Chapter 1

December 1932

  A sudden clanging and banging of car doors.  Grandma Clarke’s two fat, little Pekes began to set up a furious racket, unused as they were to any disturbance in the quiet and monotonous routine at Downlands.  Sara and Rose scurried about like ants that had just had their neat little anthill broken up by a child with a stick.  Panic seemed to pervade them at the dire fact that someone unexpected had arrived at the door and was awaiting attendance.  

Sara half ran to the front door but paused and composed herself before opening it.  The fact that she had to open the door at all was still a source of deep grievance to her.  When she had come to work here as a young kitchen maid, there had been a manservant to open the door and a parlour maid, plus Rose Grant the cook, two gardeners and a coachman.  But that had been before the war and all those men had gone to their graves.  The parlour maid had married a man who was promoted to an officer and got well above herself…wanting to be called Madam, can you believe it!  Now only Rose and a gardener remained besides herself.  Somehow they managed to keep the place going between them and still maintain the exacting standards of their employer.  It was hard work, believe me, it was hard work!  Only loyalty and habit kept her there.

  “Lord above, it’s Miss Agnes!” she exclaimed in great astonishment for the family had not been expected to arrive for three days yet and poor Sara stared at them as they stood there like apparitions on the doorstep.

  “Yes, of course it’s us, my dear woman.  Do stop gaping like a fish and go and tell Mother we’ve arrived,” said Agnes, sweeping into the hallway in her usual dramatic manner.  

  Though she was now the Hon. Mrs. Patterwood, the two old servants still called her Miss Agnes which she rather liked it for it made her feel younger.  She in turn treated them with little respect.  As far as she was concerned, they were part of the Downlands furniture and had been around since her birth and would always be there.  Following in the magnificent wake of Agnes Patterwood were her husband Henry and their only son, Reginald.

  Andrew, attracted by the noise, had come to the top of the stairs and leant over the banisters to watch them, a sense of dismay pervading his soul at the thought of his aunt and uncle having arrived so early.  He had really looked forward to a few peaceful days alone.  He screwed up his face in annoyance and sat down at the top of the stairs and listened to them, wishing them all a hundred miles away.

  During the last two or three years he had spent most of his school holidays at Downlands, the old family home of the Clarke family, preferring it to his mother’s home in London.  The town house there always seemed so full of children, full of people coming and going.  It made sense to come to come here for his school was near the town of Gloucester and thus nearer to Downlands than to London.  However, if he was honest with himself, and he was always honest with himself even if not always with other people, he had suddenly become keen to spend his holidays here after the birth of his half brother Fred.  Yes, he had to be honest.  That was when he had begun to feel that he was no longer the centre of his mother’s love and attention. And that had been painful because Mother had always been the most important part of his universe till then.  

  Downlands was a quiet, decaying, lovely old place, set in the soft rolling hills of the Gloucestershire countryside.  There was a peaceful emptiness in the house with just the three older women.  Grandma Clarke was strict but kind and mainly left Andrew to his own devices.  Provided he turned up on time for his meals and behaved quietly and properly, she didn’t ask where he went during the day or what he got up to and that suited him very well.   

  He enjoyed being the centre of all this feminine attention, spoilt by Rose who made him special cakes and titbits to please him.  Sara, though cross at times when he came in from the woods and traipsed over her clean kitchen floor in his boots, was generally affectionate and remembered him as a baby, born at Downlands at the end of the war.  He often asked her to tell him about this time, trying to piece his own forgotten history together from the fragmented memories of the two old servants.   Grandma never spoke of these times and he was afraid to ask her for sad memories made her unhappy and fretful.  

  The two servants indulged him, allowed him into the enveloping warmth of their kitchen, let him sit with them near the big black range where things boiled and bubbled in cauldrons, a witches place, yet good to be in, comforting, inviting and entertaining.  Andrew loved the old kitchen with its stone-flagged floors, the cool, mysterious pantry with its forbidden interior of shelves on which gleamed jars of jams and chutneys and pickles.  Rose had always towered here, a large-breasted, comfortable presence, yet at times alarming in her magisterial sway over her domain.  Even Grandma Clarke seldom ventured into the kitchen but issued her orders and requests from the parlour, content to leave Rose in charge. 

  Sara, in contrast, was thin, sharp and gaunt, but in her greying head was a wealth of fascinating local stories which she would begin to tell him as he sat at the huge deal table helping her to shell peas, watching her deft fingers peeling carrots and potatoes, topping and tailing green beans, dicing and chopping away, deeply absorbed in the minutiae of her work. And even as she chopped and sifted and shelled and sorted, she would be talking, speaking out her tales which she knew by heart. 

  They were gentle tales, sometimes trite, sometimes amusing, never unkind or malicious.  Ghost tales, love affairs that had shocked the neighbourhood, war stories, humorous incidents down at Cottersley Farm like the day old Steven’s billy-goat had caught him bending over and butted him hard in the backside.  The irate farmer had seized the goat by the horns and stared him angrily in the eye and told him never to try that trick again!  And the goat had been terrified out of its wits and highly respectful of old Stevens after that. 

   Andrew loved that story; he could just picture the man and goat, eye to eye, brute strength against brute strength, will of animal against will of human. They were often the same stories over and over again.  But the repetition soothed him, made him feel a strange sense of peace and order.   

  If he had but known it, the two women felt sorry for him.  They told each other that he was a good lad, obliging, polite, a little brusque at times, but then all his family were like that.  He was no real trouble.  They concluded that he was a lonely, little soul, something dreamy and lost about him, an outsider. He never seemed to have any real friends, was never noisy and tearaway as other lads were. He loved to wander for miles alone or else had his nose buried in books, just like his Grandad, the old Professor. It wasn’t that he lacked spirit, he was just withdrawn and thoughtful a good deal of the time.

  But then it wasn’t surprising, given his history.

  For a brief while each summer and winter Andrew would walk about the woods and the gardens and imagine he would one day be master of the house; it would be his very own.  He would marry someone rich and beautiful and have lots of children who would walk these paths with him, play in the woods and learn the secret paths he knew.  It was fantasy, of course; Aunt Agnes was the one who would inherit Downlands, not his mother Dorothy.  He had once overheard Agnes say to Uncle Henry that she would sell the wretched place as soon as it was hers; she had always hated the cold, sombre old house stuffed full of unpleasant memories and ghosts from the past.  Besides the Patterwoods always needed the money.   Henry never seemed to do very well and drank most of any profits he ever made on his shares and investments. 

  Perhaps it was knowing that this would be the ultimate fate of his beloved Downlands that made Andrew so resent the intrusion of Agnes and her family. He could not have felt as put out as poor Sara though. The Christmas supplies had not yet been delivered and the pantry held only the usual frugal amount for those present in the house.

  “It’ll be dinner in the dining room tonight and there’s precious little in the cupboard,” she thought fretfully as she announced the guests to an astonished and vastly irritated Mrs. Clarke and then hurried off to let Rose know the news.

  “Oh, Mama, darling!” said Agnes, sweeping into the parlour after Sara and startling the old lady who was seated close by the fire, reading a book and almost lost in a huge, sagging armchair.  Mrs Clarke took off her spectacles and frowned at the intruders much in the manner of her grandson, Andrew, who now lurked on the stairs with no anxiety to join his relations yet curious to hear what they had to say.

  “You don’t look pleased to see us at all,” said Agnes giving Mrs. Clarke a huge kiss which the old lady wiped away at once with a pucker of her lips.  She hated demonstrations and Agnes was always so demonstrative.

  “I didn’t expect you till Thursday,” the old lady said frostily, “what d’you mean by descending like this without even a word?  Why didn’t you telephone?  I haven’t a thing in the house and it’s far too late in the day to call up Simmonds the butcher.  It is most uncivil of you Agnes.”

  “Mama!  And I thought you’d be so pleased.  Why, Henry has a few extra days off and we felt we’d come down a bit earlier as a surprise, you know.  Isn’t it a surprise?  Isn’t it?  Don’t worry about the food.  We’ve brought plenty of things with us for Christmas.”

  Agnes as always had come fully prepared for she knew well the frugality of her mother’s table, even at Christmas-tide and Henry, who found it hard to survive in such a tee-total atmosphere, always brought a few bottles of brandy with him.  Mrs. Clarke had no objection to alcohol.  It reminded her of her late husband, Professor Clarke, when she saw Henry settling down after dinner with his brandy and his cigar.  It always brought a smile to her lips, pleasant, tender memories.

  “There, Mama dear, I knew you’d be glad to see us,” sweetly smiled Agnes as she fussed with her mother’s shawl, drawing it about her shoulders and making the old lady fidget crossly but feel pleased nonetheless.  

  “Oh, God, it’s so cold in here and you’re always sitting in the dark.  Mama, honestly…you’re not that poor!  Do put on the lights before it gets pitch dark.”

  For Mrs. Clarke always insisted on waiting till it was really dark and impossible to see anything before putting on the electric lights, yet another of her economical measures which came partly from a nature frugal in itself and partly from the deprivations of the war years.  As always, Agnes ignored these mandates and turned on all the lamps in the room.  

  “You’ll catch a death of cold, Mama, you really do need looking after.  Henry, put some more logs on the fire and get a blaze up.”

  “Nonsense!” said Mrs. Clarke, “it isn’t cold at all.  It’s you who need looking after.  You’ve hardly got on any clothes, no wonder you’re cold.  Really, you young women wear so little on nowadays.”

  Henry Patterwood who had followed Agnes into the room now shook hands dutifully with his mother-in-law and complied with his wife’s request that the fire be poked into a blaze. Then Henry stood before the fire blocking it off from everyone in the room, hands clasped behind his back, nodding and smiling benignly on all and sundry.  He was a tall, beefy man with a reddish complexion and an unhealthy look about him due to his fondness for drink.  His face had the puffed up look of someone whose veins ran with brandy instead of blood. 

  “And where is my dear boy…..where is Reginald?” asked Grandma Clarke.   

  Andrew from his hiding place at the top of the stairs suddenly felt his heart rise up in him like some black monster that threatened to choke him.  Grandma never spoke to him in that tender tone, the voice wheedling and flattering.  He was glad she didn’t for he would have thought her silly but at the same time he was jealous of her preference for his fair cousin.  Reggie was beautiful, there was no denying it, a fair Apollo, soft, tender, blue eyes like a woman’s, blonde hair that fell in locks across his forehead despite the careful brushing and centre parting, figure tall, slender, graceful.  He was everything Andrew was not.  

  “Grandma!” said Reggie as if in echo of his mother and he came over to the old lady and took her hand and kissed it with an air of gallantry that many would have felt to be ridiculous but which pleased the old lady mightily as he had known it would. 

  She looked upon the young man with a fond eye.  He was so like her Richard; yes, so like dear, dear Richard!  In this young man was an incarnation of her eternally handsome and youthful son, lost in his bloom, lost in that terrible war.  The down of a blonde moustache now forming on the upper lip completed the likeness and she almost caught her breath and looked at the boy with awe for the likeness was so similar.   No one else seemed to notice but Andrew had understood long ago just why Grandma so loved Reggie.  Yet surely Grandma failed to see that despite the uncanny similarity there was something missing in the look of Reggie’s eyes and that mouth as soft as a girl’s.  Uncle Richard’s face had shown character and strength, unlike Reggie’s.   

  “Are you expecting Dot and her husband this year?” asked Agnes who, having shooed off Henry, seated herself as near to the fire as she could without setting herself ablaze.

  “They are coming Thursday.  Andrew is already here.  Where can he be, I wonder?  He must have heard the commotion…”

  Andrew sank deeper into the shadows of the hallway for he had no wish to join the company.  His Aunt and Uncle were always civil but cold and treated him as if he was an inferior.  

  “He comes from a country of brigands, for goodness sakes!” Agnes would say in a loud, disparaging whisper and he knew she meant him to hear her, “we only have Dot’s word for it that his father was an officer and a gentleman.  That boy is so wilful and passionate!  It just doesn’t matter what school you send him to, he’ll never be an English gentleman!”

