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The Last Summer


About the Book

When a mysterious countess arrives late in life to live at a large, deserted house on the edge of a sleepy Hampshire village, the local tongues start wagging. No one is more intrigued than Cecily Chadwick, idling away the long, hot summer of 1911 with nothing much to do. Cecily is fascinated by the exotic elderly lady and, as she gets to know her, is riveted by her tales of expatriate life on the continent, and of whom she once knew.

But the countess is troubled: by her memories, her name, and by anonymous threats to reveal a ruinous secret . . . It is, she has decided, up to her close friend, a successful novelist who has come to stay for the summer, to put the record straight.

For aspiring writer Cecily, the novelist’s presence only adds to the intrigue and pull of the house. But it is the countess’s grandson, Jack, his unanswered questions about his grandmother’s past and his desire to know the truth, that draw Cecily further into the tangled web of the countess’s life, and the place known as Temple Hill.


For Max and Bella.

In Memoriam
JME Shepherd 1895–1917


‘Rome, before 1870, was seductive beyond resistance . . . shadows breathed and glowed, full of soft forms felt by lost senses.’

Henry James

‘If any one faculty of our nature may be called more wonderful than the rest, I do think it is memory. There seems something more speakingly incomprehensible in the powers, the failures, the inequalities of memory, than in any other of our intelligences. The memory is sometimes so retentive, so serviceable, so obedient; at others, so bewildered and so weak; and at others again, so tyrannic, so beyond control! We are, to be sure, a miracle every way; but our powers of recollecting and of forgetting do seem peculiarly past finding out.’

Jane Austen, Mansfield Park


Sometimes it’s easy to be blind, to run into the blackness and know you are heading in the right direction. Know that beyond the dark is light, and that behind you all is dark. Know that your destination – wherever it may be – will be infinitely better than your point of departure. This is how it was that night.

And though the girl already knew about the need to take flight, she had not anticipated her own escape, had never been out in the dead of night, the witching hour, grazing dripping brick and corrugated iron, the backsides of tenements and factories and warehouses; clamouring over ramshackle fences, sidestepping rat-infested ditches and sewers.

But fear of the night – its other-worldliness – was nothing compared to what had just taken place at home.

At the end of the alleyway the woman finally stopped, released the girl’s hand and dropped the bag to the ground. The girl was still whimpering, and shaking; shaking so violently she thought her legs might give way, thought she might fall to the sodden ground and be swallowed up by Hell and Damnation. Her feet were numb, her shoes and the hem of her dress caked in wet mud from cutting through the market gardens. She could smell the river, its stench permeating the fog, and knew they were close. But she must not make a sound. No, no sound. She had been told that, and slapped.

And so she tried to hold in her sobs, her breath, and kept her hand – its congealing stickiness – clasped over her mouth, her eyes fixed on the blurred shape of the woman beside her, now pulling a shawl back over her head. Ahead of them, a solitary hansom cab creaked westwards, wheels spraying, lamp swaying.

‘Was he . . . is he . . . dead?’ the girl whispered.

The woman made no reply. She watched the yellow light fade, picked up the bag, and led the girl on across the highway, into the blackness, into the night.


Prologue

England 1923

The photograph had been torn in two and later repaired. Now, a crinkled line of severance ran through the background pine trees, the top of the tented gazebo and the statue by the gate to the sunken garden, decapitating the marble lady. But the image continued to exude the effulgence of that day, and Sylvia squinted as she brought it closer, glancing along the line-up and then at herself: eyes closed, hand raised, as though about to sneeze, or laugh, or speak; the only one to have moved. I was nervous, she thought, remembering, not used to having my photograph taken . . . not used to posing.

She lifted the magnifying glass, levelling it over the figure seated at the centre: a broad hat shading the eyes, the memory of a smile about the mouth, the dated costume, out of time – even then. Accustomed to scrutiny, impervious to the occasion, she thought. But she could hardly bear to think the name. She was still in shock.

She sat back in her chair, closing her eyes, already moving through shadows towards brightness and warmth, and the sound of a band and the hullabaloo of children drifting up from a village green, and that day, that day, that day.

But something else tugged at the edge of her senses. Another memory, faded almost to white and worn thin as gossamer with time. And emerging from it, into it, a familiar dark-haired young man, standing by a fountain in the sun-drenched piazza of a foreign city. As he moves towards her she feels the incandescence of the stone surrounding her, the weight of it upon her, and one name, on their lips, about to be spoken, about to be broken.

‘My dear,’ he says, reaching out to take her hand, ‘your note has me quite bamboozled . . .’

He holds her gloved hand in his. His dark eyes are serious, searching; his brow is furrowed. He is indeed perplexed. But there is no turning back, she must tell him, she must tell him everything. And so she releases the appalling words in whispers, and as he leans towards her she can smell turpentine and stale sweat. When he steps away from her he raises a paint-smudged hand to his forehead, and she can feel his pain. But it had to be done. She had no choice.

‘I had no choice,’ she said, opening her eyes, coming back to now. ‘He needed to know . . . needed to know the . . .’

She had been going to say truth. But it would have been a lie.


Book One

England 1911


Chapter One

Within weeks letters would be burned, pages torn, photographs ripped in two. Names would be banished, memories abandoned and history rewritten, again. Within weeks promises would be broken and hearts made fit to bleed.

But for now there was little movement or sound.

The countryside languished, golden and fading and imbued with the lassitude of weeks of unwavering heat. High above, the cerulean sky remained unmoved. It had been there early. Stretching itself from treetop to treetop, resolute, unbroken, never touching parched earth. Only the ratter-tat-tat of a woodpecker interrupted the wood pigeon’s lullaby coo.

It was shortly before noon.

Sylvia would remember this – the time of her arrival – ever after, because she would later write it down, along with the words and events of that day, and the rest. She would for years to come ponder upon whether she could have, should have, done things differently. But when she stepped down from the vehicle her heart knew only love.

As the wagonette disappeared back down the curving driveway she gazed up at the house, smiling. It was typical of Cora to have played it down. Now, I shall be able to imagine her here, she thought, lingering beyond the shadow of the building. Ahead of her, the front door and glazed inner door stood open. It was fine weather and they were expecting her. But still, it seemed a tad foolhardy, reckless even, to her. Anyone at all could walk in.

The hallway was dark and cool, the place silent, and as she put down her bag she called out, ‘Hello-o! It is I, Sylvia . . . anyone home?’ She immediately recognised the long ornately carved table next to her and, placing her fingertips upon it, reassured by familiarity, she moved along its length. A red leather frame – next to a large earthenware bowl containing an assortment of calling cards – read, ‘OUT’. A folded newspaper and yet to be opened letters lay on a silver tray beneath an oversized and, to her mind, rather haphazard arrangement of flora. She glanced through the letters – brown envelopes, all bills – then lifted her hand and tugged at a large open bloom, pulling it free from the tangle of waterlogged bark and stems, plunging it back into the centre of the vase. Raising her eyes to the wall, she gasped. It was not a painting she recollected having seen before, and was surely inappropriate to have hanging in an entrance hall, or anywhere else, she thought, turning away.

Opposite her, a settee of gilt and pink velvet she remembered from Rome made her smile. And above it, the zebra’s head, mounted high upon the wall. But hadn’t Cora said she loathed the thing? Would never have it in any of her homes?

She walked on, glancing through open doorways into tall sunlit rooms, revealing more familiar polished mahogany – magnificent antiques, glinting crystal and objets d’art. She smiled at Gio and Louis – Cora’s two beloved pugs, stuffed by a renowned Parisian taxidermist and now sitting either side of an ottoman, staring glassy-eyed at the empty hearth – half expecting the little things to scramble to their feet and clip-clap across the ebonised floorboards to greet her once more. Oh, but it was marvellous to be in a place where one could immediately connect with so much of it. Almost like coming home, she thought. And yet it was queer to see it all again, together, here, in this place. Cora’s world could never have fitted into any cottage. ‘A cottage indeed!’ she said, shaking her head. Cora was a collector, a traveller, and her new home was testament to this. Each of her homes – her apartments in Paris and Rome, her chateau in the Loire – had surely been testament to this. And though Cora had never planned to return, had vowed she would die in Rome, circumstances – tragic as they were – had dictated otherwise, and Sylvia had secretly been pleased. For Cora was finally back in England, and back for good.

A young male voice broke through the silence and she turned.

‘You must be Sylvia,’ he said. ‘I’m Jack.’

Jack. So this was he. Ah yes, she could see the resemblance.

He smiled, stretched out his hand to her, and as she took hold of it she said, ‘What a pleasure to meet you at last.’

He told her that they had been expecting her a little earlier. And she explained that she had taken the later train in order to avoid the day trippers. She did not tell him that this plan had failed, that the train had been chock-a-block with families bound for the coast.

Unused to children, their eyes and their noise, she had sat in a tight huddle on board the train, her notebook and pencil in her lap. She had pretended to be busy, keeping her mouth shut, restricting her breathing to her nose. In her notebook she wrote the word miasma, then doodled around it in small squares and boxes, interlinking and overlapping. Until the word itself was covered. When the child dropped the ice cream at her feet, splattering her shoes and the hem of her skirt, she simply smiled. And when a nursing mother unbuttoned her blouse and exposed her breast to feed a screaming infant, she smiled again, and then looked away.

‘All tickety-boo? Cotton was still there, I presume.’

‘Yes, Mr Cotton was there, waiting on the platform as arranged.’

When she stepped off the train, with her small leather satchel and portmanteau, she had stood for a while with her eyes closed. She had seen the man at the end of the platform, knew from Cora’s description that it was Cotton, but she needed a moment – just a moment – to herself. She had allowed him to take her bag but not the satchel. She had hung on to that.

‘And the train? Not too busy, I hope.’

‘No, not too busy at all,’ she replied.

‘I imagine Linford was quite deathly . . . by comparison to London,’ he added.

The market town had been quiet, very quiet. Sylvia had noticed this. Sun-bleached awnings sagged over the darkened shop windows and empty teashops, and the wilting flags and bunting and banners proclaiming ‘God Save the King’ still draping buildings and criss-crossing the street looked sad and incongruous; like Christmas in summer, she thought. But the coronation and its celebrations had been quickly forgotten in the stifling heat, the effort of remembrance too much.

Sylvia shook her head. ‘It’s the same up in town. Everything’s shut down, ground to a halt . . . the streets are quite deserted.’

This was something of an exaggeration. Though many city businesses had been closing early, the main thoroughfares quieter, the pulse of the capital continued to throb. People had adapted, altering their habits. The city’s parks were busier than ever and any pond, stream or canal, not yet dried up, filled with bathers. And though Mrs Pankhurst and her suffragettes had called a truce to their window smashing for the coronation, and for summer, they were still out and about with their banners and placards: ‘Votes For Women’.

‘Ah well, perhaps you won’t find it quite so quiet here after all,’ he said and smiled.

Yes, she could see the resemblance, in the line of the jaw, the nose and, most particularly, the eyes. She said, ‘You remind me very much of your grandfather.’

He looked back at her, quizzical for a moment, then said, ‘Of course, I forgot . . . forgot that you knew him, that you lived in Rome as well.’

‘A long, long time ago,’ she replied, glancing away, removing her gloves.

‘My namesake,’ he said, wistfully.

She kept her eyes fixed on the ivory lace in her hands. They were talking at cross-purposes. He knows nothing, she thought.

‘Come,’ he said suddenly, and with an assurance that surprised her. He walked on ahead of her down the passageway, saying, ‘I was outside . . . it’s not too hot for you, is it? We can sit in the shade . . . I’ll organise some coffee, if you’d like . . . wait here.’ He turned, walked back along the passageway, put his head round a door, and Sylvia heard him laugh and say, ‘Yes, please, if you don’t mind . . . on the lawn, please.’

She followed him out through a broad sunlit veranda, across a south-facing terrace to stone steps leading down to an expanse of yellowing grass. He pointed out a gate to a sunken garden and spoke of a woodland path. It was perfect, she said, all quite perfect. And she wouldn’t have expected anything less of his grandmother. They sat on cushioned wicker chairs and made polite conversation. A young maid appeared and covered the table between them in a white linen cloth. When he said he was enjoying ‘getting to know’ his grandmother, Sylvia was reminded how little the two had seen of each other, of Cora’s absence. She was careful not to mention his mother, or his father; careful not to mention too much at all.

He said, ‘I’m afraid you’ll be back on the train next week,’ and she immediately wondered if something else untoward had occurred, if she was to be despatched back to London, a superfluous guest.

‘She’s agreed to be a judge at some flower show or other on the coast.’

‘Ah, I see,’ she replied, relieved.

He was casually dressed in the way young people were now, his shirt collar unbuttoned and open, his sleeves rolled back. And his manner, too, was relaxed and informal, in that modern way. He stretched out his legs, placed his hands upon his head and looked into the distance, smiling. It was hard to imagine what he had been through. But there appeared to be no trace of any lasting trauma.

‘Mm, such a perfect day,’ he said, closing his eyes.

She looked away. At the edge of the lawn, under the shade of beeches, a hammock – grubby and fly-covered – hung between two trees. An overturned glass and a book lay on the ground beneath, and she supposed this was where he had been before her arrival.

‘I hope you weren’t busy . . . hope that I haven’t disturbed you.’

‘Busy doing nothing,’ he said, and slid further down his chair.

It was strange the way young people lolled about. Particularly young men – always sprawled. It struck her in the same way a loose thread hanging from a frayed cuff would: unravelling, untidy. She had noticed it more and more of late. In the park near to her flat, on any fine spring or summer’s day, they would be there, lying about, clothing askew, sometimes without even a rug beneath them. The things she had seen in that park . . .

When the maid returned with the tray, he sat up, and Sylvia saw them exchange smiles. He was a handsome boy, of course, but the maid perhaps a little too forward in her demeanour, and her uniform much too tight.

Eventually, she said, ‘And so, where is she, where is Cora?’

‘She took a stroll, to the temple I suspect. I’m sure she won’t be long.’

‘The temple?’

He raised a hand and gestured behind him. ‘In the woods . . . a tiny replica of ancient Rome. She likes to sit there.’

‘I see.’

Gestures to ancient Rome were scattered all about the place: the sculptures and bronzes within the house, the urns and more sculptures outside in the garden. Sylvia had seen some but not all of them before, and at that moment she noticed and recognised the marble figure next to the gateway in her line of vision.

‘She was always a connoisseur, you know? Not just of painting and sculpture, but so very well-informed and knowledgeable about architecture as well. Far, far more than I,’ she added and laughed.

At one time in her life it had seemed unfair. Cora’s blessings – her beauty, aptitude and style, her ability with people – had inspired resentment, left Sylvia feeling impoverished, lesser. But fate had intervened, the way it did with the appearance of good fortune. Cora, she had come to realise, many years ago, was not to be envied. She was to be loved, cherished and, above all, protected.

He moved forward in his chair. ‘I understand you’re penning my grandmother’s memoirs,’ he said, without looking at her, lifting his cup and saucer.

‘Yes, that’s right, I am.’

‘Well, I shall be the first, the very first to read it. But I rather think it’ll be an interesting exercise for you. She seems somewhat reticent to talk about the past . . . to me, at any rate.’

Sylvia did not say anything, not immediately. She was a little irked to be classified as the memoirist. It made her feel like a hired amanuensis. After all, she and Cora were dear friends, close friends; they had known each other for over half a century, been through so much, confided in each other. Added to which, she was doing this as a favour. Memoirs were not her expertise. She was a novelist. Some would say romantic novelist. She preferred the term literary.

She said, ‘Sometimes it’s not easy to revisit the past. It involves confronting everything we’ve done and said, all our actions, mistakes, and regrets.’

The memoirs had always been Sylvia’s idea, always. Though it had, admittedly, been many years since it was first mooted, and then later begun. At that time Cora had been angry about the innuendo and gossip surrounding her marriage to her late husband and Sylvia had suggested to her that if she were prepared to write about her life, the truth, it would at the very least silence her critics. ‘After all,’ Sylvia had said, ‘in the absence of fact people do rather like to invent things.’ Cora had agreed, then, and they had made some headway, mainly via their letters to each other. But later Cora appeared to change her mind, writing cryptically to Sylvia that she felt the enterprise to be somewhat foolhardy and possibly dangerous. Over the intervening years it had become something of an issue between the two women, with Sylvia often writing to Cora, when we finish your memoirs . . .

However, when Cora stayed for a few nights with Sylvia prior to coming down to the country, she had been surprisingly enthusiastic, appeared newly committed to the plan. Yes, she wanted to put the record straight, she said, not least for Jack’s sake, and added, ‘The truth needs to be told. Indeed, the truth must be told.’ To that end, Sylvia had been invited to stay for an indeterminate time at Temple Hill. When Sylvia mentioned that she would have to return to London – once a week, perhaps – to check on the flat, collect post and so on, Cora had clapped her hands: ‘Barely an hour by train!’

‘Of course,’ Sylvia began again, ‘your grandmother and I have known each other for a very long time. We have few secrets from each other . . . and writing one’s memoirs is a . . . an intimate process. I don’t suppose she would wish just anyone to record her memories.’

‘Of course,’ he replied, smiling. ‘I understand you met when you were both quite young.’

‘Yes, at Rome, when Cora first arrived there. Though my parents and I had lived there for a good few years by then . . . My father managed the English bank there.’

He nodded, and they moved on. She asked him if he had met any other young people in the village, and he mentioned some names, including two girls: a Sonia and a Cecily. She smiled. ‘Nice girls?’ she asked.

‘Perhaps,’ he replied, shrugging his shoulders, glancing away.

A few minutes later, Cora appeared. She emerged from what Sylvia already knew to be the gateway to the sunken garden. She raised a hand and then moved towards them, slowly, looking downwards and pausing to tap at the dried lawn with her cane. Sylvia and Jack rose to their feet. ‘Dandelions!’ she called out. ‘Coming up everywhere.’ She did not smile, did not ask Sylvia about her journey or how long she had been there. But later, when Sylvia finally said, ‘I do like your little cottage, my dear, but think it rather cramped by comparison to Bayswater,’ Cora had laughed. And the joy Sylvia felt at hearing her laugh was incomparable.

 

Weeks earlier, when Cora had arrived at Temple Hill, the yellow gorse was still in bloom and tiny pink flowers covered the branches of crab apple trees. Trees she could not recall having seen before. But it had been over twenty years since she had visited the place, it was quite different to how she remembered. The house itself was smaller, its interior – the layout and dimensions of rooms – not at all as she pictured, and the landscape surrounding the place more wild and rugged.

She had acclimatised quickly to the unseasonable warmth and to her new surroundings. After all, it was home. She had come home. And though she was privately anxious – and by this thought more than anything else – she considered the place an oasis of calm in a troubled and turbulent world; a world she no longer fully understood.

Before Jack arrived, before Sylvia came, she had spent a great deal of her time in the garden, wandering the overgrown pathways with Mr Cordery, her gardener, explaining her vision, how it had looked in her mind’s eye: remembering, or trying to. And as the heat grew increasingly intolerable, building up day by day, and the house, despite every sash being pulled open, so claustrophobic, she sought refuge in the temple.

The temple – a small, circular structure, comprising seven ivy-clad Doric columns and a cupola atop – had been erected some years after the house was built, the limestone shipped from Tivoli. But inclement weather, damp and spores from the trees had aged it prematurely, bestowing it with the look Cora intended: a well-preserved ruin. Open to the elements, it had once been open to the views also, north, south, east and west: across the valley to uninterrupted pastures and meadows; across the village with its clusters of smoking chimneys, picture-postcard green and church steeple; and westwards, to glorious sunsets. These vistas were now obscured by woodland but light continued to filter down through beeches and birches, bouncing off stone encrusted with tiny particles of glass and silver and sand. It was a quiet, private place, a place of meditation and remembrance.

And yet it appeared to commemorate nothing. There were no carved initials or dates, no inscriptions in Latin or lichen-covered busts, no statues here. But for Cora it was a small piece of Italy, a reminder of a time and a man. Here, there was stillness and peace; here, she liked to ponder what had been . . . and what might have been, had her life been different.

But facts were inescapable now she had come to a halt. And reflection, the inevitable backward glance, the search for a perfect moment in which to luxuriate and wallow and take comfort, offered up other moments too. Reminding her of how and where her journey had started. Reminding her of who she had been, and what she had done. An involuntary remembrance that caught in her throat and sucked out her breath. A memory she had spent a lifetime trying to forget.

And yet, and yet, surely the only fact that mattered was her love: her love and devotion to a man, one man. And it was at this place, the temple – her temple – that she often saw him, spoke with him. That he had been dead almost two decades mattered not. When he came to her there he was young and beautiful, exactly as he had been when they first met, and exactly as he had been at Lucca . . .

She stands before him, aware only of his gaze, his concentration upon each curve, each undulation, each and every part of her being. And in the silence, in the dusty ether that lies between them, the possibilities are endless and eternal, beyond a here and now. And when he finally meets her eyes, when he looks at her and says her name – as though it’s the very first word he has ever spoken, the first word to ever escape his lips – there is a frisson, a frisson that will sustain her and fire the years to come.

 

Sylvia made it her business to find her bearings, to learn her way about the place and be at mealtimes promptly. She wished to be an inconspicuous houseguest: a pleasure to have. Thus, each morning, whilst Cora – never an early riser – remained upstairs in her suite of rooms, Sylvia quietly worked on her new novel. She had been instructed on the morning room. The light was better there, Cora told her, and there was a desk in front of the window. Perfect, said Sylvia.

Jack, too, it seemed, was not a morning person, which perhaps explained why that particular room, with its lack of curtains, crates and boxes, had had so little use. When eventually he rose – an hour or so before his grandmother, who made her entrance on the day at around eleven – he appeared to Sylvia to float about the place aimlessly. She sat listening to the sound of him moving through rooms, opening and closing doors, as though unsure of what to do, where to be, or perhaps looking for something: a clue. She watched him through the window, wandering, lost in thought. Understandable, she supposed, that he’d need time to himself. Time to take in the events of the preceding months, his circumstances and new situation. Time to ponder the woman who had broken her vow and quietly slipped back into England, his only living relation. Understandable.

And it was understandable, too, that Cora had a lot on her mind. Understandable she appeared so distracted. How could she not be? Sylvia thought, trying to imagine, trying to imagine what it must be like to be Cora.

During those first few days Sylvia watched Cora closely. She tried to access that troubled mind, watching and waiting for signs. She noted and logged each nuance in manner, each and every hesitation or tremor. She smiled a great deal, asked few questions, and sometimes hummed through a silence.

It was plain to see that Jack knew nothing and it was certainly not her place to tell him. If truth were told, he made her nervous, though she would, she thought, be the first to admit that all men, young and old, remained an enigma. There were, had always been to her, things off-putting – in their countenance, shape and smell. And it was the way they breathed. It must have started, she presumed, with her father who, banker or not, had always been a heavy breather . . . and with some decidedly queer habits, too. And it was, she imagined – whenever she looked up and saw Jack at the table – in no small part due to the way they chewed and swallowed their food, as though they had not eaten for weeks, as though no one was watching, as though they were not human, but animal. But Cora seemed not to notice, and who was she to cast aspersions?

Seven days after her arrival, Sylvia did indeed find herself ‘back on the train’. It was in fact her fourth train journey that week. The day-return to London had been arduous enough, the tube like a furnace, and now, less than twenty-four hours later, she was on board another, this time heading south. Of course it was an altogether different experience travelling with Cora. There were no filthy children or bare-bosomed women in first class. And the upholstered velvet seats, gilt-framed mirrors, oil paintings, polished brass, and mahogany panelling made it an altogether more enjoyable and aesthetically pleasing experience. But still, so much toing and froing had left her feeling quite lacklustre.

And she had had to tread carefully with Cora, for there seemed to be issues, new issues. Whether to do with Jack or something else Sylvia was not yet sure. But today her friend appeared more distracted than ever, and Sylvia could not help but wonder if it was related to a letter she had received in the morning post.

In anticipation of their day Cora had risen early, been at the breakfast table – in navy blue silk and smelling sweet with the fragrance of violets – by nine. She had pronounced it a ‘glorious’ day, telling Sylvia that she was in fact an early riser at heart, and that the lack of a siesta was the root cause of many of the problems in England. ‘Tiredness! Fatigue!’ she declared, raising her hands in that way she did. ‘It so interferes with one’s judgement . . . one’s ability to enjoy life . . . its simple pleasures.’

Sylvia watched her pick up the envelope, slice the pale yellow paper with a silver knife, pull out and open a single sheet – typewritten, it appeared from the reverse. She saw her wince, heard her gasp. And as Cora put the page back inside the envelope and the envelope inside her pocket, Sylvia tentatively enquired, ‘Is everything quite all right?’

At first Cora offered no reply. She stared straight ahead at the open window, and with such intensity that Sylvia, too, turned and looked in that direction. Then Cora rose up from the table and said, ‘We must make haste, Sylvia. Cotton will be here in a few minutes.’

Perhaps because of these matters, matters yet to be disclosed to Sylvia, they had made no progress on the memoirs. None whatsoever. Each time Sylvia mentioned it Cora shook her head. ‘Not now,’ she’d say, ‘now is not the right time.’ But when, Sylvia wondered, would it be the right time?

On board the train, Cora sat for some time with her eyes closed. She was not sleeping, Sylvia could tell. She watched Cora’s breathing, watched her lips part and move, saw the flicker of a smile. And Sylvia knew she was remembering, knew she was back there with him. She was always back there with him: George Lawson . . . Lord George Lawson.

Sylvia had been there when they very first met, when they were introduced to each other at Mrs Hillier’s palazzo apartment on the Pincio hill in Rome, so many years ago. They exchanged few words that night, Sylvia remembered, though it had been enough for Cora; enough for Cora to change who she was or had been, enough for her to forget what came before and look forward. She had been beautiful, then, young and beautiful, Sylvia thought, studying the lined face opposite her. And he? Yes, he was handsome, and exceptionally talented, that was undeniable, but he was also conceited, and selfish. He did not deserve her love. Had never deserved her love. That had been proven by his actions. He had been put to the test – and failed. And yet, when Cora finally took her revenge, and it was revenge, Sylvia was in no doubt about that, she had actually felt sorry for him. ‘Him!’ she said out loud, and then quickly raised a finger to her lips. But Cora did not look to her, did not hear her.

And to think she had allowed Cora to take him back – after everything, after everything he had done to her; to think she had allowed Cora to nurse him through his final days . . . and to think what he knew about Cora . . . But she tried to push that thought away. After all, he had spoken to Sylvia in Paris about that matter. And he had been the one to bring it up, not she. She would never have done that. Would never have mentioned it. And it was not the right occasion, a wedding: Cora’s wedding. Oh yes, he had quizzed her, and just as though she were guilty, as though she had committed the crime! None of it was how it should have been, not in her mind; not the way she had envisioned or written it.

When Sylvia lifted her satchel, slamming it down upon the table between them, Cora opened her eyes. Sylvia smiled at her. Then, pulling out her notebook and pen, she said, ‘You know, I’ve been thinking . . . we could change certain names if you wish . . .’

‘Hmm. It’s an idea. But then it’s not the truth, is it?’ Cora replied. She opened a small mother-of-pearl case with two intertwined silver ‘Cs’ upon its lid, slipped a cigarette into an ebonised holder. Sylvia looked on as a liveried guard swiftly appeared with a match. She watched Cora tilt her head, release a plume of smoke towards the lacquered ceiling of the drawing-room carriage. ‘Grazie.’ She looked back at Sylvia. ‘Well, we can think on it, can’t we? It’s not as though we’re in any rush.’

‘No, but I rather thought now might be a good time to make some notes.’

Cora frowned, raised her hand to her brow. ‘But I’m still not altogether sure where to begin,’ she said.

‘At the beginning, of course. We must begin at the beginning. It’s what I came down here to do . . . the beginning.’

‘But I’m not sure, not sure it’s relevant.’

‘Not relevant?’ Sylvia repeated, attempting a smile.

‘Yes. I think we should simply begin at Rome.’

Sylvia tried to laugh. ‘But if we are to write the truth––’

‘Sylvia!’ she snapped. ‘If you had any real notion of how life can be . . . if you had had children, for instance, a husband, or husbands,’ she went on, in a terse, hushed voice, and leaning forward now, ‘homes to run, others to think of, you would understand how exhausting it can also be. Exhausting.’ She turned her head away, and Sylvia watched her as she gazed at her reflection in the carriage window, puckering and pursing her lips.

Morning coffee was served.

The sight of starched linen and polished silver appeared to assuage Cora’s nerves, and she smiled benignly to the young waiter as he bowed and disappeared off down the carriage. Earlier, the stationmaster himself had helped her to board the train, and Sylvia had seen him whispering to the guard as though he knew a secret. Oh, it was plain enough to see that Cora was someone, or had been, once. And though men had always been dazzled, as much by the enigma as by any reality, there had only ever been one who had dazzled Cora.

Sylvia knew that in Cora’s mind it had been a Great Love Affair. She knew that in Cora’s mind it still was, for she had not been able to let him go. But what niggled Sylvia more than anything else was, why? Why did she hold on to him? And, more importantly, why did she hold on to her secrets? After all, the beginning, that part of her story she would not speak of, happened long, long ago. Everyone involved would surely be gone by now. And she owed him nothing. Nothing. He had broken promises: promises of marriage, children and that bohemian gypsy life Cora had described to her all those years ago: ‘We will move around, he says; live like gypsies. Spend winters here in Rome, spring in Paris, and summers . . . oh, I’m not sure now where he said we would spend the summer . . . but I’ll be back each year, so I’ll still see you.’ Then he abandoned her. Left her high and dry in Rome. And all because of circumstances, circumstances so appalling and shocking as to be unbelievable, circumstances Sylvia had waited over fifty years for Cora to confirm. But patience seemed to count for nothing, and now Sylvia was determined.

Before coming down to the country, in anticipation of the weeks ahead, Sylvia had gone through some of their early correspondence, archived, and filed in chronological order in various numbered shoeboxes at her flat. It had been a time-consuming process due to the sheer volume. And confusing, because of the crossings out: corrections made at earlier dates in Sylvia’s own hand. She had half-wondered whether to bring the letters with her to the country. But no, there were too many of them, and Cora would have reacted badly, for she had long ago asked Sylvia to burn them. Why? Because Cora’s tales from overseas (commentaries spanning half a century) had been illuminated by observations others would have had neither the courage nor inclination to put down on paper, and because of the names involved.

Sylvia wanted Cora to elucidate, she wanted to hear her final version, and from her own lips, face to face and in person. Not the stories around the Story. That was what Cora was good at, had always been good at, deflecting, detracting. Even now, so many of her sentences began, ‘You know, I had a dear friend in Paris who once told me . . .’ or, ‘My friend, so and so, in Rome used to say . . .’ and continued by way of a circuitous route of name-dropping and digressions to a startling revelation. From a peccadillo to a double life, her tales of scandal had always been littered with abandoned wives, illegitimate children, lunatic asylums, mistresses, lovers, murders and duels. Sylvia had heard them all before and, even when they were fresh, even when they were new(s), nothing, no matter how scintillating, had ever been able to compare to Cora’s own and yet to be concluded story.

‘I do hope Jack enjoys his cricket,’ Sylvia said at last.

Cora said nothing. She appeared to be deep in thought, and continued to stare at the pane of glass, transfixed by her own image.

‘It’s so nice that he’s able to join in with the other young people,’ Sylvia persevered. ‘Lovely that he’s made a few friends . . .’

Silence.

Sylvia lifted her cup, looked down into it. ‘I believe he’s rather taken by a certain girl in the village.’

Cora turned to her.

Sylvia took a sip. ‘I must say, this coffee’s really very good.’ She placed the white china carefully back upon the saucer, lifted the napkin to her mouth. ‘Yes, awfully good,’ she said again. She looked up at her friend, smiling. ‘You haven’t tasted yours.’

Cora sighed. ‘Well . . .’

‘Well?’

‘Are you going to tell me? And don’t, for heaven’s sake, ask what. You know perfectly well what.’

‘He mentioned two names . . . but the hesitation before the second gave him away.’

‘And the name?’ Cora asked.
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