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Prologue

The kirk in the village of Dirleton has no clock in its tower, and so there is no chime from above to accompany the earthy crack below when fragile skull meets solid rock. Nevertheless, the hour does strike on sundry other timepieces all around the village green and the lanes leading off it: an antique grandfather clock at the turn on a stone staircase; a grandmother clock above a Scotch dresser in a cosy dining room; a polished-gilt carriage clock under its dome in a back parlour; a large, plain wall clock behind a bar, meant to stop all arguments about last orders; a pretty, coloured clock, rumoured to be Limoges, sitting on a cottage chimney piece; a kitchen clock, sooty from the range below, fat and comforting like its reassuring tick; and a folding travel alarm, so small as to be inconvenient for any but a lady’s fingers to wind, which takes up the corner of a writing desk. The strokes, whether marked by a solemn, deep gong or the tinniest little ring, echo it all almost perfectly: the shout, the trip, the gasp, the stumble, the stagger, the drop, the dull crack of bone, the helpless groan, the spasm of limbs, the final settling and, then, as the last note fades from all the clocks, the stillness.

Nowhere is more still than a village at night. Woods and moors have creatures abroad on their nocturnal round. Cities and towns are a-bustle with light and sound. But a village – a blameless, orderly, settled village such as Dirleton – is a portrait of peace. Nothing will disturb that peace till morning. Nothing will stir, once those who were watching have made themselves sure that life is extinguished and have done what they need to do.

   


Chapter 1

Saturday, 13 May 1939

If Nanny Palmer could see me she would rap my knuckles with a hairbrush and send me straight to bed: she drilled me in posture, in table manners, in attentiveness to guests, and currently I was lolling like a rag doll in my dining chair, full to my clavicles with the first four courses of dinner and barely even pretending to listen to what my neighbour was saying. We were out of the habit of entertaining on this scale at Gilverton, truth be told, and I had dug into clear soup, poached fish, a terrine of pigeon and a sorbet, quite forgetting that there was still roasted meat, salad, pudding and cheese to go.

So I would have gone off to bed gratefully enough had Nanny sent me, throbbing knuckles or no, but there was no chance of escape tonight. It was Hugh’s birthday, his sixtieth birthday to boot, and the entire Gilver family was determined to make it a gala occasion. I had gathered all of his dearest friends, with no thought for myself about whether they had wives to bring or if such wives as they did have were much of a treat. I had also let our cook, Mrs Tilling, wander off into the by-ways of Hugh’s Victorian childhood and Edwardian youth as regards the menu, to wit the pigeons, and the suet still to come.

Moreover, I had lifted the blanket ban on war talk at the table. For one thing, it was pointless to expect the men to speak of anything else, since most of these friendships had been born in the army and stiffened to their current state either in Africa or in the Great War itself. Besides, for months now Hugh’s conversational menu had consisted solely of news about Europe and predictions arising therefrom and was replaced by brooding silence when said news and predictions were vetoed by me. Brooding silences at a dinner party were not to be countenanced, and so for his birthday I had relented, even though as a result I had had to listen first to Major Someone on my left regaling me with anecdotes about Spion Kop and then to Colonel Someone Else on my right drooling over Spain’s recent antics as only a childless bachelor, himself too old to fight, could do.

‘Difficult month, May,’ he said, poking the gooseberry ice as he had just poked the terrine. Such was my desire to turn away from Franco, I fell on this gambit like a shipwrecked sailor washing up on an island in a storm, feeling none of my usual disdain for anyone ill-mannered enough to remark on the food at another’s table, beyond a murmur of ‘how delicious’ for form’s sake. I launched into winter savoury, summer chicory, ducks stowed in the icehouse and even Gilverton’s new electrical refrigerator, not caring that within moments he glazed over with a depth of boredom equal to mine from five minutes before.

Alec Osborne, on the other side of the table, caught my eye and twinkled at me, causing me immediately to finish my point and ask the colonel about barrack rations. Whereupon Alec, who knows me so well after seventeen years of detecting together, only twinkled more and leaned in close to Daisy Esslemont, his own neighbour, to whisper about me. Daisy smirked and shot me a look that was unchanged from the looks she used to shoot me across gallery floors in Paris while we were both at finishing school, whenever she manoeuvred Mademoiselle into expounding on the artistic merits of some fleshy nude in oils or rippling marble god.

I was happy to see her smiling. The only disappointment of the entire day was that her husband Silas was missing the party owing to a prior and unbreakable engagement. Daisy had been uncharacteristically sour about it when she had arrived alone.

‘Such nonsense,’ she had said, sitting at my dressing table and inspecting her face with a critical gaze. ‘Regimental dinner, my eye. How long have he and Hugh been pals, Dandy?’

‘Since short trousers and midnight feasts at Kingoldrum,’ I said, leaning over her to dab at my hair with a brush, trying to fluff it up a bit and reduce the oil-slick effect my maid’s attentions had produced. ‘But Hugh doesn’t mind. If it was the Black Watch instead of the Atholl Highlanders, he’d be there himself.’

‘And we could have kedgeree on our laps in your sitting room, watching the babies roll about,’ said Daisy.

‘Hardly babies now,’ I said. ‘They pelt around like clockwork motor cars. Lavinia got herself stuck in that old apple tree in the corner of the cutting garden yesterday. Terrifyingly high up. The garden boy had to fetch a stepladder.’

‘I still can’t believe you’re a grandmother,’ said Daisy, opening her mouth in a silent scream to paint it.

Nor could I. Donald, my elder son, had married very young and set right to it, presenting us with a pair of sturdy twins before the year was out. And Mallory was pregnant again right now. A year ago, I might have raised an eyebrow: she had proved herself all but incapable of dealing with two infants and the memory of Lavinia and Edward’s early days was not one I expected soon to fade. Now, clutching at straws somewhat, I consoled myself with the thought that if conscription came, as Hugh said it must, there was a slight chance that single men would go first, that married men without children might be taken before fathers and even that fathers of three – or four, if Mallory’s size was a reliable indicator – might be called up before fathers of two. In fact, it could all be over before Donald’s name came to the head of the list. If it started. I was still clinging to “if”, as were all mothers throughout the land.

‘Throughout the continent, I daresay,’ Alec had tried to claim once in quite the bitterest fight we had ever had. ‘In Germany and Italy just the same.’

‘Then they shouldn’t have voted for monsters,’ I shot back.

‘I don’t suppose all of them did,’ Alec said. ‘The Italian election was a travesty. And the boys who’ll fight on the German side weren’t of age when—’

‘I can’t listen,’ I told him.

‘What is it you say in these parts, Dandy? We’re all Jock Tamson’s bairns?’

‘Sickening mawkishness,’ I said.

‘To remind ourselves that all of us are God’s children?’

‘I couldn’t care less about anyone’s “bairns” but my own at the moment. Really, Alec, I don’t argue with you about the trenches. How dare you argue with me about a mother’s feelings. Truly, how dare you have the gall.’

‘Madam?’ Grant, my maid, was in the room. I had not heard her enter and clearly had not heard more than one attempt to gain my attention either, for both she and Daisy were staring at me.

‘Grant,’ I said, starting and dropping the hairbrush.

‘The others are starting to arrive,’ she told me. ‘There’s a Mrs Keith in the hall, wearing a most peculiar garment. Becky tried to take it off her but it’s not a cloak after all. It’s a dress.’

‘A dress I want to see!’ said Daisy. ‘Come on, Dan.’

As we were leaving my bedroom, I noticed Grant straightening the dropped hairbrush. Such was the kindness with which we were all treating one another as the clouds gathered. I had messed up my hair and Grant herself had declined to scold me.

‘Weevils!’ said the colonel, finishing his story about army food.

I shuddered politely and drew breath to make a reply, but evidently this was a rich seam of anecdote and he had barely scraped at it. He was off again, regaling me with a competition he and his fellow officers had held once to “guess the game”. Another of the men joined in and together they relived happy days, recalling with a shout of laughter a time that the bottles of coffee essence and Worcestershire sauce got swapped by a native cook.

‘Made not a blind bit of difference!’ the colonel said, wheezing with mirth. ‘That antelope was as high as a kite. Take more than coffee to put a dent in it.’

I let my attention wander and the long meal wore on.

I did not then, or later, pay much heed to the table itself, for Pallister had done himself and me proud. The silver glittered and the flowers, hours into the evening, looked as dewy as the moment they were picked. He had pressed me into buying terrifically expensive candles too – really quite jaw-droppingly expensive – but he was right. They burned with steady pale ovals of flame and there was not a drip to be seen. He had been sour about Becky and a village girl instead of footmen, of course, but at least he offered the beef while Becky wrangled the gravy boat; and the girl managed the vegetables nicely as far as I could see.

As the salad was cleared, I found my eyes drawn to Teddy, my younger son, whom I had placed beside his invited house guest, a girl by the name of Dolly Cartaright. He had met her at a Christmas party in an unlikely district of London, where one of his school chums had a studio or a printing press or some such thing, and had started dropping her name into conversation at Easter, before coming to my sitting room, quite solemn and unlike himself, to ask if she might be included in tonight’s party.

‘Family and old friends though, darling,’ I had said.

‘Well …’ was all the reply he made, but I know my son and that was enough. I went straight to Hugh in his business room to pick over the news.

‘Cartaright?’ he said. ‘Not Cartwright?’

‘Nor Carter-Wright,’ I assured him. ‘Teddy wrote it down for me to address the envelope.’

‘What address?’

‘London,’ I told him. ‘A 3F, I’m afraid. A flat. But north of the river. It’s so hard to tell these days. She could be anyone.’

‘Dolly Cartaright,’ said Hugh. ‘She sounds like a barmaid.’

‘I don’t care if she is a barmaid,’ I said. ‘Or a chorus girl, or even a …’ My imagination ran out.

‘An artist’s model,’ said Hugh. ‘Like What’s-her-name.’

‘I think she was a muse,’ I reminded him. ‘Although that might be the same thing, now I consider it at a distance. She was very … limber.’

Hugh rewarded me with a snort of laughter.

‘And I mean it. I don’t care. If she marries our son—’

‘If marriage isn’t too old-fashioned for her,’ Hugh chipped in.

‘And the call-up goes for single men first—’

‘It won’t or only very briefly.’

‘—then she could pull pints of beer in the Atholl Arms for all our friends and I’d drive down at closing time and offer a lift home.’

‘What friends of yours drink pints of beer in the Atholl Arms?’ Hugh asked me.

I rewarded him with a little snort of my own. ‘So I may invite her? To your birthday?’

‘I look forward to it,’ Hugh said. ‘Saves booking a clown.’

How wrong we both were. When Miss Cartaright turned up and was presented to us over tea in the library, she was revealed to be the daughter of a minor but respectable branch of perfectly good Shropshire family, whose widowed mother had married an American and not only taken his name herself but also bestowed it upon her child. Dolly was short for Dahlia, my own middle name, a coincidence that sparked an instant affinity, by way of shared suffering.

At the current moment, as the pudding plates were cleared, she had half her attention on Teddy, but not owing to complacency or indifference, I thought, after watching a moment or two. Rather, it seemed they were automatically attuned to one another like a pair of radio transmitters, or I might mean one transmitter and its receiver: aware without concentrating, hearing without listening, answering without speaking. They were, in short, clearly in love. As I say, though, she was a nice girl of the sort I understood and the other half of her attention was politely trained on the general conversation being batted around that end of the table, not quite like the beach ball we had all been taught to emulate, since the topic was the League of Nations, but not quite beyond the pale of what passed, this spring, for normality.

I was not the only one noticing. Hugh caught my eye and, without moving a muscle in either his brow or his cheeks, still managed to convey a shared thought with me. We had been married such a long time, I reflected, that I could interpret the various absences of expression without any trouble at all. Donald does not share his father’s poker face. He was waggling his brows and quirking his lips at me in a manner more suited to entertaining his toddlers than communing in public with his mother. I was glad when Mallory frowned at him across the cloth and thus persuaded him to check his exuberance a little. Her look to me was far more measured. She has an attractive way of pursing her lips that, while being the opposite of a smile, nevertheless manages to hint at smiling. She did it now. I smiled openly back at her, feeling a great surge of contentment suddenly. My husband was enjoying his party, my daughter-in-law was becoming a good friend, my prospective daughter-in-law looked as though she would slot into the family nicely, and my grandchildren were cosily ensconced in their father and uncle’s old nursery for the night, out of earshot, making it no matter to me if an excess of cake at Grandpa’s birthday tea had left them too boisterous for sleep.

Then, as quickly as the wave of happiness rose, it drained and, as though I had turned the dial on a kaleidoscope, I saw my family in quite a different arrangement: my husband too old to fight, granted, and my grandson too young, my daughters-in-law a source of companionship and succour besides, but my sons, my boys, gone; as lost to me now as they would be hence, since the path we were all on led one way, straight down, with no turnings. I felt a sob begin to build under my ribcage and it took all of Nanny Palmer’s training to turn a visceral impulse to flee into something approaching conventional behaviour.

‘Shall we, ladies?’ I said, standing and dropping my napkin.

There was a moment of silence. Pallister, only just beginning to think about bringing the cheese in, stopped dead and frowned at me. All the gentlemen shot to their feet and got ready to help the women with their chairs. Daisy said, ‘You’ve turned over two pages at once, Dan,’ raising a titter. But Mallory, bless her, and Dolly too, bless her twice, dabbed their lips, rose smoothly and headed for the door.

Both Hugh and Alec followed my progress with concerned looks. Hugh’s brow cleared when I stopped behind his chair, put a hand on his shoulder and said, ‘Happy birthday, dear. And don’t think for a minute that starting early means you don’t get to finish late.’

Most of his chums met this evidence of wifely generosity with great good cheer, raising glasses to me and even murmuring praise. I heard a few ‘Splendid woman’s and ‘Lucky blighter’s and the like. Hugh placed his hand briefly on mine and patted it. Only Alec continued to watch me as I stalked away, and only Pallister spoke.

‘Madam?’ he said. ‘Shall I …?’

Poor Pallister. Apart from the village girl, tonight’s dinner was a quite a return to the good old days for him. He had been polishing and bullying since the day before yesterday. And now I had spoiled it.

‘Don’t undo Mrs Tilling’s lovely arrangements,’ I said. I had seen the rounds of Stilton and the pyramids of dusky figs and I knew that dismantling the platters to send half of the bounty to the drawing room would break her heart. ‘We’ll be fine with coffee and some bonbons,’ I assured him. ‘And no rush even for those.’

Then at last I made my escape and managed not to go into a cupboard to howl before I dragged myself to the waiting ladies.

‘Jolly good idea, I say,’ Daisy greeted me, as I slipped into the room. ‘I’m stuffed like a foie gras goose but I’m too greedy not to fall on nice cheese when I see it.’

‘Good Lord,’ I said. ‘Mrs Commander, Mrs Keith, ladies: Mrs Esslemont here is a very old friend and you must excuse her.’ Both the wives I addressed gave me tight smiles and turned to one another, apparently intending to speak tête-à-tête if there was such coarseness on offer in the wider company. For Daisy, I had to admit, was drunk. I regretted telling Pallister we could wait for coffee.

‘Girls,’ I said, joining Mallory and Dolly in a little grouping of chairs well away from the fire and the drinks tray. ‘Thank you. The war talk suddenly felt unbearable. Mallory dear, please tell Dolly she hasn’t fallen in with gypsies. I’m not usually so odd, I assure you.’

‘Mrs Gilver,’ said Dolly, pressing my hand between hers. ‘The night before last I ate scrambled eggs right out of the pan with a spoon. Standing up. I’ve been thinking about my nanny all night to try to remember my manners. Please don’t worry about me.’

I laughed and turned my hand to squeeze one of hers. ‘My dear girl,’ I said, ‘if I had a pound for every time Nanny Palmer floats into my head …’

‘Well then,’ said Mallory. ‘I’m not going to bother putting these back on.’ She rolled her long white evening gloves into a ball and threw them over the headrest of her chair, then wiped her hands together as though declaring a job well done. I chucked mine after hers and I have to say it felt marvellous.

‘I’ve left mine in the dining room,’ said Dolly. ‘They probably tumbled off my lap when I stood up. So I’m the gypsy if anyone is, wouldn’t you say?’

‘You are two very good girls,’ I said. ‘Now, I must go and look after Mrs Esslemont. She’s …’

‘Sauced,’ said Mallory. ‘It’s not like her. My goodness look at her, Dandy! She’s loosening her frock!’

Daisy was indeed grappling with the buttons down one side of her evening dress.

‘If I can keep my belt knotted in this state,’ Mallory said, patting the hummock at her middle, ‘then anyone can. Oh, look at the colonel’s wife! Talk about sucking lemons. What on earth’s going on? Do you know?’

I hastened to Daisy’s side to see if I could find out, leaving the girls giggling.

Of course, Pallister had ignored my permission to hold off on coffee and sweets and was already entering with an enormous silver tray, delicate china rattling since he moved rather more quickly than his usual stately glide. I guessed he wanted to get back to the dining room before Becky and her assistant could cause any havoc there. I gave him a grateful smile as I poured a cup for Daisy and bore down on where she was lolling on a chaise longue.

‘Budge up, you sot,’ I said. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘Ugh,’ she said, shifting to one end of the chaise so that at least her gaping buttons were hidden by the cushions. ‘What’s ever the matter, Dandy?’

I thought about this remark for a moment, while sipping at my own blistering cup of wicked black sobriety. (Ever since Mrs Tilling took up the habit herself she has become a reliable source of excellent coffee.) Daisy’s life was comfortable enough as far as I could see. She had three daughters – one just married, one engaged, and one still having fun – pots of money, an easily run house, and the kind of natural kindness and cheerfulness that meant she held on to her servants. There was really only one possible source of trouble.

But she had been married to Silas for a long time and had made her peace with his habits years ago. He had never embarrassed her and no one – whether spurned lover, angry husband, or determined child – had ever knocked on her door. I was at a loss as to what he might have done to upset her so, beyond missing tonight’s party.

‘I told you already,’ I said to her, ‘Hugh doesn’t mind. And you’re far too good a friend of the house to feel awkward about turning up alone, aren’t you? It was a treat for Alec, apart from anything.’

‘I got five minutes of Alec and two hours of the major,’ Daisy said. ‘Do you happen to know what regiment he’s the major of, Dandy?’

‘The Black Watch, I assume,’ I said. ‘Isn’t that how he and Hugh know one another?’

‘It is not,’ Daisy said. ‘Ugh, this coffee is like tarmacadam. It’s flattened down all my lovely fuzz from the wine.’

‘That was rather the idea,’ I said. ‘And I’m going to get you another cup. Perhaps you could attend to your frock?’

‘What?’ said Daisy. Then: ‘Bloody hell!’ She sat up straight and, while not quite slapping her cheeks with her palms, she nevertheless managed to pound some manner of decency back into herself. She always had this talent. She could scramble back into our rooms in Paris and look sober enough to convince Mam’zell she had merely been outside to look at the stars.

Now, all these years later, she had had more practice, and turned aside to rearrange herself as I made for the coffee tray. The major’s wife, as it happened, was there for a top-up too.

‘Do help yourself to a bonbon,’ I said. ‘I must apologise for dragging you all away before the end of dinner. I hope you’re not still peckish.’

‘Not much chance of that,’ she said. ‘Delicious dinner, my dear. Quite a treat for us these days.’ She leaned in close. ‘Between you and me, I made sure to pack liver salts for Percy. Whenever he goes to a regimental dinner he comes home in quite some distress. Anno domini, he says. Getting old and losing form, as are we all.’

‘And what regiment is that?’ I said. It was rather a bald question but I could not think how to soften it. Besides, she was telling me about her husband’s stomach and it seemed that we must be beyond the need for pussyfooting. ‘Didn’t he serve with Hugh?’

‘Oh no, not the Watch,’ said Mrs Major. ‘It is the Watch for dear Hugh, isn’t it? I seem to recall so. Percy is an Atholl Highlander.’

‘But—’ I said, before I caught myself.

‘If Hugh said they “served” together,’ she went on, ‘he probably means on their tour. Europe, you know. Wild oats. Can-can dancers and what have you. A little joke. And all water under the bridge. Men will be boys.’ She laughed at her own little joke and even went so far as to repeat it. ‘Men will be boys indeed.’ Then she leaned in even closer and dropped her voice to barely a mutter. ‘You should perhaps help Daisy Esslemont to see it that way. Remind her of her many compensations.’

This remark would have mystified most people, but I thought I understood it. Silas had startled his friends and earned first their scorn and then their envy by starting up an insurance company of all things, years ago when the rest of us were still pretending we could live forever on our rents. Mrs Major evidently believed that a wife kept in furs and Paris fashions should not complain about even such renowned philanderings as those of Silas Esslemont.

I disagreed. I thought if Silas insisted on betraying his class by entering into business, he should be held to the morals of middle-class businessmen.

‘Poor Daisy,’ was all I said, however.

‘Hmph,’ said Mrs Major. ‘Percy had a tough row to hoe with her at dinner. I overheard some actual grilling, don’t you know? On the topic of … well, I’m not exactly sure what. The secrets of the officers’ mess or something.’

‘I shall take her more coffee and hope it helps,’ I said, excusing myself and returning to Daisy.

‘At least put some sugar in it,’ she said, after the first sip. ‘This is filthy stuff.’

‘It’s supposed to be,’ I said. ‘That’s the mark of good coffee. Like olives and whisky. Now look, Daisy dear. I had a word with his wife and I must say I think you’re being very silly. I’m quite sure that the major respects Silas and the rest of the regiment enormously, but he has been friends with Hugh since they were boys. You know what it’s like when you have two invitations for the same day. I toss coins.’

‘What are you talking about?’ said Daisy. ‘The major isn’t skipping the mess to toast Hugh. He told me all about the feast they had at the last Atholl Highlanders’ dinner, and it was a week and a half ago. While I was visiting my mother.’

‘I don’t—’ I said.

‘Which means wherever Silas is tonight, it is not where he said he was. He chucked Hugh’s birthday, leaving me to come alone, and he lied about why. He has never done that before, Dandy.’

I paused to consider the machinations required to run a string of mistresses for upwards of twenty-five years without lying to one’s wife, and paused further to feel grateful for Hugh’s incapacities when it came to subterfuge, then I decided a brisk approach was best.

‘Well then no doubt he is somewhere rather different from where we might expect. Perhaps he’s organising a surprise for you. Or perhaps he wanted to visit a doctor for something embarrassing?’

To my regret, Daisy’s face drained. ‘Oh my heavens!’ she said. ‘That’s it! He’s ill. He might be dying!’

She shot to her feet and made a beeline for the tray of whisky and soda on the opposite sideboard from the coffee things. Rattling the decanter against the edge of a glass, she poured herself a gargantuan measure and, ignoring the siphon, drank it straight down. Then she poured another, even larger, which she brought back. Conversations all around had sunk to that murmur which allows for perfect eavesdropping.

Daisy sank down beside me. ‘I’ve known there was something wrong all winter, Dan,’ she said, gasping rather – after another good glug. ‘He’s been preoccupied and peculiar. Of course, I thought some chit had got her claws in too deep for him to shake her off, but I think you’re right.’ She set her empty glass down and sat up very straight before declaiming, ‘Silas is dying!’

‘Oh for heaven’s sake,’ I said. I had only floated the notion to get her to shut up about the other possibility. Only now did it occur to me that presenting an inebriated woman with the means to indulge in melodrama had been misguided in the extreme.

‘I need a drink,’ Daisy declared, as though she had not just had four or five, masquerading as two. She got back to her feet, with less alacrity now, and tacked towards the whisky, saying over her shoulder, ‘My husband is dying, Dandy.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ I said, not even caring that our conversation was enthralling the entire, now silent, drawing room. ‘Why not go to bed, Daisy?’ I urged. ‘It will all look very different in the morning.’

I was right. It certainly did.
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