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1.

January 17th 1950

THAT DRATTED TELEPHONE. Always ringing when Mrs Rosen had her hands full. Here it was a quarter past eight already by the hall clock and she had half a dozen little jobs to do before taking the tea trolley into the lounge at nine. Clearing up the dinner plates always took longer than she thought it would. You’d think she’d know, after all these years, that the gentlemen travellers couldn’t help splashing their soup around, but it came as a surprise every time.

It took a moment to find a place to set down the clean tablecloth before she could answer the phone’s wheezy jangle. The lobby area was padded with winter coats – scarfs and hats jostling for space on the pegs, and more galoshes and overshoes underfoot what with the weather this week being so mucky.

The pale Bakelite phone summoned her with more of a rattle than a ring, which explained why none of the gentlemen in the lounge had heard it. Another thing that needed seeing to. Mrs Rosen managed to balance the tablecloth on a pile of magazines set out on the hall chest by the phone and note pad, and keep them from falling onto the floor with her hip while she picked up the heavy receiver and lifted it to her ear.

‘Scunthorpe 478? Yes, good evening …’ A roar of laughter greeted some successful anecdote in the lounge. ‘I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t catch that. Do you need a room? It’s two shillings a night, and that includes a light breakfast as well as dinner and tea. Oh, I’m sorry – one of our guests? No, I don’t think we have a gentleman named Cook with us … Oh it is spelled C-O-K-E? I see. Well, my husband didn’t mention a young lady, but he served at dinner, you see, while I was in the kitchen …’ She paused to let the person on the other end of the line speak. Now she straightened up smartly and the tablecloth and magazines slithered onto the linoleum floor. She barely noticed. ‘Oh yes, I see. If you would just bear with me one moment, madam.’

Mrs Rosen’s youngest was trying to scoot by, but she was too quick for him. She grabbed his collar and pointed at the fallen glossies and tablecloth. As he gathered them up, she set the receiver down with great care next to the phone, then undid the ties on her apron and hung it among the greatcoats of the travelling salesmen. Now she looked there was a lady’s coat hanging among them. A pale brown duffle coat with big wooden toggles, and a floral scarf tucked round the hood. Very pretty. She touched her hair. Jimmy gave her an odd look and she scowled at him and pointed till he got the message and took the clean cloth into the dining room.

She opened the door to the lounge. All men as far as she could see, crowded around the little tables with constantly filling ashtrays between them. Other than tobacco the air smelt dark and sharp, that hair cream the gentlemen used. The noise of conversation died down as they saw her open the door.

‘Is Miss Coke here?’ she asked, pronouncing it properly to rhyme with ‘book’ and still not quite believing such a person could be in her lounge, but the refined female voice on the telephone had seemed quite certain. ‘Miss Anne Coke of Holkham Hall?’

A slim arm appeared, waving above the heads of the room’s other occupants, and Mrs Rosen watched as a tall, slender young woman, a girl really, not more than seventeen, with blonde shoulder-length hair held neatly off her face and brushed-out curls, rose out from among the salesmen like a Venus rising from the foam of commerce. She was holding a book and had been sitting on the corner sofa. Her finger was trapped between the covers, marking her place.

‘Telephone call, Miss Coke. From your mother, at Holkham Hall,’ she couldn’t help adding.

‘Thank you so much, Mrs Rosen,’ the young lady said. The salesmen shuffled their chairs out of the way to let her by and stared. The ones who had spoken to her at dinner looked, slyly smug, the ones who had ignored her, profoundly disconcerted.

‘This way,’ Mrs Rosen said, and led her out of the room as if there could be any confusion as to where the telephone was. Mrs Rosen closed the door on the lounge and the men left behind stared at the closed door.

‘Holkham Hall? Isn’t that some enormous pile in Norfolk? Earl of Leicester’s place?’ a ginger-haired man who travelled in toothpaste asked the room in general.

‘On the coast and a stone’s throw from Sandringham,’ an older gentleman with an iron moustache replied. ‘Miss Coke is the granddaughter of the Earl of Leicester.’

‘No!’ Ginger said. ‘She told me her family run a pottery and she’s hoping to sell vases and Toby jugs to the fancy goods shops in Grimsby and Skegness!’

‘That’s right.’ The gentleman with the iron moustache had thought the ginger-haired fellow was a little full of himself and enjoyed seeing him temporarily flustered. ‘I do the King’s Lynn run at least twice a year. They converted the old laundry at the Hall. Nice things they are making there too, got some artistry to them. Pretty little set with snowdrops on them.’

The door opened again and the young lady returned. She looked, if possible, a little paler than she had before. Several of the men stood up.

‘I’m terribly sorry, I left my bag by the sofa. Might someone pass it to me?’

The handbag, more of a briefcase really, was retrieved and Iron Moustache had the privilege of passing it into her hands.

‘Not bad news, I hope, Miss Coke,’ he said. He had a kind, avuncular face. Anne had met him once or twice on these selling trips, and he had absorbed the news of her aristocratic lineage with calm courtesy and the minimum of fuss. He had been happy to share his knowledge of sales too – the best days to visit certain shops and who liked to chat, but never bought. Samuels, that was his name. Marcus Samuels. She swallowed.

‘I’m afraid so, Mr Samuels. My grandfather has died. I must go home at once.’

The men murmured their sympathy and concern, and those smoking put out their cigarettes as a sign of respect.

‘I am sorry to hear that,’ Mr Samuels said. ‘A very fine gentleman. And you are determined to drive back tonight, Lady Anne?’

Her blue eyes widened slightly to hear herself addressed as ‘Lady Anne’. A small thing, but it carried a great deal of change with it.

‘I feel I must.’

He nodded. ‘We shall let you pack, but I think perhaps the gentlemen here and I can come up with a list of useful numbers and a few names. A few garages and guest houses along your route in case you run into any trouble with that little car of yours. Yours is the Mini Morris, isn’t it?’ She nodded. ‘You’ll be going through Sleaford and Holbeach, I imagine. We can do that, can’t we, chaps?’

The chaps were quite sure they could.

‘That’s very kind.’

‘A pleasure, my lady,’

‘Thank you so much,’ she said, hardly knowing what she was saying, then she withdrew to speak to Mrs Rosen and gather her belongings.

‘I see it now, of course,’ Ginger said. ‘Breeding.’

Mr Samuels sniffed meaningfully and took his notebook out of his pocket.

‘Right, gentlemen. Let’s make sure Lady Anne gets home safe.’

Anne went to her room and began to pack her few odds and ends into her suitcase. The case with her samples from the pottery, carefully wrapped in sheets of newspaper, was still in the car. Then she sat down rather suddenly on the narrow bed, her wash bag on her knee.

‘Oh, Grandpa!’

A fall, her mother had said on the telephone, he had missed his footing on the cellar stairs between the chapel and the gun room. How could he have done? He knew every stone and step in Holkham, every brick and polished flag. Had her mother said something about a stroke? Wasn’t Grandpa too young for a stroke? He was not even seventy yet. He had only become Earl in 1941 when his own father died at ninety-three. Anne had thought of him as in his prime and he had seemed quite well when she left Holkham three days ago. He was enjoying the tail-enders, getting the best out of the last weeks of the shooting season and filling the game room with pheasants, while Anne, her sister and her mother worked in the pottery opposite. They charted the progress of their own days by the sound of the guns, the distant thunder from the coveys around the kitchen garden.

She saw her tears had fallen on her leather wash bag and wiped them off before they stained. And Dad was the Earl now! Already! He would be in an awful state. He had become so nervous since the war, everything had to be just so, as if not arriving for dinner on the stroke of eight meant the entire house would collapse around their ears. Now there would be another round of death duties and that would drive him potty. But worse than all that, what would the house be like without Grandpa in it?

Anne lifted her head. Whatever had happened, whatever did happen, sitting here wouldn’t help matters. She stowed her bag and hair brushes, pyjamas and stockings and clicked the case shut, picked up her briefcase and carried them both downstairs to collect her coat, scarf and the condolences of her fellow travelling salesmen.




2.

IT WAS A long, cold drive. The car was her mother’s runabout – a rattly beast with a clutch that could get sticky and subject to terrible draughts. It was not as if she could go on her sales trips in her father’s Bentley. Anne concentrated on the road.

The pottery had been her mother’s idea. When she and Dad had finally got back from Egypt at Christmas in 1943, Elizabeth, Viscountess Coke, had seen one of the Italian Prisoners of War throwing a pot on a homemade wheel in the Holkham brickworks. Once her war work with the land girls was done, and the country had lurched from the delirium of VE Day into the cold dawn of post-war austerity, she remembered him and his pot. Lady Coke saw the opportunity to earn a little money, and Lord only knows they needed it. The old laundry became what her father referred to as ‘the potting shed’. There Lady Coke and Anne’s sister Carey and half a dozen craftsmen fashioned mugs and bowls, vases and pots, all proudly stamped with the Holkham name. At first Anne helped in the works, but she got so bored with the fettling and sponging, she begged for another job. What about sales? They could go to trade fairs together, but someone still needed to go door-to-door, visiting the fancy goods shops in the coastal towns.

Her father thought Anne was too young. Her mother thought the experience would toughen her up and that was no bad thing before she was launched as a debutante. Lady Coke won the argument, and Anne discovered to her delight she was rather good at selling. The training aristocratic young ladies like herself enjoyed had taught her how to appear easy and pleasant with all types of people, even when she felt rather shy on the inside. It had also taught her to be clear about her wants and needs and show a little backbone when necessary. Buyers at several shops had thought that getting an advantageous bargain would be easy when dealing with this delicate-looking child. They had inevitably found themselves ordering rather more than they had expected, at rather higher prices than they had intended, and thanking Miss Coke afterwards for the opportunity.

Thinking about the road, if her petrol would last and listening to every rattle and click of the car kept grief at bay. The fact of her grandfather’s death was, somehow, outside the car in the dark. Dawn was breaking as she drove along Holbeach High Street and as she recognised her surroundings, the eight-hundred-year-old wool church ahead of her, the store frontages, all shut up and silent, she realised she was only fifty miles from home and the reason for her long night’s drive seemed to fall in on her again with the light. She turned off the road and stopped the car outside the church, indicating her intention carefully to the deserted streets, parked and pulled on the handbrake, then covered her face with her hands and had the proper cry her heart had been longing for since she had put down the receiver in Mrs Rosen’s guest house.

Just ten minutes, she told herself, have a good weep and then be ready to face everybody at the Hall. Her father would be torn between grief and work for the estate; her mother and sister would be dealing with the servants, all of whom were devoted to the old Earl. Had anyone told the King? Of course, her father would have sent word at once. When would the visits of condolence begin? A fall. Her grandfather had had a fall and Maria had found him. Anne tried to remember the last thing she had said to him. She had gone to say goodbye to him before leaving for this trip, of course. He had been in the manuscript library in the Family Wing with Mr Mullins, the Holkham archivist and librarian, their heads bent low over some ancient volume, thick as thieves as ever. It had been such an ordinary, quick goodbye. He had wished her good fortune and told her to drive carefully, which she always, always did, but he had been intent on examining the book in front of him.

She got out her handkerchief and dried her eyes, checked her flowered headscarf was still in place in the rear-view mirror, then climbed out of the car. She needed to feel the air on her face, cooled and salt-sharpened by the North Sea. She watched the great all-encompassing sky of Norfolk, unbroken by hills or mountains, and the sun rising to the east, a cool pale-gold disc showing above the horizon now and burning off the mist from the long marshes. Bronze Age fishermen had trapped eels there just as their descendants did today, and King John had lost his jewels into the receiving waters. She should be glad to remember her grandfather like that, absorbed in his treasures, sharing a moment in time with some anonymous fourteenth-century illustrator, his hand resting where the master’s had, linked by paper and ink across all those oceans of time.

Anne got back into the little car. As she turned back onto the road through King’s Lynn and on to Holkham, the little rattling cough in the engine deepened.

The cough became bronchiolar after she passed through King’s Lynn, catching site of the boats setting off to catch the still hours of the morning. She willed it not to get any worse, and the idea it might, began to turn into panic in her chest. No. Not now. She would not have one of her panicky turns now. She just needed to get home. She clutched the steering wheel tighter, as if that would help. Then the engine died just west of Docking. Ten miles! That was all! She twisted the key and pushed down on the clutch, until the push became a stamp and her frustration and panic overwhelmed her.

‘I’m not sure that is a good idea.’

The male voice at the passenger window made her jump and she put her hand to her chest as she turned around to see who had addressed her. Still, the voice startled her out of her dark place, and she was herself again, like she had jumped back into her own skin.

A youngish man, in his late twenties perhaps, in a heavy sweater, his longish blond hair uncovered in the morning chill, was bending down and looking at her through the window.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Oh blast! I’ve flooded the engine and I am so near home!’

He looked up and down the narrow road; as he straightened up to do so Anne noticed the door to one of the Cross Lane flint cottages was open. He must have heard the last gasp of her engine as he was at his breakfast.

‘You may have done. We can’t have you blocking the road though, or Old George will have a fit when he comes through with his cart. If you put it in neutral, I’ll give you a push and we can steer you onto the side of the road for now.’

Anne pulled herself together. ‘Yes, thank you.’

She put the car into neutral and wondered if she should get out to help push and steer through the open driver’s door, but the car was already in motion. She turned the wheel, and the car rolled uncomplainingly onto the grass just beyond the row of cottages.

Now what? If this man had a telephone in the house, perhaps she could ring the Hall and ask Smith to collect her. He probably didn’t have a telephone though. Most of the people near Holkham regarded them with suspicion. Mrs Pullen, one of the daily ladies, had told Anne that she wouldn’t have one in the house as people only ever used it to rush bad news to you, and who wants that? She had a point.

She climbed out of the car again and looked at her watch. Just past eight o’clock in the morning.

‘Where do you live?’ the young man said, dusting off his hands. ‘I can drive you home if you are in a rush. The garage on Pound Lane opens in an hour though, and Mike will probably be able to patch her up if you’d rather wait.’

‘I live at Holkham Hall,’ Anne said. ‘And I would like to get home as soon as possible.’

His eyes sparked with understanding. ‘Oh! Are you one of the granddaughters? I heard about the old Earl’s death in the pub last night. My condolences.’

‘Thank you.’ She put out her hand. ‘I am Anne Coke.’

He looked at her gloves, then at his own hands, grimy from pushing the back of the car. ‘I’m Charles Elwood, a temporary tenant of your family. Give me a moment to wash up and I’ll drive you to the Hall. When I get back, I’ll set Mike on this old beast.’

He turned back towards the cottage at once.

‘Thank you, Mr Elwood!’ she called after him.

He raised his hand as he turned in to the cottage but didn’t look back.

Elwood? Not a local man. His cottage had stood empty since the war and like the two next to it was rather dilapidated. Her grandfather was planning to get on to these ones as soon as the new cottages in Burnham Thorpe were complete.

She craned her neck slightly to see in through the living room window and caught a glimpse of a rather bare interior. Was that an easel?

He re-emerged and twirled his car key through his long fingers.

‘Do you need to get anything from your car? A bag, perhaps?’

She blushed. ‘Yes. Of course.’

‘I’ll just pull the car around.’

His car was a little Ford Anglia and pottered along the final miles to Holkham with throaty enthusiasm.

Now that she wasn’t driving, Anne realised how tired she was. She pulled off her flowered headscarf and ran her fingers through her hair, trying to tidy up a little.

‘Were you close to your grandfather?’ Charles asked.

‘Yes, I was. Particularly when I was little. I thought he was marvellous. When the war started my sister Carey and I were sent up to stay with my cousins in Scotland. Then in ’forty-three she got measles and as Mum and Dad were about to come back to Norfolk, I was sent down to stay at Holkham in advance to be out of the way while Carey recovered.

‘How come you are a tenant of Holkham?’ she asked.

‘I was in the Scots Guards during the war, came back and went to art college after I was demobbed and have been looking for somewhere to paint. An old army friend said your family might have a few places going cheap, so here I am.’

Anne frowned. ‘You’ve been here through the winter? It must have been jolly spartan.’

‘I had enough heat in Italy to last me a lifetime. And my needs are simple, luckily enough.’

Something in his dry tone made the wheels in Anne’s brain turn slowly and the parts locked together.

‘Oh, you are the communist! I’ve heard about you. Dad said you had quite a good war, then picked up some strange ideas.’

‘Yes, but luckily he hadn’t heard about the strange ideas before he agreed to rent the cottage to me for a year. And if by a good war you mean I didn’t die or run away, yes, I suppose I did. You call your father “Dad”? I assumed you called him pater or Daddy.’

Anne bristled. ‘I live in Holkham, not a Jeeves and Wooster novel.’

‘Would a lowly son of the soil like me be able to tell the difference?’

‘You don’t sound like a lowly son of the soil.’

‘My mother made me practise to the radio so I could get a nice job.’ His voice was bitter. ‘I think she rather wanted me to be a butler. And I’m not a communist, I’m a democratic socialist. Every intelligent man in the country is these days. After the last fifty years who could possibly be anything else? Families like yours have kept families like mine down for centuries. You should never have allowed us an education.’

‘Then you’ll be delighted to hear my family will probably be crippled by the second run of death duties in a decade. Because, as I think we mentioned earlier, my grandfather died yesterday.’

He flushed and went quiet while Anne stared, furious and upset, out at the passing hedgerows.

Charles cleared his throat. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Coke. That little tantrum was unforgivable. I’ve been on my own too much. Arguing with the class system in my head and I took it out on you.’

‘That’s quite all right,’ she said tightly.

‘It really isn’t but thank you for saying so.’

She certainly didn’t feel like forgiving him yet. She stared out at the bare fields, feeling the heat in her cheeks and blinking quickly, then the flint and brick wall of the estate was on their left, running alongside her as if in welcome. The keeper in the south lodge had heard the car; he had already opened the iron gates across the avenue for them, and waved them in. Charles drove slowly through, raising his hand in thanks.

‘I came home to paint, not preach. I’m rather betwixt and between at the moment. Everyone in London thinks I’m a crazed war monger. Everyone here thinks I’m a bohemian or a communist. It’s been a rather lonely winter. Though last night everyone in the pub was talking very fondly of your grandfather. Seems it was worth even talking to me to praise him.’

‘Did you tell them your opinions about the English class system?’ she asked.

‘No, I thought I’d save it all up to rant at one of his grieving relations!’ he replied, shaking his head. That made her smile.

He drove slowly up the avenue, climbing the gentle undulations of the land in a dead straight line towards the obelisk, a straight arrow up towards the grey and empty sky.

Then they reached it, and below and beyond them was home. Charles whistled.

Holkham Hall, in all its Palladian splendour, caught the morning light – a high escarpment of butter-coloured stone joining land and sky, the great south portico with its massive Corinthian columns, flanked by the Chapel and Family Wings, each one divided into three regular parts. The whole frontage had a stately, symmetrical rhythm, embellished by the lake to the west, and the conservatory to the east.

The avenue curled down the slope towards the Hall, and now a visitor would see the terraces in front of the house and the fountain. St George, his sword raised to slay a dragon spewing water from its jaws, and swans, seashells and dolphins sending jets in great arcs around him.

Elwood noticed a line of people, a queue snaking out from the side of the house. Men in jackets and women in hats and gloves.

‘Who are they?’ Charles asked.

Anne looked out of the window. ‘They are some of our tenants. They have come to pay their respects to Grandpa.’

‘I see.’

The avenue led round the edge of the south frontage, past the top of the lake and round to the north side of the house.

‘Where shall I let you out?’ he asked quietly.

‘Here is fine, Mr Elwood.’

The car’s tyres scrunched on the gravel and he drove up the final curve of the road to the entrance, glancing up at the stone lions as he did, and let the car come to a gentle stop.

Anne let herself out, then reached over to pluck her suitcase out of the back seat. Shreeve, the butler, was waiting at the top of the shallow flight of stairs, his hands clasped behind his back.

‘I shall see to your car,’ Charles said. ‘Please don’t think about it today.’

She took the key from the pocket of her duffle coat and handed it to him.

‘That’s very good of you, thank you. And thank you for bringing me home.’ She picked up her suitcase and briefcase and walked away. Charles watched her slim figure disappear into the Hall.
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