecturally â€¦parts had been added, and others demolished at the whim of subsequent owners, with scant regard for aesthetics, and its manifold crenellations and turrets were an affront to Sebastian's sense of style â€“ but he'd grown up with it and regarded it with an exasperated affection. Unprepossessing under the lashing rain, creeper covered, it was anchored to the earth by surrounding trees on three sides and on its front by a parterre of four circular and four ogee flower beds. These were placed with geometric precision within a smooth grass square, which itself was weighted at strategic points by the solidity of yew topiary clipped into perfect spheres and cones. A design much approved of by his father.

Ignoring this horrid sight, Sebastian drew up to the front door in a scatter of wet gravel and stopped the engine. Leaving the motor where it was, he dashed up the front steps through the pelting rain and burst into the hall before the footman could get
to the door to open it.

“Mr Sebastian! How very good to see you.”

This was Blythe, arriving hard on the heels of the footman, only a little breathless, quickly regaining his composure at being thus outflanked, mortified to think the famed hospitality at Belmonde was lacking in welcome, even by the unexpected arrival of the young master.

“It's OK, Mr Blythe,” said Sebastian, disregarding the old butler's pained expression at the use of the Americanism, and allowing himself to be divested of his waterproof coat, and his cap. “Anyone at home?”

An unaccustomed air of quietness hung about the house, making him wonder belatedly if he hadn't been too hasty in his decision to come down without first ensuring that his mother would actually be here, or whether she was away on a Saturday-to-Monday at some friend's country house. There were no mandatory events in the social calendar she might be attending, at this dead end of the season, but it did occur to him that he hadn't come across her for some time at any of these sort of occasions, which was where he most often met his mother. For the last few years, Sebastian had had his own bachelor rooms in Albemarle Street.

Blythe, however, informed him that all the family were at home. “A quiet weekend has been planned. Her Ladyship has been slightly indisposed, and she and Sir Henry â€“ and your grandmother â€“ are all here. The only guests are Mrs and Miss Cashmore. Fortunately, no others were expected.”

Thank God for that, thought Sebastian, suppressing a groan at the thought of the Cashmores. An empty house, without his mother's support in his approach to his father, would have meant a wasted journey. It would have been even worse to have arrived to find the place full of the same set forever encountered in one country house or another â€“ but he frowned. “My mother, ill? And no one let me know, Mr Blythe â€“ why was that, I wonder?”

“It was nothing serious, I understand. She is much improved.”

“I'm relieved to hear it.”

“Yes, quite well again, though I believe she is resting at the moment. Sir Henry is in the business room.”

“In that case,” said Sebastian hastily, “I won't disturb him. Have my bags seen to, there's a good fellow. I'll just have a wash and then I'll go and see my grandmother.”

Â 

“You will not be regarding this â€“ attachment â€“ with any seriousness, of course, Sebastian,” stated his grandmother, Lady Emily Chetwynd, approaching her subject at once, but smiling. “Dalliance with a village maiden is all very well, dear boy, almost a rite of passage, one might say, but you have enough good sense to be aware that one â€“ especially you â€“ must always have regard to the future.”

Sebastian automatically returned her smile â€“ a reflection of his own, a sideways smile and one that showed great charm. He wasn' t particularly handsome, or not quite so obviously so as Harry had been, but he had an open, pleasingly mobile face showing a quick intelligence, and a readiness to smile that quickly endeared him to people. Folding his long legs and perching on the stool near to where his grandmother sat, very upright on the edge of her chair, declining the use of the backrest for support, he reached out and took her hand, bending his head over it to avoid her quick old eyes. Gently he adjusted her rings, which had recently been enlarged to fit over the swollen knuckles and which consequently slipped about loosely above them. The softness of her hands was eloquent testimony to the fact that she'd never had need to do a day's work in her life, but even Lady Emily was mortal, and arthritis was no respecter of persons. Apart from a stick to help her rise from her seat more gracefully, however, she allowed no concessions to painful joints.

Sebastian, though exceedingly fond of his grandmother, was in fact surprised by how angry her words had made him â€“ in so far as he ever was angry, for he was too easy-going to let such emotions trouble him overmuch. But Louisa, to whom Lady Emily was referring jocularly (though not by any means as jocularly as a stranger might suppose) was not in any circumstances to be regarded as a subject for jest.

“Dash it, I only gave her a lift from Town. You've got it all wrong, Grandmama. There's no question at all of any â€“ attachment, as you put it. Louisa's a jolly girl, but there's nothing remotely like that between us. Too clever for me, for one thing.”

“Yes, I'm quite aware of Louisa's intelligence â€“ and my admiration for her knows no bounds,” she returned drily, “but being a clever young woman with strong opinions does not preclude the possibility of falling in love with the wrong person. On the contrary, I've often observed that people of high intelligence do not always possess much common sense.”

“Well then, since I don't know anybody with much
more
common sense than Louisa, you needn't be afraid she's in the least in love with me,” returned Sebastian, with a laugh that was not quite as light as he might have hoped. “And besides â€””
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