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THE CAZALET FAMILY AND THEIR SERVANTS

William Cazalet, known as the Brig

Kitty Barlow, known as the Duchy (his wife)

Rachel, their unmarried daughter

Hugh Cazalet, eldest son

Sybil Carter (his wife)

Polly

Simon

William, known as Wills

Edward Cazalet, second son

Viola, known as Villy (his wife)
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Clarissa, known as Clary
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Peggy and Bertha (housemaids)

Dotty (kitchenmaid)

Tonbridge (chauffeur)

McAlpine (gardener)

Wren (groom)

Billy (gardener’s boy)

Nanny

Inge (German maid)

Emily (cook)

Phyllis (parlourmaid)

Edna (housemaid)

Nanny

Edie (daily help in the country)

Ellen (nurse)




PART ONE




LANSDOWNE ROAD

1937

The day began at five to seven when the alarm clock (given to Phyllis by her mother when she started service) went off and on and on and on until she quenched it. Edna, in the other creaking iron bed, groaned and heaved over, hunching herself against the wall; even in summer she hated getting up, and in the winter Phyllis sometimes had to haul the bedclothes off her. Phyllis sat up, unclipped her hairnet and began undoing her curlers: it was her half day, and she’d washed her hair. She got out of bed, picked the eiderdown off the floor where it had fallen in the night and drew the curtains. Sunlight refurbished the room – making toffee of the linoleum, turning the chips on the white enamel washstand jug slate blue. She unbuttoned her winceyette nightdress and washed as her mother had taught her to do: face, hands and – circumspectly – under her arms with a flannel dipped in the cold water. ‘Get a move on,’ she said to Edna. She poured her slops into the pail and began to dress. She removed her nightdress and, in her underclothes, slipped on her dark green cotton morning dress. She put her cap over her unbrushed-out sausage curls, and tied the apron round her waist. Edna, who washed much less in the mornings, managed to dress while still half in bed – a relic of the winter (there was no heat in the room and they never in their lives opened the window). By ten past seven they were both ready to descend quietly through the sleeping household. Phyllis stopped on the first floor and opened a bedroom door. She drew the curtains and heard the budgerigar shifting impatiently in his cage.

‘Miss Louise! It’s a quarter past seven.’

‘Oh, Phyllis!’

‘You asked me to call you.’

‘Is it a nice day?’

‘It’s ever so sunny.’

‘Take Ferdie’s cloth off.’

‘If I don’t, you’ll get up all the quicker.’

In the kitchen (the basement), Edna had already put on the kettle and was setting their cups on the scrubbed table. Two pots of tea were to be made: the dark brown one with stripes for the maids, and a cup taken up by Edna for Emily, the cook, and the white Minton now set out on a tray with its matching cups and saucers, milk jug and sugar bowl for upstairs. The early-morning tea for Mr and Mrs Cazalet was Phyllis’s job. She would then collect all the coffee cups and glasses from the drawing room, which Edna would have started to air and clean. First, however, there was their own scalding cup of strong Indian. It was China for upstairs which Emily said she couldn’t even abide the smell of, let alone drink. They drank it standing, before the sugar was even stirred to melting point.

‘How’s your spot?’

Phyllis felt the side of her nose cautiously.

‘Seems to be going down a bit. Good thing I didn’t squeeze it.’

‘I told you.’ Edna, who did not have them, was the authority on spots; her advice, copious, free and contrary, was, all the same, comforting: it showed an interest, Phyllis felt.

‘Well, this won’t make us millionaires.’

Nothing would, Edna thought gloomily, and even though she had troubles with her complexion, Phyllis had all the luck. Edna thought Mr Cazalet was lovely really, and she never saw him in his pyjamas like Phyllis did every morning.

The moment Phyllis had shut the door, Louise jumped out of bed and took the bird’s cloth off his cage. He hopped about in mock alarm, but she knew that he was pleased. Her room, which faced the back garden, got a little of the morning sun, which she felt was good for him, and his cage was on the table in front of the window beside the goldfish tank. The room was small and crammed with her possessions: her theatre programmes, the rosettes and two very small cups she had won at gymkhanas, her photograph albums, her little boxwood chest with shallow drawers in which she kept her shell collection, her china animals on the mantelpiece, her knitting on the chest of drawers together with her precious tangee lipstick that looked bright orange but came out pink on the mouth, Pond’s cold cream and a tin of Californian Poppy talc powder, her best tennis racquet and, above all, her books that ranged from Winnie-the-Pooh to her newest and most prized acquisitions, two Phaidon Press volumes of reproductions of Holbein and Van Gogh, currently her two favourite painters. There was a chest of drawers filled with clothes that she mostly never wore, and a desk – given her by her father for her last birthday – made of English oak from a log that had proved to have a uniquely unusual grain, and contained her most secret treasures: a photograph of John Gielgud that had been signed, her jewellery, a very thin packet of letters from her brother Teddy written from school (of a sporting and facetious nature, but the only letters she possessed from a boy), and her collection of sealing wax – probably, she thought, the largest in the country. The room also contained a large old chest filled with dressing-up clothes – her mother’s cast-off evening dresses, beaded tubes, chiffon and satin, stamped velvet jackets, gauzy, faintly Oriental scarves and shawls from some earlier time, dirty, teasing feather boas, a hand-embroidered Chinese robe, brought back by some relative from his travels, and sateen trousers and tunics – stuff made for family plays. When you opened it the chest smelled of very old scent and mothballs and excitement – this last a faintly metallic smell which came, Louise thought, from the quantity of tarnished gold and silver threadwork on some of the garments. Dressing up and acting was a winter thing; now it was July and very nearly the endless, wonderful summer holidays. She dressed in a linen tunic and an Aertex shirt – scarlet, her favourite – and went out to take Derry for his walk.

Derry was not her dog. She was not allowed to have one, and, partly as a way of keeping up her resentment about this, she took a neighbouring and very ancient bull terrier for a walk round the block each morning. The other part of taking him was that the house he lived in fascinated her. It was very large – you could see it from her back garden – but it was utterly unlike her house or, indeed, the house of any of her friends. There were no children in it. The manservant who let her in to collect Derry always went away to fetch him which gave her time to wander through the black and white marble hall to the open double doors of a gallery that looked down onto the drawing room. Every morning this room was in a state of luxurious after-a-party disorder: it smelled of Egyptian cigarettes – like the ones Aunt Rachel smoked – and it was always filled with flowers, smelly ones – hyacinths in spring, lilies now, carnations and roses in winter; it was littered with coloured silk cushions and there were dozens of glasses, open boxes of chocolates and sometimes card tables with packs of cards and scoring pads with tasselled pencils. It was always twilit, with creamy silk curtains half drawn. She felt that the owners – whom she never saw – were fantastically rich, probably foreign and possibly pretty decadent.

Derry, reputed to be thirteen which made him ninety-one according to the Dog Table of Ages that she had made, was quite boring to take for a walk as he was only up to a ramble with frequent and interminable stops at a succession of lamp posts, but she liked having a dog on a lead, could smile at people in a proprietary way that would make them think he was hers, and she lived in hope of finding that one of the occupants of the house or their decadent friends might actually have passed out in the drawing room so that she could examine them. It had to be a short walk because she was supposed to practise for an hour until breakfast at a quarter to nine, and before that she had to have a cold bath because Dad said it was so good for you. She was fourteen, and sometimes she felt quite young and ready for anything, but sometimes she felt languid with age – exhausted when it came to doing anything that was expected of her.

After she had returned Derry, she met the milkman, whose pony Peggy she knew well because she’d grown grass for her on a bit of flannel as Peggy never got to the country and anybody who’d read Black Beauty knew how awful it was for horses never being in fields.

‘Glorious day,’ Mr Pierce remarked, as she stroked Peggy’s nose.

‘Yes, isn’t it.’

‘Full many a glorious morning have I seen,’ she muttered when she was past him. When she married, her husband would find her quite remarkable because she could think of a Shakespeare quotation for anything – anything at all that happened. On the other hand, she might not marry anybody because Polly said that sex was very boring and you couldn’t really go in for marriage without it. Unless Polly was wrong, of course; she often was, and Louise had noticed that she said things were boring when she was against them. ‘You don’t know the first thing about it, George,’ she added. Her father called everyone he didn’t know George – all men, that is, and it was one of his favourite phrases. She rang the front-door bell three times so that Phyllis would know it was her. ‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediment.’ It sounded a bit grudging, but noble as well. If only she was Egyptian she could marry Teddy like the Pharaohs did and, after all, Cleopatra was the result of six generations of incest, whatever incest might be. The worst drawback about not going to a school was that you knew quite different things and she’d made the stupid mistake in the Christmas holidays of pretending to her cousin Nora, who did go to school, that sex was old hat which meant that she hadn’t found anything out at all. Just as she was about to ring again, Phyllis opened the door.

‘Louise might come in.’

‘Nonsense. She’ll be out with the dog.’ Before she could say anything else, he put his mouth, edged on its upper rim with his bristling moustache, upon hers. After a moment of this, she pulled up her nightdress and he was upon her. ‘Darling Villy,’ he said three times before he came. He’d never been able to cope with Viola. When he had finished he gave a deep sigh, took his hand from her left breast and kissed her throat.

‘China tea. I don’t know how you manage always to smell of violets and Chinatea. All right?’ he added. He always asked that.

‘Lovely.’ She called it a white lie to herself, and over the years it had come to have an almost cosy ring. Of course she loved him, so what else could she say? Sex was for men, after all. Women, nice women anyway, were not expected to care for it, but her own mother had intimated (the only time she had ever even remotely touched upon the subject) that it was the gravest possible mistake ever to refuse one’s husband. So she had never refused him and if, eighteen years ago, she had suffered some shock accompanied by acute pain when she discovered what actually happened, practice had dissolved these feelings into those merely of a patient distaste, and at the same time it was a way of proving her love which she felt must be right.

‘Run me a bath, darling,’ she called as he left the room.

‘I’ll do that thing.’

She tried a second cup of tea, but it was cold so she got up and opened the large mahogany wardrobe to decide what to wear. She had to take Nanny and Lydia to Daniel Neal for summer clothes in the morning, and then she was lunching with Hermione Knebworth and going back to her shop afterwards to see if she could pick up an evening dress or two – at this time of year Hermione usually had things that she was selling off before everybody went away for the summer. Then she must go and see Mummy because she hadn’t managed it yesterday, but she wouldn’t have to stay long because she had to get back to change for the theatre and dinner with the Warings. But one could not go to Hermione’s shop without at least trying to look smart. She decided on the oatmeal linen edged with marina-blue corded ribbon that she’d bought there last year.

The life I lead, she thought (it was not a new idea, rather a reiteration), is the one that is expected for me: what the children expect, and Mummy always expected, and, of course, what Edward expects. It is what happens to people who marry and most people don’t marry someone so handsome and so nice as Edward. But removing the idea of choice – or choice after a very early date – in her conduct added the desirable dimension of duty: she was a serious person condemned to a shallower way of life than her temperament could have dealt with (if things had been very different). She was not unhappy – it was just that she could have been much more.

As she crossed the landing to her husband’s large dressing room that contained their bath, she heard Lydia on the top floor shouting at Nanny, which meant that her pigtails were being done. Below her, a C major exercise of von Bulow began on the piano. Louise was practising.

The dining room had French windows that looked onto the garden. It was furnished with the essentials: a set of eight beautiful Chippendale chairs, given to them by Edward’s father when they married, a large koko wood table at present covered with a white cloth, a sideboard with electric heaters on which were kidneys, scrambled eggs, tomatoes and bacon, cream-coloured walls, some pictures made of coloured wood veneers, and sconces (mock Adam) with little half-shell lampshades, a gas fire in the fireplace and a battered old leather chair in which Louise loved to curl up and read. The general effect was ugly in a subdued kind of way, but nobody noticed it at all, except Louise who thought it was dull.

Lydia sat with her knife and fork poised like Tower Bridge opening while Nan chopped up tomato and bacon. ‘If you give me kidney, I’ll spit it out,’ she had remarked earlier. A good deal of early-morning conversation with Nan consisted of threats from either side, but since neither called one another’s bluff it was difficult to know what the consequences might ever have been if either had gone through with them. As it was, Lydia knew perfectly well that Nan wouldn’t dream of cancelling the visit to Daniel Neal, and Nan knew that Lydia would not dream of spitting out kidney or anything else in front of Daddy. He, Daddy, had bent over her to kiss the top of her head as he did every morning and she smelled his lovely woody smell mixed with lavender water. Now he sat at the head of the table with a large plate of everything in front of him and the Telegraph propped against the marmalade dish. Kidneys were nothing to him. He slashed them and the horrible awful blood ran out and he mopped it up with fried bread. She drank some of her milk very noisily to make him look up. In winter he ate poor dead birds he had shot: partridges and pheasants with little black scrunched-up claws. He didn’t look up, but Nan seized her mug and put it out of reach. ‘Eat your breakfast,’ she said in the special quiet voice she used at mealtimes in the dining room.

Mummy came in. She smiled her lovely smile at Lydia, and came round the table to kiss her. She smelled of hay and some kind of flower that made Lydia feel like sneezing but not quite. She had lovely curly hair but with bits of white in it that were worrying because Lydia wanted her never to be dead which people with white hair could easily be.

Mummy said, ‘Where’s Louise?’, which was silly really, because you could still hear her practising.

Nan said, ‘I’ll tell her.’

‘Thank you, Nan. Perhaps the drawing-room clock has stopped.’

Mummy had Grape Nuts and coffee and toast for breakfast with her own little tiny pot of cream. She was opening her post which was letters that came through the front door and skidded over the polished floor in the hall. Lydia had had post once: on her last birthday when she was six. She had also ridden on an elephant, had tea in her milk and worn her first pair of lace-up outdoor shoes. She thought it had been the best day in her life, which was saying a lot, because she’d already lived through so many days. The piano-playing had stopped and Louise came in followed by Nan. She loved Louise who was terrifically old and wore stockings in winter.

Now Lou was saying, ‘You’re going out to lunch, Mummy, I can tell from your clothes.’

‘Yes, darling, but I’ll be back to see you before Daddy and I go out.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘We’re going to the theatre.’

‘What are you going to?’

‘A play called The Apple Cart. By George Bernard Shaw.’

‘Lucky you!’

Edward looked up from his paper. ‘Who are we going with?’

‘The Warings. We’re dining with them first; seven sharp. Black tie.’

‘Tell Phyllis to put my things out for me.’

‘I never go to the theatre.’

‘Louise! That’s not true. You always go at Christmas. And for your birthday treat.’

‘Treats don’t count. I mean I don’t go as a normal thing. If it’s going to be my career, I ought to go.’

Villy took no notice. She was looking at the front page of The Times. ‘Oh dear. Mollie Strangways’s mother has died.’

Lydia said, ‘How old was she?’

Villy looked up. ‘I don’t know, darling. I expect she was quite old.’

‘Was her hair gone quite white?’

Louise said, ‘How do they know which people who die to put in The Times? I bet far more people die in the world than would go on one page. How do they choose who to put?’

Her father said, ‘They don’t choose. People who want to put it in pay.’

‘If you were the King, would you have to pay?’

‘No – he’s different.’

Lydia, who had stopped eating, asked, ‘How old do people live?’ But she said it very quietly and nobody seemed to have heard her.

Villy, who had got up to pour herself more coffee, noticed Edward’s cup and refilled it now saying, ‘It’s Phyllis’s day off, so I’ll do your clothes. Try not to be back too late.’

‘How old do mothers live?’

Seeing her daughter’s face Villy said quickly, ‘For ages. Think of my mother – and Daddy’s. They’re awfully old and they’re both fine.’

‘Of course, you could always get murdered – that can happen at any age. Think of Tybalt. And the Princes in the Tower.’

‘What’s murdered? Louise, what’s murdered?’

‘Or drowned at sea. Shipwrecked,’ she added dreamily. She was longing to be shipwrecked.

‘Louise, do shut up. Can’t you see you’re upsetting her?’

But it was too late. Lydia had burst into gasping sobs. Villy picked her up and hugged her. Louise felt hot and sulky with shame.

‘There, my duck. You’ll see I’ll live to be terribly terribly old, and you’ll be quite grown up and have great big children like you who wear lace-up shoes—’

‘And riding jackets?’ She was still sobbing but she wanted a riding jacket – tweed, with a divided back and pockets to wear when she was riding her horses – and this seemed a good moment to get it.

‘We’ll see.’ She put Lydia back on the chair and Nan said, ‘Finish your milk.’ She was thirsty, so she did.

Edward, who had frowned at Louise, now said, ‘What about me? Don’t you want me to live for ever, too?’

‘Not so much. I do want you to.’

Louise said, ‘Well, I want you to. When you’re over eighty, I’ll wheel you about toothless and dribbling in a bath chair.’

This made her father roar with laughter as she had hoped and put her back into favour.


‘I shall look forward to every moment.’ He got to his feet and, carrying his paper, left the room.

Lydia said, ‘He’s gone to the lavatory. To do his big job.’

‘That’ll do,’ said Nanny sharply. ‘We don’t talk about things like that at mealtimes.’

Lydia stared at Louise; her eyes were expressionless, but her mouth made silent turkey gobbling movements. Louise, as she was meant to, started laughing.


‘Children, children,’ said Villy weakly. Lydia was killing sometimes, but Nanny’s amour propre must be considered.

‘Go upstairs, darling. Now – we’re going out soon.’

‘What time do you want us, madam?’

‘I should think about ten, Nanny.’

‘See my horses.’ Lydia had wriggled off her chair and rushed to the French windows, which Louise opened for her.

‘You come.’ She seized Louise’s hand.

Her horses were tied to the railings in the back garden. They were long sticks of different colours: a piece of plane tree was the piebald; a silvery stick was the grey; a piece of beech collected from Sussex was the bay. They all had elaborate halters made of bits of string, grass mowings in flower pots beside each one and their names in coloured chalk on pieces of cardboard. Lydia untied the grey and started cantering about the garden. Every now and then she gave a clumsy little jump and admonished her mount. ‘You mustn’t buck so much.’

‘Watch me riding,’ she called. ‘Lou! Watch me!’

But Louise, who was afraid of Nan’s displeasure and in any case had nearly an hour before Miss Milliment arrived and wanted to finish Persuasion, simply said, ‘I have. I did watch you,’ and went – as bad as a grown-up.

Edward, having kissed Villy in the hall, been handed his grey Homburg by Phyllis – at other times of the year she always helped him into his overcoat – picked up his copy of the Timber Trades Journal and let himself out. In front of the house the Buick, black and gleaming, awaited him. There was the usual glimpse of Bracken filling the driver’s seat, immobile as a waxwork, before, reacting to Edward’s appearance as though he had been shot, he leapt from the car and was looming over the back door which he opened for Edward.

‘Morning, Bracken.’

‘Good morning, sir.’

‘The wharf.’

‘Very good, sir.’

After this exchange – the same every morning, unless Edward wanted to go anywhere else – no more was said. Edward settled himself comfortably and began idly turning the pages of his journal, but he was not reading it, he was reviewing his day. A couple of hours in the office, dealing with mail, then he’d have a look and see how the samples of veneer from the elm they had bought from the piles of the old Waterloo Bridge were getting on. The wood had been drying for a year now, but they had started cutting last week, and now, at last, they would discover whether the Old Man’s hunch about it had been right or a disaster. It was exciting. Then he’d got a lunch at his club with a couple of blokes from the Great Western Railway which would, he was pretty sure, result in a substantial order for mahogany. A directors’ meeting in the afternoon, the Old Man, and his brother – sign his letters – and then there might be time to have a cup of tea with Denise Ramsay, who had the twin advantages of a husband frequently abroad on business and no children. But like all advantages, this cut both ways; she was a little too free and was therefore a little too much in love with him; after all, it was never meant to be a serious Thing – as she called it. There might not turn out to be time to see her since he had to get back to change for the theatre.

If anyone had ever asked him if he was in love with his wife, Edward would have said of course he was. He would not have added that, in spite of eighteen years of relative happiness and comfort and three splendid children, Villy did not really like the bed side of life. This was quite common in wives – one poor fellow at the club, Martyn Slocombe-Jones, had once confided to him late at night after a game of billiards and rather a lot of excellent port that his wife hated it so much that she’d only let him do it when she wanted a baby. She was a damned attractive woman, too, and a wonderful wife, as Martyn had said. In other ways. They had five children, and Martyn didn’t think she was going to wear a sixth. Rotten for him. When Edward had suggested that he find consolation elsewhere, Martyn had simply gazed at him with mournful brown eyes and said, ‘But I’m in love with her, old boy, always have been. Never looked at anyone else. You know how it is.’ And Edward, who didn’t, said of course he did. That conversation had warned him off Marcia Slocombe-Jones anyhow. It didn’t matter, because although he could have gone for her there were so many other girls to go for. How lucky he was! To have come back from France not only alive, but relatively unscathed! In winter, his chest played him up a bit due to living in trenches where the gas had hung about for weeks, but otherwise … Since then he’d come back, gone straight into the family firm, met Villy at a party, married her as soon as her contract with the ballet company she was with expired and as soon as she’d agreed to the Old Man’s dictate that her career should stop from then on. ‘Can’t marry a gal whose head’s full of something else. If marriage isn’t the woman’s career, it won’t be a good marriage.’

His attitude was thoroughly Victorian, of course, but all the same, there was quite a lot to be said for it. Whenever Edward looked at his own mother, which he did infrequently but with great affection, he saw her as the perfect reflection of his father’s attitude: a woman who had serenely fulfilled all her family responsibilities and at the same time retained her youthful enthusiasms – for her garden that she adored and for music. At over seventy, she was quite capable of playing double concertos with professionals. Unable to discriminate between the darker, more intricate veins of temperament that distinguish one person from another, he could not really see why Villy should not be as happy and fulfilled as the Duchy. (His mother’s Victorian reputation for plain living – nothing rich in food and no frills or pretensions about her own appearance or her household’s had long ago earned her the nickname of Duchess – shortened by her own children to Duch, and lengthened by her grandchildren to Duchy.) Well, he had never prevented Villy from having interests: her charities, her riding and skiing, her crazes for learning the most various musical instruments, her handicrafts – spinning, weaving and so on – and when he thought of his brothers’ wives – Sybil was too highbrow for him and Zoë too demanding – he felt that he had not done too badly …

Louise’s cousin, Polly Cazalet, arrived half an hour early for lessons because she and Louise had been making face cream out of white of egg, chopped parsley, witch hazel and a drop of cochineal to make it pinkish. It was called Wonder Cream and Polly had made beautiful labels which were to be stuck onto the various jars they had collected from their mothers. The cream was in a pudding basin in the garden shed. They were planning to sell it to the aunts and cousins and to Phyllis at a lower price because they knew she hadn’t got much money. The jars had to be different prices anyway as they were mostly different sizes and shapes. They had been washed by Louise and were also in the garden shed. It was all kept there because Louise had stolen six eggs from the larder as well as the egg whisk when Emily was out shopping. They had given some of the yolks to Louise’s tortoise, who had not liked them very much, even when mixed with dandelions (his favourite food) from Polly’s garden.

‘It’s looks funny to me.’

They looked at it again – willing it to be nicer.

‘I don’t think the cochineal was a very good idea – it was a bit green.’

‘Cochineal makes things pink, you fool.’

Polly blushed. ‘I know,’ she lied. ‘The trouble is, it’s gone all runny.’

‘That won’t stop it being good for the skin. Anyway, it’ll go stiffer in time.’ Polly put the spoon she had brought for potting into the mixture. ‘The green isn’t the parsley; it’s got a sort of crust on it.’

‘You get that.’

‘Do you?’

‘Of course. Think of Devonshire cream.’

‘Do you think we should just try it on our faces before we sell it?’

‘Stop fussing. You stick on the labels and I’ll pot. The labels are awfully good,’ she added and Polly blushed again. The labels said ‘Wonder Cream’ and underneath, ‘Apply generously at night. You will be astonished at the change in your appearance.’ Some of the jars were too small for them.

Miss Milliment arrived before they had finished. They pretended not to hear the bell, but Phyllis came out to tell them.

‘No good selling her any,’ Louise muttered.

‘I thought you said—’

‘I don’t mean her. I mean Miss M.’

‘Lord, no. Coals to Newcastle.’ Polly often got things wrong.

‘Coals to Newcastle would mean Miss M was as beautiful as the day.’ This made them both double up laughing.

Miss Milliment, a kind and exceedingly intelligent woman, had a face, as Louise had once remarked, like a huge old toad. When her mother had reprimanded her for being unkind, Louise had retorted that she liked toads, but she had known that this was a dishonest reply because a face that was perfectly acceptable for a toad was not actually much good on a person. After that, Miss Milliment’s – certainly astonishing – appearance was only discussed in private with Polly and between them they had invented a life of unrelieved tragedy, or rather lives, since they did not agree upon Miss Milliment’s probable misfortunes. An undisputed fact about her was her antiquity: she had been Villy’s governess who had admitted that she had seemed old then and, goodness knows, that was ages ago. She said ‘chymist’ and of course ‘chymistry’ and once told Louise that she had picked wild roses in the Cromwell Road when young. She smelled of stale hot old clothes especially noticeable when they kissed her, which Louise, as a kind of penance, had made herself do ever since the toad remark. She lived in Stoke Newington and came five mornings a week to teach them for three hours and on Fridays she stayed to lunch. Today she was wearing her bottle-green lock-knit jersey suit and a small, bottle-green straw hat with petersham ribbon, which sat just above her very tight, greasy bun of grey hair. They began the morning, as they always did, by reading Shakespeare aloud for an hour and a half.

Today was the last two acts of Othello and Louise was reading him. Polly, who preferred the women’s parts – not seeming to realise that they weren’t the best – was Desdemona, and Miss Milliment was Iago and Emilia and everybody else. Louise, who secretly read ahead of the lessons, had learned Othello’s last speech by heart, which was just as well because the moment she got to

… I pray you in your letters,

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

Nor set down aught in malice

tears rushed to her eyes and she would not have been able to read. At the end, Polly said, ‘Are people like that?’

‘Like what, Polly?’

‘Like Iago, Miss Milliment.’

‘I don’t suppose there are very many of them. Of course, there may be more than we know, because each Iago has to find an Othello for his wickedness.’

‘Like Mrs Simpson and King Edward?’

‘Of course not. Polly, you are stupid! The King was in love with Mrs Simpson – it’s completely different. He gave everything up for her and he could have given her up for everything.’

Polly, blushing, muttered, ‘Mr Baldwin could be Iago, he could be.’

Miss Milliment, in her oil-on-the-waters voice, said, ‘We cannot really compare the two situations, although it was certainly an interesting idea of yours, Polly, to try. Now I think we had better do our geography. I am looking forward to your map you were going to draw for me. Will you fetch the atlas, Louise?’

‘I think that is rather you.’

‘It is lovely. It’s just that I’ve never worn this colour.’

Villy was arrayed in one of Hermione’s bargains: a dress of lime green chiffon, the bodice cut in a low V edged with gold beads and a little pleated cape that floated from the beaded shoulder straps. The skirt was simply cut in cunning gores that lay flat on her slim hips and flared out to a tremendous floating skirt.

‘I think you look divine in it. Let’s ask Miss MacDonald what she thinks.’

Miss MacDonald instantly materialised. She was a lady of indeterminate age – always dressed in a grey pinstriped flannel skirt and a tussore silk blouse. She was devoted to Hermione, and ran the shop for her during Hermione’s frequent absences. Hermione led a mysterious life composed of parties, weekends, hunting in winter and doing up various amusing flats she bought in Mayfair and let at exorbitant rents to people she met at parties. Everybody was in love with her: her reputation rested upon the broad front of universal adulation. Whoever the current lover might be was lost in a crowd of apparently desperate, apparently hopeless suitors. She was not beautiful, but invariably glamorous and groomed and her drawl concealed a first-class brain and a reckless courage in the hunting field or indeed anywhere else that it was required of her. Edward’s brother Hugh had been in love with her during the war – was reputed to have been one of the twenty-one men who had proposed to her during that period – but she had married Knebworth and, shortly after the birth of her son, had divorced him. She was good with men’s wives, but genuinely fond of Villy for whom she always made special knockdown prices.

Villy, standing in a kind of trance in the diaphanous frock that seemed to have turned her into some fragile, exotic stranger, realised that Miss MacDonald was registering appreciation.

‘Might have been made for you, Mrs Cazalet.’

‘The midnight blue would be more useful.’

‘Oh, Lady Knebworth! What about the café-au-lait lace?’


‘That’s brilliant of you, Miss MacDonald. Do fetch it.’ The moment that Villy saw the coffee lace she knew that she wanted it. She wanted all of them, and them included a wine-coloured moiré with huge puff sleeves made of ribbon rosettes that she had tried on earlier.

‘It’s utter agony, isn’t it?’ Hermione had already decided that Villy, who had come in for two frocks, should buy three of them, and knowing Villy, it was essential that she should forgo one. Stage whispers ensued.

‘How much are they?’

‘Miss MacDonald, how much?’

‘The moiré is twenty, the chiffon is fifteen, the lace and the midnight blue crêpe could be sixteen each. Isn’t that right, Lady Knebworth?’

There was a brief silence while Villy tried and failed to add things up. ‘I can’t have four, anyway. It’s out of the question.’

‘I think,’ said Hermione consideredly, ‘that the blue is a bit on the obvious side for you, but the others are all perfect. Supposing we made the moiré and the lace fifteen each, and threw in the chiffon for ten? How much does that come to, Miss MacDonald?’ (She knew perfectly well, but she also knew that Villy was bad at sums.)

‘That comes to forty, Lady Knebworth.’

And before she knew it, Villy had said, ‘I’ll take them. It’s wicked of me, but I can’t resist it. They’re all so ravishing. Goodness, I don’t know what Edward will say.’

‘He’ll adore you in them. Have them packed, Miss MacDonald, I’m sure Mrs Cazalet will want to take them with her.’

‘I shall wear one tonight. Thank you so much, Hermione.’

In the taxi going to Mummy, she thought, I’m really ashamed of myself. I never used to buy a dress for more than five pounds. But they’ll last for ever and I’m sick of wearing the same things. We do go out a lot, she added almost as though she was arguing with someone else, and I was fearfully good about the January sales. I only bought linen for the house. And I only bought Lydia things that she needed – except the riding jacket, and she wanted that so much. Shopping with Lydia had been a tearful business. She hated having her feet X-rayed in new shoes.

‘I don’t want nasty green feet!’ and then she wept because Nan said she wasn’t old enough for a riding jacket, and then she wept because Nan wouldn’t let her wear it home on the bus. They had bought Chilprufe vests for next winter, two pairs of shoes, a pleated navy serge skirt on a liberty bodice and a dear little jacket made of velveteen to go with it. A linen hat for summer and four pairs of white cotton socks had completed their purchases. Lydia only really wanted the jacket. She wanted stockings like Lou instead of socks which were babyish, and she wanted a scarlet velvet jacket instead of the navy blue one. She did not like her indoor shoes because they had a strap and a button instead of laces. Villy felt that she deserved a treat after all that. There was still Louise to do, and Teddy when he got back from school, although he wouldn’t need much. She looked at the three wonderful dress boxes that contained her booty and started trying to decide which she would wear for the theatre.

As it was such a fine day, Miss Milliment walked to Notting Hill Gate to have her lunch in the ABC. She had a tomato sandwich and a cup of tea, and then, because she still felt hungry, a custard tart. So lunch cost nearly a shilling which was more than she knew she should spend. She read The Times during her lunch, saving the crossword for the long train journey home. Her landlady provided her with an adequate evening meal and toast and tea for breakfast. She sometimes wished that she could afford a wireless for the evenings, because her eyes did not stand up to all the reading she found herself having recourse to. Since her father – a retired clergyman – had died she had always lived in digs, as she put it. On the whole she did not mind very much, she had never been the domestic type. Years ago the man she had thought she was going to marry had died in the Boer War and her grief had eventually tempered into a humble acceptance that she would not have made a very comfortable home for him. Now, she taught; a godsend it had been when Viola had written and asked her to teach Louise and subsequently her cousin Polly. Until that happened she had begun to feel quite desperate: the money her father had left her just provided a roof over her head, but nothing else at all, and she had ended by not having the fare to get to the National Gallery, not to speak of those exhibitions that one had to pay to get into. Pictures were her passion – particularly the French Impressionists, and of them, Cézanne was her god. She sometimes reflected with a tinge of irony that it was odd that so many people had described her as ‘no oil painting’. She was, in fact, one of the ugliest people she had ever seen in her life, but once she was sure of this she ignored her appearance. She clothed herself by covering her body with whatever came to hand cheapest and most easily; she bathed once a week (the landlady charged extra for baths) and she had taken over her father’s steel-rimmed spectacle frames that served her very well. Laundry was either difficult or expensive so her clothes were not very clean. In the evenings she read philosophy and poetry and books about the history of art, and at weekends she looked at pictures. Looked! She stared, stayed, revisited a picture until it was absorbed into those secret parts of her bulky being that made memory, which then digested into spiritual nourishment. Truth – the beauty of it, the way that it could sometimes transcend the ordinary appearance of things – moved and excited her; inside, she was a paradise of appreciation. The five pounds a week that she earned from teaching the two girls enabled her to see all that she had time to see and save a little against the years when Louise and Polly would no longer require her. At seventy-three she would be unlikely to get another job. She was lonely, and entirely used to it. She left tuppence for the waitress and, trotting lightly, zigzagged her shortsighted way to the Tube.

Phyllis began her half day by going to Ponting’s. There was a summer sale on and she needed stockings. She also enjoyed a good look round although she knew this would mean that she would be sorely tempted to buy something – a blouse, or a summer dress that she did not need. She walked over Campden Hill to Kensington High Street to save the fare. She was a country girl and the walk was nothing to her. She wore her summer coat (pale grey slub) and skirt, the blouse Mrs Cazalet had given her for Christmas, and a straw hat that she had had for ages and retrimmed from time to time. She had grey cotton gloves and her handbag. Phyllis earned thirty-eight pounds a year and she sent her mother ten shillings a month. She had been engaged for four years now to the under-gardener on the estate where her father had been gamekeeper until his arthritis forced his retirement. Being engaged to Ted had become part of the landscape of her life: it was no longer exciting – never had been, really, because they had known from the start that they would not be able to afford to marry for a very long time. Anyway, she had known him all her life. She had gone into service and come to London; they met about four times a year – on her fortnight’s holiday when she went home, and on the few occasions when she could persuade Ted to come to London for the day. Ted hated London, but he was a good, steady chap and he agreed to come sometimes – mostly in summer, because the rest of the year, what with the weather and everything, there was nowhere for them to go. They sat in tea shops and went to the cinema, and that was the best time because, if she encouraged him, he would put his arm round her, she could hear him breathing and he never knew what the film had been about. Once a year she brought him back to tea at Lansdowne Road and they sat in the kitchen with Emily and Edna plying him with food and although he cleared his throat a lot he became speechless and let his tea get cold. Anyway, she saved ten bob a month towards getting married and that left her with two pounds three and threepence for her days off and her clothes and everything she needed so she had to be careful. But she’d got the best part of thirty pounds in the Post Office. It was nice to have the future certain and she had always wanted to see a bit of life before she settled down. She would have a good look round Ponting’s, and then she’d go for a walk in Kensington Gardens and find a nice bench to sit on in the sun. She liked watching the ducks and the toy boats on the Round Pond and then she’d have tea in Lyons and end up going to the Coronet or the Embassy in Notting Hill Gate, whichever one had the film with Norma Shearer in it. She liked Norma Shearer because Ted had once said she looked a bit like her.

Ponting’s had the stockings on sale. Three pairs for four bob. It was ever so full of people. She looked longingly at the racks of summer dresses reduced to three bob. There was one with buttercups on it and a Peter Pan collar that would have been just right for her – she knew it – but she had the bright idea of popping into Barker’s to see if she could pick up a remnant so she could make herself one. She was lucky. She found a pretty green voile with a trellis pattern of roses on it – three and a quarter yards for half a crown. A bargain! Edna, who was clever at dress-making, had patterns, so she needn’t buy one of them. Sixpence saved, which was better than sixpence spent, as her mother would say. By the time she got to the Round Pond she felt very tired and it must have been the sun that made her sleepy because she dropped off and then she had to ask a gentleman the time and there was a whole crowd of dirty, ragged children, some of them barefooted, with a baby in a battered old perambulator in front of her by the edge of the pond. They were fishing for sticklebacks which they put into a jam jar and after the gentleman had moved on one of them said, ‘I wonder if I could trouble you for the toime?’ and they shrieked with laughter and started chanting it, except the baby who had a dummy in its mouth. ‘That’s very rude,’ she said as she felt herself going red. But they took no notice because they were common. Her mother would never have let her go out like that.

She had a bit of a headache and for a moment of panic thought she might have her monthly coming on. It would be four days early if she was, but if she was, she’d have to go straight home since she hadn’t got anything with her. But walking back through the gardens to Bayswater Road, she reflected that no, she couldn’t have. ’Cos if she was, her spots would be much worse, and she still only had the one. Phyllis was nearly twenty-four; she’d been in service for just over ten years. When she’d ‘started’ – in her first place, she’d gone crying to the head housemaid about the blood – Amy had simply shown her how to fold the strips of flannel and said everybody got it and it happened once a month. That was the only time anyone had ever mentioned it to her, except when Mrs Cazalet had shown her where the flannel was kept in the linen cupboard. But she didn’t say anything, which, being a lady, Phyllis would have expected, and although she and Edna knew when each other had it, they never mentioned it either, because, being in service, they knew how ladies behaved. It seemed a funny thing to get, but if it happened to everyone, it must be all right. The flannel was put in a linen bag and sent to the laundry every week – ‘sanitary napkins’ they were called on the list. Naturally the servants had a separate bag. Anyway, she was all right, and she had two cups of tea and a fruit bun and by the time she got to the Coronet, she felt much better.

Polly had stayed to lunch with Louise after lessons. There were Nan and Lydia as well. Lunch was dark brown mince and thick white spaghetti. Lydia called it worms and got smacked because their mother wasn’t there, but she didn’t cry much because she had spread her riding jacket out on Louise’s leather reading chair to look at while she was eating. Louise talked about Othello nearly all the time, but Polly, who worried about other people’s feelings and could see that Othello didn’t interest Nan all that much, asked her what she was knitting and where she was going to spend her holiday. Nan was making a pink bedjacket for her mother and was off to Woburn Sands for her holiday in a fortnight’s time. One of the worst features of even this amount of conversation with Nan was that Louise would accuse her afterwards of sucking up and it wasn’t at all that: she could quite see why not everybody would be interested in Othello.

Lydia said, ‘Nan’s mother has bad legs. She has to keep them up all the time in case they drop off. They’re unusually bad,’ she added after thinking about it.

‘That’ll do, Lydia. We don’t talk about people’s legs at mealtimes.’

Which just makes us all think about them, Polly thought. For pudding there was gooseberry fool, which Polly didn’t like but didn’t dare to say so. Lydia had no such compunction.

‘It smells of sick,’ she said, ‘greeny, hurried sick.’ Nan picked her off her chair and carried her out of the room.

‘Strewth!’ said Louise, who was given to what she thought of as Shakespearean oaths. ‘Poor old Lydia. She’ll be for it now.’ And indeed they could hear muffled wails from above.

‘I don’t want any.’

‘I’m not surprised, I don’t like it much, either. We’d better finish off the Wonder Cream. You did suck up to Nan.’

‘I didn’t, honestly.’

When they had finished potting and labelling the cream they took it up to Louise’s room. Then they lay on the lawn in the back garden until the Walls’ man came round with his tricycle and cabinet of ices. They each had a lime Snofrute and lay on the lawn again and talked about the holidays and what they would do when they were grown up.

‘Mummy wants me to be Presented.’

‘What – be a deb?’ Louise could hardly contain her contempt. ‘Surely you want a proper career?’

‘What could I be?’

‘You’re pretty good at painting. You could be a painter.’

‘I could be Presented and then be a painter.’

‘It doesn’t work like that, Polly – honestly. You’d go to all those dances with stupid people proposing to you all the time and you’d agree to marry one of them out of sheer kindness. You know how bad you are at saying no.’

‘I wouldn’t marry anyone I didn’t love.’

‘Even that’s not enough sometimes.’ She was thinking darkly of John Gielgud and her endless dreams of saving his life in ways so spectacular and brave that he would have to marry her. They would live in a mansion flat (the height of sophistication – she only knew one family who lived in a flat) and play opposite one another in all the plays and have lobster and coffee ices for supper.

‘Poor Lou! You’ll get over it!’

Louise smiled her special sad, heroically vulnerable smile that she had practised in front of the bathroom mirror. ‘I shan’t. It isn’t the kind of thing you get over.’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Actually,’ Louise said, ‘I sometimes rather enjoy it. You know – imagining what it would be like. And I don’t think about it all the time.’ This, she knew was partial honesty: sometimes she didn’t think about it for days on end. I’m the kind of dishonest person who can’t bear to be completely dishonest, she thought.

She looked at Polly, who was lying on her back with her eyes shut against the sun. Although Polly was twelvish, a year younger, she did not seem it. Polly was utterly direct, without guile. Tactless, it often got called: if you asked her what she thought, she told you – if she knew what she thought, but her honesty caused her much indecision and sometimes pain. She would look at you with her rather small dark blue eyes if you asked her things like could she bear to go in a submarine, or shoot their pony if its leg was broken, or die for her country without spilling any beans if she was a spy and got caught, and you would see her milky-white forehead furrowed by little glancing frowns as she went on staring at you while she struggled for truth – often failing. ‘I don’t know,’ she would frequently say. ‘I wish I did, but I’m not sure. I’m not sure, like you.’ But Louise secretly knew perfectly well that she simply made decisions according to her mood, and that Polly’s indecision was somehow more serious. This irritated her, but she respected Polly. Polly never acted, never played to the gallery as Nan said, and could not see the beach for the pebbles. And she was incapable of telling any kind of lie. Louise did not exactly tell lies – known to be a serious crime in the Cazalet family – but she spent a great deal of her time being other people who naturally thought and saw things differently from Louise so what she said at those times did not count. Being an actress required this kind of flexibility, and although Polly sometimes teased her about her variable reactions and she teased Polly back about being so serious and not knowing things, that was where the teasing stopped. Their worst, their most real, fears were sacrosanct: Louise suffered from appalling homesickness (could not stay anywhere except with the family – dreaded being sent to a boarding school) and Polly was terrified that there might be another war when they would all be gassed to death and particularly her cat Pompey who, being a cat, was not likely to be issued with a gas mask. Polly was an authority about this. Her father had a good many books about the war; he had been in it, had emerged with one hand gone, over a hundred pieces of shrapnel in his body that they couldn’t get out and he got frightful headaches – the worst in the world, her mother said. And all the people in the photograph on his dressing table – all soldiers in yellowy baggy uniform – were dead, except for him. Polly read all his books and asked him little casual trapping questions that simply proved to her that what she read – the slaughter, the miles of mud and barbed wire, the shells and tanks and, above all, the awful poison gas that Uncle Edward had somehow managed to live through – was all of it true, a true and continuing nightmare that had lasted over four years. If there was another war it could only be worse, because people kept saying how warships and aeroplanes and guns and everything that could make it worse had been improved by scientific development. The next war would be twice as frightful and go on for twice as long. Very secretly indeed, she envied Louise for only being afraid of boarding school; after all, she was already fourteen – in another two or three years she’d be too old to go to one. But nobody was too old or too young for war.


Louise said, ‘How much pocket money have you got?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘Look.’

Polly obediently unzipped her little leather wallet that she wore on a string round her neck. Several coins and some rather grey sugar lumps fell onto the grass.

‘You shouldn’t keep your horse sugar with your money.’

‘I know.’

‘Those lumps are probably poisonous by now.’ She sat up. ‘We could go to Church Street and I could come back and have tea with you.’

‘All right.’

They both loved Church Street, particularly the top end, near Notting Hill Gate, for different reasons. Louise haunted the pet shop that had a never-ending supply of desirable creatures: grass snakes, newts, goldfish, tortoises, huge white rabbits, and then the things that she coveted but was not allowed – all kinds of birds, mice, guinea pigs, kittens and puppies. Polly was not always very good about waiting while Louise looked at everything and when she got too bored she went next door, which was a junk shop that sprawled onto the wide pavement and contained everything from second-hand books to pieces of china, soapstone, ivory, carved wood, beads and pieces of furniture, and sometimes objects whose use was utterly mysterious. The people in this shop were not forthcoming: two men – the father spent most of the time lying on a faded red velvet chaise-longue reading a paper and the son sat on a gilt chair with his feet up on a huge case of stuffed pike, eating coconut buns and drinking tea. ‘It’s for stretching gloves,’ the father would say if asked; the son never knew anything. Today, Polly found a pair of very tall blue and white candlesticks, rather cracked and with a bit missing from the top of one, but extremely beautiful, she thought. There was also a plate – pottery, with blue and yellow flowers on it, dark delphinium blue, sun yellow and a few green leaves – about the most beautiful plate she had ever seen. The candlesticks were sixpence and the plate was fourpence: too much.

‘There’s a bit missing on that one,’ she said, pointing to the plate.

‘That’s Delft, that is.’ He put down his paper. ‘How much have you got, then?’

‘Sevenpence halfpenny.’

‘You’ll have to choose. I can’t let them go for that.’

‘What would you let them go for?’

‘I can’t do you any better than ninepence. That plate’s Portuguese.’

‘I’ll ask my friend.’

She rushed back to the pet shop where Louise was having an earnest conversation. ‘I’m buying a catfish,’ Louise announced. ‘I’ve always wanted one and the man says this is a good time of year.’

‘Can you lend me some money? Just till Saturday?’

‘How much?’

‘A penny halfpenny.’

‘OK. I won’t be able to have tea with you, though, because I want to get my catfish home.’ The catfish was in a jam jar and the man had made a handle of string. ‘Isn’t he lovely? Look at his lovely little whiskers.’

‘Lovely.’ Polly didn’t like them much, but knew that it took all sorts to make a world.

She went back to her shop and gave the man ninepence and he wrapped up the plate and the candlesticks very badly in old limp newspapers. ‘Oh, Polly! You’re always buying china. What are you going to do with it all?’

‘For my house when I’m grown up. I haven’t got nearly enough. I can buy tons more. The candlesticks are Delft,’ she added.

‘Gosh! Do you mean like Van Meer? Let’s see. They’ll look better when they’re washed.’

‘I know.’ She could hardly wait to get home and wash them.

They parted. ‘See you tomorrow.’

‘Hope your catfish is OK.’

‘And when are you off to Sussex?’

Villy, who had told her mother at least three times, answered a little too patiently, ‘On Friday.’

‘But that is the day after tomorrow!’

‘Yes, Mummy, I did tell you.’

Making no attempt to conceal her disbelief, Lady Rydal said, ‘I must have forgotten.’ She sighed, moved slightly in her craggy armchair and bit her lips from the pain. This was to show Villy that she was in pain, and to show that she suffered in silence, which was also, Villy felt, meant to open up vistas of what else she might be suffering in silence. She was a beautiful and rather dramatic old woman: due to a combination of arthritis and a kind of Victorian indolence (at the first twinge, she had taken to her chair, moving only up- and downstairs once a day, and to the dining room for luncheon and dinner accompanied by a stalwart, rubber-tipped stick), she had become not only shapeless, but chronically bored. Only her face retained its autocratic and arresting appearance: the noble brow, the huge eyes faded from their original forget-me-not, the little swags of porcelain complexion festooned and suspended by myriad tiny lines, the exquisitely chiselled Burne-Jones mouth, all proclaimed her to have once been a beauty. Her hair was now silver-white, and she always wore heavy drop earrings – pearls and sapphires – that dragged on the lobes of her ears. Day after day she sat, cast upon her huge chair like a beautiful shipwreck, scorning the frail and petty efforts at salvage that her children attempted with visits of the kind that Villy was now making. She could do nothing, but knew how everything was to be done; her taste in the management of her house, her food, her flowers was both original and good, but she considered that there were no occasions left worthy of her rising to them, and the extravagance and gaiety that Villy could remember was now stagnant, mildewed with self-pity. She considered her life to have been a tragedy; her alliance to a musician was marrying beneath her, but when it occurred her widowhood was not to be trifled with – black garments and blinds were still half drawn in the drawing room although he had been dead two years. She considered that neither of her daughters had married well, and she did not approve of her son’s wife. She was too awe-inspiring for friendship, and even her two loyal servants were called by their surnames. Villy thought that they stayed only out of respect and affection for their dead master, but inertia was contagious and the house was full of it: clocks ticked wearily; bluebottles at the sash windows buzzed and sank into stupor. If she didn’t say or do something, Villy felt that she would drop off.

‘Tell me your news.’ This was one of Lady Rydal’s familiar gambits – difficult to answer since it carried with it studied broad-mindedness together with a complete lack of curiosity. Either Villy (or whoever was the target) would provide answers that palpably bored her mother, or they would come up with something that contained one of the formidable quantity of things of which Lady Rydal disapproved. She disapproved of any reference to religion made by anyone other than herself (levity); she considered politics an unsuitable subject for a lady (Margot Asquith and Lady Astor were not people she would invite to her house); any discussion of the Royal Family’s private life was vulgar (she was probably the only person in London who, from the outset of that affair, had ceased mentioning Edward VIII and who had never pronounced Mrs Simpson’s name); any reference to the body – its appearance, its requirements and, worst of all, its urges – was utterly taboo (even health was tricky since only certain ailments were permissible for women). Villy, as usual, fell back on telling her mother about the children while Bluitt, the parlourmaid, cleared away tea. This was a success; Lady Rydal wore her indulgent smile throughout Lydia’s antics in Daniel Neal, listened to Teddy’s latest letter from school and asked with affection after Louise, of whom she was particularly fond. ‘I must see her before she disappears into the country. Tell her to ring me up and we may arrange for her to pay me a visit.’

In the taxi going home, Villy reflected that this would be difficult since there were only two full days left before Sussex.

Edward – he had dismissed Bracken after being driven back to the office after lunch – collected the car keys from Miss Seafang, his secretary, refilled his silver cigarette case from the ebony box that she always kept full on his enormous desk, and looked at his watch. Just after four – plenty of time for tea, if he felt inclined. The directors’ meeting had been cancelled as the Old Man had wanted to get off to Sussex and Hugh had one of his headaches. If the Old Man hadn’t wanted to get off, they would have had the meeting, and Hugh would have sat, screwing up his eyes, white and silent except when he hastily agreed to any proposition made. Hugh’s headaches could never be mentioned; he became irritable and then furious at any concern so nothing could be said, which made Edward, anyway, feel worse. He loved his brother and he felt rotten about having survived the war unscathed when his brother had such bloody awful health because of it.

Miss Seafang put her neat head round the door. ‘Mr Walters would be grateful if you could spare a moment, Mr Edward.’

Edward looked at his watch again, and registered anxiety and surprise. ‘Good Lord! Ask him to wait until Monday, would you? I’m late for an appointment as it is. Tell him I’ll see him first thing on Monday.’

‘I’ll tell him.’

‘What would I do without you!’ He gave her a dazzling smile, picked up his hat and went.

All the way home in the Underground and then on the bus, Miss Seafang repeated that remark, savoured and enhanced the smile until it achieved the bloom of (gentlemanly, of course) romance. He understood her, realised her true worth, something nobody else had ever done – had indeed, distorted it so much that she would not have cared to acknowledge the dreary titbits: reliability, a light hand with pastry and being good with her nephews and nieces.

It was not so much a question of whether he wanted to have tea with Denise, Edward reflected as he drove west from the city, it was a question of being decent. He hadn’t told the poor little girl about his holiday because he knew it would upset her and he hated to see her upset. And next week, with Villy safely in Sussex when she would expect him to be freer, he wouldn’t be at all because on those occasions the family closed in, and, except for one evening at his club, dinner parties had been arranged for him. So really, he ought to go and see her. Small and equal surges of responsibility and excitement beset him: he was one of those fortunate people who actually enjoyed doing the right thing.

Denise was lying on the sofa in her green drawing room wearing a black afternoon dress with a wide red sash. She sprang gracefully to her feet when her maid announced him.

‘Edward! How divine! You can’t begin to imagine how bored I was!’

‘You don’t look bored.’

‘Well – suddenly, I’m not.’ She touched his cheek with her fingers: her nails were painted the same colour as her sash; a little breeze of Cuir de Russie reached him. ‘Tea? Or whisky?’

‘I don’t think—’

‘Darling, you must have something or Hildegarde will think it funny.’

‘Whisky, then. Extraordinary name for a maid.’

‘She’s German, so it isn’t. Say when.’

‘I suppose I meant – extraordinary to have a German maid.’

‘Oh – the agency was full of them. They don’t cost any more and they work far harder. Lots of people are taking to them.’

There was a pause; Edward sipped his drink, and then, not because he wanted to know, but because he always found this part of things a bit tricky, he said, ‘What were you reading?’

‘The new Angela Thirkell. Quite amusing, but I bet you don’t read novels, do you, darling?’

‘I must honestly confess that I don’t.’ He didn’t read at all, as a matter of fact, but luckily she didn’t ask him, and so it became one more little grain in the molehill of her ignorance about him. The longer they knew each other, the more things there were like that.

She had arranged herself on the sofa again. From where he stood he could look down on the pretty nape of her neck accentuated by her bushy bobbed hair …

‘Could we possibly go upstairs, do you think?’

‘I thought you’d never ask.’

She was marvellous to make love to – seemingly passive but quite keen underneath. She had an unexpectedly voluptuous body; dressed, she gave an impression of girlishness, but naked she was quite another matter. He told her she looked her best without any clothes, but that didn’t go down at all well. ‘You make me sound like a tart!’ and her large, pale grey eyes started to brim. But it might not have been what he said after all, because the next thing she said was, ‘I gather you’re going to Cornwall for your holiday.’ Yes, he said, who told her? ‘I ran into Villy at the hairdresser’s. That was over a week ago, and you still haven’t told me!’ He explained how much he hated to upset her. ‘Do you mean you would just have gone away and not told me?’ and then she really started crying. He took her in his arms and rocked her and said of course not, did she really think he would do a rotten thing like that? Of course he wouldn’t and it was only for a fortnight. ‘I love you so dreadfully.’ He knew she did. He made love to her again and it seemed to cheer her up. ‘It’s rather a Thing, isn’t it?’ she said, and having more or less agreed that it was, he reminded her that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt Villy, whom he also loved. ‘And she is your wife.’ And after all, there was Nigel, a splendid chap really absolutely devoted to her as everybody knew, and he looked at his watch to make it easier to say that he had to go – good God, look at the time, he really must go. And he did, promising to be in touch next week, but it was a hell of a week – he’d do his best.

Polly walked slowly home down Church Street with the limp newspaper flapping round her candlesticks. It was a lovely sunny evening; the sky was blue – a kind of gentle blue – and people looked summery. The chandeliers in Mrs Crick’s shop were gleaming magically with extraordinary unearthly blues and greens. Polly wondered who bought them: she never saw anyone leaving the shop carrying a chandelier and she thought that probably footmen came very early in the morning to get them for palaces. Huge milk churns were standing outside the dairy which was covered inside with beautiful green- and white- and cream-coloured tiles. Polly had decided to have a room in her house just like the dairy – not for being a dairy, but a little room to sit and paint in. Louise had said why not keep toads in it as it would be so nice and cool for them, but Polly was only going to have cats in her house – a white one and a black and white magician cat with very long whiskers. Because, by then, Pompey would be dead: he was already old – at least eight, the vet said – and he had been hit by cars, if not actually run over, four times; his tail was broken at the end and hung in a twisted way and he moved stiffly for a cat. She kept planning not to think of him dying, but other thoughts led to it, and she could feel her throat getting lumpy and hot. He could live for another eight years, but she would not have her house by then. She had saved twenty-three pounds fourteen shillings and sixpence towards buying it, but they cost hundreds and she was going to have to save someone’s life or paint the most amazing picture or dig up buried treasure in the summer to have enough money. Or build it. In the garden would be Pompey’s grave. She had turned into Bedford Gardens now and was nearly home. She wiped her eyes on a bit of the newspaper: it smelled of fish and chips and she wished that she hadn’t.

She had to put the candlesticks and the plate down to let herself in. The front door opened straight into the long drawing room. Mummy was playing Rachmaninov – a prelude – very loudly and fast so Polly sat quietly until she had finished. The piece was familiar because Mummy practised and practised it. There was a tray of tea things by the sofa, but they had not been touched: Gentleman’s Relish sandwiches and a coffee cake, but Polly knew that eating them would constitute being unmusical, something that her mother simply would not allow Polly to be, so she waited. When it was over, she said, ‘Oh, Mummy, you are getting on!’

‘Do you really think so? It is a little better, isn’t it?’

Her mother got up from the piano and lumbered slowly across the room to Polly and the tea. She was frighteningly fat – not all of her, but her tummy – Polly was to have a brother or sister in a few weeks.

‘Shall I pour the tea for you?’

‘Do, darling.’ She cast herself upon the sofa. She wore a linen dress – sage green – that made no concession to pregnancy.

‘Are you feeling all right?’

‘I’m a little tired, but yes, darling, of course I’m all right. Did you break up today?’

‘No, it’s tomorrow. But we finished Othello today. Are you going out tonight?’

‘I told you we were. The Queen’s Hall. Othello seems an extraordinary play for children of your age. I should have thought A Midsummer Night’s Dream would be far more suitable.’

‘We’re reading all of him, so we’re bound to get to the extraordinary ones, Mummy. Louise chose to. We each choose something, you see.’

It was funny how with grown-ups you had to say the same things again and again. Perhaps that was why babies were born with such big heads: the head stayed the same and the person got larger, but it meant that there was the same amount of room in your brain to remember things, so the longer you lived, the more you forgot. Whatever she said, Mummy was tired, anyway, she had bluey marks under her eyes and the rest of her face was a kind of greeny white and her stomach looked like a balloon under her dress. It would be much better if babies were like eggs, but she supposed people weren’t the right shape for sitting on them. You could probably do it with hot-water bottles …

‘Polly! I’ve asked you twice! What is in the dirty newspaper?’

‘Oh! Just some stuff I got from the shop next to the animal shop.’

‘What did you get?’

Polly unwrapped the plate and showed it. Then she unwrapped the candlesticks and showed them. They weren’t a success as she knew they wouldn’t be.

‘I can’t think why you keep buying all these odd things. What are you going to do with them?’

Polly was incapable of lying, so she couldn’t answer.

‘I mean, darling, I don’t mind, but your room is stuffed with junk. Why do you want them?’

‘I think they’re pretty, and I’ll need some things of my own for when I’m grown up. Louise bought a catfish. What did you buy when you were my age, anyway?’


‘Don’t say “anyway” like that, Polly, it’s rude.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I bought furniture for my dolls’ house. The one you never play with.’

‘I have played with it, Mummy, honestly.’ She’d tried to like it but everything was made and done – there was nothing to do but arrange the same old bits of furniture and tea things; even the dolls already had names so they didn’t feel hers at all.

‘And I kept it all those years for when I had a daughter.’

She looked so sadly at Polly that Polly couldn’t bear it.

‘Perhaps the new baby will like it.’

‘That reminds me, I wanted to have a little talk with you about that.’

Half an hour later, Polly trudged upstairs to her room with her china. Her room! She was being turned out of it for the blasted baby. That had been the little talk. It was the largest, sunniest room on the top floor and now some awful nanny and the baby were to have it, and she was to be turned out to the little one at the back: hardly room for anything. She wouldn’t be able to see the lamplighter or the postman or the milkman or any of her friends. She’d be stuck in the back of the house with nothing but chimney pots. Simon had to keep the attic because he was a boy (why did that make any difference, for heaven’s sake?). And it wasn’t as though it was just her; it was Pompey as well, and he couldn’t be expected to understand that. ‘It’s not fair,’ she muttered. This seemed so true and so awful that tears began to run down her face. Simon was away nearly all the time at school so what did he want with a room with slanty ceilings and sweet little windows? She and Pompey might as well be living in the linen cupboard. No wonder Mummy had made a fuss about her china. There was no room for anything in the spare room which was all it was. She was a spare child too, she supposed. The thought made her sob. That was it. Not wanted in the family. She cast herself down on the floor beside Pompey who lay in a dress box on a blanket that it had taken her ages to knit for him. He’d been asleep. When she woke him up to tell him, his eyes, which opened at once, went to slits of pleasure as he stretched luxuriously under her hand. But when she cried on him he sneezed and got up at once. She had noticed before that he did not seem to care for other people’s feelings. If only they had a proper garden, there’d be a wheelbarrow and then she could load all her stuff up and go and live with Louise whose house was much larger, anyway. When her parents had gone to their concert, she would telephone Louise and see if she could borrow their wheelbarrow. She heard the front door downstairs which meant that Dad had come home.

Hugh Cazalet usually drove himself. It hurt his eyes to read in a car and with nothing to take his mind off the way in which anybody else was driving him, he fretted, with various degrees of irritation and nerves, at the way in which, they were doing it. Today however, he got one of his ‘heads’ just before lunch, which he couldn’t cancel as both Edward and the Old Man were already pledged and couldn’t take his customer – a rising young architect employed (rather too much, Hugh thought) by the Board of Trade – out to lunch for him. So he had taken a taxi to the Savoy and picked at a meal with a total stranger whom he found early on he did not very much like. Boscombe contrived to be bumptious at the same time as calling him sir, which made Hugh feel an old fuddy-duddy although there could not have been more than six or seven years between them. He also wore a bow tie – something Hugh would never have dreamed of doing without a dinner jacket, and co-respondent’s shoes in caramel and white: a bit of a bounder, really. But he was shopping for veneers for the lifts of a large office building he had designed – or at least was overseeing – and Cazalet’s had an unrivalled stock of hardwoods which it was Hugh’s business to sell. Food revived him, but the drink was a problem. Courtesy demanded that he drink with his guest: a dry sherry before lunch that he (as usual and mistakenly) thought might do him some good, some white burgundy with the fish and port with the cheese. He managed to avoid the port but by then his head was hammering. Arrangements were made for Boscombe to visit the wharf where he could view samples that were larger than four by four inches and finally Hugh was able to sign the bill and escape. Another cab and he was back at the office and could take some more of his dope. He told Mary, his secretary, to take his calls and leave him until the meeting – timed for three thirty – then lay down on his chesterfield in the office and slept heavily.

His secretary woke him with a welcome cup of tea and the still more welcome news that the meeting was off. ‘Mrs Cazalet rang to remind you about the concert tonight. Oh, and Mr Cazalet Senior said that Carruthers will drive you home.’

He thanked her dismissively and she went. The whole damn office was like a bush telegraph, treating him as an old crock just because he had a bit of a headache. His rage and humiliation about his wretched body vented itself upon anyone who acknowledged it – his father for presuming to order him a chauffeur, his secretary for letting everyone know that he was having forty winks. Why couldn’t the silly woman keep her mouth shut? He could have got a lift home with Edward, if he wanted one, and taken Sybil to the concert in a cab. He lit a Gold Flake to calm himself, and went to his desk to buzz Edward. But Edward had left, his secretary informed him, had left half an hour ago. There was a picture of Polly and Simon on his desk. Simon stared steadily at the camera with a look of sturdy bravado, smiling in his grey school-uniform shorts and shirt, a model yacht on his scarred, experienced knees. But Polly – his dear Polly – sat cross-legged in long grass looking away from her brother into some secret distance. She wore a sleeveless dress that had slipped a little over one bony shoulder and her expression was both stern and vulnerable. ‘I was thinking,’ he remembered her saying after he had taken the snap and asked her what was up. Polly! She was like a secret treasure to him. Whenever he thought of her he felt lucky. He never told anyone how much she meant to him – not even Sybil, who really, and sometimes he had to speak to her about it, made rather too much fuss of Simon. Well, a third child would balance things up. He stubbed out his cigarette, collected his hat and went in search of Carruthers.

Louise had a rather dull tea with Lydia and Nanny, because Mummy was still out. She did show Lydia her catfish, but Lydia wasn’t interested in him. ‘Fish are dull,’ she said, ‘unless you could train him to be stroked.’ She wore her riding jacket all through tea: it made her very hot and pink in the face and she got honey on one of the sleeves. That caused a rumpus because Nanny always cleaned up poor Lydia like a punishment. Louise escaped the nursery as soon as tea was over and pretended she had homework. The trouble with people of six was that they were actually rather boring to be with and although she was fond of Lydia, she was longing for her to be a more reasonable age. But perhaps she’ll never catch me up: I’ll always have read the books first, or by the time she comes down to dinner for a treat or can choose when she goes to bed I’ll have been doing it for years and it won’t seem at all treaty. Except, of course, that when they were grown up it wouldn’t matter any more, as grownups were roughly the same whatever age they were.



She had wandered down to the hall where the Evening Standard had come through the letter box, and she took it to her perch on top of the boxed-in dining-room lift shaft – a good position, since it enabled her to collect Mummy the moment she got home and was out of Lydia’s reach supposing she came in search of her. Papers usually turned out to be boring except for theatre reviews and a page by someone called Corisande, who seemed to go to a lot of grand parties and described people’s dresses in a breathless, admiring way. She looked for a picture of John Gielgud for her collection, but there wasn’t one. The house seemed awfully quiet – just the grandfather clock ticking in the dining room. It would be no good unlocking the drawing-room bookcase to read a bit of one of the novels that Mummy said were not suitable for her age, because she, Mummy, might come back any minute. Otherwise, she could only think of things she didn’t want to do: draw the map of the British Isles for homework, try and sell Edna a pot of the face cream before it went too runny, spend any more time with her catfish (Lydia’s remark had slightly spoiled him for her), reread Black Beauty and have a good cry, or go on making Mummy’s Christmas present – a needlecase in tiny cross-stitch and a rather dull pattern that she was sick of. It was her life and here she was wasting it, minutes ticking by, and all that was happening was that she was breathing and getting older. Supposing nothing at all happened for the whole of the rest of her life? She simply stayed here on the lift shaft getting older? They would have to hand her up larger clothes and sandwiches and how would she go to the lavatory? People did live on pillars – rather dirty saints had done it. She couldn’t, because she’d have to feed Ferdie and the fish – except, if she could go away for holidays and leave them to Emily or Phyllis, she could be on a pillar. Anybody would be glad to feed the birds and fish that belonged to a saint. The trouble about being a saint was that it didn’t seem to be very nice for them at the time, only afterwards, for other people, after they’d died. Working a miracle would be marvellous – being martyred would not. But supposing you could be a saint without being a martyr?

She heard a taxi. ‘Let it be her. Please, God, let it be her.’

He did please and it was. She jumped down from the lift shaft just as Mummy opened the door. She was carrying three enormous cardboard boxes that looked as though they would have frocks in them. She rushed for a hug and knocked one of the boxes out of Mummy’s hand.

‘Darling! You’re so clumsy!’

Louise’s face burned. ‘I know,’ she said carelessly. ‘I seem to have been born like it.’

‘It’s because you don’t look what you’re doing.’ This remark seemed to Louise so meaningless (how could you look what you were doing? Either you were doing something or you were looking) that she stumped upstairs with the dress boxes without a word.

Villy was taking off her gloves and looking on the hall table for messages. ‘Madam, Mrs Castle rang. No message.’

‘Louise! Don’t unpack those boxes until I come! Louise!’

‘Yes. No, I mean, I won’t.’

Villy went to the dark little study where she paid the household bills and where there was the telephone. Her sister never left messages when she rang, generally because what she had to say was too depressing and complicated to be put into a message. She gave the operator the number and while she waited for Jessica to answer wondered with an apprehension that she felt to be selfish what would turn out to be the matter now. There wasn’t much time before she should change, and there were Edward’s things to be laid out …

‘Jessica! Hallo. Got your message. What’s up?’

‘I can’t tell you just now. But I wondered whether we could have lunch tomorrow?’

‘Darling, it’s Friday. Miss Milliment’s day for staying to lunch and it’s the last day of Louise’s term and Teddy comes back from school … Of course, you could come to lunch but—’

‘We wouldn’t be able to talk. I do see. But if I came a bit early – do you think—’

‘Yes. Do that. All is not well, I take it?’

‘Not exactly. Raymond has had a new idea.’

‘Oh, Lord!’

‘I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.’

Villy put the receiver back on its hook. Poor Jessica! The beauty in the family, a year younger, but married first at twenty-two, just before the battle of the Somme in which her husband had had one of his legs blown off and, worse, his nerves shattered. He came from an impoverished family; the Army was to have been his career. He had had – still had, in a way – enormous straightforward charm; everybody liked him. His blazing temper and his congenital inability to stick to anything did not emerge until you’d put your money into his chicken farm or, in Jessica’s case, married him. They had four children and were extremely hard up. Although she never complained, Jessica clearly thought that Villy’s life was carefree and perfect and the unspoken comparison frightened Villy. Because if it was true that she had everything, why wasn’t it enough? She went slowly upstairs trying not to pursue this thought.

When Polly had gone upstairs, clearly in a sulk, Sybil rang for Inge to take away the tea things. She felt exhausted. Having another baby after such a long gap did seem to upset everything horribly. The house was really not large enough for them, but Hugh was devoted to it. But when Simon was home – in the holidays; in fact, when Polly would be at home all day too – there was nowhere for them to be except in their bedrooms. Nanny Markby had made it clear that she did not expect the nursery to contain the older children. Of course, they would all be in Sussex this summer, but Christmas might be very difficult. She levered herself off the sofa and went to shut the piano. She did not remember her back being so bad with the other children.

Inge came in. She stood in the doorway waiting to be told what to do. An English maid would simply have done it, Sybil thought. ‘Would you clear the tea things, please, Inge.’

She watched while the girl stacked the plates and loaded the tray. She was unprepossessing: large-boned with pasty skin, greasy tow-coloured hair and rather prominent pale blue eyes, whose expression was alternately bland and shifty. Sybil felt uncomfortable about her instinctive dislike. If they were not going away, she would have got rid of Inge, but she did not want Hugh to have to cope with a new girl in her absence. When the tray was stacked, Inge said, ‘Cook vill know what time dinner you haf.’

‘Probably not until about ten o’clock – after the concert. Tell her to lay it in the dining room and then she may go to bed. And Miss Polly will have hers on a tray in her room at seven.’

Inge did not reply and Sybil said, ‘Did you understand me, Inge?’

‘Ja.’ She said this with her eyes on Sybil’s stomach and without moving.

‘Thank you, Inge. That will be all’.

‘You are very big for just one baby to have.’

‘That will do, Inge.’

With a silence like the faintest shrug, she finally left with the tray.

She dislikes me too, Sybil thought. The way in which the maid had looked at her had been – she could not find the word – somehow horrible, cold and appraising. She climbed wearily up the stairs to her bedroom and wrenched off the green dress and put on her kimono. Then she ran a basinful of warm water and washed her face and hands. Thank goodness they had had a basin put in their room: the bathroom was on a landing half a flight up and she really found the stairs a trial. She took off her shoes and knee stockings. Her ankles were swollen. Her hair, that Hugh said was the colour of raw mahogany, was dressed in a small bun at the nape of her neck and cut short over her forehead – du Maurier hair, Hugh also said. She took out the pins and shook her hair loose; she really only felt better déshabillée. She took one look at their bed, and then found herself lying down on it. The baby was not kicking for once. It was wonderful to be lying down. She pulled a pillow out from under the counterpane, settled her head upon it and almost at once fell asleep.

Edward, conscious of being rather late, slipped into the house, put his Homburg on the hall table and bounded up the stairs, two at a time, and went straight into the bedroom. Here he found Louise, in some sort of fancy dress, and Villy seated at her mirror combing her hair.

‘Hallo, hallo,’ he said.

‘I’m Simpson,’ Louise said.

‘Hallo, darling,’ Villy said, and turned her face towards his for a kiss. A little pot of rouge lay open on the rather bare dressing table.

Edward turned to give Louise a hug, but she stiffened and withdrew. ‘Daddy! I’m Simpson!’

Villy said, ‘And I really can’t have you kissing my lady’s maid.’

He met her eye in the dressing-table mirror and winked. ‘I’m most frightfully sorry,’ he said. ‘Can’t think what came over me. Have I time for a bath?’

‘Simpson, would you run Mr Cazalet’s bath for him? And then you may put out my garnets.’

‘Yes, madam.’ She started to walk, as Simpson, out of the room and then remembered. ‘Daddy! You haven’t noticed!’

‘Noticed what?’

Louise pointed to her mother, made a gesture clothing her own body and mouthed something that looked like ‘you’. Then she stamped her foot and said, ‘Daddy, you’re so stupid!’

‘That will do, Louise.’

‘Mummy, I’m Simpson.’

‘Then run Mr Cazalet’s bath at once, or I shall get my own garnets.’

‘Oh, all right, madam.’

‘What was all that about?’

‘I have a new dress.’ She stood up to show him. ‘Do you like it?’

‘Lovely. Very nice indeed. Suits you.’ Actually, he thought it rather dull. ‘Hermione make it for you?’

‘Oh, no, darling. It was just in her sale. Actually, I bought three. I feel rather guilty.’

‘Nonsense.’ He suddenly felt light-hearted. ‘You know I like you to have nice clothes.’

When he had gone to his dressing room, Villy stood in front of her large looking glass. He had not been very keen on the dress. But then men didn’t really know: it was a useful dress – perfect for going to the theatre – and fitted well, the bertha round the scooped neckline concealing her rather small and sagging breasts. That dreadful fashion for binding them in the twenties, when everyone was mad about having a boyish figure, seemed to have destroyed her muscles. Unknown to Edward, she did exercises every morning in an attempt to restore them, but they did not seem to improve. The rest of her was in good shape. She sat down again at her dressing table and carefully applied two little dabs of rouge: Mummy had always told her that make-up was vulgar and Edward professed not to like it, but she noticed that the women he seemed to find most entertaining wore a good deal. Hermione, for instance. Scarlet lipstick, painted nails and midnight blue mascara … She got her lipstick out of the drawer and applied the merest touch. As the colour was a dark carmine, this looked rather odd, and she rubbed her lips together to spread it. A touch of Coty’s Ormande behind the ears and she was done.

Louise returned and the garnets were taken out of their flat and rather battered leather case: flat-cut eighteenth-century garnets, a necklace and drop earrings to match. She screwed on the earrings while Simpson struggled with the necklace clasp.

‘You may put out my stamped velvet and the brown bead purse while I go and say goodnight to Miss Lydia.’

‘All right, madam. Madam, Mummy, need I have supper with Nanny? Could I just have it in my room?’

‘Why ever do you want to do that?’

‘She’s terrifically boring at meals. Well, all the time, really, but you notice it more at meals.’

‘Don’t you think it might hurt her feelings rather?’

‘I could say I had a headache.’

‘All right, then. Just for tonight.’

Lydia was already in bed in the night nursery. Her hair was still in pigtails with little damp tendrils escaping round her ears. She was wearing a blue flannel nightie. Her riding jacket was draped over a chair by her bed. The curtains were drawn, but the summer evening light seeped through chinks between the curtain rings and the stripe where they did not quite meet in the middle. She sat up at once when Villy came into the room, and cried, ‘Oh, you elegant fowl!’

Villy was irresistibly touched. ‘But I can’t sing to you charmingly and sweetly like the Pussycat.’

‘You are charming and sweet. Louise said you were going to the theatre. When can I go to one?’

‘When you are older. At Christmas, perhaps.’

‘Louise said if there were fires in theatres, people couldn’t get out. You won’t have a fire in your theatre, will you?’

‘Of course not. And people can get out.’

‘You might have a car accident.’

‘Darling, I shan’t. Why are you worrying?’

‘I don’t want anything – ever – to happen to you.’

‘Darling, it won’t,’ and then she wondered why it made her sad to say that.

‘I love my riding jacket. Would you undo my pigtails, please? They are much too tight for night. Nan always makes things all right for tomorrow; she never thinks about now. They strain me! They make all my hair straining to be longer.’

Villy undid the elastic bands and unthreaded the tight plaits. Lydia shook her head. ‘Much better, Mummy. Do be careful to come back. You’re quite old, and old people do have to be careful. You don’t look old,’ she added loyally, ‘but I know you are. After all, I’ve known you all my life.’

Villy’s mouth twitched, but she said, ‘I do see. Now I must go, my duck.’ She bent down. When Lydia hugged her, she held her breath with the fierce effort, so the hugs couldn’t last very long. ‘Please tell Nan you undid my pigtails.’

‘Yes. Sleep tight. See you in the morning.’

By the time she had dealt with Nanny and come down from the top floor, Edward was emerging from his dressing room, smelling of lavender water and looking wonderfully handsome in his dinner jacket; Louise was kicking the skirting board by the open door to her bedroom.

‘Did you tell her?’ she immediately demanded.

‘Nan? Yes, yes, I did. Where’s my coat, Simpson?’

‘On your bed. And I’m not Simpson any more: I’ve taken off my apron. You haven’t seen my new catfish, Mummy,’ she added, following her into the bedroom.

‘I’ll have to see him tomorrow.’

‘Oh no, have a look at him now. He won’t be new tomorrow.’

‘Louise, we really have to go—’

Edward, who had gone down to the hall now called, ‘Villy! Chop chop! We’re going to be late.’

‘Oh, Mummy! It’s not fair! It wouldn’t take you a second!’

‘Don’t be tiresome, Louise.’ As she passed Louise’s room on her way downstairs, she added, ‘It looks a terrible mess in there. How many times have I told you that it’s not fair on the maids if you keep it like that?’

Louise trailing sulkily down behind her muttered, ‘I don’t know.’ At the bottom, Villy turned. ‘Well, clear it up, darling, there’s a good girl. Goodnight, now.’ She bent to kiss her daughter, who held up her face in mute sacrifice.

‘Goodnight, Lou,’ called Edward. The front door slammed and they were gone. Three things on the floor! As if that was a terrible mess! If things were on the floor you could see them and that meant that you knew where they were. Grown-ups were the limit, sometimes. Children had a rotten time of it. At least Teddy would be home tomorrow and she would have someone decent to talk to. One of these days she would be in a play in London, and her parents – frightfully old by then – would come to see her, and beg her to go out to supper with them afterwards, but she and John Gielgud would be going to some terrifically glamorous party. ‘I’m afraid you are too old,’ she would have to tell them. ‘You really ought to be in bed and just having Grape Nuts on a tray.’ This made her feel better, and she wandered into the drawing room and got The Painted Veil by Somerset Maugham out of the locked bookcase and took it upstairs. She went into her parents’ bedroom and tried on some of Mummy’s rouge and in the middle of that Edna came in to turn the beds down.

‘You didn’t ought to do that, Miss Louise.’

‘I know,’ she said loftily. ‘But I thought I ought to know what it felt like since eventually I shall be covered with the stuff. You won’t tell, will you?’

‘I may and I may not.’ She was laying out Mr Edward’s pyjamas – a lovely wine silk they were – enjoying doing Phyllis’s job for once.

In the end, and to be on the safe side, Louise had to give her a pot – the smallest – of Wonder Cream in return for her silence.

One of the things that Hugh most disliked about the maid was the way in which she always seemed to belying in wait for his return in the evenings. This evening he hardly had time to take the key out of the front door before she was there. She tried to seize his hat as he was putting it on the hall table, with the result that it fell to the floor.

‘I came your coat to take,’ she said, as she retrieved the hat. It sounded like a kind of sexy accusation, he thought, telling himself for the millionth time not to be prejudiced about Germans.

‘I haven’t got a coat,’ he said. ‘Where is Mrs Cazalet?’

Inge shrugged. ‘Up she went some time.’ Still standing far too close to him, she added, ‘You want a drink of whisky I make?’

‘No, thank you.’ He had actually to brush past her to get up the stairs. The movement made his head throb; he realised that he was dreading the Queen’s Hall, but he hated disappointing Sybil so much that nothing would induce him to tell her.

She lay on her side, half wrapped in the green silk kimono that the Old Man had brought back from Singapore (each daughter-in-law had been given one, but the Duchy had chosen the colours – green for Sybil, blue for Viola and peach for Zoë), her narrow feet bare and touchingly white – one arm flung out with a cluster of delicate veins running from the inside of her wrist into the palm of her pretty hand. When he leant over her, a breast, hard as marble and white and veined, moved him: her extremities seemed too fragile to support the great bulk of her body.

‘Hallo there.’ She patted the bed. ‘Tell me about your day.’

‘Much as usual. Did you see the doc?’

She nodded, noticing the little tic above and to the side of his right eye. He’d had one of his heads, poor sweetie.

‘What did he say?’

‘Well, as a matter of fact he thinks – although he couldn’t actually hear both hearts – we’ve probably got Tweedledee as well.’

‘Good Lord!’ He wanted to say, ‘No wonder you’ve been done in,’ but it wasn’t what he meant, or only partly what he meant.

‘It doesn’t worry you?’ It worried her: whether Nanny Markby would cope with two; whether Hugh would consent to move house; whether it would actually hurt twice as much …

‘Of course not. It’s very exciting.’ He was wondering how on earth he would cope with the school fees if they turned out to be boys.

She heaved herself up so that she was sitting on the side of the bed. ‘It does slightly make up for being the size of a house. I haven’t told Polly, by the way.’

‘Do you think, in view of this, that perhaps you’d better not go to Sussex?’

‘Well, I won’t go for so long. Just a week. Otherwise I shall see next to nothing of Simon.’ Her back still ached – or perhaps it was aching from being in the same position.

‘Do you really want to go out tonight?’

‘Of course I do.’ She was determined not to disappoint him. ‘Unless, you don’t?’

‘Oh, no – I’m fine.’ He knew how much store she set by concerts. He’d take some more dope; it usually got him through. ‘Where’s Polly?’

‘Upstairs sulking, I’m afraid. I had to tell her about her move. She’s making a fuss about it.’

‘I’ll pop up and say goodnight to her.’

Polly lay on her stomach on the floor, tracing what looked like a map. Her straight silky hair – more golden and less red than her mother’s – hung down each side of the black velvet snood hiding her face.

‘It’s me.’

‘I know. I know your voice.’

‘What’s up, Poll?’

There was a pause, and then Polly said distantly, ‘You shouldn’t say “me”, you should say “I”. I should have thought you’d know.’

‘It is I.’

‘I know. I know your voice.’

‘What’s up, Poll?’

‘Nothing. I hate geography homework.’ She jabbed her pencil hard through the paper and made a hole. ‘Now you’ve made me spoil my map!’ She gave him an agonised frown and two tears shot out of her eyes.

He sat down on the floor and put his good arm round her.

‘Nothing’s fair! Simon has the best room! He gets a treat every time he comes back from school and I don’t! He gets a treat the night before his term starts and I don’t! You can’t move cats about, they just go back to the old room, and I hate that new nanny that’s coming – she smells of peardrops and she doesn’t like girls; she kept talking about my little brother. How does she know? If you aren’t any of you careful I’ll go and live with Louise only I don’t think Pompey would go in a wheelbarrow otherwise I would have gone!’ She took a gasping breath, but he could see that she felt better because she was watching for him to be shocked.

‘I couldn’t bear you to leave me and go and live with Louise,’ he said.

‘Would it really and truly horrify you?’

‘It certainly would.’

‘That’s something.’ She was trying to sound grudging, but he could see she was pleased.

He got to his feet. ‘Let’s go and look at your new room and see what we could do about it.’

‘All right, Dad.’ She felt for his hand, but it was the wrong arm; she gave the black silk sock that encased his stump a quick little stroke, then she said, ‘It’s nothing like as bad as a trench in the war: I expect I’ll get quite fond of it in the end.’

Her face was stern with the effort of concealing her concern for him.

The moment that her parents had gone, Polly rushed to the telephone which was in the back bit of the drawing room near the piano. She lifted the receiver and held it to her ear. In a moment the operator was saying, ‘Number, please.’

‘Park one seven eight nine.’ There was a click and then she heard the bell ringing and she started praying it wouldn’t be Aunt Villy the other end.

‘Hallo!’

‘Hallo! Lou! It’s me – Polly. Are you on your own?’

‘Yes. They’ve gone to the theatre. What about yours?’

‘A concert. What I’m ringing about is I’m having a new room. My father says I can have it painted whatever colour I like. What do you think about black? And he’s going to have shelves put all round the walls for my things – all round and all over so there will be room for everything! Black would be good for china, wouldn’t it?’

There was a silence the other end. Then Louise said, ‘People don’t have black walls, Polly, I should have thought you’d have known that.’

‘Why don’t they? People wear black clothes and there are black tulips.’

‘La tulipe noire was actually very dark red. I know – I’ve read the book. It’s by a man called Dumas. It’s actually a French book.’

‘You can’t read French.’

‘It’s so famous you can get it in English. I can read French,’ she added, ‘but not so that I can understand it properly. Of course I can read it.’

Louise seemed to be in a bate. So Polly asked about the catfish.

‘He’s all right, but he doesn’t seem to like the other fish much.’ Then while Polly was trying to think of another peace-making thing to say, she added, ‘I’m stupendously bored. I’ve put on a lot of rouge and I’m reading a book called The Painted Veil. It’s got sex in it. It’s nothing like as good as Persuasion.’

‘Do you think dark red would be good?’

‘You can get wallpaper like the sky and a sheet of different-sized seagulls that you can stick on. Why don’t you have that?’

‘There wouldn’t be room for them with all the shelves.’

‘Just don’t have boring cream. Everything’s cream here, as you know. It goes with everything, Mummy says, but in my view it just means you don’t notice anything. Have dark red,’ she added with a spurt of generosity. ‘Have you done your map?’

‘I did, but then I spoiled it. Have you?’

‘No. Whenever I think about it I can’t bear to begin. It’s pointless to make a map of somewhere that there is a map of already. I wouldn’t mind if it was an uncharted desert island. If you ask me, we are made to lead pointless lives – no wonder I’m bored to death.’

‘They don’t have to do it.’ Polly was entering the game. ‘I mean, they don’t have to settle down after dinner and learn dates of the kings of England, or exports of Australia or do awful long division about sacks of flour.’

‘I entirely agree with you. Of course they say they know it all but you can catch them out as easy as winking. The truth is they’re just hell-bent on pleasure.’ Ganging up about their parents had made her friendly at last.

‘They don’t even let us break up in time to meet Teddy and Simon. They can go and we can’t. That’s not fair either.’

‘Well, actually, Polly, that cuts both ways. Teddy and Simon don’t like being met – except by Bracken.’

‘Why don’t they?’

‘The other boys. They don’t mind fathers, but mothers are an awful hazard – wearing silly clothes and showing their feelings.’

She didn’t say anything about sisters, and Polly didn’t want to ask. Simon’s good opinion of her was so important that she did not choose to discuss it.

‘This time tomorrow they’ll be back. Having their treat dinners.’

‘Well, we have them, too.’

‘But we don’t choose them. I say, Polly, that rouge. It won’t come off.’

‘Try licking your handkerchief and rubbing.’

‘Of course I’ve tried that. It comes off on the handkerchief and it seems to go on staying on my face. I don’t want it on all night.’

‘Try some Wonder Cream.’

‘I will. I gave Edna a jar. What’s Simon’s treat dinner?’

‘Roast chicken and meringues. What’s Teddy’s?’

‘Cold salmon and mayonnaise and hot chocolate soufflé. I loathe mayonnaise. I have my salmon dry.’

Their supper trays variously arrived, but they talked on and on, so in the end it was quite a nice evening.

‘Hey! I say! Are you awake?’

Simon didn’t answer. He was fed up with Clarkson. He lay rigidly still because the dormitory wasn’t really dark and Clarkson would be watching.

‘Listen, Cazalet Minor, I know you are awake. I only wanted to ask you something.’

It was jolly bad luck to be stuck in a dormitory of three, especially when Galbraith was the third. He was the senior, a sixth-form boy, but he was keen on owls and used to go off after lights out to watch them. Simon didn’t actually mind because he’d given them quite a decent bribe, not only the Crunchies but some wizard swaps for cigarette cards – Galbraith only collected the natural history ones. Still, it left him stuck with Clarkson who went on and on about things that Simon simply didn’t want to talk about.

‘I mean, how do they know that pee won’t come out – instead of the other stuff?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I mean – I’ve looked and there is only one place. Do you think Davenport got it wrong?’

‘Why don’t you ask him if you’re so keen?’

‘He wasn’t talking to me, he was telling Travers. I can’t ask him – he’s a prefect. As if you didn’t know,’ he added.

‘Well, it wasn’t any of your business, then, was it? Why don’t you just shut up?’

‘Why don’t you just boil your head? Why don’t you just tie two rocks round your feet and jump in the swimming pool? Why don’t you …’ He was on to a good vein now and would go on for hours, thinking of things that Simon might just do, if Simon didn’t stop him.

‘Psst!’ he said. ‘Someone’s coming!’

They weren’t, but it shut him up because what Galbraith had said he’d do to both of them if Matron came and found he wasn’t there (cut off very small – unnoticeable to Matron – bits of them with his penknife to feed to his rat was the latest) had cowed them into perfect loyalty: Clarkson had bored (and frightened) Simon the whole term with his ruminations about what bits would hurt most and how long it would take them to die. So they both lay and waited a bit and Simon had just begun to have a lovely think about what he’d do the moment he got home – undo the crane he’d made with his Meccano last hols and start on the swing bridge like Dawson said he’d made (he’d let Polly help him undo the crane but not actually make the bridge), eat chocolate cake for tea with walnuts and crystallised violets on it and Mum would see to it that he got a walnut with his slice …

‘You know the other thing Galbraith said?’

‘What?’

‘He said he’s got an aunt who’s a witch. And he could get her to cast a spell on us if we sneak on him. Do you think she could? I mean, could she actually turn us into something? I mean, look at Macbeth …’ They were going to do Macbeth as the play next term so everyone had been reading it in English. There was a pause while they both contemplated this possibility – much more frightening, Simon thought, than cutting bits off them which would be bound to show in the end. Then Clarkson said nervously, ‘What would you most like not to be turned into?’

‘An owl,’ said Simon promptly, ‘because then I’d have Galbraith watching me every night.’ Then as Clarkson let out a hoot of laughter, he added, ‘Look out. You’re beginning to sound like one!’ This reduced Clarkson to helpless giggles and Simon had to get up and hit him quite a lot with his pillow to get him to shut up. After Clarkson had pleaded pax a good many times, Simon let him go on condition that he shut up for the night. He wouldn’t have, but they heard Galbraith coming back up the drainpipe and at once both feigned sleep. Simon, however, lay awake for hours, wondering about Galbraith’s aunt …

In a much larger dormitory at the other end of the house, Teddy Cazalet lay on his back praying, ‘Please, God, let her not come to the station to meet me. But if she does come, at least let her not kiss me in front of everyone. At least let her not do that. And don’t let her be wearing that awful silly hat she wore for Sports’ Day. Please, God. Best of all – just let her not come.’

‘Comfy?’

‘Mm.’ She felt his moustache feeling for her face in the dark. He made no attempt to kiss her mouth, but to be on the safe side she added, ‘Awfully sleepy. Delicious dinner Mary gave us, didn’t she? Didn’t she look lovely?’

‘She looked all right. Play was a bit wordy, I thought.’

‘Interesting, though.’

‘Oh, yes. He’s a clever chap, Shaw. Mark you, I don’t agree with him. If he had his way, we’d probably all be murdered in our beds.’

She turned on her side. ‘Darling, I warn you, I’m off.’ But after a moment she said, ‘You haven’t forgotten about Bracken fetching Teddy? I mean, I’ll go, of course, but it does help to have Bracken with the trunk.’

‘Better if you don’t. I told Hugh we’d pick up Simon as well and that means twice the clobber.’

‘Teddy’ll be frightfully disappointed if I don’t meet him. I always do.’

‘He’ll be all right.’ He put his arm round her, stroking the tender skin on her shoulder.


‘Eddie – I am tired – truly.’

‘Course you are.’ He gave her shoulder a little pat and turned the other way. He shut his eyes and fell asleep almost at once, but relief, and guilt at her relief, kept Villy awake for some time.

Miss Milliment sat in bed in her small back room in Stoke Newington. She wore a huge bolster-shaped nightdress of flannel and over it one of her father’s pyjama jackets. She was sipping her usual glass of hot water, made by boiling a saucepan on the small gas ring her landlady had grudgingly allowed her to install for this purpose only, and reading Tennyson. The forty-watt bulb that hung from the ceiling was shadeless to afford her more light. Her hair hung in two oyster-shell coloured plaits each side of her soft meandering chins. Every now and then she had to remove her glasses to wipe the mist from them: Tennyson and the hot water combined to occlude. It was years since she had read the Laureate, as she still thought of him, but he had cropped up in her mind in the middle of supper. Why had stuffed sheep’s heart, or, come to that, stewed apples and custard, made her think of Tennyson? Of course, it hadn’t been the food, it had been the eating alone in Mrs Timpson’s front room, a room so hushed and swathed against use that chewing and swallowing, even breathing the dead-cabbage air, seemed daringly disruptive. She ate there every evening, a relentless rota of menus that recurred every two weeks, but this evening, as she sought to cheer herself with thoughts of tomorrow’s lunch at Lansdowne Road, the thought that next week there would be no Friday lunch, nor for six weeks after that, had assailed her. Panic – as sudden and painful as wind on the heart, from which she also suffered – occurred, and quickly, before it could take hold, she smothered it. Those summer holidays when she had been Polly’s age – at Hastings, had it been? (Nostalgia was comforting, but slippery as an old eiderdown.) Or was it Broadstairs? What she remembered was a walled garden and going into a fruit cage with Jack and eating raspberries, only she had not eaten many because there was a bird trapped in the cage and she had spent most of the time trying to shoo it out … but what had the fruit cage to do with Tennyson? Oh, yes, she had left the door of the cage open for the bird and when this was discovered her brother – he was five years older and concise – had told them that it had been she. The punishment had been learning a hundred lines of Idylls of the King by heart. It had been the first time that she had realised the amazing gap between people and the results. Tennyson had been a revelation; the punishment had been Jack’s betrayal. Trying not to recall the miseries that Jack had caused her – he would remain a benignly neutral, even amiable, companion for weeks and then, without warning, abandon her – she wondered why betrayals seemed to stick more in the memory than revelations. Because, after all, she had Tennyson still – and Jack was dead. How she had adored him! It was for him that she had prayed to become prettier – ‘Or pretty at all, God, as a matter of fact.’ It was for him that she slowed down her wits, knowing somehow from the earliest moment that he could not bear to be second. But it was years before she had realised that he was actually ashamed of her, did not want her to be evident when his friends came to the vicarage and excluded her from any outside social arrangements that he made.

The first time that she heard herself described as no oil painting had been when she was twelve, trapped reading up an apple tree while her brother and his friend Rodney strolled beneath. She had started by thinking it would be a lark to hide from them, but almost at once it would have been unbearable not to stay hidden. They had not said much, but they had laughed – Jack had laughed, until Rodney made some remark about her face being shaped like a pear and Jack had said, ‘She can’t help it. She’s quite a good sort, really, it just means that nobody will marry her.’ Why was she going back over this painful wasteland? It was the sort of behaviour that she would advise any of the young people who had been in her charge against. It was, she supposed, because (when she was tired, of course) she could not help wondering (sometimes) whether there had been any other way for her – anything she could have done that might have changed her life. She had begged Papa to send her to university, for instance, but what money that was left after sending Jack had been kept for setting him up in some profession. So she had had to abandon any idea of a serious teaching career. Then, when Aunt May had died, naturally she had had to stay at home to look after Papa. This, of course, was years after she had lost Eustace, one of Papa’s curates who had enlisted and died an army chaplain in the Transvaal. She had never understood how he had got accepted into the Army since he was even more short-sighted than herself. But he had, and Papa had refused to allow an engagement between them on the grounds that Eustace was to be absent for an unknown amount of time. It would not make any difference, she had promised Eustace, but, of course, in the end it had: she was not sent his ‘things’, she had not even the dignity of having been engaged; no ring – just a few letters and a lock of his hair, sandy red … The letters had aged, the ink turning a rusty brown on the thin, yellowing paper, but the lock of hair had remained exactly the same sandy red colour, unnaturally bright. Papa had been actually glad that Eustace had died, remarking, as though conferring a great accolade, that he would not have liked to share her with anybody. Well, he had been spared that difficulty, had had her to himself well into his late eighties when he became hypochondriac, tyrannical and intermittently senile. Kind friends had described his death as a merciful release, but from her point of view, the mercy came rather late. His pension had died with him, and Eleanor Milliment had discovered freedom a good many years after it could have much practical value to her. Advised by her father’s lawyer, she sold the contents of the cottage since many friends of Papa’s – who were most kind – pointed out to her that she could not possibly afford to live in it. His collections of stamps and butterflies proved unexpectedly valuable, but some watercolours – of northern Italy by Edward Lear – fetched little more than the price of their frames.

Mr Snodgrass had been, he said, deeply disappointed that the sale had realised so little. However, by the time he and other kind advisors had been paid, the remaining capital was invested to bring her in an income of nearly sixty pounds a year which old Brigadier Harcourt-Skeynes had pointed out – unanswerably – was far better than a smack in the eye with a wet fish. So many things, she had thought, would be better than that, that it was hard to see it as a helpful remark, but the Brigadier was famous for his sense of humour. ‘And you, Eleanor, are famous for rambling and going to bed too late,’ she said aloud. She knew nobody now left who used her Christian name and so she used it whenever she needed admonishing. She must pay a visit along the passage, say her prayers and then it would be lights out.

Sybil and Hugh sat in their candlelit dining room eating cold supper (slices of pork pie obtained from Bellamy’s in the Earl’s Court Road and a salad of lettuce, tomato and beetroot, with a bottle of hock – Sybil preferred white wine). The room, in the basement, was dark, and rather hot due to the kitchen range next door; it was also rather small for the quantity of furniture it contained – a two-pedestal oval table, eight Hepplewhite chairs and a long, narrow, serpentine sideboard. In spite of the French windows left ajar for air, the candle flames were motionless.

‘Well, if he’s right, I suppose we will have to.’

‘He couldn’t actually hear a second heart.’

‘But we have to consider the possibility. The likelihood,’ he corrected himself.

‘Darling, you know I don’t want to move – terrible upheaval – anyway, you know I love this house.’ Now that he seemed to be accepting the idea of a move at last she was anxious that he should think she wanted it as little as he.

‘I think it will be rather exciting.’

This duel of consideration for one another that they had conducted for the last sixteen years involved shifting the truth about between them or withholding it altogether and was called good manners or affection, supposed to smooth the humdrum or prickly path of everyday married life. Its tyranny was apparent to neither. Hugh pushed his plate away: he longed to smoke.

‘Do smoke, darling.’

‘Sure you don’t mind?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ll have some gooseberries, though.’

When he had fetched them for her and lit his Gold Flake, she said, ‘Of course, one solution would be to send Polly to boarding school.’

He turned sharply to look at her, and his head stabbed. ‘No – I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ he said at last, with exaggerated mildness and as though he had given a trivial point his courteous consideration. To forestall any argument he added, ‘I’ve wanted a study for years. It will give me something interesting to do with my summer evenings while you’re in the country.’

‘I want to choose with you!’

‘Of course, I’ll only sound out the ground. Are we going to have coffee?’

‘If you would like some?’

‘Only if you would …’

In the end they decided against coffee in favour of bed. While Hugh locked the doors Sybil lumbered up the stairs carrying her shoes in one hand. Her feet had swollen so much that she was constantly taking off shoes and then being unable to put them on again.

‘Will you have a look at Polly, darling? I really can’t face more stairs.’

Polly lay on her side facing the door, which was ajar. Her bedside table had been moved so that without turning she would be able to see the tall candlesticks and pottery plate that was propped on it against her bedside lamp. There was a little smear of toothpaste at the side of her mouth. Pompey lay in the crook of her drawn-up knees. He heard Hugh (or noticed the extra light from the opened door), opened his eyes and then shut them at once, as though he’d never seen anyone so boring before in his life.

Phyllis dreamed: she dreamed that she was standing wearing ever such a lovely velvet gown and a ruby necklace, but she knew she wasn’t going to the ball or anything because they were going to cut off her head, which wasn’t fair, really, because all she’d done was say how nice he looked in his pyjamas, but His Majesty said it was adult something and she must die. She had never really liked Charles Laughton – he was nothing like such a gentleman as the Duke of Windsor – and just because she was wearing Merle Oberon’s clothes didn’t mean she was her. It was all a terrible mistake, but when she tried to tell them, she found she couldn’t speak at all – she was screaming inside and no words came out and someone was pushing her and if she didn’t manage to scream they would do it and someone was pushing her on …

‘Phyl! Wake up!’

‘Oh! Oh, I haven’t half had a nightmare!’

But Edna didn’t want to hear about it. ‘You woke me up. You always do that when you have cheese last thing,’ and she got back into her bed and pulled the bedclothes over her.

Having said she was ever so sorry (even the sound of her own voice was reassuring), Phyllis lay with her eyes open, just glad to be her and not wanting to go to sleep in case she changed again into someone else. She knew she should have had the ham and tongue paste on her bread instead of the cheese. She thought about the green cotton with roses on it; it would be nice with a white piqué and white gloves to match; she turned over on her side and in no time she was lying back on one of those basket chairs they had for the garden, and Mr Cazalet was bending over her with a cocktail and saying, ‘You look so pretty, Phyllis, in green. Has anyone ever told you that?’ But they never had, because Ted never said anything like that … Mr Cazalet had a moustache exactly like Melvyn Douglas, which must feel funny when he kissed people but it was the kind of thing one could get used to – give her half a chance, and she would … get used …

Zoë Cazalet adored the Gargoyle Club – adored it. She made Rupert take her on her birthday, at the end of every term, if Rupert sold a picture, on their wedding anniversary, and always before she was going to be stuck in the country for weeks with the children like now. She loved dressing up: she had two Gargoyle dresses, both backless, one black and one white, and with either she wore her bright green dancing shoes and long dangling white paste earrings that anyone might think were diamonds. She loved going to Soho at night, looking at all the tarts eyeing Rupert and the restaurants lit up with taxis arriving all the time, and then diving down the narrow side road off Dean Street and going up in the stern little lift and hearing the band the moment the doors opened – straight into the bar, with the Matisse drawings; she didn’t think they were frightfully good, though, which shocked Rupert, who said they were. They would have a drink at the bar, gin and it. There would always be one or two handsome, clever-looking men drinking alone and she enjoyed the experienced way in which they looked at her; they knew at a glance she was worth something. Then a waiter would tell them their table was ready, and they’d take a second drink with them into the large room whose walls were lined with little panes of mirror glass. The leader of the band always smiled at her and greeted her as though they went every night, which, of course, they didn’t – couldn’t – by a long chalk. They always chose their dinner and danced until the first course was served and the band played ‘The Lady is a Tramp’ because they knew she loved it. When she’d married him, Rupert hadn’t been much of a dancer, but he’d got good enough – at a quickstep, anyway – for it to be fun.

Now the evening was nearly over; they were sitting with cups of black coffee and Rupert was asking her if she’d like some brandy. She shook her head. ‘Two brandies.’ He caught her eye. ‘You’ll change your mind.’

‘How do you know?’

‘You always do.’

There was a pause; then she said distantly, ‘I don’t like being known for always doing things.’

Damn! he thought. She was set to sulk: only two moves away from flying off the handle.

‘Sweetie! You are full of surprises, but after three years, you must expect me to know some things about you. Zoë!’ He took her hand; it lay passively in his. After a moment, he picked it up and kissed it. She pretended to ignore this, but he knew it pleased her.

‘I tell you what it is,’ she said, as though they were ending a long discussion on the subject. ‘If you know everything about me, you won’t love me any more.’

‘What on earth makes you think that?’

‘That’s how men are.’ She put her elbow on the table, propping her chin up with her hands, and gazed mournfully at him. ‘I mean, one day I’ll be old and fat and my hair will be grey and I’ll have nothing new to say to you and you’ll be completely bored.’

‘Zoë – really—’

‘Double chins, I’ll probably have two or three of those.’

The waiter brought their brandies. Rupert picked his up and cupped it in his hands, swirling it gently so that the fumes reached him.

‘I don’t just love you for your appearance,’ he said.

‘Don’t you?’

‘Of course not.’ He saw tears in her amazing eyes and his heart lurched. ‘Darling girl, of course not.’ Saying it again, he believed it. ‘Let’s dance.’

Driving home – all the way to Brook Green – he saw that she had fallen asleep, and drove carefully, not to wake her. I’ll carry her up to bed, he thought, and then I’ll be able to have a quick look at the children and she won’t know.

He left her in the car while he went to open the front door, could see lights on in the night nursery as he walked up the garden path and his heart sank. When he went back to the car to fetch her, she had woken.

‘Help me, Rupert, I feel quite woozy.’

‘I’ve got you.’ He picked her up and carried her – into the house, and up the stairs to the first floor and their bedroom. As he tried to lay her on their bed, her arms tightened round his neck. ‘I love you terribly.’

‘I love you.’ He disengaged her arms and stood up. ‘See how fast you can get into bed. I’ll be back in a minute.’ And he escaped, shutting the door before she could reply.

He ran up the stairs, two at a time, and Ellen met him on the landing.

‘What is it, Ellen? Is it Nev?’

‘It didn’t start with him. Clary had a bad dream and came in to me and that woke him and then he had one of his turns.’

He followed her into the room in which she slept with Neville. He was sitting bolt upright with his pyjama jacket unbuttoned trying to breathe and succeeding painfully each time at what seemed like the last possible moment. The room reeked of Friar’s Balsam and menthol.

Rupert went and sat on his bed. ‘Hallo, Nev.’

Neville inclined his head. His hair stood in tufts on his head like grass. He battled with another interminable wheezing gasp, and said, ‘Air – won’t go in.’ There was another pause and he added in a dignified manner, ‘Stremely difficult.’ His eyes were bright with fear.

‘I bet it is. Like a story?’

He nodded and was again racked; Rupert wanted to take him in his arms but that wouldn’t help the poor little devil.

‘Right, remember the rules? Every time I stop, you have to breathe. Once upon a time there was a wicked witch and the only person she loved in the world was a small, black and green–’ he stopped and somehow they both got through the hiatus ‘–dinosaur called Staggerflanks. Staggerflanks slept in a dinosaur basket that was made of holly and thistles because he liked rubbing his back against the prickles. He had snails and porridge for breakfast, beetles and rice pudding for lunch and –’ It was, surely a little better? ‘– grass snakes and jelly for supper.’ He’d got him now; he was listening more than he was afraid. ‘On his birthday, when he was a mere six feet long …’

Twenty minutes later he stopped. Neville, still wheezing a bit but breathing regularly, had dropped off. Rupert covered him, then bent to kiss his warm, sweaty forehead. Asleep, he looked startlingly like Isobel – the same bumpy forehead with fine blue veins at the sides, the same sharply defined mouth … He put his hand over his eyes as his last picture of her recurred: lying in their bed exhausted from her thirty-hour labour, trying to smile at him and bleeding to death. Afterwards he had tried to hold her, but she had become a thing – a dead weight in his arms, uncomforting and gone.

‘You got him off nicely.’ Ellen was warming some milk in a pan on the landing. She wore her bulky plaid dressing gown and her hair in a yellowish white pigtail down her back.

‘I don’t know what we’d do without you.’

‘You don’t have to do without me, Mr Rupert.’

‘Is that for Clary?’

‘I must settle her. She’s a naughty girl. If I’ve told her once I’ve told her a dozen times she can come in to me quietly – there’s no call to wake him up and frighten the poor little mite with her carry-on. You’re not the only pebble on the beach, I told her, but she will work herself up. Still, that’s life, isn’t it?’ she finished, pouring the milk into a mug with ducks on it. It was what she always said about anything difficult or bad.

‘I’ll take it in to her. You get to bed. Get your beauty sleep.’

‘Right, then, I’ll say goodnight.’

He took the mug and went into the children’s room. A night light was burning by Clary’s bed. Clary was sitting hunched with her arms round her knees.

‘Ellen’s made you some nice hot milk,’ he said.

Without taking it, she said, ‘You’ve been ages in there. What were you doing?’

‘Telling him a story. Helping him to breathe.’

‘He’s stupid. Anyone can breathe.’

‘People with asthma find it very difficult to breathe. You know that Clary, don’t be unkind.’

‘I’m not. It’s not my fault I had a nightmare.’

‘Of course it isn’t. Drink your milk.’

‘So that you can go downstairs and leave me. Anyway, I don’t like hot milk – it gets horrible skin.’

‘Drink it up to please Ellen.’

‘I don’t want to please Ellen, she doesn’t like me.’

‘Clary, don’t be silly. Of course she does.’

‘The person it is knows whether people like them or not. Nobody likes me enough. You don’t like me.’

‘That’s nonsense. I love you.’

‘You said I was unkind and you said I was silly.’

She was glaring at him; he saw the sticky marks of tears on her round, freckled face, and said more gently, ‘I can still love you. Nobody is perfect.’

But instantly, and not looking at him, she muttered, ‘You’re perfect. I find you perfect.’ Her voice trembled and the milk slopped.

He picked the skin off the milk and ate it. ‘There. That shows you. I don’t like milk skin either.’

‘Daddy, I love you so much!’ She took a deep breath and drank all the milk down. ‘I love you as much as all the men in the world put together. I wish you were the King.’

‘Why do you wish that?’

‘Because then you’d be home all day. Kings are.’

‘Well, the holidays start tomorrow so I will be. Now, I’m going to tuck you up.’

She lay back, he kissed her, and she smiled for the first time. She took his hand and laid it against her cheek. Then she said, ‘But not the night times. I don’t be with you then.’

‘But every day,’ he said, wanting to end on a lighter note. ‘Goodnight, sleep tight.’

‘Mind the bugs don’t bite,’ she finished. ‘Daddy! could I have a cat?’

‘We’ll talk about that in the morning.’

As he shut the door, she said, ‘Polly has one.’

‘Goodnight,’ he said with bracing firmness.

‘Goodnight, darling Dad,’ she answered in quite a chirpy voice.

So that, he thought, as he made his way downstairs, was that – for the moment, at least. But as he reached his own bedroom door – still shut – he suddenly felt incredibly tired. She couldn’t have a cat because of Nev’s asthma, and that would turn out to be just one more thing that she held against him. He opened the bedroom door praying that Zoë would be asleep.

She wasn’t, of course. She was sitting up in bed, her bedjacket on her shoulders, doing nothing, waiting for him. He fumbled with his tie and had dropped it on top of his chest of drawers before she said, ‘You’ve been a long time.’ Her voice had the controlled quality that he had learned to dread.

‘Clary had a nightmare and woke Nev up and he had a rather bad attack. I’ve been getting him to sleep.’

He put his jacket on the back of a chair and sat on it to take off his shoes.

‘You know, I’ve been thinking,’ she said, in a voice false with consideration. ‘Don’t you think Ellen is getting a bit past it?’

‘Past what?’

‘Coping with the children. I mean – I know they’re not easy children, but she is supposed to be their nurse, after all.’

‘She is their nurse, and a jolly good one. She does everything for them.’

‘Not everything, darling. I mean, if she did everything you wouldn’t have had to get Neville to sleep, would you? Be reasonable.’

‘Zoë, I’m tired, I don’t feel like wrangling about Ellen.’

‘I’m not wrangling. I’m just pointing out that if you can’t ever have a single evening to yourself – and whenever we go out something like this always seems mysteriously to happen – she can’t be as marvellously competent as you seem to think!’

‘I’ve told you, I really don’t want to talk about this now – in the middle of the night. We’re both tired—’

‘Speak for yourself!’

‘All right, then. I’m tired—’

But it was too late: she was hell-bent on a scene. He tried silence, she simply repeated that perhaps he had never thought what it was like for her – never feeling she had him to herself, not for a single minute. He argued and she sulked. He shouted at her and she burst into tears, sobbing until he couldn’t bear it and had to take her in his arms and soothe, and apologise, until, her green eyes swimming, she cried that he had no idea how much she loved him and held up her mouth – free now of the scarlet lipstick he never liked – to be kissed. ‘Oh, darling Rupert! Oh!’ and recognising her desire he felt his own, and kissed her and then couldn’t stop. Even after three years of marriage to her he was in awe of her beauty and paid tribute by pushing aside what else she was. She was very young, he would think again and again at the many times like this one: she would grow up, and he would refuse to consider what that might mean. It was only after he had made love to her, when she was tender and affectionate and altogether adorable, that he could say, ‘You’re a selfish little thing, you know,’ or, ‘You’re an irresponsible child. Life isn’t all beer and skittles.’ And she would look at him obediently and answer contritely, ‘I know I am. I know it isn’t.’ It was four o’clock when she turned on her side and he was free to sleep.




HOME PLACE

1937

Rachel Cazalet always woke early, but in summer, in the country, she woke with the dawn chorus. Then, in the silence that followed, she drank a cup of tea from the Thermos by her bed, ate a Marie biscuit, read another chapter of Sparkenbroke, which was all rather intense, she thought, though well written, and then, as the bright grey light began to fill the room (she slept with her curtains undrawn to get the maximum fresh air) making the light from her bedside seem a dirty yellow – almost squalid – she switched it off, got out of bed, put on her woolly dressing gown and her shapeless slippers (extraordinary the way in which they ended up looking the shape of broad beans) and crept along the wide, silent passages and down three steps to the bathroom. This room, facing north, had walls in tongue-and-groove pitch pine painted a dark green. It was always, even in summer, as cold as a larder, and it looked like a privileged horse’s loose box. The bath standing on its cast-iron lion’s feet had a viridian-coloured stain from water that dripped from ancient brass and china taps whose washers were never quite right. She ran a bath, placed the cork mat in position, and bolted the door. The mat had warped so that it wobbled when she stood on it; still, it was to be the children’s bathroom and that wasn’t the kind of thing they’d mind. The Duchy said it was still a perfectly good mat. The Duchy did not believe that baths were meant to be pleasant: the water should be tepid, ‘Much better for you, darling,’ the soap was Lifebuoy, just as the lavatory paper was Izal, ‘More hygienic, darling.’ At thirty-eight Rachel felt that she could have her bath unsuitably hot, and use a cake of Pears’ transparent soap that she kept in her sponge bag. It was the grandchildren who bore the brunt of health and hygiene. It was lovely that they were all coming; it meant that there was masses to do. She adored her three brothers equally, but for different reasons – Hugh because he had been knocked up in the war and was so brave and uncomplaining about it, Edward because he was so wonderfully good-looking, like the Brig when he was young, she thought, and Rupert because he was a marvellous painter, and because he’d had such a tragic time when Isobel died, and because he was such a wonderful father, and sweet to Zoë who was … very young and chiefly because he made her laugh so much. But she loved them all equally, of course, just as – and also of course – she didn’t have a favourite with the children who were growing up so fast. She had loved them most when they were babies, but they were nice as children, and often said the most killing things. And she got on well with her sisters-in-law, except, perhaps, she didn’t feel she knew Zoë very well yet. It must be difficult for her coming late into such a large, close-knit family with all its customs and traditions and jokes that needed to be explained to her. She resolved to be particularly kind to Zoë – and also to Clary, who was turning into rather a dumpling, poor darling, although she had lovely eyes.

By now she had put on her suspenders, her camisole, her petticoat, her lock-knit knickers and coffee-coloured openwork worsted brown stockings and her brown brogues that Tonbridge polished until they were like treacle toffee. She decided on the blue jersey suit today (blue was far and away her favourite colour) with her new Macclesfield silk shirt – blue with a darker blue stripe. She brushed out her hair and wound it into a loose bun which she pinned to the back of her head without looking in the glass. She strapped on the gold watch the Brig had given her when she was twenty-one, and pinned the garnet brooch that S had given her for a birthday, soon after they had met. She wore it every day – used no other jewellery. Eventually, she took a reluctant peep into the mirror. She had fine skin, eyes that were sharp with intelligence and humour; in fact, her nice, but not remarkable, face – a little like a pallid chimpanzee, she sometimes said – was utterly unselfconscious and entirely without vanity. She tucked a small white handkerchief into the gold chain of her wrist-watch, picked up the lists she had accumulated throughout the previous day and went down to breakfast.

The house had originally been a small farmhouse, built towards the end of the seventeenth century in the typical Sussex manner, its front timber and plaster up to the first floor, which was faced with rose-coloured overlapping tiles. All that remained of it were two small rooms on the ground floor, between which was a steep little staircase that faced the front door that led to three bedrooms linked by two closets. At some time, its owner had been a Mr Home, and it was known simply as Home’s Place. Somewhere in the 1800s this cottage had been transformed into a gentleman’s house. Two large wings had been built on either side of it to form three parts of a square, and here honey-coloured stone had been used with large sash windows and roofed with smooth blue slate. One wing added large dining and drawing rooms, and a third room whose purposes had varied – it was currently used for billiards; the other comprised kitchen, servants’ hall, scullery, pantry, larders, and wine cellar. This addition also provided eight more bedrooms on the first floor. The Victorians completed the north side of the square with a series of small dark rooms, which were used for servants’ quarters, a boot room, a gun room, a room for the vast and noisy boiler, an extra bathroom and a WC below, and nurseries above with the bathroom already mentioned. The result of these various architectural aspirations was a rambling muddle built round a hall with a staircase that led to an open gallery from which the bedrooms could be reached. This open well, with its ceiling just short of the roof, was lit from two glass domes that leaked freakishly in bad weather causing buckets and dogs’ bowls to be placed strategically. It was cold in summer and icy the rest of the year. The house was heated by log and coal fires in the ground-floor rooms; some of the bedrooms had fireplaces, but the Duchy regarded them as unnecessary except for an invalid. There were two bathrooms, one for the women and children on the first floor, one for the men (and servants once a week) on the ground. The servants had their own WC; the rest of the household shared the two that adjoined the bathrooms. Hot water for bedrooms was drawn from the housemaids’ sink on the first floor and carried to rooms in steaming brass cans every morning.

Breakfast was in the small parlour in the cottage part of the house. The Duchy was Victorian about her drawing and dining rooms, using the latter only for dinner and the former not at all, unless there was company. Rachel’s parents sat now at the gate-legged table on which the Duchy was making tea from the kettle that boiled over a spirit lamp. William Cazalet sat with a plate of eggs and bacon and the Morning Post propped up against the marmalade. He was dressed in riding clothes that included a lemon-coloured waistcoat and a wide dark silk tie with a pearl pin in it. He read his paper with a monocle screwing up the other eye so that his bushy white brow almost touched his ruddy cheekbone. The Duchy, dressed much as her daughter but with a mother-of-pearl and sapphire cross slung on a chain over her silk blouse, filled the silver teapot and received her daughter’s kiss, emanating a little draught of violets.

‘Good morning, darling. I’m afraid they are all going to have a very hot day for their journey.’

Rachel dropped a kiss on the top of her father’s head and sat in her place, where she saw at once that there was a letter from S.

‘Ring for some more toast, would you?’

‘Iniquitous!’ William growled. He did not say what was iniquitous, and neither his wife nor his daughter asked him, knowing very well that if they did, he would tell them not to worry their pretty little heads about that. He treated his newspaper as a recalcitrant colleague with whom he could always (fortunately) have the last word.

Rachel accepted her cup of tea, decided to enjoy her letter later, and put it in her pocket. When Eileen, their parlourmaid in London, arrived with the toast, the Duchy said, ‘Eileen, would you tell Tonbridge that I’ll want him at ten to go to Battle and that I’ll see Mrs Cripps in half an hour?’

‘Very good, m’m.’

‘Duchy dear, wouldn’t you like me to do Battle for you?’

The Duchy looked up from scraping a very little butter on her toast. ‘No, thank you, darling. I want to speak to Crowhurst about his lamb. And I have to go to Till’s: I need a new trug and secateurs. I’ll leave the bedrooms to you. Did you make a plan?’

Rachel picked up her list. ‘I thought Hugh and Sybil in the Blue Room, Edward and Villy in the Paeony Room. Zoë and Rupert in the Indian Room, Nanny and Lydia in the night nursery, the two boys in the old day nursery, Louise and Polly in the Pink Room, and Ellen and Neville in the back spare …’

The Duchy thought for a moment, and then said, ‘Clarissa?’

‘Oh, Lord! We’ll have to put a camp bed in the Pink Room for her.’

‘I think she’d like that. She’ll want to be with the older girls. Will, shall I tell Tonbridge about the station?’

‘You tell him, Kitty m’dear. I’ve got a meeting with Sampson.’

‘I think we’ll have lunch early today, so that the maids will have time to clear it and lay tea in the hall. Will that suit you?’

‘Anything you say.’ He got to his feet and tramped off to his study to light his pipe and finish his paper.

‘What will he do when he’s finished all the building here?’

The Duchy looked at her daughter and answered simply, ‘He’ll never finish. There’ll always be something. If you’ve time, you might pick the raspberries, but don’t overdo it.’

‘Don’t you.’

But with seventeen people coming to stay, there was a great deal to do. The Duchy spent a businesslike half hour with Mrs Cripps. She sat in the chair pulled out for her at the large, scrubbed kitchen table, while Mrs Cripps, arms folded, leant her bulk against the range. While the menus for the weekend were being arranged, Billy, the gardener’s boy, arrived with two large trugs filled with peas, broad beans and Cos lettuces. He set them down on the scullery floor, and then stood speechless staring at Mrs Cripps and the Duchy.

‘Excuse me, m’m. What do you want, then, Billy?’

‘Mr McAlpine said to bring back the trugs for the potatoes.’ He spoke in a whisper; his voice was breaking, which embarrassed him. He had also lately taken to staring at ladies.

‘Dottie!’ Mrs Cripps used her most refined shout. When Madam wasn’t around, she screeched. ‘Dottie! Where is that girl?’

‘She’s out the back.’ This meant the lavatory, as Mrs Cripps well knew.

‘Excuse me, m’m,’ she said again, and made for the scullery.

When she had emptied the trugs and thrust them at Billy with instructions to bring back tomatoes with the potatoes, she returned to the business of meals. The Duchy inspected the remains of a boiling fowl that Mrs Cripps did not think could be stretched into rissoles for lunch, but Madam said that with an extra egg and more breadcrumbs it could be made to do. They fought their regular battle over a cheese soufflé. Mrs Cripps, who had got her place as a plain cook, had, none the less, recently mastered the art of making soufflés and liked to make them on any serious occasion. The Duchy disapproved of cooked cheese at night. In the end, they compromised on a chocolate soufflé for pudding as they would only be nine at night in the dining room. ‘It will be eleven for luncheon tomorrow, as two of the children will be with us, and that will mean eight in the hall.’

And ten in the kitchen, thought Mrs Cripps.

‘And the salmon for tonight? Is that standing up to this weather?’ (William had been given a salmon by one of his friends at the Club.)

‘It’ll have to be cold, m’m. I’m poaching it this morning, to be on the safe side.’

‘That will be very good.’

‘And I’ve put cucumbers on the list, m’m. McAlpine says ours aren’t ready.’

‘How tiresome! Well, Mrs Cripps, I mustn’t keep you: I know you have a great deal to do. I’m sure everything will be quite satisfactory.’

And she went, leaving Mrs Cripps to make four pounds of pastry, poach the salmon, get two huge rice puddings into the oven, mix a Madeira cake and a batch of flapjacks and strip and mince the chicken for the rissoles. Dottie, who emerged as soon as she heard the Duchy leave, was scolded and set to shelling peas, scraping ten pounds of potatoes and cleaning out the vast churn that would hold the eighteen pints of fresh milk to be delivered from the neighbouring farm. ‘And mind you scald it when you’ve cleaned it out or we’ll have the milk turning on us.’

Upstairs, the housemaids, Bertha and Peggy, were making up the beds – the two four-posters for Mr and Mrs Hugh and Edward, the smaller double for Mr and Mrs Rupert, the five little iron beds with thin, sinewy mattresses for the older children, the nurses’ beds, the large cot for Neville, and the camp bed for Lydia. Rachel came upon them in the Pink Room and told them that another camp bed would be needed for Miss Clarissa. She then doled out the requisite number of bath and hand towels for these rooms, and settled the question of how many chamber pots would be required. ‘I think two for each of the children’s dormitories, and one for each of the other rooms. Have we enough?’ she added with a smile.

‘Only if we use the one that Madam doesn’t like.’

‘You can put that in Mr Rupert’s room. Don’t give it to the children, Bertha.’

The day nursery and the Pink Room had linoleum on the floor, and gingham curtains made by the Duchy on her ancient Singer on rainy afternoons. The furniture was white painted deal; the light was a single ceiling bulb with a white glass shade. They were children’s rooms. Those of her brothers and sisters-in-law were better appointed. Here were squares of hair-cord carpet with a stained and polished wood surround, and in the Paeony Room, a Turkey carpet with the same. The furniture was mahogany; there were dressing tables with wing mirrors and white crocheted cloths and marble washstand tables with china pitchers and bowls to match. The Blue Room had a chaise-longue; Rachel had put Hugh and Sybil there so that Sybil could put her feet up if she felt inclined. The thought of a new baby was tremendously exciting. Really, she adored babies, particularly when they were new. She loved the underwater movements of their hands, the fastidious pursing of their cherry pink mouths, their slaty eyes that tried to see you, and then became aloof. They were darlings, all of them. Rachel was Honorary Secretary of an institution called the Babies’ Hotel that cared for temporarily or chronically unwanted babies up to the age of five. If parents, mainly musical or theatrical, went on tour, they could leave their baby there and the payment was modest. The babies who simply turned up, wrapped in blankets or sometimes newspaper in a cardboard box, were looked after free: the hotel was a charitable organisation with a full-time sister and matron. To provide staff and further augment their slender finances, they trained young girls to become children’s nurses. She loved the work and felt it to be useful, the thing she wanted to do more than anything else in the world, and, as she would never have children of her own, it gave her access to a steady stream of babies, all in need of love and attention. Part of her work was to help the unwanted babies to be adopted, and it was awful to watch how, as they got older, their chances went down. It was sometimes very sad.

She was going through the grown-ups’ rooms, looking to see that the drawers had clean lining paper, that the quilted biscuit boxes by the bedside tables contained Marie biscuits, that the bottles of Malvern water were full, that the hanging cupboards had a fair number of coat-hangers – all things that, when she returned from Battle, she could tell the Duchy had been done and thus save her from fussing. The biscuits had become quite silent, crumbly and unappetising. She collected the boxes and took them down to the pantry to be refilled.

Mrs Cripps, balancing a large pie dish on the flat of her left hand, was slashing surplus pastry from the edges with a black knife. When Rachel gave her the message for Eileen, she said that the old biscuits would do for the girls’ middle mornings. The kitchen was very hot. Mrs Cripps’s remarkable complexion – a greenish yellow – was shiny with sweat, her straight, greasy black hair was escaping in strands from outsize kirby-grips and the way in which she squinted at the pie down her long pointed nose made her look more like an overblown witch than usual. Pastry lay in moony slabs on the floured table, but her sausage-coloured fingers were not white beyond the knuckles: she had what was known as a very light hand. Seeing the pie reminded Rachel of the raspberries and she asked for a container to put them in.

‘The fruit basket is in the larder, miss. I’ve sent Dottie out for some parsley.’ She meant that she did not want to fetch the basket, but knew that Miss Rachel should not have to.

‘I’ll get it,’ Rachel said at once, as Mrs Cripps knew she would.

The larder was cool and rather dark with a window covered with fine zinc mesh, in front of which hung two heavily infested fly papers. Food in every stage of its life lay on the long marble slab: the remains of a joint under a cage made of muslin, pieces of rice puddings and blancmange on kitchen plates, junket setting in a cut-glass bowl, old, crazed, discoloured jugs filled with gravy and stock, stewed prunes in a pudding basin and, in the coldest place beneath the window, the huge, silvery salmon, its eye torpid from recent poaching, lay like a grounded zeppelin. The fruit basket was on the slate floor, the paper that lined it red and magenta with juice.

As she opened the front door and stepped into what had been the old cottage garden she was assailed by the heat, by the sound of bees and the motor mower, by honeysuckle and lavender and the nameless old-fashioned climbing rose of ivory peach colour that was thickly wreathed round the porch. The Duchy’s rockery, her latest pride and joy, was blazing with little mats and cushions and sparks of flowers. She turned right and followed the path round the house. On the west side was a steep bank that ended in the tennis court that McAlpine was mowing. He wore his straw hat with a black band, trousers as round as drainpipes, and, in spite of the heat, his jacket. This was because he was in view of the house; he took it off in the vegetable garden. He saw her and stopped, in case she wanted to say anything to him. ‘Lovely day,’ she called and he touched his forehead in acknowledgement. Lovely for some, he thought. He was fond of lawns, but a tennis court got messed up in no time with them all trampling about on it. He couldn’t trust Billy with the mower – he seized up as soon as he looked at it – but was worrying about his leeks and grudged the time plodding up and down emptying grass clippings into his barrow. He approved of Miss Rachel, however, and did not mind her picking his raspberries as he saw from her basket she was about to do. She never left the cage open, like some he could mention. She was a nice, straight lady, although too thin; she ought to have married, unless it was just not in her nature. He looked at the sun. Nearly time to get a good cup of tea off Mrs Cripps; she was a sharp one, make no mistake, but she made a tidy cup of tea …

Billy, crouched on the path that ran between the main herbaceous borders, was clipping the grass edgings. He was awkward with the shears, opening them too wide and slashing with fierce ineptitude. He had to clip the same place several times to get it neat, but Mr McAlpine would be after him if he didn’t. Sometimes he caught a piece of turf that came away with the shears, and then he had to jam it back and hope he wouldn’t notice. He had a rubbed blister – the skin clean off on his right hand; every now and then he licked the salty dirt off it.

He’d suggested doing the mowing but it was no go after that time when the thing packed up on him – wasn’t his fault, it needed servicing, but he got the blame. Sometimes this job was worse than school, and he’d thought that the minute he left school, his troubles would be over. Once a month he went home and Mum made a fuss of him, but his sisters had gone into service, and his brothers were much older, and Dad kept telling him how lucky he was to learn his trade under Mr McAlpine. After a few hours he didn’t know what to do with himself and he missed his friends who were all working in different places. He had been used to doing things in a crowd: at school there’d been a gang of them who’d gone fishing, or picked hops in the season for cash. Here there wasn’t anyone to do things with. There was Dottie, but she was a girl so he never knew where he was with her and she treated him like a boy when he was doing a man’s job – sort of – earning his living, anyway, same as her. Sometimes he wondered about going to sea, or he might drive a bus; the bus would be better because ladies took buses; he wouldn’t drive, he’d be a conductor, so’s he could see all their legs …

‘Working very hard, I see, Billy.’

‘Yes, m’m.’ He sucked his blister and at once she saw it.

‘That looks horrid. Come and see me when you’ve had your dinner, and I’ll put a plaster on it.’ Then, seeing that he looked anxious as well as embarrassed, she added, ‘Eileen will tell you where to find me,’ and walked on. She was all right, although she did have very thin, knobbly legs, but then she was as old as Mum, a nice class of lady.

William Cazalet spent his morning in the ways that he most enjoyed. He sat with the newspaper in his study, which was dark and crammed with heavy furniture (he made no concession to it having been the second parlour of the old cottage) worrying pleasurably about the country going to the dogs: that feller Chamberlain didn’t seem to him to be much better than the other feller Baldwin; the Germans seemed to be the only people who knew how to organise things; it was a pity that George VI didn’t have a son, and it looked as though he’d left it a bit late now; if they did have a state in Palestine he doubted whether enough Jews would go there to make a difference to the business – Jews were his chief competitors in the timber trade, and damnably good at it, but none had the hardwood stock that Cazalet’s carried – neither the quality nor the variety. His huge desk was covered with veneer samples: with koko, Andeman padouk, pyinkado, ebony, walnut, maple, laurel and rosewood samples; these were not used for selling, he just liked to have them about. Often he had boxes made from the first cuttings of veneer from some particularly favoured log that had been maturing for years. The study contained a dozen or so, and there were more in London. The room was otherwise furnished with a brilliant red and blue Turkey rug, a glass-fronted bookcase that scraped the low ceiling, several glass cases with huge stuffed fish in them – he enormously enjoyed telling the stories about how he had caught them and regularly imported new guests for the purpose – and, making the room a little less gloomy, large pots of scarlet geraniums on the window-sill in full unwinking flower. The walls were hung three deep with prints: hunting prints, prints of India, and prints of battles – all smoke and scarlet jackets and the whites of rearing horses’ eyes. Newspapers that he had read were stacked upon chairs. Heavy decanters half full of whisky and port stood on an inlaid table with the appropriate glasses. A sandalwood statue of a Hindu god – a present from a rajah when he was in India – stood on top of a cabinet full of shallow drawers in which he kept his collection of beetles. His desk was chiefly covered with the plans for his new conversion of part of the stables: there were to be two garages below, and quarters for Tonbridge and his family – wife and small boy – above. Building was well under way, but he kept thinking of improvements and to that end had sent for the builder, Sampson, to meet him at the site. One of the four clocks struck the half hour. He got to his feet, collected his tweed cap from a hook on the back of the door, and walked slowly down to the stables. As he walked, he reflected that that nice feller he’d met in the train … what was his name? Began with a C, he thought – anyway he’d find out when they came to dinner; naturally he’d asked Mrs Whatshername as well. The only thing was he couldn’t remember whether he had told Kitty they were coming; in fact, if he couldn’t remember, it probably meant that he hadn’t. He must get up some port; the Taylor ’23 would be just the ticket.

The stables were built on two sides at right angles. To the left were the stalls where he kept his horses; to the right were the old loose boxes that were half converted. Wren was grooming his chestnut mare, Marigold; he could hear the steady soothing hiss before he got to the door. There was no sign of Sampson. The other horses shifted in their straw at his approach. William loved his horses, riding every morning of his life, and keeping one, a large grey of sixteen hands called Whistler, at livery in London. Whistler was in a stall now, and William frowned.

‘Wren! I told you to turn him out. It’s his holiday.’

‘I’ve to catch that pony first. Never catch ’im once I’ve let t’other out.’

Fred Wren was a small man, wiry and hard. He looked as though all of him had been compressed; he’d been a stable lad turned jockey, but a bad fall had left him lame. He’d been with William for nearly twenty years. Once a week he got drunk so it was a mystery how he hauled himself up the ladder into the hayloft where he slept. This behaviour was known but tolerated because in every other way he was an excellent groom.

‘Mrs Edward coming down, is she?’

‘Today. They’re all coming.’

‘So I heard. Mrs Edward’ll go nicely on the liver chestnut. Lovely seat on a horse, she has. You don’t see many like ’er.’

‘Quite right, Wren.’ He gave Marigold a pat, and turned to go.

‘One thing, sir. Could you tell those workmen to wash away their cement? They’re blocking my drains.’

‘I’ll tell them.’

And you tell them to take their ladders down of an evening, and not leave my yard looking like a pigsty. Wood shavings, buckets and making free with my water – I’ve had enough of them and no mistake, the cheeky monkeys. Wren stood looking at the back of his employer as he thought this. But there was no stopping that old man: he’d have the stables down next, he shouldn’t wonder. But the mere thought of that made him feel queer. When he’d first come to this place there had been no talk of motor cars and such. Now there were two of them, nasty smelly things. If Mr Cazalet took it into his head to collect any more of them, where would he put the contraptions? Not in my stables, he thought rather shakily. He was much older than he thought anybody knew and he didn’t like modern times.

Wren fussing about the drains made William think. The new premises would need their own water. Perhaps he’d better sink another well. Then the garden and stables could share their water supply – instead of the garden using water from the house – and – yes! He’d do a spot of divining after lunch. He’d speak to Sampson about it, but Sampson didn’t really know the first thing about wells – he couldn’t find water to save his life. Cheered by the thought of yet another enterprise, he stumped over to the garages.

Tonbridge held the car door open for Madam, and the Duchy climbed gratefully into the back of the old Daimler. It was cool after the heat of the high street and smelled faintly of prayer books. The boot was full of the large grocery order; her new trug and secateurs from Till’s lay on the seat beside her, a case of Malvern water on the seat in front.

‘We just have to collect my order from the butcher’s, Tonbridge.’

‘Very good, m’m.’

She eased a hat pin that seemed to be working its way through her hat into her head. It would be too hot now to pick the roses; she would have to wait until evening. She would have a short rest after luncheon, and then go out into the garden. In weather like this she begrudged every minute she could not spend there.

The butcher came out with her lamb in a parcel. He had been most apologetic about the last order having been unsatisfactory. He raised his boater to her as the car moved on.

Tonbridge got the sweets wrong. ‘I want mixed fruits – not just gooseberries. I’m afraid you must take them back.’

Tonbridge went slowly back into the shop. He didn’t like having to buy sweets, and he hated taking them back because the woman who kept the shop was sharp with him and reminded him of Ethyl. But he did it, of course. It was all part of the job.

He drove the Duchy home at a lugubrious twenty miles an hour – the pace he usually reserved for Mrs Edward or Mrs Hugh when they were pregnant. The Duchy did not notice this; driving was for men, and they might go at what pace they pleased. The only driving she had ever done was in a pony cart when she was a great deal younger. But she sensed that the sweet business had upset him, so when they got home and he was helping her out of the car, she said, ‘I expect you will be most relieved when the garages are finished, and you have a nice flat for your family.’

He looked at her – his mournful brown eyes with the bloodshot lower lids did not change – and said, ‘Yes, m’m. I expect I shall be,’ and shut the car door after her. As he drove the car round to the back door to unload it, he reflected gloomily that his only chance of getting away from Ethyl was shortly to be lost. She’d be down here, nagging him, complaining about how quiet it was, with that kid of hers whining all the time, and his life would be just as bad as it was when the family were in town. There must be a way out of it somehow, but he couldn’t see what it was.

Eileen had been behind herself all morning. It had started all right: she’d got her housework – the reception rooms – done before breakfast. But when she was washing the breakfast things, she discovered that all the china for the nursery meals hadn’t been touched since Christmas: the whole lot needed washing, and of course Mrs Cripps hadn’t been able to spare Dottie, and Peggy and Bertha had all the rooms upstairs to get ready. Eileen didn’t like to say anything, but she did think that Mrs Cripps might have spoken to the girls about it and got it done earlier. It wasn’t all done now, but there was an early dining room lunch, which meant that the kitchen wouldn’t get theirs until nearly two. She was in the pantry, rolling water-beaded butter balls and setting them in glass dishes for lunch and dinner that evening.

The door was open and she could hear Mrs Cripps shouting at Dottie, who scuttled back and forth down the passage with the kitchen washing-up. Smells of new cake and flapjacks wafted from the kitchen, reminding her that she was starving: she never could fancy much breakfast and there’d only been a rock cake with middle mornings. In London, Mrs Norfolk provided a real sit-down meal for elevenses – tinned salmon or a nice piece of Cheddar – but, then, she wasn’t having to cook for the numbers expected of Mrs Cripps. Eileen always came to the country with the family for Christmas and the summer holidays. At Easter she had her fortnight’s holiday and Lillian, the housemaid at Chester Terrace, came down instead of her. Eileen had been with the family seven years; she was fond of them, but she adored Miss Rachel – one of the sweetest ladies she’d ever met. She couldn’t think why Miss Rachel had never got married, but supposed she’d had a Disappointment in the war, like so many. But the summer was going to be hard work all the way, and that was a fact. Still, she liked to see the children enjoying themselves and Mrs Hugh would soon be having another and there’d be a baby again at Christmas. That was the butter done. She took the small tray of dishes to put in the larder and nearly ran into Dottie – that girl never looked where she was going. Poor girl, she had a summer cold and a very nasty cold sore on her lip in spite of all the vanishing cream that Eileen had kindly lent her. She was carrying a huge great tray piled with the kitchen china for laying up in the hall.

‘You shouldn’t put so much on a tray, Dottie. You might have a nasty accident.’

But it didn’t matter how kindly you spoke to her, she still looked scared. Eileen guessed that she was homesick because she remembered how she’d felt when she first went into service: cried her eyes out every night, and spent all the afternoons writing letters home, but Mum had never answered them. She didn’t like to think of those days. Still, we all have to go through them, she thought. It’s all for the best in the end. She went to the kitchen to look at the time. Half past twelve – and she must get a move on.

Mrs Cripps was in a frenzy – stirring things, popping things in and out of ovens. The kitchen table was half covered with basins, saucepans, pastry-making apparatus and the mincer and empty jugs, all waiting to be washed up.

‘Where is that girl? Dottie! Dottie!’ There were huge dark patches under her arms, and her ankles bulged over the straps of her black shoes. She lifted a wooden spoon from a double saucepan, placed her forefinger flat upon it, tasted and seized the salt. ‘See if you can find her, would you, Eileen, for me? There’s all this to be cleared up, and the stove wants a good riddle – I don’t know what they put in the coke nowadays, I really don’t. Tell her to hurry, if she knows what the word means.’

Dottie was moonily laying a fork and then a knife, and then a spoon round the table. She paused between each of these gestures, snuffling and staring into space.

‘Mrs Cripps wants you. I’ll finish the table.’ Dottie gave her a hunted look, wiped her nose on her sleeve and scuttled away.

Eileen could hear the girls laughing and talking with Mr Tonbridge, who was bringing in the shopping from Battle. They could lay the table and she would help Mr Tonbridge. She knew where things had to go, which was more than you could say for either Peggy or Bertha. But she had hardly got the butter and cream and the meat stowed in the larder and the Malvern water into her pantry before the word was passed that Mrs Cripps was dishing up. So she sped back through the kitchen, across the hall to the dining room to light the spirit lamps under the warmer on the sideboard, back to the hall where she rang the gong for luncheon, and back to the kitchen where dishes and plates were already piled upon the large wooden tray. She just had time to get across the hall with this and set plates and dishes in position when the family came in for lunch.

Four hours later nearly all of them had arrived: the grownups were having tea in the garden, and the children in the hall with Nanny and Ellen. They had arrived in three cars: Edward unloaded the suitcases and Louise carried hers – it was extremely heavy – into the hall. Aunt Rach had come with them to tell them which rooms. She tried to help Louise with her case, but Louise wouldn’t let her: everybody knew Aunt Rach had a bad back – whatever that might mean. She was delighted to be in the Pink Room and bagged the bed by the window as she was first. She saw the camp bed and realised that Clary would be sleeping with her and Polly. This was a bore, because Clary, although she was twelve (like Polly), seemed much younger, and anyway, she was not much fun, and they had to be nice to her because her mother was dead. Never mind, it was heavenly to be here. She unpacked her case enough to get out her jodhpurs so that she could ride immediately after tea. She’d better unpack altogether or they would find her when she was in the middle of something and make her stop and go and do it. She hung up her three cotton frocks that Mummy had made her bring, and bundled everything else into a drawer, except her books, which she arranged carefully on the table by her bed. Great Expectations, because Miss Milliment had set it for their holiday book, Sense and Sensibility, because she hadn’t read it for at least a year, a funny old book called The Wide, Wide World, because Miss Milliment had said that she used to have bets with a friend when she was a girl that whatever page they opened it at the heroine would be crying, and, of course, her Shakespeare. She heard a car arriving and prayed it would be Polly. She needed someone to talk to: Teddy was aloof – he didn’t answer any questions about his school properly and he wouldn’t even play car numbers with her on the way down. Let it be Polly. Please, God, let it be Polly!

Polly was thankful to arrive. She always felt car-sick, although she never actually was. They stopped for her twice, once on the hill outside Sevenoaks and once the other side of Lamberhurst. Each time she had stumbled out and stood retching, but nothing happened. She had quarrelled with Simon on the way down as well. It was about Pompey. Simon said that cats didn’t notice if people went away – which was an arrant lie. Pompey had watched her packing and tried to get into the case. He simply concealed his feelings in front of other people. He’d even tried to make her feel better about it, by going away and sitting in the kitchen – the furthest possible amount away from her that he could manage. Mummy had kept saying wasn’t she excited about going to Home Place, and she was, but everybody knew you could feel two things at once – probably more than that. She didn’t trust Inge to be kind to him although she’d given her a pot of Wonder Cream as a sort of bribe, but Daddy said that he would be back on Monday and she knew he was trustworthy. But then she’d miss Daddy. Life was nothing but swings and roundabouts. What with crying in London and feeling sick in the car, she had a headache. Never mind. As soon as they’d had tea, she and Louise would go off together to their best tree – an old apple that could be made into a kind of house with the branches being different rooms. It was her and Louise’s tree; horrible Simon wouldn’t be allowed up it. He had been told to carry her case up to her room, but as soon as they were out of sight of the grown-ups, he dropped it and said, ‘Carry your own case.’ ‘Cad!’ She picked it up and began on the stairs. ‘Swine!’ she added. They were the newest worst words she could think of: what Dad had said about a bus driver, and a man in a sports car on the way down. Oh dear! What with Pompey and Simon, things weren’t too good. But there was darling Louise at the top of the stairs, down in a flash to help her with the case. But she was wearing her riding clothes which meant no tree after tea, so it was swings and roundabouts again.

Zoë and Rupert had an awful journey; Zoë had suggested that Clary should go by train with Ellen and Neville, but Clary had made such a fuss that Rupert had given in, and said she’d better come with them. Their car, a small Morris, was not large enough for the whole family, and as it was, Clary had luggage crammed round her in the back. Quite soon she said she felt sick and wanted to be in front. Zoë said that Clary shouldn’t have come in the car if she was going to feel sick and she couldn’t be in front. So Clary was sick – just to show her. They had to stop, and Dad tried to clean it up, but it smelled awful and everybody was cross with her. Then they had a puncture, and Dad had to change the wheel while Zoë sat smoking and not saying a word. Clary got out of the car and apologised to Dad, who was nice and said he supposed she couldn’t help it. They were still in horrible awful old London when this happened. Dad had to unpack the boot to get at his tools and Clary tried to help him, but he said she couldn’t really. He spoke in his patient voice that meant, she felt, he was awfully unhappy only he couldn’t say. He must be – the most terrible thing had happened to him in the world and he had to go on living and pretending it hadn’t and so, of course, she tried to copy his braveness about it because she knew it was so much worse for him. It didn’t matter how much she loved him, it wouldn’t make it up. The rest of the journey, they didn’t talk, so she sang to cheer him up. She sang ‘Early One Morning’, and ‘The Nine Days of Christmas’, and an area it was called, by Mozart – she only knew the first three words and then it had to be la la la, but it was a lovely tune, one of his favourites – and the ‘Raggle Taggle Gypsies O’, but when she got to ‘Ten Green Bottles’, Zoë asked her to shut up for a bit – so, of course, she had to. But Dad thanked her for the lovely singing, so it was sucks to Zoë, and that was something. She spent the rest of the journey wanting to go to the lav, but not wanting to ask Dad to stop again.

Lydia and Neville had a lovely time in the train. Neville liked trains more than anything, which was quite reasonable as he was going to be an engine driver. Lydia thought he was a very nice boy. They played noughts and crosses, but that wasn’t much fun because they were too equal for anyone to win. Neville wanted to climb into the luggage rack above the seats – he said a boy he knew always travelled like that – but Nan and Ellen wouldn’t let them. They did let them stand in the corridor, which was very exciting when they went through tunnels and they could see red sparks in the smoky dark and there was a lovely exciting smell. ‘The only thing is,’ Lydia said after thinking about it when they were told to come back into the carriage, ‘that when you are an engine driver, where will you have your house? Because wherever it is, you’ll keep on going to somewhere else, won’t you?’

‘I’ll take a tent with me. I’ll put it up in places like Scotland or Cornwall – or Wales or Iceland. Anywhere,’ he finished grandly.

‘You can’t drive a train to Iceland. Trains don’t go over the sea.’

‘They do. Dad and Zoë go to Paris in a train. They get into it at Victoria Station, and have dinner and go to sleep and when they wake up they’re in France. So they do go across sea. So there.’

Lydia was silent. She didn’t like arguments, so she decided not to have one. ‘I’m sure you’ll be a very good driver.’

‘I’ll take you free whenever you want to go. I’ll go at two hundred miles an hour.’

There he went again. Nothing went at two hundred miles an hour.

‘What are you looking forward to most when we get there?’ She asked politely – she didn’t particularly want to know.

‘My bike. And strawberries. And the Walls’ Ice Man.’

‘Strawberries are over, Neville. It will be raspberries now.’

‘I don’t mind which they are. I can eat any old berry. I very-very-very-like ber-rys-ber-rys-ber-rys.’ He began laughing, his face became bright pink and he nearly fell off his seat. This made Ellen say that he was getting silly; he was quenched by being told to put out his tongue and having the lower half of his face rubbed with a handkerchief and his spit. Lydia watched with distaste, but just as she was feeling rather superior Nan did exactly the same to her.

‘Nasty smuts you got out in the corridor, I told you!’ But it must mean they were nearly there and she was longing for that.

The Cazalets were a kissing family. As the first lot (Edward and Villy) arrived, they kissed the Duchy and Rachel (the children kissed the Duchy and hugged Aunt Rach); when the second lot (Sybil and Hugh) arrived they did the same, and then the brothers and sisters-in-law kissed each other, ‘How are you, darling?’; when Rupert and Zoë arrived he kissed everyone, and Zoë imprinted her brothers-in-law’s faces with her light, scarlet lipstick and lent a creamy cheek to her sisters-in-law’s mouths. The Duchy sat in an upright deck-chair on the front lawn under the monkey puzzle boiling the silver kettle for strong Indian tea. As each one kissed her she made her silent, lightning review of their health: Villy looked rather thin, Edward looked in the pink as he always seemed to; Louise was growing too fast, Teddy was reaching the awkward age; Sybil looked done up, and Hugh looked as though he was recovering from one of his heads; Polly was becoming a pretty child so nothing must ever be said about her appearance; Simon looked far too pale – some sea air would do him good; Rupert looked positively haggard and needed feeding up; and Zoë – but here her thoughts failed her. Incurably honest, she admitted to herself that she did not – like – Zoë and could not get past her appearance which, she felt, was a trifle showy, a little like an actress. The Duchy did not have anything against actresses in general, it was simply that one did not expect to have one in the family. None of the observations were apparent to anyone except Rachel, who quickly admired Zoë’s tussore suit with white crocheted jumper and long string of corals. Clary had not come to kiss, and had rushed straight into the house.

‘She was sick in the car,’ Zoë explained in neutral tones.

‘She’s perfectly all right now,’ Rupert said sharply.

Rachel got to her feet. ‘I’ll go and see.’

‘Do, darling. I don’t think she should have raspberries and cream, it would be too rich for her.’

Rachel pretended not to hear her mother. She found Clary coming out of the downstairs lavatory.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘Zoë said you were sick in the car coming down. I thought perhaps you—’

‘That was ages ago. Which room am I in?’

‘The Pink. With Polly and Louise.’

‘Oh. Right.’ Her suitcase stood in the passage outside the lavatory. She picked it up. ‘Is there time to unpack before tea?’

‘I expect so. Anyway, you needn’t have tea if you don’t feel like it.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with me, Aunt Rachel – honestly. I’m perfectly all right.’

‘Good. I just wanted to be sure. Sometimes people feel awful after they’ve been sick.’

She took a hesitating step towards Rachel, put down the case, and then gave her a fierce and hurried hug. ‘I’m tough as old Wellingtons.’ A look of doubt crossed her face. ‘Dad says.’ She picked up the case again. ‘Thank you for worrying about me,’ she finished formally.

Rachel watched her stump upstairs. She felt sad. Her back ached, and that reminded her to take out a cushion for Sybil.

When she returned to the tea party, Zoë was telling Villy about seeing the men’s singles at Wimbledon, Sybil was telling the Duchy about the nanny she had found, Hugh and Edward were talking shop, and Rupert was a little apart, sitting on the lawn, hands round his knees, watching the scene. Everybody was smoking except for Sybil. The Duchy interrupted Sybil to say, ‘Pour away your tea, darling, it will be cold. I’ll give you another cup.’

Rachel proffered the cushion, and Sybil heaved herself up gratefully for it to be put in place.

Zoë, who observed this, gave Sybil a covert second glance and wondered how anybody could go about looking so monstrous. She could at least wear a smock, or something, instead of that awful green dress strained over her stomach. God! She hoped she’d never be pregnant.

Rachel took an Abdullah from the box on the tea table and looked about for a light. Villy waved her little sha-green lighter at her, and Rachel went over for it.

‘The court is all ready for tennis,’ she said, but before anybody could answer, they heard the car arrive. Doors slammed, and, seconds later, Lydia and Neville ran through the white gate. ‘We went over sixty miles an hour.’

‘Gracious!’ exclaimed the Duchy kissing him. Overexcited she thought. It will end in tears.

‘I betted Tonbridge he couldn’t go fast, so he went!’

‘He went how he would’ve went anyway,’ Lydia said primly, bending down to her grandmother. ‘Neville is rather young for his age,’ she whispered very loudly indeed.

Neville turned on her. ‘I’m not as young for my age as you are! How can you be young for your age? You couldn’t be your age if you were young for it!’

‘That’ll do, Neville,’ Rupert said with his hand over the lower part of his face. ‘Kiss your aunts and go and get ready for tea.’

‘I’ll kiss the nearest.’ He planted a smacking kiss on Sybil’s cheek.

‘And the others,’ ordered Rupert.

He sighed theatrically but did as he was told. Lydia, who had done her kissing, ended with Villy onto whom she flung herself.

‘Tonbridge has a very red neck. It goes dark red if you talk about him in the car,’ she said.

‘You shouldn’t talk about him. You should talk to him, or not at all.’

‘Oh, I didn’t. It was Neville. I simply noticed.’

‘We don’t want any tales,’ said the Duchy. ‘Run along how to Ellen and Nanny.’ They looked at her, but went at once.

‘Oh dear, aren’t they priceless? They do make me laugh.’ Rachel stubbed out her cigarette.

‘Now – what about your tennis?’ She wondered whether Villy minded her mother-in-law reprimanding Lydia, and she knew Villy loved to play.

‘I’m game,’ said Edward at once.

‘Hugh, do play. I’ll come and watch you.’ Sybil longed to have a little rest in the cool of their bedroom, but she didn’t want Hugh to be robbed of his tennis.

‘I’m happy to play if I’m wanted,’ but he didn’t want to. He wanted to lie in a deck-chair and read – have a peaceful time.

For once, however, they were cheated of sacrificing themselves to each other’s imagined requirements, as Zoë, leaping to her feet, proclaimed her interest in playing and said she’d pop up and change. Rupert immediately said, right, he’d play too, and there was the double. The Duchy was going to deadhead and pick her roses, and Rachel had just decided that as everybody seemed happy and occupied she could go to her room and read Sid’s letter, when her father emerged from the house.

‘Hallo, hallo, everybody. Kitty, it’s quite all right, because I’ve remembered now that the Whatsisnames couldn’t dine with us, so they are just coming for a drink.’

‘Who, dear?’

‘Chap I met in the train. Can’t for the life of me remember his name, but he was a very nice chap and, of course, I asked his wife as well. Pity I got up the port, but I expect we’ll manage to drink it.’

‘What time did you ask them, because dinner is at eight?’

‘Oh, I didn’t fuss about the time. They’ll come about six, I should think. Ewhurst they’re coming from – that’s where the chap said he lived. Rachel, can you spare a minute? I want to read you the end of the British Honduras chapter before I start to compare their mahogany with the West African variety.’

‘You read that bit to me, darling.’

‘Did I? Well, never mind, I’ll read it again,’ and taking her by the arm he marched her firmly into the house.

‘Why do you let him go in trains?’ Hugh said to his mother as she went in search of her secateurs and trug. ‘If he drove with Tonbridge, he wouldn’t meet nearly so many people.’

‘If he goes with Tonbridge, he insists on driving. And as nothing will stop him driving on the right-hand side of the road, Tonbridge is refusing to be driven by him. If he goes by train, then neither of them has to give way.’

‘Don’t the police have something to say about the right-hand side of the road?’

‘They do, of course. But the last time he was stopped, he got very slowly out of the car, and explained that he’d always ridden that side of the road and he wasn’t going to stop now just because he was motoring, and they ended up apologising to him. He’ll have to stop soon: his eyesight is really quite bad. You have a word with him, dear, I expect he’ll listen to you.’

‘I doubt it.’

They parted, and Hugh went upstairs to be sure that Sybil was all right. He went up the cottage stairs, avoiding the children who were all having tea in the hall.

Tea was nearly over, and the older children were panting to be allowed to get down. They had all had the statutory piece of plain bread and butter, followed by as many pieces of bread and jam as they pleased (the Duchy did not approve of butter and jam – ‘a bit rich’, her uttermost condemnation) and then there were flapjacks and cake, and then there were raspberries and cream – all washed down by mugs of creamy milk that Mr York had delivered from the farm that morning. Ellen and Nanny presided, careful of each other’s status, and more watchful and firm with their own charges than they were at home. Polly and Simon, unaccompanied, were no-man’s land, which curiously subdued them. Manners seemed to make most people dull, Louise thought. She kicked Polly under the table, who, taking the cue, asked, ‘Please, may we get down?’

‘When everyone has finished,’ Nanny said.

Neville hadn’t. They all looked at him. When he realised this he started shovelling in his raspberries very fast, until his cheeks bulged.

‘Stop that!’ said Ellen sharply, whereupon he choked, opened his mouth and a messy slide of raspberries dropped onto the table.

‘You others may get down.’ This they thankfully did, just as the scene was starting.

‘Where are you going?’ Clary called to Polly and Louise. She knew they were trying to leave her out.

‘To see Joey,’ they called, running to the north door. They did not want her, she thought. She decided to go for an explore by herself. At first, she did not notice where she was going, was too engaged in hating everyone; Louise and Polly always ganged up – like the girls at school. If she had gone with them to see Joey they wouldn’t have let her ride him, or they would just have let her have one small turn on him at the end. Anyway, she was wearing her shorts and the stirrup leathers would have pinched her knees awfully. She could hear Neville’s wails coming from an upstairs open window: serve him right, the silly fool. She kicked a stone with her foot and it hurt her toe—

‘Look out!’ It was horrible Teddy and Simon on their bicycles. What was horrible about them was that they simply wouldn’t talk to her at all. They only talked to each other and grown-ups – but usually they got a bit nicer when the holidays had been going for a bit. She was at the corner of the house now, where to the left she could see the tennis court and hear them calling, ‘Love fifteen,’ and, ‘Yours, partner!’ She could offer to be a ball-boy, but she didn’t want even to see Zoë, thank you very much. She heard Dad give his hooting laugh when he missed a ball. He didn’t take games very seriously – unlike the others. To the right she could see the large part of the garden and in the distance, the beginnings of the kitchen garden. That’s where she would go. She walked along the cinder path by the greenhouses, whose glass was painted a smeary white. She could see the Duchy in her large hat, snipping and bending over her roses, and decided to go through the greenhouses to avoid being seen. The first one smelled of nectarines that were fan-trained up the wall. Overhead was an enormous vine, the grapes like small, clouded, green glass beads. They wouldn’t be at all ripe, but they looked very pretty, she thought. She felt one or two of the nectarines, and one fell off into her hand. It wasn’t her fault, it simply toppled. She put it in her shorts pocket to eat somewhere secret. There were masses of pots of geraniums and chrysanthemums that were hardly in bud; the gardener showed them at the Flower Show. The last greenhouse was full of tomatoes, the yellow and the red; the smell of them was delicious and so overpowering it tickled her nose. She picked a tiny one to eat; it was as sweet as a sweet. She picked three more and stuffed them in her other pocket. She shut the last greenhouse door and stepped into the cooler, but still golden, air. The sky was pale blue with a drift of little clouds like feathers. By the kitchen-garden gate there was a huge bush with purplish flowers like lilac only pointed; it was littered with butterflies – white ones, orange ones with black and white on them, small blue ones and one lemon with tiny dark veins on it, the most beautiful of all, she thought. She watched them for a bit and wished she knew their names. Sometimes they were restless and went from flower to flower with hardly a pause. I suppose the honey gets used up out of each little flower, she thought. They have to go on until they find a full one.

She decided to come and see them often: in the end they might get to know her, but they seemed a bit unearthly for people – more like ghosts or fairies – they didn’t need people, lucky things.

The kitchen garden, with walls all round it, was very hot and still. There was one long bed of flowers for picking, and the rest was vegetables. Plum and greengage trees were grown against the walls and a huge fig tree, whose leaves were quite rough to touch and smelled of slightly warm mackintosh. It had a lot of figs, and some had fallen to the ground, but they were still green and hard and shiny.

’Come and see what I’ve got!’

She hadn’t noticed Lydia, who was squatting on the ground in the middle of two rows of cabbages.

‘What have you got?’ she said, copying a grown-up voice – not really wanting to know.

‘Caterpillars. I’m collecting them for pets. This is my box for them. I’m going to make holes in the lid with Nan’s smallest knitting needle ’cos they need some air, but they won’t be able to escape. You can have some if you like.’


Lydia was nice. Clary didn’t actually want any caterpillars, she was too old for them, but she felt pleased to be asked.

‘I’ll help you if you like,’ she said.

‘You can tell where they are because of the eaten bits of leaves. Only please pick them up carefully. As they haven’t got any bones you can’t tell what would hurt.’

‘All right.’

‘Do you want the very small ones?’ Clary asked, after finding a whole lot on one leaf.

‘Some, because they’ll last longer. The big ones will go into cocoons and stop being pets.’

‘Except for size they do look the same, though,’ she said after a bit. ‘Their little black faces are just the same: it’s no good giving them names. I’ll just have to call them them.’

‘Like sheep. Only not awfully like sheep.’

This made Lydia laugh and she said, ‘You don’t have caterpillar shepherds. Shepherds know sheep quite well. Mr York told me. He knows his pigs and they all have names.’

When Clary thought they’d got too many, and Lydia said there were enough, they went to see if there were any strawberries left because Lydia said she was thirsty and if she went into the house for some water, Nan would find her and make her have a bath. But the only strawberries they found were all half eaten by things. Clary told Lydia about wanting a cat, and how her dad had said they’d have to think about it.

‘What does your mother say?’

‘She’s not my mother.’

‘Oh!’ Then she said, ‘I know she’s not, really. Sorry.’

Clary said, ‘It’s all right,’ but it wasn’t.

‘Do you like her? Aunt Zoë, I mean?’

‘I don’t have any feelings about her.’

‘But even if you did, it couldn’t be the same, could it? I mean, nobody could be like a real mother. Oh, Clary, I feel awfully sad for you! You’re a tragic person, aren’t you? I think you’re terrifically brave!’

Clary felt extraordinary. Nobody had ever said anything like that to her before. It was funny; she felt lighter, someone knowing made it less of a hard secret, because Ellen always changed the subject in a brisk horrible way, and Dad never mentioned her – never once even said ‘your mother’, let alone telling her all the things she wanted to know. He couldn’t help it, it was too awful for him to talk about, and she loved him far too much to want to make anything worse for him, and so there was nobody … Lydia was crying. She wasn’t making any noise, but her lip was trembling and tears spurted out onto the strawberry straw.

‘I’d hate my mother to die,’ she said. I’d hate it – too much.’

‘She’s not going to die,’ Clary said. ‘She’s the wellest person I’ve ever seen in my life!’

‘Is she? Really the wellest?’

‘Absolutely. You must believe me, Lyd – I’m far older than you and I know that sort of thing.’ She felt in her pocket for a handkerchief for Lydia, and remembered the tomatoes. ‘Look what I’ve got!’

Lydia ate the three tomatoes, and they cheered her up. Clary felt very old and kind. She offered Lydia the nectarine, and Lydia said, ‘No, you have it,’ and Clary said, ‘No, you’re to have it. You’ve got to.’ She wanted Lydia to have everything. Then they took the caterpillars and went to the potting shed to see if Mr McAlpine still had his ferrets.

Teddy and Simon rode their bicycles round the house and then round the stables, and finally down the road to Watlington and along the drive to the Mill House that their grandfather had bought and was rebuilding to be an extra holiday house for some of them. They did not talk much, both having to contend with the switch from Teddy being a prefect and Simon a junior at their school, to being ordinary holiday cousins who could rag each other. On the way back, Teddy said to Simon, ‘Shall we let them play Monopoly with us?’

And Simon, secretly pleased to have his opinion asked, answered as casually as he could, ‘We’d better, or they’ll make no end of a fuss.’

Sybil had a lovely peaceful time eating Marie biscuits – she kept feeling hungry in between meals – and reading The Citadel by A. J. Cronin, who had been a doctor, like Somerset Maugham.

Usually she read more seriously: she was somebody who read more to be enlightened and educated than for pleasure, but now she felt incapable of mental effort. She had brought T. S. Eliot’s play Murder in the Cathedral with her, which she and Villy had seen at the Mercury, and Auden and Isherwood’s Ascent of F6, but she didn’t feel at all like reading them. It was lovely to be in the country. She really wished that Hugh could stay down for the week with her, but he and Edward had to take turns to be at the office, and Hugh wanted to be free when the baby was born. Or babies: she was practically sure there were two of them judging by the activity inside her. After this, they really must make sure that they didn’t have any more. The trouble was that Hugh hated all forms of contraception; after seventeen years, she wouldn’t actually have minded terribly if they stopped all that sort of thing altogether, but Hugh obviously didn’t feel like that. She wondered idly what Villy did about it, because Edward wouldn’t be a very easy person to say no to, not that one ought to do that, anyway. When Polly was born they had sort of decided that two was enough; they had been much poorer then and Hugh had worried about school fees if they had more sons, so they’d battled on with her Dutch cap, and douches, and Volpargels, and Hugh not coming inside her, until the whole business had seemed so worrying that she had completely stopped enjoying it although, of course, she never let him know that. But last year, early in December, they’d had a divine skiing holiday at St Moritz and after the first day when they were aching from exercise, Hugh had ordered a bottle of champagne for them to drink while they took turns to soak in a hot bath. She’d made him go first, because he’d hurt his ankle, and then he sat and watched her. When she was ready to come out, he’d held an enormous white bath towel out and wrapped it round her, and then held her, and then unpinned her hair and pulled her gently down onto the bathroom mat. She’d started to say something, but he’d put his hand over her mouth and shook his head and kissed her and it had been like it was when they first married. After that, they’d made love every night, and sometimes in the afternoons as well and Hugh did not have a single one of his heads. So her present state was hardly surprising and she was glad, because he was so pleased and always so sweet to her. I’m very lucky, she thought. Rupert’s the funniest, and Edward the most handsome, but I wouldn’t swap Hugh for either of them.

‘I expected you to be fast asleep.’ He came into the room with a glass of sherry in his hand. ‘I’ve brought you this to buck you up.’

‘Oh, thank you, darling. I mustn’t drink too much or I’ll pass out at dinner.’

‘You drink what you want and I’ll finish it.’

‘But you don’t like sherry!’

‘I do sometimes. But I thought if you had this, you could skip the unknowns coming for a drink.’

‘What have you been up to?’

‘I read for a bit, and then the Old Man called me in for a chat. He wants to build a squash court behind the stables. Apparently it was Edward’s idea, and he’s started to choose the site.’

‘It will be nice for Simon.’

‘And Polly. All of us, really.’

‘I can’t imagine ever being able to play any game again.’

‘You will, darling. It won’t be built until the Christmas hols. You’ll be as thin as a rake by then. Do you want a bath? Because if you do, you’d better get in quick before the tennis players and the children start.’

She shook her head. ‘I’ll have one in the morning.’


‘You’ll all have one, will you?’ He stroked her belly and got up from the bed. ‘I must get out of these shoes.’ All male Cazalets had long bony feet and were constantly changing their shoes.

Sybil held out the sherry glass. ‘I’ve had enough.’

He drained the glass – like medicine, she thought. ‘By the way, what are we going to call them?’

‘Or him or her, possibly.’

‘Well?’

‘Don’t you think Sebastian’s rather a nice name?’

‘A bit fancy for a boy, isn’t it? I thought it might be nice if we called him William after the Old Man.’

‘If they were twins we could call them both names.’

‘And girls? Or a girl?’

‘I thought perhaps Jessica.’

‘I don’t like that. I like plain names. Jane or Anne. Or Susan.’

‘Of course, there might be one of each. That would be best.’

They had had this conversation before, but before the possibility of twins had occurred. They did not agree about names, although they had agreed about Simon in the end, and Hugh had been allowed to choose Polly when she had wanted Antonia. Now, she said, ‘Anne is a nice name.’

‘I was thinking that Jess wouldn’t be too bad. Where did you put my socks?’

‘Top left-hand drawer.’

A car was heard in the drive.

‘That will be the mystery guests.’

‘I must say I’m jolly glad you don’t keep inviting everyone you meet back for drinks and meals.’

‘I don’t go in enough trains. Do you want me to do anything about getting Polly and Simon towards bed?’

‘It’s their first night, let them rip. They’ll come in when Louise and Teddy are made to.’

‘Okey-doke.’ He ran a comb through his hair, blew her a kiss and went.

Sybil got up from bed and went to the open window; the air smelled warmly of honeysuckle and roses, there were the metallic sounds of blackbirds settling down for the night and the sky was turning apricot streaked with little molten feathery clouds. ‘Look thy last on all things lovely, every hour,’ came into her mind. She leaned further out of the window and pulled a rose towards her to smell it. ‘And since to look at things in bloom, fifty springs are little room,’ – it was unlike Housman to allow anyone fifty springs, let alone three score years and ten. She was thirty-eight, and the thought that it might be a very hard labour and that she might die recurred now. The petals of the rose began to drop; and when she let go of it, it swung back with only the stamens left. She couldn’t die, she was needed. Dr Ledingham was marvellous, and Nurse Lamb a brick. It was just one of those times when the pain and what it was for balanced each other. She had never told Hugh how frightened she had been – the first time – with Polly, nor how much more she had dreaded having Simon, because the notion that one did not remember one’s labour was one of those sentimental old wives’ tales.

Polly and Louise had not ridden Joey in the end. He was still out, Mr Wren had said. He hadn’t had the time to catch him but they could try if they liked, and he’d given them the halter. They could catch him and bring him in for the night, and then they could ride him in the morning. He looked rather cross, so they didn’t argue with him. Louise pinched a handful of oats which she put into her pocket with the sugar lumps Polly had secreted at tea. Nan had seen her, but they had both known that she wouldn’t like to say anything as Polly wasn’t in her charge. They had walked along the damp, shady path in the field, and Polly had got stung by nettles and had held things up by needing dock leaves.

‘Do hurry up,’ Louise had said. ‘Because if we catch him quickly, there will be time for a ride.’

But they hadn’t caught him at all. He was standing in a corner of the field, looking very fat and glossy, eating the rich green grass. He raised his head when they called him and watched them approach. There was a small cloud of flies round his head and his tail swished regularly. Whistler stood head to tail beside him, also grazing. When he saw the girls he started to walk towards them in case they were bringing anything nice.

‘We’ll have to give Whistler some oats, to be fair.’

‘All right – you get the halter ready and I’ll do the feeding.’

But this was the wrong way round, Louise thought. She was sure Polly would muff the halter, and she did. Whistler plunged his soft nose into the handful of oats, spilling a lot of them. Joey saw this and came up for his share. She shut her hand and held it out to Joey who made an expert grab, but the moment Polly tried to put an arm around his neck, he tossed his head and cantered away – an insultingly short distance – where he stood daring them to try again. Whistler nearly knocked Louise over when he nudged her hand for more.

‘Blast! You take the sugar, and I’ll have the halter.’

‘Sorry,’ Polly said meekly. She knew she wasn’t much good at this sort of thing. She was – only a bit – afraid of Joey.

They had another go with the sugar and the same thing happened, only this time Joey laid his ears back and looked quite wicked. When the sugar was gone, Joey wouldn’t come near them, and even Whistler lost interest in the end.

‘I bet Mr Wren knew he wouldn’t let himself be caught,’ Louise said crossly. ‘He might have jolly well done it himself.’

‘Let’s go back and tell him.’

They climbed the gate in silence, and Polly felt Louise was on the verge of being cross. But then she suddenly said, ‘It wasn’t your fault about the halter. Let’s not go and talk to Mr Wren. He’s never nice to us when his face is so red.’

‘Beetroot.’

‘Doesn’t it look awful with his stony blue eyes?’

‘No one would put beetroot and blue together on purpose,’ Polly agreed. ‘What shall we do? Shall we go and see our tree?’

And to her joy, Louise agreed at once. The piece of rope, which they used to get up the first straight hard part, hung just where they had left it at Christmas. They collected bunches of daisies and Louise put them in her pocket for the climb, and when they were comfortably ensconced in the best branch that went up at one end so that they could sit facing each other, leaning their backs against the branch and the trunk respectively, Louise divided the daisies and they both made chains to decorate the branches.

Louise, who bit her nails, had to bite the holes in the stalks for threading, but Polly did hers with her longest nail. They discussed the holidays, and what they most wanted to do in them. Louise wanted the beach, and especially to swim in the St Leonards swimming pool. Polly wanted to have a picnic at Bodiam. Both she and Simon had birthdays in August, so they would be allowed to choose one day. ‘But he’ll choose the Romney, Hythe and Dymchurch Railway, said Polly sadly. Then she said, ‘Clary has a birthday too, remember?’

‘Oh, God! What will she choose?’

‘We could bend her to our will.’

‘Only by telling her how much we don’t want to do something that we really want.’

‘That’s not bending. That’s …’ she searched for the word, ‘that’s conspiring.’

‘Why does she have to share a room with us? I don’t actually like her much. But Mummy says I ought to because of her not having a mother. I do see that. It must be rotten for her.’

‘She has Aunt Zoë’ Polly said.

‘She doesn’t strike me as a particularly good mother. Awfully glam, but not a mother. Some people aren’t cut out for that sort of thing, you know. I mean look at Lady Macbeth.’

‘I don’t think Aunt Zoë’s terribly like Lady Macbeth. I know you think Shakespeare is wonderful but, honestly, people now aren’t much like his people.’

‘They jolly well are!’

They had a bit of an argument about that, which Louise won by saying nature imitated art and that that wasn’t what she thought, but someone who really knew about that sort of thing. The sun sank, and the orchard, from being a gilded green, turned misty and sage with violet shadows, and it wasn’t hot any more. They began to think about milk and biscuits and their mothers saying goodnight to them.

‘Why don’t you and Rupert have the first bath? I’m quite happy to wait, and I’ve got to go and see that Nan is settling in, anyway. Coming, darling?’

And Edward, who had been winding down the net, joined her. Zoë watched them walk up the steps to the terrace. Edward put his arm round Villy’s shoulders and said something to her that made her laugh. They had won quite easily – would have won all three sets if Edward, the best player, hadn’t had a run of double faults and lost his service. She had to admit that Villy was good, too, not showy, but a steady player with a reliable backhand; she hardly missed a shot. Zoë, who minded losing, felt that it was because Rupert didn’t take the game seriously enough; he was good at volleying, but sometimes, at the net, he had simply left balls for her that she was sure he should have taken, and so, of course, she had often missed them. At least they hadn’t had Sybil playing; she served underarm and simply laughed when she missed things and asked people not to send such fast balls. The worst of playing with her was that everybody pretended she was just as good as everyone else. They were all so nice to one another. They were nice to her as well, but she knew that that was simply because she had become part of the family by marrying Rupert. She did not feel that they really liked her.

‘I’m off for a bath,’ she called to Rupert, who was collecting the tennis balls. ‘I’ll leave the water for you.’ And she ran lightly up the steps before he could reply.

At least the water was hot. She had been wondering how she could decently go ahead and bag the first bath, and then Villy had, confoundingly, simply presented her with it. But it was a ghastly bathroom – freezing cold, and so ugly, with the pitch-pine walls and the window-sill always covered with dead bluebottles. She made the bath so hot she could hardly get into it and lay down for a good soak. These family holidays! You’d think if the Cazalets were so keen on their grandchildren that they’d look after Clarissa and Neville, and let her and Rupert go off and have a proper holiday alone together. But every year – except the first one when they’d been married and Rupert had taken her to Cassis – they had to come here for weeks and weeks and she hardly ever had Rupert to herself, except in bed. Otherwise all the days were spent in doing things with all these kids, everybody worrying about them having a good time, which they would, anyway, with the others to play with. She wasn’t used to all this clannishness; it wasn’t at all her idea of a holiday.

Zoë’s father had died at the battle of the Somme when she was two. She couldn’t remember him at all, although Mummy said that he’d played ride-a-cock-horse with her when she was eighteen months old. Mummy had had to take a job with Elizabeth Arden doing people’s faces all day, so she had been sent to boarding school when she was five – a place called Elmhurst near Camberley. She’d been easily the youngest boarder and everybody had spoiled her. She had quite liked school; it was the holidays that she had hated in the peachy little flat in West Kensington, with her mother out all day and a succession of boring mother’s helps to look after her. Buses and walks in Kensington Gardens, and tea in a tea shop was their idea of a treat. By the time she was ten she was determined to get away from home as soon as possible. As she grew older, she was given the heroine’s parts in the school plays – not because she was any good at acting, but because of her looks. She decided that she would go on the stage as soon as she left school. She certainly wasn’t going to end up like her mother, who had had, apart from her ghastly job, a succession of dreary old men, one of whom she even seemed to want to marry, but not after Zoë told her what he’d tried to do to her when Mother was out one day. There’d been a fearful scene and after that her mother had stopped dyeing her hair, and talked a lot about what a hard life she had.

The only subject upon which she and her mother were in animated agreement was Zoë’s appearance. Zoë evolved from being a pretty baby to an unusually attractive child, and even managed to avoid the common eclipse of adolescence. She never lost her lithe figure, nor had spots or greasy hair, and her mother, who had made herself some authority on appearance, realised early on that her daughter was going to be a beauty, and gradually, all the hopes she had had for her own security and comfort – a nice man who would look after her and obviate the need to work so hard – were transferred to Zoë. Zoë was going to be such a stunner that she could marry anyone she liked, which meant, to Mrs Headford, someone who was so rich that providing for his mother-in-law would be nothing to him. So she taught Zoë to look after herself: to treat her fine thick hair with henna and yolk of egg, to brush her lashes nightly with Vaseline, to bathe her eyes with hot and cold water, to walk across rooms with books on her head, to sleep in cotton gloves with her hands soaked in almond oil – and much else. Although they had no help, Zoë was never expected to do housework, nor to cook; her mother bought a second-hand sewing machine and made her pretty frocks and knitted her jumpers, and when Zoë was sixteen and had passed her School Certificate and said she was sick of school and wanted to go on the stage, Mrs Headford, who was by now a little afraid of her, at once agreed. Dukes had been known to marry people from the theatre, and as she was in no position to bring her daughter out, with a Season and all that, this seemed a viable alternative. She told Zoë that on no account should she marry an actor, made her a simple but exquisitely fitting green dress that matched her eyes for auditions and waited for her daughter’s fame and fortune. But Zoë’s lack of acting ability was masked by her lack of experience, and after two managers had advised her to go to an acting school, Mrs Headford realised that she was back to paying school fees. For two years Zoë attended Elsie Fogerty’s Academy and learned to enunciate, learned mime, learned to walk and some dancing and even a little singing. Nothing availed. She looked so ravishing, and tried so hard, that her teachers went on attempting to turn her into an actress far longer than they might have done had she been plainer. She remained wooden, self-conscious and altogether unable to make any lines that she spoke seem her own. Her only talent seemed to lie in movement; she liked dancing and in the end it was mutually agreed that perhaps she had better concentrate upon that. She left the school and took lessons in tap and modern dance. The only thing to be said for the acting school was that although a number of students had fallen in love with her, Zoë had remained aloof. Disregarding the obvious reason for this, Mrs Headford rashly assumed that Zoë was ‘sensible’ and knew what she was to achieve.



Zoë had kept up with one friend from Elmhurst – a girl called Margaret O’Connor. Margaret lived in London and when she became engaged to a doctor, ‘quite old, but frightfully nice’, she invited Zoë to go dancing with them. ‘Ian will bring a friend,’ she said. The friend was Rupert. ‘He’s had an awful time. Needs cheering up,’ Margaret told her in the Ladies at the Gargoyle Club. Rupert thought Zoë the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen in his life. Zoë fell instantly and madly in love with Rupert. Six months later they were married.

‘… Are you there?’

Zoë got out of the bath, wrapped herself in a towel and unlocked the door.

‘This place is like a Turkish bath!’

‘Better than an igloo. I suppose the dining room will be freezing, as usual?’

The closed look on his face made her regret that remark. He loathed her criticising his parents. He got into the bath and began washing his face vigorously. She bent over and kissed his streaming forehead.

‘Sorry!’

‘What about?’

‘Nothing. I’ll wear my frock with the daisies on it. Shall I?’

‘Fine.’

She left him.

I’ll take her to the flicks in Hastings next week, Rupert thought. She’s never had a proper family life, that’s why she finds it so strange. The thought that having been without it she might now be grateful occurred and went without his pursuing it.

Neville and Lydia sat each end of the bath. He was sulking with Lydia because she’d gone off without him. When she said don’t splash, and he hardly had, he smacked his heels on the water hard and really splashed her. Ellen and Nan had gone to get their suppers, so he would do what he liked. He picked up the sponge and held it threateningly, eyeing her. Then he put it on top of his head, and she laughed admiringly. ‘I can’t do that. I don’t like bath water getting in my eyes.’

‘I like bath water getting everywhere. I drink it.’ He held the sponge up to his mouth and began to suck noisily.

‘It’s all soapy – you’ll be sick.’

‘I shan’t because I’m used to it.’ He drank some more of the stuff to show her. It got less nice and he stopped. ‘I could drink the whole bath if I wanted to.’

‘I suppose you could. I saw a ferret eating a bit of a rabbit with its fur on.’

‘If it was only a bit of a rabbit, it must have been dead.’

‘It might have been a whole rabbit and that was the last bit that it was eating.’

‘I’d wish I’d seen it. Where was it?’

‘In the potting shed. In a cage – it belongs to Mr McAlpine. It had little red eyes. I think it was mad.’

‘How many ferrets have you seen in your life?’

‘Not many. Only a few.’

‘All ferrets eat things, you know.’ He was trying to imagine what a ferret looked like; he’d never seen an animal with red eyes.

‘I’ll come and see it with you tomorrow,’ he offered. ‘I’m used to that kind of thing.’

‘All right.’

‘What will we get for supper? I’m ‘stremely hungry.’

‘You wasted your raspberries,’ Lydia reminded him.

‘Only about the last fourteen. I ate some of them up. Mind your own business,’ he added. ‘Shut up, blast you.’

Villy came into the bathroom before Lydia could say anything back. ‘Hurry up, children. Lots of people want baths.’ She held out a towel and Lydia climbed out and into her arms. ‘What about you, Neville?’

‘Ellen will get me,’ he answered, but Villy got another towel and helped him out.

‘He swore, Mummy! Do you know what he just said?’

‘No, and I don’t want to hear. You must stop telling tales, Lydia – it’s not nice at all.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ Lydia agreed. ‘In spite of the awful things he said I won’t tell you what they are. Will you read to me, Mummy? While I’m having my boring old supper?’

‘Not tonight, darling. People are coming for drinks and I haven’t changed. Tomorrow. I’ll come and say goodnight to you, though.’

‘I should jolly well hope you will.’

‘She jolly well hopes you will,’ said Neville, mimicking her. ‘She thinks it’s the least you can do.’ He grinned at Villy, showing the pink gaps where the tips of much larger teeth were just showing.


Edward decided to go and have a whisky and soda with the Old Man while he was waiting for his bath. There was a problem at one of the wharfs that he particularly wanted to discuss without Hugh being there. And this seemed a good chance as he’d seen Hugh being taken around the garden by the Duchy. Accordingly, he put his head round the door of the study and his father, who was sitting at his desk cutting a cigar, welcomed him.

‘Help yourself to a whisky, old boy, and give me one.’

Edward did as he was told, and settled himself in one of the large chairs opposite his father. William pushed the cigar box across to his son and then handed him the cutter. ‘So. What’s on your mind?’

Wondering at the way he always knew, Edward said, ‘Well, actually, sir, Richards is rather on my mind.’

‘He’s on all of our minds. He’s going to have to go, you know.’

‘That’s what I wanted to talk about. I don’t think we should be too hasty.’

‘Can’t have a wharf manager who’s practically never there! Never there when you want him, at any rate.’

‘Richards had a rotten war, you know. Got a chest wound he’s never got over.’

‘That’s why we employed him in the first place. Wanted to give him a fair chance. But you can’t run a business by looking after crocks.’

‘I absolutely agree. But after all, Hugh—’ He had been going to say that Hugh’s health wasn’t too good and they wouldn’t dream of sacking him, when the Old Man interrupted.

‘Hugh agrees with me. He thinks that perhaps we needn’t get rid of him altogether but could give him some easier job – less responsibility and all that.’

‘And less pay?’

‘Well, might have to adjust his salary. Depends what we can find for him.’

There was a silence. Edward knew that if the Old Man dug his toes in nothing would move him. He felt momentarily angry with Hugh for discussing this with their father behind his, Edward’s, back, but then he reflected that that was exactly what he was doing himself. He tried again.

‘Richards is a good chap, you know. He’s intensely loyal; he cares about the firm.’

‘I should damn well hope so! I should damn well hope that everybody we employ is loyal – poor look-out if they weren’t.’ Then he relented a bit, and said, ‘We could find him something. Put him on to managing the lorries. I’ve never thought much of Lawson. Or give him a job in the office.’

‘We can’t pay him six hundred a year for a job in the office!’

‘Well – send him out to sell. Put him on commission. Then it’s up to him.’

Edward thought of Richards with his weedy frame and his apologetic brown eyes. ‘That wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all.’

‘What do you suggest?’

‘I’d like to think it over.’

William drained his whisky. ‘Married, isn’t he? With children?’

‘Three, and one on the way.’

‘We’ll find something. What you and Hugh should do is concentrate on who is to take his place. It’s vital that we get a good man.’ He looked at Edward with his piercing blue eyes. ‘You should know that by now.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Are you off?’

‘I’m going to have a bath.’

When he had gone, William thought that he had never tried to say that Richards was any good at his job, so Hugh had been quite right.

Rachel, in her bedroom, could see that the mystery guests had arrived. They came through the white gate from the drive in that uncertain wandering way that people employ when they approach a strange house whose front door is not immediately visible. She put Sid’s letter back into her cardigan pocket; no good to read it now, she would waste it by hurrying. All day, she had been trying to find a quiet, uninterrupted time for it, and been defeated, by her senses of kindness and duty, and by the sheer number of people everywhere. She must now go and help the Duchy find out what on earth the newcomers were called. This difficulty was overcome by her hearing her father emerge from his study, shouting his greeting, ‘Hallo, hallo, hallo. Delighted you’ve come. Clean forgotten your name, I’m afraid, but it happens to all of us sooner or later. Pickthorne! Of course! Kitty! The Pickthornes are here! Now what can I get you to drink, Mrs Pickthorne? A spot of gin? All my daughters-in-law drink gin; filthy drink, but the ladies seem to like it.’

Rachel heard the chink of the drinks trolley being wheeled out of the house, by Hugh, she saw. Perhaps she could just read her letter before she went down? At that moment there was a knock on her door – a timid, rather inexperienced knock.

‘Come in!’

It was Clary; she stood with one hand clutching the other, round which was tied a whitish bandage.

‘What is it, Clary?’

‘Nothing much. Only I think I might have rabies.’

‘What on earth makes you think that, my duck?’

‘I took Lydia to see Mr McAlpine’s ferret in the potting shed. And then Nan came out for her and she went, and then I went back to look at the ferret, and he’d stopped eating the rabbit because it was nearly all finished and he looked so lonely in his cage so I let him out and then he bit me – a bit – not much but he drew blood and you have to take a hot iron or something and burn the place, and I’m not brave enough and I don’t know where the irons are in this house, anyway. That’s what they say in a Louisa Alcott book and Dad’s in the bath and he didn’t hear me, so I thought you could take me to the vet or something—’ She gulped and added, ‘Mr McAlpine will be furious and cross so could you tell him?’

‘Let’s look at your hand.’

Rachel unwrapped what turned out to be one of Clary’s socks from her hot grey little hand. The bite was on her forefinger and did not look deep. While she washed it with water from her ewer, and got iodine and plaster from her medicine chest, Rachel explained that rabies had been stamped out in England so burning was not in order. Clary was brave about the iodine, but something was still worrying her.

‘Aunt Rach! Could you come with me to help get him back into his cage? So that Mr McAlpine won’t know?’

‘I don’t think either of us would be much good at that. Now you must go and see Mr McAlpine and apologise to him. He’ll get it back.’

‘Oh, no, Aunt Rach! He’ll be so awfully angry.’

‘I’ll come with you, but you must do the apologising. And promise never to do anything like that again. It was a very naughty thing to do.’

‘I didn’t mean it to be. And I’m sorry.’

‘Yes, well you must tell him that. Off we go.’

So her letter was postponed again.

The Pickthornes stayed until twenty past eight, by which time some chance remark made by their host finally convinced Mrs Pickthorne that they had not, after all, been asked to dinner. ‘We really must be going,’ she said twice – tentatively, and then with desperation. Her husband, who had heard her the first time, had pretended not to – staving off until the last possible moment the confrontation with her in the car. But it was no use. William got heartily to his feet and, grasping her forearm quite painfully, escorted Mrs Pickthorne to the gate, so that her farewells had to be strewn over her shoulder en route. Mr Pickthorne had to follow: he managed to forget his hat – a Panama – but the child who had been handing round little biscuits fetched it for him as Uncle Edward told her to. ‘You must come again soon,’ William shouted when they were safely in the car. Mr Pickthorne gave a glassy smile, and clashed his gears before rumbling off down the drive. Mrs Pickthorne pretended not to hear.

‘Thought they’d never go!’ William exclaimed as he stumped back through the gate.

‘They thought you’d asked them to dinner,’ Rachel said.

‘Oh, I don’t think so. They can’t have. Did I?’

‘Of course you did,’ said the Duchy calmly. ‘It’s very tiresome of you, William. Most unfair on them.’

‘They’ll go sulking back to a quarrelsome tin of sardines,’ said Rupert. ‘I wouldn’t like to be Mr Pickthorne much. It’ll be all his fault.’

Eileen, who had been hovering for a good half hour, now came out to say that dinner was served.

‘What he said was,’ this was his fourth attempt, ‘“You must come over and dine.” And later, just when we were getting out of the train, he said, “Come about six and have a drink.”’

‘Exactly!’

‘Well, it’s all my fault as usual,’ he said, to break some minutes of uncompanionable silence.

‘Oh, that makes it all right, does it? It’s all your fault so we needn’t say any more?’

‘Mildred, you know I can’t stop you saying anything you like.’


‘I’ve no wish to continue the subject.’

‘There’s nothing to eat at home,’ she said very soon afterwards.

‘We could open a tin of sardines.’

‘Sardines! Sardines!’ she repeated, as though they were tinned mice, as though nobody would think of putting them in a tin unless they were mad. ‘You can have sardines if you’re so keen on them. You know perfectly well what they do to me.’

I know what I’d like to do to you, he thought. I’d like to throttle you quite slowly, and then chuck you down the well. The viciousness of this thought, and the ease and speed with which it occurred, appalled him. I’m as bad as Crippen, he thought. Evil beyond belief. He put a hand on her knee. ‘Sorry I spoilt your evening. It isn’t as though you get a great deal of fun, is it? I don’t mind what I have. Whatever you knock up will be very nice, like it always is.’ He glanced at her and saw he was on the right lines.

‘If only you’d listen to people,’ she said. ‘I expect we’ve got some eggs.’

Dinner seemed to take ages, Zoë thought. They had cold salmon and new potatoes and peas, and there was a rather delicious hock to drink (although William, who considered white wine to be a ladies’ drink, had a bottle of claret) and then chocolate soufflé and finally Stilton and port, but it took a long time because they were all talking so hard that they forgot to take vegetables when they were handed them, and the men had second helpings of salmon, and then, of course, all the vegetables – Rupert got up to hand them round and during all this they were talking about several things at once – the theatre – well, she was interested in that but not French plays and Shakespeare and plays in verse. But then Edward had turned to her and asked her what plays she liked and when she said she hadn’t seen any lately, he told her about a play called French Without Tears, and just as she was thinking that the title sounded pretty boring, he laughed and said, ‘Do you remember, Villy, that wonderful girl, Kay something-or-other, and one of the men said, “She gave me the old green light”, and the other one said he thought she’d be pretty stingy with her yellows and reds?’ And then when Villy had nodded and smiled as though she was humouring him, he’d turned again to Zoë, ‘I think you ought to see that some day, it would make you laugh.’ She liked Edward, and she felt he was attracted to her. Earlier, as they’d been going into the dining room, he’d said what a pretty dress she was wearing. It was a navy voile with large white yellow-centred daisies on it and rather a low V neck, and once she felt sure that Edward was looking down her dress and turned her head to look at him and he had been. He gave her a small smile and winked. She tried to frown but, actually, it was the best moment at dinner and she wondered whether he was falling in love with her. Of course, that would be terrible, but it wouldn’t be her fault. She’d be distant, but very understanding; she’d probably let him kiss her once, because once wouldn’t count; she would be taken by surprise, or he would think she had been. But she’d explain to him how it would all be no good because it would break Rupert’s heart, and, anyway, she loved Rupert. Which was true. They would be having lunch at the Ivy – this would be after the kiss; the lunch would be to explain everything. Now she was married she hardly ever got invited out to lunch, and as an art master Rupert was far too poor for her to take people. He would be pleading with her just to let him see her occasionally – she began to wonder whether perhaps he might not be allowed to do that …

‘Darling! Wasn’t he the man who kept staring at you at the Gargoyle?’

‘Which man?’

‘You know who I mean. The small man with rather bulging eyes. The poet.’

‘I don’t know. I don’t say “What’s your name?” to people who stare at me!’

She felt she had scored, but there was a moment’s silence, and then Sybil said, ‘Dylan Thomas at a nightclub? How interesting!’

Rupert said, ‘That’s it.’

The Duchy said, ‘Poets used to be seen everywhere. It’s only nowadays that they seem to have gone underground. They were quite persona grata in my youth. One met them at luncheon and perfectly ordinary occasions like that.’

‘Darling Duchy, the Gargoyle is four floors up.’

‘Really? I thought all nightclubs were underground, I don’t know why. I’ve never been to one.’

William said, ‘Too late now.’

And she replied serenely, ‘Far too late,’ and rang for Eileen to clear the plates.

Edward further endeared himself to her by saying, ‘Never seen the point of poetry, can’t understand what the fellers are getting at.’

And Villy, who heard him, said, ‘But, darling, you never read anything. No use pretending it’s just poetry you don’t read.’

While Edward was saying good-humouredly that one highbrow member in the family was quite enough, Zoë eyed Villy appraisingly. She didn’t seem right for Edward, somehow. She was sort of – well, you couldn’t say she wasn’t attractive, but she wasn’t glamorous. She had a bony nose that was too big, a bony face but heavy eyebrows that were quite dark, not grey like her hair, and a boyish figure that was, none the less, lacking in allure. Her eyes were brown, and not bad, but her lips were too thin. Altogether, she was a surprising person for handsome Edward to have married. Of course, she was terribly good at things – not just riding and tennis, but she played the piano, and some sort of pipe instrument, and read French books, and made real lace on a pillow and bound books in floppy soft leather, and wove table-mats and then embroidered them. There seemed to be nothing that she couldn’t do, and no particular reason why she should do any of it – Edward was far richer than Rupert. And she was also what Zoë’s mother (and consequently Zoë) called well connected, although Zoë now never actually said that sort of thing aloud. Villy’s father had been a baronet; Villy had a picture of him in a silver frame in their drawing room; he looked fearfully old-fashioned, with a drooping white walrus moustache, a wing collar with a tight tie, and large melancholy eyes. He’d been a composer – and quite well known, something she wished Rupert would become; there was a lot of money in portrait painting if you got to paint the right people. Lady Rydal, though, was a real battleaxe. Zoë had only met her once, here, soon after she was married. The Duchy had asked her to stay because they’d all been very fond of Sir Hubert and were sorry for her when he died. She’d made it clear that she disapproved of painted nails, and the girls wearing shorts and the cinema and women drinking spirits – a real kill-joy.

‘… What do you think, silent Zoë?’

‘Rupert says I’m no good at thinking about anything,’ she replied. She hadn’t been listening and hadn’t the faintest idea of what they had been talking about – not the faintest.

‘I never said that, darling. I said you operated on your intuition.’

The Duchy said, ‘Women are perfectly capable of thought. They simply have different things to think about.’

Edward said, ‘I really don’t see why Zoë should think about Mussolini.’

‘Of course not! The less she thinks about that sort of thing the better! Don’t you worry your pretty little head about that wop dictator,’ the Brig added kindly to his daughter-in-law. ‘Although I have to say that he’s made a good job of planting eucalyptus and draining all those swamps. I have to give him that.’

‘Brig, darling! You talk as though he planted them himself.’ Rachel’s face crumpled with amusement. ‘Imagine him! Every button doing overtime on his uniform when he bent down—’

Sybil, who up until then had been listening affectionately to the Brig’s extremely long story about the second time he went to Burma, said, ‘But he’s also built some pretty good roads, hasn’t he? Had them built, I mean?’

‘Of course he has,’ said Edward. ‘Generated employment, got people to work. And, my God, I bet they work harder than they do here! I sometimes think that this country could do with a dictator. Look at Germany! Look at Hitler! Look what he’s done for his people!’

Hugh was shocked. ‘We don’t want a dictator, Ed! You can’t think that!’

‘Of course we don’t! What we need is a decent socialist government. Someone who understands the working classes. They’d work if they had a decent incentive.’ Rupert looked defiantly round the room at his Tory family. ‘This lot think of nothing but preserving the status quo.’

The chocolate soufflé arrived and deflected them from this well-worn jungle path, although Zoë could hear Edward mutter that there was nothing much wrong with the status quo that he could see.

After the soufflé, Sybil and Villy said they were going to bottle the children up for the night, and Zoë, who did not want them to see how little Clary liked her, sat tight. Rachel, who had observed this, said she was going to fetch her cigarettes. The Duchy suggested that they leave the men to their cheese and port.

Louise and Polly had had their bath together and left the water for Clary as they had been told to do, but she didn’t seem to be about, and they didn’t see why they should find her. They brushed their hair and plaited Louise’s, which was difficult because it wasn’t long enough yet for a good plait. She had decided to grow it, so that when she was an actress she wouldn’t have to wear wigs. ‘Although if you act someone very old, you’ll have to have a white one,’ Polly said, but Louise said the only old person she wanted to play, and it was play not act, was Lear and they weren’t yet fair about letting women play the decent Shakespeare parts.

‘I’ll probably have to start with Hamlet,’ she said.

‘I can’t see why you couldn’t just be Rosalind – or Viola. They both wear men’s clothes.’

‘But underneath they’re women. That’s the point. I’ll put the elastic band on – other people always tweak.’

‘You know, Polly, you really ought to think what you’re going to do – you’re getting a bit old not to know.’

‘I know I am. I think I’d quite like to marry someone,’ she said some minutes later.

‘That’s feeble! All kinds of people get married! That’s neither here nor there!’

‘I knew you’d say that.’ Any minute now Louise would start making awful suggestions. She’d done it so often that Polly thought she must have run out of ideas by now, but she never had.

‘A fishmonger? You could wear a long apron and a nice little straw hat.’

‘I’d hate it. It’s so surprising and awful when blood comes out of fish.’

‘You’d be good at arranging them on the slab.’

‘If only they weren’t fish, I would.’

‘It’s not good being squeamish, Polly. There’s hardly anything you can be if you’re that. I shall have to stab people, and strangle them, and faint down flights of stairs.’

‘If you’re going to be like that, I shall read.’

‘All right, I won’t. Let’s go and find Teddy and Simon and play Monopoly.’

But in the schoolroom they found Teddy and Simon in the middle of a game which looked like going on for ages.

‘We’ll play the next one with you,’ one of them said, but it was an idle promise because the chances were that they’d be made to go to bed long before it finished.

‘You can stay here if you shut up,’ the other one said, so, of course, they took their supper trays and went back to their room. Louise tried to slam the door and spilt a lot of her milk.

‘If only Pompey was here! He loves spilt milk, much more than in a saucer.’ They got a face towel and mopped it up, and Polly kindly offered to go and ask for some more.

‘Please ask for it in a mug. I simply loathe milk in a glass – it makes the milk seem all watery.’

After supper they got into their beds and Polly did her knitting that she’d been making since the Christmas holidays, a thick, very pale pink jumper, and Louise started The Wide, Wide World and was soon snuffling and wiping her eyes on the sheet. ‘Everything to do with God seems very sad,’ she said. Polly stopped her knitting – at least she’d done nearly an inch – and read The Brown Fairy Book because it was not much fun not reading when the other person was. She put on a light and moths came in, little flittery ones and fat ones that thudded against the lampshade.

When Villy and Sybil came, they at once asked where Clary was.

Polly said, ‘Don’t know.’

Louise said, ‘We’d clean forgotten her,’ but they both knew there would be trouble. After some questioning they went in search of her. Then Aunt Rachel came in and asked the same thing.

‘We don’t know, Aunt Rach, honestly. She didn’t come to the schoolroom for supper. We left the bath for her.’ Louise tried to make that sound kind, but it didn’t because it wasn’t. Aunt Rachel went out of the room at once, and they could hear her talking to their mothers. They looked at each other.

‘It’s not our fault.’

‘Yes, it is,’ said Polly. ‘We didn’t want her to come with us after tea.’

‘Blast! The trouble is she makes me feel so awful and that makes me not like her. Much.’

After a pause, Polly said, ‘She doesn’t make you feel awful – it’s how we are to her that does. We’ll have to—’ but then Aunt Villy came in and she shut up.

‘Now listen, you two. You must not gang up on Clary. How would you like it if she and the other one of you did it to either of you?’

‘We honestly didn’t gang up,’ Louise began, but Polly said, ‘We promise we won’t any more.’

But Aunt Villy took no notice of this and said, ‘I blame you, Louise, most, because you are the oldest.’ She was turning down Clary’s bed, and then opening her rather battered suitcase. ‘You could at least have helped her unpack.’

‘Polly is the same age as Clary, and I don’t help her unpack.’

Aunt Sybil came in now, and said, ‘She’s nowhere to be found. Rachel is asking in the kitchen, but I think we ought to get Rupert.’

‘Shall we go and look for her, Aunt Syb?’

But her mother said at once, ‘You will do no such thing. You will unpack her suitcase really nicely, and one of you may fetch her supper from the schoolroom. I am very displeased with you, Louise.’

‘I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.’ Louise rushed to the suitcase and began taking Clary’s clothes out.

Polly got out of bed to go and fetch the tray. She sensed that her mother was not so cross as Aunt Villy was with Louise, whom she knew was by now really upset. Then she realised that her mother realised this too. Their eyes met before Sybil said, ‘Have you any idea where she might be?’

Polly thought as hard as she could, but she wasn’t Clary, so how could she think? She shook her head. The mothers went away and Louise cried.

In the end, after Rupert had been told, and the uncles joined in the search, and even Zoë had walked about the tennis court, calling for her, and people had been to the stables, and the gardener’s cottage, and the greenhouses and even into the wood, it was Rachel who found her. She had slipped up to her room to get a coat and join the outside search and there was Clary asleep on the floor. She had made herself a little bed of armchair cushions, and Rachel’s coat was over her. She was fast asleep with her sandshoes beside her. On Rachel’s pillow was a note. ‘Dear Aunt Rach, I’d rather sleep in your room. I hope you don’t mind. I only didn’t undress because of getting cold. Love from Clary.’ Rupert said he’d wake her up and talk to her and then take her to her room, but Rachel said much better to leave her where she was and got her a blanket and a proper pillow.

So coffee was drunk very late that first evening, and then the Duchy and Villy played duets for a bit, which Zoë found awfully boring because it meant that you couldn’t talk. Sybil went to bed first, and Hugh said he’d go with her.

‘What was that all about, do you think?’

‘Well, Louise and Polly are great friends. They see each other nearly every day in London. I expect Clary felt left out.’

‘Here – I’ll do that for you.’ He took her hairpins out and laid them one by one on the palm of the hand she held out to him. ‘You’re too tired,’ he accused, so tenderly that her eyes pricked.

‘Too tired to hold my arms above my head. Thank you, my darling.’

‘I’ll undress you.’

She stood up and pulled the smock dress over her head.

‘Villy made too much of it with Louise. She always does.’

‘Well, that’s not our business.’ He unhooked her brassiere and eased the shoulder straps down her arms. She stepped out of her knickers and kicked off her sandals standing before him, naked, grotesque and beautiful. ‘Where’s your nightie?’

‘On the bed, I think. Darling. You must be sick of me looking like this.’

‘I marvel at it.’ Then he added more lightly, ‘I feel privileged to behold you. Go to bed.’

‘It can’t be that easy for Rupert.’

‘Don’t you worry about him.’

She heaved herself into bed.

‘I wish you weren’t going back on Monday.’


‘I’m sure I could swap with Edward if you wanted me to.’

‘No – no, I don’t. I’d rather have you in London when it’s born.’

He went to the curtains and drew them apart. The light woke him in the morning, but he knew – or thought he knew – that she liked them open.

‘You don’t have to draw them. I really don’t mind.’

‘I like them open,’ he lied. ‘You know I do.’

‘Of course.’ It was no good her wanting them shut when she knew he liked air. The light did wake her in the mornings, but it was a small price to pay for someone she loved so much.

‘… and I honestly think that if only Zoë made the slightest attempt to pull her weight as a stepmother, poor little Clary would be a much easier child.’

‘She’s awfully young, you know. I expect she finds the family en masse a bit overwhelming. I like her,’ he added.

‘I know you do.’ Villy unscrewed her earrings and put them back into their battered little box.

‘Well, it’s good that someone likes her – apart from Rupert, of course.’

‘I don’t think he likes her. He’s mad about her, but that’s not the same thing at all.’

‘That’s all too subtle for me, I’m afraid.’ He spoke indistinctly, because he’d taken out his plate to clean it.

‘Darling, you know perfectly well what I mean. She’s full of SA.’ Villy mentioned this in a facetious tone that did not conceal her disgust.

Edward, who was very well aware of Zoë’s sex appeal but sensed that this was dangerous ground, changed the subject to Teddy and listened amiably while Villy said how worried she was about his eyes, and did Edward think he was leaving his prep school too young, and hadn’t he grown in the last term unbelievably? In fact, she went on chattering after they were in bed and he wanted her to stop.

‘First night of the holidays,’ he said, kissing her, and feeling with one hand for the short, soft curly hair at the back of her neck.

Villy strained away from him for a moment, but she was only turning off the light.

‘… I do try but she simply doesn’t like me!’


‘I think she feels that you don’t like her.’

‘Anyway, it’s Ellen’s job to know where she is. I mean – surely she’s not meant to just look after Neville? She’s meant to be the children’s nurse, isn’t she?’

‘Clary is twelve, a bit too old for a nanny. Still, I agree with you, she should have seen that Clary went to bed.’

Zoë didn’t reply. She felt she had shifted the balance of blame, felt consequently less guilty – able to be softer.

Rupert was cleaning his teeth and spitting into the slop pail. He said, ‘I’ll have a talk with Ellen tomorrow. And Clary, too, of course.’

‘All right, darling.’ It sounded, irritatingly, like a concession (about what?). I don’t want to row about it, he reminded himself. He glanced at her to see how she was getting on with the interminable business of cleaning her face. She was using the transparent stuff from a bottle; it was nearly over. She caught his eye in the dressing-table glass and began one of her slow confiding smiles; he watched the beguiling dimple below her right cheekbone appear, and went over to her, pulling the kimono off her shoulders. Her skin was cool as alabaster, as lustrous as pearls, the warm white of a rose. He thought, but did not say these things; his deepest adoration of her could not be shared; somewhere he knew that her image and herself were not the same, and he could only cling to the image through secrecy.

‘It’s high time I took you to bed,’ he said.

‘All right, darling.’

When he had made love to her, and she had turned, with a sigh of content, onto her side, she said, ‘I will try harder with Clary, I truly promise you I will.’

He remembered, irresistibly, the last time she had said that and answered as he had before, ‘I know that you will.’

My darling, I wonder if you will ever know how much you are that? I don’t know how long this will be, because I am writing this in the common room, where, as you know, everybody resting between bouts of teaching comes for a fag and a cup of coffee, and, unfortunately, a chat. So I get interrupted, and in twelve minutes’ time Jenkins Minor will loom to murder a perfectly harmless little piece of Bach. Last Wednesday was lovely, wasn’t it? I sometimes think, or perhaps I have to think, that we get more out of our precious times together than people who do not have our difficulties, who can meet and be affectionate openly and when they please. But oh! How I miss you! You are the most rare, miraculous creature – a much better person than I in every imaginable way. Sometimes I wish you were not so entirely good – so unselfish, so generous and untiring in your attention and kindness to all. I am greedy; I want you to myself. It’s all right; I know that this isn’t possible; I shall never repeat my unspeakable behaviour of the night we went to the Prom – I shall never hear any Elgar again in my life without shame. I know that you are right; my sister depends upon me in all sorts of ways – the blasted finances as you call them – and you have your parents, who have both come to depend on you. But sometimes I dream of us both becoming free to be alone together. You are all I want. I would live in a wigwam with you or a seaside hotel – the kind with paper carnations on the dinner tables and people with half-bottles of wine with their initials on the label. Or a Tudor bijou gem on the Great West Road, with a pink cherry and a laburnum tree and a crazy-paving path – anywhere, my dearest Ahry, would be transformed by you. If wishes were horses … I thought perhaps that I might—

Oh, Jenkins Minor! The dandruff rained down upon his fiddle from which came the most dreadful sounds – like some small animal caught in a trap. I sound cruel, but he lied to me about his practising – he is not a winning child. What I had been going to say was that if I rang early next week, perhaps the dear Duchy would have me for a night? Or failing that, to luncheon? Or – most bold of all – perhaps you could meet me at the station, and we could lunch somewhere in Battle and go for a walk? These are only wild suggestions; you need only say when I ring that it wouldn’t do for it not to do. Just to hear your voice will be wonderful. Write to me, my dear heart, write to me I beg—

‘Aunt Rach?’

Instinctively, she folded the letter and put it out of sight. ‘Yes, my dude. I’m here.’

‘Is it all right? You aren’t cross?’

Rachel got out of her bed and knelt on the floor beside her niece. ‘I was most honoured to be chosen.’ She stroked Clary’s fringe back from her forehead. ‘We’ll have a lovely talk tomorrow. Go to sleep now. Are you warm enough?’

Clary looked surprised. ‘I don’t know. How do I feel?’

‘Warm enough.’ Rachel leaned down and kissed her.

‘If I’d really got rabies, you wouldn’t be able to kiss me ‘cos I’d bite, wouldn’t I?’

‘What have you been reading?’

‘Nothing. Someone told me about it at school. A horrible girl from South America. You wouldn’t like her, she’s so horrible.’

‘Goodnight, Clary, Off you go.’

‘Are you going to sleep now?’

‘Yes.’

So then, of course, she had to put the letter away and turn out the light.

On Saturday, Villy went riding with her father-in-law, Edward and Hugh played tennis with Simon and Teddy, Rupert took Zoë out to lunch in Rye, Polly and Louise took turns to have riding lessons on Joey, who, caught by Wren and doomed to an hour’s trotting and cantering pointlessly round the same old field, got his own back by puffing himself up when he was saddled so that the girths would hardly go round his huge grass-fed belly and then deflating so that the saddle slipped sideways and decanted Polly onto the ground. With Louise, he only managed to switch his tail so sharply that he stung her eyes when she was trying to mount him.

Clary took Lydia to see butterflies and then they found a heap of sand left by the builders and Clary had an idea. It’s quite a long idea,’ she said, sternly, because Neville was tagging along and she wanted to put him off, but it didn’t work. ‘I want to be in the idea, he said, so in the end she let him. Under her direction, they set about moving nearly all the sand to a secret place behind the potting shed.

Rachel picked more raspberries, and black and red currants for Mrs Cripps to make summer puddings, typed excerpts from John Evelyn’s Diaries for her father’s book, and finally joined Sybil under the monkey puzzle to tack yards of rufflette onto dark green chintz for the Duchy to machine after luncheon.

The Duchy had her morning interview with Mrs Cripps. The wreck of the salmon was inspected; it would not stretch to being served cold again with salad – was to be turned into croquettes for dinner to be followed by a Charlotte Russe (this was a compromise between them; Mrs Cripps did not like making croquettes, and the Duchy thought that Charlotte Russe was too rich in the evening). For Sunday lunch they would have the roast lamb and summer pudding. That settled, she was free to spend the morning in her garden; dead-heading, clipping the four pyramids of box that were stationed at the end of the herbaceous borders guarding the sundial with Billy to sweep up and clear away the clippings.

By noon, everybody was too hot to go on doing all these things. The fathers felt that they had worked long enough on Teddy’s serve and Simon’s backhand and the boys were both frantic for lunch – still an hour away – and went on their traditional and lightning raid upon the tins of biscuits by their parents’ beds. Today, it was easy; they swiped the lot from Uncle Rupert’s room, knowing he was out, and ate them in the downstairs lavatory.


Villy, after the ride, had to be taken by William round the new buildings. She was longing to change out of her riding clothes, but her father-in-law, fully dressed in flannel shirt, lemon gaberdine waistcoat and tweed jacket with gaberdine breeches and leather boots, seemed impervious to the heat, and spent a good hour explaining not only what they had done but the alternative plans that had been rejected.

Louise and Polly, abandoned by Wren who said he had to get back and see the other horses, had one more turn each on Joey, who was sweating a lot and less and less inclined to co-operate; he had taken to ambling and stopping to snatch mouthfuls of grass. ‘He smells lovely, but he’s not very faithful,’ Polly said, as she dismounted. ‘Want another turn?’

Louise shook her head. ‘If only there were two of him we could go for a proper ride. Hold him while I take the saddle off.’ Polly, who secretly did not like riding nearly as much as Louise, agreed. What she was thinking was that now they could have the rest of the day doing much nicer things. She stroked Joey’s tender nose, but he nudged her impatiently – it was sugar not sentiment he was after. When Louise had heaved the saddle off his back, she unstrapped his bridle and slipped it over his face. He stood for a moment, and then, tossing his head with a theatrical gesture, cantered a few paces until he was out of reach. ‘I’m afraid he really doesn’t like us much,’ Louise said. She felt that she had the reputation for being marvellous with animals and Joey did not behave at all as though he agreed with this.

‘He likes you better than me,’ said loyal Polly; although it had never been mentioned, she knew how Louise felt. They trudged on down the cart track from the field to the stables taking turns with the saddle.

Clary had had a good morning. The sand had all been heaped into an old cold frame in the kitchen garden. The glass lid had long since gone and the bottom made an ideal boundary for her idea. First of all the sand had to be patted completely smooth: they tried with bare feet, but hands turned out to be better. Clary was best at this, and in order to have the peace and quiet to do it properly she sent the others to fetch things.

‘What sort of things?’ Neville was getting fractious: ‘What are we trying to do? Why don’t we get some water and make mud?’ he complained.

‘Shut up. If you don’t want to play with us, you can just go away. Or you can do what Clary says. She’s the oldest.’

‘I don’t want to go away. I do want to play. I want to know what we’re supposed to be doing. I don’t want to waste my time,’ he added rather grandly.

‘Your time!’ Lydia scoffed, trying to think of the smallest thing she knew. ‘It’s not worth a hundred or a thousand.’

Clary said, ‘We’re making a garden. We need hedges, and gravel for paths, and – yes – and a lake! And trees, and flowers – we need everything! One of you collect the gravel, only the tiniest gravel. You do that, Neville. Get a seed box out of the greenhouse for it.’

‘What shall I do?’

‘I want you to guard the sand. And scrape moss off the wall at the bottom there,’ she added, as Lydia began to look disappointed.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I’ll be back soon.’

On her way back from her successful and unnoticed raid in the house – Zoë’s nail scissors out of her manicure set and the small round mirror out of the maid’s lavatory – she came upon a trug full of box clippings (Billy had been called to his dinner). Her mind was a riot of possibilities: with the scissors, she could plant grass and cut it short so that it would be a lawn, and the box would make a tiny hedge to edge the gravel path – or it could be in a pattern for flower beds. There was no end to what she might do to make the most beautiful garden in the world. For once, she was glad that Polly and Louise weren’t about; they might have had ideas, and she wanted it to be entirely her own.

When she got back, she found that Lydia had tired of collecting moss, had picked some daisies, was sticking them just anywhere into the sand. ‘I’m putting in the flowers for you,’ she said. Clary let her do it at one end of the sand. Lydia was small and you couldn’t expect too much and she knew that if you were too small you didn’t like being made to feel it.

Just as Neville came back with hardly any gravel, but a whole lot of other things that wouldn’t have been the slightest use, they heard Ellen calling them to come in to get ready for lunch.

‘It’s a deadly secret,’ Clary warned. ‘You mustn’t say a word to them. Say we’ve been playing in the orchard. We’ll come out after lunch and do all the proper making.’

‘We have to have blasted rests,’ Neville reminded her. ‘For a whole blasted hour.’

‘It isn’t fair!’

‘I used to have to,’ Clary said quickly before Lydia could work herself up. ‘When you’re twelve, you won’t have to.’

‘Supposing I don’t get to twelve?’ It seemed to her very unlikely.

‘I’ll get to it first,’ Neville said. ‘There’ll be one holiday when you’ll be the only one having a rest.’

‘Don’t quarrel. If you go in all smeary with tears, they’ll ask what we’ve been doing.’

They composed their faces to uniform conspiratorial blandness and went up to the house.

At one o’clock Eileen sounded the gong for lunch.

‘Gracious! I haven’t done the bag!’ Rachel sprang to her feet, felt the familiar twinge in her back that seemed always to be there when she made an unconsidered movement, and went quickly into the house. ‘Don’t worry about the curtains,’ she called, in case Sybil should tire herself trying to fold and carry them. The bag, kept in a drawer of the card table in the drawing room, was a small linen affair with R.C. embroidered in blue cotton chain stitch. It had been Rachel’s school brush and comb bag, but now it contained eight cardboard squares, six of them blank and two marked D.R. As the children came downstairs from washing for lunch, they each pulled a square out of the bag. This ritual was because the Duchy had decreed that two children should be allowed into the dining room for lunch in order that they should learn how to behave at meals with the grown-ups; the method of choosing had been evolved to stop squabbling and the perennial allegations of injustice. Today, Simon got one of the tickets, and then Clary.

‘I don’t want it,’ she said, put it back like lightning, and drew a blank. ‘My father’s out, you see,’ she said quickly to Rachel. Really, she was afraid that Lydia and Neville might spill some beans about the garden if she was not there to stop them.

Rachel let this pass. ‘But next time you must stick to the rules,’ she said mildly.

Neville was late for lunch. He came down with Ellen holding his hand (a sure sign of humiliation and wrongdoing).

‘I’m sorry we’re late. Neville had lost his sandshoes.’

‘I only lost one of them.’ The fuss that people could make about one miserable shoe was beyond him. In the end, Teddy got the other ticket for which he was profoundly grateful. He was not ready yet to make the difficult change from an all-male society at school – except for Matron and the French mistress, both objects of continual, covert derision – to eating and talking with all these women and babies.

He decided to sit next to Dad and Uncle Hugh and then they could talk either about cricket or, possibly, about submarines, in which he had lately become interested. Lunch was hot boiled gammon and parsley sauce (the Duchy had a Victorian disregard for weather when planning menus), with new potatoes and broad beans followed by treacle tart. Simon loathed broad beans, but Sybil ate them for him. She’s a pretty broad bean herself, he thought and then choked trying not to laugh at such a marvellous joke; he didn’t want to hurt his mother’s feelings, and nobody would like being called broad except a bean. This set him off again; Dad hit him on the back, and his plate fell out onto the table cloth – a jolly embarrassing meal.

Teddy ate an enormous lunch – two helpings of everything and then biscuits and cheese. He had decided to make Simon play tennis immediately after lunch because later on the grown-ups would probably hog the court. Dad had said that he could practise his serve on his own, but that wasn’t much fun if there was nobody to return the balls and, worse, nobody to tell him whether they were in or not. If he worked at it, he could end up playing for England. The thought of the board at Wimbledon Cazalet v. Budge made the back of his neck prickle. BRILLIANT NEW PLAYER ANNIHILATES BUDGE! Would be the headline. Of course, it might not be Budge by then, but whoever it was – Hell’s bells and buckets of blood, it would be a pretty exciting week. The thing would be to get Fred Perry to coach him; there couldn’t be anyone better in the world than Fred. It was rotten that one couldn’t play tennis in winter at school, but he’d be able to play squash or racquets to keep his eye in. He decided to write to Fred Perry to see what he would advise. Dad and Uncle Hugh had been no good to talk to: they’d been arguing about whether to get something called a Dictaphone in their office or not. Dad wanted one because he said it would be more efficient, but Uncle Hugh said it took the same amount of time to dictate to a secretary as it did to a machine, and he believed in the personal touch. The women were talking about babies and rotten things like that. God! He was glad he wasn’t a woman. Having to wear skirts and being much weaker – hardly ever doing anything really interesting like going to the South Pole or being a racing driver, and Carstairs said that blood poured out of them in streams from between their legs whenever there was a full moon, an unlikely tale because there was a full moon every month and obviously they’d die from loss of blood, and, anyway, he’d never seen any of them doing it, but Carstairs had a gory nature, he was always on about vampire bats and the Charge of the Light Brigade and the Black Death. He was going to be a detective when he grew up – on murder cases; Teddy was glad he wouldn’t be seeing any more of Carstairs. His new school loomed up in his mind like an iceberg: what he could see of it was frightening enough and that was only a fifth (or was it a sixth?), as frightening as he knew it would be when he actually had to go to it. Ages away – the holidays had hardly started. He caught Simon’s eye across the table and made a batting movement with his right arm which knocked over his glass of water.

Lunch in the hall was difficult for Clary in ways she hadn’t thought of. Neville and Lydia behaved beautifully, didn’t say a word about their garden, and Clary offered to look for and find Neville’s missing shoe, which went down well with Ellen. But Polly, who felt guilty that she and Louise had again left Clary out by going off and riding together and not even asking her whether she wanted to come, was now suggesting all kinds of things that she and Louise would do in the afternoon with Clary, like go to the stream in the far wood and make a dam, and when Clary didn’t seem very keen on that, a tennis tournament, or making a log house in the wood. ‘Well, what would you like to do?’ she said at last.

Clary felt Lydia’s and Neville’s eyes fixed on her. ‘Go to the beach,’ she said. The beach meant cars and grownups, so she knew that Polly and Louise couldn’t do anything about that. They gave up; it was common knowledge, Louise said, that they were going to the beach on Monday and not before.

After lunch, Villy drove Sybil to Battle to buy flannel and white wool. They had made this plan at breakfast, but had a tacit agreement to keep quiet about their trip in order that no children should clamour to join them. Now they drove in a peaceful silence, easing comfortably into their customary summer relationship. They saw each other in London, naturally, but this was more because of their husbands’ affection for one another than from their own choice. But, since they both became life members of the Cazalet family at about the same time, they had had years of natural proximity to develop an undemanding intimacy of a kind they did not either of them have with anyone else. They had married the brothers two years after the war: Sybil in January, Edward and Villy the following May. The brothers had suggested a double wedding, had even mooted a double honeymoon, but this had been averted by Villy having to finish her contract with the Russian ballet, and Sybil wanting to marry before her father’s leave was up and he went back to India. Sybil’s godmother had provided the necessary background (her mother had died in India the previous year), Edward had been best man and they had gone to Rome for their honeymoon – Hugh said France was too full of things that he wanted to forget. Edward had taken them to see Villy dance with the ballet at the Alhambra and Sybil had been deeply impressed by Villy actually being a professional dancer. They had seen Petroushka (Villy had been one of the Russian peasant women) and Sybil, whose first visit to the ballet it was, had been overwhelmed by Massine in the title role. Afterwards they had waited for Villy to come out of the stage door wearing a coat with a white fur collar, and her hair – long in those days – done in a bun and a little silver arrow sticking in the side of it. They had all gone to the Savoy for supper, and Villy seemed the most sophisticated and glamorous person Sybil had ever met. Under the coat, she wore a black chiffon dress embroidered with brilliant green and blue crystal beads that showed her elegant narrow knees, with green satin shoes to match that made Sybil’s beige stamped velvet trimmed with Irish lace seem dull. She had been bubbling with energy and, egged on by Edward, chattered all evening about the Russian company and touring; about Paris, and rehearsing with Matisse dropping paint pots onto their heads, and not being paid for weeks, living on a pint of milk a day and lying in the beds between rehearsals and performances; of Monte Carlo and the glittering audiences; of how Massine and Diaghilev quarrelled, and how some of the company gambled away their salaries in a single night.

It had seemed to her then incredible and heroic of Villy to give up such a life for marriage, but Villy, who seemed as much in love with Edward as he was with her, made light of it. They were married from Villy’s home in Albert Place, and her father composed an organ suite for the service which was noticed in The Times. Villy had cut off her hair and was fashionably shingled for the wedding, which Sybil had attended feeling terribly queasy with her first pregnancy – the one that had ended with a stillborn son. Apart from being married to brothers, they had little in common to begin with but with the Cazalets, being married to brothers meant steady, continuous meetings: evenings when the brothers played chess, winter holidays when they went skiing – Sybil was hopeless at that, invariably twisted an ankle, once broke her leg, while Villy whirled down the most daring runs with a verve and skill that earned her much local admiration. They played bridge and tennis. They went to theatres and to restaurants where they dined and danced. One evening, at the Hungaria, Villy said something in Russian to the leader of the orchestra, and he played some Delibes and Villy danced by herself on the cleared floor and everyone applauded. When she returned to their table and Edward said perfunctorily, ‘Well done, darling.’ Sybil had noticed tears in her eyes, and wondered whether giving up her career had turned out to be so easy for Villy after all. Villy never mentioned her dancing days again, continued in her role of wife and, subsequently, mother of Louise and then Teddy and Lydia as though it had never happened. But Sybil had observed her restless energy, which, like water, streamed out in any direction it could find. She got a loom and wove linen and silk. She learned to play the zither and the flute. She learned to ride, and was soon exercising horses for the Life Guards – one of the two women in London allowed to do so. She worked for the Red Cross, took blind children to the seaside. She sailed a dinghy in small boat races. She taught herself Russian; for a short time she joined a Gjieff sect (Sybil only found out about this because Villy tried to make her join it too). Some of the crazes – like the sect – did not last long. Resisting a sudden urge to say, ‘Are you happy?’ she said, ‘I suppose the shops in Battle may be shut.’

‘Good Lord! Of course, they will be. How stupid! We could go on to Hastings.’

‘The shop at Watlington’ll be open.’

‘Will it?’ Villy had slowed and was looking for somewhere to turn.

‘It somehow always is. They’ll have white wool. And almost certainly flannel.’

‘Right.’ Villy stopped at someone’s drive and then backed into it.

‘It seems so inefficient. If only I’d kept Simon’s things. But I never thought I’d need them again.’

‘I chucked everything out, too. One can’t keep everything,’ Villy said. ‘I’ll help you, if you like.’

‘It would be angelic. I’ll never forget that christening robe you made for Teddy.’ It had been the finest white lawn, embroidered in white thread with wild flowers, and all the seams joined by drawn threadwork. The sort of work usually done by nuns.

‘You can borrow it, if you like. There won’t be time to make another of those.’

‘I didn’t mean that. I’m just aiming at four flannel nighties and a shawl.’

They were passing the white gates of the house on their way up the hill to the shop at Watlington. Villy said, ‘I’m sure the Duchy would help.’

‘She’s making one of her lovely tussore smocks for Clary’s birthday.’

‘Goodness! I’d forgotten that. What are you giving her?’

‘I can’t think. I don’t know really what she likes. She’s not a very happy little girl, is she? Rupert says she’s not doing well at school either. A bad report, order marks, and she doesn’t seem to have made any friends.’

‘I shouldn’t think Zoë would be very nice to them if she did.’

Neither of them liked Zoë, and both knew that they were about to embark upon a Zoë talk, which happened every holiday and always ended by them saying that they really must stop. This time they stopped because they had reached their destination – an old white-painted clapboard farmhouse, the ground floor of which had been rather casually converted into a shop. It sold a little of everything: groceries, vegetables, packets of seeds, chocolates, cigarettes, elastic and buttons, knitting wool, eggs, bread, Panama hats, trugs, willow-pattern mugs and brown teapots, flowered Tootal cottons, fly papers, bird seed and dog biscuits, door mats and kettles. Mrs Cramp produced a roll of white flannel and cut the five yards required. Mr Cramp, at the other counter, was cutting bacon in the machine. A heavily encrusted fly paper hung above it, and banged against his bald head every time he collected a slice and put it on the scales, and sometimes a long-dead fly fell like a dried currant onto the counter. His customer, in the middle of narrating some indeterminate misfortune, fell silent when Sybil and Villy entered the shop, and only the weather – not a drop of rain for two weeks and looking as though it would hold up for the harvest – was discussed while the ladies were in the shop.

‘And white wool, Mrs Hugh. Paton’s two-ply; would that be what you were after? Or we do have the fleecy Shetland.’

‘I’ll make the shawl,’ said Villy. They chose the Shetland, and Sybil bought a reel of white cotton.

‘Mrs Cazalet Senior keeping well, is she? That’s right.’

The flannel was wrapped in a piece of soft brown paper and tied with string. The wool was put into a paper bag. Mrs Cramp avoided Sybil’s stomach like title plague.

But as soon as Villy had left the shop, she said, ‘She’s near her time, or I’m a Dutchman.’

And Mrs Miles, who had been buying the bacon, said, ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if it was twins.’

Mrs Cramp was shocked. It was her prerogative to remark on her customers. ‘They don’t have twins,’ she said. ‘Not ladies.’

In the car, Villy said, ‘Do you think it would be a good idea if Clary left school and joined our two with Miss Milliment?’

‘Very good for Clary. But do you think Rupert could afford it?’

‘Two pounds ten a week! It must be cheaper than her school.’

‘He probably gets a special rate for being a schoolmaster. He may not pay at all, except for the extras.’

‘Our two have extras.’

‘Rachel might help with those. Or the Duchy might speak to the Brig. Or you could – on one of your rides. He’d probably listen to you – you get on so well with him.’

‘Let’s talk to Rupert first.’ Villy ignored this compliment as she did all the others these days. ‘There would be fares, of course. She’d have to walk to Shepherd’s Bush and take the Underground. But I do feel it would be a family atmosphere for her, and that’s what she needs. I don’t think she gets much of that at home.’

Sybil said, ‘Of course, Zoë will start having a family one of these days.’

‘God forbid! I’m sure she doesn’t want babies.’

Sybil said, ‘As we all know, it isn’t always a question of wanting them.’

Villy glanced at her, startled. ‘Darling! Did you – not—’

‘Not really. Of course I’m pleased about it now.’

‘Of course you are.’ They were both treading water: not exactly out of their depths, but not wanting to feel their ground.

Most of Rupert’s and Zoë’s day was very good. They drove to Rye, quite slowly because Rupert was enjoying the first morning of his holidays and being in the country and the beautiful day. They drove past fields of wheat with poppies and fields of hops that were nearly ripe, through woods of oak and Spanish chestnut and lanes whose high banks were thick with wild strawberries and stitchwort and ferns, and hedges decorated by the last of the dog-roses bleached nearly white by the sun, through villages with white clinker-built cottages with their gardens blazing with hollyhocks and phlox and roses and sometimes a pond with white ducks, small grey churches with yew and lichen-covered tombstones, past fields of early hay, and farms with steaming manure and brown and white chickens finding things to eat. Sometimes they stopped, because Rupert wanted to look properly at things, and Zoë, although she didn’t really know why he wanted to, sat contentedly watching him. She loved his throat with the large Adams apple, and the way his dark blue eyes narrowed when he was staring at things and the small half-apologetic smile he gave her when he had looked enough, let in the clutch and resumed driving.

‘Oh, this country!’ he said once. ‘To me, it is the best in England.’

‘Have you been everywhere else?’

He laughed. ‘Of course not. I’m just indulging in a spot of prejudice!’

On the last of these stops he got out of the car; she followed him, and they went and leaned on a gate. They were on a crest of land, where they could look down and away for miles with all the things that they had seen separately on the drive spread out before them in a vast expanse, green and golden and gilded, varnished by sunlight. Rupert took her hand.

‘Darling. Don’t you think that’s a ripping view?’

‘Yes. And the sky is such a lovely blue.’ She thought for a moment, and then added, ‘It’s the kind of blue that nothing else actually is, isn’t it?

‘You’re perfectly right … what a good remark!’ He squeezed her hand, delighted with her. ‘It’s the kind of thing that is so obvious that nobody says it. Notices it, I mean,’ he added, seeing her face. ‘No, really, Zoë darling, I mean that.’ And he did: he so much wanted her to be an appreciator – of something other than themselves.

In Rye he bought her presents. They were walking down one of the steep roads to the harbour and there was a very small shop window crammed with jewellery, small pieces of silver and, in front, there was a tray of antique rings. Rupert decided that he wanted to buy her one so they went inside. He chose a rose diamond one with black and white enamel round the hoop, but she didn’t like it. She wanted an emerald with rose diamonds round it, but it was twenty-five pounds – too much. So she settled for a fire opal surrounded by seed pearls and that was ten pounds, but Rupert got it for eight. They didn’t know it was a fire opal until the man told them, just thought it was a marvellous dazzling orange colour, but Zoë was much keener on it once she knew. ‘It’s really unusual!’ she exclaimed, holding out her white hand for them to see.

‘Wouldn’t suit everyone, madam, but it’s perfect on you.’

‘There, madam,’ said Rupert when they were outside. ‘And what would madam like to do next?’

She wanted a book to read in the evening when everyone was sewing and playing the piano and things. So they went to a bookshop, and she chose Gone With The Wind, which she knew everyone was reading and was said to have good passionate scenes in it. Then they had lunch in a pub – or rather in the garden outside it: ham and salad and Heinz’s mayonnaise and half a pint of bitter for Rupert and a shandy for Zoë. They didn’t talk about the children at lunch, or afterwards, when they went to Winchelsea because Rupert wanted to see the Strachan glass there, but as they were driving back to Home Place, Zoë said, ‘Oh, darling, we’ve had such a lovely time, and I do love my ring.’

Rupert said, ‘Haven’t we just? Now we must go back to the bosom of the family. The madding crowd.’

‘Madding?’

‘It’s a book by Thomas Hardy.’

‘Oh.’ What a lot he knew.

‘And we must think of something splendid to do with the children tomorrow.’

‘I should think they are quite happy with their cousins, and everything.’

‘Yes. But I meant with all of them. Must do our bit.’

She was silent. He added gently, ‘You know, darling, I think you’d feel quite differently about family life if you had a baby. If we had one,’ he added.

‘Not yet. I don’t feel old enough.’

‘Well, one day you will be.’ She was twenty-two – a young twenty-two, he told himself.

‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I don’t think we could afford it. Not unless you get another job. Or become famous, or something. We aren’t rich – like Hugh and Edward. They have a proper staff to do things. Sybil and Villy don’t have to cook.’

It was his turn for silence. Ellen did most of the cooking, and he and Clary were out to lunch every day, but poor little Zoë did hate cooking, he knew that, had not got much beyond the frying pan or tins in three years.

‘Well,’ he said at last, he couldn’t bear to disrupt their day out, ‘it was just a thought. Think about it.’

Just a thought! If he had had any idea of how she felt about having a baby, he wouldn’t even mention it. Her fear, which amounted to panic, meant that she never got beyond her imagination of pregnancy – getting larger and larger, her ankles swelling, waddling about, feeling sick – and the labour, frightful pain that might go on for hours and hours, might indeed kill her as it did some people she had read about in novels. And not only read about: look at Rupert’s first wife! She’d died that way. But even if she didn’t die, her figure would be ruined: she would have flabby breasts with the nipples too large, like Villy and Sybil whom she had seen in their bathing suits, her waist would be thick and she would have those fearful stripes on her stomach and thighs – Sybil again; Villy seemed to have escaped that – and varicose veins – Villy, but not Sybil – and, of course, Rupert would no longer love her. He’d pretend to for a bit, she supposed, but she would know. Because the one thing she knew for certain was that her appearance was what people were interested in or cared about: she hadn’t anything else, really, to attract or keep anyone with. She had used it all her life to get what she wanted, and she had never wanted anything so much as Rupert. So now she must use it to keep him. She knew, without thinking about it too much, that she wasn’t clever, either at doing things or at thinking about them; her mother had always said that this wasn’t important if you had the looks, and she had learned that very well. Why didn’t Rupert understand all this? He’d got two children anyway, and they cost a lot and were a constant source of anxiety. Sometimes she wished that he was thirty years older, too old for anyone but herself to care about – too old, anyway, to want to be a father, content with just being with her. In the three years of their marriage, he had only talked about having a baby twice before: once at the beginning, when he had assumed that she would want to get pregnant, and then about six months later when she had stupidly complained about what a nuisance Dutch caps were. He had said, ‘I couldn’t agree with you more. Why don’t you just stop using one, and let nature take its course?’ She had got out of that somehow – said that she wanted to get used to being married first or something, anything to stop him talking about it – and after that she had put the cap in long before he came from the school and never said any more about it at all. She had thought that perhaps he had given up the idea; now it was horribly clear that he hadn’t. The rest of the drive home was silent.

Clary worked hard all afternoon. To begin with, she worked feverishly against time, because she knew that when Lydia and Nev had finished their rest they would rush out and want to do things and get in the way and do things wrong. But they didn’t come out; in fact, the nurses had taken them for a hot, sulky walk up to the shop at Watlington, but as the time went by and they didn’t come, she felt able to take things more slowly, to stop and consider the next thing to do. The mirror was in place, sunk in the sand; it looked like water, and she edged it with moss which made it even better. She made a lovely hedge of tiny pieces of box stuck close together in the sand – had to do that twice, because she hadn’t made the sand firm enough to start with. Then she made a gravel path that ran beside the hedge to the lake, and then it seemed to need another hedge on its bare side, so she did that. Poor old Lydia’s daisies were drooping by now, so she pulled them out; it was no good putting flowers in, she needed plants. Also, she thought they ought to be planted in earth, very tiny fine earth, or they would die. She got some potting compost out of the potting shed and made a bed that started square and ended rather egg-shaped. She collected some scarlet pimpernel, and some speedwell – straggly, but it filled up the space – and some stone crop off the kitchen-garden wall and a very small fern. That helped, but there was still a lot of room, so she collected some heads of lavender and stuck them at the back in bunches. They looked like a plant if you put them like that, and they were dry things who wouldn’t mind just being stalks. They looked very good. It’ll take weeks to make the whole garden, she thought. It was one of the lovely things about it. She needed trees, and bushes, and perhaps a little seat for people to sit by the lake which she had constantly to polish with some spit, her finger and one of her socks, because it got sandy at the least little thing. There was the lawn to make, which would be tufts of grass planted close together and trimmed with Zoë’s nail scissors. The bell went for tea, and she didn’t want to go, but they’d be sure to come and find her if she didn’t. So she went, taking Neville’s shoe with her to please Ellen. Walking back to the house, she thought that perhaps she would like someone to see her garden: Dad, or Aunt Rach? Both of them, she decided.

After tea, all the children played the Seeing Game – one of the traditional holiday games devised by themselves. Teddy half felt that he had outgrown it, and Simon pretended to feel the same, but this was not true. It had been invented by Louise and was a kind of hide and seek, only you didn’t catch people; it counted if you saw them and could identify who they were, and involved constant mobility on the part of the hunted, who, when caught, were locked in an old dog kennel until rescued by a friend. The hunter won only if he succeeded in catching everybody and incarcerating them. Lydia and Neville, who spent most of the time in the kennel as they were easy to catch, enjoyed it most, because they were playing with the others, although they wailed that it was unfair to be caught so much, when Polly, for instance, was hardly caught at all. Hugh and Edward played tennis.

Villy and the Duchy played two pianos – Bach concern – and Sybil and Rachel cut out the nightdresses on the table in the morning room. Nanny read bits of Nursery World aloud to Ellen while she did the ironing. The Brig sat in his study writing a chapter about Burma and its teak forests for his book. The day, which had been hot and golden with a sky of unbroken blue, was settling to longer shadows with midges and gnats and young rabbits coming out into the orchard.

Flossy, who allowed Mrs Cripps to own her because of Mrs Cripps’s connections with food, got up from her basket chair in the servants’ hall, stretched her totally rested body, and slipped out of the casement window for her evening’s hunting. She was a tortoiseshell, with hard-wearing fur and, as Rachel had once observed, like most well-fed English people she hunted merely for the sport and was very unsporting in her methods. She knew exactly when the rabbits went into the orchard, and one of them, at least, would not stand a chance against her formidable experience.

When Rupert and Zoë returned from their outing, she had said that she was going to get her bath in before all the children and tennis players used the hot water. Rupert, alone in their bedroom, wandered to the window from which he could see his sister and Sybil sewing under the monkey puzzle. They sat in basket chairs on the smooth green lawn backed by the green-black yew hedge against which their summer dresses – Rachel’s blue and Sybil’s green had a kind of aqueous delicacy. A wicker table was set between them, littered with a sewing basket, a tea tray with willow-patterned cups; a pile of creamy material completed the scene. He did not need even the corner of the herbaceous border on one side, nor the corner of the white gate to the drive at the other. He wanted to paint, but by the time he got his materials prepared, they might be gone: he wanted to draw them from the window where he stood, but Zoë would be back and that would not do. He rummaged in his canvas bag for his largest drawing block and packet of oil pastels and slipped down the smaller staircase to the front door.

‘It’s not fair! You never said you’d stopped playing!’

Louise opened the kennel door.


‘We’re telling you now.’

‘We didn’t know till now. It’s not fair!’

‘Look, we’ve only just stopped,’ Polly said. ‘We couldn’t tell you before because we hadn’t.’

Lydia and Neville stumped out of the kennel. They had not wanted the game to stop and they hated it not being fair. Neither of them had had the chance to be the See-er.

‘Teddy and Simon are bored of it. They’ve gone on a hunt. There aren’t enough of us for a proper game.’ Clary joined them.

‘Anyway, it’s time for your baths. They’ll be coming for you any minute.’

‘God blast!’

‘Take no notice of him,’ Louise said in her most irritating voice.

‘Honestly, Louise, you are sickening! Too, too sickening!’

When Lydia said that she sounded exactly like Mummy’s friend, Hermione; Louise could not help admiring the mimicry, but she wasn’t going to say so. She didn’t want two actresses in the family, thank you very much. She gave Polly their secret signal and they ran – suddenly, and very fast – away from Lydia and Neville, who started to follow them, but were quickly out of sight. The wails of rage only drew Ellen’s and Nanny’s attention to their whereabouts and they got carried off for their baths.

When Clary went to find Dad and Aunt Rachel to show them her garden, she found she couldn’t have either of them. Dad was sitting on the large wooden table used for outdoor tea drawing Aunt Rach and Aunt Syb, alternatively staring at them, then making sudden irritable marks on his pad. She stood watching him for a bit: he was sort of frowning, and every now and then he drew a deep, sighing breath. Sometimes he rubbed the marks he had made with his finger. In his left hand he held a small bunch of chalks, and sometimes he stuffed the one he had been using back and took another one. Clary thought that she could hold the bunch of chalks for him, but as she moved nearer to say this, Aunt Rach put her finger to her lips so she didn’t say anything. And she couldn’t go and ask Aunt Rach to come because then she would be in the picture, so she just sat down on the grass and watched her father. A lock of his hair kept falling forward across his bony forehead and he kept pushing or shaking it back. I could hold his hair back for him, she thought. Why can’t there be something like that I could do for him, so that he couldn’t do without me? ‘Clary is indispensable,’ he would say to people who came to admire his painting. By now, she was grown up, with her hair in a bun and skirts down her legs like the aunts, and her face was thin and interesting, like Dad’s, and people – in taxi cabs and orangeries like Kensington Gardens – proposed to her, but she would give them all up for Dad. She would never marry because of being so terrifically indispensable, and since Zoë had died from eating potted meat in a heatwave – known to kill you according to the Duchy – she was all that Dad had in the world. Dad would be famous, and she would be …

‘Rupert! Where did you put my book? Rupert!’

Clary looked up, and there was Zoë in her kimono shouting through the open bedroom window.

There was a pause as she watched his face change, and then change again into patient good humour.

‘You must have left it in the car.’

‘I thought you brought it in.’

‘I didn’t, darling.’ Turning to look at her, he spied Clary. ‘Clary’ll fetch it for you.’

‘What book?’ She got to her feet reluctantly. If Dad asked her she’d have to get it.

‘Gone With The Wind,’ called Zoë. ‘Bring it up to me, would you, Clary darling, there’s an angel.’

Clary trotted off. She’d never felt less like an angel in her life. Zoë had only said that to make it sound as though she was fond of her, and she jolly well wasn’t. And I’m not fond of her, she thought, not remotely, the tiniest bit fond. I hate her! One of the reasons she hated Zoë was feeling like that. She didn’t hate anyone else, which showed she wasn’t a hating person, but Zoë made her feel horrible, and sometimes wicked: things like potted meat would never occur to her about anyone else. But she’d thought of dozens of ways in which Zoë might die, and if Zoë died from any of them it would be her fault. She hoped there would be another way that she hadn’t thought of; must be – people could die from nearly anything. A snake bite or a ghost frightening her to death, or something Ellen called a hernia that sounded pretty bad. There she went, making it more likely to be her fault. She shut her eyes and held her breath to stop her thoughts. Then she opened the car door, and found the book on the back seat.

The evening settled into a hot, still night. Delirious moths rammed the parchment lampshades again and again and silvery powder from their collisions fell from time to time onto Sybil’s sewing. She had been given the whole sofa so that she could put her feet up. The Brig and Edward were playing chess and smoking Havana cigars. They played very slowly, with occasional admiring grunts at the other’s skill. The Duchy was setting in the puff sleeves of the tussore frock for Clary. It was richly smocked in cherry silk: the Duchy was famous for her smocking. Zoë was curled in a battered armchair reading Gone With The Wind. Hugh, in charge of the gramophone, had chosen Schubert’s posthumous B flat sonata – known to be one of the Duchy’s favourites – and was listening with his eyes closed. Villy was embroidering one of her enormous set of table mats in fine black cross stitch on heavy linen. Rupert lay in a chair at the end of the room, legs stretched straight out, arms hanging over the chair arms, half listening to the music, half watching the others. How like their father Edward was, he began. The same forehead, with the hair growing from a centre peak and receding – in Edward’s case far more than their father’s – each side of it. The same bushy eyebrows, the same blue-grey eyes (although Edward’s way of looking you straight in the eye came from the Duchy, one of whose chief charms it was. ‘I don’t agree with you at all,’ she would say, and you liked her for it), high cheekbones, military moustache. The Brig’s, apart from being white, was longer and more luxuriant; Edward kept his to a military bristle. Their hands were the same shape with long fingers and rather concave nails, the Brig’s speckled with liver spots, Edward’s with hair growing on the backs. The curious thing about moustaches was how you lost the mouth; it became an unconsidered feature, much as he supposed a chin would that sported a beard. Edward, though, had a glamour that seemed to come from neither parent; although undoubtedly he was the best looking of the three of them; the glamour came from his apparent unconsciousness of either his appearance or his effect upon other people. Clothes, for instance, became glamorous simply because he was wearing them – tonight a white silk shirt with a bottle-green foulard silk scarf knotted round his throat and linen trousers of the same colour, but when you came to think about it, he must have thought about his outfit, chosen those things – so perhaps he wasn’t so unconscious, after all? He certainly knew that women found him attractive. Even those who did not were always immediately aware of him: Zoë, for instance, said that although he wasn’t her type, she could see that he might be very attractive to some. Part of it was the way in which Edward always seemed to be enjoying himself, to be living in the present – to be engrossed in it, never appearing to consider anything either side of it.

Rupert, being six and seven years younger than his brothers, had escaped the war – had been a schoolboy while his brothers were in France. Hugh had been the first to go – joined the Coldstream Guards – and Edward, unable to join him because of his age, got himself into the Machine Gun Corps a few months later. Edward soon had his first MC and was recommended for a Victoria Cross. But when Rupert had tried to question him about it, for the vicarious glory of being able to impress other boys at school, Edward had said, ‘For peeing on a machine gun, old boy – to cool it down a bit. It got too hot and jammed,’ and looked embarrassed. ‘Under fire?’ Yes, Edward had admitted that there had been quite a bit of firing. Then he changed the subject. By the time he was twenty-one he was a major with a bar to his MC, and Hugh was a captain and had won his cross and been wounded. When they had finally come home from the war neither of them talked about it; with Hugh, Rupert had felt that it was because he couldn’t bear to, whereas with Edward, it seemed more that he’d done with all that and was only interested in what was going to happen to him next – joining the firm and marrying Villy. But Hugh had never been the same. His head wound had left him with bad headaches, he’d lost a hand, his digestion wasn’t good and he sometimes had rotten dreams. But it wasn’t only that: Rupert had noticed, and he still noticed, that there was something about his expression, about his eyes, a haunted look of outrage, anguish, even. If you called his name and he looked at you straight – like Edward, like his mother – you caught this expression before it dissolved to the mildness of anxiety and thence to his habitual affectionate sweetness. He loved his family, never sought company outside it, never looked at another woman, and had particular affection for all children, particularly babies. It was when he looked at, or thought about, Hugh that Rupert felt irrational pangs of guilt that he had not shared the unknown hell.

The Schubert came to an end and Sybil, without raising her eyes from her sewing, said, ‘Bed, darling?’

‘If you’re ready.’ He put the record away, walked over to his mother and kissed her. She patted his cheek.

‘Sleep well, darling.’

‘I’ll sleep like a log. Always do, here.’ As he walked over to his wife, he gave Rupert a little smile and then, as though to snap any sentiment, winked. Rupert winked back: it was one of their old habits.

There was a general folding up of work and movement for bed. Rupert looked at Zoë, completely engrossed; he had never known her so caught by a book before.

‘Can I interest you in bed?’

She looked up. ‘Is it that late?’

‘Getting on. It must be a marvellous book.’

‘It’s quite good. All about the civil war in America,’ she added, as she marked her place. Villy’s lip curled and she met Sybil’s eye fleetingly. She had discussed the book with Sybil when it came out earlier in the year, having borrowed it from Hermione; she had glanced at it, she said, and it seemed to her that the heroine had a mind as shallow as a soup bowl, thinking of nothing but men, frocks and money. Sybil had suggested that the bits about the civil war were supposed to be rather good, and Villy, who had not glanced at those bits, said that they seemed to her to play a very minor part. Sybil had said that it didn’t sound her kind of book. Sybil had handed her sewing to Hugh to hold, had swung her legs over the side of the sofa, but could not rise unaided, and Rupert went to help her. Villy decided to go to bed also, and to be asleep before Edward had finished his game.

‘Where’s Rachel?’ someone asked, and the Duchy, putting her steel-rimmed spectacles into their needleworked case, answered, ‘She went to bed early, had rather a head.’

In fact, Rachel had gone to the Brig’s study after dinner to telephone Sid with whom she had a delightful – and extravagant – conversation lasting six minutes, about the arrangements for Sid to come down to lunch. Monday had been fixed as a good day, as most of the family would be going to the beach. ‘Won’t they want all the cars, then?’ S had said. But Rachel didn’t think so, and if they did, she would bicycle to Battle to meet the train. Sid had been enchanted by the idea of Rachel on a bicycle, and had been difficult to cut short, but, after all, it was her parents’ telephone, though when she said this, Sid simply replied, ‘Yes, my angel,’ and went on talking. That was why it had been six minutes instead of the statutory three that was thought proper in the family for a long-distance call. After it, and, of course, unable to share her excitement and joy with the family, Rachel had decided to read in bed and have an early night, and meeting Eileen with the coffee tray in the hall, had asked her to tell Mrs Cazalet that she had a headache and would not be down again. But on her way up she thought she would look in on the girls and be sure that Clary was settling in. Louise and Polly were in their beds – Louise was reading, Polly was knitting – and Clary lay on her stomach on the floor writing in an exercise book. They were all flatteringly pleased to see her. ‘Sit on my bed, Aunt Rach. I’m reading a frightfully sad book – it’s full of God and people bursting into tears. It’s in Canada with a nasty aunt in it. Not at all like you,’ she added. Rachel sat on Louise’s bed. ‘And what’s Polly making?’

‘A jersey. For Mum. For Christmas. It was for her birthday but it’s a secret so it’s very hard to knit it for long. Don’t tell her.’

‘It looks very difficult.’ It did: some lacy pale pink stitch with bobbles on it. ‘It’s a good thing that it’s called dirty pink,’ said Polly. ‘It’s got far less pink than when I started.’

‘Dirty pink was in last year,’ said Louise. ‘By the time you’ve finished it, it’ll be terrifically out. But as your mother’s not very fashionable, she probably won’t mind.’

‘People wear colours that suit them any time,’ said Polly.

‘People with auburn hair are supposed to wear green all the time. And blue.’

‘What an authority you are upon fashion, Louise.’ She needed a mild snub. She turned to Clary, who had been writing steadily. ‘And what are you up to?’

‘Nothing much.’

‘What are you writing? A journal?’

‘Just a book.’

‘How exciting! What’s it about?’

‘Nothing much. It’s the life story of a cat who can understand everything in English. He was born in Australia but he’s come to England for some adventures.’

‘Quarantine,’ said Louise. ‘He couldn’t.’

‘How do you mean he couldn’t? He just has.’

‘He’d have to spend six months in quarantine.’

‘I expect you could put that in, and then have him in England,’ said Polly kindly.

Clary shut her book and got into her bed without another word.

‘She’s sulking now.’

Rachel was distressed.

‘You’re being very unpleasant, Louise.’

‘I didn’t mean it.’

‘That’s not good enough. You can’t say unpleasant things and then pretend you didn’t mean them.’

‘No, you can’t,’ said Polly. ‘It just makes your character worse in the long run. What it is is that you wish you’d thought of writing a book.’

This shaft went home, Rachel noticed. Louise blushed and then she told Clary she was sorry, and Clary said all right.

Rachel kissed them all in turn: they all smelled sweetly of damp hair, toothpaste and Vinolia soap. Clary hugged her and whispered that she had a surprise to show in the morning. Louise apologised again in a whisper; Polly just giggled and said she had nothing worth whispering.

‘Be nice to one another and lights out in ten minutes.’

‘How arbitrary!’ she heard Louise exclaim after she had left. ‘How too, too arbitrary! If she’d said half past nine or ten, I could understand it, but just ten minutes after whenever she leaves …’ The small grudge would unite them, anyway.

On Monday, Hugh left Sybil in bed, ate a hurried breakfast with the Duchy, who had risen early for the purpose, and left the house by seven thirty for London. He didn’t think that Sybil should go to the beach and begged his mother to dissuade her. The Duchy agreed; the day promised to be a scorcher, there were plenty of uncles and aunts to look after Polly and Simon, and sitting on hot pebbles in blazing sun when you were unable to bathe (which, of course, was out of the question for Sybil in her condition) was agreed to be unsuitable. Hugh, who resisted an impulse to say goodbye to his wife after breakfast – not wishing to wake her again – felt relief. Sybil, lying in bed and longing for him to come up, listened to his car starting, got out of bed in time to see it disappearing down the drive. She was thoroughly awake by now, and decided to have a long, luxurious bath before anybody else wanted the bathroom.

It was after ten before they were ready to go. They went in three cars, crammed with towels, bathing suits, picnic baskets, rugs and whatever personal equipment each one thought necessary for their pleasure. The younger children had buckets and spades and a shrimping net, ‘Which is very silly, Neville, because there’s not a single shrimp there.’ The nurses took knitting and Nursery World, Edward his camera. Zoë took Gone With The Wind, her new halter-necked bathing costume – navy blue with white piqué bows at neck and back of waist – and some dark glasses; Rupert took a sketch pad and some charcoal; Clary took a biscuit tin for collecting shells or anything; Simon and Teddy took two packs of cards – they had recently learned bezique; Louise took The Wide Wide World and a jar of Wonder Cream (it wasn’t lasting well – had gone all watery at the bottom with a kind of greenish scum on top, but she felt it had to be used up), and Polly took her Brownie box camera – her best present from her last birthday.

Villy took a book about Nijinsky and his wife in a beach bag that also contained a jar of Pomade Divine and Elastoplast and a spare bathing costume – she hated sitting about in a wet one. Edward, Villy and Rupert were to drive the cars, which were slowly crammed with occupants, who, by the time they got moving, were already sticky and, in some cases, tearful from the heat and the conviction that they had been put in the wrong car.

Mrs Cripps watched them go from her kitchen window. Apart from all the cooked breakfasts, she had been hard at it since seven o’clock, making sandwiches with hard-boiled eggs, sardines, cheese and her own potted ham, with seed cake and flapjacks and bananas for pudding. There was now time for a nice cup of tea before Madam came with her orders.

For reasons she did not wish to define, Rachel found it difficult to inform the Duchy of her arrangements. She decided against asking for the car; the bicycle – in spite of the heat – would leave her much freer. However, when the Duchy came upon her at breakfast and asked her, she felt bound to divulge them, saying that she and Sid would enjoy lunch at the Gateway Tea Rooms, but the Duchy, who regarded meals in hotels or restaurants, or even tea rooms, as an absurd waste of money as well as being an unbecoming practice, insisted that she bring Sid back for lunch and had rung the bell for Eileen to tell Tonbridge to have the car round in half an hour before Rachel could protest at all. We can go for a walk after lunch, she thought. It will be just as good, really. Nearly as good. She had been deflected from any argument by Sybil, who limped into the morning room, apologising for being late, and sank into a chair with evident relief. She had lost her balance getting out of the bath, she explained; she seemed to have twisted her ankle. Rachel, who had been a VAD in the last years of the war, insisted on seeing it. It was badly swollen and was clearly extremely painful. The Duchy fetched witch hazel and Rachel procured a crêpe bandage and some lint, and the ankle was bound up.

‘You really ought to keep it up,’ Rachel said, and moved a second chair in front of Sybil, carefully putting the bruised foot on a cushion. This meant Sybil was sitting at an angle that was not at all comfortable and, almost at once, her back started to ache. It had taken her ages to dress because of her ankle and she felt tired already – at the beginning of the day. Rachel left to go to Battle, and the Duchy, having poured some tea and ordered Sybil some fresh toast, repaired to the kitchen to see Mrs Cripps. When Eileen appeared with the toast, Sybil asked her for a cushion for her back, and while this was being fetched she looked at the morning paper that had been left open at the foreign news page. Someone called Pastor Niemoller had been arrested after a large service in a place called Dahlem – she had never heard of it. She decided that she didn’t want to read the paper, and actually she didn’t want to eat anything either. She leant forward for Eileen to put the cushion behind her and, as she did so, felt as though a hand was slowly gripping her spine in the small of her back. She scarcely had time to notice this before the grip loosened and was completely gone. How odd, she began to think, and then without warning she was sucked into a whirlpool of paralysing, mindless panic. That, too, receded and little fragments of coherent fear reached the surface of her mind. Polly and Simon had been late – Polly eleven days and Simon three. She was between three and four weeks before her time, the fall couldn’t have hurt it – or them – Hugh would be in London by now, the fall had been a shock, that’s all it was … Ridiculous! She began to assess her body for reassurance. She was sweating, it was pricking under her arms, and when she touched her forehead it was damp. Her back – that was all right now, nothing except the mild ache that came when she was in the wrong position or stayed in one for too long.

She moved her foot, and was almost relieved by the sudden twinge of pain. Ankles could be agony, but that was all it was. Her mouth was dry, and she drank some tea. It was simply bad luck, when she’d planned to go for a little walk in the garden that she hadn’t seen properly this year. She imagined herself walking barefoot on the well-kept lawn, cool still from dew, and soft and springy: she really wanted to walk about now. The frustration made her feel irritably restless – what was Eileen doing hanging about—


‘Are you all right, Mrs Hugh?’

‘Quite all right. I twisted my ankle, that’s all.’

‘Oh, that’s what it is.’ Eileen seemed reassured. ‘Ever so painful, that can be.’ She picked up her tray. ‘You’ll ring if you want anything, won’t you, madam?’ She leant over the table and moved the little brass bell within Sybil’s reach. Then she went.

Perhaps I ought to be in London, not to be so far away, thought Sybil. I could have gone back with Hugh – got a taxi from the office. She really couldn’t go on sitting like this, it was too uncomfortable. She would like to ring up Hugh and see what he thought, but it would only worry him so she wouldn’t do that. If she got up and got one of the walking sticks out of the Brig’s study – only across the passage – she could then go into the garden. It might be quite possible to walk if she had a stick. She turned and heaved her leg off the chair; her ankle responded with such a stab of agony that her eyes filled with tears. Perhaps she had better ring for Eileen to get it … but then she became aware of the hand on her spine again, not painful, but menacing, with the promise of pain. She remembered it now. It was the mere beginning – the grip would become a vice, and then a knife that would slowly surge downwards, cleaving her spine and stopping seconds after it became intolerable, then apparently vanish but, in reality, lie in wait for another, more murderous assault … She must get up – get to – Supporting herself by the table, she rose to her feet, then remembered the bell – now out of reach – and as she leant over the table to get it, felt the warm flood of her waters breaking. It’s gone all wrong! she thought, as tears began to stream down her face, but she reached the bell and rang it and rang it for ever for someone to come.

Which they did, of course, much sooner than it felt to Sybil. They sat her back in the chair, and the Duchy sent Eileen for either Wren or McAlpine, whoever could be found first, while she telephoned Dr Carr. He was out on his rounds, but could be reached, they said, and would come at once. She did not tell her daughter-in-law that he was out, said calmly that he was on his way, and that Eileen and one of the men would carry her up to her room, and that she, the Duchy, would not leave her until the doctor came. ‘And everything will be all right,’ she said, with all the reassurance she could muster, but she was afraid, and wished that Rachel was there. Rachel was always wonderful when things were difficult. It was not good that the waters had broken so soon; she could see no sign of blood, and did not want to alarm Sybil by asking about it. If only Rachel was here, she thought almost angrily; she who is always here would be away at a time like this. Sybil was biting her lips trying neither to scream nor to cry. The Duchy took one of her hands in both of hers and held it hard; she remembered that it was good to be grasped so and she upheld the conspiracy of silence in childbirth that was naturally proper for women like themselves. Pain was to be endured and forgotten, but it was never really forgotten, and looking at Sybil’s mute distress she could remember it too well. ‘There, there, my duck,’ she said. ‘It’ll be a lovely baby – you’ll see.’

Rachel would have liked more time to get ready to meet Sid. She would also have liked them to be able to have lunch at the White Hart alone together, but she would not have dreamed of going against the Duchy’s wishes in that matter, or, indeed, any other – a state of affairs that had applied all her life. There had, twenty years ago, been the excuse that she was too young – eighteen, in fact. The young man in question had urged her to greater freedom, but really, of course, she had not wanted to be in the least bit free with him. As she grew older, the reason for her obedience became her parents’ age rather than her own, and the notion that at thirty-eight she could still not order her own time to suit herself, or in this case, her and Sid, did not seriously impinge. It was a pity, but to dwell upon one’s own wishes would be morbid, a Cazalet term that implied the uttermost condemnation.

So she sat in the back of the car and looked on the bright side. It was a beautiful hot, shimmering day, and she and Sid would have a perfectly lovely walk after luncheon together – might even take some Osborne biscuits and a Thermos with them and thus legitimately skip family tea.

Tonbridge drove at his usual twenty-eight miles an hour, and she longed to ask him to go faster, but he had never been known to be late for a train and asking him to hurry would look ridiculous.

In fact, they were early as she had already known they would be. She would wait on the platform, she told Tonbridge, who then mentioned that he had something to collect from Till’s for McAlpine.

‘Do that now, and we’ll meet you outside Till’s,’ Rachel ordered, pleased to have recognised the opportunity in time.

The station was very quiet. The one porter was watering the station flower beds: scarlet geraniums, dark blue lobelia and white alyssum, remnants of the decorative fervour inspired by the Coronation. There was one passenger with a child on the far side waiting to go to Hastings for a day at the sea, judging by the bucket and wooden spade and picnic bulging from a carrier bag. Rachel walked over the bridge to where they sat, then decided that she didn’t want to get involved with anyone – wanted to meet Sid in silence – but she was glad when the train puffed slowly towards them as she felt she was being unfriendly. Then it stopped and doors flapped open and there were people and then there was Sid walking towards her smiling, wearing her brown tussore suit with the belted jacket, bareheaded, cropped hair and a nut-brown face.

‘What ho!’ said Sid, and they embraced.

‘I’ll carry it.’

‘You will not.’ Sid picked up the businesslike little case which she had relinquished to greet Rachel, and tucked Rachel’s arm in her own.

‘I imagined you bicycling to meet me, but I suppose the bridge defeated you. You look tired, darling. Are you?’

‘No. And I didn’t bicycle. I’m afraid we’ve got Tonbridge and lunch at home.’

‘Ah!’

‘But a lovely walk afterwards, and I thought we’d take tea with us so we wouldn’t have to come back for it.’

‘That sounds a splendid idea.’ It was resolutely said, and Rachel glanced at her in search of irony, but there was none. Sid met her eye, winked and said, ‘Bless you, my angel, for always wanting everybody to be happy. I meant it. It is a splendid idea.’

They walked out of the station in a silence that for Rachel was blissfully companionable, for Sid so full of wild happiness that she was unable to speak. But, eventually, as they passed the Abbey gates, she said, ‘If we take a picnic, won’t the children want to come too?’

‘They’re all at the beach. They won’t be back until tea-time.’

‘Ah! The plot thins, in the most admirable manner.’

‘And I thought you might stay the night. There’s a camp bed we could put in my room.’

‘Is there really, darling? I must wait for the Duchy to ask me, though.’

‘She will. She’s very fond of you. It’s a pity you haven’t brought your fiddle. But you could borrow Edward’s. You know she loves playing sonatas with you. How’s Evie?’

‘I can tell you about that in the car.’ Evie was Sid’s sister, renowned for minor and often wilful ill health. She did part-time secretarial work for a well-known musician and relied upon Sid, with whom she lived, to manage their slender resources and to look after her whenever she needed or felt like it.

And so, in the car, with Sid holding her hand, Rachel asked about Evie, and was told about her hay fever, the possibility of an ulcer, although the doctor didn’t think it was that, and her plan that Sid should take her away for a seaside holiday some time in August, and preserving the proprieties in the presence of Tonbridge had a certain charm, making them both want to laugh because in a way it was so silly – they didn’t really want to talk about Evie in the least. They looked at each other or, rather, Sid would glance at Rachel and be unable to look away, and Rachel would find herself transfixed by those small, brownish, eloquent, wide-apart eyes, and would feel herself beginning to blush when Sid would chuckle and produce some idiotic cliché such as ‘every silver lining has a cloud’, in the voice she would use for reading a motto from a cracker, adding ‘or so they say,’ which broke the tension until the next time. Tonbridge, driving slightly faster – he was looking forward to his dinner – couldn’t make head nor tail of what they were on about.

They no sooner drew up beside the gate that led to the front door when Eileen, who had been watching for them, ran out and said that Madam said that Miss Rachel was to go up to Mrs Hugh’s room immediately as the baby had started and the doctor hadn’t yet arrived. Rachel sprang out of the car without a backward glance and ran into the house. Oh, Lord! thought Sid. Poor darling! She meant Rachel.

Sybil sat in bed, propped up by pillows; she refused to lie properly, which the Duchy felt was wrong but she was far too anxious and alarmed to try to insist. Rachel would do it, and here at last was Rachel. ‘The doctor is coming,’ said the Duchy quickly and gave Rachel a little frown meaning don’t ask when. ‘If you will stay with her, I’ll see to towels. The maids are boiling water,’ and she went, glad to do something she could accomplish. She had been beginning to find Sybil’s pains more than she could bear. Rachel drew up a chair and sat beside Sybil.

‘Darling. What can I do to help?’ Sybil gasped and threw herself forward with clenched hands, pressing on the bed each side of her thighs. ‘Nothing. I don’t know.’ A bit later, she said, ‘Help me – undress. Quick – before the next one.’ So in between the pains Rachel helped her out of her smock, her slip and her knickers, and finally into a nightdress. This took a long time as with each pain they had to stop, and Sybil gripped Rachel’s hand until she thought her bones would break.

‘Supposing it’s born before he comes?’ Sybil said, and Rachel knew that she was terrified by the thought.

‘We’ll manage. It’s going to be all right,’ she soothed, but she hadn’t the faintest idea what to do. ‘You mustn’t worry,’ she said, stroking Sybil’s hair back from her forehead. ‘I used to be a VAD. Remember?’

And Sybil seemed comforted by that, gave Rachel a small trusting smile and said, ‘I’d forgotten. Of course you were.’ She lay back for a moment and shut her eyes. ‘Could you tie my hair back? Out of the way?’ But by the time Rachel had found the strip of chiffon indicated upon the dressing table Sybil was again racked, her hand searching blindly for Rachel’s hand.

‘Oh, God – let the doctor come,’ Rachel prayed as Sybil uttered a moan.

‘Sorry about that. It’s all a bit Mary Webbish, isn’t it? Straining at bedposts and all that?’ And as Rachel smiled at the gallant small joke, she added, ‘It does hurt rather.’

‘I know it does, darling. You’re tremendously brave.’

Then they both heard a car, which surely must be the doctor, and Rachel went to the window. ‘He’s come!’ she said. ‘Isn’t that good?’ But Sybil had crammed her fist into her mouth and was biting her knuckles not to scream and seemed not to hear her.

He was an old man, an elderly Scot with gingery brindled hair and moustache. He came into the room taking off his jacket and putting down his case and was rolling up his shirt-sleeves as he talked.

‘Well, well, Mrs Cazalet, so I hear you had a wee fall in the bath this morning and your baby’s decided to make its way out.’ He looked around the room, saw the jug and basin and proceeded to wash his hands. ‘No, I can manage quite well with cold, but we’ll be needing some hot water. Perhaps you would arrange that, Miss Cazalet, while I examine the patient?’

‘But I’ll need you back in five minutes,’ he called, as Rachel left the room.

On the landing, she found the housemaids with covered pails of hot water, and a pile of towels laid on the linen chest. Downstairs she found the Duchy with Sid. Her mother was deeply agitated. ‘Rachel! I feel I must ring Hugh.’

‘Of course you must.’

‘But Sybil begged me not to. She doesn’t want him worried. It seems wrong to do exactly what she doesn’t want.’

Rachel looked at Sid, who was looking at the Duchy with a kind of protective kindness that made Rachel love her. Now, Sid said, ‘I don’t think that’s the point. I think Hugh would mind very much if he hadn’t been told what was going on.’

The Duchy said gratefully, ‘Of course you are right. Sensible Sid! I’m so glad you are here. I’ll do it at once.’

When she had gone, Sid held out her battered silver case and said, ‘Have a gasper. You look as though you need one.’

And Rachel, who usually smoked Egyptian cigarettes, finding Gold Flake too strong, took one, and found her hand was shaking as Sid lit it for her. ‘It is ghastly,’ she said. ‘The most ghastly pain. I didn’t realise. Has the doctor got a nurse coming?’

‘Apparently not at once, anyway. He tried his usual midwife and she was out on a case, and the district nurse said she couldn’t come until some time in the afternoon. He’s told me what to do. I’m sorry about our day.’

‘It can’t be helped.’

‘Have you been asked to stay?’

‘I have. The plan is that Mrs Cripps should make a picnic tea and I should deflect the beach party – keep the children out of the way until it’s over. It’s curious, isn’t it?’ She added after a pause, ‘How for the most important events in people’s lives everybody has to keep out of the way, know nothing about it.’

‘Oh, but, they might hear her. Not that Sybil would make a sound if she could possibly help it.’

‘Exactly.’

Sensing Sid’s faintly ironical expression, Rachel was conscious of the fleeting but familiar sensation of Sid’s foreignness – at least, that was how she put it to herself. Sid’s mother had been a Portuguese Jewess whom her father had met on tour with the orchestra in which he played. He had married and fathered two daughters, Margot and Evie, and then abandoned them, gone to Australia; he was always referred to – rather bitterly – as Mr Sidney of that ilk. They had had a hard, impoverished life, their mother eventually dying of TB and homesickness (her family cut her off at her marriage). It was difficult, Sid said, to know which had been worse. But all this, and the fact of her coming from a family of musicians, made her seem foreign and this in turn seemed to make her keener on confronting things than Rachel’s family had ever been. ‘I’ve seen nothing but spades since I was a baby,’ Sid once said. ‘How am I call them anything else?’ As soon as her mother was dead, Margot had abandoned the name she had always loathed and called herself Sid. Like many couples whose cultural backgrounds are very different, they both had ambivalent attitudes in their behaviour to one another: Sid, who recognised that Rachel had all her life been overprotected from either financial or emotional reality, wished to be the person who protected her most, and at the same time could not resist the occasional dig at the middle-class Englishness of it all; Rachel, who knew Sid had not only had to fend for herself, but really for her mother and sister as well, respected her independence and authority but wanted Sid to understand that the understatements, discretion, and withholding were an integral part of the Cazalet family life, existing only to uphold affection and good manners. ‘I can understand,’ Sid had once said during an early confrontation, ‘but I can do that perfectly well without agreeing. Don’t you see?’ But Rachel did not see at all; for her, understanding meant tacit agreement.

To each of them some of these thoughts had recurred, but there was no time for any of that now. Rachel stubbed out her cigarette and said, ‘I must go back. Would you ask the Duchy to get one of the maids to bring me an apron?’

‘Of course I will. God bless. Tell me if there’s anything I can do.’

‘I will.’

I have only to do exactly what he tells me, she thought, as she went upstairs, and it’s utterly ridiculous to mind about blood so much. I must simply think of something else.

Cooden really wasn’t the best beach for the children, Villy thought, as she shifted her bottom on the boulderish pebbles and tried to find a more comfortable bit of break-water for her back. Even on such a calm and blazing day, the sea was surprisingly cold – a steely blue far out, but near them an aquamarine swell that heaved endlessly in and broke upon the steeply shelving shore in a creamy fringe that swooned and melted to green again and was sucked out beneath the next wave. The boys were all right, they were good at swimming from school, but the girls were afraid of going out of their depth, hobbled over the pebbles, waded a few steps, swam two or three strokes again and again, until she made them come in, teeth chattering, cold and slippery as fishes, to have their backs rubbed, to be given pieces of Terry’s bitter chocolate or hot Bovril. There were no rock pools for Lydia and Neville, and almost no sand; Lydia got swept off her feet by the undertow and wept bitterly for ages in spite of Villy’s soothing. Neville, who had watched it all with horror, announced that he was not going to use the sea today at all, ‘Except for water for my bucket.’ ‘Then you won’t get any chocolate,’ Clary had said and was at once told to mind her own business by Ellen, who was pinning a handkerchief with safety pins to Neville’s Panama hat so that a square of white covered his already pink bony shoulders. Ellen and Nanny sat in their hats, grey cardigans and sensible belted cotton dresses, their legs stretched out in front of them in thick pale cotton stockings with black double-strap shoes, their knitting on their laps. A day at the beach must be purgatory for them, Villy thought. Neither would have dreamed of bathing: their authority with the children was shaky, undermined by the presence of parents, but at the same time they were responsible – for Lydia and Neville not catching cold or getting a touch of the sun, or going off with strange children from whom they might catch something.

Now Nanny, who had begun to dress Lydia, was forestalled by Edward, who said he would take her out on his shoulders as Rupert was going to do with Neville (neither liked the idea of their offspring being afraid of the water). ‘Tell the boys to come in when you do,’ Villy called; it would be a point of honour with them not to come in until they were made to. She looked across at Zoë, who had curled herself up against the breakwater on a car rug and was rubbing some cream on her legs – which was the only part of her in the sun – rather a common thing to do in public, Villy thought, then felt ashamed. Whatever the poor girl does, I’m horrid about it. Rupert had tried to make her bathe, but she wouldn’t, said she knew it would be too cold. She had never let any of the Cazalets know that she couldn’t swim.

Villy watched as Edward and Rupert picked their way out into the sea with Lydia and Neville clinging to their backs like nervous little crabs. When they began to swim, Lydia screamed with excitement and Neville with fear, their screams mingling with the sea cries of other children, afraid of waves, not wanting to come in, shocked by the cold, afraid of being splashed by the swimmers. The fathers went on swimming until Rupert was in danger of being strangled by Neville and had to come in. Neville’s hat had blown off and Villy watched as Simon and Teddy raced to retrieve it, like little otters.

The girls, clad now in their shorts and Aertex shirts, were starting to ask about lunch. Polly and Clary were collecting smooth, flat pebbles and putting them into Clary’s biscuit tin, and Louise lay flat on her stomach, apparently untroubled by the stony beach, reading and wiping her eyes with a bath towel.

‘How soon?’ one of them said.

‘As soon as the others come in and get changed.’ He waved to Edward who was carrying Lydia now and shouting to the boys.

Lydia returned triumphant and very cold; Edward dumped her beside Villy, against whom she leant, pigtails dripping, teeth rattling.

‘I swam much further than you did,’ she called to Neville.

‘You’re freezing, darling.’ Villy wrapped her in a towel.

‘I’m not. I’m boiling really. I’m making my teeth chatter. This is how Nan dresses in the morning. Look!’ She held the towel around her, turned her back and made humping movements of someone wriggling into stays, a fine imitation of clumsy decorum. Edward caught Villy’s eye and they both managed not to laugh.

Teddy and Simon came in quickly enough the moment that Edward shouted, ‘Lunch!’ They came rushing in from the sea, running easily over the pebbles, their hair plastered to their heads, the straps of their bathing dresses dropping over their shoulders. A super bathe, they said; they hadn’t wanted to come in; there was no point in changing as they were going back immediately after lunch. Oh, no, they weren’t, said Edward. They had to digest their lunch first. People got cramp and drowned if they bathed immediately after a meal.

‘Have you known anyone who actually drowned, Dad?’ Teddy asked.

‘Dozens. You get changed. Chop chop.’

‘What does chop mean?’ asked Lydia nervously.

‘It’s Chinese for quick,’ said Louise. ‘Mummy, can we start unpacking lunch? Just to see what there is?’

Zoë helped unpack the picnic, and the nannies stopped combing hair and clucking over tar on Lydia’s bathing dress and spread a rug for the children to sit on. Zoë was pleased because Rupert had knelt beside her and ruffled her hair and asked how was his little bookworm, which made her feel interesting in a different way. The children ate ravenously, except Lydia refused her hard-boiled egg, which she described as dead. I never eat dead eggs,’ she said, so Teddy ate it for her. Neville spilled his orange squash on the car rug and Clary got stung by a bee and cried until Rupert sucked out the sting and explained how much worse it was for the bee who, he said, would be dead as a doornail by now. After lunch, Lydia and Neville were made to have rests in the shade of the breakwater by the nannies, the grown-ups smoked and the older children played a rather shaky game of Pelmanism on the pebbles with the cards they had brought. Clary was the best at that by far, never seeming to forget a card, although, as Simon pointed out, some of them got tilted by the pebbles and continued to be visible if you cheated, which he seemed to feel might be the case with Clary. Then the boys wanted to bathe again, claimed that they had been promised a second go. The tide was going out, and the others decided to paddle – not possible when they had arrived. Goodness! thought Zoë. It goes on and on. She had got to the bit in Gone With The Wind where Melanie was starting to have her baby and Scarlett couldn’t get the doctor to come, and decided she didn’t want to read that now. Rupert was walking with Clary along the beach hand in hand, Clary looking up at him and swinging his arm. Perhaps if I got better with his children, he wouldn’t want any more, she thought. This seemed a good, but difficult, idea. She imagined herself nursing Neville with pneumonia or something fatal of that kind; sitting up with him night after night, stroking his forehead and refusing to leave his side for an instant, until he was pronounced out of danger. ‘He owes his life to you, darling,’ Rupert would say, ‘and I owe you more than I can ever repay.’ She felt she was rather like Scarlett: beautiful, brave and quite straightforward about things. She would make Rupert read the book and he would see.

By four o’clock everybody was ready to go home – although the children would not admit it. ‘Must we? We’ve hardly been here a minute.’ Banana skins, egg shells, the crusts of sandwiches, the Bakelite mugs were packed away, personal belongings lost and found and established with their owner, keys mislaid and discovered. They began the tramp back up the beach and along the dirt track to the cars that, parked in the sun, were now like furnaces. Villy and Rupert and Edward wound down the windows but the seats were burning and Neville said he could not sit on them and had to be placed on Ellen’s lap. Edward drove their Buick, and Villy the Brig’s old Vauxhall, which had a villainous gearbox having been driven by countless non-owners and, in any case, being pretty old. Rupert took Zoë and Ellen in his Ford with Neville and Lydia who clamoured to go with Neville as they had begun to play I Spy. Clary was glad to go with Villy and the girls; Nan went in Edward’s car in front, which she relished, and the boys at the back. They drove in tandem with Villy leading in case her car broke down. The girls quarrelled about who should sit in front, Louise saying she was the oldest and Clary saying she was sick in the back. Villy settled for Clary. She had a headache from the sun and began to look forward to a tepid bath and sitting on the lawn sewing with Sybil. ‘But it is good for them to get some bathing and sea air,’ she told herself.

Rachel returned to the bedroom to find that Dr Carr had mysteriously converted it from a scene of amateur emergency into a place where something serious was happening with a predictable outcome. Sybil now lay on her side, with her knees drawn up, and he was putting a cold compress on her ankle.

‘Mrs Cazalet is doing very well indeed,’ he announced, ‘over half-way dilated, and the baby is the right way round. We’ll need some towels to put under her, and you might send for the kitchen scales, and then you can rub her back – here – low, down each side of the spine when the pains come and tell her to breathe. The more you have the pain, Mrs Cazalet, the deeper you breathe. Is there a wee table I can have for my paraphernalia, Miss Cazalet? Is there a bell in this room? Ah! Well, then, we can make our demands. Breathe, Mrs Cazalet, try to relax and breathe.’

‘Yes,’ Sybil said. She did not look nearly so frightened now, Rachel saw, kept her eyes on the doctor with a look of trustful obedience that amounted almost to adoration.

The towels were spread, a table was covered with a clean cloth and forceps, scissors, and a bottle with gauze pads beside it were duly arranged. Peggy brought up the scales, announcing with awe that Mrs Cripps had cleaned them herself, and was told to change the pails of hot water every twenty minutes to ensure that they would be hot enough when required. All this induced a sense of order and purpose, but when everything was arranged there was order, but the purpose seemed to recede. Rachel, who knew she knew nothing, began to wonder how long it was to take. Surely, if one had had babies before, it was supposed to be quicker? But quicker than what? After an unknown but very long amount of time, Dr Carr examined Sybil again, ‘No need to leave the room, Miss Cazalet,’ and when he had finished, straightened up with a little grunt and said that it would be some time yet and that he needed to telephone his wife to tell her to tell his partner to be ready to take evening surgery. Rachel told him where the telephone was and then resumed her seat beside Sybil who lay still upon her back. Her eyes were closed, and this, with her hair – dark at the roots from sweat – scraped back from her forehead, gave her a graven appearance. She opened her eyes, smiled at Rachel and said, ‘Polly took ages, but Simon was quite quick. He won’t be long, will he?’

‘The baby?’

‘The doctor. Oh, here it comes.’ But it was not the baby, simply another pain. She heaved herself onto her side so that Rachel could rub her back.

The Duchy had done everything that she could think of. She had rung Hugh as calmly as possible and suggested that he go home and collect the baby’s clothes to bring down with him. Yes, they had got a doctor. Dr Carr was well known for his delivery of babies. And Rachel was helping, everything was fine. She had visited the kitchen again to find that Mrs Cripps had put everybody to work. The maids were making sandwiches and laying a small tray of cold meat and salad for lunch; Dottie was staggering to and fro with large enamel jugs to fill the huge pan and kettle on the range and Mrs Cripps herself, her greenish face luminous with energy and sweat, was rubbing furiously at the weighing cradle of the kitchen scales, while Billy had been told to bring in fresh hods of coal with which to stoke the range. A state of grim excitement prevailed. Mrs Cripps had earlier announced that ladies were chancy in confinement and she shouldn’t be surprised whatever became of Mrs Hugh, whereupon Dottie burst into theatrical tears and had to be slapped by one of the maids to give her, as Mrs Cripps observed, something to cry for. When the Duchy came in, everybody stopped what they were doing and looked at her as the bearer of tidings of whatever sort.

‘Mrs Hugh is doing well, and the doctor is here. Mr Hugh will be coming down this evening. Miss Sidney and I will lunch in the morning room, but we shan’t want very much. I see you are all very busy so I won’t disturb you. I don’t think the beach party will be back much before four, Mrs Cripps, but we should have the hampers ready for them when they come.’

‘Yes, m’m. And would you like lunch served now, m’m?’

The Duchy looked at her watch strapped to her wrist in which a thin lace handkerchief was tucked.

‘One thirty, thank you, Mrs Cripps.’

Leaving the kitchen, she paused in the hall, wondering whether she should go and see whether Rachel was managing, whether she wanted anything. Then she remembered that Sid was stranded with nothing to entertain her, so she provided Sid with The Times and a glass of sherry, said that luncheon was on its way, and that she would be back in a tick. She had become desperately worried about what the poor baby was to wear when it was born. Hugh was very unlikely to arrive with its clothes in time, and meanwhile it needed warmth. In her bedroom, which was all white muslin and pale blue washed walls, she searched for and found the white cashmere shawl that Will had brought back for her from one of his trips to India. It had become cream-coloured with age and washing, but it was still as soft and light as feathers. It would do. She hung it on the banister rail outside Sybil’s room. Then she went downstairs for luncheon.

In spite of being told several times by his mother that everything was fine, and that he was not to worry, Hugh was, of course, worried. It’s the possibility of twins, he thought as he drove back to Bedford Gardens. Twins might mean complications and he did not like to think of Sybil without her own doctor and midwife. If only it had happened yesterday, he thought, or, better still, in three weeks’ time when it was supposed to happen. Poor pet! She must have been overdoing it; we shouldn’t have gone to that concert, but she’d seemed so keen on it. When he’d gone into the Old Man’s room to tell him, his father had smiled and said, ‘Well, I’m damned!’ but he’d seemed quite cool about it, and when Hugh said that he was going down at once, after calling briefly at home, the Old Man grunted and said, ‘Women’s business. Much better keep out of the way till it’s over, my boy.’

Then he shot a keen glance at his eldest son – unpredictably nervous now since that bloody war – and said that of course Hugh must go if he thought it right. He’d be down in the evening, he added, by his usual train.

Bedford Gardens was delightfully quiet: most people were away with their children. He parked his car, walked up the path and let himself into the house. As he slammed the door, he heard a sound upstairs, of someone running across the room – their bedroom. He put his hat on the hall table and was about to go upstairs, when Inge appeared at the top of them. She was heavily made up and wearing what he recognised at once as the pink silk dress that Sybil had bought last year for a wedding. She stared at him as though he was an intruder until he was constrained to say, ‘It’s me, Inge.’

‘I not thought you back till night-time.’

‘Well, Mrs Cazalet’s started the baby, and I’ve come back for its clothes.’

‘They are in nursery,’ she said, and vanished up the stairs. When he reached the bedroom floor the door was shut, and he guessed she was in their room feverishly tidying up. He had immediately decided to pretend he didn’t recognise the dress: he couldn’t sack her now or he’d have to stay until she left, and that would hold him up. He went on up to the nursery, seething in rage, saw the clothes all laid in a basket; he found a suitcase and tipped them in and shut the case again. The bedroom door was still closed. He went on down to the drawing room and remembered that he wanted his camera to take pictures of Sybil and the child. His desk, at one end of the room, was in total disarray as though it had been plundered: drawer open, paper all over the place. What the hell! He’d have to sack her.

It was bad enough that she should dress up in Sybil’s clothes and use her make-up, although he didn’t think Sybil had that much make-up, but rifling his desk – was she after money or something? She was behaving like a common thief or burglar, or, the thought struck him unpleasantly, a spy of some sort, although God knew there was nothing worth spying on. This was ridiculous. No, it wasn’t entirely – she was German, wasn’t she? He’d never liked her and couldn’t leave her alone in the house now; she might do something like decamp with everything of value she could carry, set fire to the place, anything. He put the camera beside the suitcase, and went back upstairs.

It took him precisely an hour. She had all Sybil’s clothes strewn about the room, her shoes, her jewellery – everything. He told her to get dressed in her own things, pack and leave. She must be out of the house in half an hour and, first of all, she was to give him the keys. She stuck out her bottom lip and swore under her breath in German, but she didn’t argue. He waited outside the room until she had changed into her own cotton frock and then waited in the bedroom while she was upstairs packing. It reeked of Sybil’s scent, Tweed, that he always gave her on her birthday. He attempted to tidy the room, hang a few things back in the wardrobe, but it was all such a mess he despaired. His heart was pounding with anger, and a headache was starting – all he needed for the long drive. ‘Hurry up!’ he shouted up the stairs. She seemed to be a long time, but eventually appeared carrying two obviously immensely heavy cases. ‘The keys,’ he said. She looked at him with pure hatred and thrust them painfully into his hand.

Then quite slowly, and with horrible accuracy, she spat on him. ‘Schweinhund!’ she said.

He stared back at her pale protracted eyes that were full of cold malice. He wiped his face with the back of his hand. The hatred he felt for her frightened him. ‘Get out,’ he said. ‘Get out before I call the police.’ He followed her down, watched her open the door and slam it with ferocity behind her.

He went into the bathroom and washed his face and hand, laving them again and again in cold water. Then he took a couple of his pills, and then he thought he’d better be sure that the house was properly locked up. It wasn’t. The back door from the kitchen was ajar. After that he went round the basement and ground floor making sure that every window was secure. Then he remembered Pompey, but when he eventually found the poor cat he was on Polly’s bed and he was dead – strangled with Polly’s winter dressing-gown cord. Polly’s beloved cat, the creature she loved most in the world. It was too much. He sat on his daughter’s bed and put his face in his hands. For a few seconds he sobbed until some early upbringing message told him that this would not do, so he stopped and blew his nose. He looked at Pompey, who lay rigidly stretched out, the cord still strained round his neck. His half-open eyes were still bright; his fur was warm. When he undid the cord, he saw that it had been expertly knotted. It struck him then that strangling a cat without a sound was not an easy thing to do, unless you had practice – the thought caused a shiver of revulsion. But he had to get on. He wrapped Pompey in a bath towel and carried him downstairs, with the notion that he would bury him in the back garden, but one look at the baking soil covered with iris roots changed his mind. He would take Pompey to Sussex, find the right time to tell Polly and help her to bury him – the Duchy would provide a good spot for a grave. He must, in any case, tell Polly that Pompey had died, but not how. She must never know how cruelly malevolent people could be – let her have the pure grief. I’ll get her another cat, he thought, as he packed the car, putting Pompey in the back of the boot. I’ll get her twenty cats – any cat she wants in the world.

‘I always thought that Adila’s sister was so much better than Adila. She was quieter – less flamboyant.’

Sid, although she did not agree with the remark – that is to say that she had not the distaste for flamboyance that was so evident in the Duchy – was none the less pleased that the subject of violinists was proving to be the right distraction for her. They had progressed from a profound and mutual admiration for Szigeti and Hubermann to the D’Aranyi sisters. Now, she said that they were wonderful together, set each other off, were perfect with Bach, for instance. The Duchy’s eyes glowed with interest.

‘Did you hear that? They must have been marvellous.’

‘Not at the concert. At a friend’s house one evening. They suddenly decided to do it. It was unforgettable.’

‘But I don’t think Jelly should ever have performed that Schumann. He clearly did not want it performed, and it seems wrong to have gone against his wishes.’

‘Hard to resist, though, if you had uncovered the manuscript.’

Sensing dangerous ground – the Duchy would never have considered that something hard to resist was a reason for resisting it – she added, ‘Of course, Somervell wrote his concerto for Adila which is one reason why she has been heard far more often in public than her sister. Those Brahms Hungarian dances for encores! Marvellous, don’t you think? Number five, for instance.’

Sid agreed – nobody could play a Hungarian dance like a Hungarian.

The Duchy patted her mouth with her napkin and rolled it into its silver holder. ‘Have you heard this new young boy – Menuhin?’

‘I went to his first concert at the Albert Hall. He played the Elgar. An amazing performance.’

‘I never felt it was right that there should be these child prodigies. It must be awfully hard on them – no real childhood and all the travelling.’

Sid thought of Mozart, and remained silent. Then the Duchy added, ‘But I have heard him and he is wonderful – such a grasp of the music and, of course, he is not a child any more. But isn’t it interesting? All the people we have mentioned, not to speak of Kreisler and Jourchim, are Jews! One has to hand it to them. They really are remarkable fiddlers!’ Then she looked at Sid and went slightly pink. ‘Dear Sid, I hope you don’t …’

And Sid, wearily used to the blanket anti-Semitism that seemed to envelop the English, answered with the practised good humour that she had needed to cultivate since she was a child, ‘Dear Duchy, they are! I wish I could say “we”, but I have no false notions about my talent – perhaps it is my gentile blood that has prevented me from getting to the top.’

‘I do not think that is important. The great thing is to enjoy it.’

And make some sort of living from it, thought Sid, but she did not say this.

The Duchy was still feeling unhappy about what she described to herself as her slip. ‘Dear Sid! We are so fond of you. Rachel is devoted to you, you know. You must stay a few days so that you can see more of each other. I do hope that you will have time for that.’

She put out her hand to Sid, who took it as though it was full of a handful of rich crumbs that she could not resist. ‘You are very kind, Duchy dear. I should love to stay a day or two.’

The Duchy’s frank and troubled eyes cleared and she gave Sid’s hand a little pat. ‘And perhaps we might play together – the amateur and the professional? Edward’s Gagliano is here.’

‘That would be lovely.’ Edward’s Gagliano was a darn sight better than her own fiddle. He never played it now; it lay in its case, still marked Cazalet Minor from his school days, and it was kept in the country.

The Duchy rang for Eileen to clear lunch and got up from the table.

‘I think perhaps I will see whether they want anything upstairs. Will you keep an ear out for the beach party returning?’

‘I will.’

When the Duchy had gone, she lit another cigarette and wandered outside to the basket chairs on the lawn. She could see the drive and the gate from there. The usual welter of ambivalent feelings was churning away inside her: offence rising at this frightful lumping of people into a category for reasons of race; a creeping, but irresistible gratitude for being classed as an exception to the rule – the mongrel’s view, she supposed, but she had other reasons for craving approval, if not affection, which neither the Duchy nor any of her family nor the people she worked with nor anyone at all, in fact, excepting possibly Evie would ever know anything about if she could help it – because of Rachel, her dear most precious and secret love. It had to be secret if she was to keep Rachel, and life without Rachel was not something she could bear to contemplate. Evie did not actually know, but she had some inkling and had already started to use her damnable intuition for manipulative purposes – like this deadly fortnight by the sea she said they must have. Evie always sensed the moment attention was not primarily on herself and depending on the occasion became more ingeniously demanding. And this occasion, the great occasion of her life, was dynamite. If only I were a man, she thought, none of this need be. But she did not want to be a man. Nothing is simple, she thought. Yes, one thing was: she loved Rachel with all her heart and nothing could be simpler than that.

Sybil lay with her legs apart and her knees up, the mound of her belly obscuring all but the top of Dr Carr’s head, pale pink and shiny, as he bent to see how things were going. For a long time they hadn’t been at all: the pains had gone on, but the cervix had not continued to dilate; she seemed stuck. Dr Carr was wonderfully reassuring, but she was so tired and sick of the pain that she wanted it to stop more than anything else, and for the past hour – hours – whatever it had been – there seemed to be no reason why it ever should. In the middle of this examination, another splitting surge of pain began – enormous, like a freak wave – and she tried to writhe away from it, but could not because Dr Carr was holding her legs.

‘Push, Mrs Cazalet – bear down – push now.’ Sybil pushed, but this increased the agony. She shook her head weakly and stopped, felt the pain ebbing, taking all her strength away with it. Sweat stung her eyes and then tears. She whimpered – it wasn’t fair to hold her down to make things worse when she was too tired to bear any more. She looked weakly for Rachel, but Dr Carr was talking to Rachel who was too far away. She felt stranded, abandoned by both of them.

‘You’re doing very well now, Mrs Cazalet. When the next pain starts, take a deep breath, and really push.’

She started to ask him if something was happening at last. ‘Yes, yes, your baby’s on its way, but you must help. Don’t fight the pains, ride them. Go with them, you’re nearly there.’ She did it twice more, and then, just before the third time, she felt the baby’s head, like a heavy round rock crammed in her, beginning to move again and she gave a cry not simply of pain but of excitement at her child coming to life out of her. And after that, the last two or three waves – although they seemed to be breaking her open with a new shriller agony – did not engulf her as before: her body’s attention was all focused upon the amazing sensation of the head moving down and out. She saw Rachel standing over her with a small white pad and shook her head – she did not want to lose track of this baby’s journey as had happened twice before with the others, and so she raised herself so that she could see its arrival. The doctor shook his head at Rachel, who put the pad away. Sybil let out a long sighing breath, and then the head was out – eyes tightly shut, wispy hair dark wet – the crumpled shoulders and then the rest of the tadpole body was lying on the bed. Dr Carr tied and cut the cord, picked up the baby by its ankles and slapped it gently on its slippery bloodstained back. The baby’s face screwed up as though in grief at leaving its watery element, and then its mouth opened and it expelled its first breath in a thin, wavering cry. ‘A beautiful boy,’ said Dr Carr. He was smiling. Sybil’s eyes were fixed upon his face with some mute appeal. He looked at her with tender kindness, almost as though they were lovers, and laid the baby in her arms. Rachel, watching Sybil’s face as she received this little bloodied creature – now crying fiercely – found herself in tears. The room was full of excitement and love.

Then Dr Carr became briskly practical. Rachel was told to put warm water in a basin to bathe the baby while he attended to the afterbirth. Rachel tied a towel round her waist and gingerly took the baby from Sybil. She was terrified of hurting him. Dr Carr saw this and said brusquely, ‘He’s not made of glass, he won’t break,’ took the baby from her and laid him on his back in the basin. ‘You support his head and sponge him down. Like so,’ and went back to Sybil.

The baby, who had stopped crying, lolled in the bath, his slaty eyes, now open, roving about the room, his fingers opening and closing into a fist, his knees turned out, his feet at right angles to his legs, a bubble of mucus coming out of one nostril. Dr Carr, who seemed to miss nothing, looked at him, then cleaned his nostrils with a twist of cotton wool. The baby frowned, arched his back so that all his tiny ribs showed, and cried again. His skin, the colour of the smallest pink shells, was as soft as a rose. He made slow random movements with an arm or a leg, and sometimes he seemed to look at Rachel, but his gaze was inscrutable. She sponged him carefully, even humbly: he looked at once so vulnerable and majestic.

‘You can take him out now and dry him, and then we’ll put him on the scales. Just over seven pounds, or I’m a Dutchman, but we need to be sure. There we go, Mrs Cazalet.’ The room was suddenly full of the smell of warm blood. It was a quarter to five.

Hugh did not reach Home Place until twenty minutes after his son was born. He had had a puncture and had had trouble getting the tyre off the car. He arrived to find the Duchy feeding Rachel with ham sandwiches and tea. Mrs Pearson, the midwife, had arrived and Dr Carr, after a quick cup, was back with his patient for the delivery of the second baby – there were twins, after all – but he did not expect that to take long. Rachel came with him to fetch the baby clothes from the car.

‘I should like to see Sybil. Do you think it would be all right if I went up?’ he said as they walked back into the house.

‘Darling Hugh, I don’t know. What do you usually do?’

‘Well, Sybil doesn’t like me to until everything’s all shipshape, but it hasn’t been like this before.’

‘Well, we’ve got to take the clothes up, anyway. Your son is making do with a cashmere shawl.’

‘Is he fine?’

‘He’s wonderful!’ she said so fervently, that he looked at her with a little smile, and said, ‘I didn’t know that aunts could be so épris.’

‘Well, I was there, as a matter of fact. Mrs Pearson couldn’t come at once so I sort of helped.’

‘Did she have a bad time?’

‘I don’t think it’s ever exactly a picnic. She was marvellous, very brave and good. Dr Carr said that the second one would be quite quick, he thought,’ she added hurriedly, in case she had said too much of the other thing.

‘Oh, good, you’re a brick, Rach. I wonder if they’d let me see her – just for a second.’

But when they got up to the room, Mrs Pearson came to the door, said something to Sybil, and then turned back to say that Mrs Cazalet sent her love but would rather see him later, and Hugh, sure that Mrs Pearson was needed by his wife, did not dare ask her to show him his son.

Sybil, in the throes again of excruciating labour, longed for Hugh, but it was out of the question to submit him to even a brief sight of her like this. She was stuck, and the first baby had torn her, and in spite of Dr Carr’s assurances, she felt as though this would go on for ever, or until her strength gave out. In fact, it all went on for another hour and a half, at the end of which time it was clear that this baby was not coming out by the head – would be a breech. Dr Carr had to use forceps to hold the baby’s legs together and by then, Sybil was glad to have the chloroform, and so this time she did not see the bruised and battered little creature that came out with the cord round its neck and could not be got to breathe. They kept her under for the afterbirth, washed and stitched her and then Dr Carr sat by her until she was conscious enough to be told that the baby was dead. She asked to see it and was shown. She looked at the tiny limp white body, and then reached out and touched its head. ‘A girl. Hugh will be so sad.’ A tear slipped down her face: she was too exhausted to cry.

There was a silence; then he said gently, ‘You have a beautiful son. Would you like your husband to come and see you both?’

Half an hour later, Dr Carr climbed wearily into his old Ford. He had been called out the previous night, had taken morning surgery and done five calls before delivering Mrs Cazalet, and he was not as young as he used to be. In spite of forty years’ experience, the birth of a baby still moved him and he had a rapport with women in labour that he never felt about them at any other time. It was rotten luck that the second baby had been stillborn, but at least she had the other one. My God he had tried with that second baby, though – she would never know how much. He’d pressed and released that wee chest minutes after he’d known it was hopeless. Mrs Pearson had wanted to wrap it up, put it away out of sight, but he’d known the mother would want to see it. When he’d gone downstairs, they’d given him a fine drop of whisky, and he’d warned Mr Cazalet that his wife was very tired and not to stay with her long; all she needed was a nice cup of tea and a sleep, no emotional scenes, he had wanted to add, but looking at the father’s face, he thought there wouldn’t be any of that. He looked a decent, understanding man – not like some of them who became breezy and facetious and often drunk. Now he must get back to Margaret. In the old days, he used to come home full of tales about deliveries, excited, even exalted by having witnessed the same old miracle. But after they lost both their sons in the war, she couldn’t stand to hear about any of that and he kept it to himself. She had become a shadow, acquiescent, passive, full of humdrum little remarks about the house and the weather and how hard he was on his clothes, and then he’d bought her a puppy, and she talked endlessly about that. It had become a fat, spoiled dog, and still she talked about it as though it were a puppy. It was all he could think to do for her, as his grief had never been allowed to be on par with hers. He kept that to himself as well. But when he was alone in the car like this, and with a drop of whisky inside him, he thought about Ian and Donald who were never spoken of at home, who would, he felt, be entirely forgotten except for his own memory and their names on the village monument.

‘I did ask her, and she just said, never you mind.’ Louise looked across the glade resentfully at her mother who was smoking and laughing and talking with Uncle Rupert and someone called Margot Sidney. She and Polly and Clary had withdrawn from the main picnic – over in any case for some time now – in order to have a serious discussion about exactly how people had babies but they weren’t getting anywhere. Clary had pulled up her shirt, fingered her navel doubtfully and suggested that it might be the place, but Polly, secretly horrified, had immediately said that it wasn’t big enough. ‘Babies are quite large, you know, about like a medium doll.’

‘It’s got all sorts of wrinkles in it. It might stretch.’

‘It would be much better if they just laid eggs.’

‘People are too heavy for eggs. They’d break them sitting, and it would be scrambled baby all over the place.’

‘You’re revolting, Clary. No. I’m afraid it must be –’ she leant over Polly and mouthed, ‘between the legs.’


‘No!’

‘It’s the only place left.’

‘Who’s revolting now?’

‘It’s not me. I didn’t plan it. It’s common sense,’ she added loftily, trying to get used to the ghastly idea.

‘It’s certainly common,’ said Clary.

‘I think,’ Polly said dreamily, ‘that really all they have is a sort of pip, quite large compared to a grapefruit; and the doctor puts it in a basin of warm water and it sort of explodes – like a Japanese flower in those shells – into a baby.’

‘You’re an absolute idiot. Why do you think they get so fat if all they have is a pip? Look at Aunt Syb. Can you honestly believe that all she has inside her is a pip?’

‘Also, it’s known to be dangerous,’ Clary said. She looked frightened.

‘It can’t be all that dangerous – look at all the people there are,’ Louise began, and then remembered Clary’s mother and said, ‘You might be right about the pip, Polly, I expect you are,’ and winked very largely at Polly to make her realise.

Soon after that, Aunt Rachel came and found them and told them that Aunt Sybil had had a baby boy, and a little girl who had died, and was terribly tired so would they all go home quietly and not make a noise? Simon, who was up a tree at the time, said, ‘Good show,’ and went on hanging from a branch by his knees and asking people to look, but Polly rushed to Aunt Rachel and said she wanted to go and see her mother and the baby at once. Everybody was glad to be going home.

Rachel and Sid slipped out at about six for a walk. They walked fast – almost furtively—round the drive to the gate into the wood in case any of the family saw them and suggested coming too. Once in the wood, they began to stroll along the narrow path through it that led to the fields beyond. Rachel was very tired; her back ached from leaning over Sybil’s bed, and the news of the stillborn baby had upset her very much. When they reached the stile into the meadow that slipped gently uphill before them, Sid proposed that they go only as far as the large single oak that stood by itself a few yards from the wood and sit for a bit, and Rachel gratefully agreed. Although, if I had suggested a five-mile walk, Sid thought, she would have agreed to that even though she is dead beat. The thought filled her with tender exasperation; Rachel’s unselfishness was formidable to her, and often made decisions a matter of strenuous perception.

Rachel arranged her back against the oak, accepted a gasper from Sid, who lit it for her with the little silver lighter that had been an early present on her first birthday after they had met, nearly two years ago. They smoked for a while in silence. Rachel’s eyes seemed fixed upon the green and golden meadow starred with poppies and oxeye daisies and buttercups, but not as though she saw these things, and Sid watched Rachel’s face. Her fine complexion was pale and drawn, her blue eyes clouded, smudged above her high cheekbones with fatigue, her mouth trembling, making small movements of compression and resolution as though she was afraid of crying. Sid reached out and took one of her hands. ‘Easier if you tell,’ she said.

‘It seems so cruel! All that agony and effort and then that poor little thing born dead! Such ghastly, frightful bad luck!’

‘There is one baby, though. That’s a great deal better than if there had only been one in the first place.’

‘Of course it is. But do you think it will always miss its twin? Aren’t they specially devoted?’

‘Only if they’re identical, I believe.’

‘Yes, that’s right, I’d forgotten. The awful thing is that I can’t help being glad I wasn’t there for the second part. I should have blubbed.’

‘Darling, you weren’t, and if you had been you probably wouldn’t have blubbed out of consideration for Sybil, but if you had it wouldn’t have been the end of the world, you know. Crying isn’t a crime.’

‘No, but it’s unsuitable when you get to be my age.’

‘Is it?’

Looking at Sid’s tender, ironical expression, Rachel said slowly, ‘Well, we were brought up to think that part of growing up was learning not to cry at things. Except music and being patriotic and things like that.’

‘Elgar would be a hole-in-one, you mean?’

This made Rachel laugh. ‘Dead right. I wonder what the Cazalets did for tears before Elgar!’

‘We don’t have to consider the Dark Ages of the Cazalets.’

‘We do not.’ She took the little white handkerchief from her wrist and wiped her eyes. ‘How absurd one is!’

Then they began to talk about themselves. Rachel asked about the seaside holiday that Evie wanted to go on, and Sid said how much she did not want to go, leaving out only the fact that it was going to be very difficult to afford – Rachel’s affluence and Sid’s lack of it embarrassed them both – and Rachel said did she feel she had to go because Evie really needed it, in which case, why not go to Hastings, and then they could both come to Home Place for lunch, etc. But Sid said that she was afraid of Evie finding out about them – her and Rachel.



‘But, darling, there’s nothing really for her to find out!’

This was both true and untrue, Sid knew. She said. ‘Well, she’s a very jealous person. Possessive.’

‘You are all she has in the world. I think that’s understandable.’

She makes me all she has in the world, Sid thought, but did not say so. Like many people who criticised and urged others to be more open, she preserved thickets of secrecy for herself. In this case, she called it loyalty to Evie; Rachel, incapable of manipulative practices, would not in the least understand them in anyone else. Then Rachel sighed with contentment, and said, ‘It is so lovely that you’re here now,’ with such heartfelt affection, that Sid was able to put her arms round her and kiss her for the first time that day, an exquisite but different pleasure for each of them.

Hugh, although he hoped he had concealed it, had been shocked by the sight of Sybil. She lay under a clean sheet flat on her back with her hair loose on the square white pillow and beside all this white her face had a grey, waxy appearance and her eyes were closed. He thought she looked as though she was dying but Mrs Pearson, who had answered the door, said cheerfully, ‘Here’s your husband to see you, Mrs Cazalet,’ as though nothing very much was the matter. ‘I’ll just pop down and see to some tea for her,’ she added and rustled out.

Hugh sought a chair, and drew it up to the bed.

Her eyes had opened when she heard Mrs Pearson, and now she looked at him without expression. He took her hand and kissed it; she frowned slightly, shut her eyes again, and two tears rolled slowly out. ‘Sorry. It was twins. I slipped. Sorry.’ She made some small movement in the bed and flinched.

‘Darling girl, it’s all right.’

‘No! He tried to make her breathe. She never breathed. All that and she never lived.’

‘I know, darling. But what about the lovely boy? May I see him?’

‘He’s over there.’

As Hugh gazed at the profile of his son, lying on his side and sternly asleep, she said, ‘He’s all right. There’s nothing wrong with him!’ Then she added, ‘But I know you wanted a daughter.’

He came back to her. ‘He looks marvellous. And I have a very nice daughter.’

‘She was so much smaller! So tiny – pitiful. When I touched her, her head was still warm. No one will ever have known her – but me. Do you know what I wanted?’

‘No.’ He found it difficult to speak.

‘I wanted her back inside me – to keep her safe.’ She looked at him with streaming eyes. ‘I really wanted that.’

‘I want to take you in my arms,’ he said, ‘but it’s difficult when you’re flat on your back.’ Then, unable to stop himself, he gave one dry sob, and held her hand to his face.

At once, she raised herself and was holding him. ‘It’s all right. I wanted you to know, but not to – don’t be sad! It isn’t as though – when he wakes, you’ll see how beautiful he is – you mustn’t be sad – remember Polly – darling …’ And as she held him, comforting him about her own grief, he began to recognise the extent of it and his pity for her was dissolved by her love. He took her in his arms and laid her carefully back on the pillow, smoothing her hair, softly kissing her mouth, telling her that she was right, that they had Polly, and that he loved her and his new son. When Mrs Pearson came back with the tea they were holding hands.

Hearing that Polly and Simon were going to see their new brother, who had been put in his basket in Hugh’s dressing room for the purpose, the other children clamoured to be allowed to go, too. Afterwards, when Villy went to say goodnight to Lydia she overheard her and Neville discussing the baby.

‘I simply didn’t like him,’ Neville was saying. I can’t see why anyone would like him.’

‘He did look a bit – red and wrinkly – like a tiny old person.’

‘If he starts like that, what do you think he’ll turn into?’

‘I tremble to think.’

‘You tremble to think,’ he scoffed. ‘I don’t tremble. I just think he’s horrible. I’d rather have a Labrador than him—’

‘Neville! After all, he is a human bean.’

‘He may be. He may not.’

At this point, Villy, straightening her face, interrupted them.

After Polly had seen her new brother, Hugh said that he wanted to talk to her.

‘Now?’ She had planned to play Monopoly with Louise and Clary.

‘Yes.’

‘Here?’

‘I thought we’d take a turn in the garden.’

‘All right, Dad. I must just tell the others. I’ll meet you in the hall in five secs.’

He took her to the seat by the tennis court and they both sat on it. There was a short silence, and Polly began to feel anxious.

‘What is it, Dad?’ His face was looking very craggy which it did when he was tired. ‘Nothing bad?’

‘Well, it is, rather.’

She caught the sleeve of his coat. ‘It’s nothing about Mummy, is it? You wouldn’t let me see her! She’s – perfectly – all right, isn’t she?’

‘No, no,’ he said, stricken by her face. ‘No. Mummy is simply very, very tired. She went to sleep and I didn’t want us to wake her. You’ll see her in the morning. No, it’s—’ and then he told his carefully prepared tale. How he had had to go home to collect the baby’s things, and how, coming down from the nursery floor, he had seen Pompey lying on the bed and had gone to give him a stroke, and found that he was dead – had obviously just quietly died in his sleep, which was terribly sad, but from his point of view was the best way for a cat to die. ‘He wouldn’t have known anything, Poll – just gone to sleep and not woken up. Which is,’ he said, looking at her earnestly, ‘of course, much worse for you than for him.’

‘Which is, of course, the best way round,’ she said. She had gone white, and her mouth was trembling. ‘How simply awful for you! To just go in and find him like that! Poor Dad!’ She threw her arms around him, weeping bitterly. ‘Oh, poor Pompey to be dead! He wasn’t awfully old – why would he die like that? Do you think he thought I wasn’t coming back, and—’

‘I’m sure it wasn’t that. And we don’t know how old he was. He was probably much older than he looked.’ He had been acquired in a carrier bag from Selfridge’s – a present from her godmother, Rachel, for her ninth birthday. ‘He was grown up when you got him.’

‘Yes. It must have been a frightful horrible shock for you.’

‘It was. Want a hanky?’

She took it, and blew her nose twice. ‘He must have used up his nine lives. Dad! You didn’t – just throw him away, did you?’

‘Good Lord, no! As a matter of fact, I brought him down here. I thought you might like to give him a proper funeral.’

She shot him a look of such radiant gratitude, that his heart lurched. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I might quite like to do that.’

On their way back to the house, they discussed Pompey’s remarkable life – or lives: run over three times, marooned at the top of a tree for two days until the fire brigade got him down, shut in the wine cellar for nobody knew how long … ‘But that’s only five of them,’ Polly said sadly.

‘He probably used some of them up before you knew him.’

‘That must be it.’

As they neared the house, she said, ‘Dad! I’ve been thinking. It might not mean that he had nine lives as the same cat; it might mean that he’s simply going to be nine different cats. Well, eight more.’

‘It might. Well,’ he finished, ‘if you come across a kitten who looks as though he might be Pompey having another life, let me know, and I’ll get him for you.’

‘Oh, Dad, would you? I’ll keep a strict look out.’

That was the beginning of that summer, which merged in many of their minds with other summers, but was remembered chiefly as the summer that young William was born, and there was that sad matter of the other baby; but remembered by Polly as the summer that Pompey died and his splendid funeral; remembered by old William Cazalet as the summer he clinched the deal over buying the Mill Farm down the road; remembered by Edward as the summer when, offering to stand in for Hugh at the office, he met Diana for the first time; remembered by Louise as the summer she got the Curse; remembered by Teddy as the summer when he shot his first rabbit and his voice started going funny; remembered by Lydia as the summer she got locked in the fruit cage by the boys who forgot her, went off to play bicycle hockey and then to lunch and nobody found her until half-way through lunch (it was Nan’s day off) and she’d worked out that when gooseberries were over, she’d die of nothing to eat; remembered by Sid as the summer when she finally understood that Rachel would never leave her parents, but that she, Sid, could never leave Rachel; remembered by Neville as the time his loose tooth came out when he was on his fairy cycle which he could only dismount by running into something so he swallowed the tooth and didn’t dare tell anyone, but waited in terror for it to bite him inside; remembered by Rupert as the summer when he realised that in marrying Zoë he had lost the chance of being a serious painter, would have to stick to school-mastering to provide her even with what she thought of as the bare necessities; remembered by Villy as the summer when she got so bored that she started to teach herself to play the violin and made a scale model of the Cutty Sark which was too large to put into a bottle, something she had done with a smaller ship the previous summer; remembered by Simon as the holidays Dad taught him to drive, up and down the drive in the Buick; remembered by Zoë as the frightful summer when she was three weeks late and thought that she was pregnant; remembered by the Duchy as the summer that the tree paeony first flowered; remembered by Clary as the summer she broke her arm falling off Joey when Louise was giving her a riding lesson and when she sleepwalked into the dining room when they were all having dinner and she thought it was a dream and Dad picked her up and carried her to bed; remembered by Rachel as the summer she actually saw a baby being born, but also the summer when her back really started to go wrong, was only intermittently right for the rest of her life. And remembered by Will, whose first summer it was, not at all.




PART TWO




HOME PLACE

Late Summer 1938

‘I wonder why,’ Jessica asked herself yet again, ‘he’s so particularly awful before we go away?’ It wasn’t that he hadn’t been asked. Edward and Villy were always charming to him, but he wouldn’t come with them. Worse, he didn’t altogether stay away either: usually, as now, he said he would probably turn up for the last weekend of the fortnight, which somehow seemed like a threat, and at the same time didn’t stop him from making her feel that she was wilfully abandoning him. But a free country holiday for the children was not to be rejected and, if she was honest with herself (which of course she thought she invariably was) she could do with some country air, not having to cook, to worry about stretching the housekeeping money with all four children at home needing quantities of food that it made her exhausted even to think about – let alone the washing and ironing. Oh, the bliss of sitting on a lawn sipping a gin and lime while somebody else cooked dinner!

He was back again, standing in the bedroom doorway, waiting with exaggerated patience for her to shut her suitcase. He always insisted upon loading the car for her, which was a sort of coals-of-fire kindness. As a matter of fact, even with the roof rack it took a bit of doing for five of them, but he made a regimented meal of it – insisting upon everybody’s luggage being stacked on the pavement beside the car before he would begin.

‘Sorry, darling,’ she said as brightly as she could.

He picked up the case and raised his eyebrows. ‘Anybody would think you were going away for six months,’ but he said it every time she ever went away, and she’d long ago stopped explaining that one needed as much for two weeks as for six months. Watching him limp heavily down the stairs with the case she felt familiar urges of guilt and pity. Poor Raymond! He hated his job – bursar at a large local school – he was a man who needed physical action to feel good-humoured and his leg precluded that entirely. He had been brought up with money and now had none, excepting for uncertain expectations from a fractious aunt, who at regular intervals implied that she might have changed her mind and would leave him her art collection – one Watts, a Landseer and over five hundred queasy watercolours painted by her late husband – instead of her money. But if he had the money it wouldn’t last: he’d use it up on some hopeless, mad idea. He was not much good at working with people – things got on his nerves and he flew off the handle at unexpected moments – but on the other hand he had no business sense whatsoever and therefore needed a partner. Any minute now he would give up his present job, she knew, in favour of some new scheme, but any money for that would have to come out of selling this house to go somewhere even less congenial and cheaper. Not that she liked the house (a semi-detached Tudor bijou gem, as she described it when she had wanted to make Edward laugh), erected soon after the war by speculative builders as part of the growing ribbon development along a main road to East Finchley. It had mean little rooms, passages so narrow that it was difficult to walk along them carrying a tray without barking your knuckles, and already there were long slanting cracks in the walls, the casement windows had warped and let in the rain, and the kitchen always smelled of damp. It had a long, narrow back garden at the end of which was a shed that Raymond had built when he had his mushroom-growing venture. It was now used by Judy as a house in which she could have her friends – a mercy, really, because being the youngest she had the smallest room, which was so small that there was no room for anything else besides her bed and her chest of drawers.

‘Jessica! Jessica!’

‘Daddy wants you, Mummy!’

‘It’s the milkman, Mummy. He wants to be paid.’

She paid the milkman, sent Christopher to hurry the older girls, went into the drawing room to make sure she had shut the piano and covered it with the paisley shawl against the sun, told Judy to go to the lavatory and finally, when she could think of nothing else to do, went out of the front door, down the crazy-paving path to join the jigsaw front gate – now open, with Nora sitting upon it – to watch the final packing arrangements.

‘The object of the enterprise, Christopher, in case you hadn’t realised, is to stop the cases slipping.’


‘I know, Dad.’

‘You know, you know? How absolutely extraordinary that it didn’t occur to you to put some rope through the handles, then! I suppose I have to conclude that you simply aren’t very bright.’

Christopher went scarlet, climbed onto the running board and began to thread the rope through the handles. Watching his thin paper-white arms below his rolled-up sleeves and his shirt tail hanging out from his trousers as he stretched up, Jessica felt love and hatred converge in her at the spectacle of her son and her husband doing respectively their best and worst. She looked up at the sky: the earlier blue had faded to a milky pale grey, there was not a breath of wind, and she wondered whether they’d reach Sussex before a thunderstorm.

‘That looks marvellous,’ she said. ‘Where’s Angie?’


‘Waiting upstairs. She didn’t want to hang about in the heat,’ said Nora.

‘Well, get her. I thought you were supposed to tell both girls to come down.’

‘I’m sure he did, darling, but you know Angie. Call her, Nora.’

Judy, the youngest, emerged from the house. She went up to Jessica and indicated that she wanted to whisper. Jessica bent down.

‘I tried, Mummy, but not a drop came out.’

‘Never mind.’

Angela, wearing a blue Moygashel suit that she had made herself, came slowly down the path. She wore her white shoes and carried a pair of white cotton gloves; she looked as though she was going to a wedding. Jessica, who knew that this was to impress her Aunt Villy, said nothing. Angela was just nineteen, and had recently become both dreamy and demanding. ‘Why don’t we have more money?’ she would wail, when she wanted more pocket money – she called it dress allowance – and Jessica had to refuse her. ‘Money isn’t everything,’ she had once said in Nora’s hearing, who had immediately shot back at her, ‘No, but it’s something, isn’t it? I mean, its not nothing.’

Raymond was now saying goodbye to them. He kissed Angela’s pale and passive cheek – Dad was sweating, and she simply loathed sweat – and Nora, who hugged him so fiercely that he was pleased. ‘Steady on,’ he said. He clapped Christopher painfully on the shoulder, and Christopher muttered something and got quickly into the back of the car.

‘Goodbye, Dad,’ Judy said. ‘I expect you’ll have a spiffing time with Aunt Lena. Give Trottie my love.’ Trottie was Aunt Lena’s pug; a rotten name, as Nora had remarked, as he was so fat he could never have trotted in his life.

Angela got carefully into the passenger seat in front.

‘You might have asked,’ said Nora.

‘I’m the oldest. I don’t have to ask.’

‘Oh, so you are, I can’t think how I can have forgotten that.’ This was a painfully accurate imitation of her father when he was doing his schoolmaster sarcastic act, Jessica thought. She kissed his hot, damp face and gave him the little mechanically intimate smile that secretly so enraged him.

‘Well, I hope you all enjoy yourselves more than I shall,’ he said.

‘There are more of us so we ought to,’ Nora replied cheerfully. She had a gift for the amiable last word.

Then they were off.

These days, it seemed to Louise that whatever she was doing her mother stopped her and made her do something else that she would never want to do, anyway, and particularly not if she was already doing something. This morning she was stopped from going to the beach with Uncle Rupert, Clary and Polly because Mother told her that her cousins were coming and it would be rude not to be there to greet them.

‘They wouldn’t think it in the least rude.’

‘I’m not interested in what you think they’d think,’ said Villy sharply. ‘In any case, I’m sure you haven’t tidied your bedroom.’

‘It doesn’t need tidying.’

Villy’s answer to this was to take her daughter by the arm and march her upstairs to the large back attic that Louise was being made to share with Nora and Angela.

‘I thought so,’ she said. ‘The proverbial pigsty.’ She twitched open a drawer that was bulging with Louise’s half-worn clothes and other things.

‘How many times have I told you that it is disgusting to keep your knickers in with your other clothes?’ She managed to make it sound disgusting, Louise thought. She’s always managing to make me sound like that, as though she sort of hates me. For answer, she pulled the drawer right out and tipped its contents onto her bed.

‘And books as well! Really, Louise! What is this book?’

‘It’s called Chin Ping Mei. It’s about sixteenth-century China,’ she said sulkily, but she was alarmed.

‘Oh.’ Villy knew that the girls were doing China with Miss Milliment and that they had all become passionate about anything Chinese – Sybil had told her about Polly’s growing collection of soapstones and Louise’s room at home was full of little shattered pieces of embroidery. ‘Well, put all your books on the mantelpiece. Get everything looking nice, there’s a good girl, and you might pick some roses to put on the dressing table which, incidentally you will also have to clear to make room for Angela’s things. Do it quickly, because Phyllis will be wanting to make up their beds.’ And she went, leaving Louise considerably relieved. She decided to tidy everything perfectly, and then go and read in the hammock by the duck pond. Although she did not understand the Chinese book much, she knew that it contained a good deal of stuff of which her mother would deeply disapprove. It was nearly all about sex, but of such mysterious kinds that Louise, who began reading it for information, felt more at sea than ever. But the food and clothes and other things that happened fascinated her, and it was jolly long, which was the chief criterion by which she bought second-hand books, because she still only got sixpence a week pocket money and was constantly short of reading matter.

It was their first holiday at Mill Farm, bought and given by the Brig to his sons for their families. This time, because of Aunt Jessica and her cousins, it was their own family, plus Neville and Ellen as company for Lydia. The others were all up the road at Home Place, but they met every day. Mill Farm was white clinker-built weatherboarding with a tiled roof. It was approached by a drive edged with chestnuts and ending in a formal sweep before the front door. To the side of the drive and in front of the house was a paddock that had probably once been an orchard since it still contained a few very old cherry and pear trees, and in a little hollow near the road end of the paddock was the duck pond – out of bounds to the younger children as Neville had fallen into it on their first evening. He had come out all green with duckweed, like the Dragon King, Lydia remarked, from Where The Rainbow Ends, a play she had seen for her Christmas treat that had frightened her very much. The house had been a farm until shortly before the Brig bought it. It had only contained four bedrooms and a pair of attics above, a large kitchen and sitting room below, and so he had had a heady six months planning and building a wing on the back – four more bedrooms, and two bathrooms above, a large sitting room and dining room and a small, extremely dark study that looked onto the walls of the old cow shed. He had wired the house for electricity, but water was obtained from two wells, one of which had already run dry and rabbit’s fur was reputed to have come out of the kitchen cold tap. The Duchy had had a hand in the interior, so it was all white walls and coconut matting, indeterminate floral chintzes and large plain parchment lampshades. There were fireplaces in the sitting room and dining room, and a new range in the kitchen, and a small grate in the best (old) bedroom, but otherwise it was without heating. Not a house for winter, Villy had thought when she first saw it. It was furnished with whatever any of the families had to spare – iron bedsteads, one or two nice pieces that Edward had picked up from Mr Cracknell in Hastings, some of Rupert’s pictures and an extremely ancient gramophone in a laurelwood cabinet, with a horn and at the bottom a place for records, which the children played incessantly on rainy days: ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’, ‘The Grasshoppers’ Dance’, ‘The Gold and ‘Silver Waltz’, and, Louise’s favourite, Noel Coward singing ‘Don’t Put Your Daughter On The Stage, Mrs Worthington’. This last they sang whenever the grown-ups made them do things they disliked; it had become, Villy remarked, a kind of ‘Marseillaise’. There were still a number of old farm buildings at the back, beyond which the hop fields stretched with luxuriant geometry.

Villy had brought down their cook, Emily, and Phyllis, who was helped out by a local woman called Edie who arrived on her bicycle each day and did most of the housework. Nanny had left in the spring when Lydia had begun going to Miss Puttick’s school in the mornings, and since it had been decided that Neville should stay at the farm to play with Lydia, Ellen had come with him, and was in charge of both of them. Which left Villy comparatively free, she supposed, to ride, to play tennis, to practise the violin which she had worked hard at all year, to read Ouspensky and ponder on things like negative emotion – something to which she felt herself peculiarly prone – to do a little gardening, and the shopping in Battle for the endless meals. Today, Edward, who was taking a long weekend, had gone to Rye with Hugh to play golf. When he returned to London, she and Jessica were going to have their mother to stay for a week. That was an event, of a kind; at least, it was something which she felt she should do and it would enable Lady Rydal to see all of her grandchildren at once, but Villy, knowing how tired Jessica would be, had arranged that she should have a clear week before their mother arrived. She had worried about leaving Edward in London with only Edna to do for him, but he had said that he would use his club, and certainly he seemed to go out a good deal. She was looking forward to having Jessica to herself; although Raymond was supposed to be joining them at some point, there still would be plenty of time to talk about things. By things, she meant Jessica’s husband – and Louise, who had become quite trying lately. Villy was seriously beginning to wonder whether she should not have sent her to a boarding school – look at Teddy! After three terms he seemed to her much improved, was quiet, polite, rather silent, but that was better than being noisy, and nothing like as selfish and moody and wrapped up in himself as Louise. A year ago, Louise would have been so excited at the prospect of her cousins coming to stay that she would not have dreamed of wanting to go to the beach, and she was too old now to keep her things in such a squalid mess. If she was asked to do the least little thing, she sulked. Edward always took her part, treated her as though she was already grown up: he had bought her the most unsuitable nightgown for her last birthday and took her to the theatre and out to supper – just the two of them – and kept her out far too late so that she was like a bear with a sore head the next day. He introduced her to people as his eldest unmarried daughter, which irritated Villy profoundly although she did not quite know why. Well, perhaps fifteen was just a difficult age; she was still a child, really. If only Edward would treat her as one.

‘I think we’re in for another war.’ Hugh was not looking at him, and spoke in the quiet casual way that meant he was serious.

‘My dear old boy! What makes you say that?’

‘Well, look at it! The Germans have occupied Austria. That feller Hitler making speeches about the might and power of the Third Reich all over the place. That stuff about all those German girls sent over as servants having been on propaganda courses. All those military displays. You don’t go on and on increasing your army if you don’t mean to fight. All these Jews coming here, most of them with nothing.’

‘Why do you think they’re doing that?’

‘I suppose they know he doesn’t want them.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I don’t hold that against him. We could do with a few less of them in our business.’ Edward maintained some fixed notion that any success in the business was due to him and the Old Man, and any failure was due to the nefarious business virtuosity of the Jews. It was a notion, rather than a thought, one of those maxims that gain veracity from repetition by their owner. Hugh did not agree with this or, rather, he thought that their Jewish counterparts were better at it without seeing any reason why they shouldn’t be. He remained silent.

‘Anyway, all Jews are perfectly capable of looking after themselves,’ Edward concluded. ‘We really don’t have to bother about them. I like some Jews, anyway – Sid, for instance, she’s a bloody good sort.’

‘And when you said that, she said she supposed it was because she was only half Jewish.’

‘Exactly! She’s got a sense of humour about it.’

‘Would you have one about people getting at you because you were English?’

‘Of course I would. The best thing about the English is the way they can laugh at themselves.’

They choose what to laugh at, though, Hugh thought. They choose things like their understatements and lack of emotion in an emergency (courage) and—

‘Listen, old boy. I know you’re really worried. But the Boche won’t dare fight us. Not again – not after the last time. And a feller at the club told me that the stuff they’re producing, tanks and armoured cars and so forth, is as shoddy as hell. It’s all show.’

They were sitting in the clubhouse at Rye after their round. Hugh, although he loved the game, would not play often as due to his being one-handed, his form was not up to much. But Edward insisted on them playing together, and made careful efforts, missing putts and so on, not to win too easily. Now, he said, ‘Anyway, me dear old boy, you’ve done more than your share in the last show,’ and instantly realised that he couldn’t have said anything worse.

There was a pause, and then Hugh said, ‘You don’t seriously think I’m worrying about my own skin?’ He had gone white around the mouth, a sign that he was very angry.

‘I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant was that I don’t think there’s a ghost of a chance that we shall have a war, but if I’m wrong, then it’s the young blokes’ turn. You won’t catch me volunteering.’

‘Liar,’ said Hugh, but he gave a faint smile. ‘Let’s have a spot of lunch.’

They ate large plates of the excellent scrambled eggs for which the club was famous, followed by cheese and celery with a pint of beer. They talked about the business, and whether the Old Man’s idea of inviting Rupert into the firm was a good one. Hugh thought it might be, Edward thought not; their father, with his inexhaustible energy – he was writing a paper on the technique of classifying hardwoods by photographing the grain, and having finished the building of a squash court at Home Place for family use – was now contemplating a swimming pool, as well as travelling up to town every day to the office, although his sight was failing and Tonbridge refused to let him drive himself any more which was just as well, Edward said, since he drove, as he rode a horse, on the right-hand side of the road, ‘Although people hereabouts are pretty used to him doing that.’

‘All the same, if his sight gets much worse, he oughtn’t to do that train journey alone.’

Hugh stopped lighting his cigarette and said, ‘But he could never retire, it’d kill him.’

‘I agree. But between us we can see that he never has to retire.’

On the way home, Hugh asked, ‘How’s Mill Farm?’


‘It seems fine to me. Villy says it will be freezing in winter but the children love it. Of course she has more to do than at Home Place. Housekeeping and so forth.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘She’s got Jessica and her brood coming today. And the old battleaxe some time next week. I think I shall absent myself for that.’

‘Do you want to stay with me? I’ll be on my own.’

‘Thanks, old boy, but I think I’ll stay put. Friday night’s Amami night, if you know what I mean. Not on Friday, of course.’

This – to some – mysterious reference to a well-known advertisement for shampoo meant that Edward was having an affair, never mentioned overtly between them, but known by Hugh as surely as if it was. Edward had always had affairs: when he married, Hugh had thought that that would be the end of them (he would not have dreamed of looking at another woman after he married Sybil) but not very long afterwards – perhaps a couple of years – he had noticed little things that had made him wonder. Edward would sometimes leave the office rather early, or Hugh would come into his room and find him telephoning and he would cut the call short in a clipped and businesslike voice, and once he had blown his nose on a handkerchief that had a large cyclamen smudge on it, and when Edward had seen him staring at it and noticed the smudge himself, he’d rolled the handkerchief into a small ball and dropped it into the wastepaper basket and made a self-consciously wry face. ‘Dear me, how careless,’ he had said. And Hugh, moving from anger on Villy’s behalf, felt sorry for both of them.

Now, he said, ‘Well, I’ll come up with you on Monday, if I may, then leave the car for Sybil.’

‘Of course, old boy. I can give you a lift into the office in the mornings, anyway.’

Sybil and Hugh had moved, in the spring, to a larger house in Ladbroke Grove which was just around the corner from Edward and Villy. The new house had been rather an expense, cost nearly two thousand pounds and, of course, being larger, had required more furniture, so Hugh had not bought the little car for Sybil that they had once contemplated.

‘Do you remember when the Brig used to take us to Anglesey for our summer hols in that first motor he bought? And we used to sit in the back mending punctures the whole way?’

Edward laughed. ‘And we only just managed to keep up with them. Lucky there were two of us.’

‘And the Duchy always wore a green motoring veil.’

‘I love veils on women. Neat little hats with a veil tilted over their noses. Hermione used to wear them. It made her look so dazzling – and desirable. No wonder we all wanted to marry her. Did you ask her?’

Hugh smiled. ‘Of course I did. Did you?’

‘You bet. She said she married the twenty-first man who proposed. I’ve often wondered who the others were.’

‘I expect a good many of them are dead.’

Edward, who did not want the war to come back into their conversation making Hugh, as he described it, morbid, said quickly, ‘I shouldn’t think being married stopped people making propositions.’

‘Speak for yourself!’

‘Actually, I was, old boy. After she was divorced, of course.’ Hugh glanced at him ironically. ‘Of course.’

‘She could have come if she’d really wanted to.’

‘Do you think?’

‘I know so. Louise usually manages to do what she really wants. I’m afraid she’s just not … serious enough about the museum.’

Clary tried to look sorry about this but she wasn’t, really. Best of all she liked to have Polly to herself. Since she had been doing lessons with Miss Milliment, she spent nearly all her time with the other two, who had always been best friends, and she wanted Polly for her best friend, which meant, naturally, that Louise would have to stop being that. Now, she said, ‘She’s aged rapidly in the last year – getting all lumpy.’ She smoothed her own flat chest with pride.

‘She can’t help that!’ Polly was shocked.

‘I know. But it isn’t the lumps. It’s her attitude. She treats me like a child.’

‘She does me a bit, too,’ Polly admitted. ‘Well, I told her we’d have the museum meeting after tea. Her cousins are coming today, but they’ll probably play tennis and then we can go to the museum and have it.’

‘I still think you ought to be president. After all, you thought of it.’

‘Louise is the oldest.’

‘I can’t see that makes the slightest difference. It was your idea. I vote we vote. If I vote for you and you vote for you, she’ll have to resign!’

‘Mm, I’m not sure if that’s fair.’

They were at Camber, lying on the flat sand very near the shallow sea, so that when they dug their toes in, the water seeped out, faintly cool and delicious. It was after lunch: Rupert, in charge of the party (Zoë had a headache and had not come), had built a large and most elaborate castle with a moat round it – ostensibly to amuse Neville and Lydia but they were quickly bored.

‘There’s not much we can do with it,’ Lydia explained to him.

‘No – it’s not a castle that’s much use to us,’ Neville echoed. ‘We really prefer to build our own.’

So they did. They built it too near the sea, so that it wouldn’t stay firm and kept subsiding and they quarrelled gently about it and then built one too far up the beach so although Neville kept getting pails of water for the moat it emptied faster than he could replenish it.

Rupert, who had immediately realised that in fact he had been building for his own pleasure, continued to cut crenellations with his pallet knife on the four corner towers. He looked entirely involved and he wanted to be that, wanted to recapture that marvellous single-minded absorption in the present matter so often to be seen in the children. ‘When I paint,’ he began, and was at once lost. He hadn’t produced a single picture. He was lazy, got too tired after a day at school; the children needed a good deal of his free time. And there was Zoë, of course. The fact was that Zoë resented him painting: she somehow managed to want to be married to a painter who didn’t actually paint. The first time he had discovered this had been last Christmas when he had wanted to spend ten days with a chap he had been at the Slade with – Colin had a decent studio and they were going to share a model and work – but Zoë had wanted to join Edward and Villy skiing at St Moritz, had wept and sulked about it so much that he had given in. There hadn’t been time or money for both. ‘I can’t see why you couldn’t paint in Switzerland if you really wanted to,’ she said, after she had got her own way.

It had been a curious holiday, good in unexpected ways. It was really far too expensive for him, and it was only afterwards he had realised how much, and how unobtrusively, Edward had paid for all of them: the drinks, dining out, buying the girls and all the children presents; ski lifts, hiring skates for Zoë who preferred skating, all kinds of things like that. And he had been very kind to Zoë as well, often staying at the rink with her while Rupert and Villy had gone skiing. Villy was a marvellous skier: brave and graceful and very fast. He could not really keep up with her, but he liked her company. Skiing clothes suited her boyish shape and she wore a scarlet woolly hat that made her look very young and dashing in spite of her brindled hair. Once, when they went up in the ski lifts, and he was gazing at the dazzling white and violet-shadowed slopes, the cloudless azure blue sky and the ink-black trees in the valley below them, he turned to exclaim how beautiful it was but, seeing her face, he said nothing. She sat, with her elbow on the railing of the lift, one gloved hand against her face, her heavy eyebrows – so much darker than her hair – slightly drawn together, her eyelids half lowered over her eyes so that he could not tell their expression, her mouth – that he had always rather admired as an aesthetic, rather than a sensual, feature – compressed, the whole giving him the impression of trouble. ‘Villy?’ he said uncertainly. She turned to him.

‘I’ve got to have all my teeth out,’ she said. ‘The dentist wrote to me last week.’ But before he could even take her hand, she gave an awful little artificial smile and said, ‘Oh, well! It will all be the same a hundred years hence!’

Pity shrank in him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

‘Don’t let’s talk about it any more.’

He made one last effort. ‘No, but that’s awful for you!’

‘I shall get used to it.’

‘Have you – have you told Edward?’


‘Not yet. I don’t suppose he’ll mind. After all, he’s had most of his out.’

‘It’s different for women,’ Rupert began. He was trying to imagine how Zoë would respond to such a letter. God! She’d think it was the end of the world!

‘Everything’s different for women,’ Villy said. ‘I wonder why?’

They had reached the top. No more was said and she never referred to it again.

In the evenings they had dined and danced. Both the girls loved dancing and never wanted to stop, although he was so full of fresh air and exercise that he wondered how they – Edward, particularly – kept it up. By midnight, he was dropping, but Zoë always wanted to stay until the band stopped. In the end, they would all four trail upstairs to their adjoining rooms on the first floor of the hotel and would stand outside them: Edward would kiss Zoë, Rupert would kiss Villy; the sisters-in-law would unite their cheeks for the glancing second that family protocol required, and then finally separate for the night. Zoë, who was enjoying everything so much that her pleasure had begun to feel like a reproach (if this was what made her happy, why couldn’t he give her more of it?), would kick off her shoes, unzip her new scarlet dress and drift about in her pale green cami-knickers and the new paste drop earrings he had given her for Christmas, sitting on the end of the bed for a moment to take off her stockings, wandering to the dressing table to tie back her hair with a large tortoiseshell clasp preparatory to creaming her face, chatting, reminiscing happily about the day, while he, in bed by now, watched her, glad that she was so merry and content.

‘Aren’t you glad I made you come?’ she said one evening.

‘Yes,’ he said, but he scented danger.

‘Edward suggested this morning that we might all go to the South of France in the summer. He and Villy went for their honeymoon and I’ve never been. What do you think?’

‘It might be lovely.’

‘You sound as though we shan’t go.’

‘Darling, I don’t think we can afford two holidays abroad. Anyway, we can’t leave the children again.’

‘They’re perfectly happy with your family.’

‘You can’t expect Hugh and Sybil to do all the work.’

‘I should have thought the South of France would be a wonderful place for you to paint.’

‘Yes, it would be. But not affordable this year. Anyway, if I have a painting holiday, it has to be just that. Not what you would call a holiday at all.’

‘What do you mean, Rupert?’

‘I mean,’ he said, already weary with his own resentment, ‘that I’d want to paint all the time. Not take you to the beach, go for picnics, dance all night. I’d want to work.’

‘Oh, Lord!’ she said. ‘Trust you to be so earnest about it.’

‘That’s exactly what I’m not. If I was earnest, as you put it, I’d do it anyway. I wouldn’t be deflected by you or anyone else.’

She swung round on the dressing-table stool, ‘What do you mean “anyone else”?’

‘You don’t like me painting, Zoë.’

‘What do you mean “anyone else”?’

There had been a short silence: her stupidity was beginning to frighten him. Then, as he could see that she was about to reiterate her idiotic question, he said, ‘I mean that nothing would deflect me. Neither you nor anything else. But it’s all right. I’m not earnest, I’m hardly earnest at all.’

‘Oh, darling!’ She came swiftly over and sat on the bed. ‘Oh, darling! You sound so sad, and I love you so much!’ She put her arms round his neck and her scented, silky hair fell each side of his face. ‘I don’t mind us being poor – honestly! I don’t mind anything as long as I’m with you! I could get a part-time job, if you like – if it would help! And I think you’re a marvellous painter. I do – really!’ She lifted her head to gaze at him, adoring and sincerely contrite.

As he put his arms round her and drew her into bed, he discovered, with a sad, but grateful amazement, that loving her did not depend – as he’d been afraid it did – upon his admiration. Later, lying awake while she slept, I married her, he thought, and she has always given me all of herself. It was I who invented some other part of her that she would not give. But I was wrong: there was nothing to withhold. The discovery was painful and astonishing; then it occurred to him that if he loved her enough, she might change. He was not yet able or willing to accept that this was unlikely, or even impossible; he clung to the more welcome idea that though a person might be transformed by love they could not be transformed without it.

Since that night, he had discovered that insights do not, in themselves, alter either attitudes or behaviour; that it was more a matter of small – sometimes very small – constant effort, but sometimes, in the last months, when she bored or irritated him, facts of their relationship that he had hitherto been unable to accept, he could also feel some tenderness for her, and he had become very protective towards her with other people. Sometimes, often, like that evening, he had reverted to resentment of her for her limitations, and anger with himself for not having recognised them sooner.

‘Dad! Jolly good sandcastle, Dad. Dad, would you possibly be a sea-lion to show Polly? I don’t mean now,’ Clary added quickly. ‘I know you need a sofa to dive off and we haven’t any socks to make fish. But after tea?’

At Christmas, when they gave the grown-ups marks out of ten for funniness, generosity and being non-spoilsports, Rupert had come top for funny, a fact of which Clary was immensely proud; his sea-lion and his gorilla, which had graduated to King Kong, were deeply admired, and repetition, as Villy had remarked, was the soul of wit so far as the children were concerned.

‘Polly has seen my sea-lion.’

‘Not for ages, Uncle Rupe. Honestly, I’ve almost forgotten.’

‘OK. After tea. Once. Time to go home now, I think.’

‘Oh, good. And can we stop for ices on the way home?’

‘I should think there’s a distinct possibility that we might. Who’ll pack up the picnic things?’

‘We will,’ they both said. Rupert sat by the sand dune and smoked a cigarette and watched them do it. He was glad that Clary had become such friends with Polly, and the lessons with Miss Milliment seemed to have worked out very well. Now that she had Polly as a friend, she was much easier at home, less jealous of Neville, less prickly with Zoë, and far less possessive of himself. She was growing up. Although she was the same age as Polly one would not think so to look at them. They had both grown in the last year but whereas Polly seemed uniformly a larger size and was now something of a beauty, with Sybil’s coppery hair, a milk and roses complexion, rather small, brilliantly dark blue eyes and long, thin, elegant legs, Clary had simply shot upwards, was thin as a rake. Her dark brown hair, still with a fringe, was dead straight, her face sallow, often with dark smudges under her eyes – which were startlingly like her mother’s sea-grey, candid, searching eyes – her best feature. She had rather a pug nose and when she smiled there was a gap where she had had one of her top teeth out; the dentist had said she had too many, and now she wore a painful brace that was to eliminate the gap. Her arms were like sticks, and she had the long, bony Cazalet feet. In the last year she had become clumsy: tripped up, knocked things over, as though she was not used to her size. ‘Clary! Come here a moment. Just want to give you a hug,’ he said.

‘Oh, Dad! I’m boiling already!’ But she returned the hug and planted a kiss on his forehead so firmly that he could feel the metal of the brace.

‘Boiling!’ he jeered. ‘You’re always boiling, or freezing, or starving or dropping from fatigue. Don’t you ever feel ordinary, like the rest of us?’

‘About one in a million times,’ she said carelessly. ‘Oh, don’t let Neville bring that jellyfish back! It will only stink and die, or slop over in the car and hurt itself.’

‘And, anyway,’ Polly said, ‘it’s not a pet! You couldn’t, by the wildest stretch of imagination, turn a jellyfish into a pet!’

‘I could,’ Neville said. ‘I shall be the first person in the world to do that. I shall call him Bexhill and live with him.’

By midday at Mill Farm the sun had gone, it was breathlessly still and very hot; the sky was like lead and the birds were quiet. Edie, bringing in a basket of washing off the line, said there would be thunder she shouldn’t wonder, and Emily, who was cross from the heat of the range and the fishmonger not calling, which meant no ice so the butter was oily and the milk was on the turn, said, ‘What could you expect?’ She hated the country and regarded thunder as yet another rural disadvantage. The kitchen had been painted a dull pale green, a colour that Villy had insisted was soothing to a cook’s temper, but it didn’t seem to have done much good. The kitchen had had their dinner, but Phyllis had one of her headaches and hadn’t fancied it – a nice Irish stew and treacle tart – and one thing Emily could not stand was people picking at her food. A nice drop of rain would clear the air, Edie said, and the cows were lying down in Garnet’s field out back so it was likely, and should she change the fly papers in the larder? Madam had forgotten to order more papers, Emily replied – they would have to stay as they were; but Phyllis said, oh, no, they couldn’t really – they turned her stomach every time she went in there to fetch anything, and she clapped her hand to her mouth as though worse might follow. So Emily followed Edie into the larder to inspect the papers. They hung, motionless, like Victorian bell-pulls heavily encrusted with jet and, as Edie remarked, were no longer any use to man nor beast. ‘This has always been a terrible place for flies,’ she said. ‘There’s papers up at the shop. I’ll pick up a packet on my way in the morning, shall I?’

‘You might as well have that lot down, then,’ Emily replied. Edie’s good nature staggered her (she seemed prepared to do all kinds of things that weren’t her place) and she could only respond grudgingly. ‘Them flies!’ she muttered to Phyllis. ‘You never get flies like that in London!’

Having spent half the morning organising her household, Villy found herself at a loose end – not exactly with nothing to do, but with nothing that mattered very much. Like my life, she thought. She indulged in self-pity like a secret drinker, could not do without it and clung to the belief that, provided she confined it to times when she was alone, nobody would ever know. Indeed, like those drinkers who positively refuse a drink when it is offered to them by somebody else, she brushed aside the concern for her that her implicit behaviour would, from time to time, excite in other people. She did not want her griefs contracted to frustrations, her sense of tragedy reduced to misfortune – or, worse, bad luck or bad management. Virtue, in her eyes, must be sacrificial, and she had given up everything to marry Edward. ‘Everything’ was her career as a dancer. At the time, this had seemed not only reasonable, but right. She had fallen in love with a man whom she could see was universally attractive (she remembered how, soon after she met him, she had thanked God that Jessica was already married or she wouldn’t have stood a chance) and when it became clear – which it did very soon – that he was serious, she found herself volunteering to his parents at luncheon the second time he had taken her to see them, that dancing and looking after Edward did not go together. That this decision was the most momentous of her life had not struck her at the time; then, when she thought about it, it seemed that she was giving up not very much for everything.

But over the years, of pain and distaste for what her mother had once called ‘the horrid side of married life’, of lonely days filled with aimless pursuits or downright boredom, of pregnancies, nurses, servants and the ordering of endless meals, it had come to seem as though she had given up everything for not very much. She had journeyed towards this conclusion by stages hardly perceptible to herself, disguising discontent with some new activity which, as she was a perfectionist, would quickly absorb her. But when she had mastered the art, or the craft, or the technique involved in whatever it was, she realised that her boredom was intact and was simply waiting for her to stop playing with a loom, a musical instrument, a philosophy, a language, a charity or a sport and return to recognising the essential futility of her life. Then, bereft of distraction, she would relapse into a kind of despair as each pursuit betrayed her, failing to provide the raison d’être that had been her reason for taking it up in the first place. Despair was what she called it to herself; her sensibilities – never aired – had become a hot-house full of exotic species labelled tragedy, self-abnegation, a broken heart and other various heroic ingredients that were being forced to constitute her secret martyrdom. As she saw herself as one thing and all other people as another, she could have no friends close enough to explode this unhappy state of affairs. But, well beyond common misfortune herself, she could acknowledge its existence for other people, and be full of real active and useful kindness towards them. She was like someone with a broken back who would gladly do the washing up for someone with a headache. Accident, illness or poverty released her generosity: she had sat up all night with Neville during an asthma attack so that Ellen might get some sleep, it was she who drove Edie’s brother, an epileptic, to Tunbridge Wells to a specialist, who every year contrived to buy a suit or dress that would become Jessica who could never afford anything new for herself. For the rest, she wondered, uneasily sometimes, why she could not be like the Duchy, content with her garden and her music, or like Sybil, revelling in her baby and her new home, or even like Rachel, who seemed fulfilled by her charitable work and by being the perfect daughter. But the utter impossibility of being a perfect daughter to her mother now occurred. Lady Rydal was famous for standards of behaviour that no one living had ever been able to achieve, least of all a daughter. Jessica, who had looked like breaking that record, had, of course, spoiled it all by marrying an impoverished nobody – albeit good-looking and gallant, but given her beauty and her compliant disposition, Lady Rydal had set her sights far higher than a commoner with charm and medals. She had regarded the marriage as yet another of the personal tragedies encompassing her life – ‘Poor darling Jessica has thrown herself away’ – and nobody but Lady Rydal would ever understand the anguish this cost her as she frequently said to Villy and anyone else who got trapped into having tea with her. No, it was all very well for Rachel – after all, she didn’t have anything much else to do.

By now, she had checked up on the girls’ room. Except for getting flowers, Louise had at last – at least – done what she had been told. The room was as tidy as a small dormitory in a school, the beds made up and clean towels on the towel-horse, the dressing table now bare and Louise’s books stacked along the mantelpiece. She looked out of the window just at the moment her sister’s car turned into the drive and went down to meet them.

After she had tidied the room, Louise had taken her book to the hammock, but could not settle down to reading it. This was yet another new, odd and uncomfortable feature of her life: last summer her only worries would have been sharing something like a hammock fairly with Polly, but when it came to her turn for whatever it was, she would, at once plunge into it as though she had not any other existence. Now, her existence seemed always to be intruding upon any activity; she seemed to herself a larger, more disparate person, who was never wholeheartedly engaged – whatever she did, some bit of her sat on the sideline, jeering, making insidious alternative suggestions: ‘You’re far too old for that book – anyway, you’ve read it before.’ Age came into it a great deal; she seemed to be too young or too old for most things.

Last summer it hadn’t felt at all like that. Then, she had believed in the Wonder Cream she and Polly had made. Then, she had been seriously involved in Pompey’s funeral, had organised the whole thing – even the Duchy playing the Funeral March with the drawing-room windows wide open. She had made a wreath of deadly nightshade; Pompey had been wrapped in an old black velvet jacket belonging to Aunt Rachel and the funeral tea had consisted of blackberries and Marmite sandwiches which, Polly had agreed, showed more respect than strawberry jam. Then, she and Polly had spent hours in their apple tree and lying on their beds dying with laughter over their ‘Knock, knock, who’s there?’ jokes, and playing bicycle polo with the boys, and Ogres and the Seeing Game with all the others. Now, when these ploys were suggested – by Lydia and Neville, and often Polly and Clary – she never really wanted to play them. She did sometimes, because she had wanted to, but then she often left in the middle because she wasn’t honestly enjoying it. She still liked going to the beach and playing tennis, but she wanted to play with the grown-ups and they usually expected her to play with the children.

She’d thought at first that the trouble was being at Mill Farm instead of Home Place. She didn’t like Mill Farm. It seemed poky and rather dark after the other house. But it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t just the summer holidays, either. It might have begun last autumn term when Clary had started having lessons with her and Polly. She had quickly realised that Miss Milliment especially liked Clary. Clary worked hard, and was surprisingly good at writing things. She’d written a long poem and nearly a whole play, which was very funny and a good idea – about grown-ups having to spend a whole day as children whether they liked it or not. Louise had pointed out that it wasn’t an original idea – look at Vice Versa – but Miss Milliment had said that originality did not depend upon an idea so much as it depended upon treatment, and Louise, not for the first time, had felt snubbed. She also quickly recognised that Polly and Clary were becoming best friends and had half minded this and half felt relieved by it. Polly didn’t seem to be getting older at the same speed she was. This was partly because of her getting the Curse, which had been a horrible shock because nobody had said one word about it until one day when she had an unusual pain and gone to the lavatory and thought she might be bleeding to death. Mummy had been having tea with a Red Cross person in the drawing room, and Louise had had to find Phyllis to go and ask her to come. And then although, of course, it was a great relief when Mummy said that she wasn’t going to die, it somehow wasn’t all right in any other way. Mummy said it was a horrid thing that happened to girls once a month for years and years; it was a disgusting, but quite ordinary, thing to do with having babies, but when Louise tried to find out some more about it (how could a quite ordinary thing be disgusting?) her mother, who certainly looked disgusted, said that she did not wish to discuss it now and would Louise please take her knickers off the floor and go and wash them? And put on a clean pair, she had added, as though Louise was so disgusting she wouldn’t do that unless she was told. Thereafter, when she had a headache and stomach cramps, her mother would ask, in a particular way that she came to hate, whether she was unwell. Which is what it came to be called. She had discovered that it was called the Curse at Christmas when she had suddenly got it and had to ask Aunt Zoë for a napkin and Aunt Zoë had given her an extraordinarily neat thing out of a box which, it turned out, you could throw away instead of having to keep in an awful bag for the laundry. ‘You mean to say you have those ghastly bits of cloth you have to fold up with cotton wool like one had at school? That’s positively Victorian! It’s not so awful – you poor old thing! It’s just the Curse! We all get it,’ she said in a friendly, light-hearted way that made Louise feel much better. ‘I get spots,’ Louise had said, longing to talk about it. ‘That’s bad luck, but you probably won’t go on getting them. Just leave them alone, don’t do anything to them,’ and she had given Louise some marvellous expensive cream out of a little pot for a Christmas present and Louise felt tremendously grateful to her – not so much for the cream as for talking about it. It seemed very strange that nobody ever did. The only thing her mother had said was that one never, never talked about it – particularly not to the boys, or even Polly. But the next time she asked whether Louise was unwell, Louise said, ‘I’m not unwell, I’ve simply got the Curse. Aunt Zoë calls it that, and I’m going to.’ Watching her mother, she knew she was annoyed but couldn’t say anything back. But when she told Polly about it, because she didn’t see why Polly should be as frightened as she had been, Polly simply said, ‘I know. Mummy told me. I just hope I won’t get it for ages and ages.’ This had made her mother not warning her about it worse – very nearly, Louise thought, as though she had meant her to be frightened. From then on, she watched her mother for signs of affection and the opposite, wrote them down in her secret diary and added them up each month. So far the opposite was winning easily, except in March, when she had come home from Polly’s house and found her mother on the sofa in the drawing room, crying, something that she had never seen before in her life. She had rushed to the sofa, knelt by it, asked her again and again what was the matter. Her mother took her hands away from her face, and Louise saw that it was all puffy and bruised and she had wet, frightened eyes. ‘They’ve taken out all my teeth,’ she said. She touched the sides of her face and began to cry again.

‘Oh, darling Mummy—’ She felt overwhelmed with pity – and love. Tears rushed to her eyes, and she wanted to hold her mother, to take the pain away, have it herself instead, only she was afraid that hugging her might make it hurt more, but her mother was treating her as an equal, something that she recognised as never having happened before, and she wanted passionately to be the right friend.

Her mother was searching in her pocket for a handkerchief and trying to smile. ‘Darling, I don’t want to worry you …’ she seemed to have teeth, after all. Her mother saw Louise seeing this, and said, ‘He made me put them in at once. But oh, Louise! They do hurt! Rather.’

‘Would it be better if you took them out. Just for a little while?’

‘He said to keep them in.’

‘Shall I get you some aspirin?’

‘I’ve taken some, but it doesn’t seem to have done much good.’ After a moment she added, ‘Do you think it would be all right if I took some more?’ Again, it was the appeal to an equal.

‘Yes, I do. And I think it would be better if I put you to bed with a hot-water bottle.’ She sprang to her feet to ring the bell. ‘I’ll tell Phyllis to bring up two bottles.’

‘I don’t want the servants to see me like this.’

‘No, of course not, darling. I’ll look after you. I’ll see to everything.’

And she had. She had helped Villy upstairs, helped her to undress, found bedsocks and her lacy jacket: her mother was very cold. She had lit the gas fire, drawn the curtains, rushed to the door when Phyllis knocked and taken the hot-water bottles, blocking her view of the invalid. She had administered the aspirin and arranged the pillows, drawn up the eiderdown and throughout her mother had seemed acquiescent and grateful.

‘You’re a good little nurse,’ she said; she was obviously in pain.

‘Would you like me to stay with you?’

‘No, darling. I’ll try and sleep. Tell Daddy, will you? When he gets back?’

‘Of course I will.’ She stooped, and kissed Villy’s soft, clammy forehead. ‘I’ll leave your door ajar, and then you can call if you want anything.’

She sat on the stairs for ages, on the curve so that she could hear if her mother called and see when her father returned, wondering whether perhaps she ought not to sacrifice her career to become a nurse. She was gliding about darkened wards at night with a lamp, relieving the agonised sufferings of wounded soldiers with a touch of her delicate but experienced hands, soothing their last moments with her gentle voice … ‘Given up everything – wanted in Hollywood – the Duke of Hungary mad for her …’

‘Lou? What on earth are you doing sitting there?’ She had rushed downstairs and told him. ‘Lord! Of course!’ It almost sounded as though he had forgotten. ‘Where is she?’ Louise explained what she had done, and her father had said jolly good, what a sensible girl she was, but he said it so admiringly that being sensible sounded almost glamorous. She followed him upstairs, warning him to be quiet.

‘I won’t wake her, just pop my head around the door.’

She was asleep. He put a finger on his lips and went into his dressing room. Then he beckoned her.

‘I wonder whether you would care to dine with me tonight, Miss Cazalet? If you have no previous engagement?’

‘I do happen to be free.’

‘Run along and change, then. I’ll meet you in the drawing room in twenty minutes.’

So she changed, into the dress that Hermione had suddenly given her for Christmas, that her mother disapproved of on the grounds that it was far too grown-up. It was a heavenly pale blue chiffon, and you couldn’t wear a bra or a vest or anything but a pair of knickers under it as it was backless, with tiny shoulder straps and a deep V neck – a totally grown-up dress. She had put up her hair with a lot of combs – it didn’t feel awfully safe, but as long as she didn’t shake her head or laugh too much it would probably stay up – and with it she wore her Christmas present jewellery, an opal and seed pearl necklace given to her by Uncle Hugh, her godfather. She had her Tangee lipstick and some whitish face powder and a tiny little bottle of scent called Evening in Paris that Aunt Zoë had given her. She put a good dab behind each ear, and then she longed to look at herself, but the only full-length mirror was in her mother’s bedroom. Oh, poor Mummy! she thought, but she couldn’t help rather hoping that her mother was asleep, because she somehow knew that her mother would not approve of this kind of changing. When she was ready, she listened outside the bedroom door and then peeped in; her mother was still asleep. So then she gathered up her skirts and sailed downstairs.

Phyllis had brought in the drinks, and her father was making himself a cocktail.


‘I say! You do look smart!’

‘Do I?’ She felt smart wasn’t quite the right word but, after all, he was only her father. And then he made it all right by offering her a sherry, so he was taking her seriously, she felt.

They had a lovely evening: a fish soufflé and roast pheasant and then angels on horseback, and her father gave her a glass of both wines – a hock and a claret – and afterwards he played the gramophone – Tchaikovsky, who was his favourite, and he told Louise about how he used to bicycle down to London from Hertfordshire to go to the Proms, which was when he had first heard that symphony, twenty miles of bicycling each way, but worth it. He played the gramophone rather quietly, because of the invalid, and when Phyllis brought the coffee, he ordered some consommé for her. ‘Bring it here and Miss Louise will take it up.’

But she got him to take it, because she was afraid of what her mother would say about the dress. Then that seemed frivolous and hard-hearted, and she planned to go and say goodnight when she’d got into her dressing gown. When her father came down, he said, ‘She’s feeling better, and she says it’s time you went to bed, and she’d like to say goodnight to you.’

‘Oh, Dad! I’m not in the least bit tired!’

‘Of course not. But all the same.’

She went to kiss him, and he put his arms round her and gave her one kiss on her cheek and then one, surprisingly, on her mouth, which he’d never done before. His moustache was bristly and for a second she felt something soft and wet and realised it was his tongue. It was horrible: she supposed it had somehow slipped out by mistake and felt embarrassed for him and wriggled out of his arms. ‘Goodnight, then,’ she said, not looking at his face, and ran out of the room. Upstairs she thought, poor old Dad; he had false teeth like Mummy did now, and it probably made kissing people quite difficult.

Mummy was lying propped up with all the pillows. She’d had some soup, she said, it had been just what she wanted.

‘Did you have a nice evening with Daddy?’

‘Oh, yes. We played the gramophone.’

‘Good, darling. And thank you so much for being so sweet to me.’

‘Is it better? Is it hurting much less?’

‘I think it is.’ It clearly wasn’t. ‘I’m going to take some more aspirin and Daddy’s going to sleep in the dressing room tonight. Off you go, darling.’

‘Yes, I will.’ She realised that she wanted to get to her room and shut the door before he came up. This was funny – she’d never felt like that before. She’d not written about the evening with her dad in her diary.

She heard her cousins’ car in the drive, and decided that she was pleased about them coming. Angela was probably already too old to be much fun, but she had always liked Nora who, though plain – a bit ugly, in fact – was nowhere as bad as Miss Milliment and Christopher was a far more interesting boy than Teddy or Simon: last year he had been mad about butterflies and they had gone off hunting with nets and a killing bottle, and then they had lain in a cornfield and eaten corn kernels, and he had told her how much he hated his school, and how being at home was pretty awful too because his father was always getting at him. Louise, who had been brought up on the family notion that Aunt Jessica’s husband was somehow not the sort of person she should have married, sympathised hotly – even invented things about her own father to make Christopher feel better. Only now I wouldn’t have to invent, she thought. But of course I couldn’t possibly tell him anything about that. For the first time since it had happened she thought about it. Because after the night when he had taken her out for her birthday treat, which had been completely lovely until they had got home, after supper at the Ivy restaurant, and he had driven them home, had let them quietly into the house (‘Mustn’t wake Mummy’) and she had thrown her arms round his neck to hug and thank him for her lovely treat – it had happened again, only worse. He’d kissed her in just the same horrible way, only this time he’d put his hand under her frock and hurt her breast, and his other arm was so tightly round her that she couldn’t stop it, although she did in the end because he took his mouth away and started to say something about her growing up, and she wrenched herself free. ‘I’m not!’ she began to say, thought she was going to be sick, and ran a few steps up the stairs, but she’d forgotten her long dress and caught her heel in her skirt and had to stop to free it, and as she straightened up she saw him standing there looking up at her – he had become an enemy – smiling.

She had stood in the dark behind the closed door of her room, possessed by some nameless terror, like a terrible dream, only it wasn’t a dream. He would come up the stairs – any minute – he might come into her room – no key – how could she stop him? This thought occurred, recurred, recurred, recurred, but she could not respond – she could not move at all. She heard his steps coming up and could only stand with her hands pressed over her mouth to keep everything from coming out. Only now she knew that the terror had consumed her voice, that her scream would be simply a louder silence.

His steps – the only thing in the world – came nearer – reached the landing outside her door – a pause – then they went on to his dressing room, and there was an unknown amount of time before she heard him walk across the landing to the bedroom where her mother slept and shut the door. And then she heard a horrible sound, like a retching sob, and when she turned on the light it must have been her, because there was no one else in the room.

She couldn’t remember much after that: could just recall hanging over her basin trying to be sick. Then she thought, why hadn’t she run upstairs and gone straight to Mother’s room and woken her and told her? But at once she knew that her mother would be very angry, would blame her for being dirty and disgusting, and he – the enemy – would agree and it would be far worse, and perhaps it was her fault because she now felt so ashamed. So she swallowed everything down and was not sick. And the next day, at breakfast, he had been exactly as he used to be, as though nothing had happened, as though the whole thing belonged to her and had had nothing to do with him at all. And her mother waited until he had gone to the office to say that if she was going to be so ungrateful and sulky after a treat, people would not want to give her any more of them. She found a key to one of the other bedrooms that fitted her door, and after that, she tried never to be alone with him. But there was no one she could tell. That was the worst thing.

The feeling of extreme discomfort that came over her whenever she encountered her father now descended, a huge grey blanket that engulfed her and made her feel both betrayed and somehow guilty, and also, if she tried to think about it, frightened, and just remembering her birthday evening was worse than that: she felt shaky and sick; her mouth was dry and she kept swallowing – nothing. She might have to leave home, but being more frightened of something else hadn’t made her less frightened of that.


‘Oh, God! Why can’t it be last summer when nothing was wrong?’ But it couldn’t be. ‘It will all be the same a hundred years hence,’ her mother was fond of saying about practically anything, a completely annoying remark since it involved not caring what was happening during the hundred years and that rendered life utterly pointless. Perhaps it was. Perhaps it was a gigantic, terrible secret that grown-ups kept from children – like there being no Father Christmas, or getting the Curse; perhaps being grown up, something she had always looked forward to, meant just that. That must be nonsense. They couldn’t all be as cheerful as they were if they knew that. And there was God, who was supposed to be pretty kind to people and who had presumably made the rules about whether life was pointless or not. She decided to have a jolly serious conversation with Nora, who was a year older, about life to see whether she knew anything useful. Cheered by this, she went into the house.

‘Well, darling? How goes it?’

Villy had ensconced Jessica on the wicker chaise-longue in the drawing room. Lunch was over, and the children had all dispersed. Villy had tucked herself up in the huge, shapeless armchair opposite, had lit a Gold Flake and settled down for a good chat. A table with a coffee tray on it lay between them; Villy had drawn the blinds on the south window, and the room was suffused with aqueous light that was restfully cool and conducive to intimacy.

Jessica sighed, and smiled, and crossed her elegant ankles and stretched her long white arms clasping her head before she said, ‘It’s sheer heaven to be here. I can tell you that. It was a nightmare drive. Poor Christopher was sick, and Judy kept wanting to go to the lav, and Nora quarrelled with Angela about sitting in front and the car overheated on that hill – you know, coming out of Lamberhurst, I think—’

‘Well, you’re here now. And Mama doesn’t come until next week. And Edward goes to London tomorrow. We’ll be on our own, except for the riff-raff. We’re dining at Home Place tonight, but there’s plenty of time for a rest.’

‘Heavenly!’ She shut her heavy-lidded eyes and for a moment there was silence in the room except for the distant ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall.

Then Villy, in a voice charged with neutrality, asked, ‘How is Raymond?’

‘Very cross, poor darling, about my leaving him. He’s off to Aunt Lena tomorrow. I don’t think he was much looking forward to it.’

There was another little silence, then Jessica added, ‘She’s ninety-one, but except for not hearing a word one says, she’s really in splendid health, but I suppose if you do absolutely nothing from morning till night except eat four regular meals a day and bully your servants there’s no reason why you should feel worn out.’

‘She is devoted to Raymond, though, isn’t she?’

‘She adores him. But there is this other rather awful nephew – the one who emigrated to Canada whom she rather holds over Raymond’s head.’

‘I suppose,’ Villy said delicately, ‘that when she … I mean, it would make all the difference?’

‘Oh, darling! I’m not sure that it would any more. The moment Raymond gets his hands on any money at all, he thinks of some frightful scheme that needs far more than whatever it is he’s got and then, of course, it all goes wrong because there wasn’t enough money in the first place. I mean, the idea he had about boarding people’s dogs when they go away. He completely left out that most of the year people don’t, and then in August they all do, and, of course, it cost a fortune to build separate kennels and even then we had a dog in every room, and in winter the kennels all got wet rot and weren’t fit for canine habitation. So really I actually dread Aunt Lena dying. Raymond simply hates his present job; he’d do anything to get out of it.’ She gave her charming, defeated smile and said, ‘But I dread to think what might be the alternative.’

‘He’s impossible!’

‘Yes, he’s impossible, but he’s the children’s father. He can be a perfect lamb, sometimes.’

Villy equated this with charm, which she had been brought up to distrust; charm in their mother’s eyes had been synonymous with worthlessness. Lady Rydal had distrusted Edward for his charm, and the fact that he was richer than Raymond was marred by his money having come from Trade – a situation that had required her to be as broad-minded as she had always said she was. Edward, however, without even trying, had succeeded in charming her in a way that Raymond had totally failed to do. As Lady Rydal, in any case, had had lower expectations of Villy than she had had of Jessica, Edward turned into a satisfactory son-in-law. It was poor Jessica who bore the full brunt of her disappointment. Looking at her sister, of whom, when they were younger, she had been so jealous, Villy felt a rush of affection, pity and sentiment. Jessica was so thin; her white, pre-Raphaelite face, coloured faintly by the sunlight filtered through the green drawing-room blinds, was gaunt with fatigue; there were mothy shadows under her eyes and in the hollows below her high cheekbones, fine declining lines each side of her pale, chiselled mouth, and her poor, once beautiful hands were now roughened, thickened by washing clothes and cooking—

‘… although he can be awfully difficult with Christopher.’

‘What?’

‘Raymond. He keeps wanting Christopher to be tough and athletic – all the things he used to be – and Christopher’s the dreamy type, and much clumsier than usual because he’s growing so fast. It’s all being a bit tricky. I keep apologising to each of them for the other.’

‘I think Christopher’s a dear.’

‘He’s not an all-rounder, like your Teddy.’

‘I’m sure he’s far brainier.’

Jessica took this, not as a compliment to her son’s brains, but as a criticism of his outdoor capacities and replied a little coldly, ‘I don’t think he’s particularly brainy.’

Meaning, Villy thought, that darling Teddy was an absolute nit-wit, which of course he wasn’t. She lit another cigarette. Jessica wondered when there would be tea.

‘Angela is looking quite beautiful. Just like you, of course, an absolute knock-out.’ Daughters were safer ground, and it was a handsome peace-offering. Jessica responded at once. ‘Villy, I just don’t know what to do with her. She only just scraped through her matric. She isn’t interested in anything except clothes and her appearance about which she is completely obsessive. I’m sure we weren’t so aware of ourselves at her age. Or were we?’

‘I don’t think we were allowed to be. I mean, everybody knew you were beautiful, but it wasn’t mentioned. Mama would have had a fit if it had been.’

‘Well, of course, I don’t keep telling her how pretty she is. But other people do. And she seems to think it entitles her to a far more exciting life than we can provide, and what’s more, that she ought not to have to do anything to get it. I think sending her to France was a mistake. It’s since she’s come back from there that she’s been so sulky and passive.’

‘It’s probably just a phase. What are you going to do with her next?’

‘I want her to do a shorthand and typing course because I’m afraid she is going to have to get a job of some sort. But, of course, she thinks that is far too dull. I mean, she wouldn’t think of nursing, and she couldn’t possibly teach, so what else is there?’

Villy agreed that there was absolutely nothing. ‘Of course, she’ll get married,’ she said eventually.

‘Yes, but, darling, who to? We really aren’t in a position to entertain and her doing a Season is out of the question. But that simply means she doesn’t meet anyone suitable. What are you going to do about Louise?’ she added.

‘Well, when she finishes with Miss Milliment, we’ll send her to France, of course. After that, I haven’t thought. She still says she wants to be an actress.’

‘At least she wants to do something. She’s grown up a lot this last year, hasn’t she?’

It was Villy’s turn to sigh. ‘She sulks too, and can be most tiresome at times. I think Clary has put her nose out of joint. She and Polly have become great friends since Clary started with Miss Milliment – three isn’t always a good number. And, of course, Edward spoils her and is always encouraging her to put on grown-up airs, which is absurd at fifteen. Did you have trouble with Nora? But no, you wouldn’t have, would you? Nora has always been an angelic child.’ She said this with emphasis. Nora had always been the plain one and needed compensatory virtues.

‘She’s always been an easy child, although she’s not getting on very well with Angela at present.’

‘She’s probably jealous of her.’

Jessica shot a shrewd glance at her sister, thinking, How funny it is, that people always think everyone else will feel the same as they do, as she answered, ‘Oh, no! Nora’s never been jealous of anybody.’ Then, unable to resist having remembered, she added, ‘Do you remember that time when you cut off my hair and put it in a biscuit tin and buried it in the back garden?’

‘I didn’t cut it all off!’

Just enough to make me look like an idiot at the school prize-giving, Jessica thought, but she said, ‘Mama was always very hard on you, I thought. All that fuss about you wanting to be a dancer. And you were so good at it!’

‘Daddy was the one who supported me.’

‘You were his favourite.’

‘They were shocking about that, weren’t they? Quite barefaced!’

‘Well, it taught us not to be.’

They both thought of their amazing sons, and then told themselves that, anyway, they didn’t show it. Then Judy interrupted them, sick of her rest, she said, and what could she do, when was Lydia coming back, and would it be tea soon? She wore shorts and a yellowing Chilprufe vest. ‘Angela’s locked herself in the bathroom for ever, so I had to use the pot,’ she added.

‘Judy, I’ve told you not to walk about the house in your vest. You don’t need it in this weather, anyway.’

‘I do.’ She stroked her chest. ‘I love it.’

There were sounds in the drive of a car arriving.

‘That will be Lydia and Neville back,’ said Villy. ‘You can have tea with them.’

‘Go and put on your blue Aertex shirt first, darling. You don’t want them to see you like that.’

‘I don’t mind at all how they see me.’ But seeing her mother’s face, she went.

Rupert, carrying a bundle of damp towels and a picnic basket, took her place in the doorway. He looked extremely hot.

‘Two children returned more or less intact. Where shall I put these? Oh, Jessica, how nice. I didn’t see you!’ He went over to the sofa and exchanged kisses with her.

‘Rupe, you look exhausted. It was sweet of you to take them all. Stay and have a cup of tea.’ Villy rang the bell, and Phyllis, who had been cutting bread and butter in the pantry with a pounding headache, looked at the kitchen clock and noticed that it was just after four and tea was supposed to be at four thirty. Still, they were out to dinner, so when she’d done the nursery tea and washed everything up she could go to bed with some aspirin.

‘Phyllis, we just want a pot of tea for the three of us now, and the children can have theirs at the usual time.’

‘Yes, m’m.’ She picked up the coffee tray.

‘I’m afraid Neville’s brought a jellyfish back.’

‘Didn’t you tell him it would die?’

‘Of course I did. But he wants it for a pet.’ He turned to Jessica. ‘It’s his asthma. He’s always wanting a cat or a dog, and they’re lethal for him. So we get goldfish, earthworms and tortoises – and now the wretched old jellyfish.’

He collapsed on the sofa and closed his eyes. ‘God! Aren’t the young exhausting? Even if you tire them out, a mere ice cream will stoke them up again. They spent most of the journey back having a competition about what would be the worst way to die. They thought of the most ghastly ways. Better warn Ellen that Neville will probably have nightmares tonight.’ He opened his eyes. ‘How’s Raymond?’

‘Fine. He’s gone to visit his aunt. Coming next week, probably.’

‘Oh, good.’ Rupert liked Raymond, with whom he felt, without being able to define exactly how, he had something in common.

There was a short, peaceful silence, and then Angela entered the room. Entered, was the way to put it, Villy thought. She stood for a second in the doorway before moving, with studied grace, into the room. She was wearing a sleeveless piqué dress of the palest lemon yellow and sandals and a silver bracelet on one white wrist. She had spent the entire afternoon washing and setting her hair that hung in a long page boy bob at the back with little flat curls round her face like ram’s horns, which reminded Villy of Hermione’s hair. Rupert got to his feet.

‘I say! Is this really Angela?’

‘The same old me.’ She presented her perfectly powdered face for him to kiss.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not the same – not at all.’

‘Shut the door, darling,’ her mother said. ‘Oh, no – don’t. Phyllis is coming in with the tea. Where are the others?’

‘What others?’

‘Louise and Nora. And Neville and Lydia. You know perfectly well who I mean.’

‘Oh – the children! I haven’t the faintest.’ She disposed herself gracefully on the arm of the sofa.

Phyllis came in with the tea, and Villy said, ‘We shall want another cup for Miss Angela.’

‘Angela can fetch it,’ Jessica said somewhat sharply.

‘Don’t you move. I’ll get it for you.’ Rupert followed Phyllis out of the room. When he returned with the cup, Angela said, ‘Oh, thank you, Uncle Rupert. Although you aren’t really my uncle, are you?’

‘I think you could drop the uncle, in any case.’

‘Oh, thanks.’ She gave him a demure and – if only he knew it – much practised smile. Villy, pouring out the tea, exchanged glances with Jessica. She’s a bit of a minx, thought Rupert, but bloody attractive, and briefly wondered whether Zoë practised her early charms on any older man who had come her way. Probably. Jessica was asking him about Zoë, and he said she was fine, she was learning to drive, whereupon Angela said she was dying to learn and would he teach her? Rupert, looking rather harassed, said he would see, and took out his case for a cigarette.

‘Oh, please! Could I have one? I’m dying for a smoke.’ She selected one from the proffered case, put it between her immaculately painted lips and leant towards him for a light.

We can’t afford cigarettes, Jessica thought, with some desperation, for how could she be stopped? Raymond had forbidden it until she was eighteen, and she had been promised a gold watch if she did not smoke until she was twenty-one, but this was another habit she had formed in France.



‘You know Daddy doesn’t like you to smoke,’ she said now.

But Angela simply answered, ‘I know he doesn’t. But I can’t help that. If one didn’t do any of the things one’s parents didn’t want one to do, one would hardly be able to move!’ she explained to Rupert.

There was the distant rumble of thunder, and Rupert said he’d better go or he’d get soaked putting the car away. He called to Neville to say he was off and instantly the door burst open and the three younger children surged in.

‘Mummy! He’s got a jellyfish and he says it’s cruel to stroke it and stroking anything can’t be cruel, can it?’

‘Oh, yes, it can. If you touch him I’ll cut you up into tiny pieces and fry you in boiling oil,’ said Neville. ‘He’s my jellyfish, and he doesn’t like girls. He’d sting you to death if I gave him the chance.’

‘He likes me,’ Lydia said. ‘You said he did.’

‘He likes you so far.’

‘Where have you put him, Neville?’

‘In the bath.’

‘How revolting!’

‘Don’t take any notice of Angela. She says everything’s revolting or else that she hasn’t the faintest,’ said Judy whose accurate mimicry of her sister in no way obscured her scorn.

‘And, Mummy,’ said Lydia caressing her mother, ‘we’ve used up all the dining-room salt and the water still doesn’t taste at all seaish, so I’m afraid we had to use all the big jars in the kitchen, but we can do without salt, can’t we, and for him it was an emergency.’

‘Yes, I see, but you might have asked.’

‘We might have asked,’ Neville conceded, ‘and you might have said no. And then where would we be?’

‘Well, I warned you, Nev, old chap, that jellyfish don’t take kindly to being removed from the sea. And the sort of salt we use isn’t the same. Goodbye, all. See you later. Thanks for the tea.’ Rupert kissed his son, ruffled his hair, and left.

‘Oh dear,’ said Villy, getting up. ‘I think I had better sort this out.’

Jessica and her eldest daughter were left among the teacups. Angela examined her nails, which were painted pale pink with the half-moons left carefully white. Jessica watched her for a moment, wondering what on earth went on in that shining and seemingly empty head.

Angela was repeating her dialogue with Rupert. ‘The same old me.’ He had kissed her cheek and said, ‘No. Not the same at all.’ He, at any rate, noticed her. His admiration, which naturally he had had to conceal to some extent since they had not been alone, was none the less apparent. He’s really sweet, she thought, and went over it all again. Nothing could come of it, of course; he was married, but it was well known that married people fell in love with other people. She would have to be very strong, explain to him that she could not possibly do anything to hurt Aunt Zoë, and then he would love her more than ever. She expected it to be quite tragic and mark her for life, and was looking forward to it.

Simon had spent a wizard day with Teddy, who was not only two years older but in Simon’s view pretty marvellous in every way. In the morning they had played seventeen games of squash, until they were both so boiling they had to stop. They were fairly evenly matched: Teddy, being taller, had the longer reach, but Simon was very good at placing balls, in fact, potentially the better player. They played American scoring because the games, though sometimes longer, came to a predictable end, and part of the fun was to tell the grown-ups how many games they had played. ‘In this heat?’ their uncles and aunts and parents would say, and they would grin: they were impervious to heat. They had played in just their shorts and their tennis shoes until their hair was soaked and their faces were the colour of beetroot. Teddy won by two games – a respectable conclusion. They stopped, not because they were too hot, of course, but because they were starving, and it was half an hour till lunch, so they had a quick snack of motoring chocolate and tomatoes from the greenhouse. Teddy told Simon, who had good and awful reasons for wanting him to know, more about his new school at which Simon was to join him in the autumn. Everything that he said filled Simon with terror, which he concealed beneath a breezy interest. This morning the subject had been what happened to new boys and Simon had been told about them being strapped in a bath and the cold tap turned on very slowly and everybody going away and leaving them to drown. ‘And do they – often?’ he had asked with a thudding heart. ‘Oh, I don’t think much,’ Teddy had replied. ‘Someone usually comes back and turns off the taps and unties them.’ Usually! The more he heard about it, the less Simon felt that he could possibly stand it, but in twenty-three days he would be there – in about fifty days, he might even be actually dead. Sometimes, he went to the really ghastly lengths of wishing he was a girl so that he wouldn’t have to face this frightful place that seemed to be full of awful rules that nobody told you till after you’d broken them and were in trouble, and trouble was a pretty mild word for it. Teddy, he felt, was unbelievably brave and probably could stand anything, whereas he, who had felt homesick at Pinewood although it got better towards the end, he knew that it would start all over again in a new place: the feeling sick, and having nightmares, and forgetting things and having to rationalise how much he thought about home because it made him blub, and blubbing meant you got bullied, and then he got tummy aches and couldn’t stop going to the bog, and masters made sarcastic remarks and everybody laughed. Teddy would be senior to him and naturally couldn’t be his friend. Making friends with senior boys was completely out; they would call each other Cazalet and simply say hallo when they met, just as they had at Pinewood. Every night he prayed that something would happen so that he needn’t go, but he couldn’t think of anything much that that could be except scarlet fever or a war – and neither of them were in the least likely. The worst of it was that there was nobody to talk to about it: he knew exactly what Dad would say – that everybody went to public school, it was just one of those things, old man – and Mummy would say that she would miss him too, but he’d soon settle down, people did, and he had the holidays to look forward to, hadn’t he? Polly would be nice about it, but she didn’t know how awful it was as she was only a girl. And Teddy – how could he tell Teddy whose friendship he prized too deeply to incur scorn, which he was pretty sure Teddy would feel. In spite of this, he still managed to enjoy his holidays and even sometimes forgot next term, but it would suddenly come back without the slightest warning, like the lights fusing, and he would be sick with fear and wish that he could be dead before the end of September. However, he hadn’t felt bad all the morning playing squash, and when Teddy praised his corner shots he felt a little rush of happiness.

Lunch was in the dining room because so many of them were at the beach, which meant washing properly, a great fag, but on the other hand meant second helpings were hotter – good. They had rabbit pie and castle puddings, which fortified them nicely for the immense bicycle ride Teddy had planned for them. They were going up past Watlington to Cripps Corner, then Staplecross, out on the Ewhurst Road, then right down a narrow lane and right again onto the Brede Road and back to Cripps Corner where they stopped for Snofrutes and choc bars – they were pretty hungry by then, but it was mostly downhill on the way back, and Teddy made them go past Home Place to Mill Farm to see if his father was back because he’d been promised a rabbit shoot before dinner. Simon was not considered old enough to shoot, but Teddy had said that he might come with them if he liked. Aunt Villy annoyingly suggested that he might like to play with Christopher instead, but although Christopher was older he was no good at games because his glasses steamed up and he couldn’t see the ball. Anyway, they couldn’t find him. So Simon said he had promised to get home for tea and went back to Home Place by himself. But it had been a wizard day, and there was Monopoly to look forward to with Teddy after dinner. When he got back, Mum was playing with Wills on the lawn, putting him on his tummy with a toy just out of reach to get him to crawl. Wills was wearing his nappy; his back was a pinky biscuit colour.

‘Should he have all that white fur down his spine?’

‘It’s not fur, darling, it’s tiny golden hairs. They’ve got bleached by the sun.’

Considering he was rather fat – he just had creases where his wrists and ankles ought to have been – only had one tooth and couldn’t say a single word, Wills was rather a nice baby, he thought. He picked up the teddy bear and moved it gently up to Wills’s face. Wills looked up at him and smiled as he grasped the bear’s ear and brought it to his mouth.

‘He’ll never learn to crawl if you do that.’ Sybil took the bear and put it just out of Wills’s reach. Simon thought he was going to cry as his face went a dark pink and he started to make heavy breathing noises. But then he suddenly stopped, and looked as though he was thinking hard about something. Then he looked very pleased and there was a ghastly smell. Simon withdrew in disgust. ‘I think he’s done something.’

‘I’m sure he has. Clever boy!’ She picked him up. ‘I’ll take him in and change him. Oh, darling, you’ve torn your shorts again!’

Simon glanced down. They’d been torn since before lunch – on a nail on the greenhouse door. He was surprised she hadn’t noticed sooner, but Wills seemed to take up all her attention these days. How she could cuddle somebody who was stinking like that he didn’t know.

‘Go and change them before tea. And put them in my room and I’ll mend them.’

Simon groaned. It was a point of honour with all the cousins to object to having to change, on the grounds that if they didn’t they would be made to change more than ever. ‘Oh, Mum, I could change when I have my bath. I can’t possibly be expected to change twice in one day, three times if you count putting on my clothes in the mornings.’

‘Simon, go and change.’ So he went. Outside his grandfather’s study he heard his father’s voice, and stopped. Perhaps Dad would give him some tennis practice after tea. But his father’s voice went on and on; he was reading something – the boring old Times, probably. Grown-ups seemed devoted to newspapers, read them and talked about what was in them every day at meals. The poor old Brig could hardly see, so people had to read to him an awful lot. He shut his eyes to see whether he could find his own room if he was blind, and it took ages, even with him cheating a bit at the top of the stairs. When he reached his bedroom door, he bumped into Polly coming out. I’ve just put a notice on your bed,’ she said. ‘Why are your eyes shut?’

He opened them. ‘No reason. I was just experimenting.’

‘Oh. Well, the notice is about the museum meeting. It’s at five o’clock in the old hen-house. You are cordially invited to attend. You can read the notice. It’s on your bed.’

‘So you said. Anyway, you’ve told me so I don’t need to.’

‘Are you coming?’

‘I might. I might not. I’m going to have tea now.’

She followed him into his room.

‘Simon, it’s no good having a museum if people aren’t interested.’

‘It’s more of a Christmas holidays thing to me.’

‘You can’t shut a museum for nearly a whole year every year. All the exhibits will get in a terrible state.’

He thought of the pieces of slipware from the kitchen garden, the rusty nail and bit of stone picked up at Bodiam and the Georgian penny donated by the Brig and said, ‘I don’t see why they would. If they’ve lasted till now, they can last a few more years without people looking at them. Anyway, I know them by heart.’ He undid his snake belt so that his shorts fell to his ankles and shuffled over to his drawer for the other pair. ‘Why don’t you ask Christopher? He could be Curator of Natural History.’

‘Good idea! I’ll ring up Mill Farm and get him.’

But she got Aunt Villy who had no idea where Christopher was.

Christopher had sat through a lunch he had not in the least wanted as he still felt sick. Car journeys were always bad: if he took off his specs he got a crashing headache; if he kept them on he was sick. At least it had been Mum driving. When it was Dad it was far worse, because Dad made him feel such a mutt and always made a fuss about stopping, so Christopher got frightened of being sick in the car, which would make a fearful row. Sometimes he actually hated Dad so much he imagined him falling down dead or just being struck by lightning so that although he might not be actually dead, he couldn’t speak another word. This, of course, made him feel wicked and ashamed of himself. But most of the time, he imagined himself doing amazing things – or perhaps quite ordinary things to most people, but things he was hopeless at – frightfully well, so that his father would say, ‘I say, Chris, old boy, that was superb. I’ve never met anyone who could do that – let alone you!’ He would bask in the glow of admiration, and sometimes his father would even throw a careless arm around him which, as they were men, implied deep affection – possibly, although it would never be mentioned, love. Sometimes, he would imagine his father making sarcastic, funny remarks not about him but somebody else, and inviting him to laugh at them with him. This was a kind of disgusting luxury: he was instantly ashamed of it, and then felt really awful. How could he agree to be an audience or party to something that he knew was so painful just because he wasn’t the victim? And he would go back to hating his father, and hating himself for wanting approval from such a foul person. He must be loathsome too, which, in turn, made it quite reasonable for Dad to go on getting at him. And it was true that he was rotten at all the things Dad thought important: sports, games, even things like making model aeroplanes and maths. And he couldn’t tell stories or make jokes and he was always knocking things over – namby-pamby bull in a cheap china shop, his father had said last week when he’d broken the sugar basin. In the last three years he’d developed a stutter which was always worse when people asked him questions, so nowadays he’d just go on trying to do whatever his father wanted, like packing the car this morning and not say anything at all. He was used to being a complete failure and only wished they’d leave him alone, but Mum was always trying to make him feel better by asking him about things she knew he was interested in, and that made him want to cry so he’d taken to not saying much to her either. He knew she must love him a lot to bother and despised her for it: it was stupid to love someone hopeless just because they were your son when there was nothing else to be said for them. But now, in spite of feeling queasy and having a bit of a headache, he was completely conscious of a kind of lightness, of feeling both free and safe – a funny mixture. Getting away from London, from Dad and from school was enough to make anyone happy, he thought. After lunch, he had put on his sandals and sneaked off, and nobody saw him go.

He went down the farm drive, and up the hill towards Home Place, where they had always stayed before. He found his usual way through a hedge above Home Place drive and skirted the little copse that ran above a bank along the kitchen side of the house. He reached the bridle path that led to the field in which they usually kept horses. There were two of them under the clump of Spanish chestnuts, nose to tail, brushing the flies from each other. He walked slowly up to them to see if they wanted to talk to him, and they did. They had their wonderful warm horse smell and he buried his face in the pony’s neck to take great breaths of it. The old grey whickered softly and looked at him with large eyes that had a bloom like black grapes. He had sunken bits in his forehead above his eyes and yellow teeth: he was quite old. When he left them, they began to follow him but soon gave up. He went across two fields, walking more slowly now because he felt well away from everyone. It was amazingly hot and still; the only sound was the high grasses brushing against his knees, and if he stopped, tiny insects’ noises – minute spurts of zooming or ticking sounds. The sky was a kind of bleached blue, hardly blue at all, and the trees in the wood he was heading for were motionless. In the place where he’d found them last year, he found two enormous mushrooms, which he picked. He took off his shirt and wrapped the mushrooms in it; he might need food if he got hungry. The last field before the wood ended in a sloping bank with a hedge at one end of which was the gate into his wood. He walked slowly down the hedgerow that was crowded with bryony, blackberries, hawthorn and wild rosehips. A few of the blackberries nearest the ground were ripe, and he picked what he could find. The tiny bright green crab apples were not ripe, nor the sloes, nor the hazelnuts, although they were delicious. He collected a few of them for his store. I might never go back, he thought. I might just live here.

A jay announced his entrance to the wood. He had noticed that it was always a blackbird or a jay – usually a jay – that made a sudden flight with noisy warning cries. Knowing this and it happening made him smile.

His little brook was just the same. Never more than a yard wide, it ran crystal clear over pebbles and round small sandy shoals, between banks that were almost flush with the water, and lined with brilliantly green moss, or steeper with wild garlic and ferns. The place where he had made a dam still had a much wider pool, although the dam was broken down and rotting. He sat on a bank, kicked off his sandals and sank his feet into the deliciously cool water. When his feet began to ache with cold, he got up and began to walk upstream till he got to the island. It was too small to live on, or even really to be on, but the banks on one side of the stream sloped gently upwards to a sunlit glade. Here, last year, he had tried to build a house by hammering in some old chestnut fencing stakes in pairs, and filling the gap with branches he had cut from the hazel and elder. He had only achieved one wall, and this was now silvery and brittle and, with the dead leaves fallen from the branches, full of holes. He did not feel like building any more of it today; instead he made a little bonfire which he lit with his magnifying glass. When it was going nicely, he got a forked stick and toasted his mushrooms one by one. He peeled them first, licking the rich brown from the spores off his fingers. He was ravenously hungry. The mushrooms did not toast very well, they simply got rather smoky, but at least they had not become all slippery with grease and frying. He chewed them very slowly – they tasted quite magical and might easily effect some great change in him. Then he ate the blackberries, which had become rather squashed in his shirt that was now stained with blue patches from the juice. What was interesting was how different blackberries could taste from each other: some quite nutty, some acid, some reminding him perfectly of bramble jelly. His fire was now a heap of bright grey ash. He got a great wedge of moss which he soaked in the stream and put on the ashes. There was a gentle hissing and the blue smoke changed to white. He was ready for the pond.

The pond lay in a deep hollow at the far end of the wood. It was overhung by branches of enormous trees, some of which were slowly falling into it. The water was black and still; there were bulrushes and two dragonflies. He took off his shorts and waded in the thick, oozing mud, which made iridescent bubbles come up onto the water. Just as he was about to throw himself in for a swim, he saw a small adder, its elegant head erect above the water, its body undulating as it swam silently across the middle. He knew it was an adder because of the V on its head; it was funny that it also made a V ripple each side of its neck. He waited till it reached the opposite bank and instantly disappeared. He’d been lucky to see it. Then he threw himself forward onto the soft black water, which was warmish compared to the stream. It was rather a small pond for swimming, and getting out was always awful, because of the mud; he knew he’d have to go back to the stream to wash because of the fuss they’d make at home about a small amount of dirt, which would, anyway, have dried on him by the time he got back. There was a delightful marshy smell – like concentrated bulrushes. He hadn’t seen the heron, which was often there, but the adder was a tremendous bonus. After he had washed off most of the mud, he lay in his glade beside the wall of his house, and went to sleep.

When he woke, the sun had gone and the birds were making evening noises. He put on his shirt, and started home. The first field was full of rabbits: the older ones feeding, the young ones playing. He would have liked to watch them for a bit, but he could come back early in the morning and do that. He was hungry again. He could tell by the state of the sun that he would have missed tea, but there might be something he could coax out of the maids to last him until suppertime. He broke into a steady trot. Three mallard were flying from the small river that bounded the field towards his wood: going to his pond, he expected; they might be the same three he had seen there last year. Why can’t I live here? he thought. Never go back to London again in my life, be a farmer or do people’s gardens or something. Or look after animals, or someone’s estate. He had been looking down, because of rabbit holes, but the sound of a single shot made him look up and he stopped. Rabbits were running towards him, away from the gate into the horse field. There was a second shot, and a rabbit keeled over a few yards away, tried to get up, made an awful soft screaming sound and fell back again, twitching. He ran up to it and touched its fur: it was warm – and dead.

‘We didn’t see you – had no idea you were there.’ It was Uncle Edward with Teddy, who emerged from the shadows of a large tree.

‘I got him!’ Teddy was exultant. He picked up the rabbit by its hind legs; there was scarlet blood on its white stomach. He swung it round in the air. ‘My first this hols!’

Christopher looked from father to son. Uncle Edward was smiling indulgently, Teddy was beaming. Neither of them thought it in the least horrible, which he knew it was.

‘A good clean shot,’ Uncle Edward was saying.

‘He screamed,’ Christopher blurted, and felt tears scorching his eyes. ‘It can’t have been that clean.’

‘He won’t have felt anything, old boy. It was too sudden.’

‘Oh, well, he’s dead now, isn’t he?’ his voice sounded artificial, even to him. ‘Got to go,’ he muttered, turning away just as the tears spurted out of his eyes, and broke into a run. He scrambled over the gate and momentarily looked back. They were walking away from him, towards the bank by his wood: they were going to try and kill more. A fox might have got it, but it would have needed it. They were doing it for some damn stupid idea of fun; the rabbit meant nothing to them. If he was living in his wood, he would have bows and arrows and he would kill rabbits from time to time, but it would be for food, like the fox. Not that that made it any better for the rabbit. He was walking now that he’d got well away from them in the smaller field where there was not a rabbit to be seen. No wonder it was difficult to watch any wild animals unless you waited for ages; they knew people were awful and quite sensibly ran or flew away from them. He tried to think about death – it happened to everything, of course, in the end, but making it happen was probably wicked, well, it was murder, which people got hung for if they just killed one other person, but got medals for in wars. He would be a pacifist like a boy’s father at school and he’d rather be a vet than a doctor any old day because it seemed that animals didn’t have enough people on their side. Then, because he saw a Painted Lady, he remembered how he’d killed butterflies last year just to collect them and he had honestly to admit to being a bit of a murderer himself. The fact that he didn’t want to do it any more was only because he’d got all the kinds that were in this part of the country, so there was nothing very marvellous about stopping. He was no better than his cousin, who was, after all, a year younger – only fourteen. But if he was serious about not murdering things, he ought to give away his collection. This was a horrible thought: Mum had given him a collector’s chest with twelve shallow drawers, and he’d only just got everything properly arranged, with each specimen set on pale blue blotting paper and a little white ticket to say what each one was. Perhaps he needn’t give the chest away as well and he could use it for collecting something else. The point was, he loved the butterflies and wanted to keep them, but he could also see, rather uncomfortably, that that wasn’t the point. It was no good saying you were against something if you went and did the opposite. He wondered whether being a pacifist would turn out to be like this, only worse; he didn’t know much about what it entailed, except that Jenkins got ragged about having a father who was one. He supposed he’d be bullied about it, but he was used to that: they already bullied him about his father being the school bursar. Perhaps he could put off being a pacifist until he left school, and just begin by being against people killing animals for any reason except when they needed to eat them? That certainly meant giving away the butterfly collection. Giving the chest away with it would hurt his mother’s feelings. There he went again; it might, but the point was, he wanted to keep the chest. ‘Admit it!’ he said furiously aloud.

‘Admit what? Hallo, Christopher! Are you coming to the museum meeting? It’s happening now in the old hen-house. You are cordially invited to attend.’

It was Polly. He’d gone into the stable yard of Home Place without thinking because he’d always stayed there before. Polly was sitting on the wall that led to the kitchen garden. She wore a bright blue dress and was eating a Crunchie. His mouth watered.

‘Want some?’ She held the bar waveringly down to his mouth. ‘That was a pretty large bit.’

He nodded. When his mouth was less full, he said, ‘I missed tea.’

‘Oh, poor you!’ She gave him the rest of the bar. So then he felt he had to go to the museum meeting.

When Rupert got back to Home Place to put the car away, he could hear Mrs Tonbridge making a scene in the flat above the garage that the Brig had so misguidedly built for them. He could hear her yelling even before he switched off the engine. Then there was the sound of a piece of china being smashed and, after a moment, Tonbridge emerged in his shirt-sleeves looking more pinched and gloomy than usual. He stopped and stood in the doorway at the foot of the stairs, then took a cigarette from behind his ear and lit it. His hands were shaking. Rupert, who had been collecting bathing towels from out of the boot, pretending not to have heard anything, straightened up and greeted him.

Tonbridge, with one expert movement, pinched out the cigarette and put it back behind his ear. ‘Good evening, Mr Rupert.’ The boot was still open. ‘I’ll take the lunch in, sir.’ He hadn’t been able to eat any of the awful tea Ethyl had provided him with, with her blinding on about the country being too quiet and, anyway, everything fried kicked up his ulcer something wicked, which well she knew and much she cared. Mrs Cripps would give him a nice cup of tea and a fairy cake before he went off to fetch Miss Rachel from the station. Rupert, who guessed that he would do anything to get away from Mrs Tonbridge, took one end of the handle of the heavy wicker picnic basket and they marched with it to the kitchen back door. Rupert walked around to the front. The door of his father’s study was open and he began calling as soon as he heard Rupert’s steps.

‘Hugh? Edward? Which one of you is it?’

‘It’s me, Dad.’

‘Oh, Rupert. The very feller I wanted to see. Come in, my boy. Have a whisky. Shut the door. I wanted to have a word with you.’

‘Darling, eat your cake.’

‘I suppose if I can’t have it, I’d better.’ Then she saw Rachel’s eyes cloud with comprehension and pain and added quickly, ‘Don’t mind me. I always feel blue when you go.’ She broke off a piece of the walnut cake with her fork and ate it. ‘I meant it would be quite nice to be able to take it to eat on the bus on the way home.’

Rachel’s face cleared. ‘Why don’t you? Better still, have another piece for the bus. Have mine. I don’t want it a bit.’

They were sitting in Fuller’s in the Strand, having tea before Rachel caught her train to Battle. She had been up for the day, attending a meeting that was called to raise funds for her Babies’ Hotel. That had been in the morning, and she had met Sid for lunch – a picnic of ham and rolls and apples consumed amid the dust sheets at Chester Terrace. The house was shut for the summer, with only old Mary caretaking in its vast and cavernous basement. Afterwards, they had walked in the Park, arm in arm, discussing, as they nearly always did, the problems of the holidays and Evie’s health and state of mind, and the consequent difficulties of Sid coming down to stay. It had been finally determined that Rachel should sound out the Duchy about the possibility of Evie coming too, if the conductor for whom she worked as a secretary went on tour and did not need her.

‘Walnut cake reminds me of going back to school,’ Rachel now said. ‘The Duchy used to take me out to tea, but I always felt homesick and I couldn’t eat anything. So do have it,’ she added.

‘Righty-ho.’ Sid picked up the piece, wrapped it in the paper napkin, and put it in her battered bag. Rachel had been eating or rather not eating a piece of buttered toast.

‘You know I’d stay up if I possibly could.’

You possibly could, thought Sid, if you weren’t so damnably unselfish.

‘My darling, I’ve come to accept that you live for others. It’s just that – sometimes – I wish that I could be one of them.’

Rachel put down her cup. ‘But you couldn’t ever be!’ There was a silence, her face flooded with colour that slowly ebbed away as Sid watched. Then, in a voice that was both casual and unsteady and not looking at Sid, she said, ‘I’d always rather be with you than anyone in the world!’

Sid found she was unable to speak. She put her hand over Rachel’s, then, meeting those troubled innocent eyes, she winked and said, ‘Oy, oy! We must catch your blasted train.’

They paid for their tea and walked without speaking to Charing Cross to the platform barrier.

‘Want me to see you off?’

Rachel shook her head. ‘It’s been such a lovely day,’ she said, and tried to smile.

‘Hasn’t it just? Goodbye, my darling. Mind you ring.’ She put two fingers on Rachel’s face, stopped for a moment when she reached her mouth to receive the minute trembling kiss. Then she turned clumsily away and walked out of the station without looking back.

‘The fact is, my dear, that it’s jolly unfair. We’re the only ones who aren’t allowed grown-up supper.’

‘Wills isn’t.’

‘Wills! He hardly exists! He’s not even a child.’

‘Well, we don’t have to have supper with him. And I quite like him, anyway. He is my brother,’ she added.

‘Oh, he’s all right as far as he goes. But it doesn’t alter the fact that it’s jolly unfair. Even Simon has dining-room supper and he’s only twelve. You have to admit that there’s not much justice there.’

‘No, there isn’t. Pass the soap.’

They were sitting in each end of the bath, not washing. Clary’s plate lay on the mahogany shelf by the tooth mugs. Their backs were pink from the sun, with white marks from their bathing dresses. The soles of their feet were dark grey from not wearing sandals. Polly scrubbed her flannel with soap and began to wash a foot.

‘We should stop washing as a protest,’ said Clary.

‘I’m only washing the bits that are dirty, only my feet, in fact. Mummy always inspects them.’

Clary was silent. Zoë wouldn’t dream of bothering with her feet and Dad wouldn’t notice. In some ways this was better, and in some ways worse. Polly looked up, and recognising Clary’s silence, said quickly, ‘It was a jolly good meeting. Christopher was super. Think of having all those butterflies. It was a good idea of yours to make him Curator of the Natural History section.’

‘And if Louise doesn’t like it she can lump it.’

Without a word, Polly got out of the bath and wrapped herself in the threadbare bath towels that the Duchy felt were good enough for children.

‘You haven’t washed your other foot!’

‘I don’t want to stay in the bath with you. You’re too horrible. First you’re against everybody, then poor old Wills, and now Louise. You’re getting like Richard III.’

‘I’m not!’ When Polly didn’t reply, she said, ‘I’m really not. Give me your other foot. I’ll wash it for you.’

‘How do I know you’re not going to drag me off my balance? You’re in a very treacherous state of mind. I don’t trust you as a matter of fact.’

Polly was perfectly right, of course. She was horrible. Angry things just mounted up in her until some of them had to come out – an explosion of nastiness – and then she felt awful, like now, ashamed and confused to be so much worse a person than Polly, who never seemed to have bad feelings about anything and certainly not about people. ‘I wouldn’t drag you,’ she muttered. Her eyes were full of scorching tears. A grey, horny foot was thrust over her left shoulder.

‘OK,’ Polly said. ‘Thanks.’

Clary washed with tremendous care. ‘I’m trying not to tickle,’ she said humbly, when Polly wriggled.

She didn’t want to be too nice, which would make Clary cry more, so she said, ‘I know you are.’

‘I bet Jesus tickled the disciples’ feet when He washed them. There were so many of them, He would have got careless.’

‘Bet they didn’t dare laugh, though. Have you noticed how in books people do things with hair that you never could do?’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, like Mary Magdalene drying Jesus’s feet with it, or heroines embroidering handkerchiefs. I bet when you ironed them the hair would just sizzle away. And Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair. You couldn’t climb somebody’s hair like a rope – it would be agony.’

‘I suppose it’s just that in books you can say what you like.’

‘They ought to stick to real things,’ Clary said, getting out of the bath. ‘When I’m a writer, I shall. I shan’t write any old nonsense that doesn’t work.’

‘You are so lucky having a career! Don’t forget your plate.’ Clary looked at the plate. One minute she was lucky, the next minute, the reverse.

‘I was going to forget it,’ she said sadly. ‘You might have shut up about it.’

‘Put it in,’ advised Polly. ‘Then take it out again, and I won’t say anything. That’ll be sort of true.’

Clary picked it up and put it in with an audible click. Then she took it out again. Then she looked at Polly. ‘You wouldn’t do that,’ she said. ‘You’d stick to the truth.’

Their eyes met, and Polly said, ‘Sorry! I suppose I would. But you don’t have to wear it.’

‘But if you had, you would.’ She put the plate back in. ‘I admire your character enormously,’ she said even more sadly. The plate hurt immediately: it really spoilt meals. She picked up her towel and sneezed.

‘You won’t have to wear it for ever, and I think you’re frightfully brave about it. You’ll end up as beautiful as the day.’

‘But not good, like all those princesses in the books. More likely to be a wicked ugly sister. Or cousin.’

‘Tell you what. When they’ve started their dinner, let’s take our supper to the orchard and have a midnight feast in the tree.’

‘That’s a brilliant idea! We’ll have to wait till they’ve said goodnight to us. We’ll have to pretend to eat the food and hide it in our beds, and then go out.’

They were friends again.

Rupert fairly reeled out of his father’s study, started to go upstairs to Zoë, and then changed his mind and went to the drawing room, which he knew would be empty since the Duchy never used it until after dinner. It was cool and full of the comfortingly familiar scent of sweet peas: the Duchy adored them, and there were always large bowls crammed with them about the house in the summer. The blinds were still drawn against the sun: the Duchy, who lamented the room not facing north, kept it well shrouded until all danger of sunlight had passed. He went to the window and released the blind, which flew up with a snap revealing a tumultuous orange and purple sunset and, as he watched, a train, like a small black toy, puffed steadily from right to left in the distance. He badly wanted to talk to somebody, but not to Zoë since he could imagine exactly what she would say and it would not resolve his dilemma. ‘The Brig has asked me to join the firm.’ ‘Oh, Rupe! What a marvellous idea!’ ‘He has only asked me to consider it. I haven’t made up my mind.’ ‘Why ever not?’ And so on. She would see it only in terms of a relief from financial anxieties. She would not for one moment consider what it would be like to stop being a painter of any kind, and become a businessman – something he would dislike and be no good at. On the other hand, it wasn’t as though he was painting much now, anyway: in term time he was too fagged from teaching all day and the holidays were more or less spent with, or on, Zoë and the children. It was certainly true that their car was absolutely on its last legs and, due to Clary’s extremely expensive dental treatment, he could see no way of getting a new one in the foreseeable future. And when Zoë could drive, she would want a car more than ever.

If he joined the firm, he wouldn’t have to worry about things like getting a new car. He could paint in his holiday. No, he couldn’t. He’d only get a fortnight a year, plus Christmas and Easter, and if he couldn’t manage to paint in the long school holidays, he certainly wouldn’t manage in one short one. Zoë would expect to be taken somewhere exotic – skiing or something like that. He thought fleetingly of the Sunday painters, and even more fleetingly of the lengths to which Gauguin had gone to be a painter. Perhaps I’m not a real painter at all, he thought. It needs to be put first, and I never do that. Better to give it all up. He wished that Rachel was back from London. She would be the best person to talk to. Either of his brothers might have views either way about it that preempted them from giving him good advice. ‘Don’t expect you to make up your mind at once,’ the Brig had said. Think about it. Serious decision. I needn’t say how delighted I should be if you agree, though.’ The poor old boy was having to give it up by degrees, although he’d fight his blindness all the way. He didn’t want what he described as outsiders. But it was difficult to go into a job feeling that your greatest, if not only, asset was that your name was Cazalet. The drawing-room grandfather clock struck seven. He’d have to go up if he wanted a bath before changing.

He’d planned not to say anything to Zoë, who was lying on their bed reading yet another novel by Howard Spring, but when he went to kiss her forehead and greet her she simply said, ‘Fine, thank you,’ without taking her eyes from her book.

Some childish urge to startle her, get her attention, made him say, ‘The Brig has asked me to join the firm.’

She dropped her book on her stomach. ‘Oh, Rupe! What a marvellous idea!’

‘I haven’t made up my mind yet. There’s plenty of time to think about it.’

‘Why haven’t you?’

‘Made up my mind? Because it’s a very serious decision and I’m not at all sure that I want to change my profession.’

‘Why ever not?’

‘Because it’s something I would be doing all the time. For the rest of my life,’ he began patiently, but she sat up, threw aside the eiderdown and ran to him, throwing her arms round his neck and saying, ‘I know what it is! You’re afraid you wouldn’t be any good at it. You’re so …’ she searched for what, to her, would be the right word, ‘so awfully … unassuming. You’d be a marvellous businessman. Everybody loves you. You’d be wonderful at it!’

She had bathed and cooled after her bath, and her skin smelled of rose geranium. He realised now that her charms touched him, not with excitement but more with the poignancy of their fidelity. He kissed her with a tenderness she did not recognise and said, ‘I’m off for a bath. One thing. This is a secret. I don’t want to discuss this en famille tonight or at all. So will you keep mum?’

She nodded.

‘Truly, Zoë? You promise?’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ she said in her haughty voice. It did not always suit her to be treated as a child.

As she made up her face and dressed for dinner, she thought of all the things that would be better if Rupert stopped being a schoolmaster and became like his brothers. They could have a nicer house – she loathed Hammersmith – get a decent car, Clary could be sent to a good boarding school (‘good’ showed that she cared for Clary’s welfare), they could go out in the evenings more, since Rupert would not be so tired. She would entertain for him – she would give wonderful dinners which would help him in his career – but most of all, relieved of the constant worry about money and not having enough of it, he would become the carefree, lighthearted Rupert she had married. Because somewhere she knew that their marriage was not exactly as it had been four years ago, although, heaven knows, it was not she who had changed: she had never, for a second, stopped taking trouble with her appearance which she could see – look at Sybil and Villy, and worst of all, Villy’s pathetic sister – was what happened to most women, but in spite of everything she did about it she could sense fleetingly, and with a terror that congealed to resentment, that Rupert did not respond to her with the same unthinking passion that he once had. There had been times when she had felt that she was resistible, something she had thought she would never be. He was nicer to her in public, and less to her when they were alone. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, darling,’ or ‘Zoë, sometimes you are a silly ass!’ he had used to say sometimes around the family table, and how hurt she had been! But their rows about that sort of thing had resolved themselves in bed – marvellously, wonderfully – and in the end it had always been she who had apologised for being silly, for not understanding what he had meant. She had always been prepared to admit her faults. But he never said those sorts of things now; it was ages since he had teased or snubbed her, and the sweetness of the inevitable reconciliation was also distant. Of course, one day she would be old, and then she supposed that things would be different, but that was ages away – she was twenty-three and women were supposed to become more attractive up to the age of thirty, at least, and she would probably last longer because she had always taken such trouble. She examined her face now with a stern, dispassionate care: she would be the first to find fault with it, but no fault could be found. All I want is for him to love me, she thought. I don’t care about anything else. She was not aware that the secret lies are the ones that endure.

After he got back from golf Hugh read to his father for an hour and then played some patient, very hot tennis with Simon. His serve was still very erratic, but his backhand was becoming more reliable. Sybil came and watched them for a bit, but then she went away to bath and feed Wills who was getting hungry and restive. Hugh missed her presence and the midges, clouds of them like animated haloes round their heads, were distracting. ‘I think I’m going to call it a day, old boy,’ he said after the second set. Simon agreed with the show of reluctance that was proper to his pride but, actually, in spite of an enormous tea, he was extremely hungry and supper, since he was having it in the dining room, wouldn’t be for ages. He sloped off to the kitchen, to see what he could coax out of Mrs Cripps, who favoured him and admired his appetite. Hugh had left him to wind down the net and collect the balls and racquets and wandered towards the Duchy’s rose garden, where he could see her in the distance wearing her hessian apron and carrying a trug, deadheading her beloved roses. But I don’t want to talk to her now, he thought, waved and turned right on the cinder path that led back to the house. Passing his father’s study he could hear him talking – a pause, and then Rupert’s voice. He climbed the steep back stairs and went to their bedroom, the room in which Wills had been born – in which the little unknown baby had died. There was a tidy dazzlingly white litter of baby things at one end: Sybil must be bathing him. Usually he loved to see him in his bath, but this evening he wanted to be alone.

He unlaced his tennis shoes and lay on the bed. The conversation at lunch with Edward was still knocking about in his mind. There was a danger of war; everything that Edward had said about if seemed reasonable and was, after all, as he knew perfectly well, what most people said, but it didn’t convince him at all. Most people, of his generation at least, so much didn’t want a war that they refused to think about it. And younger people couldn’t be expected to know a great deal, since when the last war ever came up – at the club, or at City dinners – it was discussed in a manner both cheery and heroic: old songs, camaraderies, the war to end wars; there was this girl in a café at Ypres – the one with the little brown mole on her lip? Yes, that was the one! But no earthly idea of what it had been like was ever passed on. Even he, when he had his war nightmares – less often these days, but still occasionally recurring – never told Sybil what they were actually about. No, the long silence on the subject continued, and he, in his own way, was a party to it. But silence about that war was one thing, the general refusal to consider the facts of what was happening now was another. Germany had had conscription for several years, nearly four, and people didn’t seem to think that there was anything odd about that. And Hitler: he was laughed at, called Schicklgruber, which they thought extremely funny, although it was his name – called a mere house-painter, which he had been, and written off as not only absurd but mad, which somehow enabled them to refuse to take him seriously at all. But it was clear that the Germans took him seriously all right. When Hitler had simply walked into Austria last spring, he had been almost glad because he thought that now, at last, other people would have to take notice of him. But it didn’t seem to have made any difference at all. There was one bloke in politics who’d had a go at the Nazi regime, but that simply meant that he was kept out of the Cabinet. And Chamberlain, although of course he had a good political family background, did not strike him as a leader who would be much good at getting people’s heads out of the sand.

On their drive back from Rye, he had made another attempt to get Edward to consider the matter – asked him what he thought was going to happen in Czechoslovakia where there was a German minority that looked like being the Nazis’ next target. Edward had said that he knew nothing about Czechoslovakia except that they were supposed to be good at making shoes and glass, and if the country contained a whole lot of Germans it was perfectly reasonable of them to want to ally themselves to the rest of their race, it really wasn’t anything to do with Britain or France. When Hugh, who realised then, for the first time, the degree of his brother’s ignorance in the matter, pointed out that Czechoslovakia was a democracy whose borders had been determined by England and France at the treaty of Versailles and that, therefore, it could reasonably be said to be something to do with them, Edward had replied almost irritably that Hugh obviously knew far more about it than he did, but that the main point was that nobody wanted another war, and it would be foolish to get involved with Hitler, (who seemed rather an hysterical chap), about something that clearly had more to do with Germany than it did with Britain, and, anyway, they’d probably have a plebiscite as they had with the Saar, and the whole thing would straighten itself out. No point in getting jumpy, he had added, and had immediately started to talk about how they could deter the Old Man from buying the vast quantity of teak and iroko that seemed to be far in excess of the firm’s requirements and was tying up far too much capital. ‘There’s another shipload lying in bond at East India now. All those logs are going to take a hell of a lot of space, not to mention the West African mahogany at Liverpool. I can’t think where we’re going to put them all. Have a word with him, old boy. He won’t take a blind bit of notice of me.’

As you won’t of me, Hugh thought, but he did not say so.

He had shut his eyes and must have dozed off as, without his hearing them, he found Sybil sitting on the bed beside him with Wills, wrapped in a bath towel in her arms.

‘One baby,’ she said, setting him on the bed. Hugh sat up and took Wills in his arms. He smelled of Vinolia soap, and his hair, long and straggly at the back – like an unsuccessful composer, Rachel had said – was damp. He smiled at Hugh, and thrust his fingers with surprisingly sharp nails into Hugh’s face.

‘Just hold him while I get his night clothes.’

Hugh removed the hand. ‘Steady on, old boy, that’s my eye.’ Wills looked at him reproachfully for a moment, and then his gaze wandered to the signet ring on his father’s finger, which he grabbed and drew powerfully up to his mouth.

‘Isn’t he clever?’ said Sybil returning with nappies.

Hugh looked at her with relief. ‘Enormously,’ he said.

‘He’s laughing at us,’ Sybil told the baby as, having folded the Harrington square, she laid him back in the appropriate position. He lay watching both his parents with benevolent dignity while his loins were wrapped and pinned for the night.

‘He hasn’t a care in the world,’ said Hugh. ‘Oh, yes, he has! He lost his duck in the bath, and he simply loathes brains and Nanny makes him have them every week.’

‘It doesn’t seem very bad to me.’

‘Other people’s troubles never do,’ Sybil replied, adding, ‘I don’t mean just you, darling, I mean anyone. Can you keep an eye on him while I get his bottle?’

‘What’s Nanny up to?’

‘She’s in Hastings with Ellen. It’s their day off. They’ve gone to the Fol-de-Rols on the pier. Then they’ll have a terribly rich tea with éclairs and meringues and Nanny will have a bilious attack tomorrow.’

‘How on earth do you know that?’

‘Because it happens every week. Nannies have to have their childish side or they would be no good at playing with children. She’s a very good nanny in other ways.’

When she left, Wills frowned and began to get red in the face, so Hugh picked him up and showed him how the electric light switches worked, which cheered him at once. Hugh found himself wondering whether Wills would grow up to be a scientist. He might be anything, even a timber merchant, but the great thing was that Wills should be allowed to choose and not simply drift into the family business as he felt he had done. The war again. It seemed to him as though that war had been his youth; before it had been his childhood – life measured by wonderful holidays and terms at school that could be endured for the regular bouts of family life and, best of all, the reunions with Edward (they had been sent to different schools on some mysterious principle that he had never understood). He had done quite well and hated it; Edward had done badly and had not minded at all. And then the last term and not only the glorious summer stretching ahead, but the even more glorious prospect of going to Cambridge – all dashed in August.

He had joined the Coldstream Guards in September; Edward, wild to go with him, had tried to do the same but, at seventeen, they had told him he must wait a year. So he had gone off to the Machine Gun Corps and lied about his age and got in. In a few months they were soldiers in France taking their own horses from home. In those four years he had seen Edward only twice: once in a muddy lane near Amiens when their horses had neighed in greeting before they caught sight of each other; and once when he had been wounded, and somehow Edward had contrived to visit him in hospital before he was shipped back to England. Edward – a major at not quite twenty-one – had breezed into the ward, captivating the VADs and telling the gaunt battleaxe of a matron, ‘Take extra care of him because he is my brother,’ and she had smiled, looked twenty years younger, and said, ‘Of course, Major Cazalet.’ ‘How did you get a pass?’ he had asked. Edward winked. ‘I didn’t. I said, “Pass? I’m an E.D.W.A.R.D.!” And they said “Sorry, sir,” and let me through.’ And Hugh had found himself starting to laugh but, in fact, crying helplessly, and Edward sat on the bed and held his remaining hand, and then mopped him up with a silk handkerchief that smelled of home. ‘Poor old boy! Did they get the shrapnel out of your head? And he’d nodded, but of course they hadn’t – some of it was too far in, they had told him after, he’d have to live with it. Funny thing was that what had hurt most at the time had been his two broken ribs – his stump, after they had amputated his hand, had been more an agony of the mind. It had hurt, of course, but they’d given him a lot of morphine then, and the worst thing had been when they dressed it. He couldn’t bear them to touch it, or rather, the only way he could bear it was by never looking to see what they were doing. In between being dressed, it ached and twitched and itched and often felt as though his hand was still there. Well, none of that was much compared to some of the things he had seen. He looked now at the black silk stump with the small pad at the end and thought how incredibly lucky he had been.

When Edward had got up to leave he’d kissed him – something that they did not usually do – and said, ‘You look after yourself, old chap.’ ‘And you,’ he’d said, trying to sound casual. Edward had smiled, winked again and said, ‘You bet.’ He’d walked away down the ward without looking back. And he had lain there watching the doors at the end of the ward still swinging gently after Edward had passed through them and thought, It’s a bloody awful world, and I’ll never see him again. Then he’d realised that Edward’s handkerchief was stuffed in his left hand.

They’d got him back to a hospital in England – some large country house that had been turned into a convalescent home – and his ribs and the stump had healed and the Godawful headaches, the nightmares and sweats had abated somewhat and he was sent home, weak, irritable, depressed and feeling too tired and too old to care about anything much. He was twenty-two. Edward, of course, did come back, with nothing worse than rocky lungs, from living in trenches where the gas hung about for weeks, and frostbite that had caused him to lose a toe, but the funny thing was that he didn’t seem changed at all, seemed to be just as he had been before they had both gone to France, was full of energy and japes, would stay up all night dancing, and go to work all day as fresh as a daisy. Girls fell for him easily – he was always having little gold pencils and bracelets engraved with Betty and Vivien and Norah, was always going off for weekends to play tennis or shoot or go to country dances, must have met more parents of girls he readily got engaged to than most and always came off with flying colours. He never mentioned the war; it was as though it had been like a particularly nasty boarding school where death and mutilation rather than mere bullying had been the norm, but now he was out the other side of it into eternal holidays. The only time Hugh remembered him as having been at all out of his depth was when he fell for a young married woman whose husband had been so badly shell-shocked he was a permanent invalid. He had been really smitten by her – Jennifer something she had been called – but then he had met Villy and that had, but not immediately, been that. But then he had met Sybil and fallen so much in love with her that he had ceased to notice anything else that was going on. Sybil! She had changed his life: meeting her had been the most incredibly—

‘Sorry to have been so long. It had got much too hot and I had to cool it down.’ She squirted the teat onto the back of her hand. ‘You’d better give him to me or he’ll get cross.’ Hugh kissed the back of his baby’s neck – his hair was drying into little tender curls – and then in the middle of handing him over, he kissed his wife on the mouth.

‘Darling! What’s all that about?’ She took the protesting baby and settled herself in a chair.

‘I was remembering when I first met you.’

‘Oh! That!’ She gave him a glance half appraising, half shy.

‘The luckiest day in my life. Listen, in this heat, you don’t want to come up to town – just for a night?’

‘Of course I do!’ She had been wondering whether she should get out of it. Not that she didn’t want to see him, but she did hate leaving Wills, and London was so hot and smelly after the country.

‘Sure? Because I’m perfectly happy on my own.’

‘Sure.’ She knew that he wasn’t.

‘I’ll take you to see the Lunts. Or would you prefer the Emlyn Williams play?’

‘I’m happy with either. Which would you like?’

‘I don’t mind in the least.’ He would have preferred to dine quietly with her and not go anywhere. ‘Oysters will have started. We can go to Bentley’s first. We’ll have a great night out.’

So far as the unselfishness game went, it was checkmate.

Sid caught her 53 bus at the corner of Trafalgar Square and went upstairs to a seat right in the front. She paid for her fourpenny ticket before she went up; now, with any luck, she’d be left in peace. She settled herself, blew her nose, and tried to be what Rachel would call sensible. But what started happening at once, as it nearly always did at times like these, was resentment, bitter and continuous, and on a scale that she utterly concealed from her darling R. She could understand that the Brig was going blind, and that this was awful for him, but why did that make Rachel the person who had to look after him? He was married, wasn’t he? What about the Duchy doing her share for a change? The idea seemed never to have occurred to any of them. The Duchy was perfectly capable of reading aloud to him, of taking dictation at a pinch, of helping him with his letters and conducting him about the place. Why should Rachel feel that her parents – both of them – depended upon her so entirely? Why did they not see that she was entitled to a life of her own? Rachel had even talked today of possibly having to give up her Babies’ Hotel, as the Brig would require too much of her time for her to do her work there properly. And if she did give that up, bang would go the only valid excuse she ever had for getting away during these interminable holidays. It was the English Victorian concept of the unmarried daughter that did it. For a second, Sid contemplated the idea of Rachel having married someone, and therefore escaping this onerous fate but the thought of Rachel being touched by someone else – a man – was, in fact, worse. There might have been children: Rachel would never be free of them. But if the husband had died or went off with someone else, she could have helped Rachel with the children – they could have lived together. Oh, no, they couldn’t: Evie loomed with her ill health, her dependence, her hopeless crushes on unsuitable people who were usually ignorant of Evie’s feelings for them and couldn’t be seen for dust if they were not. Evie had nobody in the world but her as she so often said. She never succeeded in sticking to any job for one reason or another; she was jealous of Sid’s life wherever it did not touch her own. She had no money, and they staggered on together on Sid’s salary from the school, her private teaching and the bits and bobs that Evie spasmodically contributed. They had been left the little house in Maida Vale by their mother and that was it. No, she was tied, too – tied, in real terms, more inextricably than Rachel. But she did not have Rachel’s goodness: she deeply resented her imprisonment, was not even sure that if Rachel were free, she would not behave very badly to Evie – leave her the house and tell her to get on with it. But Rachel would never agree to that. The image of Rachel’s face in the tea shop when she said, I’d rather be with you than with anybody in the world,’ recurred. It had moved her so much at the time that she had resorted to a kind of music-hall jauntiness, but now, on her own, that painful declaration dropped deeply into her heart – was balm indeed. ‘She does love me – me, of all people – she has chosen to love me! What more can I ask than that?’ Not a damn thing.

The feeling of richness, the fortune of being so loved saw her through the hot and dreary evening – the fish pie Evie had made that tasted of wet laundry, her persistent questioning about what she had done all day, and even, when Sid was making some decent coffee, her burrowing in Sid’s handbag for cigarettes (she was always running out – too lazy to go and buy them for herself) and her finding the piece of walnut cake. ‘What on earth have you got this in your handbag for? Oh – walnut cake! I adore walnut cake! Did Rachel give it to you? You don’t mind if I have just a teeny piece? Sure, I know it’s bad for my ulcer, but I do so want a little treat!’ then eating it with her pale, sly, anxious eyes fixed on Sid’s face for the slightest sign of rejection or injury. She gave neither: whenever she felt her pity or affection waning, she conjured back that unsteady, casual voice and was able to continue indifferently kind.

After supper they took the coffee tray up to the stuffy little sitting room, so full of the grand piano that there was barely any room for their two battered old arm chairs. It was so stuffy that Sid opened the French windows that looked onto the small back garden. It contained a huge lime tree and a small square of lawn that she had not mowed for weeks. Willowherb and Michaelmas daisies grew in the narrow beds against the black brick walls, and the gravel path that separated the beds from the lawn was full of dandelions and chickweed. It was not a garden they either used or enjoyed. The iron balustrade and steps that led down from the windows to the garden were rusty – the blistering paint needed burning off. If they were not invited to Home Place, Sid thought, she should really spend some of the holidays refurbishing things. She did not dare tell Evie of this infinitely more inviting possibility because her disappointment, and her ruminations about it if it did not come off, would be unbearable. And also, of course, Waldo might not go on tour. Jewish members of his orchestra were distinctly uneasy about going to some of the parts of Europe involved, and it looked likely that the tour would be curtailed, if not possibly cancelled. In which case, Evie would want to stay in London and she could not go. Sid turned back from the dusty warm air of the garden, to the dustier warmth of the room and asked if there was any news of the tour.

‘He won’t take me. I actually asked, this morning. I think it’s his wife. She’s terribly jealous, she’s always coming into the room when he’s dictating. Quite ridiculous!’

It was, actually, just that. But Sid reflected that the poor woman could hardly be expected to distinguish between one potential menace and another, since her husband was famous for his affairs – the sudden short ones, and the two mistresses he was known to keep, one of whom actually met him wherever he went abroad. Evie seemed to be the only person who did not know about the mistresses or, rather, who refused to believe what she called malicious gossip. What she really meant was that the wife, an ex-opera singer called Lottie, never gave it the chance to become not quite ridiculous. Waldo kissed any women who got near enough and so, of course, he had kissed Evie, who had been unable to resist telling Sid about it. This had been six months ago, and she now implied that the immense difficulties of the situation were all that stood between her and cosmic joy. (The difficulties included Waldo’s heroic nature: immense, sombre Lottie was, according to Evie, the cross he had to bear.)

Evie was lying back in her chair, on the arm of which an open box of coffee creams was precariously perched, and every now and then, she stretched out a hand, felt for a chocolate, and popped it in her mouth. She was extremely fond of sweets and subject to frequent bilious attacks that, like her sallow and greasy complexion, were never attributed to this predilection. She was perfectly determined in this, as in her emotional life, never to learn from experience. She is a monster, thought Sid, but she thought it protectively. Since. Evie’s birth, when Sid was four, she had been conditioned to feeling that Evie was up against circumstances rather than her own nature – she had always been subject to ailments, and an early and bad attack of measles, acute appendicitis and peritonitis had enfeebled her frame and strengthened her powers of manipulation to the point where she could be certain of special consideration for whatever she did or didn’t do and resulting consequences kept her steadfast in her discontent.

She was yawning now – one yawn started before the first one had finished – and exclaiming, in that subdued foghorn voice common to yawners, that she was sure there was going to be a thunderstorm. ‘You said you’d cut my hair,’ she added. She passed a languid hand through her fringe. ‘It’s far too long, only I don’t want it cut so much as you did last time.’

‘Well, I’m not cutting it tonight. Anyway, I wish you’d go to a decent hairdresser: I can only do a pudding-basin job.’

‘You know I hate doing that sort of thing by myself. And you won’t let me go to yours.’

‘Evie, for the hundredth time, I don’t go to a ladies’ hairdresser. The place I go to doesn’t cut women’s hair.’

‘They cut yours.’

When Sid did not reply to this, she said, ‘If you had it shingled, a women’s hairdresser would do it.’

‘I don’t want it shingled. I simply like it very short. Shut up, Evie.’

Evie thrust out her lower lip in sulky silence, during which the distant rumble of thunder was distinct. Sid got up again and went to the window. ‘Goodness, I wish it would rain. Clear the air a bit.’

As Sid knew she would, Evie went on sulking until Sid offered a game of bezique, which was grudgingly accepted. Three games, or the best of three, Sid thought, and then I can escape to bed and write to her.

‘I couldn’t cut your hair with all this thunder about,’ she said. ‘Don’t you remember Mama used to wrap all the knives in her mackintosh? She thought the rubber would deflect the lightning?’

Evie smiled. ‘She was terribly nervous. Ladders, and the new moon and black cats – poor little Mummy – she did have an awful life! I suppose we’ve inherited some of that. I have, anyway. I get terribly nervous about things. Like, you know, I thought you might not come back this evening. I thought Rachel might invite you down to Sussex, and you’d simply go.’

‘Evie! When have I ever done anything like that?’


‘Well, but you always might. And now, with Mummy gone, we’ve only got each other, after all. I’d never leave you, Sid. If I do marry anyone, I’d only do it if he said you could live with us.’

‘Darling, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’

‘I know you think we never will, but extraordinary things can happen you know. Fate can intervene …’ The game was abandoned as Evie embarked upon her hopes and fears and – Sid was afraid, her sheer imagination – about Waldo. Two hours later they went to their beds.

When he had bathed and changed for dinner, Edward said he’d just nip out to the pub to get some cigarettes. Villy thought she had enough for both of them, but Edward said better be on the safe side. Really he wanted to ring Diana. He had to have a quick gin to get change for the machine that Mr Richardson had recently installed for the benefit of his customers. It was situated in a dark passage on the way to the gents’ – not really very private, but better than nothing. Diana answered the phone just as he was beginning to think she must be out.

‘It’s me,’ he said.

‘Oh! Darling! Sorry to be so long, I was at the end of the garden.’

‘Are you on your own?’

‘For the moment. Are you?’

‘I’m at the pub. In a passage,’ he added in case she thought that the pub was private.

‘Are you ringing up about tomorrow?’

‘Yes. I shall be fairly late, I’m afraid. Probably about nine. What about the boys?’

‘Ian and Fergus are still up north with their grandmother.’

‘And Angus?’

‘He’s with them. Till the end of the week. There’s just me and Jamie.’

‘Hooray!’

‘What?’

‘Hooray. Good. You know what I mean.’

‘I sort of think I do. I love you.’

‘Entirely reciprocated. Must go now. Look after yourself.’

As he drove back down the hill to Mill Farm, he remembered that he hadn’t bought any cigarettes; then he remembered that there were twenty Gold Flake in the front pocket of the car. He was in luck again! He wasn’t doing any harm as long as she didn’t know about it, but it would be devilish stupid to slip up on a little thing like that.

They all had dinner – fourteen of them round the immense three-pedestal table extended to its uttermost and even then they were crammed round it. They ate four roast chickens, bread sauce, mashed potato and runner beans followed by plum tart and what the Duchy called Shape – blancmange. The grown-ups drank claret and the children water. They talked about what they had done that day; the beach party – Rupert was very funny about Neville and his jellyfish. ‘Bexhill?’ said the Duchy, wiping her eyes (she always cried when she laughed). ‘What on earth made him call it Bexhill?’ Rupert, although he could think of little else, said nothing about the Brig’s offer to him. Edward recounted Teddy’s brilliant shot with the rabbit, and Teddy sat scarlet and smiling; naturally Edward said nothing about his telephone call. Hugh imitated his caddy imitating him playing golf with one hand; he said nothing about his political anxiety. Rachel described the nearly deaf, and, according to her, quite mad, President of the Babies’ Hotel conducting the meeting without having the slightest idea which charity he was presiding over. ‘He spent the first half hour under the impression that it was the home for retired horses – it was only when he started on bran mashes and regular deworming that Matron realised that there was some mistake somewhere.’ She said nothing about her day with Sid about whom, with effort that gave her a headache, she had not wept in the train. The Brig told two long stories – one about when he was in Burma and met an extremely interesting chap who turned out to have known someone he’d met in Western Australia (coincidence, with which his long life seemed to have been fraught, never failed to amaze and confound him), and another about the Suez canal, and when Edward said yes, they’d heard it, he simply said never mind, he’d tell them again and did. This took a very long time, and not everybody even pretended to listen to him.

Zoë and Angela eyed one another: Zoë instantly realised that Angela was interested in Rupert and scrutinised her more carefully therefore. One had to admit that she was very pretty – for those who liked blondes with rather pale blue eyes. She was tall and large-boned, like her mother, with a long, very rounded white neck, which poor old Jessica’s certainly wasn’t any more. She had the same cheekbones as Jessica, and the same sculptured mouth, only hers was painted a rather bright pink which was coming off as she ate her dinner. She was certainly fascinated by Rupert, who seemed, thank goodness, entirely unaware of it, but she met Zoë’s eyes guilelessly. She’s only a schoolgirl, really, Zoë thought with a mixture of relief and contempt.

Angela, who had not seen Zoë for over two years, was confounded at how much the same she looked. She, Angela, had changed so much herself in that time that she assumed Zoë would have done so, but she showed no sign of ageing. She was just as glamorous and beautiful as ever, but from novels she had read, Angela knew that there was a very fair chance that she did not understand Rupert, in which case it would not matter what she looked like. The Brig finished his story; he did not mention his satisfaction in having built enough accommodation for his family, which, like the large number of hardwood logs he had bought for veneers, was just in case …

Christopher and Simon both spilled their water, and Simon some bread sauce, but nobody, Christopher noticed, was sarcastic about it. He met Simon’s eye when the bread sauce happened and gave him a sympathetic wink. Instantly, Simon decided that Christopher was the best egg in the room. And when the end of the holidays was mentioned – barely three weeks away now and Simon felt terror and despair engulfing him – he again saw Christopher’s face, noticing and minding. From that moment, Christopher became his hero. As he grinned and lied in response to Aunt Jessica’s idiotic question about was he looking forward to his new school (forward!) Christopher winked – which was a jolly kind thing to do.

Villy, who carved the chickens beautifully, giving everybody the right bits, apportioning the four wishbones between Teddy, Louise, Nora and Simon, did not say very much. Her peaceful afternoon with Jessica had left her feeling oddly drained: the weight of what had not been said – on her part, at least – lay heavily inside her like indigestion. She sensed that Jessica envied her, and longed to be able to tell her that the bed of roses contained thorns. That her sister clearly had too much to do was not, Villy felt, entirely unfortunate. Jessica did not have time to wonder what she was for, to be bored, and ashamed of it, to long for some cataclysmic event that would provide the opportunity to do something and therefore be somebody. But besides these general feelings about her life there was one particular fact that she had fully intended to discuss with Jessica, and then all the afternoon baulked because she was afraid that Jessica would be unsympathetic, for different reasons from those that she might expect from Sybil, for instance, or from Rachel … Rachel! She thought that anyone having a baby was the most marvellous thing that could happen. For that was it. She had missed one period, was coming up to the second and felt fairly certain that she was pregnant and the idea appalled her. She was forty-two, after all; she didn’t really want to start all over again, having what would amount to an only child—Lydia was seven. But what on earth did one do if one didn’t want a baby? She knew, of course, that there were people who did that sort of thing, but how on earth did one find them? She had thought of Hermione as a possible source of information, but she did not at all want to confide in her. Also, of course, she hadn’t absolutely made up her mind; she was clinging to the idea that she might easily be wrong. She decided to wait until she was due and if she missed again she would go to London and see Dr Ballater.

Nora, who was by nature greedy about food, decided to give up her second helping of plum tart for the glory of God. She did not decide this until she was half-way through her first delicious piece, then she could not help supposing that He would have been better pleased if she had not had any at all. ‘Eschewed it, instead of chewed it,’ she explained to Him (she was always trying to encourage His sense of humour). But surely He could see that until she knew how delicious it was, she wouldn’t have been making a witting sacrifice. But really that didn’t wash: food always was delicious at Home Place – it was like Sunday lunch at home every day. Mummy was a jolly good cook, of course; it was simply that she had less to cook with, and the other side of that was that opportunities for sacrifice were seldom come by. It was common sense to eat enough to keep alive, so she did. She felt that she was full of common sense, and longed to have more of the other kind, to be full of mystic certainties. She talked a good deal to God, but He hardly ever said anything back: she was beginning to be afraid that she bored Him, which would be pretty worrying, because as He was known not to mind what people looked like, it followed that He’d mind more than ever how they were. And boring was something Mummy has always told her one should never be. Christopher was eating her piece of tart, his third, but she knew how awfully hungry he got after he’d been sick, so she didn’t grudge him. Angie had eaten her fruit and left the pastry. Well, if He really didn’t mind what people looked like, God would have been bored with Angela. She looked across at Louise. They had spent a long, fascinating afternoon in the hammocks together where a number of secrets had been exchanged, although there were still things that she had not yet confided, which was probably true of Louise also. In any case almost nothing that they had talked about was suitable for family public and they would be bound to shock their mothers, as, mad and extraordinary though it was, they still seemed to be widely regarded as the children.

By the time the plum tarts were entirely eaten, the younger members of the party longed to get down from the table: Simon and Christopher and Teddy because they couldn’t see the point of sitting at a table when you’d eaten everything on it; Louise and Nora, because they longed to resume their private conversation; and Angela, because she wanted Rupert to see more of her than he could when she was sitting down. The women, too, were ready to leave, since the Brig had embarked upon his distressingly lovely Stilton – Christopher thought it was unexpectedly kind of him to let the maggots go on eating at the same time – and his views about Mr Chamberlain whom he felt was nothing like so suitable a prime minister as Mr Baldwin, who should never have been kicked upstairs as he put it. The Duchy surprisingly said that she had never liked Mr Baldwin, but she certainly did not think that Mr Chamberlain was an improvement. Whereupon Rupert said. ‘Darling, you know you only really admire Toscanini and the great British public would never accept him for such a post, so you are doomed to disappointment,’ and before she could retort that even she was not so idiotic as that, the thunder that had been rumbling distantly at intervals suddenly crashed over their heads. Sybil started up to see if it had woken Wills, and this was a general signal for the women and children to leave the Brig and his sons to their port.

In the hall, they could hear the rain drumming on the skylight and a few moments later Louise and Nora, rooting about for macs they could borrow to run home in the rain, were met by Clary and Polly, drenched in their nightgowns. ‘Where have you been?’ asked Louise, but she knew really. Having a midnight feast somewhere or other, as she had done last year with Polly.

‘Having a midnight feast,’ said Polly. ‘Where are they all? We’ve got to get upstairs without them seeing us.’ She thought Louise sounded distressingly like them and easily might not help.

The rain stopped some time in the early morning and the day began with white fog. It was decreed not a day for the beach. Clary tried to whip the others into a state of indignation about this, but although there was a general agreement that it was jolly unfair, nobody seemed to mind enough to do anything. ‘Anyway, what could we do? We can’t drive cars,’ Polly pointed out. Aunt Rachel said that Mrs Cripps wanted a lot of blackberries for jelly, and whoever got the most would get a prize, so the seven older children set off with bowls and baskets. Bexhill had died in the night; Neville refused to believe Ellen, but Aunt Villy, when fetched to view the motionless white blob in the bath, said that she was afraid there was no doubt.

‘He wouldn’t have felt any pain, though, would he?’ said Judy earnestly. ‘Or would he?’

Villy quickly said that she was sure that he wouldn’t.

‘Then what happened?’ Neville demanded. ‘How did he simply stop being alive?’

‘He just gave up the ghost,’ Lydia said. ‘Died. It happens to everything.’ She looked rather frightened. ‘It’s a perfectly ordinary thing. Either you get murdered, or you simply die. You stop being around. You can’t do anything any more. You’re just like – breath.’

Those remarks were not reassuring anyone, Villy could see, so she suggested that they have a really good funeral. This seemed to cheer everybody up, and they spent the rest of the morning arranging it.

Mrs Cripps sat in her kitchen dispensing rock cakes to Tonbridge who had dropped in for middle mornings – his ulcer, enhanced by Mrs Tonbridge’s furiously fried breakfast, could only be assuaged by cake and a sympathetic ear. Mrs Cripps passed no remarks about Mrs Tonbridge but received the oblique information given about her with impassive interest that none the less contrived to show which side she was on.

‘It’s the quiet, you see. It gets on her nerves.’

‘I expect it would do.’ She spread the Sunday Express on her spotless table, CRISIS OFF TILL A WEEK TOMORROW, it said. NO SENSATIONS EXPECTED. She tipped a heap of runner beans out of the trug onto the ‘paper. ‘Do you fancy another cup?’

‘I wouldn’t say no.’

She went to the range and topped up the brown pot from the large iron kettle that sat there. She had a fine bust, Tonbridge thought with self-pity. Mrs Tonbridge’s bust had never been a salient feature.

‘I took her for a drink up the pub the other night.’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘She said that was too quiet. Course, it’s not the same as the pubs in town.’

‘It wouldn’t be.’ Mrs Cripps had been to London once or twice, but she’d never been to a pub there, and with Gordon dead, there was nobody to take her to one at home. ‘What a shame!’ she added. She wasn’t one to pass remarks about other people, but the unpassed remark hung heavy and gratifying in the air. Tonbridge took the last rock cake and watched Mrs Cripps stringing beans. Her sleeves were rolled up revealing muscular arms as white as marble, in striking contrast to her hands which were not white at all.

‘She could go on the bus to Hastings. Look at the shops and that.’

‘She could.’ He left that suggestion in the air; he had already thought of it and discarded the notion. What he was hoping was that she would find it so quiet she’d go off home, back to town, and leave him in peace. He belched softly, and Mrs Cripps’s nose twitched, but she pretended not to have heard. She decided to change the subject to something that didn’t matter.

‘So what do you think is going on with Hitler and all that?’ she asked.

‘If you want my opinion, Mrs Cripps, I say that it’s all the newspapers and the politicians. A storm in a teacup; scare-mongering. There’s no cause for alarm. If Hitler did get above himself, there’s always the Maginot Line.’

‘Well, that’s something,’ she agreed. She had no idea what he was talking about. A line? What sort of line? Where? For the life of her she couldn’t see what a line had to do with anything. She fell back onto social law. ‘If you ask me, Mr Tonbridge, I think Hitler should keep himself to himself.’

‘He should, Mrs Cripps, but don’t forget, he’s a foreigner. Well,’ he got to his feet, ‘this won’t clean Mr Edward’s guns. That was very nice, I must say. A welcome change. Someone to talk to,’ he added, to make sure she realised that she was being compared favourably to some he could mention.

Mrs Cripps bridled and a huge kirby-grip fell onto the kitchen table.

‘Any time,’ she said shoving it back.

In the evening, a neighbour of Zoë’s mother rang up to say that she had had a heart attack and there wasn’t really anybody to cope. So the next day, Rupert drove her to the station. ‘I’m sure I shan’t have to stay,’ she said, meaning that she desperately didn’t want to.

‘You stay as long as you need. If it’s easier to look after her in our house, you could move her there.’ Since Zoë had married her mother had moved into a tiny flat. ‘Oh, no! I don’t think she would like that.’ The thought of having to deal with her mother and their empty house without Ellen to see to things appalled her. ‘I’m sure Mummy would far rather be in her own home.’

‘Well, give me a ring to tell me how things are going. Or I’ll ring you.’ He remembered his mother-in-law’s terror of toll calls. He got her suitcase into the ticket office and bought her ticket for her. ‘Got enough money, darling?’

‘I think so.’

He gave her another five pounds to be on the safe side. Then he kissed her; on her high cork-wedged shoes she reached higher above his shoulder than usual. They had had a row in bed the previous night about whether he should go into the firm or not. When she had found him truly undecided, she had tried to bully him and, for once, he had lost his temper and she had sulked until he apologised and then she had cried until she had got him to make it up in the usual way, but it hadn’t been as much fun as usual. Now, she said, ‘I know you’ll do whatever is right,’ and watched his stern, worn expression relax to a smile. He kissed her again and she said, ‘I know you’ll make the right decision.’ Luckily the train came in, and he did not have to reply.

But when she had gone and he had got back to the car trying to banish an awful relief, he felt more confused than ever about the whole thing.

Sharing a room with Angela was driving Louise and Nora round the bend: she either behaved like a film star or a schoolmistress and really they didn’t know which was worse, so they decided to emigrate. And the only place to go was one of the attics, which you reached by climbing a steep little ladder that was concealed by a cupboard door. They went up and found themselves in a long room with a steeply sloping roof so that they couldn’t stand upright except in the middle. At each end was a small lead-paned window encrusted with dirty cobwebs. The place smelled faintly of apples and the floor was thick with dead bluebottles. Louise felt that it was not very promising, but Nora was delighted by it. ‘We’ll scrub it all out, and whitewash the ceiling and walls and it will be wonderful!’ So they did, and it was. They wore their bathing suits for the whitewashing because it was fearfully hot up there until one of the Brig’s men, who were always working for him on building schemes, came and made the windows open and shut. It was while they were whitewashing together that they had a conversation that actually, she felt, changed Louise’s life. She had been holding forth about her career to Nora who was a very good listener, and seemed suitably impressed with Louise’s current ambition to play Hamlet in London.

‘Won’t you have to go into a repertory company – you know in Liverpool or Birmingham, or somewhere?’

‘Oh, I don’t think so. I think that would be boring. No, I’ll go to some drama school – the Central or RADA – and then I’ll get noticed when they do the end-of-term plays. That’s my plan.’

‘I’m sure you will. You’re awfully good.’ Louise had acted some bits of Shakespeare to her last year in the summer and her Ophelia had reduced Nora to tears. ‘Why particularly Hamlet?’ she asked after a silence. ‘Why not Ophelia?’

‘It’s such a tiny part. But Hamlet’s the best part in the world. So of course it’s my ambition.’

‘I see.’ She said it quite respectfully, did not argue or snub like most people.

‘Meanwhile, of course, instead of getting on with my career, I have to go on wasting time with Miss Milliment. And they won’t even tell me when they’ll let me go to drama school. It’s all very well for the others. Polly just wants to have her own house and put everything she’s collected into it, and Clary is going to be a writer, so it doesn’t matter what she does. I’ve done that bit. Let’s have a rest.’

They went and sat by the little window and shared a Crunchie. There was a peaceful silence.

‘What are you going to do?’ Louise asked idly: she did not expect a very interesting reply.

‘You promise not to tell anyone?’

‘Promise.’

‘Well – I’m not absolutely sure – but I think I’m going to be a nun.’

‘A nun?’

‘Yes, but not immediately. Mummy is sending me to a sort of cooking finishing-school place next summer, so I’ll do that first. I’ve got to because it’s Aunt Lena who is paying for it, and she gets awfully cross if people don’t do what she wants.’

‘But cooking – and whatever else you do at those places! What use will that be if you’re going to be a nun?’

‘You can do anything for the glory of God,’ Nora answered serenely. ‘It doesn’t actually matter a bit what it is. Why don’t you come too?’

At first it seemed an idiotic idea, but as Nora pointed out, Louise couldn’t be a world-famous actress if she went on being homesick and couldn’t ever leave home. ‘And if you come with me, we could share a room, and you wouldn’t feel anything like so bad. And I bet they’d let you, because domestic science is considered to be good for girls.’

‘I’ll think about it.’ She could feel her heart beginning to thud and the back of her neck getting cold, and resolved not to think about it then. She diverted Nora by asking her a lot of questions about what being a nun entailed.

On Friday morning Raymond telephoned Jessica to say that Aunt Lena had a chill and he was unable to leave her. This news, when he heard it, caused Christopher such relief that he threw up in the drive at Home Place on his way to collect Simon. It was wonderful: it meant that with luck they would have collected enough stuff to be gone before his father arrived, much easier than going under his nose. For he and Simon had decided to run away: Simon because he couldn’t face his new school, and Christopher because he could no longer bear life at home. They had spent four feverish days carting stuff to Christopher’s secret place in the woods – a small tent, since Christopher had given up the idea of trying to build a waterproof house, and any stores or equipment they could find about the place. They took things on the basis that once they were gone, they wouldn’t be costing anyone anything, so it was quite fair to collect what was needed, provided they could do so without being noticed. Mrs Cripps couldn’t think where the saucepan she used only for boiling eggs had walked to, nor the smaller kettle that was only used as a back-up to the big one. Eileen was missing cutlery – plate, thank goodness, not the silver – and two large tins that were used for biscuits and cake disappeared from the pantry. She had also noticed that however often she filled the sugar basins they were empty the next morning. Christopher made enormous lists of what they needed, and they crossed them off when they got the things. The worst blow had been the camp beds, which the Duchy kept in the gun room and which, just as they had been about to take them, had gone to Mill Farm for the girls’ blasted attic idea. They had found an old Lilo in the shed with deck-chairs, but it had holes and they had to spend a lot of time mending it. On the other hand, Simon had discovered a store cupboard in the kitchen regions crammed with jams, tins of sardines and corned beef, and every night, when Teddy was asleep – and luckily he slept like a log – he crept down and filled his new school laundry bag with these things. He got awfully tired because he had to stay awake for ages after Teddy dropped off and be sure the grown-ups had all gone to their rooms as well. The list never seemed to get any shorter, because they kept thinking of things that were or might be essential: tin opener, torch batteries, a pail – Christopher proposed milking cows in the adjoining fields very early in the morning before they were herded to the farm which Simon thought was absolutely wizard of him.

This morning they were going to get potatoes out of the shed where Mr McAlpine stored them. They both had rucksacks – admirable for the purpose, but Christopher warned that they would have to make several trips. ‘We’ll need them until we learn to make bread.’ Simon, trying to imagine life without bread, felt so hungry that they had to stop for a bit while he ate four apples. They planned to store Simon’s bicycle at the far end of the wood by the road, so that he could use it to get emergency rations if they ran out. The worst problem was money. Christopher had two pounds three and six, Simon only five bob. Taking money was stealing and Christopher was dead against it: they would have to learn to live off the land, he said, but Simon felt uneasy at the prospect. You wouldn’t get chocolate or fizzy lemonade off the land, but he knew that these were unworthy thoughts. ‘You have to be prepared to give things up,’ Christopher said, but he wanted to get away from his parents whereas Simon was rather dreading that he would never see his mother again, or Polly, or Dad – who, except for Wills, might easily be stricken with grief – or even Wills. ‘Supposing we have to go to the dentist?’ he asked.

‘If you were on a desert island, there wouldn’t be a dentist. We’ll just have to pull the bad teeth out. Better take some string for that.’ Simon thought of Mr York who only had three or four teeth – although they were extra long in his upper jaw – but then he was old; it would take them years to get like that.

‘What if there’s a war?’ he said when they had crammed the potatoes into the now crowded tent.

‘I shall become a conscientious objector.’

‘Wouldn’t you have to go to London to do that? I mean, how would people know, otherwise?’

‘Oh, I expect you just have to send in your name somewhere. I shall cross that bridge when I come to it,’ he added rather grandly. They had fallen into the relationship where he was the leader and knew everything, a role to which he was not accustomed, and he was enjoying it too much to want his authority eroded.

‘Perhaps schools stop if there is a war?’ Simon suggested as they trudged back.

‘I doubt it. Do you want to go through the wood today, or shall I?’

‘I will.’

In order to fox possible spies about their whereabouts, Christopher had decreed that they should return to the house separately and from different directions. So far as he could see, nobody seemed in the least bit interested, but Simon ran up the east side of the wood behind the house, sat on the stile that was its entrance there, and obediently counted to two hundred before he walked – slowly – through it. In the afternoon, he would have to play squash with Teddy who was beginning to notice that he wasn’t available for bicycle rides. Teddy did not very much like Christopher, whom he described as a bit weird; he was the person Christopher said must certainly have no idea of their plan. Simon had explained to Christopher that he couldn’t get out of playing squash and sometimes tennis, and Christopher said quite right, and spent those times making bows and arrows for them and reorganising the list. Actually, he enjoyed playing squash – which he would soon be giving up for ever – but today he felt that what he would really like would be to have two helpings of everything for lunch and then go to sleep.

Every morning when she woke up, Angela stood by the window of the bedroom that she now, mercifully, had to herself. By leaning out, she could just see the blue smoke that came out of the kitchen chimney of Home Place three hundred yards up the hill – she had carefully paced the distance. Then she would pray – fervently – aloud, but under her breath. ‘O God, don’t let her come back today,’ and so far God hadn’t. Five days ago, she had been a completely different person; now she had utterly changed, and would never be the same again. Now, sometimes, when absence and longing were locked together, she could almost sense the nostalgia of the old feelings of boredom, the endless weeks and months – years, even – she had been through of waiting for something, or attending to stupid little details because she could find nothing worth being serious about. The old, recurrent daydream where Leslie Howard, Robert Taylor or Monsieur de Croix (the French family doctor in Toulouse) had knelt at her feet, or towered over her, their undying passion wrenched from them while she sat in various romantic dresses that she did not wear in ordinary life, gracefully accepting their homage, bestowing her hand (her hand, simply!) whereupon the dream dissolved with their speechless, reverent gratitude – that old dream withered to a ridiculous and embarrassing myth. She could remember all that, and remember, too, that then she had eaten and slept and gone through her days in the tedious serenity of ignorance. She could not regret that infantile past when she had not had the faintest idea of what life was about. But now its whole meaning was feverishly clear; she existed for every second of every day in a trembling, humble delirium that she contrived, almost with brilliance, utterly to conceal. Jessica had noticed that – thank goodness – her eldest daughter had seemed to have stopped sulking and, at Home Place, where Angela spent as much time as possible, the Duchy found her manners and general desire to please quite charming. The first day she had walked slowly up the hill to Home Farm she had hung about on the front lawn, just waiting to see what might happen. Teddy and Clary and Polly were playing the overtaking game on their bicycles round and round the house. The third time round, Clary fell off trying to overtake Teddy.

‘Ouch! It’s not fair!’ she called after Teddy. ‘You squeezed me against the porch!’

Angela looked at the large dirty graze that was beading with blood. ‘We’d better go and find your father. You ought to wash it.’

‘He’s out. He’s taken Zoë to the station ’cos her mother’s ill.’

‘Honestly, Clary, we’d better get some iodine. I’ll do it for you.’

This was Polly, who had arrived on the scene. ‘It’s kind of you, but you wouldn’t know where the things were,’ she said to Angela, as she led Clary into the house.

So Angela was free to leave. She started walking down the hill, past Mill Farm towards Battle. She walked slowly, as she didn’t want to get too hot and have a shiny nose. All the same, she was quite tired by the time Rupert’s car slowed up and he hailed her.

‘Where are you off to?’

‘Just going for a walk.’

‘Hop in. Have a drive instead.’ He pushed open the door, and she stepped demurely in. It’s easy! she thought that first morning.

They drove back up the hill in silence, but when they reached the gates of Home Place he said, ‘I don’t feel like going back to the house now. Why don’t we go a bit further? But I’ll let you out if you have better things to do.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ she said, making it sound like a concession.

He seemed to take it as such, because he said, ‘That’s good of you. Actually, I’ve a problem and I could do with someone to talk to.’

This was so unexpected and so flattering to her that she could think of no answer mature and offhand enough. She gave him a sidelong glance: he was frowning lightly, eyes fixed on the road. He wore a dark blue flannel shirt open at the neck so that she could see his long, bony throat. She wondered when he would start to tell her whatever it was, and what on earth it might be that he and Zoë—

‘I’m taking you to see a cracking view,’ he said.

‘Oh, good,’ she answered, and smoothed her apple-green voile over her knees.

When they got there, it was much what she had expected. She could never see the point of views: they simply seemed to mean an awful lot more of whatever you could see when there wasn’t one, in this case miles of hop fields, and ordinary fields and woods and a few old farmhouses. He parked the car on the verge, and they walked to a gate that had a stile beside it. He invited her to sit on the stile, and he leant on the gate beside her and stared and stared. She watched him staring.

‘Marvellous, isn’t it?’ he said at last.

‘Yes, marvellous.’

‘Want a cigarette?’

‘Please.’

When he had lit them, he looked at her, and said, ‘You’re a very composed person, aren’t you? Very restful to be with.’

‘That depends,’ she answered. She did not wish to be restful to be with; yet she longed for him to go on talking about her – to discover the fascinating person she was planning to be for him.

‘The thing is, my father wants me to chuck teaching art and go into the firm. And, of course, if I do that, it would be rather burning my boats from the painting point of view. On the other hand, the teaching seems to take up so much time and energy that I don’t get much painting done anyway so it seems a bit unfair, to everybody, not to opt for a much more comfortable life. What do you think?’

‘Goodness!’ she said at last, after trying to think about it and utterly failing. ‘What does Zoë think?’

‘Oh, she’s all for it. Of course I can see her point of view. It’s certainly not much fun for her being the poor relation, and she’s never been particularly interested in painting. And then there are the children …’ His voice tailed off and he looked deeply uncertain.

‘But what about you? I mean, what do you want?’ Her self-possession had returned, and one thing was quite clear to her: she wasn’t going to be on Zoë’s side.

‘That’s it. I don’t seem to want anything very much – or, at least, not enough. That’s why I think I ought to—’

‘Do what other people want?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Then you’ll never find out, will you? And, anyway, how do you know you could keep it up?’

‘Wise girl! Of course, I don’t.’

‘Couldn’t you stop teaching and simply be a painter?’

‘No, not possible. I’ve sold precisely four pictures in my life and three of those were to the family. I couldn’t keep three people, not counting me, on that.’

‘And you couldn’t join the family firm and paint in your spare time?’

‘No. You see, the trouble about being a Sunday painter is that Sundays are for the children – and Zoë, of course.’

‘If I was Zoë,’ she began carefully, ‘I’d look after the children on Sundays. I’d want you to paint. If you love somebody, you want them to do what they want.’ As she heard herself saying that, she felt that it was probably true.

But he simply threw away his cigarette stub and laughed. Then, when he saw those enormous blue eyes turning reproachful, he said, ‘You’re a perfect sweetie, and I’m sure you mean it, but it isn’t as easy as that.’

‘I never said it was easy,’ she retorted; she did not like being called a sweetie.

But Rupert, in a situation more familiar to him than she could possibly know, felt he must make amends.

‘I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to sound patronising. I think you are a wonderfully clear-headed person, wise beyond your years, and on top of that,’ he touched her face lightly, ‘you are remarkably beautiful. Will that do?’ He looked searchingly at her with a small apologetic smile.

It was like a thunderbolt – she felt literally struck by love. Her heart jolted, and stopped, then made some wild, irregular rapid movements; she was breathless, dizzy, unable to see, and when his face became clear again, she felt a sense of unutterable weakness – as though her limbs were dissolving and she would fall from the stile and melt into the grass and never be able to stand at all again.

‘… don’t you think we should?’

‘Yes. What?’

‘Go back to lunch. You didn’t hear me, did you? You were miles away.’

She got carefully, clumsily, off the stile and followed him to the car. Her face, where his fingers had touched it, burned.

Driving home, he remarked that it had been jolly nice of her to listen to his boring old problems and what about her? What was she planning to do? It was the opening that earlier she had craved, in order that she might fascinate and impress and entrap him. Now it was too late: she was unable to be anything but her new self, about which there seemed to be nothing she could, or ever would, dare to say.

‘Let me see … it’s the fifteenth; you were due on the first?’

‘On the second, actually. But, of course, I missed the one before. And honestly, Bob, I really don’t feel that I can—’

‘Now, now, we don’t want to cross that bridge till we get to it. You pop behind the screen and divest yourself of your nether garments and we’ll have a look at you. Mark you, it’s probably too early to be sure.’

But I am sure, Villy thought, as she did as Dr Ballater had suggested. The family joke among the sisters-in-law that if they were in doubt about being pregnant a drive with Tonbridge would settle the matter, since he invariably drove them at twelve miles an hour approximately five weeks after conception, proved not to be a joke to her that morning. Tonbridge had driven her with such a lugubrious slowness that she had been afraid of missing the train. All the same, she lay down on the hard little high bed with feverish hope. And if the worst came to the worst, Bob was not only a very good GP, who had delivered both Louise and Lydia, but a friend: Edward and he played golf in the winter on Sundays, and they dined regularly in each other’s houses. If anyone would help, surely he would?

‘Well,’ he said some uncomfortable minutes later, ‘I cannot be sure, of course, but I think it’s very likely you’re right.’

Villy, with a suddenness that confounded her, burst into tears. She had meant to be calm and rationally persuasive, now she found herself sobbing, ridiculously half-clothed with her bag and a handkerchief left on the chair by his desk. But he brought her the bag without being asked and told her to get dressed and they would have a chat. When she joined him, he had mysteriously produced cups of tea and gave her a cigarette.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘Let us suppose that you are pregnant. Is it your age that’s worrying you?’

‘Well – yes, that among other things.’

‘Because I’m not in the least worried about that. You’re a healthy woman and you’ve had three healthy children. It isn’t as though you’re starting at … forty, is it?’

‘Forty-two. But it isn’t just that, I feel too old to start all over again – besides it wouldn’t be much fun for it, it would be like an only child.’ She wanted to say, ‘I simply don’t want another baby at any price, but he was a man as well as her doctor and would be most unlikely to understand. ‘I’m sure Edward doesn’t want any more children,’ she added.

‘Oh, I can’t see Edward kicking up a fuss. He can afford it, which is the main thing. I take it you haven’t talked to him, but I’ll bet you he’ll be pleased as punch when you do.’ There was a short silence, while both of them separately wondered what on earth to say next.

‘I suppose I couldn’t be – starting on the change – could I?’

‘No hot flushes? Night sweats?’ She shook her head, blushing at the disgusting notions.

‘Not feeling depressed?’

‘Well, yes – I am about this. I really and truly don’t feel up to another baby.’

‘Well, we can’t always choose these things. And I’ve known many women who thought they didn’t want another and discovered how wrong they were when it arrived.’

‘So you don’t think that there is anything – at all – that I could do?’

‘I do not,’ he said sharply, ‘and I hope I’m not reading your mind, my dear, but just in case I am let me tell you two things. I would do a great deal for you, but I would never even contemplate helping you get rid of a baby. I’ve had women in this room who would have given everything they possess to be in your position. And I’m also telling you not to try and find some other means. I’ve also had women in here wrecked by backstreet abortions. I want you to promise me to do nothing at all, to come back here in six weeks when we shall be able to confirm your condition or not as the case may be.’ He leant over the desk and took one of her hands. ‘Villy. I’ll see you through this, I promise you. Now, will you promise me?’

So she had to, really.

Seeing her out and feeling the need to neutralise the slight feeling of tension, he asked her whether Edward was worried about the crisis and she told him that she didn’t think so, ‘Although I haven’t seen him because I’m in Sussex with the children, and he couldn’t come down last weekend.’

‘Is that so? Well, you keep the children there – far the best place for them. Mary has my two in Scotland, and it has crossed my mind to leave them there for a few weeks, till we know where we stand.’

‘Are you worried, then?’

‘No, no. I’m sure our unflappable Prime Minister will sort things out. I have to admire him taking his first flight at sixty-nine. And I don’t suppose he speaks a word of German. It’s quite impressive. Look after yourself, my dear. And mind what I’ve said.’

Outside, she stood irresolute: she had told Jessica and her mother that she would be catching the four-twenty back to Battle, but she was a short walk from Lansdowne Road, and she felt a sudden craving for her own house, blessedly empty of relations, with the prospect of tea and a rest, and then a quiet evening with Edward, to whom, she felt, she might even be able to talk about the whole thing. So she walked through the large Ladbroke Square, empty now of its perambulators and nannies and children for the summer, to Ladbroke Grove, where she had seen straw laid across the wide road because an old gentleman had been dying at the large house on the corner. She walked past Hugh and Sybil’s house, shuttered and looking very closed up, although she knew Hugh used it in the week, and then turned right down Ladbroke Road. As the back of her home came into view, she experienced a surge of relief: the country was all very well, but really she adored London, and particularly this house. Edna would be there, if it was not her afternoon off, and she could have her tea and a bath. It had been an oppressive, sunless day, and she felt hot and sticky.

When she had let herself into the quiet house, she remembered that it was Wednesday and that therefore Edna would almost certainly be out. I’ll have to make my own tea, she thought, and wondered if she’d be able to find everything. There were two stacks of letters on the hall table, but they all seemed to be for Edward: it was naughty of him to let them pile up like that. She decided to ring him up at once to tell him she was here, in case, on his own, he decided to play billiards at his club or something of the sort. The study, where the telephone was, was looking rather dusty and by the telephone there was a large ashtray, full of Edward’s cigarette stubs, which looked as though it hadn’t been emptied for days. She hoped the rest of the house hadn’t become like that or she would have to sack Edna. When she got through to the office and asked for Edward there was a pause, and then Miss Seafang answered his telephone, and said that Mr Edward had left at lunch-time saying he would not be back. She was ever so sorry, but she did not know where he had gone. She would tell him in the morning that Mrs Edward had called and get him to call Mill Farm first thing. Then she rang off before Villy could tell her that she was in London. Not that it matters, she thought. I might as well be there as here. Baulked of the evening she had just started looking forward to, she felt thoroughly cross about everything. She wandered into the drawing room where the blinds were down. It was incredibly stuffy and smelled of smoke and some other stale scent that when she drew up a blind, and saw a vase of half-dead carnations, she assumed came from them. Really, Edna was not doing her job at all: she clearly needed Phyllis to keep her up to the mark. She decided against tea, and then thought she would have a rather large gin and tonic and drink it in the bath. Then she thought she would ring Edward’s club, in case he was there. He wasn’t. The nicest bath was in Edward’s dressing room, which was in an awful mess. It had dawned on her that Edna must have left – possibly only that morning – or surely Edward would have told her, for even she would not have left damp bath towels all over the floor, the dressing-room bed unmade, and discarded shirts and pants and socks of Edward’s everywhere. The whole thing was shocking. Poor Edward, coming home after a hard day’s work to this! She would have to sack Edna supposing she materialised to be sacked, and send Phyllis up tomorrow to look after him. She picked up the towels and hung them on the towel-horse, but decided to leave the bed, as Edward would be sleeping in their bedroom. It seemed odd of him not to be sleeping there, anyway. She would have her bath and change, and then clear up his clothes.

After a good soak, and her drink, she felt much better. Of course, gin and hot baths were supposed to be one of the good old-fashioned ways of bringing on a miscarriage, but she recognised that there was something half-hearted (or craven) about her attitude to that. Really, she simply wanted not to be pregnant; Dr Ballater had somehow made her feel uncomfortable about her wittingly achieving such a state. The thought of talking to Hermione about it now seemed insurmountably difficult. Hermione might easily recommend someone, but she would have no idea of how safe or discreet he might be. She wondered how many of the friends – well, people she and Edward dined, or went to the theatre or danced with – had ever been in this predicament? There must have been some, but the trouble was that it was a subject that absolutely none of them ever mentioned, let alone discussed. The assumption was that you had as many babies as you wanted and then used birth control and hoped for the best. She could think of several women who had had what were described as ‘afterthoughts’, and their friends always said how lovely, and how easy they would find it now they knew all the ropes.

If she had stuck to her career, things would have been different. She knew, when she had been in the company, that girls had become pregnant, but such was the spirit of dedication – she remembered bleeding feet, the performances when you danced in agonising pain from torn muscles, the lying on your bed between rehearsals because Diaghilev hadn’t paid the company for the third week running and you were living on a pint of milk and two rolls a day – that a backstreet abortion would have been regarded as simply another hazard of the life. But when she married, she had left that society for one where women seemed not to be dedicated to anything but having children and dealing with the servants. Life was one great man trap, she thought, and sex, which obviously had to be pretty trapping for women to contemplate it at all considering what it actually came down to – hours and hours over the years of painful, unpleasant, and ultimately dull intimacies of an inexplicably unsatisfactory nature – was simply something that one exchanged for the comfort and security of being a couple and having in other ways a pleasant time … after all, look at the unmarried women she knew! She surely wouldn’t want to join that patronised, commiserated-over band! Even if she had continued with her dancing she would be past it now, or past her best at any rate. She thought of Miss Milliment. No one could ever have wanted to marry Miss Milliment, who had lived out her life ugly, alone and extremely poor, and when the children stopped having lessons with her she would be even poorer. She must do something about Miss Milliment. She could have her stay in Sussex in the holidays, which might be difficult as Edward was not keen on her and she would have to dine with them, but really she deserved a holiday without any expense. She would talk to Sybil and see whether she would help. The last time she had talked to Edward he had pointed out that Miss Milliment was earning seven pounds ten a week, three times the amount of a bus conductor who probably had a family to keep. ‘And she’s a woman,’ he had added, as though this made her a less expensive receptacle for shelter, food or clothing. ‘I’ll definitely do something,’ she told herself; she felt fortunate, guilty and a little frightened, as excursions beyond her own discontent so often made her.

By now she had dressed in the cream foulard with a navy spot: a cool little frock with a short jacket to match – the sort of frock that, Hermione had pointed out, one could have any sort of evening in – had added some powder and a touch of dry rouge and a discreet lipstick, had put on her wrist-watch, changed bags. She did not feel like tidying Edward’s clothes, and really longed for a second gin, but this was probably not wise. She filled her cigarette case and went downstairs. She would try Edward’s club once more, and if he wasn’t there, she would ring Hugh and see if he would take her out to dinner.

He wasn’t at his club. Hugh, however, was back from the office – just about to have a bath, he said. Nothing wrong in the country, was it? She explained that she was in London.


‘Edward seems to have disappeared,’ she said. ‘Miss Seafang said he left the office at lunch-time, and she had no idea where he went. He’s not at his club. You don’t happen to know, do you?’

There was a pause, and then Hugh said, ‘No idea. Look. Why don’t you have dinner with me? You will? Good. I’ll be round to fetch you in an hour.’

She was putting the receiver back on its hook when she heard the front door opening and Edward’s voice and then a woman laughing. Who on earth, she thought, as she went into the hall.

In the hall was Edward, and standing beside him was a tall, dark, rather glamorous-looking woman whom she had never seen in her life before. She was wearing a loose white coat slung over her shoulders, and as they saw her, they moved apart: Edward’s right arm, that had been concealed by the coat, came into view as he said: ‘Good Lord! Villy? I had no idea you were coming up!’ he came forward and kissed her.

‘I just came up for the day. Then I thought I might as well stay.’

‘Splendid! Oh, this is Diana Mackintosh, I don’t think you’ve met. Diana’s husband had that marvellous shoot in Norfolk I told you about. We were having lunch and he’s had to go off to Scotland, poor dear, so we saw him off and I brought Diana home for a drink.’

While he was saying this, a thought so horrible came into her mind that she was momentarily stunned, then instantly felt incredulous, ashamed that something so treacherous and unspeakable could ever even have occurred to her. As she led Mrs Mackintosh into the drawing room apologising for its state, pulling up the blinds, removing the dead carnations to a far corner, she tried resolutely to pretend to herself that she had never had such a thought. ‘I think our wretched housemaid must have disappeared,’ she finished.

‘Oh, aren’t they tiresome?’ She had a charming smile, and a small streak of white hair that was dressed in fashionable horn-like curls round her head. She was about thirty-eight, Villy thought.

‘Do you live in Norfolk, Mrs Mackintosh?’

‘Oh, please call me Diana. No, in London, actually. Angus manages the shoot there for his elder brother. He’s gone to Scotland to fetch the older children back for school.’

‘How many do you have?’ Information was soothing.

‘Three. Ian is ten, Fergus is eight, and then there’s Jamie, who is three months.’ An afterthought, thought Villy. I wonder if she wanted him.


Edward was back with a tray of drinks. Diana said, ‘I was telling your wife about Angus kindly fetching the children. They spent the summer with their grandmother in Easter Ross.’

‘Lucky little beggars,’ Edward said. ‘Cocktail in order for everyone?’

‘Just one. I mustn’t stay, have to get back to Jamie.’

A three-month-old baby. I hope I look as good as that three months afterwards. Edward, shaking the cocktails, said, ‘Yes, Angus gave me such a marvellous lunch, I felt the least I could do was take him to the station – Godawful places. Euston was like a Victorian beehive.’

‘King’s Cross,’ Diana said, quite sharply, then, with her appealing smile, said more gently, ‘It was King’s Cross. Didn’t you notice?’

‘Edward doesn’t know one railway station from another,’ said Villy. ‘He never goes on trains. Or buses,’ she added.

‘I drove one in the General Strike.’

‘That could hardly provide you with a general knowledge of public transport. No, thanks, I don’t smoke.’ Edward had lit his and Villy’s cigarettes, and noticing he hadn’t offered Diana one, Villy had proffered her case. There was a short silence while they sipped their drinks, and Villy wondered why she was feeling odd, as she put it, again. Aloud, she said, ‘Darling, has Edna abandoned you? The house is an awful mess.’

‘Her mother’s ill, so I let her go home to look after things. Forgot to tell you.’

‘Oh. When will she be back?’

‘Don’t know. Didn’t ask her, I’m afraid.’

There was another silence, then Edward, draining his glass, said, ‘I wonder how old Chamberlain is getting on. I must say things have come to a pretty pass when a British prime minister has to travel all that way to persuade a foreign feller to be reasonable.’

‘I quite agree,’ Diana said. ‘It really ought to be the other way round. Did you see that cartoon of a huge dove carrying an umbrella in its mouth? I mean, we shouldn’t be asking, we should be telling Mr Hitler where he gets off.’

‘That’s perfectly true. But I expect “ask” is Foreign Office for “tell”, don’t you, Edward?’

‘Well, it’s all rather beyond me, but I expect you’re right. But a very sensible bloke at the club said that the Czechs haven’t got any choice, really, so I don’t think we need worry unduly.’

The atmosphere had lightened. Diana now got to her feet, and said, ‘I really must go. Thanks awfully for the drink.’

Edward said, ‘Shall I run you home?’

‘I wouldn’t hear of it. I’ll pick up a cab.’

Villy said, ‘We could ring for one. The rank’s just up the road.’

‘No, truly, the walk would do me good.’

She had left her white coat in the hall. When Edward had put it over her shoulders – it was too hot to wear it, she said – she turned to Villy saying thank you so much it was lovely to meet you. She had a wonderful complexion and her fine eyes were the colour of dark lavender. A striking woman. ‘Turn left and the rank’s at the next crossroads,’ Villy said.

‘Thanks. Goodbye.’

‘Goodbye,’ said Edward and Villy almost in unison.

‘She seemed charming. What’s he like?’

‘Angus? Oh, he’s a good sort. Bit of an idler, though. Darling, what brought you up? You never told me.’

‘Oh, I wanted to do some shopping, and I popped in to see Bob Ballater.’

‘Nothing wrong, I hope?’

‘Just a woman’s thing.’

‘Well, now you’re here where would you like to dine? The Hungaria?’ He knew she loved the place and the music.

‘That would be lovely. Oh! God, I nearly forgot! When I thought I’d lost you, I rang Hugh, and he said he’d take me out to dinner. He’ll be round any minute.’ Now she wouldn’t be able to tell him at dinner.

Edward frowned. He had emptied the cocktail shaker and subsequently his glass. ‘Damn! We can’t put the old boy off.’

‘Why would you want to?’

‘Well, he’s obsessed with what he persists in calling the crisis. Says we’re prostrating ourselves, or prostituting ourselves, I forget which – anyway, he won’t keep off the subject and you know how he can argue.’

‘Well, we could go to Bentley’s and then to a flick. He won’t be able to talk through that.’

‘Good idea! I’ll nip up and have a bath.’

‘Darling, I’ll send Phyllis up tomorrow to look after you. Your dressing room’s too ghastly for words.’

He made a face. ‘Is it? Well, as you know, I’m always a bit slack about my housework. Make us all another drink. Hugh’ll probably want whisky.’ And he bounded upstairs.

They went to Bentley’s, where Villy and Edward ate oysters and Hugh smoked salmon, and to Leicester Square to see The Thirty-Nine Steps with Robert Donat, which they all enjoyed. The subject of the crisis was hardly touched upon; the Mackintoshes were mentioned, but Hugh did not know them. He was very sweet to Villy, she thought. He did not say very much to Edward. By the time they had dropped Hugh off and got home Edward pronounced that he was dog tired, asleep on his feet, and it was clearly too late to start up the pros and cons of adding to the family. So she did not tell him anything, but decided to wait until after her next visit to the doctor.

The following weekend, secure in the knowledge that Waldo’s tour was cancelled and that Evie would therefore be occupied, Sid accepted the Duchy’s invitation to stay at Home Place. ‘You don’t mind sharing your room with her, darling, do you?’ the Duchy had said to her daughter. The house was full to the brim as two of her unmarried sisters, deemed to be unable to cope with the Situation, as it was now called in the family, had been collected from Stanmore by Tonbridge, who, to his enormous satisfaction, had succeeded in ridding himself of Mrs Tonbridge on the same journey. He had pointed out that if she was wanting to get home, it would be nicer to go in the car from door to door, than by train and Underground to Kentish Town. ‘And don’t ever ask me to put up with anything like that again,’ she had said when he deposited her. He wouldn’t, not on his life he wouldn’t. It was with a light heart that he collected the two old ladies from Cedar House, packed the boot with their buckram suitcases that had the battered initials of their father on them, and tucked them in. They wore jersey suits and carried holland bags filled with revolting embroidery and a Thermos leaking Bovril. They sat with the bear rug over their bony knees and he drove them sedately down to Sussex, with them making the quarter-hourly ritual remarks about how lovely the country was looking and asking after his wife and child to show that they were good with servants. He didn’t mind any of it: a life both soothing and exciting with Mrs Cripps seemed now to be on the cards.

Sybil and Villy had an earnest but indeterminate discussion about whether, if the Situation got worse, the boys should go back to school or not. Sybil thought that Hugh might agree that they shouldn’t; Villy knew that Edward would think that they should. They resolved to ring the school and see what the general form was.

Lady Rydal, who had now been ensconced for nearly a week at Mill Farm and sat sighing in the largest armchair all day doing nothing whatever, said that if there was another war, she felt that the best thing she could do was to put her head in a gas oven. ‘There isn’t any gas in this house, Grania,’ Nora had said. ‘But I suppose you could electrocute yourself, only I think that needs one to have more technical knowledge.’ This caused Jessica and Villy to have to leave the room, they were laughing so much. ‘Honestly,’ Jessica said, ‘if there was a war, Mummy would think it was entirely done to ruin her life. A sort of personal last straw.’

‘There won’t be, though, will there?’ Villy began, but at that moment, Nora joined them. ‘It’s all right,’ she said, ‘you needn’t be cross. I told her it would be best to pray for peace. She had to agree with that. God comes in very handy with old people.’

On the Saturday evening, Clary, who had been flushed and grumpy all day, was pronounced Coming Down with Something by Ellen, who had a scene with her about answering back. Her temperature was taken: it was 101, so she was put to bed and Dr Carr called. Simon went to the squash court by himself where he prayed aloud that she had measles, which, he felt, might get him out of everything. As Zoë was still away Clary had Rupert and Aunt Rachel, who made her some lemonade. Dr Carr said that whatever it was would doubtless develop the next day and she must stay in bed. ‘Which I would be, anyway, as it’s night time,’ Clary said to Polly rather peevishly. ‘He surely can’t think I go to nightclubs.’ But Polly, who was being kind and understanding, said he was just being on the safe side, ‘which grown-ups usually are,’ she added. ‘I’ll read to you, if you like,’ she offered. It had crossed her mind that she might be a heavenly kind nurse when she grew up. But Clary said she would rather read to herself. When her father came to say goodnight to her, she told him that she thought he ought to stay being a painter and not go into the firm. Rupert, who had by now – apart from Angela – consulted Rachel, Sybil, Jessica and Villy (all for his going into the firm) and Louise and Nora (against), which had left him as ignorant of his own mind in the matter as he had been a week ago, said that her opinion was extremely helpful to him and he would think about it. ‘Oh, Dad! I do love it when you talk to me as though I was a person!’

‘Don’t I always?’

She shook her head. ‘Quite a lot of the time you treat me like a child. I do so loathe it. When I have children I shall treat them wonderfully – as though,’ she searched for the most adult profession she could imagine, ‘as though they were bank managers.’

‘Would you, indeed! Well, they don’t get treated so well. People either fawn on them saying things like, “Oh, Mr Pinstripe, could you let me have another three pounds?” Or they hate them and keep as far away as possible.’

‘Really! Is that what you do? Both those things?’

‘Both of them.’

‘Poor old Dad. It must be awful getting old and not having enough money. If I were you, I’d look for a nice second-hand bath chair while you’ve got the time.’

‘Right, I’ll do that. Now I’m going to tuck you up.’

‘Don’t! I’m absolutely boiling. Dad! Tell Ellen I’m sorry. And could I have a drink of water? And could you ask Polly to come up? And, Dad, will you come and see me after you’ve had your dinner? To see if I’m all right because I might not be?’


‘Yes,’ he said, and went.

That night Sid sat on the side of Rachel’s bed and held her in her arms. They had talked all day whenever they were alone: on the way back from the station, after luncheon, when they had gone for a long walk and found a rickety tent in the woods by a stream, which they did not explore as Rachel said it had an air of secrecy about it, that it should be left to itself. ‘I expect it belongs to Teddy,’ she said, ‘he’s a very camping sort of boy.’ And then, after tea, they slipped away again, and sat in the field beyond the wood by the house. It was an overcast evening, and autumn was in the air. They talked about going to the Lake District together – at Easter, perhaps – and whether Sid would get a better-paid job if she taught part time at two schools instead of one, and whether she should try and buy a little second-hand car. Rachel longed to give her this, but she wouldn’t hear of it. I should just have done it, Rachel thought. And they talked about Mr Chamberlain’s impending second visit – to Germany, this time – and whether appeasement was the best policy. Rachel thought that it must be, but Sid was concerned for the Czechs whom she thought were in line for a rotten deal. ‘After all,’ Rachel argued, ‘there wouldn’t be such a place if it hadn’t been for the treaty of Versailles.’

But Sid had retorted: ‘Exactly. Therefore, we are responsible for their sovereignty. Treaties can start wars just as easily as they stop them.’ Then she smiled and said, ‘I know you think it’s my left-wing politics that is making me argue with you, but it isn’t. A lot of people on your side think the same.’

‘The awful thing is that whatever we think won’t make the slightest difference. I find that very frightening.’

‘If there was a war, you wouldn’t stay in London, would you?’

‘I expect so. There’s Evie. What else could I do?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. But I do know that I couldn’t bear you to be there and me stuck down here.’

‘Which you would be?’

‘I imagine so. Perhaps you and Evie could have the Tonbridges’ cottage. That would be an answer.’

‘Evie would be impossible.’ They were on to Evie again, and after the conversation had completed a circle they gave it up and strolled back to the house.

Dinner, and Sid had played bridge with Hugh and Sybil and Rupert while Rachel sewed and watched them. She loved to see Sid getting on with her family and every now and then their eyes met fleetingly, and both were nourished by the contact.

Now they were alone for the night, and there was a faint tension in the room. Rachel had wanted Sid to have her bed while she slept on the narrow little child’s bed that had been set the other side of the room, but Sid would not let her. What Sid wanted, and in the end obtained, was several hours of lying beside her love, pretending that this was all she wanted, a torturing pleasure that she would not have missed for worlds, but the secret vistas that it opened up remained secret, and in the early hours of the morning, when Rachel was contentedly asleep, she crept to the narrow little bed and took imaginary recompense. Afterwards, when she had wanted to sleep, to sink into oblivion and wake to a new day, she could not. She lay thinking about Rachel, who had given her so much but could not give her everything; whose gentle, affectionate nature was enclosed by an impenetrable wall of innocence. She had once told Sid that she knew that she would never have children, since she could not endure what would have to happen first. ‘The idea of it revolts me,’ she had said beginning a painful blush. ‘I suppose some women manage to shut it out – when it happens, you know – but I know that I couldn’t. And the idea that – the man – actually likes it, simply makes me feel worse about them.’ Somebody, whom she had thought she was fond of, had once kissed her. ‘But it wasn’t an ordinary kiss – it was disgusting.’ She had tried to laugh then, and said, ‘I’m just no good at bodies. I think my own is bad enough, and I don’t want anything to do with other people’s.’ Sid had remained silent: the revelation then had been new to her, and Rachel had slipped her arm into Sid’s – they were walking in Regent’s Park – and said, ‘That’s why I so love being with you, Sid darling. We can be together and none of that ever comes into it.’

And it will always be like that, Sid now thought, and I could not even give her a child. And I love her and shall never want anyone more – or else. She wept before she slept.

On Monday, Clary was covered with spots and was pronounced by Dr Carr to have chicken pox. When Louise heard this, she called a meeting to be held at the fallen-down tree in the wood behind Home Place. She, Nora, Teddy, Polly, Simon and Christopher were asked to come, and Neville and Lydia and Judy got to hear of it and went.

‘We didn’t ask you or you or you to the meeting,’ Louise said, as these last three stood uncertainly on the outskirts.

‘You said children’s meeting, and we’re children,’ Lydia said.

‘Anyway, we’re here,’ Neville said, ‘so I would have thought that was that.’

‘Oh, let them stay,’ Nora said.

‘Promise never to tell the grown-ups anything that is said by this tree on this Monday, 20 September 1938?’

‘OK.’

‘Don’t say OK like that. Say, we solemnly promise.’

The girls repeated this, but Neville said, ‘I laughingly promise. It’s just the same,’ he said when Lydia looked shocked.

‘Right. Well, what we’re here for is Clary’s chicken pox. Hands up anybody who’s had chicken pox.’

Nobody put up their hand.

‘The thing is, if we organise it properly, we could all be in quarantine or having it for the rest of the term. Do you see?’

‘Gosh, I do!’ Teddy exclaimed. ‘We couldn’t go back to our schools.’

‘Exactly. We’d have to stay here until the Christmas holidays, and then there’d be them.’

‘How do we catch it?’ Polly asked. ‘I mean, how can we be sure?’

‘You’ve probably got it already, as you’re sharing a room with Clary. It’s quite infectious, it’s quite a long quarantine.’

‘We all go and hug her!’ Judy said. ‘Would that do it?’

‘No. We don’t all go. If we did, we might all get it at once and that would be hopeless. Two of us go. And one of them had better be you, Polly, as you’re the most likely next one.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Teddy said. ‘Perhaps we don’t want not to go back to school.’ Much as he enjoyed the holidays, he was quite looking forward to getting back into the squash team as he’d practised so much.

‘I don’t want chicken pox,’ Christopher said, ‘and nor do you, Simon, do you?’

Simon blushed, and squashed a fir cone with his sand-shoe. ‘It depends … no – no, not really,’ he added. He had decided, cravenly, he knew, to go and hug Clary on the quiet, every night, to be on the safe side.

‘Does it hurt?’ Lydia asked. ‘I mean, could people die from it? Can grown-ups get it?’

‘They can, but usually they’ve had it.’

‘Anyway, people don’t die of it, Lydia,’ Louise said kindly, remembering Lydia’s besetting anxiety.

The meeting ended with a list being arranged of the order in which they were to hang over Clary, and with instructions to do this as secretly as possible.

‘She’ll have to know, so it can’t be completely, absolutely secret,’ Neville pointed out.

‘Of course she’ll know. But she’ll be on our side.’

On Tuesday the Brig, having measured the squash court, went to London and bought twenty-four camp beds from the Army & Navy Stores, to be transported, immediately, in one of the firm’s lorries to Sussex. He did not mention this to anyone.

On Wednesday, Sybil and Villy woke up to the fact that Clary’s chicken pox meant that all the children, excepting Christopher, were in quarantine. They rang up Teddy’s and Simon’s school to inform them of this. Villy thought it might be worth writing to Miss Milliment, who was not on the telephone, to see whether she could come down to Sussex and give lessons. The Duchy approved of the idea, although she said that Miss Milliment would have to be put in the Tonbridges’ cottage. ‘Tonbridge can sleep in the boot room quite well,’ she added tranquilly. Rachel said how sweet the children all were to Clary, always going to see if she wanted anything – it really was rather touching. ‘More a case of being rather catching,’ Rupert said, coming in on the end of this. ‘The little blighters are quite cunning.’ Villy went back to Mill Farm and told Jessica about the Milliment plan. ‘And Nora and Judy could join in,’ she said.

‘Oh, darling, you don’t want us to stay, surely?’ Jessica had spent the morning wondering what on earth she had better do. Raymond was still stuck with Aunt Lena, who now looked as though she was dying – extremely slowly and painlessly, as she had always lived. Taking the children back to Hendon and then coping with chicken pox and Angela’s future seemed, after these halcyon weeks, a hideous prospect.

‘Of course you must stay. At least until things settle down.’

‘What about Mummy?’

‘I suppose we’d better ask her what she wants.’

Lady Rydal said that it didn’t matter in the least what she wanted and they must do with her as they would. Bryant, her cook, would have returned from her holiday, and Bluitt (her house-parlourmaid) would be back next week, so possibly it might be better if she stayed until they were both back as one on their own made heavy weather of looking after one poor old woman.

‘That’s it, then.’ Villy made a face when she was alone with Jessica. ‘Edward said he didn’t think he could wear another weekend with her, but he’ll just have to.’

‘After all, he missed one by having to work,’ Jessica pointed out.

‘Yes, he did, didn’t he? Any news of Raymond?’

‘I think I’d better ring him tonight. Just to see how Aunt Lena is doing.’

On Thursday, in London, Hugh was waiting for Edward who was late for lunch. As it was Edward’s club, he had to wait for a drink, and wandered to the large round table that was strewn with newspapers and magazines. The Daily Express lay with headlines blaring: WILL CZECHS ACCEPT HITLER’S ULTIMATUM? WHAT HE ASKS: EVACUATION OF SUDETENLAND BY 1ST OCTOBER. He was bending over it to read more when Edward put a hand on his shoulder and said: ‘Don’t worry, old boy. It’s all up to the Czechs now, isn’t it? And they’ll have to give way. They’ve got no choice. Two large pink gins, please, George. I’m going to give you a very good lunch.’

But at lunch they met somebody who knew somebody who had met Colonel Lindbergh at a party and he had told them a good deal of interesting and alarming stuff about the German Air Force, which was larger and better equipped than was commonly supposed. He also informed them that trenches were being dug in the parks, a fact that seemed to unnerve Edward far more than news about the Air Force. ‘Perhaps in the end we shall have to take the buggers seriously,’ he said. ‘My God, this time I shall join the Navy.’

‘The Navy can’t do much against bombers,’ Hugh said. ‘We’re wide open to a massive air attack. It won’t be like the last war. They won’t stop at bombing civilians.’

‘Well, we’ll keep our civilians in the country,’ Edward said with the levity that Hugh recognised Edward employed when he was uneasy. For the rest of lunch, they talked about work and Rupert’s indecision.

‘I mean, if he does join us, he’s going to have to make up his mind about things all the time, and his track record for that isn’t extremely dynamic.’

Hugh said, ‘Well, he’ll have us to break him in.’

‘I don’t know whether he will.’

There was a brief silence while they both recognised that they were back on the brink. Then Hugh said, ‘I think it would be sensible if we had a contingency plan.’

‘About Rupe?’

‘About everything.’

Edward looked at his brother, at his anxious, honest eyes, at the nervous tic starting now beneath his right cheekbone, at the black silk stump resting on the corner of the table and then back to his eyes again. Hugh’s expression had not changed. He said, ‘You think I’m a windy obstinate old bugger, but you know I’m right.’

Zoë had got herself into a rather sticky position. The solution was perfectly simple and perfectly dull, and she regarded it as a last resort. Her mother’s condition had improved enough for her to get up for part of the day, which meant that Zoë had to spend hours more time with her than she had had to do when Mrs Headford had been confined to her bed. It also meant that Dr Sherlock had far less reason for his visits, although he still made them. The first three days, when Mummy had really been quite ill, Zoë had made her lightly boiled eggs and frightfully thin bread and butter – even managed to stew some prunes – made her bed each day, and cleaned the bath – horrible old jobs that it made her tired even to contemplate each morning as she lay on the uncomfortable sofa in the sitting room. She only got out to change their library books; Ruby M. Ayres for her mother, who required something light, and whatever she could find for herself—Somerset Maugham and Margaret Irwin chiefly. She had been deeply bored, and the only highlights of the day had been Rupert’s telephone call in the evening, a strict three minutes because the Duchy regarded the telephone, especially toll calls, as an indulgence, and the visit from Dr Sherlock. Dr Sherlock was a man of about forty, she thought, as his hair, which was thick and wavy, was brindled with grey. He was unusually tall with brown eyes and a soothing voice, and Zoë noticed that her mother made great efforts to be what she called tidy for his calls. The first time he had called, she had shown him into her mother’s bedroom where she lay propped up in bed in her peach-coloured bedjacket edged with white swansdown, shut the door on them and quietly gone back to the crowded little sitting room to tidy it up. Her mother had moved to a smaller, cheaper flat after Zoë had married and as she had not brought herself to part with anything very much, the place was overflowing. There was nowhere for Zoë to put her clothes, or even the bedclothes she used for the sofa at night: she had to keep her make-up in the tiny little dark bathroom. Every flat surface was filled with photographs – mainly of Zoë at every stage of childhood and up to the present day. The walls, that were mostly a peachy pink – the colour her mother had learned from Miss Arden was the most becoming for women – were now discreetly dirty and toned in with the soupy net curtains that covered every window, subduing and suppressing all daylight. It was a fourth-floor flat in a mansion block; to go out you had to use an incredibly slow cage-like lift that was frequently stuck on another floor because the tenants had failed to close the stiff and ponderous gates. It was like a prison, Zoë thought, and just as she thought it, Dr Sherlock came into the room.

‘Well, Mrs …’

‘Cazalet.’

‘Mrs Cazalet, your mother’s making a good recovery. I’ve told her she must stay put for a few more days, at least. She should have light diet – chicken, fish that sort of thing …’

‘I’m not much of a cook – you don’t think she should be in hospital?’

‘No, no. I’m sure she’d far rather be looked after by you. You can stay a few days, can’t you? She seemed rather anxious about that.’

‘A few days. My husband’s in the country – with the children.’

‘Ah, I see. And you don’t want to leave them for too long.’

‘Well, it’s my husband, really. He doesn’t like to be left for too long.’

He gave her a small smile. ‘I can imagine he wouldn’t. Well, perhaps you could move your mother to the country in a few days.’

‘Oh, no, I couldn’t! We’re staying with his parents, you see. The house is simply full of people.’

He had been writing something on his prescription pad, and now looked up at her. This time his admiration was unmistakable. He tore off the prescription and handed it to her.

‘Well, whatever plans you make, don’t let your mother be in doubt about them. The most important thing for her is that she should be free of anxiety. I’m prescribing a mild sedative that should help with that and also ensure that she gets a good night’s sleep.’

‘Will you be coming tomorrow?’

‘Yes. By the way, do you have a bedpan?’

‘I … I don’t think so.’ She had never seen one in her life.

‘Well, get one from the chemist. I’d like your mother to be absolutely still for a day or two. Don’t want her traipsing back and forth to the lavatory.’ He was putting the pad of paper back into his bag and preparing to go. ‘See you tomorrow, Mrs Cazalet. I’ll let myself out.’

She heard him open the front door, close it, and then there was silence. She spent a ghastly day, buying food and getting the prescription and the bedpan, and then persuading her mother to use it, and then having to empty it, and clean it out and put it back in the peachy bedroom with a peachy towel covering it. A nice woman at the fishmonger in Earl’s Court Road – she had to walk miles to find a fish shop – told her how to cook the fillets of plaice she bought. ‘For an invalid, is it? Just put it between two plates, dear, over a saucepan of hot water.’ That was fine, but she hadn’t asked how long for and she burned her fingers on the top plate trying to see whether it was cooked or not. Quite soon the whole flat smelled of fish, and then her mother didn’t seem to want it in the least. ‘I thought you knew me and fish, Zoë,’ she said. ‘Never mind, I can make do with some bread and milk. And some grapes,’ she called, after Zoë had gone out of the room with the tray. ‘Did you get the grapes?’

‘You didn’t say you wanted any. I asked you if there was anything you wanted and you said nothing. I’ll go this afternoon.’

‘I don’t want to be a trouble.’

But you are, she thought, scraping the fish off the plate and putting it into the rubbish bin. The bedpan business had made her feel totally unhungry. She went out again and bought grapes and a tin of turtle soup for her mother’s supper. In the evening she had a good moan to Rupert about how awful everything was and how much she missed him. He was sweet about it all, said that he was sure she was being a wonderful nurse, and it couldn’t be helped and he’d ring tomorrow.

After that, things changed rapidly. Dr Sherlock came in the morning and she’d made some coffee – about the only thing she was good at making – and offered him some after his visit to her mother. He agreed to a quick cup. Her mother was making excellent progress, he said, should be up for an hour or two quite soon, but he had told her to have an afternoon rest and to settle down early for the night. ‘And what do you do with yourself once your mother is settled?’

Zoë shrugged. ‘Nothing. My friends all seem to be away, and I don’t care to go to a cinema by myself.’ She had tried one or two old schoolfriends, but got no results. She looked down at the cup on her lap and then back at him with a small, appealing smile. ‘Still, I really shouldn’t complain.’

‘That rarely prevents one from doing so, I find. Well, I can complain as well. My wife took the children to Hunstanton for what was supposed to be a fortnight, and now it’s three weeks and no sign of them returning.’

‘Poor you!’ She proffered the coffee pot.

‘Thanks, it was delicious but I’ve got some more calls before lunch.’ He got to his feet. He really was amazingly tall. That afternoon, she went back to her own house and collected some more clothes.

By the end of the week, her mother was getting up for a part of each day, was able to bathe and use the lavatory. On Friday, he asked her if she would care to dine with him. ‘If you have nothing better to do.’ She had nothing better to do.

By tacit agreement, her mother was not actually informed of this arrangement. She told her mother that she was going to the cinema, and he said nothing. He took her to Prunier’s, and, over their Pâté Traktir and Chablis, exchanged those elliptical, fascinating and often misleading pieces of information about themselves that pave the path to physical attraction. How long had she been married? Nearly four years. She must have been very, very young, then. Nineteen. A child. And the children? She was afraid she had none. Her husband had been married before; the children she had mentioned were by his former wife. She was very young to take on step-children. Yes, it was sometimes difficult. She was wearing a halter-necked dress that made her minute shrugs of semi-denial – about extreme youth, or the consequent difficulties – particularly attractive. She had wanted to go on the stage, she volunteered, but marriage had put an end to all that. He could quite see why she had wanted to go on the stage. They had reached the Sole Véronique by now and she asked him about himself. Nothing to tell: he was a GP with a fairly large practice, a house in Redcliffe Square, had been married for twelve years and had two children. His wife disliked London and with some money inherited from her father had bought a cottage in Norfolk from which she found it difficult to tear herself away. He was not too keen on the country himself – much preferred town. Oh, yes, so did she! This agreement, as they drank to it and looked at each other escalated to a delightful significance. ‘How extraordinary,’ he said with simulated lightness, ‘that we should be so alike!’ They had reached the coffee stage before a waiter came to say that there was a call for him. When he returned, he was awfully sorry, but they would have to go – he had a visit to make. No, no, finish your coffee. He called for the bill.

‘It is a pity,’ he said. ‘I was hoping to take you on somewhere to dance.’

‘Were you?’ She could not entirely suppress her disappointment. ‘How did they know you were at the restaurant?’

‘I always leave a number with any serious case if I’m going out. It’s all part of the job. I don’t have a partner.’

As he dropped her back at the mansion block, he said, ‘Do you mind if I don’t see you in?’

‘Of course not. Thanks for the dinner. It was lovely to go out.’

‘It was lovely to go out with you,’ he returned. ‘Perhaps we could go dancing on another occasion?’

‘Perhaps we could.’

He watched while she ran lightly up the steps and opened the door to the block with her key. She turned and waved, and he blew her a kiss. It was the first time she had gone out to dinner alone with a man who was not Rupert, since her marriage, and she felt herself back on ground that was both familiar and exciting.

The next day she went home again to fetch an evening dress, and two evenings later, he took her to the Gargoyle. He was a divine dancer, the band played all her favourites and the head waiter greeted her by name. This time, no telephone call interrupted them: she wore her old white backless dress (after all, it would not seem old to him) and a green velvet ribbon round her throat with a diamanté buckle stitched onto it and her old, comfortable green shoes that were so good for dancing. Excitement and pleasure animated her beauty, making it at once more childlike and more mysterious, and he was entrapped. He told her she was a marvellous dancer and how lovely she was – at first, lightly; she received these tentative compliments politely, like a rich woman being given a bunch of daisies. But later in the evening, when they had drunk quite a lot and his admiration ascended from compliment to homage, ‘I have never even seen anyone half so beautiful in my life,’ her responses became more serious. Confident in the effect her appearance had made, she was able to indulge in flirtatious half-truths. ‘I’m awfully dull, really. I’ve got rather a frivolous mind.’

‘You’re certainly not dull. Would you like some brandy?’

She shook her head. ‘I am! And I don’t know a thing about politics and I don’t read serious books – or –’ she searched for more harmless shortcomings, ‘or go to meetings about things or do charity work.’ There was a pause, he could not take his eyes off her. ‘And I don’t know if you’ve noticed that there are a lot of pictures – drawings of women – on the walls in the bar here? Well, they are by someone quite famous called Matisse, but I can’t see the point of them all.’

He said, ‘I do adore your honesty.’

‘Bet you’d get bored with it.’

She looked at his brandy, and he beckoned the waiter. ‘You always change your mind about brandy, don’t you?’ This had happened the previous night; he was delighted in knowing something so well about her.



She looked at him with faint reproach. ‘Not absolutely always. I never do anything always.’

‘Of course you don’t.’

‘And I’m hopelessly undomesticated – can’t cook to save my life – and to tell you the honest truth, I don’t think I’m even maternal. Actually.’

But he was too far gone to recognise the honest truths.

And now – what was it? – eight days later, she realised that the whole thing had gone far enough. He was madly in love with her. He had tried to get her to bed with him, but she had resisted what she found to be a surprisingly strong temptation. This had made her feel quite self-righteous in her telephone conversations with Rupert, which had become increasingly dishonest. Mummy was making progress, but slowly, she had been saying; she could not possibly leave her until she felt happy about her being well enough to live alone. With her mother, things were different. Her mother had looked up from her novel after Zoë had finished one of her guarded telephone conversations with Philip who rang at least three times a day, and said, ‘You’re going out with him, aren’t you?’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘With him. With Dr Sherlock. Does Rupert know?’

Ignoring this, she said, ‘I’ve had dinner with him once or twice – yes. Why shouldn’t I?’

‘It can’t be right, Zoë. You have such a nice marriage – and everything. But if Rupert knows, and doesn’t mind, I suppose it’s all right?’

Zoë still didn’t reply to this tacit question, and her mother had not the courage to ask again.

Zoë told Rupert never to ring after seven in the evening, as it might wake her mother, and felt safe.

That evening, he took her, as he had promised, to see Lupino Lane in Me and My Girl. She enjoyed it, and her enjoyment was heightened by the knowledge that through it he was watching her rather than the show. Afterwards, they went to the Savoy, had dinner and danced. She wore her strapless olive-green corded silk, her newest dress that she had bought because the colour matched her eyes and enhanced the white sheen of her shoulders. She had piled her hair on top of her head and fastened the green velvet ribbon with the diamanté buckle at the back (her jewellery was in Sussex, which she felt was a great pity). She knew that she looked her best, and was silently piqued because, so far, he had not told her so. However, everybody else seemed to notice her: the head waiter, the wine-waiter, even Carroll Gibbon playing the piano smiled at her, his spectacles glinting when they went onto the dance floor to dance.

‘You’re very silent,’ she said, at last. ‘Don’t you like my dress? I put it on specially for you. Aren’t I smart enough?’

‘Not smart,’ he replied. ‘That’s not how I would describe you at all.’ She felt his hand press the small of her back. ‘You’re entirely irresistible. I want you more than anything in the world.’

‘Oh, Philip!’

But not much later, when they had dined, and the lights were lower, he asked whether, if they were both free, she would marry him.

She stared at him, incredulous: he looked completely serious.

‘But we are married!’

‘In my case, only just. My wife has written saying that she thinks there may be a war, and she therefore won’t be coming back to London. She’s going to keep the children in the country. I think she would give me a divorce if I asked for it. It hasn’t been a marriage for years, anyhow.’

‘Poor you!’

He looked at her with a faintly sardonic smile. ‘Don’t be sorry for me. I’ve found consolation elsewhere from time to time that has seemed adequate – until now. I am a very good lover,’ he added.

There was a short silence: she was embarrassed. She searched for something mature and dismissive to say.

‘Of course, I’m awfully flattered, but, of course, it’s out of the question. Rupert would never divorce me.’

‘Would you want him to?’

Afterwards, she realised, that if only she had been truthful – said that she didn’t want a divorce, that although he attracted her, she wasn’t in love with him – things might, almost certainly would, have turned out very differently. But earlier she had made the mistake of implying that things were ‘difficult’ at home and had basked in his sympathetic attention. If she had not been such a fool, she would never have got herself into this mess. For a mess it was. She realised uncomfortably that he was far more serious than she had meant him to be. His intensity frightened her, and she descended into fresh dishonesty. It would make him feel better, she thought, if she allowed him to think that she felt as he did, but was prevented by her principles from doing what, of course, they would both like. This seemed to make things easier between them, but when he was taking her home, he begged her to come back to his house with him; she refused and he pleaded with her; she refused and he kissed her; she wept and he became tender and contrite. By the time she got to bed on the sofa she was so exhausted that she couldn’t sleep, felt guilty and irritable and thoroughly out of sorts and simply wanted to get out of it all.

The next morning, her mother, who had been worrying a great deal more than she had allowed Zoë to know, announced that she was going to convalesce with her old friend, Maud Witting, who lived on the Isle of Wight and was always asking her to stay. ‘Then you can go back to Sussex, darling, where I know you’d rather be.’

Deeply relieved, Zoë behaved, as her mother said, ‘angelically,’ packing her case, going out to buy her toiletries and the regulation box of Meltis Fruits that her mother always took when she stayed with this friend, and finally going in the cab with her to Waterloo and seeing her comfortably on the train. ‘Give my love to Rupert. Have you told him you’ll be home tonight?’

Zoë lied about this. She knew she had not been nearly nice enough to her mother and didn’t want to worry her. But walking out of the station she felt a sense of freedom. Her mother was better and going to have a nice time instead of being cooped up in that dreary little flat, and she, Zoë, could now simply disappear so far as Philip was concerned, if she wanted to. As she had to clear out what had become a considerable wardrobe from her mother’s flat and return it to Brook Green, she decided to spend one more night in London and tell Philip that she was leaving for Sussex the next day. She managed to announce this on the telephone to him (he no longer visited her mother who was deemed well enough not to need it). There was a silence the other end, and then he said, ‘Perhaps you would rather forgo a farewell party?’ And she found herself saying not at all, she would love to see him if he felt like it. She felt she had been honest, and quite cool; if he wanted to see her, it was up to him.

He fetched her at the usual time, they dined in Soho in a restaurant he had not taken her to before and everything seemed to be the same, but it wasn’t. She realised quite early on that he made no remark about her appearance – usually a recurring topic – and after a while this began to worry her. She was wearing a dress that by now he knew quite well, and also she had slept badly the night before, and finally she said something about this, but he simply said she looked the same to him and went on talking about whatever it was, a host of impersonal things – whether television would ever catch on to the general public – had she ever seen any? No? Of course, if it ever got away it would finish off radio and, he supposed, the cinema. ‘I would have liked to have been a film actress,’ she said.

‘Would you?’ he returned. ‘Well, I expect you have that ambition in common with every shopgirl in London.’ She did not like being lumped with all of them, and sulked. It wasn’t turning out at all the sort of last evening she had envisaged. Eventually, they went dancing, and he stopped talking, and things felt better. Just before they went home, he kissed her on the dance floor and she knew he still wanted her.

He said he would come up with her to see her safely into the flat, and she said, don’t bother, she didn’t want to wake her mother. ‘Your mother?’ Yes, she was afraid they must have woken her last night and she’d promised not to do it again. ‘I promise that we shan’t wake your mother,’ he said, getting into the lift with her. ‘I just want to come in for a cup of tea and a chat. After all, it is our last evening,’ he added.

‘It has been fun,’ she said.

‘Has it?’

She shut the front door with exaggerated quiet, and they stood in the dreary, narrow little hall. He took off her wrap and laid it on a chair.

‘You don’t really want tea, do you?’

‘No,’ he said, ‘not in the least,’ and took her in his arms and kissed her. Always before, this had been exciting, but it had been his desire that she enjoyed – her own feelings had remained secure and aloof. Now she felt herself responding, and began to feel nervous.

She made an attempt to disentangle herself, and when he stopped kissing her, she said, ‘This isn’t talking. I think you’d better go, Philip.’

He put his hands on top of her bare shoulders and in a neutral voice said, ‘You feel it has all gone far enough?’

‘Yes! Yes, I do!’

‘You would not like us to do something we should both regret?’

‘Of course not.’ She tried to say it in an offhand manner, but the expression of admiring, tender attention in his eyes that she had become used to was not there, and when she looked at him, she could not tell what had replaced it. ‘Anyway, I told you, we mustn’t wake Mummy.’ In the very short silence that followed, she had time to think that the flat was horribly quiet and that nobody would ever hear her if she screamed before she saw that he was very angry, and was smiling.

‘Such a little cheat! Your mother rang me this morning for a prescription to be posted to her. You could have rejoined your husband today, couldn’t you? But you couldn’t resist one more evening of games! You’re very beautiful, my dear. You are also the most egocentric little creature I’ve ever met in my life. You’ve always known your own strength, haven’t you, but you know nothing about your own weakness: it’s high time you learned that.’ With one neat, sudden movement, he picked her up, carried her into the sitting room and dropped her onto the sofa.

There followed some hours she would remember for the rest of her life with a kind of double-edged shame. Shame of a conventional sort, that it should have happened at all, and shame of a more true and insidious kind: that her resistance had been token, that she should have become utterly immersed in what had nothing to do with love-making as she had hitherto known it. For he did not woo her with sweet words – made no attempt to sue for her love – said nothing at all. He simply set about unlocking her sensuality by touch, observing each effect. Years later, when she saw a French film about men breaking into a bank and one of them feeling for the right combination of the safe, she recognised that look of acute, impassive attention, and came, and blushed in the dark. Once he had discovered what roused her, he used it, so that she, who had always been the granter of favours, became the suppliant, leading her past initial protest to compliance, until she became eager, when he withheld himself until she was frantic, was to hear her voice pleading with him for the rest of her life. Hours later, when this process had recurred and been resolved several times, she must have fallen asleep, because she realised suddenly that she was alone, with a blanket over her, the lamp still burning on the rickety table in the corner of the room, subdued by the grey morning light.

At first she thought, He must still be here, but when she got up, with the blanket wrapped round her, she quickly found that he wasn’t. Her body felt stiff and sore, and she had a crick in her neck from sleeping awkwardly on the sofa. Her clothes from last night lay scattered on the floor where he had thrown them. Knowing that he had gone was a kind of relief. While she was having a bath, the telephone rang. But he needn’t think I’ll answer it, she thought, picking at the crumbs of her old image, the haughty, adorable Zoë who could manipulate any man and remain perfectly cool. But when it stopped ringing, she wondered what on earth he would have said to her. She found it difficult to think – at all – about anything.

Much later, when she had dressed and made herself a cup of tea, the telephone rang again. She left it for two rings, and then picked it up. Let him speak; she would not say anything, as he had not, last night.

‘Zoë? Darling, I know its terribly early for you, but I felt I must ring …’

It was Rupert. Hugh had rung last night, he said; he and Edward were worried about the way things were going, and Hugh had said that London was not going to be a good place to be if things got sticky. He had tried to ring last night, but she must have been out. So, would she bring her mother if need be and catch a train this morning? There was one at ten twenty-five, he added.

Zoë heard herself explaining about her mother having gone, and saying that she had planned to return today, anyway. ‘Did you ring earlier?’ she asked.

‘Good Lord, no. You know what you’re like if you’re woken by the telephone. I’ll meet you at Battle, then. Goodbye, sweetie.’

She put the receiver back on its hook; she was trembling and her knees were giving way. She stumbled into the sitting room and collapsed on the little gilt chair by the lamp. It was too soon to hear Rupert. She was too raw, and confused – she needed time before she saw him again and now there wouldn’t be any. As she began to cry, she started to try and construct a version of what had happened that seemed bearable. She had gone too far with this man and he had taken advantage of her – had raped her. But he hadn’t raped her. It was not her fault that she was so desirable; he was far older, she had told him that she was married and would not ever leave her husband, so why had he not simply accepted that and gone away? But she had tried to attract him, had wanted him to be in love with her, she had not cared at all. ‘Such a little cheat!’

He had fallen so much in love with her that he had had to make love to her, and she had felt that she owed him that, at least. But last night, she began to know, had had nothing to do with love. She had not graciously given herself to him: ‘Oh, Philip – please – please!’ He had seduced her, he was obviously very experienced – must have gone to bed with dozens of women. He had planned the whole thing from the start. If she had resisted him last night, he would probably have raped her. But if you went dancing every night with a man you knew was violently attracted to you, and then you invited him into what you knew was an empty flat, what could you expect? What was it he had said? Something about, ‘You don’t know your own weakness.’ Now, it seemed, she knew nothing else, seemed entirely to be made up of it. It was weak to be reduced into some kind of – words failed her here – an animal? A tart? But they did it for money, didn’t they? If it had been a question of money last night, it would have been she who would have paid … No reconstruction that she attempted felt true enough to be comfortable. She turned off the lamp and, wearily diminished, set about tidying her clothes from the floor, dressing and packing her case for the journey back to Sussex.




On the same morning, Raymond rang Mill Farm at breakfast time to say that Aunt Lena had died. Nora realised that that was what must have happened because her mother was using her artificial voice. Nobody, Nora felt, could honestly be terribly sorry that Aunt Lena had died as she was frightfully old and never seemed to have enjoyed anything much, but she noticed that Aunt Villy caught her mother’s voice and they both sounded exactly the same as they said how sad it was. The funeral was to be on Monday, Jessica said, and Raymond thought that Angela and Christopher should accompany her to Frensham. ‘Oh, can’t I go too?’ Nora cried. ‘I’ve never been to a funeral!’

‘Yes, you have,’ said Neville. ‘Bexhill had his funeral last week. You were at it.’

‘A little week,’ said Louise dreamily, ‘or e’er those shoes were old, with which she followed that poor fish’s body—’

‘Be quiet, children! Or, if you’ve finished breakfast, go.’

Lydia got down at once. ‘Where would you like us to go to, Mummy darling? I mean, really best like us to go?’

‘To hell,’ Neville said, ‘or the lav, I should think.’

Judy, who was always a slow eater, stuffed her toast into her mouth and said, ‘Is it difficult to bury fat people? Aunt Lena was simply gigantic,’ she explained.

‘Judy, would you kindly shut up and leave the room!’

‘We’ve got to go as well,’ Louise said to Nora, to preempt being sent.

Villy heaved a sigh of relief, and then realised that Angela was still with them.

‘It’s all right, Mummy, I must go or I’ll be late for my sitting.’ Rupert was actually painting her portrait from ten until one o’clock every day, an enterprise that enabled her to spend hours alone with him without having to say anything. The portrait was nearly finished, but she lived in hope that he might start another one.

‘I sometimes wonder whether she has got a bit of a pash for Rupert,’ Jessica said when her daughter had left the room.

‘Oh, well, that doesn’t matter. He’s a perfectly safe person for her to have a pash about. I expect she’s simply thrilled to have her portrait painted. Don’t you remember how excited you were when Henry Ford painted you for a fairy story?’

‘Yes, but I didn’t care about him in the least. It was just my vanity.’ She gave herself a little shake. ‘Oh dear! Poor Raymond! He’s having to make all the funeral arrangements, and he’s awfully bad at that sort of thing.’

‘I suppose you must go to it?’

‘Of course I must. But I really don’t want to take the children. Christopher will get dreadfully upset and then Raymond will be cross with him, and Angela will probably sulk and say she hasn’t got the right clothes. Nor have I, come to that.’

‘I’ve got a black and white dress you could borrow if it isn’t too short on you. And if you leave the children here, it means you can come back sooner.’

Although she had not told Jessica about the possibility of her being pregnant, she knew that she would miss her sister when she went away: there was nobody else with whom she had the same intimacy. In fact, being with Jessica these weeks had made her realise how lonely she usually was.

At eleven o’clock that morning, one of the Cazalet lorries lumbered up the drive and the driver got down from his cab and tapped on the kitchen window with a stubby pencil from behind his ear. Mrs Cripps, in the throes of making an Irish stew with seven pounds of scrag end of lamb, sent Dottie to find Mrs Cazalet Senior. But Dottie was no good at finding people. She disappeared at once, but did not return as she knew better than to face Mrs Cripps with failure. Time went by; the driver got back into his cab where he ate a bun, dripping with shredded coconut, drank a Thermos of tea and read the Star. Mrs Cripps forgot about the whole thing, until she wanted the trug of Victoria plums, and realised that Dottie hadn’t brought them in from the back door where McAlpine would have deposited them. She screeched for Dottie and Eileen said she hadn’t seen her for some time, and there were the plums – the sun had come round onto them and the wasps were everywhere.

‘Eileen, you’d better go for Mrs Senior, although it will be one more for dinner by now, as I can see with half an eye.’ So Eileen went and knocked on the door of the drawing room where the Duchy and Sid were playing.

‘Most extraordinary,’ the Duchy said to Rachel and Sid when she returned to the drawing room. ‘The man has twenty-four camp beds which he says William told him to deliver. What can they be for?’

‘Evacuation of some kind,’ said Sid.

The Duchy looked relieved. ‘Oh, I do hope it’s only that! You remember that awful time when he met that cricket team on the train and invited them for the weekend, and there was nothing to give them but macaroni cheese? Who do you think he wants to evacuate? Oh dear! It might be the members from his club. They all expect such rich food.’

‘Darling, I’m sure it won’t be. You know he likes to be on the safe side. And if he buys things, he always gets them in dozens.’ Rachel spoke soothingly, but felt a twinge of uneasiness.

‘Where is he, anyway?’

‘He’s gone to Brede. There’s supposed to be an old man there who’s a frightfully good water diviner. He wants him to sink another well for the new cottages. He said he’d be back for lunch. We’ll deal with the lorry man, darling, won’t we Sid?’

‘You bet.’

‘Don’t let her lift anything, will you, Sid? She’s just got her back right again.’

‘Righty-ho.’

‘That’s it.’

‘Have you finished it?’

‘No – no. But I’ve got to go.’ He was wiping his brush on a rag. ‘Got to meet Zoë’s train. Hey! I’ll be late if I don’t scoot. You couldn’t clean my brushes, like a darling, could you?’

Of course she could.

‘Bless your heart.’

And he was gone. A bombshell – out of the blue. He hadn’t said a word about Zoë returning. ‘Got to meet Zoë’s train. Perhaps he didn’t want to meet her – simply had to because they were married. She got slowly to her feet. She got awfully stiff sitting with her head turned towards him, trembled sometimes with the effort of keeping still. But it was all worth it for the being alone, and for the breaks of ten minutes every hour when he gave her a cigarette and told her what a jolly good sitter she was. Would he stop – now that Zoë was back? At least, he would probably finish the picture after spending so much time on it. She went over to the easel to look at the portrait. He had painted her sitting in the large high-backed leather chair that lived at one end of the billiard room. The leather was a kind of greenish black, and he had made her sit at an angle in it but looking up at him, with her hands on her lap. In spite of her bringing a selection of her best clothes for him to choose from, he had discarded the lot and, in the end, put her into a very old silk shirt of his that was a kind of greenish white. It was far too big for her, but he had rolled up the sleeves and left two of the front buttons undone. She was divided between the intense pleasure of wearing something of his, and feeling that she looked awful in it. He had also stopped her curling her hair, tied it back with a dull green ribbon that unfortunately belonged to Zoë, and he had said that he preferred her without lipstick. She thought she looked drab and watery, he had even made her eyes look a kind of aquamarine colour. She didn’t feel it was actually like her at all. He said she looked beautiful, and what more could she want? For it to go on for ever, she thought, and felt her eyes filling with tears. Sometimes she deliberately got her pose wrong so that he would come and move her head with his hands, but he had never touched her face again. She took the brushes out of the jam jar where he had stuck them and started to wipe them on the turps-soaked rag. And it will only get worse, she thought. Not only will Zoë be here from lunch-time onwards, but we shall finish our visit and they will make me go back to London and leave him. I won’t be able to bear that.

When Polly woke on Friday morning she felt just the same as when she had gone to sleep the night before – just as awful and frightened and full of doom. It was like a nightmare, except that it wasn’t confined to the night: that was the only time when she hadn’t felt anything – hadn’t even dreamed about it. It seemed extraordinary that out of the blue, when everything seemed quite normal and nice with only small things to worry about, like would she manage to get chicken pox at the right time and how could she explain to the Duchy that hot milk was like a sick-making poison and therefore couldn’t do her good, that with no warning at all, the thing she had dreaded most in the world for years now should not only be probable but imminent. It had started after tea yesterday: she had gone to her favourite tree in the orchard beyond the kitchen garden – the tree that she and Louise used to share, only now Louise wasn’t interested any more and she made Clary jolly well have her own tree – and settled on the best flat branch quite high up where she could sit with her back to the trunk and read and nobody could see her. She had taken her holiday task: Miss Milliment had let them choose from a list she had made and Polly had chosen Cranford, which she was finding rather boring. So when she heard voices approaching, her attention was easily diverted. As they came nearer, she could see that it was Aunt Rach and Sid. She was just about to call out to them when she realised that Aunt Rach was crying, which was very unusual for a grown-up. Then she realised that they were stopping under the tree, and it felt too late to say that she was there. They were talking about someone called Evie and how she was making a fuss about Sid being away, and Aunt Rach suddenly cried out, ‘But if you go back to London, and there is a war, there’ll be bombs – terrible air raids – someone said that they could flatten London in two or three raids – or they may use gas – I couldn’t bear you to face all that without me!’

‘My precious, you’re making a whole lot of fearful suppositions. If there is a war—’

‘You know if the Czechs don’t accept Hitler’s ultimatum there will be. You said that yourself.’

‘Darling, they’re digging air-raid shelters. It was in the news.’

‘That won’t help against gas. Hugh said that gas—’

‘They’re going to issue everybody with gas masks—’

‘It’s not any of that. If we are all going to be killed, I want to be with you. So I beg you to ask Evie to come down here, only you must do it now. The next thing will be a state of emergency, and they probably won’t let people travel.’

‘Probably not. There may well be an invasion—’

‘Oh, don’t! Surely not that! We are an island.’

‘We’re also, so far as I can make out, totally unprepared for war. And I find it hard to believe that Hitler doesn’t know that. He’s calling the tune, and making the terms.’

‘Sid, don’t go on! Stick to the point. Stick to getting Evie down.’

‘The little parochial point—’

‘It’s all we can do, isn’t it? And it may not be for long. It may be the end – of everything.’

There was a silence, and when Polly, trembling, leant down to look, she saw that kind Sid had her arms round Aunt Rach and was kissing her to make her feel better.

‘Courage, my darling, we do have each other. All right, I’ll ring Evie. If you are sure the Duchy wouldn’t mind.’

‘She won’t in the least. She just doesn’t want us to talk about it in front of the children. She doesn’t want them frightened.’

They began to walk away, and were almost immediately out of sight.

Polly stayed quite still. Her heart was thudding so hard that she felt it was trying to get out of her body. When she did start to come down out of the tree, she miscalculated the well-known route and scraped her shin badly in preventing herself from falling. She wanted to spit on the blood, but her mouth had gone quite dry. Terrible pictures were surging across her mind: this orchard, the trees blackened stumps, the ground a sea of mud, at night you would hear poor wounded people moaning – only I wouldn’t, she thought, I’d be dead by then from the bombs and gas. London might be more dangerous – well, obviously it was or Aunt Rach wouldn’t have been in such a state – but they could easily drop bombs by mistake in other places. But London – Dad – Oscar! – she would have to get Dad to bring Oscar down with him tomorrow evening – if there was a tomorrow evening. Oh, God, she should make them come down now – at once! She got to her feet and began mindlessly running towards the house.

She had tried to ring Dad at his office: he wasn’t in, and she asked them to tell him to ring Miss Polly Cazalet back. She thought of telling Clary and asking her what she thought, but Clary’s spots were itching and all she seemed to want was for people to play Pegotty with her and the situation was far too bad for playing games. Anyway, the children didn’t know, it hadn’t been talked about in front of them. It was the grown-ups she must test. The responses she got were neither helpful nor reassuring. She tried Mr York when he brought up the evening milk from the farm, and he said he’d never trusted Germans and he wasn’t starting now – not at his time of life. She tried Mrs Cripps because she seemed to be reading a newspaper in her creaky basket chair, and she said that she thought wars were just a waste of everybody’s time and she had better things to do. When pressed about whether the newspaper was saying things about war, she said she never believed a word she read in newspapers. Perhaps, Polly thought, war wasn’t talked about in front of the servants: ‘pas devant les domestiques’, as Mummy and Aunt Villy sometimes said about things. So she tried her mother, who was sewing name-tapes into Simon’s school clothes in the day nursery with Wills sitting in a pen who was dribbling a lot and frowning at two coloured bricks that he was grasping. Polly had got more skilful at asking by now, so she started with why wasn’t Mr Chamberlain going off to see Hitler again, and Mummy said that there were a lot of things to be sorted out. And if Hitler wanted a war very badly, he could just have one, couldn’t he? Mummy said that it wasn’t as simple as that – but Polly noticed that she was beginning to look rather trapped – and then said, almost thankfully, what on earth had Polly done to her leg? Go and wash it in the bathroom and bring her the iodine and some Elastoplast. Extraordinary, to fuss about a detail like a leg when there might be a war any minute, Polly thought wearily, as she did as she was told. Then she thought that perhaps men, who after all made the wars and fought in them, didn’t talk about it in front of the ladies. The only person left was the Brig. He was in his study, which, as usual, smelled of geraniums and cigar boxes, and he was poring over a huge book on his desk with a magnifying glass.

‘Ah,’ he said, ‘the very person I wanted. Which one of you is that?’

‘Polly.’

‘Polly. Right. Just read me what I wrote here about the export of teak logs from Burma between 1926 and 1932, would you?’

So, of course, she had to. Then he told her a long story about elephants in Burma, how they could judge precisely where to pick up a log with their trunks, which would not, she must understand, necessarily be in the middle at all, and how they would all stop work, drop their logs at the same moment in the afternoon, when they knew it was time for their bathe in the river. It was a much more interesting story than the ones about people he’d met in strange, or the same, places, but she was not in the mood for stories of any kind. When he stopped for a moment, and was clearly thinking of something else to tell her, she asked him quickly whether he thought there would be a war starting this weekend.

‘What makes you ask that, my duck?’ She saw he was trying to see her with his rather filmy blue eyes.

‘I just – sort of feel – there might be.’

‘Well, I’m damned!’

‘Do you think so?’ she persisted.

He went on trying to look at her; then he gave a very small nod. ‘Between you and me,’ he said.

‘Dad’s in London,’ she said; her voice was trembly and she didn’t want to cry. ‘And Oscar.’

‘Who the devil’s Oscar? Damn silly name. Who’s Oscar?’

‘My cat. It isn’t a silly name for a cat. He’s named after a famous Irish playwright. I don’t want him bombed to death. I want Dad to bring him down. I can have him here, can’t I?’

He pulled a huge silk handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to her. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘you sound as though you need to blow your nose. Of course you can have your cat.’

‘Could you make Dad come down today?’

‘No need for that. There may be another meeting next week and, who knows, that might just do the trick. Who’s been putting the wind up you like this, my duck?’

‘No one really,’ she lied. She had an instinct not to betray her aunt.

‘Well, don’t you worry your pretty little head any more.’ He was fishing in yet another of his numerous pockets and produced a half-crown. ‘Run along, my duck.’

As if half-a-crown would make her feel all right! Anyway, Dad had rung her up and he said he would bring Oscar. Today, Friday, the same great weight of doom lay on her heart, but at least, in ten hours at the most, Dad would come, and she could spend the morning arranging Oscar’s food and make a bed for him to sleep in. She knew that he wouldn’t sleep in it, but he would resent trouble not having been taken.

Miss Milliment – with an excitement that made her most inefficient – was packing. On receipt of dear Viola’s kind letter she had, as requested, gone to a public telephone box and rung Mill Farm. She hardly ever used the telephone and was terribly anxious about not hearing properly on it, but dear Viola was very clear: catch the four-twenty from Charing Cross to Battle on Friday afternoon and she would be met. Now, on Friday morning, she had her father’s largest suitcase – unfortunately, the mildew seemed to have penetrated the lining – laid on her bed and was filling it with clothes. She did not possess summer clothes as such, simply wore less of whatever she had in winter. But not having to make this kind of choice did not prevent the utmost confusion. Pale grey and coffee-coloured lisle stockings, resolutely unpaired, lay in surprising quantity on the only chair. She had no idea she had so many, and was also daunted by there being so few that matched. Pairs of enormous lock-knit bloomers were piled in one heap, and some short-sleeved woollen vests (they were uniformly pale grey) were put in another. Someone had told her years ago that when packing one should start from the skin and work outwards. But every now and then she forgot this in agonised contemplation of the choice between her bottle-green jersey ensemble or the heather-mixture tweed. There was also the problem of a cardigan – the steel grey one seemed infested with what looked like bits of dried porridge and the fawn one showed distinct signs of moth. Her best mustard and brown foulard she must certainly take for the evenings. Garters! She was always mislaying them, so better take all she could find, They did not really keep her stockings up, but they prevented them from entirely falling down. Her nightdresses – one really needed washing, but the other she had only used for a few days – were draped across the iron bedhead. There were also two Viyella shirts that had been made for her by the landlady’s cousin; they were not a very good fit, but perfectly serviceable under a cardigan. Her sponge bag was rather a disgrace. Again, it had belonged to Father and she had the distinct impression that it was not waterproof; she decided to wrap her flannel and toothbrush in newspaper before putting them into it, She would not take many books as, doubtless, the Cazalet family would possess a delightful quantity and she was sure that they would let her borrow from them. Her other pair of shoes, brown lace-ups, needed soling, she could see a hole in one of them, and they had worn dreadfully thin. How on earth was she to get all this into one case? She began cramming things in, first laying the foulard over the bottom in the hope that it would not then be utterly crushed, and then stuffing everything on top. It was soon overflowing, and she could not get it shut. She did not like to ask Mrs Timpson to come and help her as there had been a distinct atmosphere ever since she had announced that she was going away for a while. Mrs Timpson seemed to feel that she should have been given more notice, which was nonsense, really, since she would still be paying for the room. It became clear that the case would only be shut if she did not take her cardigan. Or she could wear it? But she did tend to perspire rather and she must, of course, travel in her better coat, which was quite thick. There was nothing for it: she would have to take two cases, and this, she feared, would mean a cab, which, from Stoke Newington to Charing Cross might easily come to two pounds. Or even more. Well, she had summoned up all her courage and cashed a cheque that morning for ten pounds. ‘I am going on a journey,’ she had explained to the cashier before he could say too much. She was on her knees trying to pull the other case out from under her bed. It seemed intractably heavy, and she remembered that it was full of papers, photographs, and a few pieces of china that she had kept from home: a teapot with cowslips on it and a pair of fruit plates, with grapes and cherries in the centre and a dark blue and gold rim. All these things would have to go into the chest of drawers and this, she knew, meant that they were not safe from Mrs Timpson’s prying eyes. Well, she would take Eustace’s letters – they must remain private – and the rest would have to take pot luck. Going on a journey! How extremely fortunate she was! And the invitation had come at the end of a long summer when she had to admit that she had become a little tired of her own company. It was not so much the days when she was quite able to interest herself in galleries, but the evenings, when her eyes were tired and she could not always read as much as she would have liked. A little conversation would have been pleasant then, if there had been anybody to converse with.

To be going to the country! She did miss the country. They would be hay-making and, perhaps, in that part of the country, picking hops, and they were only nine miles from the sea! She had not seen the sea for years. However, she must not forget that she was going to work, to teach the girls; she had thought so much about them all the summer – so different, but each with qualities that she endeavoured to bring out, and little faults that she feared she was not strict enough to correct. Louise, for instance, her eldest pupil and now fifteen, needed to be made to work harder at the subjects she did not care for, but she was very clever at getting her own way, would prolong the discussions after their morning Shakespeare reading in order not to start upon her Latin or mathematics. In this last year, Miss Milliment had begun to feel that Louise was outgrowing the situation of being taught with Polly and Clary, neither of whom presented a challenge to her. Of course, they were two years younger which was a great deal at their age. Louise had become aloof and indolent, and Miss Milliment had noticed during her Friday luncheons that her relationship with her mother seemed a little strained. She was growing up, whereas Polly and Clary were still little girls. Polly caused her no anxiety. She seemed content to read Shakespeare without wishing in the least to become an actress, to listen to Clary’s compositions with wholehearted admiration and no desire to compete, to have no airs and graces about her appearance although she was a very attractive child with the promise of beauty. She was full of frankness and fervour; moral questions that Louise would evade neatly and with flashes of wit, and that would incense Clary to almost tearful diatribes, were chewed over by Polly with a kind of anxious honesty that Miss Milliment found most endearing.

But Clary – although she knew she should not feel this – was her favourite. Clary was not pretty like Polly, nor striking like Louise; Clary, with her sallow round face, her freckles, her fine straight mousy hair, her smile disfigured by the gap in her front teeth and the steel plate, with her bitten nails, her tendency to sulk, was in some ways a very ordinary, not very attractive little girl, but she noticed things, and it was the way in which she did this and how she wrote about them that Miss Milliment felt was not ordinary at all. Her composition, in the last year, had graduated from imitative accounts of the life of animals in anthropomorphic terms, to stories about people, which showed that she sensed, or perceived, or knew a remarkable amount about them for someone of thirteen. Miss Milliment encouraged her, always gave her homework where there was some scope for this gift, often made her read her pieces aloud, and was punctilious about the meaning of words when they were loosely or inaccurately employed. This had inspired Louise, who did not like to be outstripped, to write more herself, and she had written a three-act play – a domestic comedy that was both precocious and entertaining. Both those girls should go to university, Miss Milliment thought, but she thought it rather hopelessly, as the Cazalet family did not seem to take much interest in their daughters’ education.

And here she was, mooning about on the floor with her knees getting stiff in front of this awfully full case. She would finish her packing, walk to a telephone box and ring up the nearest cab rank. Better get to the station, buy her ticket and then see if there was time for a cup of tea and a sausage roll – or something dashing of the kind.

Much later, as she was being driven to the station – she really could not remember when she had last taken a cab and the extravagance in spite of its necessity was pricking her – she reflected with a sudden anxiety that since they would be keeping her she could not expect her full salary – they might, indeed, consider it fair to knock off as much as three pounds, but she would still have to pay the twenty-eight shillings rent for her room with Mrs Timpson, or she might find herself homeless. ‘Now, now, Eleanor, you must cross that bridge when you come to it,’ she admonished herself. ‘What is that small worry, compared to what poor Mr Chamberlain is having to face?’ She read The Times every day, and there was no getting away from it: this splendid, secure country seemed once again to be nearing the brink of bloodshed and disaster.

Edward was late getting to Mill Farm that evening. The traffic, he said, and he’d started too late. Actually, he was late because he’d collected Diana and Jamie and a good deal of luggage from her house in St John’s Wood and driven them down to Wadhurst where Angus, in a telephone call from Scotland, had decreed she was to stay with his sister until things blew over, as he put it. This was a frightful blow to Diana: it would put Edward quite out of reach for an unknown amount of time, added to which she found her sister-in-law rather a strain, as she put it to Edward. When he asked her why, she said that Isla was very religious and held rather liberal political views.

‘Good Lord! Does that mean I can’t even ring you up?’

‘I think it would be safer if I rang you – on Monday – at the office when she is out. She goes to meetings and things like that. We must be careful.’ Being confronted by Villy at Lansdowne Road ten days before had given them both a fright; Edward had soon started saying what an incredibly lucky escape they had had, but Diana had taken it more seriously. Supposing Villy had turned up when she had stayed most of the night there? When they had been upstairs, in Edward’s dressing room? She felt angry with him for exposing her to such a humiliating danger. Edward’s response – that Villy had never done anything like that in her life before – had made things a little better, but not much. And the worst of it was that now she felt she could never go there again. She had asked Edward if he thought that Villy suspected anything, and Edward had said, Good Lord, no, of course she hadn’t: she wasn’t that kind of person. I would be, Diana thought. If I was married to Edward I certainly would be. Although naturally she would not admit it to Edward, she had been fascinated to see Villy who had surprised her. She had expected a pretty, perhaps rather faded woman, and there was this small, neat, intellectually handsome creature; grey and white curly hair, striking dark, heavy eyebrows, aquiline nose and fastidious mouth – not at all an appearance that she had imagined. She seemed an odd person for Edward to have married: he was, after all, rather a catch. It must be wonderful for Villy never to have to worry about money; it seemed to Diana that her entire life was spent in keeping up a bewildering variety of appearances and, in between them, in making do. Angus, as a second son, was not due to inherit anything very much, although he had been left some money by a godfather which was probably the worst thing that could have happened to him since it enabled him to avoid any serious work. He had romantic (unrealistic) ideas about what was due to him. The honour of the family (his own comfort) ranked high, and often left Diana with humiliating economies. Another appearance that had to be kept up (to his parents) was the one that he worked extremely hard – and successfully – which entailed things like them meeting him from a first-class carriage at Inverness, his sending them unspeakably extravagant presents at Christmas, and – mercifully only once a year – giving them luncheon at the Ritz. Their friends were all richer than themselves, and for years now Diana had got her clothes second-hand from an advertisement in The Lady from someone whose chief virtues were that she was exactly the same size and lived chiefly abroad. She sighed, and Edward put his hand on her knee. ‘Cheer up, darling. It won’t be for ever.’

If there was war, it might last for a very long time, she thought. She knew that if Edward was parted from her for months at a time, he would find someone else; somehow or other, she had got to prevent that. They were climbing the hill to Wadhurst; in a few minutes he would have deposited her and gone speeding off to his family – and Villy. Perhaps he sensed something of this: he slowed down, and said, ‘What’s up, darling?’

‘Nothing. I just feel rather blue.’

‘How about we stop at a pub for a quick drink?’

‘It would be lovely, but there’s Jamie.’

‘I can bring it out to you.’

But as soon as they stopped, Jamie, who had been as good as gold in his basket in the back throughout the journey, woke and began to cry. She got him out of his basket and walked up and down with him. He was, she thought, exceptionally beautiful – unlike the other two, who had been fat and placid with reddish-blond hair, Jamie was dark and wiry with the most endearing beaky little nose that looked too grown up for the rest of his face. I’m sure he is Edward’s baby, she thought for the thousandth time. Sometimes when she looked at him she felt quite faint with love. He was wet – he never cried without good reason; she laid him on the back seat of the car and got some clean nappies out of his basket. As she unpinned him, he gave her a fleeting, conspiratorial smile so full of gaiety and trust that her eyes filled.

‘Here you are, darling.’

‘Hang on a sec.’ A tear splashed onto Jamie’s midriff and he blinked.

When she had finished changing him, and put him back into his basket, she turned to Edward to accept her glass, but he said, ‘Let’s get back into the car.’

When they were in, he put her drink in her hand and an arm round her. ‘Poor darling, you are feeling rotten. Cheer up. It’ll all be the same a hundred years hence.’

‘I don’t find that comforting at all. Who on earth ever thought of anything so silly?’

He shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Well, one thing. I love you – for what it’s worth. I hate leaving you. Is that better?’

‘Much better.’ She took his proffered handkerchief and blew her nose.

‘Your hankies smell so nice!’

‘Lebanon cedar,’ he said. ‘Drink up, my sweetie, we ought to get going.’

When they had finished their drinks, he kissed her, and then took the glasses back into the pub.

‘You must admit, Jamie’s been angelic,’ she said as they drove through the village.

‘He’s a splendid little bloke,’ he answered absently. He often wondered whether it was his, but felt that to say so might be venturing onto dangerous ground. ‘Now you’ll have to direct me.’

So, by the time he’d dropped her, got all her stuff out of the car, exchanged a few breezy words with the sister-in-law (who thought him absolutely charming) and driven the further ten miles or so, it was after seven, but Villy seemed neither cross nor curious: she was far too concerned with how he would take the news that not only was Lady Rydal still there, but that Miss Milliment had joined them.

When Christopher and Simon made their early visit to their camp they got a terrible shock. The front flaps of their tent were open. Simon was about to exclaim about this, but Christopher held up his hand and put a finger over his mouth. Together they crept silently nearer. One side of the tent was bulging and moved slightly. Someone was actually in there. Christopher dropped the stores he was carrying, and picked up a stick; it wasn’t much good, but better than nothing. Simon copied him. Then Christopher called, ‘Come out of there, whoever you are!’

There was a pause, and then Teddy crawled out of the tent. He was eating a packet of biscuits, but Simon could tell he looked dangerous.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I must say you’re a secretive pair. How long has this been going on?’ and Simon realised that he was very angry.

‘Not long,’ he said.

‘You know I like camping. Why didn’t you let me in on it? What’s so special about it, anyway?’

‘It was Christopher’s idea,’ Simon mumbled.

‘Oh, was it? Well, a good many of your things are here as well. What’s up?’

‘It’s a secret,’ Christopher said. ‘I didn’t want anyone to know.’

‘And I’m anyone, am I? You’re just a guest,’ he pointed out to Christopher. ‘I should have thought you’d have the common politeness to let other chaps in on your game. And as for you,’ he turned to Simon, ‘no wonder you’ve never had time to play squash, or help me practise my tennis or even go for a decent bicycle ride. You’re just a traitor.’

‘I’m not a traitor!’

‘That’s what traitors always say. You’ve got enough food here to feed a cricket team. What’s it all in aid of?’

‘We were going to—’ Simon began, but Christopher said, ‘Shut up!’

There was a fiery silence. Then Teddy stood up and said, ‘Are you going to tell me?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I simply don’t want to. That’s why.’

They stood glaring at each other. Then Teddy said, ‘I see. You want war.’

Simon said, ‘Christopher’s a conscience objector. So he can’t want war.’

‘Shut up, Simon.’ They were both against him now, Simon thought.

Christopher said, ‘I don’t want war. What is it you want?’

Teddy seemed slightly taken aback. ‘A good deal. A lot. I’d have to think. Your biscuits have gone all soft, by the way. You should have put them in a tin.’

‘We know, but we ran out of tins.’

‘Simon, you take the things we’ve brought and stow them away in the tent. Teddy and I have got to talk.’

You could talk just as well if I was out of the tent, Simon thought. He was angry at being treated in such a junior way – told to shut up by both of them and ordered about by Christopher in front of Teddy. I’m nearly crying out of rage, he told himself. He certainly was nearly crying. ‘I can hear everything you say in here, anyhow,’ he called, but they did not reply.

What it amounted to was that Teddy realised full well that they’d been so secretive because they didn’t want the grown-ups to know about the camp, and if he, Teddy, didn’t get what he wanted, he would jolly well tell them. Christopher said that was dastardly, and Teddy said that Christopher had been dastardly to him and he was simply being dastardly back. He still hadn’t said what he wanted. Well, he wanted to he the leader of whatever it was. Christopher could be his main general, and Simon could be his infantry; this was in return for not letting him in on it in the first place, and what he most wanted was to know what they planned to do? Christopher immediately said, nothing.

‘It can’t be nothing. You wouldn’t have lugged all this stuff here for nothing. And, anyway, if you want to know, that tent is really mine.’

‘It isn’t.’ Simon, really shocked at Teddy’s awful lie, came out of the tent. ‘The Brig gave it to all of us. It’s mine as much as it is yours.’

‘It isn’t at all Christopher’s, though.’

‘There isn’t room in it for three.’

‘That doesn’t matter in the least. You can sleep outside. You’re only the men, after all.’

‘You’re changing the whole game!’

‘Ah! Am I? Well, what is it I’m changing it from?’

Christopher, who had gone very quiet, now said, ‘You state what your terms are. Then I’ll consider them and tell you tomorrow whether I can accept them or not. You’d better write them down.’

‘You’re not prepared to tell me what you were going to do now?’

‘No. And if you tell anybody at all about this place, I won’t ever tell you.’

Teddy looked at him. ‘Do you want a fight?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘Not particularly. And what does that mean, may I ask? That you’re afraid? I bet you are. You’re not only a sneak, you’re a coward.’

‘I am not!’

Simon crawled out of the tent; they were glaring at each other. Teddy was bright red, and Christopher was white with rage. Then Teddy took out his penknife and opened the largest blade. Oh, God! Simon thought. He can’t use a knife when Christopher hasn’t got one. He can’t be as horrible as that!

But what he did was walk over to the tent and stab the roof and then make a large gash in it. With an inarticulate cry of fury, Christopher went for him.

It was a pretty even fight, Simon thought. In spite of Christopher being a year older than Teddy, he was nothing like so sturdily built and, besides, Teddy was learning to box at school. But Christopher had longer arms, and he was wrestling, trying to catch Teddy off balance and throw him to the ground, so that whenever Teddy got near enough to punch, he was in danger of being grabbed and thrown. Fury made them both reckless, however, and two of Teddy’s punches landed on Christopher’s face. His nose started to bleed and one of his eyes began to look funny.

It ended because Christopher managed to grab Teddy’s right shoulder; he gave it a heave and a twist and threw him so violently to the ground that Teddy was winded. He stood over his adversary panting for a second, then turned and went to the stream to wash his face. When Teddy could speak, he said, ‘Right, I’ve told you my terms. I’m blasted well not writing them down. If you don’t agree to them by eleven o’clock tomorrow morning, I declare war.’ He got up, rubbing his right shoulder, and walked away. He did not look at Simon.

There was a silence. Simon picked up Teddy’s knife and then went to look at the tent. The gash was not very big: they ought to be able to sew it up or put the ground-sheet inside the tent under it, so that rain, if there was any, didn’t ruin the things inside. Then he went over to Christopher who was kneeling by the stream. He had taken off his shirt, and was mopping his face with it; he had a knobbly white back and didn’t look at all like a person who would win a fight.

‘You were jolly good,’ he said. ‘You won, really.’

Christopher stopped mopping his face and Simon saw that apart from his puffed-up eye and the red trickle that was starting again from his nose, he was crying. He squatted down beside him. The great thing when people cried was to cheer them up to stop them. ‘It was frightful bad luck, him finding us,’ he said. ‘But he won’t tell anyone, you bet. He wants to be in on it himself. And we can mend the tent.’

But Christopher, brushing his nose with his hand and looking at the smear on his knuckles, said, ‘But I’m supposed to be against fighting. And I started it!’ His good eye looked so desperate it was almost worse than his bad one.

‘He started it, really. But at least we’ve got the terms to consider.’

‘Yes. We must negotiate.’

Simon did not reply. He thought that negotiate would turn out to mean doing what Teddy wanted.

They were eleven for dinner at Mill Farm, because Villy had invited Rupert and Zoë, feeling that poor Edward was otherwise going to be swamped by her female relations and Miss Milliment. She had also asked Teddy, as she thought it would be nice for Christopher, but Christopher had forgotten to give him the message until it was too late. Judy, Neville and Lydia were ostensibly in bed, but with Ellen comfortably in the kitchen helping Emily dish up, they were playing a rather quarrelsome game of hospital with Lydia as patient (chicken pox), Judy the nurse and Neville, only because he was the boy, being the doctor. Even so, eleven round the table in the long narrow room, made it difficult to hand round the vegetables, as Phyllis – who had come down on the afternoon train – discovered.

Villy put her mother between herself and Jessica; Lady Rydal had behaved all day as though the death of Aunt Lena – whom she had never met – was a personal tragedy that made her coming down to dinner (appearing in public in deep black) a courageous concession that required constant sympathy and support. Jessica was very good about this, adopting the muted, slightly religious tone that was expected of her and that so infuriated her son and her daughter for different reasons – Christopher because he loathed humbug, and Nora because it seemed sacrilegious to pretend anything about God. Villy had also contrived that Edward sat between Zoë and Angela, which she thought would mitigate against the elderly elements of the party, but Angela, who was wearing a shapeless pale grey dress and who had not bothered to make up her face, was quite silent, and looked so washed out that her mother remarked upon it. ‘Darling, I do hope that you are not the next chicken pox victim.’ But she said no, she merely had a splitting headache. Zoë, who usually flirted with Edward (in a perfectly acceptable way, of course), seemed rather off-colour, and Edward had to resort to Christopher’s black eye. ‘I say, old boy, you’ve got a real stunner there? How did you get it?’ And Christopher, for the fourteenth time, said that he had fallen out of a tree. Nora knew this was a lie, and wondered what had happened. Had a quarrel with someone, she thought. Chris had a temper although it never lasted for long. The most successful part of the party – unexpectedly to Villy – was Rupert and Miss Milliment, who talked with great admiration about French painting and from thence to painting of all kinds. Rupert, who had only met Miss Milliment once when Clary had started lessons with her, was enchanted by this surprising lady, dressed in colours that resembled a ripe banana, who adored so many of his favourite painters. But Louise, who sat opposite them, became obsessed by the mounting fragments of spinach and fish that were accumulating in the various folds between Miss Milliment’s chins. She made discreet little wiping gestures, having tried to catch her governess’s eye, which, of course, at that distance, was impossible. It was Nora who dived under the table, came up with Miss Milliment’s napkin and presented it to her saying, ‘I’d dropped my napkin and I seem to have found yours as well; one does so need them with the fish, don’t you find?’

And Miss Milliment immediately took the hint and wiped a lot of her face and, after some thought, her tiny, steel-rimmed spectacles as well. ‘Thank you, Nora,’ she said.

And Louise, who felt furious that she had not thought of such a tactful and impressive ploy, immediately said, ‘But you love Chinese painting as well, don’t you, Miss Milliment? Do you remember the marvellous drawing of the three fishes in the exhibition you took us to?’

‘Yes, indeed, Louise. That was one of your favourites, wasn’t it? An exquisite pen drawing – so simple and perfect. Do you think’, she continued, lowering her voice, ‘that they will be removing some of the great works from our London galleries to a place of safety? I should be grateful to know that.’

‘You mean, if there’s a war?’ said Rupert. ‘I should think they could put a lot of stuff in their basements. Unless, of course, they turn them into air-raid shelters.’

Edward frowned at his brother. He felt it was not on to talk about the Situation in front of old ladies and children. ‘It doesn’t matter what you do as long as it doesn’t frighten the horses,’ he said – Cazalet expression for shut up.

But Louise, who did not know, chipped in at once, ‘Mrs Patrick Campbell said that, but I think it was about something rather rude. Not war, anyway.’

‘Who was Mrs Patrick Campbell?’ asked Zoë, and Rupert glanced at her in surprise – not at her not knowing, but her admitting this in public.

‘An actress, but years ago. You can tell that, because it was before motor cars.’

Plates were being cleared, and Phyllis brought two large summer puddings on a tray that was set before Villy.

‘Hooray!’ said Edward. ‘My favourite pudding. You ought to put some raw steak on that eye of yours,’ he added, reverting to Christopher who, Nora saw, turned faintly green at the suggestion.

‘What a disgusting idea!’ she exclaimed. ‘Anyway, we’ve had fish, and I shouldn’t think that would be much good.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Louise pensively. ‘Better than a slap in the eye with an old fish, I should think.’

‘A thoroughly foolish remark,’ said Miss Milliment, who had drunk a glass of wine and was feeling not at all herself, which meant better. ‘Naturally anything would be nicer than that.’

‘A slap in the eye with a wet jellyfish would be worse,’ said Nora and started to giggle.

‘What an absolutely beastly idea!’ Angela turned to her grandmother for support, but Lady Rydal, whose double dangling row of rock-crystal beads swung perilously over the summer pudding, drew herself up and said, ‘Angela darling, girls do not use words like beastly or nasty. You should say horrid, if that is what you mean.’

‘Have some cream,’ Edward said, and winked at her, but she was so full of chagrin that she did not meet his eye.

Polly and Clary were having an uneasy supper in their room. Clary was much better, although some spots still itched, but she was bored. She’d written five short stories that day – there were to be seven, each about a deadly sin – and now she was bored because she was too tired to do anything interesting. Polly was making such an effort not to talk to Clary about the war that she couldn’t think of anything else to say. Oscar dominated the room. In spite of an enormous supper of giblets and milk, he made it plain that their supper would probably have been much better for him. He felt the same about his bed, which Polly had lifted him into several times whereupon, refusing to sit let alone lie down in it, he had waited until she had stopped holding him before jumping out. He then sat washing his white-tipped paws, occasionally passing his tongue, the colour of fresh pink ham, over the rich grey fur on his flanks – not that there was the slightest thing wrong with his appearance. When Polly said his name, he stopped and glared at her with his Siberian topaz eyes and jumped up onto Clary’s bed where he settled cracklingly onto her exercise book.

‘I don’t mind,’ said Clary. ‘I like him, really.’

‘But if he won’t use his bed, do you think he’ll use his lav?’ She had made him a box, with newspaper and a pile of cinders from the greenhouse boiler, which lay in a discreet corner of the room. He hadn’t taken to that, either.

‘I’m sure he will. Cats are awfully clean.’ There was a silence while they both watched Oscar gradually settle down to sleep. Polly found Clary looking at her with a kind of embarrassed appeal. She knows something, Polly thought. If she knows anything, it would be fair to talk about it.

‘Are we thinking about the same thing?’ she said.

‘Why should we be? What are you thinking about?’

‘You first.’

‘Well,’ Clary began. She started to get pink. ‘It’s about lust, really. I sort of know what it is, but not entirely. I wouldn’t bother with it at all, only that it’s one of the deadly sins and I’ve done all the others except for gluttony and that’s going to be about a pig who turns into a boy – or a boy who turns into a pig, I haven’t decided yet. And that.’

‘What?’

‘What I just told you. Lust. What’s your opinion of lust?’

‘Well,’ said Polly slowly. ‘It makes me think of the Old Testament – and tigers. You know, a tiger lusting after his prey.’

‘Really, Poll, I can’t see that a tiger simply trying to get a meal is a deadly sinner. It can’t be that. What I mean is, how do you have it? What does it feel like? Writers have to know these things. I know what all the other ones feel like—’

‘Bet you don’t!’

‘You bet wrong. I bet you know as well.’ She searched in an exercise book for her list. ‘Listen. Pride. When I wrote that story about Jesus being born from the innkeeper’s point of view I thought it was the best story that had ever been written in the world. Gluttony. I took out all the violet and rose creams from the box of chocolates I gave Zoë for Christmas last year and put nasty old coconut crunches from an old box in before I gave it to her. Course I ate the creams. Envy. I envy you and Louise having mothers. Often. Nearly all the time. Avarice. I was too mean to buy a larger box of Glitterwax for Neville for his birthday. I kept the rest of the money to buy my cactus. Sloth—’

‘OK,’ said Polly. ‘You needn’t go on, I’ve done all that sort of thing myself.’

‘But not lust?’

‘Unless one can do it without knowing. And considering how easy it is to do the others, I suppose it’s quite possible. It’s funny, isn’t it? You’d think deadly would mean more difficult.’

‘No wonder there are murders and wars and things,’ Clary said, ‘with everyone sinning away like mad in ordinary life. I think lust’s to do with bodies, and honestly I couldn’t be less interested in those.’

‘Except animals,’ said Polly fondly stroking her love. ‘Does war worry you?’ she added as casually as possible.

‘Is that why you got your dad to bring Oscar down?’

Polly stared at her cousin, confounded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I beseech you not to tell anyone, though.’

‘Oh, well! If there was one we’d stay here for ever – long after chicken pox. It could be quite nice!’

‘It couldn’t! You don’t understand! It will be ten times worse than the last war. You don’t know about that. You don’t know about poison gas and this time there will be far more bombs and everyone will live in trenches with barbed wire and rats – it won’t be like it all happening in France somewhere, it will be everywhere – even here! It will go on until everyone’s dead, I know it will!’ She was crying – past caring whether she frightened Clary or not, almost wanting to frighten her so that some of her own anguish could be shared with someone, at least. But Clary did not seem frightened at all.

‘You’re imagining,’ she said. ‘I often do that.’ She knelt up in bed and hugged Polly. ‘You’ve got me,’ she said ‘and Oscar. There’s not going to be a war. And even if there is, think of history. We always win.’

And although none of this should have been comforting, Polly felt, it actually was. She blew her nose, and it was agreed that she should look up lust in the Brig’s dictionary and/or Miss Milliment could be consulted.

‘She knows everything. She’s bound to know all about lust,’ Clary said. And Polly, as she took their supper tray down to Eileen, felt – compared to the last twenty-four hours – quite hopeful.

After dinner, when the Duchy and Sid were still playing Brahms sonatas, Hugh gave a signal to his wife that meant he would like to retire with her. Outside the drawing room, he took her hand, and they went upstairs, first to the little dressing room where Wills lay in voluptuous sleep, his covers thrown off, one leg in the air. Sybil gently put it down and tucked him up. His eyelids fluttered and he sighed. She picked up the small golliwog that lay on the floor and put it beside him.

‘Where did he get that?’

‘Lydia gave it to him. It was hers. He’s called Golly Amazement. It’s his favourite thing.’

‘A very good name for someone with that expression.’

‘Brilliant, isn’t it?’ She turned off the light and they went next door. ‘What is it, darling? Something’s on your mind?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Edward would say I’m a scaremonger, but London is quite full of them at present. They’re issuing everybody with gas masks. I’m going to take people tomorrow to get them.’

‘Oh, darling! Where?’

‘Battle probably. The Church Hall, the Brig thinks. He’s going to find out in the morning. He agrees with me.’

‘Will they have them for babies?’ She began to look frightened. ‘Because I won’t if—’

‘Of course they will.’

‘He won’t like it – terribly frightening for a baby.’

‘It will be all right. But we must do all the other children first. I don’t want them frightened. I think Polly is already.’

‘Why?’

‘She wouldn’t have asked me to bring Oscar down if she wasn’t. Has she said anything to you?’

‘No. Hugh …’ she sat on the side of the bed. ‘Oh, God! Hugh, do you really think—’

‘I don’t know, but I think we’ve got to consider that it might.’

‘But nobody wants it! It’s ridiculous! A nightmare! Why on earth should we go to war about Czechoslovakia?’


He tried to tell her why he thought they might have to, but he could see that the reasons were meaningless to her. Eventually, having gone through the motions of accepting his argument, she said, ‘Well, if it does happen, what do you want me to do?’

‘Stay here with the children. We’ll have to see.’

‘But what will you do? I can’t let you stay in London all by yourself.’

‘Darling, I don’t know where I’ll be.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I might be wanted for something or other. Don’t worry. It would probably be a desk job.’ He looked down at his stump. ‘The days of Nelson are over. Or, if Edward goes, I may have to help the Brig run the firm. Wood is going to be needed.’

‘You talk as though you know its going to happen!’

‘For God’s sake! You asked me what I’d do if it did. I’m trying to tell you.’

She looked so stricken that he went to her, and lifted her to her feet. ‘I’m sorry, sweeting. I’m tired. Let’s go to bed.’

When they lay together in the dark, holding hands as they often did, she said, ‘At least Simon isn’t old enough.’

And glad that she should end the day with this comfort, he said heartily, ‘Nothing like!’

‘… she is!’

‘Nonsense, darling, she simply had a headache.’


‘It wasn’t that. She’s in love with you.’

‘For God’s sake! She’s a sort of niece!’

‘If you’ve been painting her all this time, you must have noticed!’

Rupert hooked his arm in hers. ‘Well, I didn’t. You always say that men don’t notice things like that. I’m a man.’

They were walking up the hill back to Home Place. It was dark and overcast; a thin white mist veiled the ground of the large hop field that had once belonged to Mill Farm. After what felt to him like a companionable silence, he said, ‘Anyway, she’s a child. Only nineteen.’

‘How old was I when you married me?’

He stopped. ‘Oh, Zoë, my dear! All right. There is no earthly reason why I should not be in love with her. She is nineteen, very lovely to look at, and you have been absent far too long. But the fact is, I’m not. Anyway, how do I know what you’ve been up to in London?’

‘I told you – I only saw a girl I was at school with.’ She began to walk ahead of him up the drive.

Oh dear, she’s going to be cross with me and sulk, he thought, and caught up with her. ‘I was only teasing you,’ he said. ‘I know you’ve had a hard time with your mother. I really admire you for being so good and staying home so long. It must have been very dull. I’m glad you saw your friend.’

They had reached the little white gate that led onto the front lawn and main door. He pulled her towards him and saw that her eyes were glistening.

‘Such a beautiful girl,’ he began – but she stared at him as though for once she did not want to hear that.

‘It’s all I am,’ she said. ‘I’m nothing else!’ and turned and ran ahead of him into the house.

As he shut the gate and followed her – slowly – he thought that she was desperately overtired with all her unaccustomed nursing. Then he remembered that she’d slept the whole afternoon. It must be the time of the month for her, he thought. But she’d had her period just before she went to London – which meant that it wasn’t due for at least a week. It couldn’t be that.

Then he wondered whether she was right about Angela; pretty dim of him not to have noticed if she was. But what could he have done about it if he had known? He hadn’t led her on or anything like that. It was – if it was anything – just a phase in her life. Then he thought what cant that was. It was what older people always said about inconvenient feelings or behaviour of the young; as though they were not subject to phases – what a word for it, anyway! But she hadn’t asked him anything about his decision as to going into the firm or not, which had been a relief because he still hadn’t made up his mind and, if the Brig and Hugh were right, it would get made up. He’d be called up, or he might even get into one of the Services first.

By now he had reached the door of Clary’s room, intending to look in on her to make sure she was all right before he went to bed. But a notice on her door said ‘OSCAR IS HERE. PLEASE DO NOT OPEN THE DOOR AT NIGHT.’ Who the hell was Oscar? He didn’t know. He listened for a moment, but there was no sound from within. The whole house was quiet. If he did go away, who would look after Clary? She would stay here, and she would have Miss Milliment, who, it had become clear to him after dinner, was very fond of Clary. He went to the bathroom, had a pee, and then leant out of the open window. The white mist lay over the kitchen garden, the air smelled faintly of cold woodsmoke; an owl hooted like a spectral foghorn once, a silence, and then twice more. If he was on his own, he would have gone to look at his picture to see if he had finished it, pretty sure he had but sometimes it was difficult to know when to stop. Isobel would have come and looked at it with me, he thought, and buried her again because thoughts of her always seemed to connect with a kind of disloyalty that he could not afford. It was only when approaching their bedroom door at last and assembling excuses for her if she was sulking, or provocatively chatting and dawdling in half her clothes, that he was suddenly struck by what she had said when he had started to tell her she was beautiful. ‘I’m nothing else!’ A fearful and costly truth – was it? But he could not bear it for her. A surge of protective love encrusted his honesty; if she said anything more about that, he would deny it.

In the room, which was almost dark with only his small bedside lamp alight, she was in bed, so still and quiet that he thought she was asleep. When he got into bed and touched her shoulder, she turned and threw herself into his arms, without a word.

On Saturday morning, the Duchy woke as usual when the early-morning sun streamed through her white muslin curtains and fell in a wide stripe across her narrow hard little white bed. The moment she was awake, she got up: lolling about in bed was a modern (soft) habit that she deplored, just as she considered early-morning tea unnecessary, even decadent. She put on her blue dressing gown and slippers and padded off to the bathroom where she had an uncomfortably tepid bath: hot water was another thing she was chary of – she considered it to be bad for the system and in any case spent only enough time in the bath to wash properly. Back in her room, she unwound the plait of hair that she had pinned up for her bath, and brushed it out for fifty strokes. Like her daughter, she favoured blue and her clothes, summer and winter, were much the same: a dark blue jersey skirt, a paler blue cotton or silk shirt, and a cardigan-like jacket. She wore pale grey stockings and shoes with two straps and low heels. Then she sat at her dressing table – draped in white muslin, but with hardly anything upon it excepting her tortoiseshell brushes initialled in silver – a brush, a comb, a shoehorn and a buttonhook comprised the set – and put up her hair. She had a fine complexion, a broad brow, over which the hair was looped, and a heart-shaped face with no trace of a double chin. She had been a beauty, and at seventy-one was still an unusually good-looking woman, but seemed now, and in fact always had been, unconscious of her appearance, only looking in a glass to see whether her hair was neat. Her final touches were slipping on her gold wrist-watch, a wedding present from William, and tucking the tiny lace-trimmed handkerchief under the strap so that it concealed the small mulberry-coloured birthmark on her wrist. Then she took the mother-of-pearl and sapphire cross on its silver chain and hung it around her neck. She was ready for the day. During the half hour of her ablutions and toilet her mind had been full of embryonic lists of things that must be done that morning. She stripped back her bed to air it – she came from the feather-bed era when the airing of beds was a serious matter – opened the windows wide so that the room should also be thoroughly aired and went down to the morning room where she breakfasted earlier than the rest of the family on Indian tea and toast, one slice spread with butter, the other with marmalade – to have put both on one slice was, in her opinion, an absurd waste. With her second cup of tea she took a used envelope from her desk, and began to write the lists under different headings. With fifteen in the house – not counting five indoor servants, who, of course, had to be counted where food was concerned – the housekeeping had become quite a large matter. She would go into Battle with Tonbridge directly she had seen Mrs Cripps and discussed the weekend menus. Hugh and Edward would be ferrying the family to and fro to collect their gas masks, but she realised now that the servants would also have to be taken to Battle by him, and when on earth could Mrs Cripps be spared for such an outing? After lunch, she decided.

Then there was Sid’s sister to be collected from the station, some time in the morning. Sid and Rachel could be put to work. Either they could get the camp beds, now cluttering up the hall, into the squash court where at least they would be out of the way, or they could put the finishing touches to Tonbridge’s ex-cottage that she had been making ready for the overflow. She had finished machining the curtains yesterday. But before deciding about this, she really must make sure that William had not actually invited twenty-four people to sleep in the camp beds; she so much hoped not, but on the other hand what on earth had possessed him to buy them if he hadn’t? He did not seem to have considered bedding, pillows, blankets, and the like, but he was a man and that was to be expected. Buying bedding, however, would mean going to Hastings, and even if it was ordered, it would be unlikely to get delivered before next week. And next week, they might be at war. Again!

The Duchy was of a generation and sex whose opinions had never been sought for anything more serious than children’s ailments or other housewifely preoccupations, but this was not to say that she did not have them; they were simply part of the vast portmanteau of subjects never mentioned, let alone discussed, by women, not, as in the case of their bodily functions, because it was not seemly, but because, in the case of politics and the general administration of the human race, it was useless. Women knew that men ran the world, had the power and, corrupted by it, fought on the slightest provocation for more, while injustice permeated their lives like words through a stick of seaside rock. Take her unmarried sisters, for instance, educated, as she had been, only to marry, but even that career, the only one regarded by men as suitable, meant their dependence upon some man who might choose them, and in the cases of poor Dolly and Flo, nobody ever had. And then, if you did marry, would any woman in her right mind choose to have her sons go to France as Edward and Hugh had done, last time? She had never expected either of them to come back – had lived in an agony of secret tension through those four and a half years, when, it seemed, everybody else’s sons were killed or shattered. When she heard that Hugh had been wounded and was to be invalided home, she had locked herself where no one would find her in the spare room at Chester Terrace and cried with relief, with anguish for Edward still at the front, finally with rage at the horrible lunacy of it all – that she should be sobbing with relief because Hugh’s health might merely be wrecked for life. This time, surely, Edward was too old to go, but they would take Rupert and, if it went on long enough, Teddy, the eldest grandson. And she had always been supposed to be so lucky because William had been fifty-four in 1914 – deemed, in spite of his efforts, too old. His sons had called him the Brigadier as a kind of teasing recompense.

Her tea was cold and she was not getting on with things. She began another list. The shortages of all kinds of things the last time flooded her mind. She felt that hoarding was improper; nevertheless a few dozen extra Kilner jars for bottling fruit, isinglass for preserving eggs, and salt for runner beans, of which they had a bumper crop this year, was not exactly hoarding. After a pause she added ‘packet of sewing-machine needles’ to the list. Enough of that. The house was full of sounds now: children’s voices, the hall being laid for their breakfast, William’s wireless in his study, he must be back from his early-morning ride, Wills crying upstairs and, outside, McAlpine mowing the tennis court. It seemed impossible that they were on the brink of another war. She rang the bell for Eileen to bring fresh tea for William and her sisters whom she could hear coming slowly down the back stairs bickering gently with each other – a habit that drove William mad with boredom. She picked up her lists, went to the window and gazed longingly at her new rockery where she could easily spend the morning if there was not so much else to do. Rachel and Sid were walking slowly down the path beside it; she resisted the impulse to join them, but they saw her and started for the house. Rachel knew that her father could not be left to breakfast alone with her aunts, and Sid was a dear and read The Times to him to damp down Dolly’s and Flo’s sometimes quite frighteningly general conversation. Sid was a dear and she enormously enjoyed playing with her; she had been told that the sister was a bit of a wet blanket, but this wasn’t the time for picking and choosing guests. Rachel was walking as though her back hurt her – her slightly stooping, hesitant walk. It would not do at all for her to move the beds, but she could be useful in a dozen other ways, as indeed she always was. It was wonderful to have Rachel at home; of course she had not wanted to marry, was perfectly happy with her charity work and helping her father. She was completely free to do as she pleased, so there was no comparison with Dolly and Flo at all.

When Eileen arrived with fresh tea and toast, she realised that her sisters had mysteriously not appeared, which meant that they must have waylaid William in his study interrupting him from hearing the eight o’clock news. She went to the window and called to Rachel just as Dolly and Flo entered the room. Their progress, as always, was impeded by their gigantic work-bags filled with crochet and petit point, and their nearly as large battered handbags in which they kept their various patent medicines, scarves, spectacles, little white handkerchiefs reeking of lavender water and faded chiffon squares wrapped round a swansdown puff impregnated with peachy powder, frequently applied in Dolly’s case although this turned her complexion, naturally that of a mildewed strawberry, into an almost spectral mauve. They had been listening to the news, they said, but there wasn’t any really. ‘But dear William had his wireless facing the wrong way, so it was rather difficult to hear,’ Flo said. She was a little deaf and full of theories of this kind.

‘Is the dining-room breakfast in?’ the Duchy enquired of Eileen.

‘Mrs Cripps is dishing up now, m’m.’

Rachel and Sid arrived, and Dolly instantly asked Rachel to be mother, an invitation that if he had been there would have irritated William beyond measure, the Duchy knew, both the manner of it, and that it should be made at all. Naturally, in the absence of his wife, his daughter would pour out. She left them to it, gathered up her lists and went in search of Mrs Cripps.

When Hugh assembled the first batch of children for the collection of gas masks, Christopher and Teddy were nowhere to be found, but the car was full, anyway, with Sybil, Wills, Polly, Simon, Neville and Lydia. It was agreed with Edward, when Hugh collected the last two from Mill Farm, that he would bring another contingent consisting of Nora, Louise, Judy, Angela and the two missing boys. Villy said that she would take her mother, Jessica and Miss Milliment, Phyllis and Ellen with her when she went to collect the meat and other provisions. Hearing this, Edward felt he was getting off lightly.

Hugh patiently answered the barrage of questions when they were not scornfully answered for him by another child than the questioner.

‘What do they smell like?’

‘Silly. They won’t smell of anything – just air.’

‘How do you know? How would Polly know, Uncle Hugh?’

‘I know because Dad was gassed in the war and I’ve read about it.’

‘Did you have a gas mask, Uncle Hugh?’

‘Yes.’

‘How could you get gassed if you had one? They can’t be much good.’

‘Well, there was gas about for rather a long time. We had to take them off sometimes, to eat and so on.’

‘We can’t not eat!’

‘Yes, we could. We could choose between getting thinner and thinner or being gassed. Which would you rather, Uncle Hugh?’

‘Don’t be so stupid, Neville.’

‘The one thing I’m not is stupid. Only a very stupid person would think I was stupid. Only a very, very stupid—’

‘That will do, Neville,’ Sybil said firmly, and it did.

‘In any case, you won’t have to wear your masks, this is just a precaution.’

‘What’s a precaution?’


‘It’s being careful before you have to,’ Neville said at once. ‘I’ve never seen the point of it, myself,’ he added rather grandly; the idea that he was stupid still rankled.

‘You’re very silent, Poll,’ her father said, but precluded from any private confidence by all the others she just said, ‘No, I’m not.’

In the back of the car she exchanged glances with Simon, also silent: he was worried about something. Once, years ago, she would have known what it was without his saying a word, but he had been away so much and for so long at boarding schools that she no longer knew and he would not now say a word.

Lydia and Neville were chattering on about poison gas – what it smelled like and whether you could see it, and her father said that one kind smelled of geraniums. ‘That’s lewisite,’ she said quickly before she could stop herself.

In the front of the car, Hugh raised his eyebrows and glanced at Sybil. Then he said, ‘I think that gas is most unlikely, you know, Polly. It wasn’t very economic last time. Weather conditions have to be right and so on. And, of course, if we all have masks, it will be less worthwhile than ever.’

‘What would be a good idea,’ said Neville, ‘would be if the Germans let down huge enormous fly papers about a quarter of a mile long, from their aeroplanes, and people would stick to them like bluebottles and they wouldn’t be able to get off it – would just be stuck waving their arms and legs until they were dead. I think that’s a very good idea,’ he added, as though someone else had thought of it.

‘If you don’t shut up,’ Simon said savagely, ‘I’ll knock your block off!’

And Neville, who wasn’t absolutely sure what his block was, became completely silent. In the front, Hugh and Sybil tacitly conspired to take no notice, but Hugh wondered whether he was dreading his new school, and Sybil whether he was sickening for chicken pox. He was usually such a gentle, easy-going child, she thought, as she cradled the sleeping Wills in her arms and began to dread waking him with the prospect of a gas mask.

Even after the fight, Teddy had remained so angry that he could hardly think about the whole business at all. The moment he tried, it was like opening the damper on a furnace: rage flared in him, he wanted to kill Christopher and he loathed Simon. He was used to being the leader of his enterprises and Simon, two years younger, had always been his faithful henchman, happy to do whatever Teddy thought up. Before, when Christopher had stayed in the summer, he’d had something wrong with him which meant that he couldn’t play games (which he was no good at, anyway), or, as his mother had said, ‘do too much’, whatever the hell that meant. So he had read books, and Teddy and Simon had played some token uneasy games of cards with him and spent their days playing bicycle polo, going for long rides, going to the beach, playing tennis, squash and some of the family games that the girls still wanted to play and that they secretly still enjoyed although they professed to scorn them. But this time Simon had sneaked off with Christopher, lied to Teddy about why he couldn’t do things with him, as Teddy could now see, and never even considered asking him to join in whatever it was. He had made efforts to find out from Simon what it was, but when Simon, nearly in tears, had persisted in saying that it was Christopher’s secret and he couldn’t tell, Teddy had sent him to Coventry, had refused to answer or speak to Simon at all. But the more Simon had refused to tell him, the more passionately curious he had become: it must be something quite large and serious for Simon to hold out. So he resolved to go back to the wood early in the morning to see what he could discover. He would be able to stiffen the terms when they had their meeting if he knew what he was making terms for. So he crept out of their room, leaving Simon asleep, coaxed one of the maids to give him thick marmalade sandwiches, and set off for the wood.

There had been a heavy dew and the long meadow was full of rabbits. He wished that he had brought his gun, but Dad had said no shooting when he was on his own. Then he remembered that he’d seen a bow and arrows in the tent – his tent, he thought defiantly and feeling angrier because deep down he knew this wasn’t true, it had been given to all of them. Stupid, to give something that was only any good for two people to dozens of people. It had become his tent because only he and Simon had ever used it, and it was more his than Simon’s because he was the eldest.

He found the bow and arrows. There didn’t seem to be very many of them; Christopher must have made them because Simon wouldn’t know how to do that sort of thing, and he had to admit that the arrows looked quite good, tipped with goose feathers neatly trimmed, and the points had been slightly charred and then sharpened. He decided to practise before he went after the rabbits, and that turned out to be a good idea as it was far harder to aim right than he had thought. The trouble was that he kept losing the arrows. To begin with, he didn’t bother too much if he couldn’t find one, but when he was down to the last two he hunted more seriously, but in the wood, with all the bracken and dead leaves and stuff growing, the arrows were hard to find. When he couldn’t find even the last one, he went back to the glade and opened up the tent to see if there were more but he couldn’t find any. So he rummaged for more food – the marmalade sandwiches seemed hours ago. He found some eggs and a frying pan, and decided to make a fire. There was a site where they had had fires. So he collected twigs, and he used some sheets from an exercise book in the tent for paper. In the middle of getting the fire going Christopher arrived, before he’d even had time to go through the tent properly. It was nothing like eleven o’clock, which was the time they were supposed to meet.

Christopher had not been able to eat much dinner the previous night – apart from his head aching, two of his front teeth were wobbly and when he tried to bite anything they sort of waved about his mouth making him feel slightly sick. He excused himself immediately after the meal, and crept upstairs to his room. He’d gone in and flung himself on the bed before he realised that there was a hat on it, which by then he had crushed rather. He leapt up and tried to unsquash it but it didn’t seem to want to, kept collapsing back into a squashed position. In the end he put it on a chair in a dark corner of the room where the owner might not notice it till morning, and went along the passage to the little box room where a bed had been made up for him. But then he couldn’t sleep. Being a conscientious objector obviously involved never losing your temper, since the moment that happened he had simply gone for Teddy without thinking, which was awful. How could one guarantee never to lose one’s temper? And what on earth was he going to do about Teddy? Tell him? But he sensed that Teddy would not be sympathetic to the idea of running away and, if he wasn’t he would almost certainly tell people where they had gone. But now that Teddy knew their hideout, he’d tell them, anyway, wouldn’t he? Could they move the camp? That seemed almost impossible: it had taken two weeks to assemble all the stuff there and it was the perfect site. It would be no good making one where the stream wasn’t, which meant that even if he moved it it would be easy for Teddy to track and find him. Him – what about Simon? From the moment of the chicken pox meeting, he had realised that Simon’s heart was not a hundred per cent in their adventure. He hadn’t wanted to go to school, but due to the chicken pox that was postponed and, then, if there was a war, Simon seemed to think that schools might stop and he’d never have to go to one. So although he had carried on as though they were both in it together, he’d started not counting Simon. He might find another stream in another wood … but he was running out of time, and really he knew that there wasn’t such a place within striking distance.



He seemed to wrestle with these hopeless possibilities all night, but he must have slept because he came to with the early-morning sun and it was half past seven, much later than he usually woke, and when he went downstairs he could hear the servants having breakfast. He took a handful of Grape Nuts from the cereal packet and set off for the wood.

When he woke, he had suddenly felt that there was a solution – there must be. Peaceful people always won in the end: all they had to do was be appeasing and persuasive, to stick to their guns. What a funny way of saying it, he thought. Guns were the last thing he wanted to have anything to do with, and in any case he hadn’t got any. It was Teddy who used a gun.

He would try and find out what Teddy really wanted, he thought, as he jogged up the road, or what he wanted most, and then, probably, there would be some way of giving it to him, and then everything would be all right. If it was the tent he wanted, and some of the stores, they could be divided up. If it was that he wanted Simon to camp with? Simon was much younger and really he was in no position to mind effectively what decisions were made about him – well, he could have Simon. If it was the territory that he was after they would have to come to an agreement somehow. If they drew up an agreement – a treaty – then Teddy would have to stick to it if he signed, as of course he would if he signed. He would apologise for the fight, losing his temper, and sit down in a really reasonable way to get a fair agreement.

What he had not bargained for was finding Teddy already on the site, not where they were supposed to meet, which had been arranged to be the kennels at eleven o’clock which it wasn’t – anything like. When he discovered that Teddy had been using his bow and had lost all the arrows, he started to feel his terrible, unacceptable anger, but this time he swallowed it down and managed to make his apology for the fight, and said he would write down Teddy’s terms for proper consideration. In the tent, he found that his precious exercise book with all the lists and things in it had had pages torn out so that some of the lists were missing. Another test. And, when putting up with even this maddening depredation – anyone could light a fire without paper if they knew how – he sat down to listen to Teddy, he discovered that Teddy’s terms had mysteriously got much worse than they had been yesterday …

Zoë woke when Eileen brought in their early-morning tea, but she kept her eyes half closed while Eileen placed the tray carefully on the table beside her, drew the curtains and murmured that it was half past seven. Rupert, beside her, was deeply asleep. She sat up and poured out some tea for both of them. Moving hurt – she was still very sore, and when Rupert had made love to her last night it had been painful, but she knew that she had concealed that from him. If only it was a bit of pain that she had to contend with, she thought, that would be nothing, no less than she deserved. But it was much more than that: he had been so trusting, so tender and considerate of her pleasure, and all she had been able to respond with had been more lies. She had felt gratitude and pain and altogether unworthy. The gap between her body and her heart seemed an abyss and all she was conscious of wanting was confession – to tell him everything, to be punished and forgiven and be able to start afresh. But she couldn’t tell him, she could never tell anyone; if she had simply been raped perhaps it would have been possible, but it had not been rape – at all – and she could neither lie about that nor tell him. That’s my punishment, she thought. To have to go on lying for the rest of my life.

‘Darling! You’re looking very tragic! What is it?’

As she turned away to reach for his teacup she felt her eyes pricking.

‘I wasn’t nearly nice enough to Mummy,’ she said, remembering that that was also true.

He took the cup from her. ‘Bet you were, pet. It’s worn you out. How would you like me to bring you a lovely tray in bed?’

She shook her head, wishing he would not keep being so kind to her.

‘I thought you might like to come to Hastings with me this morning. I want some more paints, and I wouldn’t mind a couple of brushes if I could find anything decent.’ He knew how she loved little jaunts alone with him.

‘I thought perhaps I ought to help the Duchy with all the things about furnishing the cottage. Rachel said there was an awful lot to get done by this evening.’ The thought of the morning alone with him was too much for her.

‘Darling, what could you do? You know you hate all that sort of thing. I’m sure she won’t expect you to.’

‘I don’t suppose she would.’ Nobody expected anything of her, she thought, forlornly.

‘Well, you can decide after breakfast. I’m off to try my luck with the bathroom. Do you want one? A bath, I mean?’

‘No. I had one last night.’ The tops of her arms were bruised, and she did not want him to see. When he had gone, she got up and dressed quickly in an old pair of slacks and a shirt of Rupert’s and tied her hair back with a bit of black ribbon. Then she simply sat at the dressing-table, thinking that this time yesterday she had been at her mother’s flat packing, trying to think how to face Rupert. And now, twenty-four hours later, she was back to married life as though nothing had happened at all, sitting in this familiar room that, when she had first seen it, she thought old-fashioned and dull, but now the wallpaper of huge imaginary peacocks, the paisley cotton curtains, the thick, white lace runner on the dressing table, the plain rosewood furniture and the prints of the British Raj in India, the subdued Turkey carpet with the stained and waxed boards surrounding it, all seemed familiar, comforting – even luxurious, in comparison to the pinched gentility of her mother’s flat. How she had always hated it and its predecessor where she had lived until she was married! But now it occurred to her that perhaps her mother didn’t like it much either, that lack of money had prevented her from having what she might have liked, whatever that might be. And her chief reason for there not being enough money had been herself. Her mother had gone out to work in order to send her to a good school, had spent more money on Zoë’s clothes and amusements than she had ever spent upon herself. I just took everything I could get, and then got the hell out, she thought. I’ve never been nice to her – never been grateful, and she realised with a shock of shame that as her mother had become older and more frail she had actually become afraid of her, and that she, Zoë, had known this and had not cared, had complacently, even, found it easier to ration her visits, her telephone calls, any kind of minimal attention. She must change – somehow. But how? She thought of how Rachel or Sybil or Villy and sometimes the Duchy would say of one of the children when they behaved badly, ‘It’s only a phase’, but that was always about one thing, and they were children. She was twenty-three and it seemed that she needed to change everything.

Rupert, back from the bath, announced, ‘I need another shirt. This one’s got three buttons off – I look like Seth in Cold Comfort Farm.’

‘I’ll sew them on for you.’

‘It’s all right, darling, Ellen will do it.’

‘Do you think I can’t even sew on a button?’

‘Of course not. It’s just that Ellen always does it, that’s all.’ He was tucking a different shirt into his trousers. ‘You’ve always said how you loathed mending.’

‘I can at least sew on a button,’ she said, and burst into tears.

‘Zoë! Darling, what is it?’ He did not say ‘now’, but she sensed it from the tone of his voice.

‘You think I’m perfectly useless! That I can’t do anything!’

‘Of course I don’t.’

‘When I said I wanted to help with the cottage this morning, you didn’t want me to. And now I can’t even sew a button on your shirt!’

‘I thought you didn’t want to do those things. Of course you can if you want to.’

But this did not suit her new resolution.

‘I might want to do things whether I wanted to or not,’ she said, aware, as she said it, that this did not sound how she meant it to.

‘All right, darling, you do what you don’t want to do if you like,’ he said. ‘You look very sweet and businesslike, I must say. Shall we go and have some breakfast?’

‘You look rather like a horse – but not very—’

‘Like one of those horses that wear things on their faces with just their eyes and nose showing, you know in the Crusades,’ Nora added.

‘The thing is, they’re no good for breathing at all.’ Neville was wheezing in his chair at the tea table: he had had asthma in the car after they had collected the gas masks.

‘I simply adore mine! I look so different in it.’ Lydia stroked the box hanging on the back of her chair.

‘We all look different.’

‘I don’t think Miss Milliment would,’ Lydia said pensively. ‘I should think it would be very difficult for a German to tell whether she was in hers or not.’

‘That will do, Lydia,’ Ellen said, ‘and hand the bread and butter to your cousin.’

‘Mummy said if we wear them for five minutes every day, we’ll soon get used to them.’ Nora realised that Neville had been frightened, and was kindly trying to encourage him.

‘I shall wear mine nearly all the time except for meals. It’s true you can’t eat in them. You couldn’t kiss anyone either.’

‘Drink your milk, Neville.’

He did, and then he said, ‘I know a good thing. If the great-aunts were kept in them, we’d never have to kiss them.’

‘Oh, poor them!’ said Judy in her most affected voice.

‘It’s all very well for you. They’re not your great-aunts. Guess what their poor old faces feel like!’

‘Very old strawberries,’ Neville said at once. ‘All softy and bluey – with damp fur.’

‘That’s just one,’ Lydia said. ‘The other one is – is – like kissing a huge dog biscuit. All hard and leathery with holes.’

‘That will do, Lydia,’ Ellen said again.

‘Why will it always do for me and not for Neville?’

‘That will do from both of you.’

‘Aunt Lena’s face was like kissing blancmange,’ Judy said, ‘and Grania’s—’

‘Shut up,’ Nora said sharply. ‘Aunt Lena’s dead. You shouldn’t say anything at all about her.’

In the rather surprising silence that followed, she poured a cup of tea to take up to Louise, who was lying down with a headache.

It was indeed oppressive, Miss Milliment thought, as she zigzagged lightly up the hill to Home Place after tea with Angela. After the collection of the gas masks, she made herself useful reading those portions of The Times to Lady Rydal that she wished to hear: the obituaries, the Court Circular, and some of the letters. She had expressed her desire to visit Clary to dear Viola and Jessica, and Angela had volunteered to conduct her up the hill. She was a very pretty girl, astonishingly like her mother had been at that age (Miss Milliment had taught Viola and Jessica until they were seventeen and eighteen respectively), but she seemed most withdrawn, whereas Jessica had always been such an outgoing girl full of good humour and spirits. She tried talking to Angela about France, but Angela did not seem to want to talk about that at all, and Miss Milliment, reflecting that, at her age, Angela had probably fallen in love with some young Frenchman from whom she was now parted, tactfully changed the subject.

‘Your uncle was telling me that he has been painting you. Do you think that there is a chance that I might see it?’

And Angela, who had been striding ahead, stopped at once and, turning round, said eagerly, ‘Oh! I wish you would! I went this morning to sit, but he said he thought it was finished. It doesn’t look like that to me at all! I should be so glad of your opinion!’

So they went in at the front door, through a room where old Mrs Cazalet, in a hat, was machining curtains, into an enormous hall where supper was being laid for the children, down a passage, rather dark, and she nearly tripped but that was because one of her shoelaces had come undone – they were not really long enough to tie double bows – through a baize door to a long, dark room with a billiard table in it and a bow window at one end. And there was the picture. An interesting portrait, Miss Milliment thought. He seemed to have captured the paradoxical ardour and languor of a young girl – that air that was both expectant and passive – and she noticed that the mouth, often the Achilles heel if one could think of it like that for many painters, had been made far easier in this case because Angela had her mother’s mouth, a pre-Raphaelite affair, full but finely chiselled, a clear case of nature imitating art, but here a cliché that did not require the artist’s creative perception … fashionable portrait painters, of course, had always imposed features upon people: the rose-bud mouth of Lely, for example …

‘You see what I mean? My skin looks all blotchy. He wanted my hair all straight like that,’ she added.

‘I don’t think anyone but the painter can decide when he has finished,’ Miss Milliment said. ‘And there is a danger, I believe, of painters overpainting a portrait. I think it is most interesting, and you should feel honoured to have been the subject.’

‘Oh, I am! I’m sure he’s really a marvellous painter. But it takes years and years to be one, doesn’t it? So he mightn’t have—’

‘Well, perhaps he will want to do another one.’

‘Yes, I expect he will. Oh, Miss Milliment! Your shoelace is undone.’

And my stockings are coming down already, she thought, looking down at the fat wrinkles round her ankle.

‘Would you like me to tie it for you?’

‘Thank you, my dear. That would be most kind.’

Angela knelt and tied the lace, thinking, Poor old thing! I don’t see how she can bend down to do it for herself.

And Miss Milliment, who every morning and evening had this struggle alone seated on the side of her bed with her foot on a chair, suddenly thought of something, ‘I wonder,’ she said, ‘if you could tell me? Dear Louise gave me a tin of something called talc powder for Christmas. I have brought it with me, as with the Situation one does not know when one will be returning home, but I am not very clear about its use?’ Angela, on her feet again, looked mystified.

‘I tried it on my face,’ Miss Milliment persisted, ‘but that did not seem to be quite right.’

‘Oh.’ She saw that Angela was amazed. ‘It’s not for the face at all, Miss Milliment, it’s for your body. You know, after your bath.’

‘For my body, after a bath,’ Miss Milliment repeated steadily with less idea than ever what it could possibly be for. ‘Thank you, Angela. Perhaps you would show me Clary’s room?’

So Angela took her right to the door, and then wandered away – hoping she would find Rupert somewhere not with Zoë.

Evie’s train was late, which was a good thing as Tonbridge was also late fetching her. He had had a tiring day, taking servants to get their gas masks. Mrs Cripps had enjoyed sitting in front with him, but had deeply resented the girls in the back and snubbed them whenever they opened their mouths, but the instant, uneasy silence that ensued each time left her irritably aware of their attention to whatever she might say to Mr Tonbridge, now called Frank by her whenever they were alone. So she confined herself to incontrovertible remarks about the weather with which Tonbridge instantly agreed: it was very close, they were likely to have another storm before the day was out; it wasn’t as though they needed rain although a good downpour might clear the air and send them hop-pickers back to London where they belonged.

Then he had another trip to Battle, and he had to go onto the platform to find Miss Evie as Miss Rachel hadn’t come with him to fetch her. She had the heaviest luggage he had ever had to deal with, and she seemed very put out that they hadn’t come to meet her. He gave the message sent: that Miss Rachel had hurt her back moving furniture, and that Miss Sidney was moving her things over to the cottage where they were to sleep as the house was so full. But even after the message he sensed that she was put out. Oh, well. His orders were to show her in to the front door of the house, and to take her luggage over to the cottage. Then he could go and have his tea.

William had had a fruitful day. The pair of cottages that lay beside a cart track a hundred yards from the road between Mill Farm and his own house and had been empty for nearly a year now since the tenant, a Mrs Brown, had died, were for sale. It had taken some time to find their owner, who in the end had turned out to be York, the farmer, whose farm lay a quarter of a mile further down the track. Mr York never said anything at all unless urged, and had never mentioned his ownership, but William, who had first noticed the cottages on his morning rides, had discovered about it from his faithful builder, Sampson, who had agreed, with relish, that if the cottages remained empty much longer they wouldn’t be no good to anybody. So William had gone to see York, who proved to be doing something very slowly in his cowshed.

When he saw old Mr Cazalet, York propped his pitchfork against the cowshed door and stood waiting to see what was up. When old Mr Cazalet said he’d come about the cottages, he said, ‘Oh, yes?’ and then led the way silently to his house. They went in through the back – the front door was never used except for funerals or weddings; the last time had been when his mother had died. He had not married himself, it was said, because his fiancée had stepped in his pond in her rubber boots and got drowned. A lady called Miss Boot housekept for him, but her appearance was not one to excite improper thoughts, and indeed the uttermost propriety prevailed. They went through the pantry, where Miss Boot was making butter (she was tall and unsmiling with a slight beard) and through his kitchen, which smelled of dinner cooking and freshly ironed shirts, along the flagged passages to the little parlour, shrouded in blinds, reeking of furniture polish and Flit to kill the bluebottles that lay on the window-sills like huge overbaked currants from a cake. William was seated in the best chair, some blinds were drawn up revealing a small walnut upright piano with sheet music on its stand between the candlesticks, three other chairs, a fireplace with a small iron grate and a large print of The Last of England framed above it.

The cottages. Ah! Well, he hadn’t rightly thought what he might do with them. They’d come to him through his mother, and Mrs Brown had been a friend of hers and, of course, she’d had her share of troubles; fourteen children she’d had, or fifteen, she’d never been sure. And when she’d passed on, the children were grown, or they’d gone to live with their auntie in Hastings. This burst of loquacity seemed to exhaust him, and he sat reiterating his agreement with himself about these facts.

At this point, Miss Boot appeared with a tray on which there were two cups of strong Indian tea rendered almost peach coloured by creamy milk and a plate of ginger biscuits which she placed with care upon a rather unreliable little table between them. Then, darting one withering look at York’s boots – not meant for the house, let alone the parlour – she went.

The cottages. Well, it depended what Mr Cazalet had in mind. William explained that he wanted to buy them and convert them into a house for some of his family. Ah. Mr York put four lumps of sugar into his tea. There was silence during which William became aware of the sibilant ticking of a small black clock on the mantelpiece. He waited until York had finished stirring his tea before he mentioned a price. There was another silence, while Mr York ruminated about five hundred pound – a sum larger than any he had ever had come to him. A new roof sprouted upon the cowshed, a piggery was built in the twinkling of an eye, a tarpaulin for his stack out the back, a new scythe; he could get a digger for his pond, his own bull to cover his cows and get the gates on the big field repaired so he could run to some sheep if he’d a mind to, build her out in the kitchen that little greenhouse she’d been nagging for …

‘I expect you’d like to think it over.’

‘I might. And I might not.’

‘There was one other thing …’

He might have known there’d be a fly in the ointment. ‘I know them roofs need a bit of seeing to.’

‘It wasn’t that. But I’d like a bit of land at the back. Beyond the garden hedge, that is.’

‘Ah!’ Buying property was one thing, he’d never been much of a one for property, but land was different. He didn’t care to sell his land.

‘I only want a small bit. An acre. Just to make a kitchen garden.’

‘Ah, well, that’s another matter. Land’s another matter.’ His mournful brown eyes regarded William ruminatively. ‘That’s good land up there.’

It wasn’t. Or not in its present state – full of thistles and rabbit holes and clumps of brambles. But William knew better than to argue. He simply offered another fifty pounds, and although it was agreed that Mr York should think it over, they both knew that he already had.

‘Right. Well, York – an answer tomorrow morning? I want to get on with it, you see. We may have another war on our hands.’ York was irresistibly reminded of the nightmare years when, starting at eighteen, he’d spent four years in France when in his memory he had always been wet and nearly always been frightened, when he had seen things done to men that he wouldn’t stand to see done to an animal, when the land had been nothing but rats and lice and mud and blood and all because of those German Huns. He said, ‘You wouldn’t catch me going out there again, not for all the tea in China.’

William got to his feet. ‘This time they may come to us,’ he said.

York darted a look at him to see if the old man was having him on, but he wasn’t.

‘If they come on my land, they’ll get what for,’ he said quietly. William looked at him, surprised: he meant it.

‘What we’ve got to do is pray,’ Nora said, so vehemently that Louise was startled.

They were lying on their beds after supper; the curtains were open so that they could watch the hectic, streaky lightning and then count until the faint rumble of thunder could be heard.

‘Do you honestly think it would do any good?’

‘Of course, it always does. It doesn’t always get you exactly what you are praying for, but it always does good.’

‘Surely not wanting a war is a good thing to want? So, if prayers work, God ought to let there not be a war.’

Nora, to whom something of the kind had already uncomfortably occurred, said, ‘Oh, well, there are degrees. We might get a less awful war by praying. Anyhow, I’m going to church tomorrow, and I really beg you to come, too.’

‘OK. We are rather an ungodly family. Church only at Christmas and for christenings and so on.’

‘Doesn’t even the Duchy go?’

Louise shook her head. ‘Only at Christmas. Her father was a scientist, you see. They don’t believe in faith. We’ll have to walk, no one will take us.’

‘We could bike.’

‘Yes. I warn you, if I do go to church before breakfast I tend to faint. Unless I eat something first.’

‘You can’t possibly do that. You can’t take Communion if you do that. You have been confirmed, haven’t you?’

‘Of course. The Bishop of London – years ago. In the church here you get squares of bread, not wafers like in London.’

‘I think that’s better, it’s supposed to be bread. How’s your pain?’

‘Better. Less like a flat iron trying to drop through my stomach, anyway. Will you still go to that cooking school if there’s a war?’

‘I haven’t the faintest. I should think it would be rather a trivial pursuit if there was.’

‘Not as bad as acting,’ Louise said sadly. She could see her career going up in smoke. In which case, did she need to get over being homesick? Yes, because she needed to get away for other reasons as well. She couldn’t tell Nora about them. Nora set her alarm clock for half past six. The thunder had got very much nearer and kept them awake but they had agreed to like thunderstorms so they kept the curtains open.

Simon had had an awful day. After Teddy refusing to speak to him he had looked for Christopher, but he didn’t find him until nearly lunch-time, and then he was in a bad mood. He said that Teddy was worse about everything, but that he was trying to make things all right and where on earth had Simon been all morning? Actually, Simon had gone and lain in the hammock because he had a headache and he had gone to sleep, but when he woke up he felt awful. After lunch Christopher took him off to the dog kennels and told him the new terms. They seemed simply to leave him out of everything, Simon thought, to treat him as though he wasn’t of any importance at all, after all the fetching and carrying and getting things he had done. He was being turned into a kind of feudal slave and Christopher didn’t seem particularly grateful that he hadn’t sneaked to Teddy at all. He ended up by having a quarrel with Christopher, who said he couldn’t back out of it now, he would have to stay in and do as he was told. He hated both of them, and in the end he shouted his worst words at Christopher and then ran away and hid. This was easy because he knew good places far better than Christopher, who soon stopped looking for him. When he saw Christopher disappear towards the drive, he came out of the runner beans and there was Mr McAlpine in a furious temper all because he’d trampled on something or other getting hidden. He ran away from Mr McAlpine into the house, straight up the stairs meaning to go to his room. Then he thought it might have Teddy in it. So he went to his mother’s bedroom, usually empty in the afternoon, but she was there, lying on her bed and reading.

‘Simon! You must knock when you go into people’s rooms.’

‘I forgot. Anyway, I didn’t think you’d be here.’

‘Why did you come in, then?’

‘I just wanted—’

‘Well, shut the door, darling.’

He shut it rather loudly by mistake. She sat up. ‘Don’t slam doors. You’ll wake Wills.’

‘Wills,’ he muttered. He kicked the chair leg. She thought of nothing but Wills. From morning till night.

‘Simon, what is it? What is it?’ She swung her legs over the side of the bed. ‘Come here. You look very hot.’ She put her hand on his forehead and tears spurted out of his eyes. She put her arms round him and he snuggled up against her, feeling worse and better at the same time.

‘I think you’ve got a temperature, my darling.’ She kissed him and he clung to her like a little crab. ‘There. I expect you’re rather dreading your new school. That’s what it is, isn’t it? I know it’s rather a frightening prospect. But you’ll have Teddy there, you know. You won’t be alone.’

‘I will! Teddy has become my enemy! It will be worse with him!’ He was sobbing now. ‘Honestly – I’ve thought about it, and I really don’t think I can stand it! I don’t want to be away by myself. Couldn’t I just go to day school like Christopher? I’d do anything you like if I don’t have to go!’

‘Oh, darling! I don’t want you to go. I miss you all the time. Listen, my pet. I want you to lie on my bed while I take your temp. Then we’ll talk more.’

But they didn’t much because his temperature was 101 and when he said he couldn’t sleep in the room with Teddy she put him to bed in their dressing room, and brought him a mug of hot milky tea and an aspirin, and went to ring up Dr Carr. When she came back, he was feverish and sleepy. ‘Bet you won’t send Wills to a boarding school,’ he muttered. ‘Anyway, I didn’t sneak. He’s got to admit I didn’t,’ and he drifted off.

She sat and watched him, full of sad, helpless thoughts. Why should he be sent away for so many years from his father and brother and sister and, above all, from her? Why had boys always been sent away? He had been at boarding school since he was nine, and he was only twelve now. Even the little medieval pages had been sent to another house with the lady of it to care for them. It wasn’t as though Hugh had been happy at school – he had loathed every minute of it, he said – but he still had the apparently immutable view that his son must go through the same mill. That remark he had made about Wills struck at her heart. It was true that she had been indulging herself with this last baby, paying far more attention to him than she had ever done with the other two. True, also, that since Simon had gone to his prep school she had braced herself for the loss by trying to be calm and worldly about it, although the very first time when she had seen him off from Waterloo she had wept bitterly all the way home in the taxi. In some way she had known then that it was the very beginning of saying goodbye to him. Even her letters to him at school had been cool and cheery, and she had found them harder and harder to write – harder to know what he would want to hear and, because none of them ever really could say how much she missed him, putting in nothing that really mattered. His letters – the homesickness was palpable early on: ‘Darling Mum, please take me home, I am board, board, board. There is nothing whatever to do here’ – had contracted to demands for various things, chiefly food: ‘Please send me six more tubes of toothpaste. I had to eat mine!’ Mysterious descriptions of masters: ‘When Mr Attenborough eats toast and marmalade at breakfast, his head steams. We did not have Latin prep today because Mr Coleridge has gone off his head again he rode his bicycle into the swimming-pool: he was smoking and reading and got stung by a wasp but nobody believed him.’ She had read the letters to Hugh, who had laughed – and said he seemed to be settling down. Well, in a way, he had. But prep schools were not at all the same as public school, and now he had six years of that lying ahead. Poor lamb. At least he’s too young for war, she thought for the hundredth time, and Polly is a girl, and Wills is a baby and Hugh can’t really be in it. She put a glass of water by Simon’s bed; then she bent and kissed him with almost guilty tenderness. He was asleep, and there was no one else to see.

That night, which was very hot and still, the thunder rumbled intermittently until dawn when there was a heavy and refreshing shower of rain. Evie, in the cottage, dropped off at last, and Sid, whom she had kept awake with her fears, was able to creep back to the other little room, get into bed and at least have her thoughts to herself. There had been a muddle about moving Miss Milliment to the cottage, which it had been decreed she was to share with Evie, and Evie had refused to sleep there alone. She had been maddening about it, and Sid had decided that she would move heaven and earth – and Miss Milliment – the next day. Evie considered that it was a minor insult to have to sleep there. She was not in the least grateful for the hospitality afforded her, and she had brought with her all the most useless, heavy, and hideous pieces of silver that had belonged to her mother, as well as pretty nearly all the clothes she possessed. ‘After all, we may be here for years,’ she said. ‘It’s all very well for you, you don’t mind wearing the same things day after day, but you know how I feel about looking nice.’

Sid had hated leaving Rachel, whose back was clearly very bad. When it had transpired that William had decided that if the worst came to the worst the Babies’ Hotel must be evacuated and that the beds were for the nurses to occupy in the squash court, Rachel had insisted on helping cart them over there. The Duchy had mildly enquired where the babies were to sleep, and he had simply said that they were small and could be fitted in somewhere. The billiard table could be moved from the billiard room, he had added vaguely. Anyway, the camp beds had done for Rachel’s back, and Sid hated to leave her alone. Well, hated not sharing a room with her. In the daytime, she realised despairingly, Evie would never leave them alone together if she could help it. How quickly one got used to things! A week ago, she would have been utterly overwhelmed at the prospect of spending one day and a night with Rachel; now she was grousing because she couldn’t spend all the time with her. ‘Be grateful for what you have,’ she told herself, but, then, one of the things she had was Evie, whose presence had never promoted gratitude in anybody. ‘Swings and roundabouts,’ she told herself bracingly; she was never sure which was supposed to be which, but there were usually more of one than the other.

Louise got up half an hour earlier than she needed to because going to church made her review her character, and one thing that wasn’t very good about it was the way she had stopped really talking to Polly. She knew – and probably no one else did – how much the idea of war preyed on Polly’s mind, but she had not once given Poll the chance to talk about it. So she decided that when she fetched the second bicycle, which was at Home Place, she would go and see Polly and invite her to go to church with her and Nora.

It was a beautiful morning with yellow sun and a milky blue sky; the steep banks each side of the road refreshed by the heavy rain, glittered with beaded cobwebs that were precariously slung between little drenched ferns, and the air smelled of mushrooms and moss. She met Mr York in the drive, carrying his pails of steaming milk, and she said, ‘Good morning, Mr York.’ He grinned, which showed his most frightening tooth, and nodded at her. The front door of Home Place stood open, and the maids were shaking dusters and there was a smell of bacon frying and the distant, squeaky, irregular sound of the carpet sweeper. She ran lightly up the stairs and along the passage to Polly’s and Clary’s room. Clary was not awake but Polly was sitting up in bed with Oscar coiled in a paroxysm of sleep at her feet. She had been crying. She brushed her face with the back of her hand, glanced warningly at Clary’s bed, and said, ‘Simon has got chicken pox now.’

‘You’re not crying about that?’

‘No.’

Louise went and sat on the bed, and Oscar raised his head, instantly awake. She stroked his rich fur, and he stared at her as though he’d never seen her before in his life.

‘I’ve come to ask if you’d like to go to church with Nora and me. To pray for peace. Nora says it’s very important.’

‘Louise, how can I? I’ve told you, I’m not at all sure that I believe in God.’

‘I’m not sure either, but I don’t think that’s the point. I mean, if there is one, He ought to take notice, and if there isn’t, it wouldn’t make any difference.’

‘I see what you mean. Oh, it’s so awful! Why don’t they have gas masks for animals? I tried to put Oscar in mine last night – you know, put a lot more of him in than just his head, and it still doesn’t fit anywhere. And he simply hated it. I couldn’t keep him in it.’

‘You couldn’t give him yours because if he needed it, you would, too.’

‘Not more than him. Anyway, I’d decided to say I’d lost mine and get another. To tell a lie about it.’ She looked at Oscar with tears of anguish. ‘I’m responsible for him. He’s my cat!’

She stretched out her hand to stroke his neck and he got up, stretched and then jumped heavily off the bed, making a weak, clockwork sound as he reached the floor.

‘Look, Poll, you’d really better come. It’s all you can do.’

‘OK.’

She leapt out of bed and began putting on her clothes that lay on the chair beside it.

‘You can’t go in shorts!’

‘Oh, no. I wasn’t thinking.’

As soon as she was out of bed, Oscar got back into it, settling himself where she had been for some peace and quiet.

‘You’ll have to wear a hat.’

‘Oh, blast! It’s got all my shells in it.’ Emptying them onto the dressing table woke Clary, who, the moment she knew what they were doing, wanted to join them.

‘You can’t. You’ll give everybody chicken pox.’

‘I won’t. They said I could get up today, anyway.’

‘There isn’t another bicycle.’

‘I’ll borrow Simon’s.’

‘You’ll faint,’ said Louise. ‘You may have been up, but you haven’t been out.’

But Clary was hunting for clothes. ‘Although I have to point out,’ she remarked as she pulled a blue cotton dress stained with blackberry juice over her head, ‘that I don’t think prayer works unless you believe. However, anything’s worth trying,’ she added as she saw Louise and Polly’s faces: Louise darting her a black look and Polly starting to agonise about her uncertainties.

‘You haven’t got a hat,’ Louise said in a crushing voice.

Clary looked from Louise’s white boater with a navy blue ribbon to Polly’s straw with cornflowers and poppies round the crown; Zoë did not buy her hats and Ellen chose such awful ones that she lost them on purpose.

‘I’ll borrow Dad’s outdoor painting beret from the hall,’ she said.

‘Sixteen student nurses, plus Matron and Sister Hawkins, and thirty-five babies under five! How can they imagine that they can all be fitted in?’

Rachel, sitting bolt upright on her air cushion, put down her teacup. ‘Duchy, darling, couldn’t you talk to him yourself?’

The argument about the proposed immigration of the Babies’ Hotel had been raging all day, with Rachel, for whom mobility was agonising, being sent from one parent to another – they refused to treat with one another, William because he had said he hadn’t time for women fussing over details, and the Duchy on the grounds that he didn’t listen to a word she said.

‘I’ve told you that he said that Sampson is building three Elsans at the side of the squash court.’

‘I daresay he is, but there won’t be enough water!’

‘He says he’s going to sink another well. He’s out water divining now.’

The Duchy snorted. ‘You remember how long the last one took? Three months!’ She scraped some butter onto her toast. ‘And how does he think this multitude is to be fed? Answer me that!’

Rachel was silent. When she had put the same question to her father earlier in the day, he had retorted that they had a perfectly good cook, and, anyway, it was well known that babies lived on milk, which York could produce – and if he couldn’t, he, William, could provide him with another cow.

‘Well,’ said the Duchy – she was wearing her hat for tea, a sure sign of rage. ‘If he thinks that Mrs Cripps can cook for an extra eighteen people – not counting the babies – he must be mad.’


‘Darling, it is rather an emergency.’

‘If Mrs Cripps gives notice, it will certainly be one.’

‘On the other hand, it may all blow over. After all, the Prime Minister is back and nothing has happened so far, which augurs well, doesn’t it?’

‘I do not think that Mr Chamberlain is the kind of man who would discuss war on a Sunday,’ said the Duchy. It was not clear whether this was an indictment or an accolade.

There was silence while Rachel thought how extraordinarily unreal the whole situation felt. Then, wondering why they were alone, she said, ‘Where are the aunts?’

‘Having tea with Villy and her mother. She’s very good in that way, dear Villy.’

‘Villy and Sybil offered to help with the cooking. So did Zoë.’

‘My dear, none of them have cooked a meal in their lives. They’ve probably been taught to make a Victoria sponge at their schools, but that will hardly do, will it?’

And Rachel, who had also never cooked a meal in her life and had forgotten how to make a Victoria sponge, had to agree.

Sybil was both surprised and touched at how nice the other children were to Simon. During the day, practically all of them visited him although he didn’t seem particularly grateful, but he was feeling pretty rotten so she didn’t blame him. She tucked him up after lunch for a good sleep and left a notice on his door telling them to keep out, but when she went up with his tea she found Lydia and Neville seated each side of him in bed.

‘They brought me presents. I couldn’t tell them to go away,’ Simon said. He looked very flushed, she thought.

‘Didn’t you read the notice?’ she said after she had dislodged them.

‘No. I can only read when I’m trying. I don’t read naturally,’ Lydia replied, and Neville said that he only read things when he wanted to, ‘Which is hardly ever,’ he added.

‘So if you read on a gate into a field “Poisonous Snakes Keep Out” you’d get bitten to death,’ Simon said.

‘No. I’d read the word Snakes and that would put me on my guard.’

‘And, anyway,’ Lydia finished loftily, ‘a field is hardly the same as a room, is it? See you tomorrow, Simon. I expect you’ll be all spotty by then.’

That evening, Dottie, who had been clumsier than usual and given to tears since breakfast as Eileen remarked, broke out in spots, which was the pox, Mrs Cripps said, or she was a Dutchman. She seemed to regard this as a personal affront, and was being very nasty indeed to poor Dottie, who had just broken a sauce-boat and stood dithering with the dustpan and brush faced with clearing up china and sauce at the same time. ‘Well, don’t just stand there – clear it up, girl! And then change your overall and go and apologise to Mrs Cazalet.’ Rachel, alerted by Eileen, heard this as she entered the kitchen. ‘And don’t use the dustpan and brush! Get a floorcloth first! Oh – Miss Rachel! That’s a piece of Mrs Cazalet’s summer service gone! Not to mention the bread sauce, which I don’t have the time to make more! And it looks as though she’s come down with it! Dear knows how, as if we didn’t have enough to worry about.’

Rachel looked from Mrs Cripps’s luminescent face to her heaving bust, contained against the fragile breaker of her flowered overall, and mustered her uttermost charm.

‘Oh dear! Perhaps one of you,’ she looked appealingly at the housemaids, who stood thankfully surveying the scene (they hadn’t done it, and you wouldn’t catch them kitchenmaiding for Mrs Cripps, not in a million years), ‘would very kindly clear it up because really I think Dottie should go to bed.’

‘That’s one place for her,’ Mrs Cripps agreed, ‘but someone will have to be found, Miss Rachel. Hitler is one thing. But I can’t run my kitchen without a maid – nobody could expect that of me.’

‘Yes. Well, we’ll discuss all that tomorrow, Mrs Cripps. I think Edie down at Mill Farm has a sister who might be able to come in. Come along, Dottie, I’m going to take you upstairs.’

Leaving Peggy and Bertha dealing with the mess, she led Dottie, who was now crying quite noisily, up to her sun-baked little attic.

While Dottie undressed, she went to fetch a thermometer. Walking hurt her, but almost everything did. She longed to be in bed herself without the tensions and argument that had so marked this day. She had hardly seen Sid at all, who had spent most of the afternoon appeasing Evie about being left in the cottage with Miss Milliment while she returned to Rachel’s room in what Evie kept calling the big house. If things were normal, she would have gone to London to see Marly, her amazing back man who always seemed to get her right. The thought of not being able to do this – either tomorrow, or any other day, was quite frightening. But it was absurd of her to mind such a petty detail when they were very likely on the brink of war. And if the Babies’ Hotel was evacuated, she must pull herself together and somehow organise catering and sanitary arrangements, although even the prospect of that was defeating. It might mean moving everybody out of Mill Farm and squashing nurses and babies in there somehow, and putting all the children in the squash court. It was useless to talk to either the Brig or the Duchy about this. Villy would be the most practical person, and, in any case, such a move would affect her family more than anyone else. But it wasn’t only the children, of course. There was old Lady Rydal: the thought of her on a camp bed in the squash court made her want to laugh, but laughing hurt, too.

She returned to Dottie, now lying on her back with the sheet up to her chin snuffling quietly. The room was stifling. It had the hot-water tank in it, which left very little room for the narrow iron bed, the hard chair and a small chest of drawers. The small window was tightly closed, and when she asked Dottie if she would like it open, Dottie said that it didn’t – never. The tank was making quite loud, irregular rushing noises – it wasn’t a very nice place to be ill, she thought. Dottie’s temperature was nearly 102. Rachel smiled reassuringly at her and said that she would get Peggy or Bertha to bring her a large jug of water and a couple of aspirin. ‘You must drink as much as you can to help your temperature down. I’ll get Dr Carr to come and see you tomorrow. And I’ll see if someone can get your window opened for you. You see if you can have a nice sleep. You’ve been a very brave girl working all day when you must have been feeling awful.’

‘I didn’t never mean to break it.’

‘What? No, of course you didn’t. I’ll tell Mrs Cazalet about it. Of course she’ll understand you weren’t feeling well.’

She left to go and find one of the maids to collect the aspirin from her. ‘And she’d better have a chamber pot up there. Her temperature’s quite high, and she should drink a lot. But I’m sure I can count on you to look after her, and to come to tell me if she wants anything. The doctor will come tomorrow.’

Bertha, who thought Miss Rachel was a very sweet lady, said she would see to everything. In any case, a visit from the doctor raised Dottie’s status, even with Mrs Cripps, who instantly said she would put a nice junket to set that evening.

Rachel went to her room and lay down on her bed, and it hurt so much getting onto her back that she wondered how on earth she would ever get up again.

After a silence, Hugh asked, ‘How’s Oscar?’

‘He’s all right.’ She did not look at him, and they walked on for a bit in more silence. It was early evening, the sun had gone, but it was hot and the same grey stillness prevailed. ‘Care for a stroll, Poll?’ he’d said to her earlier, and she’d slipped from her chair with alacrity and said that she’d just see if Oscar was all right and she’d meet him on the front lawn. But when they met she had become uncommunicative; if he did not know her so well he would have thought she was sulking. He asked her where she would like to go, and she said she didn’t mind, so they walked up through the little wood at the back of the house and out to the big meadow with the Spanish chestnuts, and she plodded along beside him almost as though he was not there.

‘I’m tired,’ he said when they reached the big trees. ‘Let’s sit down for a bit.’

They sat down with their backs against a tree and still she said nothing.

‘What’s worrying you?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I feel that something is.’

‘Well, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. Extremely worried.’

‘Oh, Dad! Me too. It’s the war, isn’t it? There’s going to be another war.’ The anguish in her voice pierced him. He put his arm round her; she was tense as stretched wire.

‘We don’t know yet. There may be. It depends …’

‘On what?’

‘Well, what Hitler said to Chamberlain this week. Whether an agreement could be reached that is reasonable. Whether the Czechs can agree.’

‘They’ve got to!’

‘How do you know so much about it, Poll?’

‘I don’t. I don’t know whether they want to or not. I mean they’ve got to. To stop it. They ought to do anything in the world to stop it!’

‘It’s no longer up to them.’

‘Who is it up to?’

‘Us – and Hitler, of course.’

‘Well, everybody says that Mr Chamberlain is all for appeasement. That means not having it.’

‘Yes, but there’s always a limit to how much you should appease anyone. Personally, I’m afraid I think we’ve reached that limit.’

‘Personally,’ she returned stiffly, ‘I don’t.’

He looked down at her in surprise, she kept starting and stopping a frown, in the way she always did when she was struggling to think something out, or when she was trying not to cry. He was not sure which it was. He put his hand over one of hers and held it; her fingers felt for his and held them hard, but there were no tears. She made one sigh – a very sad sound, he thought.

‘What’s on your mind, Poll?’

‘I was wondering – what do you think it will be like? When it starts, I mean?’ She turned to look up at him and, faced with the candour and intensity of her gaze, he faltered.

‘I don’t know. I expect there’ll be an air raid. On London, probably.’ He did think that. ‘I don’t think they’ll use gas, Polly, in spite of our trip yesterday – that was just a sensible precaution.’ He wasn’t so sure of that. ‘I don’t think there’ll be an invasion or anything like that,’ and then he thought, what a stupid thing to say – he was far from sure of this, she might not have thought of it, and he wanted to provide some reassurance.

But she had thought of it.

‘They could put tanks into ships, couldn’t they, and land them here? Tanks will go through anything.’ She glanced at the wood behind them and instantly he saw, as he knew she did, a tank crashing and lumbering through the wall of trees – a terrible, animate monster.

‘We have a navy, you know,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t be all that easy. But listen, Poll, we’re making too many assumptions. There may not be a war. What we’ve been doing today is to make contingency plans, just in case there is. And I should really like to discuss them with you. I know you’re brave and sensible and you might have some useful comments.’

She was both of those things, he reflected afterwards, remembering how she had turned his heart over as she tried to look them. When they had walked back to the house, she seemed a little – though not much – happier. But, good God! What a conversation to have with your thirteen-year-old daughter, he thought afterwards, when she had gone off to get Oscar’s supper and he was alone. Rage and impotence had taken over; he would give his life for her – for any of them, come to that – but it was no longer such a simple equation. Civilians were going to be in this war: the innocent, the young, the weak, the old. He could not even protect her from her fear; her expression as she looked towards the wood recurred, and he heard and saw the tank again. They were only nine miles from the coast.

‘Sorry you’ve got chicken pox.’

‘That’s OK.’ He looked at Christopher standing awkwardly in the doorway. Old feelings of allegiance and affection surged back: it was jolly decent of Christopher to come. ‘What’s happening with Teddy?’ he asked. ‘You can tell me – I hate him.’

‘He wants to turn the place into a fort. Dig a trench all round it. He wants to play at some kind of silly war.’

‘You won’t let him, though?’

‘I don’t want him to, but I don’t know how to stop him. He says it’s his territory, and I’m an invader. He wants to take all our stuff over – says a lot of it, like the tent, is his, anyway.’

‘You can’t play at war if you’re a conscience objector.’

‘Of course not! But it ruins all my plans. I seem to bring out the worst in him. After all, you can’t run away now you’re ill.’

‘I know. But why do you want to tell him?’

‘Well, he might shut up about it if I did. And he might see the point and join me instead of his stupid idea.’

‘Couldn’t you just wait a bit? He might get chicken pox. Or go to his beastly school.’ Simon felt very proud and helpful with Christopher saying ‘our stuff’ and asking whether he’d mind about telling Teddy, and somehow being in bed and not able to do anything made it easier to think of advice. ‘I didn’t sneak, you know,’ he added, wanting approval as well.

‘Of course not, silly. Why would I be asking you about telling him if you had already?’

‘Sorry. I didn’t think.’

‘That’s OK. I expect you’re feeling rotten.’ Simon looked as rotten as he could. Christopher wandered to the bedside and ate a grape off the plate. ‘He’s there all the time,’ he said miserably, ‘eating the food and messing things up. And he’s brought his gun as well.’

‘He’s not allowed his gun except with a grown-up. You could tell Uncle Edward.’

‘I’m not going to sneak—’ he stopped because Uncle Hugh came into the room. He had a little chess set with him.

‘Thought you might like a game before supper,’ he said. ‘Hallo, Christopher. Hope I’m not interrupting anything?’

‘Oh, no,’ they both said and then Christopher added that he was just off, anyway.

When the board was set out and Simon had picked the white pawn from his father’s proffered hand, he said, ‘Dad! If there is a war, will I have to go to school?’

‘I don’t know, old man. Are you worried about that?’

‘School?’

‘War.’

‘Oh, no,’ Simon said cheerfully. ‘I should think it would be rather exciting.’ On the whole he was quite glad that his father didn’t pursue the subject; he didn’t want to know that he would have to, really, and, anyway, it was weeks before they’d either let or make him go.

On Monday, Jessica left Mill Farm at nine o’clock to go to the funeral. Angela and Nora went with her; she had not been able to induce Christopher to join them, and Judy, she felt, was far too young. She wore Villy’s black and white outfit with a black straw hat and rather becoming veil, which sat on the back seat beside Angela who, though very pale and silent, seemed acquiescent to anything and made no objection when Nora said it was her turn to sit in front. Nora wore her navy blue jacket and skirt and had stitched a black band to her sleeve. Angela had allowed Villy to dress her in a black linen dress and a fairly white mackintosh. Various gloves and bags of the appropriate hue had been donated by the family for the occasion.

‘We’ll expect you back for dinner,’ Villy said, as she saw them off. ‘Or ring if you can’t,’ she added. In spite of the fact that Jessica had said that nothing would induce her to stay the night, Villy knew that Raymond might well change her mind. ‘Although we haven’t taken any overnight things,’ Jessica had said, ‘so even he could hardly expect us to stay,’ and she smiled her little secretive smile at her sister as much to say, ‘This is how I manage him: I always agree with him, but then I place a little obstacle in his way and he has to give in.’ ‘He’ll simply scold me for being impractical,’ she said serenely. ‘I’m terribly used to that.’

All the same, it was a very long drive – to Frensham and back in one day – especially in their old Vauxhall (she had refused to borrow Villy’s car). Villy gave a final wave and went back to the house to start the ‘nice quiet day’ that Jessica had earlier envied her. The dining room was to be used for lessons and therefore breakfast must be cleared away as soon as possible, followed by the interminable task of getting her mother up and dressed, which involved a bath, which in turn meant clearing the passages of children, and maids, since Lady Rydal refused to be seen either going to or coming from either a bathroom or lavatory. The children had no school books, she realised, and added them to the list of things she intended fetching from Lansdowne Road the next day. She got Louise, who was sulking because she had wanted to go to the funeral. ‘I’ve never been to one, it’s terribly unfair. I’ve never been a bridesmaid, I’ve never been abroad, and I’ve never been to a funeral. Honestly, you don’t let me have any experience of life at all.’

‘I’ve told you a hundred times, you cannot go to the funeral of someone you’ve never met.’

‘It’s not my fault I never met her.’

‘Go up to Home Place and ask the Duchy if you may have some blotting paper and a bottle of ink. And if she has any pads of paper or exercise books—’

‘We won’t need them – Clary always has dozens.’

‘Well, ask her to bring them.’ There was a muffled cry from above.

‘I must go up. Chop chop, Louise,’ and she hurried upstairs.

‘Strewth! Why can’t she use the telephone? Go here – do that – she thinks I’m some kind of slave. A slave child.’

All the way up the hill she was a slave girl: meek, beautiful, with a heavy anklet round her right leg that they used to chain her up at night. Her long black hair hung nearly to her waist; people were ravaged by her beauty, but her cruel master and mistress treated her worse than their pet elephant. By the time she found the Duchy she was so filled with pity for her meekness and beauty that she couldn’t remember what she had come for. The Duchy was unable to find the Brig and ask him to ask Sampson to send someone to the house to get Dottie’s window open.

‘Where is he?’

The Duchy looked up from the immense pile of linen sheets that she was sorting- for her sisters to mend. ‘He’s out, darling, or I’d find him myself. Probably at the back of the squash court. Or else at those cottages on the way to York’s farm. Do hurry. Dottie has chicken pox and it is most unhealthy for her to be without fresh air.’

Louise tried the squash court first, and there he was with Christopher. They each held the ends of forked sticks and were walking slowly about over the patch of rough grass. As Louise drew near, Christopher gave a shout. ‘Hey! Look! Watch!’ He stepped back a pace, and then forward, and the stick seemed to try to escape from his hands.

Louise thought he might be pretending, but the Brig came over and said, ‘Do it again, Christopher,’ and he did, and this time she distinctly saw the stick kind of writhe by itself. ‘Well. I’m damned!’ said the Brig. He tried the same place himself, but nothing much seemed to happen. He took off his hat – a large grey trilby – and put it on Christopher’s head. It was too big for him and came down over his eyes. The Brig turned him round, then gave him a little push, and said, ‘Try again.’ And Christopher, after a few wandering blind steps, found the same place, and this time the stick nearly leapt out of his hands. The Brig took off his hat, and clapped it on the back of his own head. He was smiling. ‘Good boy,’ he said, ‘you’ve got the gift. We’ll call the well after you.’ And Christopher went bright red.

‘Can I try?’

The Brig gave her his stick. ‘You may. No. Hold the stick so. With your thumbs towards the centre.’

Louise tried, but nothing happened. So she gave her message, whereupon the Brig sent her off to the stables to tell Wren to ride down to Sampson’s place to send someone up to the house. ‘See if you can find any course of the water now,’ he said to Christopher. ‘Run along, there’s a good girl.’

A good girl! She was knee-deep in errands now, and she was far too old for this kind of thing. She went as slowly as possible to the stables to find Wren sharpening the points on his pitch fork with a large old file. It made a horrible noise that set her teeth on edge. She gave the message, but he simply went on filing. ‘Did you hear, Mr Wren?’

He stopped filing. ‘I heard.’

‘Why are you doing that? You don’t need extra sharp points for pitching the hay, do you?’

He shot her a look in which ferocity and cunning were horribly combined. ‘That would be telling, miss, that would.’

She went away quickly. She didn’t much like Wren. Since she had outgrown the pony, he had taken her out on the old grey which she could not control since his mouth was like iron – the Brig had ridden him for years in a double bridle with a heavy hand – but it had been clear that Wren did not think much of her horsemanship so the rides had been frightening and dull and she had soon given them up. In the drive, she saw Miss Milliment with Clary and Polly setting off for Mill Farm. She remembered that she hadn’t actually asked the Duchy for paper, etc., and decided that she would now, and that would make her late. What she was really minding was that Nora wasn’t going to be there. Lessons with Nora had seemed quite inviting, and now, because of the funeral, she would be the odd one out yet again. She walked very slowly indeed round the house by the tennis court to look for the Duchy.




It was grey and hot again. Mrs Cripps scalded the milk to stop it turning, but the butter became oil if it was out of the larder for two minutes. Edie, from Mill Farm, had sent her younger (much younger) sister up to Home Place to help out, but Mrs Cripps did not know her well enough to bully her, and the kitchen, hot from the range, was airless since no refreshing breeze came through the small open casement windows; the atmosphere, generally, was thick. Emmeline scraped seven pounds of new potatoes, washed up breakfast, scrubbed the larder floor, made up the range, strung and sliced four pounds of runner beans, washed up middle mornings, greased two cake tins, peeled, cored and sliced three pounds of Bramleys for the dining-room pies, laid the servants’ lunch, washed it up, and then washed all the cooking utensils used for the dining-room lunch, answered only when spoken to, and then inaudibly – which, Phyllis thought, showed a proper respect, but she, Phyllis, could sense that the strain of not being herself was telling on Mrs Cripps, who was conducting everything with an air of artificial patience and good humour that was unlikely to last. She would much rather have been a short-handed martyr, bullying one of the housemaids, but there it was. Her bark, however, was far worse than her bite, at least where Dottie was concerned, as a stream of tempting little snacks was slapped onto a round, painted tray with two parrots on it, and lugged upstairs by one of the maids to her sick room. A custard tartlet, some toast and dripping, the junket set the previous night, a coddled egg and the end piece of a baked sultana roll each accompanied by a cup of deeply sugared tea found their way there at frequent intervals where they silted up, since poor Dottie felt too ill to fancy very much. Bertha, sent to tidy the room for the doctor’s visit, offered to dispose of the food – there was nothing she liked more than eating and reading True Romances in bed. She also lent Dottie a nightgown as Dottie only possessed one and Bertha felt that the doctor should not see her in it as it was too small for her, altogether not quite nice. Dottie, who had never been visited by a doctor in her life, felt very important and rather scared. ‘What will he do?’ she asked, and Bertha, who had no experience of this kind, said only what he had to and she would be outside the door.

One of Mr Sampson’s men arrived and opened the window, but the room, being next to the roof, remained bakingly hot. ‘Try not to perspire till after the doctor,’ Bertha advised, but it was no good, she couldn’t help it, and her eyes hurt when she moved them, and it seemed a pity, what with all this nice food she couldn’t fancy, and staying in bed and not having to do anything, that she couldn’t enjoy it more. But Bertha said if wishes were horses beggars would ride, and Dottie, who could not think what that meant, said she supposed so.

Zoë spent the morning darning sheets with the great-aunts.

‘It is quite like the war already,’ Flo placidly remarked, as she fitted a section of sheet over her toadstool.

‘I don’t remember us mending sheets in the last war,’ Dolly said.

‘That’s because you haven’t got a very good memory,’ Flo returned. ‘I distinctly remember that we were always mending sheets. Mending something, anyway.’

‘Something!’ Dolly sniffed.

They were seated at the gate-legged table in the breakfast room. Zoë had joined them because everybody else she had asked for something to do had looked vague and been unable to think of anything. The Duchy, however, had firmly set her to work. ‘That would be most helpful of you, Zoë dear,’ she had added, and Zoë had glowed, had even managed to ask the aunts to show her how to do it. They had not agreed about the method, of course: Aunt Dolly favoured patches, cut from hopelessly worn pillow-cases; Flo insisted upon exquisitely fine darning over and round the tear. Zoë did whichever they told her and found that she was quite good at it. She had always liked fine sewing, which her mother had taught her. The aunts quarrelled gently all the morning, but Zoë did not listen much: she had new guilt to contend with, and felt so miserable that she was utterly enclosed with her circular and irresolute thoughts. She had used no birth control with Philip – had had no chance to – and the thought that he might have made her pregnant now haunted her. This was made worse by feeling that the only way she could make it up to Rupert would be to have the child she knew he had always wanted. The whole dilemma had broken upon her the first night that she had come home when she would ordinarily have taken her usual precautions. But as she reached for the little box that contained her cap, the previous night and the fact that she used nothing struck her. She was paralysed by fear and guilt: the thought of Philip’s child revolted her, but on the other hand, if she was already pregnant, Rupert must think it his. So she had used nothing that night either. And now, she reflected drearily, having hedged her bets, as it were, she would never know, if she got pregnant, whose child it was until it was born – and possibly not then. ‘Oh, why did I do it?’ she kept reiterating. ‘Why didn’t I just wait until after my next period, and then have Rupert’s baby?’ Because she had been terribly afraid that she was pregnant already was the answer. But if she had been, she could perhaps have got rid of it, and then everything would be all right. But how? The thought of asking Sybil or Villy (which, she felt, must entail telling them what had happened) was simply terrifying. They had never liked her much; they would think she was beyond the pale if they knew about Philip. I could say to them – or one of them – that he did rape me, she thought. The worst of it was that every time she sought some way out it involved more lying.

‘Of course, you would be too young, Zoë, to remember the zeppelins.’

‘No, she wouldn’t.’

‘Flo, she must have been a child!’

‘Children have very good memories. Far better than yours. When were you born, dear?’

‘Nineteen fifteen.’

‘There – you see?’

‘In a minute you will be saying that it is as plain as the nose on your face, which, Father used to say, you remember, was very plain indeed.’

Aunt Dolly’s naturally mauve complexion deepened to dusky lavender and she clicked her teeth. Aunt Flo caught Zoë’s eye and actually winked; this and the red bandeau that was somewhat askew round her hair made her look like some old pirate, Zoë thought, relieved at being able to think something else for a change. But the morning seemed interminable. At one point it occurred to her that Philip was somebody who could actually do something if she turned out to be pregnant, but even as the picture of his knowing, sardonic gaze filled her mind’s eye so a small, warm anemone started to open inside her … She could never see him again in her life …

‘… very hot, dear. Would you like another window open? Dolly can always put another rug over her knees. She’s always cold, no circulation at all. And very naughty about leaving her combinations off at parties.’

Zoë, who knew nothing about combinations, smiled as she was expected to, but Aunt Dolly got really angry, levered herself to her feet, stalked stiffly to the window and flung it open. ‘I sometimes wish,’ she said, her tone implying that it was not much use her doing so, ‘that you would refrain from discussing my underclothes in public. Occasionally.’

‘I’m fully prepared to discuss anyone’s underclothes – when the subject comes up. Combinations are a fact of life. Why pretend they don’t exist? Dolly has a lot of what I can only call Victorian hypocrisy – whereas Kitty and I have always been free of it …’

Zoë, although she did not want any, was quite glad when it was lunch-time.

Rupert spent most of the day taking Rachel to Tunbridge Wells, where Dr Carr had recommended what he described as a rather shady little man who was very good with backs. He went there himself, he added. Rachel was in such pain that for once she agreed to being such a trouble. Sid had been going to go with them, but Evie, who had decided that the best way of protesting about being put in the cottage was to be a nuisance in it, said she had a side headache, and couldn’t possibly expect the servants to carry her meals all that way. ‘So, of course,’ Sid said, trying to be cheery about it and failing, ‘I’ll have to stay, darling – much as I should love to come with you.’

‘But I’m sure a child would take her meals over,’ Rachel said, ‘and, anyway, she won’t want very much in that condition, will she?’

‘I told you it would be awful if she came!’

‘I know. But that really wasn’t the point, was it? It isn’t the moment for thinking of ourselves.’

When would it ever be? Sid grumbled to herself when she had seen Rachel lever herself painfully into Rupert’s car and watched them set off. However, the Brig claimed her to trace a large drawing he had done for the conversion of two cottages he said he might be acquiring. ‘Rachel was to have done it, and it won’t wait.’ So she spent most of the day in his study with greaseproof paper laid over the drawing. He was out all the morning but in the afternoon, she had to read The Times to him, breaking off to hear some of the remarkable coincidences that he had enjoyed in his life. She liked the old boy although she could see he was a bit of a tyrant.

Evie, who had eaten every scrap of a cooked breakfast, ate all of her substantial lunch, which Sid carried over for her, complained that Sid was avoiding her, and kept asking what everybody was doing. She asked twice about Rachel, as though she didn’t believe in the Tunbridge Wells journey, and, fetching her lunch tray when this happened, Sid lost her temper. ‘Get up if you want to know what people are doing. I told you this morning that Rachel has gone to have her back seen to. If you go on behaving like this, you’ll have to go home.’ Somehow, having her own day ruined by Evie made it quite easy to mean this. Evie started to cry, which Sid, who was softhearted, usually could not stand, but now she found herself quite unmoved. ‘For God’s sake, Evie! Don’t cry and don’t sulk. You’re welcome to go home if you’d rather.’

Evie started to get out of bed. ‘My place is at Waldo’s side,’ she said. ‘If I can’t be there, it doesn’t matter where I am.’

‘She said she didn’t mind where she was.’ Villy was pouring her sister a whisky and soda. They had had a late supper, and the children had gone to bed.

‘She told me she wished to go home. Thank you, darling. How welcome!’

‘Everybody else wishes the same, but really I feel we ought to wait and see how things turn out.’

They were talking, as they often did, of their mother about whom they were always in complete agreement. Whereas neither of them liked either Edward’s or Raymond’s comments about her, they felt free, when they were alone, to discuss her impossible nature, signs of which, when they were not in agreement, each could see in the other.

Now Jessica shrugged, stretched out her long, thin legs and kicked off her shoes. ‘Goodness! I don’t usually drink whisky, but after such a day …’

‘How was it – really?’ She had been treated to a highly coloured version of the funeral at supper, largely by Nora.

‘And poor Aunt Lena was propped up in the dining room in her coffin. She looked like one of those huge, expensive dolls you see in Whiteley’s at Christmas. Except she was paler, of course. The blood had left her cheeks, I suppose.’ At this point Angela, with some inaudible expostulation, had left the room. Louise had been fascinated. ‘She wasn’t wearing a party dress, though, was she?’

‘Of course not. A white nightie, with a thick frill round the neck.’ And so on – until they’d been told to leave the table which they wanted to do, anyway.

‘How was it? Pretty awful, really. All the blinds down in the house, which was stuffy beyond belief, and people stumbling over huge arm chairs in the gloom. And then it rained in the churchyard. There weren’t very many people and of course I didn’t know any of them except the vicar who made the most fulsome address. About her wonderful capacity for life – I suppose he simply meant living for so many years – you know, like people saying a view is marvellous if you can see far enough, however dull.’


‘How was Raymond?’

‘Very touching. He really minds: probably the only person who did.’

‘The other nephew wasn’t there?’

‘Oh, no. Safely in Canada. Which brings me to the Will.’

Villy sat up. ‘No! You mean it was read then and there just like a play?’

‘In the drawing room after we got back from the churchyard. Of course, I sent the children out into the garden. She left thirty thousand pounds to the other nephew,’ she paused, ‘and the rest to Raymond. The house, its contents, and really rather a lot of money.’

‘Oh, darling! How wonderful! Wasn’t Raymond rather thrilled?’

‘It was very hard to tell. He went rather red, coughed and looked straight ahead as though the whole thing had nothing to do with him. The only thing is, I do hope he won’t want to live in the house.’

‘It’s quite a pretty house, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, the house is all right. But if we stayed there, it would be full of all her possessions and I know he wouldn’t allow a single thing to be changed. All those ghastly pictures – four deep on every wall! And hideous, very old Victorian furniture everywhere.’

Villy had wanted to say, ‘Anything would be better than your present house,’ but felt this would be unkind. Instead she got up and went to the whisky bottle. ‘I think this calls for another drink.’

‘I shall be completely tipsy.’

‘Doesn’t matter. You can lie in in the morning. And I’ve had a pig of a day too as a matter of fact.’

Jessica looked up at her; she did look tired. ‘Darling, what?’

‘Oh—’ This would be the moment, she thought, but I don’t know what she’d think and I haven’t decided myself, and she wouldn’t know what to do. ‘Oh! You know. Mama at her most tragic. Trying to fit in the new schoolroom with meals; the servants got cross because they couldn’t lay the table exactly when they wanted to. And I had a bit of a thing with Edward on the telephone this evening. I do so absolutely loathe rows on the telephone. The other person isn’t there, and they can ring off whenever they like—’ she stopped, because her voice was shaking. Jessica got up swiftly, and put an arm round her.

‘Villy! What is it? Has Edward—’ She stopped. She really could not make such an awful suggestion, must allow her sister to make her confidence herself.

But Villy, giving that small heroic smile that had always maddened her, simply said, ‘Oh, it was nothing. Just that I told him I was coming up to town tomorrow to collect some things from Lansdowne Road, and he said he had to be away in the evening, so there’s not much point in my staying up. I’m dead tired. And I’m sure you are, too. You must have driven well over a hundred miles. And I shall have to as well tomorrow.’

Jessica, as she let down her hair and plaited it for the night, reflected how Villy had always done that: had always seemed to ask for sympathy and then warded you off the moment you tried to give it. She thinks she is being brave, but really she diminishes one by making one feel unworthy to be told anything that matters. She has a lot of Mama in her, all that pride and sense of things being worse for her than anyone else.

But, in bed, she also thought that if Raymond had got someone else she would find it very difficult to admit this to Villy, and felt ashamed of her criticism. He never would, of course: he was impossibly devoted to her. She had made her bed and knew that she must lie in it but the thought occurred (and made her smile) as she began sinking into oblivion that now, at least, it would have linen sheets. Or silk, if I choose. And Angela could be presented as Raymond had always wanted. If there was a Season for her to be presented in. What trivial thoughts! The whisky, probably. But as she drifted off, Nora was getting a complete new wardrobe to go off to her finishing school, and Judy could have riding lessons and Christopher – what did he want? Christopher could have whatever he wanted …

Villy, who undressed very quickly feeling that all she wanted in the world was to be unconscious, out for the night, locked her door and then put her two sets of teeth into a tumbler with Steradent very close to her bed (sleeping without them was a luxury only possible when she was alone), turned out the light and was immediately, tensely, awake. Going over and over the telephone conversation and the way it had ended. ‘Must go, darling, someone wants me. For God’s sake, Villy, didn’t you hear what I said?’ Did he hear what she had said? Did anyone ever listen to her? Did anyone ever listen to anything? Or were they so wrapped up in themselves that they were only aware of what complimented themselves? That’s not true of me. I listened to Jessica tonight, and I’m glad for her. To have all her pinching, and scraping and making do over in one fell swoop! What was it she had said when I nearly told her? ‘Has Edward—’ been drinking, I bet she was going to say. A truly Victorian question; she is rather like Mama in some ways. But, of course, I’d never tell her that. Edward always drinks, and it doesn’t make the slightest difference to him: he can carry it, like his father. I must go to sleep, or I’ll be hopeless tomorrow. She began going through the lists of things she wanted to collect from home. All the school books for Miss Milliment. More linen, bath towels, etc. Some of the children’s winter clothes: any minute now it would start to get colder, and this was a cold house. The electric fire from the spare room and there were two paraffin stoves in the attic. She had considered a second visit to Bob Ballater, but disregarded the idea. There was no point: she was perfectly certain now and he had made it clear that he would not help her. Hermione … But if there is a war, it will all be so complicated, she thought. I may not be able to get to London, or have a good enough other reason for getting there. Trapped, that’s what I am. By the world situation, other people’s views and marriage. It wasn’t as though she was one of those people who wanted sex all the time. I could easily have been a nun or married to one of those poor wretches who lost their balls in the last war. I wouldn’t have minded at all. I could have adopted some of these pathetic babies that Rachel cares for, whose parents never wanted them. She put on the light, found the aspirin bottle and swallowed two without water. Her mouth suffused with a dry bitterness, but she knew they would get her to sleep.

‘I had to come now, because of lessons.’

‘Oh, well. Get on with it.’

Polly knelt on the bed, put her arms round her brother and planted several kisses on his spotty face. ‘You’d better breathe on me a bit.’

Simon opened his mouth and blew steadily at her. ‘It would probably be better if I licked your tongue.’

‘Don’t be utterly repellent.’

‘Anyway, if there’s going to be a war, we don’t need chicken pox. We’d stay here.’

She did not reply. He scratched absently for a bit and then said, ‘Teddy’s done something simply foul and I don’t like him any more.’

‘Simon! What?’

‘Oh. Gone and spoiled something Christopher and I were doing.’

‘What?’

For a moment, Simon simply scratched while he wrestled with the desire to tell her. It wasn’t sneaking, because she wasn’t a grown-up; he was bored of bed and wanted to impress her. ‘Promise not to tell – specially the grownups?’

‘Of course. I’ve wondered what you were doing. Clary and I often saw you going off – with things. We couldn’t imagine what you were playing.’

‘We weren’t playing. We’ve made a camp – in the woods. To run away.’

‘To run away? What on earth for?’

‘Christopher hates it at home. He’s a conscious objector. He doesn’t believe in war. But then Teddy found our camp and gashed our tent and Christopher and he had a fight, and how Teddy wants to be the leader, but he doesn’t know about the running away part.’

‘Simon, were you going to run away with him?’ As Simon hesitated, she added, ‘Because that would be wicked. I should think Mummy might easily die of grief.’

‘I know. That’s why I didn’t want to, really. Anyway, I can’t now. But it’s different for Christopher. His father is awful to him, and I think his mother is a weak character because she can’t stop the rows that go on. So Christopher thought it would be better if he went. It started as a sort of game, but then it got serious – the running away, I mean. I didn’t tell Teddy although he threatened me with torture. See?’

‘He’d get found though, wouldn’t he? He’d need things like Elastoplast and toothpaste – and people would notice him getting them.’

‘We’d collected all that sort of thing. It was a proper camp, with stores and everything. And it’s no good Christopher running away there now, because Teddy could find him.’

‘Oh, well,’ said Polly, relieved, ‘then he’ll have to give it up.’

‘I wouldn’t count on that. It’ll probably mean he’ll run away further, and then people really won’t find him.’

‘Oh.’ She went quiet soon after that, telling him not to scratch.

‘Mum! What shall I wear? Do open the door, Mum.’

Villy came to with a start. She reached for her teeth. Usually she would have rinsed them under the tap – she loathed the taste of Steradent.

‘What is it?’

‘What shall I wear for London? For my treat?’ he said patiently.

She had clean forgotten. It had been arranged weeks ago that he should go up for the day, have lunch with Edward at his club and go to a film in the afternoon. He was to have gone by train, but now, of course, she would take him with her in the car. Why hadn’t Edward mentioned it on the telephone yesterday?

‘Let’s go and see what you’ve got,’ she said.

His room seemed to be a shambles while at the same time having hardly anything in it. This was partly because the curtain rail had become detached at one side and lay askew across the window with the curtains in a heap on the floor.

‘I pulled it just a bit and it just fell down,’ he said when he saw her seeing this.

‘You’d better wear your Sunday suit.’

‘Oh, no, Mum – anything but that. I feel such a nit in it.’

‘Well, what would you suggest?’

What he would have liked were some Harris tweed plus fours – like the ones Dad played golf in – and a canary yellow waistcoat like the Brig wore for riding and a grey top hat like Dad had for weddings. And lovely thick stockings and shoes the colour of toffee. Useless saying any of that to her. She was rotten with clothes. In the end, they settled to their mutual dissatisfaction upon his long grey trousers and a blazer with his Sunday suit shirt and a foulard tie that Aunt Zoë had given him for Christmas, the only thing he liked and that his mother thought was far too old for him.

‘Where on earth are all your socks?’

‘I’ve been using them for an experiment,’ he said sulkily. He really didn’t want to go into all that.

‘Are you taking me to the station?’ he asked when she had fetched a pair of Dad’s socks.

‘I’m taking you in the car. I’m going up to collect some things from the house.’

‘Oh, good! Then you can have lunch, too, and go to the film.’ His obvious pleasure at including her touched her. She wanted to hug him.

‘I don’t know that I’ll have time for all that. We’ll see.’

Christopher was running with his sandshoes loosely tied together by the laces slung around his neck. He preferred to run barefoot – in fact, he considered shoes to be only emergency apparel, to be used if the ground was actually dangerous, with things like glass or nails. The odd thistle or stone made no impression on his horny feet, and the feel of the damp grass was so refreshing that he felt he could run for ever. But he was doing his usual trek to the wood, only this time with the wonderful knowledge that Teddy would not be there, would not suddenly appear and interrupt him, was safely out of the way for the whole day. He had decided to use this time to move; he could not go far, and it would be useless to take the tent, because he did not want Teddy to realise that he had moved so he would take only the barest necessities, leaving some of everything behind. Even so, there was a lot to shift, and he had to make a final decision about the new site. The obvious place was the other end of the wood, by the pond, until he had time to find a further place with water. The fact that he could find water with a hazel branch meant, of course, that he had a far greater choice, but on the other hand, finding water was one thing, digging for it another. But his water-divining powers both astounded and enchanted him: he had never even seen it being done, and all these years the gift had lain within him, untouched and unknown. What else might he be able to do? He wondered whether there was a book that listed magic powers so that he could test himself, but he hadn’t time for that sort of thing now. The most difficult thing to move without Teddy noticing was going to be the groundsheet, but if he couldn’t take the tent, he was really going to need it. He’d have to sleep wrapped up in it if it rained, which it kept looking as though it was going to do. Now it was grey and very still, with a whitish mist; the trees were going gold and yellow and caramel-coloured, the bryony berries were ripening from green to red, the rose-hips and hawthorns were already ripe, the sloes were black beneath their lavender bloom. It was a pity they were no good to eat, any of them, but there were still blackberries, and the Spanish chestnuts were thick with fruits whose rind was like small green hedgehogs – the nut was lovely to roast. As he approached the wood, he saw a heron coasting low over the marshy bank that ran along one side of it – frog hunting. If people had to spend all of every day getting enough food to eat like animals, they wouldn’t have time to make aeroplanes or bombs. The simplicity and truth of this notion struck him so forcibly that he felt he ought to do something about it – like write a letter to The Times or the Prime Minister, who seemed rather a good egg and not at all keen on war. He had reached his camp now – the stream, the little island, the mossy bank looking quite like home – only it wasn’t going to be, after all. He undid the flaps, crawled in, found a rather silent biscuit and his exercise book, and started making his essential list.

‘… and you have lunch at your club with Mr Teddy at one.’

‘My God! So I have! I’d clean forgot. Thank you, Miss Seafang.’ His smile contained the ‘What should I do without you!’ expression that never failed to warm her heart.

‘Give me ten minutes and then I’ll see Hoskins.’

‘Very good, Mr Edward.’

God! I must be getting senile! Edward thought. Lunch with Teddy meant that he couldn’t go to the wharf afterwards, as Teddy would expect a matinée or a film, preferably followed by tea at Gunter’s. And he had meant to go to the wharf early and then, since it was the right side of London, slip down to Wadhurst to take Diana out to dinner. He’d managed to fob Villy off, although it had clearly not been popular, but now he’d got himself into a real mess. He pushed his chair back from the desk and rested his feet upon it, a position in which he always thought better. ‘At least I don’t play the fiddle,’ he said to himself, referring to an eccentric younger brother of the Brig’s who had asked to join the firm and then spent his time in his office doing just that. When the Brig had pointed out that this was not conducive to business, he replied that his wife had not liked him doing it at home. He had become a sort of remittance man, living up north somewhere. This had been his office, and alongside the large, dull photographs of men in white overalls standing proud but puny beside enormous logs, there was still a foggy photograph that Edward was secretly fond of, of Szigeti standing with his violin.

Now, then. Supposing he took Teddy to the wharf? No good, he couldn’t catch a train from there. Supposing he went to the wharf the moment he’d seen Hoskins? Better. Must ring Diana first.

That didn’t go well. She said she had managed to get someone to look after the baby all day and was coming to town and could they have lunch? Well, could he meet her at her flat later, but not too late as she had to get back? Eventually, it was agreed that he’d get there around six, they would have an early dinner, and he would drive her down. He could go on to Mill Farm for the night and that would please Villy. He rang for Miss Seafang, who ushered in Hoskins.

When Mr York brought the milk up to the house that morning, he also brought a letter. He hadn’t written one since his mother had died – there’d been no call to – so, of course, when he got out his writing things, his pen nib was rusty and the ink in the bottle had dried to nothing. He’d had to lend some ink from Enid who was always writing – wrote one letter a week, a terrible expense in stamps since she had to send them through the post to Broadstairs; fifty-two pence a year that was, as he’d more than once told her. Then he had to think what he wanted to say, and it beat him how the paper got dirty while he was thinking, but it did. Several sheets, it took. In the end, he’d got the milk pencil, the one he used to count up the pints they used up at the house, and wrote it out in that first.

Enid’s ink turned out to be women’s ink – violet-coloured – so he made the letter as businesslike as he could to make up for it.

‘Dear Sir,’ he wrote, avoiding the difficult and fancy name, ‘With respect to the land at back of cottages. I could sell one acre for sixty pounds. Sale of cottages as agreed. Total £560. Yours truly, Albert York.’

He hadn’t put a date. It was near as nothing 27th, which he knew as Arthur was coming over to fetch the red calf that day, so he put that at the end of the letter on the bottom line of the paper. The envelopes had gummed themselves up. He had to use the kettle on one of them, and they didn’t fit the paper so he folded it up quite small and dainty and put it in. Then he had to think about addressing it, which there was no call for if he was taking it up himself, so he put Mr William on it. It was nearly ten when he’d finished. Still ten pound was ten pound whichever way you looked.

He paid a visit to the privy, out at the back door and down a rank little bricked path. It smelled of hogweed and urine and Jeyes fluid, but at night there were no flies. When he came out he sniffed the air: the wind had shifted to the west and there would be rain. He’d best get Dick Cramp – one of Edie Cramp’s brothers – up to help get the last of the hay off the south field in case a storm broke. Then he turned out the big oil lamp in the kitchen and found his way to his bedroom in the dark. Working Dick cost less than losing the hay. Five hundred and sixty pound! He’d fooled the old man. He’d have let the cottages go for much less, but if he didn’t ask more for the land the old man might know he’d been fooled. He was a foreigner, after all, wasn’t born in these parts, fair game, but he wasn’t close with his money – he would say that for him.

So next morning, he took the letter, tucked in his waistcoat pocket, up to the house, and handed it over to Mrs Cripps, who gave it to Eileen to put on Mr Cazalet’s plate at breakfast.

Teddy sat bolt upright between his parents in the Visitors’ Dining Room at the club with a beautiful menu that had the Yacht Club burgee embossed at the top. There was an agonising choice of all three courses: potted shrimps or smoked salmon to start with (and boring old soup – he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting that), and then lamb cutlets, steak or game pie, and a choice of boring old vegetables, and then treacle sponge, blackberry and apple tart with cream, or an ice. In the end, he decided on potted shrimps and game pie because saying to other boys that the game pie at his father’s club was not half bad, sounded more worldly than saying the same thing about cutlets or steak. He needn’t mention treacle sponge which he simply loved – he could invent a pudding he had had (on the first night of term after lights out there was a prolonged discussion of the food consumed in the holidays ending invariably with ribald comment on the fare to come). It was a lovely lunch. For once his parents took more notice of him and didn’t have long, boring conversations about things he couldn’t possibly be interested in, although he wouldn’t have minded because the food was so good. The potted shrimps came encrusted in yellow butter with thin triangles of toast under a white napkin on a plate just for him. The game pie was a slice like a cake: crisp, shiny brown pastry on the outside, then about half an inch of white not-very-cooked pastry – absolutely delicious – then a layer of stiff pale brown jelly, and then wedges of pink gamy meat, very juicy and tasting as though it was nearly too old but not quite. He had two glasses of cider as well. The conversation, as usual with grown-ups, mostly consisted of them asking rather pointless questions. ‘And what did you do with yourself all morning?’ his father was now saying.

‘Helped Mum cart things into the car. If a bomb drops actually on our house, would it be flattened?’

‘I should think it might be, if it was a direct hit.’

‘I got my collection of cigarette cards just in case,’ he said. ‘But, I say, it’s jolly exciting, isn’t it? Mum and I saw them building air-raid shelters, and they were digging trenches in Hyde Park. They don’t expect the war to be fought in the Park, do they? If you could join up, if you weren’t so old, what service would you go into? I’d go into the Air Force. There’s a wizard new aeroplane called a Spitfire that can go at two hundred miles an hour—’ He stopped. ‘It might have been four hundred – anyway, it’s the fastest plane in the world. Would you join the Air Force, Dad, if you weren’t too old?’

‘I’d join the Navy. I’m not too old for that, old boy.’

‘And I suppose Mum could be a nurse,’ he said, anxious to include her (she’d been jolly decent not making a fuss about the socks).

‘I might join the Wrens,’ said Villy.

‘What’s that? Oh, thanks.’ A waitress had brought him some more cream.

‘It’s the women’s navy.’

‘Oh. I think it would be better if you were a nurse,’ he added kindly. ‘I don’t think women should go on ships, Dad, do you? I mean skirts in submarines would be idiotic—’ He spread his hands out and knocked over his cider glass. ‘Sorry!’

‘That’s all right.’ A waitress came to mop up the cider, and seeing that Teddy was rather dashed, Edward went on, ‘As a matter of fact, a bloke who works for us came in this morning to tell me he’d joined the Air Force. A very useful bloke – we shall miss him.’

‘Still, it’s what people ought to do, isn’t it? Dad, if there is a war, do you think it will last long enough for me to fight in it?’

‘Not a chance,’ Edward said at once, and met Villy’s eye.

‘Can we have our coffee next door?’ she asked. ‘I’d rather like to smoke.’

‘It’s after two o’clock, you can here if you like. Or we’ll go next door. Have you finished, Teddy?’

‘It looks as though I have.’ But as this did not procure a second helping of treacle sponge, he got up when they did and followed them back into the room where they had had drinks before lunch. As they walked through, a very old man with a purple face and white hair called to Edward, ‘I see we’re getting a broadcast from Chamberlain tonight. Put us in the picture – and high time, too. That your boy?’

Teddy was introduced and called him sir as he was so awfully old.

‘And your lady wife. How do you do, my dear? Let me offer you some port. I owe that husband of yours some port – he trounced me at billiards last week.’

Mum didn’t want port, but Dad had some and let him taste it. ‘I had port,’ he’d be able to say. ‘It wasn’t bad at all.’

They had rather grey coffee in little cups with yellow roses on them, and he began to want to go to the film, but suddenly Mum and Dad did start one of those talks that were all about plans that they didn’t seem to agree about. It transpired that Mum couldn’t go to Scarface after all, as she said she had a lot of things to do, and Dad had to work immediately it finished, so then they went on and on and on about how he was going to get back to Sussex. He could easily catch a train by himself but Mum said that if Dad drove him home, she could load the car up with a whole lot more things she wanted to take down to Sussex. Dad didn’t seem to want to do that and in the end it was decided that he should take the Underground from Oxford Circus or somewhere like that to Holland Park and be with Mum by six o’clock, which meant there would hardly be time for tea. He pointed this out and all she said was, ‘But you’ve just had the most enormous lunch!’ as if that had anything to do with it. He left them at it while he went to the lavatory, and when he came back they weren’t talking about anything else. When she went, Mum gave that cheery smile that didn’t feel like a smile at all, and said, ‘Have a good time,’ and kissed him, which he’d been trying to train her for years not to do in front of strangers – there were several other lots of people in the room. When she had gone, he rubbed the place where there might have been lipstick, and Dad said, ‘Right! I’m just going to do what nobody else can do for me, and I’ll be with you,’ and things felt much easier again.

‘It doesn’t matter whether it’s Sunday or not. We must go on praying.’

‘But couldn’t we just do it in our own room?’

Nora shook her head. ‘I think it would count more if we had a service. Also, I think we should be as many as possible.’

‘Neville and Lydia and Judy will be having lessons.’


‘Yes, that can’t be helped. But Polly would come. And Clary, and Christopher. And Teddy, I suppose.’

‘He’s in London.’

‘Oh, so he is. Well, the maids.’

‘The maids?’

‘Everyone is the same in the sight of God,’ Nora said severely.

‘That must make things terribly boring for him.’

‘Louise, if you are going to be flippant about something as serious as this, I shall never speak to you again!’

‘I won’t be. I have a great many sides to my nature – it goes with being a serious actress – and you can’t expect them all to be acceptable.’

‘If we had the service after tea, then the children could come. And Miss Milliment.’

‘You’ll be asking the grandmothers next. And Bully and Cracks.’ These were the private names for the great-aunts based upon their appearance – Dolly a bloodhound and Flo nutcrackers respectively.

‘Why not? I think everybody should be given the chance. Also, the Duchy might let us have the drawing room, and then we could use the piano for hymns.’

They spent the whole afternoon arranging things, roping in Polly and Clary to help. The Duchy said that of course they could have the drawing room, but they would have to collect chairs from the dining room and put them back afterwards. Polly wrote beautiful cards to invite people and Clary delivered them. ‘Does everybody include Mr Wren?’ she asked rather fearfully. There were stories about Mr Wren going bright red in the face and shouting if disturbed in the afternoon when he usually had a rest in the hayloft. ‘Leave it on top of the oats bin. He’s bound to see that,’ Louise advised.

‘But I do not believe in God,’ Evie said when Clary found her in the hammock.

‘Oh, well. I don’t think everybody who is coming does, but you believe in peace, don’t you?’ And as Evie looked uncertain of this, she added, ‘Anyway, you don’t like Hitler, do you? And he’s the person who wants there to be a war.’

‘No, I certainly don’t like Hitler. All right, you win. I will come.’

Mrs Cripps said, well she never, and she couldn’t leave her kitchen but thank you all the same, Clary reported. Aunt Jessica said she would bring Grania up in the car. Dad was giving Zoë a driving lesson but when she stopped in the drive he said yes, of course, they’d both come. Aunt Sybil said she’d love to, but she might have to bring William. The only people they couldn’t find were Aunt Rachel and Sid, who had gone to St Leonards to the swimming-bath – a bit mean, Clary thought, not even asking a single child whether they wanted to go, which, of course, they would have – and Christopher, whom nobody had seen all day. McAlpine, who was planting leeks, stopped planting them to take his card which he looked at for some time with no expression, so Clary told him what it said, and he shook his head and handed it back to her, but he was smiling, so he didn’t mind being asked. On the whole, the idea seemed to be a success.

It rained a lot in the afternoon, which was awful for Christopher but good for the leeks. It spoiled the swim that the man in Tunbridge Wells had told Rachel would be good for her back, but it enabled Sid to spend a whole afternoon alone with her with no danger of Evie suddenly appearing. Sid drove Rupert’s car and, with Rachel beside her, she could have driven to Land’s End, as she said. ‘You are so good at it,’ Rachel said. ‘I do wish you’d let me give you a car,’ but she knew that Sid would not. ‘I’ll pick one up one day,’ she would say, her pride making her sound as though she could have done so already but had simply not had the time. I should have just given it to her – not talked about it, Rachel thought again, watching Sid’s earnest profile: the high, rather bulging forehead, her fine, beaky nose (like a Red Indian, Sid had said when Rachel had first remarked upon it), the wide, narrow, well-delineated mouth, and her throat erect above her collar and tie. Sid drove carefully, trying not to jolt. There was a large open-air pool in St Leonards; Rachel did not want to stumble over cruel pebbles at Cooden. However, as they drove, the sky darkened from a cool soft grey to indigo and it suddenly poured. So in the end they went to The Private Life of Henry VIII and had tea in a tea shop – a lovely afternoon, Rachel had said, although she didn’t think much of the film, except for Merle Oberon as Anne Boleyn at the beginning, but Sid thought that Charles Laughton was pretty good.

‘Doesn’t it feel very odd to you? Every day we seem to be creeping, slipping into this ghastly nightmare, but we all go on as though nothing much is happening?’ She took the cigarette offered her and leant towards her for a light. ‘I mean a tea shop! Here we sit with toast and Banbury cakes …’

‘Well, darling, what else can we do? It isn’t as though we any of us have the slightest power to do anything else.’

‘Do you mean we’ve never had it? Or that we had some, and simply elected the wrong people?’

‘I don’t think we’ve particularly elected the wrong people. I think the general climate is bad: opinion, ignorance, prejudice, complacency …’

‘Us, or the Germans, or both?’

‘Oh, the Germans are in a different position. Things have been bad enough for them to want change at any price.’

‘You think they want a war?’

‘I think they expect it. I don’t think people leave their country and everything they have for nothing.’

‘What people?’ said Rachel, startled.

‘The Jews,’ Sid said, watching her intently for the faintest sign of dismissal or contempt and willing there to be none.

‘But they aren’t, are they? I’ve never heard that!’

‘They’ve been leaving since 1936 to come here, or to go to America.’

‘Just because you happen to know one or two—’

‘Oh, I agree, it’s a very small number in comparison to how many are left. But it’s a sign. If I had to worry about whether the balloon was going up, that’s the factor I should have taken most notice of.’

‘But, Sid darling, that’s because you—’ she searched for the best way of saying it, ‘because you—’

‘Because I’m half Jewish?’ Sid finished. ‘You’re probably right. It may not be my pure intelligence, it may simply be fear.’

‘Now I’ve lost you.’

‘Oh, well, never mind.’ She suddenly wished she had never started this; it felt a nervous, risky conversation that she might turn out not to be able to afford with this person she loved so much.

But Rachel leant forward, and took her hand. ‘Sid! I don’t understand, but I’m listening. I want to know what you – feel.’

Right, Sid thought, here goes. She took a deep breath.

‘The Germans had just as bad a war as we did. But after it they were weakened, humiliated, prevented from being able to defend themselves and endured an economy which resulted in hysterical inflation. Then along comes somebody who says he can give them back their national pride and sense of identity. He’s a leader, a power maniac as most leaders are, and he sets about constructing an autocracy. He rearms them, sets them to work; everything swings his way and his notions of what can be done enlarge. He is no longer just an inspired leader, he acquires absolute power, and the only way he can keep that is to make conquests, to bring home the bacon – Sudetenland, Austria. But another thing that tyrants usually need to keep their subjects united for them, is something for them to be against. And there’s always a convenient minority contained within the general population, defined by their race or their creed: Slavs, Catholics, you know what I mean. This time, I think it is the Jews – two birds with one stone you might say. The climate is just right for that.’

‘How do you mean, “just right”? How do you know what Germans feel about Jews?’

‘I don’t. But I know what people here feel about them, and this is a democracy without a power maniac in control. Anti-Semitism is rife here. It takes the form of jokes, patronage and exclusion and making exceptions to the rule. “I don’t usually like Jews, but you are an exception.” That’s what prejudice is made of. Oh, yes, and then accusing us of persecution mania when we notice and are hurt. We are the ideal scapegoats.’ She noticed that she had begun to say ‘we’ and felt better for it. ‘The views of a mongrel,’ she finished, ‘often noted for their acumen rather than their appearance.’

Rachel looked at her without speaking. In the end it was Sid who looked away, whereupon Rachel said, ‘I do love you. So very much.’

Sid brushed her fingers across her face. ‘I love you,’ she said, ‘among much else, for not arguing – protesting.’

‘I can’t. What you said is true. I can’t.’

When they left the tea shop and were out in the street Rachel put her arms round Sid and held her for a long time. People looked at them curiously – one couple nearly bumped into them – but Rachel did not relinquish her hold.

The Brig’s wireless had been moved from his study to the drawing room in order that there should be room for those who were to hear the Prime Minister’s broadcast. Opinion was divided about who they should be: the Duchy thought it might not be suitable for the children; Lady Rydal expressed the view that it might not be suitable for the girls. Neither grandmother considered it necessary for the servants to be present, but Rachel and Sid fetched the set that was at Mill Farm and connected it up in the servants’ hall at Home Place. Tonbridge was deputed to operate it, and dinner was arranged to suit the time for the broadcast. The chairs from the service (which had gone very well, until Nora had suggested that everybody present should pledge to give something they cared for in return for peace) were left in place in order that everybody, or nearly everybody, should have a seat. The children, except for the four youngest and, of course, Simon, were eventually allowed and sat on the floor, having been told by their mothers that they must be absolutely quiet and not talk at all while Mr Chamberlain was speaking. Everybody was quiet. Rupert – as concerned as any of them, he thought, since he was the only person in the room likely to have to go off and fight – found himself, none the less, so fascinated by seeing them all so quiet and so still that he could not help going from face to face, and wishing that they would not think it flippant of him to draw the scene. But they would: art had a strictly regulated place in the Cazalet scheme of things.

He looked first at his mother: the Duchy sat absolutely straight with her eyes fixed upon the radio as though Mr Chamberlain was in the room and speaking to her personally. ‘How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas masks here because of a quarrel in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing.’ He looked at his sister who was reclining on the sofa with Sid sitting on the arm at her feet. They seemed not to be looking at each other, but Sid suddenly handed an ash tray to Rachel to stub out her cigarette. ‘I would not hesitate to pay even a third visit to Germany if I thought it would do any good.’ He looked at Polly and Clary, side by side on the floor, arms around their knees: Polly was frowning and biting her bottom lip; Clary, his own daughter, was watching her and as he looked, she rocked her knees so that they touched Polly’s. Polly looked up and a tiny smile flitted across Clary’s face inhabiting it with such encouragement and love that he was struck by her beauty, felt dazzled and shut his eyes. When he opened them again, she was just his usual Clary staring at the floor. He’d missed the last bit of the speech. ‘I am myself a man of peace to the depths of my soul. Armed conflict between nations is a nightmare to me …’ Lady Rydal, her aquiline nose thrown into sharp relief by the lamp, lay cast upon the best armchair, her right elbow upon its arm, her Elizabethan hand, studded with large and rather dirty diamond rings, resting upon her pale cheek. She wore an expression of tragedy that most people would be unable to sustain, but while he watched it remained unchanged. Villy, sitting on an uncomfortable dining-room chair beside her, had by contrast’ simply a natural look of utter exhaustion. She was like her mother only in the sense that a really bad portrait is like its subject, he thought – ‘life for people who believe in liberty would not be worth having …’ (oh, so he does want war, does he?) ‘but war is a fearful thing and we must be very clear, before we embark on it, that it is really the great issues that are at stake.’ He looked across the room; Angela was staring at him. When she met his eye, she started to blush. Lord, he thought I wonder if Zoë was right after all! Zoë was sitting on the window-sill behind Angela. He blew her a kiss and her look of anxiety softened to unexpected gratitude – an expression he had only ever seen on her face when he gave her a present. He reached his father just as the broadcast came to an end.

‘All children to kiss their grandfather goodnight,’ he said, ‘and tomorrow everybody can start digging an air-raid shelter – it clean slipped my memory, that, till that feller reminded me.’

Edward and Diana listened to the broadcast in a pub. He had met her at her flat where, after a brief sojourn, they drank the bottle of champagne he had brought with him. Then she wanted to collect some things to take down with her, so that by the time they were ready to leave they were in a quandary about dinner. Edward was for having it in London first, but she was anxious about her baby and also felt that somehow they must hear the broadcast. They decided to try and find an hotel that would give them dinner on the way, but by the time they got to Sevenoaks the only place that served dinner had served it and not even Edward’s charm could persuade them to serve any more. In the end, they found a pub outside Tonbridge whose landlord said they could let them have some ham sandwiches. The landlord provided them with a small private room off the saloon bar where there was a wireless. Somehow, the evening was not going well. Edward was feeling guilty at the way he had treated Villy and half his mind was bent upon the fact that he was going back to Mill Farm that night as a surprise. The impending broadcast also weighed on him, as he felt it might produce news of one kind or another. Diana, on the other hand, seemed distrait, and not entirely sensible of the trouble he was going to to see her. She was still put out that he had not been able to lunch with her and she was secretly worried that Angus would ring up from Scotland and feel it odd that she was not at home. She had invented a dentist to account for her trip to London, plus her need to get some winter clothes (the cottage was very damp and she felt cold there), but she was now going to be much later than these ploys allowed. She had not wanted to stop at all. ‘It’ll be in all the morning papers,’ she had said of the broadcast. ‘You must have something to eat,’ he had replied. It was odd: all through her pregnancy, which had started a few weeks after she had met him, he had been so incredibly kind, and generous and thoughtful. But this one evening, when she was feeling really het up about Jamie being without her for so long and having to lie to her sister-in-law, he was steadfastly determined to make her even later.

She toyed with her sandwich, refused a second, and drank her gin and tonic rather quickly. Then she realised that she was irritating him, and she didn’t at all want to do that so she asked for another drink. ‘That’s the ticket,’ he said, and went to fetch it at once. She repaired her lipstick and powdered her nose. When he returned with the drinks she asked him what he would do if there was a war, and he said that he’d join any service that would take him. ‘Then you would go away! I should never see you!’

But he said that she’d probably see more of him since he would not be living at home. ‘My movements won’t be known in the same way as they are now.’

I could go on being his mistress for years, she thought. That’s what happens in wars and he might easily find someone younger. ‘What I hate,’ she said, ‘is all the lying and hiding we have to do. I do so believe in frankness about everything.’

‘I know you do,’ he said fondly. ‘It’s one of the things I love about you.’ He took her hand and kissed it. She saw the ball bouncing back into her court, and all she could do was pick it up and put it in her pocket.

Then it was the broadcast. At the end of it, Edward put out his cigarette and said, ‘Well, I’m damned if I know any more than I did before. What did you think?’

‘It sounded to me as though he was just trying to break the worst to us gently.’

‘By Jove! I think you’re probably right. I suppose we’d better be going. Get you back to your offspring.’

They parted in the car, at the gate outside the cottage as she didn’t want her sister-in-law to see him. They kissed, each feeling that the other required it to be passionate, but passion eluded them. This did not worry Edward in the least – after all, she was jolly passionate in bed, which is what counted – but it worried her, and she lay awake half the night afraid that she was losing him.

‘So, Dad, you do see, don’t you, that I had to tell you?’

Rupert looked down at her as she squatted before the gushing, mossy little pipe. They were filling bottles with drinking water from the spring down the hill just before Mill Farm. Her arms were wet, she wore a torn cotton shirt and one sandshoe had a hole where her big toe was coming through. She never has any pretty clothes, he thought with a pang. ‘Yes, of course I see,’ he said.

‘I mean, I can understand now why people write plays about loyalty and disloyalty. Polly told me because I’m her best best friend, she was so worried, and, of course, she told me not to tell anyone, but I think the situation is so serious that we have to ignore that. Don’t we?’

‘I think we do.’ She handed him a full bottle and he gave her another empty one from the box.

‘So, could you talk to Christopher, do you think? I mean, he’s got a mother and she’d go bonkers if he went. Polly thinks absolutely bonkers.’

‘I’ll give the matter a great deal of thought and then I’ll decide.’

‘Do you think I have to tell Polly that I’ve told you?’

‘Not yet,’ he replied, seeing her anxious face and remembering last night during the broadcast.

‘I mean, if she asks me of course I’ll have to, but I am afraid of her anger and contempt. She is the most truthful person I know.’

‘So are you.’

‘Am I? Nothing like Polly, though. Don’t you think she is the most awfully pretty person you’ve ever met? Except for Zoë, I suppose.’

This touched him so much that he had to laugh. ‘So are you. I’m simply hemmed in by pretty people. Except I don’t think you’re pretty, Clary, I think you’re beautiful.’

‘Don’t be idiotic, Dad! Beautiful!’ He could see her savouring it. ‘That’s a loony idea!’ She was blushing to the roots of her hair. ‘Me beautiful?’ she said again trying to conceal her enchantment with scorn. ‘I’ve never heard of anything so silly in all my life!’

When the Brig had said that everybody was to start digging an air-raid shelter, he had meant it. He had chosen a site between the tennis court and the kitchen garden, organised pegs and ropes to mark out its dimensions, had ordered McAlpine to produce every digging utensil in his possession, and sent Clary and Polly to round up the others. Rupert, Sybil, Zoë and Sid also joined in. Only the Duchy, Rachel, to whom he wished to dictate letters (and whose back was in no condition for digging), and Evie, who said that she had a weak shoulder, were exempted. Evie had found a niche for herself in any case: she spent hours mending linen quite beautifully – far better than Zoë who seemed to have given up – with the great-aunts whom she regaled with largely fictitious accounts of her life. The aunts thought her a most interesting, artistic person, and everybody else was relieved to be free of her. It soon transpired, however, that only a limited number of people could dig at one time, so Rupert organised shifts. The two who were supposed to be having lessons with Miss Milliment were sent back to them. Billy was deputed to chop away the roots that were early encountered, but quite soon he chopped his hand so badly that he was sent to Rachel to have his wound washed and dressed – a long job since his skin was deeply ingrained with dirt (McAlpine was not interested in whether he ever washed or not, and he never did).

‘Cheeky monkey!’ was all McAlpine said when he saw Billy pouring with blood. He had dug for about an hour, accomplishing twice as much as the rest of them put together, and then said that he’d be off, he had work to do. He regarded the whole enterprise as a gentleman’s jape.

Villy and Jessica also escaped digging duty – in the morning, at least, as there was an enormous shop to do in Battle for both houses. It was agreed that Jessica should get Lady Rydal up, and that Villy would go and collect the list from Home Place. This suited Villy, who was feeling sick in the mornings – the drive to London yesterday had been awful – and still felt tired from the exhausting day. She had realised at the lunch with Teddy that Edward really had not heard her announcement on the telephone of the impending baby – it seemed almost unbelievable but he really hadn’t. Before that, she had had one of those mornings when she couldn’t do efficiently what she planned, because the house was in such a mess – well, not mess, exactly, but with a lot of things needing to be done. She changed the sheets on their unmade bed, collected fourteen dirty shirts from the laundry basket in Edward’s dressing room to take to Sussex to be washed. There was a letter from Edna saying she couldn’t come back as her mother was still poorly and didn’t like her to be so far away. Just as well, Villy thought. She would not have felt happy about leaving the poor girl alone in the house if there were going to be air raids. Or one air raid: it might not take more than one. She got Teddy to help her cart silver, all the school books and music into the hall. Then she had to change for the lunch to which she had gone full of resentment at the way in which (she thought) Edward had received her news. Then, discovering that he hadn’t received it made her feel frustrated and angry at having been so angry because, of course, she couldn’t tell him in front of Teddy, and because she couldn’t tell him that, she found it difficult to say anything else. But Teddy seemed to enjoy himself and neither of them noticed anything.

Leaving them at the club, she drove slowly up from Knightsbridge to Hyde Park Corner, but just as she reached the small dark green hut where cabmen were reputed to gamble wildly when they went there for cups of tea and meals, she suddenly decided that she would go to Hermione’s shop – just to see what she had got. After all, she might never get another chance and, due to the Situation, Hermione might even be having one of her tempting sales.

She wasn’t but she was delighted to see Villy. ‘What a treat!’ she exclaimed in her seductive, drawling voice that made quite a lot of things she said sound amusing. ‘Just back from the most boring lunch in the world with Reggie Davenport, looking forward to the most boring afternoon, and now you’re here! What can I do for you, my darling?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve just come to browse and be cheered up.’

‘You’ve come at the perfect time. I’ve got the most divine autumn clothes, and people don’t seem to be coming back to town as they usually do. Skulking in the country because of Mr Schicklgruber.’

‘Who?’

‘Hitler, darling. That’s what his real name is, and he used to be a house painter. I mean one can’t take him seriously, can one? He seems to me to be quite without charm.’ She snapped her fingers and at once Miss MacDonald emerged from some recess in the shop. ‘Look who we have here! What do you think would really tempt Mrs Cazalet?’

‘I can only buy one thing, Hermione.’

‘Of course, darling. You shall buy half a thing if you like.’

An hour and a half later, Villy emerged from the shop possessing the most nifty little black woollen dress, the collar and cuffs of which were embroidered in jet, with a huge belt and jet buckle, a tweed suit the colour of dark blue hyacinths – very classic and exquisitely cut – a very dark grey flannel coat trimmed with mock black astrakhan fur, ‘It looks like a tent off, darling, but it does hang rather sweetly – try it,’ and a long-sleeved crêpe dress, cowl-necked, that was the colour of blackberry fool, Villy had said, and was much applauded for the description. ‘We must remember that, Miss MacDonald, mustn’t we? So much better than plum.’ She got into her car full of elation and guilt. She had spent nearly sixty guineas, but she adored everything that she had bought, and drove back to Lansdowne Road feeling slightly intoxicated. It wasn’t until she got back that she realised the only garment she would be able to wear throughout the winter was the coat, which would continue to be concealing until the end. The idea that she had earlier entertained – of consulting Hermione about doctors – had simply never entered her head. Impossible, anyway, with Miss MacDonald there. And she could wear the other things after the baby. She hadn’t bought a thing for months. That part of the day had been a pure pleasure, of a frivolous kind. Edward would not mind, he was always generous about her buying clothes, although she did wish he noticed them more. She reflected with some pleasure that she would be able to show them to Jessica, something she could never have done before, as Jessica would now be able to afford herself some decent clothes. And I didn’t buy a single evening frock, she concluded, to add a touch of virtue to the proceedings.

But the rest of the day had been absolute hell. She had packed and packed and loaded the car herself since Teddy was late because Edward had left him in Leicester Square and he’d made a mess of changing trains. It began to rain heavily when they left, and Teddy told her every single thing that had happened to Paul Muni throughout the film which, apart from being very boring, rendered it incomprehensible. They did not get to Mill Farm until eight, and there had barely been time for dinner before the broadcast. After it she felt impelled to unpack the car and then just as she was going up to bed, Edward turned up out of the blue presenting himself as a wonderful surprise. The bloke he had had to see, have dinner with, turned out to live half-way between London and here, he said, so he thought she would like him to come on.

‘Don’t let’s go to bed yet,’ he said. ‘I’m for a whisky and soda. What about you, darling?’

‘No, thanks.’ She walked back to the sofa and sat down.

‘I think Teddy enjoyed himself.’

‘Yes. He told me he had a lovely time.’

‘Jessica still here?’

‘Yes. She went to the funeral yesterday. Raymond’s been left a lovely lot of money – and a house.’

‘That’s good news. As long as he doesn’t blow it all.’ There was a pause; then he said, ‘At lunch today – I thought you were angry with me. You were, weren’t you? What’s it all about?’ She could tell he was nervous, because he’d begun picking his fingers, scraping the side with his nail – they often looked quite painful. He was always terrified of scenes.

‘I was – a bit – because I tried to tell you something on the telephone the day before, and you practically rang off on me, and then I realised that you hadn’t heard what I said.’

He’d become very quiet. ‘What was that?’

She took a deep breath. ‘I told you that I was practically certain I was having another baby.’

He stared at her for a moment, astonishment and almost a kind of relief, she thought, in his face, which then lightened. He smiled, got up and gave her a hug. ‘Good Lord! You told me that and I didn’t hear it? There was a road drill in the street, and Miss Seafang was telling me I was wanted on the other line. I’m sorry, darling, you must have thought me the most awful brute!’

‘You’re pleased?’

‘Of course I’m pleased,’ he said heartily. ‘Bit surprised, though. I thought, you know, you were taking precautions.’

‘I was. This one slipped through the net.’

‘Good Lord!’ he said again, and drained his glass and stood up. ‘Better go up, hadn’t we? I mean, you must be dead beat.’ He held out his hand and pulled her to her feet.

While they were undressing, she said, ‘I do feel a trifle old to start all this baby business again.’

‘Nonsense, darling. You’re not old at all!’ He kissed her fondly. ‘What you need is beauty sleep. I shall have to leave early. Don’t bother about me in the morning.’

Now, walking up the hill to Home Place and remembering all this, she thought that it had not occurred to him to ask whether she wanted another child. He’d simply assumed that she would. ‘What’s done is done,’ she said to herself, ‘and if there’s a war, we may all be blown up, anyway.’

It rained after lunch, which, Louise felt, would let them off their shift of digging. ‘Let’s wash our hair,’ she said. She had read that yolk of egg was supposed to be very good and was eager to try it. Nora, who did not care in the least about her hair, said that it was rather a waste of eggs, but Louise said they would make meringues of the whites, and then it wouldn’t be a waste at all. ‘Because if we were just going to make meringues, the yolk would be wasted,’ she said.

So then Louise washed them both; Nora’s was very dirty and she used water that was too hot so the egg scrambled rather and in the end she had to use another shampoo as well. There was nowhere to dry it, as the drawing-room fire hadn’t been lit yet; they lay on their beds with their bath towels and jerseys on so that they wouldn’t catch cold.

‘About the service,’ Louise said. ‘You know when you suggested that everybody should give something up in return for peace? Well, why do you think everybody didn’t seem to want to do that?’

‘I don’t know. Mummy said afterwards that it was each person’s own business, but I don’t see how one can tell whether they’re minding it. Anyway, she said it was bossy and interfering – two things which I often am.’

Louise looked at her with awe. Bossy and interfering weren’t romantic faults, like having hot temper or being too frank (tactless), and she knew she wouldn’t dream of publicly admitting to them.

‘Your hair’s looking super now,’ she said, ‘all shining and nice.’

‘Oh. Well, I don’t really care about it much, because when I’m a nun, they’ll cut it all off. You could give up vanity,’ she added.

‘Am I vain? I don’t like my face much.’ She spent hours in front of the mirror, changing her hair, trying make-up, making different faces to see which one looked best. Nora pointed some of this out and said she was pretty sure that it constituted vanity. ‘But, of course,’ she added, ‘you don’t necessarily have to give something up, you could do something instead.’

That was when Louise decided that an earlier decision, to get out of going to the finishing school with Nora because of the agony of homesickness that she knew would ensue, should be changed. If there was peace, she would go, if there was war she needn’t. She told Nora that she had decided on something, but didn’t want to say what it was.

‘You needn’t tell me,’ Nora replied. ‘Simply write it down on a piece of paper and put it in my pencil box. I’ve cleared it out for the purpose.’

‘Have you done it, then?’

‘Of course. And I’ve asked Polly and Clary. And Christopher, and even Angela. Not Teddy, though: he doesn’t seem to mind if there is a war or not.’

‘Simon?’

‘Forgot him. Now, you do yours. Oh, I asked Miss Milliment. I really like her, and she said of course she would – no stupid grown-up shilly shallying seeing-both-sides-of-the-question stuff for her.’

‘What about the children?’

‘Haven’t had a chance to ask them yet. We will after tea.’

Neville and Lydia and Judy, all secretly impressed to be called to a meeting even if it turned out to contain only Nora and Louise, stood in a row before Nora who was seated at the dining-room table, pencil box at the ready, paper and pencils to hand.

‘I haven’t got anything to give up,’ Neville said at once.

‘Your train set,’ Lydia said.

‘I need that! You can’t give up the things you need.’

‘You don’t need it,’ Judy said. ‘I don’t have a train set and I get along perfectly well.’

Neville turned on her. ‘You’re only a girl,’ he said witheringly. They were all silenced for a moment. Then Nora said, ‘All right. If you don’t want to give something up, you could do something instead. Some job – some work thing.’

‘Help Tonbridge clean the cars,’ Neville said. ‘I’ll do that.’

‘You’re always asking him if you can do that,’ Lydia said reproachfully, ‘and you know he doesn’t want you. I’m afraid he hasn’t got the point at all,’ she said to the others.

‘Never mind about Neville. What are you going to do?’

‘I shall …’ she shut her eyes tightly and rocked back and forth on her feet. ‘I shall … save up all my pocket money and give it to poor people. There!’ She opened her eyes and looked round to gauge the effect. ‘That’s a good give-up, isn’t it?’

‘Very good,’ Nora said. ‘Here’s your piece of paper. Only you must put how many weeks’ pocket money on it that you’re going to give up.’

‘Oh, a year, at least,’ said Lydia grandly. She was slightly drunk with her generosity. ‘I think a year,’ she said.

‘How will you know a poor person to give it to?’ Neville asked sulkily.

‘Easy. I shall just go up to people and ask them if they’re poor, and if they say yes, I shall give it to them.’

In the end, it was suggested to her that she could give it to the poor babies in Aunt Rach’s home.

Judy, who was a bit of a copycat, Lydia thought, said she would do the same. They were sat down at the table to write, and Nora turned her attention to Neville.

‘What I’ll do,’ he said at last, ‘is I’ll go up to the great-aunts and I’ll kiss them twice a day – once on each cheek twice. For all the time they stay here.’

It wasn’t entirely satisfactory, but the older girls decided it was probably the best he could do.

‘A change is as good as a rest,’ Miss Milliment reminded herself as she struggled to find her mac that hung with a great many others on pegs in the hall at Mill Farm. Dinner was over and it was her plan to slip quietly away, trot up the hill and have an early bed, because to tell the truth she was a little fagged, as her brother Jack used to say. But very lucky and grateful. Everything was different here, so naturally there were little problems, but none that time and practice could not erase. One of the worst was that she seemed always to have damp feet, which was entirely her own fault, not having bothered to get her shoes mended. I am as bad as Rosamond in The Purple Jar, she thought, although, in her case, it was not because she had spent the money on that eccentric luxury, it was simply that not one but both pairs of shoes were in a poor state. Perhaps, tomorrow, she might ask dear Viola if she could go into Battle where doubtless a pair of galoshes could be purchased.

Attired now for the journey, she lifted the large iron latch of the front door, but the rain seemed to have stopped, although it was still very wet underfoot. Carrying her umbrella, and the copy of The Times with which Lady Rydal had finished, she started to trot waveringly down the drive. It was a dark, still, starless night; every now and then a tree above her shivered and a shower of heavy raindrops descended. There were puddles as well, which, of course, she could not see. Dear Viola had offered to drive her home, but she had felt that this was an unnecessary imposition; she would soon have to get used to the way, which was not far. The little talk, accompanied by a delicious glass of sherry, that she had had with Viola about her salary was over. She had been so utterly generous: had absolutely refused to let her pay anything at all for her keep, had realised that she already had one rent to pay, had also insisted that the charge of two pounds ten shillings per child per week should remain the same for the three younger children, who she knew were every bit as much trouble (perfectly true, but Miss Milliment had known many employers who would have refused to recognise this), and had also said that her travelling expenses would be included in the first month’s cheque. So she would now be earning seventeen pounds ten a week, ‘And therefore no excuse, Eleanor, for you not buying a new pair of shoes as well as galoshes.’

And, then, to be in the country again! She sniffed the delicious air that smelled of damp leaves: it did so remind her of home, of walking back in the dusk after she had decorated the church for special occasions like Harvest Festival – back to toast and dripping and reading to Papa, who liked his study to be rather dim because of his eyes, which always made reading to him a little difficult. Carlyle’s French Revolution had been one of his favourites; it had been an old edition that she had picked up at the church sale, but the print had been shockingly small, and Papa had always said that young people did not require spectacles, which, in her case, had not turned out to be true. One of the first things she had done after he died was to have her eyes tested, and the spectacles had made an amazing – she felt miraculous – difference: she could see all kinds of things that she had not noticed before. That was when she had started to look at pictures, because she could see them. How wonderful that had been! And how fortunate she was now! She loved teaching, was fond of her three girls, and was delighted to include dear Jessica’s Nora as, clearly, Louise was very taken with her. And the three young ones: Neville constantly amused her, but naturally, he would be treated the same as the two girls – she would make no distinctions. It was pleasant to look forward to getting to her little bedroom in the cottage. The Brontës would be quite shocked at how much I am enjoying myself, she thought as she turned into the drive of Home Place. The Brontës came to mind because she had given Villette as one of their holiday tasks. Louise had already read it but Miss Milliment simply told her to read it again and also The Professor in order that she might compare the two. Polly did not read so much or so easily, but she had a good eye, and Clary – Clary was, she knew, the one. The stories that she had been given when she had visited Clary at the end of her chicken pox had really startled her. They had a dash, a drive, a precocity that was well beyond the usual twelve-year-old. Some of her subject-matter was undoubtedly beyond her, but Miss Milliment had been careful not to criticise that, had confined her remarks to grammar, punctuation and spelling, having first said how very much she enjoyed the stories. ‘One must not interfere,’ she told herself, having no intention of doing anything of the kind. The creative process, beyond her in all respects, was, none the less, something to reverence: many people had been spoiled by too much of the wrong kind of attention. It was a natural process for Clary, and natural it should remain. The lack of interest that the family displayed was probably a good thing.



The house now loomed before her, golden light in the square windows, distant sounds of the servants washing up as she passed the kitchen quarters. By the time she reached the cottage and was clambering up the steep stairs, the glass of sherry she had been given before dinner was starting to wear off, and as she thought of doing the crossword in bed – a real luxury – she realised that the paper would be full of the Situation, the real, terrible state of Europe that she had been frivolously ignoring all the way home. She had been so wrapped in the silver lining that she had forgotten the cloud. If there was a war … but there would be a war – if not now then sooner or later. She thought of the lovely Renoirs at the Rosenberg and Helft gallery that she had haunted all summer, and sent up a prayer that they would be moved in time.

Hugh came into Edward’s office just before lunch, which they were going to have together. Miss Seafang, who stood by the desk to receive back letters she had handed Edward to sign, smiled a discreet welcome.

‘Won’t be a minute, old boy. Have a seat.’

But Hugh, who had been sitting all the morning, continued to wander about the large room, panelled in koko wood, apparently studying the dull pictures. Miss Seafang watched him with solicitude. He looked dreadfully tired – more, even, than usual: he was what her mother called a natural worrier, and that took its toll. He brought out the maternal in her, quite unlike Mr Edward, who brought out something quite else. Her gaze returned to her boss. Today, he was dressed in a pinstripe suit of the palest grey with a white shirt that had the tiniest grey stripe in it, and a lemon corded-silk tie. In his jacket pocket there was a corner of foulard silk handkerchief of a lemon and grey and dark green design. His slightly curly hair was glistened with brilliantine, and a faint, definitely exciting scent of cigars and lavender water seemed to emanate from his slightest movement. His left hand lay on the desk, displaying his gold signet ring with the family crest upon it – rather worn, but definitely a rearing lion – and the gold links gleamed on the immaculate cuffs from which his hairy wrists emerged, the left banded by a suitably glamorous and masculine watch. With his right hand, he was signing the letters in his bold, rather careless manner with his fountain pen. It seemed to be failing; he shook it twice, and then turned to her. ‘Oh, Miss Seafang, it’s done the dirty on me again!’ Smiling slightly, she produced another pen from her cardigan pocket. Where would he be without her?

‘If anyone calls, Mr Edward, what time shall I say you’ll be back?’

‘He won’t be,’ Hugh said. ‘I’m taking him to the wharf.’

Edward looked at his brother and raised his eyebrows; Hugh gave him the obstinate, but at the same time sweet-tempered glare that was one of his most habitual expressions.

‘High-handed old bastard,’ he said. ‘The wharf it is, Miss Seafang.’

Bracken drove them to Hugh’s club, which was not so far from the river as Edward’s. They stopped on the way to buy an Evening Standard whose banner headlines were about the Prime Minister’s journey that morning.

‘“Out of this nettle, danger, we pluck this flower, safety …”,’ Edward read aloud. ‘That sort of remark’s more up your street than mine. What does the feller mean?’

Hugh shrugged. ‘That he hasn’t much hope, but he’s going to try, I should think,’ he said. ‘This time Daladier and Mussolini are going to be there, so it sounds like we’re approaching the crunch.’

‘What’s the point in having them there? If Hitler doesn’t take any notice of our Prime Minister, why should he take any notice of them?’

‘Well, I suppose neither of them wants a war – three against one, that sort of thing?’

Edward didn’t reply. He was wondering why Hugh wanted them to go to the wharf, but business of this kind was not discussed in front of servants.

When they were seated in the cavernous dining room that dwarfed its occupants by its immense marble pillars and distantly lofty ceiling eating Dover sole with a glass of hock, and Hugh still hadn’t mentioned the wharf, Edward said, ‘Come on, old boy. Out with it. It’s obviously something you think I shan’t agree to.’

‘Well, there are two things. Let’s take the logs first.’ And he launched into his scheme to get all of their most valuable logs into the river Lee to save them in case of air attack. ‘If we leave them where they are, and most of them are lying hard against the saw mill, and we get incendiaries, the whole thing will go up. We may lose the mill anyway, but we can replace that. A lot of these logs can’t be replaced.’

‘But apart from being tidal the river’s very narrow, and I can’t see the powers that be allowing us to block it up.’

‘We can apply for barges from the PLA in which to lodge the logs, but you know them, by the time we get them the whole thing may have happened. If we simply drop them in the river they’ll be far keener on letting us have the barges to clear the blockage.’

‘What about a crane? We’ll certainly need that.’

‘I’ve got one. Ordered it yesterday. It should be there this afternoon.’

‘Have you talked about this with the Old Man?’

‘No. I thought it would be better simply to do it and then tell him. But I think,’ he added, ‘that we should be there while they’re doing it. Or they’ll make a mess of it, or someone will come along and tell them they didn’t ought to and they’ll stop.’

‘If we turn out to be wrong, we’ll have gone to a hell of a lot of expense, not to mention putting the authorities’ backs up, for nothing. I mean, if peace breaks out after all.’ Edward stopped and then laughed. ‘This is ridiculous! It ought to have been me who had this idea and you who are putting in the objections! What has come over us? I’m game. I think it’s a damn good idea.’

They went on to discuss other things. Hugh wanted to get another night watchman at the wharf: Bernie Holmes had been doing the job for over thirty years now; nobody knew how old he was, but too old, Hugh felt, to have the responsibility of the place in an air raid. Edward said they couldn’t possibly sack him, and it was agreed to get in a younger man to keep him company. Then there was the question of fire drill, or simply air-raid drill, not only for the staff at the wharf but at the office as well. They thrashed that out while they were at the wharf and waiting while men shackled each end of each log with chains and fastened the steel cable between them, attached the crane’s hook to the ring on the cable and began the slow process of yanking the log into the air above the river and letting it down onto the mud – the tide was at low ebb – where it settled with gaseous bubbles and a stench of rotten seaweed and diesel oil. It all took hours. They got sixteen logs into the river by five thirty when the crane driver indicated that he had had enough and, in any case, they had used up all their river frontage. Edward was for moving up river, never mind the ownership, but Hugh said that would only put them in the wrong when the PLA woke up to what they were doing. So they called it a day, went back to their homes for baths, and met again at Hugh’s house where a very simple meal had been prepared for them by the house-parlourmaid. They listened to the nine o’clock news on the wireless, but there wasn’t any really except that the meeting in Munich was still going on. Hugh rang Sybil to say that he would be down tomorrow evening whichever way it went, and Edward thought that perhaps he’d better do the same with Villy. ‘All well?’ they asked each other after each of these sallies. They decided to have one whisky and call it a day.

‘Is Louise upset at the prospect of war?’ Hugh asked casually.

‘Do you know, old boy, I haven’t the faintest idea. Doesn’t seem to be. Why? Is Polly?’

‘She is, rather.’ Edward noticed that the tic at the side of Hugh’s forehead had started up. He drained his glass. ‘Listen, old boy. You’ve had a long day, and you worry too much. She’s probably perfectly all right, really. You worry too much,’ he repeated affectionately, clapped him on the shoulder to conceal deeper affection, and went.

Hugh, as he walked slowly up the stairs to bed, wondered what ‘too much’ was. Too much for him? Or too much for the Situation? He hadn’t broached the second problem he’d mentioned at lunch, which was that Edward would suddenly go off into some service and leave him, Hugh, with the whole firm on his shoulders. Unless Rupert came in. But Rupert would most likely want to join up himself. He was beginning to get a bad head and took some dope so that he could get to sleep before it started hammering.

On Friday morning, the Brig, who had recognised the day before that the air-raid shelter was not making practicable progress (some people engaged upon it had wooden spades), ordered Sampson to put two men on to it. ‘I can’t be on the Elsans and the shelter at the same time, Mr Cazalet, sir,’ Sampson said, but it was a hopeless plea. ‘Nonsense, Sampson, I’m sure you can organise it.’

That morning, one dozen Primus stoves were delivered from Battle by Till’s. Tonbridge was told to move the cars out of the garage, which was likely to become a kitchen. Wren, from his stables, watched this with glee. ‘First ‘is ’ouse and now ‘is place of work. ‘E’ll soon be off and good riddance.’ He hated Tonbridge – always had.

That morning, in lessons, Miss Milliment made Polly trace out a map of Europe, printing the names of the countries in her best lettering. It was, of course, out of date already, since it did not take into account Hitler’s most recent acquisitions, which she now marked in. She felt that it was important for the children to have some comprehension of what was going on and a clear understanding of the juxtaposition of the countries immediately involved.

Mrs Cripps spent the morning plucking and drawing two brace of pheasant for dinner; she also minced the remains of the sirloin of beef for cottage pie, made a Madeira cake, three dozen damson tartlets, two pints of egg custard, two rice puddings, two pints of bread sauce, a prune mould and two pints of batter for the kitchen lunch of Toad-in-the-Hole, two lemon meringue pies, and fifteen stuffed baked apples for the dining-room lunch. She also oversaw the cooking of mountainous quantities of vegetables – the potatoes for the cottage pie, the cabbage to go with the Toad, the carrots, French beans, spinach and a pair of grotesque marrows, grown to an outlandish size by McAlpine, who won first prize every year for his marrows. They were, as Rupert had once remarked to Rachel, the vegetable equivalent of the rudest seaside postcards – not an idea that would have occurred to Mrs Cripps.

Everybody, in fact, went about their usual business except for Rupert, who was becoming more and more aware that he did not really have any. He had mentioned to Zoë that he thought Clary needed some new clothes, with the unexpected result that she had gone into Battle with Jessica and Villy to buy some material to make her a frock. Just as he was thinking what a good thing this was, he remembered what Clary had told him yesterday about Christopher; he’d done nothing about it. He was in the billiard room, ‘his studio’, absently staring at the portrait of Angela and trying to see what he had left out, and he spent several minutes trying to decide whom he should talk to or inform about the boy. Christopher? But he hardly knew him, and if he made a mess of it, it might make things worse. In one sense, Jessica was the obvious person, but Clary’s saying she would go absolutely bonkers made him think twice about that. Villy, then. She was in Battle. Rachel – of course: if he was in trouble, his sister was the first person he would go to. He went in search of her, but the Duchy said that Sid had taken her for her treatment in Tunbridge Wells. Then he thought – sisters. Of course – far best person to talk to would be Angela. She had been so sensible that day when he had talked about his career problems. She was older than Christopher, but not too old: he would be more likely to listen to her than to anyone else. She was nearly always somewhere about the place.

He found her reading in the hammock in the orchard. She wore a white skirt and the pale greenish shirt that he’d lent her to be painted in. She did not hear him coming; he was afraid he gave her quite a fright, since when he called her, she gave such a start that the book fell from her hands onto the grass.

‘Sorry,’ he said, picking it up. ‘I really didn’t mean to startle you.’ He looked at the book. ‘Sonnets from the Portuguese. Oh! Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Are they good? Did she translate them?’

‘No, she wrote them to Robert. That’s what he called her, “my little Portuguese”. I think it was because she had such black hair and dark brown eyes.’

There was a short silence – he was thinking that he should have painted her in the hammock – then she said, ‘Is there any news?’

‘Oh. None so far as I know. No, I came to find you because there’s something I want to talk to you about. Shall we go for a walk?’

‘Oh, yes! Let’s.’ She was out of the hammock in a trice, left the book behind her.

‘Where would you like to go?’

‘Oh – anywhere! Wherever you like.’

‘Well, just somewhere where we won’t be interrupted.’

‘Oh, yes!’ she said again.

‘Right. Well, there’s a nice huge old fallen tree just the other side of the wood behind the house,’ he said. ‘I used to take Clary there when she wanted to play what she called shipwrecks. Off we go.’

Teddy was feeling very out of sorts. After that smashing day in London, there didn’t seem enough to do in the country. What was really the matter was that he had nobody to do anything with: Simon was still scratching and rather peevish – anyway, he’d quarrelled with him, although if Simon had been about he could probably have made it up. He went to the camp in the morning. It looked just the same, but it felt somehow different: deserted, an unfriendly place to be by himself. There was no sign of Christopher. Then he thought of being a Roman emperor, and having Neville and Lydia and Judy as slaves. They seemed quite keen at first, but by the time he got them there he recognised that their attitude was distinctly unslavish.

‘Why do we have to do what you want all the time?’ Neville said.

‘Yes – why?’ echoed Judy.

He explained about being an emperor, whereupon Lydia instantly said she was a queen. They raided the stores without asking, and when he sent them to get firewood to build a fire they wandered away and did not come back for ages. He thought of building a dam in the stream and tried to get them to help him with that, but they soon got bored and started to drift away. ‘Hey!’ he shouted as he saw Judy trotting off after the other two. ‘Before you go!’ Lydia and Neville stopped and turned round, just as they’d reached the hedge with hazelnuts in it. ‘I forgot to explain. This is a secret place.’

‘No, it isn’t. We know about it,’ Neville said at once.

‘I mean, secret from anybody else.’

‘So what?’ Judy said in an assumed and most irritating voice.

‘You have to promise – all of you – not to tell anyone else about it.’

‘It’s so boring’, Lydia said, ‘that I shouldn’t think anyone would want to know.’

‘Yes. It’s already made,’ Neville said. ‘We like to make our own camps. We’ve made thousands of them. If you wanted us, you should have asked us at the beginning.’

There was nothing he could do with them. He tried threats but they didn’t seem at all frightened. ‘You can’t stop our pocket money, or send us to bed early.’

‘He’s got a gun,’ Lydia interrupted. ‘He could shoot us.’

‘Yes, and then people would find out and you would be hanged,’ Judy said. ‘And I shouldn’t think anyone would mind, not even your mother, if you shot your own sister.’

‘Don’t be so stupid. Of course I wouldn’t shoot you, Lyd – or anyone, come to that. Listen. I’ll give you a cigarette card from my collection, one each, if you’ll shut up.’

‘One card!’ Neville scoffed. ‘You must think we’re nitwits.’

In the end, he had to promise them a Snofrute each as well as two cards. They went off then.

‘Only I think, Teddy, you should play with someone your own age,’ was Lydia’s parting shot. Dignity forbade his going with them. He stood with folded arms watching them trail across the meadow, chatting to one another, and when he turned and went back to the camp he felt lonelier than ever. It would have been much better if he and Christopher hadn’t had a fight. There wasn’t anyone of his age. Well, there would be at school. His second year there must be better than the first. He wouldn’t be so baffled by all the rules which people didn’t tell you till you’d broken them from not knowing; he wouldn’t be so bullied. Awful memories engulfed him: being tied in the bath with the cold tap left on and the bath slowly filling up; being icy cold, and if they didn’t come back to untie him knowing he would drown; being flicked with knotted wet bath towels – that had been the summer term when there was swimming; finding a turd inside the bottom of his bed; getting beaten – twice – the only thing, though, that had made the bullying less. One friend, another new boy, who was a marvellous bowler. None of this could be told. During the year he had come to see that stronger people bullied weaker people, had determined to become strong so that he could take it out on someone for a change. Squash, the game he was best at, had been no good: first-year boys were not allowed to play squash, but he would this year. All the summer he had been pretending to himself that he was looking forward to going back – but he wasn’t, really. He was looking forward to being too old for school, and then, if there was still a war, he’d join up and be the best fighter pilot in the world. He was fourteen now so it wouldn’t be for four years.


‘Couldn’t we just quietly look and then fold the papers back again?’

‘Louise! Of course not. It’s a sacred trust.’

‘All right. It was just an idea. How many have we got now?’

‘You and me. The three children. Christopher and Angela.’

‘How on earth did you get her to agree?’

‘Never mind. Don’t interrupt. Miss Milliment, Simon, Ellen – I tried the maids but they just said it was very nice but they couldn’t think of anything, Aunt Sybil, Aunt Rach, Mummy, of course, and yours. Uncle Rupe. I tried Grania and she said she’d gladly give her life not to have a war but obviously that was no good.’

‘Why not?’

‘To begin with because she was so glad about it, and to go on with she’s really too old to commit suicide. I had to tell her that – nicely, of course.’

She managed to walk back to the house with him in an ordinary dignified manner, as though nothing had happened – or nothing very much – or as though, perhaps, even if it had, it was now resolved. In the drive she said she must go back to Mill Farm for lunch, and he said, of course. Then he stopped her walking, by putting an arm on her shoulder and said, ‘Look. I am so sorry. I mean, to have been so thick – and not realised. You’re such a good person. You’ll find a marvellous chap.’ There was a pause; her face felt as stiff and rigid as if she’d put a face mask on it. Then he said, ‘And you won’t forget about Christopher, will you?’

She had shaken her head, and then she had smiled, which felt the right dignified thing to do, and said, ‘No, of course not,’ and then turned away and started walking purposefully down the drive. She heard the click of the gate as he went into the garden before she had gone a few yards away from him but she didn’t look back. She had walked down the drive and started to go down the hill, but she knew she couldn’t go home to the farm yet. So she turned in to the left along the cart track that led to York’s farm and when she came to a gate in the hedge at one side of it, she climbed over and ran a few yards along the stubble and flung herself on the ground. Sobs engulfed her in great racking, wordless waves. Grief poured out of her as though she had never contained anything else. When these first paroxysms were exhausted and she was still, the words and thoughts began. What he had said, what she had said – and, more scaldingly shameful, thought as she got out of the hammock so many ages ago. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you about.’ Why should she have assumed that the yearned-for moment had come? That he wanted to tell her how much he loved her? Now she could think of no reason why she should have thought that, and yet she had thought it. And then, later, but when she still had the chance to be secret, why had she not? Why had she seized his hand and pulled him to face her? ‘I love you. I am completely in love with you,’ she had said, and endured the memory of dawning comprehension, and – yes – horror on his face to be succeeded quickly by compassionate kindness that hurt almost as much. It was too late to stop then – it had all poured out. She had only told him because there might be a war, and he might get killed, and in any case would go away, and she would not see him. ‘I couldn’t bear not to tell you,’ she had said, now unable to bear having told him. She was weeping now, as she had then, but now without his arms round her. For he had held her, tried to comfort her by telling her all the hopeless, despairing things that meant nothing. She would get over it, she was so young, she had her whole life before her (as if a whole life that contained so much pain could be comforting!). Everything he said merely belittled her, diminished everything that she felt. In trying to present her love to her as transient, he took away all that she had. ‘I would never say that to you!’ she had cried; it had silenced him. He had held her until her tears had ceased, had given her his handkerchief. Then he had said something about how much he liked and admired her – but she couldn’t remember any of those words – had said that he was so much older, and, anyway, married, and she knew all that, and in the end he had said how sorry he was, and there was nothing that he could say and she realised that this was true. She had mopped up and blown her nose. ‘Keep the handkerchief,’ he had said. They had walked back without saying anything more at all. And then, in the drive, he had said, ‘You won’t forget about Christopher, will you?’ How could he say that? But she had forgotten. She’d listened to all the stuff about Christopher in a daze of radiant anticipation of what was to come. Nothing is to come, she thought. Nothing ever is to come. She turned over onto her face again and her tears ran straight into the ground.

When Polly and Clary got back to Home Place in time for lunch after lessons, they discovered the door of their room open and, of course, Oscar was nowhere to be seen.

‘There’s a notice on the door,’ Polly said almost in tears. ‘Surely anyone can read that!’ After a frantic but thorough search of the room, they stood on the landing trying to think of what to do next.

‘It must have been one of the maids,’ Clary said.

‘Yes, but where do you think he would have gone? He might be trying to find his way back to London – cats do.’

‘I’ll try the kitchen. He’s very fond of food. You search all this floor.’

Clary sped downstairs, through the hall and the baize door into the kitchen quarters, but she did not get a good reception there.

‘No, Miss Clary, we’ve never gone and been in there,’ the housemaids said, and Mrs Cripps, in the state of pent-up tension that always preceded the serving of a meal, actually shouted, ‘Out with you now, miss. You know the rules. No children in the kitchen when I’m dishing up!’

‘Can’t I just look for him in here?’

‘No, you can not. Anyway, he isn’t here. How many times have I told you to put the vegetable dishes to warm on this rack, Emmeline? Now you’ll have to pass them under the hot tap. Look at Flossy, miss. She wouldn’t have another cat in her kitchen. Be off with you, now, there’s a good girl.’

Clary looked at Flossy who lay on the window-sill as round and voluptuous as a fur hat, and Flossy, who always seemed to know when people looked at her, lifted her head; Clary retreated from her steady, malevolent gaze.

‘Any luck?’ she called from the hall.

‘No.’ Polly’s white face appeared over the banisters. ‘Oh, who could have been so wicked as to leave the door open?’

Most of the grown-ups were in the Brig’s study listening to the news, but she found her father and Zoë in the morning room. They were standing in front of the gate-legged table looking at some cloth that Zoë was unpacking and Dad had a drink in his hand.

‘Oh, Clary! Come and look!’ he said.

‘Dad, I can’t look at anything now. Some really awful, stupid person has left the door to our room open, and Oscar has escaped and we can’t find him.’

And Zoë stopped pulling the paper off the cloth, looked at Dad, and said, ‘Oh, dear. I’m afraid that was me!’

‘You?’ Clary stared at her. All the feelings she had about Zoë that she never really said any more to anyone because they were so horrible suddenly came up like sick in her throat. ‘You! It would be you! You stupid idiot! You’ve gone and lost Polly’s cat! I hate you. You’re the stupidest person I’ve ever met in my life!’

Before she could go on her father caught one of her arms and said, ‘How dare you speak to Zoë like that? Apologise at once!’

‘I will not!’ She glared at him. He had never spoken to her like that before, and she felt a prickle of terror.

Zoë said, ‘I’m really terribly sorry,’ and Clary thought, No, you’re not! You’re just saying that to please Dad.

‘Why did you go into my room, anyway?’ she said.

‘She went to get one of your dresses because she’s bought some material to make you a new one,’ Dad said, and hearing the affection in his voice that was certainly not for her, she said, ‘Bet you were just doing that to please Dad. Weren’t you?’ and stared sullenly at her stepmother trying to keep angry at all costs.

But Zoë looked up from the table, straight into her face and simply said, ‘Yes, you see I know how much he loves you, so – of course.’

It felt like the first true thing she had ever said, and it was too much. She was used to her resentment and jealousy – congealed this last year into an armed truce, she could not shed it at a word, and unable to respond she put her face in her hands and wept and her plate, that had got comfortably loose at last, fell out onto the table. Dad put his arms round her, and Zoë picked it up and gave it back to her saying, ‘Won’t it be lovely when you don’t have to wear it?’ and nobody laughed, which was the best thing.

Oscar was not found until nearly tea-time, although Polly went without lunch to search for him. When Clary joined her after lunch, she had searched the house, the stables – braving Mr Wren, who shouted but was too sleepy to stand upright. (‘He fell down again as soon as he got up to shout at me,’ Polly said), the cottage, all the squash court, all the outbuildings, including the horrible coke cellar by the greenhouse. She and Clary then tried the orchard, the wood behind the house and finally the drive.

‘My throat’s sore from calling,’ Polly said.

‘If he’s gone onto the road he may have got tired and gone to sleep somewhere,’ Clary replied. ‘I know we are going to find him,’ she said, really to cheer them both up but Polly believed her at once. At the end of the drive there was a large old oak, and as they approached it they heard his voice. He seemed to be quite a long way up the tree, as they could not see him at first, but each time they called, he answered.

‘He wants to come down,’ Polly said. Clary suggested getting some food for him because it was well known that cats could smell for miles. She went off to do this while Polly tried to climb the tree. But the lowest branch was too high. When Clary came back with a saucer of fish, she found her friend in tears.

‘I don’t think he can get down. He wants to, but he’s frightened,’ she said. They held up the fish and called. Oscar made slithery scratching noises as though he was trying to come down but there was no sign of him.

‘What’s up?’

They had not heard the bicycle. Teddy had decided to go for a ride by himself. When they told him, he said, ‘I’ll get him down for you.’

‘Oh, Teddy, can you? Could you really?’

But even he could not reach the lowest branch. ‘Tell you what, you hold my bicycle steady, ’cos if I stand on the bar I could reach the branch.’ This worked. ‘He’s not very far up. I can see him,’ Teddy said. ‘The thing is, I can’t climb down with him in my arms. Ouch!’ he added. Then he said, ‘One of you get a carrier bag or a basket or something with a long piece of rope.’

So off they went to get that, which took some time. The carrier bag was easy but the rope wasn’t. In the end they found some in the potting shed. Polly went back to Teddy to explain why it was taking so long. Teddy was very nice about it and said he had a bar of motoring chocolate, and just as Polly was remembering that she hadn’t had lunch he kindly dropped two squares down to her.

They tied one end of the rope to the handles of the carrier bag. Then Teddy had to come down to the lowest branch to get it. ‘Put the rest of the rope inside the bag,’ he said. ‘No, don’t. Try and throw the end of the rope up to me.’ They tried and tried, and just as his patience was wearing thin by girls being so rotten at throwing things, Clary did a really good throw and he caught it. The rest would be easy, he thought. He tied the other end of the rope to a branch and then climbed up to Oscar’s level, but he had reckoned without getting Oscar into the bag. Oscar yowled, and scratched him badly, but he managed to cram him in and started lowering the rope. And that was it.

‘Oh, Teddy, you were marvellous!’ Polly hugged him. ‘We could never have got him without you.’ Clary agreed. She was clutching the bag handles closely together, but even so Oscar managed to get his outraged head out.

‘Shall I carry him back for you?’ Teddy offered. He was glowing with being so useful and admired.

Clary was about to say he needn’t and they would, but Polly said, ‘Please do. I feel quite tired and he might escape again.’

Clary wheeled Teddy’s bike and they all went back to the house and burst into the drawing room where nearly everybody seemed to be and Clary cried, ‘We’ve found him! And Teddy was—’ and broke off because everybody seemed to be different, all smiling and Christmassy and the Duchy said, ‘Mr Chamberlain has come back, children,’ and seeing Polly’s face she added, ‘Your father rang from London, Polly. He especially wanted you to know. It is going to be peace with honour.’ And Clary saw Polly’s face go china-white and her eyes look blind before she fainted.

‘What did I tell you, Mrs Cripps? There’s many a slip between cup and lip.’

‘It just shows you never can tell,’ she agreed. She was rolling thin strips of bacon round blanched prunes for the angels on horseback after the pheasant. ‘Would you fancy another drop scone, Mr Tonbridge?’

‘It wouldn’t say no. No – as I was saying, it’s an ill wind … Well, at least now we can all get back to normal.’ Mrs Cripps, who had never departed from it, agreed. For him it meant getting those dratted Primuses out of his garage; for her, getting Dottie back downstairs when she had stopped scratching herself silly. That night was the first time he took her to the pub, which wasn’t at all normal, and she had a very nice time.

‘“We regard the agreement signed last night, and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, as symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again.”’ Hugh, sitting beside Edward in the car, was reading from the evening paper they had bought on their way to Sussex.

‘Any more?’

‘One more bit. “We are resolved that the method of consultation shall be the method adopted to deal with any other questions that may concern our two countries and we are determined to continue our efforts to remove possible sources of difference and thus to contribute to assure the peace of Europe.”’

Edward grunted. Then he said, ‘Marvellous old man, Chamberlain. I must say, I didn’t really think he’d pull it off.’

‘Still, it was appeasement, wasn’t it? I don’t quite see where the honour comes in – nor can the Czechs, I imagine.’

‘Come on! You were the one who was so keen on there not being a war. There’s no pleasing you, old boy. Light me a gasper, would you?’

Hugh lit the cigarette. When Edward took it he said, ‘Well, at least it gives us time to rearm. Even with the most pessimistic view, you have to agree that.’

‘If we do.’

‘Oh, Lord, Hugh! Cheer up. Think of the merry old time we shall have getting those logs out of the river.’

‘And smoothing down the PLA.’ Hugh smiled. ‘Very jolly.’

‘Do you think’, Louise asked, as she and Nora shared a bath that evening, ‘that everybody who put their promise in the box will stick to them?’

‘Don’t suppose we’ll ever know.’ Nora was absently rubbing her flannel up and down the same bit of arm. ‘We could ask them, which might make them feel they had to, but we’ll never know. It’s a matter for each person’s conscience. I shall do mine.’

‘Shall we tell each other?’ Louise was dying to know what Nora would do. What could be worse than planning to be a nun?

‘OK. You go first.’

‘No – you.’

‘I promised that if there wasn’t a war, I would be a nurse instead of being a nun.’ She looked expectantly at Louise. ‘You see, I don’t want to be a nurse and I do frightfully want to be a nun.’

‘I see.’ She didn’t really – they both seemed ghastly professions to her, but there you were.

‘What about you?’

‘I,’ she said, trying to sound modest. ‘I swore that, if there wasn’t a war, I’d come to the boarding school with you.’

Nora snorted. ‘I thought you were going to do that, anyway.’

‘I wasn’t. I get awfully homesick even if I stay a night away. So it may sound nothing to you but it’s jolly serious for me.’

‘I believe you.’ Nora looked at her kindly. ‘But you’ll soon get over it.’ A horrible grown-up remark which was most unlike her, Louise thought.

Angela waited by the gate at the bottom of the drive to Mill Farm to catch Christopher alone. She had returned to the house soon after Edward had rung Villy with the news about which she felt nothing beyond a second’s wan thankfulness that now he would not have to go and fight. She had gone up to her room and locked the door. But then she remembered Christopher, and had gone out again and waited. She saw him come running down the hill; when he reached her, he stopped and said, ‘Hallo,’ and was about to go again, but she said, ‘Don’t go. I’ve got something to say to you.’ And she began, but before she had finished the bit about not being able to say how she knew, he interrupted her.

‘Has there been any news about the war?’

‘Oh, yes. There isn’t going to be one.’

‘Phew!’ When he had let out the breath he said, ‘You needn’t go on. If there isn’t a war, I can’t run away. That was my promise. You know – for Nora’s box.’

‘Your promise?’

‘Of course. It was my promise,’ he said. ‘Didn’t you make one? I say, what’s the matter? Ange!’ For the tears that she thought had all been shed for a lifetime had begun again. He put his arm round her giving her little shakes that were supposed to be comforting.

‘Ange! You poor old thing! Ange!’ he kept saying.

‘Oh, Chris. I’m so unhappy, you can’t imagine! I can’t tell you. I just am!’ and she clung to him.

I’ve never seen you like this,’ he said, ‘but it must be pretty terrible. Bad luck.’ Visions of going back to the day school and Dad being sarcastic and having rows with Mum about him drearily ranged before him. ‘At least there isn’t a war. That would be the worst thing,’ he said, as his new little camp by the pond receded to a mere holiday ploy. A thought occurred to him. ‘Was your promise a hard one when it comes to the point?’

‘Mine has come to nothing. There is no point,’ she answered, and the weary pain in her voice went to his heart. He took her hand.

‘We’ll just have to be kind to each other,’ he said and looking up at him, for he was taller than she, she saw tears in his eyes. It was the first, small comfort.


‘So now it’s back to the basic decision,’ Rupert said, as he and Zoë changed for dinner.

‘Is that what’s been on your mind? All day?’

‘Well, not all.’ He thought, as he had done frequently since the morning, of the difficult, embarrassing, worrying scene with that poor girl – feeling he hadn’t handled it right, somehow, but quite unable to see what would have been right. But he didn’t want to tell Zoë about that: it felt a kind of disloyalty to the poor girl – and, anyway, he was far from sure how Zoë would take it … Well, no need to go into that …

‘I’d do what you want.’ She was kneeling in front of the wardrobe searching for a pair of shoes. She had said this before, but it sounded different now – as she had with Clary this morning. She was becoming someone to be reckoned with just as, in a way, he had stopped expecting or wanting to reckon with her.

‘You said that,’ he answered irritably and without thinking. But when she got up, he saw that she looked not sulky at the reproof, but stricken, and felt ashamed.

‘Sorry, darling.’

‘That’s all right.’ She went to the dressing table and started to comb her hair.

‘Actually,’ he said, feeling his way, ‘something did happen today that upset me. No, not Clary. Something else. But I don’t really want to tell you about it. Is that OK?’

She looked at him in the mirror without saying a word.

‘I mean,’ he said, ‘sometimes, even in a marriage, there can be things – quite harmless – to the marriage, I mean – that all the same don’t need to be talked about. Do you agree?’

‘You mean, that there can be secrets, but it’s all right to have them?’

‘Something of the sort.’

‘Oh, yes!’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you think that. I’m sure you’re right.’ She got to her feet and, picking up the pink woollen dress off the back of the chair, slipped it over her head, and turned for him to do it up. ‘The point isn’t other people,’ she said, ‘it’s us.’ When he turned round for a kiss, she gave him one, very nicely, but there was nothing either sexual or childish about it, and he thought fleetingly that he used to be sick of the wanton child that once she had seemed composed of and now, perversely, he missed it.

‘I want you to be all things to one man,’ he said suddenly. Once she would have looked at him from below her lashes and said, ‘Who?’ and he would have said, ‘Me,’ and swept her off to bed.

Now, looking sincerely concerned, she said, ‘But, Rupert, I’m not sure that I know how!’

‘Never mind. I’ve just decided to be a businessman.’

And she answered almost primly, ‘Your father will be very pleased.’ She gave him a little push. ‘Go and tell him!’

William sat in his study with his evening whisky to hand. He was by himself, and for once quite glad of it. His door, as always, was open and he could hear the comforting sounds of the household going on: baths being run, doors slammed, children’s voices, the chink of cutlery being carried on a tray to the dining room, the sound of violin and piano – Sid and Kitty, no doubt. He had listened to the six o’clock news with Rachel and Sid, then sent them away. He was very tired. The immense sense of relief that he had felt when Hugh had rung from London had been succeeded by doubts of a kind he did not want to communicate to the family. There was something about the whole business – one could almost call it a transaction – that he distrusted, although he couldn’t say why. The Prime Minister’s motives were impeccable, he was a sincere and decent man. But that in itself was no bloody good unless he was dealing with another sincere and decent man. At the worst some time had been bought. Softwoods would be needed on an unprecedented scale and hardwoods as well, if they started building ships, as they should. He’d turn Sampson off the shelter and sanitary arrangements and get him on to those cottages. York’s letter had amused him. The old boy thought he’d fooled him into paying too much – that was why he’d had the cheek to ask him for another tenner for the land: he hadn’t realised what they were worth to him, William, who would have paid another £250 for them if asked. Well, they were both satisfied. He knew he’d upset Kitty with his plans for the evacuees – not necessary now – but he’d make it up to her. He’d buy her a new gramophone, one of those damn great machines with a horn for playing records and all the Beethoven Symphonies done by Toscanini – that would please her. And Rupert had popped in and said that he would join the firm. So why didn’t he feel jollier? ‘I don’t like my sight failing,’ he said to himself, reaching for the decanter and pouring more whisky. He’d got up some decent port this evening – Taylor ’21. He hadn’t got much of that left. Everything came to an end. Have to stop riding if his eyes got worse. He’d get used to it. He remembered the last time he’d spent a couple of hours with – what was her name – Millicent Greenway – no, Greencroft, that was it, in her flat in Maida Vale. She had been a thoroughly good sort. ‘Never mind,’ she’d said that last time, ‘it’s just not one of your days.’ He’d sent her a case of champagne as well as the usual twenty-five quid. He’d got used to there being no more of that. Kitty had never liked it, which was natural for a decently brought-up gal. He could go on going to the office, even if they did stay in the country and get rid of Chester Terrace. He needn’t give up work yet. And there wasn’t going to be a war.

‘When my father comes to see me, would you mind if I see him alone?’

‘Not at all,’ Clary said. She felt quite awed by Polly, never having met anyone who had fainted, and in any case Polly had a temperature and was thought to be starting chicken pox. So she went off to see Simon when Hugh arrived.

‘What ho, my pet. I hear you’re under the weather.’ He came and sat on her bed. ‘I’ve had chicken pox, so I’ll kiss you,’ he said. Her face felt very hot. Oscar lay beside her.

‘Well, Poll, it’s good news, isn’t it?’

‘Amazing,’ she said. ‘Do you know, Oscar got lost today? We found him up a tree and me and Clary held Teddy’s bicycle …’ and then she went into the whole thing.

‘Anyway, you got him back.’ Hugh stroked Oscar’s head and he sneezed.

‘All’s well now, then,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she said listlessly, ‘in a way, of course, it is. In another way, of course, it isn’t.’

‘What isn’t?’

‘There was this box that Nora made us put promises in, you see, for if there wasn’t a war and now there isn’t so we have to do them. At least I feel I have to. That’s what it is.’

‘Do you want to tell me what you promised?’

‘I do,’ she said consideringly, ‘but I don’t want anyone else to know.’

‘Right.’

He drew his fingers across his throat, and she said, ‘Oh, Dad, don’t be so old-fashioned!’

‘I am so old,’ he said. ‘I can’t help it.’ They looked at each other and both burst out laughing, and that was more like Polly.

‘Well, it started with us going to church and I said I didn’t think I ought to go, because, Dad, you see, I’m not at all sure that I believe in God.’ She looked at his black silk stump and said, ‘In fact, I don’t. But Nora said that if we prayed for there not to be a war and there wasn’t one that would show me. So when it got to be promises I thought I’ll have to believe in God if there isn’t a war, so I put that in the box.’

She seemed only to pause, so he said, ‘And?’

‘Well, I feel just the same. I don’t feel the slightest belief. How can you make yourself believe in something? I mean pretending is useless, probably evil.’

‘I agree pretending is useless.’

‘Do you believe in God?’

‘Er – you know, Poll, I’m not sure.’

‘You must have thought about it,’ she said severely, ‘by your age.’

‘Yes. Well, no, probably I don’t.’

‘I mean, supposing I start managing to believe and then we have a war.’ That’s it, he thought, she doesn’t believe the news.

‘Polly, there isn’t going to be one. Peace has broken out.’

‘I know that. But can you solemnly swear, Dad, that there never will be one?’

‘No.’


‘You see? Oh, I wish I’d given up sugar in my tea or something manageable like that!’

‘Could you swap?’

‘Dad! That would be cheating!’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I think if you say every night that you wish you believed in God, and there is one, he’ll hear you.’

‘I don’t wish I believed.’

‘Well, then, you could say you wish you wanted to believe. I don’t see how you can do more.’

‘And the rest of the time carry on as usual?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘That’s what ordinary life is, isn’t it? Carrying on as usual.’

‘Does that sound boring to you?’

‘It sounds it, but when you’re in it, it isn’t.’

When he kissed her she said, ‘Dad! Do you know what I love about you best? Your doubtfulness. All the things you don’t know.’ As he reached the door she called, ‘It really makes me admire you.’

Clary met Zoë and Rupert on their way downstairs and stopped and said, ‘Oh, hallo, Zoë! You do look nice. Pink is a very good colour on you.’ She was starting upon her promise from the box. How can I keep it up? she thought. Thinking of things to say like that every day. When she’d put the promise in the box, she’d thought she’d just have to invent things, but after Zoë had been truthful to her, she felt she ought to mean them – be truthful back. That meant going on and on and on about what Zoë looked like, because she had to admit that Zoë was extremely pretty and beautiful. On the other hand, she couldn’t think of anything else about her. I’ll just have to stick to her appearance, she thought.

‘I bet she knew there wasn’t going to be a war.’ Neville was very grumpy and felt Nora was to blame for the beastly prospect ahead of him.

‘The thing is the aunts will go home, and then you’ll be free. It’s much worse for us.’

‘Yes,’ said Judy. ‘It jolly well is.’

‘Can you imagine having no pocket money at all for a year? Having to live on Christmas and birthday presents for twelve whole months?’

‘Six for me, actually,’ Judy said. ‘I changed my mind just before I put the paper in the box.’ Lydia looked at her with loathing, and she went pink.

‘Really, it would have been much easier for us to have war,’ Neville said. ‘I wouldn’t have minded one at all. Aeroplanes and tanks everywhere – well, I’m extremely fond of them.’

‘That’s stupid, Neville. You might have got killed.’

‘I wouldn’t. From the sky I would be just the tiniest speck to a German – they wouldn’t even see me.’

There was a silence. Then he said, ‘What we could do is just not do any of it. Pretend we thought it was a joke.’

‘Oh, we couldn’t!’ both girls exclaimed, but he could see that they really didn’t mean it.

‘I shall, anyway,’ he said. ‘You can do as you like.’

‘Well, Miss Milliment, we could scarcely have foreseen such a happy outcome to the last terrible weeks.’

‘No, indeed, Lady Rydal.’ A little smile twitched her small mouth and disappeared into her chins. She had known Lady Rydal for many years, and happy outcomes were hardly her forte.

Villy came into the room. She was wearing the most attractive black frock. ‘Oh dear! You haven’t had your sherry!’

‘I didn’t want to cause Miss Milliment any trouble.’ This was the most delicate way she could think of to imply to Viola that one did not give governesses drinks, even if she was, due to difficult circumstances, having them to dinner. Democracy, she felt, should never be allowed to get into the wrong hands. But Viola did not take the hint.

‘I expect Miss Milliment has been dying for hers,’ she said as she handed them both a glass.

‘Hardly dying, Viola, but certainly looking forward.’ Miss Milliment sipped her drink with a grateful smile.

Lady Rydal baulked, eyed Miss Milliment’s banana-coloured ensemble with distaste. It looked like the kind of thing one might get in a shop.

‘Polly has gone down with chicken pox,’ Villy said. ‘I must say, I wish our brood here would get on with it.’

‘Then you would have hardly anyone to teach, Miss Milliment,’ Lady Rydal remarked. ‘However,’ she went on with what she felt was the uttermost kindness, ‘I’m sure you must be longing to get back to your own nice cosy little home with all your own things round you. I know that I am.’

Everybody else came into the room – Edward had brought two bottles of champagne – and the celebration began, but at intervals during the rest of the evening, and during the long and – in spite of Lady Rydal – merry dinner, which seemed to her full of laughter and affection and fun, and, perhaps most of all, when she slipped away for the dark walk back to the cottage, Miss Milliment thought of her home. She thought of the dingy room that was without heating unless she spent a fortune on the gas meter; of the lumpy bed and hard, thin blankets; the single ceiling light with a white china shade, not near enough to the bed for comfortable reading (in the winter one spent the evenings in bed as it was the easiest way to keep warm); the linoleum whose worn places she was in constant danger of tripping over; the coffee-coloured wallpaper with its frieze of oranges and pears. She thought of the window, hung with grey net curtains, through which there was nothing to be seen but the row of houses identical to the one she lived in: not a tree in sight, nothing to nourish the eye during those long evenings, when, after her solitary supper, she would have to spin out the hours, without company or distraction of any kind, until it was time to make her glass of hot water and retire for the night. All these things pressed sharply and uninvited into her mind, splintering the warmth, and celebration, company and comfort that surrounded her. Now, Eleanor, I won’t have you down in the dumps. Think how fortunate you have been to enjoy this wonderful change; this beautiful place, the country, this kind family. It has been a real oasis—but she could not go on with that.

In the cottage, she found Evie, whose bedroom door was open and room littered with luggage and belongings.

‘I am going home tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I made a telephone call to my gentleman friend and I am needed in London. I knew I would be. I knew there wouldn’t be a war, but she never listens to me, my sister. She always has to be right.’ She seemed exhilarated and full of animation.

Miss Milliment wished her a pleasant journey and went to her room. She stood by the open window for some time enjoying the soft, warm and damp air on her face. There was a smell of woodsmoke and the scent of pine from some of the trees in the wood at the back. The black dog still sat on her shoulder and she thought that perhaps this was because she had so much wanted to see the sea – nine miles away in the dark, and that would not happen now. That might be it. You cannot expect to have your own way in everything, Eleanor. Wonderful scent of pine! She had become aware of it only today, when, before dinner, she had fulfilled her promise made for Nora’s box and had taken the packet of yellowing letters and put them in her father’s old oiled silk tobacco pouch – together with the lock of red hair – and gone up to the wood with them, and scraped a little grave in the soft leafy mould and buried them. Thus, when she died, there would be no prying, indifferent eyes to patronise his memory.

She had been meaning to do something of the kind for a very long time now, but it was not easy. She had so little to remember of him, and after all these years what memories that remained had become distant, faded fragments, small matters of mysteriously unrelated fact, only saved from crumbling to spectral fantasy by the few relics, now safely buried in the wood. Now that she could no longer read his letters she knew that the rest of him would slip away: already, she had noticed, invention had been taking the place of memory. She would say (to herself) things like, ‘He must have,’ instead of ‘He did’. She did not want to turn him into a bad biography.

She shut her eyes to recall him for the last time on the evening before he had left for South Africa, when he had taken her out in the garden, seized her hand and recited to her the end of ‘Dover Beach’.

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new …

His quiet, high-pitched, rather pedantic voice (although he could not say his r’s) came magically back … and then she could not remember how the poem went on, and as she groped towards the darkling plain, it diminished, and was silent.

That was all.
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HOME PLACE

September 1939

Someone had turned off the wireless and, in spite of the room being full of people, there was a complete silence – in which Polly could feel, and almost hear, her own heart thudding. As long as nobody spoke, and no one moved, it was still the very end of peace …

The Brig, her grandfather, did move. She watched while – still in silence – he got slowly to his feet, stood for a moment, one hand trembling on the back of his chair as he passed the other slowly across his filmy eyes. Then he went across the room and, one by one, kissed his two elder sons, Polly’s father Hugh and Uncle Edward. She waited for him to kiss Uncle Rupe, but he did not. She had never seen him kiss another man before, but this seemed more of an apology and a salute. It’s for what they went through last time there was a war, and because it was for nothing, she thought.

Polly saw everything. She saw Uncle Edward catch her father’s eye, and then wink, and her father’s face contract as though he remembered something he could hardly bear to remember. She saw her grandmother, the Duchy, sitting bolt upright, staring at Uncle Rupert with a kind of bleak anger. She’s not angry with him, she’s afraid he will have to be in it. She’s so old-fashioned she thinks it’s simply men who have to fight and die; she doesn’t understand. Polly understood everything.

People were beginning to shift in their chairs, to murmur, to light cigarettes, to tell the children to go out and play. The worst had come to the worst, and they were all behaving in much the same way as they would have if it hadn’t. This was what her family did when things were bad. A year ago, when it had been peace with honour, they had all seemed different, but Polly had not had time to notice properly, because just as the amazement and joy hit her, it was as though she’d been shot. She’d fainted. ‘You went all white and sort of blind, and you passed out. It was terribly interesting,’ her cousin Clary had said. Clary had put it in her Book of Experiences that she was keeping for when she was a writer. Polly felt Clary looking at her now, and just as their eyes met and Polly gave a little nod of agreement about them both getting the hell out, a distant up and down wailing noise of a siren began and her cousin Teddy shouted, ‘It’s an air raid! Gosh! Already!’ and everybody got up, and the Brig told them to fetch their gas masks and wait in the hall to go to the air-raid shelter. The Duchy went to tell the servants, and her mother Sybil and Aunt Villy said they must go to Pear Tree Cottage to fetch Wills and Roly, and Aunt Rach said she must pop down to Mill Farm to help Matron with the evacuated babies – in fact, hardly anybody did what the Brig said.

‘I’ll carry your mask if you want to take your writing,’ Polly said while they hunted in their bedroom for the cardboard boxes that contained their masks. ‘Damn! Where did we put them?’ They were still hunting when the siren went again, not wailing up and down this time, just a steady howl. ‘All Clear!’ someone shouted from the hall.

‘Must have been a false alarm,’ Teddy said; he sounded disappointed.

‘Although we wouldn’t have seen a thing buried in that awful old shelter,’ said Neville. ‘And I suppose you’ve heard, they’re using the war as an excuse not to go to the beach, which seems to me about the most unfair thing I’ve ever heard in my life.’

‘Don’t be so stupid, Neville!’ Lydia said crushingly. ‘People don’t go to beaches in wartime.’

There was a generally quarrelsome feeling in the air, Polly thought, although outside it was a mellow September Sunday morning, with a smell of burning leaves from McAlpine’s bonfire, and everything looked the same. The children had all been sent away from the drawing room: the grown-ups wanted to have a talk and, naturally, everyone not classed as one resented this. ‘It isn’t as though when we’re there they make funny jokes all the time and scream with laughter,’ Neville said as they trooped into the hall. Before anyone could back him up or squash him, Uncle Rupert put his head round the drawing-room door and said, ‘Everyone who couldn’t find their masks bloody well go and find them, and in future they’re to be kept in the gun room. Chop chop.’

‘I really resent being classed as a child,’ Louise said to Nora, as they made their way down to Mill Farm. ‘They’ll sit there for hours making plans for all of us as though we were mere pawns in the game. We ought at least to have the chance to object to arrangements before they’re faits accomplis.’

‘The thing is to agree with them, and then do what one thinks is right,’ Nora replied, which Louise suspected meant doing what she wanted to do.

‘What shall you do when we leave our cooking place?’

‘I shan’t go back there. I shall start training to be a nurse.’

‘Oh, no, don’t! Do stay until Easter. Then we can both leave. I should simply loathe it without you. And anyway, I bet they don’t take people of seventeen to be nurses.’

‘They’ll take me,’ said Nora. ‘You’ll be all right. You’re nothing like so homesick now. You’re over the worst of all that. It’s bad luck you being a year younger, because it means you’ll have to wait to be really useful. But you’ll end up a much better cook than me—’

‘Than I,’ Louise said automatically.

‘Than I, then, and that’ll be terribly useful. You could go into one of the Services as a cook.’

A thoroughly uninviting prospect, Louise thought. She didn’t actually want to be useful at all. She wanted to be a great actress, something which she well knew by now that Nora regarded as frivolous. They had had one serious … not row, exactly, but heated discussion about this during the holidays, after which Louise had become cautious about her aspirations. ‘Actresses aren’t necessary,’ Nora had said, while conceding that if there wasn’t going to be a war it wouldn’t matter so much what Louise did. Louise had retaliated by questioning the use of nuns (Nora’s chosen profession, now in abeyance – partly because she had promised not to be one if there hadn’t been a war last year, and now ruled out in the immediate future because of the need for nurses). But Nora had said that Louise had no conception of the importance of prayer, and the need for there to be people who devoted their lives to it. The trouble was that Louise didn’t care whether the world needed actresses or not, she simply wanted to be one; it put her in a morally inferior position vis-à-vis Nora, and made a comparison of the worth of their characters an uncomfortable business. But Nora always pre-empted any possibility of covert criticism by hitting a much larger and more unpleasant nail on the head. ‘I do have awful trouble with priggishness,’ she would say, or, ‘I suppose if I ever get near being accepted as a novice, my wretched smugness will do me down.’ What could one say to that? Again, Louise really didn’t want to know herself with the awful familiarity employed by Nora.

‘If that’s what you think you are, how can you bear to be it?’ she had said at the end of the row/heated discussion.

‘I don’t have much choice. But at least it means that I know what I’ve got to work against. There I go again. I’m sure you know your faults, Louise, most people do, deep down. It’s the first step.’

Still wanting to convince Nora of the worth of acting, Louise had tried her with the greats like Shakespeare, Chekhov and Bach. (Bach she’d added cunningly – he was known to have been religious.) ‘You surely don’t think you are going to be like any of them!’ And Louise was silenced. Because a small, secret bit of her was sure she was going to be one of them – or at least a Bernhardt or Garrick (for she had always hankered after the men’s parts). The argument, like any argument she had ever had with anyone, was quite unresolved, making her doggedly more sure of what she wanted, and Nora more determined that she shouldn’t want it.

‘You judge me all the time!’ she had cried.

‘So do you,’ Nora had retorted. ‘People do that with each other. Anyway, I’m not sure that it is judging exactly; it’s more comparing a person with standards. I do it to myself all the time,’ she had added.

‘And, of course, you always measure up.’

‘Of course not!’ The innocent glare of denial silenced Louise. But then, looking at her friend’s heavy beetling eyebrows, and the faint, but unmistakable, signs of a moustache on her upper lip, she had realised that she was glad that she didn’t look like Nora, and that that was a judgement of a kind. ‘I judge that you are a much better person than I,’ she had said, not adding that she would still rather be herself.

‘Yes, I suppose I could be a cook somewhere,’ she said, as they turned into the drive at Mill Farm where, until two days ago, they had been living. On Friday morning it had been decreed that all the inhabitants move to the Brig’s new cottages, now made into a quite large house and called Pear Tree Cottage because of one ancient tree in the garden. It had eight bedrooms, but by the time it had housed Villy and Sybil, with Edward and Hugh at weekends, Jessica Castle, paying her annual visit with Raymond (who had gone to London to fetch Miss Milliment and Lady Rydal), there was only room left for Lydia and Neville and the babies, Wills and Roland.

The shift to Pear Tree Cottage had taken all day, with the older children being moved into Home Place, where Rupert and Zoë were also ensconced, together with the great-aunts and Rachel. On Saturday, the Babies’ Hotel had arrived: twenty-five babies, sixteen student nurses, with Matron and Sister Crouchback. They had arrived in two buses, one driven by Tonbridge and the other by Rachel’s friend Sid. The nurses were to sleep in the squash court, now equipped with three Elsans and an extremely reluctant shower. Matron and Sister occupied Mill Farm with the babies and a rota of student nurses to help out at night. On Saturday afternoon, Nora had suggested that she and Louise go and make supper for the nurses, an offer most gratefully received by Aunt Rachel who had been up since dawn and was utterly exhausted with efforts to make the squash court a place in which people could not only sleep, but keep their personal effects. The cooking had proved extremely difficult, as the kitchen utensils from Mill Farm had been moved to Pear Tree Cottage, and the Babies’ Hotel equipment – brought down in a Cazalet lorry – had lost its way and did not turn up until nine in the evening. They had to make the meal at Pear Tree Cottage and Villy took it down with them in a car. This meant cooking under the almost offensively patronising eye of Emily, whose view of ladies and their children was, of course, that they couldn’t boil an egg to save their lives; she was also unwilling to tell them where anything was on the twofold grounds that she didn’t know whether she was on her head or her heels with all the upset, and didn’t want them using her things anyway. Louise had to admit that Nora was wonderfully tactful and apparently insensitive to slights. They made two huge shepherd’s pies and Louise a batch of real Bath buns because she had just learned how to do them and was particularly good at it. The supper had been most gratefully received and Matron had called them two little bricks.

Babies could be heard crying as they reached the house. Nora said that they must have had their morning sleeps interrupted by the air-raid warning and having to be carried into the air-raid shelter that the Brig had had built. ‘Although how the nurses are going to get there from the squash court in time if there are raids at night, I can’t imagine,’ she added. Louise thought of bombs dropping from nowhere in the dark, and shivered. Could the Germans do that? She thought probably not, but she didn’t say anything, not wanting really to know.

Matron and Aunt Rach were in the kitchen. Aunt Rach was unpacking kitchen things from tea chests. Matron sat at the table making lists.

A student was measuring out feeds from an enormous tin of Cow and Gate and another one was sterilising bottles in two saucepans on the cooker. An atmosphere of good humour in a crisis prevailed.

‘Needs must when the devil drives,’ Matron was saying. She had a face like a sort of outdoor Queen Victoria, Louise thought: the same rather protuberant pale blue eyes and little beaky nose, but her plump and pear-shaped cheeks were the colour of flowerpots crazed with little broken veins. Her shape, on the other hand, was pure Queen Mary – upholstered Edwardian. She wore a long-sleeved navy blue serge dress and a crackling white apron and cap with starched veil.

‘We’ve come to help with lunch,’ Nora said.

‘Bless you, darlings,’ Aunt Rachel said. ‘There is some food in the larder but I haven’t really sorted it out. A ham, I think, somewhere or other, and Billy brought down some lettuces.’

‘And there’s the prunes Sister put in to soak last night,’ said Matron. ‘I do like my girls to have their prunes – it saves such a fortune in Syrup of Figs.’

‘They’ll need stewing, though,’ Nora said. ‘I don’t know if they’ll get cool in time for lunch.’

‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ Matron said, clipping her fountain pen into the top of her apron and creaking to her feet.

Louise said she would stew the prunes.

‘Don’t take those bottles off the heat yet. If they’ve had their twenty minutes, I’m a Dutchman. Where should we be, Miss Cazalet, without our little helpers? Oh, don’t do that, Miss Cazalet, you’ll get a hernia!’ Rachel stopped trying to move a tea chest out of the way, and let Nora help her. More babies could be heard crying.

‘We’ve had our routine upset by Mr Hitler. If he goes on like this I shall have to send him a p.c. The morning’s a ridiculous time to have an air raid. But there you are – men!’ she added. ‘I’ll just see if Sister has anything to add to this list – of course, it’s Sunday, isn’t it? No shops open. Oh, well, better late than never,’ and she glided out of the room, to be met in near collision at the door by a student carrying two pails of steaming nappies. ‘Look where you’re going, Susan. And take those outside when you soak them or nobody will be able to fancy their dinner.’

‘Yes, Matron.’ All the students wore short-sleeved mauve and white striped cotton dresses and black stockings.

‘See if you can find Sid, my pet, would you?’ said Aunt Rachel. ‘We must get as many tea chests out of the kitchen as we can before the nurses’ lunch. She’s upstairs, doing blackout.’

The blacking out of all the windows of all three houses and the inhabited outbuildings – which included the roof of the squash court – had been occupying the Brig for some days now, with the result that Sid and Villy had been put to making wooden battens onto which blackout material could be nailed. Sybil, Jessica and the Duchy, who each possessed a sewing machine, were set to making curtains for those windows that precluded battens, and Sampson, the builder, had lent a long ladder from which the gardener’s boy was to paint the squash court roof, but he had quite soon fallen off and into a huge water tank which McAlpine had described as a slice of luck he wasn’t entitled to, dismissing Billy’s broken arm and loss of two front teeth as mere cheek. Sampson had been told to deal with the squash court roof along with so much else that it had not made much progress by Saturday morning, the day that the Babies’ Hotel was due to arrive. Teddy, Christopher and Simon were all roped in to help one of Sampson’s men with the scaffolding and then to cover the sloping glass with dark green paint while inside the stuffy and darkening scene, Rachel and Sid erected camp beds with Lydia and Neville watching sulkily from the gallery (they were supposed to be messengers but Aunt Rachel was letting them down by not thinking of enough messages). Everybody worked hard on that Saturday, excepting Polly and Clary, who slipped off in the morning on the bus to Hastings …

‘Who did you ask?’

‘Didn’t ask anyone. I told Ellen.’

‘Did you say I was going too?’

‘Yeah. I said, “Polly wants to go to Hastings, so I’m going with her.”’

‘You wanted to go too.’

‘Of course I did, or I wouldn’t be here, would I?’

‘Well, why didn’t you say we wanted to go?’

‘Didn’t think of it.’

This was Clary being slippery, which Polly didn’t like, but experience had taught her that saying so only made a row, and if this was going to be the last day of peace she didn’t want to have a row or anything to spoil it.

But somehow, it wasn’t a good day. Polly wanted to get so fascinated by what they were actually going to do that she wouldn’t have the chance to think of what might be going to happen. They went to Jepson’s, ordinarily a shop that she loved, but when she found Clary was taking ages over choosing which fountain pen she was going to buy (part of the outing was to spend Clary’s birthday money) she felt impatient and cross because Clary could take something so trivial so seriously. ‘They’re always squeaky and hard at first,’ she said. ‘You know you have to use the nib to get it good.’

‘I know that. But if I get a wide nib now, it will probably get too wide, but the medium one doesn’t feel as though it will ever get right.’

Polly looked at the assistant – a young man in a shiny worn suit – who was watching Clary while she licked each nib before she dipped the pen in a bottle of ink and scribbled her name on small pieces of paper on the counter. He did not seem impatient, only bored. He also looked as though this was his most usual expression.


They were in the stationery department of the book shop – rather a backwater since it only sold writing paper, and printed things like addresses on the paper, At Home cards and wedding invitations, and sold fountain pens and pencils. ‘It’s very important to lick new nibs before you use them,’ Clary was saying, ‘but I expect you tell people that. Could I try that Waterman – the maroon one – just to see?’ It cost twelve and six and Polly knew she would not buy it. She watched the man while Clary tried pen after pen, and he ended up just looking into the distance. He was probably worrying about whether there would be a war.

‘What do you see,’ Polly asked him, ‘in your mind’s eye, I mean?’

‘I haven’t got a mind’s eye when I’m trying pens,’ Clary said quite crossly.

‘I didn’t mean you.’


They both looked at the assistant, who cleared his throat, passed his hand over his heavily Brylcreemed hair and said he didn’t know what she meant.

‘I don’t blame you,’ Clary said. ‘I’ll have the Medium Relief—’

‘That’ll be seven and six,’ he said, and Polly could see he was looking forward to being shot of them.

Outside they quarrelled mildly about what Clary described as Polly’s idiotic remark. ‘At the best, he thought you were patronising him,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t.’

‘He thought you were.’

‘Shut up!’

Clary looked at her friend – well, more of a cousin, really; she wasn’t feeling like a friend …

‘Sorry. I know you’re feeling het up. Look here, Poll. It could still be all right. Think of last year.’

Polly shook her head. She was frowning; she looked suddenly like Aunt Rach when she was trying not to cry over Brahms.

‘I know what,’ Clary said gently, ‘it isn’t just that you want me to understand you, you just want me to feel the same. Isn’t it?’

‘I want someone to!’

‘I think both of our fathers do.’

‘Yes, but the trouble with them is that they only count our feelings up to a point.’

‘I know what you mean. It’s as though our feelings were simply the size of our bodies – smaller. It is idiotic of them. I suppose they can’t remember being children.’

‘Not at their age! I shouldn’t think they can remember more than about five years back.’

‘Well, I’m going to make a point of remembering. Of course, they cash in by saying that they’re responsible for us.’

‘Responsible! When they can’t even stop a ghastly war that might kill us all! That seems to me to be about as irresponsible as people can get!’

‘You’re getting het up again,’ Clary said. ‘What shall we do now?’

‘I don’t mind. What do you want to do?’

‘Get some exercise books and a present for Zoë’s birthday. And you said you wanted to buy some wool. We could have doughnuts for lunch. Or baked beans?’ They both loved baked beans because Simon and Teddy had them quite a lot at school, but they never got them at home, as they were regarded as rather common food.

They had been walking towards the front. There were not many holidaymakers about although there were some on one bit of beach, sitting uncomfortably on the pebbles with their backs to silvery wood breakwaters, eating sandwiches and ice creams and staring out at the grey-green sea that heaved back and forth in an aimless, surreptitious manner.

‘Do you want to bathe?’

But Polly simply shrugged. ‘We didn’t bring our things, anyway,’ she said, although Clary knew that that wouldn’t have stopped her if she’d wanted to. Further along – past that bit of beach – some soldiers were hauling huge rolls of barbed wire out of a lorry, and positioning them at regular intervals along the shore where they could see that what looked like concrete posts were sunk in a line at intervals half-way up the beach.

‘Let’s go and have lunch,’ Clary said quickly.

They had baked beans and toast and lovely strong Indian tea (they didn’t get that at home either) and a jam doughnut and a cream horn each. This seemed to cheer Polly up, and they talked about quite ordinary things like the sort of person they would marry: Polly thought an explorer would be nice if he would explore hot parts of the earth as she loathed snow and ice and would naturally accompany him, and Clary said a painter because that would fit with writing books and she knew about painters because of her dad. ‘Also, painters don’t seem to mind so much what people look like; I mean, they like people’s faces for quite different reasons, so he wouldn’t mind mine too much.’


‘You’re fine,’ Polly said. ‘You have beautiful eyes, and they are the most important feature.’

‘So have you.’

‘Oh, mine are far too small. Awful really. Little dark blue boot buttons.’

‘But you have a marvellous complexion – frightfully white and then pale pink, like a heroine in novels. Have you noticed,’ she continued dreamily as she licked the last remnants of cream off her fingers, ‘how novelists go on and on about how their heroines look? It must be frightful for Miss Milliment when she reads them, knowing she could never have been one.’

‘They aren’t all beautiful as the day,’ Polly pointed out. ‘Think of Jane Eyre.’

‘And you’re tremendously lucky with your hair. Although coppery hair does seem to fade with age,’ she added, thinking of Polly’s mother. ‘It gets more like weakish marmalade. Oh, Jane Eyre! Mr Rochester goes on like anything about her being so fairylike and small. That’s an ingenious way of saying that she looked charming.’

‘People want to know that kind of thing. I do hope you aren’t going to get too modern in your writing, Clary. So that nobody knows what is going on.’ Polly had pinched Ulysses from her mother’s books and found it very hard going.

‘I shall write like me,’ said Clary. ‘It’s no good telling me what to write like.’

‘OK. Let’s get the rest of our things.’

Lunch cost four and sixpence, which was more than they had bargained for, and Clary handsomely paid it all. ‘You can pay me back when it’s your birthday,’ she said.

‘I think Miss Milliment must be used to all that by now. Wanting to marry people wears off quite young, I think.’


‘Gosh! Does it? Well, I don’t suppose I shall marry, then. I don’t feel at all strongly about it now, and women over twenty age very rapidly. Look at Zoë.’

‘Grief ages people.’

‘Everything ages people. Do you know what that drawly lady, Lady Knebworth, Aunt Villy’s friend, said to Louise?’ When Polly was silent, she added, ‘She told her never to raise her eyebrows ’cos it would put lines on her forehead. Quite a good thing for you to know, Polly: you’re always frowning when you try to think.’

They were outside the tea shop by now, and Clary said, ‘What shall I get her for her birthday?’

‘Aunt Zoë? I don’t know. Soap, I should think, or bath salts, Or a hat,’ she added.

‘You can’t buy people hats, Poll. They only like the awful ones they choose themselves. Isn’t it odd?’ she continued as they wandered back from the front towards the shops again, ‘When you see people in shops choosing their clothes and shoes and stuff, they take ages – as though each thing they choose will be amazing and perfect. And then, look at them. They mostly look simply terrible – or just ordinary. They might just as well have chosen their clothes out of a bran tub.’

‘Everyone will be wearing uniforms of one kind or another any minute,’ Polly said sadly: she was beginning to feel rotten again.

‘I think it’s an interesting observation,’ Clary said, rather hurt. ‘I expect it could be applied to other things about people – and turn out to be a serious reflection on human nature.’

‘Human nature’s not much cop, if you ask me. We wouldn’t be in such danger of having a war if it was. Let’s get the wool and things and go home.’

So they bought their things: a box of Morny Rose Geranium soap for Zoë, and the exercise books, and Polly bought some hyacinth-blue wool to make herself a jersey. Then they went to wait for the bus.

After lunch that Saturday, Hugh and Rupert had gone on an expedition to Battle armed with a formidable list of shopping. Rupert had volunteered for the job and then Hugh, who had had what nearly amounted to a quarrel with Sybil, offered to accompany his brother. Lists were collected from all three houses of the many and varied requirements and they set off, with Rupert driving the Vauxhall that he had acquired since joining the firm the previous January.

‘We shall look pretty bloody silly if it’s peace after all,’ he said.

After a short silence, he looked at his brother, and Hugh caught his eye. ‘We shan’t look silly,’ he said.

‘You got one of your heads?’

‘I have not. I was just wondering …’

‘What?’

‘What you had in mind.’

‘Oh. Oh – well, I thought I’d try for the Navy.’

‘I thought you might.’

‘It’ll leave you holding the fort on your own, though, won’t it?’

‘I’ll have the Old Man.’

There was a short silence; Rupert knew from his months in the firm that their father was both obstinate and autocratic. Edward was the one who could manage him; Hugh, when he disagreed with an edict, confronted his father with direct and dogged honesty: he had no capacity for manipulation, or tact, as it was sometimes called. They had rows that ended, as often as not, in an uneasy compromise that benefited no one – least of all the firm. Rupert, who was still learning the ropes, had not been able to be much more than an unwilling witness and this summer, when Edward had been away on a volunteer’s course, things had seemed much worse. Edward was back, temporarily, but he was simply waiting to be called up. Rupert, whose decision to go into the firm had been made just about the time that Zoë had become pregnant, still wondered whether it had been the right choice. Being an art master had always seemed a stopgap – a kind of apprenticeship to being a full-time painter; becoming a businessman had turned out to preclude his ever doing any painting at all. The imminent prospect of war, providing the opportunity for escape, excited him, although he could hardly admit that – even to himself.

‘But of course I’ll miss you, old boy,’ Hugh was saying, with a studied casualness that suddenly touched him: Hugh, like their sister Rachel, always became casual when he was most moved.

‘Of course, they might not take me,’ Rupert said. He did not believe this, but it was the nearest he could get to comfort.

‘Of course they will. I wish I could be more use. Those poor bloody Poles. If the Russians hadn’t signed that pact, I don’t think he’d dare to be where he is.’

‘Hitler?’

‘Of course Hitler. Well, we’ve had a year’s grace. I hope we’ve made good use of it.’

They had reached Battle and Rupert said, ‘I’ll park outside Till’s, shall I? We seem to have a hell of a lot to get there.’

They spent the next hour buying four dozen Kilner jars, Jeyes Fluid, paraffin, twenty-four small torches with spare batteries, three zinc buckets, enormous quantities of green soap and Lux, four Primus stoves, a quart of methylated spirit, six hot-water bottles, two dozen light bulbs, a pound of half-inch nails and two pounds of tin tacks. They tried to buy another bale of blackout material, but the shop had only three yards left. ‘Better buy it,’ Hugh said to Rupert. They bought six reels of black thread and a packet of sewing-machine needles. At the chemist they bought gripe water, Milk of Magnesia, baby oil, Vinolia soap, Amami shampoo, arrowroot and Andrews’ Liver Salts and Rupert got a tortoiseshell slide for Clary, who was growing out her fringe and spent much of her time looking like a faithful dog, he said. They picked up two boxes of groceries, ordered by the Duchy and Villy respectively that morning. They bought Goldflake and Passing Cloud cigarettes – for Villy, again, and Rachel. Rupert bought the Tatler for Zoë, and Hugh bought a copy of How Green Was My Valley for Sybil – she loved reading the latest books and it had been well reviewed. Then they consulted the list again, and realised that the shop hadn’t included the order for Malvern water for the Duchy.

‘Anything else?’

‘Something that looks like ships bras?’

‘Sheep’s brains,’ Hugh said knowledgeably. ‘For Wills. Sybil thinks he’ll die if he doesn’t have them once a week.’ So they went to the butcher, who said that Mrs Cazalet Senior had just rung and wanted an ox tongue of which he happened to have one left and he’d only just put it in the brine so it wouldn’t need much soaking, tell the cook. ‘If you don’t mind, sir,’ he added. He was used to Mr Tonbridge coming in for the meat if the ladies didn’t come themselves, which was seldom. If anything was needed to make him feel that things were in a funny old state, it was gentlemen doing the shopping, he thought as he wrapped the brains in greaseproof paper and then brown. The boy was sweeping the floor – they’d be closing soon – and he had to speak sharply to him not to get sawdust on the gentlemen’s trousers.

Outside, the street was fuller than usual: several pregnant mothers with pasty-faced children in tow were wandering up and down, staring disconsolately into the shop windows, and then moving on a few yards.

‘Evacuees,’ Rupert said. ‘I suppose we’re lucky not to have any of them. The Babies’ Hotel is a much easier bet. At least babies don’t have nits and lice, and don’t complain about it being too quiet and not being able to eat the food.’

‘Is that what they do?’

‘That’s what Sybil says Mrs Cripps says that Mr York says Miss Boot says.’

‘Good Lord!’

When they got into their laden car, Hugh said, ‘What do you think about the children staying where they are?’

Slightly startled, Rupert said, ‘You mean our lot?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, where else can they go? They certainly can’t be in London.’

‘We could send them further into the country. Away from the coast. Suppose there’s an invasion?’

‘Oh, honestly, I don’t think we can look that far ahead. Light me a cigarette, would you? What does Sybil think?’ he went on when Hugh had done so.

‘She’s being a bit awkward about it all. Wants to come to London herself to look after me. I can’t have that, of course. We nearly had a row,’ he added, surprised again by the awful, unusual fact. ‘In the end, I shut her up by saying I’d live with you. I never meant it,’ he said, ‘I knew you wouldn’t be in London anyway. But she didn’t. She’s just a bit on edge. Much better for the family to stay together. And I can get down at weekends, after all.’

‘Will you keep your house open?’

‘Have to see. It depends whether. I can get anyone to look after me. If not, I can always stay at my club.’ Visions occurred of endless dreary evenings eating with chaps he didn’t really want to spend the evening with.

But Rupert, who knew his brother’s home-loving habits, and briefly imagined poor old Hugh on his own in a club, said, ‘You could always come up and down in the train with the Old Man.’

Hugh shook his head. ‘Someone’s got to be in London at night. That’s when they’ll drop their bombs. Can’t leave the blokes to cope with the wharf by themselves.’

‘You’ll miss Edward, won’t you?’

‘I’ll miss both of you. Still, old crocks can’t be choosers.’

‘Someone has to keep the home fire burning.’

‘Actually, old boy, I think people will be keener on me putting them out.’

A moment later, he added, ‘You’re the only person I’ve ever met who actually hoots when he laughs.’

‘It’s awful, isn’t it? I was called Factory at school.’

‘Never knew that.’

‘You were away most of the time.’

‘Oh, well, the position is shortly to be reversed.’

Hugh’s tone, both bitter and humble, touched Rupert, who instinctively glanced at the black stump that rested on his brother’s knee. God! Think of going through life with no left hand because someone else had blown it off. Still it is his left hand. But I’m left-handed – it would have been worse for me. Slightly ashamed of his egocentricity, and wanting Hugh to feel better he said, ‘Your Polly is a pearl. And she’s getting prettier every day.’

And Hugh, his face lighting up, said instantly, ‘Isn’t she just? For the Lord’s sake don’t tell her.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of doing that, but why not? I always tell Clary things like that.’

Hugh opened his mouth to say that was different, and shut it again. It was all right in his book to tell people they were beautiful when they weren’t; it was when they were that you had to shut up. ‘I don’t want her getting ideas,’ he said vaguely, and Rupert, knowing this was Cazalet for getting above oneself, the only-pebble-on-the-beach syndrome with which he too had been brought up, deemed it better, or easier, to agree.

‘Of course not,’ he said.
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THE CAZALET FAMILIES AND THEIR SERVANTS

William Cazalet (the Brig)
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FOREWORD

The following background to this novel is intended for those readers who are unfamiliar with The Light Years.

William and Kitty Cazalet, known to their family as the Brig and the Duchy, have shut their London house, and spend all their time in Sussex at Home Place. The Brig’s sight is failing, so he is less active in the family timber firm which he heads. They have three sons, Hugh, Edward and Rupert, and one unmarried daughter, Rachel.

Hugh is married to Sybil and they have three children. The eldest, Polly, does lessons at home with a cousin and is fourteen at the opening of this novel; Simon is thirteen and has joined his cousin at a public school; and William (Wills) has just had his second birthday. The middle son, Edward, is married to Villy (Viola Rydal, whose widowed mother, Lady Rydal, is something of a martinet). They have four children. Louise, aged sixteen, has ceased to do lessons at home with her cousins, and has spent one term at a domestic science school; her brother Teddy, who is very athletic, has been at a public school for two years now, while Lydia, who is eight, has been going to a small day school. Roland the baby is four months old.

The third son, Rupert, was married to Isobel by whom he had two children: Clary is the same age as Polly and is doing lessons with her, and Neville, now eight, has been attending a day school in London. Rupert’s second wife is Zoë who, at twenty-four, is twelve years younger than he. They have no children.

The unmarried daughter, Rachel, who occupies herself looking after her nearly blind father, also helps to run a charitable Babies’ Hotel that at the start of this novel has been evacuated for the second time to a nearby house owned by the Brig, her father. Her great friend is Margot Sidney, known as Sid, who teaches the violin and lives in London, but pays frequent visits to Home Place.

Edward’s wife, Villy, has a sister, Jessica, who is married to Raymond Castle. They have four children – more cousins for the Cazalets. Angela, whose first, hopeless love was for Rupert Cazalet, is now twenty, and works in London; Christopher at sixteen is passionately interested in nature and against war, and Nora, a year older than Christopher, has been at the domestic science school with Louise. The youngest, Judy, is nine and goes to a boarding school.

At the end of The Light Years the Castles came into a house and some money inherited from a great-aunt of Raymond’s, as a result of which they were able to move from mean accommodation in East Finchley to the great-aunt’s house in Frensham.

Miss Milliment is the very old family governess: she began with Villy and Jessica, and now teaches Clary and Polly.

Diana Mackintosh is the most serious of Edward’s many affairs. She is married with three sons.

Apart from the grandparents’ house Home Place, the Brig has bought and converted two other nearby houses: Mill Farm, which is now used by the Babies’ Hotel, and Pear Tree Cottage, which serves as an overflow for the Cazalet and Castle families. In addition they have a house in London, Chester Terrace, now more or less shut up.

The three Cazalet sons also have London houses. Hugh and Sybil’s is in Ladbroke Grove, which Hugh is still using during the week when he is working in London. Edward and Villy’s home in nearby Lansdowne Road has been used by them during the children’s term time. Rupert and Zoë have a small house in Brook Green.

There are a number of servants working for the Cazalets, but the principal ones in this novel are: Mrs Cripps the cook, Tonbridge the chauffeur, McAlpine the gardener and Billy the gardener’s boy, Wren the groom, Eileen the parlourmaid – all of Home Place.– and Ellen, Rupert’s nurse for Clary and Neville, who finds herself busier than ever after the late births of Wills and Roland.

The Light Years ended in 1938 with Chamberlain’s speech after Munich – ‘peace with honour’. Marking Time begins a year later, after the invasion of Poland when war is clearly imminent and unavoidable. Children are being evacuated from the cities and everybody is waiting for Chamberlain to announce the result of the British ultimatum.




HOME PLACE

September, 1939

Someone had turned off the wireless and, in spite of the room being full of people, there was a complete silence – in which Polly could feel, and almost hear, her own heart thudding. As long as nobody spoke, and no one moved, it was still the very end of peace …

The Brig, her grandfather, did move. She watched while – still in silence – he got slowly to his feet, stood for a moment, one hand trembling on the back of his chair as he passed the other slowly across his filmy eyes. Then he went across the room and, one by one, kissed his two elder sons, Polly’s father Hugh and Uncle Edward. She waited for him to kiss Uncle Rupe, but he did not. She had never seen him kiss another man before, but this seemed more of an apology and a salute. It’s for what they went through last time there was a war, and because it was for nothing, she thought.

Polly saw everything. She saw Uncle Edward catch her father’s eye, and then wink, and her father’s face contract as though he remembered something he could hardly bear to remember. She saw her grandmother, the Duchy, sitting bolt upright, staring at Uncle Rupert with a kind of bleak anger. She’s not angry with him, she’s afraid he will have to be in it. She’s so old-fashioned she thinks it’s simply men who have to fight and die; she doesn’t understand. Polly understood everything.

People were beginning to shift in their chairs, to murmur, to light cigarettes, to tell the children to go out and play. The worst had come to the worst, and they were all behaving in much the same way as they would have if it hadn’t. This was what her family did when things were bad. A year ago, when it had been peace with honour, they had all seemed different, but Polly had not had time to notice properly, because just as the amazement and joy hit her, it was as though she’d been shot. She’d fainted. ‘You went all white and sort of blind, and you passed out. It was terribly interesting,’ her cousin Clary had said. Clary had put it in her Book of Experiences that she was keeping for when she was a writer. Polly felt Clary looking at her now, and just as their eyes met and Polly gave a little nod of agreement about them both getting the hell out, a distant up and down wailing noise of a siren began and her cousin Teddy shouted, ‘It’s an air raid! Gosh! Already!’ and everybody got up, and the Brig told them to fetch their gas masks and wait in the hall to go to the air raid shelter. The Duchy went to tell the servants, and her mother Sybil and Aunt Villy said they must go to Pear Tree Cottage to fetch Wills and Roly, and Aunt Rach said she must pop down to Mill Farm to help Matron with the evacuated babies – in fact hardly anybody did what the Brig said.

‘I’ll carry your mask if you want to take your writing,’ Polly said while they hunted in their bedroom for the cardboard boxes that contained their masks. ‘Damn! Where did we put them?’ They were still hunting when the siren went again, not wailing up and down this time, just a steady howl. ‘All clear!’ someone shouted from the hall.

‘Must have been a false alarm,’ Teddy said; he sounded disappointed.

‘Although we wouldn’t have seen a thing buried in that awful old shelter,’ said Neville. ‘And I suppose you’ve heard, they’re using the war as an excuse not to go to the beach, which seems to me about the most unfair thing I’ve ever heard in my life.’

‘Don’t be so stupid, Neville!’ Lydia said crushingly. ‘People don’t go to beaches in wartime.’

There was a generally quarrelsome feeling in the air, Polly thought, although outside it was a mellow September Sunday morning, with a smell of burning leaves from McAlpine’s bonfire, and everything looked the same. The children had all been sent away from the drawing room: the grown-ups wanted to have a talk and, naturally, everyone not classed as one resented this. ‘It isn’t as though when we’re there they make funny jokes all the time and scream with laughter,’ Neville said as they trooped into the hall. Before anyone could back him up or squash him, Uncle Rupert put his head round the drawing-room door and said, ‘Everyone who couldn’t find their masks bloody well go and find them, and in future they’re to be kept in the gun room. Chop chop.’

‘I really resent being classed as a child,’ Louise said to Nora, as they made their way down to Mill Farm. ‘They’ll sit there for hours making plans for all of us as though we were mere pawns in the game. We ought at least to have the chance to object to arrangements before they’re faits accomplis.’

‘The thing is to agree with them, and then do what one thinks is right,’ Nora replied, which Louise suspected meant doing what she wanted to do.

‘What shall you do when we leave our cooking place?’

‘I shan’t go back there. I shall start training to be a nurse.’

‘Oh, no, don’t! Do stay until Easter. Then we can both leave. I should simply loathe it without you. And anyway, I bet they don’t take people of seventeen to be nurses.’

‘They’ll take me,’ said Nora. ‘You’ll be all right. You’re nothing like so homesick now. You’re over the worst of all that. It’s bad luck you being a year younger, because it means you’ll have to wait to be really useful. But you’ll end up a much better cook than me—’

‘Than I,’ Louise said automatically.

‘Than I, then, and that’ll be terribly useful. You could go into one of the Services as a cook.’

A thoroughly uninviting prospect, Louise thought. She didn’t actually want to be useful at all. She wanted to be a great actress, something which she well knew by now that Nora regarded as frivolous. They had had one serious … not row, exactly, but argument about this during the holidays, after which Louise had become cautious about her aspirations. ‘Actresses aren’t necessary,’ Nora had said, while conceding that if there wasn’t going to be a war it wouldn’t matter so much what Louise did. Louise had retaliated by questioning the use of nuns (Nora’s chosen profession, now in abeyance – partly because she had promised not to be one if there hadn’t been a war last year, and now ruled out in the immediate future because of the need for nurses). But Nora had said that Louise had no conception of the importance of prayer, and the need for there to be people who devoted their lives to it. The trouble was that Louise didn’t care whether the world needed actresses or not, she simply wanted to be one: it put her in a morally inferior position vis-à-vis Nora, and made a comparison of the worth of their characters an uncomfortable business. But Nora always pre-empted any possibility of covert criticism by hitting a much larger and more unpleasant nail on the head. ‘I do have awful trouble with priggishness,’ she would say, or, ‘I suppose if I ever get near being accepted as a novice, my wretched smugness will do me down.’ What could one say to that? Again, Louise really didn’t want to know herself with the awful familiarity employed by Nora.

‘If that’s what you think you are, how can you bear to be it?’ she had said at the end of the row/argument.

‘I don’t have much choice. But at least it means that I know what I’ve got to work against. There I go again. I’m sure you know your faults, Louise, most people do, deep down. It’s the first step.’

Still wanting to convince Nora of the worth of acting, Louise had tried her with the greats like Shakespeare, Mozart and Bach. (Bach she’d added cunningly – he was known to have been religious.) ‘You surely don’t think you are going to be like any of them!’ And Louise was silenced. Because a small, secret bit of her was sure she was going to be one of them – or at least a Bernhardt or Garrick (for she had always hankered after the men’s parts). The argument, like any argument she had ever had with anyone, was quite unresolved, making her doggedly more sure of what she wanted, and Nora more determined that she shouldn’t want it.

‘You judge me all the time!’ she had cried.

‘So do you,’ Nora had retorted. ‘People do that with each other. Anyway, I’m not sure that it is judging exactly, it’s more comparing a person with standards. I do it to myself all the time,’ she had added.

‘And, of course, you always measure up.’

‘Of course not!’ The innocent glare of denial silenced Louise. But then, looking at her friend’s heavy beetling eyebrows, and the faint, but unmistakable, signs of a moustache on her upper lip, she had realised that she was glad that she didn’t look like Nora, and that that was a judgement of a kind. ‘I judge that you are a much better person than I,’ she had said, not adding that she would still rather be herself.

‘Yes, I suppose I could be a cook somewhere,’ she said, as they turned into the drive at Mill Farm where, until two days ago, they had been living. On Friday morning it had been decreed that all the inhabitants move to the Brig’s new cottages, now made into a quite large house and called Pear Tree Cottage because of one ancient tree in the garden. It had eight bedrooms, but by the time it had housed Villy and Sybil, with Edward and Hugh at weekends, Jessica Castle, paying her annual visit with Raymond (who had gone to London to fetch Miss Milliment and Lady Rydal), there was only room left for Lydia and Neville and the babies, Wills and Roland.

The shift to Pear Tree Cottage had taken all day, with the older children being moved into Home Place, where Rupert and Zoë were also ensconced, together with the great aunts and Rachel. On Saturday, the Babies’ Hotel had arrived: twenty-five babies, sixteen student nurses, with Matron and Sister Crouchback. They had arrived in two buses, one driven by Tonbridge and the other by Rachel’s friend Sid. The nurses were to sleep in the squash court, now equipped with three Elsans and an extremely reluctant shower. Matron and Sister occupied Mill Farm with the babies and a rota of student nurses to help out at night. On Saturday afternoon, Nora had suggested that she and Louise go and make supper for the nurses, an offer most gratefully received by Aunt Rachel who had been up since dawn and was utterly exhausted with efforts to make the squash court a place in which people could not only sleep, but keep their personal effects. The cooking had proved extremely difficult, as the kitchen utensils from Mill Farm had been moved to Pear Tree Cottage, and the Babies’ Hotel equipment – brought down in a Cazalet lorry – had lost its way and did not turn up until nine in the evening. They had to make the meal at Pear Tree Cottage and Villy took it down with them in a car. This meant cooking under the almost offensively patronising eye of Emily; whose view of ladies and their children was, of course, that they couldn’t boil an egg to save their lives; she was also unwilling to tell them where anything was on the twofold grounds that she didn’t know whether she was on her head or her heels with all the upset, and didn’t want them using her things anyway. Louise had to admit that Nora was wonderfully tactful and apparently insensitive to slights. They made two huge shepherd’s pies and Louise a batch of real Bath buns because she had just learned how to do them and was particularly good at it. The supper had been most gratefully received and Matron had called them two little bricks.

Babies could be heard crying as they reached the house. Nora said that they must have had their morning sleeps interrupted by the air-raid warning and having to be carried into the air-raid shelter that the Brig had had built. ‘Although how the nurses are going to get there from the squash court in time if there are raids at night, I can’t imagine,’ she added. Louise thought of bombs dropping from nowhere in the dark, and shivered. Could the Germans do that? She thought probably not, but she didn’t say anything, not wanting really to know.

Matron and Aunt Rach were in the kitchen. Aunt Rach was unpacking kitchen things from tea chests. Matron sat at the table making lists.

A student was measuring out feeds from an enormous tin of Cow and Gate and another one was sterilising bottles in two saucepans on the cooker. An atmosphere of good humour in a crisis prevailed.

‘Needs must when the devil drives,’ Matron was saying. She had a face like a sort of outdoor Queen Victoria, Louise thought: the same rather protuberant pale blue eyes and little beaky nose, but her plump and pear-shaped cheeks were the colour of flowerpots crazed with little broken veins. Her shape, on the other hand, was pure Queen Mary – upholstered Edwardian. She wore a long-sleeved navy blue serge dress and a crackling white apron and cap with starched veil.

‘We’ve come to help about lunch,’ Nora said.

‘Bless you, darlings,’ Aunt Rachel said. ‘There is some food in the larder but I haven’t really sorted it out. A ham, I think, somewhere or other, and Billy brought down some lettuces.’

‘And there’s the prunes Sister put in to soak last night,’ said Matron. ‘I do like my girls to have their prunes – it saves such a fortune in Syrup of Figs.’

‘They’ll need stewing, though,’ Nora said. ‘I don’t know if they’ll get cool in time for lunch.’

‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ Matron said, clipping her fountain pen into the top of her apron and creaking to her feet.

Louise said she would stew the prunes.

‘Don’t take those bottles off the heat yet. If they’ve had their twenty minutes, I’m a Dutchman. Where should we be, Miss Cazalet, without our little helpers? Oh, don’t do that, Miss Cazalet, you’ll get a hernia!’ Rachel stopped trying to move a tea chest out of the way, and let Nora help her. More babies could be heard crying.

‘We’ve had our routine upset by Mr Hitler. If he goes on like this I shall have to send him a pc. The morning’s a ridiculous time to have an air raid. But there you are – men!’ she added. ‘I’ll just see if Sister has anything to add to this list – of course, it’s Sunday, isn’t it? No shops open. Oh, well, better late than never,’ and she glided out of the room, to be met in near collision at the door by a student carrying two pails of steaming nappies. ‘Look where you’re going, Susan. And take those outside when you soak them or nobody will be able to fancy their dinner.’

‘Yes, Matron.’ All the students wore short-sleeved mauve and white striped cotton dresses and black stockings.

‘See if you can find Sid, my pet, would you?’ said Aunt Rachel. ‘We must get as many tea chests out of the kitchen as we can before the nurses’ lunch. She’s upstairs, doing blackout.’

The blacking out of all the windows of all three houses and the inhabited outbuildings – which included the roof of the squash court – had been occupying the Brig for some days now, with the result that Sid and Villy had been put to making wooden battens onto which blackout material could be nailed. Sybil, Jessica and the Duchy, who each possessed a sewing machine, were set to making curtains for those windows that precluded battens, and Sampson, the builder, had lent a long ladder from which the gardener’s boy was to paint the squash-court roof, but he had quite soon fallen off and into a huge water tank which McAlpine had described as a slice of luck he wasn’t entitled to, dismissing Billy’s broken arm and loss of two front teeth as mere cheek. Sampson had been told to deal with the squash court roof along with so much else that it had not made much progress by Saturday morning, the day that the Babies’ Hotel was due to arrive. Teddy, Christopher and Simon were all roped in to help one of Sampson’s men with the scaffolding and then to cover the sloping glass with dark green paint while inside the stuffy and darkening scene, Rachel and Sid erected camp beds with Lydia and Neville watching sulkily from the gallery (they were supposed to be messengers but Aunt Rachel was letting them down by not thinking of enough messages). Everybody worked hard on that Saturday, excepting Polly and Clary, who slipped off in the morning on the bus to Hastings …

‘Who did you ask?’

‘Didn’t ask anyone. I told Ellen.’

‘Did you say I was going too?’

‘Yeah. I said, “Polly wants to go to Hastings, so I’m going with her.”’

‘You wanted to go too.’

‘Of course I did, or I wouldn’t be here, would I?’

‘Well, why didn’t you say we wanted to go?’

‘Didn’t think of it.’

This was Clary being slippery, which Polly didn’t like, but experience had taught her that saying so only made a row, and if this was going to be the last day of peace she didn’t want to have a row or anything to spoil it.

But somehow, it wasn’t a good day. Polly wanted to get so fascinated by what they were actually going to do that she wouldn’t have the chance to think of what might be going to happen. They went to Jepson’s, ordinarily a shop that she loved, but when she found Clary was taking ages over choosing which fountain pen she was going to buy (part of the outing was to spend Clary’s birthday money) she felt impatient and cross because Clary could take something so trivial so seriously. ‘They’re always squeaky and hard at first,’ she said. ‘You know you have to use the nib to get it good.’

‘I know that. But if I get a wide nib now, it will probably get too wide, but the medium one doesn’t feel as though it will ever get right.’

Polly looked at the assistant – a young man in a shiny worn suit – who was watching Clary while she licked each nib before she dipped the pen in a bottle of ink and scribbled her name on small pieces of paper on the counter. He did not seem impatient, only bored. He also looked as though this was his most usual expression.

They were in the stationery department of the book shop: rather a backwater since it only sold writing paper, and printed things like addresses on the paper, At Home cards and wedding invitations, and sold fountain pens and pencils. ‘It’s very important to lick new nibs before you use them,’ Clary was saying, ‘but I expect you tell people that. Could I try that Waterman – the maroon one – just to see?’ It cost twelve and six and Polly knew she would not buy it. She watched the man while Clary tried pen after pen, and he ended up just looking into the distance. He was probably worrying about whether there would be a war.

‘What do you see,’ Polly asked him, ‘in your mind’s eye, I mean?’

‘I haven’t got a mind’s eye when I’m trying pens,’ Clary said quite crossly.

‘I didn’t mean you.’

They both looked at the assistant, who cleared his throat, passed his hand over his heavily Brylcreemed hair and said he didn’t know what she meant.

‘I don’t blame you,’ Clary said. ‘I’ll have the Medium Relief—’

‘That’ll be seven and six,’ he said, and Polly could see he was looking forward to being shot of them.

Outside they quarrelled mildly about what Clary described as Polly’s idiotic remark. ‘At the best, he thought you were patronising him,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t.’

‘He thought you were.’

‘Shut up!’

Clary looked at her friend – well, more of a cousin, really, she wasn’t feeling like a friend …

‘Sorry. I know you’re feeling het up. Look here, Poll. It could still be all right. Think of last year.’

Polly shook her head. She was frowning: she looked suddenly like Aunt Rach when she was trying not to cry over Brahms.

‘I know what,’ Clary said gently, ‘it isn’t just that you want me to understand you, you just want me to feel the same. Isn’t it?’

‘I want someone to!’

‘I think both of our fathers do.’

‘Yes, but the trouble with them is that they only count our feelings up to a point.’

‘I know what you mean. It’s as though our feelings were simply the size of our bodies – smaller. It is idiotic of them. I suppose they can’t remember being children.’

‘Not at their age! I shouldn’t think they can remember more than about five years back.’

‘Well, I’m going to make a point of remembering. Of course, they cash in by saying that they’re responsible for us.’

‘Responsible! When they can’t even stop a ghastly war that might kill us all! That seems to me to be about as irresponsible as people can get!’

‘You’re getting het up again,’ Clary said. ‘What shall we do now?’

‘I don’t mind. What do you want to do?’

‘Get some exercise books and a present for Zoë’s birthday. And you said you wanted to buy some wool. We could have doughnuts for lunch. Or baked beans?’ They both loved baked beans because Simon and Teddy had them quite a lot at school, but they never got them at home, as they were regarded as rather common food.

They had been walking towards the front. There were not many holidaymakers about although there were some on one bit of beach, sitting uncomfortably on the pebbles with their backs to silvery wood breakwaters, eating sandwiches and ice creams and staring out at the grey-green sea that heaved back and forth in an aimless surreptitious manner.

‘Do you want to bathe?’

But Polly simply shrugged. ‘We didn’t bring our things, anyway,’ she said, although Clary knew that that wouldn’t have stopped her if she’d wanted to. Further along – past that bit of beach – some soldiers were hauling huge rolls of barbed wire out of a lorry, and positioning them at regular intervals along the shore where they could see that what looked like concrete posts were sunk in a line at intervals half way up the beach.

‘Let’s go and have lunch,’ Clary said quickly.

They had baked beans and toast and lovely strong Indian tea (they didn’t get that at home either) and a jam doughnut and a cream horn each. This seemed to cheer Polly up, and they talked about quite ordinary things like the sort of person they would marry; Polly thought an explorer would be nice if he would explore hot parts of the earth as she loathed snow and ice and would naturally accompany him, and Clary said a painter because that would fit with writing books and she knew about painters because of her dad. ‘Also, painters don’t seem to mind so much what people look like; I mean they like people’s faces for quite different reasons, so he wouldn’t mind mine too much.’

‘You’re fine,’ Polly said. ‘You have beautiful eyes, and they are the most important feature.’

‘So have you.’

‘Oh, mine are far too small. Awful really. Little dark blue boot buttons.’

‘But you have a marvellous complexion – frightfully white and then pale pink, like a heroine in novels. Have you noticed’, she continued dreamily as she licked the last remnants of cream off her fingers, ‘how novelists go on and on about how their heroines look? It must be frightful for Miss Milliment when she reads them, knowing she could never have been one.’

‘They aren’t all beautiful as the day,’ Polly pointed out. ‘Think of Jane Eyre.’

‘And you’re tremendously lucky with your hair. Although coppery hair does seem to fade with age,’ she added, thinking of Polly’s mother. ‘It gets more like weakish marmalade. Oh, Jane Eyre! Mr Rochester goes on like anything about her being so fairylike and small. That’s an ingenious way of saying that she looked charming.’

‘People want to know that kind of thing. I do hope you aren’t going to get too modern in your writing, Clary. So that nobody knows what is going on.’ Polly had pinched Ulysses from her mother’s books and found it very hard going.

‘I shall write like me,’ said Clary. ‘It’s no good telling me what to write like.’

‘OK. Let’s get the rest of our things.’

Lunch cost four and sixpence, which was more than they had bargained for, and Clary handsomely paid it all. ‘You can pay me back when it’s your birthday,’ she said.

‘I think Miss Milliment must be used to all that by now. Wanting to marry people wears off quite young, I think.’

‘Gosh! Does it? Well, I don’t suppose I shall marry, then. I don’t feel at all strongly about it now, and women over twenty age very rapidly. Look at Zoë.’

‘Grief ages people.’

‘Everything ages people. Do you know what that drawly lady, Lady Knebworth, Aunt Villy’s friend, said to Louise?’ When Polly was silent, she added, ‘She told her never to raise her eyebrows ’cos it would put lines on her forehead. Quite a good thing for you to know, Polly, you’re always frowning when you try to think.’

They were outside the teashop by now, and Clary said, ‘What shall I get her for her birthday?’

‘Aunt Zoë? I don’t know. Soap, I should think, or bath salts, Or a hat,’ she added.

‘You can’t buy people hats, Poll. They only like the awful ones they choose themselves. Isn’t it odd?’ she continued as they wandered back from the front towards the shops again, ‘When you see people in shops choosing their clothes and shoes and stuff, they take ages – as though each thing they choose will be amazing and perfect. And then, look at them. They mostly look simply terrible – or just ordinary. They might just as well have chosen their clothes out of a bran tub.’

‘Everyone will be wearing uniforms of one kind or another any minute,’ Polly said sadly: she was beginning to feel rotten again.

‘I think it’s an interesting observation,’ Clary said, rather hurt. ‘I expect it could be applied to other things about people – and turn out to be a serious reflection on human nature.’

‘Human nature’s not much cop, if you ask me. We wouldn’t be in such danger of having a war if it was. Let’s get the wool and things and go home.’

So they bought their things: a box of Morny Rose Geranium soap for Zoë, and the exercise books, and Polly bought some hyacinth blue wool to make herself a jersey. Then they went to wait for the bus.

After lunch that Saturday, Hugh and Rupert had gone on an expedition to Battle armed with a formidable list of shopping. Rupert had volunteered for the job and then Hugh, who had had what nearly amounted to a quarrel with Sybil, offered to accompany his brother. Lists were collected from all three houses of the many and varied requirements and they set off, with Rupert driving the Vauxhall that he had acquired since joining the firm the previous January.

‘We shall look pretty bloody silly if it’s peace after all,’ he said.

After a short silence, he looked at his brother, and Hugh caught his eye. ‘We shan’t look silly,’ he said.

‘You got one of your heads?’

‘I have not. I was just wondering—’

‘What?’

‘What you had in mind.’

‘Oh. Oh – well, I thought I’d try for the Navy.’

‘I thought you might.’

‘It’ll leave you holding the fort on your own, though, won’t it?’

‘I’ll have the Old Man.’

There was a short silence: Rupert knew from his months in the firm that their father was both obstinate and autocratic. Edward was the one who could manage him; Hugh, when he disagreed with an edict, confronted his father with direct and dogged honesty: he had no capacity for manipulation, or tact, as it was sometimes called. They had rows that ended, as often as not, in an uneasy compromise that benefited no one – least of all the firm. Rupert, who was still learning the ropes, had not been able to be much more than an unwilling witness and this summer, when Edward had been away on a volunteer’s course, things had seemed much worse. Edward was back, temporarily, but he was simply waiting to be called up. Rupert, whose decision to go into the firm had been made just about the time that Zoë had become pregnant, still wondered whether it had been the right choice. Being an art master had always seemed a stopgap – a kind of apprenticeship to being a full-time painter; becoming a businessman had turned out to preclude his ever doing any painting at all. The imminent prospect of war, providing the opportunity for escape, excited him, although he could hardly admit that – even to himself.

‘But of course I’ll miss you, old boy,’ Hugh was saying, with a studied casualness that suddenly touched him: Hugh, like their sister Rachel, always became casual when he was most moved.

‘Of course, they might not take me,’ Rupert said. He did not believe this, but it was the nearest he could get to comfort.

‘Of course they will. I wish I could be more use. Those poor bloody Poles. If the Russians hadn’t signed that pact, I don’t think he’d dare to be where he is.’

‘Hitler?’

‘Of course Hitler. Well, we’ve had a year’s grace. I hope we’ve made good use of it.’

They had reached Battle and Rupert said, ‘I’ll park outside Till’s, shall I? We seem to have a hell of a lot to get there.’

They spent the next hour buying four dozen Kilner jars, Jeyes Fluid, paraffin, twenty-four small torches with spare batteries, three zinc buckets, enormous quantities of green soap and Lux, four primus stoves, a quart of methylated spirit, six hot-water bottles, two dozen light bulbs, a pound of half-inch nails and two pounds of tin tacks. They tried to buy another bale of blackout material, but the shop had only three yards left. ‘Better buy it,’ Hugh said to Rupert. They bought six reels of black thread and a packet of sewing machine needles. At the chemist they bought gripe water, Milk of Magnesia, baby oil, Vinolia soap, Amami shampoo, arrowroot and Andrews’ Liver Salts and Rupert got a tortoiseshell slide for Clary, who was growing out her fringe and spent much of her time looking like a faithful dog, he said. They picked up two boxes of groceries, ordered by the Duchy and Villy respectively that morning. They bought Goldflake and Passing Cloud cigarettes – for Villy, again, and Rachel. Rupert bought the Tatler for Zoë, and Hugh bought a copy of How Green Was My Valley for Sybil – she loved reading the latest books and it had been well reviewed. Then they consulted the list again, and realised that the shop hadn’t included the order for Malvern water for the Duchy.

‘Anything else?’

‘Something that looks like ships bras?’

‘Sheep’s brains,’ Hugh said knowledgeably. ‘For Wills. Sybil thinks he’ll die if he doesn’t have them once a week.’ So they went to the butcher, who said that Mrs Cazalet Senior had just rung and wanted an ox tongue of which he happened to have one left and he’d only just put it in the brine so it wouldn’t need much soaking, tell the cook. ‘If you don’t mind, sir,’ he added. He was used to Mr Tonbridge coming in for the meat if the ladies didn’t come themselves, which was seldom. If anything was needed to make him feel that things were in a funny old state, it was gentlemen doing the shopping, he thought as he wrapped the brains in greaseproof paper and then brown. The boy was sweeping the floor – they’d be closing soon – and he had to speak sharply to him not to get sawdust on the gentlemen’s trousers.

Outside, the street was fuller than usual: several pregnant mothers with pasty-faced children in tow were wandering up and down, staring disconsolately into the shop windows, and then moving on a few yards.

‘Evacuees,’ Rupert said. ‘I suppose we’re lucky not to have any of them. The Babies’ Hotel is a much easier bet. At least babies don’t have nits and lice, and don’t complain about it being too quiet and not being able to eat the food.’

‘Is that what they do?’

‘That’s what Sybil says Mrs Cripps says that Mr York says Miss Boot says.’

‘Good Lord!’

When they got into their laden car, Hugh said, ‘What do you think about the children staying where they are?’

Slightly startled, Rupert said, ‘You mean our lot?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, where else can they go? They certainly can’t be in London.’

‘We could send them further into the country. Away from the coast. Suppose there’s an invasion?’

‘Oh, honestly, I don’t think we can look that far ahead. Light me a cigarette, would you? What does Sybil think?’ he went on when Hugh had done so.

‘She’s being a bit awkward about it all. Wants to come to London herself to look after me. I can’t have that, of course. We nearly had a row,’ he added, surprised again by the awful, unusual fact. ‘In the end, I shut her up by saying I’d live with you. I never meant it,’ he said, ‘I knew you wouldn’t be in London anyway. But she didn’t. She’s just a bit on edge. Much better for the family to stay together. And I can get down at weekends, after all.’

‘Will you keep your house open?’

‘Have to see. It depends whether I can get anyone to look after me. If not, I can always stay at my club.’ Visions occurred of endless dreary evenings eating with chaps he didn’t really want to spend the evening with.

But Rupert, who knew his brother’s home-loving habits, also briefly imagined poor old Hugh on his own in a club, said, ‘You could always come up and down in the train with the Old Man.’

Hugh shook his head. ‘Someone’s got to be in London at night. That’s when they’ll drop their bombs. Can’t leave the blokes to cope with the wharf by themselves.’

‘You’ll miss Edward, won’t you?’

‘I’ll miss both of you. Still, old crocks can’t be choosers.’

‘Someone has to keep the home fire burning.’

‘Actually, old boy, I think people will be keener on me putting them out.’

A moment later, he added, ‘You’re the only person I’ve ever met who actually hoots when he laughs.’

‘It’s awful, isn’t it? I was called Factory at school.’

‘Never knew that.’

‘You were away most of the time.’

‘Oh, well, the position is shortly to be reversed.’

Hugh’s tone, both bitter and humble, touched Rupert, who instinctively glanced at the black stump that rested on his brother’s knee. God! Think of going through life with no left hand because someone else had blown it off. Still it is his left hand. But I’m left-handed – it would have been worse for me. Slightly ashamed of his egocentricity, and wanting Hugh to feel better he said, ‘Your Polly is a pearl. And she’s getting prettier every day.’

And Hugh, his face lighting up, said instantly, ‘Isn’t she just? For the Lord’s sake don’t tell her.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of doing that, but why not? I always tell Clary things like that.’

Hugh opened his mouth to say that was different, and shut it again. It was all right in his book to tell people they were beautiful when they weren’t; it was when they were that you had to shut up. ‘I don’t want her getting ideas,’ he said vaguely, and Rupert, knowing this was Cazalet for getting above oneself, the only-pebble-on-the-beach syndrome with which he too had been brought up, deemed it better, or easier, to agree.

‘Of course not,’ he said.

Raymond Castle sat with his eldest daughter in Lyons Corner House at Tottenham Court Road.

‘Daddy, for the hundredth time, I’m perfectly OK. Honestly.’

‘I dare say you are, but your mother and I would prefer you to be in the country, with us and the rest of the family.’

‘I do wish you would stop treating me like a child. I’m twenty.’

I know that, he thought. If he’d been treating her as a child, he’d simply have told her she was bloody well packing her bags and getting into the car with him and the old trout and the governess. Now he was reduced to preferring …

‘And anyway, I couldn’t possibly come today: I’ve got a party tonight.’

There was a silence during which, in going through the familiar, and often unsuccessful, motions of not losing his temper, he recognised wearily that he had no temper to lose. She defeated him – by her appearance, a confusing blend of Jessica when he had married her but missing the romantic innocence and sheer untried youngness that had so enthralled him. Angela’s golden hair, that a year ago had hung so engagingly in a long page-boy bob, was now drawn back severely from her forehead, with a centre parting and secured by a narrow plait of her own hair (he assumed) exposing her face with its perfectly plucked eyebrows, smooth pale make-up and poppy red mouth. She wore a pale grey linen fitted coat, and a wisp of amber chiffon scarf at her white neck. She looked fashionable (he called it smart), but utterly remote. That was the other way in which she defeated him: by her manner of completely and indifferently withdrawing from any communication with him at all beyond the meaningless, well-worn clichés in response to any questions. ‘I’m fine’, ‘Nobody you’d know’, ‘I’m not a child’, ‘Nothing much’, ‘What does it matter?’

‘Good party?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t been to it yet.’ She replied without looking at him. She picked up her cup and finished her coffee, then looked pointedly at his. She wanted them to go – to put an end to what he felt she saw as merely idle curiosity. He called the nippie over and paid their bill.

The idea of calling on her in the flat that she shared with an unknown girl friend and taking her out to lunch had occurred to him as he drove over Waterloo Bridge on his mission to collect Lady Rydal and the governess. ‘Your good deed for about a week I should think, old boy,’ Edward had said that morning, but he had been quite glad to take on the task: he did not like situations where he was not in control, and in Sussex it was the Old Man who ran the show. If he just turned up, he might find out what was going on because he could not see for the life of him why she would be so secretive unless there was something to be secretive about. He’d wondered whether he’d better telephone first, but decided that that would defeat the object. Which was …? Well, he was her father and really she shouldn’t be left in London on her own in the circumstances. He must try to get her to come down with him. That was why he was going to see her. He’d feel pretty bloody terrible if he’d come all this way, and then simply left her in town with the chance of getting blown up. Virtue succeeded the slightly uncomfortable feelings; he was somebody for whom self-righteousness was often a boon. He’d rung the top bell of the house in Percy Street and waited an age, but nobody came. He put his finger on the bell and kept it there. What the hell was going on? he kept asking himself as various hellish on-goings occurred to him. By the time a girl – not Angela – stuck her head out of an upper window and shouted ‘Who is it?’ he was feeling quite angry.

‘I’ve come to see Angela,’ he shouted back, as he limped down the steps in order to see the girl.

‘Yeah, but who is it?’ she replied.

‘Tell her it’s her father.’

‘Her father?’ An incredulous laugh. ‘OK. Whatever you say.’ He was just about to mount the steps again – trying, because of his leg – when he heard the girl’s voice again. ‘She’s asleep.’ She made it sound as though that was that.

‘Well, let me in and wake her up. In that order,’ he added.

‘OK.’ The voice sounded resigned now. While he waited, he looked at his watch as though he didn’t know the time. Well, he didn’t, exactly, but it was well after twelve. In bed at noon? Good God!

The girl who opened the door to him was young with straight brown hair and small brown eyes. ‘It’s quite a long way up,’ she said as soon as she perceived his limp.

He followed her up two flights of stairs that were covered with worn linoleum and smelled faintly of cats, and finally into a room that contained, among much else, an unmade bed, a tray on the floor in front of the gas fire that held the remnants of a meal, a small sink with a dripping tap, a sea-green carpet covered with stains and a small sagging armchair in which crouched a large marmalade cat. ‘Get off, Orlando. Do sit down,’ she added. The gas fire, filled with broken and blackened elements, was roaring. ‘I was making toast,’ the girl said. She looked at him doubtfully, not supposing that he would want any. ‘It’s all right. I’ve woken her. We went to a party last night and were jolly late, only I got up early because we hadn’t any milk, and, anyway, I was starving.’

There was quite a long silence.

‘Do go on with your meal,’ he said.

At once she began hacking at the sloping loaf of bread. Then, without looking up, she said, ‘You really are her father, aren’t you? I recognise you now. Sorry,’ she added. For what? he wondered. For the incredulous laugh? For Angela, having this old crock of a father who turned up without warning?

‘Do a lot of mock fathers come flocking to the door?’

‘Not exactly flocking—’ she began, but was interrupted by Angela, miraculously – it seemed to him – made up and with her hair elaborately done. She wore a dressing gown and her feet were bare.

‘I’ve come to take you out to lunch,’ he said, trying to sound assured and festive about it.

She allowed him to kiss her, then, looking at the room with a certain distaste, said she would just get dressed and they could go.

In the street, he said, ‘Where shall we go?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t want any lunch. Anywhere you like.’

In the end they walked down Percy Street and along Tottenham Court Road to Lyons Corner House, where he worked his way through a plate of roast lamb, potatoes and carrots, while she sipped coffee.

‘Sure you couldn’t fall for a Knickerbocker Glory?’ he asked. When she had been goodness knew how much younger, these fearful concoctions had been her greatest treat. But she simply looked at him as though he was mad, and said no thank you. After that, he chatted feverishly, telling her about collecting her grandmother and Miss Milliment, and it was when her face cleared at the mention of this last name, that he realised how angry she had been throughout the meal. ‘I did like Miss Milliment,’ she said, and some indefinable expression crossed her face and was gone almost before he saw it. It was then that he apologised for turning up without warning.

‘Why did you come, anyway?’ she said. It was some sort of faint acknowledgement of the apology, and he launched into it having been on the spur of the moment, and thence to his wanting to get her out of London. Now they were about to go, and the whole meeting had been a wash-out. When they reached his car, parked outside her house, he said, ‘Well, perhaps you’d ring Mummy up, would you? She’s at the new house. Watlington three four.’

‘We’re not on the phone, but I’ll try. Thanks for the coffee.’ She presented him with her cheek, turned and ran up the steps to her house, turning in the doorway only, he felt, to be sure that he was really going to get into his car and leave. Which he did.

During the rest of that arduous day – which he mismanaged in a number of stupid ways: fetching his mother-in-law before Miss Milliment was the first, Lady Rydal seemed to feel that even being driven in a motor car to Stoke Newington was some kind of insult, and getting Miss Milliment, whose luggage was singularly difficult to pack into the car with Lady Rydal’s (he had to fix up the roof rack which took ages), and then running out of petrol before he even got through the Blackwall Tunnel, and then getting a puncture on the hill just before Sevenoaks (not his fault this, but regarded by Lady Rydal who was an authority on them, as the last straw) – during all this awful, cumbersome day, he ruminated on the miserable encounter with his eldest daughter. In her behaviour to him he saw a reflection of himself that he could neither bear nor discountenance: a middle-aged man, irascible and disappointed, good for nothing that interested him, bullying people in order to infect them with his discomfort – particularly, he knew, his own children. Jessica he did not bully; he lost his temper with her, but he did not bully. He loved her – adored her. He was always contrite on those occasions, would spend the ensuing hours, or even days, paying her small, devoted attentions, castigating himself to her about his wretched temperament and luck, and she, bless her angelic heart, would always forgive him. Always … How like these occasions were to one another now struck him; there had become something ritual about them. If either had forgotten the next line the other could have prompted. And had he not noticed, in the last year or so, that there was something mechanical about her responses to him? Did she really care? Had he, perhaps, become something of a bore? All his life he had been afraid of not being liked: he hadn’t been brainy enough for his father, and his mother had only adored Robert, his older brother, killed in the war. But when he had met Jessica, fallen instantly and wildly in love with her, and she had returned his love, he had not cared at all about whether other people liked him or not: he had been entirely fulfilled and overwhelmed by this beautiful, desirable creature’s love. Dozens of people would have wanted to marry Jessica, but she had become his. How full of dreams and ardour to succeed for her sake he had been then! What schemes he had had to make money, to give her a life of luxury and romantic ease! There was nothing he would not have done for her but, somehow, nothing had worked out as he had planned. The guest house, the chicken farm, growing mushrooms, a crammer for dull little boys, the kennels venture: each plan had become smaller and wilder as it succeeded the previous failure. He was no good at business – simply hadn’t been brought up to it – and, he had to admit, he was not very good with people, with anyone, excepting Jessica. When the children had come along he had been jealous of them for the time they took away from him. When Angela was born, only a year after he was invalided out of the army, Jessica seemed unable to think of anything else; she had been a difficult baby, never sleeping for more than an hour or two at a stretch throughout, which meant that neither of them got a proper night’s sleep, and then when Nora arrived, Angela resented her so much that Jessica could not leave them alone together for a minute, and of course they’d never been able to afford a nurse, or more than a bit of daily help. When Christopher was born, he thought, at least he had a son, but he’d turned out the worst of the lot – always something wrong with him, bad eyesight, a weak stomach and he’d nearly died of a mastoid when he was five, and Jessica had spoiled him so he’d become more namby-pamby than ever, afraid of everything – and nothing he did made any difference. He remembered how he’d staged a fireworks show for them when they were small, and Christopher had howled because he didn’t like the bangs, and how he’d taken them to the zoo and for a ride on an elephant, and Christopher had refused to get on the animal, made a frightful scene – in public. Jessica kept saying he was sensitive, but he was simply a milksop, which brought out the worst in Raymond. Somewhere, in the depths, he knew that he had bullied Christopher, and hated them both for it. The boy asked for it: his shaking hands, his clumsiness, his white-faced silences when gibed at provoked Raymond to irresistible fury that he could only temper to irritation. When his father had got at him, for hot being brainy, he’d just gone off and done something else – damn well. He’d got his blue for rugger and for rowing; he’d been a first-class shot, the best diver in his school, so there had been plenty of things for his pater to be proud of if he’d cared to. He never had, of course, had simply continued to make him feel a fool about not knowing things he hadn’t cared about. The army had been a wonderful way out for him. He’d done jolly well, had become a captain by the outbreak of the war, then become a major, got decorated, married Jessica and had a heavenly fortnight’s leave in Cornwall with her – and then Ypres, the third battle, which was when he lost his leg. That had felt like the end of the world, it had certainly been the end of his career. He’d fought endless battles about not being sorry for himself and, on the whole, he thought he had won, although he supposed it had made him harder on other people – all those fortunate chaps with two legs who could do what they liked; he had never felt that any of them had the slightest notion what it was like to be him. They hadn’t meant to have Judy at all: he’d had to take a job in the school to bring down the school fees, schoolmasters got very reduced rates, and it had helped with Christopher, at least. Aunt Lena had helped a bit with the girls from time to time; the only trouble about that had been that she never told him in advance what she was going to do, so he and Jessica never knew where they were. At least now, with Aunt Lena dead, they’d got some money and a far nicer house, but it was a bit late in the day to make the difference it would once have made. His children who, when younger he realised now, had been afraid of him, were becoming indifferent.

They did not behave in the same way about this: Angela snubbed him, made it clear that he bored her; Christopher avoided him whenever possible and was studiously polite when he could not; Nora and Judy both had special voices for talking to him, bright accommodating voices – he suspected Judy of copying Nora, and both of them of imitating Jessica, who employed a kind of determined serenity whenever he became at all touchy. The effect was to make him feel isolated from the family life that they had with each other, and which he seemed excluded from sharing. By now he had changed the tyre and wedged the punctured one into the overcrowded boot and got back into the car with its silent occupants. Miss Milliment smiled at him and murmured something about being sorry not to have been of any use, and Lady Rydal, to whom the idea of being of use to anyone had never occurred in her life, said crushingly, ‘Really, Miss Milliment! I do not think that mending the puncture of a car can be said to be part of a governess’s repertory.’ After a pause, she added, ‘A puncture is nothing to what we must expect to put up with.’ All the remaining journey he wished, with savage hopelessness, that he was on his own, driving to Aunt Lena’s house in Frensham, where Jessica (and no one else) would be waiting with tea for him on the lawn, instead of chauffeuring the old trout and a governess back to the Cazalet Holiday Camp.

By four o’clock on Saturday afternoon, Sybil and Villy had to stop their blackout activities as they had run out of material. Sybil said she was dying for a cup of tea, and Villy said she would brave the kitchen to make some.

‘Brave was the right word,’ she said some minutes later as she brought a tray out onto the lawn where Sybil had put two deck chairs for them. ‘Louise and Nora are cooking a vast supper for the nurses and Emily is simply sitting in her basket chair pretending they aren’t there. They’re really very courageous; I don’t think I could stand it. I’ve already told her it was an emergency, but she simply looks at me as though I make it up.’

‘Do you think she’ll give notice?’

Villy shrugged. ‘Quite possible. She’s done it before. But she adores Edward so she’s always changed her mind. But, of course, Edward won’t be here, and I doubt if a combination of the country and cooking for a whole lot of women and children will have much lasting appeal.’

‘Edward really will go?’

‘If he possibly can. That is to say if they’ll take him. They won’t take Hugh,’ she added as she saw her sister-in-law’s face. ‘I’m sure they will say he’s needed to run the firm.’

‘He says he will be living in London, though,’ Sybil said. ‘I’ve told him I won’t let him live in that house alone. I should go mad worrying about him.’

‘But you couldn’t have Wills in London!’

‘I know. But Ellen could look after Wills and Roland, couldn’t she? And you’ll be here, won’t you? Because of Roland?’ The idea that anyone could leave a six months’ baby seemed out of the question to her.

Villy lit a cigarette. ‘I honestly haven’t thought,’ she said. Which was not true. She had thought, constantly, during the last weeks, that if only she hadn’t saddled herself with a baby, she could now do all kinds of useful – and interesting – things. She loved him, of course she loved him, but he was perfectly happy with Ellen who was delighted to have babies to look after, instead of Neville and Lydia who were becoming too much for her in some ways and nothing like enough in others. To spend the war being a grass widow and ordering a household seemed both dreary and absurd to her. With all her Red Cross experience, she could easily nurse, or train VADs, or run a convalescent home or work in a canteen … It would be far better if Sybil held the domestic fort: she had no ambitions beyond looking after her husband and her children. Villy looked across the tea table at Sybil, who sat, with the blue socks she was knitting on her lap, twisting a small white handkerchief in her fingers.

‘I can’t leave Hugh in London by himself,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t like clubs and parties like Edward, and he can’t manage in the house on his own, but when I try to talk to him about it, he just gets shirty and says I think he’s useless.’ Her rather faded blue eyes met Villy’s and then looked away as they filled with tears. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘I’m about to make a fool of myself.’ She stabbed at her eyes with the handkerchief, blew her nose, and drank some tea. ‘It’s all so beastly! We’ve almost never had a row about anything. He almost accused me of not minding enough about Wills!’ She shook her head violently to negate such an idea, and her untidy hair started to fall down.

‘Darling, I’m sure there will be a solution. Let’s wait and see what happens.’

‘There’s not much else we can do, is there?’ She picked some hairpins from her lap and out of her head and began twisting the tail of her hair into a bun.

‘What makes it worse,’ she said, through a mouthful of hairpins, ‘is that I can perfectly well see that it’s a trivial problem compared to what most people are going to have to endure.’

‘Thinking of people worse off than oneself only makes one feel worse,’ Villy said: she was familiar with this situation. ‘I mean, you simply feel bad about feeling bad, which doesn’t help at all.’

Louise came out of the house with a plate on which were two steaming Bath buns.

‘I thought you might like to try my buns,’ she said. ‘The first batch has just come out of the oven.’

‘I won’t thank you, darling,’ Villy said at once. Since Roland, she had put on weight.

‘I’d love one,’ Sybil said: she had seen Louise’s face when her mother refused. She should have taken one, she thought.

She shouldn’t eat buns, Villy thought. Sybil had also put on weight after Wills, but she did not seem to mind – just laughed when she couldn’t get into her frocks and bought larger ones.

‘Goodness! How delicious! Just like the shop ones, but better.’

‘You can have them both if you like. I’m making masses for the nurses. Emily wouldn’t have one either,’ she added, putting her mother firmly into Emily’s category which she hoped would annoy her. ‘She can’t bear me being able to make them. She’s being horrible to Nora about her shepherd’s pies, but Nora has the back of a duck. I wish I did. She doesn’t notice people being horrible to her at all.’

‘You will clear up properly, won’t you?’

‘We’ve said we would.’ Louise answered with the exaggerated patience that she hoped was withering and went back into the house, her long, glossy hair bouncing against her thin shoulders.

‘She has shot up in the last year, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she’s outgrown practically everything. I’m afraid she’s going to be too tall. She’s dreadfully clumsy. Apparently she broke the record for smashing crockery at the domestic-science place.’

‘That’s part of shooting up so fast, isn’t it? They aren’t used to the size they have suddenly become. It’s different for you, Villy, you’ve always been so small – and neat. Simon is just the same: accident prone.’

‘Oh, well, boys! One expects them to knock things about. Even Teddy breaks things a bit. But Louise is simply careless. She’s always been difficult with me, but she’s even rude to Edward now. It was quite a relief to get her away to school, although whether that place will be much use to her, I don’t know.’

‘Well, the Bath buns are a triumph.’

‘Yes, darling, but when have you ever been expected to make Bath buns? At least they teach them how to interview a servant, but things like goffering a surplice – I mean, really! When could that be said to be a useful accomplishment?’

‘Invaluable if you married a clergyman.’

‘I feel that Nora is the most likely to do that.’

‘She would be wonderful, wouldn’t she? Kind and good and so sensible.’ They could at least be in agreement about all other virtues being accorded to plain girls.

‘But Louise would be far too selfish,’ Villy finished. ‘Where do you think those children can have got to? I told them to be back for tea.’

‘Which ones?’

‘Lydia and Neville. They seem to spend all their time at Home Place: they’re hardly here at all.’

‘Well, they were furious at being put here with the babies—’ Sybil began, but Villy interrupted, ‘Yes, I know. But I didn’t want there to be room for Zoë and Rupert because I thought being with our babies would be so hard on Zoë.’

‘You’re quite right. Poor little Zoë. I must say having the Babies’ Hotel evacuated onto us isn’t exactly going to help though, is it?’

‘No. But perhaps she’s—’

‘Do you think so?’

‘I don’t know. But Edward told Rupert that the best thing would be to get on with having another one, and Rupert seemed to agree, so it’s possible.’

‘Oh, good.’ Sybil did not say that Rupert had asked Hugh what he thought, and that Hugh had advised a six months’ gap to give Zoë time to get over her loss, and that Rupert had seemed to think that this was a capital idea.

But Villy caught her eye and said, ‘I expect he asked Hugh, who told him exactly the opposite?’

‘How did you guess?’

‘Darling old Rupe,’ said Villy as she collected the tea things.

‘All the same, I think it would be better if he simply asked Zoë,’ Sybil said.

Zoë had been given the task of picking the quantities of ripe Victoria plums of which there was a glut, ‘But they mustn’t be wasted,’ the Duchy had said that morning. ‘So, Zoë dear, if you strip the kitchen garden trees, we can have plum tarts and bottle the rest. Do mind the wasps.’ She had found the largest trug there was in the greenhouse, and the small ladder which she had lugged to the kitchen garden wall and methodically stripped each espaliered tree. It was better than sewing with the aunts, and better than trying to write her weekly meaningless letter to her mother who was paying a visit of indefinite duration to her friend in the Isle of Wight. Since last year, Zoë had tried to be kinder to her mother, to pay her more attention, but the most she seemed able to manage was not to be unkind. Ever since June when she had lost the baby she had been sunk in an apathy so entire that she found it easier to be alone. Alone, she did not have to make any effort to be ‘bright’ as she called it; she did not have to contend with sympathy or kindness that either made her feel irritable or want to cry. It seemed to her as though for the rest of her life she was going to have to endure undeserved attentions, to attempt insincere responses, to be seen continuously in the wrong light and also, she could foresee, be expected to ‘recover’ from what everybody excepting herself perceived as a natural tragedy. Pregnancy had been quite as arduous as she had imagined; nothing they predicted happened as they said it would. The morning sickness that was supposed to last only three months, persisted throughout, and did not confine itself to the mornings. Her back ached for the last four months so that no position was ever comfortable, and her nights were broken every two or three hours by trips to the lavatory. Her ankles swelled and her teeth developed endless cavities, and for the first time in her life she experienced both boredom and anxiety in equal proportions. Whenever she was feeling really bored, not well enough to do anything that interested her, the anxiety began. If it was Philip’s child, would it look like him? Would everybody immediately see that it was not Rupert’s child? How would she feel about a child whom she would have to pretend was Rupert’s if she knew that it wasn’t? At those times, the desire to tell somebody, to confess and be berated, even not to be forgiven, but simply to tell someone, became overwhelming, but she managed never to do that. She was so depressed that the notion that it could as well be Rupert’s child hardly ever struck her. And Rupert had been so sweet to her! His tenderness, his patience and affection had continued throughout her sickness, her frequent tears, her withdrawals into sullen bouts of self-pity, her irritability (how could he understand her when he knew nothing?), her reiterated apology for being so hopeless at the whole thing (this when her guilt was its most oppressive) – he seemed willing to contain anything that she was through all those months, until at last she’d had the baby, at home with the midwife that the family always used for their births. Hours and hours of agony, and then Rupert, who had stayed with her, had brought the bathed and wrapped bundle to lay in her arms. ‘There, my darling girl. Isn’t he beautiful?’ She had looked down at the small head with its shock of black hair, at the tiny wizened yellow face – he was born badly jaundiced – framed by the lacy white shawl the Duchy had made. She had stared at the high forehead, the long upper lip and known. She had looked up at Rupert, whose face was grey with fatigue: and unable to bear the innocence of his anxiety, and concern, and love, had shut her eyes as scalding tears forced their way out. That had been the worst moment of all: she had not imagined having to accept his pride and joy. ‘I’m dreadfully tired,’ she had said. It had come out like a whine. The midwife had taken the baby away and said that she must have a nice rest, and Rupert had kissed her and she was alone. She had lain, rigid, unable to sleep at the thought that she would never now be free of this consuming lie: that little, alien creature would grow and grow, and become more and more like Philip, whom by then she had begun to hate, and the thought that only its death would have released her had horribly occurred. Or mine, she had thought: it had felt slightly better to wish for one’s own death rather than someone else’s. And then, in less than a week the baby was dead. It had always been sickly, had never thrived, either would not feed from her abundance of milk, or if it did, threw up, hardly slept because it was always crying weakly – from colic, they said – but afterwards the midwife had said something about a twisted intestine, and that it had never had a chance. It had been Rupert who had told her that it had died (she had refused to think of a name for it): his distress for her had been the last piercing thing before a great bleak calm descended upon her. It was over. A terrible thirst and pain for days until the milk went, leaving her with stripes all over the beautiful breasts she had once prized so much. She had not even cared about that: she had not cared about anything at all. Her relief was too dangerous for her to accept it – had she not wished it to die? – and so she remained in the isolation of withholding the only things that she wanted to say to the only person who loved her. She took a long time to recover – was tired all the time, slept long nights and heavily in the afternoons, waking exhausted by her stupor. She was surrounded by kindness from the whole family, but curiously it had only been Clary who had reached her. She had woken from a sleep on the sofa one afternoon in their drawing room to find Clary carefully setting a tray of tea on the table beside her. She had made some scones, she said, her first scones actually, she wasn’t sure that they were much good. They hadn’t been: rock hard and surprisingly heavy. ‘It’s the thought that counts,’ she had said mechanically.

The atmosphere had been full of rather watery good will, but Clary had answered, ‘Yes, but it only counts for the person who thinks it, doesn’t it? I mean, it’s a good thing other people don’t know a lot of one’s thoughts. I used to wish you were dead, for instance. It’s quite all right, I don’t any more. It was pretty bad for me thinking that – just sometimes, of course – but it would have been worse for you if you’d known. I hated you for not being my mother, you see. But now I’m awfully glad you never tried to be her. I can think of you as a friend.’

Her eyes had filled with tears – and she hadn’t cried for weeks – and Clary had sat quite still on the stool by the low table, and the silent warmth and steadiness of her gaze were a wonderful relief. There was no need to try to stop crying, nor to explain or apologise or lie about it. When she had finished, she couldn’t find a handkerchief, and Clary slid the tray cloth from under the tea things, spilling the milk a bit, and handed it to her. Then, she said, ‘The thing is that with mothers and babies, they can go on having them, but with children and mothers they only get one.’ She put a finger on one of the beads of milk on the table and licked it. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m trying to minimise your bereavement. All I mean really is that one can get better from almost anything. It’s just one of those amazing things. That’s why people like Hamlet were so frightened of hell. It not stopping, and personally, that’s why I don’t believe in it. I think everything changes while you’re alive, and simply stops when you’re dead. Of course I may change my mind in the years to come, but there’s plenty of time. Even you have quite a lot of time, because if you really are only twenty-four, you’re only ten years older than me.’

She got called by Ellen soon after that, who told her to come and clear up the mess she’d made in the kitchen.

‘Sorry about the scones,’ she said, as she collected the tray. ‘They tasted quite nice before I cooked them. The metamorphosis was unsatisfactory, I can’t think why.’

After Clary had gone she lay thinking about what had been said – and not said – but when she reached the point where Clary had said, ‘I can think of you as a friend’, she found she was crying again. She had no experience of friends.

She had made various resolutions after that: to look for a new house (they had not moved after all, partly because of her pregnancy and partly because although Rupert was paid more by the family firm than he had earned as a schoolmaster, it was not yet enough to finance a move), to entertain for Rupert, but here she ran into the difficulty that Ellen, who had taken over the cooking since the children were now both at school all day, was not really up to more than plain nursery food, ill-suited to the sophisticated occasions she had in mind. Somehow, nothing came of any idea or plan and it did not seem to matter very much that it didn’t. She sometimes thought that perhaps there were other more serious or difficult resolutions to be made, but they seemed at once so far-reaching and amorphous – intangible to her mind – that she was afraid that if she even understood them they would turn out to be possible only for someone quite different from herself. Some things were better. She no longer resented Clary and Neville, who in any case seemed to need less of Rupert’s time and attention. Neville, who was now at a day school, kept her at courteous, breezy arm’s length – it was Ellen he talked to or his father. With Clary it was different. She sensed that Clary did try, had good intentions, never failing to notice and admire any new clothes that she wore. She responded by trying to help Clary with her appearance, but, except for one party dress that she made herself for her, Clary had no interest. When she took her shopping, Clary never wanted the things she chose: ‘I just feel silly in it,’ she said when Zoë had found her a perfectly sweet serge sailor suit with brass buttons. In any case, she tore, split, got ink on and outgrew everything. She was hard on her clothes, Ellen said, as she endlessly washed and ironed and mended them.

With Rupert, she was in limbo. All the feelings that he had had for her, she had accepted without question. He thought she was beautiful and desirable, so of course he loved her. But all last year she had been neither of those things and, humiliated by her gross appearance and the nauseating symptoms that had gone with that, she also felt humiliated by his kindness. She wanted him to adore her, but this – no one knew it better than she – was impossible: nobody who was pregnant could be adorable. She had not even wanted him to make love to her, and as soon as he realised this he had desisted: ‘It does not matter in the least,’ he had said. In the least?

She had agreed to come to Sussex for the children’s holidays, had not even minded very much that Rupert, due to his new job, no longer had the same free time but, like his brothers, was only able to take two weeks off and come down at weekends. It was easier to be alone. She read a great deal; mostly novels – G.B. Stern, Ethyl Mannin, Howard Spring, Angela Thirkell, Mary Webb, Mazo de la Roche, and some biographies chiefly, when she could find them, of kings’ mistresses. She read Agatha Christie, but could not get on with Dorothy Sayers. She read Jane Eyre and quite enjoyed it, tried Wuthering Heights but could not understand it at all. Since being in the country, the person she found it easiest to be with had surprisingly turned out to be the Duchy, who asked her one day whether she would do the flowers. Up until then, her relationship with her mother-in-law had consisted of calm courtesy and her own slightly over-careful politeness, but this summer she had sometimes found the Duchy’s eye upon her with a look of reflective kindness that was not in the least intrusive since it seemed to need no response. She had recognised that the offer for her to do the flowers was a gesture, she tried very hard and found that she enjoyed doing them and was actually good at it. From there, she picked with the Duchy and began to learn the names of different roses and so forth, and later, at her request, the Duchy taught her how to smock – another skill which she acquired. The Duchy never mentioned the baby – Zoë had been afraid that their increased intimacy might lead to that, and that she would have to say things she did not feel or mean under that direct and honest gaze, but this never happened – nor did the Duchy, by any remote implication, suggest that she should have another baby. Because the thought of this, which sometimes seemed her only future, hung heavily over her, unmentioned but somehow implicit. In the Cazalet family, wives had children – several of them – it was normal and expected. Neither Sybil nor Villy appeared to have the horror that she felt about the whole business; they seemed to her blessed with the full set of maternal feelings, disregard for their own bodies or discomfort or pain and, what was more, they seemed invariably delighted by the results, whereas she found babies mildly disgusting, and most children, at least until they reached Clary’s age, a nuisance. It was these feelings that held her in thrall; she was not like them, and while a year ago she had felt superior, more beautiful and therefore interesting, now she felt inferior – a coward, a freak, somebody they would all be horrified to have in their midst if they knew. So she clung to her convalescence, her lack of energy and the attenuated relationship with Rupert, whom she was alternately afraid of loving her too much or not at all. At least so far he had not asked her whether she wanted another baby.

By lunchtime (on Saturday), Neville and Lydia had both become bored with watching the squash court roof painted and had given up being messengers. ‘They don’t give us anything to messenge,’ Neville complained. They decided that when they went to Pear Tree Cottage for lunch, they simply wouldn’t go back. ‘That means getting well out of reach of all of them,’ Lydia remarked as they trudged homewards for their meal, ‘they’re in a very bossy frame of mind.’

‘When aren’t they?’

‘Of course, there’ll be Ellen trying to take us for a walk with boring Wills and Roland.’

‘We’ll tell her we’re wanted at Home Place. She won’t know.’

‘What shall we actually do?’

‘I’ll tell you after lunch. As soon as we can get down, say you’ll race me to Home Place.’

Later, and full of fish pie and marmalade pudding, they went through the act, but as soon as they were out of sight, Lydia wanted to know the plan. Neville hadn’t got one which annoyed him. ‘I was thinking of cutting your hair,’ he said.

Lydia clutched her pigtails. ‘No! I’m going to grow it to the ground.’

‘You’ll never reach that.’

‘Why not, pray?’ said Lydia, imitating her mother at her most formidable.

‘Because every time your hair gets longer, you’ll get taller. It’ll sap your strength,’ he warned. He had heard Ellen saying that. ‘Ladies have been known to die of having too long hair. They get weaker and weaker and on the fifth day they are dead.’

‘You didn’t make that up, I know where it comes from. It’s Augustus not eating in that frightening book. I know. Mr York has got evacuees. Why don’t we go and see them?’

‘We might as well. We can’t go back past the cottage. They might see us. We can go on our stomachs through the corn in front, or through the wood and round the back.’

‘Quicker round the back.’ Lydia knew that going through corn any old way made people cross.

‘What are evacuees?’ she asked, as they trotted through the small copse and into the field at the back of Pear Tree Cottage.

‘Children from London.’

‘But we’re children from London.’

‘I should think children from London whose parents can’t be bothered with them in a war.’

‘Poor them! You mean their mothers just – let them go?’

‘I don’t know. I should think policemen take them away,’ he added vaguely. He knew that Lydia could be boring on the subject of mothers. ‘I manage perfectly well without one,’ he offered. ‘I have all my life.’

There was a pause, and then Lydia said, ‘I don’t think I’d like to be looked after by Mr York. Or horrible housekeeping Miss Boot. Although they have got a sweet little outdoor lav.’

They climbed the five-barred gate that led into the farmyard. It was very quiet excepting for two or three brown hens who were walking about eating very small things they suddenly found. A large tortoiseshell cat was crouched upon one of the posts of the smaller gate that led into the farmhouse garden. The gate was shut; they looked over it into the garden, which was full of cabbages and sunflowers and white butterflies and an apple tree so drooping with fruit that its branches were hunched like someone carrying heavy shopping. There was no sign of the evacuees.

‘They must be in the house.’

‘Go and knock on the door.’

‘You go.’ Lydia was rather frightened of Miss Boot, who always looked to her as though she might really be somebody else.

‘All right.’ Neville lifted the latch and walked softly up the narrow brick path to the white latticed porch. He knocked on the door. Nothing happened.

‘Knock louder,’ Lydia said from the other side of the gate.

He did; the door flew open and Miss Boot stood there – like a jack-in-a-box.

‘We heard you had some evacuees,’ Neville said politely, ‘and we’ve come to see them.’

‘They’re out. I told them to stay out till I call them to their tea.’

‘Do you know where they’ve gone?’

‘Gone? It won’t be far. They don’t go far. I shouldn’t go worrying after them. I’d go home to my mother if I was you.’

‘I don’t have one,’ Neville said gravely. He knew from experience that this always made a difference with ladies. It did: she suddenly looked much nicer, and went and fetched him a piece of cake.

‘But I can’t eat it,’ he said to Lydia, as they walked back into the yard. ‘It’s got seeds in it. And – she’s got a seed growing out of her face. It must have fallen onto her when she was making the cake.’

‘It can’t be a seed.’

‘Yes! It was a sort of brown blob with little sprouts. It was a seed, you bet. Want some?’

‘I’m not hungry. Let’s give it to the hens, but round the cowshed in case she sees.’

In the cowshed they found the evacuees – two boys and a girl. They sat huddled in a corner, quite silent, and apparently doing nothing at all. They stared at each other for a bit, then Lydia said, ‘Hallo. We’ve come to see you. What are your names?’



There was a further silence. ‘Norma,’ the girl said at last: she was clearly the oldest. ‘Tommy, and Robert.’

‘I’m Lydia, and this is Neville. How old are you?’

‘Nine,’ the girl said. ‘And Robert’s seven and Tommy’s six.’

‘We’re both eight.’

‘We don’t like it here,’ Norma said. Tommy started to snuffle. She boxed his ear, and he was instantly quiet. She put a protective arm round him.

‘Nah,’ Robert said. ‘We want to go ’ome.’

‘Well, I don’t suppose you can,’ Neville said. ‘Not if there’s a war. You’d be bombed. I expect in a few years you’ll be able to go back.’

Tommy’s face contracted. He took a deep shuddering breath and turned bright red.

‘Jeepers!’ the girl said. ‘Now you’ve ruddy well gone and done it.’ She banged him on the back and a wail burst from him. ‘Want to go ’ome now,’ he wept. ‘Want my mum.’ He drummed his heels on the ground. ‘I want her now!’

‘Poor boy!’ Lydia cried, as she flew to him.

‘Mind,’ Norma said, ‘he bites people. When he’s upset.’

Lydia withdrew a little. ‘I’m sure it won’t be years,’ she said. ‘Neville, where’s the cake?’

Neville held out his hand, but before he could get it anywhere near Lydia, Robert had snatched it, and seemed literally almost to swallow it whole. Norma looked at him with disgust. ‘You got worms,’ she said. ‘Didn’t I tell you?’

‘’Aven’t.’

‘You ’ave. I shall tell Miss in the ’ouse.’

‘Worms?’ Neville said. ‘Where? I can’t see a single worm.’

‘They’re in his stomach,’ Norma said. ‘’E never stops eating. ’E needs a good dose.’

Tommy, who had watched the appearance and disappearance of the cake, had now put his head into his sister’s lap which muffled his sobbing.

‘What a pity they’re inside you,’ Neville said to Robert. ‘It means you can never get to know them.’

‘’E got stung by a chicken,’ Norma said, ‘trying to take an egg off of a nest.’

‘Chickens don’t sting,’ Lydia said. ‘It must have been a bee. What does your father do?’ she added, feeling she should change the subject.

‘’E drives a bus.’

‘Gosh! Does he really?’

‘I said ’e did.’ She pulled up her dress which was made of blue shiny stuff, like satin, and wiped Tommy’s nose on her knickers. ‘What do you do down ’ere, then?’ she said.

‘We go to the beach and have picnics and swim—’ Lydia began.

But Robert interrupted her. ‘I bin to the seaside,’ he offered. ‘I bin, and I touched the sea with both ’ands.’

‘Yes, and you was sick in the bus on the way ’ome,’ Norma said crushingly. She had been absently picking at bits of Tommy’s very short tufted hair; it was extremely short, almost like mown grass, Lydia thought. Robert’s was just the same. She caught Lydia looking at Tommy’s head. ‘Nits,’ she said. ‘Miss in the ’ouse said they ’ad nits, so she cut it and then she washed them in some ’orrible stuff – didn’t ’alf stink.’


‘You ’ad them as well,’ Robert said, and she flushed.

‘I never,’ she said.

‘What are nits?’ Neville asked. He squatted down beside Norma. ‘Have you got any left? Can I see one?’

‘No, you can’t. They’ve all gone. You’re rude,’ she added.

‘You’re rude,’ Robert echoed; they both glared at Neville.

Lydia said, ‘He didn’t mean to be, did you, Neville?’

‘I’m not absolutely sure,’ Neville answered. ‘I might have, and I might not.’

‘Shall we play a game?’ Lydia said: things didn’t seem to be turning out too well.

‘There ain’t nowhere to play,’ Robert said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Ain’t no pavements. No canal – no nothing. Just grass,’ he finished with intense scorn.

‘What do you do at a canal?’

‘We go up on the bridge and when the bargees go through underneath we spit. We call them and they look up and we spit right in their eyes.’

‘That’s rude,’ Neville said triumphantly. ‘That’s inbelievably rude.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ Norma said. ‘Mum says they’re only diddies. Serve ’em right. It’s a boy’s game, anyway. I don’t do it.’

‘What’s diddies?’

‘Gypsies. I thought everyone knew that. Don’t you know that?’

‘We know different things,’ said Neville. ‘We know an enormous amount of different things.’

‘Let’s go to the pond,’ Lydia said desperately: she couldn’t think why they couldn’t all be friends.

They agreed, rather reluctantly, to go to the pond which lay at the bottom of a steep slope in the field next to Mr York’s house. It had rushes growing round it, and at one shallower corner the earth was encrusted with the hoofmarks of the cows coming to drink.

‘Look, there are dragonflies,’ Lydia said rather hopelessly: she had a feeling that they wouldn’t much like them.

‘If they come near me I’ll kill ’em,’ Robert said. He scratched a scab off his knee and ate it. The rest of his legs were as white as fish, Lydia thought, and they were so thin that his black boots looked too big.

‘Is your father going off to fight in the war?’ Neville asked.

Robert shrugged, but Norma said, ‘’E might and ’e mightn’t. Mum says if’e does it’ll be good riddance. Never trust a man. They’re only after one thing.’

‘One thing?’ Neville said as they trudged home later for their tea. Miss Boot had called the evacuees in for theirs and it had been quite a relief. ‘What one thing? I want to know, because when I’m grown up I suppose I’ll be after it too. And if I don’t like the sound of it, I’ll think of some other thing to go after.’

‘I can go after things just as much as you.’

‘She didn’t say ladies went after it.’

‘I don’t care. I shall.’

They quarrelled gently all the way home.

‘What do you want with your grouse, darling?’

Diana looked down at the large hand-written menu. ‘What are you going to have?’

‘Cauliflower, french beans, broccoli, peas—’ the waiter towering above them intoned.

‘French beans, I think.’ It was awful: here was Edward giving her a slap-up lunch at the Berkeley, probably the last she would have for ages, and she wasn’t in the least hungry. It would not do to say that though: Edward, like Louis XIV about whom she had been reading recently, liked his ladies to eat and drink heartily. Ladies! During the last year she had felt a chilling certainty that someone called Joanna Bancroft, whom she had met at a dinner party, had been one of Edward’s flirtations, if not an actual affair. When Edward’s name had come up during dinner, the young woman – younger than Diana, hardly more than a girl – had said, ‘Oh! Edward! He would say that!’, as though he was a very old friend, but when they were powdering their noses in their hostess’s bedroom and she had asked her if she knew Edward well, the girl had answered rather distantly that she had simply met him during a weekend at Hermione Knebworth’s, and the reply, elaborately casual, had roused her suspicion. When, later, she had asked Edward about Mrs Bancroft, she had recognised at once that he was lying. He had been suave and hearty, and had not met her eye. She had had the sense to shut up about that, but it had exacerbated her feelings of insecurity which had been thoroughly kindled by his revelation, a few weeks before the Bancroft episode, that Villy was having another child. Up until then, he had given her to understand, or rather had not stood in the way of her understanding, that all intimate relations between him and Villy had finished long ago. Her jealousy had been such that she had not been able to stop questioning him about it: had, she realised afterwards, more or less driven him into saying that it had been Villy who had wanted another child, and that he had felt unable to deny her. It was then that she had understood that he could not bear confrontations of this kind – of any moral kind, she suspected – and as her respect for him diminished (his attitude about the new baby and his wife continuing to be presented to her in a light she knew not to be true) so, curiously, her conscience shrank, and her intentions, her determination, emerged. If he was a poor thing, she had more right to call him her own.

She raised her glass of champagne cocktail to touch Edward’s.

‘Happy?’ he was saying.

‘What do you think?’

Their caviar arrived – a prim, thick-lipped pot nestling in a bed of chipped ice, accompanied by thin triangles of toast that came warm and shrouded in a napkin, and a young waiter served them with chopped egg, onion and parsley, while the wine waiter poured vodka into tiny glasses from a frosted bottle.

‘Darling, I shall be utterly tipsy!’

‘Never mind, I shall be driving.’ This, she knew, did not refer to their journey to Sussex later in the day, but to the interlude before it at Lansdowne Road. As though he sensed her – faint – anxiety about this, Edward said, ‘I really swear we shall be perfectly safe there. The family are all in Sussex, immersed in getting ready for the Babies’ Hotel arrival. Villy is in charge of the blackout. Anyway, she has … other things to look after.’ This, she knew, was a tactful reference to Roland, the new baby, born in April, precisely two months after she had first heard of his existence.

‘Of course I trust you,’ she said, and he smiled and took her hand.

‘I know you do,’ he said giving it a little squeeze. ‘You’re a marvellous girl, and I’m the luckiest man in the world.’

While they finished their caviar, they watched a neighbouring couple being served with canard en presse – an oldish couple who hardly spoke to each other. The man screwed his monocle into his eye to watch the carving of the duck breast, while the woman looked distastefully at her mouth in a tiny mirror. The pieces of breast were laid on a silver dish over a spirit lamp. Edward said, ‘Do you know the story of the woman here who was wearing a very décolleté dress?’ Diana shook her head. ‘Well, one of her, you know, breasts fell out, and a young waiter saw it and popped it back.’

‘What savoir faire.’

‘Oh, no, it wasn’t. The head waiter came up to him and hissed, “In this restaurant, we use a slightly warm tablespoon.”’

‘Darling! You made that up!’

‘I didn’t. A chap I know saw it all.’

The juices of the carcass had now been pressed and were being heated in a silver sauceboat over another spirit lamp.

‘Supposing everybody ordered that,’ Diana said, ‘what would they do?’

‘They’d be up a gum tree. I don’t much care for it myself – it’s too rich. I like plain food.’

‘Plain food! You really can’t call caviar and grouse plain food! It’s party food!’

‘Well, this is a very small private party. It’s my birthday.’

After a second of horror that she might have forgotten, she said, ‘Your birthday’s in May!’

‘I have one every month.’

‘It must make you frightfully old.’

‘Yes, I’m marvellous for my age.’ The wine waiter brought the claret and poured a little into Edward’s glass; he thrust his nose into it, and nodded. ‘That’s fine. Pour some now, would you?’

‘What is it?’ She knew he liked her to be interested in wine.

‘Pontet Canet ’twenty-six. I thought it would suit our grouse.’

‘Lovely.’ One of the differences between her husband and Edward she thought, was that Angus kept behaving as though he was rich when he wasn’t, and Edward behaved as though he was only a little richer than he was. It was wonderful to be with somebody where a treat of any kind didn’t involve pinching for weeks about everything else. It was also lovely to be with somebody who didn’t pretend to be bored by the good things of life. Angus thought it was the thing to seem weary about any pleasure or extravagance, as though he had really had too much of it all, whereas Edward, who seemed to have a pretty good life all the time, never stopped enjoying it and saying so.

‘This is fun, isn’t it?’ he was now saying, as he attacked his bird. ‘It was rather bright of me to have to spend the morning at the wharf. A really cast-iron alibi. And then, of course, I have to collect all kinds of stuff from Lansdowne Road for Villy, and then the traffic will be dreadful getting out of London.’

‘It probably actually will be.’

‘Well, we’ll worry about that when we get to it. The great thing is to enjoy the present and let the future take care of itself.’

But it doesn’t, she thought, several hours later, lying on her back in the bed in Edward’s large dressing room; or, rather, perhaps it does, but it doesn’t take care of me. Her own future stretched drearily before her and she felt she was simply being keel-hauled in its wake. If there was a war, and even Edward seemed to think that there would be, she would spend the winter and beyond stuck in that damp oaky little cottage in Wadhurst with Isla and Jamie. She loved Jamie, of course, but her sister-in-law bored her beyond belief. The alternative was spending the winter – or, indeed, the whole war – in Scotland with Angus’s parents, who had never liked her and where she would be miles away from the slightest chance of seeing Edward. Angus, who was as usual staying with them till he brought the other boys back down south for their prep school, had said that he was joining the army, which would keep him out of the way most of the time, but then Edward might be away too. He had already tried for the Navy and been turned down, but he’d get into something. She remembered feeling like this last year, but last year there had been a wonderful reprieve; it was too much to hope that that would happen again. Edward was asleep. She turned to look at him. He lay, turned towards her, his left arm thrown across her, his hand loosely clasping her right breast – his favourite, he called it. She had unfashionably large breasts, but he liked them: his love-making always began there. His face, in repose, had a kind of simple nobility; his wide forehead with the widow’s peak that was just off centre; the rather large and beaky nose, whose nostrils were each adorned by one silky, even more voluptuously curling hair, only visible if his head was thrown back; the faintly purple bloom below his cheekbones (he shaved twice a day if he was going out in the evenings); and the chin with a faint cleft above which the neat and bristling moustache, kept as carefully clipped as a little hedge, barely concealed the long narrow upper lip that contrasted so oddly with the full lower one. One saw people who were asleep quite differently, she thought. It was the open eye that distracted one from being able to be sure what the person was. Now, because they were soon to part, and the sex had been good – the best ever for him, he had said – and he lay, handsome and defenceless beside her, she felt a surge of love that was both romantic and maternal. ‘Wake me up if I drop off,’ he had said earlier. ‘If we are too late getting off, I’ll be in hot water the other end,’ a boy’s remark.

She moved and touched his face. ‘Wake up, old boy,’ she said, ‘it’s getting late.’

But later still, in the car going down, they quarrelled. By the time he had loaded the car, it was half past five, hours later than they had meant; he had opened the front door for her to get in, and then said, ‘Good Lord! I’ve forgotten Villy’s jewellery,’ and gone back into the house. When he returned, he had been carrying a large Victorian jewel box. He got in beside her, couldn’t find the car key and in order to feel in his pockets, shoved the box onto her lap carelessly. It was not locked and the contents spilled onto her skirt and the floor. ‘Dear me, how careless!’ he said, as he pushed the key into the ignition. For what seemed like hours, she retrieved pieces of jewellery, much of it in little battered leather boxes that also opened since many of them had broken clasps. Silently she put garnet earrings, paste necklaces, brooches and an entire set of topazes and pearls back into their places – all Villy’s stuff, that he had given her, not stuff that she wanted to see or even to know about at all. The box had a small Bramah key attached to its handle by a red ribbon. She untied this and locked it, and then twisted round in her seat to put the box in the back. She was conscious of ungovernable envy and fear, and was unable to stop herself asking, ‘Which did you give her for the last baby?’

‘The topazes,’ he answered shortly. Then, ‘Good Lord, Diana, what on earth made you ask that?’

‘I was curious.’

‘Well – don’t be. It has nothing to do with you. With us,’ he added in a more conciliating tone.

‘It has, rather, hasn’t it? I mean, you told me that you only had the baby because Villy wanted it so much. So it seems rather odd to give her a whole lot of jewellery for it as well.’

‘I always gave her a piece after each of the children. I couldn’t very well change about that.’ After a silence, he said, ‘Could I?’

‘Obviously not.’

Her sarcasm was either lost on him or he ignored it, as he said, ‘Well, I bet Angus gave you things after you had the boys.’ Then, with what seemed even to her incredible stupidity, he added, ‘Let’s close the subject, shall we?’

Pictures of Angus, drunk and maudlin after their firstborn, and the idiotic fur coat he had bought her occurred, and she said bitterly, ‘Oh, yes. After I had Ian, he bought me a fur coat – a full length skunk that I had to take back to the shop as soon as I could go out.’

‘Why on earth?’

‘Because he did not have the money to pay for it. The cheque had bounced by the time I got it back.’

‘How perfectly beastly for you. Poor sweet!’ But then he added, ‘I expect he meant well, though.’

‘He didn’t mean anything. Except that he wanted to be the kind of man who gave his wife a fur coat. He’d told masses of our friends, and when people asked to see it, he told them that he had had to send it back because I had ridiculous principles about not wearing fur.’

Edward did not reply. They were driving down Whitehall, and lorries loaded with sandbags were being directed by police into Downing Street and the doors of the government offices. There was not much other traffic.

‘And so,’ Diana continued – she felt both nettled and reckless – ‘of course he gave me nothing after Fergus. Or Jamie.’ This is idiotic, she thought. Why am I saying such unattractive, unimportant stupid things? She began to feel frightened. ‘Edward—’

‘Since you brought the subject up,’ he said, ‘it seems rather funny to me that you should make such a fuss about Villy having a child while we are going to bed together, when you did exactly the same thing yourself.’

‘I never told you that I didn’t ever go to bed with Angus! I told you that I didn’t want to! And, anyway, it was different about Jamie.’

He did not want to pursue the difference. ‘Well, come to that, I can’t remember ever telling you that I never went to bed with Villy. I didn’t talk about it because—’

‘Because what?’

‘Because it simply isn’t the kind of thing one talks about.’

‘You mean, it might be embarrassing?’

‘Yes,’ he said doggedly, ‘it certainly might.’

Outside Waterloo Station there was a queue of buses all full of children waiting to get into the station. As they drew alongside one of them they could hear the shrill voices in a kind of singing shout: ‘Jeepers creepers! Where d’yer get those peepers? Jeepers creepers, where d’yer get those eyes!’ over and over again.

‘Poor little beggars,’ Edward said. ‘Some of them must be going to the country for the first time in their lives.’

This touched her: she put a hand on his knee. ‘Darling! I don’t know what came over me! I’ve been feeling so blue. And it’s the end of our lovely time. I suppose I’m terrified that you’ll be sent away somewhere and I’ll never see you. It’s ridiculous to quarrel when everything’s so awful, anyway.’

‘Darling! Here – have my hank. You know I can’t bear you to cry. Of course we won’t quarrel. And I promise you one thing.’

She took her nose out of the voluptuous handkerchief that smelled so deliciously of Lebanon cedar. ‘What?’

‘Whatever I do I’ll find a way of seeing you. Wild horses wouldn’t keep me away.’

She blew and then powdered her nose.

‘Keep the handkerchief,’ he said.

‘Really you encourage me to blub,’ she said; she felt lightheaded as people sometimes do after a near accident. ‘You always tell me to keep your splendid handkerchiefs. I have quite a serious collection.’

‘Have you, sweetie? Well, I like you having them.’

They were all right after that, discussed how they could meet. Diana had found a girl in the village who would look after Jamie for a day sometimes: if he telephoned and got Isla, he would pretend to be an old friend of her father’s who, since widowed, lived in the Isle of Man with a gigantic clockwork railway apparatus which he played with from morning till night. ‘Well, not too old a friend,’ Diana said. ‘Daddy’s seventy-two, and you wouldn’t sound like a contemporary of his. You’d better be the son of his oldest friend.’ Edward said he could sound old if he tried, but when challenged to try sounded as Diana said, exactly like someone of forty-two, which he was. Why would the son keep ringing her up? They invented an ingenious but totally unconvincing fantasy about that, and everything became far more light-hearted. ‘And, of course, we could write to each other,’ Diana eventually said, but Edward made a face, and said writing was not much in his line.

‘I did so many lines at school’, he said, ‘that I invented a system of tying ten pens together, not in a bunch but in a string, so that I could write ten at once. But they caught me and I had to write more than ever.’

‘I can’t imagine you at school.’

‘Nor can I. I loathed every minute of it. Never out of hot water.’

They parted at the gate of Plum Cottage. A hurried embrace in the car.

‘Look after yourself,’ he said.

‘And you. God bless,’ she added, she was feeling tearful again, but determined not to cry.

When she was out of the car and had walked round it to the gate, she turned, and he blew her a kiss. This made her want to rush back to the car, but she smiled as brightly as she could, waved, and walked up the brick path. She heard him start the engine and go, and stood listening until she could no longer hear the car. ‘I am in love with him,’ she said to herself. ‘In love. With him.’ It could happen to anyone, but once it did, they had no choice.

That Saturday evening, all the grown-ups from Pear Tree Cottage – that is to say, Villy and Edward (only he was late), Sybil and Hugh, Jessica and Raymond, and Lady Rydal dined at Home Place, as the Brig had decreed that they should. Only Miss Milliment was left there to dine with the older children, some of whom had been swapped from Home Place for the meal. By the time Edward arrived, the adult party were starting upon their roast veal, with Mrs Cripps’s delicious forcemeat balls and paper thin slices of lemon, mashed potatoes and french beans. They were fifteen round the long table that had had its fourth leaf put in for the occasion, and Eileen had got Bertha to help hand the vegetables. Sid, who realised that she was the only outsider – a situation in which on different levels she often found herself – looked round at them with an affection that apart from her usual irony had something of awe. Everybody had worked hard all day in preparation for war, but now they all looked – and talked and behaved – as though it was just another ordinary evening. As they were either talking or eating or both, she could rove round the dark polished table. The Brig was telling old Lady Rydal some story about India – frequently interrupted by her: both considered themselves to be experts on that subject; he on the strength of a three months’ visit with his wife in the twenties, she for the reason that she had been born there, ‘a baby in the Mutiny’. ‘My ayah carried me out into the garden and hid me in a gardener’s hut for two days and thereby saved my life. So you see, Mr Cazalet, I cannot consider all Indians to be unreliable, although I know that that is a view that those less well informed might take. And’, she added to put the finishing touch to this munificence, ‘I cannot believe that the Indian nature has changed. There was a great deal of loyalty that was most touching – my father, whose experience was unrivalled, always said that he would trust his sepoys as he would his own brother.’

This both made Jessica and Villy exchange a glance of suppressed amusement – only they knew that Lady Rydal’s father had quarrelled so fiercely with his brother that they were not on speaking terms for at least forty years – and gave the Brig the opening he needed: armed with the slightest coincidence he could breach a small gap in anyone’s conversation, and now he was in with how interesting that she should mention sepoys, because a remarkable man he had met on the boat – extraordinary thing – both going over and coming back had said … Sid moved on to the great-aunts, who sat side by side in their bottle green and maroon crêpe-de-Chine long-sleeved dresses placidly sorting out the food on their plates: Dolly regarded forcemeat as indigestible, and Flo could not bear fat, while each deplored the other’s fussiness. ‘In the last war we were grateful for anything,’ Flo was saying, and Dolly retorting, ‘I have not the slightest recollection of you being grateful for anything: even when Father gave you that nice holiday in Broadstairs after you had to leave the hospital you weren’t grateful. Flo was useless as a nurse, because she simply could not stand the sight of blood,’ she remarked rather more loudly to anyone who might be listening. ‘She ended up with other VADs having to look after her which, of course, was not at all what the doctor ordered …’

Sybil, wearing a rather shapeless crêpe dress – she had put on weight since having Wills – was telling the Duchy how worried she was about him.

‘It’s only a phase,’ the Duchy said placidly. ‘Edward used to spit whenever he lost his temper as a little boy. He used to have the most ungovernable rages, and of course I worried about him. They all have tantrums when they’re babies.’ She sat, very straight, at the end of the table dressed as she always was, in her blue silk shirt with the sapphire and mother-of-pearl cross slung upon her discreet bosom – breasts, Sid thought affectionately, would not figure in her anatomy or her language – her frank and unselfconscious gaze directed now at her daughter-in-law. Now she began to laugh, as she went on, ‘Edward was the naughtiest of the lot. When he was about ten, I suppose it was, he once picked every single daffodil in the garden, tied them in bunches with his sister’s hair ribbons, and sold them at the end of the drive. He had a notice that said “Help the Poor” on a board, and do you know who the poor were? Himself! We had stopped his pocket money for some other crime, and he wanted a special kind of spinning top!’ She took the tiny lace handkerchief from under the gold strap of her wrist-watch and wiped her eyes.

‘And did he get it?’

‘Oh, no, my dear. I made him put it all in the box on Sunday at church. And, of course, he got a spanking.’

‘You must be talking about me,’ Edward called from across the table. He had been listening to Jessica.

‘Yes, darling, I was.’

‘I was hopeless at school, too,’ Edward said. ‘I don’t know how you all put up with me.’

How self-confident he must be to say that, Sid thought, but any further thoughts were interrupted by Jessica saying, ‘I wish you’d tell that to Christopher. He feels he is such a failure at school.’

‘He feels that because he is,’ Raymond said. ‘I’ve never known a boy muff so many opportunities.’

‘He is good at Latin,’ Jessica said at once.

‘He likes Latin. The test is whether a boy works at anything he doesn’t like.’

‘And natural history. He knows a lot about birds and things.’

‘I don’t think anyone works much at things that they don’t like,’ Villy remarked. ‘Look at Louise. I really think that all those years with Miss Milliment all she did was read plays and novels. She has the most rudimentary idea of maths and Latin. Or Greek.’

‘Does Miss Milliment teach them Greek?’ Rupert asked. ‘She is an amazing old thing, isn’t she? Who educated her, I wonder? She knows a hell of a lot about painting.’

‘I suspect she largely educated herself. But I expect you know, don’t you, Mummy?’ Villy turned to Lady Rydal, who looked at her in some surprise before she answered.

‘I haven’t the slightest idea. She came from a respectable family, and Lady Conway said she had been very good with her girls. Naturally, I didn’t enquire into her personal life.’

‘Well, I think whoever it is, it’s better for girls to be educated at home,’ Hugh said. ‘You hated your boarding school, didn’t you, Rach?’

And Sid, at once directed towards Rachel, saw her flinch at the memory before she said, ‘I did, rather, but I expect it was very good for me.’ She was almost too tired to eat, Sid saw, and longed to say, ‘Darling, give up for the day – go to bed, and I’ll bring you anything you feel like on a tray,’ but it’s not my house, she thought, and she is not supposed to be my love, or anything near it, and I have no power at all. After that, she could observe and think of nothing but Rachel. She realised that the Duchy was bringing Zoë into the conversation, drawing attention to the centrepiece of roses on the table that apparently Zoë had done, but all the time she saw Rachel trying to eat what was on her plate – the family did not approve of people picking at their food, and the Duchy deplored waste. She saw Rachel cutting off a sliver of veal and putting it into her mouth and then, eventually, swallowing it, picking at the mashed potato with her fork, crumbling the piece of bread on her side plate and eating tiny pieces between sips of water. Rachel had not only had endless and arduous administrative problems in moving her Babies’ Hotel, she had borne the brunt of her parents’ conflict about it, although that part of it had been considerably worse last year when there had been no accommodation for them but the squash court. Practical considerations had not then, as now, impaired the Brig’s patriarchal generosity, but they had offended, and still to some extent did offend, the Duchy’s sense of what was sensible and proper. Rachel, who hated conflict, had had the unenviable task of carrying messages about all this between her parents, softening them en route from the arbitrary and sweeping plans of her father and the awkward, not to say unanswerable questions from her mother, which, as Sid could see, suited both parties: the Brig would brook no interference of his arrangements, and the Duchy would never actually oppose them; the presence of a daughter therefore enabled them to continue a bland relationship in public. But this, as so much else in her filial life, was at Rachel’s expense, and in this case, it was her charity that was at stake and so naturally she was even more driven and dutiful. What is to become of us? Sid thought, and could find no answer. At least Evie, her sister, was out of the way, safely ensconced in Bath, being the secretary for yet another musician she had fallen for – at least, that was what it had sounded like the last time she had telephoned. But what was she, Sid, to do when the war finally started? She could not simply continue teaching music in schools, surely? She should join some women’s service, but every time she thought of that, as she had been doing with increasing frequency in the last few weeks, she had also to think that this would mean leaving Rachel, completely and for an unknown amount of time, a prospect so chilling and awful as to paralyse her. So far she had been able to retreat from this dilemma because it still lay precariously in the future, a possibility, a last and uncertain resort, but since yesterday with the news that the Germans had invaded Poland, had knocked out the Polish air force and immobilised their railways, she knew that it was on the brink of not being the future any more. She ached to talk alone with Rachel, if she needs me, she thought, but Rachel did not acknowledge need in relation to herself of any kind, would only consider her – Sid’s – duty as earnestly and sincerely as she would her own. Anyway, tonight was out of the question. Tonight, at the Duchy’s instigation, they were to play the Pastoral Symphony, her beloved Toscanini’s performance, on her splendid new gramophone. ‘I think we need that kind of music tonight,’ she had said before dinner, the only allusion made by any of them to what lay in store. And after the Beethoven, Rachel would be utterly worn out, even supposing she stayed the course. She looked across the table now to catch Rachel’s eye, but she was talking to Villy, and as she looked away, it was Zoë’s eye that she caught, and Zoë gave her a small hesitant smile – almost as one outsider to another, Sid thought, as she returned it. She had used to evade Zoë, distrusting the extraordinarily pretty, but she thought vacuous face, but Zoë’s habitual expression had changed: it was as though before she had known everything she thought she needed to know, and now knew nothing. The effect was to make her mysteriously younger, which was odd, because Sid had thought that sorrow – and she had, after all, only recently lost her baby – made people look older. She had observed that the family treated her differently from a year ago; they seemed now to have accepted her, as, in a way, they have me, she thought, but, then, that is only because they don’t know my secret, and she looked at Zoë again, as the (bizarre, surely) notion that she, too, might have a secret occurred. What nonsense, she then thought, she simply looks a little lost because she has lost something, but at least her deprivation can be known and acknowledged – it is a respectable loss, however severe.

They were on to the plum tart now, and Rupert, at the Duchy’s instigation, was telling his story of Tonks at the Slade. ‘He used to walk very slowly round the room, peering at each student’s work in silence, until he came across a particularly inept piece of work – done by one of the girls. He would stare at it, and the silence became so awful you could hear a pin drop. He would say, “Do you knit?” He was next to Villy and addressed the question to her, whereupon Villy who, of course, knew the story, instantly became the awestruck student and, with the perfect nervous giggle, agreed that she did. “Well, why don’t you go home and do that?”’

‘How awful!’ Jessica cried. ‘Poor girl!’

‘He was a wonderful teacher, though,’ Rupert said. ‘He just couldn’t be bothered with people who were absolutely no good.’

‘He liked your work, though, didn’t he, Rupe?’ Zoë said.


‘Well, he didn’t ask me whether I could knit.’

‘Just as well, old boy,’ Edward said. ‘You’d make a rotten knitter.’

Here Flo gave one high-pitched little scream of laughter, and choked, whereupon Dolly hit her, quite viciously, on the back, with the result that some plum tart shot out of her nose onto the table.

‘Edward, give her your handkerchief,’ Villy cried, as Flo stopped coughing and began to sneeze.

Edward felt in his pockets. ‘Can’t seem to find it.’

Raymond proffered his; Villy got up with a glass of water and ministered to Flo, whose face had suffused from mulberry to beetroot.

‘You’ll be lucky if you ever get your hanky back,’ Dolly remarked. ‘I’ve never known Flo return a hanky. In her entire life.’

‘At least I have some sense of humour,’ Flo returned between sneezes, ‘which is more than could be said for some.’

Rachel caught Sid’s eye then and winked; to Sid it felt like a caress: she winked back.

At dinner, or rather supper, in Pear Tree Cottage, however, the war – beside much else – was discussed with varying degrees of anxiety and cheerful abandon. In this last camp were Teddy, Simon, Nora, Lydia and Neville (Lydia and Neville had wheedled themselves dinner in the dining room on the twofold grounds that it would be less trouble for the servants, and that they hadn’t had a treat for weeks). Their presence was deeply resented by Polly and Clary who had only recently been promoted to supper downstairs and that not always. ‘They haven’t got a shred of justice in their bodies,’ Clary had said earlier of her father and Aunt Villy. Christopher and Polly were united in their disapproval and dread of war; Louise was poised uncertainly between all of them: disapproval of war was one thing, having one’s career utterly wrecked was another; on the other hand, it was all being, or feeling as though it was going to be, terribly exciting. Miss Milliment, who had earlier sensed that Villy would be relieved if she did not seem to expect to go out to dinner with the rest of the family and had said how much she should like to have supper with the children, preserved an interested equanimity. She sat now in her nigger brown stockinette skirt and cardigan – which she had that morning discovered right at the back of her wardrobe; she could not have worn it for at least two years, and it had been casually attacked by moth, but fortunately only in places that did not show very much – her small grey eyes glinting with amusement behind her steel-rimmed spectacles.

‘If only Hitler could have waited another three years,’ Teddy was saying, ‘I could have gone slap into the RAF and had a wizard time dropping bombs on him.’ His voice had broken during the summer term, and now sounded too loud, Louise noticed.

‘I thought you said you wanted to be a fighter pilot,’ she said.

‘I do, really, but I might have to be a bomber.’

‘And what does Christopher want to do?’ Miss Milliment enquired: she thought he was being rather swamped by Teddy.

‘Oh – I don’t know,’ he muttered.

‘Christopher’s a cautious objector,’ Simon said.

‘You mean conscientious,’ Nora snubbed.

‘What is that? What do you do if you are it?’ Neville asked.

‘Object of course, you fool.’

‘Don’t say “you fool” to Simon. I agree with him anyway, Miss Milliment.’

‘Do you, Polly? I didn’t know that.’

‘You mean you object to war? What an extraordinary thing to object to!’

‘It isn’t. You don’t know anything, Neville, so shut up.’

‘I think Neville is trying to find out,’ Miss Milliment said mildly.

‘Well, you could drive an ambulance, or something boring like that,’ Teddy said.

‘Or you could simply be an evacuee,’ Neville said. ‘We met some this afternoon.’

‘Who’s we?’

‘Lydia and me.’

‘Lydia and I,’ Clary corrected him.

‘They were rather disgusting,’ Lydia said. ‘One of them ate a scab off his knee.’

Neville turned on her. ‘I’ve seen you do that,’ he said.

‘You never have!’

‘I certainly have. It’s not a thing I’ve often seen,’ he explained to Miss Milliment. ‘So I wouldn’t be likely to forget it, would I? In your bath!’

Lydia went pink. ‘I simply didn’t want it to fall off into the water and go back into blood,’ she said.

‘Who’s being disgusting now?’ Nora said.

‘It’s difficult not to be disgusting about things that are that,’ Lydia said.

‘If you simply weren’t here,’ Clary said, ‘we wouldn’t be talking about disgusting things. We’d be having a far more interesting conversation.’

There was a silence while everyone ate their fish pie and runner beans.

‘When is Judy coming back?’ Clary asked at last. She didn’t much want to know but felt she had to show that other conversation was possible.

‘Dad’s fetching her tomorrow. She’s at Rottingdean with a school friend. She had her tonsils out at the beginning of the hols, and Mummy thought some sea air would do her good.’

‘And Angela?’ Miss Milliment enquired.

‘Oh, she’s got some sort of job and she lives in a flat with a friend. We hardly ever see her. She simply hates it at Frensham. Mummy wanted her to be a deb now we’ve got some money, but she wouldn’t.’

‘Do you call that interesting conversation, Miss Milliment?’ Neville asked.

‘One of the evacuees had worms,’ Lydia said, before Miss Milliment could reply. ‘And they had to have their hair cut because little animals lived in it. Medically speaking, they weren’t much cop.’

‘They were a lot of cop,’ Neville said. ‘I should think doctors would far rather have a few people with a lot of things wrong with them than everyone with one wrong thing. Supposing you got chicken pox and measles and mumps all at once,’ he added, warming to the subject, ‘you’d be so spotty you’d just be one large spot – they wouldn’t show because there’d be no skin in between. And,’ he added, ‘the other good thing would be that then you could just be well for the rest of your life. If I was a doctor, I’d give people all the things they hadn’t got—’

‘Shut up! I knew it was a mistake having them down for supper—’

‘That is the principle of inoculation,’ Miss Milliment said. ‘That is why people in this country, at least, do not get smallpox any more. You were all given a little dose of smallpox when you were babies.’

‘Well, that’s something,’ Neville said. ‘All our side has got to do is give all the Germans smallpox and they’d be too ill to fight. Can you die of it?’

‘People used to die of it, yes.’

‘You see?’

‘Don’t put your plum stones on the table, Neville,’ Clary said crossly: she could see that Polly became tense every time the war was mentioned, and perhaps Miss Milliment noticed that too, because she launched into an account of Dr Jenner and his experiments with cow pox.

This impressed Christopher very much. ‘It must have saved thousands of people’s lives,’ he said, his spectacles misting up as his face became red with excitement. ‘I wish I could invent something like that!’

‘Discoveries of that nature usually come about from sharp observance,’ Miss Milliment remarked. ‘There is no reason why you should not discover something, Christopher, if that is what you most want to do.’

‘Rich man, poor man, beggarman, thief,’ Lydia muttered. She helped herself to another plum, gouged out the stone with her spoon and went through the ritual again. ‘Rich man!’ she exclaimed with artificial surprise.

‘I don’t do my stones like that,’ Neville said. ‘I do them quite differently.’

‘How?’

He screwed up his eyes and held his breath.

‘Engine driver, pirate, zoo-keeper, burglar,’ he announced at last. ‘I don’t cheat about stones like you, because I wouldn’t mind being any of them.’

‘You always miss the point,’ Clary said. ‘The whole point is that there are some things you wouldn’t like.’

‘Like being married to a thief,’ Lydia said.

‘I don’t know, that might be quite exciting,’ Polly said. ‘They’d come home in the evening with all kinds of things you’d never thought of. If it was a thief with the same taste as you, you could furnish your whole house.’

Teddy, who had eaten his share of pudding, and there wasn’t anything else, said could he and Simon please go back to Home Place now as they were in the middle of something they had to finish. ‘All these women and children’, he explained to Simon as they ran back, ‘give me the pip,’ and Simon said he quite agreed. He didn’t actually feel like that about the older girls, but he recognised that it was a bit feeble of him, and knew that it was only a matter of time before he’d feel like Teddy.

‘What are we in the middle of?’ he asked. He was worrying a bit about Christopher being left out of whatever it was.

‘You’ll see.’

They reached the end of the track and emerged onto the road. It was nearly but not quite dark. When they reached the drive to Home Place, Teddy did not go in but continued to run along the road up the hill. Then he slowed down, and started to explore the hedge that bounded the little wood by Home Place. ‘There’s a place through here somewhere,’ he said, ‘Christopher showed me last year.’

‘It’ll be jolly dark in the wood.’ Simon began to feel a bit nervous.

‘No, it won’t. You’ll see. Ah! This is it.’ He plunged through a gap in the hedge and Simon followed, through brambles and old man’s beard and the rattling seeds of old cow parsley. Just as he began to feel that he would rather be with Christopher looking through his collection of Peter Scott cigarette cards or feeding his owl, Teddy stopped.

‘Here we are,’ he said, and sat down. Simon sat beside him: they didn’t seem to be anywhere much. He watched while Teddy produced a night light and a box of matches. ‘You make a flat bit of ground for it,’ he said, and Simon obediently scraped away at leaves and twigs until he’d cleared a small bit of ground. I hope it’s not going to be witchcraft, he thought, but he didn’t say anything.

‘Now, then.’ Teddy next pulled out his bulky and businesslike penknife.

‘What are you going to cut?’ He was beginning to be afraid that Teddy might be going to cut them and mix their blood like Red Indians in pacts.

‘This.’ It was a rather battered cigar.

‘Where did you get that?’

‘Easy. The Brig left it in the ashtray. I think he’d forgotten it. It wasn’t stealing, it was just taking.’ He put the cigar on his knee and began sawing it in half. ‘I thought it would be more fun if we could both smoke at once,’ he said, and Simon was torn between pride at being included, and dread of what he was being included in.

‘You suck one end and get it really wet,’ he said as he handed Simon his half. Then he struck a match and lit the night light which lay between them. Simon could see Teddy’s face which was hot from the run. ‘You light yours first,’ Teddy said, handing him the box of matches. Simon tried: he used three matches, but it didn’t seem to light, and the bit in his mouth felt crumbly and like very old leaves with a bitter taste.

‘Here, I’ll do it for you. Give it to me.’

When he had handed back Simon’s half, now glowing, he said, ‘You’ll have to keep smoking or it’ll go out. Now, for the best of all.’ From under his flannel shirt he pulled a small bottle. Simon could see the label that said ‘Syrup of Figs’ on it. He put it carefully on the ground and pulled out another bottle that Simon recognised as tonic water. Then he produced one of the Bakelite picnic mugs.

‘We’re going to smoke and drink,’ he said. ‘And propose some toasts. That sort of thing.’

Simon felt immensely relieved: no witchcraft, no blood-letting.

‘Although actually,’ Teddy went on, as he poured equal quantities from each bottle into the mug, ‘it isn’t tonic water – I couldn’t find any, they’d drunk it all. So I mixed up some Andrew’s Liver Salts with water. It’ll come to much the same thing.’ He lit his cigar, took a drag on it and was momentarily speechless. Simon realised that his had gone out. While he relit it, Teddy took a deep swig from the mug, and handed it to him. ‘It’s a bit warm,’ he said, ‘being next to my chest and, of course, I couldn’t manage ice.’

Simon took a cautious drink. It was nothing like as nice as orange squash or, indeed, any other drink he could think of.

‘I’m afraid the fizz has rather gone out of it,’ Teddy said. Simon couldn’t reply. He had taken a drag on his cigar which made him feel as though he was falling off something.

‘Now. Here are the toasts. Death to Hitler.’ He drank, and handed Simon the mug. ‘You have to say it as well before you drink.’


‘Death to Hitler,’ Simon said. It came out like a croak, and it felt as though the first drink was surging up his throat to meet the second. He swallowed several times, and things settled down.

‘Don’t we have to drink healths as well?’ he said.

‘Good idea. Strangways major.’

Strangways major was a prefect and captain of rugger, and altogether so exalted that Simon had never spoken to him.

‘You’re not taking very big swigs – go on, there’s lots more.’

He had another go, hoping he would have got to like it, but he hadn’t.

‘I think I’ll stick to smoking,’ he said, but Teddy said don’t be silly, took back the mug and filled it up again.

He went on with toasts. They drank to Laurel and Hardy, Bobby Riggs, Mr Chamberlain, Cicely Courtneidge and finally, the King, but when they got to him, Teddy said that they must stand up, which turned out to be surprisingly difficult. Teddy was swaying about and laughing, ‘I think I’m a bit drunk,’ he said. He helped Simon up, but the moment he let go of him, Simon found himself sitting down again very suddenly and hard, and then he was terrifically sick which made his eyes stream although he wasn’t crying as he told Teddy. Teddy was wizard about it, said it was probably something he ate, ‘The fish, I expect – it comes all the way from Hastings in a van,’ and that it didn’t matter in the least. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway,’ he said. ‘In fact, I don’t think anything matters very much.’ When Simon felt better, they blew out the night light and went home.

‘It’s a funny old world.’ He sounded as though he was trying to be as nice about it as possible, but it was clear that he thought it could do better if it tried. Mrs Cripps, who was never quite sure when he was referring to personal matters, about which she had fervent curiosity and interest, or world matters, about which she had neither, trod warily.

‘Well, there it is, I suppose,’ she answered. She poured a little tea into her cup to see if it had stood long enough, and it had.

‘It isn’t as though they’re anything to do with the Empire, after all.’ He watched as she filled his cup; the dark liquid mixing with the creamy milk turned it the colour of beech leaves. His chauffeur’s hat, a smart grey with a black cockade, lay on the table beside a plate of Bakewell tarts.

‘Mind you, I’ve nothing against Poles. As such.’

Her heart sank. What did he mean? There was a silence while he stirred three lumps of sugar into his tea – he always made a proper job of that, there was never any sugar left wasting in the cup like some.

They were in the very small sitting room off the kitchen, where she sometimes put her feet up in the afternoons. By common but unspoken consent, it was not used by the other servants, excepting Eileen who sometimes took tea with her there. The dining-room dinner was over, and she could hear distant sounds of Madam’s gramophone and, nearer, the sounds of the girls washing up in the pantry.

‘Would you fancy a tart, Mr Tonbridge?’ she said.

‘Seeing as it’s your pastry, Mrs Cripps. After you.’ He handed her the plate and she took one, just to be sociable.

‘Close was it, in London?’ she asked. It was London she wanted to hear about, and what had happened to him there.

‘In more ways than one,’ he replied before he could stop himself. He drank some of his tea – she did make a nice cup of tea – while he endeavoured to overcome the sudden urge to tell her the awful things that had been going on. But no, he still felt too shocked and humiliated – tell her anything of that and it might be the end of her respect.

‘There’s no doubt we’re on the brink, Mrs Cripps, like it or not, that’s where our politicians have landed us – Polish Corridor or no Polish Corridor.’

The poles he had earlier alluded to now became people instead of something to prop up the hops, but the corridor defeated her. How on earth could a corridor have anything whatever to do with starting a war? She composed her features to cautious concern. He’d been sent to London for the day to collect some things from the London house, and there’d been a rumour (gleaned from Eileen waiting at breakfast) that he’d been invited to bring her and the child back down with him, but he hadn’t or he wouldn’t be sitting here now.

She fell back on one of his favourite statements. ‘It’s my belief, Mr Tonbridge, that you can’t trust politicians.’

‘Now there I agree with you.’ He moved his cup a fraction nearer to her, and she at once rinsed the tea-leaves out of it into the slop bowl and poured him another one.

‘And half the time, they don’t know what they’re doing.’

‘They do not, Mrs Cripps, and that’s a fact. They don’t tell us the half of it either, if you ask me.’ She pushed the plate of tarts towards him and his hand reached out for one, but he paid no attention to it and therefore did not have to thank her. ‘But when, as they say, the balloon goes up, Mrs Cripps, who pays the tune?’

She flashed him a smile so that he could see her gold stopping, which, like other things about her seldom seen or not seen at all, he found definitely attractive.

‘You tell me,’ she said as she leaned towards him and her bust shifted slightly under her overall.


A fine figure of a woman, he thought – not for the first time either. ‘You have a remarkable mind. For a woman. And I tell no lie,’ he said. ‘I don’t need to tell you. You know it all. It’s a real pleasure to converse with you. Unlike some.’

This glancing, but gratifyingly uncomplimentary allusion to Mrs Tonbridge was the nearest she came to appeasing her curiosity, but from it she guessed that there had been a visit, and that it had not turned out well. And if there was a war, which naturally she wasn’t in favour of in itself, it would mean that the family would stay down here, which in turn would mean more work, but would also mean that Frank (as she privately called him) would be about. So it would be worth having a perm to her hair, she thought later, as she eased her aching legs between the sheets – her veins were really bad at the end of the day with all the standing she did at work.

But Tonbridge, after he had hung his uniform carefully on the back of the chair in his dark little bedroom next to the gun room, unstrapped his leather gaiters, and unlaced his boots, found himself standing in his vest and drawers by the small casement window after he had shut it for the night, frozen with the terrible memories of his day. Naturally, he’d done his work first, hadn’t got to Gosport Street till well after two. The house had seemed very quiet, and he’d noticed that the curtains upstairs were drawn: it had struck him with sudden hope that she might be away visiting her mother. He’d let himself in, but after he slammed the door behind him, he heard sounds from above. He’d started to go upstairs but the bedroom door opened and there she was – not dressed – just pulling her dressing gown round her, her mules clacking on the lino. ‘It’s you!’ she said. ‘And what do you want?’ He’d told her straight of Madam’s kind offer for her and the kid, and she had launched into her sarcastic ‘Oh, thank you so very bloody much for condescending to consider me’ type of thing and stood barring his way on the stairs. ‘What’s going on?’ he had said – not wanting to know but he had to say something.

She had folded her arms across her bony chest and begun to laugh. Then she’d called, ‘George! You’ll never guess who’s here!’ The bedroom door opened again and out came one of the largest men he’d ever seen in his life. Well over six foot he was – he had to stoop coming out of the bedroom – with curly ginger hair and a moustache. He wore a sleeveless singlet and was buttoning his flies over a beer belly, but his arms were like two legs of mutton with tattoos all over them. ‘George is looking after me now,’ she said, ‘so you can vamoose.’

‘Spying on us, is ’e?’ George said. ‘A Peeping Tom, is ’e?’ He took a step forward, and the floorboards creaked.

‘I’m here to take her away from the bombs. And the kid,’ he said, but his voice came out weak.

‘The kid’s gone. I sent him off with his school.’

‘Where?’

‘Never you mind where. What’s it to do with you?’

He started to say something about it being his kid, but she laughed again. ‘Your kid? You must be joking! Why did you think I married you – a little runt like you?’

It was out. Something he’d always wondered about, and shied away from as a wicked notion he shouldn’t believe in.

‘I’ll just get my clothes, then,’ he said, and moved blindly up a stair but his legs were shaking and he had to get hold of the banisters.

‘Don’t you dare lay a finger on me!’ she cried, and George moved down to her and laid a hand like a bunch of pork sausages on her shoulder.

‘Get ’im his clothes, Ethyl,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t have no use for them, would I? ‘E’ll go outside and wait for them as quiet as …’ he paused and his light blue eyes were full of considering contempt, ‘a mouse,’ he finished.

So that was it. He’d gone down the stairs and into the street, and she’d opened the upstairs window and just flung the stuff down at him – socks, shirts, two pairs of shoes and his winter uniform – all thrown onto the pavement and the street, in the gutter, and he’d gone about, picking them up and putting them into the back of the car while George stood massively in the doorway and watched him. He’d never felt so humiliated in his life; the whole street might be watching, so all he could do was collect everything as quickly as possible, get into the car and drive away. But as soon as he’d got to the end of the street and turned a corner, he had to stop, because he found he was sobbing, he couldn’t see a thing, and one thing he’d always been was careful with Mr Cazalet’s cars. He always says there’s no one to touch you for care of your vehicle. ‘I’d trust you with a brand new Rolls if I had one,’ that’s what he’d said and not so long ago. He remembered this twice. He’d been with Mr Cazalet for twenty-one years now, and few could say the same. It wasn’t only the driving, it was the upkeep, and he’d defy anyone – anyone at all – to find any dirt, anything wrong with the engine, any polishing neglected. He blew his nose, and felt with trembling fingers in his pockets for his packet of Weights and lit one. And with Mr Cazalet losing his sight, he depended on him more than ever. ‘I depend upon you, Frank,’ he’d said not so long ago – last summer it had been when it had first looked like war – ‘I know I can always rely on you,’ he said. A gentleman like Mr Cazalet wouldn’t say that for nothing. And even when he’d had that trouble with Mr Cazalet driving on the right-hand side of the road because that’s how he rode his horses, ‘I put my foot down,’ he said aloud. ‘Either you drive on the left, sir, or I’ll do the driving.’ Now he always drove him, and Madam, and Miss Rachel, who was a really nice lady, not to mention Mrs Hugh and Mrs Edward. ‘You’re part of the family,’ Miss Rachel had said when she visited him in hospital after that trouble with his ulcer. ‘I think you’re very brave,’ she had said. Very brave. Miss Rachel would never tell a lie. He’d glanced into the back of the car: he’d have to get a box or a case or something to put his stuff in – couldn’t turn up at Home Place with the car looking like that, he had his pride, after all.

He was sniffing loudly now by the window. He flexed his biceps and looked at his arm to see if it made a difference, but it didn’t much. Scrawny, she’d called him. ‘You’re bow-legged,’ she’d said on another occasion. He had such narrow shoulders, Mr Cazalet had had his uniform made. We can’t all be the same, he thought miserably. He looked at the case with his stuff in it lying on the floor still not unpacked. He’d do that tomorrow. He wouldn’t think about any of that, except, now, he was glad he hadn’t told Mabel – as he privately called her. She respected him, looked up to him, as a woman should; it felt quite natural when he was with her. As he got into bed he realised that he hadn’t got a home any more – not with that man in it – and then he thought this was his home, where the family was, always had been. He thought he’d lie awake, with his insides churning, but the Bakewell tarts had settled his stomach, and he was asleep before he knew it. And that was the last day before the war.

When Mr Chamberlain had finished, and the children had been sent out of the room, the Brig suggested that he and his sons – and Raymond, of course – should repair to his study to discuss plans, but the Duchy said no, if plans were to be discussed she thought that everyone should be present to discuss them. She said it with such surprising asperity, that he gave way at once. Everybody settled down: Miss Milliment wondered quietly whether they would like her to leave, but nobody seemed to hear her, so she crossed her ankles and looked rather anxiously at her shoes, the laces of which had already come undone. The Brig, who had lit his pipe very slowly, now said that obviously everybody should stay put: the London houses could be closed, or possibly all but one … What about the children’s schools? Villy and Sybil said at once. Surely they would remain open – they were in the country, after all, and it would be a pity to interrupt their education. It was decided that Villy should ring Teddy’s and Simon’s school, and that Jessica would find out about Christopher’s school and whether the domestic-science establishment attended by Nora and Louise was to continue or not. There was then a pause, eventually broken by Villy, who said what about the Babies’ Hotel? She didn’t think the nurses could get through the winter in the squash court: the glass in the roof would make it perishing cold, apart from the fact that the poor things had no real facilities for washing or keeping their clothes, ‘Or even anywhere to be when they aren’t working,’ she added. The Brig said that he’d been considering modifications to the squash court that would deal with all that, but the Duchy said sharply that it was out of the question to modify a place that people were having to sleep in. There was a silence; everyone recognised that she was upset, but only Rachel knew why. Raymond then announced that kind though they all were, he and Jessica and their brood had a perfectly good house of their own at Frensham which they would repair to, as they had always been going to do, in a week’s time. Rupert said that he was going to have a crack at joining the Navy, and he knew that Edward had made his arrangements; Hugh would be in London, the older boys and girls at school, so why couldn’t they let the nurses have Pear Tree Cottage and all live here at Home Place? This idea, while it seemed to have no valid objection, met with covert resistance. Neither Sybil nor Villy relished the idea of having no household of their own; the Duchy had serious misgivings about whether Mrs Cripps would stand the numbers to cook for; Rachel felt anxiety about turning her sisters-in-law out of their house for her – Rachel’s – charity, and the Brig did not wish to be balked of his ingenious schemes about the squash court. Nobody voiced their reservations, and when the Duchy had said that they would cross that bridge when they came to it, some of them felt able to acknowledge the scheme as a good idea. Rachel then said that she and Sid must get back to Mill Farm where they had been in the midst of unpacking and settling in Matron and the babies. Then Edward said he thought they should all have a drink, and he and Rupert went off to arrange that.

‘You’ve been very quiet, darling,’ Rupert said to Zoë, as she followed them out of the room.

‘I couldn’t think of anything helpful to say,’ she replied, ‘but, Rupe, are you really going to join the Navy?’

‘If they’ll have me. I’d have to do something.’ He looked at her, and then added, ‘Of course, they may not have me.’

‘But what shall I do?’

‘Darling, we’ll talk about that. We’ve got a lot of plans to make.’

Edward handed him a tray of glasses at this point, and he repeated, ‘Don’t worry, we will talk about all of it – but later.’

Zoë, without replying, turned on her heel and ran down the hall and upstairs. Edward raised his eyebrows and said, ‘I expect all that talk about the Babies’ Hotel upset her, poor little sweet. Everyone’s feeling a bit jittery.’

Except you, Rupert thought with resentful admiration. He felt that Edward was capable of turning anything – even war – into an exciting personal adventure.

After lunch, it was decreed that the children were to go blackberrying, as the Duchy said that as much jelly as possible should be made while there was still sugar. ‘Much better to give them something sensible to do,’ she said, and the aunts and mothers agreed. Louise and Nora were put in charge, and told Neville and Lydia to wear their wellingtons which made them cross.

‘You aren’t wearing yours,’ Lydia said to her sister, ‘so why should we?’

‘Because you’re much smaller, and your legs will get scratched.’

‘They’ll get scratched above our wellingtons just as much.’

‘Yes,’ Neville said, ‘and the blood will run down into our boots and mingle with our sore heels.’

‘I think everyone should wear them, or no one,’ Clary said. It was rather sickening, she remarked to Polly, how those two pretended to be grown up when they weren’t.

‘And why aren’t Teddy and Christopher being made to do it?’ Clary demanded, as they waited in the scullery while Eileen provided them with receptacles.

‘Because the Brig wants them to do things to the squash court,’ Louise said.

‘And it’s none of your business, anyway,’ Nora said. Neville put out his tongue, but Nora saw him. ‘That’s extremely rude, Neville, you should apologise at once.’

‘It just happened to come out,’ he said, retreating from her. ‘I don’t think I need to apologise for something which simply happened.’

‘Yes, you do. Apologise.’

He thought for a moment. He had put the large colander that Eileen had given him on his head so that it was not possible to see his expression.

‘I’m so frightfully sorry that I can’t come,’ he said at last. ‘That’s what people say when they don’t want to do something,’ he added.

Clary saw his eyes gleaming through the holes in the colander. ‘It’s no good,’ she said to Louise. ‘Much better to pretend he never said it.’

Louise entirely agreed. She felt Nora often got far too bossy, but she was also obstinate and would never give way in front of the other children. ‘Look, Neville, just say you’re sorry. Quietly.’

He looked at her; she was much nicer than Nora. She saw his lips move.

‘I said it,’ he said. ‘So quietly that I should think I was the only person who could hear.’

‘Well, that’s that,’ Nora said, slinging her basket over her shoulder. ‘A lot of fuss about nothing.’

‘Mincemeat out of a molehill,’ Neville agreed. He had taken off his colander, and his face was bland.

‘Oh, come on!’ Clary cried. It was awful how long people took to get started on anything.

The best blackberry place was at the far end of the large meadow beyond the small wood at the back of the house. The grass was high and bleached, as it had not been cut for hay; the few large trees were turning, the Spanish chestnuts laden with their yellowing spiky balls. This year, Polly thought, they would really be able to roast chestnuts; last year they had thought they would, but in the end they had all gone back to London the same as usual. ‘What’s going to happen to us, do you think?’ she asked Clary.

‘I should think we’ll stay here and have lessons with Miss M. They wouldn’t have got her down here if we weren’t. But the boys will go to school, I should think – after all, their school is in the country, and I suppose they will go to their domestic-science place. Neville ought to go to a boys’ school as well,’ she added. ‘He’s getting awfully spoilt.’

‘But – if we’re here, and our fathers are in London or somewhere else, what happens when we’re invaded?’

‘Oh, Poll! Our fathers will be in London. They’ll come down for weekends. And we won’t be invaded. We have a navy. They’ll stop all that sort of thing.’

Polly was silent, not from conviction, but from the hopeless sense that the more people tried to be reassuring, the less you could trust their views. They had reached the wide sloping bank that inclined towards the next wood – the one where she had imagined the tank blasting through towards her and Dad last year. The brambles festooned the clumps of hawthorn that were scattered on this piece of land, which also contained many rabbit holes, molehills and in one place the end of a dewpond, now simply a dampish declivity surrounded by a few disconsolate rushes. In the Easter holidays it was a good place for primroses which clustered round the clumps, and in the early summer they had found little purple orchids. Now the large trees in the wood were burnished in the golden, windless light, and the clumps glistened with bramble, briony and hawthorn berries, and there were swags of old man’s beard.

‘Everybody spread out and start picking!’ Nora called. She made it sound like a school outing, Louise thought, as she noticed the others moving quickly as far from Nora as possible, which left her, Louise, feeling that she’d have to stay with her cousin or it would look rude. They put up a cock pheasant between them, but before it flew, it ran, with its drunken, stilted gait, a few yards away; then, when Lydia ran after it, it rose in the air and whirred away.

Neville soon got tired of picking and upset his colander, which discouraged him even more. He went exploring the rabbit holes: he had a secret desire to see the inside of a warren, and thought that if only he could widen the entrance, he’d be able to slip in. He did not even want to tell Lydia this plan; it would be far more fun to mention it casually when they were having their baths. ‘I went into a warren today,’ he would say. ‘It was just like Beatrix Potter – little frying pans hung up on sticky-out roots from the walls, and the floor all smooth and sandy. The rabbits loved me coming to see them.’ He imagined them hopping onto his knees, all soft and furry with their lovely ears lying down on their backs and their bulging eyes looking up at him in a trusting way. But he couldn’t make any headway with the digging at all. He tried with the colander, but it simply wouldn’t dig, and then he tried scooping earth up with one of his wellingtons, but it was too floppy. And then when he put the Wellington on again, it seemed to be full of little sharp sandy pebbles, so he took it off again. He’d have to pinch a trowel out of McAlpine’s shed, he thought, as he limped towards the others thinking of what he would say about not having any blackberries, and then, of course, he trod on a bramble and thorns went into his foot, and when he tried to go on walking it really hurt.

This made everyone not notice about his not having any blackberries and Nora was really nice to him. She made him sit down and took his foot and found where the thorns were, and squeezed and squeezed and got two of them out, but the last one was too deep. ‘It could be sucked out,’ she said, and everyone who was standing round looked doubtfully at his grimy foot. ‘He’s your brother,’ Nora said to Clary who did not seem very keen.

‘Although if he’d been bitten by an adder and would die if I didn’t, of course I would,’ she said, ‘but just a thorn …’

‘It’s only a bramble,’ Louise said.

‘No, it’s a rose thorn and quite a big one. It’s broken off. If he walks on it, it’ll simply go in deeper and deeper.’

‘Then it might come out the other side,’ Lydia said, ‘come sprouting out of the top of his foot.’ They were full of unhelpful suggestions.

‘All right,’ Nora said. ‘Give me your foot again.’ She sat down opposite Neville and took his foot in her hands. Then she spat on it and rubbed it with her dress, which wouldn’t show, Louise thought, because it was a rather nasty mixture of orange and black in sort of stripes and blobs – a cross between a zebra and a giraffe. Then she sucked for a bit, and then squeezed, and finally the thorn, black and quite large, came out.

‘You should have worn socks inside your wellingtons,’ she said mildly. ‘There you are. Has anybody a sock to lend him?’

Lydia obliged. ‘Although if there’d been an air raid, I bet you could have run,’ she said.

‘Let’s go home,’ Polly said at once, and Clary could see that this idea hadn’t occurred to her, but that now that it had she was definitely nervous.

‘Thank Nora,’ Clary said.

‘I was just going to,’ Neville said sulkily. ‘And now you’ve spoiled my thanks. I’ll thank you on the way home,’ he said to Nora, ‘when I start to feel like it again.’

An ordinary afternoon, Polly thought, as they made their way back. How many more of them would there be? She looked at Clary trudging beside her. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘I was trying to describe that pheasant. You know – exactly how it looked – you know – like a bird in fancy dress – a bit military, and the way it ran – a sort of swaggery stagger …’

‘Why? I didn’t think you were interested in birds.’

‘I’m not, particularly. But I might want to put one in a book, and I have to keep remembering things for that.’

‘Oh.’

Aunt Rach weighed the blackberries and altogether they came to eleven pounds three ounces, and the Duchy gave them each a Meltis Fruit after tea, and Dottie cried because Mrs Cripps said she hadn’t cleaned the preserving pan properly, and that now it might catch. In the early evening, the nutty fragrance of the hot seething blackberries seeped into the large hall and could even be detected on the top landing by Great-Aunt Dolly as she went to the bathroom to put water in her tooth glass for soaking her senna pods.

Everyone was summoned to hear the King broadcast at six o’clock, and remained motionless and silent listening to his strained and halting speech as he battled with his stammer. ‘Poor King!’ Lydia said. ‘To have to speak when you hardly can!’ And Louise said how lucky it was that he hadn’t wanted to be an actor, because that would have been a tragedy; he would just have to walk on in plays carrying a spear. Then there was someone called J.B. Priestley who read from something he’d written, and just as there was wonderful Sandy Macpherson on the cinema organ, the maids were told to get on with laying dinner which they felt was very bad luck, and the children were told to go off and have their baths, whereas the grown-ups, who didn’t have to do anything, switched off the wireless and didn’t even listen to him.

‘They won’t let us listen to what they don’t even want,’ Clary complained. She had once seen Sandy Macpherson coming up out of a pit playing his organ in a large cinema in London and had been looking forward to boasting about it. ‘And we have to listen to them playing for hours. Sometimes,’ she added, as she recognised that this was not quite true.

‘Anyway, France has come into the war,’ Teddy remarked cheerfully. ‘Oh – sorry, Christopher, but you know what I mean. It makes it all more friendly.’ They were watching Christopher, who was kneeling on the floor wrapping small pieces of liver round bits of rabbit fur. The owl, a tawny, sat on the top of the wardrobe watching him. Christopher had found him as a baby on Hampstead Heath: he had a broken leg and had been in a poor way. Christopher had put the leg into splints and nursed him back to health and now he was very tame. Simon longed for one, but he knew that he wouldn’t be allowed to keep it at his school. The owl suddenly flew down and landed on Christopher’s shoulder with a papery thud. Christopher held up a piece of food on the palm of his hand, the owl took it and flew back with it to the wardrobe: its expression of inscrutable outrage did not change.



‘Do you ever let him out?’ Teddy asked.

‘I tried once, but he just flew into a tree and stayed there all day. And in the evening, when I brought him his food, he flew down and came back into the house with me.’ He did not add that he had only done that once, as a token towards the owl’s freedom; secretly he wanted him to stay for ever. But now, he’d been boarding at his school ever since they moved to Frensham, and his school might be evacuated into another school, and he knew that this might make keeping an owl difficult, although somehow he’d have to manage it. The owl flew down for another piece: this time he nearly lost his balance, and dug his talons in to get a firmer hold on Christopher’s shoulder. Christopher had permanent claw marks, Simon had noticed, but he didn’t seem to mind.


The first evening of the war was spent like so many other evenings: the succession of bedtimes mechanically contested by each child as a matter of pride. ‘Any minute now we’ll be going to bed before Wills and Roland,’ Lydia grumbled, ‘and Wills is only two, and Roland is nought.’

‘Yes,’ Judy said, ‘and at Berkeley Court Monica and I didn’t have our baths until after supper which made it about nine o’clock.’

She had been fetched by her father that afternoon from staying with a school friend, and had been insufferable, the other two thought, about how grand and wonderful it had been. They’d already heard about how Monica had two ponies, and there were éclairs for tea, and a fridge that made ice and a swimming pool, and a lake with a rowing boat, and Monica had had her hair permed and possessed a necklace of real pearls.

‘Swank, swank, swank,’ Neville muttered. He was sitting on the floor of the room they shared seeing whether he could have sucked out the thorn from his foot himself. He could.

‘Whatever are you doing?’ Judy cried.

‘Just biting my toenails. To make a change.’

‘How repellent! Lydia, don’t you think that is simply repellent?’

‘They’re Neville’s feet – he can do what he likes with them,’ Lydia said loftily. She did privately think it both clever and disgusting of Neville, but they were now united in their dislike of and boredom with Judy’s treat.

‘Monica had her very own bathroom,’ Judy went on, as Ellen appeared to say their bath was ready and hurry up.

‘Yes, and I suppose she had her very own head and nose and teeth—’

‘And bottom,’ Lydia finished and Neville burst into hoots of laughter.

At Home Place, the older children had supper in the hall, as they were too old to have milk and biscuits upstairs, and the grown-ups wanted the dining room to themselves, so there was a sense of grievance that no two of them were to have the usual privilege. They were eating mince and mashed potato and runner beans and the sky in the domes above them turned from violet to indigo segmented like a melon by the struts between the glass which, Clary noticed, were dark when the sky was light and seemed pale when the dusky dark began. Upstairs they could hear baths running, doors being opened and shut, general sounds of the grown-ups getting ready for their dinner. Bessie, the Brig’s large black Labrador, lay at Christopher’s feet, her brandy-snap eyes fixed on his face with a terrible greed that she thought she concealed by sentiment. He stroked but did not feed her. A year ago, he thought, he had his camp in the woods, a dream of adventure and escape. It now seemed impracticable, and therefore childish to him, but there also seemed nothing to take its place. The reality of being a pacifist had been brought home at school to him during this last year: the teasing, the downright bullying contempt in which he was held by almost everyone.

Only Mr Milner seemed to understand. Mr Milner was the classics master, and Christopher, who had started by not liking Greek very much, had found he was liking it because he liked Mr Milner, and the way in which he talked about what he thought, so much. Christopher was always drawing things, mostly birds and sometimes animals, and he often did it in his exercise books that were meant for homework. When Mr Milner came upon a portrait of Tawny, with some sketches of simply his talons, or an unfurled wing, he hadn’t been sarcastic or condemning about it, had just exclaimed, ‘I say, that’s awfully good, you know, really awfully good! Do you do much of that sort of thing?’ And when Christopher had mumbled, quite a bit, he’d said, ‘Absolutely right. If you want to be an artist of any kind the great thing is to practise all the time – that’s what being a practising artist means. I’ve never been able to abide those slim volumes, that single cello concerto. However good they are, one knows perfectly well that if the chap had done more he’d be better.’ And then, just before the summer holidays and after the exams, he’d suddenly given him a block of the most beautiful paper, very thick and white with a lovely feel to it. ‘I just happened to have it,’ he had said, ‘and you could make far better use of it than I.’ Mr Milner knew he was a pacifist, and was literally the only person who behaved as though that was a perfectly natural thing to be – had simply asked him why he was one, and listened to the reply. Then he had said, ‘Well, Christopher,’ (Christopher had noticed that he only called people by their Christian names if he liked them, otherwise he would have been Castle) ‘principles are very expensive things – or can be …’ He was fat and rather bald, which made his eyebrows look even bushier, and had a sort of wheezy voice that cracked when he got excited, which he did about a lot of things. He always wore the same tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows and the sort of boots that were for going up mountains, and his ties were never very clean, and when he laughed it was ‘Ho ho ho!’ followed by more wheezing. Boarding had meant being free from Dad getting at him, but certainly not good in other ways, except for Mr Milner.

My being against it won’t make the slightest difference to it happening, he thought, because I don’t really count, and then he heard Mr Milner’s voice saying, ‘Everybody counts, dear boy, if only to himself. Don’t turn yourself into an abject exception.’

‘What are you smiling at?’ Neville asked.

‘Nothing much,’ he said, and then he thought, That’s a lie and I hardly noticed. He decided to count them up all the next day just to see how often it happened. Only, of course, he thought, if I know I’m counting them up there won’t be so many of them, It was a bit like what Mr Milner had said that somebody had said about the state of mind in which people wrote diaries.

Polly was abstracted: she left a lot of her mince, and when it came to apple amber, she said she didn’t want any. She, too, was thinking of last year, when Oscar had been alive and got lost, and then found, just in time for peace. But Oscar had been found stretched out, stiff as a board at the end of the back garden. He had been run over, the vet had said: his back was broken. Another serious funeral, and after that, she had decided that she had better not have another cat until she had her house and everything. Now, she was glad of that decision. At least she did not have to contemplate whoever she might have had being gassed to death. Dad had wanted to give her another for her birthday, but she said she was too old for a cat. ‘At least, I’ve reached a middle age when it wouldn’t be advisable,’ she had said, and he had said, ‘Well, Poll, you know best,’ and she had wondered afterwards why people always said that when they disagreed with one. Actually, she felt sad about not wanting a cat, but now, she thought, perhaps she had always known that the war wouldn’t go away, had been simply waiting, and looming all the time. And here it was, and everything, on the face of it, seemed to be much the same. If only Dad wasn’t going to be in London, she thought. If only they could all stay together, then whatever happened couldn’t be so awful. At least she didn’t have to go on trying to believe in God.

Bessie was between her and Christopher. She had quickly realised that Polly had food on her plate and had leaned her bulk against Polly’s knee and chair. Christopher had turned to her and smiled and said, ‘Don’t give in to her, she’s far too fat for her age. It wouldn’t be a kindness.’

‘I know,’ she said. Bessie wouldn’t have a gas mask. Human beings were only kind to them up to a point, she thought, they weren’t really kind. Teddy and Simon were talking about cricket. They talked more and more about things that didn’t interest her. If she had children, she’d have them all educated in the same place, then they’d go on knowing each other and doing the same things. This idea cheered her up and she asked Christopher if he agreed, and he did, and then Nora, who had heard them, chipped in saying there was a frightfully modern school like that in Devon called Darlington Hall where the children were all terribly spoiled.

‘What do you mean, spoiled?’ Clary asked.

‘Well, you know, allowed to do what they like all the time. And they do crafts, things like woodwork which doesn’t strike me as an educational subject at all.’

Clary said, ‘I can’t see that doing what you like would spoil you. It makes me far nicer when I do.’

‘Everybody needs discipline,’ Nora said. ‘I know I do.’

‘Well, we can’t all be the same,’ Clary said. Christopher suddenly choked with laughter, but Nora just went rather red.

An evening, just like any other evening, Polly thought, as Aunt Rach came downstairs dressed in her blue moiré dress with a little cape round her shoulders. ‘Hallo, darlings! Having a nice supper?’

Simon said, ‘What would you say if we told you it was horrible?’

‘I should say, “Serve you right, silly old aunt, for asking such a daft question.”’

She was on her way to the drawing room, but the Brig had heard her voice and now called to her: ‘Rachel! The very person I wanted to see,’ and she turned and went to his study.

‘Poor Brig,’ Clary said. ‘Think of not being able to read.’

‘Or ride. Or drive,’ Teddy said, which seemed far worse to him.

‘He hasn’t driven for ages. Tonbridge won’t let him. But he goes on the train all by himself.’

‘Bracken meets him at Charing Cross.’

‘Bracken is getting so huge that Dad says he’ll have to buy a larger car to fit him into. And in the end he’ll only fit into a lorry. I expect he’ll be called up and they’ll have to put him in a tank to drive. Come on, Simon, let’s finish our game.’ They went off to the billiard room.

‘Let’s play cards,’ Clary said, not because she specially wanted to, but she wanted to get Polly’s mind off the war. She looked at her now. ‘Pelmanism?’ she coaxed: she was particularly good at that game. Polly wrinkled her white forehead. ‘Racing demon?’

Louise, who also realised about Polly, said what a good idea, so they went up to the old nursery, where Polly and Clary now slept, and got out the packs of cards and made Christopher join them, but he never won, and so he left, saying that he was going to read.

At dinner, in the dining room, nobody talked about the future; all general ruminations had been exhausted and everyone had withdrawn into their own personal uncertainties which most of them felt, for various reasons, it would sound both selfish and pusillanimous to discuss. They ate their asparagus soup, made from the last pickings from the beds for that year, the Duchy remarked, and oxtail with beetroot in a white sauce and carrots chopped up with peas and mashed potato, followed by charlotte russe, a pudding dear to Mrs Cripps’s heart – she loved arranging all the little upright sponge fingers in the pudding mould – but Edward called it wet cake and thought he would wait for cheese. Even he was at a loss for conversation; the precious hardwood logs had been dumped in the river again, but the men never talked about the business except when they were alone together. He wondered how Diana was doing, and whether she had been joined by Angus, and if she had, whether she would let him sleep with her or not. He hadn’t got a leg to stand on there because, after all, he and Villy … but he didn’t exactly relish the idea. He looked at Villy, who was wearing a plum-coloured dress with a sort of draped neck that didn’t suit her at all. They had had the beginnings of a row at Pear Tree Cottage when they were getting ready for dinner because she had said that she wasn’t prepared to spend the entire war tucked away in the country looking after one small baby; she would go mad, she said. If there was to be one London house kept open, she thought it should be Lansdowne Road. ‘Hugh could live in it during the week, and the rest of the family could come up whenever they needed to.’

This had silenced him: he knew that the chances of seeing Diana would be halved if Villy was in London, but he could hardly raise that as an objection. ‘We’ll have to see how things turn out,’ he had said.

He noticed that his father wanted some port, which stood at his right hand, but that he was unsure where his glass was. He got up and went round to pour it for him, and then pushed the decanter round the table to the next person.

‘Zoë, the port is with you,’ he said, and she gave a little start, and moved it on to Hugh. How attractive she looked. She was wearing some sort of housecoat affair, long, pale greeny-blue brocade woven with little apricot flowers, with her hair swept smoothly back from her face into some kind of net so that it looked like a huge bun – a sort of Victorian effect. And she had a complexion that made all the other women look weather-beaten or faded, although these days she was very pale. He wondered whether Rupe had taken his advice about starting another baby as soon as possible.

The Duchy knew perfectly well that the men wanted to talk on their own so as soon as the pudding was eaten (the Duchy disapproved of cheese at night), she suggested that the women withdraw. When they were settled, and Eileen had brought the coffee, Rachel said, ‘Before you start any music, Duchy dear, I think I’d better distribute these. The Brig wants them put on every bedroom door.’ She handed them round.

‘“Instructions in case of an Air Raid”,’ Sybil read aloud. ‘Goodness! Who did all this?’

‘I did. Matron said she must have them for the nurses, and the Brig said they should be for everyone. I’m sorry that my typing is so bad – I type like a two-toed sloth.’

It must have taken her hours, Sid thought, and Villy obviously thought the same, because she said, ‘Wasn’t there even any carbon paper?’

‘There was, but it was frightfully old and, anyway, if you make as many mistakes as I do, it isn’t actually much quicker.’ The instructions were very sensible, and told people what to do either during the day or night. ‘Although, of course, they won’t have air raids in the dark. They won’t be able to see where they are,’ Villy said.

‘As long as we all do the blackout properly.’

They spent a little time deciding which children they would be responsible for, and then there was a silence.

The evening, filled, as in a way it was, by small domestic activity – by Sid and the Duchy playing Mozart sonatas, by the men coming out from the dining room – was, none the less, punctuated by these small, dead moments, when the minute sound of Sybil’s knitting, or a log subsiding in the fireplace, or sugar being stirred into a coffee cup only accentuated those times when each person was engulfed by their private anxieties.

As she was shutting the piano, the Duchy remarked, ‘Do you remember how, in the last war, it became unpatriotic to play German music? Such a ridiculous notion.’

‘Not everybody thought that, surely?’ Sid was putting her fiddle away, but Rachel could hear that she was shocked.

‘Only the sort of people who gave white feathers to men with flat feet or bad eyesight, Duchy dear,’ she said.

‘I’m sure the Germans will be worse about that sort of thing,’ Hugh said.

‘But, then, they will have far less to lose. Composers aren’t our strong point, compared to them,’ Rachel said, then put her hand over her mouth and looked at Villy whose father had been a composer, after all. How lucky, she thought, that Lady Rydal had opted for dinner in bed that night.

But Villy, who had loved her father dearly, perhaps more than anyone else in her life, was suddenly remembering him writing in one of his diaries that going to Germany as a young student, and dazzled by the quantity of music available had been like being a dog let out into a field of rabbits.

‘Hitler is reputed to like Wagner,’ Sybil said; she had finished the second sock, and pulled its pair out of the bag before handing them to her husband. Thank goodness that pair was finished: she was really bored by knitting socks, but Hugh seemed so pleased with them that she felt she had to keep him supplied.

‘I can well believe it.’ The Duchy disliked Wagner immensely: he went, she felt, too far in directions that she did not like to consider at all.

‘Bed!’ Edward cried. ‘We’ve got an early start.’ He looked at his brothers. ‘Better if you give Rupe a lift, I’ve got a call to make on my way.’


Rupert had been faintly dreading the moment when he would be alone with Zoë in their bedroom. When he had gone up for his bath before dinner, she was sitting at the dressing table doing nothing. He put his hand under her chin and tilted her face up to him: he could see that she had been crying because her eyelids were swollen, their whiteness a faintly translucent blue. To his surprise she smiled at him, took the hand that now lay on the shoulder of her kimono and thrust it under the silk. As he gazed into her astonishing cloudy eyes, that were not, he had long discovered, the green of anything else, she moved his land from her shoulder to her breast. Startled, charmed, he bent to kiss her, but she put her hand on his mouth and made a little backward, provocative movement with her head, indicating the bed. He felt a sudden surge of light-hearted excitement and pleasure – his old, young Zoë was back.

Now, as they walked quietly up the stairs and along the gallery landing to their room, that brief, idyllic half-hour that had been – perhaps fortunately – interrupted by Peggy knocking on the door and coming immediately into the room to turn down the bed, seemed like a dream, either only to have happened to him or not to have happened at all. Peggy had gasped and blushed with embarrassment, but without her they would never have made dinner on time. They had both dressed with lightning speed, laughing – Zoë had bundled her hair, still faintly damp from being washed, into a chignon and buttoned herself into the housecoat he’d bought her last Christmas. ‘Haven’t even time to do my face,’ she said. ‘Will I do?’

‘You’re so—’ he began, then ‘I love you,’ he said, ‘that’s the long and short of it. You’ll do for me.’

But now, at the end of what had been rather a sticky evening en famille, he began to worry about having said earlier to her that they would talk about the future; his going into the Navy (if he could), and how she felt about things, and he was afraid, because it would lead to an argument. She was no good at arguments, and her inability to understand things that she didn’t want or like usually irritated him to the point where he accused her to himself of wilful incomprehension; aloud he would be aggressively patient and she would sulk. He dreaded ending the day on such a note, and since they had made love, which until the last few months had been the resolution of such times, he felt the outcome might be a tense, sleepless night.

He was wrong. What happened was pretty much the same as before dinner, and this time, because he was not so startled by her light-hearted ardour, he realised how much more enjoyable it all was when he wasn’t either feeling sorry for her because of the rotten time she’d had, or anxious that he was no longer able to give her pleasure. When they were lying quietly in what felt to him the most blissfully companionable silence, she said, ‘Rupert, I’ve been thinking.’

His heart sank, then rallied. He was full of the most tender regard: he would be patient, and gentle, and somehow get her to understand that some things had to be outside and beyond their own wishes. He settled her into the crook of his arm. ‘I’m listening,’ he said.

‘I’d like us to find a desk for Clary for her Christmas present. You know, one with a secret drawer, a beautiful old one that she can have for her writing. I thought we might try that place in Hastings that Edward goes to –’

‘Cracknell.’

‘Yes, him. Don’t you think that’s a good idea?’

‘A marvellous idea,’ he said. Tears came to his eyes. ‘We’ll go next weekend.’

‘But it’s got to be a secret.’

‘Of course. You don’t think I’d tell her, do you?’ He was delighted to be outraged on this scale.

‘It’s a long time till Christmas.’ She wriggled free of him and sprang out of bed.

‘Where are you off to?’

‘Putting on some clothes for Peggy in the morning,’ she said, pulling her nightdress over her head.

It was odd, he thought, as he got into his pyjamas, opened the window to let in the cool, misty air, and went back to bed, odd that the piece of future they had talked about should be simply the next weekend. And then, perversely, after he had kissed her and turned out the light, he wished that they had talked – seriously, but without fighting – about what lay ahead, and then cursed himself for always wanting something more, or else, of her than he got.


‘You are. Well, you are to me, anyway.’

Edward and Villy had taken Jessica and Raymond back to the cottage by car as Raymond was so lame, and Sybil and Hugh had said no they would love the fresh air, and were walking back. Sybil had a torch that she shone so carefully in front of Hugh that she stumbled and he put out his arm to steady her. ‘Come round the other side of me,’ he said, ‘and then I can hold your hand.’

‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,’ she said, half laughing at herself for saying it.

‘I don’t think that’s true. Anyway, whatever I think you look like, and whatever you think you look like, I love you – always have – always will. Whatever happens.’ It slipped out, that last bit. Why the hell did I say that?

There was a silence during which he began to hope that she hadn’t noticed. But then she said, ‘I could bear anything that happens if we could all be together. But with Simon miles away at school and you in London by yourself – Hugh, it would make sense if we kept our house open. Wills and Polly can stay here and we could come down at weekends. Don’t you see?’

‘I wouldn’t have a second’s peace all day worrying about you in the house alone and if anything like an air raid happened, I’d be too far from you to look after you. It’s out of the question.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘I’ll be down at weekends, regular as clockwork.’

The retort that it was to be she who was not to have a second’s peace all week worrying about what might happen to him nearly escaped and was swallowed down in silence. If one of them had to be anxious, it must be she. She could not bear the thought of him worrying. She shut up.

When they were in bed, he said, ‘But, you know, I think quite possibly it will all be over much sooner than we think. I don’t think that Hitler will find the Maginot Line much fun – it won’t be like last time. And this time, the Americans may join us sooner. That would put the kybosh on it all.’

And wanting him to think that he had reassured her, she said, ‘I’m sure you’re right.’




LOUISE

January, 1940

‘Ah! Louise! How nice to see you back. You’ll be our oldest inhabitant this term.’ Miss Rennishaw stood in the hall in one of her usual tweed suits, that were as full of large and regular incident as a ploughed field, apparently impervious to the icy blasts that accompanied every new arrival. The drive outside was choked with cars and chauffeurs lugging heavy leather suitcases. Bracken soon appeared with hers – an extremely old one that had belonged to her father which had to have straps round it because the clasps were wonky. Miss Rennishaw’s sister, her twin – most surprisingly since she must be a good two feet smaller than her imposing sister – now bustled out of their private sitting room, and murmured something.

‘They’re in the top drawer of my desk, Lily. Don’t do too much.’

‘Thanks, Bracken.’

‘Very good, Miss.’ He touched his cap and disappeared into the dark. But I don’t mind any more, Louise thought, as she trudged up the stairs after Blake, the school’s gardener, who was carrying her case. She was in the same room that she had had for the two previous terms, an attic room on the top floor with two little dormer windows. That first, awful term she had shared with Nora and then, when Nora left because of the war, with boring Elizabeth Crofton-Hay, who went on and on about Coming Out, being a débutante, being Presented, etc. Her only other topic of conversation was Ivor Novello with whom she was madly in love; she had been to The Dancing Years fourteen times, but she had no real artistic interest in the theatre at all. She had left, and this term it would be someone else but they hadn’t arrived, so she quickly chose the nicest bed by one of the windows. The room was exactly the same. Two iron bedsteads with blue covers; two chests of drawers with a small square mirror hung on the wall behind them; two narrow wardrobes; and two cane-bottomed chairs. The floor was covered with dark blue linoleum so polished by the inmates that the small woollen rug placed beside each bed slipped about the room at the slightest touch. She sat on her bed still in her coat: it was too cold even to smell the furniture polish. She had only discovered that she had stopped minding – stopped feeling homesick – about half-way through last term. Before that, although sometimes she had begun to recognise that she wasn’t, she had been afraid to think about it too much, in case she started feeling awful again. (This had happened a lot during the first term. She would be putting suet crust into a pudding basin, or sitting in the dining room with everyone chattering away, and just as she thought that it wasn’t too bad being away from home, misery would engulf her; she would have to stop whatever she was doing and rush up and lie on this bed and cry.) But then, she gradually realised that she was getting used to the whole thing. She had stopped breaking china, and feeling sick: for hours, days sometimes, she didn’t think about home at all. She had wondered why this didn’t make her feel elated, but when she had talked to Polly at Christmas (because, after all, Polly was in the same position: after years of worrying about there being a war, war was turning out to be much like ordinary life so far as frightening things were concerned) Polly had said that not worrying so much about it hadn’t made her feel wonderful either. But she had added that she thought this was because she didn’t really believe that the war would go on simply being a bit gloomy and tiresome, and Clary had interrupted by pointing out that if one was a Finn one would undoubtedly be frightened – she was quite without tact, Louise thought. But really, it was more that she had other things to be frightened about: her audition, for instance. She had managed to persuade her parents that she should have one – to one acting school, and if she failed to get in that was to be that. She would have to learn typing and do some boring job in an office. They had agreed, she thought, largely because her mother had been so set on sending her to France to learn French with some family (clearly out of the question since the war had started) that they had not thought of any alternative, and at her age – she would be seventeen in March – she was too young to join up or anything frightful like that. Thank God! It seemed awful to have had to spend years and years doing lessons and being treated as a child and then to have one’s burning ambition set aside as selfish and frivolous. The Wrens or the ATS would be like some vast boarding school, she imagined. So, if she got in to the acting school she was to be allowed a year, and anything could happen in a year. She was selfish, of course. The ‘holy’ term with Nora had showed her that. The Miss Rennishaws were very High Church: church-going was practically compulsory, although you were not made to go to their church – had the choice of another one where they did not burn incense, and conduct confessions, et cetera – but Nora had taken to all that with her usual ardour and more or less swept Louise along with her. Every week, all that term, Louise had knelt in the little box and although initially she had found it hard to think of things to confess, had even, on one occasion, made a few things up, she found it got easier and easier – in fact her character worsened by the week. ‘I am very proud, revengeful and ambitious,’ was how she had started, but Father Fry had picked that up at once, and said Hamlet had only been wishing that that was what he was like and, in any case, the remarks were too general to constitute confession. So then she had had to get down to things like admitting that she didn’t think she ought to have to clean lavatories or scrub floors – things that when they were doing their week as a housemaid at the school they were made to do – and they were on to pride at once. When she had complained to Nora that it didn’t seem to be making her a better person but rather the reverse, Nora had replied that one could not evolve at all until one recognised what a rotten weak character one was to start with, and she had tried to make Louise have sort of practice confessions with her every night. To be fair, Nora thought of endless faults – or sins, she called them – about herself and every time she mentioned one, Louise realised that she did that too, and once or twice it got almost like a competition to see who was the worst. Everyday life had become a minefield. A single moment’s inattention to one’s character and one sinned. ‘That’s what makes it so important and exciting!’ Nora had cried, but privately Louise had felt that it stopped anything being fun. She had decided that although she did now believe in God, she certainly didn’t love him, she didn’t even like him very much, but this was clearly a sin on a scale that she felt would be too much for Nora, although Father Fry had been surprisingly calm about it, saying mildly that he had felt much the same as she when he was her age, a remark that contrived to make her feel both comforted and snubbed.

But then Nora had left, to work in Aunt Rach’s Babies’ Hotel, which had moved back to London. Elizabeth Crofton-Hay had not been at all religious, although she had gone to church every Sunday. To begin with she had enjoyed learning about makeup and finding out that Elizabeth washed her stockings in Lux every night and wore a pearl necklace that was composed of single pearls given her every birthday by her godparents, but the more interesting experiences of Elizabeth’s life – a term in Florence and a long weekend at Sandringham – seemed not to have made her in the least exciting to talk to, and Louise quickly got bored with the rhapsodies about Ivor Novello. She went to the door to see who her new companion might be. The piece of paper pinned to it said, Louise Cazalet and Stella Rose. For some reason this made her think of a pale blonde girl with straight hair streaming down her back, an illustration from the fairy books – a heroine’s name. She decided to unpack and find a thicker jersey.

But supper was nearly finished before Stella arrived. She had missed the train, and consequently the school taxis, and had had to wait until another taxi turned up. Supper was provided for her, and Miss Rennishaw suggested that Louise should stay and keep her company while it was eaten. So eventually they were alone in the large dining room, sitting at one of the eight round tables. She was not in the least like a princess. Her hair was black and fine and curled all over her head; her skin was olive with no trace of colour; she had long narrow eyes of a greenish grey above high cheekbones, a prominent bony nose and a pale, surprisingly elegant little mouth with a small dark mole set to one side and slightly below it. By the time she had noticed this much, Louise realised that Stella was observing her with an equal curiosity. They exchanged faintly embarrassed smiles.

‘You’re not homesick, are you?’

‘Homesick?’

‘I mean, feeling a bit strange – your first evening.’

‘Oh, no! I was just thinking how glad I am not to be at home now. When my father hears I’ve missed the train, he’ll go through the roof. If I was home, I’d never hear the end of it.’

‘Would your mother mind?’

‘She’d mind him minding, which comes to much the same thing. What’s it like here?’

Louise said truthfully that it was not at all bad. But that did not satisfy Stella, and by the time she had finished her apple charlotte, she had cross-examined Louise about everything and knew about there being four different categories of work – cooking, parlourmaiding, housemaiding and laundry – and that they changed their jobs every week, that two mistresses taught cooking, an Old Girl called Patsy superintended the parlourmaids, that the smaller Miss Rennishaw taught them how to clean, and that an ancient, sardonic Irishwoman, Miss O’Connell, ran the laundry. They worked each morning, had the afternoons off, and then started at five, after tea, until supper was served and washed up. ‘Miss O’Connell’s the worst: she made me goffer a surplice three times last term. Each time I finished it, she crumpled it all up, dipped it in the starch and made me do it again.’

Stella stared and then burst out laughing. ‘I haven’t the least idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Well, you know what a surplice is. The white, smocky thing priests wear in church.’

‘Oh. Right,’ she said quickly.

‘Well, a goffering iron is a sort of—’

But here Miss Rennishaw the Smaller put her head round the door and told Stella that her father wished to speak to her, and Stella made a comic face of fear, but Louise could see that she was also actually alarmed, leaped to her feet and followed Smaller out of the room, who returned a moment later to tell Louise that she might clear Stella’s supper things away and put them in the pantry. When she had done that, she hung about the hall. She could hear Stella’s voice between long pauses. ‘Yes, Father, I know. Yes, it was. I said I’m sorry. I don’t know. It just got sort of late. I know. Yes, it was. Oh, Father, it’s not the end of the world! Sorry. I’ve said I’m sorry. I don’t know. I don’t know what else to say.’ It seemed to go on and on until it sounded as though Stella was in tears, and Louise began to feel awfully sorry for her. A minute later, Stella appeared, and as soon as she had shut the Rennishaws’ sitting-room door made the comic face again, rolling her eyes and shrugging her thin shoulders in a parody of despair.

‘Jeepers!’ she said. ‘I’ve given my mother a sick headache, dinner was delayed because of all the telephone calls, I’m not fit to be allowed out because I’m so selfish and irresponsible, and he’s a good mind to stop my allowance for the whole term.’

‘I thought you were—’

‘Crying? Oh, I had to sound like that. It’s the only way to stop him. Fathers! Do you have trouble with yours?’

‘Not – well, sometimes.’

‘I can’t wait to be grown up,’ Stella said as they climbed the stairs to their attic.

‘Oh, I absolutely agree with you there!’

The first bond between them. It was even better when Louise discovered that Stella, unlike all the others, had no wish to be a deb – ‘I hardly know what they are!’ she said with entrancing scorn – but wanted to be something, although she hadn’t decided exactly what, which led the way into Louise’s ambitions about the theatre and the impending audition. Stella was pleasingly impressed. ‘You can practise on me,’ she said. ‘I simply adore being acted to or played to – or anything like that.’

‘In fact, I might join you at the acting school,’ she said much later. ‘I think I’d rather enjoy that.’ This shocked Louise, who felt that this was an irreverent approach to her sacred art.

‘You can’t just decide to act,’ she said.

‘Why not?’

‘Why not? Because it’s not just a job, it’s more of a calling. I mean, you have to be some good at it in the first place.’

‘Like you, you mean?’

‘I never said I was.’

‘But you think you are. Perhaps you just want to be famous. I don’t care about that. I would do it just to find out what it was like. If you’re interested in things, it doesn’t matter too much if you turn out to be no good at them. It’s doing it that’s fun.’

‘Oh.’

‘You don’t agree with me!’

‘I just haven’t thought about it like that.’

They were to have many conversations of that kind during the term, which was the coldest, the Miss Rennishaws said, that they could remember. Everybody had hot-water bottles and wore bedsocks, and shut their window at night after the taller Miss Rennishaw had been round to say good night to them. She believed in fresh air of any temperature. There was a coal fire in their sitting room, which meant that half a dozen of them could get warm at a time. There were plentiful meals in spite of the rationing that had begun before the term started. Recipes were being changed. To begin with, it didn’t seem to make much difference: their four ounces of butter was doled out to them on individual saucers, but bacon and sugar was pooled: cooking was done with margarine and lard. Meat was not rationed until the end of the term, but it had become more expensive, and they were taught to make more stews and pies and to use offal, the latter being generally unpopular. Louise stopped going to confession, but she felt too nervous of Miss Rennishaw’s disapproval if she gave up church as well, so she went. Stella came the first Sunday with her, and stood and sat and knelt, but was mute. ‘I don’t know the words,’ she said, when Louise asked her afterwards why she hadn’t joined in. ‘I shan’t come again, anyway,’ she added. ‘I just wanted to see what it was like.’

‘Don’t your family ever go?’

‘Never.’ She answered so repressively that Louise dropped the subject.

Stella’s curiosity seemed to embrace everything, and to be insatiable. It led her to trespassing: ‘Let’s see where this path goes to’; to examining the contents of people’s chests of drawers when they were housemaids together (‘Barbara Carstairs has a box with false eyelashes in it – black – not at all like her sandy ones, and Sonia Shillingsworth has a photograph of someone in her underclothes drawer that definitely isn’t her brother,’ whereupon Louise, although shocked, would fall into the trap of asking, ‘How do you know?’ ‘She hasn’t got one: I asked her,’). It led her to dipping her fingers into jars and tins to taste the contents, to experimenting with pots and bottles of cold cream and astringent lotions – even lipsticks were tried and then hastily rubbed off. At the same time Louise discovered that she could be intensely and unexpectedly private and resented questions of any kind. She was very funny: in a few weeks she could imitate anyone in the school, not only their voices but everything else about them. But she was also a wonderful audience: weeping at Louise’s Juliet, and laughing until the tears ran down her face at her sketch of a dancing-class teacher. ‘Angelic Louise! Oh, I love people who make me laugh. And cry. You’re the only person here who could do that.’ She was wonderfully sympathetic about Louise’s parents being so uninterested in her career. ‘Although’, she said, ‘it can be worse if they have definite ideas for one.’

‘Do your parents have ideas for you?’

‘Do they! Sometimes my mother wants me to go to university so that I can thereafter be a teacher or work in a library or something. But my father simply wants me to make a good, suitable marriage. And then sometimes it’s the other way round. They have rows about it and then they make up and blame it all on me.’

‘What about your brother?’

‘There was never any question about him. Peter’s always been going to be a musician. As soon as he left school he went to the Academy. The only thing is, he’ll get called up before he’s finished his training. He got deferred to finish his first year because he had a double scholarship. So he’ll only have one more term.’

‘Perhaps the war will be over before then. Nothing much seems to happen.’

‘It will.’

‘How on earth do you know, Stella?’

‘I just do. My father says Hitler’s become unbelievably powerful – and he’s insane.’

Louise noticed that many conversations ended with Stella quoting her father as though there was nothing more to be said. Sometimes, as now, she found this irritating. ‘Well, it doesn’t seem as though much is going to happen. I mean, all our evacuees have gone back to London and there haven’t been any of the air raids we were told would be so frightening. And my father says that with every month that goes by, we’re getting more aeroplanes and ships and everything, which makes it less and less likely that the Germans would dare to attack us. So honestly, it is possible, Stella, that your father may be wrong.’

But Stella’s face – her whole body – implied the utter impossibility of this. Louise dropped the subject. By now, they loved one another enough to disagree, to disapprove, to snub each other, but they never actually quarrelled.

‘I’m so lucky you were here!’ Stella would say. Sometimes this exclamation would be followed by a list of Louise’s attributes: she used her mind, she’d read things, she was determined upon a career, she was ‘a serious person’, until Louise, blushing with pleasure at being so appreciated, would disclaim the virtues, aware all the time that she neither read nor thought enough to be so extolled, and she would counter-attack with Stella’s talents, which seemed the greater to her because they were so lightly borne (Stella could not only play anything she heard by ear but had perfect pitch; she also turned out to be fluent in both French and German and to have a photographic memory – she could read a recipe once and remember every detail of it). Sometimes it was how lucky it was that they had met, and Stella proceeded to outline the boringness of the other girls: one could see them all, she said, and proceeded to enact the seven ages of the deb. ‘All horsy to begin with, with shining healthy pink faces and Harris tweed jackets talking about cubbing and fetlocks, and then simpering away in tulle and white net with little pearl necklaces and tight perms, and then all soppy and radiant in creasy white satin being married, and then in cashmere with larger pearls holding some ghastly baby – oh, I left out being presented with those idiotic white feathers in their hair and long white gloves – and then looking much fatter in a suit with a complicated hat at their child’s speech day, and then looking completely passé in beige lace at their daughter’s coming-out dance …’ Her caricatures of all these phases were accompanied by wonderfully comic expressions, and her hands delineated the appropriate clothes until Louise was helpless with laughter.

‘Henrietta’s not so bad,’ she would say eventually.

‘She is! She sleeps on her back so that her face will stay smooth when she’s old.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Mary Taylor told me, because she’s always having nightmares and Mary has to wake her up.’

‘Well, there are the Seraphic Twins.’ Angelica and Caroline Redfern were identical: ash blonde with velvet brown eyes and amazingly long, elegant legs, and widely regarded as the height of glamour.

‘Oh, them! It’s only there being two of them that impresses people. You know, like pairs of things being more valuable than one of them from the collecting point of view. Two minds without a single thought is more like it.’

Louise, after she had laughed, said she thought Stella was in danger of being priggish. ‘I mean, we aren’t actually that much more marvellous.’

‘I never said we were. But we make the most – well, more – of ourselves. We want to be more.’

Somehow, Stella always had the last word. As, Louise recognised, Nora had also often done. Perhaps I am a weak character, she thought incredulously. Surely not! All the same she knew that Stella was her best friend, and as she, unlike Stella, had never been to schools, boarding or otherwise, this was a new and exciting experience, and the only sad thing to dread was that after this last term they would be parted, as Stella was staying on to complete her course. ‘Although I might not,’ she said. ‘You never know. I loathe cooking, and I’m certainly never going to do any housework, and what’s the use of me learning how to interview servants when soon there won’t be any?’

‘Stella, don’t be so mad! There’ll always be servants.’

‘There won’t. They’ll go and do war work and then they won’t want to come back. Would you?’

‘That’s different.’

‘Now you’re relying on the old class structure.’

‘So what? That’s what we’ve got.’ But here she had hit on a new and hitherto entirely concealed vein in her friend, as Stella launched into her political views. What did Louise think class structure depended upon? Educating people so badly that they could only do the dull and menial jobs, or relying upon them having some vocation, like nursing, where they wanted to do whatever it was so badly that they would put up with being very poorly paid. There was nothing like making sure people were half educated and not paying them properly to keep them in a place where nobody else wanted to be, she finished. They were lying head to tail on Louise’s bed, eating Walnut Whips and wrapped in their eiderdowns, and for a moment or two they were both silent, although the storm outside, a shrieking wind and rain slamming against the windows, felt to Louise like her own thoughts, chaotic and noisy – and aghast.

Then Stella said, ‘You’ve never thought about these things, have you?’

‘No, not in the way you put it.’

‘Your family don’t talk about things like that?’

‘Well, not much.’ She thought of her father inveighing against people who were too lazy to work for their money. ‘My father told me once that he drove a bus in the General Strike.’

But Stella simply laughed, and retorted, There you are then. Conservative to the bone.’

‘And my mother has done a lot of work for the Red Cross. And charities and things.’

‘Charity is just another way of keeping people in their place.’

Louise was silenced. Everything that Stella said amazed her; she had no experience, no knowledge, no machinery of thought to contest, to deny or even to contribute to these ideas. Much later, after they had cleaned their teeth and Miss Rennishaw had been to say good night and told them that a tree had fallen down across the drive, she said, ‘But who will do it if you don’t want to and you don’t think anyone else will?’

And Stella, who knew at once that she was talking about housework, said, I don’t know. I should think most of it won’t get done. Most of it is unnecessary – look at all the pointless polishing we do.’

This answer did not seem entirely satisfactory, but she was too unsure about everything to argue. Because it was disturbing (and exciting), and she knew nothing compared to Stella, she decided to find but more, only she felt it was going to be quite difficult to choose anyone else to ask.

They were both going home for the same weekend, and then on the Friday before it, her mother rang Louise. ‘I’m afraid this weekend will have to be put off, Louise. Grania has suddenly become not at all well, and I have to take her to a nursing home.’

‘What’s happened to her?’

‘As I said, she’s not at all well. She’s been very forgetful lately, and now she doesn’t seem to know what is going on at all, and the servants can’t manage her. So I’m taking her to a very nice place near Tunbridge Wells where I’m told the nursing is good and she will be properly cared for. And of course Daddy’s away – he never seems to get any leave – so could we make it next weekend instead?’

‘But I’d be perfectly all right at home by myself. And it won’t take you more than one day, will it?’

‘I’m afraid it will, because I’ve got to go to Frensham to collect her from Aunt Jessica and then take her to the home, and then go and shut up her house in London – deal with poor Bryant who is practically having a nervous breakdown. Grania’s been ordering enormous meals for dinner parties and then not asking anyone because, of course, she doesn’t really know anybody any more and then she gets very distressed and thinks it’s all poor Bryant’s fault.’

‘Goodness! She’s sort of gone off her head!’

But her mother repeated repressively: ‘She’s simply become very confused.’

When she told Stella, Stella said, ‘Well, I’ll have to ask, of course, but perhaps you could come and stay with me.’

Which, after what they both considered was a lot of fuss, is what happened. Stella’s mother said yes, and then Miss Rennishaw said that Louise’s mother must give her consent, and then Louise’s mother wanted Mrs Rose’s telephone number … ‘What on earth for?’ Louise cried. ‘It’s really awful the way they treat us, as though we were babies.’

‘I entirely agree with you. Particularly when, if we were boys, in a year’s time we’d be considered old enough to go to France and die for our country. Well, I would, anyway.’ Stella at eighteen was a year older than Louise.

‘Do your family talk about politics a lot?’ she asked in the train.

‘They talk about everything a lot. They talk so much that they hardly have time to hear what each other says, and then they accuse each other of never listening to anyone else. Don’t look so worried. We’ll do things on our own.’

The Roses lived in a large, dark mansion flat in St John’s Wood. It was on the third floor and was reached by a lift, like a cage, that made mysterious noises when in motion. The front door had an iron grille in front of stained glass. It was opened by a small squat woman who looked, Louise thought, as though she was sick and tired of being so tired. She had black eyes with paler dark circles under them and a mouth that seemed compressed with tragic resignation. When she saw Stella, she smiled and patted her effusively, before kissing her. ‘This is my aunt Anna,’ Stella said. ‘This is my friend Louise Cazalet.’

‘The other way round, Stella. How many times have I told you that you tell the older person to whom they are being introduced?’ Stella’s mother emerged out of the gloomy passage that seemed to stretch for ever in front of them.

‘But a child,’ Aunt Anna murmured and, nodding to Louise, she pushed past Stella’s mother and disappeared.

‘How do you do, Louise? I am so glad that you can keep my girl company this weekend. Take Louise to her room, Stella. Lunch will be in a quarter of an hour and Papa is coming back for it.’

‘That means “don’t you dare be late”,’ Stella murmured. ‘Have you noticed how they hardly ever say simply what they mean?’

All the same she was ready in no time and hanging about in Louise’s doorway.

‘Is your mother French?’

‘Good Lord, no. Viennese.’

‘She’s fantastically beautiful.’

‘I know. Come on. Papa’s back – I heard the front door.’

She led the way to a large sitting room very full of fat, upholstered chairs and sofas, glass-fronted bookcases, and a grand piano. One whole side of the room was adorned with huge gilded mirrors in front of which, on a pair of marble-topped tables, were plaster busts of Beethoven and somebody she didn’t recognise. The tall windows on the opposite wall were partly obscured by dark velvet curtains that were looped back with thick silk tasselled rope to reveal inner curtains of elaborate white lace. A coal fire burned in the grate, glowing distantly in the crowded twilight. The room was very hot. Stella took her by the elbow and guided her through the furniture to the far end where Mrs Rose stood beside her much shorter husband.

‘This is Louise, Papa.’

As he shook hands with her he remarked, ‘When you introduce people, Stella, you should use their full name. Your friend is not a housemaid.’

‘Sometimes she is. It’s one of the things we have to do at school.’

‘Ah ha!’ It came out like a snort. ‘Peter is late. Why?’

‘He has a rehearsal, Otto. He said not to wait.’

‘We must, of course, obey him. Come, Miss Louise, and have some lunch.’

He led the way through the room to another door beside the one they had come in from, which proved to lead to a smaller room where a table was elaborately laid: a white cloth, silver, rather heavy, old-fashioned-looking china and tall, straight-backed chairs with velvet seats. This room was curtained in the same manner, but lit by a large chandelier with parchment half-shades on each candle bulb. Stella’s parents sat at each end of the table and Louise and Stella were placed each side of her father. After a moment, Aunt Anna appeared, followed by a little maid who seemed almost overpowered by the enormous soup tureen she carried on a tray which she set before Mrs Rose, who proceeded to ladle it into plates that were set in a pile before her. Louise was not used to soup. It smelled strong but inviting, and contained dumplings bobbing about in the broth and she was not sure how to eat them.

Mr Rose observed this at once, and said, ‘You have not had Leberklösse, Louise? It is very good.’ He took a spoonful which included a dumpling and popped it into his mouth. Louise copied him. The dumpling was scaldingly hot and, without thought, she spat it back into her spoon. Everybody noticed this, and she felt herself blushing.

‘It is Otto’s fault. He can eat food hotter than anyone in the world,’ Mrs Rose said kindly. Louise drank some water.


‘You are a sensible young woman not to burn your mouth. A burned mouth, and you can taste nothing.’ Just as she was thinking how kind he was, he put his spoon down with a bang, and almost shouted, ‘This soup is without its celery. Anna! Anna? How is it possible that you have forgotten an ingredient so important?’

‘I did not forget, Otto, I could not find any. All the celery was just white stalks with the leaves already cut. What could I do?’

‘Make another soup, of course. I know that you have in your repertoire fourteen soups, many if not all of which do not require celery leaves. Don’t look like that, woman, it is not a tragedy. I am just telling you that it is not as it should be.’ He picked up his spoon again and smiled at Louise. ‘You see? The smallest criticism – and I am treated like a tyrant. Me!’ He laughed fondly at the absurdity.

In spite of this, he – they all – had a second helping of soup, and while Stella was cross-examined about the school, Louise could look at her friend’s parents in peace. Mrs Rose, although probably quite old – at least forty – was not somebody who had been a beauty once – she still was one. She was immensely tall with wavy iron grey hair fastened with a slide at one side. All her features were large, but so beautifully arranged that looking at her was like a close-up in the cinema. She had enormous dark brown eyes set very wide apart below a broad forehead from which her hair sprang in a widow’s peak. She had cheekbones like Stella, but her nose although large was not bony like her daughter’s: it had exactly the right quantity of flesh and she had sharply delineated and flaring nostrils. Her mouth was wide, and when she smiled these statuesque proportions were lit with a beautiful gaiety that Louise found bewitching.

Peter Rose arrived just as the soup plates had been cleared from the table, and her father was telling Stella that it was absurd that she could not read Italian when he had so often offered to teach her.

‘You trying to teach me things means you losing your temper and me bursting into tears,’ she said.

This, Louise could see, was about to provoke another outburst, quelled only by Peter’s arrival. He slipped into the room and his seat at table very much as though he wished he was invisible. All eyes turned to him: he was bombarded with attention, disapproval and questions. He was late: why was he so late? How had his rehearsal gone? Would he like soup – Anna had kept some hot specially for him – or would he like to go straight to the meat course? (A vast, savoury stew had been brought in by the maid.) He had not had his hair cut in spite of the appointment being made for him; he would have to go after lunch … but this only branched out into a myriad other suggestions of how he should spend his afternoon. He should rest; he should take a bracing walk; he should go to the cinema to take his mind off the concert. Throughout, he sat, his myopic eyes gleaming behind heavy spectacles, his capable very white hand brushing back the lock of hair that fell constantly across his forehead, a nervous smile starting and being suppressed. He opted for soup and Aunt Anna rushed out of the room to procure it. At the same time his father observed that he seemed so full of himself and this concert that he had not even had the common politeness to notice their guest. It seemed astonishing to him, he ruminated, at a volume suited to someone soliloquising in the Albert Hall, how – considering the enormous trouble taken by their parents – two children should seem apparently devoid of any decent behaviour at all. A daughter who answered back, answered her father back, and a son who utterly ignored the presence of a young lady who was a guest in their house. Could Sophie understand it? But his wife merely smiled and continued to serve the stew. Could Anna? – ‘Otto, they are children.’ He turned to Louise but, filled with nervous embarrassment, she began to blush: he observed it, and let her go.

Peter said: ‘Hallo! I know you’re Louise, Stella has told me.’

While the stew, accompanied by red cabbage (another thing that Louise had never had before in her life) and excellent mashed potato, was being eaten, Stella’s father cross-examined her about what she was going to do with her friend during the weekend.

‘We’ll go to Peter’s concert, of course.’

‘You enjoy music?’

‘Oh, yes! Yes, I do.’

‘Louise’s grandfather was a composer,’ Stella said.

‘So? And who was he?’

‘He was called Hubert Rydal. I think he was only a minor composer.’

‘Indeed? I do not think’, he said, chewing furiously as he spoke, ‘that I should much like your children, Stella, describing me as a minor surgeon. What could they know of surgery to make such a pronouncement?’

‘I only meant that that’s what people call him.’ Louise felt herself blushing again and, worse, tears starting in her eyes as she remembered how much she had loved him – how his habitually noble face, hawk nose, snow white beard and large blue, sad, innocent eyes would crumple and dissolve into uncontrollable giggles when he thought something was funny, how he would take her hand, ‘Come with me, little dear,’ and lead her to some treat kept tacitly secret from her grandmother who seldom found anything funny, how when he kissed her, his beard had smelled of sweetbriar … ‘He was the first person I knew who died,’ she said unsteadily, and looked up to find Mr Rose regarding her with a sharp and comprehending kindness.

When their eyes met, he smiled – a curious smile that she would have described as cynical had there not been so much understanding and affection mysteriously there as well – and said, ‘A worthy granddaughter. And tomorrow, Stella? What do you propose to do with your guest?’

Stella muttered that they were going shopping.

‘And in the evening?’

‘I don’t know, Pappy. We haven’t thought.’

‘Very well. I shall take you to a theatre. And then I shall take you out to supper. You will enjoy yourselves,’ he commanded, smiling ferociously round the room at all of them.

The plates were removed and a platter of cheeses brought. Louise, for whom cheese at home consisted invariably of Cheddar for the nursery and servants, and Stilton for the grown-ups and people of her age at Christmas, was amazed to see such a collection. Mrs Rose, who saw this, said, ‘Stella’s father adores cheese, and many of his patients know it.’

Stella said virtuously, ‘Cheese is rationed, Pappy. At school, we get only two ounces a week. Imagine you, Pappy, living on that!’

Peter said, ‘At the National Gallery concerts, you get cheese and sultana sandwiches.’

‘Is that what you go for, you greedy boy?’

‘Of course! I have no interest in music at all: I just adore sultanas.’ As he said this, he imitated his sister.

All the same, Louise noticed that none of the family ate much of the cheese excepting Mr Rose, who, helping himself to three kinds, cut them into smaller pieces, screwed black pepper liberally over them, and then popped them into his mouth.

The cheeses were replaced by a delicious-looking concoction of paper thin pastry which proved to have apples and spices in it, that Louise, although she felt she had eaten far too much already, was unwilling to resist and, as it turned out, quite unable to – since, with the remark that nobody could refuse Anna’s strudel, Mr Rose ordered his wife to pass her an enormous slice. During this course, a furious argument broke out between Peter and his father on the merits of various Russian composers, whom Mr Rose provocatively dismissed as producers of schmaltz or fairytale music, which made Peter so angry that he stammered and shouted and knocked over a glass of water.

It was only after very black coffee served in tiny, brittle red and gold cups that Louise and Stella were allowed to go off by themselves, and then only after much questioning and criticism about how they were to spend the afternoon.

‘Are we going for a walk?’ Louise asked. She felt sleepy after the huge meal, and dreaded the raw freezing air.

‘Good Lord, no! I just said that because it’s the one thing they never seem to mind. We’ll just get the hell out, and then think of some lovely indoor thing to do.’

In the end they took a 53 bus to Oxford Street and spent hours in Bumpus, where after much cheerful browsing, they decided to buy each other a book. ‘Something that we think the other one ought to have read,’ Stella said.

‘I don’t know all that you’ve read.’

‘Well if I turn out to have read it, you’ll have to choose again.’ But she didn’t have to. Stella chose Madame Bovary for Louise: ‘I would have got it in French, but your French isn’t much good,’ she said, and Louise, whose French was almost non-existent although she had tried to conceal this from Stella, did not argue. After much agonising, she had chosen Ariel by André Maurois – a blue Penguin. She felt rather mean about this, because Madame Bovary cost two shillings, and Ariel only sixpence, but she knew that Stella would pour scorn on that kind of discrepancy. ‘It’s about Shelley,’ she said and Stella replied, ‘Oh, good! I don’t know much about him.’ They went home on the bus, deciding to inscribe the books when they got home, and inventing the awful things they thought other pairs of girls at the school would have given each other. ‘Lipsticks, and talc powder and charms to put on their bracelets, and little notebooks to put people’s birthdays in!’ were some of the suggestions, until Louise, remembering Nora, said that they shouldn’t be so superior.

‘Why shouldn’t we be? We are. It isn’t saying much, after all. I mean – look at them!’

‘You know, Stella, considering how democratic you are, you are extraordinarily arrogant!’

‘I’m not. I’m simply being accurate. You’re so undemocratic that you’re used to people being inferior and think it’s kinder to tell lies about them. I don’t.’

‘But there’s a difference between people who’ve had opportunities and made nothing of them, and people who haven’t.’

‘Yes, there is. That’s why I despise our schoolmates so much. They’re nearly all far richer than we are, and expense can have been no object in their education, whereas most people – and certainly girls – don’t get any opportunities to be properly educated at all. Look at your family! The boys all went to school where at least they are taught Greek and Latin, and you just having a governess!’ Stella had been to St Paul’s, one of the few places where education of girls was taken seriously, and Louise knew that if she wanted to go to a university she was clever enough and had certainly been prepared.

‘Miss Milliment did her best. She was just too kind to us, and let us be lazy. Which I was.’ She was beginning to find out all the things she didn’t know, like the classics, languages, political economy, current events – the quantity appalled her.

Stella looked quickly at her, and said, ‘You’ll be all right. You want to know things and, anyway, you know what you want to do. Lucky you!’

‘My father’, she remarked later on when they were having a bath together before dressing for Peter’s concert, ‘says that girls should be educated absolutely as much as boys because then they are less likely to bore their husbands and children. Or, I suppose, if they don’t have any of those, themselves.’

‘It’s funny. I thought your family would talk about politics all the time at meals. I was terrified.’

‘They often do. It just wasn’t a day for that. I think Pappy was anxious not to work Peter up before his concert.’

So they had a scene about Russian music instead, Louise thought, but she did not say so. It was new for her to observe things and have private views about them: at home she seemed to herself to have taken everything for granted. It was a sure sign that she was growing up – getting older and, surely, more interesting?

The family seemed to thrive on scenes. There was a scene between Stella and her mother about the dress Stella had decided to wear for the concert. In fact it wasn’t a dress; it was a scarlet jersey and a black and white check pleated skirt. Her mother said it was not formal enough for the occasion. Voices were so raised that Mr Rose emerged from another of the innumerable doors that lined the long passage and said that it was impossible to hear himself think with such a racket. He then joined the fray with gusto, disagreeing with his wife about the bottle green velveteen being more suitable and insisting upon a cream tussore silk that Stella said was a hundred years old and too short for her. Peter’s taste was quoted by both parents, although they did not agree on what it might be. Mrs Rose said that he would be ashamed of his sister turning up at his concert dressed as though she was going to play some game. Mr Rose said that Peter would detest her appearing in something so clearly meant to draw attention to herself as the bottle green velvet. Stella said that if she wore the tussore silk Peter’s friends would scream with laughter. Aunt Anna arrived and contributed a pink silk shirt to Stella’s black and white skirt. This temporarily united the others – against her and she leaned against the wall with little clucking cries of dismay. Mr Rose, although not exactly shouting, was speaking with that irritable clarity of enunciation that Louise associated with people trying to make an idiot – or a foreigner – understand. ‘It is perfectly simple. You will wear the silk and do as you are told.’ At this both Stella and her mother uttered cries of dismay; Stella burst into tears, her mother broke first into a cascade of sighs, disappeared into her bedroom and returned a moment later with a pale green woollen frock that she held against her daughter while tears slipped slowly down great tracts of her beautiful face. ‘Otto! Otto? Would not this be the answer to the trick?’

He surveyed them both, his wife’s suitably imploring expression, Stella’s mutinous silence. That would have to do, he said at last. He was sick of the whole business: it was not, after all, of the slightest interest to him what his daughter wore; she was quite old enough to make a fool of herself if she pleased. He had no interest in the matter. He could not imagine why there had been such a fuss in the first place. He smiled with a weary, long-suffering kindness and shut his door, leaving Louise, and Stella holding the green woollen dress. Mrs Rose sighed again, and then went briskly down the passage, seemingly rejuvenated.

‘Listen! What shall I wear?’ Louise said anxiously to her friend.

‘Oh, anything you like. They won’t mind what you wear.’

Louise could hardly believe this to be true, but she had very little with her and, as she wished to save her best dress for the theatre, the alternative was a tweed pinafore dress with a cream silk shirt that Aunt Rach had given her for Christmas.

When she thought about Christmas she felt uneasy – sad. It had been spent, as it always had been, at Home Place, and although everybody had made efforts to make it seem the same, it hadn’t been, although it was difficult to say that anything (which really mattered) was different. They had all had stockings – although there was no tangerine in the toe and Lydia had wept because she thought they had simply left hers out. No tangerines and no oranges – no lemons, so no lemon curd tartlets on Boxing Day, one of the Duchy’s traditions – all details but they added up. But the house seemed colder, and there was hardly ever any hot water because the range took so much coke and the Duchy had changed all the light bulbs to a lower voltage to help the blackout, she said, and use less electricity. Peggy and Bertha, the housemaids, had gone off to join the WAAF, and Billy had gone to work in a factory. The garden looked different, the flowers borders gone and McAlpine growing vegetables in them. He creaked about, very bad-tempered because his rheumatism was so much worse, and the Duchy had been trying to get a girl to help in the garden, but the first one left in a week – couldn’t stand McAlpine, who refused to speak to her and complained of her incessantly behind her back. All the horses were gone except the two old ones so Wren, the groom, did odd jobs like chopping wood and stoking the boiler and painting bits of the greenhouse roof. He still wore his shiny leather gaiters and a nutmeg-coloured tweed cap that went, as Polly said, so very badly with his beetroot face, but he seemed shrunken and was often heard talking to himself in tones of great grievance. Dottie had been promoted to housemaid and Mrs Cripps had to make do with a much younger girl in the kitchen, who was worse than useless she continually said. The Brig seemed much blinder than in the summer, and now made Aunt Rach take him to London three times a week when he went to his office and she was, as she said making a joke of it, his very private secretary. Aunt Zoë was pregnant and being sick all the time, or lying with a green-white face on the sofa. Aunt Sybil – who at least had got thinner – seemed quite ratty, especially with Polly who said she spoiled Wills to death and worried Uncle Hugh by worrying so much about him. And her mother! Sometimes she thought that Villy actually hated her; she didn’t seem to want to know anything about school, or her friend; she criticised Louise’s appearance and the clothes that she chose to buy with her new dress allowance (forty pounds a year – for everything her mother reiterated in the kind of voice that, to Louise, meant including STs). She disapproved of Louise growing her hair, which obviously if one was going to be an actress one needed to do in case one played a very old lady with a bun; she complained if she ever caught Louise doing anything that wasn’t useful, like laying the table; she tried to send her to bed at a ridiculous hour, and spoke about her to other people – in front of her – as though she was some kind of petty criminal or idiot, saying that Louise couldn’t be trusted to do anything she promised, that she was utterly wrapped up in herself, that she was so clumsy that she really wondered what would happen if Louise ever got on a stage. This last was the thing that hurt most, and things had come to a head when, on Boxing Day, Louise had broken the Duchy’s favourite china teapot: some scalding tea had spilled from the spout onto her left hand, the shock made her drop the pot, and tea-leaves and tea and bits of china were all over the floor. She had stood appalled, holding her scalded hand with the other one and staring at the floor, and before anyone else could say or do anything, her mother had said in her sarcastic voice, which was like a bad imitation of her friend Hermione Knebworth, ‘Really, Louise, we shall have to start calling you Tony Lumpkin – or Bumpkin would be more appropriate!’ There were strangers to tea: her face burned and, knowing she was going to cry, she rushed blindly from the room, knocking a book off a small table in her flight.

She was half-way up the stairs before her mother’s icy voice stopped her. ‘Where on earth do you think you are going? Go to the kitchen and get a cloth and a dustpan and brush and clear up the appalling mess you have made.’

She turned and got the things, and went back into the room, and picked the pieces of china off the floor, and swept up the tea-leaves, and mopped at the tea, until Eileen, who had been sent for to make more tea, came and helped her, while her mother expatiated on the variety of her clumsiness: ‘The only girl who is staying at her domestic science school for three terms because she broke so many pudding basins during her first two.’ There had been a feeling of unease in the room as nobody else seemed able to think of anything to say, and by the time she had finished the clearing up, her hand was hurting very much. When she had taken the dustpan et cetera back to Eileen she went to find the Duchy to apologise, but she didn’t seem to be anywhere, although she did find Aunt Rach who was sewing name tapes on Neville’s clothes for his new school. ‘I don’t know where she is, my duck. What’s up? You look a bit under the weather.’

Louise burst into tears. Aunt Rach got up, shut the door, and led her to the sofa. ‘You can tell your old aunt,’ she said, and Louise did.

‘She hates me! Really and truly, she must hate me – in front of all those people! She treated me as though I was a stupid little ten-year-old, and the way she goes on just makes me more clumsy than I would be if only she’d shut up.’ There was a pause, and then she added, ‘She never says anything friendly to me.’ At this, Aunt Rach gave her hand an affectionate squeeze, but it was the bad hand. Aunt Rach looked at it, and then got the first-aid stuff; she lit the spirit lamp that the Duchy used for making tea, heated up the paraffin wax, waited and then coated the scald with it, which hurt very much at first, but by the time her hand was being bandaged, it had begun to feel better.

When all that was done, Aunt Rach said, ‘Darling, of course she doesn’t hate you. But you must remember, she’s having a difficult time with your dad away. Married people are meant to be with each other, and when they can’t be it is often harder for the woman because she is left at home and doesn’t know what is happening to her husband. You must try and understand that. When people get as old as you, they do begin to realise that their parents are not just their parents, but people, with troubles of their own. But I expect you are noticing that.’

And Louise, who hadn’t been at all, said yes, she did see. And she had tried to think about them like that, and now, as she fastened the cream silk shirt that Aunt Rach had made for her, she thought that it must be pretty rotten for her mother to have her mother practically going off her head and having to be taken to a nursing home. And living practically on her own at Lansdowne Road never knowing when Dad would get leave, which didn’t seem to happen very often – her father was organising the defence of an aerodrome at Hendon. He had only spent two days with them at Christmas, which was better than Uncle Rupert, though, who hadn’t got leave from the Navy at all.

She enjoyed the concert more than any she had ever been to. This was partly, she thought, because she knew the pianist (at least, she’d had lunch with him), and partly because, the Duke’s hall being full of parents and relatives and friends of the performers, there was an unusual air of excitement and it was full.

There was an overture, and then a pause while the piano was moved into position and then the conductor returned with Peter, looking almost swamped by his tail coat. It was the third concerto of Rachmaninoff – the one with the amazingly long and mysterious opening melody. The moment he began to play, Peter seemed transformed. At lunch he really had not looked as though he had such powers – of technique, of rapt attention to the music as a whole. She felt slightly in awe of him after that.

Next day they went shopping.

‘Do you see your parents as people?’ she asked Stella.

‘Sometimes when they’re with other people, I do. Not much when I’m alone with them though. But that’s because they like being parents so much. They don’t seem to notice my age, at all.’

‘But don’t you notice what they’re like with each other?’

‘Yes, but their relationship is playing mothers and fathers. That’s what they do with each other all the time.’

‘A pretty poor look-out for them when you and Peter are completely grown up.’

‘It won’t make the slightest difference. Even Aunt Anna concentrates now on being an aunt.’

‘Has she always lived with you?’

‘Good Lord, no. She came to stay one summer: her husband couldn’t come with her for some reason – Uncle Louis is a lawyer in Munich – and then she got a telegram from him just saying, “Don’t come back.” And then she was going to all the same, but he rang up my father and after that my father said she must do as she was told.’

‘So she’s been here ever since last summer?’

‘Since the summer before that. It’s awful for her, because her daughter got married that year, and now she’s had a baby, and Aunt Anna has never seen it.’

‘But why?’

‘My father knows why, but he won’t talk about it. He’s been trying to get Uncle Louis here, but so far no luck. She cooks for us because she hasn’t got any money, and Father says it’s good for her to have a lot to do.’

‘It doesn’t sound as though he’s trying very hard to come here. Your uncle, I mean.’

Stella began to deny this, but then bit her lip and was silent.

‘You don’t want to talk about it?’

‘How brilliant of you! I do not.’

‘I don’t mind.’ She minded Stella’s sarcasm very much.

They were on top of a bus, in front, on their way to Sloane Square and Peter Jones. Louise felt that the expedition was going to be spoiled if they didn’t make it up before they got there. Just as she was thinking this, Stella laid a hand on her knee and said, ‘Sorry! I didn’t mean to be beastly. The main reason he doesn’t come is that he has parents – awfully old – and a sister who looks after them. See? Now, what are we going to buy?’

And they reverted to a conversation that had been recurring for some weeks now. They could only buy one decent garment each and had been measuring themselves against the bedroom door at school all the term to see if they had stopped growing, and Stella had, but Louise had not.

‘You could buy a skirt if it had a decent hem.’

‘They don’t nowadays.’ Louise thought of clothes when she’d been a child, frocks with enormous hems, and even bodices that would let out for when you grew. ‘I wouldn’t mind a nice jacket that would go with everything.’

‘We’ll go over the whole shop first before we buy anything.’

They were so long in the shop that Stella had to ring home to explain that they would not be back to lunch. It was clear that she dreaded doing this, but luckily she got Aunt Anna. The conversation was conducted in German, so Louise did not know until afterwards that Stella had said they had met a school friend and her mother, who insisted on them going back to their house for lunch. ‘So now we won’t get any lunch unless we buy some,’ Stella said when she had finished. They were both quite hungry, but neither wished to spend their precious allowance on food. ‘And Pappy will give us a wonderful dinner,’ Stella said. The shopping took so long because they could not make up their minds, and were scrupulously fair about letting whoever was trying on, try on as much as they liked. In the end, Louise bought a light woollen dress the colour of pale green leaves, and Stella bought a blazer with brass buttons. And then Louise decided that, after all, she would buy the pair of deep terracotta linen trousers she had found earlier that were only two pounds as they were left over from the winter sale. ‘They’re Daks, from Simpson’s,’ Louise said proudly. She did look very nice in them, Stella thought enviously. Her father would have a fit if he saw them: he would not countenance any woman in trousers. When she said this, Louise said that her mother would think they were ridiculous too, but they were extremely suitable for someone who was going to be an actress. Stella then decided to buy the shoes she had seen that she longed for – scarlet sandals with huge cork wedges. ‘They won’t go down well at home,’ she said. By now extremely hungry, they bought half a pound of Rowntrees’ Motoring Chocolate and ate it in the buses on the way home.

‘What a heavenly outing. You’re the best person in the world to go shopping with, Louise.’

Louise, flushed with pleasure at being so appreciated, answered, ‘So are you.’

Going back to the flat was like entering a sort of foreign cave, Louise thought – it seemed so dark and mysterious, with its gilded mirrors and glinting pieces of coloured glass from the little Venetian chandeliers with small candle bulbs that spasmodically lit the long passage. Scents of cinnamon, sugar and vinegar, and Mrs Rose’s scent had almost to be brushed aside by their movements: the airy, rocking sound of Schumann’s Papillon came from the drawing room.

‘Pappy is out!’ Stella announced. Louise could not imagine how she knew this, but her glee and relief were evident. ‘We have to show my mother what we have bought.’

‘Everything?’


‘As Pappy is out, I think everything. She adores clothes.’

Mrs Rose was lying on the sofa draped in a black silk shawl embroidered with brightly coloured unlikely flowers. It had an immensely long silk fringe that kept catching in everything – her long earrings, the kind that most people would only wear in the evenings, Louise thought, the rings on her fingers, the braid edging the sofa and even the spine of the book she was reading. She put her finger on her lips, and then said, very quietly, ‘Your father is out.’ There was the same kind of gleeful conspiracy in her voice as there had been in Stella’s. ‘And what did your friend give you for lunch?’

‘Oh – some kind of fish pie – nothing wonderful. And bread and butter pudding.’ She knelt by her mother, threw her arms round her, gave her several kisses and turned the book from her hands. ‘Rilke again! You must know him by heart!’

Peter stopped playing. ‘And we had hare and Aunt Anna’s red cabbage. And then those pancakes with quince,’ he said. ‘Come on – let’s see what you’ve bought.’

‘We will have a dress show,’ Mrs Rose said.

‘We haven’t bought all that much.’

‘If your mother doesn’t like you to wear trousers, they won’t like me in them,’ Louise said as she pulled the green woollen dress over her head.

‘That’s different. Anyway, it’s my father who doesn’t like that sort of thing. Mutti is far more broad-minded.’

‘You go first.’

‘No, you must – you’re the guest.’

Afterwards Louise thought how extraordinarily different the Roses were from her family. The idea of parading in clothes after a shopping expedition in front of her family – and particularly her mother – made her want to laugh, only she didn’t laugh. About the only person in the family with whom one could possibly do that would be Aunt Zoë, whom she knew was privately criticised for taking clothes and her appearance so seriously. Mrs Rose had both looked at and then examined each item: she had said, ‘Very pretty’ about the green dress; she had admired Stella’s jacket; she was enigmatic about the trousers. She said that she did not like Stella’s red shoes, but that she would have bought them at Stella’s age. Peter’s contribution was to play snatches of what he clearly thought were wittily appropriate pieces of music: ‘Greensleeves’ and the ‘Marche Militaire’ for Louise, Chopin and Offenbach for his sister.

Then everybody dispersed for serious rests before dressing for the theatre, which, Louise discovered to her delight, was to be Rebecca, with Celia Johnson and Owen Nares. ‘And supper at the Savoy afterwards,’ Peter said. ‘I hope you girls didn’t have too much lunch.’

‘Not too much,’ Stella replied. When all was quiet, she sneaked off to the kitchen and got some gingernuts and milk for them. They lay and read the books they had given each other, and tried to make the biscuits last.

On her bed beside Stella she thought how lucky she was and how the war didn’t seem to be spoiling anything. ‘One of the things I like best about friendship’, she said, ‘is just doing whatever you want to do with the other person there, but you don’t have to talk to them.’

Stella didn’t reply, and Louise saw that she was asleep. She put out her hand and touched the wonderfully soft dark hair. ‘I love you,’ she said but not aloud. It was wonderful to be free; to be able to leave her home, to start to find out about other people who were not her family. Anything could happen, she thought, anything! And I really want it to – whatever it is. I shan’t marry – I’ll just concentrate on being the best actress in the world. They’ll all be amazed by me at home. I’ll be the only famous Cazalet. Really, her family were extraordinarily ordinary. They weren’t anything like as interesting as the Roses. They just seemed to muddle along with nothing much ever happening to them: they never went abroad – in fact if it wasn’t for them she might have been all over the place by now which would have given her useful experience. But no. All they did was get married, and go to the office, and have children. They weren’t remotely interested in the arts, except, she had to admit, music, but when had her mother last read a Shakespeare play? Or any other play for that matter? And her father never read anything at all. It was amazing how he got through life so starved of any artistic nourishment. Perhaps she ought to try to rescue Polly and Clary from this bourgeois desert. She would, when they were old enough. The others were either still just children, or with her parents’ lot, past saving. You couldn’t possibly have a decent conversation about anything that really mattered – like the state of the theatre, or poetry, or even politics – look how much Stella knew compared to them! She bet they never thought about class structure or democracy or what would be fair to people. But if things turned out how Stella seemed to think they would, they would be in for an awful shock. No servants! What on earth would they do without them? At least she knew how to cook now, which was more than could be said for any of them. If there was a social revolution, they would probably starve. She began to feel sorry for them in an angry kind of way: it was all their own fault, but still that didn’t make it any better for them, as she well knew when things were her own fault. But, then, given the outstanding dullness of their lives, their senses were probably so blunted that they would not notice anything much: for instance, instead of being wildly, passionately in love like Juliet, or Cleopatra – who was old, after all, by the time she loved Antony – they were just fond of each other in a lukewarm unemotional way, so a giant social revolution would probably seem to them simply rather a nuisance. They seemed to have no experience of extremes, she thought, and that is what I am going to have. That’s the point.

‘It’s only part of the point,’ Stella said, as they dabbed Arrid under their arms after their bath. ‘I mean, you can’t live constantly at a pitch of joy or misery. The people you cite died anyway,’ she added, ‘and there’s surely not much point in loving somebody so much you have to die.’

‘That was just bad luck.’

‘Tragedy is never just bad luck. Tragedy is not taking everything into account, usually one’s own nature. I’m not going in for tragedy – not me.’

As usual she was silenced by Stella, who was, she felt, the most intelligent person she had ever met.

They all assembled in the drawing room for a glass of champagne and little pieces of salty fish on biscuits. Everybody looked extremely festive: Peter and Mr Rose in dinner jackets, Mrs Rose statuesque and romantic in yards of pleated black chiffon, Stella wearing her wine red taffeta, square-necked, with tight sleeves to her elbow, and Louise (profoundly grateful to Stella for making her bring an evening dress) in her old coral pink satin that fitted like a glove to her hips and was drawn into a kind of bustle at the back.

‘What beautiful ladies I am taking tonight!’ exclaimed Mr Rose, with such enthusiasm that they all felt more beautiful. Peter was sent to fetch a cab, wraps and cloaks were put on, and the women got into the lift with Mr Rose: Peter was told to walk down. ‘You smile,’ Stella’s father said in the lift to Louise. ‘Why?’

‘I’m so happy,’ she answered without thinking.

‘The best reason,’ he said. In some ways he must be a very good father, she thought.

In the cab, Peter teased them about how they would be bound to fall in love with Owen Nares, who was playing de Winter.

‘And why should we do that, pray?’ Stella inquired, bristling.

‘He’s a matinée idol. All girls fall in love with him. And old ladies, of course. The ones with tea trays on their knees.’

‘I shall have to be very careful then,’ his mother said, whereupon her husband seized her hand and said, ‘“To me, fair friend, you never can be old—”’

‘“For as you were, when first your eye I ey’d – so seems your beauty still—”’ Louise continued.

‘Go on.’

Louise looked at him and began to blush: ‘“Three winters cold …”’ She went steadily on to the end.

There was a short acknowledging silence, and then Mrs Rose put her fingers to her lips and laid them on Louise’s hand. Mr Rose said: ‘That is education. That is what I mean. Mark that, Stella. You could not have finished that.’

And Stella said, ‘Of course not. Louise is wonderful. She practically knows him by heart.’

And Louise, slightly intoxicated by her success, said, ‘I don’t know anything else, much. Nothing like as much as Stella.’

But this only seemed to make the Roses approve of her more.

If anything was needed to fill her cup, it was discovery that they were in a box, something that had never happened to her before. Her family always chose the dress circle, although she had always had the secret wish to be in the front row of the stalls. But a box! It combined luxury and romance: she felt important just being there. She was settled in front with Mrs Rose and Stella and a programme was placed on the velvet shelf in front of her. Mrs Rose unbuttoned a small leather case to reveal a pretty pair of pink enamelled opera glasses which she offered as soon as Louise exclaimed at its prettiness. ‘You can watch the people arrive. It is sometimes very amusing,’ she said. The glasses were extremely good: she could see the expressions on people’s faces as they wandered in, looking for their seats, seeing friends, laughing and talking … It was her father! Her father? It was! He had just bought a programme, had said something to the girl selling them, which made her smile, and then he had moved forward, put his arm round a lady who stood waiting for him. She wore a black dress, very bare – Louise could see the cleft between her breasts, and then her father’s hand, which closed for a moment upon one of them. The lady said something, smiling, and he bent his head and kissed her quickly on her cheek. Then they moved down the gangway of the dress circle and went to seats in the third row. Everything blurred and she looked quickly away. There was a cold feeling at the back of her neck, and for a second she thought she was going to faint, but she must not. The desire to turn back and look again – it couldn’t be her father – collided with a terror of his seeing her. It was him. She remembered her mother on the telephone: ‘Daddy’s away, he never seems to get any leave …’ How could she prevent him from seeing her? People always looked at the people in boxes. At least he hadn’t got opera glasses and he never used the ones you had to pay for because he said they were useless. She moved her head slowly back to look at them. Stella had taken the glasses, but she could see their heads bent together over the programme. She put her hand half over her face and turned towards the stage. In the interval she could say she wanted Peter to have a turn in front and she would be safe – or safer. But until then, she must just sit very still, with her hand over the left side of her face, and behave as though nothing was happening. Because the other hazard, she realised, was not letting the Roses know that anything was wrong …

‘You’re shivering. Are you cold?’ Stella was asking.

‘A bit. Could I borrow a wrap?’

Peter handed her his mother’s shawl, which she pulled round her although she felt hot. ‘Actually, I’m just longing for the play to start,’ she said.

‘Your wish is granted,’ Mrs Rose murmured as the house lights began to dim.

The rest of the evening was like a frightful dream, only it seemed far longer than any dream. She tried, during the first act, to pay attention to the play, but the knowledge that he was in the same theatre watching the same thing beside the unknown lady with whom, she felt, he must be in love (otherwise why would he lie to her mother about not getting leave?) was too suddenly shocking to be put aside for anything else at all. In the first interval, it was proposed that they should stretch their legs, but realising that this might mean going to the dress circle bar, where she knew that they might be, she refused, saying that she wanted to read her programme. They left her, and she sat miserably in the back of the box discarding wild notions of escape. She had no money with her, so she could not leave a note and simply take a cab back to the Roses’ flat. Aunt Anna might not have any money to pay the cab; she might not even be there. She could not tell them that she felt ill, as that would mean at least one of them taking her home, and she could not face spoiling the evening with a lie. She could not tell them anything at all. Her head ached, and she wanted to go to the lavatory, but not knowing where it was, and fear of encountering him on his way back from the bar made her stay where she was.

This was a mistake; throughout the second act, her need became so urgent that she could not think of anything else, but they had insisted on her remaining in the front of the box, and she was afraid of the commotion she would cause by getting up and leaving which would entail Mr Rose and Peter getting up to move their chairs for her to open the door to the box. At the second interval, she knew she had to risk it and Stella said she would come too. There was a queue for the ladies’.

‘A marvellous moment, when she comes down the stairs dressed in Rebecca’s dress,’ Stella was saying. That wicked Mrs Danvers is jolly good too, don’t you think? Louise? What’s up?’

‘Nothing. I just desperately need—’ She pointed at the lavatory door.

‘Oh. I say, would you mind, awfully, but my friend’s feeling ill. I think she’s going to be sick.’ The slightly resentful faces changed to a real fear, and Louise was allowed the next lavatory that was free. She remained there for some time because, with the eventual relief, she started silently crying. She found her tiny, inadequate handkerchief and mopped up the tears, and tried to blow her nose on some lavatory paper which was not of a kind to be much use for that.

When she came out, she found herself face to face with the unknown lady. For a fraction of a second they stared at one another: she had eyes the colour of blue hyacinths, and a small white lock that sprang surprisingly from the dark ram’s horns into which her hair was fashionably set. Then the woman smiled – her lipstick was cyclamen on a long thin mouth – and pushed gently past her into the lavatory. The woman could not have recognised her, surely, but Louise had felt a flicker of – surprise? interest? come and go in those amazing eyes. Stella came out of the other lavatory, and Louise set about repairing her face.

‘Better?’

‘Much.’ She did not want to talk to Stella until they were outside. Now she was afraid of finding her father lurking somewhere in the passage. ‘You go first. I won’t be a minute.’ And because the cloakroom was so full of more people queuing, Stella complied.

Louise came out and looked in both directions, but he did not seem to be there. Stella was waiting for her. ‘You were brilliant at getting me to the top of the queue,’ she said.

‘Wasn’t I? I was waiting for you to make sick noises to back me up, but you didn’t.’

This time she managed to insist on Peter having her seat in the front and Mrs Rose gave her an approving smile for her unselfishness, which it wasn’t at all, she thought miserably.

And then, at the end of the play, she became terrified of meeting them outside the theatre where everybody would be trying to get cabs. Luckily the blackout helped all that; it was almost impossible to see anyone enough to identify them. But then she began to worry about the Savoy. Her father often went there after a theatre, she knew, because her mother enjoyed dancing. But she found that she could not bear to think about her mother, being lied to, believing him – or perhaps she didn’t? Perhaps she knew and was unhappy, and that was what made her so difficult to get on with? She could not deal with thinking about it in front of all these people.

By the time they got to their table at the Savoy, and she had looked round the very full room and decided that they were not there, she thought she would feel better. She must pull herself together, put on a show of enjoying herself: anyone who knew about acting should know that that was possible. So she began chattering, and drank the glass of wine that was given her far too fast without thinking, but then she found she really did not want to eat anything. She settled for some cold chicken, as being the easiest thing to eat, and was teased by them for such a dull English choice. Once or twice during the evening she caught Mr Rose’s eye upon her, a shrewd, appraising look that seemed momentarily to nullify her appearance of enjoying herself, but she persisted: if she smiled enough she could not be confronted. When she had left nearly all her chicken, she was offered an ice and managed to eat it. At last, the bill was paid, a taxi procured and they were trundling back through the dark streets.

‘Thank you so much,’ she said. ‘I’ve had a wonderful time.’

‘No, no,’ Mr Rose answered, but whether he meant that she need not thank him, or that he knew it had not been wonderful, she did not know.

It wasn’t until they were going back to school on the train that Stella tackled her.

‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing’s up, Stella, honestly.’

‘Oh, well, if you’re just going to tell me lies, I’ll certainly shut up. And if you really don’t want to tell me, that’s all right too. I’ll mind, of course, because I thought we told each other everything, but I would stop asking you. Well?’

‘Something is. I can’t tell you. I do partly want to,’ she added, ‘but it feels sort of disloyal.’

Stella was silent for a moment. Then she said, ‘OK. If you’re sure there’s nothing I can do to help.’

‘There’s nothing anyone can do.’

‘My parents were awfully worried about you. They really liked you. You’re the first person I’ve brought home whom they’ve liked. Which is a good thing, otherwise they’d make a frightful fuss about my coming to stay with you in the holidays. I so long to see your house in the country and that great family clan.’

‘How do you know your parents were worried about me?’

‘They said so, of course. Anyhow, it was obvious, wasn’t it? Even Peter knew something was wrong and he’s not known for his perspicacity.’

‘Oh.’ It was disheartening to think that her acting had been such a failure.

‘My mother just thought that you were taken ill, or getting the curse or something, but my father said nonsense – you had had some kind of shock.’ The grey-green eyes were observing her intently.

Louise took refuge in anger. ‘I’ve said I don’t want to talk about it! Hell’s bells and buckets of blood!’

That evening, she asked permission to ring up her mother in London.

‘Darling! Are you all right? Is anything the matter?’

‘Nothing. I just wondered how your weekend with Grania had gone.’

‘It was rather awful, really. She didn’t want to leave Aunt Jessica who was absolutely exhausted. She’d taken to getting up in the middle of the night and waking Jessica for breakfast. And then, when we finally got her packed and into the car, she thought she was going home. And at Tunbridge Wells she wouldn’t get out of the car for ages. I practically had to trick her – say we were just going to have tea with some people. So leaving her there was ghastly.’ Her voice tailed off, and Louise realised that she was trying not to cry.

‘Oh, Mummy darling, how awful! I am so sorry.’

‘It is very sweet of you to ring. They say she’ll settle down – that people always do.’

‘And what about you?’

‘Oh, I’m all right. I came back and had a lovely extravagant bath – not one of the Duchy’s four-inch jobs, and now I’ve had an enormous gin and I’m going to boil myself an egg. Did you have a nice weekend with your friend?’

‘Lovely. We went to a concert – and to a play.’ There was a pause, and then she said as casually as possible, ‘Have you heard from Dad?’

‘Not a word. They seem to work him dreadfully hard. He said that as he’s head of the defence, he can hardly ever leave the aerodrome. Still, it’s what he wants to do – the next best thing to joining the Navy like Uncle Rupe.’

‘I see.’

‘You must stop talking to me now, darling, or we’ll all go broke. But thank you for ringing me up. It was most thoughtful.’

No, she didn’t know. But whether this made things better or worse Louise could not imagine. All the usual emotions that she had about her mother had somehow got overrun by feeling terribly sorry for her. If her father was in the grip of some uncontrollable passion – which he jolly well ought not to be at his age – he might do anything! He might even divorce her mother and go off with that woman. She tried to think of anyone she knew of who had ever been divorced and eventually remembered Mummy’s friend, Hermione Knebworth. Her divorce had been so unusual, and apparently so frightful, that people never talked about it; she had only been able to gather that Mummy didn’t think it had been at all Hermione’s fault. But Mummy wasn’t like Hermione. She didn’t have a dress shop, manage to be awfully good at business and also go about looking so glamorous all the time. If Dad divorced her – left her – she’d have absolutely nothing to worry about or do. And she was obviously far too old to start having a career. She suddenly saw her mother becoming like Grania after her husband died – just sitting in a huge armchair refusing to enjoy anything and saying she wished she was dead. It would be all his fault. It was his fault already. She remembered Aunt Rach saying that people of her age started noticing that their parents were not just parents but people, and people were clearly far more nerve-racking than parents. Parents were simply people whom one reacted to, one didn’t have to do anything about them: they were just – there. That didn’t mean that they couldn’t make one miserable sometimes, but whatever they did, one wasn’t responsible for them. I don’t want to be responsible for my father: I hate him, she thought. Whenever she went back in her mind to that first sight of them in the theatre, she saw her father’s hand closing for a moment round the woman’s breast and was overwhelmed by the sick feeling of recognition of other things, other times, that she did not want ever to think about. And she knew that however much she tried to push it all down and out of sight or knowledge, that in fact she had hated him for ages, ever since that evening when poor Mummy had had her teeth out and she had been alone with him and he had felt her breasts. Mostly, she had avoided him; when he was there, she never met his eye; she snubbed any compliment; snapped at him, ignored him – or rather, tried to give the appearance of ignoring him; actually she was always horribly aware of his presence. Many of the rows with her mother had been about how rude she was to him – like that awful evening when they’d taken her out to see Ridgway’s Late Joys, the wonderful Victorian music-hall show with Leonard Sachs being a witty and urbane chairman, and a strange young man called Peter Ustinov who was an opera singer explaining about a hitherto undiscovered fragment of a Schubert song ‘Ziss Poor Creature is Very Fond of Nymphs’ and then suddenly breaking into the three bars of the fragment. That had all been lovely and they had laughed a great deal. But then they had gone to the Gargoyle Club, and her father had asked her to dance and she had refused, had said that she didn’t like dancing and was never going to. Her father had been hurt, and her mother furious with her. In the end, they had danced, and she had sat and watched them miserably – she would have danced with anyone else in the world but him. The evening had been spoiled after that.

During the rest of that term, while she learned to make choux pastry, to bone a chicken, to clarify a clear soup, to interview a parlourmaid, while she and Stella read books, and she rehearsed her piece for her audition, and they washed each other’s hair and invented a lot of silly jokes that made them almost speechless with laughter, and Stella told her many things about inflation in Germany and how unfair the treaty of Versailles had been, and why it was no good being a pacifist once you’d actually got a war (‘It’s preventive, you see,’ she said, ‘like alternative medicine; once someone’s actually been shot in the leg, you have to get the bullet out,’) until Louise was dizzy with trying to follow the agility of her analogies – while, or in between these activities and this friendship, she reverted to what she called to herself the horrible secret, and had fantasies, daydreams of putting everything to rights. She would go to the woman and tell her that he was married and therefore could never marry her, that he was a liar and liars told lies to everyone so she would be the next victim. She would go to her father and tell him that she would tell her mother all about it unless he promised to give the woman up (these, with variations, were the main themes) – and then the best daydream of all, her parents coming to her with their arms round each other, smiling, happy, saying that they owed their happiness entirely to her – how could they ever thank her? – she was the most wonderful and mature child that anyone could ever have: her mother saying that she was also beautiful; her father saying what courage and understanding she had … These daydreams were like stale and stolen chocolates: afterwards she always felt faintly ashamed and sick.

All the same, by the time that last term was over, she had somehow become used to the situation, and the prospect of having Stella to stay at Home Place, and her audition at the acting school – now only three weeks away – went some way to making her feel that life was not too bad on the whole.




CLARY

May – June, 1940

‘She is rather remote, if not actually sulky, but I expect it is largely sexual frustration,’ she wrote, and then looked at the fresh page adorned by this smooth and worldly sentence with satisfaction. She had come upon this phrase in a book and had been longing to use it. During the winter and ever in search of new subject matter, she had decided to write about all the things that she noticed people never talked about. She had made a list. Sex. Going to the lavatory. Menstruation. Blood generally. Death. Having babies. Being sick. Personal shortcomings that didn’t sound romantic such as sulking, rather than being hot-tempered. Admitting to being frightened of things. Adultery, divorce – although it was going to be a bit difficult to write about them without any first-hand information. Still, quite a lot of good novels told you a bit about adultery. The after-life, or whether there was any. Jews and why people were against them. What was horrible about being a child (they only produced quaint or funny stories about their extreme youth). The possibility of losing the war and being slaves for the Germans. And so on. She kept the list and added to it from time to time but, disappointingly, it had not suggested a plot to her, and as Miss Milliment had rather unfairly stepped up the amount of homework that she and Polly were supposed to do – and given them quite arduous holiday tasks as well – she decided to write small portraits of anyone she knew who came to mind, just to keep her hand in. This one was about Zoë, who these days was pretty boring and therefore, from the literary point of view, something of a challenge. In the autumn, she had just come out of her gloom about the baby dying, and got pregnant again, and looked very pretty indeed, and then, when Dad said the Navy had accepted him and he was going off to a place called King Alfred’s to be trained, all hell broke loose. She cried for days. Apparently, and according to Dad who got awfully upset by it, she had thought that men were not called up if their wives were pregnant. Or they needn’t be, but where she had got this idea from, no one knew. It was daft. Even she – Clary – could see that the things had no bearing upon one another, but then Zoë had childish views – she was rather like an old sort of worn out child, Clary realised, and quickly put that down.

‘Look after Zoë for me,’ he had said the night before he went, which really was a funny way round. After all, who was the stepmother? But she couldn’t imagine him saying, ‘Look after Clary for me.’ She rather doubted whether Zoë had ever been asked to look after anybody. It might be a good idea to give her an only medium-demanding animal like a rabbit for her next birthday to get her started on looking after something – or else her baby was in for a rather rotten time. (Of course, it was Ellen who really looked after all of them.) At Sports Day at his school, Neville had even pretended he hardly knew her. ‘You’ve hurt her feelings, you fool,’ Clary had hissed at Neville when they were meant to be getting plates of strawberries for the grown-ups in the tea tent. ‘Well, she hurt mine wearing that silly fur fox round her neck. If you ask me, that’s what feelings are for,’ he added while he skilfully transferred some better strawberries to the plate he had chosen. He had grown a lot, but his front teeth looked far too large for him and he had spent a lot of the Christmas holidays up trees that Lydia was afraid to climb. He didn’t seem to make any great friends at his school and he loathed games. His asthma was much better, but the night before Dad went, he quarrelled with everyone, drank what Emily said was the best part of her bottle of cooking sherry, unpacked his father’s suitcase, threw everything into the bath and turned on both taps. Dad found him and they had a sort of fight but in the end he was crying so much that Dad just carried him off to his room and they spent a long time alone together. He had asthma all that night, and Ellen stayed up with him because Dad had to be with Zoë because she was so upset. ‘Look after Nev, won’t you,’ he’d said to Clary next morning. ‘He kept saying last night that now he’d have nobody, and I kept telling him he had you.’ He’d looked so grey and tired, that she couldn’t say how much she minded his going, couldn’t say, ‘And who do you think I’ll have?’ or anything selfish like that because she could see that some kinds of love simply wore him out, so she just made her face smile and say, ‘Yes, I will.’ He smiled back at her and said, ‘That’s my Clary,’ and asked her to come to the station with him. ‘Zoë doesn’t feel up to it,’ he said. Neville had gone to school as usual, and Tonbridge had driven them to Battle: she’d waited on the platform with Dad with nothing left to say and the train coming in was a relief. ‘Don’t wear any of those wet vests,’ she’d said as the most grown-up thing she could think of, at the end. ‘No, no. I’ll make His Majesty dry them for me personally,’ he’d said, bent to kiss her and got onto the train. He waved until he was out of sight and she’d walked slowly back to the car where Tonbridge was waiting, and got into the back and sat stiffly upright. Once, she saw Tonbridge looking at her in the driving mirror, and in Battle he stopped and went into a shop and came out with a bar of milk chocolate which he gave her, and although she loathed milk chocolate, this was a considerable kindness. She started to thank him and then had to pretend that she had a bad cough. He drove her back to Home Place without talking, but when she got out of the car, he said, ‘You’re a little soldier, you are,’ and smiled, so that she could see his black tooth next to his gold one.

Well – back to Zoë. She’d gone upstairs and Zoë was lying on the bed that still had Dad’s pyjamas on it and Ellen was standing with a tray saying she’d feel better if she ate something, think of the baby. But that seemed to make Zoë cry more than ever.

Description of Zoë lying in bed. Dark silky hair, all tangled but somehow looking better than when she’s done it; very white skin that has a kind of thick pearliness about it (creamy? satiny?); no colour in her cheeks, just a slightly darker cream; sooty eyelashes that look as though they have mascara on them even when they haven’t; wide-apart eyes, not emerald – more like grass … well, exactly like Polly’s last but one cat. Rather a short upper lip and then a longish mouth that turns up at the corners when she smiles, which makes a dimple in her left-hand cheek. What a horrible word dimple was. Shirley Temple has a dimple. If she was actually describing a heroine in a story, she’d never give them a dimple, but there it was, Zoë had one and this was meant to be a portrait. She couldn’t write much about the rest of her because it had been under the bedclothes except for one arm that was just really a boring white arm with tremendously carefully manicured nails painted a shiny pale pink. This was being a failure. She suspected that one would need to be in love with Zoë to be interested in her appearance, and if one was in love with someone, how much did it matter what they looked like? She supposed that liking the looks of someone would be what made one get to know them better. The only person who’d ever seemed to like the look of her was Dad, that day when they’d been filling the bottles with spring water and he’d said she was beautiful – well, he’d said he was surrounded by beautiful women and she’d been one of them. The trouble about writing anything was that it made one think of something else. She felt she was a bottomless pit of memories, and she was only fifteen. What on earth must it be like when you reached the Duchy’s age? You’d hardly be able to think at all for them; it would be like having so much furniture in a room that there was nowhere left to move.

Anyway, that day she’d sat on the side of the bed and tried to cheer Zoë up, saying all the things that he’d said about only being at King Alfred’s for a matter of weeks, and then probably getting leave, and not being in the slightest danger, which nobody was as far as she could see, anyway, in the whole war, except in places like Finland and now Norway, although she knew that Polly did not agree with her at all about this. Then she had had to go and do lessons with Poll and Miss Milliment, and, extremely boringly, Lydia, because now that Neville had been sent to the prep school near Sedlescombe, they said Lydia couldn’t do lessons by herself. She still had to do them partly by herself, because being merely nine, naturally Lydia couldn’t understand most of what she and Polly did, but Miss Milliment was very patient and clever about dividing her time between them. The Babies’ Hotel had gone back to London and they’d still been living in Pear Tree Cottage then, as the boys were home from school, but when term started, they’d all gone back to Home Place. Miss Milliment slept in the cottage over the garage and they had lessons in the little ground-floor sitting room. Mill Farm was let as a convalescent home for people – it had been meant for wounded soldiers only there weren’t any, so it took people recovering from operations and things like that. In the weekdays Aunt Sybil and Aunt Villy went to London and Wills and Roland were left with Ellen. At the weekends Uncle Hugh came down with Aunt Sybil, but Aunt Villy came on her own – she didn’t always come and Lydia minded. Sometimes they were taken to London to go to the dentist, or get clothes. Dad’s house in London was shut up, so when she went it was with the others: she no longer had a London home, but she’d got all her valuable things, her books and the scrapbook with pictures of her mother when she was a child and a postcard from Cassis in France that her mother had written to her before she was even old enough to read – ‘Darling Clary, Here is a picture of the place where Daddy and I are staying. We live in the little pink house on the right. Love from Mummy.’ The house was marked with a cross in faded ink – for years afterwards she had lived on that love sent. Well, she was used to it now – to not having a mother – and Neville had always been used to it. But it made Dad pretty important to her. She’d had a good cry with Polly after lessons in the potting shed. Polly was awfully good to cry with because she cried as well, though not so much.

Dad had come back for a week at Christmas, but Uncle Edward only got two days. Louise went and spent a week with Nora and her mother at Frensham, but she said she was glad to be home when she got back. The house was full of musicians, she said, and that made Uncle Raymond very sarcastic and Nora was going to work in Aunt Rach’s Babies’ Hotel until she was eighteen and could start training to be a nurse. Nora had come back to Home Place for a few nights with Louise, and Clary had overheard them having a most interesting conversation about Aunt Jessica and somebody called either Laurence or Lorenzo who was one of the musicians. Louise seemed to think that Aunt Jessica was in love with him, which Nora said was ridiculous.


‘Villy, however, is clearly infatuated.’

This was so fascinating, that Clary got into a more comfortable listening position and really paid attention.

‘Infatuated? With Laurence? How could she be? It’s out of the question!’

‘Why on earth?’

There was a pause, and then Louise said distantly, ‘He’s got greasy hair and enormous blackheads on his nose.’

‘That wouldn’t matter. He simply oozes charm.’ She said it as though charm was the worst thing you could ooze with. ‘Naturally, he doesn’t attract me in the least.’

‘But he’s married as well as them.’

‘I don’t think that makes the slightest difference to that sort of man. Villy was always asking him to give her a piano lesson.’

‘And Jessica was always getting him to play the accompaniments to Grandfa’s songs – the ones she could sing, I mean.’ Another silence, while Clary thought how grown-up it sounded to use their parents’ Christian names.

‘Perhaps it’s just that they both like music awfully,’ but Louise said this so feebly, that Clary could tell she didn’t mean it.

‘Well, I think you should tackle your mother about it.’

‘Really, Nora, that’s a ghastly idea. There’s nothing to go on, it’s nothing to do with me – and anyway, if that’s how you feel, why don’t you tackle your mother?’

‘A, because it’s your mother that is infatuated, B, because your father is away fighting the war, so it isn’t fair on him, poor thing, and C, things do go on – your mother wore lipstick every day at Frensham, and if you ask me frightfully unsuitable clothes considering there’s a war on, and it was she who thought of calling him Lorenzo which is obviously affected and—’ she paused before what she clearly considered her trump card, ‘it was obvious that his wife hated her even more than Mummy. Wives always know, you know—’

‘Oh, do stop saying everything is obvious! Laurence, or whatever he’s called, is married, Mercedes is a Catholic (she calls him Lorenzo, by the way, so it wasn’t Mummy’s idea) and your mother stopped doing her hair in that funny bun and made masses of puddings with Carnation milk because she knows he loves sweet things. It’s six of one and half a dozen of the other, so there’s nothing to stop you tackling your mother …’

‘All right, supposing they’re both in love with him. He looks quite foreign and unscrupulous enough to encourage that. Mummy said he was miserable with his wife because she was perpetually jealous of everybody. I’ve noticed they were pretty sharp with each other.’

‘Who?’

‘Jessica and Villy. I bet they’re jealous of each other. I mean really, Louise, you must see that it can lead to no good.’

‘Whatever I can see doesn’t seem to be my business. And it seems to me utterly unfair that just when I’m trying to start my own life, I have to start worrying about them. And in a much worse way,’ she added.

‘How do you mean, worse?’

‘Well, they’ve spent years simply worrying about things like have we cleaned our teeth, or done our homework, or stopped reading in bed when they’ve told us to. Now, according to you, we’ve got to worry about whether our mothers are flirting with someone who’s married. Or worse. In some cases, much worse.’

‘What cases?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You mean like them having an affair? Twerpy Lorenzo kissing them and things like that? You don’t actually mean …’

But here, Nora’s voice was lowered to such an extent that Clary could not hear what she said, and no longer being able to hear made her feel slightly guilty about what she had heard. But if one wanted to be a novelist, it was essential to grasp any opportunity to know what might be going on. Two sisters being in love with the same man was certainly a pretty strong idea, particularly if everyone concerned was already married. What baffled her was the way people’s lives never seemed to reach any conclusion at all: after all, if these aunts, at their advanced stage in life, were going about falling in love with an unsuitable person (and come to that, who could be suitable? It was the general idea that was embarrassing, rather than who they might fall in love with), when could one ever say, well, that person has got their life arranged and all they have to do is go on with it. It made the whole idea of heroines being young and all that rather silly. Supposing her dad fell in love with someone else while he was away? According to all that she had just heard, this was perfectly possible. The next thing she ought to do was to fall in love with someone, so that she would have a better idea of what it felt like. The trouble was that she didn’t meet anyone, and the idea of mooning about being in love with Teddy or Christopher, the only boys remotely old enough, seemed hopeless: she didn’t even like Teddy much, as he talked nowadays about nothing but aeroplanes and different kinds of gun and beating people at games. A much older man might be a better bet. She considered the older men that she knew, but either they were related, which she knew from dogs was bad for breeding, or – Tonbridge, Wren, McAlpine and Mr York each appeared to her – like ‘Wanted’ photographs in a police station – definitely not wanted by her – and that seemed to be that. Perhaps one could practise on a relative. But when she thought about the uncles, apart from them being too ordinary and well known to her for any serious romance, they weren’t about enough any more. Dad was the only one who seemed to her worth it and she needed him as a father. The thought of Dad made her feel instantly homesick for him, and she decided to write to him instead of struggling on with Zoë’s portrait.

Home Place

6 May 1940

Darling Dad [she wrote],

I really hope you are well and enjoying being in a destroyer. Before I tell you anything, I must point out that letters are now one and a half times as expensive as they were when I last wrote, twopence halfpenny in fact, and this brings me to the need to have a bit more pocket money or you will have to have one and a half times fewer letters. Could you make it sixpence a week more bringing it to one and six every Saturday? I quite see that this is probably a detail to you, but my life seems to be composed of them [rather a good sentence, that]. It was awfully sad that you couldn’t come home at all for Easter. Louise brought a friend from school – a fearfully intelligent person called Stella Rose, whose brother is going to be a famous pianist. Her father is a surgeon. Stella played the piano with the Duchy who said she was awfully good. According to Aunt Villy, they are thought to be Jewish, but I asked Louise and she didn’t know and nobody else said anything about it. I hope you are better from being seasick. I do really sympathise with you about that – especially having to work as I can’t do anything if I feel sick, but I suppose you just have to give people orders, you don’t actually have to scrub decks or go up masts or anything like that. That’s one good thing about being an officer even if you are the oldest sublieutenant in the RNVR. [She had got out his last postcard to copy this out, uncertain what it meant.] We had to do a short life of anyone we chose for our holiday task and I chose General Gordon. He was very religious and after a rather victorious time in China he got stuck up the Nile and besieged by enemies and we never sent reinforcements in time so he got murdered. You can see this bit in Madame Tussaud’s, but in spite of such a dramatic end, he didn’t turn out to be as interesting as I’d hoped, and Polly had a much nicer time with Florence Nightingale. Polly is amazingly pretty; her face is thinner and she is growing her hair which is the colour of a very good fox, don’t you think? A pity foxes don’t have blue eyes. She is drawing animals and did a very good fox which is what made me think of that. I have written only one story and half a play but I got stuck. The trouble is that not very much happens here at all, except meals and lessons and people fussing about the blackout and listening to the news, which is rather boring. I don’t want to make any more things up, so I’m waiting for something exciting to happen. Louise is supposed to be not beautiful but striking, which I would personally hate to be. She is quite grown up and going to her acting school this term which has made her rather swanky and distant – her character has definitely gone down hill. [Then she remembered that he would want news of Zoë and Neville.] Neville is quite well and he likes being a weekly boarder so that is all right. He has a horrible friend who wears spectacles and stammers and does everything Neville tells him – called Mervyn, wouldn’t you know? Mervyn does all his maths for him and Neville told the school that he wasn’t allowed to eat cabbage and they believed him! Unbelievably naïve in my view. The worst thing that he did last term was to put a frog down the lav, but I’m glad to say he couldn’t stand the remorse and he told Ellen who told the Duchy and he got punished. What do you think of Modigliani? Miss Milliment told me about him when I was asking her about Jews, because I couldn’t understand how they could be English as well, and she said because they hadn’t got anywhere proper to be of their own they’d had to live in all kinds of countries where they had enriched the culture – like Modigliani. His people are a bit like people in dreams I think. You know – you recognise them, but they’re never anyone you’ve seen before. Do you think being instantly recognisable is a good thing? In painting and writing, I mean – and I suppose music but I’m distinctly unmusical so I don’t care about that so much. But once you’ve seen a Modigliani you’d always recognise another one, wouldn’t you? Well, is that a good thing or not? On the one hand, it might mean that whoever it was was doing the same thing again and again, on the other hand, they might just have made their own private language and the things aren’t the same at all. As you’re a painter, Dad, you should be able to answer that. I miss you [here she paused, and felt the familiar indigestion feeling in her chest] sometimes [she wrote carefully]. Please notice this stamp and remember about the beginning of this letter.

Love and hugs from Clary.

Now, what shall I do? she thought. She decided on a prowl about to see if she could find anyone doing something that she would want to do with them. It was pretty hopeless. Aunt Rach – the best bet – was in London with the Brig and wouldn’t be back until six. She could do her homework – an essay on Queen Elizabeth’s attitude towards religious toleration plus some algebra which she simply loathed – or she could do her weeding stint for the week – two hours spent however the Duchy or McAlpine dictated – or go to Watlington with Polly to get more khaki wool for the mufflers they were knitting (everybody was knitting; Zoë for her baby who now had millions too many clothes, Clary thought, and even Miss Milliment was struggling with a scarf but she was simply hopeless, it was full of holes from dropped stitches and not even straight at the sides, but she didn’t seem to notice).

The prowl didn’t yield much. Zoë was lying down, Ellen was ironing, the Duchy was in the greenhouse potting up tomato plants, and Wren was on a ladder outside whitewashing the panes in the roof and making the whistling sound between his teeth as though he was grooming a horse. You couldn’t do anything with him: he talked all the time until anyone was there when he stopped saying a single word. The panes were all streaky because it wasn’t his job. She wandered to the kitchen as lunch – macaroni cheese and stewed prunes – had been ages ago and she was hungry. Tonbridge was in the pantry, cleaning out a decanter with shot and Mrs Cripps seemed to be helping him. A plate of flapjacks lay on the draining board looking completely delicious. She asked if she could possibly have one. Mrs Cripps pushed the plate towards her and then told her to run along. She went and sat on the stairs in the hall to eat it – very slowly – as though it would be her last meal on earth. War is boring, she thought, even Polly must be getting bored with it, which reminded her that she hadn’t seen Polly since lunch.

In the end, she found her in the day nursery playing with Wills, patiently building card houses which he knocked down with one careless swipe. The nursery had their old gramophone in it and it was playing ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’. Lydia, who was holding Roland under his arms in an effort to make him stand, said ‘Look at Roly walking!’ while his legs, clad in knitted boots, helplessly brushed the ground and he smiled with benign appreciation at every card crash. One side of his face was tomato-coloured, the other pale rose, and a heavy swag of dribble swung to and fro as he turned his head. Clary watched hopelessly. Soon Zoë would have one of these and she would be expected to love it.

‘It’s extraordinary how awful and unattractive they are,’ she said to Polly after they had managed to escape on the lying grounds that they had to do something for the Duchy. Lydia, who had wanted to come with them as usual, had been placated by Ellen who promised to let her push the pram.

‘I mean, puppies, and kittens, and foals, and even new little birds don’t look so disgusting. I don’t know why people have to start so fat and swampy. If I had one, I’d want to send it to kennels or a hospital or something until it got human. And they really only seem to like smashing things up, so it isn’t even as though they have nice natures.’

‘Well, you don’t have to have one. You can simply not marry.’

‘I could marry if I liked, and just not have one.’

‘I don’t think that’s possible,’ Polly answered consideringly. ‘I suspect there’s some kind of trap there. It’s all or nothing,’

‘Bet you’re wrong. Look at Mrs Cripps.’

‘The chances are she isn’t Mrs Cripps. Cooks are often called Mrs just to please them. Also, we don’t absolutely know she hasn’t had children.’

Clary was silenced. They were walking up the fields to the shop at Watlington so that Clary could buy a stamp for her letter.

‘I think’, Polly said, ‘that people often get more boring as they grow older. I agree that human natures are inferior at any age. I mean even man-eating tigers only do it because their poor teeth have given out or they have rheumatism and people are easier to catch. But Wills is very sweet. If he could build the card houses, that’s what he’d be doing. As it is, he can only knock them down. I think it’s a bit critical of you to be so against people.’

‘I’m not – at all! You shouldn’t say that! It’s only babies I don’t like.’

‘You didn’t want Lydia coming on our walk, and if I’d asked you why you would have said she was boring.’

‘I should,’ Clary replied, ‘because she would have been!’ She burst into tears. Either she was having to look after people, or she was being criticised, she sobbed. Nobody ever said she was sweet when she was a baby, they were all too busy telling her to make allowances for Neville because of his asthma. Ellen had frankly told her that she preferred boys. And Zoë had come and taken up so much of Dad’s time that she felt she was just an appendage. And now, with him away for goodness knew how long, she was supposed to look after Zoë and Neville, neither of whom was in the least grateful. Neville had said that a boy at school had told him that there was a society for getting rid of girls or women except a few to be housemaids, like worker bees, and even though she could see that it would take them years as there were so many of them, it showed you how against they were. She’d spent her whole life without a single person on her side …

‘I’m on your side,’ Polly said. They had stopped walking and Clary was sitting on the ground with her arms hunched round her knees. Polly knelt down beside her. ‘You’re my best friend,’ she said. ‘It’s quite equal – we rely on each other. I’m sorry I criticised you.’

‘Did you mean it?’

Polly hesitated. ‘Yes, I did,’ she said. ‘But I know you have awfully high standards. I don’t think most people could live up to them. All the time. In the same way, you can be critical and I still love you. I can’t help noticing it, but it doesn’t change my serious feelings.’ She looked at Clary’s anxious face and felt a surge of love for her. ‘I really revere your honesty,’ she said.

They got to their feet and finished the last field of Home Place land, climbed the gate onto the road at the top of the hill to walk the last quarter of a mile to the shop. Its front garden was full of aubrietia and yellow tulips and forget-me-not and two bushes of mauve lilac with the scent of pale honey, but inside it smelled as usual of tarred twine and bacon and oiled wool and Wright’s Coal Tar soap. Mr Cramp stopped cutting coupons out of a ration book and went behind the counter at the post office end to serve Clary with her stamp, and Mrs Cramp finished measuring three yards of elastic before finding the wool for Polly.

‘And how is Mrs Hugh keeping?’ she asked Polly, as she detached two skeins from an enormous hank.

‘She’s very tired. She has something wrong with her back.’

‘Like Miss Rachel. Those things runs in families,’ Mrs Cramp replied comfortably as though two bad backs were more comforting than one.

‘Have you heard from Peter?’ Clary heard Polly asking politely. Peter was Mrs Cramp’s son who’d worked in the local garage, but was now in the RAF.

‘You could say we have and we haven’t. He’s not given to writing – well, he’s never had any call for it – but he did give us a ring on the telephone two Sundays back – or was it three? Alfie! Was it the Sunday before last that Peter rang on the telephone or was it the Sunday before that?’ But Mr Cramp couldn’t rightly remember which it was.

‘Heard from your dad, have you?’ he enquired of Clary, and when she had said that she had, Mrs Cramp, lowering her voice to fit the subject, enquired after Mrs Rupert. Clary said fine, she was having the baby next month. ‘Of course, she misses my father,’ she added loyally.

Mrs Cramp looked gratified. ‘She would do. Stands to reason. That’ll be three and threepence for the wool, Miss.’ She had put it into a weak paper bag, where, as there was not room for it, it seemed to take on a writhing life of its own. Polly paid for it and Mrs Cramp asked if they’d fancy a Chelsea bun. ‘There’ll be no more call for them today, and they won’t be worth the eating tomorrow,’ she said, as she popped two into another weak paper bag.

So on the way back, they sat on a bank by the wood and unwound their buns and ate them.

‘It’s funny, isn’t it, how being in the country isn’t a treat any more.’

‘Oh, well. Nothing is, if it goes on long enough.’


This fired Clary, and she immediately thought of the things she would never get tired of. ‘Being grown-up for one thing.’

Polly didn’t agree. ‘But you don’t just get grown-up. Almost the moment you’re that, you start getting old.’

‘I don’t think people notice that, as it’s happening all the time, and is so slow, I don’t think people realise what’s going on until it’s too late.’

‘When they die, you mean? I should think they’d jolly well notice then. Tell me two good things about being grown-up.’

‘Going to bed just when you want to instead of when people tell you. Well, actually doing anything because you’ve decided instead of other people. I shan’t ever get tired of any of that.’

‘Well, I’m not tired of the country,’ Polly said. ‘When I’m grown-up I shall have a little house with all my things in it and that will be in the country. I shall have a library and a swimming pool and plenty of animals and a wireless by my bed and a separate room to play games in. You can stay with me whenever you like.’

‘Thanks.’ She noticed that Polly didn’t offer to have her to live there and it made her feel ungrateful. ‘If we don’t win the war you won’t be able to.’

‘Stupid! Of course I know that. And Dad says that if they don’t get rid of Mr Chamberlain he thinks—’

‘We won’t?’

‘He didn’t say that. But I know he’s worried. He absolutely hates Mummy being in London and she hates being away from Wills, but she won’t leave him on his own – sometimes I notice them very nearly quarrelling!’

They got up and started to walk home, and while Clary was noticing how amazing the young oak leaves looked with the sunlight on them, Polly said in a rather shaky voice, ‘Of course, there’s always the possibility that we might get invaded during the week when they weren’t here. I couldn’t hide with Wills because he’d be bound to make a noise, and I don’t see how I could escape to London—’

‘Polly! Shut up! I’m not going to let you get into a state about that! You know perfectly well that if they thought that they’d be here – or they’d take you somewhere else. The Hebrides,’ she added rather wildly. ‘Honestly, if Hitler was going to come here, he’d have done it by now. It will probably all happen in France – like the last one. If it happens at all.’

‘Yes, they would, wouldn’t they?’ The paper bag burst, and she undid the skeins and hung them round her neck. ‘You’re a great comfort, Clary. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you.’

Concealing the intense pleasure that this last remark caused her, Clary finished loftily, ‘Just think of it as a pretending war, Poll – very boring, but nothing to worry about.’

That afternoon – the rest of that unremarkable day – was the last of its kind, she thought, although she didn’t start to think it until the weekend, when the news said that Mr Churchill was now Prime Minister. Everyone seemed very pleased, and she could see, from the photograph in The Times next morning, that he had a more optimistic face than poor droopy old Chamberlain. The event was discussed at lessons the following Monday, and Miss Milliment explained about coalition governments and said that this meant that all the best people would be governing the country. She then suggested (but really told) her and Polly that they should start writing a journal of what was happening. It would help them to understand things, she said, and would be very interesting to read when they were older, ‘Or even for your children,’ she added. Lydia instantly said that she wanted to do it too, and before she or Polly could snub her, Miss Milliment said, of course, everybody should do it. Miss Milliment had an awful cold and kept blowing her nose on the same rather grey, sopping handkerchief that really only seemed to make her face damper, and Polly said that she thought Miss Milliment probably couldn’t afford enough handkerchiefs. ‘She hasn’t had any new clothes since she came,’ she said, ‘excepting the cardigan Mummy bought her for Christmas.’

They thought about this. Then Polly said, ‘Couldn’t you give her some of your dad’s?’

‘I don’t much want to.’

‘Well, we can’t afford to buy her any – they cost about threepence each. If you give people handkerchiefs, you have to give them at least six.’

In the end, they decided to apply to Aunt Rach, who always seemed to think of the right thing to do. ‘Are we going to put this in our journals?’ Polly asked.


‘Good Lord no. It’s far too … parochial. You couldn’t call Miss Milliment’s cold a world event.’

She spent the afternoon wrestling with The Times and writing about people like Lord Halifax and Mr Attlee and someone with a lovely name, Lord Beaverbrook. They were to read the first bits of their journals later in the week.

Lydia hadn’t got the hang of it at all.

This morning I got up and put on my blue dress, but I couldn’t find a blue hair ribbon to go with it. Breakfast was horrible with soggy tomatoes and one piece of bacon with an enormous band of fat. Ellen in a temper again because she’d been up all night with Roly who is teething. I can’t see what use one single tooth will be to him, but I suppose he has to make a start somewhere. There was a dear little rabbit on the lawn but it annoyed the Duchy. Aunt Sybil is staying down this week as she doesn’t feel well. I wish Mummy was not so well and stayed too. Neville was horrid at the weekend as usual: he has gone to the dogs in my view and looks like staying there. He threw fir cones down on me from a tree. I nearly cried and he said I was, which I wasn’t. I hate him, but I don’t wish he was actually dead as that would be wrong.


And so on.

She and Polly sat rolling their eyes with contempt and putting their hands over their mouths to stop them laughing aloud, but Miss Milliment said – you could hardly believe it – that Lydia had done very well. When everybody had read their bit, she talked for quite a long time about journals, and explained that they should not only contain events, but what the writer thought and felt about them, which made her see that hers – and Polly’s – was actually rather dull. But it was annoying that Lydia seemed to have got it righter than they had when she was so much younger. ‘A fluke,’ she said to Polly, but Polly simply said think how nice it was for Lydia to be the best at something for once, and she felt humbled by Polly’s niceness.

That week, Clary wrote her journal every day.


Tuesday 14 May. On the news this evening, it said that Queen Wilhelmina had arrived as an exile from Holland which the Germans have reached. I suppose she’s lucky to be able to leave, but all the same it must be awful for her. Miss Milliment said that the Dutch might open the dykes and flood everything which would make it impossible for the Germans to capture the country, but there was nothing about this on the news. Perhaps they left it till too late, but Polly said it was probably more like car accidents – people always think it won’t happen to them – so perhaps the Dutch thought the Germans wouldn’t invade them at all. The Allies are going to join up with Belgium to stop the Germans which is more than poor Queen Wilhelmina had, so perhaps that will give them (the Germans) a nasty surprise. The thing is, it still all seems very unreal; life goes on just as though none of it was happening. We had horrible cauliflower cheese for lunch today and in spite of the Duchy saying how delicious and nourishing it was I noticed that Aunt Sybil didn’t eat any of hers. She seems to get bad indigestion a lot of the time as well as her back, but Aunt Rach says it is because she worries so frightfully about Uncle Hugh, even though he rings up every night, which poor Dad can’t do being in a ship. We aren’t supposed to know where he is, but when Zoë showed Uncle Hugh one of his letters about coming back to that wonderful London air which Zoë couldn’t understand, Uncle Hugh said he thought he was in the North Atlantic and going into Londonderry to get fuel and food and all the things they have to have. Zoë eats all the time – the Duchy makes her drink milk, and she gets extra eggs and the Brig gives her all his sweet ration, which personally I think is deeply unfair. She is much fatter than usual I don’t mean just her stomach which is vast, I mean all over, but she still stays madly glamorous. I’ve given up her portrait. I think it is impossible to write about a person at all well if you don’t find them fascinating. Zoë is the kind of person that I would quite like to have a portrait – I mean a painting – of, rather than have her about in real life …

It was at this point that she began not to want to show her journal to the others. This was another thing about journals: if they were private, you somehow had more chance to make them interesting. But she didn’t really want Miss Milliment to have the slightest idea of her feelings – or the lack of them – for Zoë. In the end, she kept two: the public one to be read at lessons, and the serious private one that she read to herself – and quite often to Polly, who didn’t seem to have that problem at all. ‘I can’t think of enough to say about people,’ she said, ‘and everyone has their good side.’ Polly put drawings in her journal – they weren’t particularly apposite, as she pointed out to her, just anything that came into her head – at the moment the journal was full of moles because she’d found a dead one on the tennis-court lawn and learned how to draw it until it began to smell awful and she buried it. Polly’s moles were rather good: they had the sort of expression that made you think they thought it was quite all right to be blind. Miss Milliment admired them very much and found her a book illustrated by Archibald Thorburn which the Brig had in his study. But he mostly painted birds and Polly wasn’t so interested in them.

Anyway, to get back to Zoë – no, I don’t want to do that, except that I will just say that if Dad hadn’t married her it would be me he would be writing to … if he hadn’t married someone else, that is.

But as all the old men she knew were married, this seemed probable. So she would still just be getting postscripts and the two letters of her own that he had sent.

‘Lord Beaverbrook’, she wrote, ‘has become Minister of Aircraft Production.’ It was a wonderful name. She wondered if there was a Lady Beaverbrook. ‘Clarissa Beaverbrook’ she wrote on a separate piece of paper. It looked very grand. Although to people she knew well, she’d have to put ‘Clary Beaverbrook’.

The news that week did not seem at all good. The Maginot Line, which Miss Milliment had made them trace onto their map, and which she had imagined as a huge kind of long mountain covered with guns and tanks with the soldiers living in tunnels underneath didn’t seem to count at all. The Germans simply went north round it, which as it hadn’t got as far as the sea by a long chalk, anyway, was not really surprising, but it seemed to surprise the grown-ups.

Wednesday 15 May. There was an awful air raid on a place called Rotterdam yesterday. Thirty thousand civilian casualties. No wonder Holland had to surrender. Now everything seems to be pretty bad in Belgium. Polly says it is all getting like the last war, with the Germans fighting us and the French in France. She says any minute now they will dig trenches and put up masses of barbed wire and it will go on for years just like last time. I must say it is a ghastly prospect. What will become of Polly and me? We can’t simply go on having lessons with Miss Milliment for ever, getting older and older and completely cut off from the world. Polly says that ought to be the least of our worries, but one can never be the least of one’s worries, can one? However selfish it is, there you are with yourself day after day – a situation that cannot be ignored, in my opinion. I feel boredom may overwhelm me. Louise is so lucky having her acting school to go to which means they let her be in London. Of course she has a friend to be with. I couldn’t be at Brook Green by myself – or, anyway, they would think I couldn’t be …

She began to imagine herself in their house at Brook Green on her own. She could have Grape Nuts for breakfast (no cooking) and then she would put on her coat and go off and sit on the seats in buses near the door so that she could watch everyone. In the afternoons she would go to the cinema, and in the evening she would go home and fry a chop – she had never actually done this but she thought she could buy a few extra chops to start with until she got it right. Money: she’d probably have to sell things. The house was full of stuff in cupboards and in the attic, that nobody would notice. If she particularly liked anyone – like a bus conductor or someone she sat next to at the cinema – she would invite them back to chops and a gin and It, which she knew how to mix from Dad’s drink cupboard. And if they were suitable, she would fall in love with them. That would all be what Aunt Villy called grist to the mill.

Because the other drawback I have to contend with is that writing isn’t a thing people seem to teach. You can’t go to a writing school like an art school or Louise’s school, and the word school seems to be the key to grown-up approval. So they won’t send me anywhere unless I changed my profession to something that they would count. And Polly, who could probably get them to send her to an art school, says she doesn’t want to leave home at all while the war is on. And I’m running out of books to read. This place is becoming like a desert island, only not nearly so exciting as any of them would be.

She stopped here, and began gloomily to review the grown-ups round her. She couldn’t think of one of them that she would want to be. Not Aunt Rach – taking the Brig to London on the train every day, and having to type letters for him, although she’d never learned to type so she kept making mistakes and did it very slowly. And then getting back and being told about the six o’clock news by the Duchy and Aunt Syb, and having a rest before dinner because her back was hurting, and then spending the evening knitting socks for seamen with foul-smelling wool and listening to the nine o’clock news and going to bed. Occasionally someone rang her up in the evenings which always seemed to make her more animated, but it must always be a toll call, because she never talked to them for long. ‘God bless,’ Clary sometimes heard her say if she happened to be in the hall outside the Brig’s study where the telephone was. One couldn’t possibly want to be the Duchy because she was so very old, at the end of her life almost, although that was a tremendously sad thought, and she lived such a quiet one that it might easily go on longer than most. Aunt Syb – no definitely not. At the weekends she seemed more or less how she’d always been – except for this last one when Uncle Hugh had said after the six o’clock news that he really wanted to shut their house in London because anyway he needed to be on fire duty quite a lot of nights at the wharf. Aunt Syb had completely broken down, had burst into racking sobs and then rushed out of the drawing room, and Uncle Hugh had gone after her and not come down again for a long time, and then he had come down to get Aunt Rach, and when she got back she said that Aunt Syb had been rather sick because she’d eaten something that had disagreed with her, and that she would spend the week in the country, and they would discuss the house when she was better. She’d spent a lot of Monday in bed, and when she did reappear she looked rotten. She had asked Polly to buy her a bottle of aspirin at the shop, and she’d said please don’t tell the Duchy who was known to disapprove of aspirin. Aunt Rach wanted Dr Carr to come and see her, but Aunt Syb got awfully worked up and said she wouldn’t hear of it. The Duchy made her have arrowroot and Benger’s Food and also tried to make her have Parrish’s Food, but Aunt Syb put that down the wash basin in the bathroom. Polly said, and one couldn’t blame her, it tasted like old iron railings. Neville had once drunk a whole bottle of it (you were meant to have about a dessertspoon in water) and gone about all red in the face and charged up for days – he hadn’t been sick although everyone said he would be. Poor Aunt Syb! Her hair looked awfully dull – like unpolished old brown shoes – and her getting thinner had somehow made her more shapeless, sort of baggy, and she had quite deep marks on her forehead. There was something called change of life that neither she nor Polly had properly fathomed, but it got mentioned that week about the house – not to them, of course, but she heard Ellen and Eileen when they were changing the sheets. Change of life. Just what she wanted, she thought, but not, of course, if it meant you felt rotten. It sounded as though it could be the most marvellous thing, put just like that. No, she certainly wouldn’t want to be Aunt Syb. And of course not Zoë, who now played clock patience all day, when she wasn’t eating or sewing.

The following weekend Uncle Hugh had come down, of course, bringing Aunt Villy and Louise. Louise looked extremely glamorous: she wore terracotta linen trousers and an emerald green Aertex shirt and a creamy cardigan slung over her shoulders and sandals. She had green eyeshadow and scarlet lipstick and very long hair, and she did exercises every morning that she said was writing the alphabet with her body – one wouldn’t have known, Clary thought. Louise seemed quite prepared to spend time with her and Polly, largely, Clary immediately discovered, because she only wanted to talk about acting and her school, and the grown-ups talked about nothing much but how the war was going, which seemed to be worse and worse.

‘I’m absolutely bloody fed up with war talk,’ Louise declared. She took a very small packet of cigarettes out of her pocket and they watched, fascinated, as she proceeded to light one.

‘When did you start doing that?’ Polly asked.

‘Weeks ago. Everybody smokes at school.’ She blew the smoke out very quickly after each puff. ‘They’re only de Reszke Minors: I can’t afford ordinary-sized cigarettes – none of us can. A lot of people smoke because they can’t afford food,’ she added. This was pounced upon.

‘How much are de Minors or whatever they are?’

‘Only sixpence for ten.’

‘You can buy a chop for fourpence. And that would leave you twopence for vegetables and bread, et cetera.’

Louise looked cross. ‘We haven’t time for stupid things like cooking,’ she said. ‘If you are seriously trying to be an artist, you simply don’t do that sort of thing. One person I know – a boy called Roy Prowse – just has mustard sandwiches for lunch, He’s a brilliant actor – he did the most arresting Lear last week.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Much older than I am, nearly nineteen, but he’s more like someone of twenty – he’s frightfully sophisticated – he’s working as a waiter and been abroad on his own.’

‘I should have thought he was a bit young for Lear.’

She turned on Clary. ‘Honestly, how dim can you get? Do you seriously think there are old men of seventy at an acting school? Anyway, we have to do character parts – in make-up we learn all about how to put ageing lines all over the place on top of our five and nine.’

Clary deliberately didn’t ask what five and nine was to pay her back for being called dim.

‘Louise is insufferable!’ she exclaimed to Polly when they were having their baths.

‘She’s certainly changed a lot. I think seventeen is probably a difficult age – you know, you’re not quite one thing or the other.’

‘I thought that that’s what we were.’

‘We are, but I think it gets steadily worse until – we’re sort of … finished.’

‘Mm. Personally, I think it’s got something to do with her being so mad on acting. It is a pretty affected profession, don’t you think? I mean, that friend of hers, Stella, wasn’t at all like that. She wanted to know all about us, whereas Louise didn’t ask a single thing. How can she say she’s fed up with war talk? We’re in a war, that’s what we’ve got, her as well as us.’

‘Well, if she comes down to dinner in trousers, the Duchy will be furious.’

But she didn’t. Apparently she tried, but was sent back by Aunt Villy and returned rather sulky and subdued in her green woollen dress – too late for the glass of sherry that Uncle Hugh had poured for her.

Clary knew that the news must be particularly bad, because nobody talked about it at dinner. They kept to small things like the price of petrol having gone up: at one and elevenpence a gallon, the Duchy said they ought to lay up the big car and only use the small one. Uncle Hugh said how marvellous everyone was being at the wharf and Aunt Villy was actually quite funny about training to be an air raid warden, after trying to get all sorts of war jobs and nobody wanting her. ‘The language is all like filling in forms,’ she said, ‘so pedantic as to be almost incomprehensible. You never start anything, you commence. You don’t go, you proceed, and so on.’ And they talked about music because the Duchy always enjoyed that and Aunt Villy said she’d been to a marvellous concert that week, of baroque music that one hardly ever heard. Somebody asked who had been conducting, and she said, ‘Oh – that friend of Jessica, Laurence Clutterworth. He really is most awfully good,’ and she saw Louise suddenly look at her mother with an expression that was either wary, or hostile or frightened, or perhaps all three – she could not determine.

‘You would have loved it, Duchy darling,’ Villy was saying, ‘and you, too, Syb. Next time he does a concert in London we must go. And I thought possibly, if he gets a bit of time off, he might come down here and we could have an impromptu concert?’ She was back to the Duchy again, who said how nice that would be and, perhaps, if she got leave at any point, Sid could come too.

‘She gets leave, but never with any warning!’ Aunt Rach said. ‘And last time she couldn’t come because Evie had come up to London to collect her summer clothes and go to the doctor, and she insisted on Sid going with her.’

After dinner, however, they did listen to the news, and as Polly wanted to, she stayed. There had been a German attack, and the Belgian army had got cut off from the Allies. ‘Bang goes gallant little Belgium,’ Uncle Hugh said. He looked bitter. The news ended with something about someone called Trotsky being injured in his home in Mexico, but nobody seemed much concerned about that, and when she asked who he was, Uncle Hugh just said, ‘A bloody little Red.’ Then the telephone rang, and it was Uncle Edward. Villy had a long talk with him, and then came and fetched Uncle Hugh, who was also ages. When he came back, he said, ‘It’s time all the young were in bed.’ Everybody concurred in this with such firmness that they simply had to go, and Louise, combining with them in resenting this treatment, became quite human, and they all played racing demon turning up their cards in ones to make the game faster.

The next morning, however, it was clear that there had been major arguments. Uncle Edward and Uncle Hugh had decreed that Aunt Villy, Aunt Sybil and Louise were to remain in the country, although Louise fought for and obtained permission to go up to London each day to her school, provided she caught the four-twenty from Charing Cross like the Brig and Aunt Rach. But she would have to stop doing that if Uncle Hugh told her to. Any protests about all this died away during Sunday, as the Allies continued to retreat towards the coast, and in the evening they heard that the British forces were to withdraw to Britain. ‘If they can,’ Uncle Hugh said, and she saw the tic at the side of his forehead working away. ‘Get me an aspirin, Poll,’ he said. And Polly came back and said she couldn’t find any. And then Aunt Syb said they were finished.

‘But I bought you an enormous bottle on Monday!’ Polly exclaimed which seemed to have been the worst thing she could have said all round. Uncle Hugh began asking questions, and Aunt Syb became tearful and cross, and Aunt Villy went and got some of her own aspirin for Uncle Hugh. There was an atmosphere of tension all over the house, she thought; it could be just that the war was going so badly, but it could be other things. What was so horrible was feeling that everything – every single thing – was or might be going wrong, and not only was there nothing she could do about it, but on some levels they didn’t even say what was wrong. I have no hand in it, she thought angrily, although I’m just as much alive as everyone else. You bet the consequences will come my way.

Polly joined her when she was in bed, just starting to write to Dad. She looked miserable, and she got out of her clothes very quickly and left them all over the floor instead of putting them neatly on the back of a chair as she usually did.

‘What’s up?’ Clary said.

‘When I went to say goodnight to them, Mummy nearly shouted at me and said why didn’t I knock. And then Dad snapped at her, and then they just went through the motions of kissing me, and then there was a kind of silence and I left.’

‘What were they doing when you went in?’ Her curiosity – always pretty bad – was thoroughly roused. Perhaps they had been in the middle of sleeping together. There seemed to be two kinds of that. But Polly said, nothing: Dad was standing by the window with his back to Mum who was just sitting on the bed taking off her stockings.

‘I’m afraid they were having some sort of row,’ she said. ‘Which they never do normally.’

‘It isn’t normally any more.’

‘No,’ Polly said sadly. ‘It isn’t – at all.’

26 May

Darling Dad,

Actually it’s the 27th, Monday morning, a marvellously beautiful day – the kind that you like, Dad, with little drops of dew sparkling on the grass and interfering with spiders’ webs, and no wind and a sky like delphiniums without any of the pink bits. I’m sitting in the comfortable apple tree that Polly and I often use when we want to get away from things. The orchard has buttercups and ladies smocks in it; I think it is rather a pre-Raphaelite scene, but actually the things they painted are lovely, aren’t they? It is the soppy expressions on all the ladies wearing thin nightdresses much too big for them that spoil it, if you ask me. But the actual nature bits are frightfully good, aren’t they? I should be glad to know what you think about this. Miss Milliment doesn’t like them much – she seems to like impressions of nature, but it is probably because her eyesight is so bad, poor thing.

The news is bad, but I expect you know that. I don’t really understand what has gone wrong: one minute the Allies seemed to be perfectly all right, and then in a few days they are surrounded by the Germans. It does seem extraordinary, when it is so peaceful here. Peaceful, my foot! About fifty aeroplanes went over just after I wrote that – the most enormous droning sound. I think they were bombers as they looked so huge, and they were going towards the sea. I do wonder where you are, Dad: at least you aren’t trapped in France and ships can move about and escape, I should think. Uncle Hugh says Belgium will give in any minute, if they haven’t already. [She stopped for a minute here, wondering whether to tell him about how odd people had seemed to be the previous evening. There was nothing he could do about it, she decided, and therefore it would only worry him. Instead, she wrote:] Mrs Cripps has taken to perming her hair. You know how it used to be, very straight and greasy – and she had those huge kirby grips that you said you were afraid of finding in the Christmas pudding – well, now it’s madly fluffy and stands out all over her head except when she goes to Battle once a week it comes out in the sort of waves you get on the sand after the tide’s gone out, with little flat curls like snails at the ends. It is not an improvement, which is true, I suppose, of many changes but that does not stop people from wanting them. Food has changed here. Mrs Cripps makes meat loaves – rightly named as they seem to have more breadcrumbs in them than anything else. And one day we had stuffed sheep’s hearts that were absolutely disgusting. But I expect you are living on ship’s biscuit and pemmican (What is that, Dad? It sounds like dried pelicans.) and condensed milk because I don’t suppose they can get cows onto destroyers and just as well because feeling seasick with four stomachs would be no joke. We are keeping chickens now which makes McAlpine very cross, but the Duchy says extra eggs are essential for Zoë and Wills and Roly. Naturally I come into the band where I am not supposed to need them. The hens are called Flossie, Beryl, Queenie, Ruby and Brenda, the Duchy’s least favourite names, which brings me to Zoë and the names for the baby. The latest are Roberta or Dermot. Honestly, Dad, you will have to put your foot down. Some smaller aeroplanes have just gone over. I wish I was in one of them, flying to you. I really miss you Dad. [She crossed that out very thoroughly.] I regret your absence. This afternoon I am going to the dentist in Tunbridge Wells with Aunt Villy who is going to see her mother who is batty there. I very much hope I will go to see her too, as I have never met a mad person. You haven’t answered about the pocket money, but I’ll have to assume it will be all right or get Aunt Rach to lend me stamps. It is breakfast time – I heard the bell, so I’d better go and have it, although I hate Force and that’s what we usually seem to have these days, the shop always seems short of Grape Nuts. Aunt Rach measured me against the dining-room door, and I have grown half an inch since last time which was just before Christmas. Do look after yourself, Dad. Don’t get scurvy which I read is a real hazard for sailors; if you see anybody with it do tell me what they look like because although it is frequently mentioned in history, nobody says exactly what it is. Limes are supposed to be good for it, so all you have to do is to keep a bottle of Rose’s Lime Juice handy. But it is probably an outdated disease, like the Plague.

Love from Clary.

Tuesday, 28 May. I couldn’t write yesterday because of going to Tunbridge Wells. We only drove to the station and then took the train because of not using too much petrol. They’ve taken all the names off the railway stations which must be awful if you didn’t know what they were in the first place, but of course I can see it would make things hopeless for the Germans. Only – surely they won’t be going about in our trains? I had two stoppings and Mr Alabone said I must come back in six months. Aunt Villy was very kind. She took me to tea in a teashop and we had scones and a rather small piece of chocolate cake. Then we went to Forrest Court which is where her mother, Lady Rydal, is kept. We bought her a bunch of flowers, very pretty pink and white striped tulips, and Aunt Villy bought her some peppermint creams. I asked if I could see her too, and Aunt Villy said no to begin with, but when I said I’d really like to (I didn’t say why) she said yes, but I might find it distressing. ‘She doesn’t always remember who people are,’ she said. We waited in a sort of sitting-waiting room on the ground floor, and then the Matron came and said we could go and see her now, and led us along a long passage that smelled of floor polish and disinfectant. Aunt Villy asked how she was, and Matron said much the same, it always took old people time to settle down.

She was sitting in bed with a lot of pillows behind her and wearing a bedjacket and her hair, which always used to be done in a puffy bun, all straggling down her back and the room smelled stuffy and a bit of lavatories. She was talking when we came in, but there was nobody else there. When she saw Aunt Villy, she said, ‘What has become of Bryant? You’ve send Bryant away, haven’t you? It is most unkind.’ Aunt Villy said she was on holiday, but Lady Rydal retorted that she’d had Bryant for fifteen years and she’d never had a holiday. We showed her the tulips, but she didn’t seem to like them at all, so Aunt Villy unwrapped them and found a vase and got water from the wash basin and arranged them, and Lady Rydal, who kept picking at her bedclothes, stared at me and said where was my mother? I didn’t know what to say, except that she was dead, but Aunt Villy said quietly, I think she thinks you are Nora,’ and Lady Rydal burst out, ‘You have no right to speak unless you are spoken to! If only Jessica were here! She would not allow me to continue in this disgraceful place. I am no one’s dear! The tea is Indian and they have taken the silver. They keep Hubert away from me. They answer back! They keep all my friends away. I told them that I knew Lady Elgar was at the bottom of this – they could think of no reply to that! That woman has always disliked me – not content with ruining poor Hubert’s career, she has manoeuvred me into this dreadful place and left me to rot! I write to them – Lady Tadema, Lady Stanford, Lady Burne-Jones, but they do not reply – not one of them has replied and I cannot write to Jessica because she has changed her name …’ She went on, and she was throwing herself about in bed so that the pillows fell on the floor and Aunt Villy tried to put her arms round her, but Lady Rydal seemed surprisingly strong and flung her off crying, ‘And I do not wish to use the commode! Oh! That anyone should speak to me of such things!’ and then she began to cry – it was awful – a little high-pitched whiny cry, and this time Aunt Villy was able to comfort her, and she said, ‘If you would be so kind as to give me a lift, not far, I live in St John’s Wood, in Hamilton Terrace – the number escapes me but it has a blue front door and Bryant will give you a cup of tea in the kitchen and then we can telephone the police …’ And then she looked at Aunt Villy for the first time and said, ‘Do I know you?’ And Aunt Villy said who she was; ‘I’ve brought you some of your favourite peppermint creams,’ she said. And Lady Rydal took them, and opened the box and looked at them, then she said, ‘I have the most dreadful feeling that Hubert has died, and it is being kept from me. It is the only possible explanation for his not coming to my rescue.’ And Aunt Villy said, ‘Yes, he is dead, Mummy. That’s why he hasn’t come.’ Then nothing happened for a moment and then Lady Rydal said, ‘They do not understand! I must have Bryant back: Bryant gets me the numbers for the telephone. The telephone is useless without her! I ordered some cards to be made but I have no means of leaving them! People expect it. I cannot keep in touch! Some wicked person took me away and tricked me into this place and left me with nothing! A horrible dream that does not stop—’ She broke off and then looked at Aunt Villy, and said in a quite different voice, low and fearful, ‘Am I in hell? Is that what this is?’ And Aunt Villy put her arms round her and said no, no, it wasn’t that at all, and then there was a knock on the door and a nurse came in, and Aunt Villy told me to go back to the room where we were before so I don’t know what happened after that.

In the cab going back to the station Aunt Villy smoked and didn’t say very much, but when we were in the train she said she shouldn’t have taken me, I must have found it very distressing, and I said it was but that that wasn’t a reason for not taking me. I asked why, as she seemed so very unhappy there, Lady Rydal couldn’t just come home with us and be in bed, and Aunt Villy said it was no good, she wouldn’t stay there, and she needed a lot of nursing because of incontinence. I think that means you can’t wait to go to the lavatory – an awful thought – but Aunt Villy said they had given her something to make her feel calmer, and they said that she would settle down in time. I wondered whether people go mad out of being bored with life, because Lady Rydal doesn’t ever seem to have enjoyed anything very much, but I didn’t like to ask Aunt Villy because she did look so upset. ‘She probably loved the peppermint creams after we went,’ I said, because it seemed awful to have spent your sweet ration on somebody who spurned the present, and Aunt Villy smiled and said she expected I was right. She asked me what Dad gave me for stoppings, and I said a shilling for each one, and she gave me two bob.

When we got back they said that King Leopold had told the Belgians to surrender – so of course they had. He doesn’t seem to be coming to England like Queen Wilhelmina. The other thing that happened was that the Duchy was in a very agitated state about Aunt Syb, who she said had had such a bad pain that she had sent for Dr Carr who thought she had an ulcer and that she would have to go to hospital to have a barium meal. What on earth can that be? If you have to go to hospital to have it, it can’t be very nice. When Polly and I were doing our homework after supper, Aunt Villy came into our room and asked how much aspirin we had been buying for Aunt Syb. I thought one bottle that week, but Polly said she’d bought a second one. Aunt Villy said that explained it: apparently Aunt Syb had been taking about ten or twelve aspirin a day and that had given her an ulcer. Polly was awfully relieved, and of course we said we wouldn’t get any more now that she’d seen Dr Carr, but afterwards I wondered why Aunt Syb had wanted so many in the first place. But this I did not mention to Polly because what with the Fall of France and her father in London, she has enough to worry about.

Wednesday, 29 May. It is so sunny and warm that Polly and I started to unpack our summer clothes. They aren’t up to much. We’ve both grown so that our cotton frocks look silly and there’s nothing left to let down because Ellen let them down last year. Also they don’t fit us in other places that I won’t mention here – I’ve never liked the idea of bulging anywhere, although Poll seemed quite calm about it. ‘It’s a step on the way,’ she said, ‘it happens to everybody.’ I’ve never seen the point of that: why, if it was the end of the world, would you feel better because it was the end for everyone else too? I do wish that Dad would write. It’s well over two weeks since even Zoë had a letter. She doesn’t seem to mind about that so much; she likes him to ring up – I do, too, but when he does of course Zoë gets the lion’s share.

Aeroplanes go over such a lot now that we hardly notice them. Aunt Syb and Zoë said they’d make us two new frocks each if Aunt Villy would get the material and she took us to Hastings in the car – what a treat! and when we got out on the front to see the sea, we could hear a distant thundery rumbling and Aunt Villy said it was guns. There were quite a lot of people on the front, just leaning on railings and staring out. Of course you can’t see France from there, and that made the guns feel worse. The sea was oily calm but we couldn’t see any ships. Then Aunt Villy said, ‘Well! It will all be the same a hundred years hence,’ which was the only annoying thing she said that day, and we walked to the shop to get material. Aunt Villy said we could choose within reason, which meant, I suppose, that if we chose something she didn’t approve of we wouldn’t be allowed to have it. Polly said she wanted pink, because Aunt Syb always dressed her in blues and greens because of her hair. ‘But I think pinks and reds are lovely together,’ she said. She chose a piqué the colour of strawberry ice and a lilac-coloured Tootal cotton with tiny little flowers all over it, but I couldn’t think what to choose because actually I don’t care very much about clothes except I hate them to be at all frilly and girly-wirly. I asked Poll to choose for me because she really enjoys that sort of thing. She chose something called gingham – a sort of greeny-grey or greyish-green checked in thin white squares and a white and yellow striped stuff. Aunt Villy said they were good choices, and she got four yards of each. ‘They may have to last you a long time,’ she said. Then we went to a chemist and Aunt Villy bought charcoal biscuits for Aunt Syb and a very nice torch for Miss Milliment to help her see her way back to the cottage because she slipped and fell last week and the blood all stuck to her stocking but she hadn’t noticed. Poll and I think this means she doesn’t take her stockings off at night, which is unusual. Then we went to a bookshop and kind Aunt Villy said one book each up to two bob and I got ghost stories by M. R. James and Polly got—

Dad rang up! He spoke to me for a whole six minutes! He said never mind if the pips go, I really want to talk to you. He said he has almost stopped feeling seasick, but that might be because he has been at sea for quite a long time so he’d had a chance to get used to it. He said there had been a whole bundle of letters when he got in this time – even one from Neville. I said it was difficult to write interesting letters from a place where nothing happened, but he said I wrote extremely good letters that interested him, just keep doing it. He said quite all right about more pocket money – tell Aunt Rach. I asked him when he would get leave and he didn’t know. He was off again quite soon, but he’d ring up when he got back. I asked him whether he knew if being bored helped people to go mad and he didn’t know and asked me why I asked him, and I told him about Aunt Villy’s mother, and he said, oh, well, I might be right. Then he made the noise that destroyers make when they’re pleased about something – a kind of honking whoop which was very funny. I don’t know what they make it with. Me, of course, he said, and we both laughed all through the pips. Then he asked me to look after Zoë, as usual, and I said I was doing my best but he didn’t seem to hear because he went on about her having the baby when he wasn’t there and that was hard on her. I said she seemed placid and quite resigned to her fate which he seemed to find reassuring. I asked him how he thought the war was going, and he said he supposed not awfully well at the moment, but he was sure the tide would turn. It is quite frightening to think of the Germans as a tide, and I shan’t tell Polly that. Then he said he thought he should speak to the Duchy, and I asked Polly to get her, and while she was doing that, he said, ‘Remember I love you enormously,’ and I said I did too. And then the Duchy came and he said, ‘Sleep tight,’ which was idiotic of him as it was only half past six. It’s funny. I’ve wanted him to ring up or write for so long and now he has and it just makes me feel awfully sad: a bit frightened as well. I thought of a whole lot of things I hadn’t told him and each of them seemed trivial considered separately, but I still wanted to have told him all of them, because as the weeks go by there are more and more things and in about a year he might hardly know me at all. It’s different for him, because on the whole it seems to me that grownups don’t change. If that is true, I wonder when people get sort of finished and stay like whatever they have become. And whether they can choose when it is.

I cried about Dad after he rang. I wasn’t going to put that in, but I did, so I have. I just do miss him so much and hearing his voice, and then not hearing his voice is well nigh unbearable. I think probably that sex makes love less of a strain. So when it’s a case of love, and sex is out of the question – not that I in the least want to sleep with Dad, but I can see that there might be something very tranquil about it if I did.

Here the thought that there must be more to sleeping with a person than sleeping with them recurred as it often had, but try as she might she could not think exactly what. And who the hell could she ask? Miss Milliment did not seem very interested in sex on the only occasions when she had tried some gentle pumping of her on the subject. She had tended to say rather vague things like it was only an aspect and one which, except from a biological point of view – and she did not teach biology – was better left to experience at the proper time than to discussion, which, she felt, would serve no useful purpose. Clary was back to having to find someone to fall in love with in order to find out about it. This made her stop wanting to write her journal properly for several days.

Friday 31 May. The aunts have gone to Tunbridge Wells. Aunt Syb is to have her barium meal which apparently is thick chalky stuff that you have to drink down in one go and then they X-ray your stomach and can see if you have an ulcer. Also poor Aunt Villy is going to see her mother again. They have taken Miss Milliment as her eyes are needing better spectacles. Zoë has made me the yellow striped dress: I quite like it although I look a bit silly. Zoë said I should have white sandals, but I’m perfectly happy with sandshoes. It is quite hot and aeroplanes seem to go over all the time. I know this is an extraordinary week, but I can’t think of anything to say about it. We go on having breakfast, lunch and supper and doing lessons and having free time (ha, ha) in the afternoons. They always think of something boring for us to do. Today it was carting logs that Tonbridge and McAlpine have sawed to be stacked in the garage. The logs have poor beetles and woodlice in them, and Polly wastes an awful lot of time getting them off and putting them somewhere else although they might easily die a natural death before the logs get used. They are getting people back from France now, but there are thousands to collect and quite a lot of them are wounded, which must make it terribly difficult. They are clearing out the people who are convalescent from Mill Farm in case the beds are wanted for soldiers. M. R. James is rather good: he writes as though he always wears a dark suit. One cannot imagine him in shirtsleeves. The stories frighten me just the right amount. Goodness, I hate knitting! Poll likes it which, of course, makes her much better at it than I am.

The trouble about a journal is the feeling that you have to keep on keeping it. Polly has completely given up hers, on the other hand, she’s the one who reads bits of The Times every day – in a way, if she was writing her journal, she’d probably give a far better account of what is going on – only about seventy miles away she says – than I seem to do. She says she can hear the guns sometimes, but she listens for them, and it may be simply her imagination.

Here she stopped again, defeated. It was all very well to say that we were living through history, a remark she had overheard Tonbridge making to Mrs Cripps when she went to fetch Miss Milliment’s mid-morning glass of hot water, but what, actually, was happening? And what was it all for? If one didn’t know these things, it was clearly impossible to have feelings about them interesting enough to put into a journal. The only feeling she knew was missing Dad and worrying about him getting torpedoed or shot or something. Perhaps everybody felt like that? Worried about the one thing they knew about and left the rest as a nasty mystery. She decided to do some investigating. She started with the servants because at least they stopped what they were doing and answered you. Dottie was turning down the beds and she only said that Mrs Cripps said that Hitler didn’t know where to stop. When asked what she felt about it, she looked confounded: in fact, nobody had ever asked her in her life what she felt about anything. ‘I don’t know, I’m sure,’ she said twitching off the counterpane, as Eileen had taught her to do, and catching the corners neatly together. Ellen, who was bathing Wills, said she was sure that all the soldiers would come back and that it was best to look on the bright side of things. Eileen said we had to remember that we had a navy and people like Hitler always went too far. It was better to be safe than sorry. Mrs Cripps said that Hitler didn’t know where to stop and look at our air force – adding rather mysteriously that what went up must come down. The Brig told her not to worry her pretty little head about any of it. He was having his hair cut by Aunt Villy, jolly difficult as there wasn’t a lot of it. Aunt Villy said that we must put our faith in Mr Churchill. Aunt Rach said it was all pretty awful, but don’t you worry too much about your dad, my duck – and so it went on. It seemed as though none of them knew anything much, or were able or willing to tell her if they did. She gave up, having resolved to leave Polly out of it in case of distressing her, but that evening when they were very slowly setting about going to bed, Polly suddenly said: ‘What do you think it would actually be like if the Germans do invade us?’



As a matter of fact she had several times tried to imagine what it would be like and got … not nowhere – but rather, to a whole lot of different places that did not fit with each other. People being burned at the stake, little boys being sent up chimneys, like they were in Victorian times, Trafalgar Square being absolutely crammed with Germans in their tureen-shaped helmets, being a slave, sent to prison, Hitler living at Home Place with all of them washing his shirts and cooking and doing his housework, being spat at and made to learn German, living on black bread and water – these and many other random notions crammed her mind, sounding ghastly, of course, but sounding silly and pointless as well …

‘What do you think?’ she said.

‘I find it so difficult to think about it at all. I suppose they could murder us all, and then send a lot of Germans to live here, and if they didn’t actually kill us, I expect they would be very horrible to us, but it doesn’t seem at all real to me. I mean, I can’t see what they would get out of it.’

‘Well – England and all the things in it – some of them pretty costly, like pictures in the National Gallery and the Crown jewels, and thousands of houses to live in – oh, yes, and lots of beaches – they’re pretty short of seaside resorts.’

‘Not now they’ve got Holland and France and Norway and Belgium.’

‘Well, I suppose, ruling the world. They’d get the whole Empire as well – it wouldn’t just be England. I mean, that’s what dictators want, isn’t it? Napoleon and all that.’

Polly sighed. ‘I must say, I begin to see the point of being a conscientious objector, like Christopher was last year.’

‘I don’t. There’s no point in that unless everybody was one, and it’s obvious that that will never happen.’

‘You know perfectly well that that is a stupid argument. All reforms are made by a few people who everybody laughs at, or martyrs.’

‘Anyway,’ Clary was stung by being called stupid, ‘we have right on our side. Mr Churchill said that Hitler and all he stood for was evil.’

‘Yes, but that’s one of the things about good leaders: they always manage to make their side feel they’re right. Hitler does that, you bet. And considering that nobody seems to know what’s going on, let alone why, that’s essential.’

Clary couldn’t argue with that; it was what she had been discovering all day. Unless – ‘You don’t think that the uncles and so on do know, but they don’t think they ought to tell us?’

‘I asked Dad that last weekend. He said, “Polly, if I knew anything for certain, I’d tell you. You have as much right to know as anyone else.”’

‘But what does he think?’

Polly shrugged, but she looked uneasy. ‘He just wouldn’t say.’

They looked at each other; Clary had got into her nightdress – Polly was naked, and hunting for hers under her pillow. When she had found it and pulled it over her head, she said, ‘Well, whatever happens, let’s you and me stay together. You’re my best friend. Clary, anything would be better with you. And anything would be worse without you.’

Tears rushed to Clary’s eyes, and she was dumb, giddy, as joy like a rocket exploded in her heart and then subsided gracefully in separate stars of comfort and affection, when she was able to say, ‘I feel just the same.’

Sunday, 2 June

Darling Dad,

I am writing again so soon because for once there is quite a lot to tell you. First of all: Uncle Edward has actually been to Dunkirk! He got two days’ leave and went off in a yacht belonging to one of his friends at his club, and they sailed over and got to the beach, and then they had to anchor the yacht because it had a deep keel and Uncle Edward got the dinghy and rowed into the shore until it was shallow enough for people to get into the boat. He made three trips because the dinghy would only just hold four people including Uncle Edward. He got nine men on board, and then he went a fourth time and got one wounded person in but the dinghy got hit and capsized and he had to swim back to the boat holding up the wounded person which took him a long time, and then the yacht was so full that they thought they’d better just come back to England as quite a lot of bombs were dropping and German planes were trying to machine-gun them, but Uncle Edward said our air force was trying to stop that. Actually, Uncle Edward didn’t tell me all this, he told Uncle Hugh on the telephone who told the rest of us. He said Uncle Edward got some shrapnel in his left shoulder, but he was OK all the same. The worst thing was that they didn’t have enough to drink on the yacht – only one small tank of water and a bottle of brandy and tins of condensed milk but no tin opener, they had to break them open with a screwdriver. They made tea in a saucepan with the milk in it and Uncle Edward said it was horrible, so he nobly said he didn’t want any. They ran out of petrol. By then they could see England, but there was very little wind so it took them ages to sail the last part. They sang songs; ‘Roll Out The Barrel’, and ‘We’re Going To Hang Out The Washing On The Siegfried Line’, and ‘Run Rabbit Run’, and then ‘It’s A Long Way To Tipperary’, to please Uncle Edward. Some of them had gone to sleep, Uncle Edward said, and one of them was seasick seven times even though the water was so calm. Good thing he didn’t join the Navy, Dad, don’t you think? Oh, I forgot, Uncle Hugh said that Uncle Edward went up onto the beach to fetch the man who couldn’t walk, and carried him to the dinghy, so it was specially bad luck it got hit then. Uncle Hugh said it was a splendid show and Uncle Edward deserved a medal and the whole family were most excited and we drank his health at dinner and he rang and had a conversation with Aunt Villy. Apparently he can’t do it again, because his CO has told him to get back to the aerodrome pronto. That’s a good word, isn’t it, Dad, it sounds like the name for a rather sporting dog. Polly told me that she thought her father was a bit envious of Uncle Edward, but I suppose it would be more difficult to rescue people with one hand. He asked about you, Dad, but we couldn’t tell him anything.

The next news isn’t particularly good because it’s about Neville. He was not allowed home this weekend because guess what? Well, he has a garden with another boy – they all have gardens, and there was going to be a Judgement Day of them, and Neville put weed killer on all the other people’s gardens so that he would win, but it was the kind of weed killer where everything grows up awfully well to begin with and that’s what was happening on the Judgement Day, and he and Farquhar – the other boy – had moved all their plants round so much that they were all wilting and they came bottom and somebody sneaked anyway and they got found out, so it was snubs to him altogether. But the whole thing casts a rather bad light on Neville’s character which has always been his weak point. The next step will be him giving weed killer to anyone who he thinks might be top in exams, in which case I should think he’ll end up in prison as soon as he’s old enough. Do you think people are capable of change, Dad? I think they must be, but only if they want to and, the trouble with Neville is that he doesn’t seemto realise his bad points, which considering how many there are is quite astonishing. However, I know we have to assume the best.

She read the bit about Neville again, as she had an uncomfortable feeling that Dad would say she was being too hard on him, but she decided that she had been perfectly truthful, and what more could he expect?

The third piece of news – that that morning, Zoë seemed to have started having her baby – was something that she felt uneasy about writing. It had been going on for hours now, with Aunt Villy and Aunt Rach helping Dr Carr and the nurse; the nurse had arrived after lunch, and Dr Carr had called three times to see how things were progressing, but each time he had said it was too soon for him to stay. She would awfully have liked to watch as she had never seen a baby being born; but they had all said that of course she couldn’t, and please keep away from that part of the house, but she and Polly had hung about outside Zoë’s window and once they heard a muffled shriek which had intrigued and horrified them.

‘Do you think it hurts a great deal?’ she had asked Polly.

‘I have a feeling it does – otherwise they wouldn’t all be so sort of jolly and dismissive about it.’

‘Very badly planned if it does, considering how many people have to do it to keep the human race going.’

‘When Miss Boot’s cat had her kittens they just seemed to pop out or come out quite smoothly like toothpaste from a tube. It didn’t seem to hurt her in the least.’ Polly had had the good fortune to see this at Easter, and Clary had missed it.

‘You can’t expect people to be like cats. Kittens have dear little squashy bodies – babies are much more difficult with their ears at the sides and toes and fingers and things sticking out.’

Neither of them was quite sure what actually happened, so they talked about it in a special rather offhand manner which each recognised as equating with alarm and ignorance, but they did not mention this.

‘Besides,’ Polly added, ‘if it was as easy as kittens, people would have a nice lot at the same time to save trouble.’

Privately, Clary couldn’t help wondering whether Zoë would die – after all her mother had, and she imagined that Dad must therefore be more anxious than most fathers. Better not write that news until more was known.

So, darling Dad, I don’t think there is anything else to tell you this evening. We had rabbit for lunch, because Mr McAlpine’s ferrets caught four yesterday. Rabbit doesn’t count as meat from the rationing point of view. Oh, yes – Aunt Sybil went to Tunbridge Wells to see if she had an ulcer and she had a barium meal and she had. Zoë has made me a very pretty dress and has cut out another. Aunt Syb is making two for Polly. Aunt Villy bought a cardigan for Miss Milliment but it wasn’t big enough for her which was rather embarrassing. It would have been nice because her other cardigan smells quite a bit of warm cheese, which is funny because with rationing we hardly ever have cheese unless it’s mixed with cauliflower – my bottom meal – which we have once a week. Aunt Villy said she would get another one when she goes to London next week because they have Outsize there which is actually what Miss Milliment is. I am reading a frightening story called The Turn of the Screw by Henry James. I haven’t mentioned this to Miss Milliment, because it has a governess in it who is, I think, rather wicked and it might hurt her feelings. She can do The Times crossword in twenty minutes. She has agreed to teach us French as there is nobody else to do it. She is frightfully good, although her accent is nothing like as good as yours, Dad. Lucky you, being a student in France. I don’t suppose Polly or I will ever get there until we are too old to learn languages if ever. Anyway – je t’aime. You can say that to a father, but if I was saying it to, say, Mr Tonbridge, I’d have to say je vous aime, but naturally I never would. He always looks as though he’s meant to be quite a different shape but somebody shrunk him or something. He’s nice, but I’d never aime him. I do you, though. I’m hugging you in my mind. Clary.

It was nearly suppertime which was what the Duchy called dinner on Sunday evenings. When she had addressed her letter, she realised that again she hadn’t got a stamp, and decided to pinch one out of the Brig’s study and pay him back on Monday. Dr Carr’s car was in the drive, and on the stairs she met Dottie carrying a pail of hot water. Perhaps the baby was nearly born, but she was keener on getting her stamp. She stood still: in the hall, she could hear that the news was on in the drawing room, which meant that most, or all of the grownups would be listening to it. The glass dome had sky the colour of wild violets: the front door was open, making a dark frame for the piece of garden revealed: a bed of white tulips flushed to ivory, the coppery wallflowers by which they were surrounded enhanced until they were like the back of bees by the evening sun. Shafts of their delicious scent arrived and were gone and came again. She had a moment of such pure, perfect happiness, that she felt besieged by it – unable to move. Imperceptibly, the moment was gone, had slipped into the past and she was back to the dull familiarity of anticipation: she was simply going to the study to get the stamp.

The study was always darker than any other room, chiefly because the Brig insisted upon his large pots of geraniums on the window sills, and they obliterated much of the light. The room smelled of cigar smoke, wood samples, the Lebanon cedar with which the many, often open, drawers of his desk were lined and Bessie’s basket – she was an aged dog with the marshy odours of one who plunged frequently into dark silent ponds. Clary sat in the vast mahogany desk chair with its scratchy, horsehair seat and wondered where to look. Now she was actually doing it, pinching a stamp seemed rather more verging on petty crime than she had meant. Borrowing it, she reminded herself, but asking for it would mean getting caught up in some interminable story of the Brig’s and, anyway, she would have to wait until the end of the news, and if she simply took one now, she could take her letter down the road and post it before supper and it would get to Dad sooner. She could buy another stamp tomorrow and simply put it back and not say anything, so no crime at all, really. She began rummaging in the drawers, and had just found a huge sheet of halfpenny stamps, when the telephone rang. It was the only telephone in the house and she knew if she didn’t answer it someone would come and then they would find her. She pulled the telephone towards her, picked up the receiver and put it to her ear. An operator’s voice said, ‘Is that Watlington two one?’ and she said yes, it was. I have Commander Pearson on the telephone for you,’ the voice said, and then there was rather a lot of crackling, and then an unknown, but very tired-sounding man’s voice said, ‘Mrs Cazalet? Is that Mrs Rupert Cazalet?’ and something made her say, ‘Yes, Mrs Cazalet speaking.’

‘Look here,’ he said: ‘I’m Rupert’s CO. I don’t know whether you have a telegram yet, but I just wanted to say how frightfully sorry I am. We were all so fond of Rupert – I say, are you there?’

She must have said yes, because he went on, ‘But what I chiefly wanted to say to you was that you mustn’t give up hope. He was on this shore party, you see, and helping to organise the shipment of the best part of a thousand men, but by the time it got light we had to push off. He did a spectacular job, and the chances are he’ll turn up a prisoner. Rotten for you, I do know, but not the worst. But I didn’t want you simply to get the telegram, because that will just say he is missing. I’m desperately sorry, Mrs Cazalet. I know it’s a ghastly shock, but I sort of felt I must tell you myself and not just leave it to the telegram. We’ll be sending his gear back to you, of course. I say – it’s a terrible line – are you there?’

She managed to say she was, and thank you for telling me.

‘I’m really sorry to have to tell you this. But don’t lose heart. It may be a little while before you hear if he’s a prisoner, but I should bet on that if I was you. We’ll all keep our fingers crossed.’

She thanked him for that. She felt him searching for something else to say and then he said, ‘Desperately sorry. Well – goodbye to you now,’ and rang off.

She had pressed the receiver so hard against her ear that it ached when she hung up. She was so shocked that she felt quite calm – indeed, the trivial niggling thought came that if she had not pretended to be Zoë, the conversation might never have happened – that it was simply a kind of nursery justice meted out: she’d told a lie and serve her right. This was nonsense, but the other was not. Dad was … tears began to pour down her face. Dad was – might be – no – he could not be – but she, to whom the unthinkable, unbearable loss had already once occurred, could not disbelieve it happening again. Its awfulness made no difference at all.

She was still sitting in the chair, her tears as steady as rain when, much later, Aunt Rach came to fetch something from the study. She was able, however, to recall everything that had been said – saying also merely that Commander Pearson had thought she was Zoë and by the time she could have told him that she wasn’t, it was too late. Others arrived; the study filled up with people who tried to comfort her and she stared at each one in turn as though she could neither hear nor understand them. Eventually, she got stiffly off the chair to go and find Polly.

Zoë’s baby – a daughter – was born later that evening, and the next morning the telegram did arrive, but they did not tell Zoë until she had recovered from the long labour. There was no further news when they told her.




POLLY

July, 1940

The sky was a perfect blue with no cloud at all, but it was not empty.

‘I can count seven,’ Christopher said, and as he said that she could too: seven small pearly bubbles drifting down from the weight of the tiny rigid figures beneath them. Higher in the sky, apparently from nowhere, five bombers, black against the sun, occurred and above them, as frenetic as feeding swallows, the fighters wheeled and dived, banked sharply and climbed to regain height, inscribing the sky with thread-like tracks of white vapour, their wingtips glinting tinny in the strong light. It was impossible not to watch. A fighter, zooming down to attack a bomber, was hit by another fighter above and behind it: it changed direction, attempted to climb with the attacker on its tail when it was hit again, and discharging black smoke it went suddenly into a deadly vertical dive until it was out of sight. Before they could even feel, or think that they heard, its explosion, another fighter had reached the foremost bomber: for a second it looked as though there was to be a head-on collision; then the fighter veered away at the last moment, but the bomber was hit, and began rapidly to lose height. By now they could hear the uneven droning of its engines, and see that it, too, was emitting black smoke.

‘It’s going to crash,’ Christopher said, as it became obscured by the wood behind the field they were in. They waited, staring at the wood. The engine noise became suddenly much louder, then, suddenly, it reappeared above them – an enormous dull black ungainly monster with garish markings – almost grazing the tops of the large trees. It lurched away to the right of them and lumbered down the hill towards the house, belching black smoke and licked by scarlet flames.

‘It’s going to crash on the house!’

‘No,’ Christopher said, ‘it won’t do that. It’ll probably get to the bottom of the hill. Come on!’ And he began to run fast down the field. It’s what Dad would do, Polly thought as she ran with him, but she was frightened: Christopher was not Dad.

Christopher tore through the gap in the hedge and jumped down the bank into the lane below and she scrabbled and slithered after him. ‘Don’t try and keep up with me,’ he called and began really to sprint. She heard the plane crash. ‘It’s in York’s near field,’ Christopher shouted, as he turned left into the track to York’s farm. She had been determined to keep up and did indeed arrive in time to see three men climbing out of the smoking wreck. Christopher ran towards them, but they, putting up their hands, also motioned him away, ran themselves and fell onto the ground just as there was a huge explosion from the crater in which the plane lay. Christopher had turned back to shout to her to lie face down just in time as something sharp and burning hot hit her on the leg. When she looked up she saw that mysteriously other men were in the field: Mr York, a man who worked for him, and Wren. Mr York had a shotgun, and Wren stood with a pitchfork towering beside him. The airmen got very slowly to their feet as the other men closed in towards them. Nobody said anything, but there was something very frightening about the silence. Christopher motioned to the airmen to put their hands over their head. Then he walked up to them and took pistols from two of them: the third man had nothing. They looked dazed, and their faces were streaked with sweat. Two more farm hands had appeared as though from nowhere; there was another gun, Polly noticed, the other carried a billhook.

Christopher said very slowly and clearly: ‘You are prisoners of war. Keep your hands up. Polly, go and ring up Colonel Forbes. Mr York, tell one of your men to lead the way. We’ll take them into the church hall and guard them until they are collected.’ There was another very minor explosion from the plane, which then subsided with its broken tail in the air. Christopher, uncertain for the first time, said, ‘Were there more of you – in there?’, but as one of the prisoners indicated that it was too late, Mr York spoke for the first time.

‘A good few, I shouldn’t wonder, but they’re roasted, Mr Christopher – roasted to death, they are.’ His tone expressed nothing but satisfaction at the good riddance.

Christopher turned on Polly. ‘I told you to go!’ he said: his face was white. ‘Lead the way, Mr York, if you please.’

She turned and ran to the gate, and as she climbed it, looked back to see that they were following her – a single file with Christopher holding the two pistols. As she ran across the lane and up the drive she thought of the expression in Mr York’s brandysnap eyes: Christopher had been as good as Dad. It was lucky that he had gone out with Dad last weekend when the parachutes had come down in the hop field behind Mill Farm. Chris had told her that he had asked Dad how he knew they were English parachutes and Dad had said that he didn’t know, but that if they weren’t, it was important for them to get there first. Feeling was running very high, he had said – particularly as Mrs Cramp’s nephew had been shot down the week before. All the same, Christopher had been really brave and cool: he’d said things in just the right way – behaved with such authority that those farmers and even Wren had had to fall in with him. But, from being there, she knew now that they hadn’t wanted to. They had wanted something quite different. She knew that Wren was a bit dotty, ‘not himself’ Mrs Cripps had been heard to say when it had been discovered that he had been pinching the kitchen knives which he sharpened to a murderous pitch in his hayloft. But the others were like that too.

The Brig’s study was empty, and Dad had pasted the number on the pedestal of the telephone. It was really the headquarters of the local defence volunteers, but since this was in Colonel Forbes’s house (his gun room had been turned into an office as it contained the only telephone in his establishment) it was always known as ringing Colonel Forbes. Somebody called Brigadier Anderson answered and Polly gave the message. ‘Good show,’ he said; ‘we’ll be along there right away. Watlington church hall, you said? Good show,’ and he rang off. He sounds as though it’s all good clean outdoor fun, she thought. Since Christopher had arrived, supposedly for a short holiday and to come and help out with the greatly enlarged kitchen garden (but really, he had told her, because he had been having such awful rows with his father that he’d had to get away somewhere), they had had several serious conversations about war. The more she listened to him, the more torn she felt between the extremes of there being absolutely no point in any of it and that being a conscientious objector was the only honourable course, and the opposite: that Hitler was a kind of evil devil who had to be destroyed at whatever cost. Plus there was the fact that the idea of being invaded, now that it was so much more likely, was something to be resisted in every way. That was what Mr Churchill said. It was said also that the King, who after all was entirely good, was practising with a rifle in the gardens of Buckingham Palace so that he could die fighting. He hadn’t popped off to Canada like the Dutch royal family. It seemed dreadful not to be sure of what she thought, but she wasn’t sure. She had tried asking Miss Milliment who, after listening to her carefully, had said that this kind of indecision could sometimes be a form of sincerity. She had added later, that principles could be very demanding, but that once adopted, one must be prepared to pay the price however high. There hadn’t seemed to be anyone else to ask: Dad was working so hard that he looked permanently exhausted; Mummy spent all the time when she wasn’t feeling rotten from her ulcer with Wills or writing letters to Simon at school. She had made two really pretty dresses for her, but she had been quite snappy to her when they were being tried on. It was ages since she’d had a conversation about anything with Mummy.

Christopher had been an unexpectedly welcome addition to her life. He worked with McAlpine every morning and the Duchy approved of him, saying he was a natural gardener. But in the afternoons they had taken to going for walks, at first not talking very much, or even sometimes not at all, except that he would show her things – what he called a rabbit’s main line route through a hedge, or a nest where a cuckoo had deposited its egg earlier in the spring or elephant hawk moth caterpillars on the poplars the Brig had planted in coronation year. But gradually, from asking him questions, he began to tell her other things, to show her his sketchbooks full of pencil drawings that she deeply admired. He could make the single claw of a bird interesting, or the fronds of different ferns that he found: whenever he found something that he liked, he sat down and drew it. For a long time she didn’t tell him that she had been drawing things like that, because hers were so much less good, but in the end she showed him one of her best ones and he was really cheering about it. ‘But you must keep doing it,’ he said. ‘It shouldn’t be a treat, or a chore, or an unusual thing for you to do. It should be the most usual thing in your life.’

The only difficulty about this new friendship was Clary. Clary didn’t want to go for walks: she spent hours in the apple tree reading books that were far too young for her like Black Beauty or The Wide Wide World, and crying all the time she read. After the first, awful evening when the news about Uncle Rupert had come on the telephone when she had cried and talked and cried all night, she didn’t talk about it at all. Only Polly noticed that she watched for the postman and always went through the letters before they were picked up from the hall table by their owners, and that every single time the telephone rang she became still – seemed to hold her breath. But so far, there had been no news about his being taken prisoner and it was nearly six weeks now. It was difficult to know what to do with her, or even what to talk about, but at the same time Clary had become wildly jealous of Christopher, jeered at her about him, and sulked after Polly came back from drawing afternoons. If Polly tried to include her, she was snubbed; if she tried to suggest something that she and Clary might do together, Clary said things like nothing would bore her more, or she was sure that Christopher would be much better at that. She was awful at lessons: poor Miss Milliment put up with sloppy homework or none done at all; she had stopped writing her journal because she said it was silly and pointless, and Miss Milliment, who never usually lost her temper, was brought very near it. Polly knew this because Miss Milliment would start talking more and more slowly and softly to Clary which actually seemed only to irritate Clary more until only this week, she had finally snapped at Clary, saying how dared she speak to anyone like that. There had been an awful silence while they stared at each other and Polly could see that Miss Milliment was really angry, her small grey eyes glaring behind her thick glasses. Then Clary had said, ‘It doesn’t matter. There’s no one you could report me to, is there? No one who would really mind.’ She had got up and walked out of the room, and Polly saw Miss Milliment’s eyes fill with tears. The only person she wasn’t spiky and nasty with was Zoë. She spent time every day with her, helping her with the baby, admiring its every little windy smile, helping to bath it and learning how to fold and pin its nappies, and fetching and carrying for Zoë with endless patience. The baby – named Juliet – seemed to keep both of them going and they talked of nothing else. And when Neville came home for the holidays and seemed to have a number of bad nights with asthma, she sat up with him, reading him Sherlock Holmes stories and making him clean his teeth again if he ate biscuits in bed. Polly knew these things, because she so often went in search of Clary to see if she was all right, and these were the only times when she was – or seemed to be.

She went now to find Clary to tell her about the prisoners. She was in her tree as usual, reading a fat red book that she recognised as being a Louisa Alcott. ‘Beth has just died, it’s awfully sad,’ she said. ‘Could you bring a dock leaf up with you? My hanky’s soaked.’

Polly found the best one she could and, using the frayed old rope, she climbed into her position, slightly above Clary and opposite. ‘It’s so awful that they didn’t know about TB,’ Clary said wiping her cheekbone with the back of her hand. ‘Thousands of people must have died of it.’

‘Did you see the bomber?’

‘What bomber?’

‘The one that nearly crashed on us.’

‘Oh, that! Well, I heard a fairly loud noise. I didn’t think of it crashing on us.’

‘Well, it very nearly did. Christopher said it would try to avoid us. In fact it crashed in Mr York’s near field.’ After a short silence, she said, ‘Don’t you want to know what happened?’

Clary put two fingers to mark where she’d got to on her page, and looked up. ‘Well, what?’

‘The plane blew up after it crashed just after three men got out. Mr York and people turned up like they do – from nowhere – but Christopher went up to the men and took their guns away and made them prisoner. Then he sent me to ring Colonel Forbes and marched the men off to the church hall! He did it all frightfully well.’

‘Seems funny to me. A conscientious objector playing soldiers.’

‘He was saving them! Saving their lives.’

‘I don’t see what you’re so worked up about. They’re Germans. Speaking for myself, I couldn’t care less whether they’re alive or dead.’

‘You must!’

Polly was so shocked that she felt frightened. But Clary, whose face was not only tear-stained but had greyish green marks from the lichen on her hands, regarded her with a kind of steady defiance.

‘They’re human beings!’ Polly said at last.

‘I don’t want to think about them like that. I just think about them as Them. A whole great mass of people who are ruining our lives. Everything is going to pot, if you ask me, and as there’s absolutely nothing we can do about it, I don’t see the point in having moral attitudes. The whole world is probably very slowly coming to an end, so you can’t expect me to care about Germans I haven’t even met.’

‘Why do you mind about Beth dying, then? You haven’t met her.’

‘Beth? I’ve known her for years! And she’s not coming to an end. I mean she dies, but she’s still there whenever I want her. Generally speaking, I prefer books to people nowadays, and people in books to people anywhere else. On the whole,’ she added after a painful pause during which Polly watched her struggle with the exception, recognising with a pang as she did so how often during the last weeks she had seen it before; how Clary would continue sulky, intransigent, snubbing, until something disturbed her preoccupation, hurtling her into the reflexes of curiosity – where was he? – until she was slap up against the awful question of was he indeed anywhere? – and then wearily back to the familiar anguish of at least not knowing, all stuff that she had been through with Polly again and again during the first awful night after he had been reported missing. That first night they had eventually agreed that it might be better to accept the idea of him not coming back, ‘You mean, being dead,’ Clary had said unflinchingly. Then, Polly had pointed out it would be so wonderful when he did come back, and, if by any chance he didn’t, ‘Because he’d been killed,’ Clary put in, then at least she – Clary – would have accustomed herself to the idea, up to a point. In the early hours after that sleepless night, this had seemed like an extremely sensible and even comforting solution, but of course it hadn’t been at all, really. It had not been so bad at the beginning, when Clary had expected every telephone call to be her father, had watched the drive for telegrams, but as the days numbered themselves in weeks it became harder for her to accept anything of the kind: she clung more fiercely to the hope that was slowly becoming submerged by time and the silence.

‘I see,’ Polly said hopelessly.

‘You see what?’

‘What you mean about people in books.’

‘Oh. Well, it’s OK – you don’t have to placate me.’

‘I wasn’t. I just said I see what you mean. I didn’t say I agreed with you.’

‘That’s something.’ But she said it nastily, Polly thought.

She made one more effort. ‘I prefer you to anybody in a book,’ she said.

Clary glared at her. ‘That sounds to me like a really sucking-up remark.’

This was too much. Polly seized the rope and swung herself to the ground.

‘What I mean is that if you read more you’d easily find someone preferable to me.’

Polly recognised that this, though mildly insulting, was intended as an olive branch. ‘All I meant, you fool,’ she said, ‘was that I’m actually quite fond of you. You knew I meant that. Why can’t you just take that sort of thing in your stride?’

‘I never take anything in my stride,’ Clary answered, but she said it sadly, as though it was a short-coming.


‘Don’t forget tea, then,’ Polly called as she left and Clary answered, ‘I won’t, but what can there possibly be for it?’ There had been an accident with the butter that morning. (The accident had actually been Flossy, the kitchen cat, who had swiped what suited her and so besmirched the rest with her own hair and the juxtapositioning of an exceedingly dead shrew that she had turned out not to fancy that none of the pound packet could be used, and that was half the ration for the household for a week.)

‘I don’t know. Bread and dripping like Victorian winter teas.’

But actually, Mrs Cripps, on her mettle, had made drop scones and some kind of currant loaf and there was plenty of last year’s raspberry jam. Everybody now had tea in the hall as the Duchy considered that there were not enough staff for separate teas. This cut both ways, Polly thought: it meant that conversation was no longer dominated by nursery manners – a string of clichés punctuated by the sort of silence where you could hear people drinking their milk, as Clary had once remarked; on the other hand, if you were hungry, you had formidable competition with the great-aunts whose capacity to eat enormous amounts of food while apparently hardly touching it was truly awe-inspiring. The virtuosity had been acquired through years of them trying to thwart one another: the last sandwich, the slice of cake with icing and a cherry, the most buttery piece of toast – these were things of which Flo wished to deprive Dolly, and equally, they were things that Dolly felt that Flo should not have. Like most Victorian ladies, they had been brought up to display no interest in food: their greed was surreptitious – hence the sleight of hand to mouth which meant that many people didn’t get their share of anything to which you could help yourself.

The Duchy doled out the main courses at luncheon and dinner; it was tea and breakfast that provided the main battlegrounds. Now, because she wanted to keep things for Christopher, who was often late for meals, Polly made a plate for him with all the best things on it but when he eventually turned up, he wasn’t hungry.

She went for a walk that evening with him, across two fields to the wood with a stream in it. The fields were rich with buttercups and ox-eye daisies and papery poppies, and grasshoppers kept springing aside from their knees. A cuckoo sounded from the wood, which stood fringed with foreshortened, dappled shadow. Christopher had been silent, and walked with long strides in a fast abstracted manner almost as though, she thought, if he was on his own, he would have been running. She had wanted to talk about the prisoners – to ask him what had happened in the church hall – to tell him about Clary but he seemed so preoccupied that she felt that anything she might say or ask would sound trivial. All the same, she had come for conversation rather than exercise, and once they were in the wood, she asked where they were going. He stopped and said, ‘I don’t know. Wherever you like.’ So she said she wanted to see the place where he and Simon had had their escaping camp last year. She had actually visited it with Clary in the Easter holidays when they had gone primrosing, but decided not to say this. Then she thought how odd it was that when one wanted everything to be good with somebody, one started not telling them everything. Like my parents, she thought, although it seems to have worked quite well with them. All the same, she didn’t want to be that kind of person with Christopher, for whom she had great respect. So she mentioned that she thought she had been to the camp at Easter, but she was walking behind him and he seemed not to hear and, from the honesty point of view, at least she had said it.

When they got there, you would hardly have known that there had ever been a camp except for faint traces of charred sticks and ground left bare by ash from the fire. Christopher seemed uneasy there, and suggested that they walk on to the other side of the wood, ‘Where there is a pond,’ he said.

But when they finally arrived at the pond that gleamed in the evening sun like black treacle and exuded a swampy, faintly malicious odour, she found that it was just as difficult to start a conversation sitting on a bank as it had been walking. Christopher sat, with his long bony arms wrapped round his knees, staring at the water. She was still watching his rather convulsive Adam’s apple and wondering if he’d mind being asked about the prisoners when he said, ‘What I hate most is having to be against something all the time. But if you’re in a minority, that’s what you have to be. I can’t be for peace, I have to be against war and then have to put up with people thinking I’m mad or a coward or something. And that’s another thing!’ he exclaimed as though she had just reminded him of it. ‘The people who think war’s a good thing—’

‘They don’t think that!’

‘Well, necessary – can’t be helped. Whatever it is, they are allowed to be moral about it – chock full of principles and integrity and all that. But people like me are supposed to be against war because we’re afraid a bomb might drop on us or we can’t stand the sight of blood—’

‘I don’t think everyone’s like that—’

‘Tell me somebody who isn’t.’

‘I’m not. I mean, I don’t agree with you, but I accept—’

‘Why don’t you agree with me?’

‘Because,’ she said at last, after some furious thinking, ‘because I don’t see what else we could do. I don’t know when this whole thing really started, but now it’s here and we have to deal with it somehow. I mean, Hitler and all that. Nothing we can say will stop him going on with the war now. So it doesn’t seem to me like the sort of clear choice you say it is. We have to make the best of two not very good choices.’

‘Which are?’

Trying to ignore the hostility in his voice, she said, ‘Well, having a war, as we are. Or letting Hitler just overrun everywhere.’

‘You sound exactly like everybody else.’

Tears stung her eyes. ‘You asked me.’ She decided to go, but with dignity. I think I’d better get back to Wills,’ she said. ‘I promised Mummy I’d give him his supper and bath him tonight.’

When she was out of sight, she heard him call something and stopped to listen. It sounded like ‘lollipop’.

‘What?’ she shouted.

‘I said, I’m sorry, Poll.’

‘Oh. OK.’

But really, she felt, although it might be OK in a sort of personal way the fact remained that she had failed to have a calm disagreeing conversation with two of the people she was most attached to, and she, who had often watched with contempt her parents and their peers saying things to one another that they did not mean found herself wondering uneasily whether concealment and deceit were a necessary part of human relationships. Because if they were, she was going to be pretty bad at them.

But when she got to Pear Tree Cottage, human relations seemed to be even worse. Lydia was having a row with her mother who seemed crosser, as Polly had noticed grown-ups often did, than whatever it was that they said they were cross about.

‘I can’t help it. You asked me! You said, wouldn’t it be fun for me to have Judy to play with and it wouldn’t be so I said it wouldn’t.’

‘You used to love playing with her.’

‘No,’ said Lydia consideringly. ‘I never loved it. I put up with it.’

‘I can’t think why you’re being so nasty about her.’

‘Would you honestly enjoy spending your time with a copy-cattish goody-goody who is completely unfunny all the time and never stops boasting about awful friends with swimming pools and steals other people’s eau-de-cologne to put on her spots? Her breath smells of drains,’ she added. ‘And if I’ve got to put up with bad breath I must say I’d prefer something more interesting – like a tiger.’

‘Lydia, that will do! I don’t want to hear another word about Judy.’

‘Well, I don’t either.’ And so it went on.

Polly picked up Wills and hugged him. He fluttered his eyelids and a conspiratorial smile flitted across his face leaving it majestic and bland.

‘Lydia! Leave the room! I mean it! At once!’

When she had gone, Aunt Villy said, ‘Jessica could have come any other weekend! It doesn’t make the slightest difference to Mummy when either of us visit her. She hardly knows who we are! No! She can’t stand the idea of her friends coming here without her!’

Sybil, to whom these remarks had clearly been addressed, stopped ironing Wills’s rompers and said, ‘I suppose it might just be that it was a weekend that suited Raymond? If you are going to bath Wills, get on with it, Polly.’

When she was young, she would have gone reluctantly because this meant that the grown-ups were going to have a really interesting conversation. Now, however, she went with merely ostensible reluctance; it didn’t do to let them think they could order one about, but on the other hand, she knew that the sort of conversation they were going to go on having was simply dull in a different way. It wasn’t the subject matter that altered in private conversations, it was that they actually said what they felt about things, and their feelings, for some reason incomprehensible to her, were supposed to be concealed from children. It was quite a relief to be with Wills, even though he made it immediately clear that he did not wish to have a bath. He tore off his clothes and chucked them into the water, and then climbed onto the lavatory seat and pulled the plug. When, having cleared the bath of his tiny grey socks, his romper suit – the pockets of which proved to be full of fir cones and their mother’s hair pins – his Aertex shirt and his stubby-toed sandals, she tried to lift him into the bath, he drew up his legs and wrapped his arms round her neck in a stranglehold. ‘No water!’ he shouted. ‘Me dirt! Good dirty Wills!’ His breath smelled of caramels. ‘Not a bath,’ he said more quietly in an explanatory sort of voice. In the end, she had to have it with him and they sat opposite each other: she washed bits of him surreptitiously, while he sat, apparently lost in thought, occasionally striking the water with the palm of his hand and nearly blinding her. He made her sing ‘The Lambeth Walk’ about eleven times while she was trying to dry him. By the time their mother arrived with his supper, Polly was worn out.

‘Who is coming for the weekend, Mummy?’

‘Some musician friends of Jessica and Villy. Clutterworth. He’s called Lorenzo, I think, I don’t know her name.’

‘He can’t be called Lorenzo Clutterworth! It sounds like someone in a book!’

‘It does rather, doesn’t it? Or a bad play. Darling, when did you last wash your hair?’

‘Why on earth do you want to know that?’

‘Please don’t answer back. I wanted to know because it doesn’t look very clean to me.’

By the time she had finished that wrangle she badly needed Clary, but when she got back to Home Place she could hear what she recognised as Beethoven being played on the gramophone, which meant that Clary was having her music time with the Duchy. She would not be wanted there. Aunt Rach was not back from London yet. She could hear the wireless in the morning room, which meant that it was full of the great-aunts, who listened to every news bulletin and then argued with each other about what had been said. She certainly didn’t want to get mixed up with them. She wandered upstairs, along the landing to the bedroom she shared with Clary. Clary was extremely untidy and somehow this made it much more her room, although Polly did make them have tremendous clear-ups from time to time. If only Oscar hadn’t died! she thought. She seemed to be peculiarly unlucky with cats – in fact, she felt at the moment not only with cats, but people, with absolutely everything. In between being frightening, the war made everything very boring. Here she was, simply getting older and older with nothing happening to her; she didn’t even have a room of her own as she had had in London. If anyone had told her a year ago that she would be bored to tears living here, she would have laughed at them. Now, definitely not. The future yawned before her, like a huge incurious question mark. What was to become of her? What on earth was she to do with all the years that presumably lay ahead? All these years she’d simply been marking time – she hadn’t acquired any sort of vocation, unlike Clary and Louise who had always seemed to know what they were for; all she had ever imagined was having her amazing house, which was going to be so full of things she had collected and made that it would be unlike any other house in the world. And then she had imagined that she would simply live in it with her cats. The thought had occurred to her that she might quite like to have Christopher in it: once, when they had been drawing together, she had thought he would be a good person to live with, and she had moved her house from Sussex to somewhere wilder, where there would be more animals. But she hadn’t mentioned it to him in case he said that he definitely wouldn’t want to. And after this evening, ‘You sound just like everyone else’, it would be pointless to mention it. Usually, when she felt rotten and depressed like this, her house was a comfort: she could fly to it in her mind, and become engrossed in its decoration. This evening, when she transported herself through the shiny black door with its white pediment and pilasters into the small square hall that had black and white tiles laid chequerwork with a border on the floor (she had recently redone the floor) and admired her lemon and orange trees that lived in a pair of black and white tubs placed each side of the Russian stove, even before she reached the table she had made of marble mosaic with a border of shells on which stood the Victorian glass jug that had an ingenious way of keeping lemonade cool, picked up at a church bazaar last Christmas, this evening she was halted, struck suddenly by the dreariness of living quite alone (albeit with cats) for the rest of her life. Eventually the house would be finished, unable to hold another picture or table or rug or thing of any kind, and then what would she do? I was only going to live on sandwiches, she thought, because they wouldn’t take long to make. And the cats were going to have lived on the insides of sandwiches. There would be hours and hours when she wouldn’t have anything to do, because in spite of what Christopher had said about drawing, she really only wanted to draw enough pictures for the house – she hadn’t wanted any drawings left over so to speak; the point of drawing would be over when she had enough. When Oscar died, Aunt Rach had brought her a tortoise from London, but he had soon got lost in the garden, so the very pretty shell-encrusted box she had designed for his hibernation would be useless. Children meant that you had to marry someone, and who on earth could she find to marry? Anyway, after bathing Wills, she wasn’t absolutely sure that she would enjoy having children; she had noticed that her mother had become far more boring to talk to since she had had Wills – although it might just be having felt rotten for ages that made her so nagging in a watery kind of way. That, and worrying so much about Dad. Or perhaps it was what Louise had once said to her, that mothers didn’t actually like daughters, but as the public expected them to, all their feelings got very twisted. She had asked rather anxiously whether fathers actually liked daughters, but Louise had got quite snappy then and said she hadn’t the faintest idea.

Then Polly remembered that her mother’s mother had died in India while she was at school in England. Perhaps if you had never, or hardly, known your own mother, you would find it difficult to be one? But Mummy made it plain that she adored Simon as well as Wills. From the daughter point of view, it was a good thing that she had Dad. Then she thought of poor Clary who was, in all probability, an orphan. She thought of the awful sign she had seen in London, that ran the length of the building in letters about a foot high ‘Home for Female Orphans who have Lost Both Parents’. Think of having to live in a place that said that! Happiness, or rather unhappiness, was clearly so relative, but this didn’t make it any easier to be grateful for your lot if you weren’t enjoying it. She decided to have two serious conversations, one each with Miss Milliment and Dad, about careers for an ungifted person. Cheered by this, she tidied the room, putting Clary’s possessions in quite kind heaps and then she washed her hair.

‘Lorenzo!’ Clary jeered. ‘He sounds as though he’ll be wearing white tights and a pointed beard and earrings! It will be quite exciting to have someone so ghastly staying. What do you think his wife will be like?’

‘Terrifically arty, I expect. You know, with homespun skirts and huge birds’ mess necklaces slapping against her navel,’ said Louise whose school had finished its term. ‘Mary Webbish,’ she added.

The other two pretended not to have heard her as they both thought she showed off about what a lot she’d read: ‘And it may not be all that much,’ Clary had once said crossly, ‘just different things from us.’

‘Actually, his real name is Laurence,’ Louise went on. She was painting her nails with dead white opaque nail varnish which Polly thought looked awful.

‘Oh, yes, I remember now! That’s just a name the aunts call him.’

‘Who told you that?’

Clary blushed. ‘I thought you did.’

Polly always knew when Clary was in a tight corner, so now she said, ‘If he’s really a conductor, I expect the Duchy will monopolise him. You know how she loves people to do with music.’

‘I certainly do. She’s in love with Toscanini.’

Louise turned on her. ‘Don’t be so ridiculous, Clary.’

‘She is. “I’m in love with Toscanini,” she said: she said it yesterday after we’d finished playing the Pastoral – that’s the sixth symphony.’

‘It was only a figure of speech,’ Louise said snubbingly. She was really getting too old for them, Polly thought then, and said afterwards to Clary, as they were getting ready for supper.

‘I know,’ Clary said. ‘She’s always patronising or snubbing us.’

‘I suppose she’s bored. I am too, sometimes.’

‘Strewth, Polly! I’ve always thought of you as being so self-contained.’

‘I’ve thought of me like that too. But it’s beginning not to work. The truth is, I feel pointless.’ Without the slightest warning, a tear slipped out of her eye. ‘I mean – I know ifs not very important how I feel when there’s a war going on and all that, but I still feel it. I simply can’t think what I’m for. I feel as though I ought to face up to what’s the point of life, but it also feels quite dangerous to think about it at all—’

‘How do you mean – dangerous?’

‘Well, as though there would be no turning back – as though I might know something that I couldn’t ever un-know. I mean,’ she added, trying to sound casual, ‘supposing there isn’t any point?’

‘How do you mean exactly?’

‘I mean, supposing nothing matters? Suppose the war doesn’t matter because we’re just little objects that happen to move and speak – like fairly clever little toys?’

‘Made by God, do you mean?’

‘No! Not even that! Not made by anybody. You see? Now I am thinking about it, and I don’t want to.’

‘Well,’ said Clary, breaking the teeth of her comb as she dragged it through her hair, ‘we can’t be just that because we have feelings. Could I borrow your vanishing cream? Thanks. If you were just a clever toy you wouldn’t be feeling that it would be awful to be one. I grant you, we can have pretty bad feelings, but it’s not nothing. Whether you like it or not you can think about things, and feel and choose a lot of the time.’ She rubbed her sunburned nose vigorously. ‘I think it’s just that you haven’t made up your mind enough about what you want to do. What about your house? Doesn’t that matter to you any more?’

‘Not so much. Well, it does, but one day I’ll have finished it.’

‘So? Then you’ll be able to start living in it.’

There was a silence. Then Polly said, ‘I don’t know if I want to do that. I mean I don’t feel it would be enough. By myself.’

‘Oh – that! You mean you want someone to live for.’ She sounded relieved. ‘I’m sure you’ll find them, Poll. You’re so pretty and everything. Have you seen my indoor shoes?’

‘One of them is just under your bed.’

‘Oh, well. The other one’ll be further under.’ She lay on her stomach and fished it out. ‘I think it’s awfully difficult for people of our age. We need people to be in love with, and we’re simply hemmed in by relatives and incest doesn’t seem to go with modern life. We’ll just have to wait.’

‘You really think it’s that? You can’t wear that cardigan with that dress, Clary, it looks awful.’

‘Does it? I’ll have to – my other one’s dirty.’

‘You can borrow my pink.’

‘Thanks. It’s funny how I’ve got no taste in clothes.’ She started to laugh. ‘If I really was just a fairly clever toy, you could dress me in a little felt suit all sewn onto me and I’d never have to change.’

‘No, I couldn’t,’ Polly answered, ‘because I’d be a toy too.’ The exchange left her feeling both comforted and misunderstood.

In the end, the famous weekend with Castles and Clutterworths was postponed. Everybody seemed to produce a different reason for this: Aunt Villy, who was palpably cross, said that there had been a muddle about dates; the Duchy said that Mrs Clutterworth was not well; Christopher said that his mother had told him that his father had made a scene in which he had refused to come and refused to be left alone at home. He had added that he was jolly glad they hadn’t come, as he knew that his father would only have another go at him about what he was going to contribute to the war effort. He and Polly had become friends again, which was a relief to her although she still felt wary and no longer liked confiding in him to the extent that she had earlier wanted to do. She saw less of him as he worked all the mornings in the garden, and, as the dog fights continued above them, spent many afternoons watching for parachutes and bicycling off to rescue the airmen – none ever fell so near them as that first time. The Home Guard, as Colonel Forbes’s and Brigadier Anderson’s posse were now called, said he was a splendid chap – pity he was too young to join them. Christopher said they made him feel awful, as they all openly envied his youth and imminent chance to die for his country and he said he was too cowardly and bored by them to admit his true allegiance.

‘Do you think part of believing something is that you should tell everybody?’ he asked her one hot August evening.

‘Not if you haven’t the slightest chance of converting them,’ Clary, who had overheard, chipped in before Polly could answer. This made Polly say that she didn’t know how one could be sure that one wouldn’t.

Christopher said that there wasn’t an earthly chance of changing Brigadier Anderson’s mind about anything: ‘He’s one of those people who always thinks and always says and always does the same things,’ he said.

‘It would drive me insane if I was his wife,’ Clary said. ‘Do you think that was what Mr Rochester was like? I’ve never felt that the first Mrs Rochester’s madness was properly accounted for.’

‘There you go,’ Christopher said at once. ‘“Never” and “always” come to much the same thing.’

Clary shot him a half admiring, half resentful glance.

‘I’ve never known a mad person,’ Polly said pacifically.

‘Yes, you have. Poor old Lady Rydal.’

She didn’t want to pursue that. Clary had given her such a graphic description of her visit and, although Aunt Villy, when asked by the Duchy how her mother was, had recently said that she seemed much calmer and slept a good deal, she still dreaded the possibility of Lady Rydal getting the amount better that would mean she lived at Pear Tree Cottage and would have to be seen, and might at any moment go completely mad again. I could never be a nurse, Polly frequently thought. I’d be too sorry for the ill people to be any use. But she did not say this to anyone, since her two serious conversations – with Dad and with Miss Milliment – had both resulted in them suggesting that this could be a career for her. It was true to say that this had not been Miss Milliment’s first choice. ‘I have always rather wondered’, she said in her gentle, tentative voice, ‘whether perhaps you and Clary might not benefit from university. It is the time when one can absorb most and I should like to think of you being exposed to really good minds, first-class teaching and the opportunity to meet many different kinds of people.’ She looked enquiringly at Polly. ‘It would mean, of course, that you would both have to work very hard to prepare, as you would need to pass your school certificate and also your matriculation exams before you could apply. I had been meaning to suggest this little plan to Clary’s father and your parents but circumstances have made that either difficult or impossible in dear Clary’s case. But a university education could do so much to widen the possibilities of a useful and interesting career.’ She peered at Polly through her tiny, thick steel-rimmed spectacles. I do not sense very much enthusiasm,’ she said, ‘but I should so much like you to think about it. In the case of Clary, I feel it would provide her with a goal, which at the moment could be most helpful to her. But perhaps you have set your heart upon an art school.’

‘Oh no, Miss Milliment. I know that I couldn’t be a painter. I’m just a kind of decorator really, and I really don’t want to be anything more.’ She noticed that Miss Milliment’s long and distinctly odd piece of knitting had dropped from one knee and that stitches were slipping surreptitiously off the needle.

Miss Milliment clutched at the needle, but since she had her foot on the very end – or beginning – of her work, this simply precipitated all the remaining stitches into sly, diminishing loops. ‘I think you are treading on it, Miss Milliment. Would you like me to pick up the stitches for you?’

‘Thank you, Polly, I should. Although I have thought that it will require a second sort of courage for one of our brave soldiers to wear a muffler made by me. I seem quite unable to preserve the same number of stitches from row to row.’

‘What I really wanted to know is what I should do with my life, I mean,’ Polly said some time later when she had tactfully unravelled enough of the muffler to get rid of the worst holes.

‘I understand that. But there’s time before you need make up your mind. And in the meantime, it is a good thing to consider how you may best prepare yourself.’

‘I expect I’ll have to do something about the war.’

Miss Milliment sighed. ‘That is quite likely. I have always thought that you would make an excellent nurse, whereas I can see Clary joining some women’s service as I think the adventure would appeal to her.’

‘I’d be a hopeless nurse! I couldn’t be objective enough! I’d be sorry for all the wounded people instead of helping them!’

‘My dear Polly, I did not say that you are a nurse, I meant that you could become one. In any case, you will not be old enough to train for three years. But, of course, you would not be able to go to university for three years either. But it is possible that if you were a student any war service might be deferred until you had obtained your degree. I think perhaps we might discuss this with your father?’

But when Polly talked to him, he said that he didn’t see any point in her going to university. ‘A blue-stocking daughter!’ he exclaimed. ‘Quite soon I shouldn’t know what to talk to you about. I’d far rather keep you safe at home.’ Which was relieving, though not in the least helpful.

‘I should think it would be quite exciting,’ Clary remarked about the university idea.

‘Well, Miss Milliment thought you ought to go too.’

‘Did she? Has she got sick of teaching us, I wonder?’

‘It can’t be that, because she said we’d have to work extra hard for years and years.’

‘Oh. Why don’t you want to go, Polly?’

She thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think I’m worth it,’ she said at last. ‘I mean, I think it must be mostly for men and then a few fearfully clever girls. I think it would just make me feel inferior.’

‘Oh, Poll! Anything makes you feel that. These days.’

‘What do you mean “these days”?’

‘Oh! You know what I mean. These days. These awful, bright frightening going-on days—’

‘Monotonous, you mean—’

‘Yes! You know, terrible things are happening every day – and then you have to go on getting up, cleaning your teeth, nothing happening to you – just brink after brink. It takes such ages to get grown up and do what you like. And then, there are all the things you don’t know …’

‘Such as?’

‘Oh! All the things they don’t tell us.’ Her voice took on a savage mimicry. ‘“Because we’re not old enough.” I’m old enough to know Dad is missing. That makes me feel old enough for anything.’ She was crying now, but she took no notice of it. ‘Zoë thinks he’s dead, you know,’ she said. ‘She has completely given up. You can tell that, because she doesn’t care about her appearance any more. And everybody else has stopped talking about him. When something is really worrying, you’d think people would talk about it more, but not our family – they’re just a crowd of ostriches.’

‘You can talk about him with me.’

But truthfully she dreaded it. Clary had made a map of the north coast of France, starting at St Valéry where her father was known to have gone ashore and continuing west through Normandy and Brittany and round the corner until the Bay of Biscay. This she had pinned to one of the old cork bathroom mats and on it she marked the progress she imagined her father making, outlined – and more – by her in a serial told to Polly at night. Her experience of France was limited to The Scarlet Pimpernel, A Tale of Two Cities and an historical novel by Conan Doyle called The Huguenots. The Germans had become the Republicans, and the French, to a man or woman, the loyal underground that would assist an aristocrat to join his family in England. Uncle Rupe was being passed along the coast by these brave and loyal people. He had many narrow escapes but, in the end, that is what they always were, and occasionally he got holed up in some village for a week or two. This was happening more and more frequently, and Polly sensed that Clary did not want to get her father right to the west coast as then he would actually have to be got home. It was true that his French was very good as he had studied and painted in France before his first marriage, so he could pass as French easily, Clary thought. He had been planning to get a fishing boat to the Channel Islands but the Germans, of course, got there before him. He had been nearly burned to death in a barn where they had hidden him, had toiled for two days on an ancient bicycle with strings of onions on it (she had seen this in London), had been taken in a cart for a whole day hidden under sacks of fish manure (‘They’re all farmers and fishermen so they’d be bound to use old fishbones and heads and things like that’) so that he smelled too awful for his hosts that evening and they took all his clothes to wash while he had supper wrapped in a blanket. Of course his uniform had gone long ago: he’d bought a complete outfit of French clothes with his gold watch. Sometimes he lived off the land: eating apples from orchards (Polly forebore saying that they wouldn’t be ripe), and even stealing eggs from hens’ nests. ‘And he could milk the odd cow!’ Polly had once enthusiastically exclaimed, but Clary immediately said that he had never liked milk. Kind people often gave him reviving swigs of brandy which they always seemed to have about them, and Gauloises which luckily were his favourite cigarette. He had got very ill swimming across the Seine at night where it was pretty wide, but a kind old woman – a shepherdess – had nursed him back to health; she had told Uncle Rupe that she was so rude to the Germans that they dreaded coming to inspect her farm.

Polly listened two or three nights a week to this saga of triumphant adventure – the outcome of which was not in question, according to the storyteller – but in which, although she was frequently caught up in the tales told, she could never believe. Privately, she thought as the rest of the family, that Rupert was dead, for if he had been taken prisoner – a notion only the Duchy was known to cling to – why had they not been told?

Even the news that four hundred were feared dead when a French ship was torpedoed in the Channel did not have the effect upon Clary that Polly both dreaded and yet felt would be better for her. ‘It just shows that there are French ships about,’ she said, ‘and one day Dad will be on one of them. Perfectly logical,’ she added, ignoring the possibility that he might have been on that one.

The days crawled by. The dog fights continued, and now Teddy and Simon were back from school and rushed about the countryside on their bicycles hoping to capture Germans. When this was discovered, they were forbidden, but Teddy got round it by haunting the Home Guard headquarters where Colonel Forbes, who thoroughly approved of his attitude, gave him harmless and strenuous jobs to do. Simon, who was now as tall as his mother and very spotty, was excluded from this on account of his age, which hurt his feelings – much more, Polly knew, than he let on – and worse, left him at an unbearably loose end. Dad cleverly solved this by providing him with an extremely dilapidated wireless set about which he said, ‘The moment you have got it working again, it shall be yours.’ So in the end, he was all right, Polly thought rather resentfully. Where, metaphorically speaking, was her wireless set? Lydia and Neville, who were getting on better again, were patients for Aunt Villy’s first aid classes that she ran twice a week. They lay on trestle tables while anxious careful ladies from the village wound yards of crêpe bandage round assorted limbs. When they weren’t doing that, they played for hours in what was called the very, very old car – one of the Brig’s earliest vehicles that had been moved out of the garage when the Babies’ Hotel had been evacuated and had sat ever since in a field beyond the orchard, where it was sinking slowly and majestically into the ground. All things that she would have enjoyed once, she thought sadly: she seemed either too old or too young for practically everything.

In August, her mother took her to London for the day to buy clothes for the winter as she had outgrown nearly everything from the previous year. Aunt Villy came with them as she was going to a National Gallery concert where the man who hadn’t come for the weekend was playing. In the train Aunt Villy and Mummy took the corner seats facing the way they were going, so she sat opposite and pretended she didn’t know them – had never seen them before. Aunt Villy looked quite smart in a grey flannel suit with a navy blue crêpe-de-Chine blouse, silk stockings and navy blue court shoes: her gloves and handbag all matched this outfit and her hat, perched on her wavy grey hair, had a white petersham ribbon bow at the back. She had makeup on as well: rouge on her cheekbones and rather dark cyclamen lipstick that made her mouth look a bit cruel. All the same, looking at her, you could see a bit what she must have looked like when she was young and had things in her life that excited her.

Mummy, on the other hand, wore no make-up and her gingery ash-coloured hair was in a straggly bun, with bits escaping and hairpins sticking out like the ends of paper clips. Her face was pale except for the small flurry of freckles on her nose and forehead, and already, from just standing on the sunny platform, shiny with perspiration. She wore a dress of green and black and white flowers and a cream linen coat that looked too large for her: it was already crumpled. Her stockings were too peachy; she had black shoes and white cotton gloves, which she was taking off as she settled in her seat. Her hands, white and smooth with small fingers adorned by her emerald engagement ring beside the gold one, were the smartest thing about her, Polly thought sadly. It was difficult to imagine how she had been when she was young; she looked now as though she had been born readymade middle-aged and had already been that for far too long. She was smiling at Aunt Villy now, fanning herself with a glove, saying yes, do open a window. The smile went out as suddenly as the sun from a swift cloud, leaving a kind of wan, but anxious neutrality behind.

‘Galeries Lafayette do have some nice things for young people,’ Aunt Villy was saying. ‘In fact, you could probably do everything in Regent Street, and then you’ll be handy for the Café Royal and lunch with Hugh.’

‘Oh, can’t we go to Peter Jones?’ Polly wanted to get her clothes at the same place as Louise, who said it was by far the best shop.

‘No, darling, it’s too much off the beaten track. I want to go to Liberty’s anyway to get material for Wills as well as you.’

She subsided. It was supposed to be an outing for her, and she wasn’t even allowed to choose where they would go. She wanted linen trousers like Louise had, but Mummy didn’t approve of girls wearing trousers unless they were skiing or something.

At Robertsbridge a lot of people got on the train and by Tunbridge Wells it was absolutely full. An air-raid warning sounded there, but people went on reading their papers or staring out of the window without taking much notice. Then they heard planes right over their heads, and suddenly one seemed to be right on top of them and there was a burst of gunfire. A man next to Polly put his hand on her head and forced it down below the window. ‘Machine-guns – what will they do next?’ he said in tones of mild wonder.

But other people all looked out of the window and somebody said, ‘They’ve got him!’ and there was a sound of cheering all through the train. Polly straightened, cross to have missed seeing the plane shot down, and then amazed at herself for wanting to.

Mummy smiled at the man and told her to thank him. ‘Thank you,’ she said and glared. He gave her a humiliatingly comprehending smile and returned to his crossword.

Charing Cross station seemed to be full of men in uniform with huge canvas kitbags waiting for trains. Their necks looked raw from the chafing of their rough bomber jackets; their black boots were enormous.

Her mother wanted to walk up Regent Street, but Aunt Villy said that there was no point in her getting tired out before she’d started, and that they would all take a taxi, she’d drop them at Liberty’s and take it on to her dentist.

The taxi was one of the very old yellow ones, with creaking seats and an ancient driver who took them slowly round Trafalgar Square and the huge buildings with sandbags piled against their windows round Piccadilly Circus, past Swan and Edgar, outside which people waited to meet somebody else, past Gaieties Lafayette and Robinson and Cleaver – where Mummy said she ought to get more table napkins for the Duchy, and Hamley’s – a shop all children were supposed to adore, but Polly had never cared for: toys, she thought, as they passed, had always seemed a dull substitute for the real thing – and finally, Liberty’s, which looked like a gigantic Tudor house.

When they reached the floor that sold material, her mother – most surprisingly – said, ‘Now, Polly. I want you to choose material for two woollen dresses, also one silk and one voile. I’ll get the stuff for Wills while you are choosing, and then you can show them to me, and if I think they are suitable, you shall have them.’

This was unexpected and delightful, and she chose and chose, and changed her mind, and agonised, and in the end, actually asked her mother to be the final judge.

After Liberty’s, they progressed down Regent Street. There was a slight altercation in Robinson and Cleaver, as Polly did not want to have vests bought for her – she had heard Louise say that they were bourgeois, something that Louise definitely thought it frightful to be, but her mother was adamant. At Galeries Lafayette Sybil bought her two skirts – a navy pleated one with a blazer to match, and an olive green tweed – plus three shirts and two jerseys, a petticoat with lace round the hem and a beautiful nutmeg brown winter coat with a mock fur collar. Then it was time to go to the Café Royal to meet Dad.

‘Somebody’s birthday, I see,’ said the old lady who took all their parcels. ‘Let me guess. You’re too young to be getting married, so it must be your birthday,’ and she blushed, because it did seem a tremendous lot, more than she had ever had in her life before.

‘We’ll get Daddy to take them home for us in the car,’ Mummy said, when they were walking down the staircase.

‘That won’t be till the weekend!’

‘Well, you’ll just have to bear it, darling. We can’t spend the afternoon carting all that around. There he is!’

Lunch was lovely. She had a glass of sherry and hors d’oeuvres and salmon with delicious mayonnaise and white ice cream with chocolate sauce – ‘You can have whatever you like,’ Dad said. ‘It isn’t often I have my two favourite women to lunch.’ They all had salmon but she noticed that Mummy left most of hers. ‘And what have you bought for yourself, my darling?’ he said to her when they were choosing their puddings.

‘I really don’t need anything. I’ll just have coffee,’ she handed her menu back to the waiter. ‘Honestly, darling, since I’ve happily lost some weight, I can wear all the things I had before Wills.’

‘I don’t think that’s right, do you, Dad? Just having things to wear isn’t at all the same as having a lovely new thing.’

‘Quite right. Mind you make her buy herself something really pretty and frightfully expensive this afternoon.’

‘I promise.’

But, in fact, it turned out not to be possible. After lunch, and after Dad had put them in a taxi, Sybil said, ‘Polly, I’ve got to go and see somebody quite near John Lewis where you can get your bras and the rest of your undies. Will that be all right?’

‘Of course. But where are you going? Shall I meet you there?’

‘No – there won’t be time. When you’ve done your shopping, take a bus back to Charing Cross. I’ll give you your train ticket, just in case. Oh – and yes – money to buy your things.’ She fished about in her rather shabby bag and gave Polly some notes. ‘Now, don’t lose them. Here is the list of what I want you to get. And catch the four-twenty, even if I’m not there which of course I will be. But if you think you are going to be late, take a taxi.’ It was twenty-five pounds – more money than she had ever had in her life. ‘Goodness! I won’t need all this.’

‘You can give me the change, but I want to be sure you have enough. Keep all the bills. And promise to catch that train.’

‘Of course I will.’ When the taxi had deposited her, she watched it drive off. She felt mystified and vaguely uneasy.

Her mother did not catch the train. Polly waited at the barrier until the last possible moment, but there was no sign of Sybil, and she left getting onto the train so late that she got into the nearest carriage which turned out to be first class. Walking down the corridor as the train lumbered slowly over the river she saw something very odd: Aunt Villy in a first-class compartment. Sitting opposite her, leaning forward and holding one of her hands in both of his was a small man with a great deal of dark wavy hair whom she immediately guessed was Mr Clutterworth. They did not see her, and she hurried on feeling uncomfortably certain that they would not have wished her to see them. Aunt Villy had said nothing about his coming to stay, but then her mother had said nothing about having an engagement in the afternoon. What was going on? She wished Clary was mere as she would have thought of a dozen (interesting and amazing) reasons for both of these mysteries. Aunt Villy and (presumably) Mr Clutterworth had been gazing at each other, but he had been doing all the talking. It seemed extraordinary that Aunt Villy should have somebody in love with her, but that was what it had looked like, which led her to wonder whether her mother had slipped off to meet someone for the same reason. But she discarded this idea as her mother did not seem to have made the sort of efforts with her appearance that Aunt Villy had. And anyway, her mother adored Dad – she would never do anything behind his back. She tried to think about all her new clothes, but her thoughts kept veering back to her mother and what she could have been doing that made her miss the train.

When the train reached Battle and she got onto the platform, she saw Aunt Villy walking down it towards her – alone. This also seemed strange: where was Mr Clutterworth – if, indeed, it had been him?

‘Where’s Sybuil?’ Villy called as she came closer.

‘She missed the train. She went off after lunch to see someone, and she told me to catch the train anyway, so I did.’

‘Quite right.’ Aunt Villy seemed unperturbed. Then Polly realised that Aunt Villy had known of the appointment. ‘I’m sure she’ll be on the next one. I expect Mr Carmichael kept her waiting. Those grand people often do.’

‘Who is Mr Carmichael?’

‘Didn’t she tell you? He’s a consultant. He knows all about people’s insides. I probably shouldn’t have told you. I know she didn’t want to worry your father.’ She glanced at Polly, and then said, ‘It’s nothing to worry about. Aunt Rach made her go – you know how she fusses about other people’s health. It was just to be on the safe side. I expect she thought it would be easier for you not to say anything in front of your father if you didn’t know. The best thing will be to say nothing about it. You won’t, will you?’

Polly’s mouth was suddenly dry. ‘All right.’

There’s Tonbridge. Did you get some lovely things? You don’t seem to have very much with you.’

‘We gave most of them to Dad to bring down in the car on Friday.’

Aunt Villy gave her arm a little squeeze. ‘I can’t wait to see them.’

Polly smiled. Fear, like a splinter of ice, had pierced her and she dissolved it in a surge of white-hot, silent rage: insincerity, patronage, how she hated them both; how awful people were who said what they did not mean, who thought that little girls (she was sure she was thought of as a little girl) could be diverted by pretty things, whose ‘protection’ was nothing more than their own ease … I could wipe the silly smile off her face if I asked her about the man on the train, she thought as she got into the front of the car with Tonbridge. All the way home, she hugged this piece of power to herself to blot out the rest.

‘God’s teeth! It’s extraordinary how devious they are!’ Clary said. She had borrowed Zoë’s tweezers, and was trying to pluck her eyebrows, which she felt were too bushy in the middle: ‘If I don’t do something about it, they might run into each other. Zoë said it would improve my appearance, but I really don’t think anything will, do you?’

‘Stick to the point,’ Polly said crossly. She felt that her news about Aunt Villy deserved a more awestruck response. I thought you didn’t care what you looked like, anyway,’ she added.

‘I don’t absolutely not care.’ She put down the tweezers. ‘Well, what I think is that she probably is in love with Lorenzo, but obviously she wouldn’t go about telling everybody. It isn’t what you do if you are having an affair. I strongly suspect that part of the excitement is other people not knowing. And, of course, if Uncle Edward knew, he might easily kill Lorenzo and obviously she wouldn’t like that. So it all seems fairly straightforward to me.’

She could be extremely irritating, Polly thought. ‘Don’t you think she’s a bit old for that kind of thing?’ she said.

‘Far too old in one way. But, on the other hand, that just makes it more pathetic. Mutton dressed as lamb,’ she added rather wildly. ‘One of her favourite expressions, come to think of it. But, of course, sleeping with people when you’ve got grey hair, borders on the ridiculous in my opinion. When is this famous weekend going to happen?’

‘I don’t know. Some time in September, I think. Lorenzo has concerts and things so he’s always travelling, I heard Aunt Villy say.’

‘Well, when it does, we’ll both have to keep a sharp look-out. “Mutton Dressed as Lamb” would be a jolly good title for a short story, don’t you think?’

Seeing Clary’s grin which somehow managed to be both cheery and rapt (lately she had been taking very seriously possible titles for works she would write), Polly felt, as she did sometimes, and always without warning, a kind of respectful and exasperated affection.

‘If you lie on your back,’ she said, ‘I’ll have a go at your eyebrows.’

In bed, much later, when they had cleaned their teeth, put out the light and opened the blackout because it was so hot, she reviewed the matter about which she had said nothing to Clary. Her mother had come back by the next train, had caught a cab from the station, had dropped in to Home Place to see her and apologised for not meeting her at the station. ‘I had to go and see someone and they kept me waiting and everything took far longer than it should. Did you get the right bras?’

‘Yes. Was it all right?’

‘Was what all right?’

‘Aunt Villy said you went to see a doctor.’

‘Oh. Yes, I did. Yes, of course it was all right. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want – to make a fuss with Daddy and spoil our lunch.’

So you made me worry more than ever, she thought.

‘It was fun, wasn’t it, darling? Quite an outing. The only thing I forgot to get you was a good mac, but I can do that next time I go up.’

‘When are you going?’ Sybil did not answer at once, so Polly said, ‘Couldn’t I come with you?’

And her mother answered immediately, lightly, ‘No, darling, not this time. Now I really must fly. I’ve got to give Wills his supper.’ And she went.

The main thing that emerged from this was that her mother hadn’t asked her not to say anything to Dad, and this, she concluded, must be because there was nothing to conceal. All the same, she was glad that she hadn’t told Clary, who had enough to worry about. This reminded her of something else she hadn’t told.

‘Are you awake?’


‘Of course I am. I don’t go to sleep like people in films – head touches the pillow, eyelashes flutter on the cheek once and boom!’

‘We were machine-gunned in the train this morning. I forgot to tell you.’

There was a silence.

‘Did you hear?’

‘Of course I did.’ There was another pause, and then Clary said resentfully, ‘I must say, you have all the luck. You didn’t tell me what you had for lunch either.’

‘Hors d’oeuvres, salmon with mayonnaise, and ice cream. And sherry first.’

‘H’m.’

‘Clary, you could have come!’

‘You know I hate shopping – especially for clothes. What did people do when they were machine-gunned?’

‘Nothing much. It was all over in a second, anyway. Then one of our fighters brought the plane down and everyone cheered.’

‘Right. Well, now you’ve told me.’ Polly could hear her humping the bedclothes round her in a sulky way. Then she said, ‘But thanks for doing my eyebrows. Although I must say if it hurts as much as that, I’m never going to do it again.’

‘You could put peroxide between them and have gleaming white fur in the middle.’

‘Polly, you don’t seem to understand. Not minding about my appearance is one thing, but turning me into a sort of mixture of King Lear and Groucho Marx would be quite another.’

Polly thought this was tremendously funny, and for a few minutes, choking with laughter, they vied with each other about what to do with Clary’s eyebrows. ‘I shall go about getting called middlebrow if I don’t do something.’

‘You could try cow’s urine like Botticelli’s ladies with their lovely smooth white foreheads – not a hair in sight.’


‘Imagine trying to get a cow to put its urine into something portable! And, of course, if I shaved it I’d have five o’clock shadow, like Uncle Edward.’

‘If you were a burglar it wouldn’t matter – the mask would hide it,’ and so on.

When silence finally fell between them again, Polly lay in the dark, listening to the distant drone of planes (the warning had gone hours ago as it usually did these days) and the occasional faint burst of anti-aircraft guns nearer the coast. She felt light with relief: that it had not been an Uncle Rupe in France night, that her mother was really quite all right, it had only been Aunt Rach fussing, and that at the weekend she would have all her lovely new clothes. It occurred to her how odd it was that she was in the middle of a war and could feel such simple things. Perhaps she had a shallow nature, but even that didn’t seem to matter very much as at the moment after this idea came up, she fell asleep.

Towards the end of the week, the war got much worse: the Germans kept on with bombing attacks all day all over the country. It was said that they were sending a thousand planes a day. ‘We’ve shot down a hundred and forty-four of their aircraft!’ Teddy announced with shining eyes.

‘But we’ve lost twenty-seven,’ Simon said.

‘That’s not much compared to a hundred and forty-four.’

‘It depends how many planes we’ve got.’

But the next day, the losses and gains were more ominously even. Uncle Edward rang in the evening and had a long talk with Dad, as a result of which he said that he thought he should go back to London to the wharf on Sunday morning.

Simon had managed to make his wireless work, and he and Teddy spent hours listening to news and anything else they could raise from it. The reception was crackling, and often the announcers sounded as though they were under water, but Teddy and Simon seemed impervious to that.

Sunday was the day Dad went back to London. It was awful when he went: everybody was trying to be rather breezy and kept thinking of what seemed to her rather useless things to do.

‘Their plan is to smash our air force and then invade,’ Teddy said at breakfast. He seemed exhilarated by the prospect.

‘How on earth do you know?’ Clary asked in her most crushing voice.

‘Colonel Forbes told me. He knows a lot about strategy. Anyway, we’ll know if they do because all the church bells will ring.’

‘Oh, good! That will make all the difference.’

‘It will, as a matter of fact. It will give us all time to collect our arms. I’ve got the gun Dad lets me use to shoot rabbits with. And Simon’s going to have Dad’s swordstick. Just you remember what Mr Churchill said about fighting on the beaches and everywhere. But if you don’t agree with that, at least it will give you time to commit suicide.’

‘What with?’


‘Oh, don’t be feeble, Poll. There are hundreds of ways of doing it if you really want to.’

‘Do you think we should commit suicide if the Germans come?’ she asked Clary. They had been sent to pick all the greengages that grew on the walls of the kitchen garden.

‘No. Teddy is just being silly. He can’t see the point of girls. He’s rather backward, if you ask me.’

‘All the same,’ Polly remarked, ‘it does show how men actually like war, or at least get unduly excited by it.’

‘We wouldn’t have them if they didn’t. And then they go off to have a nice fight, and leave all of us prey to wicked invaders.’

‘Clary, I honestly don’t think that’s fair.’

‘It isn’t. I’ve just said it wasn’t. I mean – look at us. A whole lot of women and children—’

‘There are men here—’

‘The Brig is almost completely blind. McAlpine’s got such awful rheumatism that he can hardly dig for victory let alone do anything else for it. Tonbridge is so weedy that if a German sneezed on him he’d probably fall over. And Wren is practically always over anyway and mad to boot.’ She had been ticking them off her fingers, and now finished with, ‘And your precious Christopher doesn’t believe in war, so he’d probably simply sit back and watch us being raped or whatever it is they do. And if what stands between us and all that is simply Teddy with his rabbit gun and Simon with a swordstick, we don’t have an earthly.’

She was sitting on top of the small steps they were using to reach the higher greengages. Now, having chosen two particularly ripe ones, she handed one down to Polly, and biting into her own she said, ‘What I find peculiarly irritating is that nobody will say what rape actually is. If there’s a danger of it, I really do think we ought to have some idea of what we’re in for. But they simply won’t say. It’s all part of this family’s determination not to talk about anything that they think is at all unpleasant. I think we should talk about everything that is. But when I ask any of them, I get nowhere. Aunt Rach said I shouldn’t have such morbid curiosity, but it doesn’t seem like that to me. It’s just curiosity. I want to know everything!’ She handed down the small trug she’d filled with fruit for Polly to put into the huge one perched on the wheelbarrow. ‘But you don’t, do you, Poll?’

‘Want to know everything? I wouldn’t have time for everything. In any case, nobody knows everything. The trouble is that, when you know things, you have to do something about it.’

‘No, you don’t. You just know it: store it up in case it comes in useful.’

‘I can see it might for writing books,’ Polly said. She began to feel sad, as she often did these days when confronted with her lack of vocation. ‘Did you ask Miss Milliment? She’s usually quite good about information.’

‘Miss Milliment doesn’t know the first thing about rape,’ Clary said contemptuously. ‘I asked her, and I could tell at once.’

‘How? She’s so old, I bet she does. How could you tell?’

‘You know how her face is that very pale lemony grey? Well, it started going the colour of dead leaves.’

‘Embarrassment,’ Polly said promptly. ‘I should have thought that showed she did know, but didn’t want to tell you.’

‘No. She knew it was something awful, of course, but she didn’t want to discuss it. And she didn’t really know. Of course that must be embarrassing for an older person.’

‘Look it up in the dictionary.’

‘Good idea, Poll!’

The conversation came to an end then, because Clary picked a plum with a wasp in it and got stung.

As Polly wheeled the barrow back to the house to hand over the greengages to Mrs Cripps (Clary had gone back to the house to put vinegar onto her wasp sting), she thought how odd it was that ordinary things had started to feel unreal. This must be because what she didn’t know – that hung over them, that they almost seemed to be waiting for – had begun to seem … not only bizarre and melodramatic, but more real than what was actually going on. It’s all this waiting, she thought, to grow up, for the war to get worse or better, or be over.

The next morning, Teddy said that a German bomber had dropped bombs over London, ‘It got shot down though,’ he added. He and Simon had made a noticeboard in the hall on which they pinned the latest bulletins. Dad rang up Home Place and had a long talk with the Duchy, at the end of which she said that it had been decided that everybody in Pear Tree Cottage should move into Home Place. This turned out to be partly because Emily, the cook at Pear Tree Cottage, had decided to go back to Northumberland to live with her sisters, but it was also, the Duchy said, because it was thought better for everybody to be in one place. Feelings about this were mixed.



‘We’ve got to move!’ Clary cried. ‘We’ve got to give up our nice friendly room we’ve always had and move into that horrible little room with the jiggly wallpaper.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. They’re going to turn our room into the night nursery for Roland and Wills. I can’t see why they couldn’t have the smaller room: they’re smaller and they’re too young to care about wallpaper.’

But during lunch, Aunt Rach reminded the Duchy that Villy had said that Edward had said that Louise must stop staying with her friend in London and come home. ‘So you may stay in your room and Louise will join you.’

‘We’d much rather move into the little room,’ Clary said at once.

‘I’m afraid you can’t. Neville and Lydia will be having that room.’

There was nothing to be done but grumble. ‘She’ll keep us up all night, painting her nails and talking about acting,’ Clary said despairingly, as they shifted their beds to make room for a third and an extra chest of drawers.

‘It’s worse for me,’ Neville said. He had very quietly stood on his head to surprise them in the doorway. ‘I have to sleep with a girl!’ he went on as his face slowly became scarlet. ‘I’ve marked the room in half with blackboard chalk and I’m going to charge her if she enters my territory.’

‘Neville, it is extremely rude to listen to other people’s private conversations.’

He eyed Clary unblinkingly. ‘I am extremely rude,’ he said.

She pushed him, and he collapsed easily on the landing against Lydia, who had just arrived from trudging upstairs with an armful of her possessions. This made a terrible mess, and Lydia cried as boxes of chalks, weak envelopes filled with beads that she strung into endless necklaces as presents for everyone, her shell collection, two bears and the skin of a grass snake pinned to a piece of balsa wood tumbled and rolled all over the place. Clary scolded Neville, who instantly disappeared, and Polly started to help her collect her things. ‘Put all the beads in my hat,’ she said, as she retrieved the snakeskin, hoping that Lydia wouldn’t notice that it was damaged but, of course, she did. ‘My most unusual thing!’ she wailed. ‘It might take me the whole of my life to find another one!’

‘It isn’t too bad, but I bet you, Christopher could find you another.’

‘I want to find it myself! I don’t want anyone else’s findings.’

‘If you sit still, I’ll put some lipstick on you.’

That worked. Lydia sat on the floor holding up her face, rapt, as Polly dabbed her moist cherry mouth with the hard dry Tangee she hadn’t used for ages.

‘What’s unfair,’ said Lydia, ‘is that they make all of us share with whoever they like – they even said that if ghastly Judy comes to stay they’ll put her in the room with Neville and me – but they don’t share. I mean, they could easily put Uncle Hugh in with Mummy when Aunt Syb goes for her exploration.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘She’s going for an operation so that they can explore her. I heard Mummy talking to her about it, and then when they saw me they said that French remark that means they don’t want you to know what they are talking about.’

… ‘Poll! For the third time! Do you want the bed by the window or not?’

‘I don’t mind,’ she said, lurched to her feet, and went blindly in search of her mother.
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‘Of course I’ll drive you,’ Edward said, ‘don’t be silly. But we ought to get a move on if you’re to catch your train.’

She smiled bravely at him: she’d done her make-up in the bathroom while he was dressing, and one looked terrible if one’s mascara ran.

‘I’ll pop down and pay the bill,’ he said. ‘Give me your case.’

He stood in front of her, a case in each hand and his hat tucked under one arm.

‘I wish I’d seen you without your uniform,’ she said without meaning to.

‘Darling, you have. I couldn’t have been more without it last night. I’ll meet you at the car.’ The reception desk had embarrassed her so much when they had checked in – Squadron Leader and Mrs Johnson-Smythe – that he didn’t want to repeat the experience. ‘Don’t be long,’ he said and went.

She looked round the room. Last night, it had seemed so romantic: the large double bed, the little pink silk bedside lights, the heavy silky curtains drawn and the dressing-table with three mirrors and a brocade-covered stool in front of it. Now, it looked desolate – untidy, even squalid. The bedclothes pulled back from the dented pillows, the wreck of their breakfast tray on the end of the bed – all crumbs and greasy plates and coffee rings on the tray cloth, the powder she had spilled on the dressing-table and the wet bath towels, one on the floor – Edward’s – and hers on the stool. The curtains were drawn to show a clear but uninviting view of the car park, and she could see that the thick carpet she had enjoyed walking upon with bare feet last night, was not, in fact, very clean. She knew he was married, he had been frightfully honest about that: she thought he was the most honest man she had ever met in her life; his blue eyes looked at one so seriously when he said things, even when he found some of them – like being married – difficult to say. Just the thought of him looking at her made her shiver. ‘Sure you want to do this?’ he’d said as they drove to the hotel after dinner. Of course she had wanted to. She hadn’t told him that she’d never done it before: she’d always thought she wouldn’t do it until she was married – that the first time would be her wedding night; she would wait for what the other girls in her company called Squadron Leader Right. Now she could see that all she’d been waiting for was to be in love – nothing else really mattered. He’d been a bit shattered when he found it was her first time: ‘Oh, darling, I don’t want to hurt you,’ he had said, but he had. She had loved him kissing her, and his touching her breasts had been really exciting, but the rest of it had been quite different from what she had imagined. The third time it hadn’t hurt in the same way. She could see that in the end it wouldn’t hurt at all. It was being wanted that was so amazingly exciting – or, at least, being wanted by someone as attractive as Edward.

She had been standing by the window with her compact mirror, trying to make a hard line of her mouth with lipstick, but she was so sore from his moustache that it was all red round her mouth and that made the lipstick look blurred. She smeared round her upper lip and chin with the very white powder she used. That was the best she could do. Now: leave the room, go down in the lift, walk firmly across the reception hall – no need to look at anybody – and out to the car. She twitched her tie, put on her cap, hung her bag over her shoulder and walked stiffly out of the room.

He was putting their cases in the back of the car when she reached it.

‘Well done, sweetie,’ he said, and she thought how sensitive he was to realise that leaving the hotel was an ordeal for her.

‘Now, ma’am. Where to?’

‘Paddington.’

‘Paddington it is.’

In the car, she thought fleetingly how lovely it would be if her weekend leave was going to be spent with him, instead of with her parents in Bath where there would be nothing whatever to do as all her friends were away at the war one way or another, with Mummy criticising her make-up and Daddy giving her patronisingly weak gin and limes.

On the Great West Road on their way into London, they got caught behind an immensely long army convoy and she lit them both cigarettes when he asked for one. ‘Happy?’ he asked her as she handed him his. She knew he wanted her to say yes she was, so she did, but really she was struggling with panic at the thought of parting and the anti-climactic hours to follow until they met at Hendon on Monday.

‘Have you just got the weekend, like me?’

‘That’s it. We just have to make the most of it.’

She wanted to ask him if he was going home, but there was no point because of course he would be. He had four children, she knew that, but when she had asked him their ages, the nearest she dared get to her curiosity about his wife, he’d smiled and said, awfully old – except for the youngest. ‘I’m old enough to be your father, you know,’ he said. That was another thing she admired about him: a great many men might have pretended they were younger than they were, but not Edward. In fact, when they reached Paddington, and he put her on the train, he said to the aged guard, ‘Look after my favourite daughter, won’t you, George?’ and the guard had smiled approvingly, and said of course he would. He put her in a corner seat. ‘Have you got anything to read?’ but she hadn’t, so he went away and came back with Lilliput, The Times (which she’d never read in her life) and Country Life. ‘That’ll keep you busy,’ he said; then he stooped down and whispered in her ear, ‘It was fun, wasn’t it, darling? The greatest possible fun?’

She felt her eyes grow hot with tears, and before she could even blink them back, he’d handed her his wonderful silk hanky that smelled so extraordinarily delicious. That was another thing she loved about him, his thoughtfulness, as well as his generosity.

‘I’ll give it back to you on Monday,’ she said, still trying not to cry.

‘You keep it, darling. There’s plenty more where that came from.’ He took off her cap and kissed her mouth – one quick kiss. ‘Bye, sweetheart, have a lovely leave.’ And he was gone. She dabbed her eyes and tried to open the window so that she could see him walking away down the platform, but by the time she got it open, she couldn’t see him. She settled back in her corner: it was really thoughtful of him to go quickly like that. She blew her nose repressively, and soon after the train started, she fell asleep.

‘Poor Mummy!’

‘Yes, indeed. Poor Mummy!’

‘I must say, it makes me see the point of voluntary euthanasia.’

‘Except that in Mummy’s case she’s not compos enough to make that sort of decision.’

Recognising the logic that all her life had irritated her about her sister, Villy remained silent.

They were sitting in a teashop, drinking grey coffee with a plate of Marie biscuits, untouched, between them. There had been an urgent summons from the nursing home, as Matron had thought that Lady Rydal was possibly on the way out, as she had put it on the telephone to Villy yesterday (Thursday) evening. But when they had arrived at the nursing home that morning – Jessica from Frensham, Villy from Sussex – Matron had met them with the, as it turned out rather distressing, news that Lady Rydal seemed a little better. ‘She’s holding her own,’ she had said, rustling down the passage before them. ‘Of course, she has a very strong heart, but I can’t hold out too many hopes.’

They had spent a miserable hour with their mother, who lay, flushed and somewhat shrunken on her pillows, her restlessness reduced to moth-like movements of her spectral fingers onto which the large diamond rings had been taped with Elastoplast. ‘She won’t be without them,’ Matron had said, ‘and they keep slipping off and getting lost in the bedclothes. Lady Rydal? Here are your daughters come to see you!’ But her cheery tones of one announcing a great treat were unheeded. She had not seemed to know them, or to care who they might be. Only once during the hour, when they had been conversing quietly and pointlessly to each other, she had suddenly said quite clearly, ‘After the fall, when my horse had refused, they came and cut my laces – and oh! the exquisite relief! But, of course, one needs the support, and quite soon my back began to ache.’

‘When was that, Mummy darling?’ But she had taken no notice of the question.

Jessica sipped her coffee and made a face. ‘I suppose soon there won’t be any coffee at all. That will be particularly awful for you because you love it so much.’

This was an olive branch – or rather, twig: it had only been a minor irritation, and Villy was glad to take it. ‘You’ll come back with me, won’t you? I mean, it seems to me that anything might happen, and it’s such a long journey for you.’

‘Thank you, darling. Well, just for the weekend, anyway. Then I must go back to shut Frensham up. Store everything, and see if I can find a tenant.’

‘Really? What does Raymond say?’

‘He doesn’t seem to mind which is surprising, but he’s actually got this job at Blenheim and he’s so thrilled that he can’t think of anything else.’

‘Jess! How wonderful! What’s he doing?’

‘He says it’s terribly hush-hush and he can’t say. That friend of his mother’s – old Lord Carradine who was always nice to him when he was young – mentioned his name and, of course, being disabled, a desk job’s just right for him. He didn’t want me to tell anyone until he’d had his interview, which apparently he sailed through. It’s just so wonderful that he’s found a niche.’

‘So what will you do?’

‘Well. I was wondering whether Judy could join your lot with Miss Milliment. I don’t like her going to a boarding school and she does love being with Lydia.’

Remembering Lydia’s remarks about Judy, Villy replied, ‘It’s a lovely idea, but of course I’d have to talk to the Duchy. And Miss Milliment too, I suppose.’

‘She won’t mind. She was worrying in the summer about not being useful enough.’

‘Was she? When was that?’

‘When we came over at the beginning of the holidays. She said she felt she ought to take herself off for a few weeks, but she didn’t know where to go. I couldn’t offer to have her because Raymond finds her difficult.’

‘What will you do? Do you want to join the clan?’

‘It’s awfully sweet of you, darling, but I rather thought I’d perhaps take over Mummy’s house in London. We can’t just leave it closed down with everything in it.’

‘Bryant’s still there, isn’t she?’

‘Yes, but we ought to do something about that. I mean, with the nursing home, I don’t think Mummy can afford to go on paying wages to servants whom she’s never going to need any more. I know it’s awful,’ she added as she saw Villy’s face, ‘but I thought we ought to agree what kind of settlement we could make, with Bryant particularly, who has been jolly faithful and is really too old to get another job.’

‘Yes, we should. But why London for you especially?’

Jessica answered vaguely that she was thinking of getting some job or other, ‘some kind of war work, even if it’s only cooking in a canteen’, but after that, there was constraint between them. Jessica knew, and Villy suspected, that war work was not the only reason. To change the subject Jessica said, ‘Any news of Edward?’

‘He’s coming tomorrow. He was coming tonight, but then he rang to say he couldn’t get leave until tomorrow.’

‘I suppose one must be grateful for small mercies.’

‘Oh, one must. Otherwise there would be nothing to be grateful for.’ Her tone was almost dramatically bitter, and Jessica decided not to reply.

In the car, when Jessica was driving them back, Villy said, ‘Isn’t it a bit unwise to set up in London just now? Won’t Raymond want you to be safer – to find somewhere near him? Oxford?’

‘Oh, no! He’s delighted to be away on his own. And I think it’s good for him to be with entirely new people, who don’t know a thing about the chicken farming or dog kennels or any of those things that didn’t work out. And, quite frankly, I’m glad to get him away from Frensham, because it proved to be in the most awful state – Aunt Lena had done nothing to it for years, and he was in a fair way to spending every penny we’d got repairing it. If I’m in London, it will be easy for him to pop up when he’s free …’ There was another silence while both of them thought about the same, quite different thing.

‘And how’s Sybil doing?’ Jessica asked with a kind of bright concern.

‘She’ll be home in about a week.’

‘Did she have to have—?’

‘Everything out? Yes, she did, poor dear. She’ll need a longish convalescence. But they said it was the only thing to do. Of course, we all thought she’d got cancer – including her. She was frightfully brave – just desperate that Hugh shouldn’t know.’

‘He didn’t?’

Villy shook her head. ‘It never seemed to occur to him, thank goodness. But he’s got so much on his plate with Edward away and having to live in his club and fire-watching at night as well as working all day, that I don’t think he’s had the energy or time to do any more than accept what he’s told. I think he’s just profoundly relieved that they found out what was wrong and did something about it.’

For the rest of the journey they compared notes on how similarly and differently difficult Angela and Louise were being.

It was funny how like their mother Villy was about other people’s misfortunes, Jessica thought: she behaved almost as though they had been sent personally to try her.

And Villy reflected wryly, how, when Jessica really wanted to do something, she would make out that it would be better for other people that she did it. Just like Mummy used to be about the summer holidays when they were children. She would say that it was essential for Papa to get away and have a rest from his composing, when all he wanted to do was to be left in London in peace to get on with it. Generally, these adverse perceptions that they had about each other did not, on the whole, diminish affection, but this afternoon, because they were both withholding what most occupied their thoughts, there was an edge to them, and they were both formally commiserating and carefully comforting each other about their difficult daughters as recompense. ‘At least she’s got a good and useful job at the BBC’ (Angela) and ‘I’m sure she’s very talented – after all, she must inherit some of it from you’ (Louise).

Jessica looked her haggard, but these days more elegant, self with a long chiffon scarf of the palest turquoise wound round her long throat making a contrast of muted bravado with her yellow-green dress. Even her hands, which last year had looked so ravaged by housework, had become white and smooth, decorated on their backs by veins that matched her scarf, and a large silver Amy Sandheim ring set with turquoise. Of course, having more money had effected all this, Villy thought, and that idea made her feel some of the old, compassionate affection that she had for her sister. ‘The scarf’s awfully good on you,’ she said.

‘It hides my awful neck, which is beginning to “go” as Mummy would say.’

‘Darling, you’ll always be fearfully attractive.’

‘I shan’t wear as well as you do.’

Later, Villy remembered that she’d left her car at the station in Battle. ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to go there for me to retrieve it.’

This they did, and then drove in tandem the two and a half miles to Home Place.

On her own, Villy reflected that by taking their mother’s house in St John’s Wood, Jessica would be able to see Laurence any time as he and his wife lived quite near in a flat in Maida Vale. Of course, that’s why she wants to go there, she thought, and I’ll be stuck in the country. She began to wonder whether there was any way in which she could persuade Edward to reopen their house in Lansdowne Road. She had not seen Laurence since his concert at the National Gallery and they had had that wonderful afternoon together, walking along the Embankment, when he had poured out to her the agonies of living with his insanely jealous wife who did nothing but mope when he was away, locking herself in her bedroom with French novels and migraines, and emerging on his return to make terrible scenes. His work meant that he had to travel all over the country, and she always imagined him in the arms of every violinist or singer he accompanied, when what he longed for was a quiet domestic life with somebody who understood that music came first. When she thought of his dark eyes burning into hers, she shivered with a kind of romantic excitement that she had never felt before in her life. They had had tea at the Charing Cross Hotel, and he had held her hand and told her again and again how lucky he felt to have met her. When she had said that she must catch her train, he had said, ‘I’ll catch it with you.’ Enchanted by this gesture, she had explained that her sister-in-law and her daughter would also be on the train … ‘We’ll go first class, as first-class people should,’ he had returned grandly. In the end she had made him curtail his journey at Tunbridge Wells, but that hour had been one of the most charming in her life. She had told him about her early dancing with the Russian Ballet; how Cecchetti had said what an extraordinary talent she had for dancing – he had not been able to believe at first that she had not started until she was sixteen – and how marriage had put a stop to all that. He had a gift for sympathy that she had never met before in a man and she was not able to recognise that the life she had led for the last twenty odd years had precluded her having much or any experience of men to whom she was not related one way or another. He was a very good listener, he asked the right questions, he seemed almost to know in advance what she wanted to tell him. When he left, he kissed her hand, and she looked at the place as a young girl might – indeed, she felt like Karsavina in Spectre de la Rose. Since then, he had sent her two letters – or rather two postcards enclosed in envelopes: one from Manchester and one from Maida Vale. ‘I think so often of our lovely talk in the train – and indeed elsewhere,’ he had written in the first. In the second he had referred to ‘our oasis in the desert of our lives’. To each of these communications she had replied with four- and five-page letters in which she had poured out her frustration about the futility of her life. When she had first used that word, he had stroked the side of her face with one finger and said, ‘You have a Russian soul, you want constantly to go to Moscow. Moscow is your dream – your great retreat.’ After that they had made tragi-comical Napoleonic jokes about the great retreat to Moscow, and she felt that, at last, someone was entering into the tragedy of her life. So the letters enlarged upon this game – she needed him to see that she was gallant, and employed her lightest touch. Of course she did not send them – there was nowhere safe to send them to. To believe that he understood her enabled her to admire his fortitude, his patient endurance of the yoke of jealousy. She sensed that he had not gone as far in his profession as he had wished: he had several times said things which implied that: ‘That was when I had just won the scholarship to the college,’ and ‘That was when Professor Tovey actually asked to be introduced to me after a concert, when I won the gold medal for—’ It was amazing how much ground they had covered in that one afternoon. Before that, she had practically not seen him alone. But since he had been conducting an amateur orchestra and choir for a spring season in Guildford, Jessica, who had, of course, joined the choir, had seen him a good deal.

She looked in her driving mirror: Jessica was close behind her as she turned into the drive.

‘All the same, I don’t really like the idea of you being in London.’

‘Darling, it’s perfectly all right. They’ve got a whacking great air-raid shelter in the basement, and we all get popped safely into it if there’s the slightest danger.’ She put out her hand, and Hugh took it. ‘You’re such an old worrier.’

‘Well, with any luck, I’ll have you home far sooner than you think. I’m seeing the Great White Chief before I leave here, and I know that if you have a good nurse he’ll let you go.’

‘That’s very grand of you. How did you manage that?’

‘I arranged it last week. He told me that this was his day here and that he’ll be free when he’s finished operating. If I get him to agree, the hospital can’t keep you.’

He smiled down at her, and she realised how exhausted he was. If it made him feel better to have her in the country, of course she would go … although, at the moment, even the thought of getting out of bed made her feel shaky and tearful from weakness. And with everybody moved into Home Place, she could not imagine where a nurse could sleep, even supposing they were able to get one. He was saying that he thought he’d better go, he did not want to miss seeing Mr Heatherington-Bute, and although in one way she didn’t want him to go, seeing anyone for more than half an hour made her desperate with fatigue.

‘Goodbye, my darling girl,’ he said. ‘Mind you eat that smoked salmon, it will build you up. I’ll give your best love to Polly and Simon and Wills,’ he added, anticipating her. ‘And I’ll ring tomorrow.’

Then he was gone, and she was left with the litter of gifts he had brought: not only the smoked salmon, but two novels, although she did not feel up to reading, the pink roses that she must ring for a nurse to put in water, the large bunch of black grapes – he never came empty-handed. I’ll call the nurse in a minute, she thought wearily, turned her face away from the door and fell asleep.

Half an hour later, he let himself out of the huge black door and walked down the steps from the hospital, and then across the road to his car. His mind was curiously blank, as though it had temporarily absented itself from his body, which none the less knew how to put one foot before another, how to open the car door and lever itself into it.

When he was sitting, fragments of what the man had said to him occurred but in no coherent order: ‘Your wife is doing very well: as well as can be expected.’ ‘I’m afraid I have to tell you that of the two tumours we removed, one was not benign.’ ‘Operation itself a complete success, so all should be well.’ ‘Felt you should be put in the picture.’ Then he had stopped talking and offered him a cigarette. ‘But she’ll get better, won’t she? A complete success, you said.’ That seemed unanswerable, but it wasn’t. Every time he screwed himself up to ask a direct question, the man answered in such a way that he felt none the wiser – neither terrified, nor reassured. There was every chance that she would show a steady improvement. He could see no reason to be unduly worried. The only point on which he seemed unequivocal was discussion with the patient herself. ‘Oh, no, no, no,’ he had said, his rather heavy, plum-coloured jowls shifting uneasily from side to side, and this did relieve him: above all else, he did not want her to be worried, and Mr Heatherington-Bute had enthusiastically concurred. Nothing was more injurious to patients – particularly women – than anxiety.

On this note, he had found himself leaving: Mr Heatherington-Bute had risen, had extended a white, fastidiously shaped hand, a series of ever-widening smiles – like the ripples on a pool – were regularly disturbing his face, and he was imploring Hugh to get in touch with him whenever he felt inclined.

Hugh realised that he had not asked when he might take her home which had been the question at the top of his list, and the inclination to get in touch with Mr H. B. there and then occurred, but he quenched it. Obviously, she wasn’t up to coming home now, and he could talk to Matron on Monday about dates. He had realised when he had been talking to her that she was actually feeling pretty done up. Her skin had that translucent, milky quality that had been coloured only by the small bruising marks of fatigue, minute fronds of viridian veins lacing her eyelids, which if she had been well would have been invisible, and the dusty shadows under her eyes, her hair still done in two plaits for the operations and still not loosened, and her mouth still blistered from the fever she had had for a couple of days afterwards. Thinking of her mouth – and the still irresistible way in which she drew in her upper lip with her teeth when she was thinking hard – he remembered with a pang that he had not kissed her when he had left. Would she have minded – would she have noticed even? Suddenly he was overcome by a longing for her – to hold her in his arms, to watch her breathing, to hear her small soft voice, to reminisce, to chat, to gossip with her of nothing important, except that it had been shared, that their knowledge was equal, their responses sometimes delightfully different …

No, to go back and see her now might worry her. She might think that he had had an awkward time with Mr Heatherington-Bute – that there had been some bad, or difficult news. When, in reality, it hadn’t been at all like that: he was very pleased with her, she was making jolly good progress, the operation had been a complete success … In rehearsing how he would tell her what had been said, he began to feel relief himself – naturally these professional chaps had to cover themselves, would never stick their necks out a hundred per cent … It was quite right not to go back again to see her – never mind how much he wanted to – it would do him good to think of others for a change. He lit a cigarette and started the engine. It seemed very odd to be driving to Sussex, away from her, when always it had been the other way round and Fridays had been the best day of the week, but he’d soon have her home. He’d talk to Rachel about finding a really good nurse, because then she could come home sooner:

‘FUC,’ she wrote laboriously, ‘fuss?’

‘Fuck. It’s got a k at the end.’

‘Oh, well, you didn’t say that.’

‘You write so slowly,’ he complained. ‘The next one’s easy. Bugger. BUGGER.’

Lydia licked her pencil and went on writing.

‘Ready?’ Neville said. ‘Balls.’

‘Balls? I really can’t see anything rude about them. This is getting a bit boring, if you ask me.’

‘Shut up! Shit! Spew – gloomy blood! Soixante dix!’

‘How on earth do you spell that? It sounds foreign to me.’

‘It is. It is a foreign position – probably the rudest in the world.’

‘Get into it, Nev – let me see!’

But he was not to be caught out. ‘Have you written the others down?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Well, get on with it, or you’ll forget them.’

‘I won’t. What was the first one?’

He told her. As a long-term plan for getting rid of her in what he decided had become his bedroom, it was proving laborious. She simply forgot the words – on the other hand she never failed to ask him awkward questions about what they meant. And it was going to be difficult to get her to launch into a proper display of rudeness in front of everyone at mealtime if she had no idea what she was talking about. Sometimes, he had to admit, he didn’t know, since it was the fashion at school to pretend to know everything anyway, which cut down everyone’s chances of acquiring new information. Soixante dix, for instance: for the life of him, he couldn’t think of any rude English position at all let alone a foreign one. What he was trying to be was what they called a bad influence – so bad that they would remove her from the bedroom. He’d get a wigging for it, but it would be worth while: they might even move him in with Teddy and Simon! If horrible Judy came, which had been mentioned as a possibility, then they easily might, and poor old Lyd would be left with the goody-goody. But if Teddy and Simon refused point blank to have him, he might end up alone, and what he found about being alone was that although he often thought he would like it, it usually made him sad. At school you were never alone – even the lavatories didn’t have walls from the floor to the ceiling so that other people could hear everything. The other worrying thing about being alone for him, was when he had an asthma attack. If nobody was there, and he couldn’t find his sniffer, he could feel pretty awful. Lydia had always been decent about that: she sat up and read to him until he felt better and she shut up about it the next day. Also, when he was alone, he could not help thinking about things generally, and they all seemed to be bad. The war wasn’t turning out at all like he had thought it would; far from being exciting, it seemed simply to make things that used to be exciting either impossible or dull, and dull things duller. Then there was the question of Dad which he found he couldn’t think about at all. How could Dad go off like that and leave him and Clary with nothing? Because he certainly wasn’t counting Zoë and that horrible baby she’d deliberately had. There had been too much death in the family for its own good, he thought. His mother becoming dead at the beginning of his life; and now Dad, just disappearing without warning – Ellen would be the next to go, he shouldn’t wonder. He felt the need to be alone coming over him now, and watching Lydia’s head bent over her exercise book he wished he hadn’t started the whole thing; he couldn’t see a particularly good end to it whatever happened.

‘… gloomy blood just sounds disgusting,’ she was saying. ‘I can spell it, but I don’t think I’ll bother. I’m really only interested if it’s breathtakingly rude.’

‘Naturally, I know a lot of far ruder things but you’re not old enough for them.’ He was becoming bored with the whole thing.

‘I’m catching up with you nearly. I‘ll be nine in November.’

‘But the fact remains that you’re only eight now. And a girl.’ Escaping from her meant leaping out of the very, very old car on the stinging nettle side, but he was so bored it was worth it. He ran, with smarting legs until her wails of dismay had become merely funny. In the orchard, he found dock leaves and rubbed his legs until they were streaked with green. Then he lay in the long grass and wondered what to do with his life. Do a bad deed, if he could think of one. He and Hawkins at school had made a pact about seeing who could collect the most bad deeds throughout the holidays, and the person who won would get half the other person’s pocket money for the term. In order that there should be no argument, they had constructed an elaborate points system. A small bad deed would just mean that people got cross and told you not to do it again: one point. A better bad deed would mean that you got a punishment: two points. The best of all was if you did something that had not been done before and for which you were punished: three points. This last was surprisingly difficult, but the best of all was doing something really bad that had not been done before and was not found out. You got five for that. ‘How will each other know that we did it?’ he had asked, and Hawkins said that there was such a thing as honour, and that if real friends betrayed one another they would go to hell. ‘That’s just a matter of fact,’ he had said. He was six months older with bright ginger hair and in summer the freckles all ran into each other over his nose so that it looked yellow. He had been bitten by a snake and had not died and had been to the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussaud’s in London where he said he had seen some terrible things, in fact the only boring thing about him was his conjuring tricks that you could always see how they were done, but he kept on practising on anyone who would watch and, of course, as Hawkins’s best friend Neville had had to do more than his share of that. Otherwise he was wizard fun. A bad deed popped into his mind and he went off to do it.

‘He gave me ever such a fright,’ Eileen said holding her side to show she meant it. ‘I went in, because I thought I’d left my dusters in there, and there he was, without a stitch on, doing the Lambeth Walk on the billiard table with Mr Hugh’s golf club. I don’t know,’ she finished, as she took the restorative cup of tea proffered by Mrs Cripps. ‘All the curtains drawn as well, and the table lights on – it gave me ever such a turn. I couldn’t find Ellen, so I had to get Miss Rachel. He didn’t ought to take his clothes off – a big boy like that.’

‘Whatever next, I wonder?’ Mrs Cripps had returned to sieving breadcrumbs. ‘Of course he misses his father, poor little mite.’ There was a hush in the kitchen, and Edie, who stopped washing up out of respect, dropped a pie-dish on the floor where it broke – it came to pieces in her hand, she wept as Mrs Cripps scolded her.

‘It was really so killing, I had the greatest difficulty in not laughing,’ Rachel said to the Duchy. ‘He hadn’t cut or damaged the cloth, thank goodness. But what makes him think of such things?’

‘He wants attention,’ the Duchy said calmly. ‘He misses his father. Zoë has never been much use to him, and Clary is too old in some ways and too young in others to comfort him about that.’

They looked at each other with many of much the same thoughts. ‘A little treat on his own?’ Rachel ventured.

‘Certainly, but not today. He mustn’t think that dancing on billiard tables reaps a reward. In fact I think Hugh had better give him a good talking to this evening when he gets home.’

Zoë could hear Juliet crying as she walked up the drive, and by the time the house came in sight, she was running. This quickly made her out of breath. She had known at Mill Farm she was late, because her breasts had begun to feel too heavy and full, but it had been impossible to leave the poor chap she had been reading to until the nurse came to relieve her. Supposing Ellen was not with Juliet; suppose she had fallen out of her basket and hurt herself: she caught her cardigan on the latch of the garden gate in her hurry and turning impatiently to free it, she tore the pocket. In the hall, she almost collided with Eileen carrying a tray with the silver to lay the dinner. By the time she had got to the top of the stairs she had a stitch in her side but she still ran along the passage to her room. Ellen was walking up and down with Juliet who was scarlet and pumping out little regular screams of rage. ‘She’s only hungry,’ Ellen said. ‘She’s a regular little madam when she wants her food.’

Zoë sat in the high-backed nursing chair, unbuttoned her shirt and unhooked her bra, removing the sodden pads. Ellen handed her the baby who was stiff and sweating with rage, settled her in the crook of her arm. The baby made a few apparently random, almost blind movements of her head and found the breast whereupon her body instantly softened; and on her face an expression of (stern) rapture instantly occurred. ‘Don’t let her have it too fast,’ Ellen advised, but she said it with a proper adoration and Zoë could tear her eyes for a moment from her baby to smile.

‘I won’t.’ Ellen handed her a Harrington square for her other breast which leaked in sympathy and limped from the room – she had rheumatism that had made her painfully lame.

Zoë stroked the damp wisps of hair with her fingers and the baby’s eyes, fixed upon hers now with that look of considering trust that she never tired of, flickered at the interruption, then returned to their steady gaze. Her complexion was now a delicious rose colour; her tiny bare feet curling with pleasure made Zoë want to seize one and kiss it – an interruption that she knew would not be popular. ‘You have a widow’s peak,’ she said, going through her inventory of perfections which were so many. The silky, touchingly defined eyebrows, the amazing wide-apart eyes, still the colour of wet slate but likely, she had been told, to change, the dear little nose and the charming mouth the colour of red cherry skin, and her head with the reddish gold hair, such a perfect shape – like a hazelnut she thought … It was time to wind her. She lifted her up and placed Juliet over her shoulder, stroking the small of her back. The baby made a few small creaking sounds and then burped – she was the perfect baby.

It was the Duchy who had suggested that she should go and help at the nursing home at Mill Farm in the afternoons, and almost frightened by the completeness of her absorption in Juliet, she had agreed. The Duchy had been unfailingly kind to her and Zoë cared very much for her good opinion. It had been the Duchy who had told her about Rupert – not until two days after Juliet was born and her milk had come in. She had cried – easy, weak tears but the news had a kind of unreality, a distance about it that made her unable to feel what clearly they all expected her to feel – anguish, hope at first, now ebbing away as the weeks went by. She could not absorb the idea that he might be dead and she would never see him again – would not or could not think of it. The Duchy, whether she realised this or not, had never pressed her for responses. She had told her the truth and then left her to refer to it if she had wanted to. But she hadn’t. There had been one time with Clary, when there had been a second’s awful, unimaginable reality, but she had fled from it, retreated into the existence, the possession of Juliet. ‘I can’t,’ she had said to Clary: ‘I can’t think about it now. I can’t.’ And Clary had said, ‘That’s all right. Just don’t think he’s dead because he isn’t.’ And she never talked about it again. For nearly three months now her whole existence had been Juliet: feeding her, bathing her, changing her nappies, playing with her, taking her for walks in the old Cazalet family pram. At night, she slept dreamlessly, but in some magic way, she always woke a minute or two before Juliet for her early-morning feed – her favourite time when there seemed to be nobody in the world but the two of them. The war receded for her: she did not listen to the news on the wireless, nor read newspapers. She spent hours making intricate, pretty dresses for Juliet to wear when she was a little older, fine lawn dresses, with pin tucks and drawn threadwork and edged sometimes with a narrow handmade lace that the Duchy gave her. Sybil had become her friend in an amiable, undemanding way: she had a proper admiration for Juliet and was quite happy to talk about babies in a knowledgeable and reassuring manner, and she had crocheted three matinée jackets, had shown her how to cut Juliet’s nails to stop her scratching her face. But two weeks ago the Duchy had suggested that she might like to help at Mill Farm which contained a number of young airmen who had suffered frightful wounds – mostly burns – and were rested up there between operations. ‘They need visiting,’ she had said. ‘I’ve talked to Matron, and they are a long way from their families who can’t see them often, and I think you should get out more.’ It had not been exactly a command, but Zoë had known that she was meant to comply. So it was arranged that she should go three afternoons a week. It was Villy who had warned her that ‘burns could make people look very strange’, but even then she had been unprepared for what she found at Mill Farm.

‘It is very good of you to come and help us, Mrs Cazalet,’ Matron had said the first time she went. ‘We’re such a small unit, but they all need a lot of nursing and I’m kept short of staff – only four nurses, and one of them on nights.’

‘I don’t know anything about nursing,’ Zoë had said, alarmed.

‘Oh, we shan’t be expecting that of you. No, no, it’s company they need – a new face, some of them like to be read to. I thought I’d start you off with Roddy – he wants a letter written for him, and then you can give him his tea.’ She was leading Zoë along the passage to the small room that one of the children had had when Villy had been there, which was now filled by the high hospital bed, a bedside cabinet with a drawer and cupboard below, and a chair for visitors. ‘Here’s Mrs Cazalet come to see you, Pilot-Officer Bateson,’ Matron said, her tone both cheerful and quiet, ‘and there’s plenty of time for her to write your letter before tea. Dear me, those pillows do slip, don’t they? I’ll give you something to rest your feet against,’ and she went away.

Pilot-Officer Bateson, who was propped upright, turned his head slowly towards Zoë, and she saw that the right-hand side of his face was covered by intolerably taut, glistening mulberry-coloured skin that dragged up the side of his mouth into a lopsided smile. He had no eye on that side of his face, and the other side of it was not smiling. His arms were in splints to the elbow and heavily bandaged. They lay on two pillows each side of him.

‘Hallo,’ Zoë said, and then could think of no more to say.

‘There’s a chair there,’ he said. She sat down. The silence was broken by Matron’s return with a bolster. She lifted his sheet and blanket up from the bottom of the bed and Zoë saw that one leg was in a splint. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, seeing Zoë looking at the splint, ‘Pilot-Officer Bateson has really been in the wars.’

‘One was enough, Matron.’ He looked at Zoë and she thought he was trying to wink.

‘Now then,’ Matron was saying, as though he hadn’t spoken, ‘you can push your good leg against that, and it will help to keep you in your place.’

‘I don’t think there’s much chance of me getting out of it, Matron.’

She finished arranging his bedclothes and straightened up. ‘I wouldn’t put it past you,’ she said; she managed to sound matter-of-fact and affectionate. ‘His writing-pad’s in the drawer, Mrs Cazalet,’ and she went away again. Her absence induced panic in Zoë: she did not know whether to look at him or not look at him, but he solved that for her by telling her, ‘Bit of a sight, aren’t I?’

She looked at him then and said, ‘I can see you’ve had a bad time,’ and felt him relax against his pillows. She got up and took the pad of paper, which lay beside a fountain pen, out of his drawer. ‘Shall we do your letter?’

‘OK. It’s to my mum. I’m not much of a one for letters, I’m afraid.’

‘Dear Mum.’ There was a long pause, and then the sight of her with the pen poised drove him on. ‘Well, how are you? It is a nice place here. I’ll be staying a few weeks until they send me back to Godalming for the next op. They say I am doing very well. The food is good and they look after us very well.’ There was a long silence, and then he said rapidly, ‘I hope Dad is enjoying the Home Guard and your work in the canteen isn’t too tiring for your back. Please thank Millie for her card.’

‘Hang on,’ Zoë said, ‘you’re going too fast for me.’

‘Sorry.’

‘It’s all right. I’ve just got to Aunt Millie.’

‘She’s not my aunt, she’s the dog,’ he said. Then he said, ‘Do you think that’s enough? I can’t think of any more.’

‘It isn’t quite a page.’

‘Oh. Oh, yes. Please would you ring Ruth and tell her not to come. You could tell her we’re not allowed visitors only I don’t want her to come. Well, I hope this finds you—’ He stopped. ‘That won’t do, will it?’ She realised that he was trying to smile and felt her eyes prick with tears. ‘Just put, your loving son Roddy,’ he said.

By the time she had found an envelope and addressed it, read the letter to him and packed it up, a nurse arrived with a tray on which there was a plate of sandwiches and two cups of tea. ‘Matron said you were giving him his tea. There’s a straw for his drink,’ she said. ‘Are you quite comfortable?’

‘I’m fine, Nurse. How are you?’

‘Mustn’t complain,’ she answered. She had put the tray on his bedside cabinet and attended to his pillows, the ones behind his head, and one which supported his left arm. ‘No more dressings?’ he said, and Zoë caught a note of barely concealed apprehension.

‘Not tonight,’ she said. ‘We’re letting you off tonight. I’ll be back for the tray. Call if you want anything.’

She would have to feed him, Zoë thought, and began to feel anxious about how it should be done. She put the straw in his tea cup.

‘It’ll be too hot,’ he said. ‘I can’t drink it hot.’

The sandwiches were quite thin with the crusts cut off. She drew up her chair nearer the bed, picked one up and held it to his mouth. He tried to take a bite, but she realised that he could hardly open his mouth and that it hurt him, so she broke off a small piece and pushed it in. ‘Bit of a crock, aren’t I?’ he said.

‘An awful crock.’

‘When you smile you remind me of someone. A film actress.’ He seemed just to have held the food in his mouth, but now he swallowed – she saw the movement in his smooth bony throat. ‘Live near here, do you?’

‘Yes. Just up the road.’

‘I see you’re married.’

‘Yes.’ There was a pause, then she said, ‘He was in the Navy.’

A heavy splinted arm came clumsily down against hers. ‘Rough luck,’ he said, and she could see the left side of his face blushing. “Fraid I can’t lift my arm,’ he said. She put down the sandwich and lifted it carefully back onto its pillow. While she fed him the rest of the sandwich, she told him about Juliet, and he was courteous, but not really interested. She asked him if he had brothers and sisters, and he said, no, he was the only one. He’d had a younger brother, but he’d died of diphtheria when he was eight. He asked her to eat some of the sandwiches because he wasn’t up to more than one and they kept on at him about eating. She gave him his tea, holding the cup while he sucked from the straw. ‘I like a nice cup of tea,’ he said.

When he’d finished, she said, ‘I suppose you can’t read with your arms like that.’

‘I couldn’t, anyway. My eye’s not much cop for reading.’

‘I could bring you a book and read it, if you like?’

‘I would,’ he said. ‘Something light.’

‘It’s very kind of you,’ he said stiffly when it was time for her to go. He said it almost grudgingly and as though he did not like her. But when she was at the door and smiling in farewell, he said, ‘Vivien Leigh! That’s who you remind me of! You know. Waterloo Bridge. I saw it three times. Could you ask the nurse to come, please?’

Gradually, after that first time, she learned more about him, but chiefly from Matron. He’d got his plane back on one engine, but there’d been a fire in the cockpit and he’d broken his leg getting out. ‘He got a DFC for it,’ she said, he’d shot down three planes that day. He had terrible nightmares. He was twenty and he’d only been flying a month apart from his training. When she asked whether they would be able to patch up his face any more, Matron had said that they probably would, but his arms and especially his hands were so terribly burned that they weren’t sure what was going to happen about them. Then she had looked at Zoë and said, ‘He’s not the worst. He’s not even the worst here. And we don’t get the very worst cases. They keep them at Godalming.’ She had given Zoë a quick little pat on the shoulder, and said, ‘You’re doing a good job with him. Just remember he’s still in shock. Apart from his crash, the shock element from burns is one of the worst things he has to contend with. How’s the baby?’ She always asked after Juliet, and one afternoon, when it was Ellen’s day off, Zoë took her down to Mill Farm to show to Matron and the nurses, and a lot of very satisfactory baby worship went on, with everybody wanting to hold her and saying how lovely she was. But when they suggested she take Juliet up to show her to Pilot-Officer Bateson she said she didn’t think it would be a good idea and they did not press her, although what she actually did turned out to be worse. She left Juliet with Matron, who said she was writing reports and could easily keep an eye on her, while she went to say hallo to Roddy. She had been reading Sherlock Holmes stories – having tried P. G. Wodehouse which he said made him laugh and laughing hurt too much. She told him that she could only stay ten minutes. This upset him, and when she explained that it was because she had the baby with her he closed up completely. She offered to start a story, and he said he wasn’t feeling like one and an awkward silence ensued. ‘You can’t read much in ten minutes,’ he said after a bit. She said she was sorry, but it was the nanny’s day off. He had turned his face away from her so that only the burned side showed. ‘I’m tired anyhow,’ he said. ‘I’m sick and tired of the whole thing.’

She got up from the chair and said she would come tomorrow.

‘Please yourself,’ he answered. When she was at the door, he said, ‘Bit posh having a nanny, isn’t it?’

‘I don’t really. She just helps me sometimes which means I can come and see you.’ She felt quite angry when she said it, and afterwards was afraid that it had showed.

But a couple of days later there was a small parcel on her chair. ‘Open it,’ he said. He looked more animated than usual. ‘Go on!’

It was a toy: a small white monkey with pink felt ears and a tail. ‘It’s for your baby,’ he said. ‘I got one of the nurses to choose it. She said it was the best she could find.’

‘It’s lovely. She’ll love it. Thank you, Roddy, it really is kind of you.’ On impulse, she went over and kissed him, very lightly, on the crimson, glistening skin. He drew a deep gasping sigh and she was afraid she had hurt him, but after a moment he said huskily, ‘You’re the first person to kiss me – since—’ and tears began to slide out of his eye, slowly at first and then more and more. She found her handkerchief and mopped him up, held it for him to try to blow his nose. That was when he told her about Ruth – his girl – they hadn’t known each other very long – met in a dance hall – she was a lovely dancer and had hair like Ginger Rogers. They met twice a week, once for the cinema, and once to go dancing. ‘Used to,’ he said wearily. She had written him a letter saying she wanted to come and see him when he was at Godalming, but he hadn’t answered it. ‘I don’t want her to see me,’ he said. And Zoë, who had learned some things during these weeks, had not argued with him, just listened to the lot.

Then she went back to her chair, picking up the monkey, and said very casually that Matron had said they thought they would do more to his face. ‘And anyway,’ she finished, ‘people don’t love people just for their faces – or at least it’s awful if they do.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘I’ve been that sort of person. It makes you feel rotten in the end. You know. Like being loved just because you’ve got a lot of money.’

He thought about it. ‘All the same,’ he said, ‘that’s how it starts, isn’t it? You like the look of someone.’

‘And then you like other things about them. If there are things to like.’

‘A lot of men are after Ruth, though,’ he said. ‘She loves a good time – dancing and that. She’s only eighteen – much younger than me.’ After that, Zoë spent at least as much time talking to him as reading aloud, which she recognised had been more a way of her dealing with their mutual shyness and embarrassment than anything else …

Juliet was finished. She had fallen asleep on the second breast: it seemed a shame to wake her, but she had to be winded and then held over her pot, but as Ellen was not there she decided to spare Juliet the pot.

Outside, she could hear car doors slamming, and went to see who had arrived. Two cars, one with Villy and one with her sister. Since going down to Mill Farm she had been getting on better with Villy, but Sybil was really her favourite, and she thought then, that when she came home, she would help look after her. There was a knock on the door, and Clary came in to borrow a skirt.

‘The thing is I seem to have got ink on that dress you made me. My beastly fountain pen which has leaked.’

‘I’ll just put Juliet down.’

‘Why don’t you call her Jules? You know – like Juliet’s nurse. “Thou wilt fall backwards when thou hast more wit”, although why falling back should be witty I can’t think. I think Jules is a lovely name. Jules,’ she said lovingly, bending over the cot. The baby opened her eyes and gave her a fleeting smile. ‘You see? She likes it. Where did you get that sweet little monkey?’

‘One of the patients at Mill Farm got a nurse to buy it and gave it to me for her.’

‘Gosh! He must love you. Look at your monkey, Jules!’

‘She’s nearly asleep, Clary – better leave her. Let’s see what I can find you.’

Clary had grown a great deal in the last year and had pitifully few clothes. I ought to do what Sybil did for Polly, she thought, as she rummaged through her wardrobe. Meanwhile, she had several things she could no longer get into – her waist was a good two inches larger. She pulled out a dark grey hopsack skirt cut in six gores that had used to fit round her hips like a glove.

‘Try that on.’

Clary got out of her shorts – they were torn, Zoë’ noticed, were pinned together at the waist with a safety pin – and stood in her faded yellow Aertex shirt and dark blue knickers. ‘Better take my sandals off,’ she said. ‘One of them’s got a bit of tar on it that won’t come off except onto things.’

The skirt fitted her perfectly, although it was rather long. ‘I’ll take up the hem for you,’ she said, but Clary cried, ‘Oh no! I like it long.’

‘You need a nice shirt to go with it.’

‘This’ll do, won’t it?’

‘I don’t want it just to do, Clary, I want you to look beautiful.’

And Clary smiled, but she answered, ‘I’m afraid it’s rather an uphill wish.’

However, by the time Zoë had found a scarlet shirt, and brushed Clary’s hair and held it back from her forehead with two combs – she was still growing out her fringe – she really looked striking, ‘like a photograph of a grown-up,’ she said, unexpectedly and unusually delighted with her appearance.

‘My shoes won’t fit you. What have you got?’

‘Only sandshoes, and lace-ups and these sandals. And wellingtons, of course. Couldn’t I just be in bare feet – like a romantic oil painting?’

‘You know the Duchy wouldn’t let you. It’ll have to be your sandals. But I promise you we’ll go shopping soon and get you some nice shoes. Look – you’d better have these skirts as well. They’re exactly the same pattern and I can’t get into any of them.’

‘But you will when you’ve stopped feeding Jules, won’t you? You’ll get thin again all over, won’t you? I really think you should, Zoë. Thinness suited you. You could do what Aunt Villy calls banting whatever that may mean.’

‘I don’t know if I want to bother. Why does it matter to you, anyway?’

‘It doesn’t exactly matter to me,’ Clary began, and then stopped: they had reached that brink beyond which Rupert lay dead – or alive – and both retreated from it.

‘Polly plucked my eyebrows,’ Clary said quickly. ‘It hurt awfully, I must say.’

When Clary had gone, having gathered up her old and new clothes, thanking her more effusively than suited her natural manner, Zoë looked critically at herself in the mirror for the first time since Juliet’s birth. She had clearly, as her mother would have said, ‘let herself go’. Not only her waist and hips had spread, but her stomach, she could feel it with her hands, was still like chamois leather. She stepped nearer the mirror to examine her face. She still had her creamy skin, but the lower half had filled out so that she could see – almost – the beginnings of a double chin. She was twenty-five, an age that, until she reached it, had seemed over the top; she must start doing exercises and stop eating snacks between meals. Vivien Leigh, Roddy had said, but Zoë wore clothes that concealed her shape, and, anyway, she was sure he had meant her face. When he had said that he went dancing with his girl once a week, and how she loved a good time and had a lot of men after her, she had fleetingly remembered how much she had used to love dancing and men wanting her, how it had all seemed like the most delicious game where she chose what happened, she dispensed the favours, she accepted the sexual homage … Until Philip, when it had suddenly stopped being a game at all. And then the baby that was not Rupert’s and had not lived. But even its death had not diminished her guilt, since that fed upon the continuous deception – chiefly with Rupert but also with the whole family – that she was unhappy because their child had died and she was the only one who knew that this was a black lie. And then, last autumn, after the war had begun, when they were in London packing up her mother’s flat in Earl’s Court (she had been invited to lodge with her friend in the Isle of Wight for the duration of the war), she had not wanted Rupert to help her, but he had insisted (‘It’s too much for you on your own’). He had ordered tea chests into which they put the smaller objects that it was thought her mother would want to keep – the furniture was to go into store, and the things to be thrown out or sold were piled on the sitting-room floor. The flat, as places do that have been deserted for some time, had the air of being only one resentful step from actual squalor: the net curtains that hung at all the windows were so dirty that it looked as though there was a fog outside. Rupert tied some of them back to admit more light, but this only disclosed the shabbiness of the fumed oak furniture and pink damask upholstered sofa, the indeterminate, shadowy stains on the pink fitted carpets, the broken elements in the gas fires, the gnarled, discoloured parchment shades to the sconces, the dust that lay evenly on every surface – upon every photograph frame and ornament. She had packed her mother’s clothes into cases that could be dispatched to her while Rupert dealt with the kitchen. He had to keep asking her whether things were to be kept or not – battered old aluminium saucepans, an attenuated set of Susie Cooper china, fish knives with yellowing bone handles, a teapot in the shape of a thatched cottage and an embroidered linen bag that was full of crocheted egg cosies and paper cutlet frills: ‘Extraordinary mixture!’ he had remarked while he was still trying to be cheerful. When he said things like that, she had snubbed him, had defended her mother: there was nowhere for her to keep things – that sort of defence – until he had said, ‘Darling, I’m not getting at your poor mum: I mean – going through anybody’s things must be a bit like this.’

She hadn’t replied. She had not been back to the flat – not once – since the night she had spent in it with Philip, and this had been comparatively easy, since her mother had hardly been there either. It seemed now in small and piercing ways to be exactly as she had left it that morning. Even the same small and cracked piece of Morny lavender soap lay in its dusty declivity in the bathroom and the kitchen contained the remains of a packet of coffee that she had used. She had not thought she would return, and coming there with Rupert added another dimension to her discomfort.

‘Poor little Zoë: you had to sleep on this,’ he had said when they arrived and he sat on the sofa to read through the list her mother had sent of the things she wished packed off to her.

For a mad second she imagined herself saying calmly, ‘I was raped on it actually.’ Unable to stay in the room with him, she said that she would pack the clothes, and that he had better do the kitchen. ‘We don’t want to spend all day here.’ She almost snatched the list from him as she added that there was no point in his reading it. In the bedroom, she collapsed on the slippery pink counterpane decorated with machined chain stitch, suffused with guilt and irritation at herself for being horrid to him and for agreeing to let him come to the flat at all. Alone, she felt, she might have gone back over the whole affair one last time, have exorcised or written off the whole Philip episode – might have been able to rationalise her further deception of Rupert (as long as she didn’t tell him, she had to continue lying) as simply evidence of loving him, of not wanting to hurt him. If only she hadn’t been pregnant, had the baby, she thought, she might have been able to confess the rest of it. He would be hurt and angry, but when she told him how desperately sorry she was, she felt he would forgive her. But not the child. After years of refusing to have his child, how could he bear her to have been what must look like wilfully careless that one night? As though she’d wanted this other man’s baby?

‘The jar of flour has got extraordinary little flies in it! Are you all right, darling?’

‘Just trying to think about where to begin. Perfectly all right. Chuck out all the food things.’

It did not take long to pack her mother’s clothes. Moths fluttered out of her grey squirrel coat, which she had had ever since Zoë could remember, but apart from the moths it was terribly worn – it had better go.

It would be nice to give her a new one, she thought, but she had no money excepting what Rupert gave her and Neville’s school fees had more or less eaten up the small difference in salary that working for the firm had made (the Brig did not believe in paying his sons a penny more than they were worth, and Rupert would be paid even less in the Navy).

When she had finished in the bedroom, she found Rupert in the sitting room looking at an old photograph album that had been lying on the desk.

‘Couldn’t we keep this?’ he said. ‘It’s almost entirely pictures of you from birth upwards. I could write to your mother and ask if I might have it?’

‘You’ve got pictures of me: Mummy gave you some.’

‘Not these. I should hate these to get lost’

‘I should have thought from today that you could see that Mummy didn’t throw things away much.’

The rest of the time in the flat had been like that: she had been filthy to him – everything that he had done or said provoked her; and everything that she found there seemed to compound her guilt, which by then had extended to her mother. Her mother’s diary, an expensive and belyingly gay scarlet leather one that was almost blank, ‘get hair done’ would be the only entry for a week; or, ‘take winter coat to cleaners’. Regularly, every month there was ‘bridge with Blenkinsops (here)’ or, on alternate months ‘(with them)’. Hardly anything else. The loneliness shrieked at her. And the possessions! The sitting room was full of objects that succeeded in being unnecessary and undesirable – the kind of things that would be given by someone who neither knew well nor cared for the recipient: things made of pottery, raffia, sealing wax, dolls dressed in ethnic costumes, fans, wax flowers and endless photograph frames, made of silver, leather, brass, shells, passe-partout and practically every one except for two of her father contained pictures of herself. In the bottom drawer of the rickety little bureau, she came across a box that was full of her baby and childhood clothes. It was ridiculous that her mother had kept them all these years. She said something of the kind to Rupert and then immediately wished she had not, because of course she knew very well why they had been kept. But Rupert only said, ‘It’s because she loves you, darling.’ He was kneeling on the floor wrapping the frames in newspaper and putting them into a tea chest. He had stopped commenting on the photographs, and sounded weary.

When they had finished, he said that they were going to a pub – he needed a drink.

The pub had only just opened and was almost empty. ‘Gin and It?’

She nodded.

It was one of those cavernous pubs with a lot of mahogany panelling and frosted glass, a coal fire and all the chairs covered with mock red leather. She chose a table in a corner, and waited, feeling dirty and dispirited, for her drink.

‘He let me have a packet of fags.’ He put the glasses on the table. ‘I got us doubles.’

‘I was wondering’, he said when he had lit a Goldflake from the packet of ten, ‘whether you’d like to have your mother to stay for a bit at Home Place. I’m sure the Duchy would make room for her …’ He looked at her face and then added, ‘Or you could go to the Isle of Wight for a week or two, if you like.’

‘She wouldn’t want to come to Sussex, and I can’t stay with her – her friend wouldn’t want me.’

‘You don’t want to see her?’

‘It isn’t that.’

‘But you feel so guilty about her, Zoë. Don’t you want to do something about it?’

‘I don’t! I don’t feel guilty. I do feel sorry for her.’

‘That’s not much use to her though, is it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I didn’t realise, until today, how much her life is bound up in you. Suppose I should have – you are her only child. And you’ve been grumpy and defensive all day, so I know damn well you feel guilty.’

There was an angry silence. Then he reached out and took one of her resisting hands. ‘Darling. It’s not wicked to feel guilt, it’s just sad and useless. I found that out when Isobel died. The only thing that stops it is admitting to yourself what you can’t do, and doing what you can.’

She stared at him frightened: he had almost never spoken of Isobel since before their marriage.

‘What could you do about her? After she was dead?’

‘Look after our children, for her as well as for myself. You know about that. You’ve started to do it with Clary.’

‘She started it,’ she said, her voice uneven.

He gave her hand a small squeeze, and put it back on the table.

‘You connived,’ he said. ‘I’m going to get us another drink.’

Watching him walk away from her to the bar she was suddenly flooded with every ingredient of love, some familiar, some quite new to her: she felt tender, fortunate, and unworthy, and filled with a longing to do anything to make him happy.

They went back to Hugh’s house where they were staying the night, had dinner with Hugh at Ciccio’s in Church Street. (Rupert had said earlier that he hoped she wouldn’t mind as Hugh had to spend so many evenings by himself, and she had minded when he said it – had taken it as a slight – but by the time it happened she didn’t mind at all and in fact it was a lovely evening.)

‘If you two want to go to dance somewhere, don’t mind me. I’m ready for bed,’ Hugh had said when they had finished their coffee and Strega. Rupert had looked at her, and she realised how often he had let her choose, and started to blush as she said she didn’t mind which they did. So they all went home, and that was when Juliet began. She had conceived her for Rupert – had had no idea of the intense joy their child would bring her. But he had been away when she was born … might never know anything about her.

Sitting in the chair by Juliet’s cot and remembering all this, she began to acknowledge his absence, began to mourn it for the first time – to allow the terrible fever of hope that it was only absence to infect her as she wept and begged silently for his life.

‘Bet you didn’t know that, Miss Milliment.’

‘Indeed no. I had always thought plane trees occurred in this country far later than Chaucer.’

She had been reading over the Brig’s latest chapter of his book about trees in Britain, a task she had taken over from Rachel who had had to go to London for the weekend.

‘Most people seem to think that they were brought here about the time of the East India Company. Utterly wrong, as you can see.’

‘John Evelyn has rather a good account of Xerxes and a plane tree.’

‘Does he now? Amazing feller. Find it and read it to me, would you?’

Miss Milliment obediently hoisted herself to her feet and pattered over to the large glass-fronted bookcase. Finding a book in it was a great trial to her, as the bookcase stood in a dark corner of the study, and the books were not arranged in apparent order. Rachel, of course, would have known where it was. She hunted, but she could only read the spines of the books by taking each one out. ‘I’m afraid I may be some time finding it,’ she said apologetically, but the Brig did not seem to notice: he was in full spate about the tremendous size of plane trees he had known at Mottisfont, some rectory in Sussex, and the avenue at Cowdray Park, and at the same time feeling for his whisky decanter with purple gnarled old hands … ‘Find me a glass, would you, Miss Milliment?’

She stopped looking for the book and searched for one of his immensely heavy cut-glass tumblers. The room was so full of furniture, papers and books that her passage through it was difficult.

“There’s that piece of Pliny’s somewhere, about eighteen fellers eating inside a hollow tree. Just read that to me, would you? It might be suitable.’

Pliny she could find, because he was lying on the desk, but finding the piece that he wanted was another matter. Fortunately for her, a car arrived which the Brig identified as belonging to Hugh: she was asked to find another glass, the monologue on the girth of plane trees ceased, and he became fidgety in his desire to hail Hugh at exactly the right moment so as to entrap him. ‘Is that you, Hugh? Hugh? Is that you? Ah! The very feller I wanted to see. Have a drink, old boy. Thanks, Miss Milliment. She’s been reading to me because Rachel went to London to sort the books at Chester Terrace. Should do the same with my cellar. Do you remember when you came on leave and all I’d got was three bottles of what I thought was undrinkable claret? Bought it for one and nine a bottle in an auction – twelve cases: I’d taken to giving it as wedding presents it was so bloody awful – and we got those three bottles up and they were absolutely superb! Remember that?’

Hugh said that that had been Edward’s leave. Miss Milliment put the second glass by the decanter and retired. As she left, she heard the Brig saying that in that case, Hugh would not know the story: he thought it had been a Mouton-Rothschild 1904, but it might have been ’05 – anyway, whenever he tried it, it had never seemed to come round …

Miss Milliment trotted across to the cottage over the garage that was still called Tonbridge’s cottage, although he and his family had only occupied it for a few weeks two years ago. Her room, one of the two upstairs, was small, but it looked onto the pine wood at the back of the house which smelled lovely after rain. For a while she had been at Pear Tree Cottage, but now that everybody had moved back into Home Place she was here again, and although it was a very bare little room, she liked it. Dear Viola – so thoughtful – had come to inspect it, had felt the blankets on the bed, only two and an eiderdown, and had said that she needed at least two more, which was true as the ones on the bed managed to be both thin and felty. She had also offered the wonderful luxury of a bedside lamp, and got her a small table at which she could write letters. Most thoughtful, but unfortunately there was nobody really for her to write to. She had had to write to her landlady in London to say that she was giving up her room there, and then she had had to make the journey to London to collect the remainder of her things. It had been rather unpleasant as well as extremely tiring. She had burned her boats where that lodging was concerned. And then she had suddenly felt, as she returned in the expensive taxi from Stoke Newington to Charing Cross station, that now she was homeless. The thought caused her moments of such overwhelming panic that she had had to speak quite severely to herself: ‘Now, Eleanor, you must cross that bridge when you come to it.’ But this had been succeeded by her wondering whether at some point one became too old to cross any bridge. She had tried, in the train, to read – she had come across a second-hand copy of minor eighteenth-century poets for a penny at the church bazaar last Christmas. But the panic, though it had subsided to anxiety, had not gone, and kept washing over her in irregular surging waves. She told herself that it was because the landlady had been rather unpleasant about everything: ‘It’s all right for some,’ she kept saying. No doubt she was upset at losing a long-term lodger, but it seemed sad that she had stayed so long there and ended by being so resented. Perhaps it had always been so, and she had stupidly not noticed. She had tried not to be a nuisance but, of course, that did not guarantee that she had succeeded. She had had no extras; no coffee for breakfast like Mrs Fast; no laundry done like Mr Marcus. All that was behind her, she told herself with repeated firmness. But what lay ahead? There would come a day when dear Polly and Clary and Lydia would not need her any more, and Roland and Wills would still be too young. She, on the other hand, might find that teaching anyone was beyond her. Her eyesight had become much worse: she knew that she needed new spectacles, but was so afraid that this would not make the difference that it used to do, that she had not made the effort to go to Hastings or Tunbridge Wells to procure any. Her knees had become painful: in the early mornings, if she stayed in one position for too long, if she was on her feet for more than a few minutes, in fact nearly all the time. ‘Really, Eleanor, I am getting rather tired of your troubles. What was that song? “Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag and smile, smile, smile.”’ She tried to smile, and tears came to her eyes. She wiped them carefully with a handkerchief that rather needed to be washed, and went back to her poetry.

But when she arrived at Battle, and found dear Viola there to meet her, instead of having to take a cab or an uneasy drive with Tonbridge, she was overcome again. Miss Milliment sat in the front of Viola’s car while she and the porter stowed her suitcases in the boot, trying to quench this awful desire to break down.

‘There. All safely stowed.’ Viola got into the driving seat. ‘We’ll soon be home. Miss Milliment!’ For she had not been able to stop herself after all. It had all poured out. Her fear of becoming useless, of not knowing how to get through the remainder of her life. Of being a nuisance – she really didn’t want to be a nuisance, she kept saying as the tears ran down into the folds of her chins. And Viola’s kindness (she was so very kind!) seemed stupidly to make her cry more. Explanations, apologies, even excuses of which last, in her ordinary frame of mind she would deeply have disapproved, streamed out … She needed to feel useful, she had been useful to dear Papa, and by the time he died she had found teaching was the only thing she could do that fulfilled that need. She was afraid that she might be getting too old to be much more use. She did not want charity – to feel that people had to put up with her when she could do nothing. She was afraid that she was a little tired: the cab driver had refused to go upstairs in her lodging house to fetch the suitcases, and her landlady would not help. One of them had slipped from her hand on the staircase and fallen right to the bottom where it had burst open, and it had been very difficult to repack – so this was only the consequence of fatigue and Viola should not take it seriously. She had saved some money, of course, but she did not really know where she could go that would make it last. This last made her blush from her hot forehead downwards and she was instantly ashamed to have mentioned that part of the subject at all. And Viola listened, with an arm round her heaving shoulders, and gave her a handkerchief and actually said, ‘Dear Miss Milliment, you will never be abandoned. I promise you. We owe you so much.’ Blessed words! Comfort, affection, the restoration of some kind of dignity! Then Viola had asked her whether she would like to have a cup of tea at the Gateway Tea Rooms, an offer which, as she had not felt like the pastry she had bought on Charing Cross Station, that when opened, looked as though it was filled with a dead mouse, she most gratefully accepted. They had had tea and scones and Viola had said that of course she didn’t know exactly what the future held – clearly they would not stay in Sussex when the war was over – but that whatever they did, Miss Milliment must find a home with them. This last had endangered her equilibrium all over again; Viola had quickly stopped talking about it. Instead, she reminded her most delightfully of old times – when Sir Hubert had been alive and she had gone to Albert Place to teach dear Viola and Jessica, and how they always knew that it was nearly lunchtime because the housemaid came into the schoolroom to change the lace curtains, which, fresh that morning, would be grey with soot by noon – particularly in winter when there were the pea soup fogs.

‘Those fogs! Do you remember, Miss Milliment? We hardly ever have a fog like those were, do we?’ And so on. It was pleasant and soothing. Then she had got hiccups which was most embarrassing in a public place, but Viola had laughed and made her repeat the old saw: ‘Hiccup – ticcup – three drops in a teacup – stops hiccups,’ which she had taught both Viola and her sister all those years ago.

‘My aunt May taught me that,’ she said. ‘Oh dear! I’m afraid I shall have to do it all over again.’

‘It is very agreeable to talk about old times,’ she said as they went back to the car. ‘Oh dear! I am so sorry!’ One of the handles on her extremely battered and ancient handbag had broken, and as it was too full to shut properly, pencils, a leather purse that was held shut by a paper clip, spectacle case, a number of hairpins and an unspeakable comb fell onto the pavement. As Villy bent to retrieve these things, she resolved to buy her a new bag, but knew better than to say so.



In the car they talked about her present pupils, beginning with Lydia, whose concentration, Miss Milliment admitted, left something to be desired, but who had showed distinct improvement during the summer term. ‘I do try not to loom over them during the holidays,’ she added. ‘It must be most tiresome to have a governess who never goes away.’

‘I was wondering,’ she added a few moments later, ‘whether you would object to my teaching Lydia on her own in the afternoons. She could join the older girls in the mornings for our reading aloud, but I fear it is discouraging to do everything with the great girls, who naturally are far ahead of her in other subjects.’

Villy said that she thought this was a good idea.

When they reached Home Place, she carted Miss Milliment’s frighteningly heavy suitcases up the narrow stairs to her room and kissed the soft wrinkled cheek which was another extraordinarily pleasant (and unusual) experience for Miss Milliment.

Tonight, being a Friday, she would be dining with the family, which she did twice a week. The other evenings she ate early with Lydia and Neville. She had suggested this arrangement, as it released Ellen from having to preside over the children’s supper just when she was needed to bath Wills and Roly. As she struggled into her mustard and brown outfit, still described by her to herself as her best, she reflected that she had not bought any new clothes for about two years – had felt that she ought to save as much as possible against the rainy days. But since that most comforting talk with dear Viola, she had no excuse, and if they brought in clothes rationing, she would be rather in the soup, she thought, as she hunted through the pile of odd stockings to pick out the two shades of buff that most nearly matched. She would have to go to Hastings on the bus, and then find a shop that sold things for larger people, but she could hardly ask anyone to accompany her, as one could not buy things like underwear excepting by oneself. She had never been any good with her needle, and almost everything had by now got past mending, anyway: there were huge ladders in her lock-knit bloomers, holes of varying sizes in her two cardigans, and she often had to fasten things round her with safety pins, which occasionally burst open causing the most disagreeable sensations of pricking – not to mention the anticipation of worse embarrassment. ‘You must pull yourself together, Eleanor, and refurbish your wardrobe.’

It took her a long time to dress, partly because she kept stopping to look out of the window to see what the fading light was doing to the tops of the trees in the wood. The pines became smoky, and the oaks more livid in their watery bronze – she could not describe their hues, sere was a very useful word for poets, she thought: romantic and non-committal, but if one was painting the trees it would not do at all. And then below the wood was a steep grassy bank, in spring richly decorated with primroses and later, more delicate still, with wild strawberries and the dark purple vetch, stitchwort, scarlet pimpernel, all flowers she had grown up with in her youth. Now only the ferns and grass remained, but it had a different beauty – a natural dense border above which the trees rose with majestic grace. The courtyard in the foreground was full of warm, domestic colour: cobblestones, the slaty blocks so often laid outside stables (easy to wash down and how beautiful when they were wet – now, alas, only from rain!) and a mellow brick path that ran unaccountably across it and ended by the kitchen garden wall where once there had been a door, blocked off. The narrow rosy bricks were tufted with moss and weeds, but this simply added to their charm. She had spent what must have amounted to hours surveying this scene, originally in the hope that thereafter she would only have to shut her eyes to recall it, now simply from pleasurable habit. She had once – only once – unearthed her aunt May’s ancient box of watercolours and attempted to paint what she saw, but she was hampered by the state of the paints, all dry and cracked and unwilling to yield their colours, and the single paintbrush in the small black box had lost most of its hairs and was intent upon losing what remained. It had been absurd even to try, but in spite of her failure the attempt had absorbed and excited her to such an extent that Polly had been sent over to fetch her for supper.

‘And you will be late now, if you do not pull your socks up, Eleanor,’ she admonished herself. Socks would have been one thing; stockings were quite another. She had to sit on the bed, with one foot upon a chair to pull them on, and then she had the difficult business of easing the garters up her leg to the required height. Too low, and the stockings immediately formed lazy wrinkles round her ankles the moment she stood up; too far and the constriction was unpleasant and, she felt, probably not good for her. Sometimes she slept in them in order not to have the ordeal next day. But one could not wear grey stockings with dark brown and therefore the change on these evenings was necessary. The little bathroom was on the ground floor, so she washed her face and hands on her way out.

As she zig-zagged lightly across the courtyard with the delightful prospect of a warm room full of familiar people and the glass of sherry that was accorded her on these occasions, she thought how very fortunate she was: none of this would have happened in Lady Rydal’s day. And after dinner she could spend a happy evening with a hot-water bottle (the cottage was not very warm) searching through Evelyn for interesting references to trees that might prove useful to old Mr Cazalet. Really the only thing missing in her life were galleries and the pictures they had contained. But when one considered the dreadful things that were happening – she read The Times every day of her life when the family had finished with it – this was a small thing, and she felt ungrateful even to have thought of it.

Rachel sat on the shrouded unmade bed in her room at Chester Terrace looking at a photograph of herself with her brothers, taken soon after the first war when they were all together again. Edward was still in uniform, very debonair, smiling, with an arm round her shoulder. Hugh stood a little apart: his arm was in a sling, his Norfolk jacket hung loosely on him and he looked as though the sun hurt his eyes. Rupert, in an open-necked shirt and looking incredibly young, had just finished laughing at something. The photograph had been taken on the croquet lawn at the house they had had in Totteridge, before they all moved to London. The Brig had taken it: he had been an eager, not to say interminable photographer in those days and had, of course, taken five or six pictures on that occasion. This was the best, and it had sat, framed on her dressing table, for years. Now, like everything else in the room, it had been put away in the wardrobe wrapped in tissue paper. She wanted it for Clary. She shut up the wardrobe, which still contained a row of evening dresses and her ermine wrap given her by the Brig when she was twenty-one. There seemed to be no point in moving them to Sussex. The cupboard smelled of camphor, her dressing-table was bare and dusty.

She started to descend the flights of stairs – her bedroom was on the sixth floor – stopping at the drawing room to make sure that the furniture was still entirely covered with dust sheets, the smaller carpets rolled up, the very large one covered by an immense drugget, the shutters properly fastened. The chandelier hung safely in its huge linen bag like a gigantic pear waiting to ripen. The room, indeed the whole house, had the heavy, dull air characteristic of fully furnished houses that are uninhabited. She wondered if they would ever live there again. On the ground floor in the hall were the packing cases now full of books that she had been sent to London by the Brig to collect. Tonbridge would superintend their loading onto one of the firm’s lorries next week. She was tired, and longed for a cup of tea, but the water and gas were turned off and in any case there was no milk.

She decided to walk across the park to Baker Street and catch a bus that would take her nearly to Maida Vale, although there would be another walk after that to reach Sid’s house. A taxi would be extravagant, although she knew that Sid would scold her for not taking one …

‘You walked?’

‘I took a bus part of the way.’

‘My dear one, you’re incorrigible! I’ve put on the immersion heater. Would a hot bath be the ticket?’

‘A hot cup of tea is what I crave more than anything in the world.’

‘A cup of tea you shall have.’

She followed Sid down the dark little flight of stairs that led to the semi-basement where there was a kitchen, a larder, a pantry, a wine cellar and a WC. Everything was very clean, but there were great cracks in the kitchen walls, the green paint on them had split and was peeling, and the linoleum was worn through to the flagstones in places. Sid switched on the light, essential in this room whose heavily barred windows were further barricaded by a black brick wall. It was a Victorian kitchen uneasily adapted to modern life.

Rachel said, ‘I must go to your lav.’

‘The one down here is working: I had it mended last week. Do you want any toast or anything like that?’

‘Just tea.’

And then a bath, Sid thought, as she filled the kettle. She thought of Rachel in a bath with the kind of tender anguish that had become so familiar and yet still astonished her. And if she’d taken a cab we would have had another hour together, she also thought, as she warmed the pot. But considering that they had a whole weekend – until Sunday evening when she would be on duty again – and Rachel had consented to take the plunge of staying in London with her instead of going back to Sussex …

‘Did you find out what was on at the Academy?’

‘La Femme du Boulanger.’

‘Oh! Let’s go!’

‘You’re really not too tired?’

‘Heavens, no! This is our treat. We could have supper out.’

‘That would be wise. You know my cooking. Let’s drink this upstairs: it’s more cosy.’

‘I’ll carry the tray.’

‘You will not! You may turn off the light for me.’

They went upstairs to the little sitting room, which was crowded by the old Bechstein grand, and sat in the two armchairs with pieces of old flowered linen on the arms to hide the threadbare upholstery. Sid poured out the tea and produced Rachel’s favourite brand of Egyptian cigarettes.

‘You are clever! Where did you get them from?’

‘Found them in a shop in Soho.’ She did not mention the exhaustive search this had entailed.

‘Wonderful. I must say I miss them. Passing Clouds are not at all the same.’

They smoked and looked at each other with small excited smiles, and exchanged desultory pieces of news of a kind that did not interfere with their intense happiness at being together – and alone. Sid produced a half-bottle of gin and the dregs of a bottle of Dubonnet that had been in the house for years, and they drank. Rachel told Sid about the photograph which of course Sid immediately wanted to see. She gazed a long time at the ravishing picture of Rachel – her hair piled on top of her head, her white high-necked blouse and neatly belted long dark skirt and face that looked out with an expression both so innocent and so frank that she had to resort to a kind of levity to conceal how much it moved her.

‘My word, you were a tearing beauty!’ she said.

‘Nonsense!’

‘Of course, still are.’ But this did not go down well either. Rachel’s utter lack of vanity and unselfconsciousness about her appearance became disturbed by any reference to it. Like her mother, Sid thought, their beauty had to remain silently in the eye of the beholder. Now she had gone faintly pink and was screwing up her eyes with little frowns of disapproval and embarrassment.

‘Darling, I don’t love you for your appearance,’ she said now, ‘although I might be forgiven if I did.’

Rachel was wrapping up the picture again.

Sid said, ‘I suppose I couldn’t have a copy?’

‘I’m sure the negative is lost. The Brig took so many, and the Duchy cleared out a lot of stuff like that when we moved to London. I got it for poor little Clary. She is so deeply unhappy about her father.’

‘No news at all?’

‘None. Honestly, Sid, I’ve given up hope. I think even the Duchy has, at last.’

‘But Clary hasn’t?’

‘I don’t think so. She doesn’t talk about him so much, but she never talks about him as though – as though …’ Her words trailed away and there was a silence. Then, her voice high and trembling she said, ‘It must be happening to so many people! So much grief and shock and agonised patience and dying hopes! Sometimes I think we are mad! What good will it all do?’

‘What evil may it avert?’

‘Oh, Sid! I find that hard to believe. That it could all possibly be much worse!’

‘I know you do. It’s easier for me to believe that.’

‘Why is it?’

Sid said steadily, ‘I don’t have anything to lose. You will not have to go to war. So. I don’t have anything to lose.’

But she realised that Rachel did not, or did not want to, understand her and dropped the subject.

They drove, in Sid’s dirty old Morris, to Oxford Street and saw their film and then dined at McWhirter’s, a basement restaurant of a block of flats in Abbey Road – tomato soup and poached cod – and Sid told Rachel about the ambulance station (she was now a driver). Rachel, an excellent listener, loved hearing about the people who worked there: ‘… an ex-chiropodist – well, I suppose everyone is ex really excepting our taxi driver with flat feet. He’s invaluable, but of course he hardly has to use his “knowledge” as he calls it because we only operate in one district. Then there’s a gym teacher who terrifies the nurses she drives because she so enjoys going through red lights and driving on the wrong side of the road—’

‘How do you know he has flat feet?’

‘He tells everybody. He wanted to join up and they wouldn’t have him. He never stops complaining about it. Then we have a pacifist who gets drunk, God knows what on, and tells us all the ghastly things he’d like to do to “warmongers” which, we feel, includes all of us. This is during the interminable evenings when we all drink tea – well, all of us excepting him.’

‘It all sounds rather fun,’ Rachel said; there was an element of wistfulness in her voice. She had never learned to drive or had a real job.

‘Most of the time it is extremely boring. Nothing happens. Of course, we do have the odd case of appendicitis or strokes or heart attacks, but the regular lot see to most of that. We’re sort of emergency extra, and so far, there hasn’t been an emergency.’

‘Thank God.’

‘I know. Shall we go home? I can make a much better coffee than they’ll give us here.’

As she pushed in her latch key to open the front door, she thought this was how it ought always to be. She and Rachel going home together. When they had shut the door, she felt for the light switch, then changed her mind, and put her arms round Rachel, who returned her embrace. They kissed. Rachel said, ‘It was a lovely evening.’


‘Wasn’t it! Exactly the right kind of film. I wonder why films as touching and funny and charming as that are always French?’

‘I always enjoy everything I do with you.’

A little nugget to store away, Sid thought, as she turned on the light.

She made the coffee and they drank it sitting on the battered chairs in front of the ancient gas fire that Sid lit. Then she remembered that there was a little cherry brandy left, which had been given to Evie as a present, but it had not agreed with her, ‘So we may finish it with impunity.’

They had said all that needed to be said about Evie earlier on: she was away, working for a pianist of international renown and seemed to enjoy her position. It was wonderful, Sid said, not to have to worry about her. Much later, and having finished the cherry brandy (there was more there than Sid had thought) they began their favourite conversation about what they would do after the war: a long holiday – but where? Sid was in favour of Italy, if it was practicable; Rachel inclined towards Scotland where she had never been. It was midnight before they retired.

When Sid had installed Rachel in Evie’s room, which was actually far the nicest of the two bedrooms, and had left her to unpack and bath, she went down to make her a hot-water bottle. She was aware of a faint tension that had sprung up between them – almost occurring on the climb upstairs. She knew why she felt tense: she had stayed many times now at Home Place, and occasionally even in Rachel’s room – in separate beds – if the house was full, and they had fallen into the habit of her lying in bed with Rachel for a short, sweet, and usually agonising time, when, with Rachel settled in the crook of her arm, she was unable not to imagine further intimate delight. But this was the first time that they had spent a night in a house alone together, where they need not think of other people. This should have made for greater ease, but did not: it simply highlighted the disparity of feeling between them. To Sid, it somehow implied a dishonesty in Rachel; if, in the other circumstances, Rachel had always worried about other people and what they might feel or think, what could she say now, when there were no people? But, of course, she also knew that that was not the point at all. Rachel had (unwittingly) made it painfully clear that any kind of sexual intimacy revolted her. It is I who am dishonest, she thought; how often, how many thousands of times had she told herself that she had conquered those feelings, that they were useless and possibly worse, since if divulged they would almost certainly drive Rachel away, and then she would have nothing? But tonight, the first opportunity that had ever arisen in their lives together, she knew that she had not overcome anything at all. When Rachel was absent, she could simply long for her presence: when she was present, she longed for her responsive body.

She struggled with this hopeless dilemma as she went upstairs again, but when she arrived at Rachel’s room, could not resist saying: ‘As you will not have your love to keep you warm, here is a hot-water bottle.’

‘Sid!’ She had undressed and stood in her petticoat, sponge bag in hand. ‘Sid! What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing at all. Let me get you a dressing gown – you’ll be cold.’

‘That would be angelic: there wasn’t room in this case for mine.’ She followed Sid to her far smaller bedroom and received the old plaid man’s dressing gown, thrust tenderly round her shoulders. The bath was running and thin clouds of steam had reached the passage.

Rachel said, ‘What’s the matter? Aren’t you going to come and talk to me in bed?’

‘You have your bath. Of course I am.’

Rachel fell asleep quite soon after her bath, relaxed, her head upon Sid’s shoulder.

‘… wouldn’t it, my darling?’ Sid was saying, and then, looking down, she saw that there would be no reply. She lay, hopelessly awake until the luminous dial on Rachel’s travelling clock said half past two, and then, knowing that if she had no sleep she would spoil the next day, she gently disentangled herself and went to her own bed where sleep continued to elude her.

On the Saturday afternoon there was to be a tennis tournament in which all the children, down to Neville and Lydia, were allowed to take part. It had been organised by Edward and Hugh. Lots had been drawn for partners and each match was the best of three games. They had been playing since two o’clock, beginning with a children’s match. ‘The little beggars just get stoked up by food,’ Edward had said, and Neville, playing with Simon, had been beaten by Clary and Polly. ‘I loathe tennis, anyway,’ he had said, scarlet with distress, ‘and if I hadn’t had to play with Simon who kept hitting all the balls out, I would probably have won.’

‘You would not,’ Simon said, whose disappointment was if anything more intense. ‘You didn’t hit the balls at all. You simply missed them. I can’t think why you entered the tournament.’

‘You must learn to lose politely,’ Clary scolded Neville.

‘Why should I? I’m not going to spend my life losing things. Either I shall win everything I go in for, or I shan’t do the thing.’

‘Someone has to lose, Neville,’ Lydia said maddeningly.

‘There are lots of people to do that. I’m just not going to be one of them.’

‘Well, you two can be ball boys.’

‘Oh, thanks very much.’

‘That will do, Simon,’ Villy said sharply.

‘In any case, all teams are to get two chances,’ Edward said. ‘It was pretty bad luck on Simon drawing Neville,’ he added to Villy.

‘Anyway, nobody is to spoil a lovely afternoon,’ somebody else said, and the next match began.

It was an exceptionally beautiful afternoon: mellow, balmy and sunlit, the sky above a pale but piercing blue, the sun just hot enough for the spectators to watch in comfort, but not too hot for the players. Zoë brought Juliet in her pram, and Hugh had Wills struggling off and on his knee. The Duchy came and went with her trugful of dead heads; only the Brig was absent, working in his study with Miss Milliment. Jessica, who was a poor player, was teamed with Christopher: they lost their first match. By four o’clock everyone was very thirsty, and the Duchy had tea brought out to the terrace above the tennis court.

‘We really should have lemonade,’ she said. ‘Such a pity there are no lemons.’

‘Wills and Roly and Juliet won’t know what a lemon is, will they?’ Lydia remarked: she very much enjoyed not being in the youngest echelon. ‘“The answer is a lemon” won’t mean anything to them, will it?’

‘It will mean more,’ Neville said. ‘Because it will mean nothing.’ There were cucumber sandwiches and flapjacks for tea: Simon counted the flapjacks and worked out that he’d be lucky if he got two. At the appropriate moment, he started going round, asking people very gently if they were going to want their flapjack. This paid off, because Zoë didn’t want hers; on the other hand, his aunt had given a piece to Wills, who having tried it, was now busily burying it in a flower bed – a ghastly waste. Babies were so stupid sometimes that he was ashamed of ever having been one, although he was sure he’d never been as idiotic as that. Polly lay on the lawn beside her father. ‘What are piles?’ she was asking. ‘They’re things Ellen keeps on saying you have to be careful not to get, but she won’t say what they are.’

‘They’re rude – that’s why.’ Neville said at once. When nobody denied this, he improvised, ‘They’re little pointed lumps you get on your bottom so that when you sit down they dig into you. They may have ants inside them. Yes. Kind of ant heaps in people.’ He turned to Lydia. ‘You know all about bottoms. Tell them.’

‘I don’t.’ Lydia wriggled uncomfortably.

‘You do. I told you.’

There was a short silence. Then Lydia, unable to resist being appealed to for information, said, ‘BUGGER. You mean that?’

‘I don’t think we want to hear anything about that, Lydia,’ Villy said as severely as she could manage. She resolved to discover what went on in the blue room in the evenings: perhaps Neville was getting a bit old to share a room with a girl.

Another match finished. ‘Your backhand’s got much better, Teddy,’ his father said, and Teddy glowed and looked casual.

‘Has it?’ he said, as though this had happened unknown to him.

‘White chrysanths,’ the Duchy said, ‘a lovely early variety. I do adore them.’

‘They smell of bonfires, foreign bonfires,’ Clary said after sniffing them.

‘I think they smell of frightened mice,’ Neville said to crush her.

‘He’s missing his father,’ Villy murmured to Jessica.

The air-raid warning sounded, but nobody took much notice. The players just coming off the court wanted tea, and there was no hot water left.

‘Come on, Poll,’ Hugh said, getting to his feet. ‘Let’s you and I go and get it.’

Almost before they reached the house, they heard the droning of planes – it sounded like a great many of them.

Polly said, ‘I expect they’re ours?’ but her father did not seem to have heard her. Coming out of the house again with the jugs of hot water, they saw the planes, wave upon wave of them, flying very high, and glinting in the sun, all heading purposefully in the same direction. Polly, watching her father watch them, said, ‘Are they Germans?’

And Hugh, without taking his eyes off them, said: ‘Bombers.’

‘Well, they’re not going to bomb us, are they?’

‘No, not here.’

The noise had increased – the whole sky seemed to be vibrating – but the planes were so high that it was a distant, rather than a deafening sound.

Hugh said, ‘You take the water, Poll,’ and went into the house.

She met Uncle Edward on her way back to the terrace.

‘Where’s your father?’

‘He went back into the house.’

When she reached the others she heard Teddy saying, ‘Well, if they are heading for London, I should think they’ll flatten the whole place – there must be thousands of them.’

‘Not thousands, Teddy.’

‘Oh, well, Mum, you know what I mean. There’s still more coming over. A wizard number. Where’s Dad gone? He’s got the list of who’s to play next.’

Villy said a trifle wearily, ‘He’s probably gone to telephone Hendon to see if they want him back.’

He had, of course, but they said, no, no need, it didn’t look as though they were the target. But Hugh, desperately trying to reach the hospital, simply could not get through.

The day had been an extraordinary mixture: certainly a day of the kind that neither of them had ever spent before. It had begun with an affectionate quarrel about Sid using her entire bacon ration for their breakfast – two rashers each – but she won, and they had tomatoes and fried bread as well.

‘I should have brought my ration book,’ Rachel said as they lit their first cigarettes of the day.

‘Nonsense! I mostly eat at the canteen anyway. I’d never be bothered to do bacon for myself.’ She felt her tiredness from lack of sleep dissolving from the pure happiness at the prospect of their day together. ‘The great question. What would you like to do?’

‘National Gallery concert?’

‘I’m afraid they don’t have them on Saturdays.’

‘Well, I have to do some shopping. I need a warm suit – tweed or something. And I wanted to buy you your birthday shirt. And I ought to go and see Sybil. She doesn’t have Hugh at weekends.’

That was the first – then – very small cloud. She said, ‘I don’t have you in the week or at weekends. This is our time, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Let’s go out to lunch somewhere posh after shopping and it is going to be my lunch after eating all your bacon. Then we can see what we feel like.’

Unsure whether this meant that the visit to Sybil was off, or at the least, unlikely, she dropped the subject.

Ordinarily she hated shopping, but not with Rachel. The pleasure of helping her choose, of sitting on a small gilt chair at Debenham and Freebody while Rachel paraded in various suits was intense. Eventually with a blue-grey Donegal tweed long jacket and box-pleated skirt packed in a beautiful box, they returned to the car and drove to Jermyn Street and Rachel chose her shirt to give Sid, brown and coffee-coloured striped silk, and then Rachel found the perfect tobacco silk tie to go with it.

‘Darling, it’s a very expensive place. I don’t think you should give me a tie as well.’

‘Of course I shall. The Brig gives me such a generous dress allowance, and I haven’t spent any money for ages.’

The thought that it was the Brig who was indirectly responsible for these things was faintly depressing. Ideas like ‘They pay her to stay at home. They’ve made her utterly dependent’ occurred. She dismissed them quickly as unfair and nonsense. Of course Rachel had to have some money: nobody could exist without any at all; she was unreasonable to have such a qualm. ‘Let’s buy you things now,’ she said. But getting Rachel to spend money on herself, beyond the most extreme necessities, proved almost impossible. Rachel refused to buy herself a shirt: she really did not need one, she said. She agreed to get a jumper to go with the suit, and they walked up Burlington Arcade for that. Then she would not buy a cashmere, ‘Oh, no, darling, I’ve never had one of those – they’re fearfully expensive,’ and chose instead a lambswool twin set, jumper and cardigan, in a clear forget-me-not blue. ‘Do you think it will go with my suit?’

‘Sure to.’ It matched her eyes, Sid thought.

Rachel also wanted some new bedroom slippers: ‘My old ones are exactly the shape of very old broad beans.’

When it came to lunch, Rachel said that one of Edward’s favourite places was Bentley’s, which was within walking distance, and they both liked fish, so they went there. Rachel made Sid have lobster as she knew it was her favourite thing and she had a plain grilled sole; they drank half a bottle of hock and were utterly happy. Sid had to help Rachel about tipping, and it was then that she realised that Rachel had never taken anyone out to a restaurant meal before in her life. ‘I’m awfully bad at sums,’ she said, ‘so although it must be very bad form, I shall have to tell you the bill.’ They were the only two women lunching: there were the usual pairs of people, and men on their own, but no other ones or twos of women, and Sid noticed that people looked at them – talked about them – smiled to each other, and then studiously avoided looking at them, but she did not think that Rachel noticed this at all. Her attention was so happily fixed upon Sid that she did not even finish her sole, ‘It was enormous’, and once, when Sid said how much she was enjoying the treat, Rachel reached out and took her hand (it was then that Sid became uncomfortably aware of people eyeing them), but she would not reject any gesture of affection from her love and clasped the hand held out to her with conscious bravado. It was another small cloud, but she kept it to herself.

The trouble began when, walking back to the car, Rachel asked Sid to drop her at Sybil’s hospital ‘And if we see a flower shop, I’ll just nip in and buy something to take.’

‘What will you do then?’

‘Oh, I’ll get a bus and join you at home.’

‘I’ll wait for you.’

‘Don’t. It’ll worry me thinking of you hanging about.’

‘Have you told her you’re coming?’

‘No. I wasn’t sure whether I could.’

‘And now you are?’

‘Well, there’s no reason not to. We haven’t anything special to do.’

‘Couldn’t you go tomorrow? Early evening – before you catch your train? I have to be on duty at six.’

‘No, I promised them I’d catch an afternoon train and be back in time to read to the Brig before dinner.’

‘You never told me that.’


‘I’m sure I did. I said I had to get back on Sunday.’

She simply did not understand, Sid thought. No, she did not. Listen to her now.

‘Poor Syb has had such an awful time. It is a very small thing to pay her a visit. It would be horribly selfish not to. Surely you can see that?’

‘And it would also be selfish not to read to the Brig for once – just once, in order that we could have more time together?’

Rachel looked at her, her forehead puckering. ‘Of course it would.’

Sid burst out, ‘Well, I wish to God it would be unselfish to see me. But I suppose it will never be that until your parents are dead!’

There was a dead silence. Then Rachel, her voice distant and trembling, said, ‘What a really awful thing to say.’

Resisting wildly the desire to apologise, to sweep it all away with remorse, Sid said, ‘But you only want to do things that you feel you ought to do – for other people. You never do anything for yourself.’

Still distant, Rachel answered, ‘Why should I? I have a wonderful life. And I happen to love my parents very much.’

They did not speak after that – all the way up Regent Street to Portland Place and thence down New Cavendish Street to the hospital. There was a small flower stall outside the main door. Rachel got out. ‘I’ll be back about five,’ she said.

Sid watched her choose a bunch of roses and walk through the large entrance. She drove a few yards further on, and then she stopped the car, turned off the engine and wept.

It was nearly two hours before Rachel emerged. During that time Sid had finished crying, had smoked eight cigarettes, had told herself that she had been quite right, that she was able to confront things and that Rachel was the coward – the dependant – the one who would risk nothing. She told herself that Rachel was naturally loving and unselfish. She told herself that it was she who was spoiling their short time together – by jealousy, by being possessive, by getting at poor Rachel about what she clearly conceived to be her duty … She remembered Rachel saying, ‘I always enjoy everything I do with you.’ It was not that Rachel did not love her: ‘I’d rather be with you than with anyone in the world,’ she had once said, an old bone that Sid kept safely buried, but could always dig up for comfort. It was she who failed abysmally to make the best of what she had got; she was greedy and bad-tempered and possessive. By the time Rachel reappeared, she was entirely the villain of the piece.

‘You shouldn’t have waited!’

‘I wanted to. Forgive me for being such a beast.’

‘You weren’t a beast. It’s all right, really.’

She took Rachel’s hand and kissed it. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s wonderful to have you at all.’

And Rachel smiled, and screwed up her eyes and leaned over and kissed her, and said, ‘Sorry I sulked.’

‘No, no – it was all me. All of it.’

‘I was thinking. Why don’t we go to a theatre tonight?’

‘Lovely idea. We’ll get an Evening Standard at Baker Street.’

Then they talked about Sybil, about whom she asked with all the concern that she would, in any other circumstances, always have displayed.

‘She’s still very weak, poor darling, and longing to come home. But she doesn’t want to be a nuisance. And she thinks Hugh wants her to stay in the hospital longer, but is trying to get her out because he thinks she wants to.’

‘It does sound complicated.’

‘I know. But married people always have their jungle paths. They know them, but they always sound funny to outsiders.’

‘I suppose they do.’ She thought how wonderfully secret and safe it would be to have a jungle path or two herself.

‘You know, in spite of that huge lunch, I’d love a cup of tea.’

‘As soon as we get home, you shall have one. It is tea-time after all.’

Rachel looked at her watch. ‘Nearly a quarter to five. It certainly is.’

They parked outside the house and carried their shopping in just as the air-raid warning sounded.

‘Oh dear.’

‘We’re always having them: nothing much happens.’

But shortly after that they could hear the faint popping sounds of anti-aircraft guns.

‘Do they ever hit anything?’ Rachel asked, as they went down to the kitchen to make tea.

‘They must occasionally, but mostly I think it’s simply to keep the planes too high to be accurate about their targets.’

When they had had tea and chosen a theatre, Rachel remarked, ‘If we can hear the ack-ack, there must be an air raid somewhere.’


‘If there is, it’s a long way off. Let’s play a spot of Brahms.’

‘Oh, Sid, I’m rotten! Nothing like up to your standards.’

‘To hell with that. I love playing with you.’

So Rachel struggled through the sonata in G major and Sid was wonderfully patient with her mistakes. Then they decided to have a drink, and Rachel said she wanted to see Sid’s garden. ‘There’s nothing to see; it’s a wilderness, I’m afraid.’ But Rachel opened the french windows and started to go down the little flight of wrought-iron steps when she called, ‘Sid! Come and look!’

And Sid shut her violin case and joined her. There was a gigantic cloud of smoke in the distance, rising slowly in the sky as they watched, like some vast balloon.

‘Where do you think?’

‘Well, that’s due east, so it might be the docks – the East End at any rate.’

The sun was setting and, as they watched, the blue-violet sky round the smoke balloon seemed to be tinged with pink. The ack-ack sounded more distinct out of doors – a pedantic little yapping sound. They both watched and listened for a few minutes and then Rachel said that she could see the garden from there so she wouldn’t go into it, after all.

‘I’m going to mend your dressing gown for you,’ she said.

‘Oh, would you, darling? If you do that, I shall pay you in gin.’

‘What about our theatre?’ Sid said when she had been sent and returned with some primitive sewing things.

‘Well, I sort of feel that perhaps it would be nice if we stayed in after all,’ Rachel replied as she put the torn sleeve inside out to get at the seam.

Sid was delighted. She lit the fire and got drinks.

‘Dinner’, she announced, ‘could be toasted cheese or a vintage tin of sardines. Or both, of course.’

‘Oh, one will be quite enough. I can’t see any more, darling. Could you do the blackout?’

Sid fastened the front shutters, and then went to the french windows to draw the curtains. She could no longer see the balloon of smoke, but the sky from there was an unearthly orange red. There was no sound of gunfire.

Rachel sensed that there was something odd, since Sid was so still. She got up and joined her. Together they watched.

‘It’s as though the sky was bleeding to death,’ Rachel said. ‘It must have been a very bad raid.’

‘The All Clear hasn’t sounded. It isn’t over yet.’

As though to confirm this, they heard the guns opening up again.

‘It may be us this time,’ Sid said. ‘There’s an air-raid shelter in the next street. I think we should make some sandwiches and a Thermos in case we have to go to it.’

But they didn’t have to. An hour later, when they turned off the lights in order to look out of the windows, the sky was still flaming, but against it, or within it, were not one, but several great plumes of dark smoke.

‘Let’s turn on the news.’

‘My wireless is bust. I keep meaning to take it to be mended, but I haven’t. I’m sorry.’

They ate the sandwiches and drank the Thermos of coffee: ‘We mustn’t waste it,’ Rachel said. ‘I hate to think of you in London,’ she added.

‘I’m all right. I have a nice, safe, dull job.’

They played piquet, and Sid, who usually won, lost each game. The old adage rose to her lips, but she did not say it. By mutual consent, after one more awestruck look at the sky, they went to bed.

The telephone woke Sid after she had gone to her own room, and even after she had fallen asleep. It was her ambulance station calling her out. ‘There simply aren’t enough ambulances, or bloody well anything else come to that, so we’d like you to report at once,’ the voice ended.

It was half past four. She got into her boiler suit with a jersey underneath it. Then she went to tell Rachel.

The family were just finishing a late dinner, which had been put back because everybody wanted baths after the tournament, when the telephone rang. Hugh leapt to his feet. ‘It’ll be Sybil,’ he said. He had been trying to get through to the hospital ever since the first wave of bombers had flown over them.

‘I do hope that it is,’ observed the Duchy. ‘He has been worrying so much, in spite of the news.’ They had earlier heard that there had been an attack on London, and various anxieties had ensued: apart from Hugh, Villy worried about Louise, who had rung to say she wasn’t coming down until Sunday as there was a play she simply had to see, the Duchy had fretted about Rachel, and Edward had privately worried about Diana with whom he had spent the previous night, and who had announced her intention of staying on in London in order to shop that day.

Hugh returned: he did not look relieved. ‘They’ve hit the wharves,’ he said. ‘A big raid on the East End and the docks.’

‘Which wharf?’ the Brig asked sharply.

‘All three of them, I’m afraid. The sawmills went up like a powder keg. All the sawdust. It was old George. He said he thought another attack was starting while he was speaking to me. It wasn’t his night for duty, but he went to see. He was ringing from a box and he ran out of money, so that’s all we know.’

There was a silence. Then Teddy said, ‘Does that mean we’re ruined?’

‘Quite possibly,’ his father said. ‘Hugh, we’d better go to London.’

‘No point tonight,’ the Brig said. ‘There’s nothing you’ll be able to do tonight. Go tomorrow morning, first thing.’

Polly burst into tears. ‘Think of all the poor people! Having their houses smashed up and being bombed to death!’

‘Poll darling,’ Hugh said sitting by her, ‘we’ll hope it isn’t as bad as that.’

But the next morning she discovered that it was, of course. Four hundred people had been killed outright; over fifteen hundred had been seriously injured, and thousands of people had found their homes reduced to ruins of rubble and broken glass.




LOUISE

Autumn – Winter, 1940

It was her very first really grown-up dinner party – not a family affair, which automatically relegated one to the shaky status of being only conditionally grown-up, but a party which, with the exception of Mummy’s friend Hermione Knebworth who had invited her, was full of strangers, all older than herself, treating her as an equal. Hermione – goodness she was kind! – had invited her out of the blue, and more than that, had persuaded Mummy that she should come to London and stay the night. What she had actually said to Villy was, ‘Darling, I need one young girl madly – everyone else is as old as the hills and so attached, and it is time that Louise met some decent people instead of all that greenery-yallery crowd at her acting place.’ But Louise did not know this. Her mother had simply said that Hermione wanted to speak to her.

‘Hermione? I don’t know anyone called Hermione – excepting Leontes’ wife, of course.’

‘Hermione Knebworth. Of course you know her.’ Villy had to shout because Louise had only got as far as the landing at the top of the stairs, and she was in the Brig’s study. ‘Louise! Will you please come at once. It’s a toll call.’

Louise had taken to doing everything (nearly) that her mother told her to but very, very slowly. Now as she wandered down the stairs, she was the picture of wounded dignity. ‘“Since what I am to say must be but that which contradicts my accusation,” ‘she murmured, ‘“and the testimony on my part no other but what comes from myself—”’

‘Louise!’

Anyway, it had turned out to be an exciting invitation. Anything, in any case, was better than mouldering away at Home Place. The acting school had closed because of the blitz, and although she had tried to get a job in various repertory companies nobody seemed to want her. She had had a brief row with Mummy about what she should wear; she didn’t really have a decent frock, and she wanted Mummy to lend her one, but of course she wouldn’t – said they would be too old for her, so she was reduced to her old coral pink satin that she was absolutely sick of and that anyway was a bit too short for her.

But when she reached Hermione’s luxurious flat in Mayfair, almost the first thing Hermione said was, ‘I expect you’d like to borrow something exciting to wear,’ and took her to the shop – only five minutes’ away – and found her a heavenly blue chiffon with plaited chiffon shoulder straps so she couldn’t wear a bra, in itself a dashing prospect. And Hermione gave her a box in which was a pair of french knickers and a petticoat – pale blue satin with creamy lace and a beautiful pair of pure silk stockings.

And now eight people were seated in Hermione’s midnight blue dining room – pitch dark in the day, but she never ate lunch at home – with candles on the table, having an amazing dinner that Hermione had had brought in from a neighbouring hotel: caviar, which she had never had before, and roast partridge and a chocolate mousse and pink champagne, and then a delicious savoury of mushrooms and tiny pieces of fried bacon. She ate everything, but she didn’t talk much because the whole atmosphere was so new to her, and everyone was miles older and she didn’t want to say the wrong thing. There were two couples, the men in army uniform, and their wives in evening dress, of course; one man who was not so old, but was extremely quiet and seemed devoted to Hermione, although she took very little notice of him, and another not so old man in naval uniform, who sat next to Hermione and opposite Louise. He wasn’t as old as the couples, but he was old, at least thirty, she thought. She sat between the army officers who were very nice to her in dull and courteous ways, asking her where she lived and what she did, and Hermione interrupted, saying, ‘Malcolm, she’s Edward Cazalet’s daughter – you remember Edward?

‘Oh, yes. Yes, of course I do.’ And Louise noticed that his wife looked at her with renewed interest.

Now they were all teasing Hermione about her conjuring up such a delicious dinner. ‘She could do it if we were all on a desert island.’

‘I am deeply grateful that we aren’t.’

‘I don’t know. A bit quieter at nights, don’t you think?’

‘I sleep at the War Office mostly. Underground, you know. Don’t hear a thing.’

‘Poor Marion can’t do that.’

‘Poor Marion spends most nights gambling wildly at an ARP post.’

‘That’s not true! We have incident after incident, now they’ve turned their attention to the West End.’

‘And Hermione,’ he went on disregarding her, ‘Hermione simply makes frocks.’

The silent man came to life. ‘That’s quite untrue,’ he exclaimed. ‘Hermione gets up at five every morning and works in a munitions factory.’

The other, less old man looked up from his partridge. ‘Really? Hermione – in all those hours we’ve spent together, you never told me that.’

‘She wouldn’t.’

‘Anyway, I shall probably have to give it up,’ Hermione said as though she didn’t want to talk about that any more.

But the silent man was now not to be silenced.

‘Do you know why? She found a way of doing her part of the job so much faster than anyone else, that she upset the whole line. Brought the factory practically to a halt.’

‘John darling, don’t go on about it! Offhand, I can’t think of a more boring subject.’ But she smiled at him with her clever grey eyes and asked him to light her a cigarette and he subsided again into an amiable and total silence.

They didn’t actually talk about the war, but there was some gossip about personalities. General de Gaulle: ‘Awkward chap – very stiff, and none of that famous French tact,’ the man who slept at the War Office said; and General Ismay who, it turned out, had been a prefect at the school the other chap had been to, ‘Charming feller – gets on with everybody.’ Everyone seemed pleased about President Roosevelt’s re-election. ‘We stand a far better chance of help, tacit or otherwise with him than we would with a Republican.’ The conversation became rather dully technical then with the men talking about a deal Churchill had made for fifty American destroyers. The women were talking about their children: ‘Would you believe it, Jonathan cried because we didn’t have fireworks on Guy Fawkes night!’ and Louise was beginning to feel disappointed when the man opposite her leaned over the table and said, so softly she could barely hear him, ‘You – are – lovely!’ and then held her eye with a look of such beguiling admiration that she felt herself beginning to blush, and was quite unable to think of a reply.

He smiled then, and said, ‘I could see that destroyers are not your subject.’

‘Oh no! How could they be anybody’s?’

‘Well, here I must tell you that they have to be mine because I’m in one.’

‘Oh!’ What traps there were when you knew nothing about the person! ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

‘Tell me your subject.’

‘Well, I’m learning to be an actress. At least I was – but the school closed down because of the blitz.’ And after that it was easy: she told him all about how she had auditioned for repertory companies, but without success; how the school might be going to evacuate to the country somewhere where there was a free theatre and continue as a student rep; how she had always wanted to play the men’s parts in Shakespeare; and how her family were against all this, and felt she should do something useful for the war. By now they had reached the chocolate mousse.

‘Don’t you want your pudding? It’s absolutely delicious.’

‘I don’t really care for puddings,’ she said untruthfully, but it sounded grown up not to care about them.

‘Don’t you? I adore them. The stodgier the better, My favourite was suet roll with treacle at school.’

She was rather taken aback by this. ‘Well, I do like some. It’s just that I’ve eaten rather a lot of everything else.’

‘Well, you are probably very wise.’

Somebody claimed him then, and she ate a few spoonfuls of the chocolate mousse not to seem rude. She looked up and Hermione gave her a marvellously reassuring smile. She had earlier introduced Louise saying, ‘This is my new daughter.’ I wish she was my mother, Louise thought. She’d be perfect as a mother. She looked unbelievably glamorous in a scarlet silk dress that clung everywhere to her with a long slit up the side so that she could walk, and red satin shoes that matched. She smelled of gardenias. Louise only knew this because she had asked. The whole flat had this faint perfume, as though she only had to walk through a room to scent it. ‘It’s Caron’s Bellodgia,’ she had said. This had been before people arrived, when she had walked round the dining-room table, putting knives and forks completely straight, twitching napkins, tweaking the roses in the middle of the table, telling the waiter to change the claret glasses. Everything seemed to be made perfect by her in a few moments, and Louise had noticed that the waiters did not seem to mind her drawling, imperious voice telling them how wrong something was at all. ‘I really cannot bear glass butter dishes,’ she had said, ‘do change them. White china is what I said I wanted. And not a speck of parsley in sight, please.’ And they all said, yes, m’lady, and rushed off to do what she wanted.

After dinner, they repaired to Hermione’s drawing room, which had fat chairs with gilded arms – reminding her of Stella’s home a bit – and there was coffee with the proper coloured sugar to put into it. The man who had admired her sat himself down next to her – she remembered that he was called Michael something, but she felt shy about asking him what else he was called because she’d been told when they were introduced and hadn’t remembered.

But then, Marion said, ‘What about the famous picture? Is it finished? May we see it?’

And the man said, ‘I left it in the hall. It’s Hermione’s picture.’

‘I’d adore you to see it. Do bring it in, Michael.’

It was a full length portrait of Hermione in a dark grey satin dress standing by a white marble fireplace with one arm lying on its shelf. Behind her on the other side of the fireplace, was a very dark rather dirtyish yellow velvet curtain. It was tremendously well painted, Louise thought: you would know immediately that it was Hermione, because her hair, her features, all seemed to be right, but at the same time it didn’t give you much idea of what Hermione was actually like. The satin of the dress, the heavy folds of the velvet curtain, the white veined marble were immaculately painted. It seemed to her a brilliant picture, but somehow not really a good portrait of her. She didn’t have to say anything about it, because everybody else was exclaiming, ‘Fabulous! So like you! Jolly good! I was afraid it was going to be one of those modern jobs when you don’t know what’s going on, let alone whether it’s meant to be any particular person.’

Hermione said, ‘It flatters me, but I expect I should have been cross if it hadn’t.’

People ran out of things to say about it quite quickly, but she noticed that Michael went on looking at it in a serious way, almost as though it was new to him.

Soon after that, a night club was proposed: ‘There’s been a warning,’ someone said; and somebody else retorted, ‘There’s always a warning. I don’t intend to have my night life disturbed by Herr Goering.’

Marion said, ‘I honestly think I’ll opt out. I’m on duty tomorrow night, and I’m frightfully short of sleep. But do go, Frank, if you want to.’

‘No. I’ll take you home, and then I’ll repair to the old bunker. I may be chairborne, but there’s a hell of a lot of work at the moment.’

In the end, it was just four of them: Hermione, the silent John, Michael and herself who went to the Astor in Berkeley Street in John’s car.

The place seemed very dark when they went into it, but Louise found that one soon got used to that. It was fairly full, but they knew Hermione and a table was quickly found for them. Champagne was ordered and Michael said that he would like some soda water as well. Hermione asked Michael to dance with her and, slightly disappointed, Louise was left with John, who also seemed disappointed.

‘Shall we?’ was all he said.

But he was easy to dance with: the small floor was very crowded and he was skilful at avoiding other dancers.

‘Did you like the portrait?’ she ventured, to break the silence.

‘Don’t know anything about pictures,’ he answered. ‘But I should think anyone could make a good picture of Hermione.’

‘She’s the most glamorous person I’ve ever met.’

This animated him. ‘Isn’t she? Tremendously bright with it, too. In fact, she’s the most amazing person I’ve ever met in my life. Have you known her long?’

‘Well, she’s a very old friend of my mother’s. So, in a sort of way, I have. Although, you know, you don’t ever know your parents’ friends.’


‘I suppose not.’ After a while, he said, ‘Do you know Michael?’

‘Never met him before. What’s his other name?’

‘You don’t know that?’ For some reason this pleased him. ‘He’s supposed to be famous. A famous portrait painter. His pictures cost the earth. Hermione would never have afforded to be painted by him. Someone gave it to her, but she won’t say who.’ He was depressed again.

‘How did he paint it if he’s in the Navy – he said in a destroyer?’

‘He’s been on sick leave. Got appendicitis. Ship’s doctor had to take it out. Made a bit of a hash of it, so he’s been on leave for about six weeks.’ At this point, the dance came to an end, and they went back to their table.

When it became her turn to dance with Michael she discovered that he was an almost frighteningly good dancer. It was a quickstep, and he whirled her into all kinds of elaborate decorations. She became tense with the effort to keep up with him.

‘Just relax and follow me,’ he said, but these directions seemed incompatible to her.

‘Sorry. I’m not good enough for you.’

‘Nonsense! I’ve just had more practice. I used to go to the Hammersmith Palais every week. See? When I turn your shoulder, you just go the only way you can go.’

But it didn’t seem to be like that at all for her.

‘The others are dancing,’ he said. ‘Let’s go back and talk. My subject is only beginning to be destroyers. What it has been up till now is faces. And you have the most extraordinarily beautiful face. I can’t wait to draw it. Lots of people think my paintings are rather vulgar, and I expect they are right, but I draw rather well. When can I draw you?’

‘I don’t know.’ She was overwhelmed by his description of her face and longed to go away and look at it to see how it had changed. ‘I’m only up for one night. My parents are sticky about me staying in London.’

‘I’m sure they’re right. Well, perhaps you could—’

But at that moment something so extraordinary happened that it seemed as though everything stopped. There was a dull, very loud explosion, and the next second it felt as though the whole room lurched, as though the walls were stumbling to stay upright; the large dimmed chandeliers shook with an uneven chinking sound, the little red-shaded lamps on each table quivered, and their champagne swayed in the glasses. There was a gasp in the room and she heard one woman cry out, ‘Oh!’ in an unnaturally high voice, but all this seemed to happen at once. Then, very slowly, a small piece of plaster fell from the ceiling on to their table beside their glasses. Through it, she had sat bolt upright, motionless.

Michael took her hand. ‘What a brave girl,’ he said. ‘I had been going to say, come down to Wiltshire for a weekend, my mother would like to meet you. Now I am sure that she would.’

‘A bomb?’ she said.

‘A bomb fairly near, I should think.’

Hermione and John returned to the table at this point.

‘They really are the limit!’ Hermione drawled. ‘One can’t even have a little innocent exercise and fun without them trying to spoil it. Let’s have another bottle of delicious champagne to cheer us up.’

When the waiter came for the order, he said that they said the church in Piccadilly had been hit. Some people were leaving, but Hermione said they should stay. ‘It isn’t as though they’re raining down on us.’ She looked at Louise. ‘Are you all right, my pet?’

Louise nodded. Now, after being called brave, she was feeling rather shaky.

A long time later, when she and Hermione had been deposited at Hermione’s flat and were taking off their wraps in the hall, Hermione remarked, ‘You were a great hit with Michael Hadleigh. Did you have a good time?’

‘Oh, it was a wonderful evening. It was terribly kind of you to ask me.’

Louise kissed her sculptured scented face; Hermione gave her a little pat, and said, I warn you, he’s a great breaker of hearts. I’m sure you’ll be seeing him again, but don’t get too taken with him, will you, darling?’

‘No, I won’t.’ She said that because she felt it was expected of her, but privately she wondered whether he could, or would break her heart.

Hermione eyed her, looked as though she was going to say something, and changed her mind.

Then, when Louise had undressed and was brushing her teeth, she knocked softly on the door. ‘Forgot to tell you, darling, I’ll be off early in the morning, so I shan’t see you.’

‘Are you going to your factory?’

‘I’m off to my very own factory. Yes. You sleep as late as you like, and ring for Yvonne when you want your breakfast. And be a good girl and catch your train back to Sussex before lunch, or your mother will never let me have you again. Compris?’ And she was gone.

As she got into bed, the all clear went. It was twenty past four. It would hardly be worth poor Hermione going to bed, she thought, as her head touched the pillow and sleep overcame her.

The next morning she was awoken by Yvonne who said there was a gentleman on the telephone.

‘This is Michael,’ he said, ‘Michael Hadleigh.’

‘Hallo.’

‘Have I woken you up?’

She looked at her watch: it said ten. ‘Not really.’

‘I’ve rung my mother, and she says it would be lovely if you came down next weekend.’

‘Well – I don’t think—’ She had planned to see Stella then.

‘The thing is that it is my last weekend before I rejoin my ship. So it is rather then, or heaven knows when. Do come; I shall be unspeakably sad if you don’t.’

So, she said that she would see if she could rearrange her plans and, of course, she could.

‘Michael Hadleigh? The one who paints those Academy-type portraits? Why on earth do you want to see him?’ This was Stella at her most spiky. ‘I know,’ she added. ‘I bet he told you you were unbearably beautiful and you couldn’t resist the bait.’ She could be maddening as well. ‘And his mother’s the daughter of an earl. It’ll all be frightfully grand.’

‘How do you know all that?’

‘Mutti reads all the sort of papers that tell you that kind of thing. She’s always hoping to spot someone eligible for me – at least, that’s her ostensible reason when we tease her about it, but actually she’s a straightforward snob. She loves reading about high life.’

‘Well, come and stay with us the weekend after, and I’ll tell you all about it.’

‘All right, I’ll come, but not because I want to hear all about that. And, Louise, for goodness sake don’t fall for him because it’ll ruin your life. You’re far too young to get all tied up with anybody.’

The being far too young rankled. Stella could be very bossy. She wouldn’t think she was too young for anything, and nineteen was not that much older: it was a bit much having one’s best friend treat one as a child.

‘I have no intention of getting tied up with anybody,’ she said as loftily as she could manage.

‘Spend a weekend with Michael Hadleigh? The portrait painter? Certainly not!’

‘Mummy, it’s not just with him. It’s with his parents. They have a house in Wiltshire. He’s on leave: he’s going back to his ship after that.’

That was better, but it still didn’t do the trick. Her mother rang Hermione who gave her Lady Zinnia’s telephone number in the country, and Mummy rang her: it was all most humiliating, but it also had made her really want to go. So when her mother finally said that she might go and began fussing about things like her not wearing trousers, Louise sulked and was offhand about the whole thing.

It wasn’t until she was sitting in the train to London, a headscarf over her newly washed hair, wearing clothes that she would have died to let her friends at the acting school see – an olive green tweed coat and skirt, stockings and proper shoes (socks and sandals were the mode at school) and with a handbag (people used canvas fishing tackle satchels in which they could conceal their gas masks) and her mother’s rather expensive Revelation suitcase on the rack above her, that she began to feel both nervous and excited about the prospect ahead. She had told herself all kinds of things about it: that an actress should get as much experience about as many different kinds of people as possible, that the pangs of homesickness from which she still occasionally suffered could only be vanquished by frequent efforts, that he probably hadn’t meant a word that he had said about her – and, after all, it wasn’t much – but then she would remember him saying it: ‘You – are – lovely.’ It was like a double brandy on an empty stomach. Her family did not mention, let alone discuss, people’s appearance, with the exception of her mother who criticised it. She knew that she was clumsy: movement classes at her school had made that clear to her, apart from her mother’s devastating remarks. But nobody had ever said that she was O.K. to look at, let alone lovely. Perhaps he is the only person in the world who would think that, she thought. She knew that painters had some funny tastes about people’s appearance, liking sometimes quite fat and sloppy people, or people whose faces could in no way be described as conventionally beautiful. It was quite likely that he was one of them. Why did it matter to her so very much? She did not know, only vaguely supposing that people loved you starting from that, and if they didn’t have that to start with they would not bother to love the rest. And it seemed to her that, apart from becoming a great actress, she wanted someone to feel that she was the most special person on earth. She was not exactly hunting, but she had begun to want to be hunted.

He met her at Pewsey station in the late afternoon wearing a polo-necked jersey and very old grey flannel bags, a stocky, rather square figure – But I do not feel like Lydia or Kitty Bennet about uniforms, she thought. How useful Jane Austen often was, because otherwise she would have caught herself thinking how much more glamorous he looked in naval dress.

‘Your train was hardly late at all,’ he said, ‘although, of course, the “hardly” seemed a long time.’ He took her suitcase from her. ‘It’s wonderful that you could come. Mummy is longing to meet you.’

A fiery sun was setting, leaving a cold, darkening, translucent sky. They drove along a valley with large fields of stubble – like golden stumpwork – and beyond gentle shoulders of chalky downs, moth-coloured in the dying light. It was far less crowded country than the kind she was used to: there were fewer trees and those there were were gracefully windswept by the prevailing wind. He drove fast through the narrow winding roads that climbed up out of the valley, through one or two dark little hamlets, whose only signs of life were the occasional wisps of smoke from chimneys, until they reached a wood, and in the middle of it a drive.

‘Here we are,’ he said. The wood thinned out to single trees and she could see railings on either side of the drive and then the dark mass of the house before them. They had not talked in the car much: she had asked him who would be there, and he had said, just the parents. He stopped the car, and she got out and waited, shivering slightly while he collected her suitcase from the boot.

There were two doors, the second made mostly of glass and then they were in an immense hall, at the end of which was a double staircase rising to a gallery. A very old manservant appeared and said that they would be having tea in the library.

‘Right. This is Miss Cazalet’s case. Get Margaret to take it up, would you?’ He turned to her, untied her headscarf and gave her a reassuring smile, ‘There, my beauty,’ took her hand and led her through a vast oak door, along a passage to another oak door which opened into a square room that seemed to be entirely lined with books, except for the huge stone fireplace, where a log fire burned, on each side and in front of which were three sofas. On one of them lay a fragile-looking woman with white hair who was embroidering something in a round frame.

‘Mummy, this is Louise.’

When Louise got near to take the hand held out to her, she realised that she was not as old as the white hair had made her think from the doorway. She wore a blue Chinese silk padded jacket embroidered with birds and flowers over a long thick white woollen skirt, and silver earrings, which looked like some kind of fish, dangled from her large, but elegant ears.

‘Louise,’ she said. Her eyes were as pale as they were blue and looked now at her with a kind of shrewd brilliance, as though, Louise felt, she was transparent. ‘Welcome, Louise,’ she said, and then, turning to her son, who bent to kiss her, added, ‘You were quite right, Mikey. She is a little beauty,’ but somehow there was a touch of impersonal patronage about the way in which she said it that made Louise feel simply uncomfortable.

‘Where’s the tea?’

‘I rang for it, darling, when I heard your car.’

‘Where’s the Judge?’

‘In his den, as usual, working. Come and sit down, Louise, and tell me about yourself.’

But this invitation increased her unease, and she heard herself being very dull in her answers to the questions put to her while she ate hot scones and bramble jelly and cherry cake.

‘My favourite cake!’ Michael exclaimed when he saw it, and Louise saw a small complacent smile flit for an instant across his mother’s face.

‘Really, darling? How very lucky for you!’

‘Well, you must act for us this evening,’ she added to Louise as she delicately licked bramble jelly off a finger and rubbed it with a large, very fine white handkerchief. God, no! Louise thought.

After tea, Michael got out his Senior Service and offered her one. When she had taken it and he had lit it for her, Lady Zinnia said, ‘You smoke? It used to be fashionable when I was young, but my mother always said that it was common for girls to smoke.’

‘Oh, Mummy, according to you, she thought everything girls did was common. Times have changed. But if you’d rather we didn’t smoke in here—’

‘Darling, I wouldn’t dream of telling you what, or what not, to do. I was only considering that if Louise wishes to become an actress, she should look after her voice …’

At last, Michael said come and see his studio, and took her upstairs and along what seemed like miles of sombre passages to one end of the house where there was a very large room with skylights along one side of the ceiling.

‘Hang on a minute while I do the blackout,’ he said pulling down a series of roller blinds. Then he switched on the lights and the room was blazing. The floors were bare wood, and it smelled pleasantly of paint. He went to open the wood stove at one end, sat her in a large armchair and offered her another cigarette. Then he said: ‘Don’t be overwhelmed by Mummy. She hates people to be afraid of her, but she does rather tease new ones to see if they will be. Stand up to her. She‘ll appreciate that. She has trouble with her heart, and as she’s always been an extremely active person, it is hard for her. And, of course, she worries about me far too much, although naturally she would never say so.’

He seemed to be saying two things at once, Louise thought. She felt it was rather difficult for a stranger to stand up to someone who had a bad heart and was suffering from anxiety. All she said now was, ‘Don’t let her make me act anything. I’d be speechless with terror. Honestly, I can’t think of anything that would frighten me more.’

‘Darling Louise, we shall all be acting this evening: people are coming to dinner, and Mummy loves us to play charades. So it won’t just be you. Although I expect you’ll knock spots off the rest of us – being a pro and all that.’

‘Oh. Are a lot of people coming?’

‘A neighbouring family, the Elmhursts. Now, tell me more about you. I want to know every single thing.’

Because he seemed really interested – not merely curious, as she felt his mother had been – she was able to launch into what he seemed to find an entertaining description of her family: and she found that when she was telling him about the great-aunts, for example, she could imitate them perfectly and make him laugh. She told him about Uncle Rupe, and he said how awful that must be, and then about doing lessons with Polly and Clary, ‘Until, of course, I got too old,’ and then about the cooking school and her great friend Stella and then back to her burning desire to join the student rep in Devon if only her parents would let her. ‘Although I think they want me to learn typing so that I can get some boring war job,’ she finished. ‘But they might let me have this one year.’

‘Until you’re eighteen?’

‘How did you know my age?’

‘I asked Hermione. She said you were just seventeen.’

‘I’m seventeen and a half,’ she said feeling that her actual age was undermining her.

‘You are a remarkable seventeen and a half,’ he said.

She asked to see some of the pictures that were stacked against the walls.


‘You won’t like them. They’re not modern or adventurous or anything. I simply have a kind of deadly facility and most people are reassured by it and pay me lots of money for them.’

The ones of women were all rather like the one she had seen of Hermione: wearing evening dress, and, in many cases, jewels, sitting in large gilded armchairs, or lounging gracefully on sofas – not quite smiling, looking more as though they had been, and got tired of it. She did not know what to say about them. There were two that were different and although they were leaning face outwards against a wall, he did not actually show them to her. One was of a very beautiful girl in riding clothes, and one of a young man in an open-necked blue check shirt – strikingly handsome in a poetic faun-like manner. She was not sure what was different about these pictures, except that, apart from them being idealistically beautiful, the girl looked as though she might also be stupid, and the boy petulant. Brought up by Miss Milliment at least to look at pictures that she considered to be good, but by painters who were, by and large, dead, she realised that she had never looked at contemporary work at all, let alone by someone she knew. Excepting Uncle Rupe, of course, but she realised now that she had taken his painting, like his being her uncle, uncritically and for granted.

‘I didn’t think you’d like them,’ he said. ‘They’re rather cheap and vulgar, aren’t they really – like me.’

‘You don’t really mean that!’

‘But I do. I’m second rate. Mark you, that’s not bad. Most people would be extremely glad to be that.’

‘Aren’t you most people?’

‘Of course not. I’m just as unusual as you are.’

She looked at him to see if he was laughing at her, and was not sure.

‘Darling Louise, I’m not laughing at you – you amaze me too much for that. Knowing Shakespeare practically by heart, and being so brave about bombs – and – oh, I don’t know – everything! I kind of knew – the moment I saw you – that you were special, and by golly, you are!’

Before she had to say anything to this, a bell sounded from below, and he got up.

‘Dressing time,’ he said. ‘I’d better show you your room.’

He led her back along the passage, past the head of the staircase to the passage the other side of it.

‘Bathroom’s at the end,’ he said. ‘There’s time for a bath if you want one. I’ll come and fetch you in half an hour.’


During that weekend, he made two drawings of her, took her riding (he turned out to be a brilliant horseman: there was a row of cups he had won for jumping in shows, including ones at Olympia and Richmond), acted in charades with her – he wasn’t particularly good, but he was uninhibited and clearly enjoyed it; played the piano – which he did by ear – and sang songs like ‘Don’t Put Your Daughter On The Stage, Mrs Worthington’. Through it all, he never failed to admire almost everything she said and did. On Monday morning, he put her on a train at Pewsey, kissed her face, and asked her to write to him.

‘But what,’ said Stella, the following weekend after she had listened to much of this, ‘was he like?’

‘I’ve told you!’

‘You haven’t at all. You’ve simply told me things you did. You seem so bowled over by the grand house and dressing bells and being unpacked for, that you haven’t noticed anything interesting at all. What does he look like?’

Louise thought for a moment. ‘It’s funny. If I described his appearance you’d just think he was dull, but he isn’t. He has terrific charm.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, light brown hair – not an awful lot of it, as a matter of fact. I should think he’d go bald fairly young. Of course, he’s not young now: he’s thirty-two. Pale blue eyes – sort of greyish blue, but they look very hard at – at everything … Quite a large forehead.’ She stopped there; he had the suspicion of a double chin, and somehow she didn’t want to mention this to Stella. ‘A small nose,’ she added.

‘I can see him as if he was in front of me,’ Stella scoffed;

‘He has a lovely voice. I think that’s possibly the most outstanding thing about him.’

There was a silence. Then Louise said defensively, ‘You think I mind far too much about appearances, don’t you?’

‘No. Everybody ought to mind about what they see. It’s what you see that matters. Tell me about the parents.’

Louise was on her mettle now. She related her first impressions of the fragile creature on the sofa, and how they proved to be more and more wrong during the weekend. ‘She’s actually very powerful, I think. She designs and makes jewellery, but she’s done lots of other things. She used to make pots, and plates, but Michael said since her heart trouble she’d had to stop that. She adores Michael. I had the feeling that he was the most important person in her life …’

‘What about her husband?’

‘She was perfectly nice to him, and he obviously adores her, but he was working most of the weekend: I only saw him at meals. He was extremely kind to me. He’s the sort of person who finds out what you are interested in, and then talks about it, and, of course, he knew all about everything. And it wasn’t just with me. When a whole lot of people came to dinner, he took a lot of trouble about two of the girls who were pretty frightened of Zee.’

‘What?’

‘That’s what she’s called. But all the young men simply loved her: she had them all round her.’

‘It sounds as though she doesn’t like women,’ Stella remarked.

‘Oh. No, no, I don’t think she does.’

‘In which case, watch out.’

‘She asked me to come again.’

‘That’s probably because Michael wants you to. It doesn’t mean she likes you.’


‘I don’t suppose she does.’ She sounded so disconsolate that Stella laughed and threw an arm round her shoulder. ‘Cheer up! None of all that is anything like as important as being a world-famous actress, is it?’

‘Shut up! I’m not even going to be allowed to be that! They’ll make me do some dreary typing job until it’ll be too late! I feel as though I’ve been marking time all my life, and now, just when it might begin, this beastly war will spoil it all.’

‘Most people can’t do what they like in a war.’

‘I bet they do. My father loved organising the defence of an aerodrome. He didn’t at all want to go back to sorting out the mess at our wharves after the bombing. And I bet that there are lots of people who like fighting. I know you think I’m selfish and I agree with you. All I mean is that so are a lot of other people, but it doesn’t show so much because they happen to want to do the things that are popular.’

The more she talked like this, the worse she felt. In a minute, she knew, Stella would point out to her that the thousands of people who’d been bombed out of their homes could hardly be said to be liking it, so she added quickly, ‘Of course I know I’m very lucky compared to most people, but I don’t find that that makes one feel much better, just rather guilty for feeling awful at all.’

‘All right,’ Stella said equably. ‘Let’s go back to Mozart.’

‘Only the slow movement, then. You know I can’t manage the other ones.’

They had spent a morning playing two pianos. Neither of them performed very well, but they enjoyed it. Stella was a better sight reader than Louise, and was prepared to tackle works she had not practised, and Louise had not practised anything for months now, but they forgave each other, stopped and started again until even they got too cold to continue – the log fire in the drawing room smouldered all day and sent its serious heat up the chimney (the Duchy always played in mittens).

Stella loved staying chez Cazalet. She said it was like living in a village instead of a box, which was how she rather unfairly described her parents’ flat. What she really enjoyed was the lack of curiosity displayed by the family about what each other was doing and thinking. There were no cross-examinations, no post-mortems of the kind that she and Peter had to endure about almost everything they could be seen or sometimes imagined to have done. She longed to have a flat of her own and had pointed out to Louise that if she joined her at Pitman’s, they might be allowed to share a place, and might then go on to get jobs in the same institution: the Ministry of Information, the BBC or the like. But Louise clung to the idea of having one year in which to make it as an actress, in the same way that Stella had been implored to do her first year at university which she had refused; she did not want, she had said again and again, to be cut off in that kind of way from what was really going on. I want to be in the war,’ she had said. Her father had finally given in – not because she was right, he had said, but because she had to start learning from her own mistakes. She had told Louise about all this, and Louise had said that all parents were difficult the moment one had a mind of one’s own. ‘Considering what opposite things we want, it’s a pity we can’t swap parents,’ she said, and this had had the unexpected (to her) result of Stella’s eyes filling with tears and being given a hug of unusually emotional proportion. Having Stella to stay was one of the best things in her life, she thought, because, although she had thought she would miss Michael, her time with him had very quickly started to feel unreal so that she could hardly believe her own memory of it.

‘Actually, I went to stay out of pure vanity,’ she confided that night when she and Stella were in their beds.

‘I knew that. It sometimes worries me that you are so unsure of yourself.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, you seem to need other people to tell you what you are like.’

‘Do you know what you are like without other people telling you?’

‘I can’t answer that, because in our family everyone talks all the time about the others, admiring, discussing, criticising …’

‘My family criticise me. That’s about all they do do.’

‘You mean your mother. It didn’t look to me as though your father ever would.’ She had met him once when he had given them both lunch in his club in London. ‘He obviously adores you. Let’s get back to your vanity,’ she added, when she had got no response.

‘You get back to it if you want,’ Louise said sulkily. ‘All I meant was I went because he was the first person who has really admired me.’

‘What about me? I’ve admired you.’

‘OK. The first man who has ever admired me.’

‘Well, at least you’re honest about it,’ Stella said. ‘Just don’t let it all go too far.’

‘What “all” do you mean?’

‘There are plenty of cases of young women marrying much too young and then getting bored with frightful consequences. Think of Anna Karenina and Madame Bovary.’

‘Honestly, Stella. A, I’m not thinking of marrying anybody for years and years, and B, Michael is not in the least like Karenin or Monsieur Bovary.’

‘He doesn’t sound much like Heathcliff or Romeo either,’ Stella retorted. ‘In fact, he sounds as though he might turn out to be quite dull.’

It was getting very near to being a quarrel. ‘I’m going to sleep,’ Louise said with offhand dignity. ‘I don’t want to discuss the matter any more.’

The next day, Stella apologised, ‘Not because I think the things I said were wrong, but because I don’t say them in the right way,’ which didn’t feel much like an apology to Louise. All the same, it was duller than ever at Home Place when Stella went, and she was overjoyed when a letter finally arrived addressed to her mother from Mr Mulloney (one of the teachers from the acting school) saying that he had now found a theatre in Devonshire and a large house three miles away where the students could live, and he had also procured a Mrs Noel Carstairs to be Matron of the establishment. Louise was to be offered a scholarship which meant that she would only have to pay two pounds ten a week for her keep. After much persuasion her mother said she might go.

There were a few more minor rows about her packing, as Louise insisted on taking every single garment that she possessed on the grounds that if they did modern plays they would be expected to dress themselves. Polly and Clary were suitably envious. ‘I do hope we will be allowed to come and see you performing,’ Polly said. ‘You are so lucky knowing what you want to do.’

‘And stopping being educated so young,’ Clary added.

Aunt Rach took her to Tunbridge Wells and bought her a warm dressing gown. The Brig gave her five shillings. Her mother gave her two months of her allowance – seven pounds, plus money for her railway ticket – and said she was to ring up when she arrived. Aunt Syb had knitted her a warm jersey: ‘It was to be for your Christmas present, but I expect you’ll need it before that,’ and Aunt Zoë gave her a pot of Elizabeth Arden Eight-Hour Cream. ‘Put it on your mouth at night,’ she said. ‘It’s wonderful for stopping chapped lips.’ Lydia gave her a diary that turned out to be last year’s, but she said it didn’t make any difference. ‘You simply move on a day, and you can choose whether you want it to be the right date or the right day of the week,’ she said. ‘I worked it out before I gave it to you.’ She had put ‘For my sister Louise from her loving sister Lydia’ in red ink on two pages at the beginning. ‘We’ve had those days, so it doesn’t matter,’ she said.

Louise thanked her and felt touched. Everybody was being for nicer to her now that she was going away, and on her last evening she did fleetingly wonder whether it would all prove so frightening and awful that she would want to come home, but quenched the idea as quickly as possible.

Stella met her at Charing Cross as a surprise, and went with her to Paddington station where they bought very horrible sandwiches – a choice of meat paste or beetroot: they got one of each.

‘Where can we eat them?’

The station was crowded and there was nowhere to sit.

‘On the platform,’ Stella said. ‘I’ll get a platform ticket.’

They sat on Louise’s suitcases, which they’d lugged from the taxi to the platform to save a porter so that Louise could buy a packet of de Reszke Minors.

‘I’m going to miss you awfully.’

‘I you as well.’

‘But not so much. You’re going to something.’

‘Yes, I know. I really shall miss you. Mind you write.’

A lot of the glass had fallen out of the station roof and water dripped on them.

‘Aunt Anna made you these. I nearly forgot.’ She rummaged in her shoulder bag and produced a little cardboard box. ‘Her special cinnamon cakes. She cooks and cooks because she’s so unhappy.’

‘Oh, thank you! Thank her.’

‘Write and thank her. She never gets any letters any more.’

‘I will. Oh! I do wish you were coming too.’

Then they couldn’t think of anything much to say, and both were relieved when the long, drab train came slowly into the station.

‘Right. Let’s find you a good seat. Would you like the rest of my sandwich? I don’t really want it.’

‘No, thanks.’


They lugged the suitcases onto the train, and found Louise a corner seat.

‘I’m going to go now,’ Stella said. ‘I’m not very good at seeing people off.’

‘OK.’

They hugged, and then she went. Louise watched her through the open window, but she didn’t turn back. She pretended for a bit that she had just said a final farewell to the only man whom she could ever love, and from whom she was being separated because she had to go back to Devon to nurse a brother who was dying slowly of some incurable disease. Tears were soon running down her face at the sadness of this heroic sacrifice, quelled only by the appearance of an elderly couple. She quickly sneezed a lot and blew her nose, and the couple looked at each other, and then took their cases off the rack and left the compartment. Just as she was imagining telling the others in the company how to keep people out of your compartment in a train, two middle-aged ladies arrived: she started sneezing to see if it really worked, but it didn’t. They looked at her with distaste, but settled down in the seats furthest from her. Now she wondered whether she would have to keep up the sneezing for the whole journey. She decided that she wouldn’t, and if they asked her, she’d say that it was the station air that had given her hay fever.

The train started. It was not a fast train and stopped a lot, at stations and sometimes outside them. By four o’clock it was dark, and the blinds on the windows were drawn by an old guard and Louise began to worry that she wouldn’t know which was her station, as all the names were blacked out, but the guard said that they called out the names of the stations when the train stopped at them, and that she was due at Stow Halt at ten to six. The middle-aged ladies had eaten an enormous picnic which ended with tea out of a Thermos, the sight of which made her feel very thirsty. She opened Aunt Anna’s box of cinnamon cakes and tried to eat them very slowly while she read her Stanislawsky An Actor Prepares, slightly hoping that one of the ladies would ask her if she was interested in the theatre, so that she could talk about it. At one station a large number of sailors boarded the train. They filled up the carriage, and a lot of them stood in the corridors, smoking. Their uniforms looked so new that it was almost as though they were wearing fancy dress; their boots, which made their feet look enormous, and their large canvas bags made going to the lavatory very difficult. She was aware of a surge of muttered jokes as she edged her way through them. When she got back to her seat, she gave up Stanislawsky and read The House of the Arrow instead, which was exciting with a rather conceited detective called Hanaud in it. The sailors all got off at Exeter, and by the time she reached her station she was alone, and struggled to pull the window down behind the blackout blind in order that she could open the door. It was pitch dark, and very cold. She stood, shivering, a suitcase each side of her. They were too heavy for her to carry both of them at once. Then a man with a torch came towards her saying, ‘Are you for Stow House?’

‘Yes.’

‘This your luggage? Right. You follow me.’

She got gratefully into the battered old cab, which smelled, she thought, of damp prayerbooks.

‘I’ve two others to collect,’ he said, when he had stowed her cases.

The other two turned out to be a boy called Reuben who had been a second-year student when she joined, and a girl who was new called Matilda. They sat, almost silent, crammed on the back seat for the short drive, unable to think of anything arresting enough to say to one another.

Chris Mulloney was waiting for them full of theatrical hospitality in a dark mosaic-paved hall. He wore, as usual, his shapeless tweed trousers, dirty white tennis shoes, and grey polo-necked sweater, which because of the shortness of his neck embraced quite a lot of his ears. Above it, his domed bald head was adorned by a woolly cap. His merry brown eyes gleamed beneath the tundra of his tufted eyebrows, and he had a nose that people said someone had hit a long time ago.

‘My darlings!’ he said. ‘Welcome to Exford, my darlings!’

Louise, pressed momentarily against his rotund but rather surprisingly firm stomach, smiled uneasily. The last time she had seen him, he had reduced her to tears as he had made her repeat the same line again and again with him telling her how much worse it was each time. He had been regarded with awe in London, as he certainly got results. He had two weapons, artificial rage and real, profound sentiment, and used them both to the hilt.

‘Matron’, he now said in a rather jokey voice (inverted commas round the title), ‘will show you to your rooms. Matron!’

Sharp on cue, the lady appeared at the head of the stairs above them. ‘This is Louise, Reuben and …’

‘Matilda,’ Matilda said.

‘Matilda. Mrs Noel Carstairs.’ He said it as though she was famous, or at least they should know who she was. She was a tiny little bird-like woman with peroxide blonde hair in much need of attention. She wore a sort of dressing gown of pale blue satin, the neck edged with ruffles of rather dirty lace, and held a piece of paper in her hand at which she peered hopelessly. ‘Darlings,’ she said – she had a foreign accent – while she searched for their names. ‘Ah, yes. Louise! You are to share with Griselda. Come!’

The room was small, with two beds, two chests of drawers and one cupboard. ‘In the daytime you will look on the sea. That is OK?’ Her faded and wistful eyes looked out below enormous blue false eyelashes that seemed almost too heavy for her. Her face was otherwise shiny and devoid of make-up. ‘Today I rest my skin,’ she said. Her high-heeled slippers, which had no backs to them, clacked away across floorboards stained the colour of black treacle.

Griselda must have arrived: one of the chests had bottles and pots on it, and a photograph of two middle-aged people in tennis clothes. The bed furthest from the window was clearly Griselda’s: her gas mask and a woolly dressing gown lay upon it. The room was icy cold, and there was only one light, which hung from the middle of the ceiling shrouded in an ageing parchment shade. No reading in bed, Louise thought. She felt cold and depressed. She unpacked a warmer jersey and went in search of a bathroom.

The house seemed to ramble interminably, with dark passages going off in about three directions. Eventually she saw an open door to a large bedroom that contained three girls.

‘I was looking for a bathroom.’

‘The bathroom. And nearly the lav. There’s another rather murky one at the back of the kitchen, but the plug is bloody difficult to pull. I’ll show you.’

‘I’m Betty Farrell,’ she said as she led the way. ‘The kitchen’s mildly warm because of the range. It’ll be supper quite soon. I should go down there and introduce yourself.’ She was small and cheerful, with freckles and a turned-up nose.

The bathroom was small: a bath that had been painted cream inside for some reason, a small rusty geyser, a kitchen sink and a lavatory with a wooden seat. The sash window would not shut properly, and someone had stuffed pieces of newspaper in the crack, but not effectively.

The kitchen was huge, seemed to be full of people, and was distinctly warmer. Chris introduced her to everyone, ending with a drab thin girl who looked much younger than anyone else and wore her long hair in an untidy pigtail. ‘And this is my invaluable daughter Poppy who keeps the whole household together.’

Poppy smiled shyly, but did not say anything. She was lifting an enormous saucepan off the range and now staggered to the sink with it, and tipped the contents into two colanders. The steamy smell of hot greens rose in the air. A long kitchen table was laid with knives and forks.

‘Sit ye down, my darlings, and dinner will shortly be served. Annie? Annie, go and help your sister, do.’

An even younger girl, a child with long fair hair hanging down her back, removed three fingers from her mouth, went to the range and lifted another large saucepan full of boiled potatoes and lurched, in a heavy uneven trot, to the table. As soon as she had deposited the potatoes, she returned the fingers to her mouth. At the same time, and at the far end of the room, a thin fair boy had been telling some story, interrupted by shrieks of laughter from several girls round him. Now, as he moved to the table, one of them said, ‘But do, do tell the parrot story – go on, Jay!’

‘Go on, while Chris is carving.’

He looked round the table. Everybody had sat down excepting Poppy who was now carting an immense grey joint of meat which she put in front of her father and Annie was collecting serving spoons with her left hand.

‘The parrot story? Right: the parrot story.’ He had a slightly pedantic drawling voice which seemed particularly suited to story-telling. He described an old lady’s parrot, reputed to have remarkable intelligence and encouraged by its proud owner to walk across a clothes line which had been slung across the room for that purpose. He became the parrot, precariously putting one claw on the line, almost losing its balance, and then proceeding with the other claw. Then as narrator he described one oldish lady giving a titter of nerves and excitement at the spectacle. He was the parrot again, looking up from the line on which he wobbled and saying in a parrot voice: ‘Ludicrous, no doubt, but fucking difficult.’

People laughed, and Louise joined sycophantically with the others, but privately she was confounded. She had never heard anyone use that word, and was unclear what it meant, but she knew that it was what her mother would have described as unspeakably rude. She glanced at Chris, but he was intent upon carving. Annie, who had now sat down, was staring at the meat, and Poppy was making gravy at the range. Then she caught Jay looking at her: he did not say anything, but he smiled, a small knowing smile, as though he knew exactly what she was thinking, and this made her blush. She bent her head over the steaming plate in front of her, so that people would think it was the food that had made her hot.

During supper, everybody talked about acting. Apparently, they were to start by doing some scenes from Shakespeare which they would perform to local schools, but Chris refused to discuss the casting. After supper, two people washed up, and the others drifted away. Griselda turned out to be a striking girl with blue-black hair, high cheekbones and long narrow slanting eyes – very fascinating, Louise thought, as they trudged upstairs together.

‘What happens in the morning?’

‘Oh. Breakfast. You can’t have toast, because the toaster’s broken, but bread and marge and some sort of jam and tea. Then we go into Exford – three miles, and most of us hitch to save bus money.’

‘What’s the theatre like?’

‘Pretty dingy and it reeks of gas. The dressing rooms are freezing, and a lot of the seats in the auditorium are broken. Still, it’ll be our theatre.’

‘What happens to the rest of us while some of us are rehearsing?’

‘Well, Lilli gives us voice lessons.’

‘Who’s Lilli?’

‘Mrs Noel Carstairs. She’s Romanian actually. She was the musical comedy star in Romania. Then she came here and married Noel Carstairs – you know, the impresario, but he left her for someone far younger and she’s miserable.’

‘Is that why she didn’t come to dinner?’

‘Oh no. It was one of her raw-food days. She’s always doing things to make herself healthier. She makes fearful little plates of grated carrot and cabbage and eats them in her room. She walks backwards on the sands for hours because she says it’s good for the figure. She has a huge picture of the Queen of Romania in her room – all signed in a spidery hand – you can’t read it. She’s quite mad, actually, but awfully sweet.’

In the morning she could see that the house was on the front of a wide estuary: the tide was out; there was an expanse of glittering sand and a row of little houses on the opposite shore. It was a fine clear day with heavy frost. She woke full of excitement to find Griselda already dressed in trousers and a jersey.

‘The bathroom might still be free if you want it,’ she said. I get up early otherwise there’s a frightful queue.’

Washed and dressed in Aunt Syb’s new red jersey and her – also new – dark blue corduroy trousers she joined Griselda in the kitchen. Poppy was there, preparing a breakfast tray for her father. The kitchen was not very warm: ‘The range was nearly out,’ Poppy said apologetically, ‘and could I have your ration book?’

A large black cat sat in the middle of the kitchen table watching Annie cut scraps of last night’s joint and put them in a saucer. Griselda and Louise ate bread and marge and jam while they waited for the big black kettle to boil.

‘I’ll take you in today on the bus,’ Griselda offered. ‘Then you’ll know your way around.’

‘How long have you been here?’

‘Less than a week. I came early because our house was bombed and my mother didn’t want me staying in Bristol.’

This took her aback, as she realised that since leaving home, she had not thought about the war at all, that nobody had mentioned it the previous evening, and that things like ration books and gas masks had become so much a part of life that she had almost forgotten the reasons for them.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It must have been awful for you.’

Griselda shrugged. ‘I simply hate talking about the war,’ she said, ‘don’t you?’

The rest of the day was wildly exciting. The condition of the theatre didn’t matter to Louise at all. It was a theatre, with a dark red curtain trimmed with dirty yellow braid. Stepping onto the dusty stage for the first time was a delight – an arrival, the beginning of her career. The odours of gas, old sized flats and the musty cold sweaty smell of the battered old seats in the auditorium thrilled her; the dressing rooms with their concrete floors, faint odour of old greasepaint and rows of bare electric light bulbs round the spotted mirrors were all that she could wish. When they were ranged on hard wooden chairs on the stage lit by working lights and the curtain up and the scenes they were to rehearse and the casting announced, she felt dizzy with joy. She was to play Katherina in the first courting scene from The Taming of the Shrew, and also Anne in two scenes from Richard of Bordeaux. The only sadness was that as the company consisted of ten girls and only four boys, the girls were having to double, which meant that they would only play every other performance, while the fortunate boys were not only in nearly every scene but would get to play all the time. Griselda was cast as Lady Macbeth, to do the murder scene with Roy, who from the read-through was easily, Louise thought, the best actor there. He was also doing Petruchio with her. She had Jay to play opposite her as Richard.

At lunch-time, they went to a café facing the river, and she shared a fried egg and chips with Griselda – dividing the egg with scrupulous care and counting the chips. They were both very hungry.

In the weeks that followed she learned much – and not only about acting. Her letters home were carefully considered: she was terrified of being taken away if she sent any information that might alarm them. When she wrote asking for an additional allowance for bus fares and lunches, she did not, for example, explain that otherwise the nightly joint, boiled greens and potatoes (the only thing that Poppy knew how to cook) was the one meal of the day (they frequently went without breakfast, as the range constantly went out which meant no water could be boiled, and the marge and jam got used up before rations enabled Poppy to buy any more). She also did not mention that most mornings they hitch-hiked into Exford to save the bus fare (and buy cigarettes); and she particularly withheld the method some of them employed, that of lying down in the middle of the road and pretending to have fainted or to be feeling ill which invariably procured a lift. She said that they all had very interesting conversations after supper in the evenings, reciting poetry aloud, and had they heard of Dylan Thomas and T. S. Eliot who were both simply marvellous poets. She did not mention someone’s birthday party when there was a competition for who could wear least, and that she had won it with two pieces of stamp edge and a powder puff. She did not, of course, mention the swearing that was immensely fashionable: people said fuck nearly all the time. She did not say that one night they got drunk on a wicked yellow-green sticky drink called Strega which some Dutch people who lived on a boat in the estuary gave them. She did not mention the rather awful weeks when Annie was discovered to have hair that was literally stiff with louse eggs, and that the whole company by then had caught them. Exford ran out of fine-tooth combs, and they had to keep washing their hair at the sink with frightful smelling stuff. She did not say that ‘Matron’ was really a little tired old actress with no domestic or nursing skills at all, and that Chris Mulloney ran the whole establishment on his teenage daughters. Poppy turned out to be sixteen, and Annie twelve. The latter had never been to school, but read all day and looked after her cat, whom she had called Tsar Alexander, and seemed quite content. Some people’s parents visited, staying in the local pub at the end of the road, and then, by mutual but unspoken consent, everyone changed their ways for the visit. She did not say that they were all of them ravenously hungry nearly all the time, any more than she told them that she was lucky if she got one bath a week, and that so far their sheets had not been changed: she did not, above all, mention the fact that Chris Mulloney was a member of the Peace Pledge Union – a communist organisation. To Stella, she was more forthcoming.

What is odd here is that although, we talk about all kinds of things that one would not dream of mentioning at home (this is when we aren’t talking shop which, I must admit, is nearly all the time), there are things that don’t get talked about at all. We don’t talk about the war, for instance. Several people here are pacifists, and Chris is a member of the PPU. We don’t have newspapers, and although Chris has a wireless, he uses it mainly for things like ITMA, which is a frightfully good programme, have you heard it? And Lilli – alias Mrs Noel Carstairs, also known as ‘Matron’ – listens to people singing sometimes. But we also never talk about our families particularly our parents. Nobody talks about their homes at all, or much about what they did before they came here. On the other hand, we had a very interesting discussion about lesbians last week, but nobody present had ever been one, and only one person knew one, so I didn’t learn much. People being virgins is rather frowned upon – I think – at least it is by the oldest girl here who is called Ernestine and is supposed to be twenty-five, but she looks miles older. I am learning a lot about life as well as acting. A very interesting actor here, called Jay Coren, is amazed at how little I’ve read, and he gave me a novel by Ernest Hemingway who he says is the greatest novelist in the world. It is called A Farewell to Arms and is nearly all about sex – but the people are in love – and she has a baby and she dies. You must read it. Something amazing. Chris has hired the most wonderful costumes for us for the Shakespeare, etc. I have the actual dress that Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies wore for Richard of Bordeaux when she played with Gielgud! It is yellow with a marvellous headdress. And for Katherina I have a terrific red velvet dress embroidered with pearls. It is awfully hot though and it smells rather. We get free seats for the cinema which fortunately is almost next to the theatre so one can nip in and see a bit of film when not wanted for rehearsals. I had to go to The Private Lives of Henry VIII nine times to see all of the film. But rather grand, don’t you think?

Lilli gives us voice lessons: we each get two a week. Also we spend quite a lot of time cueing each other. The days go very fast, and our first night is next week! I do so wish you could come to it. But think of me at eight o’clock next Friday: we start with The Shrew. Poor Roy has awful boils on his neck, and when he tried on his ruff it made them much worse …

She thought for a bit. It was much easier to write to Stella than to her mother, but she’d used up all her news. Oh!

You needn’t worry about me and Michael Hadleigh. He hasn’t written, so I should think he’s forgotten all about me.

And the very next day she got a letter from him forwarded from home. She knew it must be he, because the envelope had ‘Received from HM Ships’ where a stamp would have been. She took it into the broken-down old greenhouse in the back garden of Stow House so that she could read it in comfortable privacy.

Darling Louise,

I had quite decided not to write to you because I was afraid you might not want me to, but I couldn’t go through with it. But if you don’t want me to write, then just drop me a line and say so, but I hope you won’t feel that. It’s lateish at night and I am Officer of the Day and I keep getting interrupted to go ‘rounds’ and do various other routine jobs, and as I’m the only officer in the ship at the moment I don’t get much peace.

This is an awfully difficult letter to write. Inhibitions … the censor, and also because it is the first letter I’ve written to you. But all these weeks when we’ve been at sea, I’ve kept seeing you sitting with such a beautiful dignity in the night club when the bomb fell – and you so young! I think I am a little afraid of your youth, as well. Oh, Louise, whatever you do, don’t take me seriously, because it would need only that to make me take myself seriously, and that would be laughable.

But we did have fun that weekend, didn’t we? You were marvellous in the charades – Mummy was most impressed. Those drawings I did of you don’t do you justice. But I’ve got one with me now, and it does at least serve to remind me of small, important things, like the way your mouth turns up at the corners, and the way your eyebrows tilt suddenly in the middle – not triangular, but interestingly angled – no, that’s wrong, I mean that they are more like gentle little pitched roofs than the usual curve.

I wonder whether your repertory company is going to happen. Whether it does or not, I have no doubt that you will be a tremendous actress. And if you refuse to know me, in later years, I shall haunt the West End theatre where you will be playing the lead, and tell people that I knew you when you were young … Darling Louise, I’ve got to go and sort out a mooring line that seems to have come adrift. Goodnight.

Yours ever, Mike

She read it very quickly – gulped it – and then again very slowly. My first love letter, she thought, and then wondered if indeed it could be said to be that. She examined it again, trying to be calm. He said ‘Darling Louise’ but, then, people here called each other darling all the time, even when they were saying quite catty things – it didn’t mean a thing. But then the bit about not taking him seriously – that might be because he didn’t want her to take him seriously – but the bits about her face, her beautiful dignity and her mouth and eyebrows … Well, you could like things about a person without being in love with them, and he was terrifically sophisticated and old and must have met hundreds of girls. He was flattering her but nobody else had ever done that. One had to admit that it was exciting: she tried to say this aloud and very calmly, but her hand, holding the letter, was trembling. It was rather – adult (a word much in use at Stow House) to get a letter like that. She read it carefully once more, and then folded it up and returned it to its envelope. She would keep it in her bag in case she wanted to read it again.

The dress rehearsal on Thursday went on from ten in the morning until half past eleven in the evening. This was partly because everything had to be done twice, so that all the girls went through it. Chris sent some of them to get fish and chips for everybody in the evening, and Lilli made quarts of tea in one of the dressing rooms. Louise felt a complete flop. She did not actually forget her lines, but was flat, whereas Roy preserved a uniform, it seemed to her, very professional standard. Chris, and a lady who had mysteriously appeared a few days previously, sat in the stalls, and she took his notes on each scene. The notes devastated her. ‘You’re supposed to be sexually attracted to the man – right from the start,’ he stormed, ‘and you might as well be talking to the postman who’d delivered your letters late. Come on, girl, you know what I’m talking about.’ The trouble was that she didn’t, really. She had not the least idea how one behaved towards a stranger to whom one was sexually attracted, but she would have died rather than admit that. She smiled with complicit weakness, and, self-conscious and wooden, went through it all again. After it, he gave her the practical notes: when she was moving late on lines, when she had lost pace on the first waspish exchange by not picking up her cues fast enough, the point at which she upstaged Roy during a speech, ‘You can’t expect the attention of the audience to be on you all the time,’ and so on. Afterwards in the dressing room, as she was getting out of the red velvet dress, she started crying, and people were very nice to her: Lilli said she must not spoil her make-up, and the other Katherina, Jane Mayhew, fetched her yet another cup of tea, before she climbed into the dress to do her scene. Then she was alone for a few minutes. She mopped her eyes carefully, and stared into the brilliantly lit mirror. Perhaps I’m no good after all, she thought. One of the things Chris had said to her was that she moved clumsily: what Mummy kept saying. Of course it was true. Not much ‘beautiful dignity’ about her now! she thought, looking at her smudged eyes and the tracks her tears had made in carefully applied five and nine. Her black tin box of make-up – her most treasured possession – sat before her, hardly used. It looked far too new. Some of the others had deliberately made theirs look dirty and much used, but she had thought this cheating: this would be her precious box all of her life and she wanted its dilapidation to be genuine.

There was a knock on the door: it was Jay, with a packet of cigarettes.

‘He did put you through it,’ he said, seating himself on the dressing-table beside her. ‘That must mean he thinks you’re good.’

‘What on earth makes you say that?’

‘I’ve noticed. With some people, he just tells them when they’ve got a line wrong – the words, I mean – and then tells them it was jolly good.’

‘Perhaps they were.’

‘Nope.’

‘Perhaps he thought they were.’

He shook his head. ‘He’s a bloody fool in many ways, but he doesn’t get that sort of thing wrong. What do you think of his girlfriend?’

‘Is she?’

‘You bet. She’s living in Exford. For the moment. My bet is that she’ll move in quite soon. Under some pretext like helping the poor benighted Poppy.’ He looked at her. ‘Are you cold? You’re shivering.’ Suddenly he leaned forward, and put his hand under the old silky kimono her mother had let her have, felt for and found her breast. ‘Just as big as my hand,’ he said with surprising gentleness. When he kissed her mouth, a lock of his yellow hair fell forward and tickled her neck.

‘There.’ He straightened up; he was smiling at her in a watchful sort of way. ‘I rather go for you,’ he said. ‘Now I must don my fucking white tights.’

He had left the cigarettes. On the packet, he had written, ‘For Anne of Bohemia’ and in brackets underneath ‘(Mrs Queenie Plantagenet)’.

She felt suddenly much better. Then Lilli came back and showed her how to use her brand new hot black on her eyelashes.

When she went out into the auditorium to watch Jane and Roy do the Shrew scene, she looked covertly at Chris’s girlfriend. She was quite old, with long dark hair cut in a fringe and a muffler round her neck. In the dark, that was all she could notice. She turned her attention to the acting. Jane was small and red-haired with a surprisingly powerful voice and an air of great assurance. The unhappiness that Louise felt lay beneath Katherina’s shrewishness was not apparent. She was almost pretending to be bad-tempered and she was making up to Roy like anything. Roy seemed to her to give exactly the same performance. It had not shifted at all since the read-through. She felt that there must be something wrong in this, but could not think what. She noticed at the end that Chris gave Jane only perfunctory notes, and none to Roy at all, and wondered whether Jay had been right. He seemed much older than the others and she decided that she liked older men. I can say that now, she thought, because I know two of them. His kissing her, his hand on her breast, had seemed at the time to happen so fleetingly that it had felt unreal: there had been no warning of it and no conclusion, but now it touched her – there was something light and daring but unmomentous about it that was entirely new to her.

She came to from this reverie to hear Chris announcing a ten-minute break before they started on Macbeth.

‘Griselda has been sick,’ someone said as she went back to the dressing room to find the poor girl hunched over a bucket, her face, under her pallid Lady Macbeth make-up, the colour of a duck’s egg. ‘I can’t remember my lines!’ she moaned. ‘I start, and then I just peter out. Oh, God! It’s no good. I can’t go on. Helen will have to do it instead.’

In the end they sent for Chris who marched in saying, ‘So you’ve been throwing up, have you? That’s a good thing. You’ve sicked up your nerves, and now you’ll be ready to go. Just say your opening lines to me and then we’ll carry on.’ He was squatting in front of her, and now took both her hands. ‘Now. Screw your courage to the sticking point, girl, and you’ll not fail.’

She stared at him, and then started falteringly, ‘“They met me in the day of my success—”’

‘You see?’ he interrupted her. ‘You know it. I know you know it, and you know you know it. You can take the letter quite slowly – I don’t suppose Macbeth’s handwriting was all that good—’

She was smiling at him now. He rose to his feet, still holding one of her hands, and led her out of the dressing room.

‘I thought you were marvellous!’ Louise exclaimed later as they sat with a large carton of Trex between them carefully smoothing it over their unnatural complexions. (It was the smart thing to use Trex: somebody had been round to rather a well-known actress’s dressing room in a London theatre and that was what she had been using, so they looked down on the poor novices who painstakingly bought cold cream.)

‘So were you. Especially Anne. You play far better with Jay than Helen did.’

‘What do you think of Jay?’ Louise asked very casually.

‘Well, he’s very intelligent and all that, but he’s got a rather cruel mouth, don’t you think?’

Privately, Louise thought that this sounded a bit silly: what on earth was a cruel mouth? What was different about one from a kind mouth? But Griselda went on: ‘You know. It’s sort of rather large, and curving, but hard. And he’s got cold eyes as well. I don’t think I’d trust him.’

There she went again. ‘Cold eyes’. Eyes, as they had been told, could change utterly, depending upon what the person was feeling. In the theatre, your eyes were your most important feature. Hers were sore now from her efforts to remove the hot black sticking in blobs to her eyelashes. She would have to ask Lilli about how to get it off.

‘He’s very good as Richard,’ Griselda said. ‘And he tells wonderful stories. God, I’m hungry! I could eat absolutely anything!’

‘Will there be anything when we get back?’

‘I don’t know.’

They had to share three cabs home because it was so late. Poppy had left two plates of thick sandwiches filled with a choice of cheese and bloater paste, but Tsar Alexander had interfered with the latter and nobody wanted the stodgy remnants he had left.

‘Annie should have taken him up to bed,’ Chris said: he was ravenous.

‘She did, but I’m afraid he came down again. It’s my fault, I should have left them in the larder, but I was afraid you might be even later and I’d be in bed and you wouldn’t see them or know they were there.’

‘You could have left a note, Poppy. Never mind, girl. No tears, please – I’ve had enough of emotion for the day. Bring me up a little something in bed, there’s an angel.’

In the end, most of them decided that they were more exhausted than hungry and dispersed, leaving Poppy trailing round the kitchen with a tin of corned beef and some water biscuits. ‘I can’t use the bread or there won’t be enough for breakfast.’ She looked as tired as they did.

‘She doesn’t have a very nice life,’ Louise said while they were undressing quickly because of the cold.

‘No, and it’s rather unfair because she wants to be an actress too.’

‘Does she really? She doesn’t look as though she could act.’

‘Well, it’s an acting family. Her mother was apparently awfully good.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘She died in a car accident some time ago. Not sure when. Lilli told me when she gave me a manicure.’ Griselda was trying not to bite her nails because Lilli, who was shocked by this, had said that she must learn to care for them.

‘Perhaps I ought to help her. I’ve been taught cooking.’

‘I shouldn’t, if I was you. If you let them know you can, Chris’ll have you doing it all the time.’

This prospect was so awful, that Louise resolved on selfish silence.

The day of the first night everybody slept late and they had an indeterminate meal in the middle of the day. In the afternoon, Louise got back into bed – the warmest place – and settled down to write her letter to Michael.

‘Dear Mike – Darling Mike – dear Mike,’ she began, and then stopped. ‘Dear Mike’ looked cold, but on the other hand ‘Darling Mike’ looked copy-cattish, for certainly she would never have dreamed of calling him darling at all if he had not done so first. In the end, she took a fresh piece of paper and left that part of it blank to be put in at the end when she could see what sort of letter it turned out to be. ‘Thank you for your letter. It was sent on from home because the repertory company has happened, in fact tonight is our first First Night and we are all very nervous. We are doing scenes from Shakespeare and two scenes from a play by Gordon Daviot who is actually a woman.’ She went on in that vein, telling him about the dress rehearsal and how bad she felt she’d been, but ending ‘Anyway, if one has wanted to do something all one’s life and now at long last is doing it what more can one want? We live in a rather cold, bare house with not much to eat, but none of us minds because everybody is totally dedicated to their art and if you are that, material things are of no account, don’t you think?’ (She thought that bit was rather good, but was afraid that he might find all the theatre part a bit dull.) ‘Yes, it was fun at the weekend. I loved our ride and the charades and nobody has ever drawn me before. And your mother was very kind,’ she wrote carefully, because she couldn’t think of anything else to call her. ‘I did write her a Collins – that’s what we call thank you letters for visits in our family because of Mr Collins.’ Then she wondered if he had read Pride and Prejudice and added ‘Austen’ in brackets.

Then she put, ‘But of course you would know all that’ so that he wouldn’t be hurt at her thinking he didn’t know things. Then she read the letter through. It seemed to her very dull. ‘I’m afraid this isn’t a very interesting letter. I see what you mean about writing to somebody for the first time. You don’t quite know how well you know them on paper.

‘I can’t really imagine life in a battleship. Uncle Rupert used to feel seasick for the first two days. It must be awful to have to fight feeling seasick, but I remember my governess saying that Nelson often felt like that, although I cannot imagine why that should be a comfort to you. But I hope it’s not too bad. Anyway, love from Louise.’ Then she thought again and wrote underneath: ‘P.S. I wasn’t really brave when the bomb fell. I just sat still because I didn’t know what else to do. Of course I’m glad you like my appearance.’ Then she put ‘Dear Mike’. The Mike made ‘dear’ OK, she thought. She wrote his name, and the name of his ship, c/o GPO. It seemed a funny address, but that is what he had put on the paper, so it must be all right.

The First Night came – and went. Stella sent her a telegram which was lovely of her, because all the others got telegrams from their family except for her. ‘The house’ as she had learned to call it, was only half full, but that didn’t matter to her: they were a real live audience who had paid to come, and that was the point. Jay kissed her again in the wings while she was waiting to go on. ‘There, my honey,’ he said, ‘a stirrup cup of affection or lust – take your choice.’ Roy was beautifully reliable and some of the time she pretended he was Jay which made him feel more interesting. She remembered what she’d thought about Jane’s performance as Katherina, and put the sadness in a bit. It was lovely curtsying in the sweeping red velvet when she took her curtain call. Afterwards Chris came round and gave her a smacking kiss on each cheek and pressed her to his hard round tummy and said, ‘That’s my girl! You did well, Louise. You’ll do better, but you did well.’

They all went home on the last bus, and then sat round the kitchen table going over all the details of their performances, and finally fell into their beds. The next morning, Louise found brownish greasepaint on her pillow which made her wonder whether Trex was the best thing.

They played four evenings and four matinées to schools – the latter were rather a noisy audience, but at least they filled up the house – whereas the evenings, for the general public, were not very well attended. The local paper reviewed the scenes, and every single person in them was mentioned. The piece was not signed, and although it was clear that Chris knew who had written it, he refused to tell them anything except that it had not been him. Still, to read ‘Louise Cazalet gave us two well-contrasted performances as Katherina and Anne’ was rather exciting. She bought two copies, one to send home and one to keep in a scrapbook together with the programme.

As soon as the Shakespeare week was over, the next two plays were announced by Chris. They were to do Hay Fever and Night Must Fall. The reason that he announced both plays was that even with the girls doubling on the female parts there were not enough parts for all of them to be in both plays. Louise, to her disappointment, was cast as Sorrel in Hay Fever, the ingénue and, she thought, the dullest part, and not cast at all in Night Must Fall. Hay Fever was to be performed at Christmas and, after it, Chris said that she might go home for a couple of weeks if she liked. She did not want to go, had a fear that they might not let her come back if she did. But then she got another letter from Mike – his third – saying that he was getting a week’s leave while his ship was undergoing a refit and was there the slightest possibility that she could spend at least some of it with him? If not, he would try to get down for a night to Devon to see her.

Because communications are so difficult [he wrote], I am brazenly proposing that you should meet me at Markham Square on Friday 10 January. I have looked up trains from Exford, and find that you could arrive with luck about three. If you can’t make it, write to me, and then when I get to London, I’ll ring you up to see whether any other plan is possible. Do try, darling little Louise – I so long to see you. You would be the best antidote to my present life that I can think of. The High Seas are extraordinarily wet: I feel amazingly privileged when at last there is time to fall upon my bunk, and only have the condensation dripping quietly onto my nose. However, we make the odd killing … No more of that. One of my jobs is to censor the men’s letters, so I am becoming quite an authority on domestic and marital situations. I sometimes wonder whether you have fallen madly in love with some handsome young actor, and cannot help hoping that you haven’t …

She wrote back saying that she would come to Markham Square on that Friday and that she could be away for a week. The bit about his wondering whether she was in love she did not answer, because she didn’t know what she felt – either about him, or about Jay, who had taken to coming into their room when Griselda was not there, lying on the bed beside her and reading poetry to her. She enjoyed this and when the poetry subsided into his kissing her and stroking and kissing her breasts she discovered a sort of enjoyment in that too, but not of the kind that she had expected. She had thought that by the time somebody kissed you, you were certainly, surely, in love with them. But the blissful rhapsody that she had so often read about escaped her. She liked Jay – was a little afraid of him, of his soft, satirical voice, his sophisticated vocabulary, his pale, appraising eyes. But he could be very gentle with her, and when she was not afraid, the bottom of her spine seemed to unfurl as though it was not rigid at all; it seemed to have small, hitherto unknown fronds attached to it. But her body did not seem to connect with any of the rest of her. She could shut her eyes and Jay became anybody, any fingers, hands, mouth. ‘Do you love me, then?’ she asked one evening.

There was a pause. She was lying on her back, and he propped himself on his elbows to look down on her. ‘That, my dear girl, is a ridiculous question. How would you like it if I asked you that?’

‘I shouldn’t mind.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘you wouldn’t. At least you don’t pretend. You’re not full of all that romantic sentimental nonsense. I find you attractive, which I expect you’ve noticed by now. If you weren’t such a confirmed and utter little virgin I’d have you.’

‘Have me?’

‘Fuck you. But I have a feeling’, he added after waiting for a reply, ‘that this would either horrify you, or produce a sonorous response that wouldn’t suit me. So I don’t try.’ He picked up Geoffrey Grigson’s New Verse and continued to read:

‘Annie MacDougall went to milk, caught her feet in the heather,

Woke to hear a dance record playing of Old Vienna.

It’s no go your maidenheads, it’s no go your culture,

All we want is a Dunlop tyre and the devil mend the puncture.’

and so on until the last verse:

‘It’s no go, my honey love, it’s no go, my poppet,

Work your hands from day to day, the wind will blow the profit.

The glass is falling hour by hour, the glass will fall for ever,

But if you break the bloody glass, you won’t hold up the weather.’

Without saying anything, he riffled through the book and went on:

‘I have a handsome profile

I’ve been to a great public school

I’ve a little money invested

Then why do I feel such a fool

As if I owned a world that had had its day?

‘You certainly have good reason

For feeling as you do

No wonder you are anxious

Because it’s perfectly true

You own a world that has had its day.’

He shut the book and looked at her again.

‘You see? If you want to know what’s going on in the world, read the contemporary poets. They know.’

‘Were those poems by the same person?’

‘No. The first was by Louis MacNeice, and the second by W. H. Auden. Both people you should have heard of, but I don’t suppose you have.’

She shook her head, so disconsolately that he stroked it.

‘Cheer up. Here’s something to cheer you up.’

Then he read in a voice rather like the one he had used for the parrot story:

‘Miss Twye was soaping her breasts in the bath

When behind her she heard a meaning laugh

And to her amazement she discovered


A wicked man in the bathroom cupboard.

‘Do you soap your pretty breasts in the bath? Your pretty dukkys, as Henry VIII used to call them?’

‘It wouldn’t matter if I did,’ she said. ‘There isn’t room in this bathroom for a cupboard.’ The things that he knew fascinated her. ‘I wish I knew more,’ she said. ‘The world seems to be full of things I don’t know.’

‘I’ll make you a list of poets if you like. That would make a respectable start.’

He did. But sometimes she didn’t see him alone for days. This was partly because he spent time with Ernestine, the oldest girl there, whom none of the other girls liked but whom everyone was slightly afraid of. Ernestine had a room to herself on the ground floor. It had a fireplace in which she had a coal fire which meant she had the only warm room. She possessed a wardrobe of glamorous clothes, and painted her long finger nails with white varnish. She was small, with beautiful legs and a good figure, but her face looked much older than the twenty-five that she claimed to be. She wore her long dark brown hair in a kind of sausage fringe across her forehead, and the rest of it hanging down her back, and her long thin mouth was always painted with a cyclamen lipstick. She had a loud, grating voice which was largely used to jeer at things: society, the class system, the English – she said she was half French – the rich, anybody whose work did not involve the arts, virginity which she described variously as prissy and craven. She had lived in Chelsea before, and said it was the only civilised haven in the great inhibited, class-ridden tract that made up the rest of London. She had very little talent, but was convinced of her potential greatness. Chris allowed her a lot of leeway; some people thought he actually sucked up to her, and certainly he gave her privileges, like the room, which the others did not get. She was always talking about her lovers – notably one Torsten, a Norwegian, whom she said was the best she had ever had. People listened politely when they had to, chiefly at meals, but avoided her when possible. It was thought that she was paying more than anyone else to be there, and that Chris needed the money. She had clearly decided that Jay was the only man there worth her attention, and made it plain to Louise that she resented her. Somehow she had got wind of the letters from HM Ships – being on the ground floor she could always go through the letters before anyone else – and sneered a good deal at Louise about her sailor man. ‘They say all the nice girls love a sailor, but all I can say is that I’m not a nice girl, thank God. Louise must be a very nice girl, don’t you think?’ this to Jay.

‘Absolutely charming,’ he answered promptly with such a straight face that Louise felt he was on her side.

The evening before Louise was to go, Ernestine suddenly invited her to her room. She had learned that Louise was going away for a week. ‘I might have something for you.’

Unable to think of any decent way of getting out of this, Louise joined her after the customary roast meat and cabbage.

Ernestine offered her one of her black Balkan Sobranies and a glass of wine. Louise was seated on the end of her orange divan, while Ernestine found glasses and a corkscrew.

‘Are you going home to your family?’ she asked, when she had poured a glass and handed it over.

‘No.’ Louise found it difficult to lie, and also a part of her wanted to assert herself before Ernestine who thought the rest of them such a pack of children. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m going to see my sailor as you call him. He’s got a week’s leave and it happens to fit in.’

‘Good for you!’ She seemed genuinely admiring. ‘I rather thought that that might be what you were up to.’ She raised her glass. ‘Here’s to you both!’ When she wasn’t jeering, her husky low voice was rather pleasant. ‘He’s not a sailor all the time, is he?’

‘Oh no. He’s a painter.’

‘An art student. Oh my!’

‘Not a student. A proper painter. He does portraits.’


‘What’s his name?’

‘Michael Hadleigh.’

‘Michael Hadleigh? So you have a famous lover!’

‘He’s not exactly my lover.’ She felt herself beginning to blush and took a large swig of the wine. ‘I mean, I just know him – that’s all.’

Ernestine leaned towards her and filled up her glass. ‘Well, it sounds as though he wants to know you better. You don’t expect to spend a week with him holding hands, do you?’

‘N-no.’ That sounded idiotic to her. ‘Of course not.’

‘Well then, my dear, perhaps you need a little advice.’ She got up and went to a chest of drawers, returning with what looked like a tube of toothpaste. ‘A precaution,’ she said, handing it to her.

Louise looked at it. ‘Volpar Gel,’ she read. ‘What’s it for?’

Ernestine rolled her eyes. ‘My God! I can’t believe it! To stop you getting pregnant, you poor little innocent. Of course, later on, you’ll be needing a Dutch cap.’

Louise had a sudden vision of herself wearing one of those little white caps with stiff wings on them that occurred in Dutch pictures, and spooning jelly straight from the tube into her mouth. It seemed fantastic and silly and how on earth it would stop one having a baby she couldn’t imagine. She finished her second glass of wine while she considered this.

‘I am certainly not thinking of having a baby,’ she said. She said it as though she had considered the matter and decided – calmly, of course – against. I should like to go now, she thought, but Ernestine, as though she had divined this, lit two cigarettes and handed her one. The gold tip was smudged with cyclamen lipstick, and Louise did not want it, but she felt it would be rude to refuse.

‘Of course you aren’t. I’m only trying to help. I don’t suppose “Mummy” has told you much, has she? Anyway, you just go to any chemist and ask for a tube, and you’ll get it. The other thing I wondered was whether you would like to borrow some less schoolgirly underwear. Torsten gave me a couple of nightdresses that he said gave him a kick. I’ll show you.’

One was black chiffon, and the other of fuchsia-coloured satin trimmed with black lace.

She really meant to be kind, Louise thought, and decided that the easiest thing to do would be to accept one of them. She need never wear it, and Ernestine wouldn’t know.

‘It’s awfully kind of you—’ she began.

‘Balls! Always come to Auntie Ernestine when you want any advice about sex. You’d better take the tube as well. I don’t see you getting up the nerve to go into a chemist to ask for it.’

Soon after this Louise made her escape. She felt uncomfortably that although she didn’t really like Ernestine much, she seemed to have meant well. She had also opened up vistas of what the week before her might hold that made her almost – but not quite – wish that she had never agreed to it.

The Week … It seemed wonderfully long – the opposite of what she had imagined a marvellous time to be. She had thought that when she was really enjoying herself the time would go in a flash, but these seven days spun themselves out, so that after about two of them, she felt as though she had been living like that for years. The first day she felt very nervous. He was wearing his uniform as he had been the first night that she had met him. He put his arms round her and gave her a hug, kissing her face in a brotherly manner. He had made plans. They were to go to a revue, New Faces, at the Comedy Theatre. ‘I got seats for the early performance,’ he said, ‘so that we can have some supper before we drive down to Hatton. I know it’s not highbrow enough for you, but it’s supposed to be awfully good. Is that all right?’

She said it sounded lovely.

‘There’s plenty of time for you to change and have a bath.’ He led her upstairs: the house seemed very quiet.

‘The servants are all in Wiltshire,’ he said. ‘My stepfather is going to shut the house and live in his club, or take a small service flat. He doesn’t want Mummy to be in London.’

‘Your stepfather?’

‘Yes. Did you think he was my father?’


‘I did. But nobody said his name. I mean, the servants called him Sir Peter, and you and your mother called him Peter, so how could I know?’

‘You couldn’t. Don’t look so anxious. My father died in the last war. I can hardly remember him.’ He showed her to the spare room and the bathroom a few steps down on a half landing. ‘I’m going to have a bath too. My quarters are up top. Don’t be long, I don’t want to waste you.’

The revue was wonderful; the most memorable bit, she thought, was the lovely Judy Campbell singing ‘A Nightingale Sang In Berkeley Square’.

Afterwards, he took her to Prunier’s and she had her first oysters. Then he told her more about his father. ‘He was a bit of a hero, so I feel I have a lot to live up to.’

She fell asleep in the car driving to the country, and he woke her by gently ruffling her hair. At the door of her bedroom, he kissed her again in the same way that he had greeted her in London, and said, ‘Sleep well. See you at breakfast.’

It wasn’t at all how Ernestine had envisaged.

One or two curious things happened during the week. His mother, Zee, had announced that Rowena was coming to luncheon the following day. Michael had seemed upset by this.

‘Oh, Mummy! Why?’

‘Darling, she wanted so much to see you on your leave. I hadn’t the heart to refuse her.’

Rowena turned out to be the beautiful girl in the painting. She arrived impeccably dressed as a country lady: tweed skirt, cashmere to match, well-polished shoes, and a velveteen jacket that suited the ensemble. Louise, in trousers and a Viyella shirt, felt uncouth beside her. Her natural pale blonde hair hung in a simple bob, she wore no make-up, and her face was colourless, so that her large, wide-apart pale eyes dominated it. She looked unhappy. Lunch was rather a tense affair: Zee made Michael talk about his ship – which, Louise noticed, he seemed very much to enjoy. His mother seemed to know a great deal about his naval life: when he mentioned Oerlikon guns, she immediately knew what they were. She and Rowena sat more or less in silence throughout the meal. After it, Zee suggested that Michael should show Rowena the stables, and settled herself with Louise in the library.

‘Poor little Rowena,’ she said as she matched some wool. ‘She is so in love with Michael. But really, it simply isn’t on.’ She looked up from her sewing at Louise, silent and pinned to the spot. ‘But I think she understands that now. Michael is a great breaker of hearts, I do hope you won’t let him break yours.’

After about an hour, they returned. Louise noticed that Rowena had been crying. She thanked Zee for the lunch, and said that she must be going.

‘I’m sure that Michael will see you to your car.’

As they left the room, after polite goodbyes, Louise caught Zee observing her. She smiled, and Louise found herself unable to return it.

Later, when they were up in the studio, and Michael was pinning paper to his board to make another drawing she said, ‘The portrait you did of Rowena is awfully good.’

‘Yes,’ he answered absently, ‘one of my better ones. Now, you sit in that chair – there.’ He drew up a small low stool and sat, so that he was slightly below her. ‘Now, turn your head a little to the right, and look at me. A little more – more, now stop. That’s perfect. Sorry. Relax, I’ve got to sharpen my pencil.’

But she felt she couldn’t leave it there. ‘Your mother said that she was very much in love with you.’

‘I’m afraid she is. Poor little Rowena. We did have a bit of a fling. She’s perfectly lovely, of course, and she has a remarkably sweet nature, but, as Mummy said, she isn’t the brightest. I’m afraid I should have got fearfully bored.’

‘You mean, if you’d married her?’

‘If I’d married her, yes.’ He was sharpening the pencil with a penknife very carefully, scraping the lead to a point. Then he said, ‘She realised when she saw you. So you don’t have to be jealous.’

‘I’m not jealous!’ She really meant it, she wasn’t; she was shocked. She imagined Rowena preserving her dignity in the face of what seemed to her almost vulgar humiliation, getting into her car and driving far enough down the drive before she broke down …

‘Darling Louise! You are looking quite fierce. But Mummy was quite right. It was high time I told her, and she said she knew the moment she walked into the room and saw you. Now, let’s get you back into position. Head to the right, no, that’s too far, that’s better. That’s perfect.’

Somehow or other, he soothed and charmed her into not thinking any more about it at the time, and indeed as the week continued, found herself so basking in the general approval that emanated from his mother and stepfather that she did not think about it at all. She was treated as though she was a precocious little genius, one of them – privileged, gifted, lucky in every imaginable way – and because of her youth, petted, admired, encouraged to entertain. Sir Peter shared her passion for Shakespeare and this time easily persuaded her to play some of the great set pieces to him: Viola, Juliet, Queen Katherine from Henry VIII and Ophelia, and talked to her about the plays, taking her opinions seriously and with a courteous approval. ‘Don’t you think that Katherine and Wolsey were the only two parts he wrote of that play?’ Why did she think that? Because their parts were written in iambic pentameter, whereas Henry and the others were not, and so on. When they played acting games in the evening, she was sufficiently encouraged by their admiration to shine, discovered, in fact, her talent for comedy. At home, nobody had been anything like so interested in what she did and who she was and these benign expectations went to her head. They were compounded also by the fact that the family seemed to consort so much with the great and famous. There seemed to be nobody whom they did not know, and usually intimately. She noticed this most with Zee, as she now confidently called her. It was impossible to mention a politician, a playwright, a conductor, whom she had not known or knew now. The visitor’s book was full of their names, together with actors, musicians, writers, painters and dancers of renown. They were predominantly men. Books in the library were inscribed by their authors in varying tones of homage and affection to her, and Louise concluded that someone who had clearly been – and still was – so much loved, must be a very wonderful and unusual person. One day at tea-time a telegram arrived for her, and Louise noticed that at once Peter, as she now called him, moved across the room to be near her while she opened it. She read it and handed it to him with a smile: ‘Winston,’ she said. ‘I sent him one telling him how well I thought he was doing.’

It was all a far cry from Stow House – or even from her own family. They asked her about her family and she described them as interestingly as she could: her mother dancing with the Ballets Russes, her father’s distinguished war record, the way they all lived together under her grandfather’s patriarchal roof. On Friday, her mother rang up, and she went to the small study called the telephone room.

‘I had no idea that you were not at Stow House,’ her mother began: she sounded very displeased.

‘Well, they didn’t want me for a week, and Michael asked me to stay here as he had a week’s leave.’

‘You should have rung to tell me your plans. You know that perfectly well.’

‘Sorry, Mummy. I would have if I’d been going anywhere new. It’s only a week, anyway.’

‘That isn’t the point. Daddy had a couple of days off, and he wanted us to go down to Devon to see you. We might have gone all that way, and then found that you were not there. We very nearly did, as a matter of fact. Daddy wanted it to be a surprise.’

‘Gosh! I am sorry. Well, I’m not in the play they’re doing at the moment, and I honestly didn’t think about you coming or anything.’

‘You are with the family, aren’t you?’

‘Oh, yes. They’re terribly kind to me. Michael’s mother used to go to parties with Diaghilev and people like that. She says she must have seen you dance.’

‘Really? Well, I hope you are not being a nuisance. And having a nice time,’ she added doubtfully, as though the two things were unlikely to go together.

‘Lovely. I’ve got to go back to Stow on Monday. Will you be able to come to my next play?’

‘I doubt it. Your father hardly ever gets a weekend off. Ring me up when you get back. Please don’t forget to do that.’

She said she wouldn’t. She asked after her grandmother, and was told that she was not very well. It was a relief when Villy said she must ring off now as it was a long-distance call. It had not felt like a very friendly conversation.

She discovered on Saturday that it was the last day, as Michael had to report back at noon on the Monday. His mother was coming up to London with him to spend his last evening with him there. ‘You do understand, don’t you?’ he said. ‘She wants to have me to herself because the Lord knows when I’ll get any more leave.’

‘Of course I do,’ she answered mechanically, not thinking about it very much. He took her face in his hands and kissed her. This time he pressed his mouth to her lips; a warm and soothing kiss. ‘Oh, Louise,’ he said, ‘sometimes I selfishly wish that you were a little older.’

‘Now what are you going to do?’ he asked later in the morning. She hadn’t thought. Trains were looked up and it was found that she could not get to Devon on a Sunday – she would have to spend the Sunday evening in London. She rang up Stella, whose mother answered, saying that Stella was in Oxford with friends until Monday evening. She was afraid to ask whether she might stay at the Roses’ without Stella, so she said it didn’t matter, she would write to her. Then she remembered that Lansdowne Road, though more or less shut up, was still used by her parents for the odd night. She rang home, and asked whether she might go there, and how she could procure a key. Her mother went away to ask her father, and then he came on the telephone and said what a lovely idea, but he wouldn’t dream of her spending a night in London on her own, would come up and meet her at Paddington and take her out to dinner, what time was she arriving? This conversation took place in front of Michael who could hear her father’s loud and cheerful voice, and he instantly gave her the time, which, in a daze, she repeated. ‘Good-oh. See you then,’ her father said, and rang off.

‘That’s wonderful,’ Michael said. ‘Now, I shan’t worry about you.’

She said nothing. It wasn’t wonderful: she realised that she was actually dreading it, but she could see no way out.

She had avoided being alone with her father for so long now that the reasons for doing so had become faded and blurred: her skilful wariness had been successful and therefore the terror had resolved into a kind of distaste; it was like not thinking of something that made her feel sick; she could will herself never to think about it. Now she felt trapped and fear started to simmer inside her and could not be quenched.

The day went. At tea-time, his mother demanded that he bring down his drawings of Louise ‘so that we can see which is the best. And how you want them framed, darling.’

There were four drawings, two in pencil, and two in ink, one sepia and one black. The best was to go into his next show that his mother was organising for him. The compliments, the pleasure at being the centre of attention, was now alloyed: still she wanted to cling to them, to hold the day up for ever, to tell them to keep her safely, indulgently with them …

‘I think the black ink,’ his mother was saying consideringly.

‘They’re none of them quite right. I’ll do better next time,’ Michael said.

‘When will the next time be?’ she cried suddenly, and they all looked at her, and she realised from his mother’s face that she had said the wrong thing.

‘Not long, I expect,’ Michael said easily, and she realised that he was speaking to his mother.

The last evening – just the four of them for dinner – was a special meal with all Michael’s favourite dishes. ‘It’s like going back to school!’ he exclaimed when the treacle tart appeared, and his mother said, ‘Oh, darling! I wish you were!’ and for the first time Louise understood that she was afraid of Michael being killed which seemed to her both a horrible and an impossible idea, for did not this family live a charmed life where nothing bad happened? Afterwards, they sat in the library and there were coffee and Charbonnel and Walker chocolates, and he bit into one and said, ‘Oh no! Marzipan!’ and his mother said, ‘Give it to me then.’ They asked her to do Juliet and Ophelia for them once more, and she did and her own Ophelia made her weep which they seemed to think made it even better.

When they went upstairs to bed, Michael said very quietly, ‘May I come and say good night to you?’ and she nodded. She undressed, and wondered whether she ought to put on Ernestine’s nightdress, but when she looked at it, it seemed worse than ever, so she changed back into her old Viyella. She cleaned her teeth and brushed her hair and then sat on her bed and waited, beginning to feel nervous. But when he came, and sat on the bed beside her, he simply put his arms round her for a long time without saying anything. Then he held her a little away from him. ‘You’re so young, you stop me in my tracks.’

She stared back at him, disagreeing with this and wondering what was going to happen.

‘I just wanted to say goodbye to you. Tomorrow my mother and your father will be there. I should like to kiss you goodbye.’

She gave a little nod and he put his arms round her again and kissed her – this time trying to open her mouth and, not liking that but wanting to please him, she did not resist.

After what seemed quite a long time, he gave a little groan and let her go. ‘I must leave you,’ he said. ‘This is getting a bit dangerous. Sleep well. Write to me. Thank you for making it such a lovely leave.’

Lying awake in the dark, she felt deeply confused. Being in love seemed to involve rituals that she did not in the least understand: the very little that she had gleaned had been so obliquely and implicitly collected – mostly, she supposed, from her mother, and had been largely composed of what one should not do or say. The only injunction that came to her mind now was her mother telling her that she must not ‘be a strain on men’ – this had been on the beach at home, when she had taken off her shirt and sat in her bra in the sun for a few minutes. It had been incomprehensible to her at the time, she had only recognised her mother’s hostility and even there she had not been sure whether it had been directed at her particularly, or towards men in general. The implication, though, was that men felt differently from women, but there was also something else that was more frightening, because although she was certain that it existed, she did not know what it was. If people never talked about sex – women, at least – it must be because there was something pretty awful about it (little snatches of conversation between her mother and Aunt Jessica recurred, and the general message was that one’s body was rather disgusting and the less said about it the better). Perhaps being in love with someone simply meant that you were so fond of them that you could bear what they did to you. She had begun to think that she loved Michael, but now she felt that this couldn’t be true because she had started to mind his tongue the moment it came into her mouth … she had begun to feel frightened which must be wrong. There must be something wrong with me, she thought. Perhaps I am just what Stella said – vain and keen on being admired, which has nothing to do with loving someone. It must be my fault. This made her feel very sad.

The next day, Margaret packing for her, signing the visitor’s book (on the same page as Myra Hess and Anthony Eden) and, after lunch, Peter tucking Zee into the back of the car with a fur rug with Michael beside her, she was put in front with the chauffeur; the first class carriage to Paddington, and there, at the end of the platform, she could see her father waiting. His greeting her and her introducing her friends, and her father taking off his hat to Zee and saying, ‘I do hope my daughter has been behaving herself,’ and Zee answering, ‘Quite beautifully,’ and tucking her arm in his she led him down the platform talking to him as though he was an old friend, which left her and Michael to follow together. ‘Darling Mummy,’ he said, ‘the epitome of tact.’

Her father offered to give them a lift, but Zee said she and Michael were happy to take a taxi. She watched them get into one and be whirled away, with Michael waving to her from the open window. She felt a moment’s anguish, followed at once by desolation, a terrible flatness: she was going to her own home with her father, but this felt familiar without being reassuring.

Her father tucked her arm in his and walked her to his car.

‘Well, my sweetie, it’s a very long time indeed since I had you to myself. Did you have a lovely time?’

‘Lovely.’

‘What a charming woman Lady Zinnia is!’ he exclaimed, as he put her luggage in the boot. ‘I must say she doesn’t look as though she could have a son as old as that.’

‘Michael is thirty-two.’

‘That’s what I mean.’

‘Now,’ he said, ‘it being Sunday night, there’s not much we can do in the way of amusement. So I thought I’d take you out to a slap-up dinner. I’ve booked a table at the Savoy Grill for eight o’clock. Mummy said I wasn’t to keep you up too late because of your train tomorrow. But you’ve plenty of time to get changed.’

The dinner went all right. She got through it by asking news of everyone in the family she could think of. Mummy was very tired, because she felt she should visit Grania rather a lot as she was so miserable and, on top of that Aunt Syb was not really recovered, so she had to look after Wills as well as Roly quite a lot. What about Ellen? Ellen was getting very rheumaticky, and with Zoë’s baby there was a hell of a lot of laundry, all of which she did. And what about him? He was all right, longing to get back to the RAF, but Uncle Hugh had taken Syb away for a holiday in Scotland – damn cold in this weather he should have thought, but she wanted to go there – so he had the business on his shoulders, and what with organising the fire-watching at the wharves, he didn’t get home for many weekends. Teddy had won the squash tournament at his school, and was learning to box. His report otherwise had not been too good. Neville had run away from school but, luckily, he had told an old lady on the London train he had taken that he was an orphan on his way to Ireland and she had smelled a rat. His luggage had consisted of two pairs of socks, a bag of bull’s eyes and a white mouse that he had stolen from another boy. Anyway, the old lady had invited him to tea in her house in London, and had most intelligently looked up his surname in the London telephone directory. ‘I got a call at the office,’ her father said, ‘and went and fetched the little beggar, and Rach took him back to Home Place.’

‘Why do you think he ran away?’

‘He said he was bored with school, and he didn’t think anyone would mind. Clary was furious with him. Now, what about an ice for your pud?’

On the way home, he said, ‘You’re not, you know, too taken with that bloke, are you?’

‘He’s just a friend. Why?’

‘Dunno. You’re still a bit young for that sort of thing.’ He put a hand on her knee and squeezed it. ‘Don’t want to lose you yet.’

The sirens went just as they got back to the house, which had felt very odd when they’d first gone there: shrouded, quiet, cold, and not very clean. She said she was very tired, and thought she would go straight to bed. All right, he replied, though he seemed disappointed. ‘I’ll just have a nightcap, and then I’ll join you

What did he mean? she thought, as she undressed as quickly as possible (her room was freezing) and pulled the Viyella nightdress over her head. What did he mean? Then she thought, Don’t be idiotic, he meant he was going to go to bed too. She looked through her old chest of drawers to see if she could find any socks: there were planes overhead and antiaircraft guns began firing. Her drawers were full of old things – clothes she had outgrown, and objects that she no longer liked: a black china dog, and her gymkhana cups, and old, greasy, twisted hair ribbons.

She did not hear him coming upstairs, because bombs were dropping, and their distant but shattering sound excluded smaller noises. He opened the door without knocking, a glass of whisky in his hand.

‘Just came in in case you were frightened,’ he said. ‘Get into bed, you look cold.’

‘I’m not frightened in the least.’

‘Good for you. Get in, and I’ll tuck you up.’

He sat on the bed and put his whisky on the table beside it.

‘I know you’re growing up,’ he said. ‘I can hardly believe it. It seems only yesterday that you were my little girl. And look at you now!’ He began to pull the sheets round her, and then slipped his hand under them, bending over her as he took hold of her breast. His breath smelled of whisky – a horrible, hot, rubbery smell.

‘Very grown up,’ he said and suddenly put his mouth on hers, his tongue, like a horrible hard worm trying to squirm in.

Terror – like a sudden high tide – travelled up her body at an unearthly speed: if it reached her throat she would be engulfed and paralysed, but she would not be so drowned … The moment she could recognise choice, rage rescued her. She drew up her knees, put her hands on his neck and pushed him, with a jolt away from her. In the sudden second of silence, before either of them could move or speak, a bomb fell very much nearer, the house seemed to shiver, and some glass fell with a seeming reluctance, from her bedroom window.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said: he looked both hurt and bemused.

She sat up in bed, her arms wrapped round her knees.

‘I wouldn’t have hurt you,’ he said. He looked sullenly self-righteous, she thought. But that was not enough.

‘I saw you at a theatre,’ she said. ‘You seem to be hooked on people’s breasts, you had your hand on hers. I saw you from a box.’

His face flushed, and she saw his eyes become hard and wary. ‘You can’t have! It must have been someone else.’

‘I had opera glasses. It was you. The lady had dark hair with a white streak in it and violet eyes. I saw her in the ladies’ in the interval afterwards. And, of course, a very low-cut dress,’ she added; the shafts were going home and there could not be too many.

‘She’s an old friend,’ he said at last. His flush was subsiding, but his eyes were cold as blue glass.

‘Of yours and Mummy’s?’

‘Mummy has met her – yes.’

‘But she doesn’t know that you go to the theatre with her – or anything else? She doesn’t know about the weekends?’

That went home. Now he looked really stricken. ‘How on earth—’ he began, and then changed his tune. ‘Darling, you’re not old enough to understand—’

‘Stop treating me like a child when it suits you – and like a – like a tart when it doesn’t! I hate you! You’re horrible – and you—’ Her voice broke and now she was furious with herself for wanting to cry so badly.

‘You tell lies,’ she finished inaudibly.

‘Listen, Louise. I do occasionally, but that’s only because I don’t want to hurt Mummy’s feelings. And you don’t want to either, do you? Telling her any of that would only make her awfully unhappy. I can’t explain why things are as they are – you’ll just have to trust me.’ He saw her face, and said, ‘I mean, you’ll just have to accept that.’

There was a silence during which two more, more distant, bombs fell.

‘I really only came in because I thought you might be frightened of the raid,’ he said. ‘I was going to tell you that we could go to an air-raid shelter if you liked. I’m sorry that – that I got carried away. It won’t happen again.’ He picked up his glass and finished the whisky.

‘No,’ she said: she longed for him to go away.

He got up and stood with the empty glass in his hand staring at the blacked-out window. ‘Well – your bed’s not near the glass, anyway,’ he said. When she looked up from staring at the bedclothes round her knees, he was gazing at her, uncertain – abject.

‘I’ll say good night then,’ he said, awkwardly. He walked to the door as though his legs were stiff. ‘I’ll knock on your door at half past seven in case you’re not awake.’

‘All right.’ It felt as though saying that sealed some tacit, uneasy pact.

She waited, rigid, until she heard his door shut and then put her face into her hands to weep. It should have felt like a victory – a triumph – but all it felt like was a dead loss.

At the station in the morning, after he had tipped the porter to find her a good seat, had bought her The Times and Lilliput and Country Life to read in the train, had found the guard and asked him to look after her and given her a pound to have lunch, he stood for a moment in the compartment. Discomfort had settled like scum between them: he said he thought he’d better get onto the platform. He gave her shoulder a little pat, then a quick clumsy kiss on the top of her head. When he reappeared at her window which was half open, he said, ‘I think I’d better be off.’ Then, suddenly with his left hand, he wrote with his finger on the grimy glass: ‘Sorry, do love you. Darling!’ in his best looking-glass writing – one of his tricks when she’d been a child was to take two pens and write in different directions – one looking-glass, one straight. He turned to her when he’d done it, tried to wink, and a tear fell out of that eye. Then he raised his hand in a salute and walked away without looking back.




CLARY

Winter – Spring, 1941

28 March. It was Polly’s birthday yesterday and rather a flop, but as I pointed out, sixteen is better than fifteen – at least it’s another year of this awful in-between no man’s land that we both feel we are in. Polly says that the war makes it worse, and I started by disagreeing with her, but when I think about – well – everything, Dad and everything, I have to agree with her. My point really is that it would have been a no man’s land anyway and, as I told Polly, you can perfectly well have two reasons for something when one would have been quite enough. Uncle Edward says that morale is high, but that doesn’t necessarily have much to do with what happens. Miss Milliment disagreed with me about this, and when I said look at the Charge of the Light Brigade, she immediately pointed out that however mad and silly it was to make the charge, it did succeed in spiking the Russian batteries. My morale isn’t high, but that’s another thing you can’t mention unless it is. Anyway – Polly’s birthday: Mrs Cripps made her a cake – coffee which is my favourite, but she likes lemon and you can’t get them and Zoë made her a lovely bright blue jumper, and Lydia gave her a lavender bag she made, but she used last year’s lavender so it is rather prickly and doesn’t smell much. She got a pound from the Brig, and the Duchy gave her a little silver chain, and Miss Milliment gave her Great Expectations and I gave her an amazing glass case full of huge unlikely butterflies – extremely rare and valuable I should think – for her house – I got it in Hastings. Aunt Syb and Uncle Hugh gave her a silver wristwatch with her initials on the back. Neville tried to give her that wretched white mouse he ran away with – at least, he said it wasn’t the same mouse, it was one of its children. Mice have gone out of fashion at his school so he didn’t have to pay for it or anything. I call that a really thoughtless present and I told him. So he let it out in the garden and gave her the magnifying glass that Dad gave him for a birthday once, and I told him she would treasure it because of Dad but he said it was him she should treasure it because of. I am quoting Neville here, naturally, I know that one does not end a sentence with a preposition if one can possibly help it. Still, it was ultimately kind of Neville. Aunt Villy gave her a beautiful handbag of real leather and Louise sent her a book of poetry called New Verse which I honestly don’t think she’ll read because she said I could borrow it for as long as I liked. I think mine was the best present. Bully and Cracks – or perhaps in a journal I should say the great – aunts – gave her an evening purse made of brown and gold beads which I cannot see her ever using in a war, and a nightdress case embroidered with hollyhocks by them. She is hoping it will get worn out before she gets her house because it won’t go with anything else, it is so horrible. Wills gave her a bunch of colt’s foot daisies and two stones. My present cost five bob but of course I didn’t tell her; it’s easily the most expensive present I’ve ever given. After supper we played Head, Body and Legs, and Consequences. Head, Body and Legs reminds me awfully of Dad because he drew such lovely funny ones and it must have reminded the others but nobody said anything. They’ve stopped talking about him and now I have too because when I do they get all kind and embarrassed and it only makes me know that they think he is dead. But I think now that he may well be not trying to get home because he is working as a spy against the Germans in France. I told Polly this, and she said it sounded like a possible idea. Then I told the Duchy after we’d played the ninth symphony – the one with voices – and she said she thought I might be right but I wasn’t sure if she really believed me, but when I’d put the records away she said, ‘Come here, my treasure,’ and gave me a terrific hug and I said, ‘Don’t you believe me?’ and she said, I believe that you believe it and I can’t tell you how much I admire you for it.’ I must say that was rather pridening.

Teddy was very excited because there’s been a big naval battle in the Mediterranean and we sank seven Italian warships and most of the Italians lost their lives. He is rather a bloodthirsty boy and can’t wait to be eighteen and fighting the war.

What are my views on war by now after a year and a half of it? I feel divided between wanting to be against the whole thing, and feeling that if there has to be a war, women should be allowed to fight as well as men – I mean really fight, not just be secretarial or domestic in uniform. After all, women are getting killed by bombing when they can’t retaliate at all, so it’s no use men saying any more that war is men’s business. But on the third hand (if you can have one), there are some things in a war that I should absolutely hate to do, like be in a submarine, or stick bayonets into people – although Polly says she thinks there is less of that nowadays. And I wouldn’t at all like to be in a tank. Polly says that this is like the submarine and connected to claustrophobia, but I’ve never shown any signs of that. But then she asked me whether I’d like to be a miner, and I wouldn’t, and then she reminded me about the scene I made (when extremely young) in the caves at Hastings, felt sick and cried and nearly fainted and had to be carried out. So I must be. Of course, if you’re not in the war, it is simply boring. Nastier food, and the bath water is seldom hot and being rather stuck because of not much petrol – all petty inconveniences, I agree, but petty things are still there, they don’t go away by being small. Our room was so icy this winter, that I invented a way of dressing entirely in bed.

I’m not going to write this every day or it will get like Lydia: ‘Got up, had breakfast, went to lessons. We did geography and sums …’ Oh! it makes me yawn even to write that much.

17 April. There was a really awful raid on London last night all night. St Paul’s is still standing with rubble all round it. Uncle Hugh rang in the morning so that Aunt Syb wouldn’t be too worried, but she is – all the time. She looks ill from worry. He said that there were five hundred planes that dropped thousands and thousands of bombs. Uncle Edward is back in the RAF so Uncle Hugh has to do all the family business by himself. The Brig doesn’t go to London much now, because he can’t do anything if he does, but Aunt Rach goes up for three nights a week to help in the office and she stays with a friend, but she has dinner with Uncle Hugh one evening a week because he is rather lonely.

Aunt Jessica comes down here for weekends sometimes, but she has her mother’s house in London as poor Lady Rydal will never occupy it again. One of the worst things about being so old must be all the last times you do things. It must be sad for her to know she won’t ever go back to her own home, but Aunt Villy says she is past noticing that kind of thing. I don’t see how she can know that: I should think there must be some extremely sad, clear times, when Grania knows what is happening to her, but I think other people prefer to imagine that she is dotty all the time. It’s the same thing as not talking about anything difficult or awful. Hypocrisy is rife if you ask me.

4 May. There is something going on about Angela. Aunt Jessica came down and she and Aunt Villy had a long private talk and emerged with that face they both have when things aren’t all right. I was passing the door (I really was – like people in books) and I heard ‘a most unsuitable entanglement’. That means, I suppose, that Angela knows someone whom her mother disapproves of, but how on earth could she go through life only knowing the ones who would meet with parental approval?

Anyway, Aunt Villy is going to London with Aunt J. tomorrow, and guess what? They are bringing the famous Lorenzo and his wife down with them for the weekend! That will certainly be interesting. We do get rather short of human nature here, by which I suppose I mean people to observe whose behaviour might be unpredictable. Miss Milliment is getting more and more fussy about my writing what I mean, but at least she doesn’t seem to balk at anything I want to mean – like the rest of the family.

The Duchy is worried because now Christopher has gone home, McAlpine can’t manage the whole garden and priority has to be given to vegetables. She interviewed a girl gardener last week who wears breeches and very thick oatmeal stockings and is called Heather. If she comes, she will sleep in Tonbridge’s cottage with Miss Milliment, but it is betted that she won’t stay because McAlpine will be so horrible to her. Jules is nearly out of nappies and is trying to walk. Ellen says she is very forward for her age – not quite one – and not having to air nappies for her all the time, which stops any heat from the nursery fire reaching people, will be a mercy. I must say she is a very sweet baby – awfully pretty with curly dark hair – whereas Roly still looks a bit like Mr Churchill – an endless face and tiny features.

I asked Neville why he ran away and he said he was sick of doing the same things every day and being educated, which he says just means being told a whole lot of things that won’t be any use to him in later life. Also he is bored of Mervyn who he says is soppy and never has a single idea of anything interesting to do in their spare time, and also Neville despises him for not running away as well. In Ireland he was going to live by the sea with a donkey and fish. I said what about when Dad comes back? This was a mistake: he tried to kick me and said, ‘I hate you for going on about Dad. I really hate and loathe and dislike you for being so silly and horrible talking about him just whenever I’m not remembering him. That’s why I wanted to go to Ireland. To get away from everything.’ So then I realised how awfully he minds. I said I was sorry and I really hoped he wouldn’t go away because I’d miss him, and when I said it, I realised that it was true: I would. But both those things – being sorry and missing him – sounded feeble and I could see he thought so too. ‘Well, please don’t go yet,’ I said, ‘I might come with you if you’d wait a bit.’ Not a satisfactory talk at all: I’m actually quite afraid he will run away again, and have decided to talk to Aunt Rach about it as she is the most sensible of the aunts.

18 May. The Lorenzo weekend has got put off, because this evening Lady Rydal died. They rang in the middle of dinner: Aunt Rach answered the telephone, and came back and said that Matron would like to speak to Mrs Cazalet or Mrs Castle, so they both went to talk to her. When they came back, Aunt J. said she thought it was really a merciful release. I can’t see anything very merciful about it; mercy would have been her not having to go through all that miserable time in the nursing home in the first place. Anyway, they said there would be a lot to do – arranging the funeral, and putting it in The Times. Then they both wanted to ring up Lorenzo to put him off, and in the end, Aunt Jessica won (there is definitely something funny going on about all that – what a pity there isn’t going to be the chance to find out what) and she came back after rather a long time, and said he sent his love and was frightfully sorry. They are going to Tunbridge Wells tomorrow, and Aunt J. rang up Uncle Raymond, but she couldn’t get him, and Aunt Villy tried to ring Uncle Edward, but she couldn’t get him and I could see the Duchy worrying about the extravagance of all these toll calls. She was only sixty-nine, but if you’d told me she was eighty, I would have thought it more likely. I do wonder what it is like to die. Whether you know you are, or whether it just happens, like the lights fusing, and whether it is actually rather exciting. I suppose it depends very much on what you believe happens to you, if anything. Polly and I had a long talk about it. Polly thinks we may have other lives, which is what Hindus believe. Miss Milliment says that all the great religions take what happens to you after death very seriously, although, of course, they don’t agree. But I don’t have a great religion and nor does Polly. We spent a bit of time trying to think what we would like to have happen, and I thought being a sort of interested ghost might be good. Then she said that she supposed that what happened to you might be whatever you did believe. And since Lady Rydal was a very Victorian Christian, her heaven would be a harp-playing-wearing-long-white-clothes affair, we both think. And, of course, being reunited with her husband. Well, she never seemed very happy when she was alive, so perhaps being dead will be more enjoyable for her. I wished I’d been there when she died, because I’ve never seen a dead person, and I feel I need the experience. Still, at least they might let me go to the funeral.

When Lydia was told in the morning about her grandmother, she burst into racking sobs which Polly and I thought was rather affected as she never seemed to like Grania very much. When we confronted her with this, she said, ‘I know, but you ought to cry when people die – they like it.’ I said how on earth did she know that, and she said that if she died, she’d want everyone who knew her to cry like mad. ‘To show how sad they are that I’m not there,’ she said. This was at the beginning of lessons, and Miss Milliment said there was something in what she said. She’s always sticking up for Lydia and making excuses for her because of her being younger than we are. Nobody ever stuck up for me when I was Lydia’s age. Except for Dad: he did.

The funeral is to be in Tunbridge Wells. Uncle Raymond is coming, and Nora from her hospital, but Christopher can’t, and I’m not sure about Angela. Judy is coming from her boarding school where, thank God, she is all through terms. We are allowed to go as well, although it isn’t our grandmother. It is to be a cremation, but I don’t think you actually see that.

22 May. We went yesterday and it was horrible. A horrible little chapel with Grania on a kind of table at the end, and someone played an organ and the clergyman got her names wrong. She is Agatha Mary, and he called her Agartha Marie, and suddenly some curtains beyond the table opened and poor Grania simply slid away to be burned to smithereens. Then we all stood outside for a bit, and then we came home. The only person who wasn’t family was someone called Mr Tunnicliffe who was Grania’s lawyer. Apparently you go back and collect the ashes and strew them somewhere that you think the person would like. But I don’t imagine anyone asked her where she would like her ashes strewn – it isn’t an easy question to ask people, because I suppose it sounds a bit as though you might be looking forward to them being dead. But it did feel sad to think that someone who talked and was about the place is suddenly turned into ashes. I keep remembering her in the nursing home, all wild and muddled and unhappy, but still alive, and it has made me feel extremely sorry for her.

3 June. It is exactly a year since Commander Pearson rang up and told me about Dad. Three hundred and sixty-five days, eight thousand seven hundred and sixty hours, five hundred and twenty-seven thousand six hundred minutes since I have ceased to know where he is. But he is somewhere – he must be. I’d know, I feel, if he wasn’t. If he is working as a spy, someone must know it. The English might not, but I’ve suddenly thought of General de Gaulle. He’s the head of the French: I bet, even if he doesn’t actually know offhand, he could find out. So I’ve decided to write and ask him. I’ve also decided not to tell anybody, except possibly Poll, because I don’t want them trying to stop me. I feel very excited to have thought of such a good thing to do, but as it is going to be a very important letter, I’ll practise it, and only put the final version in this journal. It’s a pity I can’t write it in French, but I’m afraid I’d make too many mistakes, and General de Gaulle must have learned a good deal of English by now, and anyway, he’d have lots of secretaries and people who could translate it for him. I’ll write a very polite, business-like letter, and not at all long, because I feel that Generals probably don’t like reading much.

Clothes coupons came in yesterday. Polly is lucky, because Aunt Syb bought her a lot of clothes last year, and masses of material to make things. Luckily I don’t mind about clothes much, but I have been growing a lot, so the trouble is I soon won’t be able to wear a lot of things, although there is nothing wrong with them except for size. Oh well, I can’t see this family letting me go about naked, so there’s no need to worry.

My letter (I think).

Dear General de Gaulle,

My father, Lieutenant Rupert Cazalet, got left behind at St Valéry when he was organising troops to be evacuated onto his destroyer last June. He has not been reported as a prisoner of the foul Germans, so I think it very likely that he is working with the Free French as a spy on our side. He is a painter, and he lived in France quite a bit when he was young, so his French is so good that the Germans might easily think he was French. Possibly some kind French people are hiding him, but he is awfully patriotic, and he would be more likely to be working than just hiding. As you must have an unrivalled knowledge of the Free French, etc., I wonder whether you could find out if that is what he is doing? He might be pretending to be French, but I expect the people he is working with would know that he was secretly English and his name. If you do know, or could find out for me, I should be profoundly grateful, as naturally I have been worried. He wouldn’t be able to write letters, you see, but I just want to know that he is all right and not dead.

Yours sincerely, Clarissa Cazalet.


Of course I didn’t do what I said; when it came to the point, I wanted to practise the letter in my journal. I think I should put ‘My dear General de Gaulle’ or just ‘My dear General – like ‘My dear Manager’ when you write to the Bank, according to Aunt Villy. And perhaps I should put yours faithfully, as I should think the General must be keener on faithfulness than sincerity in his position.

Then I had to find out where to send it to, but I did, by asking a few casual questions of Miss Milliment, and there is a Free French headquarters in London. I put private and personal on the envelope and I read the letter to Polly, who thought I shouldn’t say ‘foul Germans’ but that is just Polly not wanting to be horrible to anybody so I didn’t change it. He must loathe them just as much as he loathes Field Marshal Pétain who is doing awful things – particularly to Jews in France. He handed over a thousand of them in Paris to the Germans and, according to Aunt Rach, who seems to know this kind of thing, he’s arrested many thousands more. I really do think it is filthy to go for people because of their race.

Louise’s repertory company has come to an end. They’ve run out of money, and two of the boys in the company have been called up, so they’re stuck without enough actors. Aunt Villy is very pleased, and says that perhaps now she will get down to doing some sensible war work. Polly and I don’t think she will at all. We agree with Aunt Villy about her being completely selfish, but Polly says that she thinks artists are supposed to be. Miss Milliment said it wasn’t that: it was simply that serious artists tended to put their work first and a lot of the time this was inconvenient for them, but other people only noticed when it got in their way. I must say, Miss Milliment is far broader-minded than our family, as Polly said, she’s altogether broad – we fell about laughing until Polly said how horrible it was of her to refer to Miss Milliment’s physical bulk. Then I remembered Dad talking about a charwoman he had before he was married. Whenever Dad wanted her to do anything serious, like scrubbing a floor, she said she was bulky, but frail and then he felt he couldn’t ask her to do it.

July, I think it’s about the 4th. I still haven’t had a reply to my letter. Polly says think how long it takes us to write our thank-you letters at Christmas, and General de Gaulle must get letters on a scale that we can hardly imagine. I can’t see why he would. His own friends and family in France couldn’t write to him, and I shouldn’t think there are many people in my position.

Louise is back. She has stopped wearing quite so much make-up so she looks better, but she’s remote from us somehow. She spends hours writing letters to get a job in a theatre, and also to some man in the Navy she met. She’s also writing a play that has a rather good idea. It’s about a girl who has to choose between marrying someone and going on with her career as a dancer. That’s the first act. In the second act we see what would happen if she went on with her career, and in the third act what happens when she marries the man. She’s calling it Outrageous Fortune which personally I think is rather pretentious. But I do think it’s a good idea. She reads bits of it to us, but she only wants us to say how good it is. She told me one thing of great interest. Angela has fallen in love with a married man about twenty years older than she is. He works in the BBC with her and he’s called Brian Prentice and she wants to marry him, but of course she can’t as he is already. I said how sad, but that was that, but Louise said no it wasn’t because Angela has started to have a baby and the aunts J. and V. are awfully worried about it. Louise saw her in London at poor Lady Rydal’s old house because each of the grandchildren (the girls) had to choose a piece of Grania’s jewellery. They chose in order of age, so Angela got Grania’s pearls, and Nora had the huge long crystal necklace, and as the aunts were keeping the diamond rings, there was only some gold filigree ear-rings left for Louise. I don’t know what Judy or Lydia got – they weren’t even given the chance to choose. But that was when Louise saw Angela, who she said looked awfully pale and was completely silent. What can happen I wonder? I suppose she must have gone to bed with him – obviously a bad thing to do – it must be terrifically enjoyable if that’s what happens. She might not have known that he was married, in which case it must be entirely Brian Prentice’s fault. But, as Polly says, faults don’t make things nicer for people, or change them. Louise says there is something call Volpar Gels that means you don’t have babies. And even Dutch caps help, she said, but when I asked what they were and what you do with them, she simply wouldn’t tell me. ‘You’re too young,’ she said. There must, thank God, be a diminishing number of things I’m too young for, but then, I suppose, before you can turn round there start to be an increasing number of things you are too old for. You can’t win. I’m looking forward to being thirty, which I should think would be the brief interval between those horns of dilemma.

Why doesn’t General de Gaulle answer my letter? I think it’s really thoughtless of him, and actually quite rude. The Duchy says you should answer letters by return of post.

Poor Aunt Rach has spent an awful morning cutting the great-aunts’ toe nails. I heard her saying that they were like the talons of old sea birds – all curving and frightfully tough. Apparently that’s one of the first things you can’t do when you are really old because you can’t reach them. I warned Polly about this, because it really means she’d better not live in her house entirely alone. She said what did hermits do, because they were nearly always old and had to be alone. I should think they end up with claws like parrots.

For lunch today we had rissoles from the butcher made to a new formula that means they have hardly any meat in them. Neville said they were like a field mouse after a car accident: they were actually just extremely boring to eat, but the Duchy said they were only eightpence a pound, and we should be grateful. I don’t think anyone was.

One interesting thing. A friend of Dad’s is coming to stay! He is on sick leave from the Army: he was at the Slade with Dad, and they went to France as students together. He’s called Archie Lestrange and I do vaguely remember him, but before the war he was mostly in France so Dad didn’t see him much. It will be nice having a friend of Dad’s to stay because not being family, he might talk about him a bit. I hope he really does come, unlike the Clutterworths who never seem to get here. Now I’m going to bath Jules, because it’s Zoë’s day – or one of them – at the nursing home and Ellen has a tummy upset – rissoles, I shouldn’t wonder. I bath her, and I give her her bottle and put her on her pot and then into her bed and I read to her from Peter Rabbit. She keeps interrupting but she minds if I stop.

I got interrupted then and a good thing too – re-reading the above has made me yawn with boredom. Why is it that so much of ordinary life is crammed with trivial routine? Does it have to be? Is it the war that makes everything so deeply grey? What on earth will change it? Polly thinks that being grown-up will make all the difference, but I honestly think she is wrong: it seems to me that the grown-ups have, if possible, even greyer lives. I am sure if I had a more interesting mind I should be less bored, and had a talk with Miss Milliment about that, as she has been in charge of my mind for some time now, so she must be partly responsible. She did at least listen to me which is more than most people do, and then she didn’t say anything for a bit and then she said, ‘I wonder why you’ve stopped writing?’ and I said I was writing this journal, but it was pretty boring, and she said, ‘No, I mean the kind of writing you were doing a year ago. You were writing stories. Now you only do whatever homework I set you, which isn’t at all the same thing.’ I hadn’t thought about that, but it’s perfectly true. I haven’t written a single story – since Dad went away. I said I hadn’t felt like it, and she answered quite sharply that she hadn’t thought I wanted to be an amateur, but a real writer. ‘Professionals do their work whatever they are feeling,’ she said. ‘I am not surprised that you are bored if you are idle with a gift. You are boring yourself and that is a dreary state of affairs. Doing the least you can do is extremely boring.’ But her small grey eyes were quite kind when she said this. I said I didn’t see how one could write if one couldn’t think of anything to write about and she replied that I would think of something if I disposed myself to do so. She ended by saying that if I hadn’t thought of anything within a month, she would start teaching me Greek, which would at least be a new exercise for my mind.

It’s funny. The moment I began to think about writing, I didn’t feel bored at all. I simply felt how difficult it would be to find the time. I made a list of all the things I am expected to do in a day. For instance, not only are we supposed to tidy our rooms, which we’ve always been supposed to do, we have to make our own beds because there aren’t enough housemaids to do it any more. And we have to iron our clothes sometimes because Ellen gets too tired to do it all. Polly is a beautiful ironer, but then she minds about her clothes; I loathe ironing and I wouldn’t actually mind if my clothes weren’t ironed at all. Then we have to help clear the table after meals. Then we have to do some outdoor job in the afternoons – whatever Heather or McAlpine or the Duchy says, and believe me, between them they think of pretty dull things. We have to collect water in bottles from the spring at Watlington (I like that unless it’s pouring with rain). Then we have to mend our beastly clothes with Bully or Cracks or Aunt Syb or Zoë seeing that we do it properly. One of us is supposed to go round every single window in the house in the evenings making sure that the blackout is properly done. We take turns. We have to do all these things on top of lessons every morning and homework after tea. There is some time after homework and after supper, but I’ve decided to tidy up my share of our room and that’s going to take several days, because I haven’t really done that for years: I mean shelves and cupboards and things since I got my stuff from London. It might take weeks. Polly says I’ll love it when it’s done, but that sounds to me like what people say about cold baths. Starting writing again is a bit like that as well or perhaps that’s more like swimming in the sea – awful getting in and lovely when you are. Anyway, apart from doing all these things, I have to try and think what to write, but when it comes to writing I find I can’t think at all – it’s only when I’m apparently not thinking about anything, that any sliver of an idea slips into my mind, and even then I don’t seem able to think about it. It seems to be a mixture of remembering things and feeling – sometimes just remembering a feeling, and that often happens when I’m doing something quite unconnected. All the same, even not thinking about it seems to make it easier not to think about the other thing. What I do now, is have a think about Dad every morning when I wake up. I just wish him a good, safe day and send him my love, and then I stop. It is a tremendous relief arranging it like that. Of course I worry about the General not answering my letter, but that is somehow a different sized worry. Polly got very worked up about my having to face the fact that he might write something about there being no trace of Dad and that meaning that there was no hope. She doesn’t understand: it wouldn’t be that. Either the General will know something about him, or he won’t. But his not knowing only means he doesn’t know. It won’t mean that Dad is dead. It simply will not mean that.




POLLY

July – October, 1941

‘It’s too far for you, even if you got there, you’d be too tired to come back.’

‘No, I wouldn’t.’ She looked angrily at Simon, who was, she felt, simply echoing Teddy in the most irritating way. ‘But if you want to be on your own—’ she said.

‘It’s not that,’ Teddy said quickly: it was against family law deliberately to exclude anyone from an outing. ‘It’s just that I can’t see you bicycling nearly forty miles.’

‘Camber’s not twenty miles!’

‘Jolly nearly. And we’ve got three-speed bikes.’

‘OK. I can see you don’t want me.’

‘They don’t want me either,’ Neville said, ‘which is much more serious.’

‘I tell you what,’ he said to Polly when the boys had made an uneasy escape. ‘When they’re old and wrinkly and beg me to take them out in my racing car, I simply shan’t. Or my aeroplane, which I’ll probably have for long journeys. I shall just tell them they’re too old for anything nice – silly old farts.’

‘I don’t think you should call them that.’

‘It’s what they are or jolly soon will be. Stupid chaps are farts and stupid girls are tarts. A boy at school told me. Farts and tarts, you see?’

He watched her, hoping she would be shocked. He had grown so much in the last year that his shorts were inches above his bony knees, but his hair still stood up in tufts from his double crown and his chicken neck made him look in some way vulnerable. Nothing of him seemed of a piece: his second teeth looked too large for his mouth, his feet encased in dirty sandals seemed enormous, his ears stuck out, his thin, egg-brown torso with its tidemark of ribs looked fragile and went very ill with his huge leather belt and sheath knife attached to it. He was heavily marked by trivial wounds – scrapes, cuts, blisters, hangnails, even a burn on his right hand from an experiment with his magnifying glass. His habitual expression was both challenging and anxious. She suddenly wondered what it was like to be him, and knew immediately that she would never know.

‘I was thinking of bicycling to Bodiam,’ she said. ‘Like to come?’

She could see that pretending to consider this gave him pleasure. Then in a voice that was a remarkable rendering of Colonel Chinstrap from ITMA, he said, ‘I don’t mind if I do.’

The gesture turned out to be costly. She got her usual, first-day stomach cramps on the ride there and the rest of the time – their picnic, exploring the castle, stopping him having a swim in the moat, talking him down from the terrifying height he achieved in an oak tree – was discoloured by her terror of starting to bleed with nothing to staunch it, and frightening and revolting him therefore. She could hardly bear the ride back, said she was tired and would have to go slowly and he could go on if he liked, but he didn’t. He kept riding ahead, turning round and coming back to her. ‘It’s a good thing you didn’t try to go to Camber,’ he said cheerfully. ‘You would have had to stop and sleep the night in a field or a church or something.’

Later, he said encouragingly, ‘It’s not your fault, though. You can’t help being a girl. They do tire easily – ‘I think it’s something to do with their hair.’

When they got back, she asked him if he’d put her bicycle away for her and he said of course he would.

She staggered upstairs, had a bath and lay on her bed. Her head ached, her stomach ached and she felt rotten: she did not even want to read. But he had enjoyed himself, it had been worth it. Thereafter she decided that she would do one thing every week for someone else and made a list of the people so that she could note the appropriate good deed against each name.

Some, like the Brig (reading aloud to him from the Timber Trades Journal, crashingly dull) were easy; some, like her mother and Miss Milliment, were not. In the end, she decided to knit Miss Milliment a cardigan – a huge enterprise and it would take her months, but it could be a Christmas present on a scale that she would not ordinarily have given. Her mother was nice about that idea, and offered to find a pattern that would be likely to encompass Miss Milliment’s frame. ‘It will have to be a man’s one,’ she said, ‘which means that you will have to remember to make the buttonholes on the left side. Do you really think you’ll stick to it? Otherwise it’s a waste of an awful lot of wool.’

She promised she would, and she and Clary went to the Watlington shop to choose the wool, but Mrs Cramp turned out only to have baby wools or khaki or navy blues. ‘There’s no call, these days, for much else,’ she said. In the end, Aunt Villy kindly got some in London after an anxious discussion about which colour would suit Miss Milliment best. The trouble was that every time a colour was suggested, it seemed to be the worst colour: wine wouldn’t go with her lemony skin, bottle green would make her hair look like seaweed, grey was too boring, red would make her look like a London bus and so on. A misty, heathery blue was the final choice. Well, that was Miss Milliment, and since it had to be knitted entirely when she was not present, it did not get on very fast. Her mother was a great problem. ‘The only thing she would really like would be for Dad to stop being in London, and I can’t do anything about that,’ Polly complained to Clary. Then one day, she went into her mother’s bedroom and found her unpinning her hair at her dressing table.

‘I really must wash my hair,’ she said. ‘You couldn’t possibly help me, could you? It’s so difficult to get all the soap out, and leaning over a basin for ages makes me feel rather queasy.’

After that, she washed her mother’s hair once a week, on Fridays before Dad came home for the weekend, and she even devised a brilliant method whereby, on the right chair, her mother could sit with her back to the basin with her hair hanging over it, so she didn’t feel sick at all.

Dad was another problem. She saw so much less of him these days and when she did she could see how awfully tired he was. The tic at the side of his forehead was almost always throbbing when he arrived at Home Place on Friday evenings looking grey with fatigue. Also, she hardly ever saw him alone: there were so many people in the house, and as she now had dinner with the grown-ups, he did not come up to say good night to her. At dinner there was usually a lot of war talk: Hitler had invaded Russia so now Russia was on their side which she thought simply meant that it would go on for longer.

Then, one Saturday, he asked her to come to Hastings with him: ‘Just you, Poll, because I don’t see enough of you.’

They went in his car because he said he got an extra allowance for business, and it was quite a relief to be off, because so many other people had wanted to come too. ‘You’re sure you don’t mind?’ she had said anxiously to Clary.

‘Course I don’t!’

But she knew this wasn’t true, and said, ‘I so want to have Dad to myself for a bit.’

And Clary had given her that unexpected lovely smile and said, ‘Of course you do. I perfectly understand that.’

Teddy and Simon had clamoured to be included, but Dad had dealt with them. ‘This is for Polly and me,’ he said. ‘Be off with you!’ as they tugged the door handles. Polly had put on her pink dress and whited her tennis shoes, but they were still damp and got whiter as they dried on the way to Hastings.

‘Have you got any special plans?’ she asked, as the shouts of ‘Unfair!’ faded.

‘We’re going to try and find a present for Mummy. Who knows? We might find other things. I might see something suitable as a post-birthday present for you.’

‘You gave me my lovely watch.’ It was a bit sloppy on her wrist, and she moved it.

‘We chose that together in Edinburgh at the end of our last holiday, I mean the holiday we last had.’

She glanced at him, wondering why he was being so pedantic.

‘What?’ He’d caught her glance.

‘I was wondering why you were being so pedantic.’

‘Can’t think. What do you think of the Russians joining up with us? Better than having them against us, wouldn’t you say?’

‘It just seems to make the whole thing more universal to me,’ she said. ‘If only it was America on our side.’

‘They’re not exactly against us. Mr Roosevelt’s doing his best for us. In fact we’d have been up a gum tree without him.’

‘But it’s not the same as them actually joining up with us and helping to fight the Germans. After all, they did come in last time.’

‘They may yet. But think, darling Poll, how much you are against war, and then imagine being an American. How would you like it if they were having a war and we all had to leave this country and go thousands of miles to fight for them? All the men, that is,’ he added; he did not approve of women going into the services. ‘You might very well feel that it’s their war, and they should get on with it.’

‘Dad, do you know, I’ve never met an American?’

‘That’s a bit what I mean.’

‘On the other hand, if Hitler wins over here, he will probably set about other bits of the world which might be them and then they would be sorry.’

‘I think he may have bitten off rather more than he can chew with Russia. Hitler’s not going to win,’ he added.

‘How long will it all be, then?’

‘I’ve absolutely no idea. Not for a while yet. But things are better than they were last year.’

‘What do you mean? All the frightful air raids, and rationing and the Fall of France and all those other countries. It seems to me much worse.’

‘This time last year we were damn nearly invaded. That would have been worse. And we only just won the battle of Britain. I can tell you now, Poll, that I used to have nightmares about that happening, and me being stuck in London and unable to get to you all.’

‘Oh, Dad! Poor you! I see what you mean about it being better.’ She felt very pleased that he was telling her important things like his nightmares. I didn’t know grown-ups had them,’ she said.

‘Oh, darling! All kinds of things are much the same when you are grown-up. On a lighter note, I think we’ll visit Mr Cracknell first. And there is quite a good jewellery shop we can try thereabouts too.’

When they were nearly in Hastings he asked, ‘How are they all at home, then?’

‘All right, I suppose. Who especially?’

Well – your aunts – and your mother for a start.’

‘Aunt Rach has an awful back.’

‘I know,’ he said quickly. ‘She says a lot of the time she is like an old deckchair that has got stuck. I make her go to that very good man in London, though. And I think she likes working in the office.’

‘Aunt Rach loves to be needed,’ she said. ‘More than most people.’

‘Quite right, she does. And?’

‘And what? Oh – the others. Well, I think Aunt Villy is bored. I think she’d really like to be doing some terrific war job. Doing Red Cross work and teaching people first aid and working in the nursing home at Mill Farm isn’t enough for her.’

‘My word, Polly, you are perspicacious.’

‘But Aunt Zoë, on the other hand, is actually quite happy. She looks after two people now in the nursing home – reading to them, and writing letters for them – things like that – and, of course, she absolutely adores Juliet.’

Hugh smiled, his tender, approving smile that was largely reserved for babies. ‘Of course she does.’

‘What about Mummy?’ he said after a silence. ‘How is she, do you think?’

Polly thought. ‘I don’t know. The trouble is, I don’t think she feels very well a good deal of the time. She loved her holiday with you, but it seemed to make her even tireder. She went to bed for two whole days when she got back.’

‘Did she?’

‘Don’t tell her I told you that. I shouldn’t have. She didn’t want you to know.’

‘I won’t.’

‘I got awfully worried when she had to have an operation. But it all turned out OK, didn’t it?’

‘Oh, yes,’ he said heartily. ‘Very OK. But people sometimes take a long time really to get over that kind of thing, you know. Here we are! Hastings, here we come!’

Mr Cracknell’s shop was rather dark, and everything in it seemed dusty, but it contained some fascinating things. Furniture, of course: Dad bought two chairs that had ears of wheat carved up their backs. ‘I can’t resist them,’ he said. But there were also a number of wooden boxes, some inlaid with mother-of-pearl, some with brass. Inside they had ruched satin or velvet in crimson or dark bright blue: some had little cut-glass bottles and pots with silver lids. Some were sewing boxes, with tiny little spools – again made of mother-of-pearl, round which strands of rich and faded silk were wound. Pairs of steel scissors and books of steel needles, and a sharp pointed tool for making holes in things were arranged on the top layer inside, and some of the boxes had a secret drawer at the bottom that sprang open when you pressed a button. She was entranced by them, and explored each one carefully, imagining which she would like most. Then she found a plain rosewood box that, open, proved to be a little writing desk: ‘It was for travelling,’ her father said. ‘Ladies took them on visits.’

When open the box made a gentle slope that was covered with thin dark green leather. Underneath the slope there was a place to keep papers. ‘Clary would love this,’ she said. ‘Dad, do you think it might be not more than twenty-five shillings? Because that’s all I’ve got.’ It seemed a lot to her, but she knew that things that were in shilling amounts weren’t a lot to him.

‘I’ll find out. Come and look at this.’ It was a small octagonal table with an elegant pedestal. The table top was very pretty, with the wood laid in sharp triangles, so that the grain looked like a flower. Her father pressed something and the table lid opened to reveal a conical interior lined with paper that had minute bunches of roses on it – like wallpaper for a doll’s house, she thought. Mr Cracknell emerged from the back of his shop holding a shallow octagonal tray papered in the same way, but made with numerous compartments. ‘I’ve been repairing the tray,’ he said and fitted it carefully into the top of the cone.

‘It’s a sewing table, early nineteenth century, not very old,’ he said.

‘Now, Polly, what wood is it made of? Let’s see how much you know.’

Polly said she thought it was walnut.

‘That’s right!’ Mr Cracknell exclaimed. He was old, with steel-rimmed spectacles and greeny-white hair, and he stooped. He passed a splayed thumb over the wood: ‘A lovely piece of veneer, that is. Laid as tight as a nut.’

‘Do you think Mummy would like it?’

It would only be good for small pieces of sewing: there wasn’t enough room in the bottom for things like the winter dressing gown she was making for Wills.

‘I should think she might,’ she said, and saw her father’s expression fade a little.

‘Well, we’d better go on looking,’ he said.

Mr Cracknell, who knew the Cazalet brothers from their many visits, said he had a rather nice chest on chest that he thought they might like to look at. ‘Seeing as you like walnut,’ he said. ‘Got its original handles too, it has.’ The place was so full of things, and so dark that he got a torch to shine on the piece.

Polly could see that Dad really loved it: stroking the wood, gently pulling out a drawer and admiring the craftsmanship. ‘See, Poll?’ he said. ‘They used wooden pegs and dovetailing to make the drawers in those days.’ There was a spattering of tiny little round holes in one drawer.

‘Worm’s dead,’ Mr Cracknell remarked: he tapped the drawer smartly, and Hugh nodded.

‘If the worm was active, there’d be stuff like sawdust coming out,’ he said to Polly. ‘And what do you want for that, Mr Cracknell?’

‘Well, I could let it go at three hundred.’


Hugh whistled. ‘A bit out of my league, I’m afraid.’

In the end he bought the sewing table, and while Mr Cracknell was carrying it out to the car, Polly asked if he would ask how much the writing box was.

‘Do you want it, Poll? Would you use it?’

‘I want it to give to Clary.’

‘Of course. You said. I’ll find out.’

He’s rather forgetful, she thought: he never used to be like that.

He came back and said, how lucky – it was only twenty-five shillings.

‘An expensive present for you, though, darling,’ he said.

‘I know, but I want to give it to her.’

When they had finished putting everything into the car, she said, ‘Why are you smiling, Dad?’

‘I was thinking what a very nice daughter I’ve got.’

When he wasn’t smiling, she realised, he actually looked sad.

He said that they would look at the other shops as they were there. It was the old part of the town with narrow streets and seagulls and little whiffs of tar and fish and the sea. In the jeweller’s shop, which was tiny and crammed with antique jewellery, he picked out a pair of garnet earrings – long drops.

‘Do you think Mummy would like these?’ he asked. ‘It would go with that necklace I bought her years ago.’

Polly knew that her mother did not like garnets as they did not go with the colour of her hair, and only wore the necklace occasionally, to please Dad.

‘You bought her some earrings in Edinburgh: she showed me,’ she said. ‘I should think she’d rather have something else.’ He seemed always to be buying her presents, even though she’d had her birthday ages ago. ‘Also, she wouldn’t wear them much while there’s a war.’

‘Practical Poll.’ He began looking carefully through a tray of rings. Just as she was going to say that Mummy didn’t wear rings much either these days, he picked out a small ring that had a flat green stone set in gold. The back was like a shell, the band was plain. ‘Pop it on,’ he said. It fitted her second finger exactly.

‘What do you think of that?’ he said.

‘I should think she would love it. I should think anyone would love it.’

‘Right. I’m going to give it to anyone, then. Take it off.’

‘How do you mean “anyone”?’ she asked, handing it to him. It sounded bonkers.

‘The first person I meet after I’ve bought it.’ He went to the back of the shop and she saw that he was writing a cheque. Supposing, she thought wildly, he met a postman outside the shop? Of course, the postman might have a wife, but then again, he might not.

When he came back, he said, ‘Hallo, Poll, fancy meeting you here,’ and gave her a little box. Inside, perched upon worn white satin, was the ring. ‘I knew you’d be the first person I’d meet,’ he said.

She was overwhelmed. A ring! And it was so beautiful!

‘Oh, Dad! It’s my first ring.’

‘I wanted to be the first person to give you one.’

‘It’s completely perfect! Can I wear it now?’

‘I should be deeply hurt if you didn’t. Emeralds suit you, Poll,’ he observed when the ring was on and she turned her hand for him to see. ‘You have pretty hands – like your mother.’

‘Is it really and truly an emerald?’

‘It is. It’s late sixteenth century – a bit early for paste I think. Looks like an emerald to me, and the man in the shop said it was.’

‘Goodness!’

‘You have grown up,’ he said. ‘I can remember a time when you would much rather have had a cat than a ring.’

‘The back of it’s so beautiful,’ she said when they had got back into the car.

‘Yes. It’s like those drawers in the chest on chest. They just cared about making things beautifully, never mind whether it showed at once that they had.’

Before he started the car, she put her arms round him and gave him three kisses. ‘Thank you, Dad, it’s the best present I’ve ever had.’

They went to the front, and walked along past the fishermen’s tall thin black huts in which the nets were stored. It was a fine, breezy day with white horses on the empty sea. Barbed wire and concrete pyramids were ranged along the beach making it impossible to reach the sea. They walked, without talking, in a companionable silence. She felt unusually, immensely happy. The double glow of receiving her ring, and the thought of giving Clary her desk box prevailed. ‘Breathe deeply, Dad,’ she said, ‘the sea air will do you good,’ and he smiled his gentle, affectionate smile at her and made a ridiculous noise breathing.

‘I’m done good to,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and find a nice pub on the way home.’

When they were seated under an apple tree in the pub garden and her cider and his beer had arrived he said abruptly, ‘Did Mummy ever talk to you about the possibility of her having to have another operation?’

‘Not much. She did mention it, weeks ago, but then when I asked her if it was going to happen, she said they had changed their minds. That was before you went on your holiday.’

There was a silence while he stared into his glass. Mystified, and beginning to feel frightened, she said, ‘That was a relief, wasn’t it? She never said, but I knew she was dreading another operation as the last one made her feel so rotten. It must have been a relief.’

‘Did she say it was a relief?’

‘She said—’ She thought: it seemed important to get it right. ‘I said, oh, what a good thing, you must be relieved, and she agreed. She agreed, Dad. And she was terrifically pleased about the holiday. She said she was only tired when she got home because she hadn’t slept much on the train coming back. And she only asked me not to tell you that because she didn’t want to worry you. It wasn’t important. She often has odd days in bed.’

‘Does she?’ He was lighting a cigarette and she noticed that his hands weren’t steady.

‘Oh, Dad! You worry so much about each other, but you always have. And I think the thing is she really wants to be in London with you. She misses you. I think you ought to let her.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ he said, in a tone which she knew meant he wouldn’t. ‘Bless you,’ he added: it was a kind of full stop.

As they got into the car, he said, ‘Are you looking forward to giving Clary her box?’

‘Like anything. She gave me a lovely birthday present. All kinds of butterflies in a glass case – for my house. But I think she’ll burst into tears of joy when she gets the box. It may make her a bit happier for a change.’

‘Is she very unhappy?’

‘Oh, Dad, of course she is. She absolutely won’t consider Uncle Rupe being dead and never seeing him again. She makes up all kinds of stories about him, and she wrote to General de Gaulle because she thought he might be a spy in France for us, and he didn’t answer for ages and then she got a letter back saying that enquiries had been made, but no one of that name was known. I thought then that she might face up to the fact that he has died and she won’t see him, but somehow she can’t. She loves him too much to bear it.’

A shock. Her father, without any warning, suddenly broke into dry almost shouting sobs – put his head on his arms on the steering wheel and sobbed and sobbed. She turned in her seat and put her arms round him, but he didn’t stop.

‘Darling Dad. I’m sorry. Of course he’s your brother and you must mind terribly as well. And I suppose you have faced up to it, and it must be awful. It’s so final, isn’t it? Poor Dad.’

In the end she realised that talking didn’t help and simply held him, and in the end the sobbing got less and he fumbled for his handkerchief and blew his nose. When he had wiped his face, which he did as though he wasn’t used to it (but then, she supposed that he wasn’t used to crying), he said, ‘Sorry about that, Poll.’

‘Don’t be. I absolutely understand.’

When he had started the engine and they were on their way home, she said, ‘And I shan’t tell Clary. It would only distress her if she knew that you felt there was no hope. Although’, she finished tentatively – she did not want to upset him again, ‘there’s always a shred of hope, isn’t there, Dad? Don’t you think?’

‘Must be,’ he answered, but so quietly that she hardly heard him.

She didn’t have Dad to herself for a long time after that, because of course, to be fair, he had to take Simon out for one morning and, anyway, he spent most of the weekends with Mummy and Wills. Clary wasn’t much impressed with the emerald ring until Polly told her that it was Elizabethan, whereupon she asked to hold it. ‘Anyone might have worn it,’ she said. ‘One of Mary Stuart’s ladies-in-waiting for instance. Think of it! It might have been there when the poor thing was executed! I must say, I think that is rather a possession.’ But she was immediately and utterly thrilled by her writing box, opening and shutting it speechlessly, her eyes filling with tears. ‘It shows you must – like me quite a bit,’ she said. ‘Oh, look! A secret drawer!’ Caressing it, she had touched a spring and a very shallow drawer flew open beneath the space for papers. There was a small thin piece of paper in it folded like an envelope. The paper, opened flat, was covered by spidery writing written in two directions. ‘Like letters in Jane Austen! Oh, Poll, what a joy! It’ll take me years to read it. The ink’s gone all brown. But it might be a very important letter.’ They tried and tried to read it, but even with a magnifying glass they couldn’t make it all out. ‘It seems to be mostly about the weather and how expensive muslins are,’ Clary said at last. ‘There must be other things, or it might be a code, but whenever I get to what might be an important word it runs into the one going the other way and I can’t read it.’

Strangely, when they showed it to Miss Milliment, she was able to decipher it. ‘People wrote like that when I was a girl,’ she said. ‘Postage was expensive, and people did not wish to waste the paper.’ It was all about the weather and the price not only of muslins, but lace, merino, and even a muff.

‘Anyway, it is a very old letter,’ Clary said as she folded it tenderly back into its envelope shape. ‘And I shall always keep it in its secret place. Polly, it is the most exotic and amazing thing I’ve ever had. I’ll keep all my writing in it.’ She was writing a series of short stories that were linked to one another, by a character from each one carrying on to the next, and sometimes read bits to Polly in the evenings which was far happier than her accounts of Uncle Rupe’s life in France, but she only read the bits she wasn’t sure were good enough, so Polly never got the whole story. ‘You’re a sounding board,’ Clary said severely, ‘you’re not meant to enjoy the story.’

Now, as she hastily swept off all her other things that lay on her dressing-table, in order that the desk should sit in state by itself, she said, ‘Thank you, Poll. It must mean – you’re the most friendly friend.’ Then she added, ‘It must have cost you an awful lot of money,’ and Polly, knowing that this would make Clary feel more loved, replied, ‘Well, yes, it did a bit.’ She felt that she was getting to be quite good with people, which, as she had no other worthy gifts, was something.

‘What do you think Miss Milliment could possibly have looked like as a girl?’ she asked when they were getting ready for supper.

Clary thought. ‘A sort of pear, in pigtails?’ she suggested. ‘Do you think people ever said, “What a beautiful baby”?’

‘They can’t have. Unless they were trying to be kind to Mrs Milliment.’

‘I should think she must have needed people to be kind to her.’

‘Oh, I don’t agree. Mothers always think their babies are beautiful. Look at Zoë and Juliet.’

‘Jules is pretty,’ Clary said at once. ‘But, then, your mother thought Wills was lovely, and I know he’s your brother, but honestly nobody could have enjoyed looking at him.’

They were taking an extra amount of trouble with their appearance, because the man who had been Uncle Rupert’s friend was arriving that evening in time for dinner. Clary was taking trouble because he was her father’s friend, and Polly because she loved dressing up, and brushing her hair a hundred times, and pushing up her eyebrows with her finger and then smoothing them into a fine line, and making sure that the seams of her stockings were straight, and putting on her jewellery. For Clary, taking trouble meant ironing her best blouse and trying to find a pair of stockings that matched, and scrubbing her fingers in a vain effort to get the ink off them. Neither of them mentioned the fact that they were taking extra trouble although each knew that the other one was.

‘I wonder what Dad’s friend will be like,’ Clary remarked with careful carelessness.

‘Well, he’s bound to be old.’

‘What do you mean “old”?’

‘Too old for us. Nearly forty.’

‘Really, you sound as though you’re considering marriage with him.’

‘Don’t be a fool. He’ll be married himself, anyway. People are, by that age.’

‘As a matter of fact, he isn’t. I happen to know that the person he wanted to marry didn’t want him, and Dad said that was partly why he went and lived in France.’

‘His life has been blighted, you mean?’ Polly couldn’t conceal her interest in that.

‘Probably. We shall be able to tell by looking at him. So keep an eagle eye out, and we’ll compare notes. Archie Lestrange. Archibald Lestrange,’ she repeated. It sounds like someone in a John Buchan. Archie would be the hero, and Archibald the villain.’

He was definitely Archie, Polly thought. He was immensely tall, with a dome-like forehead and fine black hair receding from it. He had heavy lids to his eyes and an expression in them that looked as though he was either secretly amused, or wanted to be.

He’d been wounded and walked with a limp; he also had a slight stammer. The Duchy had put him next to her at dinner and was clearly rather fond of him. They talked about far-off days, before this war, and, Polly thought, just after the war before that when he used to come and stay at the house she and the Brig had had at Totteridge, when he and Rupert had been at the Slade. He seemed to know the family quite well, not only her grandparents, but Dad and Uncle Edward and Aunt Rach. He’d been best man for Uncle Rupert’s first wedding to Clary’s mother, and he’d obviously met her mother and Aunt Villy, although he clearly didn’t know them so well. For dinner there was roast chicken and bread sauce and he said how wonderful it was to have such lovely food. ‘In Coastal Forces,’ he said, ‘our ships were just too small to warrant a trained cook, and only the most gormless rating volunteered for the job. Great haunches of lamb would appear either streaming with blood or black as your hat with unspeakable potatoes – all grey and shiny, like frightened people’s faces. Later he said that he’d volunteered for the Trade, but they weren’t making submarines to fit people of his size.

Afterwards, when she and Clary were undressing for bed they swapped impressions.

‘He’s nice. I can see why your dad liked him. Funny-looking though. Rather cavernous.’

‘He’s been ill. I thought he looked rather tragic. People often get a stammer when something terrible has happened to them.’

‘You mean his leg being shot?’

‘No, stupid. I mean the person not wanting to marry him. I should think that’s left him with an awful inferiority complex.’

Recently she had taken to attributing this state to nearly everyone, largely, Polly thought, because it was something difficult to disprove.

‘He didn’t seem to be particularly inferior.’

‘You don’t have to be inferior, you just feel you are.’

‘Oh, well, hardly anyone doesn’t feel that.’

‘It’s funny that, isn’t it? I mean you’re with yourself all the time, so you’d think you’d be clearer about yourself than about anyone else. I mean, look at you, Poll. You’re terribly pretty, jolly nearly beautiful, and so kind and nice, and you’re always saying you don’t know what you’re for, and you’re no good and things like that.’

‘So do you.’

‘Oh, well,’ Clary said, ‘my eyebrows are too thick and I’ve got awful legs that only bulge at the knees – no ankles like lucky you – and my hair’s too fine, and I’ve got a hideous nature and a squashy nose and claustrophobia – you said that so don’t try to get out of it now – so I can’t see that I’ve much not to feel inferior about.’

‘There you are!’

By now, Archie Lestrange was forgotten, and they embarked upon a very enjoyable half-hour’s competition to see who could run herself down the most, with the other one contesting every point, until sleep overcame Clary which it always did without the slightest warning: she was talking nineteen to the dozen and then she was suddenly gone.

In the morning Clary said, ‘One thing about Archie – he told me to call him that – he seemed awfully shy with Aunt Rachel.’

‘She’s an unmarried lady. He probably feels shy with all of them, after what happened to him.’

‘Oh, yes. Of course he would, poor thing.’

The sad thing that happened in August was that it turned out that Angela wasn’t going to get married as she also turned out not to be having a baby. What was sad about this, Polly felt, was that bang went her chance to be a bridesmaid, something she had wanted to be the whole of her life. The first part of this information came through direct questioning: did Aunt Villy think that Angela would have her as a bridesmaid? No, because she wasn’t getting married after all. The second part arrived obliquely via Louise, home for the week while her theatre was closed for essential repairs, who got a letter from Nora in which she said how shocked she was that Angela wasn’t having a baby.

‘Extraordinary,’ Clary said. ‘You’d think it would be the other way round.’ Louise refused to discuss it with them for the same old boring reasons that it wasn’t their business and they were too young anyway.

‘How can one be too young for discussion of any kind?’ Clary shrieked. She hadn’t been at all interested until told that she should not be, then, at once, her curiosity and suspicions were aroused. ‘I’m through with Louise. I’m really through. She has gone beyond the pale.’ She asked Zoë what she thought, and Zoë said that she imagined that Angela must have had a miscarriage. ‘But the man she wanted to marry was married,’ she said, ‘so I expect it will be all for the best in the long run.’ When Clary told Polly this, they both rolled their eyes and echoed ‘the long run’, and Clary said she was all for short cuts and this made them fall about.

It was odd, Polly thought as she picked runner beans for Mrs Cripps to slice and salt down for winter, how frivolous she was. She could make jokes with Clary, and play silly games with Wills, and be fussy about her appearance and all the time the war was going on, and not going very well for the Allies as far as she could see. Hitler was making alarming progress in Russia and people were saying that the Japanese were becoming offensively arrogant, and if they came into the war on Hitler’s side, it would either prolong it for ever or, worse, it might mean that Hitler would win: they would be back to it being as frightening as it had been last summer, the threat of invasion, and all that.

Pursuing her policy of trying to do things to make other people’s lives nicer for them, she decided to talk to her mother about her going to London so that she could be with Dad. ‘You see, Mummy, I could look after Wills in the week for you. And you’d be coming down every weekend. And Ellen would help, I know she would. So why don’t you just tell Dad you’re coming? Or, better still, just go and be a lovely surprise for him when he gets back from the office? I don’t mean to be bossy,’ she added – she didn’t actually think she was being that at all – ‘but I’m sure he wants you to be there – it’s simply that he is being unselfish.’

Her mother was sewing name tapes onto Simon’s grey socks and handkerchiefs for next term. ‘Darling, I couldn’t go when it’s Simon’s last week of the holidays. You know how he minds going back.’

‘All right, but you could after he’s gone.’

‘I’ll think about it.’ Then she added, almost petulantly, ‘Oh, why can’t we just all be together? Simon having to go away to school, and Wills being so young and needing me, and Hugh having to be in London! It’s too bad. I’m not much of a cook, you know. I don’t know whether I could make Hugh the kind of meals he likes.’

‘Oh, Mummy, you could do what Aunt Villy does when Mrs Cripps has her evening off. She reads Mrs Beeton and then she just does exactly what it says. Think of that rabbit stew last week.’

‘Well, darling, I really will think about it,’ but she said it in tones that meant she would rather think than talk.

Well, Polly thought, she’d done her best. It seemed odd to her, if you wanted so badly to be with your husband, to make a fuss about the cooking.

Teddy and Simon went back to school. Dad took them up on a Sunday evening and out to dinner at his club, and then saw them off on the train the next morning. Teddy went off without a tremor: it was his last two terms and as he hadn’t done too well in his exams in the summer, he was to retake some of them, and then as he told everybody interminably, he would be able to join up and start learning to fly. But Simon was sick on the Sunday morning and didn’t want any lunch and wanted to be with Mummy all day. She played bezique and racing demon and chess with him, but even his easy victory over her with the last did not cheer him much. Everybody tried to be very jolly and encouraging: ‘It’ll soon be Christmas,’ Polly said to him, ‘and you know how you love that.’

‘I may have toothache,’ he said at teatime. ‘I feel as though at any minute a tooth is going to start to hurt. It’s funny, but I’m usually right about things like that.’

But it did not make – as she knew he knew – the slightest difference. When she had to wave them a smiling goodbye, her mother turned and walked slowly back to the house, and when Polly was sent to fetch her for dinner, she said that she didn’t want any. She had been crying, her voice sounded indistinct and slurred, and she almost pushed Polly out of the room and shut her door.

Term began for her too, and for Clary and Lydia, and Neville, who went back to his school quite cheerfully, Clary said, because he had learned to imitate Lord Haw-Haw perfectly and was looking forward to showing this off.

Archie Lestrange, who stayed with them for a fortnight the first time, came back in September, and Clary got so worked up about this that Polly wondered whether she was in love. She suggested this possibility to Clary, who got into a frightful temper – said she was mad and trying to spoil everything and she must have a horrible mind to think of anything so idiotic and horrible. Then she sulked, and they had two days and – worse – two tense, silent, icily polite evenings going to bed and getting up in the morning. In the end she apologised in the most humble language she could bring to bear, and Clary, having reiterated how idiotic she was to have thought of such a thing, forgave her. Later, when they were taking it in turns to have the small and tepid bath, she said, ‘Actually, I can sort of see why you thought anything so mad. The thing is that I do like him awfully. And I think he looks nice and he makes me laugh – like Dad does – and I respect him for his opinions on things.’

‘What things?’

‘Well, pretty well everything. Of course, we haven’t talked about absolutely everything, but he agrees that women should have careers and that writing is very important and that people being worse than animals is really only saying how nice animals are – and he sometimes tells me things about my mother – he knew her a bit you see. You know my postcard she sent me with her love on it? Well, he was on that holiday with her and Dad – he can actually remember her saying, ‘I must get a postcard to send to little Clary.’ He told me a lot of things. She used to wear blue a lot and she loved a drink called Dubonnet that they drank in cafés, and she couldn’t eat shrimps and prawns and things like that, or strawberries, but he said it wasn’t the time of year for them so it didn’t matter. And do you know – the best thing? One evening he asked her if she was happy and she said, “I honestly think I’m the luckiest person in the world. The only thing I miss is not having Clary with me.” She must have loved me to say that, don’t you think?’ Seeing Clary’s eyes – a true glass to her heart – and recognising the faithful love that neither time nor misfortune seemed ever to quench, Polly felt too much to say anything.

But when she had washed Clary’s back, she said, ‘I do see why you like him. I do anyway, but I certainly would even more if I were you.’

Her mother did go to London the following week, and she didn’t tell Dad so it was a surprise for him. Polly felt very pleased at having had such a good idea for them, although she found afternoons with Wills surprisingly exhausting. He was at a really frightful age, she thought. He seemed only to want to do things that were dangerous for him, or destructive for other people, and when thwarted, he lay on the ground, arched his back and howled. ‘I honestly think he may turn into a dictator,’ she said to Ellen after the second day.

‘He just wants his own way,’ she said comfortably. ‘Just let him lie and pay no attention to him. He’ll soon stop.’ He did, but he soon started again. In between tantrums, he was very fond of her and gave her charming smiles. But she reflected gloomily that dictators were all supposed to be particularly charming when they chose.

But on Friday, when her parents returned, she was shocked by her mother’s appearance. She looked completely worn out – her face had an unusual yellowish tinge, and she had shadowy circles under her eyes. Dad looked grey as well, although they both greeted everyone with a kind of determined cheerfulness before her mother said she thought she would have a little rest before dinner. Polly went up with her to see whether she wanted her case unpacked, or would like a cup of tea, but she said no, she didn’t want anything: she was scrabbling in her handbag and produced a very small bottle of pills.

‘Oh, Mummy, you’re not taking more aspirin? You know Dr Carr said—’

‘These aren’t aspirin. My back aches from sitting in the car for so long.’ She shook two out onto the palm of her hand and crammed them into her mouth.

‘Don’t you want some water with them?’

‘No – I don’t need that.’ She was sitting on the side of the bed kicking off her shoes. Now she looked up suddenly, and said in a funny half-pleading, half-jocular manner, ‘But you won’t say a word to Dad about my taking these, will you? He’ll only fuss, and I really couldn’t cope with a fuss. Promise?’

She promised, but she felt uneasy about it. When her mother was on the bed, she put an eiderdown over her, kissed her hot, damp forehead, and left.

She hovered at the top of the back stairs, wondering whether to go and find Dad – not to tell him about the pills, of course, she’d promised not to, but to see if she could find out why her mother was so awfully tired – they’d probably gone out to theatres and dinners every night …

Then she heard voices, coming from the morning room whose door must be open.

‘… absolute madness, but I had to pretend it was all right, of course.’

There was the sound of a soda syphon being squirted. Then her father’s voice continued, ‘Thanks, Villy. Do I need this!’

Aunt Villy said, ‘Hugh, darling, I’m so sorry. What can I do?

‘It’s sweet of you, but I can’t think of anything.’

‘Are you sure she has no idea?

‘She has none. I tested that out this week and drew a merciful blank. She has no idea at all.’

‘She’s going to need nursing, you know. I mean, I can do all that’s needed now – but—’

She heard steps coming towards the door and shrank back against the banisters. But the door was simply shut and then she could only hear a murmur, but not what the voices said.




THE FAMILY

Autumn – Winter, 1941

‘Potato pie? How very amusing!’

‘Amusing? Potato pie? I must say, Dolly, you have the strangest sense of humour. Try as I will, I can see nothing to laugh at in a potato.’

‘But then, dear, you have never been known for your sense of humour.’

Fifteen all, Villy thought, as she sat at the morning-room desk paying bills for the Duchy. The great-aunts always spent the morning in that room, so named because it did not get morning sun which their generation deemed bad for the complexion, not that the aunts’ complexions were in a state worthy of preservation: Aunt Dolly’s ponderous cheeks, like a spaniel’s ears, were a damp mauve that reminded her of mountains in amateur water colours of Scotland, and Aunt Flo’s resembled, as one of the children had remarked, a dog biscuit peppered with flourishing blackheads – due, as Dolly frequently observed, to her penchant for washing her face in cold water without soap. Flo was crocheting a blanket made from odds and ends of wool, and Dolly was mending a winter vest. Villy had managed to stop them appealing to her over their disagreements on the grounds that she was adding things up which had reduced them for a few minutes to a respectful silence. They spent every morning sewing and quarrelling gently, usually these days, about food. They always knew the menus for the day, having happened to overhear or happened to see the paper on which the Duchy wrote the results of her morning interview with Mrs Cripps.

‘I do faintly wonder what a potato pie is made with,’ Dolly said, not very much later.

‘There must be a distinct possibility that it is made with potato.’

‘I do wish, sometimes, that you wouldn’t try to be sarcastic: it really doesn’t suit you. I meant, if it is a pie, will it be the sort with pastry, or will it be like shepherd’s pie with mashed potato on top?’

‘I should have thought it was fairly obvious that it would have pastry. You couldn’t have mashed potatoes above ordinary ones. I mean, why have a pie at all, if that’s what you’re going to do?’

She said this so accusingly that Dolly retorted, ‘It wasn’t my idea. It was Kitty. After she read that Mr Churchill has made potatoes one penny a pound to encourage us to eat more, she has been trying to think of new ways to use them.’

Everything that happened was done by Mr Churchill, Villy noticed. Everything good, that is. Everything bad, of course, was done by Hitler. You would think they were conducting a personal war with everybody else on the receiving end.

‘Of course, there might be some cheese in it. Just a little, grated, for flavour.’

‘I very much doubt it. We had cauliflower cheese again yesterday, and macaroni cheese is usually on Sunday nights. You must remember that cheese is rationed.’

Of course Dolly knew that, of course she did: she really wondered sometimes whether Flo thought she was mad.

They bickered on through the classic routine of umbrage, severe umbrage (just reached), to peace-making nostalgia about pre-war food, and back to ruminations about the meals in immediate prospect. Really, Villy thought, they behaved in most respects as though there wasn’t a war at all: they would probably have talked about food wherever they were in time or space; they sewed all morning with a longish break for Bovril and biscuits, rested after luncheon, went – if the weather was fine – for a little stroll in the garden before tea, sewed again until the six o’clock news whose contents they were never able to agree upon afterwards, had a little rest before changing out of their jersey suits into woollen dresses and rather painful-looking pointed shoes with marcasite buckles for dinner, and retired punctually at ten o’clock to the bedroom they shared. The Duchy was kind to her sisters because they had never married, and she was of the generation that regarded the single state as a minor tragedy. She also had been heard to say that they had been extraordinarily good to their father when he had become frenetically senile. The Brig regarded them as part of the fixtures of family life and occasionally, when he could find no other audience, told them one of his duller stories.

But then, Villy considered that her life was much as it had been. At the beginning of the war, she had imagined herself doing some useful and interesting war work – perhaps training for some job in the War Office or in a large hospital. But it hadn’t turned out like that at all. First there had been Roly, the unexpected baby, well over two now but still, she felt, requiring her presence. Even without him, there had been the fact that the household at Home Place had so enlarged that it was unfair to expect the Duchy to run it single-handed, and Rachel, who might have taken over a great deal of it, had been seconded to the family firm where she now worked four days a week. Neither Sybil nor Zoë was up to the sort of chronic, often exhausting maintenance that was needed. Things that would have been replaced now had to be mended; the coke and coal rations meant that more wood was burned and Villy, with Heather to help, spent about two afternoons a week with the big saw, cutting logs dragged from the woods by Wren and the old pony. Drinking water had to be collected from the well and the bottles brought up the hill on a wheelbarrow since their petrol ration was all used for the station and weekly shopping trips to Battle. There was a massive amount of laundry, and getting clothes dry in winter was a nightmare, as there was no central heating – regarded by the Duchy as extremely unhealthy. Villy had devised a line in the boiler room which had been cleaned out by Tonbridge – he had proved useless at sawing wood – and this was always full of steaming clothes. The preserving of fruit and vegetables at this time of the year was also a full-time job. Here Zoë and the girls helped Mrs Cripps. Villy ran the local first-aid classes one night a week and did two nights at the nursing home, as Matron was constantly short of good staff. And now there was Sybil needing help, which was more difficult since so much tact was needed in giving it. She could not, would not, face the fact that she was not able to look after Wills on her own for more than very brief periods, so somebody had to be on hand to relieve her of him under the pretext of his tea, or a walk with Roly or some game the children had devised for him. She was indomitable: the only time she had really confided in Villy had been after the week she had spent in London with Hugh. The house, mostly shut up since Hugh used only the kitchen and their bedroom, had been dirty and thoroughly ill kept: the char she had employed to come three mornings a week was clearly doing nothing but clean the bath and make Hugh’s bed plus a little washing up. She had spent the first day shopping for food and trying to open up the drawing room, with the consequence that she was dead beat by the time Hugh arrived home from work and had burned the careful stew she had made by forgetting it. Hugh had taken her out, but she had been too tired to eat. After that, he had taken her out every night to supper, but the days, spent buying her presents for Christmas, ‘It seemed the last chance I would have for that’, and trying to clean the house, had exhausted her, and Villy suspected that the strain of trying not to seem so tired in front of Hugh must have made it much worse. She told Villy that she had, unknown to Hugh, paid a visit to Dr Ballater, who, she said, had been extremely kind and had prescribed some pills ‘that make a wonderful difference’. Only she hadn’t been able to take them much in London with Hugh because they often made her feel quite woozy and she was afraid he would notice. ‘Only I must say,’ she had said to Villy on that occasion, ‘I do sometimes wonder when it is all going to stop.’ Then, before Villy could reply, or even think how to reply, she had said, ‘The thing is, I don’t want to worry poor darling Hugh till I – have to. Would you help me about that? You’re the only person I can ask.’ And she, feeling unable to break her promise to Hugh, found herself making a second promise to Sybil.

Since then, she had once tried suggesting to Hugh that perhaps Sybil did recognise that she was rather ill and he had instantly agreed, but said that none the less she thought she was going to get better and must not on any account be disabused. He knew he was right, he said. Look at the situation: he had to be in London all of every week when all he wanted was to be with Sybil. But Villy knew that weekends were a fearful strain for both of them. In the end, she had telephoned Edward at Hendon and asked him to meet her for lunch in London and he had arranged it for the very next day.

‘Anything up?’ he had asked after they had kissed. ‘You sounded rather serious on the telephone.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’

They were in his club and he signalled the waiter and ordered two large gins and Frenches. ‘It sounds as though we may need them,’ he said: he seemed uncharacteristically nervous.

‘It’s Hugh and Sybil,’ she began and, to her surprise, saw his face clear before it assumed a different concern.

She explained. That Sybil had cancer – what they had all feared when she had had the first operation. That she knew and Hugh knew, but that they would not tell each other. ‘It all seems so sad, and absurd and unnecessary,’ she finished. ‘But he does want to be with her and, of course, he can’t—’

‘The Old Man rang me up,’ Edward interrupted, ‘not about that, as a matter of fact. He simply said that the business was getting too much for Hugh on his own. We’re getting a hell of a lot of Government orders, and with the sawmills still in chaos from the blitz – only one is working properly – and the shortage of staff, Hugh is having a hell of a time. He asked me to apply for leave to come and sort things out. I’m waiting to hear about that, but the CO seems to think it will come through. God! Poor old boy! It must be utter hell for him.’

‘Could you talk to him? About talking to Sybil – clearing things between them?’

‘I could try, but he’s as obstinate as the devil. I’ve never been able to get him to change his mind about anything. Do the others know?’

‘I think they must suspect, but it isn’t mentioned. And after Sybil making me promise not to say a word to Hugh, it seemed difficult to talk to anyone else. But I do worry about the older children though, Polly and Simon, I mean. I don’t think it should come to them as a frightful shock. Of course, Polly adores her father which should be a comfort to them both.’

‘Lucky Hugh.’

Knowing that Louise was rude and unpleasant to him – yet another reason for being displeased with her – Villy said quickly, ‘Lydia adores you. You should take her out for a treat – she’d simply love it. She’s got a birthday quite soon. Ten! She’s growing up, you know.’

‘She’s a dear little thing,’ he said absently. When they were finishing lunch, he said, ‘Have you heard from Louise?’

‘One letter from Northampton. Entirely filled with her theatre doings. She’s completely wrapped up in herself – too utterly selfish for words. She behaves as though there simply wasn’t a war. But after this year, she really must buckle down to a sensible job. I’m relying on you to read the riot act to her.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t be any earthly use at that,’ he said. ‘Shall we have our coffee in the other room? Then we can smoke.’

After lunch he said he must get back to Hendon, saw her into a cab – although he’d offered to drop her off at Charing Cross – and then repaired to an anonymous and dreary little flat in Sloane Avenue where he had arranged to meet Diana.

Villy, although she had not said so, had no intention of going straight back to Sussex, and since, at such short notice, she had been unable to get in touch with Lorenzo, she had decided to pay a visit to Jessica in St John’s Wood. There she would at least get news of him, as ringing his home simply meant a tense, uncomfortable conversation with Mercedes, who never seemed to be out and picked up the telephone on the second ring. She had only seen him once since that heavenly train journey, although he did occasionally write to her. But, oddly, she did not understand why, her romantic devotion seemed to flourish with absence: she felt that she knew him better and loved him more for his separation. In fact, she was easily able to enlarge upon and embroider their conversation in the train; she felt she knew how he would feel and what he would say, how he would listen to her confidences and what his responses to them would be. Sometimes, of course, she did just sorely miss him, but this was simply a part of their fate: the tragedy of previous indissoluble attachments. These conversations that they had took place when she was alone in her bedroom at night. Sometimes he would come even before she had undressed, and she would feel shy about taking off her clothes in front of him. Also, she knew that he must want her dreadfully, and it was not fair on him to make this worse. Sometimes, he waited until she was in bed, and then he would sit on the side of it, holding – kissing – her hand and gazing at her with joy. They would discuss the hopelessness of their situation, and although he at first had been unsure, in the end he had agreed that it was worse for her than it could be for him. His wife’s jealousy and general unreason would give him sympathy from the world, whereas it could not be expected to have a grain of sympathy for her. Edward was acknowledged to be a very handsome, charming and generous husband, who had given her four children, two of whom were still very young. In any case, there was nothing to be done. Senses of nobility, self sacrifice would see to that. So then it would be suggested that they should enjoy the little time that they had, and this would result in delicious mutual confidences and admiration. The evening would end with a reprise of its beginning: nobody else in the world could be expected to put up with Mercedes, and Edward would be devastated if he had the slightest idea of her feelings for another man. What they each had to endure in terms of jealous scenes – with, of course, no foundation – and physical intimacy, which Villy had to regard as part of her marital responsibility, meant that compassion now played a large part: they were so desperately sorry for one another and their powerlessness to provide aid or respite only made them suffer more for each other. In the end, she would become exhausted with emotion, something he was wonderfully quick to perceive, as with one last kiss – on her forehead rather daringly – he would vanish. She would fall asleep, tired, but exquisitely peaceful …

The taxi had stopped. She paid the ancient driver and got out. The little gothic house was where darling Daddy had died, where she had afterwards spent innumerable afternoons infested with the boredom that only her mother, it seemed, had ever generated. The dining-room shutters were closed – perhaps Jessica was away? A nuisance if she was as the cab had gone creaking off. Someone was in: she heard feet on the stairs, but whoever it was didn’t come to the door. Annoyed, Villy rang again: some instinct made her look up, and she saw Jessica at the bedroom window, but before she could call or wave she’d gone. After what seemed like ages, there was only one flight of stairs, Jessica opened the door.

‘Villy!’ she cried – much too loudly, Villy thought: it sounded like a stage welcome – ‘What a lovely surprise! I had no idea you were in town!’ She was wearing a kind of smock or overall and her feet were bare and her hair, done these days usually in a small bun on the top of the back of her head, was loose. She looked startled and extraordinarily young, Villy thought – her eyes, usually so tired and dreamy – were glittering …

‘I’ve been tidying poor Mummy’s papers and stuff,’ she said. ‘I was just going to have a bath.’

‘What a funny time to have a bath, darling!’

By now they were in the hall, but Jessica did not seem to want them to stay there. She put her arm around Villy and propelled her into the drawing room. ‘I do have baths at funny times. Any time except in the evening. My nightmare is being caught in the bath with an air raid starting.’ She shut the drawing-room door and led Villy to the far end of the room. ‘We could almost sit in the garden,’ she said.

They both looked out at the small square garden whose lawn, too long, was spattered by livid yellow lime leaves, at the rustic bird table standing at a drunken angle as a result of a nearby bomb, at the black walls and the mildewed Michaelmas daisies and neither of them wished to do anything of the kind.


‘I’m not much of a gardener, I’m afraid. And, anyway, I never seem to have time. Sit down, darling, and have a fag, and tell me what brings you to London. You might have let me know and I’d have given you lunch.’

In the brief silence while Jessica lit her cigarette for her, Villy thought she heard the sound of a door shutting … the front door.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Nobody. Probably someone putting something in the letter box.’

‘Oh. Well, I came up to have lunch with Edward. Then it seemed rather feeble just to go straight back. So I came for a gossip.’

‘Well, we can’t gossip without tea. I’ll pop down and make a pot.’

The kitchen in the basement was large and dark with huge, business-like pieces of furniture: a vast dresser with drawers as unwieldy as boulders in a dry stone wall, and willow-patterned platters for family joints on the shelves, a big range and an enormous scrubbed kitchen table on which lay a tray with two coffee cups, a toast rack and two soup plates that had clearly contained baked beans.

Jessica said, ‘Don’t say it – I am a slut,’ and quickly moved the tray onto the draining board by the sink.

‘I’ve been so worried about Angela,’ she said. ‘I simply don’t know what is going on …’

While she made the tea, she enlarged upon this. Angela had become extremely difficult to get hold of – one had to leave messages at the BBC and God knew if she ever got them as she hardly ever responded. There was no telephone at her flat and the only times Jessica had ever been there, she had been out, her flatmate said. ‘I offered to take her away for a few days after she had – after the D and C, but she wouldn’t come. She’s become so hard and unresponsive!’ Jessica complained. ‘And, of course, falling in love with a married man, as we all know, is madness!’

There was silence, while Villy sipped her tea and they both had (rather different) thoughts about the madness.

‘Of course, she’s stopped seeing him—’ Villy ventured.

‘My dear, she can’t! She works in the same department. Of course, she ought to ask for a transfer or join the Wrens or something …’

When they had said all that there was to be said – by them – about Angela, they went on to Raymond, Louise and Christopher, who, Jessica said, sounded very miserable. ‘He’s spent months now, levelling ground for a runway near Nuneaton, which is pretty hard, dull work, and the people he does it with only want to go to pubs in the evenings and chase girls.’

‘Couldn’t he do something else? I mean, he’s put in a good stint.’

‘Raymond made him. And he knows that Raymond expects him to volunteer for one of the Services: I think making him do this is some kind of punishment. He’d be much happier as a farmer, but Raymond would think that infra dig. I do wish he wasn’t so frightened of his father. It would serve Raymond bloody well right if he went off with a barmaid.’

There was a short silence. Villy knew that she ought to go if she was to catch the train that Tonbridge met every day, and said so. ‘Have you seen Laurence at all?’ she asked as they walked up the basement stairs.

‘From time to time I do.’

‘I thought as you live so near one anoth—’

‘Ah yes, but so does Mercedes! She doesn’t exactly encourage one to pop in. Poor Laurence! I don’t know how he stands it! She has the most fearful temper and she suspects every woman in the world of trying to carry him off. To work as hard as he does and then have to go home to a woman who screams like a parrot and smashes things – and if you saw her you’d never imagine she’d be like that—’

‘I have met her,’ Villy said rather coldly, ‘at Frensham, with you.’

‘Of course you have. Anyway, I think he’s a saint. I often tell him that it would serve her right if he did go off with one of those luscious sopranos he rehearses with.’

‘I thought you didn’t see him much!’

‘I told you, from time to time. Darling, do you want me to call you a cab? There might be one on the rank.’

But Villy said she’d rather walk.

‘I’ll give him your love, shall I?’

‘Yes. Yes, do. Thanks for the tea. And do put some more clothes on, darling, or you’ll catch your death.’ She had noticed when Jessica leaned towards her to light her cigarette, that she hadn’t been wearing a bra, and she thought now, as she descended the steps to the street, that this was most unseemly in someone of Jessica’s age. She felt the visit had not been rewarding: and she found Jessica’s attitude towards Lorenzo irritating; she behaved quite as though he was her friend and as though she, Villy, hardly knew him. But then she reflected that secrecy was another part of the price people like she and Lorenzo had to pay; therefore it was natural that Jessica should be entirely in the dark; after all, there was no harm in her showing off about her comparatively shallow intimacy – her generally open behaviour about him simply implied her innocence and his discretion. She picked up a cab deciding that the next invitation for the Clutterworths to stay need not include Jessica on the grounds that the house would be too full.

Lydia and Neville had put their offer to mind the younger children in the afternoon to good use, as they had long wanted to run a hospital and had been deterred largely from lack of patients. Now they had Wills, Roly and Juliet, who lay in a nervous row on damp camp beds left over from the evacuation of the Babies’ Hotel. They had chosen the squash court because it was out of earshot and, as they had expected the game to be a long one, the chances of someone crying were quite high. Neville was a doctor, and Lydia the nurse. On two other beds lay Lydia’s favourite old bear and Golly Amazement. They were both awaiting operations.

‘It’s a pity I can’t operate on a real person,’ Neville said, ‘but I think it would be unwise.’

‘It would be horrible as well,’ Lydia said anxiously.

‘I don’t think it would. People are simply made of skin and blood and bones and things. But we haven’t got any anaesthetic so we can’t.’ The bear and Golly Amazement were to be given doses of the Brig’s brandy, and tied to bedposts, which is what Neville had read people did in the old days. Immobilising the others had not been difficult: they had both attended so many first-aid classes as patients for people to practise on that they were adept with splints and bandages, and all three now had an arm and a leg so dealt with. There had been some initial protest, but Lydia had cleverly quietened them down with medicine made up by herself of gripe water, two aspirin ground up, brandy pinched from the Brig’s study, and quite a lot of Crimson Lake from her paintbox to make it look like medicine. Wills had simply loved it, and kept saying, ‘More,’ until he had fallen into a stertorous slumber; most of the medicine she had given Juliet had trickled down her chin and elsewhere, but she loved Lydia and Neville, and as long as they talked to her sometimes and gave her things to play with, she lay obediently with one stiff leg stretched out. Roly was the trouble. He had hated having his arm put in a sling, and splinting both his legs had made matters worse. In the end, they had to undo the sling and give him a stick of barley sugar which he was now resentfully sucking. The bear, who was to be operated on first, had had his stout furry legs secured, and Lydia gave him pretending teaspoonsful of brandy before Neville, kneeling by the bed, made a steady sawing cut across his stomach with the bread knife. There were weak crackling sounds, and some straw and sawdust fell out. Neville plunged his hand into the hole and then – a conjuring trick learned at school – drew out a small sheet of paper. ‘He’ll be better without this, Nurse,’ he said.

‘What is it?’

‘His appendix. It’s something that is often taken out of people.’

Lydia took the piece of paper. ‘Apendix’ it said at the top of the page, followed by some rather boring writing about history, she thought.

‘Sew him up, Nurse,’ Neville commanded. ‘Don’t want him bleeding to death.’


Lydia obediently wielded her large darning needle threaded with black cotton, but the bear’s rather worn skin was very difficult to sew and the more she squeezed some bits of him together, the more sawdust came out from the rest of the hole. ‘You’re making me do the far most difficult part,’ she complained. But Neville was sawing away at one of Golly Amazement’s legs which came off with alarming ease. Roland began to cry and, when no notice was taken of him, to yell. This woke Wills up, and wanting to go to Roly, he fell out of bed. In a matter of moments all three of them were screaming.

‘Give them all some more medicine, Nurse,’ Neville said. He was wrapping Golly Amazement’s stump in one of his socks.

‘I’ve used it all up. Oh, poor Wills! He fell on his head – he’s got a cut!’

‘Sew it up.’

‘I can’t! The thread’s all in the bear. I’m not enjoying myself! Oh, poor Roly! His feet are all blue. You did the bandages too tight. Oh, do help!’

Mercifully for the patients, Ellen suddenly appeared. She had had her doubts about the children minding her babies, and had been searching for them when she heard distant wails. She seized Juliet, commanded Lydia to fetch her mother at once, told Neville to undo Roly’s splints while she comforted Wills and Juliet.

Later, there was an awful row. They wanted to know about the medicine, which Neville said Lydia was stupid to mention – he had a row with her afterwards – and they were both sent to bed without supper. Her mother sewed up the bear and Golly Amazement, but his leg was never the same again.

‘It seems awfully unfair to get punished for something I didn’t even enjoy!’ Lydia wept. ‘Neville made me do all the hard things like sewing and getting the brandy, and it was my bear and my Golly.’

‘You gave Golly Amazement to Wills,’ Villy reminded her.

‘I did, but I’ve taken him back because Wills didn’t like him enough. I always take my presents back if people don’t love them. Neville got an Appendix out of the bear and it was just a piece of paper. That’s stupid, isn’t it? People don’t go about with pieces of paper in them.’

‘I knew they didn’t,’ Neville immediately said after Villy had agreed that they didn’t and Lydia challenged him. ‘Of course I knew that! But if I’d taken out a real one – an appendix is a kind of wormy root, if you must know – you’d have been screaming all over the place. I was trying to be kind!’ he complained. ‘And I probably saved your beastly bear’s life.’

The moment he set eyes on Sid, Archie understood what had been a torturing mystery to him for the best part of seventeen years.

Rachel brought her down on a Friday evening: she had had flu badly, and there was nobody to look after her at home, Rachel said, and there was something in her voice of over-casual kindness, that Archie, extremely sensitive to every nuance of tone, gesture or even expression of hers, picked up at once. Involuntarily, he glanced at Sid – and knew. So it had not been personal, after all: it had been both a far more serious matter and one which could have had little or nothing to do with him. The anguish, the waste, the sheer grudge of being rejected all those years ago slipped entirely and so suddenly from him that he felt weightless, light-headed with shock. He watched Sid, this small tired woman in her tweed suit, her cropped hair, her most carefully tied cravat – saw the Duchy kiss her, lead her to an armchair nearest the fire while Rachel went in search of drinks for them. He was introduced; Rachel returned with a tray, cigarettes were lit, gin was poured, the family came and went while the past acquired its perspective. Hugh arrived from London saying that Edward was coming in the morning. On Saturdays, Miss Milliment and Heather, ‘the lady gardener’ as the Duchy called her, dined with them, and as he discussed French painting with Miss Milliment – Van Gogh and his pathetic attempts to welcome and please the churlish Gauguin, and Signac who painted further along the coast and whom he had met once or twice – he could not help watching that tired face with the brown, very wide-apart eyes, the wide mouth, the senses of mischief and uncertainty and fatigue that crossed Sid’s face, making her look like a noble little monkey, a displaced person, an unutterably weary middle-aged woman by turns, then turning his covert attention to Rachel whose name would now always hold a double image for him; for at the moment of his discovery she had aged, had ceased to be the ethereally beautiful, frank and innocent young girl he had loved so much, and become a charming careworn woman in her early forties. It seemed extraordinary that he had not seen her till now, but it was disillusion of an unpainful kind. Her reality somehow reassured him; she was a kind, good, unselfish creature with the same beautiful frank eyes, but he knew that now, at least, she was not frank in one respect, and he wondered whether he had been the means whereby she had discovered her own nature – for she had concealed nothing from him, he was sure. When he had taken her into the garden at the Lynch House – a lovely still June evening – she had not known until he kissed her that she had not wanted to be kissed, but had then broken away from him with a small sound of revulsion that he had never been able to forget. At the time he had thought it was fear and had held onto her arm, pleading, reassuring, but at the same time, and he never forgot this either, he had experienced a sense of triumph that he must be the first with her – that if he could win her she would be entirely his, she was wild and he had but to tame her with patience – no mean conquest since she was so desirable and older than he. But she had told him to let go of her with such cold sincerity that he had lost his nerve. He had been twenty-two at the time. And the next morning she had sent for him, had told him how much she had liked him and said that she could never marry him. ‘I know that,’ she said. ‘I expect I should have known it before.’

There must be someone else, he had said. No, she had answered, there was nobody. He began telling her how much he loved her – he had been young enough to feel that that must make all the difference – he said he would wait, give her any amount of time she wanted to know her mind.

‘I do know it,’ she said. ‘You are only making it worse for yourself. Poor Archie! I’m so sorry.’

He had left the house that day and, soon after, he had gone to France – to get away from Rupert and his family and their friends, who had all gone about together in a close, carefree set. His father had left him a small amount of money, and he settled in Provence and painted and gave English and drawing lessons and sold some pictures and managed. Rupert and Isobel had spent a holiday with him.

After Isobel died, Rupert had come for a week to stay with him – a strangely docile, shattered Rupert, who could not even laugh without tears coming to his eyes, who, like an insomniac, could not keep still from his grief, fidgeted endlessly with pencils and cigarettes, kept leaping to his feet and shambling about the studio knocking into things. After the first awful day, Archie took him for three-hour walks and fed him with large bowls of stew: ‘You’re treating me as though I was an enormous dog!’ Rupert had exclaimed after the third day of this regime, and as he had begun to laugh at himself, he had burst out crying and been able to talk about Isobel without stopping until the early hours, when the stove had gone out, and cocks were crowing.

The next day when, instead of a walk, they went out to paint together, Rupert said, ‘You really are a friend, Archie. Much more of one than I was to you. I always felt bad about that. But I suppose you needed to get right away.’

And after a bit, he added almost shyly, ‘But you’re over it now, aren’t you? You don’t mind me asking?’

‘No,’ was all Archie had said, and he was over it. Which had been true, in a sense: he no longer ached for her, and days passed when he did not even think of her, only when he had once or twice seemed to be on the brink of loving someone else, had she intervened and he had drawn back. He had found a succession of girls to paint, and to go to bed with, who cooked for him, and mended his clothes and were sometimes amiable company, but he never got further than affection and lust.

Archie had returned to England in the autumn of 1939 to volunteer for the Navy. He and Rupert had had one hilarious evening in Weymouth when they both got very drunk and then they had gone their different ways, he to Coastal Forces, and Rupert to a Hunt class destroyer. When he had heard the news of Rupert he had written to the Duchy, of whom he had always been extremely fond, and she had replied, saying that if he had leave and wanted somewhere to stay he would be welcome. So then, when he got shot up and they’d done all they could for his leg, he’d taken up the invitation. He knew Rachel had not married, and he’d wondered how he would feel when he saw her again. After the first evening, he wondered why he had wondered, because he had felt, not exactly the same, but quite as much. She had only to give him her hand, to look at him with her lovely frankness, to speak in her gentle drawl that was so like Rupert for him to be back in thrall to her beauty and the astonishing lack of vanity that had always moved him. If she was in the least self-conscious about their last meeting, there was no sign of it. He hardly ever saw her alone: her job in London, she described herself as ‘a kind of stooge at the office’, and her duties at home – she seemed always to be unobtrusively doing something for somebody else – precluded that. It was she who told him how hard Clary had taken her father being missing, and had asked him to deal gently with her determination that he was not dead. On another occasion she had mentioned how passionately interested in painting Miss Milliment was and how she enjoyed talking about it: ‘Rupe said she was amazingly knowledgeable as well as perceptive.’ Then there had been the Brig, who so much enjoyed having The Times read to him. Their rare duologues were always about somebody else. But he discovered that he enjoyed taking Rachel’s various hints, and in the autumn weeks that followed, he slipped easily into the family life. His leg still hurt a good deal, especially if he used it much, but he had been told that it was a long business, and when, in October, he had suggested to the Duchy that perhaps it was time he moved on, she had said, ‘My dear, what on earth for, and where to?’ Unlike the Cazalets, his family was small and far from close knit: after his father died, his mother embraced Gurdjieff and had no time for anyone who did not do the same, and his only sister, far older than he, had married a Canadian doctor and he had seen her once in the last twenty years. She had had five children who seemed identical except for their size, like so many ring spanners, and he only knew this because their Christmas card consisted every year of a family photograph. No, there was nowhere to go and, from his point of view, not only no reason to leave, but a growing need to stay. He had quite decided that he must make one more attempt to get Rachel to marry him but the more he thought about it the more nervous he became about asking her: for once she had said no – if she said no (and his confidence was not strong on this point) – surely that would be the end of his chance of love, of staying on with the family? It was too easy to let things slide, to postpone the proposal. He told himself that she was getting to know him again, that it was too soon and so on. He told himself a lot of things that he naturally had wanted to believe.

But now that was all over. He could stay as long as he liked and it would make no difference. During that curious evening, that brought him feelings both of devastation and release, he thought he had recognised something that the rest of the family did not. It was a secret, and how hard, he thought tenderly, for someone as direct and innocent as Rachel that must be to bear! Sid seemed accepted in the family: when, after dinner, she had apologised to the Duchy and said that she did not feel up to playing sonatas, the Duchy had said of course not! She should go to bed with a nice hot-water bottle and a hot drink, and Rachel had instantly got to her feet and gone to procure these things.

In bed that night, he had started to try to examine how he felt: love, it seemed to him, was more painful than it was anything else, and not, he could see, only for him. Rupert’s unknown fate hung over them all; upon his strange, gaunt, intense little daughter, upon his wife who once Archie had thought such a frightful mistake: he remembered Rupert saying at the end of their week alone in France after Isobel’s death: ‘Well, I shall have to marry someone – anyone, quiet and homely – who will be a mother to the children,’ and then visiting him on his honeymoon with that amazingly attractive, frivolous little pussy with whom he was clearly infatuated. ‘This is Zoë,’ he had said, as one who is presenting a goddess, a queen, the beauty of all time, and he had seen at once her narcissism, her childish selfishness, her determination to have always and only her own way in everything. She was not like that now. She was paler, less sparkling, tentative about almost everything except the baby. He had been touched when he had said how pretty the baby was, and she had answered at once, ‘But she’s awfully intelligent – like Rupert. She’s going to have a first-class education and a proper career. She’s not going to be at all like me.’ Unlike Clary, she could not speak of Rupert: one day she had tried, but her eyes had filled with tears, her face contorted, and without another word, she had run out of the room. And the Duchy. When she mentioned Rupert, which he noticed she only did if she was alone with him, he saw her making a steadfast effort to do so calmly. Alive or dead, Rupert was deeply loved, not least by him, Archie. I seem to have lost the two people I have loved most in my life, he thought. Then he realised that his leg was hurting too much for him to get to sleep and hoisted himself out of bed to find his painkillers. ‘Maudlin,’ he muttered to himself: Rachel had never been his, so in that sense it could not be said that he had lost her, and as for Rupert – why could he not have Clary’s faith? Because he knew more about the decrepit, hysterical, corrupt uproar that France had become: Daladier and Blum being jailed for life for ‘causing the defeat of France’, hostages being shot – two hundred of them for the deaths of two German officers – the Vichy government responsible for the arrest and deportation of thousands of Jews, Pétain blaming British agents for any insurrection, house-to-house searches for any French ‘disloyal’ to that senile puppet. It would be hard to survive as a foreigner in that, even with very good French. He would need a great deal of support and protection – the cost of being a loyal Frenchman was already terrifyingly high, yet there were such people. Being shot up on the bridge of an MTB was nothing to that, he thought, as he dropped into sleep.

Edward woke early with the unnaturally bright feeling that meant, he knew, that he had a hangover. It was the hooch that he’d had to buy in the Coconut Grove. And then when you had been made to buy a whole bottle, you drank more than you usually would because, dammit, you’d paid for the stuff in the first place. He’d taken Diana dancing, because the poor girl got very little fun stuck away in the country with that po-faced sister-in-law and Jamie, now an exhausting three-year-old. But he’d been tired at the beginning of the evening: he had just started back at the wharf and was confounded by the mess they were in there. In the best part of a year, Hugh hadn’t succeeded in getting the second sawmill working. It was true that the blitz had wreaked havoc, and one shed had been decimated, but all the same … Orders were pouring in for hardwoods, for which they were justly famous, but they had to be able to cut the veneers. The machinery hadn’t been too badly damaged, but Hugh had made the terrible mistake of leaving everything exactly as the blitz had left it so that the damage assessors could see exactly what had happened. Which was no bloody good if you left expensive machinery without adequate protection from the winter elements. It was no good blaming the poor old boy: what with his anxiety about Sybil, and the fact that he had none of the family to support him – except Rachel who, after all, knew nothing at all about the business, but was wonderful with the staff – he had had far too much on his plate. He was obstinate at the best of times, but in the past he and the Old Man had been able to steamroller things when it was really necessary. But what worried him now was that alongside the obstinacy, Hugh had become frighteningly indecisive – more like dear old Rupe. He kept saying he’d think about it when any decision had to be made, and two days later nothing at all would have happened, and Edward found himself having to nag. The result was that everything was in a muddle: the accounts department was a shambles since Stevens had been called up; their crane was always breaking down because Hugh hadn’t bullied the manufacturers for new parts – in horribly short supply, anyway. Their lorries were in a bad way too. Several of them needed replacing, but there was a fat chance of that and, again, the chap who’d been so incredibly good at repairing the engines had been killed last autumn in the blitz. The fire-watching was a nightmare. It meant that, in succession, blokes who had worked all day got no sleep at night. The paperwork had trebled since ninety per cent of their business was now Government orders. He’d almost wished at the end of yesterday that he had been driving down with Hugh for a nice quiet undemanding evening. But he felt guilty about Diana, whom he sensed was relying on him more and more. That husband of hers had become a paratrooper and had not had any leave for months.

As Diana’s flat had been bombed, they had gone in the end to Lansdowne Road – officially shut now, but still containing basic furniture. He knew she disliked going there, but a hotel was a bit risky. Ever since that awful evening with Louise he had felt pretty windy about being seen in the wrong place at the wrong time with Diana. A night club was one thing – nearly everyone he knew went to them and usually with somebody they weren’t married to since families were so separated by the war – but an hotel was another.

She was fast asleep beside him. Dinner had been fine. There had been oysters, a most welcome addition to their five-shilling meal, and they were given real butter with their bread. ‘I know one chap’, he had said, ‘who asks for a roll, and scoops out all the middle of it and fills it with all the butter on the table and shuts it up again and takes it home for breakfast.’

‘Isn’t it awfully embarrassing being watched doing it? By waiters and people?’

‘He doesn’t seem to care a damn.’

‘I must say,’ Diana had said, ‘Goering is the wrong shape to have made that remark about guns or butter. He does look as though he gets all the butter—’

‘And we get all the guns. Darling! Were you very upset about your flat?’

‘Oh, well, in a way, you know. It was home. Although I never liked it much. It did have all my things in it. I feel as though I’ve been camping for years.’

‘Is Isla still as stiff as ever?’

‘Exactly as stiff. The archetypal sister-in-law. She feels that there must be something really juicy to disapprove of about me, but she hasn’t found out what.’

‘I can’t think how anyone could disapprove of you.’

‘She could, darling. And you’re the really juicy thing. Actually, I don’t know if I can stay there much longer.’

‘Does Angus want you to go to his parents, then?’

‘Oh, he always wants that. But I simply couldn’t bear it. Their ghastly Victorian sub-castle is freezing cold even in August, and now they’ve gone teetotal because of the war.’

‘Good God!’ He was shocked. ‘What’s that supposed to do?’

‘They feel it’s patriotic.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, it’s a useful place for the older boys for holidays. I have to go up then, or I’d never see them. Isla, as you know, hasn’t got room for all of us.’

That was the first mention she had made of not staying with Isla, but it hadn’t seemed particularly important. After dinner, they went to Regent Street, to the Coconut Grove. They were early: it was only about eleven and they parked right outside.

‘Whisky or gin?’ he had said when they were presented with this choice.

‘Gin, I think.’

He ordered a bottle and several tonics, but the gin, when it came, tasted so foul that they decided to add some lime juice instead, and have soda instead of tonic. This took ages to arrive, so they danced. Holding her was a pleasure, both familiar and exciting. She was wearing a violet-coloured dress that, although he had not noticed it, matched her eyes; the crepe clung to her splendid big-boned body and revealed just the right amount of her handsome breasts. They danced slowly to ‘All The Things You Are’. ‘My promised breath of spring-time,’ he hummed and smiled down into her eyes, and she glowed.

At the end of the dance, she took his hand, and said, ‘Oh, darling! I’m so happy.’

‘I’m always happy when I’m with you,’ he answered. Their soda water and lime had still not arrived, and he called a waiter to say this, but neither of them felt this mattered as much as he had told the waiter it did. They sipped their gin and tonic: she made a face, and said, ‘It might just make us pass out.’

‘Simultaneously, two enormous ninepins,’ he said. ‘They wouldn’t like that at all.’

They smoked and watched the other dancers, and soon picked out a very young couple – a guardsman – and a tall, rather ungainly red-haired girl dressed in white. ‘A sort of Queen Charlotte’s Ball dress,’ Diana said. But what made them watch, what was striking about them, was that they were so madly in love – could not take their eyes off each other, were scarcely moving on the floor. They were misty-eyed, intoxicated with desire for one another: very occasionally, he bent his head and his lips brushed her white shoulder and she half closed her eyes, and then they looked at each other again and he would hold her closer.

‘Very touching,’ Edward said: he was touched.

‘Poor darlings,’ Diana said. ‘I bet they have nowhere to go.’

‘Surely, if they really want to, he’ll find somewhere.’

She shook her head. ‘They’re too young. And too well brought-up. I expect he’s asked her to marry him, and her parents have told them to wait until she’s older. Even though he may be killed.’

‘Do you think we should ask them if they’d like to go back to Lansdowne Road?’

‘Of course not. I just feel sorry for them – that’s all.’ There was a pause, and then she said, ‘We’re not going back there, are we?’

“Fraid so. Darling, I know it’s not very comfortable, but it is private.’

‘You mean nobody except your wife might find us?’

‘I swear she’s in the country. I swear she won’t turn up.’

‘But I want to talk to you,’ she said with apparent inconsequence.

‘Talk away.’

‘Not here. It’s serious. I’ve got to come to some decision.’

When he simply looked at her enquiringly, she said, with the faintest impatience, ‘I have sort of told you already. I can’t stay much longer with Isla.’

He couldn’t see why this was something she couldn’t talk about there and then, but knew it would be unwise to say so.

‘Well, shall we consider going back?’

When they left, the young couple were still on the floor, entranced. They had not stopped dancing at all except on the brief occasion when the band had a short rest.

‘He can’t hold her in his arms if they are sitting at a table,’ Diana said, as they went out.

Lansdowne Road, although possible as a place to sleep, was definitely no longer a place to have an intimate talk. There was nowhere to be, really, except in bed in his dressing room. The rest of the house had been shut up for so long that it seemed full of dust and cold, dead air.

‘Aren’t you living here in the week?’ Diana asked as he told her to wait in the hall while he turned on the electricity.

‘No, I’m with Hugh. It seemed stupid to keep two houses open, and the old boy is fearfully lonely. There.’

But the light only showed up the desolation. They went, without speaking, upstairs.

‘Oh, damn! I should have turned on the gas as well,’ he said.

By the time he had done that, had lit the gas fire and found some linen for the bed, which she made, there was a feeling of tension between them. She sat before the fire, huddled in her skunk jacket.

‘Like a drink?’

‘No, thanks.’

‘Well, I think I’ll have one.’

He kept a flask of whisky in his overcoat pocket, in case of air raids and generally being stuck somewhere. The tooth glass had a rime of dried toothpaste: the last time he’d stayed here had been weeks ago, that awful evening with Louise … he felt so ghastly when he thought about that, that most of the time he managed not to think about it at all. He rinsed the glass, poured himself a tot and added water.

‘Wouldn’t we be comfier in bed?’ he said, and immediately sensed that that was quite the wrong thing to say. ‘What did you want to talk about, darling?’

‘I don’t know that I want to talk about it,’ she answered at once. ‘I just want to tell you, I suppose. I think I’m having a baby.’

‘Oh, Lord!’

‘In fact I’m certain I am. So you see my problem.’

He didn’t at all. ‘Sorry, darling, I’m being rather dense.’

‘Isla will know it isn’t Angus’s.’ Then, as though she knew he would ask why, she said, ‘I haven’t set eyes on him since the beginning of the summer holidays. He joined us at Duninald for a couple of days. And now we’re nearly into November. I’m between two and three months gone.’

‘My God! I do see. You can’t tell her you saw Angus in London – something like that?’

‘They write to each other regularly. She’d find out at once. If Angus found out, he’d divorce me like a shot.’

‘Is there anything you can do about it?’

‘You mean, have an abortion? Where? Don’t forget, I’ve been tucked away in the country, I’m completely out of touch, I don’t know anybody.’

‘I could try and – ask around – you know – there must be someone.’

‘I don’t want any little backstreet butcher mucking me up,’ she said bitterly. ‘They’re my insides, not yours.’

‘Darling, I’m only trying to help. We’re both married. I don’t see what else there is to do.’

‘Don’t you? I suppose there isn’t anything.’ She began to cry.

He put his arm round her and felt for his handkerchief. At the same time the scenario of her having the baby, getting divorced from Angus, and his telling Villy and getting a divorce from her coursed through his mind and he shrank from it. It would take years and be terrible the whole time: he doubted whether they could survive it. At the same time, not doing any of that was leaving Diana in the lurch. The thought of being married to her recurred. If only he’d met her years ago! He couldn’t start disrupting everything now, in the middle of a war, and Roly only two, he really couldn’t. But he seemed to be in a position where there wasn’t a decent thing he could do. Comfort the poor girl, he could do that. He stroked her, and murmured words of love, said he couldn’t bear to see her cry, made her drink some of his whisky, and she did stop crying – he could see she had made an effort to do that – and it touched him. He undressed her: he wasn’t very good at it, clumsy with her bra hooks, but she helped him in the end. In bed, he made love to her as unselfishly as he knew how and, funnily enough, this made him love her more. Afterwards they talked for hours and finished the whisky. In the end he got round to saying that he knew that Villy’s sister must have found someone, as her daughter got in the family way not long ago, and it was dealt with. ‘And that chap’s bound to be all right or she wouldn’t have let Angela go to him,’ he said.

‘For God’s sake, don’t tell her! She would tell Villy and—’

‘Of course I won’t. I’ll say it’s for a young friend of mine in the RAF,’ he said. ‘I’ll manage that – don’t you worry.’

‘It’s probably frightfully expensive—’

‘Don’t worry about that either. That’s the least I can do.’

‘You know, I’m practically certain Jamie’s yours,’ she said. ‘It seems so awful to keep having babies without their father.’

She had never actually said that about Jamie before, although he had certainly wondered. What with alcohol, emotion and fatigue she was on the brink of becoming maudlin. He kissed her and said, ‘Jaime’s wonderful because he’s yours. You know I love him. Now, we’d better both get some sleep.’

And she had gone out like a light, but the bed was narrow for the two of them, and it took him time to get off, and then he slept fitfully.

Now, in the cold light of day, and by Jove, it was cold, he thought, he’d better make some tea for them both, since there was nothing to have for breakfast. This entailed padding down two flights of stairs to the kitchen and struggling to find tea and the tin of dried milk, which he had no idea how to mix, while the kettle was boiling. In the end, he took the tin up with him, alongside a jug of water. His head was beginning to throb and his mouth felt vile partly because he’d slept in his false teeth. He cleaned them all, the living and the dead, as he called them, and gave himself a stiff draught of Andrew’s Liver Salts before he woke her up.

The tea was rather nasty, but she said it was a great deal better than nothing.

As he dropped her off at the cottage at Wadhurst, he said, ‘I’ll ring you on Monday evening. From the office, just before I leave. About five.’

‘If you make it half past, Isla’ll be at her WI meeting.’

‘Right. God bless.’

He drove on wondering what would be the most tactful way of tackling Jessica about an abortionist. Tact was certainly required: he was not supposed to know about Angela only, of course, Villy had told him, on top of which, Jessica, who was pretty sharp, would not be likely to believe that he wanted one for a friend unless he was very convincing. He began to regret having suggested it, but he’d have to go through with it now.

But he didn’t have to, because on Monday morning Diana rang him at the office to say that Angus had been killed – in an air raid on Portsmouth.

‘Poor darling. Do you feel—’

‘I don’t know what I feel,’ she said. ‘Stunned, mostly. We hadn’t been getting on, but all the same it seems a fearful waste. He so loved the Army – a civilian death seems rather a sell.’ She sounded brittle with shock. ‘He was going to be sent overseas,’ she said. ‘He was looking forward to it. Apparently it wasn’t even a particularly bad raid.’ He could not think of anything to say.

‘Poor Isla’s devastated,’ she said. ‘Anyway, you needn’t worry. I can tell her a story now and she’ll want to believe it.’ Then she said, ‘I’m going to ring off now: I really can’t think of anything else to say.’

He wrote her a letter later on that day. He wasn’t used to writing them, but he felt for her. He could see how she must feel guilty, and how difficult it must be to be living with her sister-in-law and having to pretend to feel more than she did. And she was pregnant, and money, which had always been tight, would now be tighter on a widow’s pension. He couldn’t manage to say much of this in his letter, but he told her he would help in any way that he could and that he was sorry. And he sent his love and said he would keep in close touch. It wouldn’t help her much, he knew: nothing helped guilt except absolution from whomever one had harmed, and he, of all people, knew how awful it was when you had no hope of that.

The platform of the station at Oxford Circus was, as usual, crowded. By this time of night, everybody who slept on it had commandeered their place – the same one every night, Angela had begun to notice. The most favoured slept next to the slot machines that contained a small mirror in which, no doubt, they could comb out their hair in the morning. Many of them slept in curlers. They spread layers of newspaper on the ground, covered it with a blanket, and a pillow, if they had one, and then lay fully clothed with another blanket on top. Over the weeks, they must have become used to the preliminary rush of warm, dark brown air that was pushed through the tunnel in front of each train, arriving with a crescendo of sound that died away to a high-pitched little mechanical ticking. A second’s silence: then there would be the hiss of the doors opening and a pause while the passengers got in and out of the train before a weary voice called, ‘Mind the doors!’ whereupon with a convulsive, moaning lurch it was off again, gathering speed, its rocking racket gradually dying away as it disappeared into the tunnel. Every three or four minutes this happened, and yet people slept through it. When she came off duty after the night shift at six thirty in the morning, there they would be, bleary-eyed, taking out their curlers and dropping them into biscuit tins or brown paper carrier bags, making up their faces in the slot-machine mirrors or with tiny ones from their handbags, drinking tea out of Thermos flasks, not saying anything much to one another. The men, who were mostly old, would still be asleep since their toilet was minimal: old boys on their backs, their mouths open, snoring, their sparse yellow-grey hair ruffled by the approach of each train.

Outside the station it was utterly dark, and very cold. Angela had always been thin, but since her abortion she had not wanted to eat much at all and had become much thinner, so she felt the cold. She only had to cross the road to reach the Peter Robinson building, now housing the Overseas Service of the BBC. She was the most junior continuity announcer, and had been working for six weeks now. Brian had got her the job – he was quite high up in the administration – and she knew he had pulled strings to get her in. ‘I must try and make it up to you somehow,’ he had said, on their last private meeting. Although it seemed extraordinary to her that he could seriously equate an admittedly better job with being in love, having his baby and being rejected. She had not meant to get pregnant, but when she was, she had told him at once, thinking it would turn the scales, that he would leave the wife he either never spoke of or spasmodically disparaged, and marry her. But he had been appalled by her news and so violent about her not having the baby, that she said she would have it anyway – whether he married her or not. So then he said that they might have to wait, but would get married in the end and she had been happy again – and then, she did not know how it happened, her mother found out that she was pregnant, and when Angela said it didn’t matter, that he was going to marry her as soon as he got a divorce, her mother actually went and saw him. But she did not know this until after their meeting. He never meant to marry you, her mother said: he has a wife and children: he would not think of leaving them: he only said what he did because he was terribly worried about you.

They had had one meeting: she had wanted him to come to her bed-sitter in Notting Hill Gate, but he had refused – said he would meet her in Kensington Gardens by the Peter Pan statue. ‘Supposing it’s pouring with rain?’ she said (this was on the telephone). ‘It won’t be,’ he had replied.

It wasn’t. It was one of those tremulously balmy September mornings, with a pale blue sky and soft yellow sunlight that had no warmth. The trees were turning and the grass, now that they had taken away all the small railings that had edged every path to use the iron for the war effort, looked very green and faintly crisp from an early frost. She knew she would arrive too early and walked, as slowly as she could bear to, from Lancaster Gate station on the path nearest the Serpentine lake. In spite of everything that had happened, she could not help feeling excited and happy at the prospect of seeing him, and during this walk she moved from being afraid – from dreading – what he might be going to say to her, to wondering what he might say, and eventually to imagining what he might say which, of course, miraculously became what she wanted to hear. I shall remember this day all my life, she thought, and, more dramatically, I am walking towards my fate. Their difference in age did not matter (he had said that right at the beginning), he would drink less, she was sure, if he was happier which she was certain he would be with her. If he did not want children, she would not have any. She would do exactly what he wanted, because she wanted to do that.

He was late, but only a few minutes. She saw him coming – along the same path that she had walked – but she forced herself to remain on the bench until he was very near, when she could not help springing to her feet.

She wanted to fly into his arms, but he kissed her cheek, a most non-committal kiss, and suggested they sit.

From the moment that he began to speak – making it clear that the meeting was for him an ordeal – her heart, which had seemed almost in her throat, began to sink, heavily, coldly, in her breast.

He said how difficult it was for him to say the things he had to say. He said he was entirely to blame. He said that he had been carried away – he made that sound as though this was a faintly disgusting, contemptible thing to have been. He said that his wife had been made very unhappy by the affair – she knew, he interrupted her, because he had told her. She had been wonderful about it all, had entirely understood how it had all come about and was prepared to forgive him for the sake of their marriage and their children. He was too old for Angela, and she was so young, at the beginning of her life, that she was bound to find some really nice young man who would be worthy of her (there were fearful echoes here of Rupert, who now seemed so distant, so long ago). He was not going to see her again: he had promised her mother – and then that came out. The shock and humiliation of this – of being discussed as though she was a child, by his wife and her mother was too much and anger suddenly animated the paralysed stupor with which she had listened until then. How dared he go and see her mother behind her back! she’d said. She had come to see him, he replied. Pride forbade her asking him how her mother could have known about it, if not from him. Afterwards she recognised that he lied by not saying things: he had rung her mother up, and then her mother had gone to see him. He told her that he had arranged for her to have an audition for the announcing job, and when she said she didn’t want it, he had urged her at least to try for it. ‘You need something interesting to do now,’ he had said. ‘The alternative is that you will be called up to do God knows what.’ Then he had said how much he admired her courage and that he was taking his wife on a short holiday which he felt was badly needed. He had told her to take care of herself – looked as though he was going to kiss her cheek again, but she turned her face away – touched her hands, a sort of apologetic pat, as she said to herself afterwards, got up from the bench and walked quickly away without looking back. Or at least she did not think he looked back, again her pride prevented her from watching him walk away, one glance had been enough.

She felt utterly betrayed, but the devilish thing was that she still could not think of him without longing. She did not ‘respect’ him as she put it; at times she was even able to dislike him, but some part of her hung on to how they had been before all this had happened and longed to go back to it.

She had got the job because she had not really cared whether she did or not, had had no nerves, was calm and cool and collected. She had trailed other announcers for a week and learned the job and then begun. It was two months now since that meeting and she got through the days and nights somehow. Everything, excepting the job, was an extraordinary and pointless effort – travelling, feeding herself, making any small decision, talking to other people. She slept and slept – getting up in the afternoons was always hard, and on her days off she didn’t bother sometimes to get up at all.

She had seen him once in the two months – getting into a taxi outside the building. He had not seen her, and she stood and watched him be driven away. She noticed that her heart was aching but it wasn’t until the sight of him gave her a little lilt to her spirits, which relapsed as soon as the cab was out of sight, that she realised that it had been aching all the time.

By now she had shown her pass in the hall, taken a lift, which had carried her four floors down, and was walking along the stuffy, soundproofed corridors to her studio. It was good manners to arrive on shift a bit early, so that the other announcer could leave on time. She arrived in the middle of a recorded concert. ‘I’ve logged the records,’ her predecessor said. ‘Phew! I’m glad to be going home. Our boiler broke down yesterday, and Martin’s got flu, I think, and the roof’s been leaking ever since the bomb fell in the next street.’ Her name was Daphne Middleton and she was married to a producer who worked in Broadcasting House. They did not really know each other, as Daphne’s shift had only recently been moved to the one before Angela’s. As Daphne gathered up her things, she said, ‘By the way, you don’t happen to know anyone who wants a room, do you? My lodger’s suddenly given notice. Martin’s miserable – she was rather a glamour puss, and I’m relieved, but we do need the money.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

‘Oh, well. Have to ask everyone. She’s not going for a month. She’s got a week’s leave and guess who she’s spending it with! That producer Brian Prentice. He’s married, you know. Aren’t some men the end! God – I must fly. You’ll have to kick those JPEs awake – they’re very slow off the mark.’

Coincidence. She supposed all coincidences must seem extraordinary to their victims, but although for a second she had wondered if it had been malice – if Daphne had known about her and Brian – she knew that it wasn’t. She had never spent a week with him, she had told nobody, and she knew that he would not. Until then she had thought that she could not be more unhappy, but the job, continuous, demanding – she must never let there be more than fifteen seconds of dead air in case the Germans picked it up and used it – saved her. By six thirty the following morning, when she came off shift, she felt bitterness and rage, but she was out of love. It was still a desert, but she was free in it. She discovered that she was desperately hungry, and went to the canteen where she had a dried egg omelette, some tomatoes and a piece of bacon.

‘Mrs Cripps made you this.’ She put the steaming mug down on the small table beside the sofa. He looked up at her; he had been staring at his hands placed on the rug in front of him.

‘Christopher,’ she said gently. ‘It’s Polly. It’s me.’

‘I know.’ Tears began to course down his face. He often cried like this, making no sound, for what seemed like hours. When he was not crying, his eyes had a hunted expression; he looked haunted, very scared of something, but nobody knew what. To begin with she had thought that the best thing was to take no notice, to be gently cheerful and to talk to him as though he was the old Christopher, but she found this very hard since his unreachable despair; or whatever it was, made her want to cry too. Then she had tried to encourage him to cry more – to cry out whatever was locking him up. But nothing made any difference.

He had been picked up by Military Police in Felixstowe: they had thought he was a young deserter, a soldier who had gone AWOL. But then they had discovered that he did not seem to know where he was – did not even remember his name. They had gone through his clothes and found his surname on a Cash’s name tape on his vest so, in time, his identity had been discovered. Raymond and Jessica had travelled together to the hospital where he was and it was clear that he recognised his father since he made an effort to get out of bed and escape, but he was so weak that he collapsed on the floor of the ward. They had had to give their permission for him to have electric shock treatment, and after a month in the hospital, he had been sent to Home Place to convalesce. The Duchy was extremely fond of him, and Jessica, who now came down every weekend, was grateful to have him out of London in a place that she knew he loved.

But he didn’t seem to love it much, Polly thought sadly. He did not love anything. He sat on the lawn, on fine days, heavily wrapped up in front of a bird table that the Duchy had had moved there for him. He did watch them feeding sometimes, and once, when a robin chased the others away, he smiled. But most of the time he cried. Dr Carr came, but he was frightened of Dr Carr.

‘I think it’s doctors he’s afraid of,’ Aunt Rach said.

‘I think it’s men,’ Aunt Villy had answered, and Polly, who had heard this, was beginning to agree with her.

When it was too cold for him to be out, which it now usually was, they put him in the drawing room. The Duchy, who did not generally allow the drawing-room fire to be lit until an hour before dinner, had it lit in the morning for his benefit, as she said it would give people the excuse to keep popping in to make it up, but it was still cold. He wore a polo-neck jersey that had belonged to Rupert – a kind of indigo blue that sadly matched the deep circles under his eyes. Villy shaved him every other day. Sometimes, in the afternoon, Clary and Polly took him for short walks round the garden. He went obediently with them and they talked to each other, trying to make conversations that he might feel constrained to join, but his contributions were mainly a nervous agreement. He tried to eat some of whatever was put before him. Then, one weekend Hugh brought down a dog – a large black and white mongrel with a good deal of Border Collie in him, middle-aged, that had been found waiting and dazed outside a completely bombed house near the wharf. ‘See what that does,’ he said to Polly. ‘You know he always loved animals.’

‘Oh, Dad, that is a good idea!’ She and Clary gave the dog a bath, which improved his appearance a lot, and then took him in to Christopher.

‘This dog has been terribly frightened by the blitz,’ Polly said; she somehow knew that this would get his attention. He looked at the dog standing stock still a few yards away, and the dog looked back at him. Then it walked slowly up to him and sat, leaning heavily against his legs. Somebody slammed a door and the dog began to shiver. Christopher put out his hand and laid it on the dog’s head and the dog gazed at him and slowly stopped shivering.

‘What a lovely dog!’ Lydia exclaimed the next morning. ‘What’s he called?’

‘Oliver,’ Christopher said.

‘Is he your dog?’

‘Yes. He is now.’

‘Darling, you are a brilliant man!’ Sybil said. ‘We none of us thought of that.’

‘Well, he sort of fell into view, poor creature. He’s terribly nervous: can’t stand aeroplanes or loud noises. I just thought they might do each other good.’ If only I could give you a dog, and you would get well, he thought looking at her yellowing face, her swollen belly and ankles as she lay on the bed.

‘Shall I bring you a spot of lunch up here?’ he said. ‘I could bring mine too, have it with you.’

‘Oh, no, darling, I’m just being lazy.’ And he had to watch her hoist herself off the bed and wander to the dressing-table where she struggled to put up her hair.

‘Sybil! Darling!’ He took a deep breath and was ready to plunge into the deep end of truth.

She turned nervously to face him. ‘What?’ She sounded so defensive, that he lost courage.

‘I was wondering’, he said, ‘what you would look like if you cut your hair off. It might make an exciting change.’

‘I thought you always liked it long.’

‘Well, I did, but I can change my mind, can’t I?’

It would be less tiring for her, he thought. So Villy carefully cut it off which was a great relief to Sybil. She made him stay to decide how short it was to be, and the ground became thick with the long tresses before Villy did the trimming.

Thinking himself unseen, he sneaked a lock from the floor and concealed it, but they both saw him, Villy with compassion, and Sybil with fear, but since she could not stand him knowing, she determined that he did not.

Polly knew though. Since nobody talked about it, she bore her knowledge alone. She was afraid to talk of it, and every week that passed seemed to make this more difficult. She would not talk to her father for fear of burdening him with more misery – anxiety about how she was feeling. She could not talk to her mother, because she felt it would betray him. She did not talk to Clary, because she felt Clary had enough to bear as it was. Everybody else preserved such a bland and consistently cheerful air that she did not know how to approach them. She distracted herself by trying to look after Christopher, who did seem to be slowly on the mend. Since Oliver had appeared, he had begun to stop crying, and Oliver never left his side. Indeed, this was what started Christopher going for walks unattended: Oliver needed exercise, he said. He could be seen wandering round the big meadow, throwing an old tennis ball for Oliver, who was tireless in his enjoyment of this. So, in a way, he did not need her so much. She struggled through each day of getting up in the freezing cold, having breakfast, doing lessons, spending some time with Christopher and her mother, doing her homework, ironing and mending her clothes or minding Wills and Roly for Ellen. The present seemed grey; the future black. She lived in a haze of dread.

One bleak November afternoon Miss Milliment, going to the schoolroom to fetch the Greek primer to set homework for Clary, came in, switched on the light, and discovered Polly seated at the table. She leapt to her feet.

‘I haven’t done the blackout,’ she said, and Miss Milliment could tell from her voice that she had been crying. She turned off the light, and waited while Polly pulled down the blinds. The small paraffin stove had either been turned off or gone out: it was bitterly cold.

‘Isn’t this rather a cold place to spend the afternoon?’ she asked. Polly had gone back to the table and muttered something about not noticing it.

Miss Milliment said, ‘I feel something is worrying you very much,’ and she sat down at the table opposite Polly.

There was a silence, during which Polly looked at her and she looked back steadily. Then she burst out, ‘I’m sick of being treated like a child! I’m absolutely sick of it!’

‘Yes, I think it must be very tiresome. Particularly at a time when you are ceasing to be one. People always say’, she went on, after a pause, ‘how wonderful it must be to be young, but I fear that most of them have forgotten what it was like. I found it quite dreadful myself.’

‘Did you, Miss Milliment?’

‘Fortunately, whether people like it or not, they grow older. And you will do that. You will get past this tiresome, interim stage and they will have to acknowledge that you are grown-up.’

She waited, and then offered gently, ‘It will pass. Nothing lasts for ever.’

But Polly, looking away from her, said, ‘One thing does. It lasts for ever and ever. Death.’

Her quiet and certain despair exposed a depth of misery that both moved and shocked Miss Milliment. She said, half hoping that it might be so, ‘Are you thinking of your uncle?’

‘You know I am not.’

‘Yes, my dear Polly, I do. Forgive me.’

‘It isn’t—’ her voice trembled, ‘it isn’t just that they don’t talk to me about it. They don’t talk to each other. They go on pretending to each other that it isn’t happening! It makes everything they say a kind of lie. And it must be especially hard for my mother when she feels so rotten all the time – and getting – getting worse. It is my father’s fault! He ought to start it, so that she can really say what she is feeling. At least, if I was dying – that’s what I would want.’ Tears were streaming down her face now, but she ignored them. ‘I think it’s wicked and wrong.’

‘I agree with you about what you would want if you were dying. I think it is what I would want too.’ (For an ignoble moment the thought flashed through Miss Milliment’s mind that when that time came for her there would be no one either to lie to her or to discuss the truth.) ‘But you see,’ she said, ‘we are not either of them. However much we care for other people, we cannot become them. People can only do as much as they are. It may be more than we could do, it may be less, but very often it will be different. Sometimes that is very hard to bear, as I know you know.’



‘But I have to pretend with them too!’

‘Then you will know how hard it must be for your father.’

Then she added: ‘When a person is dying, it must be their choice how they do it. Didn’t we agree on that, just now? You are not pretending to yourself, and when you remember that, remember that they are not pretending either. To themselves. What they are doing with each other is only and entirely their business.’

Polly looked at the small grey eyes that were watching her with such perceptive kindness and felt known – a warm, light feeling. ‘What you are saying is,’ she said slowly, ‘that I mustn’t judge other people by my standards – by how I am.’

‘It always seems to get in the way of love, don’t you find?’ Miss Milliment said it as though Polly would have thought of this first. ‘Judgement’s rather a tarnisher in my experience,’ she finished. A small smile twitched her little mouth and then disappeared into her chins. ‘Now, Polly, I think you should go somewhere warmer. But before you go, would you help me find the Greek primer? The binding is dark green, but the writing on the spine has faded so much that I am unable to read it on the shelf.’

When Polly had found it, Miss Milliment said, ‘I am grateful for your confidence. I need hardly say that I shall never betray it.’

So she didn’t have to ask her not to talk to other people.

Louise sat in her dressing room (shared with one other girl) with her dressing gown over her shoulders – it was cold – the room with its concrete floor and its cracked basin and its small curtainless window always had a faint smell of damp. She had turned on all the dressing-table lights because they gave some warmth. She was between shows, and writing to Michael.

‘Memorial Theatre, Stratford-on-Avon’ she’d put at the top of the paper.

Darling Michael

It was lovely to get your letter so soon after I got here. In fact it was waiting for me. I’m sorry you haven’t got enough guns – or not the kind you want – in your destroyer – that must be awful. I suppose the people who give out the guns are never in a destroyer, so they don’t really know what would be most useful.

(That was rather good: it sounded interested, and as though she had thought about it. Actually, his letters were so full of naval stuff that she found them rather boring: she wanted him to write more about his feelings – and, of course, how he felt about her. He always did a bit, but only a sentence or two after pages about Oerlikon guns or the weather – always awful – or what his captain was like.)

Well! It feels quite grand to have got here at all, but it isn’t at all how I imagined. To begin with, the theatre seems enormous, and there are whole pockets of seats where people can’t hear a word whatever you do about it. The average age of the company – including me – I have worked out is sixty-nine. That’s because two of the actors are in their eighties, and the youngest one is forty-seven! The younger actors have all been called up, I suppose. There are only three women in the company, one quite old, and one sort of middling. It’s the winter season – they don’t do Shakespeare, worse luck. I am the ingénue – ugh! I have an awful part. I’m called Ethyl. The play is called His Excellency The Governor and Bay played the hero when he was young a million years ago, and Ethyl was played by his wife. So that is who I am opposite, but the whole idea of being in love with someone quite so decrepit is ridiculous. I have awful lines like ‘my hero!’ in it, and I wear evening dress nearly all the time – pale blue chiffon – and there are no funny lines at all – I mean on purpose. It is funny by mistake all the time. Anyway, they are quite kind to me except that some of the men upstage me rather a lot. My digs are on the edge of the town kept by an old retired stage hand and his daughter Doll. He gets awfully drunk on Friday nights and swears in Shakespeare: he actually called me a cream-faced loon last week and turned me out of the house. But Doll said to wait in the street for a bit and she’d let me in again. I have ‘dinner’ – lunch – with them. Nearly always stuffed sheep’s heart and greens and potatoes and thick brown gravy, but it’s the only proper meal and I eat it all. Otherwise there is a very genteel tearoom where doughnuts cost FOURPENCE each and they are tiny (though delicious). But I get paid two pounds ten on a rehearsal week, and five pounds when we are playing and my digs cost thirty shillings so I have to be careful. There are hotels, of course, but they have only got five-shilling meals which are out of the question. [She was so hungry nearly all the time, that it was difficult not to write about food.] Occasionally, Bay takes me home to his flat where his wife, who doesn’t act any more, gives us a wonderful high tea with meat paste sandwiches and rock cakes and once a boiled egg.

Here she paused. It did not seem a good idea to tell him about the difficulties of getting home at night after the performance when she had to choose between being followed by a pair of Czech officers – there were a lot of them billeted near Stratford and they were working in pairs reputed to rape girls – or being pawed by one of the elderly actors who offered to walk her home.

My room at the digs is quite small, dominated by a large, creaky double bed with a very thin mattress and one of those eiderdowns that slip off the bed all night. When I get back I sit in it wearing a lot of clothes because there isn’t any heating and write my play or learn lines. The river is nice, with swans on it, and sometimes we rehearse in the bar, which has a terrace looking out on it.

She read the letter so far.

Upstaging [she then wrote] is when the person you’re talking to moves further and further upstage (away from the audience) so that you either have to move up too, or speak all your lines with your back to the audience. The old actors do it all the time – to make people notice them, I suppose. One of them used to do a lot of music hall, so when he rehearses he doesn’t say his lines properly at all, simply gabbles them in a monotonous undertone. He is rather a fat man, and when he isn’t on, he keeps going to sleep on three chairs.

I wonder when you will get some leave, and whether I shall see you? I am only here for three plays. They might keep me on, but I don’t think so. So I shall just have to go home [she nearly put, ‘and be made to do some boring job for the war’ but she wasn’t quite sure how much he was on her side about that so she ended] and learn to do something useful.

Have you read any Ibsen? [she went on] I have been reading Rosmersholm and The Doll’s House. He really did understand what a rotten time women used to have – not allowed professions or careers. His language is so modern that I didn’t realise what a long time ago he wrote – well fairly long. What made me think of it was that his plays, which caused a scandal when they were first performed in this country, by the way, don’t seem to have made much difference to people like my aunts and mother. I actually met the old man who first staged him – and Shaw. He lives with a fierce housekeeper in a rather nice broken-down house. He is called Alfred Waring, but he was too deaf and shaky to have a long conversation with, and I could see the housekeeper didn’t like me being there so I only stayed half an hour. I told you because that’s how I know about people objecting to Ibsen. Quite different from Shaw. I should think he wanted people to object to him.

Well [she was suddenly terribly sleepy] – I think I’d better stop now as this is far too long. And rather dull, I’m afraid. Much love, Louise.

At the bottom of the page, she added:

If you do get leave in the near future, you could come and stay in an hotel here. I could easily book you a room.

Then she wished she hadn’t put that because if he was going to see her act in a real theatre, she wanted it to be a better part than rotten old Ethyl.

The letters she wrote to Stella were quite different. In them she discussed in some detail the relative merits of being pawed by awful leathery old men with bad breath or systematically raped on the towpath by young Czechs, not, presumably, understanding a word they said. She did this because the whole thing frightened her rather – after all, it was six nights a week and even with the Double Summer Time being kept on in winter, it was dark by five, after which the streets in Stratford became extremely, and disquietingly, quiet.

You’re frightened [Stella wrote back] and I don’t blame you. The trouble is that you must keep the doors open with the old lechers, because one evening, you might really need one of them. I should learn a few blistering things to say in Czech, just to be on the safe side – if there is one! Oh, poor Louise! It’s this disreputable profession you’ve chosen. Actresses used to be fair game for everyone, and as a lot of Europe is behind us in social mores, I expect the Czechs still think they are. Shall I come and see you? Could I share your large creaky bed, as I’m very short of cash? My father equates lack of money with strength of character – in other people, of course.

And before Louise could even write back saying how lovely, do come, she arrived, without warning, at the stage door after an evening show.

‘I haf komm to take you to ze river path to do unspeakable things,’ she said.

‘Oh, Stella! Oh, how gorgeous! Oh, you are marvellous to come! Come down to my dressing room while I change.’

‘Don’t you die of cold in your deb’s chiffon?’

‘I do rather, but I’m getting used to it. It’s quite warm on the stage because of the lights. It’s waiting to go on that’s so ghastly.’

‘I saw the play. You were quite right. It is awful, isn’t it? Poor you.’

‘I did my best.’ She felt faintly, and perversely nettled that Stella hadn’t added, ‘But you were good.’

‘You want me to say you were good. Well, you weren’t bad, and I don’t think you could be more than that. Do you have this room to yourself?’

‘I do for this play. But in the next one, one of them is playing the lead, and I’m just crowd, so I’ll certainly be sharing.’

‘In love with anyone?’

‘Nope. Are you?’

Stella shook her head. ‘I think I’m the kind of person who not many people would go for and then one day just one person will, and I shall be completely bowled over from lack of practice. Unlike you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, my darling, that you are the kind of person who millions of people will go for.’ She leaned back in the basket chair and crossed her ankles: her thick grey stockings in no way spoiled their elegance.

‘I’ve brought us a picnic,’ she said. ‘Can we eat it here?’

‘No. They’ll turn us out any minute. The doorkeeper wants to lock up and go home.’

‘At your digs, then?’

‘Well, it depends on whether Fred is drunk and up, or out or in bed. And I’ll have to talk to Doll – ask her if you can stay and so on. It’ll be all right, unless Fred is drunk and up.’

‘In which case?’

‘We’ll be up and out.’

‘Well, is there anywhere else we could go?’

‘Not really. The towpath by the river, but apart from anything else, it’ll be freezing cold. We might just have to eat the picnic very quietly. I must say it’s heroic of you to bring it.’

‘We may turn out to be heroic to eat it.’

‘You ladies finished in here?’

‘Coming, Jack.’ She spread a face towel over her make-up, picked up her bag, wound her muffler round her neck, and they went back up the concrete stairs and through the swing doors into the pitch dark street.

‘Take my arm,’ Louise said. ‘I have got a torch, but I know the way.’

‘He’s not back from the pub,’ Doll said when she let them in. ‘I don’t mind,’ she added, when Louise had explained about Stella. ‘Why don’t you sit in the kitchen and have it, then?’ she said when Louise explained that her friend hadn’t eaten and had brought a picnic. ‘I’ll make you a pot of tea. After all, it’s not the same as if you were a gentleman,’ she said.

‘Which of us would have to be that for it not to be the same?’ Stella muttered as they took off their outdoor things in Louise’s room.

‘You, I think. But she’s nice, isn’t she?’

‘Very nice,’ Stella answered affectionately. ‘Bit frightened of her dad, though.’

When they came down, Doll had laid the table with two cups and saucers, sugar bowl and a jug of milk. ‘The pot’s warming,’ she said. ‘I’ll shut the door and happen he won’t notice.’

She untied her faded flowered overall and hung it on the back of the door. ‘I should just lay off talking when you hear him come in. It is Friday, you see.’

She had a tired, kind face that was full of lack of expectation.

When they were alone, Stella said, ‘Are Fridays especially bad?’

‘He gets drunk on them. He doesn’t on the other nights.’

She made the tea, and they sat, rather subdued, eating cheese rolls and apples, and some pieces of chocolate.

‘I very nearly wish he would come, just to see what it would be like,’ Stella remarked, as Louise rinsed out their cups.

‘I don’t. I vote we go up now and get safely tucked up.’

‘Is there an indoor lavatory?’

‘Yes. It’s sort of built onto the back, half-way up the stairs.’

He came back while Stella was in the lavatory, and Louise hoped that she’d have the sense to stay there while Doll helped him up the stairs to bed. But Stella, of course, did have the sense. They undressed quickly – Stella had bedsocks: ‘My feet are always freezing, they’d be a real hazard for anyone to encounter in the night’ – and lay whispering, about nothing very much.

‘It was lovely of you to come,’ Louise said. How long can you stay?’

‘Just to tomorrow afternoon, I’m afraid. I’ve got to put in an appearance at home before I go back to Oxford.’

The next morning they went out early. Stella said she’d treat them both to breakfast at the Swan and Doll said she could manage lunch for Stella.

‘Oh, good! Then I’ll see her old dad,’ Stella said.

‘He’s quite mild and boring in the daytime,’ Louise said, ‘and they never talk at meals.’

‘Never?’

‘Well, pass the salt, but that’s all.’

It was a crisp clear day – blue sky, pale yellow sun, rime on the pavements. They went by way of the theatre, because Stella said she wanted to see it in daylight.

‘I’ve heard people say it is so ugly,’ she said, ‘so naturally, I want to see for myself. Although an Elizabethan theatre would have been stupid, wouldn’t it? I must say I think the Tudor houses look frightfully ersatz. They keep reminding me of houses on the Great West Road.’

‘I’ve never really thought about what houses look like.’

Stella always made her feel narrow-minded, but when Louise said this Stella said, ‘Well, Oxford has made me notice buildings. It’s rather like having a sense of smell, it cuts both ways, but the lovely ones are so breathtaking, and noticing the monstrosities might mean that we have less of them in future.’

Outside the theatre there were bills advertising Moiseiwitsch playing a programme of Beethoven on Sunday.

‘Last time I heard him he made me laugh he was so awful,’ Stella said. ‘Bang, bang, bang. As though he was trying to make Beethoven hear by shouting.’

‘How’s Peter?’


‘Well, he’s in the RAF – just. His first week, he washed up a hundred and eighty plates each night. He said his hands got like swollen sausages encased in chammy leather. And they expect him to play.’

‘To them in the evenings?’

‘Oh, no. At concerts. He’s joined up in a bit that has a lot of musicians but the joke is that although the orchestra is composed of amazing professionals – like the Griller Quartet – they are all, at best, leading aircraftsmen, so a squadron leader who used to conduct a band at the end of a pier does the conducting. But Peter says they just all take no notice of him so it’s all right. They do expect him to play a lot with hardly any practice and his hands are in a bad way. But it could be a lot worse.’

They were walking by the river now – slate-coloured in its reflection of the sky.

‘Well? And how do you think the war is going?’ Stella asked.

‘The war? I haven’t thought about it much.’

‘You mean you haven’t at all. I know you. You don’t read newspapers, I don’t suppose you listen to the news – you haven’t a clue what’s going on. I suppose you know that the Ark Royal has been sunk. By Italians, which almost makes it worse. Rather a blow, with the north African offensive.’

‘I didn’t know,’ Louise said. She had no idea what sort of ship Ark Royal was. ‘A battleship?’ she ventured.

‘An aircraft carrier.’

Louise suddenly imagined being on a sinking ship. ‘It must be frightening. A horrible way to die.’

‘They didn’t lose many people. Lucky it was the Mediterranean. In the Atlantic it’s too cold for people to last in the water long enough to get picked up.’

‘Michael is in the Atlantic,’ Louise said.

‘Are you in touch?’

‘He writes to me. Do you mean …’ she felt hesitant and appalled, ‘do you mean that if a ship goes down, the people in her have no hope? Don’t they have lifeboats and rafts and things?’

‘Of course they do. But sometimes it happens very quickly, and sometimes it is a long time before they get picked up. And sometimes there aren’t enough boats, and people have to hang on to them in the water.’

‘How do you know so much, Stella?’

‘I don’t know nearly as much as it sounds. But a cousin of mine was in an escort to a convoy, and he was torpedoed. He told me a bit.’

She did not enlarge upon what he had told her because she recognised that Louise was starting to feel anxious when there would be nothing she could do about it.

When they reached the Swan, who were prepared to let them have some breakfast – scrambled dried eggs, rather muscular sausages and curiously grey coffee, Stella said, ‘How do you feel about Michael?’

Louise thought. ‘Well – apart from my famous vanity – you know he goes on telling me I’m marvellous, which does make an alluring change, I must say – I don’t know. I suppose writing letters makes me have some idea. I write to the family – well, Mummy, because she expects it, and sometimes a letter just saying “dear family”. That’s one kind of letter. Then I write to you, which is a quite different kind of letter. I mean I can tell you anything – you’re not going to say I shouldn’t be here or order me home. Well, Michael is sort of in between. He feels half like a grown-up, and half like an equal. I suppose that’s because he’s fourteen years older.’

‘Do you think you like him because you have some sort of father complex?’

‘Strewth no!’ As she said that, Louise realised that there was one thing that she had never told Stella – and never would.

‘I suppose’, she said lamely, ‘that I just feel sort of safe with him.’

She saw her friend’s face, the shrewd, ironical smile softened by affection, and they dropped the subject.

She asked Stella about Oxford, and Stella said that in any other circumstances it would be the perfect place for her: ‘As it is, I feel I’m just marking time before I have to do something completely different where everything I’ve learned will be about as relevant as you and me learning to make a chocolate soufflé was at our cooking place.’


‘Except, I suppose, that everything comes in handy some time or other.’

‘You mean, like learning to be good with sharks, and then getting shipwrecked? I think life is one long shipwreck and you learn about the sharks after you’ve been rescued. Anyway, my father wants me to be a secretary to an admiral or something respectable like that. My mother thinks I should nurse.’

‘And you?’

She shrugged her thin shoulders. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I wish we could do something together.’

‘I’d like that. If either of us thinks of anything, let the other one know.’

After a silent lunch of ox liver and onions – Fred was pale but relatively affable and chewed his food very slowly gazing at Stella with an unfathomable expression – Louise walked to the station with Stella. Feeling the impending separation, they found it more difficult to talk – asked about each other’s families. Each said that they were just the same. ‘They are, aren’t they?’ Louise said. ‘They just go on in the same old way.’

‘I expect they change but we don’t notice. At least you don’t have too many of them to contend with.’

‘I was just thinking that at least you have a nice variety.’

She felt sad when Stella was gone. My best friend, she thought. Well, actually, my only friend. This was rather a bleak thought, and she wondered whether it was because she was not much good at friendship. There was Michael, of course, but somehow, his admiration made it rather hothouse: they weren’t exactly friends, it was more as though they were playing a game where he knew the rules better than she did. She had thought that Jay was going to be a friend, but when she’d got back from her stay with Michael’s family, she discovered that he was sleeping in Ernestine’s room; he avoided her, or made faint, gibing remarks that sounded as though they were of a general nature, but she felt were intended for her. He never read poetry to her, or stroked her breasts again. And Ernestine had been noisy and flamboyant about being the only person in the company who was having an affair. Having Stella – even for twenty-four hours – made Louise know how much she missed her. She decided that even a boring war job would be all right if they did it together.

She realised that her throat was sore and that was the beginning of being quite ill, missing three nights of Maria Marten, and getting sacked for it.

Mrs Cripps and Tonbridge sat side by side in the dark. They were in the next row to the back, and behind them she could hear the heavy breaths and surreptitious shiftings of romance. They were watching King Kong, and glancing at Tonbridge, Mrs Cripps could see that he was really taken with it although, speaking for herself, she thought it was all rather silly – a huge great ape soppy about a film star. She would have liked a proper romance, with someone like Robert Taylor or Clark Gable in it, or a nice Fred Astaire—Ginger Rogers film with a lot of dancing. But when he’d asked her to the cinema, she’d said yes without caring what was on. It was the outing that she wanted, and the chance to sit in the dark with him without interruption or anyone knowing who they were. She’d put on her best clothes – her maroon winter coat and her fox fur, where you opened the animal’s mouth and it clipped onto the tail, and her best hat, nigger-brown velour with some pheasant’s feathers draped round the brim and a mustard petersham bow (she’d been asked to remove that as soon as she sat down and now she was too hot, because she couldn’t keep the hat and the fur on her lap at once). This had been a mistake, because underneath she wore her best sateen blouse – a lovely blue – not a garment she would choose to perspire into but there was no help for it. The ape was wrecking some tall building in New York now – she gave a little gasp in the hope that that would get his arm round her, but he only reached out in the dark and patted her hat which, of course, was where he thought her hand would be. He was backward in coming forward, she had to admit. ‘It’s only make-believe,’ he whispered. Her face gleamed phosphorescently at him: it was not possible to tell whether she was reassured.

He wondered what she would do if he reached out and held her hand. He’d missed the obvious opportunity because her hat was in the way. He tried again and this time succeeded. Her hat fell on the floor but she paid no regard to it. Her soft fat fingers enveloped his – he could squeeze them without feeling the bones. She was all of a piece: the thought of squeezing her anywhere else chirped up his old ticker no end.

‘He’s only a gorilla,’ he whispered; he wanted to add that he’d never let a gorilla near her, but he was afraid of sounding a bit soft.

After the film, she retrieved her hat and they went out into the raw cold. She was glad of it – in her experience ladies did not perspire. He took her to the best teashop where the individual cakes were threepence each and a plate of scones – with marge and jam – was ninepence.

He said he thought it was a good film and she agreed that it had been very nice. He was wearing his civvies: a dark blue pinstripe suit that was a bit wide on the shoulders and a very smart tie with diagonal stripes of blue and red. The teashop was warm: the windows being blacked out meant that there wasn’t much air, but she could take off the fur and her coat so she didn’t mind. The scones were rather heavy, and he was quick to point out that they were not a patch on hers.

‘They wouldn’t be,’ she said, sipping her hot, weak tea. If there wasn’t a war on, she would have sent the tea back.

They had never found conversation during meals easy. Usually, she sat and watched him while he had one of his innumerable snacks – and he never put on an ounce, stayed as scrawny as ever.

Feeling the strain, he talked about the war: gave her his opinion about the Japanese and the United States. ‘There’s no doubt, Mrs Cripps,’ he said, ‘mark my words, no good is going to come out of that. And it’s my opinion that there was no call for Mr Churchill to say we’d join in if they go to war. “Within the hour,” he said. In my opinion that was going too far.’

‘I suppose it was.’ She was deeply bored by the war and what foreign countries did in it which seemed to be none of their business.

‘But we have to remember that Mr Churchill knows what he’s doing.’

‘You can say that again,’ she said, hoping he wouldn’t.

They had finished the scones now, and both had been eyeing the plate of cakes, always a worry, since no two were the same, and one, at least, noticeably more desirable than the rest. He was a gentleman. He handed her the plate.

‘Which do you fancy, Mrs Cripps?’ he asked. She had seen him eyeing the jam tart, and took the cocoa sponge instead. Then they could both relax, and, she hoped, talk of more interesting things. She knew he’d had a letter a day or two ago, because Eileen had brought it in and put it on the kitchen table. She’d never known him get a letter before, and this one had its envelope typed, Mr F. C. Tonbridge and the address on it. As soon as he came in for his elevenses she had pointed it out. He had picked it up and looked at it for a long time before putting it in his pocket. He had never said one word about it. ‘I hope you haven’t had bad news, Mr Tonbridge?’ she had prompted over tea in the evening.

‘I have and I haven’t,’ he had replied. She had later tried saying that troubles shared were troubles halved, but he had seemed, or affected, not to understand her. She watched him chewing, wincing a little as the jam reached his bad tooth, and then a thought occurred to her.

‘It’s a wicked war all right,’ she said, ‘and the worst of it is the way it keeps loved ones away from each other. Mrs Rupert without Mr Rupert; Mrs Hugh missing Mr Hugh all week, Mrs Edward hardly ever seeing Mr Edward …’ she paused, ‘and then there’s you, Mr Tonbridge. I sometimes wonder if you don’t miss your wife …’

He swallowed the last of the tart, and cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Cripps, I wouldn’t say this to most people – well, I wouldn’t want to let it slip to anyone – but the honest truth is, in strictest confidence, mind – I’m not one for bandying my private affairs in public – that I don’t miss her. Far from it. Quite the contrary. She’s become a weight off my mind. I wouldn’t mind if I never set eyes on her again. Which I shan’t, if yours truly can help it. She’s a – well, you’ll have to take it from me, that she’s turned out to be not a very nice type of person.’

‘What a shame!’ She was thrilled.

‘A shame it is. I wouldn’t like to tell you what she’s done. I really wouldn’t. It wouldn’t be fit for your ears.’

In the end he told her all the same. About George (although not in detail what had happened on that dreadful day, not the throwing of his clothes into the street) – about his going home and finding George there. ‘And you remember I got that letter,’ he said.

She nodded, so vigorously that a kirby-grip fell onto her plate and she covered it instantly with a wrinkled, dimpled hand.

‘Well, that was from a solicitor. She wants a divorce. She wants to marry that bloke. And she wants to keep the house.’

‘Well, I never! You’ve no call for the house though, have you?’

He thought of all the years of service that had paid for it. A home of his own, he’d called it. In reality it had been nothing of the kind.

‘I don’t think I do,’ he said slowly but his voice trembled and it was then that she could see that he’d been through a lot of distress: being bossed about by that London tart, she guessed and possibly her boy-friend as well. It was too bad, she thought: look at his little scrawny neck and his sad eyes, and his legs were all bandy in his gaiters – he was just the kind to get bullied …

‘It would mean’, he said, with difficulty, ‘that I wouldn’t have much to offer.’

‘Offer,’ she repeated: she was so delighted by what she thought he might mean that she wanted to be sure she hadn’t got him wrong.

‘I was hoping’, he said, ‘that we could have come to an understanding.’ There was a pause, while they both waited for the other one to say something. She won.

‘I am in no position,’ he said, floundering, ‘I have no call to say anything seeing as I am, as you might say, a married man. But this letter has cast a new hue on the situation. All the same it wouldn’t be right for me to ask you – on the one hand I wouldn’t want you to think of me as a bigamist—’

‘I should hope not,’ she said: she hadn’t the slightest idea what a bigamist was, but it sounded very nasty to her.

‘But, on the other hand, there’s no knowing how long lawyers take over these things?’ He ended almost as though he was asking her.

‘They take their own time, no doubt,’ she said. She had never in her life had anything to do with a lawyer, and was unclear what they were for except that she could now see they had something to do with divorce – a thing which so far as she knew was only gone in for by film stars and other people with time on their hands. But she did know what an understanding was. It was the next best thing to an engagement.

‘I have always thought of you as a fine woman, a real woman,’ he said gazing respectfully at her bust.

She could stand it no longer. ‘Frank, if you’re asking me to have an understanding with you – I don’t mind if I do.’

He went suddenly dark pink, and his eyes watered. ‘Mabel – if I may—’

‘Silly,’ she interrupted. ‘What else could you call me?’

To begin with Sybil was hardly able to believe it – she told herself that she had simply had an unusually good night’s sleep, or that the cold weather was making her hungrier. But after a week of not feeling sick at all, and her back only aching if she tried to pick up Wills or carry him anywhere, she had to believe it. She still felt weak and tired easily, but otherwise she felt as though she was perceptibly recovering. People did: she was sure that really wanting to must make a difference, and, heaven knows, she had prayed that she might get better – for Hugh, for the children, particularly for Wills. For as she well knew, losing your mother when you were as small as that was too soon. He would not remember her. Would not have remembered her, she repeated silently.

It was Friday, and the thought of Hugh arriving in the evening had a completely different feeling about it. She was looking forward to him seeing her. She would be very careful all day, have a rest after lunch, and then Polly would bring her the life-saving very weak tea. At her worst, she had craved hot water with a slice of lemon in it, but there were no lemons. But in this last week she had halved her dose of the pills and this, too, made her feel more alert. She would still spend ages putting rouge on her face, and then rubbing it off until she considered that Hugh would not notice that it was rouge, and then put on her newest dress that she had made (she could not bear anything tight round her waist and had taken to keeping her stockings up by twisting a shilling in the top until it was tight round her leg). She wished it were summer, because then she could have gone for little walks with Hugh, but even if there was sun, it was too cold for her to enjoy being out at all. Sometimes Villy took her to Battle in the car for a little outing, but that had been happening less and less often. The house was too cold for her and only a constant supply of hot-water bottles enabled her to get through some days – even in bed.

But now, she said to herself, as she parted her bobbed hair on the other side to see if it looked better, I shall start going for short walks in the weekdays – a little further each day, and when I’ve got up to half an hour, I shall tell him I’d like him to take me for a walk. He’ll be so surprised!

It was morning, and she had woken really wanting to know what sort of day it was. When she had first realised, or thought that she had known, that she was going to die – she had become obsessed with the weather, the season – it had been the end of summer. She had watched the summer flowers dying away; fewer roses, phlox and delphinium becoming seed heads, oaks beginning to become bronzed in the weaker sunlight, swallows leaving, the single old apple tree that she could see from her window becoming portentous with rosy fruit, chrysanthemums, red hot pokers, and the white Japanese anemone that the Duchy so loved coming to flower in the crisper air, the hint of frosts glinting on the lawn in the mornings, each sight, she had felt, to be her last of that. She would see no more swallows or roses or new green leaves, or mornings when blackbirds stabbed away at the fallen apples. Before that, and almost immediately she had thought that she had only measurable time left, she had forced herself to make the trip to London to equip Polly with winter clothes and clothes beyond the winter, to last her for the first year at least after Sybil had gone. Rachel had urged her to combine this with a visit to Mr Carmichael who had seemed to her a kind, infinitely experienced and practical man. After he had examined her and said almost nothing, she had asked him first whether there was any hope for her. ‘There is always hope, of course,’ he had said, ‘but I don’t think you should count on it.’ And when, before she had allowed this actually to reach her, she had asked how long she had got, he had said that it was not possible to say – several months, he thought, and as though she was thinking of Simon, he had said, ‘Don’t worry about Christmas. You have a son away at school, haven’t you? If we do the operation, there may be more Christmases,’ and she had only been able to nod. He had given her a prescription with strict instructions about how it should be used, and then, when she had got up to leave, he had come round from his desk, put his hands on her shoulders and said, ‘I’m so sorry, my dear. You asked me, and lying to you would be no kindness. I’ll write to your GP. Your husband—’ He had hesitated and she had interrupted him saying quickly that she did not want him to know – yet, and particularly not to know that she knew. He had looked at her thoughtfully for a moment and then said, ‘I expect you know best.’

He had told her that she could ring him, and even given her his home number: he had been very kind. It couldn’t be much fun having to tell people that sort of thing, she thought as she walked down the steps of the large Harley Street house and into the hot dusty street. To have to tell people that they might die … and then it hit her: she realised that she hadn’t actually believed it, been able to face the inexorable certainty – her legs had started to give way, and for minutes she held onto the iron railings that flanked the steps. It was then that she realised that she couldn’t face going back on the train with Polly and Villy and behaving as though nothing had happened. She needed some time alone. She decided to miss the train, and blessed her own foresight that had made her give Polly her train ticket. Then she walked slowly down through the streets until she came to a pub. A drink: that was the thing to have when you had had a shock. But, of course, it was too early: the pubs were not open. Anyway, she thought, I can’t drink drink any more, it made her feel awful, and going into a pub on her own without a man would already be an ordeal; ordering a soft drink would make it worse. She saw a cab and asked it to take her to Charing Cross, but when they reached Piccadilly Circus she saw the News Cinema, paid off the cab and went in. It would be dark and anonymous and she could simply sit for as long as she liked.

She sat through the Gaumont British News recited in the usual tight-lipped, slightly heroic tones that so lent themselves to heroics and patriotism, as though the news, any news, was designed both to inspire and to soothe the recipients, two cartoons, Donald Duck and Mickey Mouse, a short film of a munitions factory … and then it was the news again which she hadn’t taken in anyway. She sat there, mindlessly watching blurred newsreel of the blitz, now, the announcer said almost triumphantly, intensifying.

As she emerged, blinking, into the street looking for another cab, she thought fleetingly of Hugh, making his way from the East End to their desolate house in London, not knowing that she was still in town, not knowing that she was to die. My darling. What can I do to make it less awful for you? Not tell him, she thought, as she climbed stiffly into a cab. Telling him would condemn him to weeks – or months? (it seemed strange not to know which) – of waiting. It would be like standing on a platform, she thought when she was doing that at Charing Cross, waiting and waiting for the train to depart, to say goodbye; she could spare him that, or at least most of it. Her thoughts were very few, and far apart from one another, what happened between them she hardly knew.

In the train she had fallen asleep.

This morning she remembered again Mr Carmichael saying ‘there is always hope’. Of course there was, but also, of course, he would not have felt that he could raise her hopes. It was a beautiful morning with white mist and, above it, a sun the colour of pimento. There were lacy icicles on the window panes. Simon would soon be back from school; it would soon be Christmas. She had made Hugh four pairs of socks and a sweater in an impossibly elaborate stitch and for Polly a party dress, in coffee-coloured organdie. The house was filling up with these innocent secrets. Christopher and Polly were making a dolls’ house for Juliet, and Sybil had stitched a minute drawing-room carpet for it in petit point. Polly was growing fast which was probably why she looked so pale. She would take her to see Dr Carr who would give her a tonic. She might even take Simon to Hamley’s in London to choose his present, she thought, shutting the small top casement window, and suddenly remembering standing there, just before Wills was born, with the Albertine rose, ‘look thy last on all things lovely every hour’, and thinking that she might die in labour. But she had survived: it had been that poor little twin who had not lived. Well, she would not think that any more: she was going to get better, to live.

That evening, after her first dinner downstairs for weeks, when she and Hugh had retired, at his insistence, and she was undressing, Hugh said, ‘Darling, aren’t you tired?’

‘Do I look tired?’

He leaned over her at the dressing table so that she could see him looking at her face in the mirror.

‘You look lovely. And serene. Lovely,’ he repeated and put his hand under her hair at the back of her neck. ‘I rather miss your neck.’

‘I’ll grow my hair again. But I don’t think long grey hair is awfully attractive, do you?’

‘Your hair isn’t grey!’

‘One day it will be.’

He turned her head towards him and kissed her mouth. ‘I’m going to tuck you up now,’ he said at the end of this silent gentleness.

‘Oh, Hugh! Hugh! Do you realise how much better I am? I can tell you now. I’ve been feeling awful for so long that I’d begun to think – to be afraid – do you know I even thought that perhaps I might be going to die! Oh!’ She made a little sound between a laugh and a sob. ‘It’s such a relief to tell you. I couldn’t have before, but now – I am so much better! For a week now. Every day!’

He knelt to put his arms round her and held her as tears of exquisite relief came and slipped away. When she could look at him she saw unfathomable sadness. He shook his head almost irritably. ‘Do you mean you have been feeling all that and not telling me?’

‘I couldn’t. Darling, I didn’t want to distress you. And look how right I was. It would have been needless distress.’

‘I want you,’ he said, in a voice that steadied as he spoke, I want you to promise me that if you should ever, by any chance, feel anything like that again, you’ll tell me. Don’t keep anything from me.’

‘Darling, I don’t. You know I don’t. Excepting that. I couldn’t tell you that I thought I was going to die!’

‘Do you really think it would be better for me to know – afterwards – that you’d been through all that by yourself? How would you feel if it was the other way round?’

‘Oh, my dear love. If it was you, I’d know – whether you told me or not.’

She said it with such a certain and tender conviction that he had to dismiss the pain it caused him.

‘Well,’ he said doggedly. ‘Promise me now.’

So she did.

‘It occurs to me’, Clary said, ‘that perhaps people on mountains in the Old Testament really got struck by lightning which turned them from being gloomy and hopeless about destiny into quite bossy optimistic people. A sort of electric-shock treatment from God.’


They were stacking logs in the porch outside the front door and Christopher, who was bringing the logs in a wheelbarrow, had just told them they were doing it all wrong.

‘He’s certainly much better,’ Polly said. ‘But it must be a most frightening treatment. Strapped down on a bed thing and being given shocks.’

‘Has he told you about it? I ought to know.’

‘He said he felt so awful that at first he didn’t really care. And afterwards he had the most terrific headache but also a tremendous feeling of relief. But after a few treatments, he started to dread them.’

‘He is better, though. He hasn’t cried for ages.’

‘That’s Oliver. Clever Dad for getting him. The trouble is, he’s beginning to dread what will happen to him when he is quite better.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘He’s afraid his father will get him sent back to the aerodrome to go on levelling ground for runways or, worse, make him join the Army.’

‘I don’t think the Army will take him. Not after all that treatment.’

‘You don’t know, Clary. And now Uncle Raymond’s working in some grand hush-hush establishment, he’s probably got a fiendish amount of influence.’

‘That won’t make any difference. Louise says that one of the actors in Devon couldn’t be called up because he had flat feet! I ask you! If they’re as fussy as that, it’s a wonder they’ve got an army at all.’

Louise had come back, very run down, as the Duchy put it, and Dr Carr had said her tonsils ought to come out.

‘She ought to be helping us.’

‘She’s gone with Zoë to the nursing home. I could see her practising to be Florence Nightingale this morning.’

‘Do you think she’s in love?’

‘With that portrait painter bloke? Haven’t the faintest.’

‘She writes to him a lot. She doesn’t want her tonsils out in case he gets leave.’

‘That might not be love. You might want to see anyone rather than have your tonsils out. Oh, God! Here come the children.’

Neville’s school had broken up early because of scarlet fever. ‘I won’t be getting it,’ he informed everybody. ‘I simply loathe the boy who started it all. I loathed him so much I never went within about two miles of him.’

‘There aren’t two miles in your school.’ Lydia said. ‘It’s quite a small place really.’ But she and Neville had become friends enough to run a shop together, which sold what Clary and Polly considered to be such awful and boring things that nobody bought them except out of kindness. ‘And I’m running out of that,’ Clary said, ‘quite apart from the cash. How could I possibly want to buy my own last year’s vest – outgrown and holey to boot?’

Apart from any clothes they could cadge, they sold insects described by Neville as racing beetles, each in its own matchbox where they quickly died, Christmas cards made by themselves, cigarette cards, old toys, empty bottles, relics from the museum long since abandoned, bead necklaces made by Lydia, shampoo, made by immersing slivers of soap in boiling water and poured into old medicine bottles with labels made by Lydia: ‘SHAM POO’ they read ‘for all hairs’. They sold information cards each one having six pieces of information on them. ‘How to put out fires’ – Lydia got that out of Mrs Beeton’s Household Management. ‘Put silver sand into large bottles and store for use’ it read. What to do if chased by a bull: ‘Stand very still and take off anything red you are wearing.’ The grown-ups bought these, and they began to run out of information. The shop was on the first-floor landing, and Polly and Clary thought it a perfect pest. Lydia and Neville crouched there for hours, cajoling, whining, bullying people to buy things. ‘It ought to be against the law,’ Clary said.

Now they arrived, very sulky, because they’d been told to help with the logs. Luckily Christopher appeared with another load, and said he would take them to load up the next barrow.

‘Thanks very, very much,’ Neville said. He was practising sarcasm, but people rather tiresomely continued not to be withered by his efforts.

The Duchy was in a bad humour. ‘I do not see how everybody is to be fitted in,’ she said. She was making toast for tea in the morning room with Rachel, the great-aunts, Zoë and Louise. The room was very full of people, and the quantity of toast that needed to be made was flustering her.

‘Duchy dear, let me show you my chart,’ Rachel said. She was anxious that Sid would not be included and as she had leave at Christmas, this would be awful. ‘If we put the younger children on the top floor in one of the maids’ old rooms—’

‘The windows don’t open, and it is most unhealthy for children to sleep without fresh air,’ the Duchy replied, handing out two pieces of toast which her sisters seized.

‘Although you never used to eat two pieces at teatime,’ Dolly reproved Flo. ‘You always said it spoiled your dinner.’

Zoë looked up from her sewing. ‘Duchy, I have been thinking that I really should go and visit my mother. She hasn’t seen Juliet since she was born.’

‘For Christmas, darling? Are you sure you want to be away at Christmas?’

‘I think Mummy would especially like that. And it would give you an extra room.’

She did not want to go very much, but she had had a letter from her mother’s friend hinting that all was not well, and saying how much her mother longed to see her grandchild. And anyone would want to see Juliet, Zoë thought. ‘I really do want to go,’ she said: ‘apart from anything else, I’ve never been to the Isle of Wight.’

‘The Isle of Wight?’ Dolly repeated. ‘How, I wonder, do you get there?’

‘As it is an island, I should have thought it was fairly obvious that a boat would be involved,’ Flo said.

‘Really, Flo dear, I am not a lunatic. It is because it is an island that I wondered. I thought that civilians were not allowed overseas. There is a war on,’ she reminded her sister.

‘The Isle of Wight, Dolly, is not overseas. It is part of the British Empire.’

‘And what, pray, is Canada? Or Australia? Or New Zealand? And incidentally, Flo, you have the teeniest bit of blackberry jam on your chin, to the right of your larger mole.’

Flo flushed with anger, and just as Rachel and the Duchy were exchanging glances of resigned amusement, put her hand up to her face. Then she made a sudden, shocking convulsive movement, became rigid and started to fall sideways off her chair.

She was caught by Rachel and Zoë who between them levered her back onto the chair. The Duchy said, ‘Ring for Doctor Carr,’ and put her arms round the stiff body. ‘It’s all right, my darling sister, Kitty’s with you, dearest, it’s all right,’ and gently she removed the red bandana from Flo’s head, which seemed locked curiously to one side; her eyes glared unseeingly with a look of outrage and crumbs of toast appeared at one side of her lop-sided mouth. When Rachel returned, saying that Dr Carr was on his way, they all three lifted her and with difficulty laid her on the ottoman by the window, and Zoë went to get a blanket.

Dolly sat through this, frozen with shock, but when Flo was on the ottoman she got heavily to her feet and then painfully down onto her knees by it.

‘Flo! I didn’t mean it! You know I didn’t mean it!’ She took her sister’s unresisting hand, pressed each finger round her own and held it to her breast. Tears were streaming down her face. ‘It was just a little joke. Don’t you remember our spinach joke? When Mamma said that to you just after you came out and the curate came to dinner? A teeny bit of spinach? And you were so upset. But afterwards we laughed together because it was so like Mamma.’ With her other hand she pulled her handkerchief out from her wrist band and tenderly wiped the crumbs away from Flo’s mouth. Then she looked up at Rachel who was arranging the blanket, and said in a bewildered, anxious voice, ‘She doesn’t seem to hear me. Is she very ill?’

‘She’s had a stroke, Dolly darling. Why don’t you—’

‘No! I’m not going to leave her. Not for a second. We’ve always been together – through thick and thin, Flo, you always said, and my word we had our share of thin, didn’t we, my lamb? Oh, Flo – do look at me!’ Rachel tried to persuade her to have a chair, but she remained painfully on her knees until the doctor came.

Flo died that evening, of another stroke which, Dr Carr told the Duchy, was a mercy since she had little chance of recovering from the first one. Dolly stayed with her until she died, and the Duchy said she was sure that this was a comfort for Flo, but nobody knew whether she even realised who was with her. After she died, they were going to take the body away, but Dolly, who was otherwise passive from grief and fatigue, became vehement in her refusal about this. Flo would stay in their room until her funeral, in her own bed, at home, with her family. For two days she dusted the room and made her own bed, as the maids were made nervous by the still body with its younger, shrunken face, and the sickly violetish odour of the room. But the Duchy said that things must be as Dolly wished and kept her going by consulting her about every detail of the funeral. Everybody tried to comfort her, but she blamed herself unceasingly and nothing that even the Duchy could say would alter this. She got through the funeral with a thick veil to hide her poor bloodshot eyes, but after it the children noticed that she called them by the wrong names, and she was also liable to break out into often incomprehensible reminiscence, in which, the Duchy said, Flo always emerged as a paragon.

‘I should think she should be given an animal to cheer her up,’ Polly said, the example of Christopher foremost in her mind.

‘A parrot,’ Clary suggested, ‘a nice Victorian bird.’

‘Or a rabbit,’ Lydia said: she badly wanted one herself and it wasn’t allowed. ‘They might let a grieving person have one.’

‘You can’t keep a rabbit in your bedroom!’ Louise said, snubbing her.

‘I think you could if you really wanted to,’ Neville said. ‘And,’ he became inspired, ‘we could collect its little pellets every day, and you could paint them, Lydia, and Christopher could make us very small solitaire boards for the shop.’ But nobody agreed with that.

‘You think of nothing but gain, Neville,’ Clary scolded, ‘you are becoming so grasping and horrible that it’s quite difficult to like you.’

‘I do,’ Lydia said. ‘In fact I love you. You can marry me if you like. In due course,’ she added in case anyone thought she was silly enough to think that people married at her age.

‘If you try to marry me,’ Neville said, ‘I shall shoot you. Or put you in the very middle of an air raid. Or take you to the vet.’ The Brig’s very old Labrador Bessie had recently gone there to be put down.

Lydia was unmoved. ‘You’re not old enough for a gun,’ she said, ‘and there aren’t any air raids here. And I know the vet. He wouldn’t think of putting me down.’

By the end of November it was really cold. Washing on the line became stiff with frost; Miss Milliment had the most unfortunate recurrence of chilblains. The pipes froze, Clary and Polly put Plasticene round the edges of the window in their bedroom to stop the draughts of icy air and begged Villy not to tell the Duchy. Ellen’s rheumatism was so bad that she could not start the day without four aspirin and a cup of strong tea, and everybody kept saying that at least it was slowing the Germans down in their advance on Moscow although that seemed to Polly as though it must mean that the war would simply last longer.

Archie Lestrange felt the cold too. He slipped and fell on the icy path outside the front door one morning, and when he tried to get up, the pain was so excruciating that he simply lay there: Clary, running out of the front door moments later to see if there was any post for Louise, nearly tripped over him.

‘Archie! Oh, poor Archie!’

‘Do you think you could help me up?’

‘I could, but I don’t think it would be wise. First aid says never move a patient until you know what’s wrong with them. What’s wrong?’

‘It’s my gammy leg.’

‘Oh. You may have broken it again. You need hot sweet tea for shock.’ And sped away before he could stop her. There was always tea in the kitchen at that hour, and she was back very quickly, with Polly carrying a blanket.

‘I don’t see how we give him tea lying down,’ she said.

‘Look,’ Archie said. ‘Just help me up, you two. I’m perfectly all right, really,’ and he made another attempt to move, but he couldn’t make it.

‘You’ll make it worse. Get Aunt Villy.’ She propped up his head and put the cup to his mouth. He obediently swallowed some and scalded his tongue.

When Villy came, she told them to get Christopher. ‘Must get you in the warm,’ she said. ‘I expect you’ve just jarred everything.’

In fact, he turned out to have done rather more than that. He had to go to Hastings for an X-ray, and proved to have cracked his already damaged bone. He was sent home in the ambulance, and told to lie up. He had been thinking that really he ought to make a move – have another go at the Admiralty for a desk job of some kind and find himself somewhere to live. Now he was confined to bed. This delighted the children, who had started to like him when he told them they could all call him Archie. ‘Even Wills?’ Polly had said; hierarchy died hard with them, but he had said everyone – even Oliver. They took turns to bring up his meals, played chess, dominoes, Monopoly and bezique with him, acted charades for him, told him about their Christmas presents – the ones they were making or giving, and the ones they hoped they’d get. They confided: Christopher, about his pacifism and his hostile father; Louise, about Michael and her not wanting to stop acting; Clary – there was a great deal of this – about her ideas of what her father was doing; Polly, about her mother and what she had feared and no longer did since her mother seemed so much better; Neville, about being bullied at school (something that nobody else knew at all); Lydia, about how much she wanted a dog of her own. Wills brought him a very large and random selection of toys and often any other portable object he came upon that he could reach. Oliver brought him his bones, rolled-up newspapers – he was not fussy about their date – and once what Archie described as a fantastically dead rat. Mrs Cripps made him treacle tart. The maids took turns to do his room because they both thought he was so lovely. The adults came too, of course. Sybil saw that his dressing gown was torn, and after she had mended it, suggested going through his clothes to see if anything else needed doing. ‘I’m afraid you may find that everything does,’ he said. ‘Now that sailors no longer make sails, they aren’t so handy with a needle.’ Zoë brought Juliet. The Duchy paid a daily visit, often bringing tiny vases of berries and, occasionally, a spectral rose that had survived the frost. Even the Brig arrived one day and told him a quite frightening amount about elephants in Burma. Only Rachel, he noticed, never came by herself, but always with a child or Sybil or Villy. She was kind, as always, and solicitous, brought him a special pillow to prop up his leg, and a better bedside lamp. She also persuaded the Duchy that he needed a coal fire in his room which made it extremely cosy. Lydia and Neville roasted chestnuts on it and burned the carpet.

‘But it’s a patterned one, it just looks like a bit of blackish pattern,’ Lydia said. ‘I don’t think we need to mention it, do you?’

‘I think not,’ he said. It was this kind of thing that made him so popular.

At the beginning of December Zoë left for her visit. She had decided to go before Christmas, after all, influenced by pleas from the nursing home – and particularly Roddy, who had been away for another operation and returned to recuperate. She had been surprised as well as touched that they counted on her so much. And Juliet, she felt, ought to spend Christmas at home. She went to say goodbye to Archie on the morning that she left. She looked very pretty in a dark green cloth coat with a black fur stand-up collar and a hat to match.

‘You look like a Russian heroine,’ he said.

‘Rupert bought me this outfit,’ she said, ‘when he joined the firm. I’ve hardly worn it, but trains sometimes are freezing, and I expect the boat will be as well.’

‘When are you coming back?’

‘In about ten days, I think. Before Christmas, anyway.’

‘Have you left people a telephone number? I mean, so that we can get hold of you—’

‘I have, but there won’t be any news,’ she said. ‘It’s only Clary who thinks that one day there’ll be a call from him, or he’ll just walk through the door.’

‘And you don’t?’

‘I pretend to – but I – Sometimes I wish we knew that he was dead. I know that’s awful of me, and please don’t tell Clary that. I don’t want her to feel let down by me. I have Juliet, you see. She has nothing.’

‘She has you,’ he said.

‘Oh, Archie! You don’t know how selfish I was or you wouldn’t say that!’

‘She has you now.’

Unable to respond to that, she said, ‘What do you think? Do you think there’s any chance?’

‘There’s a chance, but a very small one I’m afraid.’

‘It’s too long for him to have been taken prisoner?’

‘Far too long.’

There was a silence. Then she said, ‘It isn’t that I wish he was dead. I just wish I knew.’

‘I know. Of course I know that.’

She tried to smile at him then: there was something piteous in the attempt. He was moved.

‘Kiss the poor invalid, then,’ he said.

She bent and kissed his cheek: she smelled of rose geranium and he felt a completely unexpected frisson.

‘Get better,’ she said, and was gone.

‘Mummy, he can’t not come now! I can’t get hold of him. It’s only for two nights anyway.’

‘I simply can’t understand why you didn’t come and ask first!’

Louise hadn’t because she had been afraid that they would say no.

‘It was a long distance call, and I was afraid of getting cut off,’ she said. I should have thought you’d have wanted him to come. You always say you want to meet my friends’ (to vet them, she privately added).

‘It has nothing to do with not wanting to meet him,’ Villy said, exasperated. ‘It’s a question of where on earth he is to sleep. You seem to have forgotten it’s the weekend the Clutterworths are coming. The house will be bursting at the seams and it will upset the Duchy.’

‘Can’t he have Zoë’s room?’

‘The Clutterworths are having that. Really, Louise, you are so thoughtless. You think of nothing but yourself!’

‘Well, Clary and Polly and I could sleep in the squash court, and he could have our room.’

‘Well, you must go and ask the Duchy before you do anything. I’m not prepared to shoulder your selfish blunders.’

She gets snappier and snappier, Louise thought, as she went to find the Duchy. She said she was sorry, and all her mother had replied was that it was a bit late to be sorry. What was the use of apologising if the other person didn’t accept it?

However, when she found the Duchy, she decided to start by saying how sorry she was for not asking first, and that worked. The Duchy said that everybody made mistakes, and that she would be most interested to meet Michael. She agreed to the squash court plan provided they used sleeping bags on the camp beds, which she said should be brought into the house to be aired before they slept on them. Then she had Clary and Polly to face, and they were nice about it until they discovered that Louise wanted to clear up the room on a scale that suited neither of them.

‘I’m bloody well not taking all my things to the squash court for two nights,’ Clary stormed. ‘He can’t need all our chests of drawers for two nights. You can clear yours out for him.’

Polly also hated the idea of her things being disarranged, although she was not so vehement about it. ‘I don’t suppose he’ll notice his bedroom much,’ she said. ‘I don’t think men do.’

But Louise found herself looking at the room and, indeed, the whole house with new, and severely critical, eyes. She looked at the worn dark green linoleum, the chipped and yellowing white paint, the absurdly old-fashioned wallpaper that had tulips and Indian birds on it, the black iron bedsteads, and felt that none of it was good enough for Michael. In the end, she pinched (with his kindly consent) the rug from Archie’s room and put it over the worst worn places on the floor. But the whole house worried her. The loose covers in the drawing room were faded and patched, the large and ancient Aubusson was in places actually threadbare; even the packs of cards, she felt, let her down. They were dog-eared with use, and frequently the joker was chalked with some number of a card that was missing. The lampshades, of parchment, had gone coffee-coloured with age, and the hall, where the children ate – the hall! It was full of gum boots, and tricycles, tennis and squash racquets, and even some of the garden furniture – spiteful deck chairs whose hinges had rusted, and caterpillars pupating on the dusty canvas. Wills’ and Roly’s toys abounded: one stumbled over pieces of Meccano and bricks (they no longer had a day nursery as it had been turned into their bedroom). The skylight leaked, and enamel buckets and bowls were placed at strategic spots. The bathroom also caused her despair. Nothing had been altered there since she could remember. The bath contained a long greyish-green streak where water had dripped from the old brass taps for years. The dark green tongue-and-groove pine walls had blistered and flakes of paint often fell on anyone having a bath. The mirror was spotted with damp and the basin taps, white china, had been chipped so badly that there was an art to using them without cutting yourself. The lavatory, next door, contained an impassioned note in ink so faded that no stranger would be able to read it on how to pull the plug. She knew it by heart. ‘Pull sharply down, release, wait and then pull again. The lavatory should then flush.’ Should, but often didn’t. She began to wish he wasn’t coming. ‘I’ve got forty-eight hours,’ he had said on the sudden, amazing telephone call. ‘And then I have to go to Newhaven. It struck me that it would be lovely if I could come and stay a couple of nights with you, and then go on from there. If that would be all right with your family.’ There had been a noise of hammering in the background and his voice was faint. When she had said yes, it would be fine, he said, ‘There’s a four-twenty from Charing Cross that I could just catch. Won’t be a minute,’ he said, to somebody else. ‘Oh, darling, I can’t wait to see you. I have to go,’ and he was gone.

She started to worry about meals. Meals always used to be wonderful, but in the last two years they had got steadily duller. She began with the Duchy.

‘I was wondering’, she said with what she hoped was pensive sweetness, ‘whether we could possibly have roast goose on Saturday night. As a sort of treat for everybody?’

The Duchy shot her a sharp look and was not in the least deceived.

‘My lamb, we shall be at least seventeen for dinner that night, eighteen if your father comes and that would mean three geese. Mrs Cripps couldn’t get them all in the oven – even supposing we could get them in the first place.’

‘Pheasants, then?’

‘We’ll see.’

‘Well, not rabbit,’ she said.

‘That will be for lunch on Sunday. Mrs Cripps makes very good pies, you know that.’

‘Do you think she would like me to help her at all? After all, I can cook a bit.’

The Duchy was clearly pleased. ‘I think that might be a very good plan. But you will have to do exactly as she says. It is her kitchen.’

‘I promise I will.’

‘I’ll speak to her this morning and see what she says. You may just have to be a kitchen maid, you know. Is that understood?’

Louise took some of her worries to Archie, who listened, as he always did, with imperturbable gravity until she had finished. ‘Well, darling Louise, I take your point, but I shouldn’t worry too much. If I were Michael, I’d be far keener on seeing you and your exceptionally nice family than the sofa covers. Which, anyway,’ he added, ‘are rather nice. I only like things if they look used.’

This point of view hadn’t occurred to her, but because it was presented by Archie, it made her feel much better.

Villy, too, was in a state of high tension about the weekend. It was something she had wanted for so long, it had been put off so often, that even now, on Saturday morning, she felt that something might go wrong at the last minute. And when she wasn’t worrying about that, she was feeling anxious about it happening. Meeting Lorenzo with his wife – and possibly with Edward there as well – he still wasn’t sure whether he could get away, although she didn’t know quite why he couldn’t know – was going to be a peculiar strain. The chances of being alone with Lorenzo for a minute were remote, and even if they occurred, the likelihood of interruption was so great, that nothing could be said. She had managed to telephone Jessica to say how sorry she was that they would not be able to have her that weekend but, to her surprise, Jessica had said that she would not have been able to come anyway. She expected Raymond up for a weekend’s leave from Woodstock, and she knew the house was very full, so both of them coming was out of the question.

Villy, immensely relieved, said, ‘I’ll give him your love, shall I?’

‘Who?’

‘Lorenzo.’

‘Oh. Yes, do do that.’ She seemed about to laugh. ‘But not Mercedes, I think,’ she said.

Saturday morning was a turmoil. Clary and Polly spent it moving themselves to the squash court. The maids made up the beds for the visitors, did all the bedrooms, lit Mr Archie’s fire, washed the extra china and glass needed and were hardly through before dinner time – twelve thirty – in the kitchen. There, Mrs Cripps had made four pounds of pastry, plucked and drawn four pheasants, made two rice puddings, three fish pies, for lunch that day, and a huge pan of bubble and squeak for the kitchen dinner, jointed, floured and fried five rabbits for the Sunday pies, made two pints of onion sauce and two pints of bread sauce – she allowed Louise to help with these. Edie scraped fifteen pounds of potatoes, cleaned five pounds of leeks, and five pounds of Brussels sprouts, scraped three pounds of carrots, washed up breakfast, middle mornings and laid the table for kitchen dinner. Ellen, in the smaller children’s night nursery, ironed the clothes of Wills, Roly, Neville and Lydia – she missed the baby very much, but it was a blessing not to have all those nappies to air. Christopher took Neville and Lydia to the spring to fill up three dozen bottles with drinking water which then had to be put in a wheelbarrow and taken back in batches. They soon got bored, and played with Oliver. ‘He has turned into a very nice dog,’ Lydia said approvingly. ‘Aunt Rachel said that people got to look just like whatever dog they had.’

‘No, she didn’t,’ Neville said. ‘She said dogs got to look like their person.’

‘That’s a very boring way round.’ She stroked Oliver’s black and white forehead and touched his grape-coloured nose. ‘It would be much more interesting if Christopher had topaz eyes and a black nose.’

‘She meant it in a manner of speaking,’ Neville said loftily.

‘When people say that they just mean that it isn’t what they meant.’

‘Come on, you two. It’s your turn to fill some bottles. My hands are freezing. Stop quarrelling and help.’

‘We weren’t quarrelling. We weren’t quarrelling.’ Neville was outraged. ‘We were simply talking about a subject.’

Villy went to Battle and did an enormous shop for the household, and also collected prescriptions from the nursing home, had them made up and returned them. She collected their quota of paraffin for the cottage and the Brig’s study, and paid the monthly accounts at the garage, grocer and Till’s, called on the piano tuner, who had missed his last appointment, and then returned to mend the carpet sweeper, a fuse in the cottage – poor Miss Milliment had spent the previous evening with no light – and finally braved the stables to put new batteries into the wireless Wren had been given by the family last Christmas. He had received it without expression, but he played it all of every day when he was not asleep or at the pub. He had started the morning by sawing wood as he had been told to do by McAlpine, but he soon got tired of it and set about repainting the stable door. But as he couldn’t be bothered with sanding down or with undercoats and was simply slopping another coat of gloss on top of the old one, it was rather a mess and he was just deciding to give it up when Villy appeared. He was incapable of putting in the new batteries himself. His skills with horses – no longer wanted – had once made him a cocky belligerent little man; now he had retreated into a sullen ineptitude. He still retained respect for Mrs Edward, though; she never forgot him, unlike some – ‘some’ being everybody excepting the Brig who, on red-letter days, he took riding on a leading rein since the poor gent had lost his sight. He was kept going by his burning hatred for motor cars and the Germans, and his salary, which he drank. Mrs Edward, having made the contraption work again, offered him a cigarette. He took it, touched the side of his forehead like a nervous tic and put the cigarette carefully in’ his waistcoat pocket. He would have it with his dinner, he said. He did not eat at the house. Edie put a covered plate outside the stable door every day; it was usually stone cold by the time he fancied it.

Such a sad little man, Villy thought as she walked away.

She didn’t ought to wear trousers, he thought watching her across the courtyard. He never wore them himself, and despised anyone who did, although he had had to admit that when Mrs Edward took to riding astride, he’d had less trouble with saddle sores. Still, breeches were one thing, trousers were quite another.

In another five and a half hours he will be here! Villy thought as she ran upstairs to wash for lunch.

Sybil spent the morning playing with Wills and Roly, who were beginning to play with each other. This cut both ways: they took toys from each other and there was spasmodic rage and grief. ‘You can’t have that – it’s too important for you,’ Wills said once, wresting a red painted engine from his cousin. Roly did not fight back: he simply wept and nothing would please him until suddenly something else did. In the afternoon they would have rests, and then Ellen would take them for a walk. Sybil would have a delicious sleep and then it would be teatime and then Hugh would come. There were all those other people as well, but it was Hugh who would make her day. She smiled as the thought occurred to her that she was looking forward to his coming – and they had been married now for nearly twenty-one years – quite as much as Louise could be looking forward to her Michael.

Dolly spent the morning trying to find her bottle green cardigan, the one Flo had made her – it must be ten years ago. It was only after she had been through all the shelves and drawers twice that she remembered that Ellen had taken it away to wash. She also wrote a letter thanking somebody she hardly knew from Stanmore who had seen about poor Flo in The Times and written a very nice letter. ‘She will be greatly missed,’ she wrote back in her large spidery hand. A few sentences tools up all the paper. Their house at Stanmore had been shut up for a long time. I suppose I shall never go home, now, she thought. But then she would not wish to do so alone – without Flo. She did not want to do anything without her, but now she had to do everything. She had been such wonderful company. Dolly often found herself having conversations with Flo who, no longer there with her own opinions, now agreed with everything Dolly said, but somehow this made the conversations shorter, and not so interesting. She did try once or twice disagreeing with herself, but she never felt she quite caught the flavour of Flo’s mind. She had been taught from a young girl to bear adversity, and she did not complain or mourn openly to anyone, but this simply left her with little or often nothing to say. The Duchy had kindly suggested that she might like to change her bedroom after Flo died, but no, she would never do that. The room was where she could best remember her – except, of course, at dear Stanmore where they had lived all their lives, with both, and then one parent, and finally by themselves. She thought sometimes now that they had lived all their lives on the sidelines, as it were, in the slipstream of other people’s events. Being bridesmaids at Kitty’s wedding, rejoicing in the schoolroom that Papa had been made a Fellow of the Royal Society, comforting their mother when their younger brother Humphrey had been killed in the war, nursing their mother, comforting their father, and finally nursing him … there seemed to have been nothing direct, no circumstance entirely belonging to them. And now she was left, and so fortunate that Kitty had married well and could take her in. But if there hadn’t been a war, she thought with sudden fear, I should have been at Stanmore and I should have been entirely alone with only Mrs Marcus coming three times a week and Trevelyan mowing the lawns on Saturdays. It was Flo who had been so good at opening tins: modern food had been a blessing although not always easy to digest …

There was a knock on the door and it was a child telling her it was lunch-time. The child was Lydia.

‘Thank you, Louise dear,’ she said.

‘She ought to know I’m not Louise, because I don’t wear lipstick,’ Lydia said to herself, as, there being no one looking, she slid down the banisters to the hall.



Edward and Hugh drove down together. Diana, rather to Edward’s relief, had gone to Scotland to spend a lugubrious Christmas with her parents-in-law. She had, of course, taken Jamie, and the older boys would be joining her when they broke up. It did simplify things – temporarily.

‘I suppose this will be just the weekend when Goering will arrange another nice little blitz.’

‘I know, that’s why I thought we’d better take the car. One of us can get back if need be. Unlikely though. I think they’ve got their hands full. They’re not doing so well on the Russian front, are they? Do you remember how bloody cold it was in the trenches? A Russian winter must be twice as bad. And a lot of the time we weren’t even trying to advance.’

‘It always seems amazing to me’, Hugh said, ‘that Napoleon got as far as he did. How the hell did they even feed the horses – let alone the men?’

‘Dunno, old boy. I should think they ate the horses.’

‘I must say, though, I preferred being frozen to the awful thaw and all that mud – and stench.’

‘At Hendon,’ Edward said, ‘I never told you, but they brought a crashed German bomber, and when I went into it, the smell was exactly the same as when one went into a German trench. The same sweet smell – entirely different from ours – my God, it took me back.’

‘I remember that. Sausage, garlic, cigarettes, latrines …’

‘I suppose we smelled just as different to them.’

They had crossed the river and were threading their way through streets of terraced houses, gaps in them where there were heaps of rubble and parts of walls with torn wallpaper, and sometimes lavatory cisterns and fireplaces still intact.

‘London’s getting pretty shabby,’ Edward remarked. ‘It’s funny to think that there are cities lit up with all the buildings untouched. I’ve always wanted to go to New York.’

‘I don’t. I just want London back like it was. But if the Americans go to war with Japan—’

‘You think they will?’

‘I think Japan is determined that they should. God knows why.’

‘If they do, it means we’ll have the Americans on our side.’

‘Roosevelt doesn’t want war with Japan.’

‘Surely we don’t want war with Japan? We’ve got enough on our plate as it is.’

‘But it would be a help to have the Americans sharing the plate with us,’ Hugh said. Some time later he asked, ‘Do you still want to go back into the RAF?’

‘Well, yes, but I don’t think it’s practicable. The firm really needs the two of us. Managing the Old Man is a half-time job. The older he gets, the more he seems to want to interfere in everything.’

‘He is going to be eighty-one any minute. And we wouldn’t have the best stock of hardwoods in the country if it wasn’t for him. Remember how we used to argue about him buying too much?’

‘I do. I just wish he’d make a proper job of retiring, bless his heart.’

‘Well, he won’t. I’ll be glad if you don’t go back. I need you.’

Edward, glancing sideways, thought how very much older his brother had got in the last year.

‘It’s marvellous that Sybil is getting better,’ he said.

Hugh was silent. He didn’t hear, Edward thought, and then he thought, of course he did. He looked quickly at Hugh again. He was fumbling with his cigarettes – balancing the packet against his stump, so that he could pull one out.

‘No – she’s in remission,’ he said flatly. ‘Her doctor told me it often happens.’

‘Dear old boy! Does she know?’

‘I don’t think so. No,’ he repeated, ‘I’m pretty sure she doesn’t.’

Edward found he couldn’t speak. He took a hand from the steering wheel and touched Hugh’s rigid shoulder. They did not talk at all for a long time after that.

‘Well,’ said Clary as they trudged with their torches, some time after dinner, in the dark to the squash court. ‘What did you think?’

‘About what?’

‘The guests, stupid. I thought Mrs Clutterworth looked as though everything that she didn’t like had happened to her.’

‘She did look rather broody. Of course, not being English, it’s hard to tell. She might be just homesick for her native land, wherever that may be.’

‘She’s Spanish.’

‘She didn’t look Spanish. But actually,’ Polly added truthfully, ‘I don’t know what Spanish people look like – except in pretty old paintings. She liked Uncle Edward.’

‘But she kept on watching Lorenzo. Laurence he’s really called. I noticed Aunt Villy called him that. Lorenzo must be a secret joke between her and Aunt Jessica. What did you think of him?’

‘I simply can’t imagine anyone being in love with him.’ Then she remembered them on the train. ‘But I suppose some people have to be in love with the unlikely ones. But his teeth stick out, and his hair’s all greasy and he has a red mark between his eyes when he takes off his spectacles.’

‘The Duchy liked him,’ Clary remarked.

‘The Duchy likes talking about music. Anyway, let’s get on to the other one.’

‘The famous Michael Hadleigh?’

They had reached the squash court, Polly unlocked the door and they were assailed by the odour of warm rubber balls and tennis shoes. They climbed up the stairs to the gallery where their beds had been placed by Christopher that afternoon. They still had to use their torches because the blackout wasn’t much good.

‘Well,’ Polly said, ‘he wasn’t one thing or another, was he? I mean, he wasn’t quite one of them, and he certainly wasn’t one of us.’

‘Wasn’t he sort of in between – like Louise?’

‘Not quite. Louise was acting frightfully grown-up, and he was treating her as though she was a terribly clever child.’

‘Patronising her!’ Clary snorted. ‘Catch me being in love with anyone who did that!’

‘She got bored when he talked about the war. Which he did, rather a lot, I thought. But then he went off with Louise after dinner.’

‘She took him to see Archie.’

‘Well, I bet that was only partly what they did. I bet she found some nice dark corner so that he could kiss her.’

‘Do you really?’

‘She took him to see our room.’

‘She did that before dinner.’

‘Well she took him afterwards as well. I must say,’ Clary said pensively, ‘this would be a ghastly house to be in love in. There’s nowhere to be with the person at all.’

‘And I suppose one needs to be.’

‘Of course. It’s because people in love say such idiotic things to each other that they’d be afraid of other people laughing.’

‘How on earth do you know that?’

‘Think of Gerald du Maurier in Punch. “Darling!” “Yes, darling.” “Nothing, darling. Only darling, darling!”’


‘I honestly don’t think people go on like that nowadays!’

‘The modern equivalent. Listen! Is that her?’

They listened, but there was no sound of Louise, due to join them at some point.

‘Do you think he wants to marry her?’

‘She wouldn’t be allowed: she’s too young.’

‘If she did, we could be bridesmaids.’

‘I don’t want to be a bridesmaid!’ Clary said with vigour.

‘Well, I do.’

‘Oh, well, you’d look nice and everything. You know how silly I look in tidy clothes. After the war I shall go abroad because I’ve never been. Archie said I could stay with him.’ She fell silent suddenly, and Polly knew that she was thinking about her father.

‘I want to say something to you, Clary,’ she said. ‘I know you know that the family all think he’s dead. I’m afraid I think that as well. What I wanted to say was I do admire your faith about it. Whatever happens, I shall always admire it. It’s the most faithful thing I’ve ever known.’

After a silence, Clary said, ‘How did you know I was thinking about him?’

‘I think I always know.’

‘I do – every day. And in the evenings as well. But I’ve stopped talking about it, because everybody else has run out of things to say. Even Archie.’

‘Yes.’

‘Good night, Poll. Thanks for what you said.’

Much later, and long after they were asleep, Louise joined them.

‘I still do not understand why we are here.’

‘They asked us, darling.’

‘And who is they?’

‘Viola. Edward’s wife. They have asked us before, you remember.’

‘I remember with perfect clearness. I still do not know why.’

There was a pause while she unclipped her painful earrings and began to unpin her hair. ‘Viola is that woman Jessica’s sister, is she not?’

‘Mercy darling, you know that. I thought you would like a little social life. It was an excellent dinner, didn’t you think?’

‘It was certainly good,’ she conceded. ‘And Mr – Edward – was a very nice man.’

‘Mercy!’ He ruffled her hair with an attempt at lightness. ‘I expect he was charmed by you. But I must warn you, he is in love with his wife.’

‘Is that so?’

‘It is so. As I am in love with mine.’ He put everything he could into that, and watched her dark eyes soften at the idea. ‘To bed! To bed!’ he cried, with all the fervour he could muster.

‘You know’, she began, ‘that I would not dream of looking at another man. I am not made in that way.’

‘Of course I know.’ He had heard it all before – a thousand times. The thing was to get her to bed before she started to compare her nature with his – to his serious disadvantage. ‘I do not wish to wait,’ he said.

‘You would not come here if you were serious about her?’

‘My darling, I haven’t the least idea who you mean, and I told you, her husband is in love with her. I am hardly the type to wish a duel.’

‘Oh ho! So it is both of them that is on your list? I am not to be deceived.’ She was away – and twenty minutes later, he was out of love with Jessica, with Villy, and more dangerously, with her. It took hours for her to vent her jealousy, forgive him, and then persuade him to make love to her. He liked the attention, so in the end he was able to do so.

‘He’s a bit too old for her, isn’t he?’

‘She’s too young for him. She’s too young for anybody.’

‘I expect you’re right.’ Edward undid his sock suspenders and put them on his bedside table. Villy was taking out her teeth and scrubbing them with that powder stuff she used. As they both had dentures, they had developed an unspoken ritual whereby whoever had their teeth out was not expected to do the talking. Now he said, ‘Nice bloke, though. Very keen on the Navy. I should think he’ll go a long way. He told me he was to take command of a new gun-boat building at Cowes. He seemed really excited by the prospect – wasn’t at all your usual arty type.’

‘In any case,’ she had put them back in now, ‘Louise should stop messing about trying to work in an overcrowded profession where everybody is more experienced than she is, and get down to some sensible war work. I wish you’d speak to her about it.’

‘She’s got plenty of time, surely? They’re not calling girls up until they’re twenty.’

‘They’re not calling them up, but it would be better if she volunteered, and anyway, if she did a shorthand-typing course, she’s far more likely to get a good job. At present she has absolutely no qualifications of any kind.’

She sounded so acid, that he looked across the room at her image in the mirror: her camisole lying over the flat but, even so, sagging breasts. From that distance with her short cropped hair, her heavy eyebrows and face devoid of make-up, she looked like a sour little boy. The uneasy thought occurred to him that she actually didn’t like Louise, but he dismissed it as nonsense. She was just tired: everybody was tired these days – there was too much work and anxiety and not enough fun. He wondered whether she would notice and mind if he didn’t make love to her – he certainly didn’t feel like it.

‘I’m really fagged,’ he said, ‘let’s talk about it tomorrow.’

She was already putting on her pyjama jacket, had taken to sleeping in them in preference to nightgowns because of the cold, and now he got up and walked over to the basin so that he wouldn’t see her without her camisole.

‘The Clutterworths are heavy going, aren’t they?’ he said wanting to get onto a neutral subject.

There was a slight pause, and then she said, ‘You were awfully good with her at dinner.’

He had taken out his teeth now, and didn’t reply. Villy went on, ‘She’s not at all easy, I know.’

When he had cleaned his teeth and put them back, he said, ‘Oh, she wasn’t too bad – rather dull, but perfectly amiable. It was him I couldn’t stand. Oily little feller – looks like the Mad Hatter – he kept saying how wonderful everything was, whether it was or not.’

Villy was in bed now, had turned onto the side that would be away from him. ‘He’s a very good musician,’ she said, ‘and the Duchy has been longing to have him to stay.’

‘Bless her heart. I’d put up with anyone for her.’

He opened a window, then got into bed and switched off the light.

‘Night, darling. Sleep well.’

‘And you.’

But in fact sleep eluded each of them for some time: she, because she found it impossible to conjure Lorenzo when he was sleeping a few yards away from her with another woman, and he because, not given to either thought or anxiety once he was in bed, with or without a woman, found himself worrying about Louise, who still treated him to small glassy smiles and avoided being touched by him, about Diana, now husbandless and pregnant, and finally about poor old Hugh, who he loved as deeply as he loved anyone and for whom, now, he felt he could do nothing.

Louise had let herself out of the front door without making a sound. It was a quarter past one in the morning. All the evening they had been surrounded by the family, and although she had initially been pleased and elated to see how well he got on with them, she longed to be alone with him. Eventually, after they had listened to Mr Clutterworth and the Duchy play Bach on two pianos, she had suggested to Michael that they play a game of billiards.

‘I don’t really play,’ she said when they were safely in the large rather dark room.

‘I did wonder,’ he said. ‘I don’t either, as a matter of fact.’

She looked round the room; the only place to sit was a rather hard bench. ‘I’m afraid it’s pretty cold in here.’

He took off his uniform jacket and draped it round her shoulders.

‘Won’t you be cold?’

‘Not after the North Atlantic. Anyway, I have my love … I have you, haven’t I?’

They sat on the bench, and he kissed her quite a lot and she liked it, and in between they talked. He hadn’t told his mother he had this leave, he said. It was so short that it would have meant not seeing Louise if he had gone home. ‘So don’t, for heaven’s sake, ever tell her,’ he said, half laughing, but she felt he was serious. They heard people going to bed, and he said, ‘I feel awful about your giving up your room for me. Won’t the squash court be frightfully cold?’

‘I don’t mind. Some of this house is probably quite like the North Atlantic.’

‘Couldn’t you come up to my/your room for a bit?’

‘We’d have to wait until everybody has really gone to bed.’

‘Let’s wait, then.’

‘I’m making up to you,’ he said during this time. ‘You know that, don’t you? You’re such a darling, amazing girl. I’m afraid I’m falling in love with you.’ And he kissed her a great deal more.

It was half past eleven by the time the house was quiet and they crept up the dark stairs, she holding his hand, and along the gallery passage to her room.

They lay on the narrow little bed and he undid her blouse.

‘There’s a perfectly delightful bra,’ he said moments later, ‘that undoes in the front.’

‘Do you want me to take mine off?’


‘Well, it would be rather nice.’

They were speaking almost in whispers. Louise suggested turning off the light, but he said that he couldn’t bear not to see her. It was exciting to be loved and wanted, and very soon when he asked her if she loved him – just a little – she said of course she did, she really loved him, ‘enormously,’ she said, and saying it made it seem real – and true. It was lovely to be with someone who admired and approved of her so much, and although she didn’t feel that she felt exactly the same about him as he seemed to do about her, she imagined that this was yet another of the mysterious differences that one did not discover until they happened. Men weren’t supposed to be beautiful – rugged, handsome, manly, all that sort of thing, but not possessing faces that encouraged the sort of adjectives he used about hers. Eventually, he groaned, and said that she must go, he could not trust himself, she said, ‘Need you?’

She was lying on her back, naked to the waist, and he had sat up. He looked at her, then he picked up her blouse, and said gently, ‘Put it on, there’s a good girl.’

She sat up then, and put it on. She didn’t bother with her bra.

‘I’ll see you to your squash court,’ he said.

‘No, don’t. You see, I know the way, and you might get lost coming back. I’m all right, honestly. I’ve got a torch … You’re not cross with me, are you?’

‘I’m certainly not cross with you. I’m just trying to be responsible, which is not something I’m particularly good at in this context. Have you got a coat?’

‘I’ll get a jersey out of the cupboard.’ When she had put it on, she said, ‘Michael! If you wanted to – to sleep with me, I wouldn’t mind. That’s what I meant just now. I can’t say I’d love it, because I don’t know what it’s like, but I might. Anyway,’ she felt a bit shy now, ‘I’d rather try it with you than anyone else I know.’

‘That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.’ He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her forehead. ‘You’d realty better go.’

So here she was, in the utter darkness, walking very carefully, round the house, past the tennis court, through the little gate in the middle of the yew hedge into the kitchen garden. It was very cold and there was a delicious misty stillness that went well with having an adventure. He had a wonderful voice, she thought, even when he was almost whispering, it charmed her. It was amazing to have somebody of one’s own caring so much. She was beginning, she felt, to see the point of love.

‘Seventeen days to Christmas!’

‘Eighteen.’

‘Wrong, wrong, wrong. What’s the date, Ellen?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Ask Archie.’

They pounded upstairs.

‘Seventh,’ he said. ‘What difference does it make to you, anyway?’

‘Longer to wait,’ Lydia said.

‘Shorter for people to get presents,’ Neville said. He was quite worried about this. With Dad gone, and Zoë away, and the aunts hardly ever going to Hastings, he couldn’t see how any decent presents would materialise. There probably wasn’t a single thing he would want to be got in Battle. He felt the outlook was grim.

They spent the morning collecting holly to make Christmas things for their shop. ‘But it doesn’t really want to be made into anything!’ Lydia said, as she licked the blood off her pricked fingers.

Music went on the whole of Sunday morning, with Sybil and Hugh and Villy listening. Mrs Clutterworth sat crocheting a lace collar and keeping an eye on her husband. Edward took Michael rough shooting, so Louise, rather reluctantly, went too. ‘Supposed only to shoot vermin on a Sunday, but luckily rabbits count as that and if you happen to encounter the odd pheasant or partridge, they’re always useful for the pot,’ Edward said. He was duly impressed when Michael shot four rabbits, a brace of pheasants and the only partridge that rose from the stubble of one of York’s fields.

‘Although what I am supposed to do with one partridge, I do not know,’ Mrs Cripps said when she received the morning’s bag. Miss Milliment read the paper to the Brig, interrupted by the hourly news bulletins on the wireless to which he had become addicted. Rachel spent a patient two hours with Dolly, and then rang Sid, who didn’t answer, and she remembered that Sid did Sunday duty at her ambulance station and felt sad. But she’ll come at Christmas, she thought. She, too, was counting the days.

Sunday lunch: the rabbit pies, followed by tarts made with bottled plums were consumed, after which Villy organised an expedition to Bodiam Castle for the benefit of the Clutterworths. The younger children clamoured to go too and the expedition ended up, as they so often do, not being at all like their perpetrator had envisaged. Everybody else dispersed to read, to rest, to write letters.

Clary and Polly had a row.

‘If I’d known you were going for a walk with Christopher, I’d have gone to Bodiam,’ Clary stormed.

‘You never said you wanted to go.’

‘I didn’t know you were going for a walk.’

‘You could come too.’

‘I loathe walks, you know I do. I wanted us to do our presents.’

‘We’ll do them after tea.’

‘Oh, Polly! You are maddening sometimes! I’ve got something else I want to do after tea.’

‘What?’

‘Shut up. This is a typical boring weekend. I’m going to wash my hair. That shows you how bored I am.’

By the time she got out of the house Polly saw Christopher disappearing down the drive with Oliver. For a moment she felt cross with him; then she thought that was silly, she could easily catch up. It was a beautiful winter afternoon, with silvery sunlight and silent birds rustling through the piles of fallen oak leaves at the sides of the drive.

A taxi suddenly appeared round the bend, and she waited, because this was extremely unusual and interesting. It stopped at the house, and one of the smallest men she’d ever seen in her life got out of it: He was wearing a naval cap and greatcoat that reached almost to his ankles. I suppose he’s a friend of Michael’s, oh dear, she thought: she knew Michael had gone off somewhere with Louise. The small man paid the driver with some notes, and then turned to stare at the house. The driver was trying to give him some change, but he seemed not to notice.

Polly advanced. ‘He’s got some change for you,’ she said.

The man spun round on his heels, acknowledged her, and took the change from the driver.

‘I’m Polly Cazalet,’ Polly said.

‘Cazalet,’ he repeated, with evident pleasure. He had sparkling black eyes, a charming smile and surprisingly, a heavy French accent.

‘I come,’ he said, ‘for Madame Cazalet.’

‘Which one?’

He looked confused and said, ‘My English is not good. Do you speak French?’

‘Not much, I’m afraid.’ She remembered Archie. ‘Come with me. I’ll find you someone to talk to.’

She took him up to Archie’s room.


‘Archie. A French person wants a Madam Cazalet. Could you find out what exactly he wants?’ As she said this, she suddenly thought of Uncle Rupert, and her heart dropped like a stone.

The small man broke into torrents of French, and Archie interrupted him to ask questions, which he answered. Then he drew from his pocket two very small, thin pieces of paper and handed them to Archie who read them, and then said, ‘Fetch Clary, Poll – now.’

‘I can’t come – my hair’s dripping wet!’

‘Clary, you must. Never mind your hair. Archie wants you.’

‘Oh! All right.’ She lifted her dripping head out of the basin, smoothed some of the water out with her fingers and together they ran to Archie’s room. ‘He’s all right, isn’t he?’ Clary asked. ‘I mean, nothing awful?’

But not feeling at all sure of this, Polly did not answer. The small man had taken off his greatcoat and was sitting in the visitor’s chair, but he sprang to his feet when they entered the room.

Archie said. ‘This is Rupert’s daughter. This is Sub-Lieutenant—’

‘O’Neil. Pipette O’Neil. Not real name, you understand – from telephone book I take.’ He smiled at Clary, kissed her hand and said, ‘Mademoiselle Clarissa. Enchanté de vous voir.’

Clary stood, stock still, staring at him, her eyes, in a face gone very white, had an expression that nobody in the room could bear.

‘I was friend of your father,’ he said.

‘Sit down,’ Archie said gently, patting the bed. ‘It’s a long story,’ and pushing her sleeked-back hair from her face, she did as she was told.

He told her that Lieutenant O’Neil had met her father hiding in an orchard, that a family had kept them for nearly three months in different outbuildings on their farm. O’Neil had been on leave from the French navy when the Fall of France overtook him, and had been determined not to stay in France but to get to England and to join de Gaulle. But it was too soon for there to be any established network for escape: he and Rupert had to rely on their own wits, invention and luck. Their plan was to get to the coast, and there try to steal or bribe some fishing boat to take them across the Channel. The first farmer passed them onto a friend, a man who made cider, but there they got stuck: the cider manufacturer seemed unable or unwilling to find a reliable contact for them further west. They took turns in the daytime to pick apples for him while the other kept watch for Germans. Pipette tried to persuade the cider maker’s daughter to get them some papers, but although she agreed to try she was so obviously terrified that they decided it would be foolish to persist. In the end they got her to get prints of snapshots they took of each other, alongside a lot of other pictures, and she bicycled to the nearest town to get them developed. They borrowed an identity card belonging to the farmer, and Rupert copied the layout and forged papers for them both that they hoped would pass if they got asked for them. Then he said they hadn’t agreed about the next step. He was in favour of acquiring a couple of bicycles, but Rupert thought they would be better off on foot which meant that they could abandon the road more easily. They needed a map. Pipette had some money; Rupert had none, and he had given his watch in exchange for civilian clothes to the first farmer. But now it was winter, not the best time of the year for sleeping rough, but they knew they had already outstayed their welcome at the cider farm. So one morning, armed with bread, cheese, meat and a bottle of Calvados they set out. Their plan was to use only small roads or lanes, to walk during the early hours of the morning when it was still dark, to lie up in the day, and to walk again after four o’clock. And thus they proceeded. There were many, many stories about this time, Archie said. They reached La Fôret – a small place south of Quimper last April. Here, he said, they had another argument. Pipette was for them trying to find a boat together; Rupert said they should part and try their luck separately. But he, Pipette, had been adamant that they should at least try first to see if they could go together. By now their money had long run out and they were reduced to stealing, food, and sometimes things they could swap for food. They slept in a barn outside La Fôret where a woman found them one morning when she was going to feed the chickens. She was intelligent and quickly understood they were on the run and she offered to help them. Her fiancé had been shot by Germans when he had tried to stop them taking chickens from their farm and she seemed anxious for any kind of revenge. They would have to go to Concarneau for any chance of a boat, she said. There were a few fishing boats there but occasionally other boats would put into that port for a day or two and then leave. She had no idea where they went. She offered to go to Concarneau for them to see what she could find out. After she had gone, they got very anxious, and left the barn in case of betrayal, but kept it in sight and sure enough, she came back alone that evening. There was a boat that had arrived that morning – what incredible luck! – and she thought it would be easy to slip aboard. When they asked her why she thought this, she answered that she herself had done so, had peered down a hatch into the forecastle where two men were snoring, and had then walked along the deck to the galley where she had taken a knife – and she showed it. It seemed too good to be true, but it was true. Their ill luck came from another direction. Their long walk had made their shoes unwearable. Pipette had come by some boy’s boots that were not too bad, but Michèle had got some shoes for Rupert that proved so large that he could hardly keep them on his feet. They had to set out for Concarneau in the early afternoon, because Michèle did not know the precise hour that the boat would sail, and they had not gone far before they heard a lorry approaching which was all too likely to be Germans. To get off the road they had to jump a ditch and then climb a bank to the field. They ran, but when Rupert jumped he landed badly. The others were ahead and did not realise this until the lorry had almost reached the bit of road they had left. They listened, but it did not stop, and when they emerged, they found Rupert lying face downwards in the ditch. He had rolled there as the safest cover, as he said he couldn’t walk. Michèle bound up his ankle in one of her stockings soaked in ditch water but although he could hobble painfully, he could not make any distance.

Here Archie stopped and said, That’s as far as Pipette has got with his story. So from now on, it will have to be me asking questions and translating for you.’

There had been a furious argument. Pipette did not wish to leave Rupert; Rupert said he should go. The woman joined in here. She had not gone to all this trouble, she said, to have it all come to nothing because of sentiment. At least one of them should get away. She would look after Rupert, and he would get away when his ankle was restored. She became quite angry and, in the end, Pipette gave in. They helped Rupert up to the bank and settled him behind some bushes. Michèle said she would fetch him on her way back.

‘And then,’ Archie said, ‘Clary, he gave Pipette this,’ and he handed her the flimsy piece of paper.

She read it under her breath. ‘Darling Clary, I think of you every day. Love Dad.’ She read it again to herself and then bent her head over it. Then she looked at the paper again, ‘Oh! my beastly hair’s spoiling the paper!’ Her eyes, that had become like stars, began to stream: ‘The second piece of paper! The second piece of love sent!’

‘The second piece is for Zoë,’ Archie said, not understanding.

‘She means the postcard her mother sent from Cassis with her love on it,’ Polly said.

She was trying to blot the paper with tender anxious nail-bitten fingers.

‘It’s in pencil, Clary, it won’t run,’ Archie said.

‘So it is. When did he write it?’

‘In the barn, at La Fôret. He asked me to deliver it if I should get to England. Not to post. To go – to come – myself. That was eight months ago. I do not know—’

Archie held up his hand, and Pipette fell silent, but a shadow of the old anguish crossed Clary’s face: a momentary darkening of the incandescence in her eyes came – and went. She read the piece of paper again and when she looked up at Archie he saw that her loving faith had been resolutely resumed.

‘It’s just a question of time,’ she said. ‘That’s all it is. Waiting till he comes back.’

The news about Rupert spread fast. That evening Hugh and Edward carried Archie down for dinner, to drink the champagne that the Brig produced from his cellar. Pipette was to stay, of course, the Duchy said. An atmosphere of determined relief prevailed – if Rupert had been alive eight months ago, then they would find no reason why he might since have met misfortune. His excellent French, the intelligence of the woman Michèle, his nearness to the coast, the fact that Pipette had made it – all these factors were optimistically discussed, and more stories of Pipette’s and Rupert’s adventures came to light. Once he felt at ease with the family, Pipette was a wonderful raconteur and sometimes very funny in a manner which was endearingly like Rupert. On one occasion, he said, when the Germans suddenly turned up at a farm where they were lying up and where there was nowhere safe to hide, Rupert had put Pipette into a wheelbarrow: he only had time to say ‘You are a complete idiot – understand?’, as he began, with a pronounced limp, to wheel him past the German lorries that were disgorging their occupants. Here Pipette flung his legs over the arm of his chair and lolled in it with a vacant smile and his tongue slipping out of the side of his mouth, then springing to his feet to become Rupert limping and conducting a monologue of contempt and hatred for this idiot brother, while at the same time managing to imply that he had a screw loose himself. He was taking his brother to the doctor for his fits, he told the German officer, although a vet would be more suitable since he was hardly more than an animal. The officer had shrugged and turned away; the men had stared, and one of them had even looked sorry for him, Pipette said. The Duchy was crying with laughter and wiping her eyes on her little handkerchief. Pipette said they had to keep it up for ages, as the road to the farm was long and perfectly straight, and they could not be sure that the farmer would not come out of his house and give the show away. There were many stories, he ended, turning to Archie, who had interpolated translation where necessary for the non-French speakers of the party.

That evening though, after dinner, they listened to the nine o’clock news and heard that the Japanese had launched a massive surprise attack on the American Fleet in Hawaii at a place called Pearl Harbor. As this had happened only an hour before, details of damage had not come through but clearly a state of war was imminent, if it did not exist already.

‘How can it have happened an hour ago when it’s evening now and they said the attack was seven o’clock in the morning?’

‘It’s the time difference, Poll,’ her father said. ‘What with double summer time and it being the other side of the world, we’re hours and hours ahead. It’s breakfast time there, and bedtime here – for you.’

Sunday evenings were always early, because the London contingent had to leave so early in the morning, and everybody dispersed soon after that.

Somehow, that day, that evening, was a watershed, a turning point for many of them. The Brig, when he had made his way to his bedroom and slowly divested himself of his many clothes – his jacket, waistcoat, flannel shirt, woollen vest, trousers and braces, long johns, polished brogues, prickly woollen socks speckled like a thrush’s breast – groped about on the bed until he found his thick flannel, widely striped pyjamas, thought wearily that there was little or no chance now that he would see the end of this war. He was eighty-one, and it seemed to him that with the Japs and the Americans in, it could last twice as long as the last war. He’d been on the sidelines for that one as well – a position he intensely disliked. Still, he had got Hugh and Edward back the first time, so perhaps there’d be a third stroke of luck with Rupert. But the idea that he might not live to know this disturbed and depressed him. It won’t matter to Rupert, he thought, one way or another. It matters to me. He did not pursue this: he had never been any good at using words about love – even to himself.

Sid, in London, rushed home after the news came through at her ambulance station incase Rachel rang up. There was no particular reason why the news would make Rachel ring, but irrational hope persisted, and she sat, in her now very dusty sitting room (she loathed housework) eating a Spam sandwich, and making up and then changing her mind about whether she would ring. Just to hear her voice, she thought. She had nothing much to say, and she thought that perhaps there would come a time when she had nothing at all to say to Rachel, since she was not able – would never be able – to say what lay nearest her heart. She thought of all the people in the world who were in love, to whom that would simply come as a joyous and natural asseveration: I want you. I want your naked body in my bed, your flesh against my flesh, your need to be my pleasure, your pleasure to be my joy.’ She had long become used to concealing herself from other people – it was second nature to her now – but she never got used to disguising herself for Rachel. It made her feel like some secret agent or spy: her true identity in this endless alien land would mean death.

That evening, as she sat and waited and the telephone did not ring, was the first time that the idea of not loving Rachel came to her, not as some terrible limbo, but as a possible release.

‘He didn’t write to me,’ Neville said to Lydia as they lay in bed.

‘He might have, and that French person might have lost it and felt too embarrassed to tell you.’

‘No fear.’

Lydia could sense he was deeply hurt. ‘He didn’t write to Juliet, either,’ she said.

‘Of course he didn’t! Write to a horrible little baby who can’t even read! Even Dad wouldn’t be as silly as that. Well, all I can say is that when I’m grown up and doing a lot of interesting dangerous things, I shall write to—’ he considered, ‘Archie, and you and Hitler and Flossy. And not to him. Then he’ll see.’

She was so flattered at being included that she did not mention anything about cats not being able to read.

‘I should treasure your letters,’ she said. ‘And I should think Hitler will soon be dead and not worth writing to.’ Then, when he didn’t say anything back, she said, ‘I’m honestly awfully sorry, Nev. I know how important he is to you.’

‘Important? I hardly ever think about him. He’s a distant memory. Soon he’ll just vanish like a puff of smoke. He’s just a little tiny weeny thing I’m nearly forgetting. I wouldn’t have thought of him at all if he hadn’t written a letter to Clary.’ His love and disappointment raged on until, worn out by it, he eventually fell asleep.

The Duchy sank gratefully onto the stool before her dressing table and bent to unstrap her shoes. The evening had tired her more than she would admit, even to herself, and her fatigue increased her apprehension. The news about Rupert – though it was a hundred times better than no news at all – was still uncertain, incomplete. He had been alive eight months ago. But since then anything might have happened. He could not escape without some help, and people had to risk their lives to do that. It was because of this that she had said that Zoë should not be telephoned. They could not tell her he was alive and safe, and therefore it was better to wait the few days until she returned and could be told the whole story. Is that what I would want? she thought. Yes. I should not like not being told at once, but I should be grateful all the same. That was that.

She took off her sapphire and pearl cross that was slung round her neck and held it in her hand for a long time before putting it on the table.

Diana, having padded along what seemed like about a quarter of a mile of stone corridor to the only loo on the bedroom floor of the Scottish baronial Victorian castle that her parents-in-law, so imaginatively, she thought, called home, crept thankfully into the enormous dark and, of course, cold bedroom. Its stone walls were adorned with an uneasy mixture of weapons and watercolours. Some quite vicious coconut matting provided an occasional contrast to the stone floor. The deeply recessed gothic windows had been deemed too small to merit curtains, so fresh air, in the form of draughts, was unchecked. The huge bed was superlatively uncomfortable. It stood very high off the ground and was furnished with a thin horsehair mattress, a bolster fit to dam a dyke, two soft thin pillows that smelled of violet hair oil and blankets of the kind that rich people threw over the back of a horse that had won a race. She slept in her dressing gown and bedsocks. It was the room they had slept in when Angus was alive, and would always be hers, his parents had said. They had tried to be very kind to her, especially when they learned that she was pregnant, but even two days with them had her screaming with boredom. Naturally, they assumed that she was hardly herself from grief (their phrase), and, poor dears, they were hard hit, and she knew it, and made extra efforts. Already Angus seemed to her to have died a long time ago, but in fact it was just over three weeks. With the older children soon to be home from school, she had no choice but to go to Scotland for the holidays. At least, apart from getting there, it meant she didn’t have to spend any money, which now, she knew, would be tighter than ever. And there would be a fourth baby. She adored the others, especially Jamie, but if she had another son the financial situation would be dire. If it were not for Edward, she supposed she would sell the London flat (supposing she could find anyone who wanted a bombed flat in London in the middle of a war), and rent or buy somewhere very cheap in the country. Even so, the prospect of two more sets of school fees seemed bankrupting. These thoughts were foremost in her mind, because after the news that evening about the Japanese bombing the American Navy, everybody had agreed that the war was obviously going to be a very long one, and her father-in-law had offered a permanent home with them. She recognised that this was noble of him, since he had never liked her, but she knew that she would rather die than accept. It would mean never seeing Edward again, and without him, she felt she would sink into a morass of isolated responsibility. If only he was here now, she thought, as she climbed miserably into the icy bed. He would make even this place fun. If only he was with me all the time, she then thought, after she had turned out the light. This thought did not go away; it prevented her from sleeping, and towards the small hours it began to seem so essential to her that for the first time she began to consider how on earth it might be achieved.

Michael Hadleigh had at once offered to share his room with Pipette, who now lay asleep in the bed next to him. They had not talked much, as Michael’s French was rudimentary – he had gone to Germany as an art student – but he gathered that Pipette had had a pretty rough time getting to England. They had tried to talk about the Japanese attack, and had agreed that the damage had probably been awful because of the element of surprise. Then Pipette had said good night, rolled himself in his bedclothes and become silent. His coming had prevented Louise from spending another evening with him as she had yesterday. Just as well, probably, he thought. The last one, although extremely enjoyable, had been a severe strain. She was so young – almost too young to have an idea what she wanted. She was beginning to love him a bit, but it would not be fair even to try to sweep her off her feet unless he knew he was serious. Was he? Mummy always said she wanted him to get married, and he knew she passionately wanted a grandson. Usually, she had found good reasons why the girls he brought home would not do, but she had not done that with Louise. He hadn’t talked to her about it directly, but the subject of the grandchild had come up again at the end of his last leave. ‘Don’t leave it too late,’ she had said, and then pretended that she had meant until he was too old, but he knew what she meant: don’t get killed without having begotten an heir.

Tonight, listening to that stark piece of news and knowing that it contained, or would contain, terrible statistics in terms of ships and human life, he had thought seriously, and for the first time, that the possibility of getting killed was something he had to take into account. Until now, he had operated on the charmed life, he’d-always-been-lucky mode; in a sense that had seemed to him to be courage, and he took his own courage very seriously. It ran in the family: he must be as brave, or braver, than his father. Now, imagining those American sailors in their mess at breakfast being shockingly assailed by screaming planes that rained down bombs upon them – a colossal, hideous ambush of thousands of unsuspecting and innocent men, he felt real fear for the first time in his life. How would he have behaved under that sort of fire? Would he have been a survivor even? Would poor darling Mummy have to go through all that again? First his father, then him: the two people she had loved most in the world? The ship that he was going to command – the MTB building now at Cowes – was as vulnerable to air attacks, mines, torpedoes as any other vessel, but it was gunfire that picked off the coxswains and the officers, it was the people on the bridge who most often copped it. And that was where he was going to be. Again, he felt a cold, sick fear of the apparently imperturbable hours he must spend there. That evening he recognised that fear was an essential element of courage, as he also saw that the chances of his getting killed in his new job were quite high. Mummy, as usual, had been right – he could easily leave having a son until it was too late …

On duty that night, Angela, among her other tasks, spent her shift reading the hourly news bulletins from which more and more information about the Pearl Harbor attack emerged. Five battleships seriously damaged, over two thousand dead, two hundred aircraft destroyed. There had also been attacks upon the American base in the Philippines and two islands in the Pacific. Japan had declared war upon the United States and Britain. It seemed very odd to sit alone in the tiny room with the heavy glass panel separating her from the JPEs so that they could not speak to one another, and to read aloud these violent and distant events in much the same calm and professional manner that she would have used to announce an increase in the price of potatoes. In between, when she was not logging the records played or announcing them – when, in fact, there was a concert running that gave her some free time – she made lists of all kinds of things. Qualities that she thought most important in men: ‘honesty,’ she put; ‘kindness. Straightforwardness,’ (but that was like honesty). ‘Loving,’ she put. Then she made a list of what she wanted most in her life. ‘A more interesting job. Travelling. Someone to love.’ Then she got stuck. She thought of a list of what she wanted for Christmas, but nearly everything was unavailable; things she wanted to happen next year. ‘The war to be over.’ Fat chance of that: it was simply getting to be a bigger and bigger war; it would be all over China and Africa and India soon – like a plague. Perhaps people whom she might love and who might love her, whom she had never known, were being killed at this minute. Everything she thought of – even different kinds of lists – always seemed to come back to the same thing. It’s all I want, she thought sadly. I don’t want anything else.

Christopher lay on his narrow camp bed in the attic with Oliver using up most of the space. If he tried to move, Oliver gave a deep sigh and shifted his bulk as though he was giving way to Christopher, but he always ended up by taking more of the bed. Tonight, however, Christopher wasn’t noticing Oliver as much as usual. The news had appalled him. The behaviour of the Japanese had not only shocked him, it had brought up new and distinctly alarming questions of conscience. How would he feel, as an American, if this had happened? People who could attack in that way were capable of anything. So, if he was an American, would he not feel that he should rush to defend his country from more of the same thing? More than that: did he need to be an American to feel that? He had been against war because he didn’t want anyone to kill anyone else, but the fact was that that was what they were doing. Perhaps one could not adopt a superior attitude to nearly everyone else while at least a number of them, who also disapproved, were mucking in and doing the dirty work. In all his conflicts and misery during the last year or so it had never once occurred to him that he might be wrong, not wrong in an intellectual sense, but wrong to separate himself from his own species. He thought now of his father’s jibes; at the way the other youths levelling the runway where he had been for so many weary months, had scoffed, and argued with him and eventually left him alone, so that sometimes days passed when nobody spoke to him except his sour-faced landlady with some complaint. She had cheated about his rations, taking his book and giving him bread and marge for breakfast, so that practically all of what he earned went on sandwiches in the only pub within reach of work. Through all that he had sustained himself with being right – which, of course, had meant that practically all the others were wrong. But now, as he thought of all those sailors who had not been fighting but had simply been suddenly bombed to death, he began to feel that even if he had been right, it was wrong to be right in that kind of way. It implied a kind of moral superiority that he secretly knew now did not belong to his nature. Look at how he had fought Teddy years ago when Teddy had wanted to join the camp he had made in the wood. And if he was no better than anyone else, he had no business behaving as though he was.

After the really bad time – when that landlady had turned him out of the house without warning because she claimed to have been told he was a nancy boy, and he had said it was nonsense because it was, she’d said, ‘Are you calling me a liar?’ and he felt he had to say yes. That had been it. She’d summoned her husband out and he’d sort of elbowed him out and down the steps into the street. He hadn’t even fetched his things. It had been very cold and it must have been Friday because he had money. He’d gone to a pub and drunk two whiskies to stop him shaking. Then he’d walked – he had a vague notion of catching a train and he must have caught one but he couldn’t remember anything more at all – until two men in uniform, wearing armbands, were shaking him on a bench by the sea, and asking him a whole lot of questions he simply couldn’t answer, and each time they asked a question, he went on finding out more things that he didn’t know. He knew he was alive because he was frightened of the men, and something else that lurked just out of the reach of his mind. They kept asking very strange things about regiments and leave and stations, and also much less strange things like what was his name, but he didn’t seem to have one, or at least he couldn’t remember it then. They took him off and shut him in a very small room. Someone brought him a cup of tea – the first kind thing that happened, it seemed to him, in this new life where he wasn’t anyone. He’d started to cry and then he couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to be anybody at all: he wanted just to pass out, stop, not feel anything. Then he was in a hospital, and they told him who he was, and it was no better knowing. His parents came and the fear that had seemed out of reach was suddenly all around him. They’d given him the electric shock treatments. The first time hadn’t been so bad, because he hadn’t known what they were going to do when they strapped him down on the high table. He’d come round after the first time with a splitting headache, but also a great sense of relief. But he had begun to dread the shocks. In between them, lying on his bed, he’d still felt anonymous and utterly alone – and once the line from a song came into his mind: ‘I care for nobody, no not I, and nobody cares for me.’ How could anyone sing that? It must mean that they didn’t know what it felt like.

Home Place, which he had thought of with faint interest, had seemed no good at first. People were kind, but kindness made him cry. Then Oliver. Oliver accepted him without caring who the hell he was or what he’d done or not done. Oliver had been through a bad time; he whimpered in his sleep and sometimes growled, but he trusted Christopher from the first moment they met. He put out his fingers now to stroke him, and Oliver twisted his head and thrust a long cold nose into his hand. Polly would look after him if I joined up, he thought, as the awfulness of having to leave Oliver started in his mind. I suppose everyone has to leave someone they love in a war. I shall be just the same as everyone else.

Hugh made love to Sybil that evening – something they hadn’t done for a very long time. They had a long, tender, gentle time of it, and afterwards, lying in his arms, she said, ‘My darling Hugh. I’m so happy loving you so much. Aren’t we lucky?’

And almost before he had time to say, yes, they were, she had slipped into sleep.

‘I think he only kissed mine out of politeness, because he’d kissed yours.’

‘No, Poll, he thought you were beautiful. Besides, you’ve got the right kind of hands for kissing, mine must be one of those hazards that I suppose Frenchmen have to face.’ She held out her rough, nail-bitten hand critically. ‘I should think I’d better not marry a Frenchman.’

‘If you marry one, they’d kiss you in other places, silly. It’s only strangers’ hands they kiss, instead of shaking them.’

They were in the bathroom at Home Place, cleaning their teeth and washing before repairing to the squash court. Clary, sitting on the side of the bath, said, ‘I’ve got a headache.’

‘It’s the excitement. Have an aspirin. I won’t tell the Duchy.’ She looked in the bathroom cupboard but there weren’t any. ‘I’ll get one from Mummy’s room.’

But she came back a minute or two later and said, ‘Sorry, Clary. The light’s out and there’s not a sound. They must have gone to sleep.’

‘It doesn’t matter. I expect the cold air will make me better. Anyway, I don’t mind. I don’t mind anything.’ She put her hand in her jacket pocket, and Polly knew she was touching the piece of paper.

‘Clary, I want to tell you something. I didn’t want to talk about it before, because you were so worried. I didn’t want to make it worse.’

‘What?’

‘Well, in the autumn, and quite a bit of this winter, I thought Mum was dying—’

‘Poll! Did you? Why did you think that?’

‘Well, I sort of overheard Dad and Aunt Villy, and that’s what it sounded like. It was so awful! You see Dad didn’t know what I’d heard, and he didn’t tell me. People ought to tell you really important things like that, oughtn’t they?’

‘Yes,’ Clary said slowly, ‘they always should. As a matter of fact, I got pretty worried about her too. I didn’t hear anything,’ she added hastily, ‘it was just that she seemed so awfully ill, and getting worse not better. But she has now.’

‘Yes, thank goodness.’

‘You should have told me, Poll. After all, I’m your best friend. Aren’t I?’

‘Of course you are, but you didn’t tell me.’

‘I see what you mean. There’s a sort of trap, isn’t there? You don’t tell people things out of love. But actually, I think, the more you love people, the more you should tell them – even the difficult things. I think it is the best sign of love to tell them.’ She put her arms round Polly. ‘You’re never to bear things by yourself. Promise!’

‘OK. You promise as well,’ said Polly.

‘I do. Any not telling is a sign of not love.’

And Polly answered in the Duchy’s voice ‘I do agree my dear.’

By the time Edward and Villy had helped Archie up to his room, and he had collected his crutches and limped down the passage for a pee and back again, he felt exhausted. Apart from the emotions involved, hours of translating and spending an evening with so many – albeit now well-known and much-loved – people had been unexpectedly tiring. And then the news about the Japs, who would really spread this war, he thought, so that in many places the British were going to be pretty thin on the ground, or at sea, let alone the air.

Dear old Rupe! I hope you’re all right, wherever you are, he thought, as he eased himself carefully into bed. What a piece of luck it was Rupert! None of the others would have got by on their French if this evening was anything to go by. He’d allowed himself to be infected by the family’s optimism but, alone now, and privy to far more of Pipette’s information and views than anyone else, he recognised that Rupert’s chances, at best, were no more than even. It must have been very lonely, lying in that field with his friend going away. Pipette had said that they had early made a pact that they would not emulate the three musketeers – the all-for-one-and-one-for-all principle. Pipette was entirely professional: it was his duty to get away so that he could fight the Germans from England. Rupert, although he was only ‘wavy Navy’, had felt the same. So of course, when it came to one of them going and the other staying, neither felt they had a serious choice, although Pipette said he had felt so bad about it that he had tried to stay.

Then he thought of the whole family sitting round the dinner table: with Pipette on one side of him, he had found Rachel on the other. When toasts were being drunk, to Rupert, to Pipette, and Pipette’s reply, ‘To the family,’ and people were turning to one another to clink glasses, he had turned to Rachel. Touching her glass with his, he had said, very quietly below the general family jollity: ‘Here’s to you, dear Rachel – and to Sid,’ Her eyes had widened a moment as though with shock, and softened. Then she had given him a wholly enchanting, slightly anxious smile and said, ‘Bless you Archie.’ It was the very pleasant, very end of falling out of love.

Love: Clary immediately came into his mind’s eye. What an extraordinary, intense and changeable face she had, that was always such a mirror of her heart! He went again over the moment after he had stopped Pipette, and she had looked down at her piece of paper for comfort and then back to him, and he had seen that resolute resumption of faith that her love had for so long and so painfully exacted, and again, felt moved, and humble and untried. She knows about love, he thought again, she knows more about it than anyone else. And beside his feelings of respect and affection for her, he felt the stirring of jealousy – of Rupert, her father, and of any future, unknown subject that there might be of her affection.
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For my brothers,
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The Cazalets and Their Households

William Cazalet (the Brig)

Kitty (the Duchy), his wife

Rachel, their unmarried

daughter

Hugh Cazalet, eldest son

Sybil, his wife



	Polly

Simon

William (Wills)

	}

	their

children






Edward Cazalet, second son

Villy, his wife



	Louise

Teddy

Lydia

Roland (Roly)

	}

	their

children








Rupert Cazalet, third son

Zoë (second wife: Isobel died having Neville)



	Clarissa (Clary)

Neville



	}

	their

Rupert’s

children

by Isobel




Juliet, child of Rupert and Zoë

Mrs. Cripps (cook)

Ellen (nurse)

Eileen (parlormaid)

Peggy and Bertha (housemaids)

Dottie and Edie (kitchen maids)

Tonbridge (chauffeur)

McAlpine (gardener)

Wren (groom)

Billy (gardener’s boy)

Emily (cook)

Bracken (Edward’s chauffeur)




Foreword

The following background is intended for those readers who have not read The Light Years and Marking Time, the two previous volumes of this Chronicle.

William and Kitty Cazalet, known to their family as the Brig and the Duchy, are spending the war in Home Place, their country house in Sussex. The Brig is now virtually blind and hardly goes to London any more to preside over the family timber firm. They have three sons and an unmarried daughter, Rachel.

The eldest son, Hugh, married to Sybil, has three children, Polly, Simon and William (Wills). Polly does lessons at home, Simon is at public school, and Wills is four. Sybil has been very ill for some months.

Edward is married to Villy and has four children. Louise is succumbing to love—with Michael Hadleigh, a successful portrait painter, older than she, now in the Navy—rather than an acting career. Teddy is about to go into the RAF. Lydia does lessons at home and Roland (Roly) is a baby.

Rupert, the third son, has been missing in France since Dunkirk in 1940. He was married to Isobel, by whom he had two children; Clary, who does lessons with her cousin, Polly, but she and Polly are eager to get to London and start grown-up life; and Neville, who goes to a prep school. Isobel died having Neville, and subsequently Rupert married Zoë, who is far younger than he. She had a daughter, Juliet, shortly after he disappeared, whom he has never seen.

Rachel lives for others, which her great friend, Margot Sidney (Sid), who is a violin teacher in London, often finds hard.

Edward’s wife Villy has a sister, Jessica Castle, who is married to Raymond. They have four children. Angela, the eldest, lives in London and is prone to unhappy love affairs; Christopher has fragile health and now lives a reclusive life in a caravan with his dog. He works on a farm. Nora is nursing and Judy is away at school. The Castles have inherited some money and a home in Surrey.

Miss Milliment is the very old family governess: she began with Villy and Jessica, and now teaches Clary, Polly and Lydia.

Diana Mackintosh, a widow, is the most serious of Edward’s affairs. She is expecting a child. Both Edward and Hugh have houses in London but Hugh’s in Ladbroke Grove is the only home being inhabited at present.

Marking Time ended with the news that Rupert was still alive, and with the Japanese attacking Pearl Harbor. Confusion opens in March, 1942, just after Sybil has died.




PART

ONE




Polly

March, 1942

The room had been shut up for a week, the calico blind over the window that faced south over the front garden had been pulled down; a parchment coloured light suffused the cold stuffy air. She went to the window and pulled the cord; the blind flew up with a snap. The room lightened to a chill grey—paler than the boisterous cloudy sky. She stood for a moment by the window. Clumps of daffodils stood with awful gaiety under the monkey puzzle, waiting to be sodden and broken by March weather. She went to the door and bolted it. Interruption, of any kind, would not be bearable. She would get a suitcase from the dressing room and then she would empty the wardrobe, and the drawers in the rosewood chest by the dressing table.

She collected a case—the largest she could find—and laid it on the bed. She had been told never to put suitcases on beds, but this one had been stripped of its bedclothes and looked so flat and desolate under its counterpane that it didn’t seem to matter.

But when she opened the wardrobe and saw the long row of tightly packed clothes she suddenly dreaded touching them—it was as though she would be colluding in the inexorable departure, the disappearance that had been made alone and for ever and against everyone’s wishes, that was already a week old. It was all part of her not being able to take in the forever bit: it was possible to believe that someone was gone, it was their not ever coming back that was so difficult. The clothes would never be worn again and, useless to their one-time owner, they could only now be distressing to others: or rather, one other. She was doing this for her father, so that when he came back from being with Uncle Edward he would not be reminded by the trivial, hopeless belongings. She pulled out some hangers at random: little eddies of sandalwood assailed her—together with the faint scent that she associated with her mother’s hair. There was the green and black and white dress she had worn when they had gone to London the summer before last, the oatmeal tweed coat and skirt that had always seemed either too big or too small for her, the very old green silk dress that she used to wear when she had evenings alone with Dad, the stamped velvet jacket with marcasite buttons that had been what she had called her concert jacket, the olive green linen dress that she had worn when she was having Wills—goodness, that must be five years old. She seemed to have kept everything: clothes that no longer fitted, evening dresses that had not been worn since the war, a winter coat with a squirrel collar that she had never seen before … She pulled everything out and put it on the bed. At one end was a tattered green silk kimono encasing a gold lame dress that she dimly remembered had been one of Dad’s more useless Christmas presents ages ago, worn uneasily for that one night and never again. None of the clothes were really nice, she thought sadly—the evening ones withered from hanging so long without being worn, the day clothes worn until they were thin, or shiny or shapeless or whatever they were supposed not to be. They were all simply jumble sale clothes, which Aunt Rach had said was the best thing to do with them “although you should keep anything you want, Polly darling,” she had added. But she didn’t want anything, and even if she had, she could never have worn whatever it might have been because of Dad.

When she had packed the clothes away she realized that the wardrobe still contained hats on the top shelf and racks of shoes beneath the clothes. She would have to find another case. There was only one other—and this time it had her mother’s initials upon it, “S.V.C.” “Sybil Veronica” the clergyman had said at the funeral: how odd to have a name that had never been used except when you were christened and buried. The dreadful picture of her mother lying encased and covered with earth recurred as it had so many times this week; she found it impossible not to think of a body as a person who needed air and light. She had stood dumb and frozen during the prayers and scattering of earth and her father dropping a red rose onto the coffin, knowing that when they had done all that they were going to leave her there—cold and alone for ever. But she could say none of this to anyone: they had treated her as a child about the whole thing, had continued till the end to tell her cheerful, bracing lies that had ranged from possible recovery to lack of pain and finally—and they had not even perceived the inconsistency—to a merciful release (where was the mercy if there had been no pain?). She was not a child, she was nearly seventeen. So beyond this final shock—because of course, she had wanted to believe the lies—she now felt stiff with resentment, with rage at not being considered fit for reality. She had slid from people’s arms, evaded kisses, ignored any consideration or gentleness all the week. Her only relief was that Uncle Edward had taken Dad away for two weeks, leaving her free to hate the rest of them.

She had announced her intention of clearing out her mother’s things when that question had been mooted, had refused absolutely any help in the matter; “at least I can do that,” she had said, and Aunt Rach, who was beginning to seem marginally better than the rest of them, had said of course.

The dressing table was littered with her mother’s silver-backed brushes and a tortoiseshell comb, a cut-glass box containing hairpins that she had ceased to use after having her hair cut off, and a small ring stand on which hung two or three rings, including the one Dad had given her when they were engaged: a cabochon emerald surrounded by small diamonds and set in platinum. She looked at her own ring—also an emerald—that Dad had given her in the autumn last year. He does love me, she thought, he simply doesn’t realize how old I am. She didn’t want to hate him. All these things on the dressing table couldn’t just go to jumble. She decided to pack them in a box and keep them for a bit. The few pots of cold cream and powder and dry rouge had better be thrown away. She put them in the waste-paper basket.

The chest of drawers had underclothes; two kinds of nightdresses, the ones Dad had given her that she never wore, and the ones she bought that she did. Dad’s ones were pure silk and chiffon with lace and ribbons, two of green and one of a dark coffee-coloured satin. The ones she had bought were cotton or winceyette, with little flowers on them—rather Beatrix Potter nightdresses. She ploughed on: bras, suspender belts, camisoles, camiknickers, petticoats in locknit Celanese, all a sort of dirty peachy colour, silk stockings and woollen ones, some Viyella shirts, dozens of handkerchiefs in a case Polly had made years ago with Italian quilting on a piece of tussore silk. At the back of the underclothes drawer was a small bag, like a brush and comb bag, in which was a tube that said Volpar paste and a small box with a funny little round rubber thing in it. She put these back in the bag and into the waste-paper basket. Also in that drawer was a very flat square cardboard box inside which, wrapped in discoloured tissue paper, lay a semi-circular wreath made of silver leaves and whitish flowers that crumbled when she touched them. On the lid of the box was a date, written in her mother’s hand. “12 May 1920.” It must have been her wedding wreath, she thought, trying to remember the funny picture of the wedding on her grandmother’s dressing table with her mother in an extraordinary dress like a tube with no waist. She put the box aside, it not being possible to throw away something that had been treasured for so long.

The bottom drawer contained baby things. The christening robe that Wills was the last to have worn—an exquisite white lawn frock embroidered with clover that Aunt Villy had made—an ivory teething ring, a clutch of tiny lace caps, a silver and coral rattle that looked as though it had come from India, a number of pale pink unworn knitted things, made, she guessed, for the baby that died, and a large, very thin yellowing cashmere shawl. She was at a loss: eventually she decided to put these things away until she could bring herself to ask one of the aunts what to do with them.

Another afternoon gone. Soon it would be tea-time, and after that, she would take over Wills, play with him, bath him and put him to bed. He is going to be like Neville, she thought—only worse, because at four he’ll remember her for a long time, and Neville never knew his mother at all. So far it had not been possible to explain to Wills. Of course they had tried—she had tried. “Gone away,” he would repeat steadily; “Dead in the sky?” he would suggest, but he still went on looking for her—under sofas and beds, in cupboards; and whenever he could escape, he made a journey to this empty room. “Airplane,” he’d said to her yesterday after repeating the sky bit. Ellen had said she’d gone to heaven, but he had confused this with Hastings and wanted to meet the bus. He did not cry about her, but he was very silent. He sat on the floor fiddling listlessly with his cars, played with his food but did not eat it and tried to hit people if they picked him up. He put up with her, but Ellen was the only person he seemed to want at all. In the end he’ll forget her I suppose, she thought. He’ll hardly remember what she looked like; he’ll know he lost his mother, but he won’t know who she was. This seemed sad in a quite different way and she decided not to think about it. Then she wondered whether not thinking about something was the next worst thing to not talking about it, because she certainly didn’t want to be like her awful family, who, it seemed to her, were doing their damnedest to go about their lives as though nothing had happened. They hadn’t talked about it before, and they didn’t now; they didn’t believe in God, as far as she could see, since none of them went to church, but they had all—with the exception of Wills and Ellen, who stayed to look after him—gone to the funeral: stood in the church and said prayers and sung hymns and then trooped outside to the place where the deep hole had been dug and watched while two very old men had lowered the coffin into the bottom of it. “I am the Resurrection and Life,” said the Lord, “and he who believeth in me shall not die.” But she hadn’t believed, and nor, as far as she knew, had they. So what had been the point? She had looked across the grave at Clary, who stood staring downwards, the knuckles of one hand crammed into her mouth. Clary, also, was unable to talk about it, but she certainly did not behave as though nothing had happened. That awful last evening—after Dr. Carr had come, and given her mother an injection and she had been taken in to see her (“She is unconscious,” they said, “she doesn’t feel anything now,” announcing it as though it was some kind of achievement), and she had stood listening to the shallow, stertorous breaths, waiting and waiting for her mother’s eyes to open so that something could be said, or at least there could be some mutual, silent farewell …

“Give her a kiss, Poll,” her father said, “and then go, darling, if you would.” He was sitting on the other side of the bed holding one of her mother’s hands, which rested, palm upwards, against his black silk stump. She stooped and kissed the dry tepid forehead and left the room.

Outside it was Clary who took her by the hand and led her to their room, flung arms around her and cried and cried, but she was so full of rage that she could not cry at all. “At least you could say goodbye to her!” Clary kept saying in her search for comfort of some kind. But that was the point—or another of them—she hadn’t been able to say goodbye: they’d waited until her mother was past recognizing or even seeing her … She had extricated herself from Clary, saying that she was going for a walk, she wanted to be alone, and Clary had agreed at once that of course she would want that. She had put on her gum boots and mac and walked out into the steely drizzling dusk, up the steps in the bank to the little gate that led into the copse behind the house.

She walked until she reached the large fallen tree that Wills and Roly used for some mysterious game and sat upon a piece of the trunk nearest the torn-up roots. She had thought that here she would cry, would give away to ordinary grief, but all that came out of her were loud gasping sighs of fury and impotence. She should have made a scene, but how could she have done that in the face of her father’s misery? She should have insisted upon seeing her that morning after Dr. Carr had left and said that he would come back in the afternoon—but how could she have known what he would do when he came? They must have known but, as usual, they had not told her. She should have realized that her mother was going to die at any moment when they got Simon back early from school. He had arrived that morning, and he had seen her, then she had said that she wanted to see Wills and they had said that that was enough until later in the day. But poor Simon hadn’t known that it was the last time for him either. He hadn’t realized: he simply thought she was terribly ill, and all through lunch he had told them about how one of his friends’ mothers who had almost died of an appendix miraculously recovered and after lunch Teddy had taken him out on a long bicycle ride from which they hadn’t yet returned. If I had spoken to her—if I had said anything, she thought, she might have heard me. But she would have wanted to be alone with her to do that. She had wanted to say that she would look after Dad, and Wills, and most of all, she had wanted to say, “Are you all right? Can you bear to die, whatever it means?” Perhaps they had cheated her mother as well. Perhaps she would simply not wake up—would never know her own moment of death. This awful likelihood had made her cry. She had cried for what seemed a long time, and when she got back to the house they had taken her mother away.

Since then, she had not cried at all—had got through the first awful evening when they had sat through a dinner that nobody had wanted to eat, watching her father trying to cheer Simon up by asking him about his sports at school until Uncle Edward took over and told stories about his school; an evening when everyone seemed to be searching for safe ground, for wan and innocuous little jokes that you weren’t meant to laugh at, but were rather to get them through from minute to minute with the trappings of normality; and although underneath this she could detect the oblique and shallow shafts of affection and concern she had refused to accept either. The day after the funeral, Uncle Edward had taken her father and Simon off to London, Simon to be put on a train to go back to school. “Must I go back?” he had said, but only once as they had said of course he must, it would soon be the holidays and he mustn’t miss the end of term exams. Archie, who had come down for the funeral, proposed after dinner that they play Pelman patience on the floor in the morning room, “You too, Polly,” and of course Clary joined them. It was freezing cold because the fire had gone out. Simon didn’t mind—he said it was just like school, everywhere except the san, which you only got into if you were covered with spots or nearly dead, but Clary fetched cardigans for them, and Archie had to be dressed in an old overcoat of the Brig’s, the muffler Miss Milliment had made that had not been considered up to standard to send to the Forces and some mittens that the Duchy used for practising the piano.

“The office I work in is boiling hot,” he said, “it’s turned me into an old softy. Now, all I want is a walking stick. I can’t sit on my haunches like you lot.” So he sat in a chair with his bad leg stretched out stiffly, and Clary turned the cards he pointed at.

That had been a kind of respite: Archie played with such ferocious determination to win that they all became infected, and when Simon did win a game he flushed with pleasure. “Damn!” Archie said: “Dammit! One more go and I’d have cleaned up.”

“You’re not a very good loser,” Clary had observed lovingly: she was no good at that herself.

“I’m a wonderful winner, though. Really nice about it, and as I usually win hardly anyone sees my bad side.”

“You can’t win all the time,” Simon said. It was funny how Archie behaved about games in the kind of way that made them say the grown-up things to him, Polly had noticed.

But later, when she was coming out of the bathroom she found Simon hanging about in the passage outside.

“You could have come in. I was only cleaning my teeth.”

“It’s not that. I wondered if you could—Could you come to my room for a minute?”

She followed him down the passage to the room that he usually shared with Teddy.

“The thing is,” he said again, “you won’t tell anyone, or laugh or anything, will you?”

Of course she wouldn’t.

He took off his jacket and began loosening his tie.

“I have to put something on them, otherwise they hurt against my collar.” He had unbuttoned his grey flannel shirt and she saw that his neck was studded with pieces of dirty sticking plaster. “You’ll have to take them off to see,” he said.

“It will hurt.”

“It’s best if you do it quickly,” he said, and bent his head.

She began cautiously, but soon realized that that wasn’t kind, and by the time she’d got to the seventh piece, she was holding down the skin of his neck with two fingers and tearing quickly with the other hand. A crop of festering spots was revealed—either large pimples or small boils, she didn’t know which.

“The thing is, they probably need popping. Mum used to do it for me, and then she put some marvellous stuff on them and sometimes they just went away.”

“You ought to have proper plasters with a dressing under them.”

“I know. She gave me a box to go back to school with, but I’ve used them all up. And of course I can’t pop them—can’t see them to do it. I couldn’t ask Dad. I thought perhaps you wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t. Do you know what she put on them?”

“Just marvellous stuff,” he said vaguely. “Vick, do you think?”

“That’s for people’s chests. Look. I’ll go and get some cotton wool and proper plasters and anything else I think might be good. Won’t be a sec.”

The medicine cupboard in the bathroom had a roll of Elastoplast that had yellow lint on one side of it, but the only stuff she could find to put on the spots was friar’s balsam with hardly any left in the bottle. It would have to do.

“I’ve got another style coming as well,” he said when she got back to him. He was sitting on his bed in his pyjamas.

“What did she put on that?”

“She used to rub them with her wedding ring and sometimes they went away.”

“I’ll do the spots first.”

It was a disgusting job, made worse because she knew she was hurting him: some of the spots were oozing, but some simply had hard, shiny yellow heads that eventually spurted pus. He only flinched once, but when she apologized, he simply said, “Oh, no. Just get all the stuff out you can.”

“Wouldn’t Matron do these for you?”

“Lord, no! She hates me anyway, and she’s nearly always in a bate. She really only likes Mr. Allinson—the PT Instructor—because he’s got muscles all over him, and a boy called Willard whose father is a lord.”

“Poor Simon! Is it all horrible there?”

“I loathe and detest it.”

“Only two more weeks and you’ll be home.”

There was a short silence.

“It won’t be the same, though, will it?” he said and she saw his eyes fill with tears. “It’s not my foul school, or the beastly war,” he said as he ground his knuckles into his eyes, “it’s my wretched style. They often make my eyes water. I often get that with them.”

She put her arms round his stiff, bony shoulders. His awful loneliness seemed to be boring a hole in her heart.

“Of course, if one has been used to getting a letter from the same person every week, and then one isn’t going to get them any more, it stands to reason it would feel a bit funny at first. I think anyone would feel that,” he said with a kind of bracing reasonableness, as though he was minimizing somebody else’s trouble. Then he suddenly burst out: “But she never told me that! She seemed so much better at Christmas and then all this term she’s been writing and she didn’t say a word!”

“She didn’t tell me. I don’t think she talked about it to anyone.”

“I’m not anyone!” he began and then stopped. “Of course you aren’t either, Poll.” He took one of her hands and gave it a little shaking squeeze. “You’ve been wizard about my beastly spots.”

“Get into bed, you’re freezing.”

He fished in the pocket of his trousers, which lay on the floor, brought out an unspeakable handkerchief and blew his nose.

“Poll! Before you go, I want to ask you something. I keep thinking about it—and I can’t—” He stopped and then said slowly, “What happens to her? I mean, has she just stopped? Or has she gone somewhere else? It may seem idiotic to you, but the whole thing—death, you know, and all that—I can’t think what it is.”

“Oh, Simon, I can’t either! I’ve been trying to think about that too.”

“Do you think,” he jerked his head in the direction of the door, “they know? I mean, they never tell us anything anyway, so it might be just another of those things they don’t see fit to mention.”

“I’ve been wondering that,” she said.

“At school, of course, they’d go on about heaven because they pretend to be frightfully religious—you know, prayers every single day, and special prayers for any of the Old Boys who’ve got killed in the war, and the head gives a talk on Sundays about patriotism and being Christian soldiers and being pure in heart and worthy of the school and I know when I get back he’ll mention heaven, but anything they say about that seems to me so idiotic that I can’t think why anyone would want to go there.”

“You mean, all the harp playing and wearing white dresses?”

“And being happy all the time,” he said savagely. “So far as I can see, people simply grow out of happiness, and they’re against it anyway, because they keep on making one do things that are bound to make one miserable. Like being sent away to school for most of your life, just when you might be having a good time at home. And then wanting you to pretend you like it. That’s what really gets me down. You have to do what they want all the time and then you have to pretend to like it.”

“You could tell them, I suppose.”

“You couldn’t tell anyone at school!” he exclaimed, aghast. “If you said anything like that at school they’d practically kill you!”

“Surely not all the masters are like that!”

“I don’t mean the masters. I mean the boys. Everybody’s trying to be the same, you see. Anyway,” he said, “I just thought I’d ask you about—you know, death et cetera.”

She had given him a quick hug and left him after that.

Now, she thought, even before she played with Wills, she would write to Simon, having silently resolved then to take over the weekly letter to him at school. She pulled down the blinds in her parents’ room, picked up the box with the trinkets and took it to the bedroom she still shared with Clary. As she walked along the passages to the gallery over the hall, she could hear the variously distant sounds of the Duchy playing Schubert, the gramophone in the day nursery playing the now deeply scratched record of “The Teddy Bear’s Picnic,” a work that neither Wills nor Roly ever tired of, the Brig’s wireless that he used whenever he didn’t have anyone to talk to, and the spasmodic rasping of the old sewing machine, being used, she supposed, by Aunt Rach sides-to-middling sheets—an interminable occupation. It was Friday, the day when Dad, and Uncle Edward now that he was back in the firm, usually came down for the weekend, only this time they wouldn’t, as Uncle Edward had taken Dad away to Westmorland. Except for that, everybody was getting on with their lives as though nothing had happened, she thought resentfully, as she searched for some writing paper for Simon’s letter, which she decided to write in bed as it was slightly warmer than anywhere else could possibly be (the fire was not lit in the drawing room until after tea—another of the Duchy’s economies).

She decided that the best thing was to give Simon as much news as possible about everyone. “Here is news of people in order of their age,” she wrote: this meant beginning with the remaining great-aunt. Poor old Bully went on again about the Kaiser at breakfast: she’s in completely the wrong war. Apart from him—the Kaiser, I mean—she talks a lot about people who nobody even knows who they are, which makes any sensible response difficult. And she spills even valuable food like boiled eggs all down her cardigans so Aunt Rach is always having to wash them. It’s funny, because we’re all used to Miss Milliment’s clothes being like that, but it seems pathetic with Bully. The Duchy gives her little jobs to do but she usually only does half of them. [She was going to put “She misses Aunt Flo all the time” but decided not to.] The Brig goes to London to the office three days a week now. He tried not going at all, but he got so bored, and it was so difficult for Aunt Rach to think what to do with him, that now she takes him up in the train and then to the office, and once a week she leaves him there and goes off to shop and things. The other days he plans his new plantation of trees that he’s going to plant in the big field on the way to where you and Christopher had your camp and listens to the wireless or gets Miss Milliment or Aunt Rach to read to him. The Duchy doesn’t take much notice of him (although I don’t think he minds), she simply goes on practising her music and gardening and ordering meals although there are so few things left to have on our rations that I should think Mrs. Cripps knows them all by heart. But old people don’t change their habits, I’ve noticed, even if to you or me they seem to be very boring ones. Aunt Rach does all the things I’ve already said, but in addition she’s awfully nice to Wills. Aunt Villy is plunged in Red Cross work and also does some nursing at the Nursing Home, I mean real nursing, not like Zoë, who simply goes and sits with the poor patients. Zoë has got quite thin again and spends all her spare time altering her clothes and making Juliet new ones. Clary and I both feel really stuck. We can’t think what to do with our lives. Clary says if Louise was allowed to leave home at seventeen, we should be too, but I’ve pointed out to her that they’d only send us to that stupid cooking school that Louise went to, but Clary thinks that even that would broaden our minds, which are in danger (she says) of becoming unspeakably narrow. But it also seems to both of us that Louise has become more narrow-minded since she’s been in the world. She thinks of nothing but plays and acting and trying to get a job in radio plays for the BBC. She behaves as though there isn’t a war or at least not for her. Between you and me, she is pretty unpopular with the family, who think she ought to go into the Wrens. There is fuel rationing now—not that it can make much difference to us, as the only coal is used on the kitchen range. Simon, when you come back I’m going to take you to see Dr. Carr because I bet you he could get your spots better. Must go now because I promised Ellen to bath Wills as she finds bending over the bath very bad for her back.

Love from your loving sister, Polly


There, she thought, it wasn’t a very interesting letter, but better than nothing. It occurred to her that she didn’t really know much about Simon, as he had always been away at school and in the holidays had gone about with Christopher or Teddy. Now, with Christopher working on a farm in Kent, and Teddy having this week joined up with the RAF, there would be nobody for him in the coming holidays. His loneliness that had struck her so hard the evening after the funeral struck her again: it seemed awful that the only things she knew about him were those that made him miserable. Ordinarily, she would have talked to Dad about him, but now this felt difficult, if not impossible: one of the things that had happened in the last few weeks had been that her father seemed to have got further and further away from anyone until by the time her mother actually died, he seemed shipwrecked—marooned by grief. Still, there was always Clary, she thought, she was full of ideas; even if a good many of them were no good, their sheer quantity was exhilarating.

Clary was in the nursery giving Juliet her tea—a long and rather thankless task; crumbs of toast and treacle lay thickly on the tray of her high chair, on her feeder and little fat, active hands, and when Clary tried to post a morsel into her mouth, she turned her head dismissively. “Down now,” she said again and again. She wanted to join Wills and Roly, who were playing their favourite game, called accidents, with their toy cars. “Just have some milk, then,” Clary said, and proffered the mug, but she simply seized it, turned it upside down onto her tray and then smacked the mess with the palms of her hands.

“That’s very naughty, Jules. Give me a nappy or something, could you? I do think babies are the end. It’s no good, I’ll have to get a wet flannel or something. Watch her for me, would you?”

Polly sat by Juliet, but she watched Wills. She had seen how he had looked up from his cars when she opened the door and his face had changed from sudden hope to a lack of expression that was worse than obvious despair. I suppose he does that every time someone opens the door, she thought: how long will it go on? When Clary returned she went and sat on the floor beside him. He had lost interest in the game and sat now with two fingers in his mouth and his right hand pulling the lobe of his left ear; he did not look at her.


She had been thinking earlier that, really, her mother dying was perhaps worst for Simon because his particular loss had not seemed to be recognized by the family; now she wondered whether it was not worst of all for Wills, who was not able to communicate his despair—who did not even understand what had happened to his mother. But then I don’t either—any more than Simon—and they just pretend that they do.

“I think that all religions were invented to make people feel better about death,” Clary remarked as they were going to bed that night. This—to Polly rather startling—statement came after they had had a long discussion about Simon’s unhappiness and how they could make his holidays better.

“Do you really?” She was amazed to find that she felt slightly shocked.

“Yes. Yes, I do. The Red Indians with their happy hunting grounds—paradise or heaven, or having another go as someone else—I don’t know all the things they have invented, but I bet you that was why religions started in the first place. The fact that everyone dies in the end wouldn’t make any single person feel better about it. They’ve had to invent some kind of future.”

“So you think that people just snuff out—like candles?”


“Honestly, Poll, I don’t know. But the mere fact that people don’t talk about it shows how frightened they are. And they have awful phrases like ‘passed away.’ Where the devil to? They don’t know. If they did they’d say.”

“You don’t think then …” She felt rather hesitant about the enormity of the suggestion. “You don’t think they actually do know, but it’s too awful to talk about?”

“No, I don’t. Mind you, I wouldn’t trust our family a yard about that sort of thing. But people would have written about it. Think of Shakespeare and the undiscovered bourne and that being the respect that makes calamity of so long life. He knew far more than anyone else, and if he’d known he would have said.”

“Yes, he would, wouldn’t he?”

“Of course, he might have made that just what Hamlet thought, but people like Prospero—he’d have made him know if he’d known.”

“He believed in hell, though,” Polly pointed out. “And it’s a bit much to go in for one without the other.”

But Clary said loftily, “He was simply pandering to the fashionable view. I think hell was just a political way of getting people to do what you wanted.”

“Clary, lots of quite serious people believed in it.”

“People can be serious and wrong.”

“I suppose so.” She felt that this conversation had gone wrong several minutes ago.

“Anyway,” Clary said, tearing her rather toothless comb through her hair, “Shakespeare probably did believe in heaven. What about ‘Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest’?—that wretched Jules has got treacle into my hair—unless you think that was merely a courtly way of saying goodbye to your best friend.”

“I don’t know. But I agree with you. I don’t think anyone else really does. And it has worried me rather. Lately.” Her voice shook and she swallowed.

“Poll, I’ve noticed something quite important about you so I want to say it.”

“What?” She felt defensive and suddenly extremely tired.

“It’s about Aunt Syb. Your mother. All this week, you’ve been sad about her for her—and for your father, and Wills, and now for Simon. I know you mean all that because you are kind and much less selfish than me, but you haven’t at all just been sad for yourself. I know you are, but you aren’t letting yourself be because you think other people’s feelings are more important than your own. They aren’t. That’s all.”

For a moment Polly caught the grey eyes regarding her steadily in the dressing table mirror, then Clary resumed tearing at her hair. She had opened her mouth to say that Clary didn’t understand what it was like for Wills or Simon—that Clary was wrong—before a warm tide of grief submerged any of that: she put her face in her hands and cried, for her own loss.

Clary stayed still without saying anything and then she got a face towel and sat opposite her on her own bed and simply waited until she had more or less stopped.

“Better than about three handkerchiefs,” she said. “Isn’t it funny how men have large ones and they hardly ever cry, and ours are only good for one dainty nose blow, and we cry far more than they do? Shall I make us some Bovril?”

“In a minute. I spent the afternoon clearing up her things.”

“I know. Aunt Rach told me. I didn’t offer to help, because I didn’t think you’d want anyone.”

“I didn’t, but you aren’t anyone, Clary, at all.” She saw Clary’s faint and sudden blush. Then, knowing that Clary always needed things of that kind to be said twice, she said, “If I’d wanted anyone, it would have been you.”

When Clary returned with the steaming mugs, they talked about quite practical things like how could they—and Simon—all stay with Archie in the holidays, when he only had two rooms and one bed.

“Not that he’s asked us,” Clary said, “but we want to be able to forestall any silly objections on account of room.”

“We could sleep on his sofa—if he has one—and Simon could sleep in the bath.”

“Or we could ask Archie to have Simon on his own, and then us at another time. Or you could go with just Simon,” she added.

“Surely you want to come?”

“I could possibly go some other time,” Clary answered—a shade too carelessly, Polly thought. “Better not talk about it to anyone or Lydia and Neville will want to come as well.”

“That’s out of the question. I’d rather go with you, though.”

“I’ll ask Archie what he thinks would be best,” Clary replied.

The atmosphere had changed again.

After that, she found herself crying quite often—nearly always at unexpected moments, which was difficult because she did not want the rest of the family to see her, but on the whole, she didn’t think they noticed. She and Clary both got awful colds, which helped, and lay in bed reading A Tale of Two Cities aloud to each other as they were doing the French Revolution with Miss Milliment. Aunt Rach arranged for her mother’s clothes to be sent to the Red Cross, and Tonbridge took them in the car. When her father had been away with Uncle Edward for a week, she began to worry about him, about whether he would come back feeling any less sad (but he couldn’t be, could he, in just a few days?) and, above all, about how to be with him.

“You mustn’t,” Clary said. “He will still be very sad, of course, but in the end, he’ll get over it. Men do. Look at my father.”

“Do you mean you think he’ll marry someone else?” The idea shocked her.

“Don’t know, but he easily might. I should think remarrying probably runs in families—you know, like gout or being shortsighted.”

“I don’t think our fathers are at all alike.”

“Of course they aren’t completely. But in other ways they jolly well are. Think of their voices. And the way they keep changing their shoes all day because of their poor thin feet. But he probably won’t for ages. Poll, I wasn’t casting aspersions on him. I was just taking human nature into account. We can’t all be like Sydney Carton.”

“I should hope not! There would be none of us left if we were.”

“Oh, you mean if we all sacrificed our life for someone else. There’d be the someone else, silly.”

“Not if we all did it …” and they were into their game, founded on the rhetorical question that Ellen used constantly to ask Neville when he behaved badly at meals. “If everyone in the world was sick at the same time it would be very interesting. I should think we’d all drown,” he had said after consideration, thereby, as Clary had pointed out, neatly making a nonsense of the whole notion. But almost as soon as they embarked upon playing it, they both—separately—recognized that it had lost its allure, their sallies were feeble and they no longer collapsed in giggles over them. “We’ve outgrown it as a game,” Clary said sadly. “Now all we have to look forward to is being careful not to say it to anyone else, like Wills or Jules or Roly.”

“There must be other things,” she said, wondering what on earth they could be.

“Of course there are. The end of the war and Dad coming back and being able to suit ourselves because we’ll be too old for them to boss us about and white bread and bananas and books not looking old when you buy them. And you’ll have your house, Poll—think of that!”

“I do, sometimes,” she answered. She sometimes wondered whether she had outgrown the house as well, without, so far as she could see, growing into anything else.




The Family

Spring, 1942

“Are you going to London, Aunt Rach?”

“I am. How on earth did you guess?”

“You’re wearing your London clothes,” Lydia answered, and then after careful scrutiny added, “I honestly think you look nicer when you aren’t in them. I do hope you don’t mind my mentioning the fact.”

“Not at all. You’re probably right. It’s ages since I had any new ones.”

“What I mean is, I don’t think you ever looked your best in them. You would probably be the kind of person who ought to wear a uniform so that you were the same all the time. Then one could just notice whether your eyes were happy or not.” She was hanging about in the passage by the open door to Rachel’s room watching her as she packed an overnight suitcase. “Clothes age you,” she said finally. “Unlike Mummy. I think clothes youthen her—her best ones, that is.”

“Don’t kick the skirting board, darling. The paint will come off.”

“A lot of it’s off already. This house is getting most dilapidated. I wish I was going to London.”

“Darling, what would you do when you got there?”

“Go and stay with Archie like the lucky others. He’d take me to the cinema and out to a huge exciting dinner and I could wear my christening present jewellery and we could have steak and chocolate cake and crème de menthe.”

“Are they your best things?” She was trying to decide whether she needed to pack bedroom slippers or not.

“They would be if I ever had them. Archie said they had meat in his ship every day. It’s bad enough being a civilian, but being a civilian child … In restaurants it’s bound to be different. It’s ghastly bad luck to be living in a place where there aren’t any. You don’t wear make-up either, do you? I shall. I shall wear very black red lipstick like film stars and a white fur coat except in summer. And I shall read frisky books.”

“What kind?”

“You know. It’s French for not very nice. I shall tear through them by the dozen in my spare time.”

“Talking of spare time, oughtn’t you to be with Miss Milliment?”


“It’s the holidays, Aunt Rach. I should have thought you would have noticed that. Oh, yes. And I shall ask Archie to take me to the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussaud. I suppose you’ve seen them?”

“I must have, I suppose, but years ago.”

“Well, what kind of horrors are they? Because I’d rather know before I went. Neville pretends he’s been. He says the floor is running with blood, but I’m not tremendously interested in blood. And he says there are moaning sounds of torture but he is not at all a truthful boy so I am none the wiser. So what are they?”

“It’s ages since I went there, my duck, I don’t remember—except a tableau of poor Mary Queen of Scots being executed. But I expect Mummy will take you to London some time during the holidays.”

“I doubt it. She only takes me to Tunbridge Wells—for the dentist. Do you know something silly about Mr. Alabone? When you go into his room, he’s always standing by the chair, and he takes two steps forward to shake you by the hand. Well, the carpet has two worn-out places where he takes the steps and they really look squalid and if he varied his gait it wouldn’t happen. You’d think that someone intelligent enough to make holes in people’s teeth would know that, wouldn’t you? I did mention it to him, because with the war the chances of his being able to get a new carpet are rather slim, if you ask me. But he simply said, ‘Quite, quite,’ so I knew he wouldn’t take any notice.”

“People seldom take advice,” Rachel said absently. The times that she had begged Sid not to live on sandwiches, to take a lodger who would at least contribute to the household expenses and perhaps do a little cooking were foremost in her mind. “I like to have the house to myself. Then, when you come, my dear love, we can have it to ourselves,” was all that Sid would say to that. Today, tonight, would be one of those—increasingly rare—times. Perhaps I ought to learn to cook, she thought. Villy has learned, after all, but then Villy is so good at tackling entirely new things.

“Why are you taking so many handkerchiefs? Are you expecting to be awfully sad in London?”

“No. But the Duchy always made me take six for a weekend, and a dozen if I was going away for a week. It has just become a habit. One had to have a clean one every day, you see, even if one hadn’t used it.”

“So if you went away for a month you had to have forty-eight handkerchiefs. If you went away for three—”

“No, no, then they would get washed. Now go and see if you can find Eileen for me.”

“Okey-doke.”

Alone, she looked at her list. On one side of it were the things she had to see to before she caught the train. On the other, the things she must try to get done in London, when she’d finished her day at the office, where she sat in a black little room doing accounts and listening to the repetitive woes of the staff, who had early found her the perfect repository for all their troubles. At least she would not be accompanied by the Brig, who had had a cold that had turned into bronchitis and had been forbidden by Dr. Carr to leave the house until he was better. Miss Milliment would keep him occupied. He was editing an anthology on trees, and she was doing so much of the work that really, Rachel thought, she deserved to be part-author. But Aunt Dolly was to be looked after by the Duchy and Eileen, which meant Eileen, as Aunt Dolly preserved an entirely fictitious independence in front of her sister and would admit no help. It would be Eileen who would have to stand around for hours, searching for garments that Aunt Dolly wished to wear. Rachel felt she must warn Eileen that many of the searches would be fruitless, since Aunt Dolly often chose clothes that she could not have possessed for many years. “The best thing is to say that they are in the wash,” she told Eileen. “Poor Miss Barlow’s memory is not what it used to be. And just choose whatever you think most suitable.”

“Yes, m’m.”

“And her medicines. She’s frightfully keen on taking them, which means that when she forgets, she’s liable to have a second dose. It’s best if you give them to her with her breakfast and then take them away—you may put them in my room. She also has one yellow pill at night.”

“And what about her bath, m’m? Will she be wanting me to draw that for her?”

“I think she will prefer to wash in her room.” Rachel felt she could hardly expose Aunt Dolly’s deep aversion to baths—she alleged that they were dangerous and that her father had forbidden her to take more than one a week. “She will go to bed after the nine o’clock news, so you need not be late. Thank you, Eileen. I know I can rely on you.”

That was another thing done. What a fuss just for two nights, she thought, but then, when I am in the train, I shall be able to look forward to two lovely evenings. She and Sid had been dogged by bad luck for weeks now. First, of course, because of poor Sybil, and then the Brig falling ill, and the Duchy had had a frightful cold which meant she could not go near him. And then Simon had come back for the holidays and Polly had been worrying her—altogether, it had been impossible to leave the house for more than her hours at the office. But somehow Sid didn’t seem to understand that she had obligations to the family—and to the house, come to that—that had to come before pleasure. Their last argument about this, in a tea-shop near Rachel’s office where Sid had come for a miserable sandwich, had been really rather painful, and afterwards, although of course she had never told Sid, she had cried. The only place to do that had been the very nasty ladies’ lavatory at the office, on the sixth floor of the building where the usual lav paper was pieces of the Evening Standard cut into squares and attached to the wall by a piece of string, and the pipe leading to the cistern leaked. Sid either assumed that she wanted to go back to Home Place to look after Wills and Aunt Dolly and the Brig (which, in a way, was true because she wanted to do what she felt was right), or worse, she accused Rachel of not caring about her—sometimes, as on the tea-shop occasion, both. She knew that Sid was lonely, missed her teaching at the boys’ school, although she had recently taken one or two private pupils which helped her precarious finances, and found the ambulance station extremely boring a good deal of the time but, after all, one could not expect life to be anything but dull and tiring in war-time. And that was the least of it. When she thought of Clary’s vigil for her father, from whom, of course, nothing had been heard since the little Frenchman Pipette O’Neil had brought those scraps of paper back with him, and of the degree to which poor Hugh was shattered by Sybil’s death, of Villy now having to face her son becoming a fighter pilot and seeing less and less of Edward; when she thought of poor little Wills and Polly and Simon each in their different way trying to come to terms with the loss of their mother … when she thought of all or indeed any of these things she felt that being bored or lonely or actually rather often exhausted was hardly comparable, or deserving of complaint. She does not always think of others, she thought, reverting to Sid: it was a serious indictment. She went in search of the Duchy, whom she found in the drawing room, mending china at the card table, which was spread with newspaper.

“I’m off now, Duchy dear. Anything I can get you in London?”

“Not unless you can find a new kitchen maid.”

“Is Edie leaving?”

“Mrs. Cripps tells me she wants to join the Women’s Air Force. She is so cross about it that Edie’s petrified and bang went another of the Copeland plates. As she says, Edie only breaks the best.”

“Have you spoken to Edie?”

“Not yet. But in any case I shouldn’t feel justified in asking her to stay. I rather admire her for wanting to serve her country. She came straight from school to us. She has never left the village. I think it’s rather brave of her. But, of course, Mrs. Cripps is beside herself. I shall have to find a replacement, drat it, but goodness knows how. Is Mrs. Lines still operating, do you know? That rather good agency—in Kensington, wasn’t it? They might have someone. After all, kitchen maids are usually below the call-up age. You go, darling, or you’ll miss your train. But you might see if Mrs. Lines is still going, and ask them. If you have time.”

“I will. And don’t forget to remind Tonbridge to pick up the piano tuner.”

“I won’t.”

At least she didn’t ask me to go to the Army and Navy Stores to get anything, she thought. The Duchy patronized very few shops and was convinced that any others were no good. She bought household linen from Robinson and Cleaver; her own clothes, acquired very occasionally, from Debenham and Freebody; material from Liberty, and practically everything else from the Army and Navy, which, being in Victoria Street, was not near anything else. As she had not been to London since the war began she relied upon her daughters-in-law and Rachel to provide her with her modest but none the less exacting requirements.

“Have you your gas mask, Miss?”

“Thank you, Tonbridge. It’s packed.”

As she settled into the back of the car, with Tonbidge tucking the old felt-lined fur rug over her lap, she thought how extraordinary war was; the juxtaposition of the gas mask and the fur rug seemed precisely to mirror what most of life was now like. Or like for the useless, stay-at-home people like me, she then thought. I do nothing to help end the war; I do nothing useful except trivial things that anyone else would probably do better. The depression that had descended upon her when she had finally realized that her beloved Babies’ Hotel had had its day descended yet again. The hotel had returned to its London home briefly after the Munich business, but then a combination of shortage of funds and shortage of girls who wished to train as nurses had gradually overwhelmed the whole enterprise. Matron had retired to look after an aged father, the replacement had been unsatisfactory, and by the time the blitzes on London began the whole thing had come to an end in the nick of time, since the premises—then mercifully empty—had received a direct hit. But it had been the last, indeed the only time that she had felt she had some sort of career. Now she was forty-three, too old to be called up and unable—or unwilling—to volunteer for anything more than supporting her parents and any others of the family who might need her. And then, one day, eventually her dear parents would die, and then she would be free to live with Sid. Then she would be able to look after Sid, make her happy, put her first, share everything with her. When, as now, she was by herself, it seemed sad that she could not talk about this future with Sid, but when they were together, the fact that this future depended upon her parents’ death somehow made it impossible to mention, let alone discuss.

In the train, she decided that she would buy Sid a gramophone, something she had never been able to afford. This idea made her feel suddenly far happier: they would have such fun choosing records together, and Sid would have it to assuage her loneliness. She would get a good machine, one of the ones with a large horn and thorn needles that were supposed to be less hard on records than the steel ones. She would go to HMV in Oxford Street in her lunch hour to choose one, and might very well be able to take it straight to Sid that evening in a taxi. It was a splendid idea—almost a solution.

“Honestly, darling, as soon as I’ve had this baby, I’ll simply have to find somewhere else to live. Apart from the fact that the cottage is far too small for the boys, it isn’t even really large enough for Jamie and a baby. And poor Isla can’t have anyone to stay.”

She did not add that her sister-in-law was driving her mad, because she knew that people not getting on with each other simply embarrassed him.

They were lunching in a small Cypriot restaurant off Piccadilly Circus which he had described as convenient and quiet. Its convenience escaped her, but it was certainly quiet. Apart from a couple of disconsolate-looking American officers, there was nobody there. For lunch they had had rather tough chops surrounded by rice and tinned peas. It wasn’t at all the sort of place he usually took her to and she wondered, as she had when they walked in, whether he was embarrassed at taking somebody so conspicuously pregnant out to lunch. She had said she could not drink wine, and now, after the meal was over, the waiter brought her a carafe and poured some water into her glass. It was tepid, and tasted of chlorine. The hard chair on which she was sitting was extremely uncomfortable. On the wall—painted a rather dirty yellow—in front of her was a poster with an impossibly blue sky, a mountain with a ruin on top and in the foreground a ferociously smiling Greek Orthodox priest. The waiter arrived with small cups of Turkish coffee, upsetting the three paper carnations that stood in a vase on the table. He righted it with a flourish and then laid a saucer with two lumps of Turkish delight upon it in front of her with a benevolent smile directed at her belly. “On the house,” he said, “for Madame.”

“I’m sorry, darling,” he said. “It wasn’t much of a lunch. But I thought we’d rather go somewhere quiet, where we could talk. This coffee is perfectly beastly. I shouldn’t drink it.”

But they hadn’t talked much, she thought.

“What about Scotland?” he now said.

“I couldn’t live there! They wouldn’t want me.”

“I thought you said that they did.”

“That was only immediately after Angus died. They felt they had to offer. They’d have been appalled if I’d agreed.” She felt panic rising. He couldn’t—surely he wouldn’t—try to ditch her now.

“I thought it might be a temporary solution for the older boys,” he said.

Burying anything else he might have thought, she said, “Well, it would be, in a way. But it means I wouldn’t see them.”

There was a pause.

“Darling, I feel so utterly useless. It’s just a bloody awful situation. I ought to be looking after you—and I can’t.”

Relief flooded over her. “I know you can’t. I do understand.”

His face brightened. “I know you do. You’re a marvellous person.” He started to tell her, for the hundredth time, how he could not possibly leave Villy, but luckily the waiter came with the bill and he became occupied in paying it while she went in search of the lavatory. As she repaired her face—she really wasn’t looking her best, had overdone her make-up in the morning—she felt self-pity besieging her like a fog. They had nowhere to go, nowhere where they could quietly spend the time until she had to catch her train; the perm that she had had that morning in Brook Street (her excuse to Isla for escaping to London) looked tight and artificial and not at all as though it would ever be a success; her back ached from the uncomfortable chair and her best shoes had made her feet swell. The thought of being driven to the nursing home by the local taximan when the time came to have the baby, possibly unable even to tell him that she was going and then being visited by Isla, who would go on and on about its likeness to Angus and indeed the whole Mackintosh family, filled her with a kind of irritable despair.

And then the awful uncertainty of what to do next—where to live and how to find the place; she was nearly in her eighth month and would have to get on with that. It all seemed too much. She seemed to be surrounded by discretion and loneliness and lies … This would not do; she must not give up; she decided to be confident and sanguine, but just a touch helpless over practical matters. She gave her nose a final admonishing dab of powder and went to rejoin him.

“I was thinking,” she said brightly, “that the best thing would be for me to find a flat in London. Or possibly, even, a small house. I don’t quite know how to go about it but I’m sure that it would be the solution. Where do you think I should look?”

They discussed this with animation while he drove her to Vigo Street, where he parked outside Harvey and Gore and took her in to buy her a present.

“Amethysts,” he said. “I’m sure you could find us some nice amethysts, Mr. Green.” And Mr. Green, who thought the only thing wrong with Mr. Cazalet was his not having a title, rubbed his hands and produced an array of battered leather cases, inside the bruised velvet of which lay various brooches, pendants, necklaces and bracelets of amethyst set in gold, sometimes with pearls or diamonds, and one with tiny turquoises that Edward particularly liked. “Try it on,” he said.

She did not want a necklace—when on earth would she wear it?—but she unbuttoned her coat and the top of her blouse and bared her neck, which fortunately, humiliatingly, turned out to be too large for the necklace. Mr. Green said that some chain could be put at the back to enlarge it, but Edward said no, try something else. What she wanted was a ring, but she sensed that this would be the wrong thing to ask for. The time he had driven her from Lansdowne Road and dumped Villy’s jewel box on her lap and, because it was not locked, all the jewellery spilled out, came suddenly into her mind, and she felt envious and desolate. For a moment she wondered quite madly whether he had strings of women who had had his children—whether the unctuous Mr. Green was utterly used to visit upon visit with different women …

“Darling? Look! What about this?”

It was a collar of graduated oval stones set and backed in gold, heavy and simple and handsome. She sat, and it was fastened on her and admired and he asked her whether she liked it and she agreed that she did.

“If Madam is not absolutely sure …” Mr. Green had years of experience of ladies being bought things that they did not like or want, or being bought one thing when they would much rather have something else.

“The only thing is that I don’t know when I would wear it.”

But he simply said, “Nonsense, darling, of course you’ll wear it.” And when Mr. Green retired to wrap it up, he leaned over her and whispered, “You can wear it in bed with me,” and his moustache brushed her ear.

“Well, it certainly makes a glamorous alternative to Utility nightgowns,” she managed to say.

“Darling, you don’t have Utility nightgowns!”


“No, but I soon shall have. The government has said no more embroidery on lingerie.”

“Rotten bastards. Perhaps we’d better buy you some of that before the shops run out.”

“They need coupons, darling, and everybody’s short of them.”

He had finished writing the cheque and Mr. Green returned with a carefully sealed white package. “I hope Madam has much pleasure wearing it,” he said.

Outside the shop she said, “Darling, thank you so much. It’s a marvellous present.”

“Glad you like it. Now, I’m afraid, I’d better take you to your train.”

They drove down Bond Street to Piccadilly past the bombed church, round the boarded-up statue of Eros and into Haymarket. “MALTA GETS THE GEORGE CROSS!” was the main headline on the billboards. The buildings round Trafalgar Square had sandbags piled against their lower windows. Outside Charing Cross station an old man was walking slowly up and down with a board strapped to his back that said: “The End of the World is Nigh.” Starlings intermittently clouded the air. They arranged for her to come up the following week and he would give her lunch and help her to find a flat.

“Darling, I wish I could take you down myself. But Hugh expects to go with me on Fridays—you know how it is.”

“That’s all right, darling. Of course I understand.”

She understood, but it didn’t stop her minding.

“You’re the most understanding girl in the world,” he said, as he put her in the train and handed her the paper he had bought for her. “Afraid there wasn’t a Country Life.”

“Never mind, I can read all about Malta getting the George Cross.”

He bent to kiss her and then, as he straightened up, began fumbling in his pocket. “I nearly forgot.” He put three half crowns onto her lap.

“Darling! What’s this for?”

“For your taxi because I can’t take you home.”

“It’s far too much. It won’t be more than five bob.”

“The third one is the Edward medal for bravery,” he said. “For enduring that really ghastly lunch—and everything. I must fly, I’m late for Hugh already.”

Her eyes filled. “Fly,” she said.

After he had gone and the train had begun to lumber slowly over the river, she sat looking out of the window (there were other people in the carriage by then) trying to sort out the confusion she felt about him. Resentment, anger, even, that she should have to have this baby without his public support, that she should have so much financial anxiety, all the business of having to find somewhere to live, setting up there by herself with four children to worry about—she didn’t know how on earth she would be able to pay the school fees for the three boys, let alone this new one. Angus’s parents had offered a small sum for the eldest, but they had no money either, simply the same ideas as Angus had had about Eton being the only suitable school. Frustration: here she was after a four-year affair—more than four years, actually—and no nearer getting him to leave his wife and marry her, although I didn’t always want that, she thought. When she had first met him she had simply fallen head over heels; he had seemed the most attractive man she had ever met, and Angus, she had recognized then (how funny that it hadn’t occurred to her before), was absolutely no good in bed at all. He had been rigidly romantic, had taken up with her because she had reminded him of an actress he had seen and adored in a play by Barrie, but when it came to sex he embarked upon it seldom, apologetically and as speedily as possible in the dark, as one displaying an unfortunate but undeniable weakness which he wished to involve her with as little as he could contrive. Edward also seemed to consider that sex was largely for men, but, when the first-time rapture had worn off, although she had had to admit that he did not seem to apprehend her feelings with the attention to detail that would have been satisfying, he enjoyed himself so openly and so much that she had fallen back upon a kind of maternal indulgence with him. He undressed and admired her, he never failed to say afterwards how marvellous it had been for him and how wonderful, in every way, she was, that she had found it quite easy to lie back and think not of England but of him. And he had given her a very good time in other ways. Apart from the restaurants, the dancing, the presents, and the feeling that being with him was like one of the birthdays he always claimed to be having, she was attracted by his desire for her—by the obvious fact that he was attractive to nearly every woman he met but had stayed with her, which gave her a sensation of power and identity. Of course there had been times when she had wondered how faithful he was, but here her slowly growing long-term ambitions about him intervened. To be broadminded about any possible—although unconfirmed—lapse seemed the best policy. Since Angus had died the reasons for wanting to be married to Edward had become so diffused and so uncomfortably complex that, when any of them arose, she bundled them up into dark corners beneath the protective umbrella of what she evolved to herself as her undying love for him. Of course he was her great love: she had had one if not two of his children; she had spent four years patiently being available for him whenever he wanted her; her entire life had revolved round his presence, his absences, his needs and his restrictions. She had never looked at anyone else, and she was forty-two and so, she felt, was unlikely to start now. She was deeply, irrecoverably devoted to him. When, as now, some demonic shred of doubt tried to voice itself—that there was something, somehow, not quite right about the affair—she banished it: if there was anything wrong she was determined not to find out what it was. She loved him, that was all that she was prepared to know.

“Did you tell her?”

“I couldn’t, old boy—I really couldn’t. I fully intended to, but for various very good reasons, it simply wasn’t practicable.” Then seeing his brother’s face, which was full of accusing incredulity, he said, “She’s having a baby any minute, for God’s sake—”

“You never told me that!”

“Well, I’m telling you now. I simply can’t upset her. Anyway,” he said, moments later, “she knows the form. I’ve never lied to her.”

There was a silence. He had managed to get as far as Lea Green without having this conversation by talking feverishly about an office matter where they were not in agreement, but he had known that Hugh would ask him. Just as he knew that any minute now he’d ask the next question.

“Is it yours?”

“Yes.”

“God! What a mess!” Then he noticed that his brother, extracting a cigarette from the packet with one hand while gripping the steering wheel with the other, was shaking and, with an effort, he added. “Poor old boy! It must be a nightmare!” and with a further effort, for he could not imagine that one would have someone’s baby if it was not so, he said, “You must be very much in love with her.”

And Edward answered gratefully, “You bet! I have been for a long time.”

After that, as they drove back to the house that did not have Sybil in it, Hugh said no more on the subject.

“My dear Miss Milliment! When did this happen?”

“Oh—a little before Christmas, I think. I know there was still quite a remarkable display of berries on the holly, and those snowdrops outside the table door were not out, so I think it must have been about then. I used my suitcase as a prop and it seemed to serve quite well for a while, until, as you can see, it has unfortunately given way under the strain.”

It had indeed. The moment Villy had entered Miss Milliment’s room in the stables’ cottage, she had realized that it was not only her bed (the breakdown of which was the reason for her visit) that needed attention, it was all the furnishings, indeed, practically everything that Miss Milliment possessed. The wardrobe door hung drunkenly on one hinge and was open to reveal Miss Milliment’s clothes, the same clothes that she had arrived with two years ago and that were not only palpably in need of cleaning but that she expected were, in many cases, beyond repair. The room had been hurriedly furnished then: the Duchy had arranged it, but her Victorian attitude about the bedrooms that were occupied either by grandchildren or servants meant that it had never contained more than the barest necessities and they had been composed of furniture that would, in any other circumstances, have been thrown out. Villy remembered that she had asked Miss Milliment whether she had a bedside lamp and a table to write at, and, when Miss Milliment had admitted that she had neither, had had these things sent over to the cottage. But she had never come to see for herself. She was ashamed.

“I am so sorry, Viola dear, to be such a nuisance.”

“You aren’t at all. It is my fault.” She was kneeling by the bed trying to prise the jagged broken leg out of the suitcase whose lid it had penetrated, leaving the mattress sloping uncomfortably almost to the ground. “It must have been most dreadfully uncomfortable: I can’t imagine how you slept a wink.” She was unable to shift the broken leg and guilt about the whole situation made her say: “You really should have told me before!”

“I expect I should. In any case, it is not your fault, Viola. I cannot allow you to feel that.”

And Villy experienced the fleeting sensation of being back in the schoolroom on those occasions when she had said one thing and felt another, and it had always been perceived.

She spent the rest of that day reorganizing Miss Milliment’s room. This entailed first tackling the Duchy. There was plenty of furniture stored from Pear Tree Cottage that she could easily have taken without saying anything to her mother-in-law, but for another most embarrassing fact that had gradually emerged, which was that the servants had not been cleaning Miss Milliment’s room, had done no more for her than place clean sheets at the bottom of the narrow cottage stairs each week. Her other laundry had been ignored, and Villy found the dank little bathroom full of stubbornly damp bloomers, vests and stockings that had been washed by Miss Milliment in the bath, but her capacity for housework, due to her age, bulk, short-sightedness and inexperience, had been negligible: the room was extremely dirty and smelt of old clothes.

“I’ll clean out the room, Duchy dear, but I really think one of the maids ought to make her bed and dust, et cetera.”

The Duchy was angry and rang for Eileen. “Servants have always been naughty about governesses,” she said.

“I shouldn’t have thought that either Dottie or Bertha was old enough to have experienced a governess before.”

“No, but it is tradition. They will have heard about them from Mrs. Cripps or Eileen. But don’t you bother, darling. The maids can spring clean the room.”

“As a matter of fact, I’d rather do it myself.” She did not say that she couldn’t bear Miss Milliment’s pathetic squalor to be exposed to them, but the Duchy understood.

“Perhaps that would be best,” she said. “Ah, Eileen, would you send Dottie and Bertha to me, please?”

Dinner-time that day in the kitchen was a tense affair. Dottie and Bertha were full of defiant and martyred excuses: nobody had told them to clean in the cottage, how were they to know? Nobody had told her to cook for a governess, either, Mrs. Cripps retaliated, but it stood to reason that anyone living in had to be catered to. Eileen said a number of times that it was nothing to do with her and she believed in minding her own business, but she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor old lady. Bertha burst into tears and said whatever happened it was always her fault. Tonbridge reminded them that there was a war on, as a consequence of which, although moving furniture was not his place, he had naturally lent a hand with it when asked. Edie said nothing at all. If she so much as opened her mouth these days, Mrs. Cripps snapped her head off or made sarcastic remarks about people who left other people in the lurch simply for a bit of excitement and to doll themselves up in a uniform. She’d be gone in four weeks, she said to herself, and then they wouldn’t see her for dust. Apart from Madam’s plate, she’d broken a pudding basin, two cups and a jug that Madam used for flowers, as she jumped every time Mrs. Cripps called her and things just slipped from her hand. Tea was drunk and very few remarks were passed.

By lunch-time Villy had emptied the room of everything; Miss Milliment’s possessions were laid upon a dust sheet on the floor of the small neighbouring bedroom, and she procured a bar of soap, a scrubbing brush and a pail. It was then that she discovered that the electric water heater in the bathroom had broken down and realized that poor Miss Milliment had been doing without hot water for goodness knows how long. She went back to the house and rang the builder for an electrician, borrowed Ellen’s electric kettle from the nursery and set about the fairly unpleasant business of sweeping and then scrubbing the floor. The state of Miss Milliment’s wardrobe appalled her, and she resolved to take her to Hastings or Tunbridge Wells to replenish it. She must have accumulated a number of clothes coupons by now, and if shops no longer contained garments that would fit her, they could buy some material and get it made up. Sybil would have helped in this, she thought, recognizing yet again how much she missed her. She had never been able to have much of a relationship with Zoë, and of course she was fond of both the Duchy and Rachel, but with Sybil she had been able to gossip, discuss their children and their own youth, their early married days and sometimes reminiscences that stretched back to before they had become Cazalets. Sybil’s brother had been killed in the war; her mother had died in India when Sybil was three and she had been brought up almost entirely by a devoted ayah and her father’s household servants until she reached the age of ten, when their father took her and Hubert back to England and left them there in the charge of his married sister, who despatched them both to boarding schools, where both were profoundly homesick. The holidays had only been better because they had each other, never getting on with their cousins: “We have our secret language, Urdu, which, of course, they couldn’t understand, and so they hated us and my aunt blamed us for not getting on with them.” She remembered Sybil’s rather flat, very English voice when she said this, and had added that they spoke it far more than they did English, which they regarded as a foreign, boring grown-ups’ language. But when she asked if Sybil could still speak it, she had said no—never since her brother died. He had died just before the Armistice: she had been in the throes of her grief when she had met Hugh.

She had become very close to Sybil in the last weeks, ever since the morning when she had gone into her room to see if she wanted breakfast in bed and found her sobbing.

“Shut the door!” she had cried. “I don’t want anyone to hear.” Villy did so and sat on Sybil’s bed holding her until she had finished and said: “I thought I was getting better—but I’m not.” There was a silence, and then, with eyes fixed upon Villy in such a way that she could not look away, she said: “I’m not, am I?” Before Villy could bring herself to reply, she said suddenly: “No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I promised Hugh that—just because I’ve had a couple of bad nights … for goodness’ sake, Villy, don’t tell him I’ve been so low. Don’t say anything—to anyone.” And she, who knew that Hugh knew but had had a similar promise exacted from him, could only acquiesce in the marital labyrinth. She had talked to Dr. Carr—trying to get him to get them to talk to each other, to face reality, she remembered she had said because he had instantly replied: “Oh, Mrs. Cazalet, they’re each facing reality. But they each think they are doing that for the other one. I wouldn’t dream of interfering in that. They each think it’s the last thing they can do for the other, you see.” She was silenced. He had added that he could see she was doing a good job with the nursing.

She’d done her best. The one day a week that she had worked in hospitals for the Red Cross before the war had taught her much that was of use. Blanket bathing, turning the patient in bed and bedpans, all things that gradually became necessary, and Sybil preferred her to any other anxious, amateur kindness …

She had felt useful as, indeed, and of course to a lesser degree, she supposed she did now. She wondered whether Miss Milliment would have told anyone else about her bed or the lack of hot water. But there certainly would have been someone else; Edward would have married someone who would have had his children, engaged servants, ordered meals and gone to parties with him. Except now there were no parties to go to, and when she saw Edward, which was not even every weekend, they were hardly ever alone. Not that she particularly wanted that; one of the things she had noticed during this last year had been that Edward seemed less keen on all the bed stuff, which had been something of a relief. It did happen occasionally, of course, but she could see that there would come a time when it would probably hardly happen at all. When they retired for the night these days they seemed to have little to say: there were desultory conversations about the children; she had tried several times to get him to give Louise a good talking to about how irresponsible it was to go on trying to get work in the theatre—a grossly overcrowded profession if ever there was one—when she ought to be doing something for the war effort. He made excuses, tried to change the subject and once, when she got cross about it, simply said that Louise would be called up anyway when she was twenty, which was only a year away, and why shouldn’t she have some fun while she could? Which seemed to her to be a thoroughly frivolous attitude to have about one’s daughter.

Louise … She was really becoming quite out of hand. She insisted upon living in London, where, although she said she was always to be on the point of getting some theatre job, it never actually happened: she had done one or two small parts in broadcast plays, but otherwise she was always talking of the auditions she went to, and the people she met who were considering her for a part. She went about London with her hair streaming down her back, in trousers, most of the time wearing far too much make-up. Villy had had what seemed to her the extremely sensible idea of Louise living with Jessica in the grandparents’ house in St. John’s Wood but, much to her chagrin, neither Louise nor (more surprisingly) Jessica had seemed at all keen on the notion. Jessica had made all kinds of excuses, the main one being that she did not want the responsibility, and Louise had declared that she simply couldn’t bear to: she was going to share a flat with her friend Stella and be free to do as she liked. And before she could object to this, Edward had anted up the thirty shillings for rent and Louise had moved in. And goodness knows what they get up to, Villy thought—staying up all night probably and not making themselves proper meals. And then there was Michael Hadleigh. His mother, Lady Zinnia, had rung up once enjoining her not to allow Louise’s heart to be broken by her son, which she had added, was constantly happening with girls. “But what on earth can I do about it?” Villy had asked herself. She felt ambivalent about Michael: on the one hand, Louise was far too young to be seriously pursued; on the other, he was a damn sight better than those awful actors she had got involved with in Devon. But he was far too old for her, and in any case she was not old enough for anyone—yet. More likely to turn her head than break her heart, Villy reflected bitterly: hearts were secretly (and rather horribly) a sore subject for her and, like most sore subjects, one that she dwelt upon a very great deal. There had been an accident in London that she had found so shocking that even now—weeks later—she was quite unable to think clearly about it, as when she tried she seemed prey to a kind of double vision, of how something that she had imagined would be wonderful, and what had actually happened.

It was to do with Lorenzo, of course. He had sent one of his rare postcards (inside a envelope), inviting her to a concert he was conducting in a church in London where, he said, a small choral piece of his own was to have its first performance. She was enthralled at the prospect. He had, rather surprisingly, asked her to ring him at home to say whether she could come—ordinarily it would have been out of the question as the jealousy (unnecessary, of course) of poor Mercedes was invariably inflamed by the most innocent telephone calls to her husband. But Mercedes turned out to be in hospital “so I am able to invite you to supper after the concert,” he had said. This meant staying the night in London. Her first thought had been to stay with Jessica, who she felt was rattling about in their parents’ house in St. John’s Wood, but when she had rung once and got no reply, she had second thoughts. If she stayed there, Jessica might say she wanted to come to the concert as well and that would spoil everything. Hugh would have her. She would go up in the morning, do some shopping, perhaps have lunch with Hermione and then go to Hugh’s house to bath and change for the concert. She arranged with Rachel and Zoë that between them they would do everything that Sybil required, obtained a latch key from Hugh and settled into a few days of glorious anticipation of her treat. An evening with Lorenzo, a concert, supper alone with him (they had only ever managed one tea together when he had so enchantingly accompanied her half-way to Sussex in the train), time, at last, in which they could discuss all the romance and despair of their attachment, their previous and lifelong commitment and their mutual integrity. She spent two evenings trying on her clothes to see what would be most, as she put it to herself, suitable, decided that nothing would really do, and planned a delicious excursion to Hermione’s shop. After all, she had not had anything new to wear since before Roly. She rang Hermione, who said, what perfect timing, she had just got her summer collection into the shop and added that she would provide lunch. Those days of waiting until the Thursday made her realize how entrenched she had become in routine and duty, how beset by insignificant but necessary detail and how tired it had all made her feel. For those three mornings she woke full of energy and resolution, looking forward to each day that brought her meeting with Lorenzo nearer. She told Edward, of course, that she was coming to London, and exactly what she was going to do and he was nice about it—said he hoped she’d have a splendid time and gave her twenty-five pounds to buy “the dress you’ll want but feel you can’t afford.” But everyone was nice about it. “I must say you’re extremely sparkly,” Lydia remarked when Villy was trimming the split ends of her long hair. “I always thought grown-ups had fun all the time, but you don’t, do you? You hardly have a speck of fun. I suppose having such a good character is a bit of a drawback. Mum! You know that awful very very old lipstick you only used to wear for going to the theatre, the very dark red one in a gold case that there’s only about a quarter of an inch of left?”

“How do you know so much about my lipstick?”

“I just happened to see it. One day. When I happened to be near your dressing table. Well. I wondered if you would sort of lend it to me. You never wear it any more and Louise said it was the wrong colour for your skin anyway.”

“What do you want it for?” Even Louise’s remark did not irritate her in her present mood.

“To practise with. I mean, one day, quite soon really, I’ll be wearing all that kind of thing and when I do I definitely don’t want to look like a beginner. So I just thought I could practise, you know, in the evenings when nobody would notice.”

Why not? she thought. The children did not have much fun either: no parties with conjurers and crackers or treats about London. “But you must only do it in the evening before you have your bath,” she said.

“I absolutely faithfully promise.” It would mean having more baths than she cared for, she thought, but it was worth it.

Eventually, at last, it was Thursday morning. “You deserve a treat,” Sybil had said when she slipped in to say goodbye to her. “It’s sad you won’t be dining with Hugh, but you’ll have breakfast with him. And you’ll be able to tell me truthfully whether Mrs. Carruthers is looking after him properly.”

“You’re not to worry about anything,” Rachel had said. “Just enjoy yourself.”

“I shall!” she had exclaimed. She felt joyful—and quite unlike her usual self.

It was a beautiful day: the sun shone, the sky was clear with small skittish white clouds, forsythia glistened in back gardens. She caught the train that people working in London caught and it was full of people reading their morning papers. “Princess Elizabeth registers for war service,” she read over someone’s shoulder. I must buy some scent, she thought. Her old bottle of Coty’s L’Origan had gone dark brown and smelt only as though it had once been scent. She wore a very old black and white printed frock that she had bought from Hermione before the war; for some reason, she always felt that when she went to buy clothes there she must wear something previously bought from her. She didn’t have a decent pair of stockings, but had packed some old beige silk ones in case she was unable to buy any new. Beige went with anything, she thought, a trifle uncertainly; pale stockings had always been the thing when she was young, and she had found it difficult to change. Her mother had always said that the peachy shades favoured before the war were extremely common: it was palest beige for the young, and pale grey for the old. Hermione wore flesh-coloured stockings, but she was the kind of person who could have worn any stockings—even black ones—and look both glamorous and well bred. She thought—not for the first time—of the occasion when Diaghilev, tapping one of her knees with his cane, had said, “Pas mal, ma petite, pas mal.” This, considering that he thought a woman’s knees the ugliest part of her anatomy, had been praise indeed. But, of course, it was usually ankles that people went on and on about and hers were definitely not good. But Lorenzo, who never seemed to take his burning eyes off her face, would not notice them. Their relationship, she thought happily (then), was literally on a higher plane.

The session with Hermione was utterly enjoyable, bounded only by how many clothes coupons she had, although Hermione mentioned in passing that they might be able to make the coupons go a little further than they had been designed to do. “Of course, we only do it for our favourite customers, don’t we, Miss MacDonald?” and Miss MacDonald, who must hardly ever have needed any clothes coupons at all since she seemed always—for years now—to be wearing the same tailored pinstripe coat and skirt, smiled obediently and said, “Of course we do, Lady Knebworth.” She tried on dozens of things—well, probably about a dozen, but some things she put on twice so it seemed like dozens. Hermione seemed to know how starved she’d felt for new clothes, and encouraged her to try things, even when she knew they would not really suit. “I must be sensible!” she kept saying as she stroked the most beguiling dark blue chiffon blouse that tied in a large floppy bow at the neck.

“Well, darling, if you had the navy suit, and really you must, you look a dream in it—you could have the blouse which would see you right through the summer, and then somewhere—fetch it, would you, Miss MacDonald—we have a perfectly divine sharkskin shirt, rather manly with cufflinks that you could wear with the suit in the autumn. And after that, any old cashmere …”

She bought the suit. And a crêpe dress that was a kind of mushroom colour trimmed with a dull orange velvet ribbon with padded shoulders and a cape sleeve. She bought both blouse and shirt, and finally a summer jacket or short coat made in a soft silvery colour that was neither blue nor grey. And Hermione gave her two pairs of stockings that were as fine as cobweb; they were made of nylon, she said, and had been sent from America. “Americans are so amazingly generous—I get absolutely deluged with them,” she had said. She also most kindly showed her how to put them on, which was helpful as they were so thin that Villy had felt they would snag if she touched them. “You turn the foot part inside out, like this, and whatever you do sit down when you put them on. But they’re marvellous: they last far longer than ours. I’ve never understood the patriotism of bare legs—especially with the ghastly regulation length of skirts these days.”

The morning cost her forty-four pounds—Hermione’s clothes were always priced in guineas—but she felt elated rather than extravagant. “Miss MacDonald will pack them up for you while we have lunch.”

Lunch was at a little restaurant that Hermione described as her standby. They seemed to know her very well there, and rushed to serve them. “Don’t bother with the menu,” Hermione said. “They’ll bring us much nicer things if we don’t.”

They began with some sort of pâté—“It’s probably made of field mice or hedgehogs, but it tastes delicious”—followed by grilled trout and a salad. Hermione made them wrap up the trout carcasses for the shop cat, a stray that she had found weeping, she said, in Hyde Park. “Riddled with worms and covered with fleas, but such a darling. She gives poor old Miss MacDonald fearful hay fever, but it can’t be helped.” Hermione was known for being kinder to animals than employees, although she inspired devotion in both.

“Is Edward taking you somewhere nice tonight?” she enquired when they got to coffee.

“He’s away, in Liverpool, I think, looking at a shipment of wood. I came up for a friend’s concert,” she added, as airily as she could manage, but felt herself beginning to blush.

Hermione regarded her with cool grey eyes. “What a good thing,” she said.


After lunch she said she would like to do a little shopping in Bond Street and collect her clothes in a taxi afterwards. She bought make-up and a new swansdown powder puff in a chiffon handkerchief and a stick of solid eau de cologne for Sybil to rub on her forehead. There wasn’t any scent to be had except lavender water, the only scent that her mother had approved of for girls. But I feel like a girl, she thought. It was strange and delightful not to find that a visit to London must entail a wearisome family shopping list: Start-rite shoes for Wills and Roly, summer vest for Aunt Dolly, esoteric haberdashery for the Duchy (fearful things like dress preservers), BBs for Clary and Polly, a hunt for razor blades for the men, who were always short of them these days—oh, all that stuff that would have taken the whole day and left her exhausted. She was not going to survey the dusty house in Lansdowne Road; she was not going to have an uneasy lunch with Louise when the conversation would have consisted in her asking questions that Louise did not wish to answer. She was not going to see Jessica in St. John’s Wood, which would have entailed criticism of her sister—Jessica seemed to have a series of small voluntary jobs that she could do when she pleased and not when she didn’t—and would have ended in resentment and envy. None of any of that. Instead, she bought presents: a café au lait straw hat for Lydia with a wreath of cornflowers, buttercups and poppies round it. Jacqmar scarves for Rachel and Zoë, lavender water for the Duchy, a box of chocolates for Aunt Dolly and Dinky cars for Wills and Roly.

In the taxi, after she had picked up her clothes from Hermione and was bowling along Bayswater Road thinking how much prettier Kensington Gardens looked now that they had taken all the little railings away from each side of all the paths, she remembered that she had bought nothing for the girls: she would have to do that in the morning.

The taximan helped her into the house with her boxes and parcels. “I can see it’s Christmas for some,” he said. “We don’t know what the hubby’s going to say to all that, do we? Oh, well, it’s what women are for, isn’t it? Men make it, the ladies take it. I don’t know. Thank you, madam.”

Hugh’s house was tidy, and reasonably clean, but it had the neglected air of a house hardly used. The spare room was on the top floor and there was a bathroom on the half landing below it. When she had bathed and dressed in the navy suit and chiffon blouse, she decided that she wanted, needed a drink. As the time to go to the concert drew nearer, and therefore seeing and subsequently being with Lorenzo, she had begun to feel nervous. Hugh would not mind her taking a drink, indeed he had said how sorry he was that he couldn’t get back in time to have one with her before her concert.

The shutters were closed in the drawing room and the drinks cupboard contained a number of bottles that had clearly not been used for some time, and were mostly almost empty, but she found a little gin left in one and a sticky bottle of Angostura, so she made herself a pink gin and took the glass back upstairs to fill with water from the bathroom. Armed with this and a cigarette, she tackled the business of her new make-up. She overdid it, wiped it all off with cold cream and started again. Her second attempt was not much better: she realized that she had not really looked at her face for some time (and for her, looking meant criticism). Now she could see that her lips had become much thinner, which she supposed must have happened when she had had to have practically all her teeth out; that the lines that ran down from each side of her nose to her mouth were not only more pronounced but reached down below it which in repose gave her an air of discontent. She smiled, but the smile seemed artificial, which it was; she could find nothing to smile at. Her eyes and her cheekbones were the same and, of course, she still had her widow’s peak which grew maddeningly a little off centre. Her hair was whiter, which was an improvement on the oyster-shell colour it had been for years, and it was comfortingly thick and naturally curly. Her face was one which was better when animated. She was not, never had been, the classic beauty that Jessica was. These unsatisfactory reveries were interrupted by a sudden fear that she would not get a taxi at the rank in Ladbroke Grove, and would be late for the concert.

But she did, and she wasn’t.

The concert was well attended; the church was nearly full and the choir—about sixty of them, already in place—were sitting in three rows in a semi-circle round the space where the orchestra was to be situated. They all wore white shirts and long black skirts or trousers according to their sex. They all looked tired, but since nearly all choirs were amateur they would have done a full day’s work before coming to sing and, in any case, the light shed from the high brass chandeliers was not flattering. She looked at the thin piece of paper with the programme mimeographed in purple ink upon it. Purcell, Bantock, Clutterworth, she read, The Temptations of St. Anthony. The players—not very many of them; it was a chamber orchestra of minimal size—were taking their places, and then he appeared in his black tailcoat and white tie. There was a small flurry of applause and as he turned to the audience to acknowledge it she thought he saw her, but she was not sure.

“Indeed I saw you at once,” he said, “my Good Angel,” and he squeezed her hand again so that her rings hurt. They were sitting in a taxi by then—alone at last.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, full of excitement at the thought of their candlelit supper in some discreet restaurant.

“Aha! You will see, you will see,” he replied, and she smiled indulgently—he seemed as excited as a boy, or as she was.

When the taxi stopped and he was paying it off, she recognized that they were in fact in Curzon Street, very near Hermione’s shop, at the entrance to Shepherd Market. It would be too odd, she thought, if he was to take her to the same restaurant where she had had lunch.

“Give me your darling hand.”

He led her through the wide arch into a narrow little street—everything was dark—through a doorway that seemed to be open, since he used no key, and up two flights of narrow and steep stairs.

“Where are you taking me to?” she had said, trying to sound merely curious and amused, but she could hear her voice and it did not sound like either of those things.

“This is our chance for a little privacy, my angel,” he had answered as he fumbled with a key to a door on the landing they had reached. He switched on the light to reveal a small and cluttered room, its windows covered with blackout blinds, its floor crowded by a table, two chairs and a large divan bed without a cover. The table had two Chianti bottles with candles stuck in them, plates and glasses, there was a gas fire with a meter beside it and, above, a mantelpiece littered with dusty postcards. In one corner she observed a very small sink with an electric water heater, a draining board on which stood various pieces of unwashed crockery. He was busy with matches—lighting the fire and the candles on the table, little drifts of dust spurting from the shaggy carpet as he bustled about.

She stood uncertainly by the door, where he had relinquished her hand: she felt utterly confused—as though she might be on the brink of being quite out of her depth—with also an element of sheer disappointment. She had imagined a cosy, charming, romantic restaurant for their tête-à-tête, not this squalid little bed-sitting room with its stale and faintly nauseating air, but then he seemed so happy and excited and was almost pathetically doing the hostly honours: he was removing a paper napkin from a plate on the table to reveal a small pie and a pair of tomatoes and then rushing to the draining board by the sink where stood a bottle of wine in a bucket, and as he unwound the wire from the neck of the bottle she realized that it was champagne. Now he was advancing to the table, took out the handkerchief with which he had mopped his brow at the end of the concert and wrapped it round the bottle, “Hold out a glass, dearest, or we may lose some,” and eased the cork till it emerged with a soft thud. “Ha ha!” he cried, as though amazed by his achievement. He filled both glasses to the brim and went down on his knee to hand her one of them. “At last!” he said, gazing at her with an ardent devotion that was both thrilling and familiar.

“Sit down, dear lady”—he had taken her hand again and was leading her to the divan—“it is more comfortable than those kitchen chairs.”

He sat beside her. “Here’s to us,” he said huskily. They drank. The champagne, while not actually warm, was far from cold. He had put her at the pillow end of the divan, and she noticed that the sheet and pillow-case were distinctly grey. The thought occurred to her that perhaps he could not afford to take her out to dinner and that this was the best alternative he had been able to provide, and she said how grand it was to have champagne with which to celebrate his first performance that evening. “Our first performance,” he said as he poured them more champagne. As she did not quite understand what he meant—was he going to dedicate The Temptations to her? (an intoxicating thought)—she smiled back at him and agreed when he suggested she should take off her jacket: the room was indeed becoming rather warm. Was he staying here while his wife was in hospital, and how was she, by the way?

No, no, he wasn’t staying here, he had simply borrowed the place for the evening from a very good friend who was on tour. Mercy was having something done to her sinuses, he added, nothing serious, but they had been causing her trouble.

“But tonight we can leave all those cares behind us. We are as free as air. Oh, my beloved, if you only knew how much I have been longing for this night! Put down your glass and let me caress you!” and he seized her glass, put it on the floor and taking her head in his hands, proceeded to shower her face with kisses. He began in a romantic manner with her forehead, then her eyes, but when he reached her mouth she began to feel nervous and to fear that he might get carried away.

“We must be—” she managed to say, but he stopped her with surprisingly muscular lips, at the same time pushing her down so that she was half lying on the bed. “We can have our supper afterwards,” he said.

Then, at last, and of course, she realized what he was up to—the reason that he had brought her to this awful little room. For suddenly not only the room, but the whole thing seemed awful: there ensued the most unseemly struggle, as she fought him off, sat upright, reminded him of all the responsibilities that they both had to other people, and how they had agreed that there was nothing to be done but endure them. To begin with he had simply responded as though she was shy—coy even, he had suggested (she was not flattered by this suggestion); but when she said that they had always known that their love must be platonic, he retorted that so far as he was concerned, that was simply because they had had no opportunity for anything better. It was not as though they were intending an elopement; he was the first person to see the impracticability of that; therefore a little roll in the hay which nobody would ever know about could surely do no harm? “I love you madly,” he added.

“I love Edward,” she had answered. This pair of half truths reassured neither of them. He was beginning to take offence, and she—she felt that everything was shattered, degraded from pure, romantic devotion to mere lust. It was disgusting; looking at him now, a little sweaty sulking man—how could she have attributed to him so much nobility and charm?—she felt a kind of confused despair, as she recognized that most of her relationship with him had been conducted in his absence. He was not, could never be the creature of her dreams. Her only desire was to go—to get out of this place.

He did not make that easy. He alternated offers of food and more drink with oblique accusations—nothing in her behaviour could possibly have led him to suppose that she did not like him—and, worse, kept reverting to the light-hearted romp theme. This both wounded and incensed her: the idea that she should ever be the object of somebody’s passing fancy was so offensively at odds with the idea of her own nature, that she found it suddenly easy to get to her feet, announce her departure and refuse to allow him to see her to a cab.

It took her some time to find her way out of Shepherd Market which, though dark, seemed to be full of subterranean clubs, tarts placed at as regular intervals as lamp-posts, snatches of distant singing with the surging crescendos that implied drunkenness. It was very cold, the streets were full of sudden corners—the other side of one of them she nearly ran into a pair of American officers who had stopped to light cigarettes which was how she saw what they were.

“Excuse me, lady,” one of them said. “Would you care for a drink?”

“No, thank you,” she replied, and then something made her add, “I’m looking for a taxi,” whereupon one of them said, “Brad! Let’s find the lady a taxi.”

And they did. Walked her to Green Park, waited with her until an empty cab came along, hailed it and put her in.

“Thank you very much,” she said; she wanted to cry then from this unexpected kindness.

“Enjoy your ride.” They stood watching, she saw, as she drove away.

In the cab she prayed that Hugh would have gone to bed, or that, as it was so early, he had not yet come home. But, of course, he was there, anxious to give her a drink and enquire after her evening, to talk to her about the next step in Polly’s education. It was midnight before she was able to plead fatigue and escape to bed where she thought that after all the whisky she would mercifully just pass out, and this happened, but all too briefly: she woke to find that she had slept a mere two hours. The whisky after champagne on an empty stomach had done their worst: she had a raging thirst, her head ached, and when she put on the light and staggered down the stairs to the bathroom waves of nausea overcame her and she was painfully sick. Humiliation succeeded the nausea, and she sat shivering in bed, sipping water and miserably going over every detail of the ghastly evening. Of course she blamed him more, for flirting with her and calling it love; for being such a cheap little sham, as she put it. “A roll in the hay—a little fun on the quiet—harmless fun,” as though making love to her would be of no consequence to either of them! He whom she had thought understood and appreciated her so well, had really had no more regard for her than he clearly had for any woman he thought might be available. She cried—with difficulty since she also felt so angry and humiliated. For months she had lived in a dream world inhabited by this secret life which she had been able to enjoy because its consummation had been out of the question. The private conviction from which she had always suffered, that her life was some kind of tragedy since the essential element had been missing, returned to her now in all its dreary familiar force. To be mutually in love and to have to renounce it was one thing; to discover that the frightful disparity of their feelings for each other precluded what she thought of as love was another. It was clear now that he had felt merely lust, a sensation that she recognized as a weakness common to many men, but which had never meant anything at all to her.

The idea that he should expect her to take off her clothes and lie in that bed with its squalid, anonymously used sheets kept recurring, filling her with a kind of enraged shame. Why had she not realized when she walked into that awful little room what he intended? It was true, of course, that he had agreed with her that their feelings for one another could never “come to anything,” but lurking in the back of her mind was the embarrassing fact that this had only been mentioned once, on the day that they had had tea together at Charing Cross and he had accompanied her part of the way home on the train; all other allusions to it had occurred during her imaginary conversations with him. This was the hardest part to bear since it made her feel such a fool …

At least, she thought, as the train rumbled slowly out of Charing Cross and over the river, nobody need ever know; it could hardly have been an episode that he would wish to recount to anybody.

“I kept you up too late,” Hugh had said at breakfast (tea and toast that he had burned, rather, under the grill and the bright yellow margarine that Mrs. Cripps used only for cooking at home). “I’m afraid the marmalade has run out.”

At the station, he tucked one of her dress boxes under his arm and carried her case with his good hand. “Tell Sybil that I’ll be down tomorrow evening,” he had said as the train began to move. Then he had smiled his very sweet, rather melancholy smile and added, “And bless you for all your nursing.”

This tribute brought tears to her eyes. At least I am of some use, she thought, as the contrast between how she had felt coming over this same bridge yesterday and how she felt now overcame her.

Lydia came with Tonbridge to the station to meet her. “I wanted to be the first person to see you,” she said. “Goodness, Mummy! You do look tired! Did you have a lovely time?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Well, if you ask me, pleasure doesn’t seem to agree with you. You looked much better before you went.”

“Don’t be silly, darling. I just had rather a bad night.”

“Anyway, I’m terrifically pleased you’re back.”

She was moved. Here was another person who needed her. “You’ll be saying in a minute that nothing at home’s the same without me,” she said.

But Lydia instantly replied, “It’s the same. I’m not.”




Clary

Summer, 1942

“Don’t you think, Archie, that politicians particularly say very silly things? I mean, nobody would think for a moment that you’d train people to play tiddlywinks—certainly not millions of grown-up American men. I have my doubts about public utterances generally. They are a bit like shouting something boring to extremely deaf people, aren’t they?”

It was being a thoroughly grown-up evening, and she didn’t want him to think that she didn’t know about conversation—particularly as Polly wasn’t helping at all: she simply smiled and chose things to eat and ate them. She looked awfully pretty in a pale yellow dress with a lace collar and a little black taffeta bow with streamers.

“But, then, Harry Hopkins is a very unserious name for a politician, isn’t it? He sounds much more like somebody from Ridgways Late Joys.”

“He does, indeed. That was fun, though, wasn’t it?”

“Oh, yes! It was. Was it really like Victorian music hall?”

“Well, even I am not old enough to have been to that, but yes, I think it’s probably a fair imitation. Who did you like best, Poll?”

She thought, and a strawberry fell off her spoon, but not into her lap like it would have with me, Clary thought, just onto her plate again.

“I am so fond of pleasure that I cannot be a nun,” Polly said. “I thought Nuna Davey was wonderful and it was a really funny song.”

“We have a rather ghastly cousin who wanted to be a nun once,” Clary informed him. She had spilled strawberry ice-cream—that went with the strawberries—down the front of her dress just above where her napkin was, of course, and before that, during the hors d’oeuvres, a bit of Bismarck herring had slid off her fork and landed on a different bit of the plain dark blue velveteen that Polly had advised her to wear: “You look your best in plain things,” she had said, but it was now unplain in a most unfortunate way. She found it very difficult to think and talk and eat at the same time, and whereas at home one could do these things in comfortable turn, out to dinner in a posh restaurant she felt one was meant to manage all three. But I just haven’t had the practice, she thought.

“I thought Leonard Sachs was marvellous, too. Making things up to say all the time, and answering people back and being funny. I should like to go every night.”

“But since she’s been nursing, she’s reputedly fallen in love with a frightfully wounded patient, and of course if she marries him, being a nun will be out of the question.” She gave Polly a severe glance for changing the subject. Polly smiled apologetically and stroked her hair. They had both had perms—their first—when Archie had invited them to London. Polly’s had been a terrific success, Clary thought: she had set it in a thick page-boy bob with a delicate little fringe curling round her forehead, but hers had gone into awful ripples like a cheap doll’s and she hated it. It was funny: she had never minded about anything like that before. She looked up from her plate, and found Archie regarding her.

“I suppose you feel I’ve changed the subject,” she said, “but you didn’t seem awfully interested in American politics.”

“Let’s not talk about the war,” Polly said. “People do all the time and it doesn’t make it any better. One of the reasons why we wanted to see you without the children was that we wanted to have a very serious conversation with you.”

She agreed with this. “And it would have been impossible with them.”

“Of course, Simon isn’t exactly a child, but he’s away at school. Anyway, his interests are different. But Neville and Lydia …” Polly left their hopeless immaturity to his imagination.

“It would have been simply a children’s outing, and we take them on those,” Clary finished. “It’s absolutely no fun for us, I can tell you.”

“Right,” Archie said. “Let me just order the coffee and then we shan’t be interrupted. Would anybody like a Grand Marnier?”

“Yes, please,” they both said, and then Clary added, “You see, a case in point. If you’d offered us that in front of them there would have been an awful rumpus with them saying it wasn’t fair and why couldn’t they have one when, of course, they are far too young.”

“Far too,” Polly agreed.

When the coffee and liqueurs had arrived, and Archie had offered them both a cigarette, which they both refused—Polly because she had promised her father not to smoke until she was twenty-one, and Clary because she had tried one and need never try one again—Polly said, “You explain, Clary, you’re far better at it than me.”

So she told him how it was felt that they were getting too old simply to do lessons any more with Miss Milliment, but that although there was general agreement about that, there was no agreement at all about the alternative. “The Duchy thinks we could perfectly well stay at home and help with the children and have French lessons with a ghastly person who lives quite near whose breath smells and who laughs at absolutely everything, and Aunt Villy and Aunt Rachel think we should go to the same cooking place that Louise went to to learn cooking and household management when neither of us is in the least interested in any of that, and Polly’s father thinks we should learn shorthand and typing so that we can be useful when we’re called up, and Miss Milliment thinks that we ought to work frightfully hard and try to get into a university—at least that’s something she wished she’d done, instead of like the others, just making us do things they’ve had to do, and Aunt Dolly thinks we ought to get married to some nice man—” She started to giggle. “I ask you! Of course, she only got asked what she thought out of politeness …” She had run out of people, “and that’s what they all think,” she finished.

“And what do you both want to do?”

She looked at Polly who said at once, “You go first, Clary.”

Not for the first time that evening, she wished that she had Archie to herself, because she didn’t feel that Polly wanted the same things. However, she did her best.

“What I want is to get a huge lot of experience. I’m just running out of any at home, you see. I mean, anything new I learn is nearly always from books, which is interesting but it isn’t the same, because if those things happened to me I don’t know if I would have agreed that that’s how it was. Polly says she doesn’t know what she’s here for, and I’m coming round to agreeing with her. About me, I mean. We’re not like Louise, you see. She’s always wanted to be an actress.”

“You could be a writer,” Polly reminded her. “You used to say that was what you wanted to be.”

“Well, I’m not so sure now. I have the uneasy feeling that people have already written everything. I do write, of course, but Louise does that too. She’s always writing plays, but it’s not her main thing. So I feel extremely muddled about it all. But not knowing doesn’t mean I want to be frog-marched into some boring enterprise that they think would be good for me. What they mean is that it would be safe and dull and wouldn’t actually be bad. I’m not very interested in safety.”

“One thing we thought,” Polly said, “would be for Clary and me to have a little house in London where we could live on our own.”

“What would you live on?” Archie enquired.

“Oh, easy! We both have allowances now. Forty-two pounds a year each. If we didn’t buy clothes and things, we could easily pay for food and electric light and all that sort of thing. And if it wasn’t enough,” she added seeing Archie’s face, “we could get jobs in a shop.”

“Or, you said,” Polly reminded her, “that bus conductors get two pounds ten a week and with the war going on like this they would probably take women to be them.”

“And Poll says she wants to go to parties because we never have much since we were children.”

“Well, you want to go to them too.”

“Only to meet people in more walks of life,” she said.

Afterwards, she thought that Archie had been a very good listener. He never interrupted, or pooh-poohed anything. He made them go through the cons of each idea that had been presented: “You’ve only told me the pros,” he said, “and they might be because you haven’t noticed the cons.”

So they went through it all. It was agreed that they didn’t want to stay at home, but learning French would be a good thing wherever they were. They agreed that it might be useful to learn how to cook, but it wasn’t only cooking, it was learning how to interview servants and ironing ghastly complicated clothes they would never have. “Anyway, Polly doesn’t want servants in her house when she has one, and I may easily become a socialist because they are keener on being fair to people, and we can always eat out of tins or make sandwiches which we both adore.” They could neither of them see much of a pro in the domestic science school. When it came to learning shorthand and typing they were on weaker ground. Archie pointed out that when they were called up, having some skill like that would almost certainly give them a better chance of an interesting job. “Although,” she had said, “I don’t think women are allowed to do any really interesting jobs. They’re allowed to get killed in a war, but not to do any of the killing back. Another injustice for you.”

“You know perfectly well, Clary, that you would absolutely loathe to kill anyone.”

“That’s not the point. The point is that if women had an equal responsibility about wars, we probably wouldn’t have them. That’s my view.”

“She half wants to be a pacifist—like Christopher—and I agree with that in a way,” Polly said. “But she also wants to be able to fly aeroplanes and be in command of a submarine, which, you must agree, Archie, isn’t very logical.”

“All the same, I do sort of see what she means,” Archie replied.

Clary glowed: the most understanding person she had ever met. “One can have contingency wishes,” she said; she was trying to lick her fingers in an unnoticeable manner, but she saw them both watching her. “Isn’t it extraordinary how Grand Marnier gets on the outside of the glass? It’s surprising there’s any left inside at all.”

Archie said that leaving aside how they would like life to be, they had to consider what it was, and perhaps, given the status quo, they might consider a secretarial course useful. The university idea was ruled out. “We haven’t even passed School Cert,” she said, “and I have the feeling that for years and years we’ve been learning all the wrong things to get us to pass that.”

“It’s just poor Miss Milliment wanting us to have what she wanted,” Polly said. “She’s far brainier than us. She has taught us things,” she added, “it’s just that mostly they aren’t of the kind that would pass exams.”

“Where are we going now?” she asked as they walked down the dark narrow street from the restaurant.

“Home, I thought. Did you have any other ideas?”

“I slightly—only faintly—hoped we might be going to a night club.”

“I’m afraid we aren’t tonight. I don’t belong to one, you see. But if you’re very keen, I’ll join one and take you at a later date.”

“I’m not all that keen. Only Louise went on and on about it, and she went once after going to the Late Joys. I suppose you couldn’t take two women to one, anyway.”

“Why not? I should think it would be twice as much fun.”

“It would be very awkward for the person you weren’t dancing with,” Polly said. “They might get kidnapped.”

“That would be me,” she said at once. “I’m rotten at dancing. I can’t really see the point of it.”

“We didn’t go to a night club,” she wrote in her diary. “Just as well, really, as they are reputed to be extremely boring places—only much good for people who want to drink a lot and be in love.”

She looked at this for some time wondering what either of these things would be exactly like. It seemed to her that you could do either or both anywhere, you didn’t have to go to a night club for them, so there must be something else about NCs that wasn’t mentioned. Oh, well. It was probably all part of the general conspiracy—a club as well, really—that neither she nor Polly seemed able to get into, and probably never would get into until they’d had some of the mysterious experiences that were never talked about, except with each other. It couldn’t be simply connected (as they had once thought) with age: they were both seventeen and if that wasn’t grown up, what on earth was?

Archie’s flat is very nice [she wrote]. We spent the night there. He kindly gave Polly and me his bed, and he slept on the sofa in his sitting room, which wasn’t long enough for him, poor Archie, and he said his neck felt like a coat hook at breakfast. I knew that Polly and I should have had separate evenings with him, and then one of us could have had the sofa and he could have stuck to his bed. But although it is quite small, and it was a furnished flat, he has somehow made it nice and like he is. He showed us a cupboard in the passage in the hall crammed with the bits of furnishing he couldn’t bear. There was an awful lampshade with ships in full sail on it, all dark parchment and coffee-bean coloured ships, and a boxful of china rabbits all pale blue and getting larger and larger but otherwise the same, and a carpet with what Archie calls post-Picasso zig-zags all over it in fruit juice colours—things like that. But Archie has put red baize tablecloths over the worst tables and he bought an amazing picture by a painter called Matthew Smith—terrific reds and deep blues of a rather fat person asleep which he’s hung over the fireplace and he painted the walls white himself which makes it all much lighter. The bathroom has a salmon and black bath which apparently was once fashionable. He says the only thing to do is to laugh at it, but there was rose geranium Morny soap and the water was far hotter than at home. For breakfast we had toast and potted meat and tea. Then Archie had to go to his office which is in the Admiralty. So Polly and I washed up breakfast and tidied everything up and then we went shopping and prowling until it was time to have lunch with Uncle Hugh at his club. Clubs again. His is called the In and Out because of it having two openings to the drive in front of the main door. Although there aren’t being any raids on London at the moment, it does look very dusty and tired. We decided to go to Piccadilly Circus and see if Galeries Lafayette had anything nice we could afford—Poll bought her lemon dress there for five shillings so it can be a good place. On our way there, we sort of talked about Archie but only in a very superficial manner. For instance, I said I wondered how he ever did any shopping if naval officers aren’t allowed to carry parcels, and Polly said they must change into their civilian clothes, or get their girl friends to do the shopping for them. I said I didn’t think that Archie had a girl friend and Polly said how did I know, had he told me? He hadn’t actually mentioned the subject, but of course if he had there would have been signs. Poll instantly said what sort of signs and I couldn’t think of them, except pots of cold cream in the bathroom. Anyway, I said, people always talk about the person they’re in love with—look at the way Louise goes on and on about boring Michael Hadleigh, and for all we knew Archie might be too old to have affairs. “He’s not too old!” Polly cried. “He’s actually, anyway, extremely young for his age.”

But all through the morning Archie seemed to be in both our minds, because we kept referring to him—or rather, I think it was mostly Poll: she kept saying things like how did he have dinner every night as he didn’t have a cook, and what did he do at weekends when he didn’t come down to our house, and wondering what he did when he went to the Admiralty. All things she could have asked him herself, as I pointed out to her. She didn’t answer.

The shopping wasn’t a success. Galeries Lafayette didn’t have anything we wanted; a shop called Huppert at the bottom of Regent’s Street had a very pretty pink silk blouse that Polly longed for, but it was six pounds, “an astronomical sum for something that would only dress half of you!” she said sadly. I offered to lend her half the money, but she said better not, better to save the money for when we were living in London. We decided to walk to Uncle Hugh’s club which faced Green Park. It was an interesting walk—past Fortnum and Mason and a very grand-looking bookshop and then a bombed church. There was ragwort and loosestrife growing out of bits of it as well as on the ground. We were rather early for lunch so Poll said why didn’t we go and sit in the park opposite and we could decide how to tackle her father at lunch about us living in London. But I said I wanted to go into the Ritz because it was the poshest hotel and I’d never been inside it. “I’ll just go to the lav,” I said, “and if they don’t seem to like me just doing that, I might have a gin and lime.”

Poll was simply terrified by the idea and it made her angry. “It’s stupid,” she said. “People don’t just walk into hotels—”

“Yes, they do! It’s what they’re for!”

“Unless they are going to stay in them. Please don’t. I beg you not to.”

So I didn’t. Instead, we went and sat in Green Park and, after a bit of not talking, talked about how we could get our house. I said I thought it might be a good idea if Polly said she wanted to go to an art school, as the very word school seems to have a reassuring influence on the nervy grown-ups. Polly said the worst hurdle was if Uncle Hugh wanted us to live in his house with him and Uncle Edward.

Oh, well. We had a delicious lunch—crab salads and a wine called Leebfrowmilk, German, so of course I can’t spell it; Uncle Hugh said it was a hock, whatever that may mean. He was very nice and treated us in a totally grown-up way until it came to us having a house whereupon he became all slippery and we’ll-seeish, which in both our vast experience of this behaviour usually means no. He did say how lovely it would be for him if we lived in his house, and I could see Polly weakening which weakened me, because after all he is her father, and if Dad made the same proposition to me, of course I’d live with him. Of course I would. Only it wouldn’t be the same, of course, because there would be Zoë. Perhaps she would stay in the country with Jules, and then it could be just Dad and me. And then Archie could come and live with us …

But for me to stay (with Polly) in Uncle Hugh’s house will not be like that, and will certainly curtail our freedom, as I pointed out to Polly going back in the train. She said we’d have to see—a thoroughly Middle-Aged Remark—mutton talking lamb, I said to her, and she had to agree. But she said we could lobby some of the others although I haven’t much hope of that producing the desired result: Aunt Villy is rather snappy these days, and Aunt Rach doesn’t ever seem to think things should be done because they might be fun, and Zoë has no real influence over anyone excepting Jules and that poor RAF man who is in love with her, if you ask me. And the Duchy—she can’t help being old-fashioned as she is so old—thinks we don’t need to go anywhere or do anything.

I don’t plan to have any children, but if by some chance I do, there are some resolutions I shall make. No MARs like “we’ll see,” “it depends” or “all in good time”. And no subjects that can’t be talked about, and I shall encourage them to have adventures.

She read over what she had written to see whether it was right to put into the journal she was writing for Dad. Most of it was. She left out some of the bits about her and Polly and Archie, and the bit about living with him in his house, but Zoë being also there. Instead, she put in bits about the family, so that he would know as much as possible what had happened to them.

Ellen [she wrote] is getting pretty old. I suppose rheumatism makes people seem older than their years, and I don’t know what Ellen’s years are because she says it is none of my business, but she is very creaky and all the yellowish bits of her hair have gone, and it is now a sort of foggish white. Also, she has specs that Aunt Villy took her into Hastings to get, but she does not like wearing them except for sewing. She does look after Wills and Roly and Jules a lot of the time but Eileen helps her with the ironing because her legs won’t stand it, she says. On her day off, she tends to put her feet up—not a very day-offish sort of thing to do. It must be fearful getting really old: it’s extraordinary to think that we’re doing that all the time without actually noticing. I wonder how much I have changed in two years since you last saw me, Dad. I mean, except for getting taller—I am half an inch at least taller than Zoë—I don’t feel to myself to have changed much. I did have my hair permed last week, because Polly was having hers done and she thought it might make mine more interesting. It hasn’t, at all. Instead of being straight as well as an extremely boring dark brown colour, it turned into sort of ghastly wiry waves that ended in fainting corkscrews, and every time I washed it, I had to wind those awful curlers that are made of something like lead encased in dark brown stocking stuff that hurt and dig into your head whichever way you lie in bed. So I got the hairdressing lady in Battle to cut it all off. She had to cut it quite short all over my head so now I look a bit like a golliwog as it sticks up everywhere. I don’t seem to suit the ladylike things. Make-up, for instance. Polly, who is immensely pretty, now looks terrifically glamorous if she puts on eye-shadow and mascara and lipstick and stuff. I look idiotic. The mascara goes straight into my eyes and then they water and it runs down my face and the eye-shadow gets into that crease of my eyelid and I can’t keep lipstick on for a second. Polly says you open your mouth and sort of pop the food in like a letterbox, but I forget. And powder seems to make my nose shinier in a luminous way. I think I’ll just have to be like Aunt Rach and not wear any. So, Dad, in spite of that loony remark you made about me being beautiful—that day when we were getting water from the spring—I’m afraid I’m not turning out like that. I’m not like Polly. I was just about to write that she seems to be getting over her mother’s death, but it seems a meaningless phrase to me. I don’t think people ever get over something as terrible as that; it just slowly stops being the only or main thing in their mind, but when they remember it, they feel the same. Of course, what it amounts to is that I don’t know what she is feeling because of not being her. But this is what makes people so interesting, don’t you think, Dad? Most of the time one hasn’t the slightest idea what other people are feeling, and sometimes one has the slightest idea, and I suppose, occasionally, one actually knows. Miss Milliment, with whom I have discussed this point, says that morality, or principles of one kind or another, are what is supposed to hold us all together, but they don’t, do they? There was a huge air raid on a German city called Cologne last month (we are bombing the Germans all the time now, but this was an especially large raid with 1000 bombers and people were quite pleased and bloodthirsty about it). But either killing people is wrong or it isn’t. I don’t see how you can start making exceptions to that sort of rule; you might as well say that it isn’t wrong, after all. I do find it terribly confusing. I do talk to Archie about this sort of thing when I am alone with him, but, of course, when we went to London and stayed with him, I never was. Polly hates talking about the war, she gets upset and keeps going off the track—like pointing out all the people we know who wouldn’t kill people. When Archie came down for a weekend in the Easter holidays there had been a raid on a place in France called St. Nazaire—not so far from where you were, Dad, when you wrote me your love, and I felt he was very sad about something, and in the end he told me. They rammed this destroyer against the lock gates and so, of course, they couldn’t get away from the Germans and they had mined the ship so that it would blow up at a certain time, and they invited many German officers on board for a drink before they were to be taken prisoner (the English, I mean—goodness! writing can be tricky) and so of course dozens of the Germans got blown up with the English. Archie knew one of them. Hardly anyone got away. Think of them all pouring out gins and being jolly and counting the minutes till they knew there would be the explosion. Archie said it was a kind of courage that made him feel very small. He says the Germans are just as brave—there’s no difference, really. I can believe that because I’ve been reading a very good awful book called All Quiet on the Western Front which is about the First World War from the Germans’ point of view. You would have thought, wouldn’t you, that after so many people knew how awful and revolting and frightening war is that they’d agree not to have any more, but I suppose only a minority read books like that and the others get old and people don’t believe them. Don’t you think there is something quite wrong about our life span? If we lived for 150 years and didn’t get too old for the first hundred, then there would be time for people to get sensible before they got like Lady Rydal or just too set in their bad old ways.

Oh, Dad, I can’t help wishing you could say things back to me. Sometimes I feel that. Naturally I would rather you were at home and going to the office and coming down on Fridays and making jokes. The latter are rather few and far between these days. That’s because you were always the funniest. Are …

This was getting out of hand, she thought. If Dad reads this when he comes back, I don’t want him to feel I’m anguished or anything.

Here she stopped altogether, because she found she was crying.




The Family

Late Summer–Autumn, 1942

“Good Lord! bit young, isn’t she?”

“She’s nineteen.”

“He’s a lot older, though, isn’t he?”

“Thirty-three. Old enough to keep her on an even keel.”

“Do you like him?”

“Hardly know him. I’m going down to Portsmouth tonight to discuss things. Sorry I can’t dine with you, old boy, but he’s going to sea again tomorrow and it’s the only chance for us to meet.”


“That’s all right. Of course I understand. Good luck. Will you be back in time for the meeting with the Board of Trade? Because I’d quite like it if—”

“I’ll be back. Two thirty, isn’t it? I’ll be back in time to have a bite with you first.”

“Fine. Come to my club. Then we can walk to the meeting.”

“Darling, how too too thrilling! Of course you must let me make the dress. She’d look divine in lace and luckily one doesn’t need coupons for it. When is it to be?”

“Rather soon. In four weeks, actually. He has some leave then, so it seemed sensible. Could I stay a night with you? I’ve got to meet the in-laws to make some plans and I’m slightly dreading it.”

“Are they not pleased?”

“They seem pleased. I said I thought she was a bit young, but Lady Zinnia seemed to think that was a good thing.”

“She must be in favour, darling, I’m sure of that.”

“Why?”

“It wouldn’t be happening if she wasn’t.”

“Oh.”

“She utterly adores Michael. He’s angelic—you’ll love him.”

“Well, of course I’ve met him. He’s been down to stay once or twice.”

“No, I mean the Judge, Peter Storey. Her husband. I used to know him years ago. He’s a charmer. When do you want to come?”

“As soon as you can have me. There’s going to be so much to do.”

“You are happy about it, aren’t you? I can’t help feeling a bit responsible as I introduced them.”

“I think so, but she does seem terribly young …”

“Oh, Kitty dear, you must be so relieved. It began to look as though she was going to be left on the shelf like yours truly, didn’t it?”

“Dolly dear, it’s not Rachel who is getting married, it is Louise.”


“Louise?”

“Edward’s eldest daughter.”

“That poor motherless child! Surely she’s too young.”

“No, Dolly, you’re thinking of Polly. This is Villy and Edward’s child—Louise.”

“Well—I still think she’s too young. And I shall need a hat. Flo used to be so wonderful with hats. I always said she could make a hat out of anything. ‘Give you a few yards of petersham and a waste-paper basket and you’d concoct something that would surprise me,’ I used to tell her. It was a gift. I do hope the engagement will not be a long one. Dear Mama always said that long engagements were such a strain.”

“No, it will be short.”

“Although, myself, I’ve always thought that a long engagement would be so comfortable. One would feel that one’s future was settled, but one could not have any of the difficulties of marriage, which I am told can be most trying. I hope they won’t live in London—the Zeppelins are a constant anxiety these days.

“What on earth for?”

“People just do, when they reach a certain age.”

“Catch me!”

“You haven’t reached the age—by any means.”

“Weddings are just for girls.”

“They can’t be. You have to have one of each for them. You’ll have to go to this one, as a cousin, and I shall certainly have to go as a sister, and quite likely a bridesmaid.”

“Will there be cake?”

“You won’t like it, it’ll have marzipan.”

He groaned. “I’ll take my penknife.”

“People don’t take penknives to weddings, Neville. You’ll be able to wear your longs. And there’ll be champagne.”

“I can’t stand champagne. Will there be ginger beer?”

“I have not the faintest idea,” Lydia answered, in her mother’s most crushing voice.

“And then he asked you?”

“Yes.”

“And you said yes?”

“Yes.”

“Are you excited?”

“Excited? I don’t know. Sort of—”

The telephone rang.

“If it’s Kit or Freddie I want to speak to them,” Stella called after her as she went to the telephone.

Stella heard her yelling “Yes?” in her best Cockney (last night they had all played charades and she had been raucously funny as a mum whose child had got a chamber-pot stuck on his head) and then her talking quite ordinarily, but too quietly to be heard. It was Saturday, and as they did not have go to their typing school, she decided to have one more cup of coffee before tackling the ghastly sinkful of washing up from last night.

When Louise came back she was flushed, but subdued.

“It was The Times,” she said.


“The newspaper?”

“Yep. Wanting to know about my being engaged to Michael Hadleigh.”

“Gosh! I didn’t know he was as famous as that.”

“Nor did I, really. Have you got a fag?”

“Afraid not. We smoked the lot last night. I’ll go and get some, if you like.”

“No—I’ll go.”

“When are you getting married?”

“In about four weeks. Michael gets some leave then.”

“In four weeks you’ll be Mrs. Michael Hadleigh.”

“Yes. It is exciting, but it also feels—” She stopped, because really she wasn’t sure.

“What does it feel like?”

There was something reassuring about Stella’s familiar curiosity, which provoked in her, as it always did, her most careful honesty. “I’m not sure. Stupendous—and also a bit unreal. As though I was two people: one who it is happening to, and one whom it couldn’t possibly be happening to. It’s rather amazing that he should want to marry me, don’t you think?”

“No.”

“Oh. I think it is. His family’s frightfully glamorous, you know. They know hundreds of famous people—he could marry anyone.”

“Anyone could marry anyone, you fool. I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“No, it doesn’t. He says he loves me.”

“Are your family pleased?”

“I think so. When I told my mother, she simply said, didn’t I think I was too young! Of all the idiotic questions …”

“And your father?”

“I don’t care what he thinks. But, of course, he approves of Michael because his father was a hero in the last war.”

“How simplistic.”

“Isn’t it?” It wasn’t a word she had ever encountered before, but she could see at once what it meant, and it seemed just right for her father. “I shall miss ‘Mon Debris’ terribly, though. And being with you.” She looked fondly round the dilapidated little hole, once part of the coal cellars that now served as a kitchen in their basement flat. “Back in a minute.”

But after the front door had slammed, and in the ensuing silence, Stella, with pictures of her mother—quenched, entrapped on a velvet sofa in an overheated room from which she could only escape by nostalgia and the poetry of her youth—rubbed the unexpected angry tears from her eyes. She has already gone, she thought, and she won’t ever really be back.

“Five pounds of the finest flour—the dear knows where I get that, it’s all the same flour nowadays—three pounds of fresh butter—I might as well fly—five pounds of currants, do you hear that, Frank? Two nutmegs, mace, clove, well, at least I’ve got them, sixteen eggs, a pound of sweet almonds and one and a half pounds of candied peel. For the life of me, I do not see my way at all—I’m at my wit’s end, really I am!”

“You could make a Utility cake, Mrs. Cripps—Mabel.” He always found it difficult to call her Mabel when she was wearing her specs, which had thick steel rims and made her look cross even when she was in a good mood, which was not, at present, the case.

“A Utility cake? For Miss Louise’s wedding? You must be out of your mind if you think I’d entertain such a notion for a minute. For one second,” she added. “Marge and dried eggs, when it will be known that the cake came from this house? Well-known people will be partaking of this cake, Mr. Tonbridge, and I’m not having aspersions cast at it. On it. Either I shall make it of the proper ingredients, or it will not be made at all. Those are my last words on the subject,” she added untruthfully as she continued to ruminate for the rest of the day with a ferocity that brooked no further suggestions from him or anyone else.

Life had not been easy lately. It was true that she had achieved an Understanding with Frank, whom she still called Mr. Tonbridge in front of the others, but that had occurred before Christmas over eight months ago; and his divorce from That Woman, Ethyl her name was, didn’t seem to be getting on at all. This was partly because the letters—and they seemed few and far between—that Frank’s lawyer sent were never, or hardly ever, answered although a Mr. Sparrow-grass had once written back to say that he had no instructions from his client and therefore was unable to instigate proceedings. “But you’re the one to do the proceedings,” she had said. “She’s the one who’s gone off, she’s the one to blame.” Then he’d started up with some nonsense about doing the gentlemanly thing by Ethyl, letting her divorce him. But supposing she didn’t want to, Mrs. Cripps had thought to herself. Supposing she wanted the house and the man she had got off with and Frank to fall back on if things went wrong? She hadn’t dared to say that to him, but she had gone on worrying about it. He was ever so reserved with her—wouldn’t put his arm round her except in the dark when they were alone, and how often was that? He hadn’t any confidence, she could see that—needed building up in more ways than one, but it was rather like how he was with food; she could feed him three square meals a day and endless snacks in between them and he didn’t put on an ounce, was as scrawny as ever. Meanwhile she wasn’t getting any younger and sometimes she longed for him to throw his weight about more, be masterful like they were in films, instead of the jerky little pounces he sometimes made when he’d had a drink or two at the pub, or they were in the cinema, and once on the pier at Hastings in the evening. Of course, he knew ever such a lot about the war and history and all that; she knew he was quite clever because she couldn’t understand half of what he said sometimes: he had opinions about things and she liked a man to have them, and he’d bought a wireless that they listened to in the evenings and he told what he thought about what they said on it. But none of this seemed to be getting them anywhere, and having been engaged once before in her life—long before she came to work for the Cazalets—and he jilting her at the last moment, something she thought she never thought about any more, had, none the less, made her wary and more anxious than she would otherwise have been. Mrs. Fellows, the cook she had been kitchen maid to in those days, had warned her about Norman, but she hadn’t listened—she’d done things with him when she was young and silly and knew no better, which she did now, that it made her blush to think of. No man was going to make free with her out of wedlock ever again, she had vowed, when she had got over the awful fright of thinking she was in the family way. Norman—he’d been a groom at the place she worked—had just gone off to sea one day without a word. It had been a shock, made worse when she discovered that the lodgekeeper’s daughter had the same idea about him. In the servants’ hall they said that he’d got too many girls’ fathers after him and that was why he’d gone to sea. Her father had been killed in the war—the one before this—so he wouldn’t do no chasing and, anyway, she was a hundred miles from home. That had been her first place—she hadn’t gone out to work until she was fourteen, because with five other children and a job cooking at the cottage hospital her mother needed her at home. Mrs. Fellows had been ever so strict but she’d given her Standards that she’d been thankful for ever since, as she always told the succession of girls she’d trained, but oh dear, they weren’t what they used to be. The last girl—the one before Lizzie, that Miss Rachel had got from London—had been a real little madam, no respect for her elders, painting her fingernails and hanging her knickers on the line where the men could see them; she hadn’t lasted a fortnight. Now with Lizzie—who was Edie’s youngest sister—at least she had respect, you couldn’t hardly hear a word she said and she did what she was told, although she was very slow and didn’t get through things like Edie had. “We have to make allowances, Mrs. Cripps,” Mrs. Cazalet Senior had said, which reminded her that she would have to go and see Mrs. Edward about the cake. She left Frank finishing the custard tart and buttoned up the straps on her shoes.

Mrs. Edward, who was making lists in the morning room, understood the problem at once and said she would ask everyone, including Lieutenant Hadleigh’s family, whether they could contribute some rations for the cake. People in the services could often help about things like that, she said, and she also seemed to understand that they must do so quickly, as a cake of that kind needed time to settle after baking. “Although some people are using artificial wedding cakes—just to be looked at and not eaten,” she said.

Concealing her shock and disgust at such a notion, Mrs. Cripps had said that this would not do for Miss Louise, and when Mrs. Edward had agreed with her, she felt emboldened to put in a word for Frank who was working himself up about it.

“Mr. Tonbridge was hoping he would be driving the bride to church,” she said.

“Oh! Really I don’t know, Mrs. Cripps, the wedding is to be in London, you know, so that it is easier for people to get to it.”

Mrs. Cripps knew that. Information, often contradictory, sometimes invented, about the wedding, poured into the servants’ hall: Eileen provided a good deal from waiting at table, Ellen from what Mrs. Rupert told her, the housemaids from airy suppositions made to them by Clary and Polly. She knew that the wedding was to be in Chelsea and the reception held at Claridge’s Hotel; she knew that a Lady Knebworth was making the dress and several other items, and that Mrs. Lugg from Robertsbridge was making some of the underwear, of curtain net Eileen had remarked, but trimmed with some of Mrs. Senior’s lace. She knew that Miss Lydia and Miss Clary and Miss Polly were to be bridesmaids and Mrs. Rupert was making their dresses, that four hundred people had been invited and that there had been pictures in The Times, and in the paper that Mr. Tonbridge read it had said “Hero’s Son to Wed.” Dottie had suggested that the King and Queen might be present, but she, Mrs. Cripps, who in far earlier days, when she was second cook in a big place, had once made and rolled the hot-water pastry for game pie for a shooting lunch at which His Majesty’s father—his late Majesty—had shot and was therefore regarded as an authority on the subject, had snubbed her at once; Their Majesties would think twice before they went to weddings in the middle of a war, she had said, and Dottie should not get silly ideas above her station. The fact that the wedding was to be in London had come as a great blow to all of them: Dottie had cried, Bertha had stopped trimming their hats and Eileen had got one of her sick headaches. Mrs. Cripps had felt that her station required her to preserve an impassive demeanour, but nevertheless told Frank that she thought it a great shame: girls always used to be married at home, and if this wasn’t Miss Louise’s home she would like to know what was. So it was with very great delight and no small surprise that she received the news now that everybody, the whole household, was to attend the wedding; that they were all to go up to town in the morning, lunch would be provided at the Charing Cross Hotel and they would go in cabs to the church. “But Tonbridge will be driving Mr. and Mrs. Cazalet and Miss Barlow to London that morning, Mrs. Cripps, so you will have to be in charge of the rest of the staff. Lunch will be at twelve o’clock which will give you plenty of time to get to the church by two thirty. I shall include Ellen and the two little boys in your party.”

“Yes, madam.” This was a relief, as Ellen knew London and she did not.

“After the reception, you will all return in a train. I think there is one at six, but there is time to arrange that.”

This meant that they would all be going to the party after the wedding. “Everybody will be very pleased, I’m sure,” she said.

“Darling, if I was you, I would be counting my blessings. It’s a match that even our poor mamma would have approved of. And she would certainly not have thought Louise too young. I must say that I wish I was in your shoes. Angela shows no sign of an engagement to anyone and she was twenty-three last month. And, after all, you never wanted her to go on the stage.”

“No, but he is fourteen years older than she is. Don’t you think that that is rather a lot?”

“It simply means that he is old enough to look after her. How are you getting on with his family?”

“Quite well, I think. We’ve had to do a good deal of liaising over plans. The Judge wanted it to be a dry wedding. He felt it would be more patriotic.”

“Goodness! What did Edward say?”

“He went white to the lips and said no daughter of his, et cetera. Of course, I had to tell them, but Lady Zinnia took it quite calmly. I think she has taken rather a shine to him.”

Villy had dropped in for tea after taking Louise to have a fitting with Hermione and doing various other errands about London. She had made the arrangement ahead so there were no farcical problems like there had been the time before when she had just turned up, Jessica thought, and then thought it funny that she had not mentioned Lorenzo. She had been there for over two hours now; tea had developed into sherry while they went through all the family news, taking turns as they had always done, and according each other the ritual sympathy expected. Teddy had nearly finished his initial square-bashing in the RAF and was then likely to be sent somewhere for further training. “But the actual flying part they do abroad, in Canada or America. I must say I dread that.”

“Oh, darling!”

Christopher was still working in the market garden. He had acquired a second-hand caravan where he lived with his dog. “I never see him! He simply loathes London!”

“Oh, darling!”

Lydia was doing quite well with Miss Milliment, but she was going to have to wear a brace on her teeth and probably have one out as her mouth was overcrowded; and she was quite dreadfully untidy and never stopped talking and mimicked everybody. “And she’s picked up some dreadful language—from Neville, I think—and they have the most morbid obsession with death—they’ve been playing cemeteries all the summer and keep looking for things to bury.”

“Darling, it’s only her age. What is she, about twelve? Well, she’ll soon grow up.”

Nora was nursing and had fallen in love with a nineteen-year-old airman whose back had been broken before he bailed out of his plane. “He’ll be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, but she is determined to marry him.”

“Darling! You never told me!”

“Well, I suppose I didn’t believe it would go on at first, but it has—for nearly a year. Would you believe it, it is he who doesn’t want to marry her!”

“Goodness!” Villy tried to put the right amount of shocked surprise into her voice. “At least it would put paid to the idea of being a nun,” she said.

“Oh, I think she’s over that. She’s far too bossy for that.”

There was a pause, and then Villy, having groped for the most delicate way to phrase it, asked: “If she does marry him … would there be the chance of offspring?”

“I haven’t liked to ask. I imagine not—” She fell silent, and for moments both sisters were occupied by the kind of thoughts that, naturally, neither of them would dream of voicing. Villy lit another cigarette, and Jessica poured them both more sherry.

“How is Raymond?”

“Oh, tremendously involved in his secret work at Woodstock. As it is secret, of course, he can’t tell me anything about it. But he seems to work fearfully long hours, and they live in some hostel so there is built-in company in the evenings. It’s ironic, really. When we had no money, he wouldn’t have dreamed of doing a steady job with a salary—always wanted to run his own business and they always came to grief, and now when money isn’t so tight, there he is, in a steady job with a salary.”

“He did do the school job.”

“Yes—after the mushrooms failed. But that was largely so that Christopher could go to that school as we only had to pay half fees. I think he will be one of the people who will be quite sad when the war finally does come to an end. Going back to Frensham with nothing to do will be dull for the poor lamb.”

“The end of the war seems a long way off.” Villy sighed. “Michael was involved in that raid on Dieppe last week.”

“Was it meant to be the beginning of the invasion?”

“Apparently not. No—Michael told Edward that it had been mounted because they had to find out what it would be like, but it must have been hell. We could hear the guns all day in Sussex—eerie and horrible. All we could see were the planes going over. Of course, Louise will have a very anxious time. Michael seems always to want to be in the thick of things.”

Jessica sighed. “I suppose we are really rather lucky.”

“Lucky?”

“To have escaped all that kind of thing. I mean, we married men who’d come back from the war. We didn’t have to worry about whether they’d be killed.”


“I can’t say that I feel particularly lucky,” Villy said stiffly, and Jessica thought: There she goes—just like Mamma, she has to be the tragedy queen …

“How’s Edward?” she asked with deliberate brightness.

“All right. Dead tired.” She looked at her watch. “Gosh! I must fly. Can I call a cab? I’ve got to get to Hugh’s to change. Edward and I are dining chez Storey—the wedding again. Thank you so much, darling. It was a lovely respite.”

From what? Jessica asked herself, when Villy had gone. Without apparently having made the slightest effort, Villy had achieved this desirable marriage for her daughter. It was true that Louise was very good-looking, but Angela, though perhaps not so striking, was lovely with large, well-spaced features and an admirable figure, a statuesque girl with an air of remoteness that dear Mamma would deeply have approved of. But perhaps she was too remote: ever since that most unfortunate business with the BBC producer, nothing seemed to have happened to her. To begin with, this had been a relief, but now it was becoming a little worrying. She had left the BBC and got some job in the Ministry of Information which meant that, although she had registered for war service, she had not yet been called up. She shared a flat with another girl and Jessica hardly ever saw her. Her dreams of a debutante who married the right sort of person, had her picture in the front of Country Life and subsequently went to all the right sort of parties had faded. Now, she thought, she would be relieved if Angela married anyone at all.

“Well?”

“If you are asking me about the evening, Zee, I thought it both pleasant and sensible.”

“Pleasant because?”

“They are a nice couple. The backbone of English society.”

“Ah! Of course you are right. I suppose I’ve always preferred the more decorative, less useful parts.”

“He is an attractive man, surely? And a brave one. Two MCs and a recommendation for a Victoria Cross in the last war.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”


“And she is a pleasant woman.”

“Oh, yes. Most wives are that. The number of pleasant wives I have had to put up with! Thank God you left politics. It has cut down the number of women one has to have to dinner.”

He passed a fond hand over her wonderfully thick silver-white hair. “But, my darling Zee, if you had your way, there would be no women at all to have to dinner. There would be you—and a world full of handsome, entertaining, daring men. With just a few broody hens kept well in the background.”

She smiled slightly, but her eyes were sparkling. “Tell me, what was sensible about the evening.”

“I thought we got a great many of the tiresome wedding arrangements sorted out without either argument or acrimony, and I am told that this is seldom the case.”

“It was very good of you to say that you would share the cost of the reception.”

“We are inviting so many people that it seemed to me right. And he is your beloved son. And you are one of the few women on whom it would be no good practising the cant of losing a son and gaining a daughter.”

She indicated that she wanted to get up from the sofa on which she was lying.

“Although you do like her, don’t you, darling?”

“Little Louise! Of course I like her. I am delighted with her. So funny and charming and so very young!”

She was on her feet now, and he put his arm in hers as they began the slow progress to their respective bedrooms.

“And I shan’t lose my son,” she said. “Nothing but death would achieve it. And I have no intention of dying. I want to see my grandson far too much for that.”




Louise
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When she was alone, which was very nearly all the time these days, and when she was not completely inert—she would try to put the pieces of herself together into some recognizable shape so that she could sort of see what she was. At the acting school they had spent hours discussing characteristics of people—facets of their personality, aspects of their nature, quirks of behaviour or temperament. They had discussed characters in plays, of course, and over the weeks had condemned “bad” plays that had characters who were merely two-dimensional—cardboard cut-outs with no depth. Then, when she had talked about this with Stella and had trotted out all their theories, Stella had said: “Of course, that’s why Shakespeare and Chekhov are the only playwrights with genius. Their characters are more like eggs. However you approach their surface they are never flat, always tailing mysteriously off round a corner that isn’t even a corner, but at the same time you can always imagine the whole shape …”

But she, although she was not merely a character in a play, did not feel at all like an egg; more like a bit of crazy paving, or part of a jigsaw puzzle. She did not feel like anyone she could recognize; even the disparate pieces of paving or jigsaw seemed hardly to belong to her, were more like a series of bit parts that she had become accustomed to, and was therefore good at playing. Mrs. Michael Hadleigh was one of them. The fortunate young wife of a glamorous man who, according to Zee, had broken innumerable hearts. People wrote “Mrs. Michael Hadleigh” on envelopes; it had been the caption to the photograph taken by Harlip that had appeared shortly after her marriage in Country Life. Receptionists in hotels called her that. This person had gone through a fashionable wedding with photographs of it in most of the newspapers. “I look like a new potato in white lace!” she had wailed, knowing it would make Michael’s family laugh. This person wore the gold watch that the Judge had given her as a wedding present and a turquoise and diamond ring that Zee had given her for her engagement. She had new luggage stamped L.H. in gold on the white hide. At Claridge’s, she had been given a room in which to change from the white lace to the suit Hermione had made her for going away—a pretty creamy tweed with a wide-spaced thin scarlet check on it, a straight short skirt and a short-sleeved jacket with light scarlet buttons. She had emerged from the lift to walk through the wide entrance to the hotel that was thronged with family and people she had never seen before in her life, to the Daimler where Crawley—the Judge’s chauffeur—was waiting to drive them away. Her topcoat had been forgotten, and Zee sent Malcolm Sargent for it. “Kind Malcolm will get it,” she had said, and he did. Mrs. Michael Hadleigh was the person who was eyed appreciatively by admirals, some of whom had sent huge packing cases full of what had clearly been valuable but was now shattered glass. These had been difficult to thank for, as in the worst instances, the fragments made it impossible to know what the object had originally been. “Thank you so much for sending us all that lovely glass,” she had written to one of them. A large number of people—many of them distinguished—were delighted to meet Mrs. Michael Hadleigh, and congratulated Michael with varying degrees of elegance and gallantry on his charming young wife. Sometimes she felt a little like a conjuring trick, the white rabbit he had so cleverly produced from nowhere. Mrs. Michael Hadleigh only seemed to come to life when there were other people present.

Then there was the child bride. Her youth was endlessly harped upon, by senior naval officers, by friends of Michael, many of whom were even older than he. This also applied at Hatton, where she discovered they were to spend half of their honeymoon. “A week on our own, and then we’ll stay with Mummy,” Michael had said. She was the child: arrangements were announced to her with the ostensibly indulgent, slightly teasing admonition that she would like whatever it was, wouldn’t she? It would have been churlish to disagree, and she never did. Part of being the child bride was everybody approving of her—a good child bride … So—they had spent a week in a cottage lent to them by a godmother of Michael’s who lived in a large house in Norfolk. The cottage was pretty, with a reeded roof and a large open fireplace in the sitting room where they also ate. Lady Moy, the godmother, had arranged for somebody to cook and clean for them, and when they arrived, that first evening, it was to the enticing scents of a log fire and roasting chicken. Crawley brought in their suitcases, touched his cap and left, and when she had served them their chicken and shown them the damson tart lying on the trolley, the cook, who said her name was Mary, also left and they were alone. She remembered that she had thought, “This is the very beginning of my married life—the happily ever after bit,” and wondered what that would be like. And Michael had been full of the most charming admiration, telling her again and again how lovely she had looked as a bride and how lovely people had told him she was. “And just as lovely now,” he had said, picking up her hand and kissing it. Later, when he had poured two glasses from the bottle of hock Lady Moy had left for them, he had said: “Let’s drink to us, Louise and Michael.” And she had repeated the toast, and sipped the wine and then they had had dinner and talked about the wedding until he had asked her whether she would like to go to bed.

Afterwards, when she slipped out of bed to put on one of the nightdresses her father had given her when she was fourteen that were still her best, she thought how lucky that this hadn’t been the first time, because at least now she knew what happened and was more or less used to it. She had, in fact, been to bed with Michael four times before: the first time had been awful because it had hurt so much and she’d felt she couldn’t tell him as he seemed so enthusiastic. The other times had been better in that it hadn’t hurt, and the beginning of one time had even begun to be exciting but then he had started to put his tongue in her mouth and after that she had a sort of black-out and felt nothing. He didn’t seem to notice, though, which at the time had seemed a good thing, but, and it happened gradually, during that first week of the honeymoon, she began to feel that it was odd that although he kept saying how much he loved her, and kept telling her how he was feeling and what was happening to him throughout his lovemaking, he didn’t seem to notice much about her. In the end she wondered whether the sharp sweet thrill—as though something was starting to open inside her—had actually occurred.

That first night, however, she simply felt relieved that it didn’t hurt and he had seemed to enjoy it; she also felt suddenly dog tired, and fell asleep moments after she got back into bed.

In the morning she woke to find him making love to her again and then there was all the novelty of having a bath together and getting dressed and a delicious breakfast with eggs and honey, and after it they went for a long walk in the park where there was a lake with swans and other waterfowl and then woods. It was a perfect September morning, mellow, balmy and still. They walked hand in hand, saw a heron, a fox and a large owl, and Michael did not talk about the war at all. During the week, they went and had dinner at the big house where Lady Moy and a companion existed in a state of elaborate decay. Most of the house was shut up and the rest of it seemed implacably cold; it was the sort of house, she thought, that made you want to go out of doors to get warm. Lady Moy gave Michael a beautiful pair of Purdey guns that had belonged to her husband and two watercolours by Brabazon. “I’ll have them sent over to you,” she said; “And you,” she later said to Louise, “I could hardly choose a present for someone I had not seen. But now I’ve met you—and by the way, Mikey, I think you’ve done very well for yourself—I know what to do.” She rummaged about in a large embroidered bag and produced a small watch of blue enamel edged with pearls that hung from an enamelled bow with a brooch pin behind it. “It was given me by my godmother when I married,” she said. “It does not keep very good time, but it is a pretty thing.”

During dinner Lady Moy asked Michael about his ship and he told her a great deal about it. She tried to be, and then to look, interested but the number of guns with which a new MTB was going to be equipped was not a subject to which she could contribute.

It was not until they were about to leave, and Lady Moy asked them about their plans, that she learned that they were to spend the second week of Michael’s leave at Hatton.

“Mummy is so longing to see us. And we thought it would be nice for her if we went.”

“I’m sure it will be.”

She found Lady Moy’s eyes upon her but she could not interpret their expression. “I must kiss you too,” she said after she had embraced Michael.

They walked back down the drive to their cottage in the dark.

“You never told me we were going to Hatton!”

“Didn’t I? I must have. I’m almost sure I did. You don’t mind, anyway, do you?”

“No.” She was not at all sure.

“You see, darling Mummy is not very well, and she worried so frightfully about me that it seemed—she loves you very much, you know. She told me that she couldn’t imagine a better mother for her grandson.”

She was aghast.

“We’re not actually having one, are we?”

He laughed, and squeezed her arm. “Darling, you’ll be the first to know that. There’s always a hope.”

“But—”

“You told me you wanted six. We have to start somewhere.”

She opened her mouth to say that she didn’t want them immediately—now—and shut it again. His voice had sounded teasing—he wasn’t serious.

But the subject was resumed at Hatton. She got the curse when they had been there four days, and although Zee didn’t talk to her directly, this resulted in various messages. She had fairly bad stomach cramps, and Michael was very kind to her, tucking her up in bed with a hot-water bottle after lunch.

“You are sweet to me,” she said, after he had bent down to kiss her.

“You are my little darling wife. By the way, Zee told me one useful tip. When you’re OK again, after we’ve made love, it helps if you prop your legs up with a pillow. It gives the sperm a better chance to meet an egg.”

She swallowed: the thought that he had been discussing all this with his mother suddenly nauseated her.

“Michael—I’m not at all sure that I want to have a baby so quickly. I mean, I do want them in the end, but I want to get a bit more used to being married first.”

“Of course you do,” he said heartily. “But that’ll happen in no time, believe me. And if, by any chance, the other thing does happen, nature will take over, and you’ll feel fine about it. Now you have a lovely snooze, and I’ll wake you up in time for tea.”

But she didn’t sleep at all. She lay and worried about why they wanted her to have a baby so badly, and felt guilty that she didn’t feel as they did.

The rest of the week was passed with music and Michael drawing her and beginning an oil painting, and jokes and games with neighbours and a dance and the Judge reading aloud to them, and they all treated her with teasing, affectionate indulgence and she was the favoured, petted child bride. Conversation at meals was exhilarating: the family jokes involved being better read and having a far larger vocabulary than she possessed. She had asked the Judge, whom she had learned to call Pete, if he would make her a reading list.

“He was delighted,” Michael said when they were dressing for dinner that evening. “You do fit in so well with my family, my darling.”

“How did you know I had asked him?”

“Mummy told me. She was very touched that you asked him.”

Whenever people came to lunch or dinner, they would ask Michael about his ship, and he always told them, usually at great length. She noticed that however often he talked about the superior merits of Oelikon guns to the Bofers or Rolls, Zee listened with rapt interest as though it was the first time she had heard him on the subject. Privately, she found these conversations very boring, more boring even than when they talked about the war more generally: the battle for Stalingrad, which was on the news every night, and the bombing raids on Germany.

During all this time, which was actually very short, only two weeks, excitement, like a heat haze, had obscured most of any other feeling: she had married her wonderful, glamorous Michael, who, although he was so much older and famous and brave, had chosen her. It was exciting, if you have never thought much of your appearance or brains, if you felt, as she felt then, that you had not been properly educated, to be told from morning till night how beautiful, clever and talented you were. It was a fairytale, and she was the fortunate princess who at nineteen had already embarked upon her “ever after.”

They left Hatton at the end of the week, and went by train to London. Michael had to go to the Admiralty and they arranged to meet at Waterloo station.

“What will you do with yourself, darling?”

She hadn’t thought. “I’ll be all right. I might try to get hold of Stella, but they don’t like you ringing students at Pitman’s. If I can’t get her, I’ll go to the National Gallery.”

“Have you got any money?”

“Oh! No—no, I’m afraid I haven’t.”


He thrust his hand into his trouser pocket and pulled out a wad of notes. “There.”

“I won’t need all that!”

“You never know. You might. I’ll deal with the luggage.”

They kissed. It was enjoyable (she did not then know how enjoyable) to part knowing that they would meet again so soon.

She tried to ring Stella from a telephone box but could not get her, so she went to the National Gallery where Myra Hess and Isolde Menges were playing two pianos. In the interval, when she was buying a sandwich, she saw Sid talking to a very old man with thick white hair and a walking stick. She was just about to walk over and make herself known, when she saw a youngish woman, or girl, in fact somebody probably no older than she, leaning against the wall at the end of the sandwich table and staring at Sid with a look of such intense, moony devotion that she wanted almost to laugh. What Aunt Jessica used to call a pash, I suppose, she thought. At that moment, Sid saw her, smiled and beckoned.

She was introduced as Louise Hadleigh to the man with white hair and the man said, yes, he recognized her. “You married my old friend Zinnia Storey’s son a few weeks ago. How is Zee? Now she is in the country so much, I hardly ever see her.”

Fumbling about to shake hands, he dropped his stick. Instantly, the girl leaning against the wall had leapt forward, bent down and picked it up.

“How kind!”

The girl blushed—her forehead looked damp, Louise noticed—as Sid said, “Well fielded, Thelma,” and introduced her to them as one of her pupils. Then the interval was over, and everyone began leaving the basement where the sandwiches were served for the resumption of the concert.

“Please give my love to Zee,” the man said and she smiled and said yes, she would. But as she would not be seeing Zee for she did not know how long and had not the faintest idea who he was there was no chance of that, she thought.

When the concert was over, after the lovely and expected comforting encore of “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring,” she wondered what to do. There were no pictures to see at the gallery: they had all been removed to a place or places of safety. She walked out into Trafalgar Square. There was sun, but it was without heat, and the sky was an unclouded cool blue decorated by the glinting barrage balloons that floated serenely—like gigantic toys, she thought. It was two hours until the train, and she wondered what to do. Michael had given her a wad of pounds, there must be at least ten of them; she felt rich, and free—and then, with no warning at all, extremely frightened. “What am I to do with myself?” “Why am I here?” “What am I for?” A host of small, darting, preposterous queries that seemed to come at her from nowhere and were only dwarfed by their quantity. To answer any of them—even to consider them—spelled complete danger: she would not attempt any reply; she must do something, think of something else. I’ll go to a bookshop, and buy some books, she thought and, furnished with this sensible and practical purpose, she caught the bus to Piccadilly that stopped outside Hatchard’s.

By the time she had bought three books and hailed a cab to take her to Waterloo her spirits had risen. She was not going tamely home to Sussex to be criticized by her mother and asked to do boring things by the rest of the family. She was catching a train with her husband and then a boat to the Isle of Wight where they were to stay in an hotel—something she had never done in her life before. She was Mrs. Michael Hadleigh again, and not whoever it was who had been struck by some idiotic panic on the steps of the National Gallery. It would have been nice to get hold of Stella, but she would write to her.

But, she quickly discovered, life in that hotel, and subsequently in other hotels, in Weymouth and Lewes, was not at all as she had imagined. Michael went off at eight in the morning and she was left for the day, day after day, with nothing whatever to do. The Gloster Hotel had a particular disadvantage, made worse because, to begin with, it had seemed like an incredible luxury. There was always lobster for lunch and for dinner. Occasionally there was something else, usually not awfully nice, but after a week or so, she took to having whatever it was. She got bored with lobster; and started to hate it. She read books, and went for walks in the town, but the place was stiff with troops, and the whistling and inaudible, but undoubtedly rude remarks made her dread going out. Then one day she went into a greengrocer to buy some apples and, without the slightest warning, seemed to lose her balance, everything went black, and she came to on the ground surrounded by a smell of earthy hessian. Someone was bending over her and telling her she would be all right, and asking her where she lived, and she simply couldn’t think. Her head was propped against a sack of potatoes and she’d laddered her stocking. They gave her some water, and she felt better. “The Gloster Hotel,” she said. “I can easily walk there.” But a kind woman took her back there, got the key of her room for her and helped her upstairs. “I should have a little lie-down if I were you,” she said when Louise thanked her. After she had gone, she did lie on their bed, on top of the slippery quilt. It was half past eleven by her gold watch that the Judge had given her. Michael would not be back until six in the evening. She felt shocked and suddenly violently homesick. She began to cry and when she had finished and blown her nose on one of Michael’s large white handkerchiefs she lay on the bed again. There did not seem to be any point in getting up.

After that she would lie in bed in the mornings, watching Michael shave and dress with what seemed to her a heartless speed and pray that something would happen that would stop him going. The ship he commanded was a new MTB still on the slips on the Medina river and he was passionately excited by everything to do with her. Every evening he came home full of news about its progress (she had learned to call it “she” but privately she thought of the ship as “it”). They had dinner and then he drew her and then they went to bed and he made love to her and it was always exactly the same and she tried not to disenjoy it. She did not tell him how lonely and aimless—well, bored really, she felt, because she was ashamed of these feelings. There were no other naval wives staying in the hotel, there were no other women there: people came and went; they seemed to be the only long stayers in the place. When she told him about fainting in the greengrocer’s shop, he smiled and said, “Oh, darling! Do you think it might be—”

“What?” She knew what he meant, but she was so appalled at the idea that she wanted to gain time.

“Darling! A baby! What we’ve been trying to have!”

“I don’t know. It might be, I suppose. People are alleged to faint at such times. And feel sick in the mornings. But I haven’t felt in the least sick.”

Shortly after that, she did meet a naval wife, a lady much older than herself whose husband was commander of a destroyer and she suggested that Louise come and help her at the Mission to Seaman. “We’re always short of willing hands,” she said; “there’s bound to be something for you to do, my dear.”

So from nine until twelve each morning she either helped in the canteen, or made up endless bunks. This last entailed stripping the sheets off the old ones—generally extraordinarily grey and concealing beer bottles, odd socks and other detritus. This coincided with her starting to feel sick in the mornings. When Marjorie Anstruther discovered her retching over a sink, she sent her home to lie down, saying she quite understood, and that Louise had been a little Trojan to stick it out. So that was the end of that. She was pregnant, and she had gradually come to think that perhaps this was as it should be: if one got married and had nothing else to do, one was meant to have babies. Although the prospect still secretly terrified her, she managed to seem cheerful about it, and very soon a letter arrived from Zee, saying how delighted she was with the news (which Michael had telephoned to her).

She spent her mornings feeling sick and sometimes being it and mostly otherwise in bed, but at noon, as regular as clockwork, a single German reconnaissance plane came over the island and thence to Portsmouth, and all the ships lying in what she had learned to call Cowes Roads let off every anti-aircraft gun at their disposal. They never hit the plane, but the noise was very great, and Michael had told her always to be on the ground floor on these occasions. So she would put on her overcoat and creep down—braving the nauseous fumes of boiling lobsters—to the hall, where pieces of glass dripped disconsolately from the roof down onto the tiled floor, while she read very old numbers of the Illustrated London News. After about fifteen minutes, the plane sheered off. Then she would go back to her room and sometimes she would collect her things and go along the passage for a bath. She had come to dread the lonely lunches in the hotel dining room and usually went out to the town to a cake shop that sold buns and very solid Cornish pasties that were mostly potato and onion. She had run out of books to read quite quickly, but there was a bookshop, and she spent hours there choosing, but they didn’t seem to mind. She read novels by Ethyl Mannin, G. B. Stern, Winifred Holtby and Storm Jameson, and then one day she saw a second-hand copy of Mansfield Park. It was like meeting an old friend unexpectedly and she could not resist buying it. After that, she bought all the others, in spite of the fact that she had a whole set at home in Sussex. They engrossed and comforted her more than anything else and she read them all twice. When she wrote to Stella, it was largely about what she was reading. “By the way, I’m pregnant!” she put at the end of one letter. The exclamation mark was meant to make it sound exciting. She thought about telling Stella what she felt about this, and what life was being like for her, but found she could not bear to do it. It meant thinking about things seriously, and she felt too confused and altogether unsure of everything to try. Also, she was afraid it might clear things up in a way that she might find unendurable. As long as she played her part (and she was in love with Michael—look at how she hated him going every morning and practically counted the hours until his return), it would be a kind of betrayal to say that she was finding life difficult—or boring. “Intelligent people are never bored,” Zee had said at Hatton during her honeymoon. “Do you agree with that, Pete?” And the Judge had replied that it might imply a certain dimness. She must never be dim.

By the middle of November, Michael’s ship was ready, and Zee and the Judge came to Cowes for a night, as Zee was to launch her. Rooms were booked for them at the hotel, and Michael got off work early to meet the ferry at Ryde.

Dinner was at the Royal Yacht Squadron—very grand—because Zee knew an admiral who was a member and who invited them all.

“Dear little Louise! You are looking splendid. Pete has brought your reading list.”

At dinner there was the dreaded lobster and Michael talked with unflagging enthusiasm about his ship. “I can’t wait to see her!” Zee exclaimed and Louise saw Michael basking in her enthusiasm. It transpired that the Admiral, whom they called Bobbie, had not been going to be present at the launch, but by the end of the evening Zee had got him to say he would come.

But the next morning, Louise, apart from a particularly virulent bout of sickness, had a sore throat and a temperature.

“Poor darling! Better stay in bed, though. Can’t have you getting ill. I’ll get them to send you up some breakfast.” After a long time, tea in a scalding metal pot, two pieces of leathery toast and a pat of bright yellow margarine arrived. The tea tasted of metal and she could not face the toast at all. It was all too much. Just when something was actually happening she couldn’t go, was doomed to yet another dreary lonely day, only worse than usual, as she felt so awful. She got out of bed to go to the lavatory—an icy interlude; there was no heat in the bedroom. She put on a vest and some socks and went back to bed with some aspirin which sent her to sleep.


Michael came back in the evening to say that he was sleeping on board as the ship was starting her trials early the next morning. Zee and the Judge had left, but Mummy had been marvellous at the launching, and they had had a jolly lunch.

“Poor darling, you still look rather mouldy. Mrs. Watson says she sent somebody upstairs to see if you wanted any lunch, but you were asleep. Shall I get them to get you something for supper?”

“Couldn’t you have it with me?”

“Can’t, I’m afraid. I’m expected back on board. The flotilla commander is dining with us.”

“When will you be back, then?”

“Tomorrow evening, I expect. But, I told you, darling, while the trials are on life will be hectic. I shan’t be able to sleep ashore all the time. We’ve been extraordinarily lucky, you know.”

“Have we?”

He had been collecting his shaving gear and cramming it into a brand new black leather briefcase.

“Darling, of course we have. My Number One hasn’t seen his fiancée since Christmas. And our coxswain hasn’t even set eyes on his latest son who is nearly six months old. I don’t say we shouldn’t be lucky, I want you to be the luckiest girl in the world, but it doesn’t do any harm to recognize one’s blessings. Most officers I know couldn’t afford to have their wives in an hotel. Do you know where my pyjamas are?”

“Afraid I don’t.” She was so miserable at the thought of a night and a whole day entirely alone that she sounded sulky.

“They must be somewhere! Honestly, darling, try to think.”

“Well, usually the chambermaid puts them under the pillow when she makes the bed. But she didn’t come in this morning.”

“Oh, well, I’ll take some new ones.”

But when he got some out, they proved to be almost without buttons.

“Oh, damn! Darling, you might have looked them over when they came back from the laundry. After all, it isn’t as though you have an awful lot to do.”

“I’ll sew them on now, if you like.”

“They aren’t there to sew on. You’ll have to get some.”

He took her Royal Yacht Squadron burgee brooch, presented by the Admiral the previous night to celebrate Michael’s being made an honorary member. “I should think I’m the only naval officer who does up his pyjamas with one of these. I must fly now.” He bent to kiss her forehead. “Cheer up: don’t get too gloomy.” At the door, he blew her another kiss. “You look very cosy,” he said.

After he had gone, and she was sure that he wouldn’t be coming back, she had wept.

When she was better he had suggested that she go to her home for a bit while he finished the trials. “Then, when I know where we’ll be sent, you can join me again.”

She did not demur. Homesickness—not quite, but nearly—as bad as she had had as a child had been assailing her, and she would lie in bed after he left in the mornings, longing for the familiar, shabby house that was always so full, the sounds of so many lives going on; the gasping squeak of the carpet cleaner, the wheezing grind of the nursery gramophone alternating “The Grasshoppers’ Dance” with “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic”; the steady rumble of the Brig dictating, the insect whirr of the Duchy’s sewing machine, the smells of coffee and ironing and reluctant log fires and damp dog and beeswax … She went through each room in the house furnishing them with the appropriate inmates. Everything that had either bored or irritated her about them before now seemed only to make them more charming, dearer and more necessary. Aunt Dolly’s passion for mothballs, the Duchy’s belief that hot paraffin wax was essential for burns, Polly and Clary’s determination not to be impressed by her being so much more grown-up than they, Lydia’s uncanny impersonations of anyone she chose to emulate; Miss Milliment looking exactly the same, but none the less mysteriously older, her voice gentler, her chins even softer, her clothes encrusted with random pieces of ancient foods, but her small grey eyes, magnified at certain angles by her narrow, steel-rimmed spectacles, still so unexpectedly penetrating. And then, a complete contrast, Aunt Zoë who contrived to look glamorous whatever she wore, whose years now in the country had not at all altered the impression she gave of being fashionable and pretty. And darling Aunt Rach whose uttermost word of approval was “sensible”—“such a sensible hat,” “a really sensible mother”: “I am going to give you a really sensible wedding present,” she had said. “Three pairs of double linen sheets.” These were all at home with the many other presents, waiting until she and Michael had a home of their own, although God knew when that would be. Perhaps it was entirely the war that was making life seem so strange. Going away to the cooking school and then to the rep had seemed like logical excursions from home—all part of growing up and preparing for her great career on the stage. But being married had changed everything—in many ways that she had not envisaged. Leaving home was a much more final business when one married. As for her career, not only was there no sign of the war ever coming to an end, when she supposed she might resume it, but there was the problem of having children as well. Her mother had stopped dancing when she married: had never danced again. For the first time, she wondered what that had been like for her, whether her mother had minded or had chosen just to be married. But somehow, in her nostalgic dreaming about Home Place and her family, she could not, or did not want to, include her parents: there was something—and she did not want to find out what—that was vaguely … uncomfortable. All she knew was that in the weeks before the wedding, she had come to dislike being alone with her mother nearly as much as she disliked being alone with her father—although not exactly, if at all, for the same reasons. This had been confusing, because she could see that her mother was trying very hard to do everything to make the wedding a success. She had been endlessly patient about the fittings for the dress and her few other clothes, had given her clothes coupons, had even asked her whether she wanted her friend Stella to be a bridesmaid. Stella hadn’t wanted to—had been gently adamant—and it had been a question of choosing which of the girls; in the end it had been Lydia and Polly and Clary. Zoë and her mother and the Duchy had made their dresses of white curtain net that her mother had dyed in tea so that it was a warm cream colour. Pure silk ribbon was still available in London shops. Aunt Zoë had chosen the colours, pink, orange and dark red, and she had sewn the ribbons together in strips to make sashes. The dresses had been plain, high-waisted, with low round necks and a deep flounce round the bottom—“Like little Gainsboroughs,” the Judge had said when he saw them outside the church. There had been an awful lot of work in the short time between the engagement and the marriage and most of it had fallen upon her mother. But besides all her organizing, the letter-writing, the arrangements and the discussions, she had sensed something about her mother that she simply could not bear: it had made her cold, sulky, irritable; she had snapped when asked perfectly ordinary questions and then felt ashamed but somehow unable to apologize. In the end she discovered what it was: the night before the wedding her mother asked her if she “knew about things.” She had instantly said, yes, she did. Her mother had smiled uneasily and said, well, she had supposed that Louise would have learned all about that sort of thing at that awful acting place, adding that she would not have liked her to enter upon marriage “unprepared.” Each allusion made the whole thing seem nauseating and the allusions, she had realized, were only the tip of the iceberg. In a fever of revulsion and anger it had seemed to her then that her mother had been thinking of nothing else all these weeks, and not only thinking but wondering, ruminating, imagining her in bed with Michael, employing the most disgusting curiosity about something which had absolutely nothing to do with her! (As though one married people simply to go to bed with them!) After that bit of the evening, her mother could say nothing that did not have some sickening double meaning. Yes, she should go to bed early, she needed a good night’s sleep as tomorrow was going to be such a day. “You must be fresh for it.” Well, she had thought, when she had finally escaped to her room in Uncle Hugh’s house for the night, in twenty-four hours I shall be miles away from her. It will never have to be like this again.

She had managed not to be alone with her father at all until the day of the wedding when he turned up just as she had finished dressing with a half-bottle of champagne. “I thought we might each have a glass,” he had said. “Dutch courage, don’t you know.” He looked very dashing in his morning dress with the pale grey silk tie and white rose in his buttonhole. By now she was feeling nervous, and the champagne seemed a good idea.

He eased the cork out of the bottle and caught the fizz in one of the glasses. He had put them on the dressing table and now she saw him looking at her reflection in the mirror. When he saw that she saw, he looked away and filled up both the glasses.

“Here you are, darling,” he said. “You can’t possibly know how much happiness I wish you.”

There was a small silence while he handed her her glass. Then he said: “You look—most awfully pretty.” He sounded humble—almost shy.

“Oh, Dad!” she said, and tried to smile, but her eyes pricked. Nothing more could dare to be said.

“To my eldest unmarried daughter,” he said as he raised his glass. They both smiled at each other: the past lay between them like a knife.

It was when she got back to Sussex that these scenes recurred—when she was alone, when she was not playing one of her parts.

“Do you feel different being married?” Clary had asked the first day.

“No, not especially,” she had answered—the lofty, older cousin.

“Why not?”

The simplicity of the question confounded her.

“Why should I?”

“Well—I mean, you’re not a virgin any more to start with. I don’t suppose you’d tell me what that’s like, would you?”

“No.”

“I thought not. I do see how writers get circumscribed by having to rely on direct experience nearly all the time. Or reading about things, which is not at all the same as someone telling you.”

“You’re far too inquisitive, in a morbid way. A bit disgusting to boot,” she added.

But Clary, having suffered countless accusations about her curiosity, had become adept at defending it.

“It isn’t like that at all. It’s simply that if you are really interested in people and how they behave you get every sort of thing to be curious about. For instance—” But Louise had seen Zoë on her bicycle in the drive and had gone downstairs to meet her.

“Honestly! I’m sick of people accusing me and then not listening to anything I say,” Clary grumbled later to Polly as they were waiting in the day nursery for Ellen’s kettle to boil so that they could fill their hot water bottles. “It isn’t just a question of whether she’s a virgin or not, I’m just as curious about prisoners, and nuns and royalty and childbirth and murder and things like that—anything that either hasn’t happened to me or couldn’t ever happen.”

“Royalty’s the only one of them,” Polly pointed out: she was used to these discussions.

“No—what about your favourite song? ‘I am so fond of pleasure that I cannot be a nun.’”

“I don’t know how fond of pleasure I am,” Polly said sadly. “We really don’t get enough of it to find out.”

She had not wanted to announce her pregnancy at home but she felt so sick the first morning that she couldn’t get up for breakfast. Lydia was sent up to see why she hadn’t come down.

“It’s nothing. I must have eaten something.”

“Oh, poor you! It’s probably that horrible meat loaf we had last night for supper. Do you know what Neville thinks? He thinks Mrs. Cripps puts mice and hedgehogs in it. He thinks she might be a witch because of her black hair and her face is practically luminous in the dark. Even toads, he thought she might put—squashed, you know—he thinks that might be the jellyish bit you get on the outside—toads’ ooze—”

“Oh, shut up, Lydia.”

“Sorry. I was only trying to think what it could be. Shall I bring you up some tea?”

“Thanks, that would be lovely.”

But it was her mother who arrived with tea and toast, and she seemed to know at once without Louise saying a thing.

“Oh, darling! How exciting! Does Michael know?”

“Yes.”

“He must be pleased.”

“He is—very.”

“Have you been to a doctor?”

“No.”

“Well, Dr. Carr is awfully good. Eat the toast, even if you don’t put anything on it. Toast and water biscuits are the thing for morning sickness. How long …?”

About five weeks, she thought. It seemed like for ever.

In the end she stayed nearly a month at home, by which time Dr. Carr had confirmed her pregnancy. Everybody assumed that she was delighted at the prospect. The only person she came near confiding in was Zoë. She was helping to put Juliet to bed. “You give her her supper while I clear up,” Zoë had said. They were alone in the nursery: Wills and Roly were being bathed by Ellen.

Juliet sat in her high chair. She wanted to feed herself, which was a messy and inconclusive business. “No, Jule do it,” she repeated whenever Louise tried to take the laden spoon from her.

“Goodness! She’ll need another bath.”

“Oh, I’ll just sponge the worst bits off. One has to let them learn.”

“I don’t know anything about babies.”

Zoë looked at her quickly and waited for her to say something else, but she didn’t. She often found herself trying not to cry these days.

“Listen,” Zoë said as she came across the room to sit at the table by Louise and the high chair, “neither did I. And it’s terrifying because everybody seems to assume that you do.”

“And that you’re thrilled,” Louise said in a muffled voice.

“Yes.”

“And you weren’t?”

“Not the first time—no. And then everyone kept saying I should have another one and I didn’t want to.”

“But you did.”

“Not then, not immediately. Hang on, Jules. Let me clean you up a bit first.

“But when I finally did have her—it was wonderful. It was—well, with Rupert gone, she just made all the difference. I had been dreading something happening to him so much, it seemed like the worst thing in the world that could happen, and then it happened—but at the same time, there was Jules.”

“Chockat!”

“No. Onto your pot first.”

But Jules did not agree with this. She lay on the floor, arched her back and set about a luxuriant tantrum.

Louise watched while Zoë dealt with this. Finally, Jules was on her pot with a small piece of chocolate. “It usually turns out to be a compromise.”

“Aunt Zoë—I—”

“I’d much rather you dropped the Aunt. Sorry! What?”

“I just wanted to say I hadn’t realized about—what an awful time you must have had.”

“Why should you have? You were a child. And, anyway, it’s far harder for you. I didn’t start until I’d been married for about five years, and Rupert wasn’t in the war then. You’re doing it all at once.”

In some ways this conversation was comforting; but in other ways not. Perhaps, like Zoë, she would feel quite differently about a baby once it was there: on the other hand, and for the first time, she came up against the dreadful prospect of Michael getting killed.

A few evenings later when he rang her up, which he did from time to time, he told her that he could get away for a night and proposed coming to Sussex. “We’ve had a bit of engine trouble and so I’m leaving them to it for a day or two.”

She felt light-hearted with excitement, everybody was very pleased for her and the whole family entered into preparations to welcome him. The Duchy procured a brace of pheasants for dinner; the Brig spent the morning choosing and decanting port; Lydia had a row with Polly about wearing their bridesmaids’ dresses for dinner (Polly thought it was unsuitable but Lydia, who had tried to wear hers for lessons, for tea on Sundays and sometimes secretly after her bath was determined). “It is perfectly the proper thing to wear for dinner,” she said, “and it will remind Michael of old times—his lovely wedding and all that.”

“You won’t be at dinner,” Polly had said.

“I shall! Louise! You’ll let me be, won’t you, as your sister?”

But before Louise could reply, their mother had said she was afraid it was out of the question. There was not enough pheasant to go round: Aunt Dolly would be having a tray upstairs, and Aunt Rach had said that she found pheasant a wee bit indigestible and was going to stick to veg.

“Couldn’t I be at dinner and have a boiled egg?”

“No, you can’t. Miss Milliment is having hers on a tray in the nursery. You may have yours with her.”

“Thanks very bloody much.”

“That’ll do, Lydia. I’ve told you not to use that word.”

“It’ll only be an ordinary old dinner,” Clary said when Villy had left the room.

“It wouldn’t be ordinary to me. I don’t have dinners as a rule. I seem to be in a class by myself for misfortune. It doesn’t seem to have struck them that we might all get bombed before I reach the age to have any privileges at all. I shall have had a completely wasted life.”

Clary and Polly exchanged weary, consciously adult glances but then made soothing noises of comfort and commiseration. But Louise had recognized the faint irritation in her mother’s voice and found herself in sympathy. Lydia was only trying to get the rules changed: all children did that—why, even she had done the same thing ages ago. Being at home certainly made her feel older although not the same age as anyone else in the family.

Michael arrived that evening by train, and she went to meet him with Tonbridge who now called her “Madam.” He drove her so slowly to Battle that she thought they would be late, but they weren’t. She had only to stand a minute at the door of the ticket office when the train shuffled in. Although it was dark, small chinks and streaks of dark yellow light were emitted by the train as doors opened and some passengers twitched aside the blackout in a hopeless attempt to see where they had arrived. Stations had been without names for so long that most people were used to it, and simply counted the number of stops, but there were always a few anxious strangers.

“Fancy seeing you here!”

“Oh—I just thought—if I meet enough trains, I’m bound to know someone getting off one of them.”

He put his free arm round her and gave her a hug before a kiss. “I’m not ’arf glad to see you. How’s His Nibs?”

“Who?”

“Our babe.”

“Fine.”

“Darling girl! Have I missed you!”

The feeling of excitement and happiness came back. He was wearing his greatcoat that smelled faintly of diesel oil and salt and camphor with the collar turned up round his neck; the badge on his cap glinted slightly in the darkness when he turned his head towards her. They sat, holding hands, and made grown-up conversation for the benefit of Tonbridge.

“News is good, isn’t it? Good old Monty.”

“Do you think we’re actually winning the war?”

“Well,” he said, “it would seem that the tide is turning. The Russians are holding on in Stalingrad. North Africa is definitely our biggest victory so far. But we’ve still got a long way to go.”

“What’s wrong with your ship?”

“We’ve been having trouble with the port engine. Each time they think they’ve got it right and then it packs up again. So now they’re having a really serious overhaul. There have been other things, of course. But the crew is shaking down nicely. Little Turner packed us some cheese for you, it’s in my case. I’ve scrounged a tin of butter as well. So I hope I’ll be popular.”

“You would be, anyway,” she said. “They’re all longing to see you. Lydia wanted to wear her bridesmaid’s dress in your honour. Do you think you could draw Juliet? It would be so lovely for Zoë.”

“I might at that. Not easy because at that age they don’t keep still. You’re my best sitter, darling. Which was Juliet?”

“My smallest cousin.”

“She was ravishing. I’ll have a go. Haven’t got very much time, though.”

“When do you have to go back?”

“Tomorrow afternoon, I’m afraid.”

What he did not tell her then, what only came out at dinner—it seemed to her almost by accident—was that he wasn’t going back to the ship the next day, he was going to go on a bombing raid over Germany. “They’re going to pick me up at Lympne, which seems to be the nearest airfield to you, but it’s devilish small for a Stirling. However, they say they can just about manage it. That would be super,” he said when Villy offered to drive him there. “It would be lovely to have a family send-off.”

“Why on earth are you going in a bomber? They haven’t told you to, have they?”

“No. I just thought it might be fun. And I’m rather interested in camouflage at the moment. Said it would be useful to me to make the trip. And they agreed.”

Pride forbade her letting the family know that this was news to her so she was silent. But once they were on their own, undressing for bed, she said, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was going to tell you. I have.”

“I can’t think why you want to do that. You might—you might get—”

“No, darling, that’s very unlikely. Where’s the bathroom, darling? I’ve rather lost my bearings.”

She told him and he went. Alone, remnants of news bulletins kept bombarding her: “Three of our aircraft missing”; “Two of our bombers failed to return.” He was mad to go if he didn’t have to; of course it was dangerous. It wasn’t fair that he should risk his life—on purpose, as it were—when he had married her and was so keen on having a family.

“Does Zee know?” she asked when he returned. (That might stop him: she was sure Zee would be against it.)

“Yes. Of course she doesn’t like the idea any more than you do, darling, she loves me too, you know. But she just put her arms round me and gave me a hug and said, ‘You must do what you want.’

“Actually,” he said, smiling at the recollection of it, “she said, ‘A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.’ She is amazing—she really is.”

“You saw her last night? Did she come to Cowes, then?”

“No. She came up to London for the night. There was a play of Jack’s she wanted to see.”

“Jack?”

“Jack Priestley. So we went to that. Jolly good it was. We both thought of you and how much you would have enjoyed it.”

It was all too much. He had two—no, three nights’ leave and he had chosen to spend the first with his mother and the third on a bombing raid over Germany. She burst into tears.

“Now, darling,” he said, “you mustn’t upset yourself. You really mustn’t. This is war, you know. I shall have to do all kinds of things that involve a certain amount of danger, that’s what war is. You must learn to be brave.”

The next morning he spent half of it drawing Juliet, and the other half teaching her a code so that if he was taken prisoner he could send messages about his escape plans in apparently innocuous letters to her. He wrote out a specimen of the code in his beautiful clear writing and told her to lock it up somewhere safe. “Unless you can memorize it,” he said. “That would be best, of course.”

Then there was lunch—fricassé of rabbit and gooseberry fool—but she found it difficult to eat anything, listening dumbly to the usual family discussion about who was to come on the excursion to the airfield. Lydia was determined to go and Wills wanted to see the aeroplane, but as she would not have been alone with him in any case, she did not very much care. Michael had brought some petrol coupons with him (he must have planned to get the lift, she thought); it seemed as though all of his arrangements about life were unknown to her until they happened. She sat in the back of the car with him with the children wriggling and chattering in front. She had become very passive, and simply concurred in everything, but inside she felt cold and heavy with fear. In an hour, she thought, he would be gone, and she might never see him again, and he seemed unaware, unconscious of what this meant. To spend your last hour with someone who was map-reading, while “I spy with my little eye” went on in the front of the car seemed bizarre.

Eventually they reached the windswept but bright green grass runway, and everybody got out. It was raining, not hard but steadily. Michael was saluted by a very young man in RAF uniform and they were conducted to the hut, which smelled strongly of the paraffin stove that stopped it being entirely cold.

Here was an officer who said he was the station commander, adding that he was amazed that a Stirling was going to land there: “I must say I rather doubt whether it can.”

For a moment she imagined it falling—swooping away, and not managing to pick up Michael, after all. But a second later the throbbing sound of the engines could be heard and, surprisingly soon, there it was. It looked enormous. It did one circuit over them and then came in at the far end of the runway, finally stopping right at the other end, with its blunt nose almost in a hedge.

“Right,” he said, “here we go. I mustn’t keep them waiting.” He kissed his mother-in-law affectionately, bent down and kissed Lydia on the cheek and she blinked and went pink, nodded to Wills who was transfixed by the Stirling and finally turned to her, put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a kiss on her mouth of the kind that is almost over before it has begun. “Keep your pecker up, my darling,” he said. “I’ll ring some time tomorrow. Promise.”

Her mother took the two children to the car: Wills had broken out into a roar of despair when he realized that he was not going to get into the aeroplane. She stood and watched him climb up into the bomber, watched them pull the narrow stairway up into it after him, watched the door, or hatch, or whatever it was, slam shut removing him from sight, watched the huge unwieldy plane turn and then taxi away down the runway.

“The wind’s east,” the station commander said. “They’ll go out to sea and then turn and come back over us. You can wave to them then.”

So she waited a few minutes to do that, wondering whether he could see her, whether even if he could see her, he would be looking.

Her mother was very kind to her in just the right way: she made it clear that she thought it was hard, but she did not go on about it.

Lydia wanted to go and have tea in a tea-shop in Hastings, “As we’ve come all this way. To make it a proper treat.”

Villy turned to Louise who was sitting in front beside her. “Do you want to do that, darling?”

She shook her head. As so often nowadays, she was perilously near tears.

“We’ll go home, then.”

They drove home in the dusk, and that evening she stayed with the family to listen to the nine o’clock news. “French fleet has been scuttled by their crews in Toulon harbour,” it began, but eventually it got to heavy raids having been carried out on Kiel and Cologne the previous night. Then she realized that she wouldn’t know anything about the raid Michael was on until he rang up. So the aircraft that were being reported missing could have nothing to do with him. Soon, as she was unable to bear the atmosphere of covert sympathy, she escaped to bed where she had what her family would have called a good cry. She had begun to be afraid that Michael did not love her, and that he would be killed.




PART

TWO




The Family

New Year, 1943

“But Happy New Year all the same.”

There was such a silence, that she said, “Darling, you know how disappointed I am. Or perhaps you don’t.”

“No, I don’t think I do.”

“Well, I am. But I simply can’t abandon poor old Dolly with nobody to look after her.”

Nobody! Sid thought. The house is chock-a-block with people and servants. What does she mean “nobody”? Aloud, she said, “I suppose if I broke my leg, you’d come and look after me?”

“Darling! You know I would.” Irony was not part of Rachel’s make-up. The eager sweetness of this response brought tears of love and resentment to her eyes. The little respite—it was hardly even a holiday—of Rachel’s spending two nights with her in London was foiled, like so many other anxious, hopeful plans that they made these days. Usually it was the Brig, the old despot, who frustrated them; now it was Dolly with flu. It could easily have been the Duchy. There would always be some old person for Rachel to look after, an endless succession of them, until we too are old …

“You can’t possibly come down?”

“You know perfectly well I’m on call. I didn’t do Christmas so I have to do New Year’s Eve.”

“All right, darling. I quite understand. I’ll be up at the end of next week, anyway.”

“You always say things like that.”

“Do I? What I meant was, I have to go to the dentist. I think I’ve got that abscess coming back on a tooth. So I’ve made an appointment.”

“Is it hurting?”

“Off and on. It’s nothing to worry about. Aspirin keeps it at bay. I must go, I’m afraid. Villy is waiting for the phone. Happy New Year again. Why don’t you ring up that poor girl and have her to supper?”

When she had rung off, Sid thought, why not? She was so fed up and used to being disappointed, so tired from endless hopes being frustrated and deferred, so exhausted by the chronic general jealousy that Rachel’s, in her view, excessive unselfishness so constantly presented—which always brought with it the nagging fear that her importance to Rachel was waning or had never really existed in the first place—that the idea of spending the evening with someone who clearly worshipped her was a kind of balm. Somebody, at least, cared to be with her, would understand if she was suddenly called out to the ambulance station, would wait until she returned and would certainly appreciate the modest feast that she had collected to enjoy with Rachel and that she certainly would not have had the heart to eat alone. All the same, she felt unsure about whether ringing Thelma would prove to be a good thing. It was all very well to give her free violin lessons—that much she felt she owed the poor little thing. And taking her to the odd concert had also seemed appropriately kind. But asking her to supper would place the relationship on a different footing and it might not be one that she would feel able to sustain. She felt sorry for Thelma—how could one not? Thelma’s parents had both been killed: her father on a North Atlantic convoy, her mother in an air raid on Coventry. She seemed without any other family, and struggled to live on a succession of ill-paid part-time jobs. Sid had been introduced to her by the forcefully kind lady who ran canteens for various ambulance stations. This girl had come to clean her house, she had said but, really, she was a very gifted musician. Mrs. Davenport, returning to her house unexpectedly, had caught her playing the piano quite amazingly well. Of course she didn’t know anything about music, but she could tell instantly this girl had a gift … And the girl had told her that the piano was not really her instrument—she considered herself to be a violinist.

Of course, she had agreed to hear the girl, whose musical talent proved to be nothing remarkable. But she had seemed so willing, so eager to learn and her sense of identity so clearly rested upon the idea of being a professional musician, that Sid, who missed teaching more than she had realized, took her on. Thelma had been grateful—extravagantly, pathetically so. Sid was constantly getting little gifts—bunches of violets, bags of sweets, packets of cigarettes and, with them, a stream of cards. She also worked exceedingly hard at her violin practice between the weekly lessons. When Rachel’s niece got married and Sid had gone to the wedding, Thelma produced a quantity of newspaper cuttings about the event that Sid, whose interest in it had been chiefly centred upon the pleasure of seeing Rachel, had sent on to her: “From my indefatigable little pupil,” she had written. “But I dare say somebody in the family might like to see them.” Of course she felt sorry for Thelma, but not perhaps quite sorry enough to spend New Year’s Eve with her. No, she would dine alone.

Just as she had decided this, the telephone rang and it was Thelma asking if she might bring a small New Year’s gift? In seconds, Sid found that she had not only invited her to supper, she had suggested that if they were to see in the New Year, Thelma had better bring things for the night. As Thelma lived in a room near Waterloo and could not possibly have afforded a cab home, this seemed a small practical kindness. “What Rachel would certainly have done,” she said to herself. She felt tired and dispirited, selfish and resentful, and not disposed towards festivity of any kind. She would be forty-four when the New Year was a week old and felt as though she would never stop living from hand to mouth with not very much in her hand.

“Darling, you shouldn’t say that. It’s not going to be New Year for another four hours at least.”

“I shall probably say it every time I have a drink. Which tonight will be rather often.”

“Bad week?”

“A sodding awful week.”

“Hugh again?”

He nodded. “I don’t know what’s got into the old boy. He’s always been as stubborn as a mule, but these days, whatever I say, he deliberately takes the opposite view. And then sticks to it. Nothing will shift him.”

Before Diana could reply, wails broke out from upstairs.

“I’ll have to go up. Darling, just relax. Have another whisky. I might be some time getting him off. Have a little snooze: there’s plenty of time before dinner. Put another log on the fire, darling, would you?”

The logs were in a large rush basket by the enormous open fireplace. He hoisted himself out of his chair with caution; the cottage was full of beams and the last thing he wanted was a crack on the head. She had made the place very cosy: the room, which occupied nearly all of the ground floor, was sitting and dining room combined; there was a tiny kitchen which contained a Raeburn stove, a sink and a draining board, and a door that opened into an icy larder. The main room was crowded with a sofa and two armchairs, all rather battered, a scrubbed table which was set for dinner, a dresser on which the china was kept and at the far end, near the front door in front of which an old carpet had been hung to exclude the worst draughts, a play pen with rag books, bricks and several stuffed animals who lounged with a kind of stoic abandon against its bars. Jamie’s tricycle was parked at that end of the room, together with his gum boots. Apart from the fire, the room was lit by a large oil lamp that stood on the dresser, further crowding the room with pools of mellow gold and mysterious twilight angles of shadow. In the daytime, its small, heavily recessed windows made the room rather dark; at night, it came into its own. It was good to be here, he thought. At home there would be Hugh, and either we’d have another row, or we’d bottle everything up for the weekend.

He poured himself another drink. He didn’t feel like dropping off; he wanted to go through the whole thing on his own, when he could perhaps manage not to feel quite so angry that it clouded his judgement. Right. They had taken long enough to pay the compensation for the war damage to the wharf: there had been months of assessments, overseeing stock books, paperwork of every imaginable kind, but in the end they had paid—a hundred per cent both for repair of the property and the value of the stock held there. That had seemed fine. But then, out of the blue, at the end of that tax year, the firm had been faced with excess profits tax on all of the stock, as though they’d sold it, which meant, in effect, they were not getting its value at all. They’d made the tax allowable profit on timber that had been sold, but this was stock, worth the best part of two hundred thousand pounds: paying EPT on that effectively meant that it couldn’t be replaced on the money left. He was so damned angry that he’d gone to lawyers at once, although Hugh had said there was no point. They would simply have to pay it, he said—again and again. The lawyer had been pretty feeble: said that if they fought it, it would undoubtedly have to go as far as the Lords since it would be setting a precedent or, at best, attempting to stop one being set. He’d talked to the Old Man, who had suggested they speak to a friend of his in the Board of Trade. “Find out whether this has been happening a lot, or whether we’re a one-off case,” he had said. The Old Man’s friend had said, of course, that it wasn’t really his department, but had also more or less intimated that he thought they ought to grin and bear it. Hugh had been gloomily triumphant. “Told you it wasn’t the slightest use, simply a waste of time and money,” he had said. But he felt that there was too much at stake for them to take it lying down. That money represented their trading future and, given that hardwoods were rising in price steadily, by the time they came to renew stock they would anyway be unable to match the stuff that had been destroyed in the bombing. The EPT was the last straw. So, this morning he had had one more go at Hugh about fighting the whole thing. It was not only their money, he had said, there was also the principle: it was patently unjust for the Government to turn the compensation for damaged stock into some sort of trumped-up profit, to treat it as a sale. Hugh had seemed to agree with this, but then he had reverted to the high costs of employing the right kind of lawyers to act for them, the enormous waste of time, the fact that they were understaffed and that this would be a disruption lasting for months, “on top of which,” he had finished, “we have absolutely no guarantee of success. We could simply be even more out of pocket and have made fools of ourselves.”

Hugh had been sitting at his desk when he said this, playing with a paperweight, picking it up and dropping it from the height of an inch or so back onto his desk. And then, and this is what had made Edward see red, he had added, “In any case, I’ve had another talk with the Old Man, and he’s dead against it. So it’s two against one, I’m afraid.”

“He wasn’t against it before!”

“Well, he is now.”

“You know perfectly well you’ve put the case in such a way to him as to make him agree with you.”

“I told him what I thought, naturally.”

“It seems to be the greatest possible pity that you should see fit to talk to him behind my back.”

“Does it? I thought you were rather in favour of doing things behind people’s backs.”

This oblique, but unmistakable reference to Diana enraged him so much that he had got to his feet and left Hugh’s office, slamming the door behind him. Damned cheek! Ever since he’d had that awful conversation with Hugh who had almost persuaded him to ditch Diana, and then, for obvious reasons, he hadn’t, there had been a smouldering disapproval coming from Hugh that he’d found it very difficult to stand. Because, of course, from a conventional point of view, Hugh was right. But he seemed to take no account of feelings—either his or Diana’s. He was in love with her; she had had his child; he couldn’t abandon her now. He couldn’t think beyond now about that. But Hugh had no right to bring that into a discussion, or argument, about business. There he was indisputably right. Not for the first time, he wished old Rupe was with them, but then, and also not for the first time, he remembered that Rupe would agree with enthusiastic sympathy with whoever was talking to him. I’ll have to tackle the Old Man, he thought. He had to go back anyway, tomorrow, had only wangled this night off by saying there was an RAF do that he had been invited to and couldn’t refuse. It was a good thing, really, that Diana had finally decided against living in London. This cottage, half-way between the wharf and Sussex, had been a far better idea, although he supposed it must be a bit lonely for her at times. But she had chosen it, or rather, one of Angus’s rich friends had offered it to her for almost nothing; it had been a keeper’s cottage on his family’s estate. God, what a mess everything is, though, he thought. He didn’t want to quarrel with Hugh; he loved the old boy, and he knew, he felt, better than anyone, how hard Sybil’s death had hit him. The last time he had felt really close to Hugh was when he had taken him away afterwards. God knows why he had chosen Westmorland. He thought it ought to be somewhere that they had never been to before, but he hadn’t reckoned on the weather. It had rained practically every day. They had gone for long wet walks taking packed lunches from the small hotel; played darts in the evenings, listened to the news on the radio in the bar, had a game of chess and gone to bed early, although it was clear that Hugh was not sleeping much. To begin with he had seemed stunned, was very silent, although from time to time he would say things like “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you for seeing me through this bit of it,” and then his eyes would fill with tears and he would stop. Then, gradually, he began to talk about Sybil, despairing, feverish ruminations about whether she could have been saved: if they had found out about the cancer earlier, if she had told him when she began to feel ill, if they had operated sooner … “In the end, you know, we talked about it,” he said. “I discovered that she had known how ill she was for months. She was very sick one night; she made herself eat an ordinary dinner to please me. She was very upset because she said she hated me having to clear it all up: I told her that being able to do anything for her was a joy, a blessing, some kind of relief, and then when I had got her a clean nightdress and was helping her get into it, she told me that she knew she was dying, and she knew I knew. ‘I want to be able to say anything to you,’ she said, ‘because soon I won’t be able to say anything at all.’”

They had talked, he had said, as though they had just met, uncovering layers about each other, like onion skins, she had said and when she became too tired to talk, he would read to her: she especially liked poetry, which had never meant much to him. “To tell the truth,” he had said, “I often read pages of the stuff without really knowing what was going on. But as I got used to it, sometimes I’d suddenly see what the chap was on about and actually it was very good—very telling.” He’d bought one or two of her favourite books with him, he said, and was working his way through them, but it wasn’t the same. In the end, she had got so weak from the bloody pain, that she’d just wanted him to sit with her and not say very much. But a couple of days before she had died when she’d just had a shot of something and wasn’t feeling too bad, she’d said did he remember when they were in St. Moritz, which, of course, he did and she’d smiled and said, “Tell me about it,” and he had. There had been a long silence after that. Remembering Hugh’s face as the shadowy little smile of reminiscence came and went before it could reach his poor haunted eyes, he felt a return of the familiar, protective love that he had always had for this older brother. There was something rigid, inflexibly unworldly, honourable and innocent about Hugh that needed protection, he thought. At the moment it was the inflexibility that he was up against. Oh, well, he mustn’t be too impatient with the old boy.

“Sorry to be so long. Jamie wants you to say good night to him.” She had changed into a dark blue velvet housecoat thing that made her skin look very attractive. “I’ve got Susan off, so don’t let him get too excited and make a noise.”

Jamie lay flat on his back with the blanket up to his chin.

“Hallo, old boy.”

“Hallo, old boy.” He thought for a moment and then added, “I’m not actually old. Well, I am old, but I’m not as old as you. You must be very very very very old.”

“Well, yes, I suppose I am.” He was certainly feeling it this evening.

“How old are you?” he asked, as though this question had long been lying between them.

“Forty-six.”

“Forty-six! Good God!”

“Jamie, I don’t think you should say that.”

“My grandfather, who lives in Scotland, says it all the time. He even said it about a wasp on his marmalade at breakfast. And he says it all the time he’s reading the paper. So of course I’ve picked it up. Mrs. Campbell who cooks there says it’s astonishing what I pick up. If you pick things up you can’t help it,” he explained.

“What do you think of your new sister?”

He pretended to consider. “I really don’t like her. I’d much rather we’d had a dog. I don’t like her because she’s ugly and stupid you see.”

“Oh well,” he said, as he got up from Jamie’s bed, “I expect you’ll like her when she’s older.”

“I don’t expect. Will you read me a story?”

“Not tonight, old chap. I’m going to have some dinner now.”

“Tell her to say good night to me. Order her.”

As he left the room, Jamie called, “Uncle Edward! If I shot her, would I get beheaded?”

“I should think you jolly well might.”

“Good God!”

“He didn’t mean you, of course, he meant Susan.”

“I know that. He’s fearfully jealous, poor lamb.”

“But he wouldn’t do anything awful to her, would he?”

“He might try to,” she said calmly. “You have to try and imagine what it’s like to be him. Supposing, just as an example”—her voice became mellow with reason—“suppose you suddenly took me back to Home Place one day, and told Villy that although, of course, you loved her, I would be living there with both of you henceforth. How do you think she would feel?”

“Don’t be absurd. Naturally she wouldn’t like it.”

“That’s an understatement, surely. She’d be fiendishly jealous. I know I would be.”

In the short silence that followed, she noticed that his eyes had become as bleak as blue marbles.

“I’m afraid I really can’t see the parallel,” he said at last.

“I only meant that that is how Jamie feels about Susan. I’ll get our stew.”

It wasn’t all she had meant at all, he thought. It was as near as she dared to get to telling him what she felt. He knew that he should take the bull by the horns but, as dear old Rupe had once said, when you did that you had to bear in mind the fact that you were still faced with the rest of the bull.

“Well, now! Happy New Year, little girl.”

“Happy New Year.” For a minute, she did not know where she was, but she had learned to lie low on these occasions, knowing that, one way or another, she soon would know.

“Boy! That was some night we had ourselves. How are you feeling?”

She tried to sit up and her head started pounding, like a huge piece of cumbersome machinery. She relapsed onto the pillow and shut her eyes to try to stop the room rocking.

“Poor baby! Now you just lie there and Uncle Earl will fix you something.”

That was it! He was the one she had met in the Astor last week when she’d had the row with Joe Bronstein because she’d wanted to go home and he wouldn’t. Earl had come over to their table and somehow—magically—sorted things out. In no time she had found herself being taken home in a taxi to her flat, where he had escorted her to the door, made sure she got in and then left her in peace. The next morning a large bunch of red roses arrived with his card, that had Colonel Earl C. Black on it and a note with his telephone number that said how much he would like to see her again. She was fed up with Joe, who had proved to be as predictable as everybody else in bed and more tiresome than many out of it, so now here she was, in the Major’s flat, she presumed, though she could remember nothing of how she got there. Never mind. If she kept absolutely still, kept her eyes shut, the pounding grind in her head did seem to be getting less …

“… now, then, Angie honey, sit up …”

“What is it?”

He was holding out a glass that contained some brownish red liquid.

“Honestly, I couldn’t. I feel awful.”

“I know, sweetheart, but this will make you better. Trust Earl.” He put an arm round her shoulder and hoisted her up, and held the glass to her mouth. She couldn’t feel worse, she thought, and therefore obediently swallowed the peppery sharp, slippery mixture although it made her retch.

“That’s my girl,” he said. He put the glass down and draped her shoulders—which were bare, she realized—in his striped pyjama jacket.

“You just sit for a while and then you’ll feel fine. A hot shower and you’ll feel better still.”

“Have you by any chance got a toothbrush I could use?”

“I do,” he said. “Do you want to go to the bathroom before I take my shower?”

She did. She got out of bed and tottered across the room clutching the jacket round her—it came nearly to her knees.

When she returned and had climbed gratefully back into bed, he was wearing boxer shorts. She watched him as he walked about the small beige bedroom selecting clothes. He was a barrel-chested man, with broad shoulders and wiry hair that rioted over his chest like grizzled scrub. He had a wide low forehead from which more grizzled but copious hair sprang in a pronounced peak. His eyebrows grew in a militant manner like small brambles, his muscular arms with thick wrists were hirsute like his legs. He must be quite old, she thought—at least forty. She wondered whether he had made love to her (she still called it that), but she wouldn’t ask. Surprisingly, she did feel better. Across the room, her dress from last night was carefully draped upon a small brocaded chair.

He said it was time for her to shower and conducted her to the small bathroom—even turned it on for her. “There’s a robe on the back of the door,” he said, “you can wear that.”

She looked awful. The bathroom mirror with its heartless little light above (there was no window in the bathroom) revealed a pallid face with dark rings of smudged mascara round her eyes and streaks of other make-up running down her neck. Her usually smooth and shining hair looked matted and dark as though she had sweated all night, her eyebrows, plucked so that they needed a pencil to delineate them were just two shadowy half moons. Next to the basin was a towel rail on which were her underclothes: stockings, suspender belt and knickers—all recently washed. Oh, God! Tears of humiliation filled her eyes: she could not remember anything except that they had been sitting in some night club new to her—dark, as they all were—at a tiny rocking table that had bottles and glasses on it. “Happy New Year,” he had said, and she just remembered the feeling of total despair that had surged up in her, threatening even her party smile as she had gulped down her drink to quench it. That was all. She couldn’t remember a thing after that. She couldn’t even remember feeling drunk, a sensation both disagreeable and familiar, but she must have been—very drunk—if she had such a blackout. I must stop, she thought, try something else, get away, find something different—a new life. I can’t go on like this. But the bleakness of any alternative seemed terrifying in its openness: she could do absolutely anything without it making any difference. Meanwhile, somehow she must get through the next hour, clean herself up, rejoin him and apologize and creep home, away from the whole squalid incident. She took off the pyjama jacket and stepped into the shower, which although it nearly scalded her, was somehow comforting. Hot water was not often available in her flat: Carol, the girl with whom she shared it always seemed just to have had the only hot bath the geyser afforded. While she was drying herself, she thought of the flat. Carol would be asleep if she was there: she worked at the London Palladium and always slept until about three in the afternoon. Angela’s bedroom, the smaller of the two, looked out on a black brick wall and tiny courtyard in which the overflowing dustbins of a restaurant were lodged. They had smelt awful last summer. It was about the fourth place she had lived in: girls she had shared with had been called up, got married, found a job somewhere outside London, and since they always seemed to be the main tenant of wherever it was, and she couldn’t afford to live in any of them alone, she had moved on. She still had her job at the BBC—six nights on and three off—so one way or another, all of her life was conducted after dark. There was a tiny kitchenette in the flat, but she never bothered to cook: when she was working, she ate at the canteen, and on her nights off people took her out. She spent her salary on clothes, make-up, having her hair done, and taxis. The advent of the Americans in London had meant that there always seemed to be someone who wanted to take her out. She found them far easier than Englishmen. They were usually lonely, didn’t ask questions about her family, were generous, producing wonderful stockings made of nylon, scent, unlimited cigarettes and drink, tins of butter and Spam (which she exchanged for black market clothes coupons) and once a marvellous length of green silk sent from New York with which she had had a beautiful dress made. They were also usually married, or engaged to someone back home, and although these facts were seldom volunteered, she had become very good at discovering them. To begin with this had worried her, but it didn’t any more. They were miles from homes to which, possibly, they might never return, cut off from everything they knew, and they simply wanted a good time. Their ideas of what this might be varied, but not much. She felt as though she, too, was miles from home, or rather that she had not got one at all; Frensham was being turned into a convalescent place, and ever since her mother had interfered over the Brian thing she had not gone to St. John’s Wood. Her father was safely tucked away in Woodstock; Christopher, the only one of her family for whom she felt the warmth of love, was sweating away at some nursery garden in Sussex—he hated London and so she hardly ever saw him. She had gone to her cousin’s wedding in the autumn, and it had felt extraordinary to be with all the Cazalets again, simply accepted as one of their family, sitting in a pew with her parents and Christopher and Nora and Judy. Sitting there, waiting for Louise to walk up the aisle on Uncle Edward’s arm, she realized how isolated from the family she had become, how shocked they would be if they knew about her life now: sleeping all the morning, pottering about her dreary little room, mending stockings, and ironing and painting her nails; in the afternoon bathing and dressing and going out evening after evening with men she hardly knew, drinking clubs, restaurants, night clubs, necking in taxis, sometimes bringing someone back with her (but not often; she was ashamed of her room and did not like anyone to see it)—if she was going to go to bed with whoever it was, she preferred it to be on their ground, the anonymity of an hotel room.

In the months after Brian had left her, and after the abortion, she had clung to the idea of love. Love, that had been so painful twice—with Rupert and then with Brian—was still to be her goal and salvation: if she continued to seek it, surely one day it would occur. Meanwhile she had to get through the days and nights. Her job was a lonely one: often she hardly spoke to anybody excepting the junior programme engineers on the other side of the glass screen in the studio, and the people in the canteen who doled out her breakfast. She loved dancing: it created an illusion of intimacy; to be in somebody’s arms in a dark place with slow music was a kind of drug; being admired, being wanted, soothed her, made her feel less worthless. She learned how to please … anyone, really—excepting herself. She did not go the whole way with everyone by any means, and made choices; but deep down she felt that admiration had to be paid for, and she dealt with that by calling it only an interim, until she met the wonderful as yet unknown person who would transform her life. It was the war, she told herself: it made everything different, harder and, if one was not very careful, unspeakably boring. But as the months had dragged by the idea of love receded; she was no longer very sure what it was, and one still had to get through life. She had been afraid that she would get called up but when the time came, she failed the medical—something about her chest, they said; it hadn’t bothered her and so she wasn’t interested, just deeply relieved. For at least a week after that, her life had seemed wonderfully free and easy, glamorous even, but it soon slipped back into a kind of limbo where nothing seemed important enough to be more than a boring, or less boring, way of getting through time.

He was knocking on the bathroom door. “Coffee’s up,” he was saying.

She had rinsed her hair under the shower and combed it out. Her face, devoid of make-up, was still faintly flushed by the hot water. She couldn’t look worse than she had before the shower, she thought, and it didn’t matter, anyway. She would drink the coffee, clamber into her damp underclothes and freezing skimpy little frock and get him to put her into a cab. That would be that.

The coffee was laid out on a small rickety table in the sitting room. It was a flat, he had, she realized, not an hotel room or suite. The coffee was very strong and good. When he pushed the sugar bowl towards her and she shook her head, he said, “Take some. I haven’t got any food here, and you’ve got nothing inside you. Don’t feel bad about it, sweetheart. You had a dose of hooch. That stuff was real bad: we won’t go back there again.”

“What about you, then? Did you—”

“I was drinking Scotch. You had gin—that was the trouble.”

“I’m really sorry—”

“Don’t be. It was just lucky it wasn’t the both of us. It was a bad joint.”

But her mind was full of humiliating scenes—of her passing out, being sick, being unable to control herself in any way—and not being able to remember any of it, made it somehow far worse …

“I think I should go,” she said. “If you could get me a cab?”

“I had a better plan,” he said. “Someone has lent me an automobile. I’ll take you home, wait while you get into some warm clothes, and then I thought we’d drive out into the country some place—and have us a square meal.” And before she could respond, he added, “In case you’re worrying about whether I took advantage of you last night, let me tell you that I did not.” He put a large hairy hand over hers on the table. “Cross my heart and hope to die. Nothing happened. OK?”

“All right,” she said. She still felt embarrassed, but also now relieved: she believed him about last night, which didn’t mean that she trusted him otherwise.

“All right, that’s enough of the Happy New Years,” Archie said. “Now what about the resolutions?”

They were in the drawing room. The older members of the family had gone to bed: the Duchy and Miss Milliment had bad colds; Rachel had succumbed to her toothache immediately after the chimes of Big Ben had announced the New Year, “I can’t kiss any of you, darlings, my face feels like a boiling marrow,” she had said, trying to smile but looking ghastly, Clary thought. Edward and Villy were in London celebrating with Hermione. So Archie and Hugh were left with the children—allowed to stay up down to Lydia, who had promised to go to bed when Archie made her. Everybody had kissed everyone else and wished them a Happy New Year.

“Couldn’t we play charades?” Lydia thought they might take longer than resolutions.

“No, Archie said resolutions. How many do we have to have? One, or as many as we like?”

“I think three each,” Archie said. “What do you say, Hugh?”

“What? Oh, by all means, three. Whisky?”

“Thanks.” Lydia seized his glass and carried it over to her uncle. She was hell bent on pleasing, hoping that resolutions might lead to charades.

“What are they?” Neville said. “I mean what sort of thing?”

“Oh, good ones, of course,” Polly said. “Like being kind to your enemies.”

“That’s a silly idea. They wouldn’t be my enemies if I was kind to them.”

“Well, they are meant to be good,” Archie said. “I mean constructive, you know, vaguely improving.”

Someone suggested writing them down, and Lydia flew to the card table and got out the old score pads and pencils that people used for anything from bridge to racing demon.

“Five minutes,” Archie said. “And then everybody can read out their own.”

“Or other people’s,” Clary said. “Oh, yes—we could muddle them up and then a person takes one and we all have to guess whose it is. That makes it far more interesting. Oh, do let’s do it that way!”

“You win,” Archie said. “Put another log on the fire or I shall freeze to death before your very eyes.”

There ensued a fidgety pencil-chewing silence.

“I’ve finished,” Lydia said. “I’ve thought of wonderful ones. Really good and kind.”

“You do realize you’ve jolly well got to do them, don’t you?” Simon said. His efforts had made him feel extremely hot. However hard he tried to think, all he came up with was “Kiss Miss Blenkinsopp,” a resolve he felt better left unsaid. She was the art mistress at school—old, of course, but far younger than the masters and absolutely wizard to look at with black hair and scarlet lips and a wispy fringe that she kept pushing out of her marvellous eyes with a long white hand that had turquoise rings on it. “Learn to draw,” he put.

Neville was also having problems. He was planning to run away from his horrible school, but he couldn’t decide where to. If the war finished, he could probably get a job as an inventor. Meanwhile, he considered living with Cicely Courtneidge whose record about ordering two dozen double damask dinner napkins entranced him however often he played it.

Clary did hers, which were intensely boring, she thought, and then went and fetched a hat from the gun room in which they could put their pieces of paper.

“Hurry up,” she urged the slow ones.

“Time’s up.” Archie put his paper in the hat and handed it round.

He was the first one to read. “‘Be kind to old people,’” he read. “‘Give all my money away. Save someone’s life.’”

“That’s mine,” Lydia said, which anyone could have known by the smug look on her face.

“Idiotic,” Neville said. “You don’t want to save anyone’s life, you fool. Hitler’s? Would you save his life?”

“No-o. But I’m most unlikely to meet him. A good person’s life, of course.”

“So you’d go up to someone who was falling out of an aeroplane and say, ‘Are you good?’ and depending on their answer, and of course they wouldn’t tell the truth however wicked they were, you’d save them? I never heard anything so stupid in all my life.”

“I don’t think she meant it quite like that,” Archie said mildly.

“Well, the money bit is idiotic too. She’s spent all her Christmas money so it would only be a shilling a week. How will you be able to give me a birthday present if you give all your money away? Or,” he added broad-mindedly, “a birthday present for anybody else come to that.”

Lydia was trying not to cry, frowning and holding her bottom lip in her teeth.

“You’re far too horrible to give a present to,” she said. “You can see how difficult it is to be good with someone as wicked and awful as Neville about,” she appealed to the rest of them.

“I think we should just read the papers and people listen.” Archie handed the hat to Polly.

“‘Not smoke so much. Be more patient with people. Help the Duchy with the garden.’ That must be you, Dad.” There was a moment’s silence, and then she said, “I think you’re awfully patient with people. I really do.”

Archie noticed them smile at each other, she aching to comfort, he, acknowledging but comfortless: there was the same feeling of pain in the room as there had been earlier, when Clary had wanted to drink to absent friends, meaning her father but the implication had gone further than she had intended.

“Your turn, Clary,” he said briskly.

Clary unfolded the piece of paper she had chosen and read with elaborate scorn. “‘Finish the war! Leave school! Have lunch with Cicely Courtneidge.’ We know who that is! Wrong end of the stick as usual. Honestly, Neville. It’s not meant just to have things you’d like in it. Or things like the war stopping which you couldn’t possibly do!”

“They’re what I resolute. I’m not going to change them.”

“You can’t leave school till you’re years and years older,” Lydia said. “And as you aren’t Prime Minister, thank the Lord, you can’t stop the war. And Cicely Courtneidge wouldn’t dream of having lunch with an unknown boy. I agree with Clary.”

“We agreed not to comment on people’s resolutions,” Archie said. “Hugh?”

“‘Learn to draw. Learn to write poetry. Invent something.’ Heavens, Poll, is that you?”

“It’s me,” Simon said. He had gone scarlet.

“Goodness. What interesting things, Simon,” Polly remarked.

“It’s very difficult to learn to write poetry,” Clary said. “I have a feeling you have to be born to do it. And I should think we’d have noticed by now if you had a vestige of talent.”

“Clary, that’s rather crushing.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

But Polly said, “Yes, it was.”

“Come on, finish the game,” Archie said. “It’s time we all went to bed.”

“What about charades?”

“Nobody wants to play them except you. Come on, it’s your turn to read.”

“‘Learn French. Stop biting my nails. Mend my clothes before they get unmendable,’” Lydia read. “That must be you, Clary. You’re the only one who seriously bites nails.”

“She only bites her own,” Neville pointed out. “I think she ought to be allowed to do that. If she bit other people’s you could be against her.”

“Your turn to read, Neville,” Archie said.

“‘Go swimming. Learn Russian. Do some drawing.’ I don’t see how swimming can be a resolution.” He liked swimming: why on earth hadn’t he thought of that?

“It’s you, Archie, isn’t it?”

“Yep. I hate swimming in swimming baths. It’s to get my leg better. I feel like a tiger in a cage. Up and down, to and fro.”

“When we come to London, I’ll come with you,” Clary said. “We can have interesting conversations, and you won’t notice how boring it is.”

“Well, I’m for bed,” Hugh said, as though he had been waiting for the earliest possible moment to say it.

“Oh, must we?”

“Nobody’s read me,” Polly said.

“Oh, darling Poll!” He sat down again. “Read away. I really want to know.”

“It isn’t for me to read,” Polly said. “But there’s not much point, because you’ll all know it is me.”

“We still want to know,” Archie said.

“I haven’t read anyone’s,” Simon said, and took the paper.

“‘Learn to cook. Teach Wills to read. Tell the truth.’”

“You see? It wasn’t at all interesting.” She was clearly very hurt.

“Yes, it was,” Simon said, with embarrassingly obvious loyalty.

“Bed,” Archie said. “Everybody do all the right things. Put the guard in front of the fire. Put the cat out. Be quiet on the stairs. Give me a hand, Poll. No thanks, Lydia, I’d rather have Poll.”

“What does he mean ‘cat’? Flossy’ll be in the kitchen. She wouldn’t like us to put her anywhere.”

“It’s a figure of speech, Lydia,” Hugh said. He had kissed Polly, and put his hand on Simon’s shoulder. “Good night, old chap.” Kissing his children made him want to cry. This time last year, he thought, she was here. She was just beginning to feel rotten again, but she was here.

“Do you think it will be a Happy New Year?”

“Oh, I think it’s bound to be better. We’ve got the Germans on the run, you know, now. Monty’s doing a marvellous job. I shouldn’t be surprised if El Alamein won’t prove to be the turning point. And they’re getting nowhere in Russia. Nobody who invades Russia reckons with the winter. And we’re giving them merry hell on their home ground. Yes, I think we can definitely say that nineteen forty-three will be happier. For us, God bless us.” He smiled kindly at her, and said, “Is your husband away at the wars?”

“Not any more. He was briefly in the RAF but then he had to go back to manage the family business.” Then she found herself saying, “Of course, he fought in the first war … in the Fifth Army.”

“With dear old Goffy? Very fond of him. Well, it must be nice for you to have him home.”

It would be, she thought, if he was. His non-appearance at Hermione’s party had caused her, first, anger, then embarrassment, and finally anxiety. Where was he? He wasn’t at his flat, and his shaving things weren’t there either. He wasn’t at home, because she’d rung on the pretext of wishing them a Happy New Year, and if he had been, of course they would have said so. But “Have a lovely party,” Rachel had said, “you both deserve some fun together.” She hadn’t told them he wasn’t with her. But, of course, she had to tell Hermione. She’d rung her from the flat.

“Darling, how tiresome for you. Never mind, perhaps he’ll simply turn up here. Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve got two spare men coming anyway.”

She was sitting next to one of them now. Colonel Chessington-Blair was a rotund pink little man in his early sixties. He reminded her of a cork, bobbing up to the surface of every conversation saying all the first things that had come into other people’s heads in the brisk understated way that almost transformed them into original utterances. He worked in what he called the war house; one could not imagine him out of uniform.


When the ladies withdrew and most of them had gone to Hermione’s bedroom, Hermione had linked an arm with her to stay her from joining the others and said, “You were divine to be so sweet to old Piggy. I could see he simply adored you.” Then she said, “Don’t worry about Edward. Something must have come up and I expect he tried to get hold of you. You know what telephones are like these days.”

“I’m not worrying.”

“Why don’t you stay the night here? It couldn’t be easier, and you know how frightful it is getting cabs on this sort of occasion.”

She said, no, she’d rather go to the flat. (What could possibly have “come up”?)

It was nice to be wearing evening clothes, being in London, being at a party, but every time she started to enjoy these things, the mysterious absence of Edward intervened, and she felt cross and frightened. Supposing something awful had happened to him? She hardly knew whether she least wanted it to be his fault that he wasn’t there, or not his fault at all.




Polly and Clary

Spring, 1943

There was a small, magical patch of time between being completely asleep and becoming awake that she had begun to notice ever since they’d gone to London. It had no prescribed duration, always felt tantalizingly short since it began to fade the moment she became aware of it. Sometimes she thought it was the very end of a dream, since not only her heart and thoughts but her body had a weightless light about them—a kind of serene detachment that still possessed joyous response to something that was already mysteriously slipping into the past, dissolving into distant memory and mist until it seemed either forgotten, or never known at all. Dreams could be like that, she knew. They could be like telegrams, or the most significant lines of a poem—so crammed with a fragment of truth that for a moment they seemed to illuminate the whole of it. But dreams did not always contain joyful messages: they could convey anything from anxiety to nightmare—she knew that. Her recurring nightmare—only once told to Clary—about trying to kiss her mother’s forehead and it simply melting into the pillow, had a kind of rigid horror that no amount of repetition rendered powerless. But this patch was more as though she was flying in some sunlit element, alighting upon her own body, and then entering it to discover that her wings had disappeared. She was ordinary Polly lying flat on her back on the top floor of her father’s house in London. Next door, would be Clary, profoundly asleep until physically shaken. Perhaps, she thought, it only happened because she was sleeping alone: at Home Place she had always shared a room with Clary, and sometimes Louise as well. At least Clary had her own room—bed-sitting rooms they were called, but for Polly living in her father’s house, with the kitchen three floors down in the basement was not the same as them having their own flat, which had always been their plan. But when it came to the point and she had discovered that Dad had always thought they would live with him, and when he had discovered that they had meant to find their own place and she had seen his intense disappointment congeal to good-natured acquiescence, she knew that she could not persist. “You can find a flat,” she had said to Clary, “but I simply can’t. It’s the first time I’ve seen Dad at all pleased or excited about anything since Mummy died. He so hates being alone in the house without her. You do see, don’t you?” And Clary, shooting her a look compounded of disappointment, exasperation and love, had said immediately, “Course I do. And I wouldn’t dream of having a flat without you in it.” Her face always showed all of her feelings however careful her voice was about them.

And Dad had been sweet about everything. They were to have the top floor to themselves. “You could make bed-sitting rooms as they are quite large,” he had said. “And you have your own bathroom on the half landing. And I’ll have a telephone plug put on the top floor. I expect you’ll want to ring up your friends. And if you want to have a party with them, I can always be out. You must just tell me what you want in the way of furniture. I expect the rooms need painting as well. You must choose the colours you would both like.” He talked and talked about it, and when Clary said could she bring all her books from home, he said of course, and when he saw how many there were, he’d have bookshelves made for them. It was as though he wanted them to live there for ever.

They got furniture from all over the place. Aunt Rach said they could have curtains from Chester Terrace because the ones that were there were so flimsy and awful and no good for blackout.

Now, after barely three months, they had got into a routine. They went to the secretarial course at Pitman’s five days a week, bicycling there four of the days, but on Fridays they went by bus, because of going straight on after work to catch a train for Sussex. Clary wanted to stay in London for the weekends, and sometimes she did, but Polly felt that she ought to go home to see Wills. He was not especially glad to see her, but she felt that if she stuck at it he might get to be. He liked her if she did everything he wanted, and so she spent cold afternoons pushing him on his fairy cycle, helping him build nameless structures with the family Meccano, and reading him Winnie-the-Pooh. He had become a disconsolate tyrant, determined upon having everything that he did not really want, using the innumerable gratified whims like leaves to cover the secret body of his loss. So, he would insist upon wearing one red sock and one blue; he would not eat his mashed potato until he had transferred it to his mug; he filled his bed with fir cones many of which had mysterious names; he had awful bouts of simply opening and then slamming doors. Aunt Villy was teaching him to read, but he would only do it if she let him wear a hat. It was almost a year now, but she knew that he still missed his mother, although the aunts seemed to think he was getting over it. So she went because of him. She went also because of her father. He loved meeting her at the station, buying her a paper to read (when Clary was there he always bought her one as well). He usually went to sleep half-way through the journey while she sat trying to learn her grammalogues. The weekends were always the same. They were met by Tonbridge who told them of any minor misfortunes that had occurred during the week—they sometimes had bets together about who these would be about—and then they would get a few of his opinions, couched as questions, about the war. At the house, the smells—so familiar when she had lived there that she had not noticed them—were of damp log fires, the Brig’s pipe smoke, beeswax and occasional wafts of food cooking as Eileen barged back and forth through the baize door laying the dining room for dinner. Upstairs, the smells changed to lavender, Wright’s Coal Tar Soap, shoe polish, clothes drying in front of the nursery fire, and the sounds were either of children having baths, or of people trying to make them. She would go to her room to get into a warmer jersey for supper: they no longer changed for dinner excepting on Saturday night when she always wore her pale green brocaded housecoat made of curtain material by the aunts for her birthday last year. After supper, they would all listen to the news and then she and Clary would play bezique and racing demon. She always missed Clary when Clary stayed in London, and on top of missing her, she could not help feeling envious: Clary used to go to the cinema with Archie and sometimes the theatre, and got taken out to meals. Apart from the treat side of it, she was alone with Archie which Polly felt was a treat in itself. Of course, he came for the weekend sometimes, and you could bet that Clary never stayed in London then. What it amounted to was that she, Polly, never had evenings alone with Archie but then, she kept reminding herself, she had responsibilities and Clary had none. All the same, the old niggling thing of this not being fair attacked her: of course she knew by now that things weren’t, but that did not in the least prevent her wanting them to be.

Today was Friday, and they were both going home, because Archie was coming, because on the Saturday it would be a year since her mother died—a fact that Dad didn’t mention, but that everybody else in the family was acutely aware of. A kind of opposite of a birthday, she thought, a deathday, but really it was no worse that her mother had been dead for three hundred and sixty-five days than three hundred and sixty-four, or -six. She was glad that Simon would still be at school. “But I’m only glad because it would be worse for him if he wasn’t, I’m not really glad. I’m not really glad about anything,” she said to Clary as they waited for the bus to go to Pitman’s.

Clary agreed.

“Nor am I. I think life is frightfully depressing. If nearly everybody is having a worse time than we are, I can hardly see the point of it.”

“I suppose it is just the war?” she said.

“How can we know? We haven’t the faintest idea of what it would be like if there wasn’t one.”

“We can remember it. It is only three and a bit years since peace.”

“Yes, but then we were children. Subject to all kinds of petty rules made by Them. And now that we’re becoming Them, there simply seem to be more rules.”

“Like?”

“Well,” Clary considered, “I mean, neither of us wants to get awfully good at typing and shorthand. We didn’t spend our childhood wishing we could type at sixty words a minute.”

“It might be useful to you if you’re going to be a writer. Look at Bernard Shaw.”

“He invents his own kind, I believe. And that was just because he wanted to. But generally men don’t have to learn typing.”

“They have to join up and kill people,” she said sadly. “The trouble is that we haven’t worked out what we believe in. We just go on in a dreary unbelieving muddle.”

The bus came then. When they were on it, Clary said, “Disbelieving is different from unbelieving. What don’t we believe in?”

“War,” Polly said promptly. “I absolutely disbelieve in war.”


“That doesn’t do any good, though, because we’ve got it.”

“Well, you asked me. You think of something.”

“God,” Clary said. “I don’t believe in God. Although, actually, it occurred to me that there might be a whole lot of them, and that’s why there’s such a mess—they don’t agree with one another about anything.”

“I can’t be against war,” she said—she’d been thinking. “The fact that we’ve got it is neither here nor there. I’m against the idea of it. Like Christopher.”

“He didn’t last. He went off to join up. It was only because there was something wrong with his eyesight that they didn’t take him.”

“He went, not believing in it, because he thought it wasn’t right to let other people do the dirty work. He had principles.”

“Ah now, do you believe in them? If so, which ones?”

But they’d reached Lancaster Gate and the peeling, blistered pillars of the stuccoed house in which they were to spend the next six hours pounding their typewriters steadily to what Clary called Hastings pier music, learning to write “Dear Sir, Thank you for your letter of the 10th inst.” in a cabalistic scrawl, and struggling with double-entry book-keeping, which they both simply loathed. “It seems madness to me,” Clary had said after the first day of it. “Either one hasn’t got any money to put in the columns, or else one has masses, in which case there would be no need.”

“It won’t be our money we’re putting in, stupid, it’ll be our rich powerful employer’s.”

The day was punctuated by a lunch hour when they consumed Spam sandwiches and cups of pink-brown tea that tasted of the metal pot. There was a basement room in which students could spend the lunch hour and sandwiches were sold there for those who wanted them. So far they had not found any of their fellow students enlivening; they all seemed deeply earnest about the work, and as it was an intensive course there was in any case little time to fraternize. Usually, they managed to go out at lunch-time, taking their sandwiches to eat in the park. This morning, however, a new student had joined the classes who looked very different from the rest. To start with, she was very much older, but almost everything else about her was different too. She was immensely tall—she towered above everyone else—but she had long, narrow hands and feet and elegant ankles. Her iron grey hair was cut in a careless bob and cut shorter on one side of her forehead, and she wore a black cardigan rather carelessly embroidered with buttercups and poppies. But it was her face that entranced them both. Unlike everyone else, she wore no make-up at all, her skin was uniform olive with very fine, dark eyebrows that arched over eyes of an amazing colour that they could not agree about.

“Sort of pale greyish green,” Clary said.

“Bluer than that. Aquamarine, would you say?”

“I might say it, but it would be no good if one wrote it. It wouldn’t really describe them.”

“I’d know what it meant.”

They decided to eat their sandwiches in the basement room in the hope of getting to know the new student, but she was not there. Her absence whetted their curiosity.

“I think she’s foreign.”

“We know that. We heard her say thank you to Miss Halton.”

“Well, I think she’s minor royalty from some central European court.”

“Or she could have been imported by some American general. I bet they’re allowed to bring their mistresses abroad with them. You know, like Stanley taking cases of port with him when he was exploring in Africa.”

“Honestly, Clary, that’s not at all the same thing.”

“She could be royal and someone’s mistress.”

“I must say she doesn’t at all look like a wife.”

“She was probably married off in her youth to some frightful Prussian brute. Then all her children died of TB because the castle was so cold and she ran away and escaped.” Clary had recently come upon a copy of Moths for a penny on a second-hand book stall and had become immersed in Ouida which had affected her observations of people. “She journeyed overland for weeks dressed as a peasant and then stowed away on a ship to come here.”

“I don’t think she’d stow very well,” Polly said. “I mean, she’s a bit too remarkable to merge into any background. And large,” she added, after thinking about it.

When they went back to the classroom for the second typing session, she still wasn’t there.

“Next time we see her, let’s ask her to supper with us.”

“All right. Do you think she’d get on with Dad?”

“You said he said he would be out if we wanted to have our friends.”

“I know—but—”

“Oh, Poll, we have to start having our own lives.”

“OK. But she is pretty old—his sort of age. If she’s really terrifically nice, she might make him a suitable wife.” And as Clary snorted with disagreeing despair, she added, “I don’t mean he should be at the first supper. I just mean if we think she’s OK we might introduce them.”

“I don’t see much point in that. They’re both too old for sex, I should have thought.”

“You don’t know that. Do you think Archie’s too old for sex, then?”

There was a dead silence during which she noticed that Clary’s forehead had become pink before she answered, “Archie’s different.”

He was, she thought, of course he was. He was the most different person she had ever met.

13 March 1943

This is Saturday afternoon, Dad, and it is raining and quite cold as well, so I’m sitting on my bed at Home Place with the eiderdown over me writing to you. It’s awful: I realize that I haven’t written anything since before Christmas. That is partly because of us moving to London—Poll and me to Uncle Hugh’s house which has meant such a change in our lives that I don’t seem to have had much time. That isn’t true: there has been time—only I haven’t felt like writing much at all. Christmas was OK, I suppose. Roly and Wills and Jules loved it and so did Lydia and Neville, but I think I am beginning to feel a bit bored of it. Neville tried to give me a rat he has got tired of at school. Who could possibly want a rat brought up by him? I said that. He gave Polly a jig-saw which we knew had five bits missing. He simply won’t use his pocket money on presents and all he wanted was money. Some people gave it to him, but there was quite a lot of disapproval in the air.

Well, after Christmas we went to London as we have to go to an Intensive Course in Typing and Shorthand at Pitman’s so that we shall be of some use when we are called up. I was looking forward madly to us having our own flat, but in the end we had to go to Uncle Hugh because Poll said he was so wanting us to, and she feels he is frightfully lonely without Aunt Syb. I saw her point … If it had been you, Dad, I would have felt just as Poll did, so of course I had to agree. We have a room each on the top floor and our own bathroom, but we have to cook in the basement so by the time we have carried food up to our lairs everything is cold. But we can make tea in the bathroom which is something. Uncle Hugh was very kind about letting us paint the rooms and he had some bookcases made for me which go all along one wall which is a good thing because I got my room the wrong kind of yellow and can’t be bothered to paint it again. Aunt Rach said we could have some curtains from Chester Terrace as Aunt Syb never got around to having any on the top floor, and she took us to Chester Terrace to choose some. She said she would make them fit the windows which is jolly decent of her. It was odd going back there, Dad. Everything is covered up—all the furniture—and the shutters are down and there are hardly any lights to put on. When we went in there was a faint damp darkish smell, like wet prayer books. The curtains were all packed in tea chests in the Brig’s study with labels on them saying which they were, but of course I could only remember the drawing room ones—the huge white roses on dark green shiny chintz and the oatmeal ones with blue birds on them that were in my bedroom when I stayed there while you were marrying Zoë when I was nine. I didn’t tell you, Dad, but honestly that was the most miserable time of my life. I didn’t believe you were coming back to fetch me, you see: I thought they were simply trying to soften the blow when they said you were. I stole half a crown out of the Duchy’s bag to get bus tickets to go home, but then I remembered that Ellen had taken Neville to stay with her family and that there would be nobody to let me in. I thought all this in the hall just as I was going—and then I realized that there was nowhere to go to. That was the worst of all. I felt so furious I wanted to break everything up and I got the Brig’s swordstick out of its walking case and I bashed through the iron scroll grid at the glass on the front door to break it. I did break one bit, but I was crying and they came and found me. Aunt Rach came and I kicked her and shouted that I was trapped and there was nowhere to go and I wished I was dead. I can see now how good she was about it all. She didn’t punish me although I slightly wanted her to because I wanted everything to go on being simple and bad. She took me into the Brig’s study which was the nearest room and held me till I stopped crying and talked to me about you getting married and about people having honeymoons which meant being on their own for a bit, and then she gave me a calendar—I remember it had Timber Trades Journal at the top of it—and she marked the day it was on it, and then marked the day you were coming home and gave me a red chalk to mark off the days—ten more of them—and I couldn’t not believe her then. That afternoon she took me to a very grand tea at Gunter’s with ices and hot chocolate and she bought me a bag of their special lemon drops to take home. I remembered all this because the curtains we were to choose were in the Brig’s study, and all the glass had gone from the front door and there was wood instead. That evening—after the treat at Gunter’s—the Duchy cut out a piece of linen for me to embroider a pyjama case for you, but I was rotten at embroidery and it never got finished. Anyway, I certainly didn’t want the blue bird curtains and Poll, who chose the white roses, suggested that I have blue velvet ones. It’s funny, Dad, you were in France then, but you did come back. And in the end, of course, you’ll come back again. But it is a long time that you’ve been gone this time, isn’t it? It’s no good my having a calendar because it might easily be more than another year. I go on writing this just as much for me as for you, because it helps me to remember you—I mean more of you. One of the difficult things about it being so long since you went—two years and nine months now—is that although, of course, I do think about you a lot, I seem to remember fewer things about you. I go over them again and again, but I keep feeling that there are other things I no longer remember. It’s as though you were walking slowly backwards from me into the distance. I hate it. If this is what people mean about their grief getting less, I don’t want it. I want to remember you as completely and sharply as I did the evening the man rang up to say you were missing; as much as when Pipette brought the amazing note you wrote me which I keep in the secret drawer of the desk Poll gave me. Do you remember when you took the skin off my hot milk and ate it? I often think of that.

This is Sunday. I don’t think I mentioned that Archie is here this weekend which is good because he seems to get on well with everyone and cheers people up, even poor Uncle Hugh who I think you would find awfully changed, Dad. He’s got rather quiet and fidgety—he’s always picking things up and putting them down again as though he’s surprised to find whatever it is in his hand, and even when he’s smiling or someone has made a joke, his eyes look shocked and a bit haunted. I think his heart is broken but Poll said the other day that she hoped he’d marry again. I should have thought at his age that this was very unlikely. The trouble is that with the war we don’t meet anyone much, and certainly nobody kind and faded which would be best for him I should think.

Once, I didn’t go home—well, several times, actually—for the weekend but one time I spent the whole weekend with Archie. It wasn’t a plan; it just turned out like that. He asked me to go to a film with him on Saturday afternoon. He didn’t exactly ask me: it was when he came to supper with Uncle Hugh and Poll and me and I said I was going to see what a weekend in London would be like and I must admit I said it would be fun to go to a film with him, and he said righty-ho, Saturday afternoon. But then on Friday evening when I got back to the house on my own because Poll had gone to Charing Cross to meet Uncle Hugh it all felt rather silent. I was feeling a bit gloomy because I’d forgotten to buy any more bread and there was only a very stale bit to have with my cheese ration, and I was creeping about in the dark putting up the black-out because the air-raid wardens are devilish about anybody showing a light and shout, “Put out that light!” from the street and ring the bell to tell you again. Anyway, the telephone rang and I answered it and it was Archie. He said he supposed he’d interrupted me getting dressed for my party. What party? I said. He said, “I didn’t think you’d be staying up for the weekend unless you had a party.”

I told him I didn’t know anybody so I couldn’t be going to one, and he said, “Come to a very small party indeed with me then. Get a taxi and come to my flat any time after seven.” Wasn’t that wonderfully kind and cheering of him? I missed Poll then because she’s so much better than I am at knowing what to wear for going out, but actually I’ve only got one decent dress that Zoë got me for Christmas which is bottle green velveteen, a bit of a change from the dark blue one that I had for ages and this one has a square neck and sleeves just to my elbows so it is a bit more adult than the old blue one. I cut my hair to get rid of a perm that just went on being frizzy whenever it rained and, anyway, I couldn’t bear sleeping on those awful iron curlers that dig into your head at night so now it’s just straight again like it always was and Polly gave me an old tortoiseshell slide she found in a junk shop for Christmas, which is much nicer than it sounds. Polly usually helps me with my make-up and I had to have several goes at it. In the end I just used some green eye shadow of Poll’s that doesn’t suit her so she wouldn’t mind, and her dark blue mascara which is very difficult to put on without getting the brush in your eyes and lipstick called Signal Red which it jolly well is only it comes off if I even eat a biscuit. I gave up rouge because my face went so red from rubbing things off—in fact I had to put out the lights and hang my head out of the window to get my face back to its normal colour which is actually a sort of khaki-fool colour, I mean khaki mixed with cream, not really a good face colour at all. Poll is really lucky to be so beautifully pretty.

Archie has changed his flat to a much nicer one in South Kensington. It is in a tall dark red house looking onto a square but inside it is really nice. He has a gramophone like the Duchy’s with an enormous horn made of some black and gold stuff like papier-mâché, I think, and he has those triangular wooden needles that you have to clip to sharpen after each record. Very modern and jolly expensive, I should think. Anyway, he was playing it when I arrived. We had gins—I had lime in mine—while he finished playing that Schubert quartet that the Duchy loves so much. He said I looked very smart when he hugged me, so at least he noticed. He took me out to dinner at what he called his local restaurant: it was a Cypriot one where you get lamb chops and rice and then a delicious pudding of little fried honey balls and Turkish coffee—but you have to be careful not to drink the muddy part. But we had a most interesting conversation about a new idea called the Welfare State invented by someone called Sir William Beveridge. It is going to mean that everything is much fairer and OK for everyone with free schools and free doctors and hospitals. I think it is an extremely good idea because charity is so patchy and although our family is rich compared to many, most people hardly have anything. We started talking about it because I said that when I earned money I planned to give half of it away to poor people (when I’d first thought this Neville heard and said I could give it to him as he was always poor). But Archie said that we would all pay more taxes which would mean we would be doing our share. He said he thought that after the war even Conservatives would see that things should be fairer and that if everybody had the same opportunities there would be far more people who were clever and useful. I asked him then if he was a Socialist and he said, yes, he was, although he didn’t talk about that much at Home Place, which he described as a hotbed of Tories. He said he had a great respect for Mr. Attlee and hoped he would be Prime Minister which I should have thought very unlikely as Mr. Churchill is so deeply popular. After dinner, Archie said he’d take me home to Ladbroke Grove, but on the way there he said was I sleeping alone in the house, and when I said yes, he said he didn’t like the idea of that and perhaps I’d better stay with him. Of course it was far more enjoyable to do that, so I collected some things from there while he waited in the cab. We went back and he made some cocoa with dried milk which if you put sugar in was not too bad—well, he said that, but I thought it was delicious—and he asked me whether it was nice being in London. I told him then about it being not what I’d imagined—living with Uncle Hugh which doesn’t feel at all the same as having our own place would be. Also, I said it had made us realize that we didn’t know anyone much outside the family and he sympathized with that. I pointed out, for instance, that he was probably the first Socialist I’d ever met, which is pretty feeble, considering my age. Then he said he would take me to dinner with some friends of his the next night—the man is a sculptor who lives with a Spanish woman. He met her when he was fighting in the Spanish Civil War against Franco. He’d known them before the war because they used to live in France. I asked if he’d known you, and Archie said he thinks you met once when you were staying with him, but he’s not sure. Then he said we’d better go to bed as we had a lot to do the next day. That was Friday. It was one of the best evenings of my life, and the best thing about it was that it wasn’t just that one evening—there was the whole of the next day.

In the morning we had rather burned toast and Marmite and tea and he asked me what I would have been doing if I’d been on my own and I said spend the morning in Charing Cross Road that is absolutely full of bookshops and many of them secondhand ones. Poll doesn’t ever want to do that; she likes shops that have some of everything in them. Archie said what a good idea, and we took a bus and went.

Here, she paused. Quite suddenly, the gap between the kind of day she had spent with Archie and how she felt about it seemed enormous. It had not seemed like that at the time: if it had, she would not even have got this far in her description of it to her father. It was now, sitting in her bed at Home Place writing very fast with her mind racing ahead of the words on paper, that she had got past those serenely happy hours browsing and searching through the rows of battered books propped against one another on the rickety tables in the bookshops, past the visit to the Redfearn Gallery where Archie had made her look at pictures by a painter called Christopher Wood whom he very much admired, and lunch, spaghetti in an Italian restaurant where men ate with napkins tucked into their collars below their chins to the moment when Archie opened a new packet of his cigarettes, started to take one and then said: “I’m so sorry, darling Clary, want one?” And she had looked up from the proffered packet to the friendly attention of his eyes, had shaken her head and said: “Uncle Hugh has promised Poll and me gold watches if we don’t smoke before we’re twenty-one.”

“That’s that then,” he had answered. “How old are you now?”

“I’ll be eighteen in August.”


“Three and a half years to go. I keep forgetting how young you are.”

“Seventeen and a half isn’t particularly young.”

“Of course not. Well, I think you’re absolutely splendid for your age.” He made his curious little suppressed croak of laughter which meant, she knew, that he was amused, but before she could feel hurt he pushed it over the top, teasing her.

“Splendid,” he repeated. “I mean, on your feet all the morning, got your own teeth, hearing unimpaired—you’re a wonderful old thing for your age.”

So. If she remembered just that it was the old Archie teasing the old Clary that would be familiar and simple. But what she discovered now, when she remembered it, was that other things seemed to have arrived, to keep on arriving with increasing density each time she went over that scene. They couldn’t be memories, because she hadn’t noticed them at all at the time—they must be her imagination—she was turning something real that had happened into something else. “I’m so sorry, darling Clary, want one?” and then looking up from the cigarettes to his eyes, pale grey, affectionate, intent upon her. This was the bit that she kept returning to and each time his exact tone of voice, the expression in his eyes, the way that his long narrow mouth twitched but did not quite smile became more sharply imprinted, bringing with it a shaft of happiness so unalloyed, so brilliant, so complete, that she lost all other senses. Recovering, she would reflect of this pure violent happiness that it was entirely new to her; in all her life she could not remember anything comparable, and yet sometimes she had thought herself happy, or else she had not thought about it at all. But then she would want more of it and play the scene again. At the time, she had not felt anything, or anything very much; affection for Archie, gratitude for being treated as a grown-up and given the chance to choose whether she had a cigarette or not. But as the weeks went by, since that weekend, she began to recognize that she had been aware of something new and strange at that moment; it was as though, for a split second, she had sensed something approaching to knock her out, as swift and powerful as a tidal wave, and somehow managed to avoid it.

I got some jolly nice books [she wrote], all second hand, so you might have read them. Novels: Lost Horizon by James Hilton—about Tibet—Death of a Hero by Richard Aldington—about the First World War—Sparkenbroke by Charles Morgan and Evelina by Fanny Burney. Then I got Grey Wolf in a Penguin edition about someone called Mustafa Kemal and Keats’ letters and a very thin book of poems by Housman. I had to stop there because I couldn’t carry any more and Archie, who was in his uniform, says that there is a law against naval officers carrying paper parcels. I suppose you knew that, Dad.

In the evening Archie took me to dinner with the sculptor and his Spanish wife. She isn’t actually his wife, but they live together. He is quite old (I mean older than you and Archie) and he’s Jewish, which is why he left France. He had to go to the Isle of Man at first and so did Teresa because they were foreign. She is dark and not thin at all, but rather glamorous in a fruity sort of way; she reminded me of a black cherry with long dangly earrings. I do think earrings are pretty; it’s a pity people don’t wear them more. She cooked an amazing dish of mussels and rice and chicken: the rice was yellow and smelt and tasted delicious and we had wine. They live in one huge room that had a stove with glass doors to it. Louis, he’s called. Louis Kutchinsky. The most interesting thing about them is that they’re Communists which was very exciting as I’ve never met one before. He belongs to something called the Peace Pledge Union, but in spite of that, he’s quite keen on having us joined up with the Russians. Archie teased him about war being all right if the Russians were in it, and he said his opinions had changed since the news about what the Germans are doing to Jews in Poland, and everywhere else, he said. He said they were trying to exterminate them but they couldn’t be doing that, could they? I mean you can’t kill off a whole race of people—there must be thousands and thousands of them—how could they possibly do it, even if they were so wicked as to want to? I asked him if he was a religious Jew, and he said no, but that didn’t stop him feeling Jewish any more, he said, than an English person wouldn’t stop feeling English if they weren’t a Protestant. But mostly he and Archie talked (and he talked a jolly sight more than Archie), and I simply listened and Teresa sewed. He had a bad leg, like Archie—he got his in Spain—Archie said that between them they could run a three-legged race but he didn’t know what that was. Archie asked him what he was working on, and he said he’d given up sculpture because he had no commissions and the materials were difficult to come by so he had taken to drawing. “An encyclopaedia of hands,” he said. He showed us a whole collection of drawings, mostly done with charcoal, of hands—clasped, clenched, praying, playing the piano, just lying on a table, sometimes the backs, sometimes palms, not the same person’s hands doing those things, but all kinds. They weren’t all in charcoal, also some in pencil and some in inks of different colours. There were dozens of them, and sometimes he’d had several goes on one page. Archie looked at them for ages and he didn’t talk while Archie was looking, but I noticed he watched him all the time to see what Archie thought and I could see he minded. Occasionally, Archie asked him whose hands they were and “a pianist” “a surgeon I knew” “the woman at the paper shop” “a neighbour’s child” “anyone who will lend me their hands,” he said. At the end of looking, Archie said he admired them profoundly and it was a new kind of portraiture. When we left—which was pretty late—Mr. Kutchinsky hugged Archie and then gave him a sort of terrier shake and said: “You should come to dinner at least once a week—my audience of one.”

Here she stopped again, remembering Archie taking her arm in the black street, walking to the King’s Road in search of a cab which did not materialize until they’d got so far, Archie said, it was easier to walk the whole way. He had told her about Louis, who he said was Hungarian, and Teresa, who he said was not married to him because she had been married when Louis met her, but her husband used to beat her up, so Louis had kidnapped her and brought her to France. They had had a child but it had died, and she couldn’t have any more, but he said they were happy together and well suited. Louis could be a demanding partner and she liked to look after him. Half of her had listened to this and half of her simply enjoyed the walk in the dark empty streets with Archie limping beside her. “So there are your first Communists,” he said. “Not so very different from other people.”

She wrote, “Oh, by the way, Dad, he hadn’t met you. He was very sorry that he hadn’t. He said he was looking forward to meeting you after the war. I thought that was nice of him.”

That wasn’t quite what she meant, she realized: it wasn’t nice of him to want to meet Dad; what had been—more than nice was the way in which he had accepted that after the war Dad would be there to meet. Sometimes about this, her heart failed her: it now seemed so long since he had vanished—and so long until the war could possibly come to an end. People talked about a Second Front, which meant invading France, but nothing ever happened about it, and even if it happened, it wouldn’t be the end of the war, although it might be the beginning of the end. What was it Mr. Churchill had said some time ago? “Not the beginning of the end, but perhaps the end of the beginning”? She couldn’t remember exactly. The awful thing was that a lot of the time she got absolutely sick of the way the family listened to every news bulletin, and read the paper from cover to cover and then talked about what they had heard and read.

She didn’t want to write any more. The next day she and Archie had gone to Richmond Park and then they had made lunch in his flat of tinned steak and kidney pudding—absolutely delicious, she thought. Then Archie took her to a cinema in Oxford Street that showed old French films and they saw Le Fin du Jour with Jean Gabin, who she had never seen before, a marvellous film, and she thought that going to French films might be the best way of learning French. When they reached the Corner House at Marble Arch for an early supper, she asked Archie what he thought of that.

“I think it would be a good idea if you both learned something else besides shorthand and typing,” he said. “Polly ought to do some drawing. If she went to an art school—in the evenings, for instance—she’d meet some people of her age.” What about me? she had thought, but she hadn’t said anything about that. Instead she had found herself saying, “Polly is so beautiful, she’ll just marry someone, I think. I don’t think she wants to be a painter really.”

And he had answered, “She is as pretty as paint, I have to agree.”

She had asked him then if he thought that beauty or prettiness was important, and he had said that it had its place. Then he had paused and looked at her consideringly: “But what stops it becoming a lethal kind of yardstick,” he said, “is that everybody has different ideas about what constitutes either beauty or prettiness, or whatever you want to call it. It is one of nature’s little tricks for getting people to mate, but on the other hand I can’t imagine going overboard for a lady who had fourteen rings round her giraffe-like neck” (they had been looking at “Believe It or Not” by Ripley in the Sunday Express at breakfast that day).

“That doesn’t count. That’s something people do because it’s fashionable—like tight lacing or people in China having bound feet. I meant just how they are in the first place.”

“They don’t often stay like that, though, do they? Of course you’re right—the giraffe ladies aren’t an example. Well done, Clary. But you, for instance, permed your hair not so long ago—I must say you look far better with it straight. And while we’re on the subject, I don’t think putting stuff on your face really suits you.”

“That’s because you’re against make-up.”

“No. I think it does suit some people—”

“Polly looks lovely whether she wears it or not.”

“Yes, I agree she does. But she doesn’t need it.”

“What you mean,” she said, suddenly feeling rather hopeless, “is that there are two kinds of people who it’s not worth doing things to—the fearfully beautiful ones and the ones like me.”

There was a short silence. They were sitting opposite each other at the small marble-topped table and she felt hot and miserable and the horrible beginnings of tears.

“Clary, I wouldn’t want you to be in any way different. I like you exactly as you are. You look just right to me.”

“You must have very bad taste in people, then,” she said as rudely as she could manage.

“That’s rather hard. Let me remind you—as I’m sure Miss Milliment would have put it because I bet you haven’t read him—of what Congreve said, or made one of his characters say, a man to a lady anyhow: ‘That she should admire him as much for the beauty he commends in her as if he himself was possessed of it.’ Put that in your pipe and smoke it.”

She struggled with this for a moment: “You mean, she should admire him for having such discrimination? Well, I think you’re just trying to be tactful or something. Dad once said I was beautiful, and for a bit I jolly nearly believed him because, as you know, he has terrifically good taste in things—but actually he was just trying to make me feel—less—ordinary.”

She looked up and he was watching her.

“And did he succeed?”

“I told you, for a bit … I wouldn’t like you to think that I envy Poll—or grudge her being so marvellous to look at. It’s just that sometimes I wish”—she shrugged to make it seem trivial—“well, you know. I mean, people will have to fall back on my character, won’t they, which is no better than Poll’s incidentally, in fact it’s probably worse, but ordinary people have to have better characters to make up for looking ordinary. You know, like you said once about someone with a Cockney accent having to be better than someone without one to become an officer in the Navy. I’m not sure if I feel up to that.”

She fell silent, but he went on listening, so she said: “Once, when he was about six, I was playing that game with Neville where you have to say what you would most like to be. And I said I’d like to be kind and brave. And Neville stretched his eyes as though I’d told a whopping lie and then looked at the ceiling and said he would like to be rich and pretty. And immediately I felt that that was what I wanted to be, really, I’d just made up the other things to sound good.”

There he was—looking at her in her thoughts again, but this time was not like the other: this time his eyes, which seemed to see and to tell so much, were fixed upon her with an expression that she could not bear (for one awful second it had crossed her mind that he was sorry for her, an idea so humiliating and detestable to her that she had dismissed it utterly and at once without an alternative). What she said was: “You look extremely soppy to me. What on earth are you thinking?”

And he had answered at once, “I was trying not to laugh.”

She had been so grateful for this (people certainly weren’t pitying somebody while they were trying not to laugh at them) that she was able to change the subject without confusion. “Do tell me,” she had said, “all that you know about brothels. They seem only to get mentioned in fairly old books. Are they still going on? You know what our family is like about things like that. They simply will not discuss them. So I go on being none the wiser.”

But sometimes, as now, sitting in bed with the eiderdown round her shoulders, what she had so briefly felt about that second expression of Archie’s recurred and the humiliation flooded her like a blush. If he ever started to feel sorry for her it would be the end of everything. “It would be an impertinence so profound that I should never recover from it,” she wrote in her journal before she could stop herself, and then read it with dismay. She certainly didn’t want Dad to read that because it really didn’t go with anything else she had written; on the other hand, it did seem to her rather an interesting and mature remark and one that she did not feel should be lightly jettisoned. In the end, she rubbed and then crossed it out most thoroughly, and then wrote it in the notebook that Poll had given her for Christmas to write out ideas for books.




The Family

Summer, 1943

Having something to look forward to only served to emphasize the featureless desert that she felt her life had become, and having lunch with her brother-in-law which would once have been nothing more than a mild—a very mild—diversion, now assumed the proportions of adventure. She decided that she would catch an early train and go to Mr. Bayley in Brook Street to have her hair cut, then she would go to Liberty’s where Zoë had recently bought a very pretty striped cotton bedspread with which she had made both herself and Juliet frocks. No coupons were required for bed linen or furnishing materials, but it was not easy to find anything suitable. She had decided not to stay the night: ever since that ghastly dinner party with Hermione that Edward had clean forgotten about, she had hated his dreary little flat. She couldn’t think why he kept it. It was a mean, modern, cramped sort of place; its décor reminded her of the captain’s cabin in a battleship (although why on earth she should make that comparison she could not imagine—she had never been in any captain’s cabin anywhere). Anyway, the paint was all sleek greys, the carpets, fitted, were the colour and texture of porridge. The minimal furniture was “modern,” that is to say its designer had been keen on its looking unusual at all costs. The drawers had no handles, but declivities so shallow that it was nearly impossible to get the purchase to open them; the taps, likewise, had no graspable spigot, rather a moulded top that eluded spiral pressure. Although Edward had imported a larger bed in place of the single divan, it still wasn’t large enough for both of them; it meant that they had to sleep touching each other all night, something she had never liked very much. Anyway, Edward was away—on a visit to Southampton where they had recently bought a wharf—so there was not much point in her staying up. None the less, she had been, she was, looking forward to getting away from Home Place just for the inside of a day. Although the house was full of people she felt isolated. She missed Sybil far more than she had thought she would; she missed Rupert, who, like the rest of the family, she privately thought dead; she missed her pre-war London life, even though at the time she had thought it dull; she even missed her sister Jessica and the long summer visits she had made when she had been poorer and somehow more accessible than she ever seemed to be now.

On the whole there was not much time for nostalgia or introspection. McAlpine’s arthritis meant that not only was the garden far too much for him, but also that his temper had become such that no boy recruited from the dwindling supply available stayed longer than a few weeks. Last summer she had taught herself to use a scythe and cut all of the orchard, which had gained his grudging respect. “I’ve seen worse,” he had remarked. After this, she spent at least two afternoons a week on outside maintenance: she had taught herself to prune the fruit trees; she sanded and repainted one of the greenhouses; and, of course, on wet days there was always wood to be sawn and stacked. “You must not exhaust yourself,” the Duchy had said, but that was exactly what she had wanted to do, the whole of last year ever since last spring which now seemed such a very long time ago. But apart from—that (she now never allowed herself to mention his name), last year had been hard in other ways. After the row with Edward about his forgetting Hermoine’s party during which she had heard herself make the classic denunciation of his general lack of concern, he had spent an unusually long time making love to her, and she had been so wrought up and then exhausted by pretending to enjoy it that it was not until the next morning that she remembered she had taken no precautions. So when, the following month, she missed her period she naturally thought herself pregnant, and this time, unlike with Roly, she actually felt glad at the prospect. It would be her last baby, she would be able to share her pregnancy with Louise who was also in the family way. But when she told Edward she sensed that he was not wholly enthusiastic, although he wouldn’t voice any objection. “Good Lord! I don’t know … Do you really think you should …” were some of the things he said. When pressed, he had eventually said that of course he was pleased, it was only that he wondered if perhaps she wasn’t getting on a bit for having another baby. Of course she would be if it was her first, she had answered, but she was perfectly healthy, there was really no reason why she shouldn’t … She toyed with the idea of going to London to see Dr. Ballater, but in the end she went to Dr. Carr. She went to his consulting room in his house, because she didn’t want to tell the family anything until she was absolutely sure, but by now it was the second month and she felt she knew. “I’m sure I am,” she had said to Dr. Carr, “I just wanted to confirm it with you.”

He had given her a sharp look from under his rather shaggy eyebrows and remarked that it was a bit early to be sure …

After he had examined her and asked her a good many questions, he had said that although it might not be to her liking, he thought it far more probable that she was embarking upon the menopause than that she was pregnant. He could be wrong, he added, but it was clear that he did not think so.

“After all, Mrs. Cazalet, you are forty-seven, you have four fine children as it is. Don’t you think, in any case, it’s a wee bit late to start again?”

“Surely it’s too early for all that!” She was aghast at the idea.

“People vary about it. You tell me that you started menstruation late, and the later starters are usually earlier to finish.”

She felt herself flushing; she found it embarrassing even to hear any words connected with the whole revolting business. He mistook her revulsion for disappointment and talked encouragingly about her prospect of becoming a grandmother (Louise had twice been to see him). “You are young enough to get the full benefit of grandchildren,” he had said, but Villy had always regarded comfort as a means of minimizing the authenticity of her distress in the first place and was therefore hostile, or at least impervious to it.

Of course, this visit was shortly followed by incontrovertible evidence that she was not pregnant, and she spent the rest of the winter much depressed. Edward’s relief at the news had irritated her and she had several times said how pleased he must be, but she did not mention the disgusting alternative.

One way and another it was good to have the small excursion to look forward to. She would go and see Louise too, of course, who was still in the nursing home where she had had her baby the previous week. Michael had telephoned the news—he had managed to get a few days’ leave—and she had offered to go up at once, but he had said much better to wait until his leave was up and Louise might be feeling lonely. And then Raymond had rung her. It was a very bad line and he sounded both portentous and faint. He would so very much like to see her, he said twice: she was the only person who, he felt, might be able to give him advice … This remark with its doubled-edged attractions—her vanity was soothed, her curiosity aroused—settled the matter: she had agreed to meet him at the Arts Theatre Club in Great Newport Street at a quarter to one. She put on last year’s blue suit with the chiffon blouse (it was quite sunny and warm) and caught the train.

She was early and he had not arrived, so she sat in the densely populated and very small dusky area that was half passage, half room on the ground floor and watched people booking theatre tickets and meeting each other for lunch, until Raymond suddenly loomed beside her, bending down to present her with his huge pale face that gleamed almost phosphorescent in the gloom.

“My dear! My train was late. Awfully sorry.” His cheek was damp, his moustache like thistles. He took her arm. “Shall we go straight up? Have a drink and all that?”

He led the way to the large pleasant dining room.

“A table for two—name of Castle,” he said in the tone of elaborate courtesy he reserved for what he considered to be his inferiors. It was one of the things she had not noticed before, but now recognized as his habit.

“And we should like to order drinks immediately—if you would be so kind.”

The drinks arrived, he offered her a cigarette and began laboriously enquiring after the health of everyone in the family, receiving her answers as though they were exactly what he expected, and she began to see that he was nervous.

“I suppose it is no use asking you anything about your work,” she said.

“Fraid not. Of course one likes to feel useful—to have found some sort of niche. And I do feel that it is up to somebody in my family to make some contribution to the war effort.”

“Oh, Raymond! Christopher is working for a farmer and, goodness knows, we need food grown here, and Nora, they say, is a simply wonderful nurse, and hasn’t Angela moved from the BBC to the Ministry of Information? And, after all, Judy is just a child. And—” But here she came to an end. She could not honestly think of anything useful that Jessica was doing, or ever had done, and this was when she realized that she was not being mentioned.

“And as for Jessica,” he said as though he had heard her thoughts, “her contribution seems to be adultery.” There was a short silence: the word lay like a scorpion on the table between them.

Then he said, “For one awful moment I thought that perhaps you might have known. That everyone knew excepting me. But you didn’t, did you?”

No, she said, she didn’t. She was so shocked—she had always assumed that she and Jessica felt the same about things like that—that although her mind seethed with questions, each one on its own seemed too trivial to voice.

“Are you sure?” she eventually managed to ask.

“Dead sure.” And then he began answering the questions without her having to ask a single one.

He’d known for nearly a month now. When he’d first found out, his instinct had been to go and confront her at once, but he’d not dared to do that. “I wanted to kill her,” he said, “I was honestly afraid of what I might do. She’s been lying to me so much, you see. I felt such a fool. Also, there were some things I didn’t want to know. Supposing she thought she was in love with the bastard, for instance, or supposing she wasn’t—it had just been a roll in the hay—I didn’t know which would make me feel worse. Then I discovered that it had been going on for quite a long time—”

“How long?”

“Oh, well over a year. I don’t know—it could be much longer. She got to know him when we were still at Frensham. Of course, you know who it is by now, don’t you?”

She began to say no, she didn’t, but before the words were out of her mouth a horrible thought assailed her, a doubt, suspicion that in a second congealed to sickening certainty.

“Oh, no!”

“My dear! I’m sorry if I’ve shocked you, although I quite understand your feelings. It is shocking. A decently brought-up woman who has been married for twenty-seven years—happily married I always thought …”

She drank some water while he droned on and his face, which had briefly obscured to a dizzy blur, slipped jerkily back into focus. So, too, did all kinds of small matters—things said, or not said, the way Jessica never asked her to stay, did not seem to want to come to Home Place, had not wanted Louise to stay with her and then that curious time when she had dropped in at St. John’s Wood and Jessica had behaved so oddly …

He was on to what he thought of Clutterworth now—suddenly he seemed unable to stop repeating his name. “If Mr. Clutterworth thinks that being a musician entitles him to behave in this manner … and, what is more, if Mr. Clutterworth thinks he can get away with it, Mr. Laurence Clutterworth is in for a serious shock. I’ve half a mind to get in touch with that wretched wife of his to see if she knows what is going on …”

If it has been going on for over a year, I was not even his first choice, she thought, as the humiliation she had thought buried from that ghastly evening in Soho came flooding back. Oh, God! Supposing he told her about it afterwards!

But there was worse to come.

“Tell me,” he said, leaning over the table towards her. “Tell me, how on earth can any decent woman—I nearly said lady—think for a moment of falling in love with a greasy little worm like that? Let alone …” Here his complexion became suffused with embarrassment. “Let alone contemplating getting—physically involved with such a creature? Can you at all understand it? I mean, am I being obtuse, or what?”

Fortunately, he did not seem to expect an answer, was so immersed in angry rumination that any question was rhetorical: all she had to do, she thought, was sit and endure the floodgates of his rage and shock—for beyond all his clumsy, cliché-ridden language she could sense, as her Red Cross experience had taught her, that he was in shock—until somehow lunch would be over. She stopped trying to eat, lit a cigarette, stared at her plate and tried to let the ultimate humiliation of hearing somebody who she at least thought she had loved being described in terms that were compounded of coarseness and brutal reality wash over her. This numb, mindless reverie came abruptly to an end because he seemed to be asking something …

“… what you think I should do?”

“Do? What do you mean?”

“I mean, about talking to her. I must confess that I really don’t know what would be the best way to tackle it.”

She looked at him in astonishment. His anger seemed to have evaporated; he had now a nervously furtive, conciliatory air. Before she could reply, he exclaimed, with wholly unconvincing spontaneity: “I know! Well, that is, if you feel you could … Have a word with her?”

He stuck at it throughout all protestations: what should she say? What did he want her to say? What, in fact, did he want? He thought she might find out what Jessica really felt—perhaps she might even talk to the feller’s wife—get her to remove him from the scene or something. Beneath all the earlier bombast of which there was now no sign, she recognized that he was anxious, craven, and very much afraid. In the end, and in order to escape, she said she would have to think about it, and he wrote out his address and telephone number at Woodstock so that she could get in touch with him. By the time they parted outside the Arts Theatre Club it was four o’clock and she had to run to Charing Cross to catch her train.

Neville and Lydia, who had most mistakenly complained of not having anything to do, had been sent to fill up the drinking trough for the horses in the field. This entailed filling two buckets, one each, from the hose outside the stables and staggering through the arch in the wall, along the narrow cinder path past the potting shed, the compost heap and the broken-down kennel, along a grassy track that had huge sunbaked ruts in it to the trough just inside the gate that led to the horses’ field: it was a long walk. They had done four journeys and the trough was still only half full.

“It’s partly because Marigold is drinking it all up behind our backs,” Neville complained.

They had had their usual, almost mechanical grumble about the task immediately after they had been told to do it—gone through the unfairness of being made to work in their holidays, especially on such a hot afternoon when nobody else was, they bet. They went contemptuously through the grown-ups’ indolent and paltry activities: the Duchy machining, Aunt Zoë reading to ill people at the nursing home, Aunt Rachel sewing, Aunt Dolly (Bully) having a rest—they rolled their eyes at each other in a paroxysm of sarcastic amusement—Aunt Villy off in the car somewhere to fetch something or other … “They’re all sitting down,” Neville said.

“Hardly exhausting, my dear,” Lydia agreed. “Why doesn’t Mr. Wren do this? Wait for me, I’ve got to change arms.”

“He doesn’t do anything except chop a tiny bit of wood and go to the pub in the evenings. Tonbridge has to fetch him home sometimes because he can’t walk properly.”

“He’s intoxicated with drink,” Lydia said.

“But what does he do all day? I think we ought to find out.”

“Oh, Nev! He can be quite frightening—especially if you wake him when he’s asleep.”

“Well, he can’t run as fast as we can on his little spindly legs.”

They had reached the field again. The old chestnut was drinking from the trough. She put up her head suddenly and knocked Lydia’s bucket over so that the water ran into the hard-backed ground and disappeared at once.

“Oh, God!”

“You should have got her head out of the way first. We shall have to do this practically the whole afternoon and you’ll have to do an extra one.”

“I might not have to.”

“We’ll see,” Neville said in Ellen’s voice.

They had begun trailing back, easier with empty buckets, and they were free to notice other things; the old buddleia by the kitchen garden gate, for instance, that was swarming with butterflies; Flossy, asleep on a most unsuitably narrow piece of wall with her tail hanging down, “like the Speckled Band,” Neville said—he had become very keen on Sherlock Holmes. When, at last, they got back to the stable door with the hose that had been wired onto the tap beside it, they both simply went and sat on the mounting block for a rest.

“Well, this afternoon settles one thing. When I’m grown-up I shall be a freelance.”

“What’s that?”

“It means you don’t have to do anything you don’t like.”

“But what does it mean?”

He hadn’t the slightest idea, but he was damned if he would let her know that.

“There is a South American snake,” he began in his lecture voice, “extremely poisonous called a Fer de Lance. It comes from that. The snake only bites people if he feels like it, you see.”

She knew that he was extremely interested in snakes and read everything he could find about them, so she accepted this at once. “I expect in France a freelance would actually be fer de lance,” she said. “I shall ask Miss Milliment.”

“I shouldn’t, if I were you. Miss Milliment’s knowledge of reptiles has always struck me as rudimentary.” He was using another voice now—a master at his school, probably. She wanted to point out to him that to copy unknown people’s voices wasn’t very funny, but she wanted to keep on the right side of him because then he might waive her doing the extra bucket.

“What do you think of Mussolini?”

“I hardly ever think of him and, anyway, now he’s deposed he doesn’t count any more. Listen, I’ve got an idea.”

Her heart sank. She knew it would be to do with Mr. Wren. It was.

“I’m going to creep up the ladder into the hayloft, and if he’s asleep, I’m going to give him a little squirt from the hose and ask him why he isn’t carrying water to the horses. You can watch.”

“Supposing he isn’t asleep? He might …” She mouthed the rest of the sentence, “he might be listening to us.” She imagined him listening, smiling his grim, tight little smile and getting ready to pounce on Neville as he reached the top of the ladder … “He might topple you off,” she said.

“I’ll be careful. I’ll call out to him first. If he answers, I won’t go right up the ladder.”

“Let’s finish our job first.” Perhaps by then it would be tea-time, and Neville was always hungry so he wouldn’t miss that.

“You can go on, if you want to.” He got off the block and picked up the hose. The stable door was ajar. He pushed it open and disappeared into the gloom.

“Mr. Wren! I say, Mr. Wren!”

She heard him calling. There was a silence. She got off the block and followed him.

“Unwind the hose for me, I’m going up.”

She did as she was told, and then her fear prompted her to look in the loose-boxes in case Mr. Wren was hiding in one of them. But they were bare except for an old nest in one of the iron mangers bracketed to the wall. The walls were whitewashed and laced with ambitious cobwebs, as big as fishing nets at Hastings; they had not been repainted for a long time. She looked into all four boxes. Each had a small round window placed high in the wall—no good for a horse to look out—and most of the glass was cracked and dirty; a dusty twilight prevailed. She could hear that Neville had reached the top of the ladder: his footsteps were loud on the boards of the loft above.

“He’s not here,” he called. “He must be out. Take the hose, could you?”

Going back to the foot of the ladder, she noticed the tack room door. It was shut: he might easily be there. As he took the hose she pointed silently to the tack room and then moved towards the stable door so that she could escape if Mr. Wren suddenly pounced out at them. But he didn’t.

When Neville was down again, he regained the hose. “I bet that’s where he is all the time,” he said.

The latch on the door was stiff and creaked as he lifted it.

“Yes! He’s asleep, as usual.”

She joined him, staying in the doorway. The tack room had a brick floor. There was a small iron grate with a mantelpiece on which was propped a cracked mirror. The walls beside it had faded rosettes pinned to them that Louise would have won in her gymkhana days. The window had a piece of sacking nailed over it, but some of it had rotted so that it only made half of a curtain. The room had a different smell from the rest of the stables: damp leather and musty old clothes. Mr. Wren lay on a camp bed in the far corner. He was partly covered by a horse blanket, but his legs, covered in brown leather gaiters and dark toffee-coloured boots, stuck out.

“Mr. Wren!” Neville said in a teasing voice.

“Neville, don’t—” she began to say, but it was too late. He gave her one of his bland, gleaming looks that she knew meant total defiance, squeezed the trigger on the hose and played it lightly over the reclining figure. It did not move.

“He is fast asleep,” Neville said, but he let her take the hose from him.

But she had gone right up to the bed.

“He isn’t,” she said. “His eyes are wide open. Do you think he’s possibly—you know—dead?”

“Gosh! I don’t know. He doesn’t look pale enough. Feel him.”

“You do it.”

He leaned over and put his hand gingerly on the old man’s forehead. There were drops of water on it, but the skin felt cold. “I’d better try and feel his pulse,” he said, trying to sound calm, but his voice was shaking. He pulled the blanket back: Wren lay in his dirty striped collarless shirt, his braces hitched to his breeches; his right hand was clutching a yellowing piece of paper. When Neville picked up his wrist, the piece of paper slipped sideways and they saw it was an old photograph out of a newspaper of their grandfather on a horse whose bridle was held by a young man in a tweed cap. “Mr. William Cazalet on Ebony with his groom,” it said. His wrist, just bones with skin round them, was cold as well. When he let go, it dropped back onto the bed so quickly that it almost made him start. Tears rushed to his eyes.

“He must be dead,” he said.

“Oh, poor Mr. Wren! He must have died awfully suddenly if he didn’t even have time to shut his eyes.” Lydia was crying, which he was glad of because it stopped him.

“We must go and tell them,” he said.

“I think we ought to say a prayer for him first. I think the people who find people who are dead ought to do something like that.”

“Well, you can stay and pray if you like, I’m going to find Aunt Rach.”

“Oh, no, I don’t think I will,” she said hastily. “I’ll come with you and pray on the way.”

They found Aunt Rach and told her and she and Villy went to see him and then Dr. Carr came and then a black van from Hastings took Mr. Wren away, and during all this Neville and Lydia were told to keep out of the way, “have a nice game of tennis or squash or something.” This infuriated both of them. “When will they stop treating us as though we were children?” Lydia exclaimed in her most die-away grown-up’s voice.

“If it hadn’t been for us he might have stayed there for days and weeks and months. Even possibly years. Until he was just a skeleton in his clothes,” Neville said, and immediately wondered where the rest of him went.

“Actually, they would have found out because Edie takes him a plate of dinner with a lid on it every day. She would have noticed the plates piling up,” Lydia said. She was wondering what happened to the body part of people. But I shan’t ask Neville, she thought. She bet he wouldn’t know, and would simply make something horrible up. By mutual consent, they went through the green baize door to the kitchen, where they regaled the servants—a most satisfactory audience—with an extremely dramatic account of the affair.

“… and what we were both wondering,” Neville said when eventually they could think of nothing more to tell, “is how do you shut a dead person’s eyes?”

Mrs. Cripps said that she didn’t think that was a very nice question, but Lizzie, in her rather hoarse whisper, used when she (rarely) conversed in front of Mrs. Cripps, said that you put pennies on their eyelids.

A really useful thing to know, Lydia said, when they were washing their hands for supper, but Neville said not awfully, because they didn’t come across dead people very often.

“I’m thirteen,” he said, “nearly, and this is the first one I’ve ever met. And Clary hasn’t ever. She will be mad with jealousy.”

Lydia, who had been feeling it for some time, said that she was shocked by how heartless he was being about poor Mr. Wren.

“I’m not actually heartless, but I have to admit that I don’t feel very heartful about him. I’m sorry for him he’s dead, but I don’t feel sorry for me, that is.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” Lydia said. “He did go about in a sort of silent bad temper most of the time. But Mummy says that he was awfully sad about the Brig having a car instead of horses to go about on. Especially when the Brig got too blind to go riding. I can see that those sort of things blighted his life.”

His funeral happened a week later, and the Brig and the Duchy and Rachel and Villy all went to it.

In September, it was time for Zoë to make the visit to her mother in the Isle of Wight again. She went every three months, stayed three or four days, or a week if she could bear it. In the spring and summer, she took Juliet, but as Juliet grew older, taking her became more of a problem. Her mother could not deal with a small active child for more than about half an hour, and Jules, at three, was far too young to be left to herself, so Zoë found it increasingly difficult to divide her time between them to the satisfaction of either.

This time, Ellen had agreed to look after her, and Villy was going to be there to keep an eye on things.

“I’ll only stay three days,” Zoë said.

The Duchy had once suggested that Zoë might like to have her mother stay at Home Place, but Zoë—appalled at the idea—had quickly said that her mother couldn’t travel so far alone, and that if she, Zoë, was going to fetch her, she might as well stay with her, and the Duchy, who understood perfectly that for some reason Zoë did not want her mother to come, and also knew that the older one got the less one wanted to move from familiar surroundings, had immediately desisted.

Now she had packed—winter nightdress because Cotter’s End, the cottage that she was going to owned by Mummy’s friend Mrs. Witting, was always cold, hot water bottle because the bed she slept in there seemed most of the year to be damp—she had never got over her first visit when steam had risen from it after she had put her bottle into it—a packet of ginger biscuits (meals were dainty in the extreme) and a mac in case any of the windy walks she went for when she felt the need to escape were wet. She had also a box of marshmallows for her mother whose favourite sweet they had always been. She took sewing and knitting and Anna Karenina, a novel that Rupert had introduced her to just before he had been called up and that she had, to her surprise, enjoyed very much. She always took some such book with her on these occasions to absorb her during the long evenings after her mother and Maud had gone to bed. She took a bottle of sherry for Maud, as every time she went a small sherry party was arranged so that she could be shown off to neighbours and friends. This occasion entailed a dress and a precious pair of stockings—she only had two unworn pairs left.

The case, when full, was horribly heavy and, with the war, there were hardly any porters, but Tonbridge carried it for her onto the train to London.

It was a relief to be on her way. Leaving Jules was always hard; when she had been smaller, Jules had hardly noticed, it was she who had suffered. Now, in fact all of this year, Jules minded if she even went to London for the day, although Ellen said that she settled down very quickly afterwards. And with Wills and Roly, she really wasn’t an only child. Although she will be my only child, I suppose, she thought. The prospect of being on her own for several uninterrupted hours on end, practically the only aspect of these journeys that she looked forward to, had begun: she could afford the luxury of thinking only of herself, in terms that various members of the Cazalet family would brand either selfish, or morbid, or both. What was to become of her? She was twenty-eight: she could not spend the rest of her life at Home Place, working as a part-time amateur nurse, looking after Jules, helping the Duchy, making and mending clothes, washing, ironing, looking after the invalids of the house—the Brig and Aunt Dolly—listening to interminable bulletins of news about the war on the wireless. The war, which everyone said was likely to be over in a year or two, would finish some time after the Second Front was launched, although nobody expected that to be before next spring; however, the end, which had once seemed unimaginable, was definitely in sight. What should she do then? Years of adapting herself to the continuous warm throb of family life that her in-laws seemed to find so natural and necessary, had sapped her initiative: the thought of going back to the house in Brook Green on her own with Jules seemed bleak. For she no longer expected that Rupert would come back, and in the train, she felt free to acknowledge this. At home, she was surrounded by people who, even if they secretly agreed with her, could not admit it; if by nothing else, they were all in thrall to Clary’s unwavering faith that he was alive. This could only stop with the end of the war, when he did not come back and even Clary would have to believe that he was dead. She had, of course, felt a wonderful relief when that Frenchman had brought the news of him, and the messages for her and Clary. She had wept with excitement and joy. But that was two years ago—two years without a sign that he was still alive. This summer the head of the French Resistance had been tortured to death by the Gestapo. It had been on the nine o’clock news; nobody had said a word, but the room became full of unnameable anxieties. She remembered wondering how long anyone would continue to hide him if being found out meant that they risked torture before death. Clary had not been present on this occasion.

Since then, she had tried, and usually succeeded, to put all thoughts of him out of her mind. She would never, never have admitted this to any of the family, as she knew they would either not believe her, or would think that she was unnaturally cold and selfish. Perhaps she was, she now thought. But the fact remained that she was in what seemed to her an interminable limbo: she was not a widow, nor what the family, satirizing the Brig, called a splendid little woman whose husband was a prisoner of war. She might be any of these, indeed, must by the nature of things be one of them, but what could she do or feel when she did not know which? So she had taken refuge in the present, the minutiae of daily wartime life that was full enough of mundane problems to occupy and fatigue her. Her escape had become reading novels—preferably long, old ones. There were a number of them to be found in the house, carelessly stuffed into shelves all over the place; they had never been arranged and nobody knew where any particular book might be, except the girls who had their own bookshelves in their room, so each novel she read was a discovery, sometimes deeply enjoyable, sometimes almost unreadably dull. As, to begin with, she had the simple idea that all these books, being classics, must therefore be good, she was confounded by the struggle she had to get through some of them. A conversation with Miss Milliment, however, altered this sweeping view: through her she discovered that the nineteenth century had its crop of pot boilers, books that Miss Milliment described as being like the curate’s egg (did she not know that saying? it meant good in parts), novels that had been admired for their sociological significance, as well as some masterpieces, “although, sometimes, masterpieces, as I’m sure you know, can also be boring.” After that, she would ask Miss Milliment about the books she found, before she embarked upon them. “One has also to remember,” she had remarked in her gentle, diffident voice, “that even very good writers will produce work of varying quality, so you may admire one novel very much and feel nothing for another.” She wondered whether, if there had not been a war, and if Rupert had not gone away, she would ever have found out that she enjoyed reading novels—probably not.

Archie had asked her to lunch with him on her way through London, but she had some shopping to do for her mother and it had been arranged that she should lunch with him on her homeward journey instead. It would be nice to have Archie to herself, she thought, and really exciting to lunch in a restaurant. She had packed her new green tweed skirt and the jumper she had made to match it for the occasion. She liked Archie, although she did not find him attractive—thank goodness, she thought now, because falling in love with one’s husband’s best friend would obviously be a very stupid thing to do and ever since the ghastly incident (it had shrunk, with time, to that) with Philip Sherlock, she had shied away from the very idea of flirting with anyone. No, Archie was almost family now; he knew all about everybody because they all confided in him: he alone knew that she thought Rupert was dead and did not make her feel either guilty or heartless about it.

In order to buy the particular bust bodices and camisoles that her mother wanted, she had to go either to Ponting’s in Kensington High Street, or to Gaylor and Pope in Marylebone. Her mother had said that if one shop did not have what she wanted, the other was almost certain to, presenting the alternative as though this would make the task easier. In fact, the shops were so far apart that without a car she would not have time to visit both: she chose Ponting’s because she could go all the way there on a number nine bus, a long ride that cost fourpence. She left her luggage at Charing Cross. Kensington Gardens looked far larger and more like a country park with all its iron railings gone. She remembered the boring walks that she had occasionally been taken on by a collection of people whose names she could hardly remember who looked after her when her mother was at work, and then wondered whether she would take Jules there—to sail a boat, perhaps, on the Round Pond, or to feed birds at the Serpentine. But I expect I’ll have to have a job of some kind, she thought. The parallel between her mother’s life and her own struck her now with a sudden force. There had been glancing blows before, but she had managed to ward them off: now her own life seemed horribly to imitate her mother’s in every respect. Her mother had been widowed in the last war. She, Zoë, had been the only child. When her mother had finally retired from the cosmetics firm for which she had worked for nearly twenty years, she had received three hundred pounds and a silver tray meant for the use of calling cards. She remembered her mother’s pathetic attempts at finding some male companionship (no doubt, with the hope of marriage), and her own stony sabotage of them. Ever since Zoë could remember, her mother had always, as she used to call it, “fussed” over her, making her clothes, brushing her hair a hundred times every night, teaching her to look after her appearance, sending her to schools that, looking back on it, she must have found it a struggle to afford, and then, when Zoë had married Rupert, selling the small mansion flat which had been their home and moving to an even smaller one. And she, who had grown up taking everything her mother gave her for granted, had also grown up as much in love with her own appearance as her mother could ever have been with it. Her mother had brought her up to feel that she was the important one, the beauty who would go far. At school, it had been much the same. The other girls had envied her her lovely clear skin, her shining hair that curled naturally, her long legs and her green eyes; they had envied her but she had also been adored—spoiled—given the best parts in the plays at the end of term, introduced to parents visiting the school; some besotted girls had even offered to do her maths homework. She must not bring Jules up like that, she thought. Jules must go to a school where she would learn things. Four years of living with the Cazalet family had taught her that they counted appearance as nothing at all; it was never referred to, and with the Duchy, at least, there was the inference that vanity about one’s looks or indeed anything else, was out of the question. She thought of Jules, who had the same thick, shining dark hair, the same creamy skin, the same slanting, moth-like eyebrows. Only her eyes were different as they were blue, like Rupert’s, like most of the Cazalets’. She had been, and was now, the prettiest baby Zoë had ever seen, but that made no difference in the family. Ellen called her a little madam when she had her tempers; she was treated exactly the same as Wills and Roly. “How would you like it if someone took your teddy and threw it out of the window?” she had heard Ellen saying one day. “You’d be cross, wouldn’t you, and it would make you cry. Well, you mustn’t do things to other people that you know you would not like them to do to you.” Nobody had ever said anything like that to her. If I hadn’t met Rupert and all his family, I might never have grown up at all, she thought. She felt so different from the spoiled, vain, shallow nineteen-year-old who had married Rupert. Now, in two years, she would be thirty, her youth would be gone and nobody would want to marry a middle-aged woman with a child—thirty had always seemed to her the beginning of middle age.

Ponting’s had the bust bodices, but not the camisoles. As this meant that there were a few clothes coupons left in her mother’s book, and remembering the dank chill of Cotter’s End, she bought her mother a pale pink woollen spencer instead. It was half past twelve—time to return to Charing Cross, find something to eat for lunch, collect her luggage and make for Waterloo to catch the train to Southampton.

She had lunch in Fuller’s in the Strand: two grey sausages encased in what felt like mackintosh, a scoop of a paler grey mashed potato and carrots. Her glass of water tasted strongly of chlorine. For pudding there was steamed treacle roll or jelly. She was not used to lunching alone in public, and wished she had brought her book. But this isn’t meant to be a treat, she thought. It is me doing the least I can do for Mummy. For now as on other occasions, the thought struck her that another kind of daughter would have left her in-laws’ house, and made a wartime home for her mother. Even the faintest idea of this made her shrink with horror. Her mother’s passive, humble attitude to life, and particularly to Zoë, irritated her beyond bearing. Her expectations, both drab and genteel, were confined to things being marginally better than she had thought that they would be: the milk turning out not to be off for her early morning tea would be a fair example, or the girl in the local hairdresser having enough solution to perm her hair. When Zoë brought Jules with her, her mother ceaselessly exclaimed at her prettiness—in front of her—and kept telling Zoë how much she should brush the child’s hair or put Vaseline on her eyelashes at night: “You want to grow into a pretty lady, don’t you, Juliet?” But even without Jules, the situation was irritating enough, as Mummy and her friend Maud had settled together by evolving a mutual admiration society, bickering gently as each disclaimed the qualities attributed to her by the other, and each appealing to Zoë to uphold their views. Exasperation was succeeded by guilt, and after twenty-four hours in Cotter’s End, Zoë always found herself counting the hours until her release.

So it was this time. After the train, and then the ferry and then the little local train, she was met by Maud in her Baby Austin.

“Just wait until I’m in, my dear. The passenger door only opens from the inside.

“Your mother is so excited about you coming that I made her take a little rest after tea. Yes, she’s as well as can be expected, but of course one never knows because, as you know, she never complains. Only last week, she slipped getting out of the bath and bruised herself black and blue, but I would never have known if I hadn’t found her hunting for the Pommade Divine.”

She pressed the starter, and the Baby Austin gave a startled lurch before the engine died.

“Oh dear! I left her in gear. Silly me. I expect you’re exhausted after your long journey. I won’t ask you for all your news, because I know Cicely will be dying to hear it. Here we go.”

By the end of the journey, a mere mile and a half, she had been given all the local news. Commander Lawrence had broken his arm, his right arm, which had made his bridge-playing very difficult; there had been a severe shortage of potatoes—the shop had been rationing them; Lady Harkness had been so rude to the vicar’s wife that the vicar had felt unable to call at the Hall although subscriptions towards repairing the church hall were desperately needed and Lady Harkness had always been a very good source; Prim, the tabby cat that they had thought was a male and had called Patrick, had suddenly had four kittens, “so now it’s Primrose, Prim for short,” she had explained. “She had them on Cicely’s bed which was a terrible shock for her, but, of course, she was wonderful about it. I think that that is all our news,” she finished. “You know that the Italians have surrendered, of course.”

Zoë had seen it on a placard at Waterloo.

They arrived, eventually, at Cotter’s End; the car was manoeuvred into the incredibly small lean-to built onto the end of the cottage that served as its garage, after Zoë had got out and her luggage had been wrested from the back.

Her mother came out of the sitting room to greet them. She was wearing her woollen dress of a dusty pink, with her graduated cultured pearls. She was carefully made-up, with blue eye shadow and mascara, bright lipstick and a peachy powder that came off on Zoë when she kissed her. It was like kissing a moth.

“How nice that you have got here,” she said wanly, so that Zoë felt like a drab surprise.

She was expected to want to take her things upstairs, to unpack and “wash” before joining them in the sitting room, so this she did. “You are in your usual room,” Maud called up the stairs—as though there was a choice. But with three bedrooms, there couldn’t be, Zoë thought, as she lifted the stiff latch of the door that always stuck the first time you tried to open it and was assailed by a blast of cold damp salty air. The window was wide open: when she went downstairs they would tell her that they had been airing the room, and each would think that the other had closed the window. She would not mention it. The room was small and narrow with just room for the bed, a chest of drawers and a chair. It had dark blue curtains which she now drew, after shutting the window, and a further curtain arranged across a corner of the room behind which clothes could be precariously hung. There was a large coloured print of When Did You Last See Your Father? on the wall over the bed, and the same small pottery jar of crumbling everlasting flowers on the chest of drawers. She went to the lavatory, hung up her clothes, and with presents in hand went down to join them.

They all had a glass of sherry in front of the very small unwilling fire and Zoë answered questions about the health of Juliet and the Cazalet family, and her mother told her about the cat having kittens on her bed. Eventually, Maud said she must just go and see to their dinner, and had a brief argument with Zoë’s mother about not needing any help. “You two enjoy each other’s company. I am perfectly happy in the kitchen.” She shut the door upon them and there was a silence while both thought furiously about how to break it.

“Maud is wonderful.” Her mother announced this before Zoë had thought of anything.

“She does seem kind.”

“She has always been kind. I don’t know what I should have done without her.” And then, as though she realized that this could be taken as some sort of reproof, she added: “Of course I would have managed.”

“I’m afraid it will be very quiet for you here,” she began again. “Commander Lawrence has broken his arm, so I’m afraid our bridge evening won’t be as lively as usual. He broke it trying to get into his loft.”

“You know, Mummy, I’m not very good at bridge.”

“But I thought with all that large family, you would have had a lot of practice by now.”

“They don’t play much.”

“Oh dear.” There was a pause: a piece of wood fell out of the fire basket and Zoë went to retrieve it.

“Zoë, dear, I hope you don’t mind my asking, but of course I’ve been very worried for you—”

“There is no news of Rupert,” she said quickly. “None at all.” Every time she came, her mother asked the same question, in exactly the same way, and it was one of the things that she could bear least. “I’d have told you if there was any news. I promised to ring you up if there ever was, don’t you remember?” In trying not to sound exasperated she sounded hysterical.

“Darling, don’t be angry. I didn’t meant to upset you. It’s only that—”

“I’m sorry, Mummy. I’d just rather not talk about it.”

“Of course. I quite understand.”

There was another silence, and then she said, “You remember Lady Harkness? She came once to sherry when you were here about a year ago, I think it was. A very tall woman with very good skin? Well—she has been rather outspoken with our vicar, I’m sorry to say; he hasn’t taken it quite the right way which has made things rather awkward. Socially, I mean.”

At this point, Maud put her weatherbeaten face round the door and said that supper was ready.

This took place in a tiny room next to the kitchen at a rocky little gate-legged table and consisted of rissoles about the size of a trussed mouse—one each—with mashed potato and chopped cabbage. While they ate, Maud described in detail how the rissoles were made, using a mere four ounces of sausagemeat, breadcrumbs and herbs, and her mother said how clever Maud was with the rations. This was followed by stewed plums arranged in little glass dishes; there was nowhere to put the stones. Zoë had brought her ration book with her, having consulted with Mrs. Cripps about the appropriate contribution for three days. She thought gratefully of the packet of ginger biscuits in her room. The dining room had no fire and its whitewashed walls were blistered with damp. After dinner, there was a faint squabble about the washing up, which resulted in all three of them crowding into the small dark kitchen, bumping into one another as each carried supper things out, and breakfast things in—Maud said she liked to have everything on the table for the morning as it was so much easier. By the time they got back to the sitting room, the fire had gone out. Bed began to be discussed—the question of who would or might have a bath: the hot water would only run to one and both of her hosts seemed anxious to accord this to Zoë. There was also the question of whether anyone wanted a hot drink and, of course, there were the hot water bottles to be filled. The kettle was so old and full of scale that it took an age to boil and was not large enough to fill more than one bottle at a time. All in all, the preparations for bed took up the rest of the evening and it was well after ten before Zoë was able to shut herself into her room. And this was only Wednesday, she thought; there is the whole of Thursday and Friday and half of Saturday, and she counted the hours involved as she chewed biscuits with her hot water bottle clasped to her stomach.

The visit, like all of them, was only different because she didn’t have Jules with her; it was easier, but considerably more dull. They went for what her mother described as little strolls; they had Commander Lawrence and his wife and Labrador to tea. The Labrador stood politely if spoken to and wagged his weighty tail so that rock cakes were knocked off occasional tables and swallowed instantly by him as though they had never been. The Commander said he was a naughty boy who was not usually like that, but that there was nothing like the loyalty you got from a dog. His arm was in a sling, which made him feel, he said, after he had thoroughly described to Zoë the circumstances of it breaking, like Nelson.

Her mother was pleased with the bust bodices, but doubtful about the spencer. “I should really need two of them,” she said, “to get the benefit. Otherwise, I might catch cold while it was being washed.”

They paid the usual visit to Miss Fenwick and her mother, who Maud repeatedly said was marvellous for her age. She was ninety-two. It took Miss Fenwick the best part of the morning to wash and dress her and cram her into an enormous armchair which she filled like a vast sandbag. She was practically bald and always wore a red hat with a diamante arrow stuck through one side of it. Below her ample jersey skirt her feet rested on a stool, encased in bedroom slippers, which were, as the family at home would say, the shape of old broad beans. Conversation with her was difficult, as she was stone deaf and did not remember who anyone was, although occasionally she would interrupt other people with a rather peevish enquiry about the next meal. “Mother does enjoy her food,” Miss Fenwick always said on those occasions.

Conversation, on this occasion, when it was not concentrated on the marvel of Mrs. Fenwick’s antiquity, was about what they most missed from peacetime, which mostly turned out to be food. Fresh cream, Maud declared, she did so love fresh cream cakes—not to mention strawberries and cream. Lemons, Zoë suggested, but nobody took much notice of her. Speaking of cream cakes, her mother said, she really missed a Fuller’s walnut cake, and Mother, Miss Fenwick informed them, really did miss her bananas.

Eventually, this visit came to an end because Miss Fenwick said that Mother didn’t like to be late with lunch. Goodness, Zoë thought, how awful it is to be old. I’d rather be dead than like Mrs. Fenwick, but she did not voice this view.

The sherry party was held, to which the Lawrences came, and the vicar, with his niece. Zoë’s bottle of sherry was opened, and Maud made little pieces of toast with chicken and ham paste on them. They went shopping with Zoë’s ration book and a tin of Spam was bought “as a standby” and Mrs. Cripps had also sanctioned the use of her cheese ration, and three ounces of cheese, Maud said, was a godsend and would make three meals if stretched. This occupied Thursday and Friday. Tomorrow I shall go home, she thought, and have the lunch with Archie on the way. She had said that she could not stay longer because of Juliet, who, they said, she must bring next time. The last evening, tiny pieces of cod in a sauce made with Carnation milk and mashed swede, they kept saying how sad it was that she had to go; Maud, in particular, kept saying how much her mother loved her visits, although Zoë could see no sign of it as they seemed to have nothing to say to one another. “I’ll leave you two together while I just pop into the village for some bread,” Maud said, after the early breakfast.

“She is so thoughtful,” her mother said as they both heard the front door shut. Maud’s kindness had become a kind of conversational walking frame.

“Is there anything you want me to do for you in London, Mummy?” she said desperately.

“Oh, I don’t think so, dear. Unless you were to get me another spencer. Oh—and I did forget before, but I should be very grateful for another hairnet. For night, you know. Lady Jayne is the make I prefer. I’m sure Ponting’s or Gaylor and Pope would have one. But only if you are going that way. I know how busy you are.”

“Well, I shan’t be able to do that this time, but next time I go to London, I’ll remember. I could post them to you.”

“But you’ll be back soon, won’t you?”

“Well … probably not until after Christmas. I do have my job at the nursing home, you see.”

“Well, dear, do look after your hands. Nursing is not good for hands. And you used to have such pretty ones. Still have,” she added hurriedly.

“You are quite happy here, aren’t you?”

“Oh, yes. Quite happy. Maud is kindness itself, as you know. And, of course, I contribute to the housekeeping. I don’t want to be a burden.”

“Money is all right, isn’t it, Mummy?” She knew that Rupert had arranged for the proceeds of the London flat to be safely invested, although that could not bring in much, but her mother also had her widow’s pension.

But her mother, who considered money to be a vulgar subject, said hurriedly, “There is nothing to worry about. We lead a quiet life and manage very well. But that reminds me, I must pay you for the underclothes.”

“Don’t. They are a present.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” She was fumbling in her worn leather bag for her purse.

“Please don’t, Mummy, really.”

“I would much rather pay you. Can you remember how much it was?”

This unrewarding argument and fuss about the whole thing, Zoë thought as she became more and more helplessly irritated—her mother wanted to know exactly what the things had cost, and she couldn’t remember, and then her mother didn’t believe her when she made it up, and then she only had a five pound note—persisted until Maud’s return. Maud had change: her mother said that perhaps the bust bodices had a price ticket still on them if someone would just pop up to her room and look, and Maud, who knew where things were, offered to do this. By now her mother had become stubborn and Zoë felt sulky. The bust bodices turned out to be eight and sixpence each, so then her mother wanted a pencil and paper so that she could do the sum—“I’ve never been good at figures”—and then there was the question of the spencer. “That is twenty-five and six and?”

“Thirty shillings,” Zoë said.

“So that will be—” She wrote and her lips moved as she counted and Zoë noticed the little lines of lipstick that ran upwards into her top lip, while Maud said in an operatic aside that they really ought to be off.

“Two pounds fifteen and sixpence! Maud! Can you manage the change for that?”

“Mummy, I’ll have to go. I really mustn’t miss the ferry.”

“I’ll give it to her at the station, Cicely.”

“But I’m coming with you. I’ll just change my shoes.”

“We’ve got to go,” Zoë cried. “There isn’t time to change your shoes.”

So in the end she stayed behind, and Zoë kissed the resigned powdery face.

“I shall have, as they say at the cinema, to step on it,” Maud remarked, as she manoeuvred the Austin out of the shed. “Perhaps you had better take the money out of my purse. Cicely will never forgive me if I don’t give it to you.”

“I didn’t want it, you know.”

“I don’t suppose you did, my dear. But we mustn’t upset her—her heart’s a bit dicky, you know.”

“Why didn’t she tell us earlier that she wanted to come?”

“I think it was just a sudden notion she had. She always hates it when you go, you know. She’ll be all right after I get back. We’ll have a nice cup of Horlick’s for a treat, and play Pegotty, and go over all the events of your visit, and then I’ll make her have a little rest—the last few days have been quite exciting for her. She’s so proud of you, you know.”

In the train, practically empty, and the ferry, which was only half full, these words came back to her, replayed themselves over and over in her mind. She had thought that a weight would be lifted once she had got into the train with the visit behind her, but the pall of boredom and irritation was quenched now only by guilt, as she thought of all the ways in which she might have given her mother more pleasure, been kinder, nicer, more patient. Why was it that, in spite of all these years during which she felt that she had grown from being a spoiled and selfish girl into a thoroughly grown-up wife and mother and responsible member of a large family, she had only to be with her mother for a few minutes to revert to her earlier, disagreeable self? It was her behaviour, after all, that made her mother so timid and conciliatory, made her, in fact, everything that she, Zoë, found most exasperating. Waiting in her empty carriage for the train to start for London she suddenly thought, Supposing Jules when she is grownup feels like that about me? The idea brought tears to her eyes. She opened Anna Karenina, but she had reached the scene where Anna sees her son after he has stolen a peach and decides to take him away with her to Moscow. But she knew that Anna was not going to be allowed to have Vronsky and her son, and the mere thought of such a choice filled her eyes again and one splashed onto her book. She searched for and found a handkerchief in her bag. The train began to move, and as it did so, the carriage door was wrenched open and an army officer got in. He seated himself diagonally opposite to her having put one small, very smart bag with his cap on the rack. Now she wouldn’t even be able to finish her cry in peace, she thought. A second later, he had taken out a packet of cigarettes and was offering one to her.

“I don’t smoke.”

“Do you mind if I do?”

She shook her head. “Not at all.”

“You sound as though you have a cold coming,” he said with a kind of sympathetic familiarity that confounded her. But he was American, she knew that—not only from his voice but from his uniform which was a much prettier, palish green, version of English khaki.

“I haven’t. I just read a rather sad bit in my book, that’s all.” This excuse, which she had thought would sound lofty, sounded nothing of the kind when she said it.

“Is that so?”

“Not really.”

“Perhaps you read a bit that reminded you of something in your own life and that’s what did it.”

She looked up from her handkerchief to find him regarding her. He had very dark, almost black eyes. He lit his cigarette with a large, rather battered metal lighter. Then he said: “Do you see yourself as a Russian heroine? As Anna?”

“How did you know—”

“I’m so well educated, I can read upside down.”

She was not sure whether he was laughing at her, and said quickly, “Have you read it?”

“A long time ago. When I was at college. I remember enough to warn you that Anna comes to a sad end.”

“I know that. I’ve read it before.”

“Is that so? What is it like to read a novel when you know what is going to happen?”

“Once you know the story, you can notice other things.”

A short silence. Then he said, “My name’s Jack, Jack Greenfeldt. I was wondering whether you would have lunch with me when we get to London?”

“I’m afraid I’m already lunching with someone.”

“Your husband?”

“Oh, no. A friend.” She looked at her wedding ring. He asks a lot of questions, she thought, but that was probably because he was American—she had never met one before. If he does, I can.

“Are you married?”

“I have been … I’m divorced. How many children do you have?”


“How do you know I have any?”

“Well, if you’ll pardon me, I can see that you are over eighteen and you’re not wearing uniform: the chances are that you have children. Of course, you might also be some very senior or rare kind of civil servant as you call them here, but somehow you don’t look the type to me.”

“I have one child; a daughter.”

“Show me a picture of her.”

It seemed odd to her that he wanted to see a picture of the child of a total stranger, but why not? She took the leather folder out of her bag that contained her two favourite pictures: Juliet standing on the mounting block in the courtyard wearing one of the Duchy’s garden hats (she adored hats) and Juliet sitting in the long grass beside the tennis court in her best white muslin summer frock. In the first picture she was laughing, in the second she looked very serious.

He looked at them intently for quite a long time. Then, shutting the folder and handing it back, he said; “She’s very like you. I appreciate you showing me. Where is she?”

“In the country.”

“So you don’t live in London?” His disappointment was transparent. It made her feel kindly and old.

“No. Do you mind if I ask you something?”

“I don’t think I’m in a position to mind. What do you want to know?”

“Well, is it because you are American that you ask so many questions of a total stranger?”

He thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. I’ve always been inquisitive—more curious, about people, anyway. As you can see, I have the kind of nose that fits very easily into other people’s business.” This made her glance at his face. He smiled: his teeth looked very white against his sallow complexion. “I was hoping that you’d ask something more personal,” he said.

There was a nervous silence. Once, she would have thought that he was flirting with her, and she would have known exactly what to do, or not do, could have chosen the next move. Now she felt utterly unsure—she had no idea what game it was, she had only the uneasy feeling that he knew more than she about whatever it might be.

“It is very difficult to be happy in a war.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I sense that you are guilty about not being happy. Why on earth should you be? With people being killed all the time, slaughtered, murdered and sometimes tortured first, and then families being broken up, everybody without their partner, shortages of everything that makes life easier, a monotonous routine and a general absence of anything resembling a good time, why should you—or anyone else in this island—be happy? You may endure—the British seem to me to have gotten very good at that—but why should you enjoy it? I know the stiff upper lip is deeply embedded in the British creed, but you try and smile with one!”

He was generalizing; she felt safer.

“We’ve trained our lips,” she said. “We’re used to it now.”

“I’ve found that it is very dangerous to get used to things.”

“Anything?”

“Yes—anything. You cease to notice whatever it is, and, worse, you get the illusion that you’ve arrived somewhere.”

“I don’t feel that at all,” she said, discovering this.

“Don’t you?”

“Well, I suppose it depends what you mean by not noticing things or getting used to them—”

“Nothing about your life depends upon what I mean,” he said, but it was not a harsh interruption.

“I think one can get used to some things and still notice it,” she said. She was thinking of Rupert.

“That would make it a very serious thing.”

“Yes. It would. It does.” She was immediately afraid that he would ask her what would—would press her past that involuntary confidence—but he didn’t. He got up and moved to sit in the seat immediately opposite her.

“I still don’t know your name.”

She told him.

“Zoë Cazalet. Would you have dinner with me tonight? I can see you’re about to turn me down. Don’t. This is a very serious invitation.”

Reasons why she shouldn’t do this crowded in. What should she tell the family? “I am having dinner with an American I met on the train”? Where should she stay in London, since she would be unlikely to get a train late enough afterwards? Where could she go between lunch and dinner? Why on earth was she even considering it?

“I’ve nothing to wear,” she said.




Louise

October, 1943

“Hasn’t he finished yet?”

“He keeps falling asleep.”

Mary, the new, very young, highly trained nanny looked disapproving. “Pinch his cheeks,” she said.

Louise gave a gentle tweak. The baby squirmed, pushed his head against her breast and found her nipple once more, but after sucking once or twice, he gave up.

“I don’t think I’ve got any milk left on that side.”

“Oh, well. Have you winded him?”

“I tried, but nothing much happened, I’m afraid.”

Mary leaned down, and took the baby from her. “Come to Mary, then,” she said in a different, far kinder voice. She put the baby over her shoulder and patted the small of his back. He belched several times.

“That’s a good boy. Your cup of tea’s on the side there.”

“Thank you, Mary.”

“Say goodbye to Mummy, then.” She levered the baby down so that Louise could kiss his face. He was pale, excepting for two blotches of bright pink on his cheeks; his mouth was pink and damp and pouting with a bead of milk on the protuberant lower lip. He smelled of milk and his eyes were shut. When they had gone, Louise buttoned up her nursing bra, putting fresh pads over her nipples. They were sore, but nothing like as bad as they had been. She reached for the cup of tea and drank it gratefully. The early morning feed was the worst. She was wakened from deep sleep by Mary, sometimes not until six o’clock, but sometimes even earlier, and the feed which, if only the baby would drink properly, need not take more than half an hour, always took twice as long. By the end of it she felt tired, but horribly awake. It took her ages to get to sleep again, and by the time she did, she had to get up for breakfast. At home, she would have stayed in bed, but at Hatton, where she now was, this was out of the question. She would have to get up, have her bath, dress and have breakfast with Zee and Pete, and soon after that it would be time for the next feed.

Michael had brought her down a week ago, and it had been made clear to her that, although, of course, he could not stay, Zee wanted to see her grandson, “really get to know him.” So they were to stay three weeks, of which only one was nearly over. Michael had not been sure when he would be able to get down again, and Zee had begun to say that it would surely be best if Louise and the baby continued to stay until he was able to fetch them. This, she felt, might be weeks, even months hence. It was twenty to seven: she had better try and sleep. She turned off the bedside light but, as usual, the dark seemed simply to accelerate everything that had to be suppressed with people and the daytime. Sometimes, as now, she thought that if she abandoned herself to it she would understand it better.

It always began with a litany of her good fortune: she was married to a famous man who had chosen her when he might, according to Zee, have married anybody he pleased; she had had a healthy son which was what everyone had expected. She had her own house in London (Lady Rydal’s in St. John’s Wood, as her aunt Jessica was going back to live in Frensham when Nora was married). She had a nanny, which most young women with babies could neither procure nor afford these days. What more could she ask? She was twenty and she had been married for exactly thirteen months, and so far Michael had not been killed or even wounded. She had everything to be grateful for. She turned on her side, so that if her tears became sobs she could suppress them in her pillow. Zee, she had discovered, sometimes walked about at night and had on more than one occasion opened the door of her bedroom and stood there, once when Michael was in bed with her, and twice when she had been on her own. These visits were never mentioned, but apart from being rather frightening they invaded the privacy which her extreme sense of isolation made essential. She could only even consider her unnatural feelings when she was completely alone; the rest of the time, she had to play the part of happy young wife and mother—anxious about Michael being in the war, of course, but otherwise existing in a cloudless atmosphere. Because the awful thing was that she didn’t have any of the feelings that they assumed to be the natural feelings that everybody was supposed to have. She knew that this was somehow her fault, but although she was sincerely ashamed and sorry to be such a person, she did not know at all how to change things for the better. She had tried once or twice, during the months of her pregnancy, to talk to Michael about how fearful she felt about having a baby. Not the labour of having him (he was always assumed to be male), but the fact of his existence. Michael, when he had listened, had brushed her anxieties aside, and told her that she would feel quite different the moment he was born. In the end she had clung to this. But she had—ever since his sorties in bombers over Germany (there had been several of them)—become more and more afraid when he went to sea and had his battles with E-boats. Other officers she met in Coastal Forces were killed, including very experienced ones, and there seemed to be less and less reason why Michael should not become one of them. Once, after they had taken a furnished house in Seaford and had been there for a few weeks, with him coming home to sleep when he was not at sea, he had returned one evening to say that the flotilla was being moved the next morning. She had burst into tears: “Then we’ll have to give up the house!” she had sobbed, unable to voice her worst fears.

“It’s not a very nice house,” he had said. “We never really cared for it. We’ll get another far nicer one, one day. Now, come on, darling, be a brave girl.”

But she couldn’t stop.

“We never have any time together: we never have a proper married life. We never have time to talk.”

“Of course we do,” he had replied. “Anyway, I can’t talk to you if you’re crying—you won’t hear a word I say. This is what happens in wars. People aren’t together. It’s the same for everybody.” Then the telephone had rung and he had answered it, and it was his Number One asking when he would be back on board. “They’re loading the torpedoes,” he said. “I must be there to be sure they are properly stowed. When you’ve shut up the house, I should go home to your family for a bit, darling. That would be best, until I know more what my lot will be on about.”

“Can’t you even stay for supper?”

“No, I’ve told you, I’ve got to go. I’d better pack my stuff now. Cheer up, darling, and give me a hand with it. Sparky is sending a car in half an hour.”

So he had gone, and she packed, and tried to empty the larder in which there wasn’t very much, and rang up Home Place and said she would be coming. And then she had eaten the remains of some corned beef that had got left over somehow, and spent the whole night being sick and having diarrhoea. She thought she was going to die. In the morning she rang home and told her mother, who said she would come in the car to fetch her home. After that, she didn’t try to talk to Michael about things that she was afraid of, or that made her anxious, or that she didn’t understand. She clung to the notion that when she had had the baby everything would be different. She had stayed at home until about a month before the baby was to be born and then she and her mother had moved her into Hamilton Terrace. That had been exciting: there was a certain amount of furniture that had belonged to her grandparents, but the house was dingy, and needed redecorating. Also, she was able to unpack the wedding presents, and bring her own things, her books, from Home Place. She was in a fever to get everything arranged before the baby came, and Stella, who miraculously had a week’s leave, arrived to help her paint the walls of the sitting room and the nursery. After a week, her mother had to go back to Home Place and Stella to Bletchley, where she worked at some job too secret to mention. It had been wonderful having her. Then Michael had arrived for a week’s leave. They had gone to a film and had dinner out and then when they went to bed, he began making love to her. “I’m too fat!” she had said—she really didn’t want him to—she didn’t just not feel like it as usual, she positively couldn’t bear the idea of it.

“Nonsense, you silly little thing, I don’t mind how fat you are!” And he had gone ahead, and it had been extremely uncomfortable. The next morning he had had to go to the Admiralty, but said he would be back in the evening. Her labour had begun at lunch-time, when her mother was to arrive with some professor from the Royal College of Music who was to take away what remained in the house of her grandfather’s manuscripts. She had prepared lunch for them—a great effort, but Michael had brought his ration book so she got a tin of Spam which she stuck with cloves, sprinkled with sugar and roasted in the oven. This, with boiled potatoes and a salad would have to do. After lunch, while the old man was sorting through the piles of paper in her grandfather’s study, she told her mother that she thought something might be happening, although it didn’t hurt at all and the stirrings, as she described them, only seemed to happen occasionally. Her mother said that, as the baby was not due for at least three weeks, she thought it very unlikely that labour had begun. “Anyway, Michael will be back quite soon—otherwise I would stay.”

“Oh, no, you needn’t. It was probably a bit of indigestion.”

When her mother and the old man had left, she cleared up the lunch. Then she couldn’t think what to do: she wandered up, down and round the house. It was not large: two little attic rooms on the top floor where she had once slept when she had stayed with her grandparents. The wallpaper had been small white clouds in a blue sky, and Lady Rydal had paper seagulls of different sizes that you could cut out and stick wherever you chose on the wall, but you were only allowed one seagull per visit. Below the attics were three bedrooms and a bathroom. The sunniest and largest was to be the nursery with a bed for the nurse and a family cot for the baby, although to begin with it would sleep in a basket. The other large room was hers and Michael’s. It faced north and was bleak. It had been her grandfather’s study where he had composed. The third bedroom, very small with not much more room than would hold a bed and a chest of drawers, had been his bedroom where he had died. The ground floor had a large drawing room with a french window and steps down into the small, square garden, and double doors that led to the dining room, served by a lift that conveyed food up from the basement. The basement contained a large kitchen with an old range that heated the water and an ancient gas cooker. There were two cramped, damp, pitch-dark rooms with small, heavily barred windows where Lady Rydal’s unfortunate servants had slept. There were also a pantry, a larder and a lavatory. Louise hated the basement, and spent as little time there as possible.

By the time she had finished a tour of the house, her back ached. The July summer’s day, which had begun with a pale blue sky and blazing sun, had now become overcast, grey, humid and oppressively hot. She decided to lie on the sofa for a bit and read, but the book she wanted was in the bedroom, and she couldn’t be bothered to climb the stairs to fetch it. The curious stirrings had started again; they did not seem to be regular and they did not hurt at all. In the end, she decided to do some sight reading; one of her grandmother’s pianos was still in the drawing room and there were shelves of music. But then she found that she had to sit so far away from the keyboard because of her now—to her mind—monstrous bulge that her back ached more than ever.

She couldn’t remember much more about the rest of the day. She had made a kedgeree for herself and Michael, but the rice was overcooked and the fish stayed hard and salty: it hadn’t been nice, but Michael had said he didn’t mind, he was too fat anyway, which, she admitted, was true. She couldn’t remember what they did after dinner, what they talked about, or anything. She remembered saying that she was tired; it went on being hot and she had a headache, and Michael said there would be a storm later. She had managed to say that she really didn’t want to be made love to (she hadn’t told him about the stirrings all day), but she said she felt rotten and he accepted that. They went to sleep, and some unknown amount of time later she was woken because she had unmistakable pains coming about every ten minutes. She woke Michael who pulled on his clothes with incredible speed and rang the nursing home where she was to have the baby. They said that it was far too early for her to be in labour, but she’d better come in, just in case. While Michael went to get the car, she put on the skirt and smock she’d been wearing all day, and then tried to pack her suitcase. This was to have been packed ready to go, but her mother had said there was no point in doing it until nearer the time. She put in two nightdresses, her sponge bag and some slippers, but every time the pains came she found she had to stop. The whole thing felt unreal at that point: she was neither excited, nor frightened—nor anything.

The nursing home was between the Cromwell Road and Kensington High Street. It was one of those immensely tall, grey buildings with a flight of steps up to the front door. They were received by a nurse, or sister, Louise didn’t know which, who made her feel that she was making an hysterical fuss about what would undoubtedly prove to be nothing. “She’d better spend the night here,” she had said to Michael, “and then Doctor can see her in the morning, after which I have no doubt but we’ll be sending her home.”

“Right then. Here’s her case, sister.” He seemed very eager to be off. She suddenly desperately wanted him to stay, but he brushed her cheek with his mouth, said what good hands she was now in, and disappeared out of the front door before she could say anything.

“We’ll have to go right to the top: we weren’t expecting you for another three weeks.”

Louise followed her up the four flights of stairs. She got a pain half-way up, but she didn’t dare stop as she already felt a bit afraid of the nurse.

She was told to undress and get into bed. “I’ll just have a look at you. How long have you been having pains?”

“Since lunch-time today.”

“Pity you didn’t telephone earlier.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was the baby then.”

The nurse did not answer this, but stood very patiently waiting for Louise to be in bed and ready to be examined; hostility leaked from her like a gas, and Louise dreaded being touched by her.

When that seemed to be over, she made one more effort: “Do you think you could tell me what happens next? I mean, you must know so much about it, and I don’t know anything.”

“What is going to happen next, young lady, is that as you’re here, I’ll shave you to be on the safe side, and then I shall give you something to make you sleep.”

She went away and returned with a small basin of water, some soap and a razor that proved to have a very blunt blade, which hurt, and seemed to make her crosser than ever. Louise didn’t dare ask why she had to be shaved. When it was over she swallowed a large pill with a glass of water, and the nurse departed, switching off the light as she went.

The best thing would be to go to sleep. Then she wouldn’t be being a nuisance, and tomorrow morning she would be able to go home. The discomforting thought came that eventually she would have to come back here, but then it occurred to her that not all the nurses could be like this one. Quite soon she fell heavily asleep.

She woke suddenly because of a pain. The bed seemed wet and sticky. She reached out for the bedside light to see what was happening. The bed seemed full of blood, and immediately she thought that the baby must have died inside her. There was a bell on the table with the lamp by her bed and she rang it. Perhaps it is dead, and I am dying, she thought as another pain seized her. Nobody came. She rang twice more, for longer, but there was complete silence. By now she was very frightened. She heaved herself out of bed and opened the door of her room. “Please! Somebody come!” she called. In the end she screamed it, and heard footsteps and passage lights being turned on. The nurse appeared, and before she could say anything, Louise pointed to the blood.

“Ssh. Don’t wake the other patients. Now you sit on that chair and I’ll remake the bed.” She went out onto the landing to a cupboard and came back with a fresh sheet.

“What’s happening?”

“You just had a little show. It means the baby’s on its way.” The pains seemed to be coming about every four minutes and there was no doubt at all about them being pains. Her mother had told her that one did not make a noise during labour and this came back to her now.

“I’ll send someone to sit with you. Don’t worry. It’ll be hours yet.”

She heaved herself back into the bed. She had never felt so isolated in her life. Why had Michael abandoned her to this?

During the rest of that awful night she managed not to cry or scream. The nurse came back with another one who, elderly and woken from her sleep, looked sour and unfriendly as well. She asked when the doctor would come, and they said not until morning, at least, and possibly not then. They gave her a contraption that had a small rubber mask that she could put over her face and breathe from when the pains got too bad, but when she did this, it didn’t seem to make any difference.

“I don’t think it’s working.”

The midwife, who had positioned herself on a chair as far away from the bed as possible, came over and looked at it.

“It’s broken,” she said, and removed it.

Outside, the storm rumbled with enormous peals of thunder. In between the pains, she struggled with the agonizing desire to sleep that the pill had induced. Each time she felt herself sinking into oblivion, another pain seized her and she was tortured awake. If only she would talk to me! she thought, but the nurse went on reading a newspaper. When she could see that the sky was becoming pale from a chink in the blackout, and the thunder seemed more distant, she asked how long it would go on for.

The nurse, who did not even look up from her paper, replied that she was sick of people asking her that question. After that, there did not seem to be much point in asking anything else.

Eventually, things did happen; another nurse arrived and looked at her and then the doctor came and told her to push and then there seemed to be at least three people round the bed. Her mouth was so dry that she managed to say she was thirsty whereupon the doctor held a glass of water to her mouth but whipped it away before she had had more than a sip. “One more push,” he said, “and then I’m going to give you something and you won’t know a thing.” And that was what happened. The last push was so agonizing that she thought she began to scream and the scream got cut off because he put a mask over her face and she disappeared or at least that was what it felt like—she simply ceased to exist. When she came to the nurse was bustling round her and the doctor smiled and said, a splendid little boy, but she couldn’t see anything. “He’s being bathed,” they said. They were all smiling now. She asked what the time was and they said a quarter to twelve and somebody gave her a cup of tea. Then Michael arrived carrying the baby and gave it to her as though it was a present from him and she knew from the expression on his face that she should be overcome with delight. She looked at the tightly wrapped white bundle with its small, wrinkled, tomato-coloured face—remote and stern and fast asleep—and felt nothing at all.

“Six pounds twelve ounces,” Michael was saying proudly. “You are a clever girl!”

They had brought her another cup of tea, but she said she didn’t want it, she just wanted to go to sleep. “You must drink it first,” they said; “you need to drink to bring the milk in.” So she had drunk the tea; Michael said that he was going to ring up their parents, and the baby was taken away.

When she woke up she was crying. Michael came back in the evening, and said that he was popping down to Hatton as Zee wanted him to spend the rest of his leave with her. They poured liquids down her until her breasts were painfully swollen with milk, but the baby, being premature, did not want to suck, kept falling asleep—those early days she only saw him when he was asleep or crying. In the end they procured a breast pump, but by then she could not bear them to touch her. They told her how fortunate she was to have enough milk; there were mothers in the Home, they said, who did not have any to speak of. Couldn’t she feed one of their babies, then? Louise had asked, but they looked shocked at the notion and said that it would not do. She cried for three days—from exhaustion, from pain—apart from her breasts she had had to have stitches—from thirst—one of the ways in which they reduced her milk was refusing to allow her anything to drink at all—from a kind of homesickness—although she did not know for what home—from the feeling that Michael had abandoned her—twice, once when he had left her at the nursing home, with the hostile strangers, and again when he had chosen to spend the rest of his leave with his mother rather than with her—and, worst of all, from the growing conviction that there was something wrong with her since she clearly did not love her baby as she was expected to, or indeed feel anything about him except a vague fear. They called it post-natal depression and said she would soon be over it, and after a few days told her that she must pull herself together and get over it.

A fortnight later, she was sent home to St. John’s Wood with a middle-aged and garrulous monthly nurse, who taught her how to use Tampax and saw to it that she continued never to be with the baby unless he was feeding or crying. “He’s as good as gold with me!” she would exclaim. She spent hours telling Louise about her last place that had been with a titled lady in a large house in the country where there had been a proper staff and she had not had to carry trays up and down stairs. Louise’s staff consisted of a very old lady whom Zee had bullied out of retirement to come and cook for a month. She came up after breakfast for Louise to order the meals, but they never had what she ordered, either because it turned out not to be in the shops, or, Louise suspected, because Mrs. Corcoran did not want to cook it. Apart from being a snob, Nurse Sanders was also a bully: she insisted that Louise stay in bed for two of the four weeks that she was there, and made her have boring rests in the afternoons after that. She also had the terrifying habit of bringing the baby in when he was hungry and crying and dumping him in his basket on the other side of the room to cry for a good fifteen minutes before his feed. “Let him tire himself out, he’ll sleep all the better after it,” she would say as she left them so unhappily together. Louise could not bear it, but when she got out of bed to pick him up he would not stop crying (she was too frightened of Nurse Sanders to dare to start feeding him before she was allowed to). He did not seem to like her much, she thought: even when he was feeding, he seldom met her eye, and squirmed away from her when she attempted (when Nurse Sanders was out of the room) to kiss him. Half-way through each feed, Nurse Sanders seized him and banged him on the back until his head shook and eventually he belched.

“Doesn’t that hurt his back?” she had ventured the first time.

“Hurt his back? Bless me, who do you think I am? Hurt his back? We have to get his wind up. Mummy doesn’t understand you, does she? Poor little mite.” And on and on, Louise counted the days until Nurse Sanders was to go. The nanny who was arriving to replace her could not possibly be so awful; she was young, for a start, and she had been trained in Aunt Rach’s Babies’ Hotel. Perhaps she would even be some company. But Mary, when she came, intimidated her with her quiet assurance and, because they were roughly the same age, both of them found it quite difficult to know how to deal with their relative positions. Mary adored the baby at once, and he seemed to like her, which was something. And Mary did not snub her. “He smiled at me!” she said to Nurse Sanders, on the morning that she was to leave. “Wind,” said Nurse Sanders briskly. “It’s nothing but wind.” She left after lunch, and Louise felt her spirits rise for the first time in months. Stella was coming for the weekend, Mary would be able to look after the baby and they would be able to go out in between feeds. Meanwhile, she had the two o’clock feed, by herself, for the first time.

She remembered, sadly now, how she had run upstairs full of good resolutions: she would feed him and talk to him and cuddle him and without the malign presence of Nurse Sanders, he would respond. He was asleep, so she folded the Harrington square and the towelling nappy ready before she woke him. She had had very little practice at changing him. Then she lifted him carefully out of his basket. He was sopping wet, and started crying before she had got him onto her lap. Taking the wet nappies off was easy, but putting on the clean ones was another matter. By now he was screaming, arching his back and throwing himself about. She laid him on the floor in the end on top of the laid-out nappies, but it took her ages to fold and pin them as she was so afraid of pricking him. At the end of it he was scarlet in the face and, she felt, furious with her—so cross, in fact, that to begin with he refused to take milk, simply banged his head against her breast and went on roaring. Just as she was beginning to wonder insanely whether Nurse Sanders, as a parting shot, had somehow managed to feed him from the Cow and Gate tin she had insisted upon buying, he suddenly seized her nipple in a painful grip and started sucking, his slaty eyes fixed reproachfully on her face. Half-way through the feed, the telephone rang and, putting him over her shoulder, she went downstairs to answer it. It was Michael. He was able to get home for a couple of nights, and would be back in time for dinner.

“Stella’s coming,” she said.

“Oh, good,” he said heartily. “It will be jolly to see her again. How’s Sebastian?”

“Sebastian? Oh! He’s just been sick on my shoulder.”

“Poor chap! Well, see you later, darling. Has the dragon left?”

“Yes, just. The new nanny is due at tea-time.”

“Splendid. I’ll take you both out, if you like.”

She went back to the nursery and gave him the rest of his feed. It seemed ridiculous to call someone that size Sebastian, she thought. She wasn’t awfully keen on the name anyway, but Michael said it was a family name.

Mary had arrived soon afterwards, and in no time was sitting in her lilac and white striped cotton dress bathing the baby. But the weekend, somehow, wasn’t fun at all. It was then that she discovered she was two different people, one with Stella and another with Michael, and with them both there, she didn’t know which to be. Also, she had been hoping that she might bring herself to talk to Stella about her horrible lack of maternal feeling: she was the only person with whom, she felt, she could take such a risk. But she got no further than telling her how awful the nursing home had been and Stella had been sympathetic and said that her father had said all the good nurses were in major hospitals or overseas, and that private nursing homes were having to make do with the dregs. This made her feel better: it was a kind of acknowledgement that it had been a bad time, which she had not had from anybody else.

“Did it hurt frightfully?” Stella had asked, and she had been able to say yes, it did. Then it was time to feed the baby, and in the middle of that Michael arrived. She had the feeling, during that weekend, that although there was mutual goodwill, Michael and Stella did not really have anything in common excepting herself. He rang his mother the first evening and talked to her for a long time. “Mummy is longing for you to bring Sebastian down to Hatton,” he said in bed that night. “I could take you down tomorrow. If Stella didn’t mind.”

She said she couldn’t possibly leave the new house so soon; she must get things straight, and Mrs. Corcoran was not staying much longer; she couldn’t leave the house empty. So it had been agreed to wait a month, which was now over, and here she was.

The core of the trouble was that while everybody at Hatton—beginning with Zee and Pete and going on to the servants, which even included Crawley the chauffeur and Bateson the gardener—all adored baby Sebastian, she, his mother, who was supposed to be the most besotted was nothing of the kind. Now, from having thought that she wanted children but not until she had got more used to being married, she had reached the conclusion that she should never have had a child at all, and her worthlessness in this respect weighed more and more heavily upon her. She felt guilty, ashamed and sometimes actually wicked. Alone with him, she did make efforts to forge some kind of link between them, but he seemed to be in the conspiracy: he plainly did not like her to kiss or hug him, and when she talked to him he simply regarded her with a kind of remote indifference. He seemed to know that she was a bad mother: she supposed that one of his earliest memories might be of his mother apologizing to him. So she spent the days acting the part expected of her and the nights—early mornings—struggling with her miserable confusion.

It was Friday, which meant that guests would be coming for the weekend. An endless stream of people came to Hatton; for lunch, for dinner and the night, for bits of leave, or short respites from London. Many of them were old and distinguished, a good many were young and promising, practically all were male. Zee seemed effortlessly to collect men around her, and by blandly ignoring that many of them were married usually and mysteriously seemed to get them to visit on their own. A good proportion of the older ones had been in love with her at one time or another—for all Louise knew they might still be in her thrall.

Everybody was expected to perform—to play, to sing, to act in charades or Dumb Crambo or, failing any of that, to tell of the extraordinary and entertaining things that had happened to them (this last was on the whole the prerogative of the very old and distinguished who had lived long enough, Louise thought, for enough of that sort of thing to have happened to them). People arriving for their first visit, usually the younger guests, were often rather silent, but Zee had a way of making them feel at their ease and at the same time particularly interesting, and they soon learned to play the games, laugh at the jokes, and generally enter into the rarified spirit of the place. The fact that she shone at the acting games told in her favour: this was a good thing, because—and it had only been apparent to her on this visit and then when Michael had left—there were other things that she felt were chalked up against her. Their arrival here, for instance. They had come down by train, as Michael did not have enough petrol to drive them, and the train had been interminably delayed because of repairs to the track. Sebastian had become hungry, was not appeased by water in a bottle, so in the end, in spite of a carriage full of people, she fed him. When this was announced at Hatton (by Michael who thought it all rather daring and delightful), it was clear that Zee thought nothing of the kind. “Soldiers in your carriage?” she said. “Oh dear, oh dear, I suppose you would call it Bohemian. What a disagreeable situation, is what I should have felt.”

She had looked at Louise when she said this and wrinkled her nose in a kind of mock disgust, but disapproval, distaste, even contempt, was very clear to Louise. Then, she smoked, which Zee, who did not, disliked. However, there was not much she could say about this, since practically all her guests smoked, as did Pete and Michael. She also drank, not only glasses of wine but gin, and this, it was made plain to her, was not the thing for a girl. Louise knew, by now, that the real difficulty was that Zee did not like women generally, which was somehow worse than her disliking her daughter-in-law in particular. What it means is, Louise thought as she brushed her hair, that I can’t win. Whatever I do she won’t like me: she’ll put up with me because of Michael and because she is so keen on babies. There was no doubt about her adoration of Sebastian. She spent hours with him, either nursing him on her lap, or pushing him gently about the terraces outside the house in Michael’s old pram. When Michael was there he had drawn the baby asleep, but she had made an exquisite little wax head of him, and the Judge, Pete, apologizing for being unable to draw, had written him a sonnet. Zee was now engaged upon what she called “one of my stuff pictures” where she used every imaginable kind of material to appliqué and/or embroider to make a picture. This one was a kind of Rousseauish forest with wild animals lurking at every turn. It had great charm and was, Louise could see, just what a young child might enjoy hung in his nursery.

Michael ringing up was another matter that generated faint, but unmistakable tension. As Zee sat on a sofa with the telephone by her most of the day, she usually spoke to him first and at length before she handed him over to Louise, always said, “Tell him not to ring off. When you’ve finished I want to speak to him.” With Zee present, Louise found it difficult to talk to Michael and could hear herself sounding inane and dull. Yes, the baby was well and had put on half a pound since he’d left, yes, Mary seemed to be satisfactory, yes, she was fine, felt far less tired. It was lovely early October weather … how was he? There would follow a long account of his most recent sorties in the Channel or the North Sea, then Zee would make motions and Louise would say goodbye and her bit about him not ringing off and they would settle down to a long chat about Michael’s ship and shipmates, about the state of the war generally—wasn’t it wonderful about the Tirpitz being torpedoed? Somebody called Jimmy—in the Navy, who was the son of one of Zee’s admirers—had spent the summer in a tank in Welwyn Garden City in a miniature sub, could it be he? If so she must send a telegram to his father. And so on. Louise would pretend to read, or sometimes she would simply go out of the room, but whatever she did there was a sense of defeat and being excluded. At least letters were more private and she liked writing them—wrote at least twice a week, and Michael was extremely good and wrote at least once every two weeks, but she discovered one morning that even they were not inviolate. A letter from Michael lay on her plate at the breakfast table, but it had been opened. It was not that the gummed flap had become ungummed; the letter had been slit open at the top by a paper knife. Zee was not up for breakfast that morning; she was alone with the Judge.

“My letter has been opened!”

“My dear?” He looked up from The Times.

“My letter from Michael. It has been slit open.”

“Oh, yes. Zee asked me to say that she opened it in error. She is so used to his writing, you see, that she did not look properly to see whom it was addressed to.”

Louise put the letter back on the table. Her hands were trembling and she felt so angry that she could not speak.

“I am sorry. I see that it has upset you,” the Judge said. His Roman coin face softened to concern. “Zee will be sorry if you are upset, and that will upset her which, as I know you know, is not good for her heart. Forgive her for me.” He smiled gently and resumed his tranquil expression.

When Zee emerged later in the morning, she said nothing about the letter. Louise was furiously sure that she had read it all, and she did not believe for one second that it had been opened in error but, in a curious way, what she found most confusing about that incident was the Judge’s behaviour. He seemed—and was—a man of the utmost honour, somebody whom she felt would be incapable of lying, cheating or betraying anyone. And yet he had clearly excused his wife to the point where he did not even seem to think an apology from her necessary. She came uneasily to the conclusion that Hatton was Zee’s world, and that she made the rules in it.

Two other things happened during that visit which disturbed her much more, she realized afterwards, than she knew at the time. The Saturday before she was supposed to go, there was what she called a Distinguished Old Codgers’ Luncheon: an admiral, an ambassador (retired), a general—with his wife—and a very doddery old thing who turned out surprisingly to have been an explorer, “but not any more,” he told her during the soup. “Nowadays I’m hard put to find my way to my bedroom at night.”

“And what do you do in the daytime?” She had learned that one was supposed to pursue the conversation and not simply acquiesce in what had been said to her.

“A good question.” He leaned towards her and said in a stage whisper: “Explore the cavities of me own teeth. Those that are left to me. Haven’t quite reached the sans everything, but no doubt I shall. My word, you’re pretty, aren’t you?” Something about the way he looked at her made her feel hot and she didn’t reply.

As they were moving to the drawing room for coffee, Zee said, “Louise has to go and feed her enchanting baby. Louise, why don’t you bring Sebastian to the drawing room and feed him there? I’m sure everyone will be delighted to meet him, and see you both.”

“I don’t think I will.”

At first, she could see, Zee refused to believe that she meant what she said, and she was subjected to a kind of angry raillery while the company was appealed to. Yes, yes, they said—she noticed that both the admiral’s and the explorer’s rheumy old eyes were fixed upon her breasts, and got to her feet so suddenly that she knocked over her coffee cup in its saucer, and somehow, after that, she managed to apologize, to mop up the coffee and get out of the room.

Mary was waiting for her in her bedroom, walking up and down with Sebastian who was crying.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” She seemed to do nothing but apologize, although it was only a quarter past two.

When Mary had settled her with the baby and left the room, the tears that had filled her eyes now fell—on the baby, on her breast, down her left arm that held him. When he had finished on one side, she put both arms round him and laid her mouth to the side of his little round head and he winced and turned his head away. Love is lost between us, she thought as she put him over her shoulder to get up his wind, but she did not know why and there was no one to ask.

When Mary came to fetch him, she lay on her bed overwhelmed with what she had always called homesickness, only now it seemed something more intangible—no longer a place … Michael, she wanted him, to be here, to take her away, to be on her side about not having to feed her child in front of a lot of lecherous old men, to tell his mother that she should not open his letters, nor stand in the open doorway at night for no reason on earth that bore thinking about … but just as her anger seemed to be making her feel better—which seemed odd to her but was true—she remembered Michael’s expression as he had brought the baby in to her after he had been born. He expected her to feel about Sebastian as his mother so obviously had always felt about him. Despair engulfed her: he had no idea how horribly different she was; if he had, he would be the first to condemn her, and if she could not tell him, how could she be so disloyal as to tell anyone else? Perhaps it will change, she thought. When he is older, and I can talk to him, and play games with him, when he becomes a person. But the indolence of extreme fear prevented her pursuing that possibility, and she was back to Michael, and making an attempt to explain to him why she felt so confused. But when would she see him again? And for how long, and how much of that time would be spent alone? And even if she insisted on that—refused to come here to Hatton, for instance, when he had leave—how could she tell him these awful, unnatural things that so confused her and would undoubtedly shock him when, after a couple of days, he would be off again, back to his ship where he might easily be killed? Leaves for serving men were meant to be respites; you were not supposed to rock the home boat, as it were, rather to provide a calm and restful time and happy memories for them to take back to the war. If she was no good at being a mother, she must try even harder at being a wife.

The last thing that happened during that visit occurred the morning before she left Hatton. Michael had not returned, but she had insisted on going back to the house in London at the end of the three weeks. Zee had suddenly suggested that they go for a walk in the woods. It was a beautiful sunlit day, crisp and clear with a thin white frost on the ground. Michael had rung the day before to say that he had been awarded a DSC for one of the summer battles, and Zee was telling her that she must go to Gieves to buy the appropriate ribbon to sew onto his uniforms. “And, of course,” she added, “I shall come to London to go to the Palace with him, and I think we should arrange a party afterwards.” Then, before Louise could say anything, she went on, “Oh, my dear, you will come with us. He is allowed two tickets’ worth of audience. I was saying to him the other day, that I really thought I should Present you, but we decided it would be better to wait until you have had the next baby.”

“What?”

“Let us sit down, Louise, I have walked enough.” There was a convenient fallen tree.

“You are not an awfully good mother, are you? I know when Michael was born I was unable to think of anything but him for months and months. But Mary tells me you are hardly ever in the nursery. It is therefore very important that he should have a brother to play with. Surely you can see that?”

She managed to say, “I haven’t discussed this with Michael,” but her throat was dry and she wasn’t sure if Zee heard her.

“Michael is deeply in favour of a large family. It is the reason why he married you. Surely you knew that?”

“No.”

“I told him you were too young, but he was sure you were the right wife for him, and of course I would want anything that he wanted that would make him happy.” She rose to her feet. “I would expect you to want that too. But if,” she ended, “I felt that you were—in anyway—making him unhappy, I should stab you to death. I should enjoy doing it.” Her playful smile in no way concealed the chilling content of this remark. For some reason Louise remembered an historical novel of Conan Doyle’s—The Huguenots?—where the woods in Canada had been full of murderous Iroquois who streaked through the chequered light and shadow of the trees exulting in death. The wood she was in now felt just as dangerous; her heart had stopped pounding, and she felt shiveringly cold.

They walked back to the house, emerging from the wood to the lawn on the edge of which were colchicum flaring out of the bare earth.

“How would you describe them?” Zee asked.

“They look like people wearing evening dress in the morning,” she answered.

“Very good! I must remember to tell Pete that.”

Already, the scene in the wood seemed unreal—so bizarre that she half thought that perhaps it had not happened at all.




The Family

December, 1943

“Darling! Are those the only trousers you’ve got?”

“Sort of. I’ve got some breeches for work.”

“But you must have had those for years! They’re about six inches too short.”

Christopher looked down his legs to the gap between the end of his trews and the beginning of his socks—full of holes, but he hoped his mother wouldn’t realize that—to his uncomfortable shoes that he’d also had for years, hardly ever worn and now far too tight.

“They are a bit short,” he said, hoping that agreement would end the matter.

“You can’t possibly go to Nora’s wedding in them! And your jacket’s too short in the sleeves.”

“They always are with me,” he said patiently.

“Well, it’s too late to buy you anything. I’ll see if Hugh has something he could lend you. You’re about the same height.” But nobody could be thinner, she thought, as she went downstairs to find Hugh.

They were in Hugh’s house, which he had kindly made available for any of the Castle family (Polly and Clary had gone to stay with Louise) for the night before the wedding. All the family, that is, excepting Raymond, who had rung to say he couldn’t make it, but would take an early train in the morning. Angela had not arrived yet, but she was coming out to dinner with them—all arranged by kind Hugh. Which was a godsend, because she certainly couldn’t have relied upon Villy to be of the slightest help. She suspected that it was Villy who had persuaded Raymond to take such a hard line about her returning to Frensham instead of remaining in London. The excuse that the house was needed for Louise seemed to her absurd: Michael Hadleigh had quite enough money to rent or even buy a house for Louise and had no need of the Rydal house, but it had been left jointly to her and Villy, and Raymond had said he was simply not prepared to deal with the upkeep of two houses. She had wondered, after an acrimonious telephone conversation with him, whether Raymond had somehow got to hear about Lorenzo, but really she didn’t see how he could have: they had been pretty careful on the whole, she thought, although Lorenzo had once admitted that he could not bear to burn her dear letters. After that, she had been more careful about what she put in them, and she had kept all his notes—he never wrote more than a note—in the secret compartment of her sewing box. Since going back to Frensham, she had spent a good deal of time in the train going back and forth to London, but from now on this was going to be tricky, since Nora and her husband were coming to live in the house with her, and Nora had plans to turn the place into some sort of nursing home. Perhaps then she would be able to get a very small pied-à-terre in London which would be better: Lorenzo was often working so hard, and so busy, that sometimes, recently, she had made the journey to London in vain. She could tell Raymond that it was better for Nora to have the house to herself because, after all, hers could not be an easy marriage, although this would not be in the least true, since Nora was hell bent on turning the house into some sort of institution with other people in the same state as poor Richard to look after. If need be, she could suggest that either Villy or Michael Hadleigh buy her share of Mama’s house which would give her enough, surely, to lease a small flat. She would be forty-six this year and she had spent over twenty years living for others, bringing up the children, cooking, washing, cleaning the series of horrible little houses that they had had to live in until Raymond’s aunt had died and left them the house in Frensham and a fair amount of money. She had not wanted to live in the country, let alone in that Victorian museum, but Raymond had insisted. Coming into some money, being able to have servants like other people did (like Villy had always had), being able to buy decent clothes, have her hair done at a hairdresser, drive a new, instead of a second-hand car—things of that kind, and there were so many of them—had been quite miraculous at first. But as she had grown less chronically tired—God! she realized that she had always been exhausted all those years—and now having Raymond out of the way so that there were none of the tensions of being a buffer between him and the children, something had snapped in her, as though a butterfly had emerged from this chrysalis of domesticity: all she wanted was to have fun, to cease making do with anything that did not please her. The children, with the exception of Judy who they could now afford to send to a boarding school, were launched upon their lives. She knew that Villy thought her frivolous, and would intensely disapprove, well, did, so far as she knew the situation. Villy thought that either she should be making a home for Raymond at Woodstock, or be doing some war job. If Villy knew about Lorenzo she would go through the roof. She had said that once to him, and he had replied that she was a cold woman, who, he suspected, was a very English type where sex was concerned. (One of the things she loved about him was his almost feminine perspicacity.) When the war was over, she supposed she would have to go back to being Raymond’s wife, whatever that then might involve, but meanwhile she would make the most of what she described to herself as an Indian summer.

Hugh, listening to the six o’clock news in his rather dusty drawing room (three Germans had been hanged at Kharkhov for war crimes), stubbed out his cigarette and said he was sure he could find something to fit Christopher, and why didn’t she leave it to them to kit him out and would she like a drink?

“You are an angel. I’d love a drop of whisky if you have any.”

“Help yourself. Where is Christopher?”

“Right at the top of the house, I’m afraid. But give him a shout: he’ll come down to your room.”

But she had hardly started to pour herself a cautious tot from the half bottle of Johnnie Walker when she heard the wail of dismay that undoubtedly came from Judy, sent earlier to have a bath.

“Mum! Mum! Oh, please come, Mum!

“I’m in here.” She opened the bathroom door and, the moment that Jessica stepped inside, locked it behind her. “I don’t want Uncle Hugh or Christopher to see me.”

She was half in, half out of her yellow net bridesmaid’s dress, struggling to pull the bodice down amid ominous splitting noises.

“It’s too small, Mummy, I can’t get into it.”

“Stand still. Silly girl, you probably didn’t undo the back. Stand still.”

But even when she had levered it back over Judy’s head, undone the hooks and eyes at the back and tried again, the dress was palpably too small.

“It’s stupid! It’s not my fault! I hate pink, anyway.”

“It must be the dress made for Lydia, which means that she has got yours. Don’t worry. I’ll ring up Aunt Villy and we’ll get them changed over. We’ll have to mend it, though. I wish you’d waited and not tried to cram yourself into it.”

“If I had, it would have been too late to change. Lydia would have gone off to church in mine, and I would have had to go in my beastly school uniform! It is unfair.”

A great deal of Judy’s conversation was conducted as though she was a child actress in a melodrama, Jessica thought, trying not to be irritated. Judy was going through a difficult phase, as her mother used to say. The school diet, presumably largely carbohydrate, had turned her into a pudding—a rather spotty one at that. She had grown a great deal during the last year, but that had not stopped her being podgy; her hair was always greasy, the down on her upper lip which had upset her so much in the summer had since been treated with peroxide by her faithful friend Monica with the result that it now glinted like brass shavings above which acne rioted. Of course, she would outgrow all these little disadvantages, Jessica thought, and meanwhile it was so lucky that, by and large, she seemed unaware of them.

“Put on your Sunday dress,” she said, “and do tidy up the bathroom. It looks like a cross between an old clothes shop and a swamp.”

“Mummy, you sound just like Miss Blenkinsopp at school. My Sunday dress is tight under the arms as well,” she added.

“I’ll see if I can let it out, but I can’t do that for this evening. Now, mop up the floor and take all your clothes and put them in your room. Leave the bathroom as you would wish to find it.”

“All right. Did you remember to bring my seed pearls?”

“Yes.”

“And my christening present brooch?”

“Yes. Now get on.”

Questions of this kind pursued her as she made her escape upstairs to change for the restaurant dinner.

Of course she was glad that Nora was getting married: she had thought for a long time that this would be unlikely. In fact, she had thought that of her four children it was Nora who would end up an old maid—matron of a hospital, perhaps. But seeing Christopher after rather a long gap—he seldom came home, and had never come to London when she lived there—she wondered about his future as well. He was desperately thin and did not look happy. He had not been called up, partly because of his earlier breakdown and the electric shock treatment he had undergone, but also because he had turned out to be very short-sighted and now wore glasses with very thick lenses. He had a high colour from working so much out of doors and his face always had minute scars where he had cut himself shaving. Almost his first question when he arrived had been “Is Dad here?” and when she had told him that he would not be arriving until the next day he had nodded, but she had seen the instant gleam of relief. Raymond had not been much of a success as a father: the three older children, although they did not feel the same, in their various ways had written him off—Angela despised him, Nora patronized him, but Christopher still dreaded and feared him. Only Judy was able to turn him into darling Daddy, doing very secret and important war work; Jessica could easily imagine that a certain amount of competition went on at school about fathers, and Judy’s best friend Monica’s father was a squadron leader and, vicariously, the source of all Judy’s information about the war. “Monica’s father says they had no business releasing Oswald Mosley from prison,” she had written last term from school. “He says it is absolutely outrageous.” To compete with this sort of thing, Judy had probably turned her father into a secret agent. She must tell Raymond that, it might amuse him.

Three miles away, Richard Holt was having what his best friend, his doctor, his parents and his sister kept calling his “stag night.” Probably the most sedate affair of its kind there had ever been, he thought a trifle wearily. His back was hurting: the dope he’d had before dinner had worn off and he longed to be lying down flat, but they were just about to embark upon the dessert. He looked across the table to Tony, who instantly met his eye, so he smiled, and Tony smiled back, the sweetest smile—it made Richard feel better just to look at him.

“Richard would like chocolate mousse,” his mother was saying.

“I’d like to choose, though,” he said, making an effort to sound greedy and interested.

“Of course, darling,” and she laid the menu in front of him.

“Creamed rice, apple pie, cheese and biscuits,” he read.

“And chocolate mousse.”

“And chocolate mousse. You’re right. I’m a customer for that.”

His chair was next to his mother’s so that she could feed him. From tomorrow, Nora would be doing that, he thought, three times a day for ever. Before he was wounded, he had enjoyed food: in Suffolk, where his parents lived, they had a farm and the food had been plain but good. Apart from their own lamb, he used to go wild fowling; duck and geese had been on the menu and, in winter, hares that his mother had jugged or roasted or put into pies. In the Army he hadn’t thought about food; it was simply fuel and a time when you could take the weight off your feet. But eighteen months of being fed everything with a spoon, food that was half cold anyway by the time it reached the ward, by a succession of nurses for whom the practice seemed to bring out latent, maternal and bossy feelings—whenever he said he had had enough it was “one more to please me” stuff—had really put him off food (although it was supposed to be an event in the patient’s day). Drinks were OK because he could have them through a straw and not be dependent upon anyone.

They were a small family party, just his parents, his sister—widowed early in the war, but left with the twins (not present)—and Tony, who was to be his best man. He would not have asked him, but Tony had offered. The offer had been the last—golden—straw of his generosity and love.

The chocolate mousse had arrived. His mother was smoothing the napkin spread over his knees.

“I’m not very hungry,” he said, meaning please don’t make him eat all of it.

“You just have what you want,” she said comfortably. “There’s no sense in cramming food down you that you don’t want.” Her eyes, which had bleached from an intense blue to something paler than forget-me-not, had the same expression that he remembered as a child, a blend of wisdom and innocence that somehow went well with her weatherbeaten face—all fine wrinkles, like a brownish apple. Described by herself and his father as something of a tomboy when young (although in those days it had probably not meant more than not liking to ride side-saddle and refusing to wear stays), she looked as though she had made the most of what she knew and had learned, but her very innocence had always regulated the knowledge. Now in her early sixties, and with what she described as only a touch of angina, she was retiring gently from her hitherto active life. He could not possibly have imposed himself upon her.

“It’s a pity Nora couldn’t have been with us,” his sister was saying.

“Oh, Susan, you know it’s bad luck for the bride and groom to meet on the eve of their wedding.”

“I do, but it is still a pity. It’s all very well for you, Dad, you’ve met her—I haven’t.”

“She’s a wonderful girl,” his father said, not at all for the first time.

Wonderful to marry an old crock like me, Richard thought, when they had finally got him to bed. But how she had wanted to! He had met her when they had first started trying to operate on his back. She had come on duty one evening when he was sleepless and the pain was driving him mad and he was counting the minutes—a hundred and ten of them before he could have his next dose. She had known at once that he was desperate, had brought him a couple of pills with a hot drink, and propped him up while he drank it. Then she had rearranged his various pillows so that when she lowered him down again it all felt different and far more comfortable. “I’ll be back when I’ve done the round,” she said. “Just to see if we’ve got the pillows right for you.” She had been gentle, assured, deft and wonderful, uncheery. A first-rate nurse. She never seemed in a hurry, as many of them did, and nothing was too much trouble. That had been the beginning of it. Months later, he had asked her how she had managed to give him a dose of pain-killer out of hours, as it were. “They weren’t pain-killers,” she said. “It was just some arnica in pill form. You needed to feel that something was being done.”

By then, they knew each other quite well. When, after months, the time came for him to be moved to another home—that’s what it was called, but really it was a hospital—and he told her, she went completely silent. She’d been pushing his chair round the grounds: it was her day off and they often spent it that way. He sensed, although he could not see her behind him, that she was upset, and when they reached the huge tree that had a wooden seat round it, she stopped the chair and sat down—sort of collapsed.

“I’ll miss you,” he said. This was true.

“Will you, Richard? Will you really?”

“Of course. I can’t imagine what it will be like without you.” This was not quite true: he could, but he felt she needed to hear it.

“I’ll miss you,” she said, so quietly that he could hardly hear her. Then she proposed to him, the last thing he expected—or wanted, come to that. He was both touched and appalled.

“Dear Nora. I’m not the marrying kind,” he said. “I couldn’t give you what you wanted.”

“I could look after you!”

“I know you could. But that wouldn’t be a marriage.”

She started to speak, but then she suddenly put her face in her hands and wept. That was awful, because he couldn’t put out a hand to comfort her—he couldn’t do a damn thing.

“Don’t,” he said after a while. “Don’t. I can’t bear you to cry—just sit here and watch you cry.”

She stopped at once. “Sorry. I see it’s not fair. Not fair to you, I mean. I had to tell you, though. Because you might have felt—well, even if you had thought it was a good idea, you might have thought I wouldn’t—anyway, I wanted you to know that I do love you.”

That was the first conversation about it. He went to the new place, and she came to see him on her days off. The funny thing was he did miss her. She always seemed to know what he needed: she would read to him for hours if he wanted; she asked him about his childhood, his family, and one day she met his parents when they made the long journey to visit him. After they had left she asked him who was Tony. (They had asked whether Tony had managed to visit him, and he had said yes, but very seldom.) He was just a friend, he had said.

“I thought it might be an old girl-friend. You know, people sometimes call girls called Antonia Tony.”

“No.”

“Oh, well,” she said, and he sensed how hard she was trying to be light about it. “I haven’t got a rival, then.”

He could never tell her about Tony. She knew after that that Tony visited him occasionally—took trouble not to come on the same day. “Nicer for you to space your visitors out,” she had said. Tony could hardly ever come, anyway. His work took him all over the country: since he’d been invalided out of the Army, where he’d been trained as an electrical engineer, he’d got the job of servicing plant in factories. He had told Tony that there was no point in his writing, because his letters had to be read to him, but he did send postcards, and when he did come, he pushed the chair through the grounds and well out of sight so that they could feel as much as possible alone together. It was ironical, really, that they’d met because they were both such good athletes, that they were either in the same top team or competing, although differences emerged: Tony, for instance, was a sprinter, and he was long distance. Tony had copped it before he did, but he had ended up with comparatively minor damage; he now walked with a pronounced limp and had trouble with his lungs. When he was better they had spent Richard’s leave together—ten unforgettable days in North Wales. It had rained almost all the time and even now he regarded rain with affection.

Shortly afterwards, he’d had his crash—prang, they called it in the RAF. Anyway, he’d crashed after being attacked by fighter aircraft, and a bullet had got him in the spine, so he couldn’t use his parachute. All his other injuries had been from the crash: it was a miracle he had survived at all, they had said. He’d been unconscious—came to in a hospital bed, full of dope, disembodied; to begin with he thought he was dead and that this was the beginning of something else. It was some time before he realized, and they told him, how badly he had been hurt, and much longer before he had a chance to tell Tony. That was the first time that he understood what a lot hands had to do with affection and love: he could not touch, comfort or reassure Tony—just had to lie there and tell him. It would make no difference, Tony had said at once, none at all. At twenty-three, Richard believed that he would have said the same. But he was ten years older and, even then, the full implications of his state had not come home to him. He had been able to think that when he was better, he would need less nursing—would become more independent somehow or other. It was only as the months dragged by that he recognized this would never be so to any significant degree. Even so, he had not been able to disillusion Tony, or had not been able to bear to, since he was terrified that this might mean he would never see Tony again. But when they had discharged him from the original place and moved him to the second hospital, he knew what his options were. His parents wanted him to go home: his mother said she would look after him; “I’m sure they would show me what I need to do,” she had said, “and your father would help me with the lifting.” But he had known that this was out of the question. He would not, could not expect Tony to take it all on: he would be prevented from having any career, any job, even, any friends, any fun, and, last, but by no means least, any sex. He could not allow someone of twenty-four to commit themselves to that, could not condemn that faithful and loving heart to such an inevitable betrayal. Tony had been a Dr. Barnardo’s boy: he had lived in institutions all his life, had never had family affection, let alone love, until he had met him, Richard. It was his first love: he would get over it. These resolutions had coincided with Nora’s proposal. At first he had dismissed the idea as preposterous: he did not love her; he was not in a position to contract to a partnership of any kind with anyone. Much safer to stick to the institutional life, where nothing was expected of him, and where people were paid to see that he got from one day to the next. But his views, his opinions, his resolutions, seemed to make as little difference to Nora’s feelings as they did to Tony’s. There began to be a pattern to Tony’s visits. Tony would talk about their future, and argue with him when he said that they wouldn’t be having one—sometimes this would get to be nearly a row. Then he would make an effort to change the subject; there would be silences, filled inexorably by intense longing, by memories of fulfilment, which was all, he realized, that now they could ever have, and they would look at each other and there was nothing to say. And then, one afternoon at one of these times, Tony said: “There’s one thing I’d like. Just once.”

“You say.”

“I could lift you out of your chair and put you on the ground.”

“It would be no good, darling. I can’t—”

“I know that. I just want to lie with you, hold you in my arms—be your loving and friendly lover.”

He’d taken off his jacket to make a pillow, and then he’d lifted him up out of the chair and laid him down as gently as a leaf coming to rest. Then he’d put his arms round him over his shoulders with the miserable stumps that were what remained of his arms and cried until Richard felt that both their hearts would break. “That’s it, then,” he said, when he had stopped. He wiped his own tears from Richard’s face before he kissed him. Then he had lifted him back into his chair, picked up his jacket and taken him back to his room. That was when he realized that Tony had at last accepted that there was no future for them. A month later, he agreed to marry Nora.

But now, with the wedding so near, he felt afraid. Not for Nora: nobody could know better than she who she was marrying; she was practical, she had nursed him for months, she could have no illusions about the prognosis. She said she loved him and he had come to believe her. They had had some pretty difficult conversations about no children, no sex, et cetera, and she had repeated steadily that she knew all that, she understood, it didn’t matter to her. “Probably harder for you,” she had said. No, he had replied: my libido seems pretty torpid. The one thing he could not bear to tell her was what he felt, still felt, for Tony. She simply thought Tony was a university friend; she was like his parents in this respect. In marrying Nora, he was doing, he hoped, the thing that would be best for everyone, but he would not betray Tony, who had continued to visit him, to care for him and about him, and who had accepted the news about his marriage with such gentle goodwill. “I do understand,” he had said. “She sounds just the right person for you. I’m glad she loves you.” He smiled then and added, “I’d have to win the pools to keep up with her.” (By then he’d been told about her family and the house at Frensham and all that.) And even that, though it could have been, was not bitterly said. Later, he said, “You’ll need a best man, won’t you?”

“I suppose I shall.”

“I’ll be your best man,” he said. “If you like.” He smiled a second time; and Richard wondered yet again whether he was more beautiful when he was smiling, or when he was not.

“You’ll always be my best man,” he said before he could stop himself. “That sounds corny, doesn’t it?”

And Tony, in their least favourite tutor’s voice, replied: “I’m very much afraid, Richard, that it does.”

Tony was not staying in the hotel, thank goodness. His parents had taken Richard upstairs and put him to bed. This meant that he was going to have to stay in one position all night—usually someone turned him, but he hadn’t mentioned that. “You get a good night’s rest,” they said and, again, he knew that if he had gone back to live with them, they would never have had one. He lay, for what seemed like hours, making resolutions to be good to Nora, but in the end he gave up and went back to Wales with Tony.

Christopher had been standing for about twenty minutes just inside the church where the biting cold outside was taken over by a marginally warmer, but more compelling darkness. The lights from the brass chandeliers looked yellow in the twilight dusk. It was just after two, and already the day seemed nearly over. He was the only usher; it was not a large wedding and, indeed, it looked as though the attendants would be lost in the cavernous church. He had put Mr. and Mrs. Holt in the front seats on the appropriate side. It was strange how awkward most people looked in their best clothes, he thought. Even he could see that Mrs. Holt was not given to wearing a hat, nor Mr. Holt a dark suit. The bridegroom, in a chair, was wheeled steadily up the aisle by a marvellous-looking young chap with red-gold hair, dark eyes and a limp. Compared to him, the chap in the chair—his future brother-in-law—looked rather ordinary; his face, that is: the rest of him could certainly not be called that. Aunt Villy arrived with Wills, Lydia and Neville. Lydia threw her arms round him: “I’m wearing scent,” she said; “I’m letting you smell it.” She wore a winter coat over a long yellow dress. Neville had walked purposefully up to the top of the church, while Aunt Villy, with Wills trying to squirm out of her grasp, kissed him and said how nice it was to see him again. Neville returned.

“I suppose Nora knows he’s got no arms,” he said. “His coat is sort of draped, but you can see he hasn’t got either of them.”

“That is a personal remark, Neville,” Lydia said in her most crushing voice.

“Children, children. No more talking.”

Wills, having failed to remove his hand from Villy’s, tried to sit on the ground. “When are we going to leave this place?”

“Where’s Roland?” Christopher asked.

“He had a sore throat and I brought Wills instead to relieve Ellen. The Duchy sent her love to you, and said you must come and stay when you have a chance to get away. We’ll find our way. You stay with Christopher, Lydia.”

The organ began a rather meandering piece of Bach, and suddenly quite a lot of people arrived. Nurses who’d looked after Richard, his sister, who was fat and looked sad, and then the three cousins, Louise and Polly and Clary, all looking very grown-up in hats that tilted over their faces. It was lovely to see them and made him think of summers at Home Place. Then Mum with Judy, also in a dress like Lydia’s. “I’m the bridesmaid.”

“You’re just one of them,” Lydia said.

They eyed each other.

“I’m wearing my seed pearls. And I’ve had a perm.”

“I can see.” Lydia’s hair, straight and shining, the colour of dark honey, hung down to below her shoulders, held back over her forehead by a yellow velvet snood. On this perched the narrow wreath of buttercups and daisies like a natural crown. On Judy the same thing looked embarrassingly inappropriate. But Nora had chosen the colours, and decreed what the wreaths were to be made of. Feeling sorry for her, he gave Judy a clumsy hug.

“Mind my dress,” she said.

Mum returned to unpack the bride’s bouquet from a cardboard box.

“She’ll be here any minute,” she said.

Angela arrived. It was ages since he’d seen her. She wore an emerald green jacket that made her shoulders look very wide, and a very short tight skirt that showed her lovely long legs in film star stockings. She had stopped plucking her eyebrows so much, so now she looked far less disdainful, and her mouth, which was so like Mum’s, was now painted a rosy pink instead of the pillar-box red she had worn when he had last seen her.

“You smell lovely,” he said when she kissed him (Lydia’s scent had been lavender water). “I wish you’d come last night.” She had not appeared.

“I’m sorry, Chris. Something—came up. Where do I sit?”

“Anywhere along that side. I’ll join you in a minute.”

He turned back to the door, and there was his father, with Nora in her long white dress and a veil that very nearly obscured her face. He exchanged an uneasy, social smile with his father. “I say, Nora, you do look terrific!”

She nodded—he could see her eyes glittering with excitement behind the veil. A pause, while Mum arranged the bridesmaids behind Nora, she took her father’s arm, and the organ struck up with the expected music. He could see the clergyman standing on the steps before the altar. Mum took his arm and they slipped round the side aisle to their seats, he with Angela in the second row, his mother in front.

During the service, he wondered if she knew what she was doing. He remembered the time when she had wanted to be a nun, a “bride of Christ.” He hoped that she did not feel she was making a sacrifice—a lesser one, he supposed it would be—since Richard was not God, but possibly a sacrifice all the same. The idea of sacrifice made him feel uneasy: he felt that he would only be able to sustain a short sharp one, and Nora’s would certainly not be that: it would continue until either she or Richard died. This made him think of Oliver—now probably about eight years old, and dogs didn’t live much above twelve or fourteen. It was no good thinking about that. Often, when he had worried about things for ages they were not as bad as he’d imagined, or sometimes they did not happen at all. Like being called up: the moment he’d decided that he ought to agree to be a soldier or something, they hadn’t wanted him. His eyesight wasn’t good enough, apart from having had all that shock treatment. So then he’d gone to work for a farmer, who was more of a market gardener really. He grew acres of vegetables, some salads and some soft fruit, and he let Christopher have the caravan he used to use for holidays to live in for a very low rent. He and his wife had got quite fond of Christopher and offered him a room in their house, but he really liked the caravan, which he had turned into a home for himself and Oliver. The farm was just outside Worthing, and he had a bike to go and buy food and anything else he needed. He lived mainly on vegetables from the farm, plus potatoes and bread. He’d become a vegetarian, as he’d decided that you couldn’t like animals as much as he did and then eat them, so he gave Oliver his meat ration. Once a week he had supper with the Hursts, otherwise he cooked on a Primus. He had an oil lamp and paraffin stove and a sleeping bag so it was quite cosy, even in winter, and Mum had given him a wireless for Christmas. He was all right. He worked hard and he didn’t mind being alone, although he realized when he saw her today, that he did miss Polly rather. Gosh, she did look marvellous walking into the church just now! Louise, whom he’d never really talked to much, looked quite old in a grey squirrel fur coat (which he didn’t approve of—it must have taken a frightening number of squirrels to make it), and Clary looked much the same as she always had only taller, and a bit silly wearing a hat, but Polly, in a coat the colour of dark blue hyacinths and with a blue straw hat tilted over her white forehead and coppery hair looked unapproachably glamorous—she had suddenly grown up so much that he felt he wouldn’t know what to talk to her about.

Dad had left Nora now, and was walking back to sit in the front pew with Mum. It must be awful to be Richard, he thought, not having any hands and having to be grateful to people all the time. He looked at his own hands, spread out over his knees to keep his legs warm—he wasn’t used to wearing such thin clothes. Mum had exclaimed about them when she was trying to get him kitted out in Uncle Hugh’s clothes. They did look like hands that spent most of their life out of doors and did a lot of work: he couldn’t get the earth thoroughly out from under his nails, and he’d had chilblains quite badly—on his feet as well, but he was used to them by now. They got better in the spring; this was the worst time of year for them. When he’d started at the farm, he used to get blisters too, but they soon stopped. Still, they weren’t exactly hands for a party …

They had both said their vows: he could hardly hear Richard, but Nora’s voice was clear and steady. He wondered if he would ever marry anyone; on the whole, he thought not. He couldn’t imagine that anyone would want to marry him, but he was pretty bad at imagining the future altogether—he couldn’t even think what it would be like when the war was over, if it ever was. Getting married if you didn’t believe in God would probably be wrong. And he was pretty sure you couldn’t marry a cousin.

There was a general movement. Richard, with Nora, was being wheeled into the back somewhere and Mum and Dad and Richard’s parents were all following them. Soon they would all be going to some hotel for the reception, and then Nora and Richard were going to Frensham, till the end of the war, anyway, and Nora was going to earn money by nursing one or two other wounded chaps. It was quite a big house, but he supposed they’d have to live on the ground floor.

They were coming back. He hoped it would soon be over, because it was so cold and he was extremely hungry.

“Why wasn’t Archie there?”

“He wouldn’t have been asked. Nora doesn’t know him, and even Aunt Jessica hardly knows him.”

“Oh.”

“Are you feeling sad too? It’s funny how sad weddings make one feel. I even felt sad after Louise’s, and that was a much starrier affair.”

“I think this was a particularly tragic one, if you ask me.”

“Clary, it wasn’t tragic. Nora didn’t have to marry him. She never used to do things she didn’t want, so she obviously isn’t now.”

“Isn’t what?”

“Sacrificing herself.”

“Oh, Poll, she is! She wants to and she is. Don’t you remember, Louise said she wanted to be a nun?”

“That was just a phase, as the aunts say. The female equivalent to wanting to be an engine driver.”

“Neville was awful,” Clary said, following that train of thought. “He asked Richard what he did if he had an itch.”

“He didn’t!”

“Oh, yes, he did. I told him he was both callous and tactless and he said if he was like that, he’d rather people asked him questions about it than pretended he was just like everyone else. But, of course,” she ended loftily, “he can’t have the slightest idea what it’s like to be Richard.”

“Well, I haven’t. If I try to think about it, my thoughts just black out. I can’t imagine that life would be worth living at all. Poor Richard! Goodness, isn’t it lucky that something like that didn’t happen to Archie?”

“I think crashes out of aeroplanes must be the worst. Look at that poor chap Zoë used to look after at Mill House.”

“Does she still do it?”

“I don’t think so. I think he may have gone back to his other hospital. What shall we do this evening?”

“We’d be warmest in a cinema. I’m not hungry after all those sandwiches and things. We could ring up Archie,” she said, as though it was a thought that had just occurred to her.

Clary looked at her consideringly. “We could … I expect he’ll be busy though—probably not worth it—”

“We could at least try,” Polly said as Clary knew she would.

So they rang up Archie who said it was far too cold to go out, but as his flat was nice and warm, why didn’t they come and have supper in it? “I know how awful it is after weddings,” he said. “One does so need cheering up about ordinary life.”

“Honey, the best thing you could do is to stop crying and tell me about it.”

He handed her a glass of bourbon and a handkerchief.

She blew her nose gratefully. “I really don’t know why I am. It was a wedding, after all.”

“Find out,” he said comfortably, settling beside her on the sofa.

“Of course,” she said, “people often cry at weddings. And it isn’t even as though I’m particularly fond of Nora. We never got on very well. She thought I was frivolous, and I thought she was a prig. She was awfully bossy, too. She told me once (it was supposed to be a secret) that she was going to be a nun and I just thought what a relief not to have her about criticizing my character all the time. The only times we ever ganged up were when Daddy was really awful to Christopher. He used to bully him and nag Mummy. I come from an awful family, I can tell you. Snobbish, and always trying to keep up appearances. But my father never earned any money much, and poor Mummy had to do the cooking and everything, which wasn’t at all what she was brought up to. And by the time Dad’s aged aunt died and left him the house and quite a lot of money, she was too old to enjoy it. Anyway, Dad expected Christopher to be a war hero and Nora and me to make good marriages.”

“And what would that mean? Marrying into your Royal Family, that kind of thing?”

“Not quite that. But a title, or someone like my cousin Louise married—you know, famous.”

“Golly! Well, I suppose parents are always ambitious for their children—”

“It didn’t work in our case. Christopher works on a farm, and Nora has married a paraplegic—”


“And you are having an affair with an American who is old enough to be your father.”

“Oh, they don’t know that!” she said. “I mean, it’s not because you’re American, or anything, it’s the having an affair part that they wouldn’t like. People of their generation simply don’t have affairs.” She had begun to blush.

He put a bear-like arm round her thin shoulders.

“American people of their generation sometimes have affairs, as you know,” he said. “It’s possible you don’t know everything about them.”

She leant back against the warm wall of his shoulder. “I’m sure it’s different in America. And the war and everything.”

“You haven’t told me why Nora’s wedding made you cry.”

“Oh! No. I suppose—it was really all the things that it wasn’t. She wore a white dress and veil, and Judy and Lydia—that’s another cousin—were bridesmaids. But when it was over, and she was walking down the aisle, she tried to wheel his chair, but the best man wouldn’t let her. He was right, of course, it really would have looked like a nurse with her patient if she’d done that. But it was so sad! Her eyes filled with tears. I mean, she’ll never be able to—to have children. She’ll always just have to look after him.”


“Perhaps she loves him,” he said. “Perhaps she loves him and knows he needs her and she wants to be needed.”

“You always look on the bright side.”

“No. I’m just pointing out to you, honey, that there may be one.”

“But supposing she finds someone else, some time in the future and falls in love with him?”

“That can happen to anyone.”

“Oh, darling, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean—”

“That was all a long time ago, and I know you didn’t.”

But at different intervals during the rest of the evening—while they got ready to go out to dinner, while they were dancing (he was a very good dancer), while they stood outside in the freezing cold waiting for the taxi he had ordered, when she fell asleep in the cab while he was holding her, when they were standing in the small lift on their way to his fourth-floor flat, when he had opened the door and they were assailed by the (to him comfortingly familiar, to her delightfully exotic) odours of the Chesterfield cigarettes that he chain-smoked and the Mary Chess scent of “White Lilac” that he had had posted to her from New York, when they had got to bed and he had made love to her, when he had given her a final kiss and reached out to switch off the bedside lamp that he put on the floor to make the light more cosy and romantic and she had turned her smooth bony back to him for sleep—during that whole evening Elaine Black thrust her way out of the past to confront them. Angela saw her as a large, dark-eyed woman with raven black hair and dazzling white skin, bosomy and with a low husky voice. He knew her to be small, red-haired, short-sighted and shrill. “A good girl,” his mother had said when he had brought her home. “A well-brought-up girl.” Her very plainness had appealed to his mother; certainly her appearance in no way prepared him for her going off with another man, a man he had never met or even heard of, a step she had taken with no warning or intimation even of dissatisfaction with her married state or with him as a husband. And then, two years afterwards, he heard that she had died—so suddenly that he thought it must have been an automobile accident, but in fact it had been a sudden and violent onset of diabetes. It wasn’t until she died that he realized that he had never loved her and began to feel guilty. Eight years they had been together, and he had never known what she really thought or felt about anything, except that she had minded being unable to have children. He had been working his ass off during those years, first as a medical student, and then, after he’d qualified, in the big hospital in the Bronx. She’d worked as a receptionist for a psychiatrist but, even so, they’d been very short of cash. After Elaine had left, he’d decided that he didn’t know enough about people and that was when he’d decided to qualify in psychiatry. Analysis had taught him how much of his life had been dictated by being his mother’s son, and it was only when she died—just before Pearl Harbor—that he’d been able to accept that she’d done her best for him according to her lights. Her death had released him from the relentless campaign she had waged to find him another, more suitable, wife (Elaine’s shares had dropped dramatically with her failure to produce a grandchild). By then, he was going quite well: had moved to a larger apartment in a better part of the city, shared a receptionist with two colleagues and enjoyed one or two unmemorable affairs (though never with patients). But Elaine’s departure continued to haunt him: if she had not died, he might have been able to seek her out and talk to her, though he was never sure whether he would have taken the considerable trouble involved to find her and, if he had, whether she would have agreed to such an amiable post-mortem. As it was, the thought of her always provoked the sensation of unfinished business between them, and this, for reasons he could understand but not quell, induced guilt. Joining the Army, coming to England with the prospect of invading France, had made him feel free, isolated, and to begin with, and outside the context of the job, irresponsible. At first, although London seemed to be full of girls, he remained lonely. He went out on evenings with fellow officers where they ate the terrible food and watched couples dancing. Sometimes the others brought girls, and once a girl for him, but they hadn’t hit it off: she told him dirty stories that made him feel embarrassed and sorry for her. Then, one evening, he’d gone out with John Riley who was in his outfit, and after dinner they’d gone on to the Astor (he realized afterwards because John knew a girl he was interested in was going to be there) and, sure enough, John located his lady and got her to dance with him. He’d watched them for a bit, and then just as he was thinking of going, he’d noticed that shit Joe Bronstein dancing with a tall thin girl in a green silk dress and a long page-boy bob. As they came round the floor nearer his table he could see that Joe was bawling her out and she was enduring it. He’d been in the same ship as Joe coming over and had disliked him as a bully who went for anyone weaker than himself. When they were about two yards away he saw that Joe was drunk, that the girl was precariously managing to keep him on his feet. For a second, she seemed to be looking at him, and her face, white, with a dark red mouth and eyes heavily fringed in black had all the mournful vulnerability of a clown … Then the music stopped and Joe, grasping her arm above the elbow, was lurching with her towards their table. Once there, he pushed her down onto her chair: he saw that she said something and rose to her feet, whereupon he seized her again and shoved her back so violently that she missed the chair and fell upon the floor. That was enough. He got up and went over to them. “Time you went home, Lieutenant,” he had said, but he hadn’t had to do much more, because the bouncers arrived and removed him. That was how he had met Angela. He had asked her whether she wanted a drink, and she had said, no, she just wanted to go home. Close to, she was younger than he had thought her. She started to thank him in her pretty, clipped English accent, but in the middle of it was overcome by an enormous yawn that she could hardly cover by her hand. She apologized and said she was rather tired. By then the cab he’d ordered had come. When she realized he was coming with her, she had shrunk into her corner and given her address in a voice that attempted distance, but sounded afraid. He would just see her safely home, he said, and she apologized again for being tired. (By the time they reached her flat, she had apologized four times.)

The next day he had sent her some roses with a card saying he hoped she’d had a good sleep and would she call him? He’d been faintly surprised that she had. He’d taken her out on New Year’s Eve, and they’d drunk a lot, ending in a night club where her gin had been the worst hooch and she’d passed out.

Making love to her the first time had been disappointing: there was something both practised and impersonal about her that he found sad, and he sensed damage way beyond Joe Bronstein. She made love like someone who always had to catch the eight-ten in the morning and knew that they would be standing for the whole journey. But for the rest of the time, when he took her around, exploring London which she seemed to know as little as he, going for trips to the country when he could get something to drive, to the movies when the weather was bad, when they spent evenings in his flat eating tins of turkey breast or steak that he could get from the PX and he taught her to play chess, she blossomed. He kept himself very steady and patient and always gentle: he did not want her to confuse gratitude with love. He guessed she’d been in love with a man who’d been killed, but she did not tell him and he did not ask.

He caught the last train back to Oxford and she was waiting for him on the platform when he arrived, as he’d known she would be. It was bitterly cold, the train was late, and he limped along the platform stumbling nearly into her arms. They kissed: her face was freezing and she smelled of peppermint. Inside the battered little MG her family had given her years ago for her twenty-first birthday, they kissed more seriously.

“Oh, Raymond! I’ve missed you so!”

He had only been away for twenty-four hours.

“I came back as quickly as I could.”

“Oh, I know! I wasn’t blaming you!”

It was perishingly cold in the car; their breath was steaming up the windows.

“Let’s get going, darling.”

“Yes, of course. You must be frozen.” She wiped the windscreen with her rather hairy scarf. She loved the way he said darling.

“Did it all go well?” she asked in as light and unconcerned a voice as she could manage. She was dying to hear every detail of the wedding; not that she was jealous or anything so idiotic, it was simply that she was interested in everything about him.

“Very well, I think.”

“Did the bride wear white?”

“Oh, yes. It was all properly done. Bridesmaids, you know, in church and all that.”

“It must have been lovely.” I shall have to forgo all that, she thought. She had so often imagined herself walking slowly down the aisle, her radiance partly concealed by yards and yards of old lace like the end of all her favourite films. But now, when the war was over, and Raymond was able to leave the quite awful woman he was married to, it would have to be a registry office. However, what did a little petty detail like that matter compared to their wonderful, unique relationship?

“It must have been rather agonizing for you, though,” she said. This was much later, after they had parked the car outside the huge dark red-brick Edwardian house in which they both had rooms. To begin with they had been with all the others, in Keble College, but after four people had broken into her room and tried to go to bed with her, Raymond had wonderfully arranged for them to live out. A bus collected them every day and took them to Blenheim. It was widely assumed by their colleagues that they were sleeping together; this, however, was not the case. They lived in a state of virtuous, romantic tension that made her admire Raymond more than ever, since she found it so intolerable. They had come very near consummation, but the value he placed upon her virginity seemed insurmountable. She would have liked him to be just as honourable, but at the same time overcome with desire. Then he could have regrets, make abject apologies, and she would be tender and magnanimous—she had rehearsed every detail of that scene without still, unhappily, having been called upon to perform it.

“I mean—the whole situation,” she went on. They were in her room and she was making cocoa as Raymond’s ration of whisky from the local pub had run out. She had lit the small gas fire, but they both still wore their overcoats. “I suppose you had to pretend to everybody.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well—” She floundered. “I mean, that it was just a perfectly normal situation.” She imagined him standing beside his wife, smiling glassily and shaking hands with the guests.

“Oh, that. Yes.” He suddenly remembered watching the best man lean over to put the ring on Nora’s hand since the bridegroom was not able to do it—a poignant moment that had somehow brought Nora’s future state home to him as nothing else had. In spite of himself, his eyes filled with tears. “It was,” he said huskily.

“Oh, my darling!” She flung herself down on her knees before his chair. “I didn’t mean to upset you! Let’s talk about something else!”

“You know Meccano?” Neville said in the train going back to Home Place.

“Of course I do, stupid. I’ve never cared for it myself.”

“Well, if you made long bits, they could be attached to the top of his stumps—he did have them, I could see from his jacket, and they could have a little motor and you could make sort of hands, claws, anyway and then he would be able to pick things up. A bit like a crane,” he added: Lydia had never been any good at mechanics.

“I think you’re horrible to talk about poor Richard like that.”

“Wrong, wrong, wrong,” he returned. “I’m trying to think of things to help him, which is more than you have. Your mere sorrow isn’t the slightest use to him.”

She was silenced, and he spent the rest of the journey deciding whether or not he would be an inventor.

“… and Daddy is so pleased that we are going to be at Frensham. If it had been requisitioned, goodness knows what would have happened to it, and anyway he thinks our ideas for it are far better than the Government’s.”

They were back in the hotel where he had spent the night, and Nora was to occupy the room that had been his parents’. The hotel had sent up flowers. Scarlet and pink carnations with gypsophila rioted in a cut-glass vase. There was also a plate of grapes, most of which they had eaten. Tomorrow they were to be driven to Frensham.

“You’re tired,” she said, before he could. “I’ll settle you now.”

Half an hour later, when that was done—his back rubbed with surgical spirit, his teeth cleaned, his pee collected in a bottle, his dope taken, his short-sleeved nightshirt on (much easier than pyjamas, she had rightly said when she bought it for him), his pillows, including his special one, comfortably arranged, she bent over and gave him a light kiss.

“I’ll come in at three to turn you,” she said, “and I’ll leave my door open so you can call. I’ll always hear you.” When she had turned out the light and gone next door and he could hear her preparing to go to bed he was suddenly, overwhelmingly touched at the way she behaved exactly as though nothing new had happened.

Tony waited until Richard left the reception with Nora in a limousine that he could lift Richard into. He watched with the rest of the crowd until the car turned a corner and was abruptly out of sight, then he went back to the hotel cloakroom, collected his duffel coat, left the hotel, and found a pub where he got extremely drunk.
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THREE




The Family

January, 1944

The house seemed horribly empty without Polly and Clary. He noticed it from the moment that his alarm went off in the morning. He would lie in bed listening to the silence; no thumps or crashes from above, no laughing, no imprecations, no light steps running down the stairs. He got up quickly, putting on his old blue dressing gown—the one Sybil had given him the first Christmas after the war had begun—and his leather slippers. Even so, the cold was very noticeable. He had had an Ascot installed in the bathroom on the half landing above his bedroom because there was nobody in the house to keep the range stoked. The Ascot unwillingly let him have a small bath, but the water ran into it so slowly, that in winter it was warm rather than hot. He had to boil a kettle for shaving. By the time he had bathed, shaved and dressed, he could turn the lights off, undo the blackout and reveal the bleak grey day without. He would descend to the basement, stopping on the way to collect the half pint of milk that was delivered every other day, and the newspaper that always came. 2,300 TONS OF BOMBS DROPPED ON BERLIN was this morning’s headline. He tried to imagine 2,300 tons of bombs, but the mind boggled. When you thought of what one bomb could do … He ate breakfast at the kitchen table: it was handier, and he kept the gas grill on for warmth after he had made his toast. Toast and tea was what he had, with margarine whose foul taste was partly concealed by some of Mrs. Cripps’s jam, or failing that Marmite. In the old days, he and Sybil would have breakfasted in the dining room next door, eating things like melon and boiled eggs and sometimes—his absolute favourite—kippers. Sybil had always sat with her back to the french window onto the garden, and on sunny mornings small tendrils of her hair had glowed against the light. Memories of this kind were no longer quite so agonizing, but they were essential: he couldn’t get through the days without thinking about her, reminding her of some small private joke, remembering things she had said or thought or liked or worried about. Each time, he experienced a little surge of love for her that was momentarily untainted by the despair of loss. It kept him going, he said to himself. There did not seem to be very much else to do that. The business certainly used up the days, all right, but with the Old Man out of it—virtually, although he came up twice a week and sat in his office waiting for people to come and talk to him—and he and Edward at loggerheads about the new wharf in Southampton, it was hardly fun. It was Edward who had insisted upon buying it: the property was going very cheaply, it was true, but it still meant ploughing back not only the money they had got from War Damage but using every bit of spare capital they possessed as well. Edward had argued that after the war there would be a building boom, and that with more premises they would be in a much better position to house and process the hardwoods that had made their name, but it seemed to Hugh unlikely that they would have accrued the money to buy the huge amount of stock that would justify a second wharf. They had had a row about it—well, several rows—but the Old Man had taken Edward’s side and so the new wharf had been bought and was going ahead. And then there was this large and now empty house. He supposed it would be sensible to sell it, or at least close it down, but he had to live somewhere, and this had been his house with her. If only Poll had stayed! But it had been he who had insisted that she should not. Louise had asked them both to share her house. Clary had wanted to go; Poll had demurred. “I’ll stay with you, Dad,” she had said. But he had known at once that she had not wanted to, even though she had said again and again that she did. In the end, he had taken her out to dinner to tackle her about it on her own. He took her to his club because he felt it was a better place to talk, and a little bit because he was so proud of her and enjoyed introducing her to his acquaintances there. “My word!” they would say, “what a stunning daughter!” and things like that. She was stunning. Her hair was like Sybil’s had been when he had met her, a deep glossy coppery colour, the same white complexion, and short upper lip with the same flat, curving mouth that was as charming as Sybil’s, but her high forehead and her dark blue eyes were pure Cazalet, very much like Rachel’s who in turn was like the Duchy. That was curious, he thought: one would not have said that she had the Duchy’s eyes, rather her aunt’s, but one would certainly attribute Rachel’s eyes to her mother. But unlike her mother or her aunt, Polly had a way with clothes: she contrived to make glamour out of neatness. She had come out with him straight from work in a white jersey and a dark skirt with pleats in it. The jersey had a high rolled neck and she’d pushed the sleeves up to just below her elbows so that the wide silver bracelet he’d given her last Christmas was visible on her wrist. She looked as smart as paint. She had sat in a large leather chair opposite him sipping the Bristol Cream sherry that he’d got her and telling him about her and Clary going to be interviewed for joining the Wrens.

“It was so funny, Dad, all the things they asked us—either we’d never done them, like School Certificate, or we couldn’t have, like produce references from our last job. When Clary said she was a writer, they simply didn’t count it. But there was an enormous queue and they said the Wrens were nearly full anyway. It was rather a relief, really. I didn’t want to have to go away from—everyone.”

“So—what’s the next move?”

“Well, Clary says there are hundreds of boring jobs. She says London is simply full of typing pools, so I suppose we shall be in one of them. Then, if you are fearfully lucky, you get asked to be a temporary secretary for someone because their proper one has got flu or something, and then if you are a success, you become somebody’s permanent secretary.” There was a pause, and then she added: “Archie says I should try to get into school. They have evening classes. I wouldn’t be a permanent student, just go in the evenings. But I’m not sure yet whether you have to live in a particular part of London to be eligible.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” he said. He wished he had thought of it for her.

“It would only be about two evenings a week,” she said. “Otherwise I’d be at home with you.”

“I want to talk to you about that.”

“Oh, Dad! We’ve talked about it.”

“Yes, but not enough. I’ve been thinking and I’ve come to the conclusion that it is really a bad idea. You should be with people of your own age. Added to which, I may easily have to spend one or two nights a week in Southampton, so I wouldn’t even be there and I’d hate you to be quite on your own at home.”

“I’d be all right.”

“The other thing is,” he improvised, “I’m seriously thinking of shutting up the house. It’s far too big for me, or even for the two of us. And if I go to Home Place every weekend, and to Southampton for two nights, it really begins not to be worth it.”

“Oh! But where would you go, Dad, on the nights when you were having to be in London?”

“I can stay here. Or I might get a small flat. But,” he added, with cunning bravery, “if I have you to look after, it all becomes more complicated. You know, a larger flat.” He could see that he was winning; enabling her to do what he knew she wanted without feeling selfish about it.

“I do think, Dad,” she said trying to sound considering and measured, “that you ought to go out more. Meet people of your own age,” she finished demurely.

The implications of this last remark had been made to him before by others who, in most cases, had more or less delicately implied that he ought to marry again, and he felt the surge of irritation that this presumption about his private life—made worse because it was choked by generalization—always provoked. Then he looked at his daughter. She was without guile—or, rather, her guile concealing her excitement about going to live with Clary and Louise was so transparently concealed that it amounted to the same thing. She was not worrying about him, he thought, with a pang and with relief, she was just saying what she thought was a grown-up thing to say.

“I was joking,” she said. “But people say that kind of thing to us, and Clary says that sometimes we should be the sayer for a change. Not that you meant it seriously, darling Dad.”

“Well, but one day, you will fall in love and get married, Poll. And you have to meet people in order to find the right one.”

He noticed that the faintest blush was rising to her forehead. “Let’s go and have dinner,” he said.

As they walked down the wide shallow staircase to the dining room, she said, “I think the chances of my marrying anyone are extremely small. Actually.”

“Do you?” he replied. “Well, I don’t.”

The next week she and Clary had left, and the house seemed inexpressibly dreary without them, but he felt sure that Sybil would have agreed that he had done the right thing. In a way, it had been one of the easier decisions to make; the one about whether to close down this house was much harder. It would probably be sensible, but any alternative seemed to him such a business and so unrewarding that he wasn’t sure if he could face it. It would be another link with her gone, because he was fairly sure that if he left the house now, he would not want to go back to it after the war. How often that phrase recurred! For years it had been something that everybody was aiming at—a time when a new life would start, when families would be reunited, when democracy would so much have prevailed that the pre-war social injustices would be all put right. Children of all classes would be educated for longer, the National Health Service would care for everybody’s health, thousands of new houses would be built with proper sanitation; there had seemed everything to wish and hope for when peace finally did break out. Only now, for him—selfishly, as he was the first to admit—the zest for all this had gone: he could see nothing but years and years stretching ahead for him without her, and without her he felt he had nothing. In one sense this was nonsense, he would tell himself: he had a job, his family, his own three children who needed his responsible affection more than ever—but somehow above, or beyond, or inside that, a sense of futility prevailed. He felt now much as he had felt at the end of the other war, his war, that had lost him his health and a hand. And then he had met her, and everything had changed. That was over, he had had his miracle; then he had been waiting (although, of course, at the time he had not known it) for that amazing, marvellous chance that had brought her into his life. He had been incredibly lucky. But he had had, as it were, his luck. The rest of his life should, ought to consist of doing the best he could for the children, the business and the rest of the family. Although he missed her so much, he was sure that he had been right to let Polly go. Living with her cousins was a very good interim step for her towards total independence, and Louise, as a young married woman, would be bound to have her husband’s friends to the house, and thereby introduce Polly to more people of her own age. Simon, who was leaving school at Easter, was much more of a worry. Simon had always been Sybil’s, much in the way that Polly had been his. Since she had died, he had made efforts, but somehow they had only served to show him how little he knew his son and how difficult it would be to repair this ignorance. Simon parried any efforts he made by agreeing with anything he said, by a kind of awful docility in falling in with any suggestion that he made about what they might do together and by a distant courtesy that seemed only to underline their lack of intimacy. “I expect it is,” he would say, or “I don’t mind.” He was due to be called up this year as he would be eighteen in September, and when Hugh had asked Simon what service he would choose to go into he had simply said, “It doesn’t make any difference really, does it? I mean—it’s all the same—learning how to kill people and that sort of thing.” What should he like to do—after the war, Hugh had persisted.

“I don’t know. Salter, my friend, is going to be a doctor and I think I might quite like to be one too. If he doesn’t run a restaurant which is another thing he has in mind. He is very keen on food and cooking and all that. And he knows absolutely everything about Mozart. So he might write one or two books about him. He can do everything, really.”

“He sounds interesting.”

“He is, but I don’t think you’d like him much. He believes in socialism and he has a ghastly stammer and once he had a fit and Matron thought he was just acting, which she would, and he might have died.” There was a pause, then he added, “He won’t get called up because of them—the fits, I mean—but of course I will so it’s no earthly use our making any plans together. But I did wonder, Dad, whether I could have him to stay in London for a week because he lives in Dorset and there are a lot of things he wants to do in London, like go to concerts, et cetera. He wouldn’t talk about politics—he knows you’re politically immature but he quite understands because his family are too. He says it has just as much to do with generation as with class.”

He had said, of course Simon could have his friend for as long as he liked. He was so delighted that Simon had a friend—none had ever been mentioned before—and that there was something he wanted that he, Hugh, could give him, and, above all, that perhaps the ice had been broken, that for several days he felt more light-hearted about his son. But after that burst of loquacity, Simon relapsed into politely fielding any shot that Hugh made of conversation between them.

With Wills he felt at sea in a different way. He simply never saw enough of him: a couple of evenings a week was not much, and although he did make attempts to play with him at weekends, Wills always gravitated towards the women—Ellen, of course, and Villy and Rachel, and Polly when she was there. He was terrified of the Brig, who had once pretended to be a lion, with disastrous consequences. He was nearly six now and rather spoilt and tyrannical. At Wills’s age, and younger, it had always been Sybil who had coped with the children; he had come into his own when they were seven or eight, although he had always had a special relationship with Poll. Villy had been a brick about Wills. It was she who was teaching him to read, who took him over on Ellen’s days off, who cut his hair and bought or made his clothes. But when he thought of Villy, he came inevitably to Edward. He had always vaguely known that Edward strayed, as he put it to himself, but the extent and degree of his alliance with Diana Mackintosh had appalled him when he discovered it, which, of course, he did by degrees. He had nearly, he thought, persuaded Edward to give her up for Villy’s sake, but Edward had reneged on that, and then the frightful blow of his having a child by her had come out. After that, he did not know what to say to his brother. He hated knowing about Diana because of his gratitude to and affection for Villy. He would never tell her what he knew, but knowing and not telling made him feel dishonest with her, which seemed a poor return for her kindness to his child. He felt she would be devastated if she knew and he did not trust Edward not to be so careless that his betrayal would be discovered. When he had tried to talk to Edward about it, they had reached a degree of tension that he knew would end in a pointless row: Edward’s eyes became like blue marbles and in a voice that was chilly and trembling with anger he told Hugh to mind his own business. After he had tried once or twice to confront Edward, with more or less the same results, he gave up, but the unresolved situation silted up between them, damming any of the old easy intimacy that, nowadays, he missed more than ever. He even wondered sometimes whether he and Edward might not have come to some better agreement about the new wharf if they had been on generally better terms.

He was driving to the office; the day had hardly begun, and already he felt tired. “We’re all tired, old boy,” his friend Bobby Beecham had remarked at the club the previous night. “If Adolf sees fit to start another blitz on London, I think the situation could become really tricky. The average person has had about as much as they can take. Everything is either drab or terrible. It’s all been going on too long. We need that Second Front every bit as much as the Russians do. Finish the blighters off while we’ve still got the strength, that’s what I say.” He had gone on to invite Hugh to visit the Bag o’ Nails with him: “A bit of female company wouldn’t do you any harm. Take your mind off things for a bit.” But he hadn’t gone. It wasn’t that he had any moral obligation, he told himself, simply he didn’t have the slightest desire to get into bed with a stranger, however attractive. He could all too easily imagine himself, unable to get it up, being drawn out by the girl to talk about himself. Even “my wife died” might open floodgates that it made him cringe to consider. Nothing would induce him to talk about Sybil to a total stranger.

“Darling, if what you are trying to say is that you want Thelma to come too, I quite understand.”


“No, no, I didn’t mean that.” The thought horrified her. “I only meant that the timing is slightly awkward, because I’d promised to take her to Stratford for a few days and she’d arranged her leave to coincide with mine.”

“The trouble is that I can’t do the following week, because Ellen is having her holiday and I really shall be needed at home.”

“I do understand. It’s just a pity that you didn’t tell me sooner.” Then before Rachel could explain why she hadn’t been able to do that, Sid added, “I’m sure that Thelma can make another plan about leave. I’ll talk to her.”

“Yes, do, but do bear in mind that I would perfectly understand if she can’t, and then we could all three go, which might be the simplest thing in the end.”

Oh, no, it wouldn’t, Sid thought, when she had put the earpiece back. It certainly wouldn’t. Thelma and Rachel had met but that had been nearly a year ago when the situation had been very different, when Thelma had been simply a protégée with every qualification for the post—young, penniless, friendless and reasonably talented. She had come from Coventry, was hoping to get into the Academy (violin, with the piano as her second instrument) but had had to give up the idea when her widowed mother had been killed in the big air raid on that city. The terraced house in which she lived had been reduced to rubble. It had been rented, and the small pension on which her mother had both lived and helped her daughter had died with her. Her eyesight had precluded her being called up, and dull domestic jobs had been the only available alternative. Shortly after Sid met her there had been a concert got up by the Station for a local charity, and Sid had asked Thelma if she would like to accompany her on the piano. It then transpired that Thelma did not have access to an instrument and Sid offered her a key to the house so that she could practise. To begin with Thelma had been scrupulous about going there when Sid was on duty, and she had been scrupulous in other ways. The first time that Sid came home it was to find the sitting room tidy, last night’s supper tray removed, everything dusted; even the grimy glass of the french window looking on to the back garden had been cleaned, and (and this had touched her most of all) a bunch of rather mildewed Michaelmas daisies picked from the back garden had been put in a vase on the mantelpiece. When she had seen Thelma next day in the canteen and thanked her, Thelma had said, “Oh! Afterwards I was afraid you’d mind—think it was a bit cheeky of me,” and started to blush. “I didn’t know how to thank you,” is what she managed to say at last. By the time they were rehearsing for the concert it had become a ritual for Thelma to provide all kinds of little domestic attentions: she had cleaned the old gas cooker so that the burners ignited properly; she had wrested a quantity of hair out of the carpet sweeper so that it now consented to clean the carpets; she had procured a washer for the hot tap in the bathroom so that it ceased to drip and she said she loved ironing. It was pleasant, Sid found, to have things done for you by someone who professed not only that they liked the work, but also intense gratitude for being allowed to do it. “It’s so lovely to be in a proper home,” she kept saying. And “I’ve never touched a piano half as good as this one.”

When Rachel came to stay, which was not very often, the girl cleaned the spare room and seemed perfectly to understand that Sid would want the house to herself while her friend was with her. Rachel always asked after her and had thoroughly approved of Sid giving her lessons and befriending her. Then one day, after she had exclaimed about how wonderfully clean the kitchen had become (they were sitting down there finishing a bowl of delicious vegetable soup made by Thelma), she said: “And what do you pay her for all this work?”

“I don’t.”

“Not anything?”

“Well, she gets a free lesson a week and she has a key to the house so that she can come and practise whenever she likes.”

There was a brief silence. Rachel was taking one of her Passing Clouds out of the pretty enamelled cigarette case that Edward had given her. She handed the case to Sid and then leaned across the table towards her for Sid’s lighter, and Sid could smell the faint scent of violets that Rachel only used on special occasions.

“Do you think I should?”

“Well—I suppose it would be rather nice for her to earn a little extra. You told me she was pretty hard up.”

“You’re perfectly right, of course. I should have thought of it. The whole thing has just sort of slowly come about and I didn’t think. Darling! What should I do without you?”

And Rachel had smiled and said, “You don’t have to.”

“I do. Most of the time, indeed I do.” It had slipped out more bitterly than she intended; indeed she had not meant to say it at all.

“I think of you every day,” Rachel said in her apparently casual but slightly unsteady voice that denoted deep feeling, and Sid experienced the joy—like sunlight flooding her heart—that these declarations, which did not even occur every time they met, invariably produced.

But then, the following week when she pressed a pound and a ten shilling note into Thelma’s hand the result was not at all what she had expected.

“What’s this for?”

Sid explained that it was for all the work she did.

“I don’t want it!”

Sid explained that she couldn’t let her go on doing all the housework for nothing.

“I thought I was your friend! How could you!” She looked at Sid with a kind of wounded consternation. “I thought you—liked me!”

Sid started to say that of course she liked her, but that that had nothing to do with it.

“It has for me.” She put the notes on the kitchen table. “I don’t want to be treated as a servant!”

Sid put her arm round her, and she burst into tears. “You’ve made all the difference to my life, and I can’t give you things and I’d do anything for you, I’d have thought you’d have known that and being such a marvellous musician naturally you don’t think about house things so I thought at least—”

Sid said how sorry she was, and she was. She invited Thelma to supper and said they would go out, but in the end they didn’t, because she took Thelma upstairs and gave her some gin and for the first time asked her about her life, and by the time Thelma had finished telling her it was late and they had finished the gin. In the end they had dried egg omelettes in the kitchen, some cider and finally cups of tea by which time it was so late that Sid suggested Thelma stay the night. She lent her a pair of pyjamas and put her, now happy again and slightly tipsy, into the spare room. That night she reflected upon the poor girl’s unhappy situation: she had clearly not at all recovered from her mother’s death which had so suddenly swept away everything that she knew and had; her loneliness: she did not seem to have made a single friend in London; and finally Thelma’s striking devotion to herself. This last, although she attempted to dismiss it as a schoolgirl crush with more than a little sentiment involved, still touched her. To be looked up to and admired—particularly as a musician—was a kind of balm that assuaged some of the pain and loneliness she suffered as a result of her love for Rachel that was never to be consummated. Her protective instincts were also aroused, and Rachel was seldom there to be protected: this girl responded gratefully to any care or affection. Her youth, too, was appealing: although she was not—as Sid put it to herself—conventionally pretty, there was something rather fetching about her hot brown eyes with the large dark pupils that peered at one with such intensity. She wore spectacles for sight-reading music, and Sid suspected that she could not see very much at any other time without them. She wore her straight dark brown hair parted in the middle and was always pushing strands of it back from her face. She was pale except when she blushed, which she did frequently and every time as though it was a new and embarrassing experience. She was small and thin with a high clear voice that if one did not see her—the telephone came to mind—could have been mistaken for a child’s.

And there was nothing the girl would not do for her! As the weeks went by, the house, which she knew had been becoming quite squalid from neglect, was transformed. Curtains were taken down and washed or sent to the cleaners. Furniture was polished, paint was washed, kitchen cupboards were turned out, rugs were beaten in the back garden, even her clothes and the battered sheet music were carefully mended, and meals, which when she was alone had become minimal, a sandwich or opening a tin, had become civilized. Three evenings a week Thelma now cooked and stayed for supper after which they played violin and piano sonatas together and quite often Thelma stayed the night. She had early recognized that Thelma did not have the makings of a concert pianist, but she was turning into an excellent accompanist and continued to make steady, though unremarkable progress with the violin. With work at the ambulance station less pressing, Sid had returned to teaching two days a week in a large boarding school for girls in Surrey. This entailed being away for the night and it became routine for Thelma to stay in the house while she was away.

Then, it had been last September, she and Rachel had a long-planned three days’ holiday on Exmoor and, on the Thursday before she was due to join Sid in London, Rachel had telephoned to say that the Brig had bronchitis and that she could not leave him. “The doctor says it could easily turn into pneumonia if he doesn’t stay in bed and do exactly what he is told, and I’m afraid I am the only person who can make him.”

The shock, the disappointment at not having this break with Rachel that she had looked forward to for weeks was so great that for a moment she was speechless—unable to reply.

“Darling, are you still there?”


“It’s only three days! Surely there are enough people in the house to look after him for three days?”

“You couldn’t be more disappointed than I am.”

But even knowing that this was sincere, that Rachel would indeed be disappointed, did not then mollify her as so often she had managed to make it do in the past. She had wanted to rage and shout: “Oh, yes, I could! I can! You don’t know how disappointed I am—you simply do not know!” What she said was, “But we’ve booked the rooms and everything.”

“Well, I must pay for that, of course.”

There was a pause, and then she heard herself say, “Don’t bother.”

“Darling! I can hear you’re angry, and I am so sorry. It just can’t be helped.”

When she had put the earpiece back, she found she was crying. It seemed like the worst disappointment of her life. She found herself trying to equal it because it triggered off memories of when she had felt something of the sort: when Evie had taken her beloved rag doll and stuffed it into the kitchen range; when her mother had told her that, after all, there was not enough money for her to have the violin lessons she had been promised; when she had failed to get her first job teaching that had seemed certain; when she had saved and saved the money for a ticket to hear Hubermann and got mumps and Evie had gone instead … none of these things seemed to compare at all with what she felt now. She would never be first with Rachel. She would never be able to have her to herself. Even these pathetic, rationed little oases that she trudged towards for weeks could be turned, by Rachel, into mirages …

The telephone rang. “Darling! I’ve been talking to the Duchy. She says why don’t you come down here for the three days?”

This offer seemed to illuminate, as nothing else had ever done, the hopeless gap between them: the years of longing and despair and keeping things comfortable for Rachel collected themselves into one implacable mass in her gorge; she felt sick.

“I think I’ll go anyway, I really need the fresh air and exercise. Do thank the Duchy for her kind offer.” She felt sick with anger. “I might take Thelma with me,” she added.

“Oh, that’s a good idea! It would be nicer for you to have company. I hope you have a lovely restful time, darling. Do ring as soon as you’re back.”

So she had taken Thelma. She had gone on with the holiday chiefly to show Rachel that she wasn’t prepared to have her life disarranged all the time by Rachel’s parents and her conception of her duty towards them. And yet once, she thought now, I would have been so grateful for the Duchy’s invitation, I would have crept down there thankful for even a few minutes of Rachel’s company when she could be spared. And once, I should not have dreamed of going on with a plan that had been made for her and me by myself. Once, I should have been desperately sad, but I shouldn’t have been angry. And I certainly would not have considered for a moment taking a girl more than twenty years younger than myself on a holiday. Especially knowing that she was in love with me. For it was on the holiday that Thelma declared her love in such a way that Sid could no longer pretend to herself that it did not exist. She had been writing it off as what the girls at the school called a “pash,” or as gratitude for help and support from one for whom these things had been in palpably short supply. But, sitting in the heather on that balmy September day, the step was taken. She had been starved for so long that it seemed miraculous to be wanted so much by someone so young, whose innocence was only matched by her passion.

For those three days it all seemed very simple: they were given sandwiches by the guest house, where they were the only occupants, and armed with a map they walked all the morning, found some private spot where they were concealed by rocks and heather from any footpath and when they had eaten, lay together on the springy turf. They were never disturbed. In the evenings after a substantial early supper—the guest house owners also had a farm and there were delicacies, eggs and chickens and home-cured bacon and blackberry pies—they would play bezique and Sid taught Thelma chess, at which she was unexpectedly good. They retired early, and Sid would lie in bed waiting for Thelma who would slip into the room in her dressing gown underneath which she wore nothing. For those three days it was easy for her to take everything that was offered so eagerly, to give Thelma all the attention she craved and to enjoy this wonderfully young, smooth white body abandoned to her. It was balm, too, to be told how much she was loved, to be with someone who thought that everything she said and did had so much merit. “I just adore you,” Thelma would whisper as she lay in Sid’s arms. “I’m so happy—just to be alone with you is perfect.” It was easy at the beginning to confuse desire with love. To begin with, she did not even recognize this, felt simply happy that all her bitterness about Rachel had somehow melted, that she could see her as pitifully trapped by the duties expected of an unmarried daughter by parents who clung to Victorian ethics. She knew that Rachel must have been desperately disappointed, that she, too, looked forward to the rare breaks that circumstances would occasionally allow her to have with the person “she would rather be with than anyone in the world.” “You couldn’t be more disappointed than I am,” Sid now remembered. This was on the last morning of the holiday with Thelma: they were to catch the afternoon train and Thelma wanted to repeat the walk they had done together on the first morning. Sid pointed out that there could not be time: it had taken them nearly three hours to get there, and they had no chance of getting back to catch the two thirty-eight train. Thelma had interpreted this as Sid not wanting to go to the place. There had been a small, fruitless argument that did not resolve anything. “Why do you want to go back there so particularly?” Sid had asked.

Thelma, who had been staring out of the window, suddenly turned from it. “Because—that was where I found out that you loved me!” she said. “Where you said you loved me.” She began to blush, but the intense myopic eyes were fixed on Sid’s face.

Sid opened her mouth to say she had never said that she loved her—and didn’t, couldn’t say anything. It was true, but it would be bitterly unkind to say so. That was the first jolt of reality.

“I’m truly sorry that there isn’t time to go there,” was what she did say.

In the train going back, with Thelma asleep opposite her in an otherwise empty carriage, she began to experience the first stirrings of anxiety—and guilt. She did not love Thelma: it was Rachel that she loved. She had been appallingly irresponsible towards someone far younger and vulnerable. The relationship could not possibly continue in this way. Somehow she must explain to the girl that she had succumbed to a madness that was wrong for both of them. They could continue as friends, go back to the situation that obtained before the holiday, but there could be no more going to bed. In the train, with Thelma asleep, this had seemed a perfectly possible solution. She had been unfaithful to Rachel, and that she would have to live with: she would, of course, continue to look after Thelma, teach her, play with her, take her to concerts, but she would not allow her to entertain any further thoughts of an affair between them …

Now, a year later, and struggling with the dilemma of either missing a few days with Rachel, or letting Thelma down, she wondered how on earth she could have been so naïve. Plans that involved other people were far from simple; they only seemed to be so when one was by oneself making them, but the moment the other protagonists appeared on the scene the simplest intentions became corrupted by conflict. She had not at all succeeded in regulating her relationship with Thelma, although she had certainly tried. But Thelma displayed a kind of rubbery resistance to accepting anything that she said or, rather, she fell in with any arrangement that Sid made and then seemed to turn it to her own account. Thus when Sid said her piece about ending the affair, beginning with the not entirely honest reason that going on with it would be bad for Thelma, the girl accepted the situation with a burst of tears, but then later came back to Sid saying that she did not care what became of her provided that they could continue together. When Sid, in great trepidation, attempted to explain that she did not really love her and could not live with the inequality of their affections, Thelma, with another burst of tears, agreed that this would be wrong. But then she returned with what she described as her second thoughts (her deadly second thoughts!), and said that (a) she did not mind whether Sid loved her as much as she loved Sid, and (b) that she thought Sid must love her more than she, Sid, realized to care so much about her feelings. She would do exactly whatever Sid wanted, she repeatedly said, as the situation continued with an uneasy compromise, or rather to be more or less what Thelma wanted, Sid now thought. She came and stayed for one night a week, when sometimes they went to bed. She continued to clean the house, to minister to every domestic need, to practise, to be given lessons and to play sonatas with Sid. Once, Sid had tried to get rid of her, had said that the whole thing should come completely to an end. That had been when Thelma had asked if she loved anyone else, “your friend Rachel Cazalet, for instance?” and Sid had lied. She had an instinct that to tell Thelma anything about that would be very dangerous indeed, but the lie further weakened her position. She kept them apart, although she sensed that Thelma’s curiosity about Rachel was intense. This meant that Rachel coming to stay was a hazard: she could not absolutely rely upon Thelma keeping out of the way any more since she had turned up once when Rachel was there and, by the greatest good fortune, Sid had seen her coming in at the front garden gate. It was morning, and Rachel was having a bath. She had sped downstairs and met Thelma at the front door.

“I wouldn’t have come since you told me not to, but I left my purse with all my money in it on the kitchen shelf. I’ll just pop down and get it.” Then, sensing Sid’s displeasure, she added, “I honestly wouldn’t have bothered you, only I simply can’t manage for a whole three days without any money at all.”

After she had gone, it crossed Sid’s mind that Thelma had left her purse behind on purpose—an ignoble thought, but not unlikely.

No—there had not been, and still seemed not to be, any easy solution. The situation, rather, seemed to have developed a life of its own, and the only way in which she could put a stop to its insinuation would be to tell Thelma simply to go away and never come back. What stopped her from doing this? Because every time the thought of it crossed her mind all kinds of objections rushed in upon her, and while she might have been able to deal with one of them, together they made an insuperable barrier. That it was her fault the whole thing had started in the first place was one: she had only to have stood out against Thelma’s attractions, have kept her faith with Rachel, for the whole thing to have been far more manageable; a pupil with a crush, something she had dealt with successfully before. Then she could not help putting herself in Thelma’s place. She understood what it felt like to be single-mindedly in love: she knew, better than most, the agonizing frustration of it being unrequited. On top of that, she knew that in some awful way her vanity was engaged: it was both a consolation and a reassurance to be so cared for and wanted. Years with her sister Evie had effectively driven away any people who might have become friends; before Thelma’s appearance, she had been used to a life that was essentially solitary except for her work; now she had become softened up—the thought of coming back to a house that was empty night after night, of losing the inestimable pleasure of making music with somebody with whom one could talk about anything from Schumann to the minutiae of daily life was bleak … It was a new and seductive experience to be cared for in the way that Thelma took care to care.

None the less, she thought now, she would be ruthless: she would not take Thelma to Stratford; she would go with Rachel, and she would simply say that Rachel needed a break. She would be firm about it: she would not change her mind when Thelma, as she knew would happen, erupted in tears. If she allowed Thelma to interfere with her precious time with Rachel, there would only be one course open to her: Thelma would have to go. The prospect of even this much truth in what she uncomfortably knew to be essentially a dishonest situation was both anxious and heartening. She decided to ring Rachel and tell her that she had fixed it with Thelma, and then deal with the latter that evening, and immediately thought, Oh God—that’s another lie. I won’t have fixed it with Thelma. Deceit, she thought, was becoming second nature to her.

Archie arrived, as he had been asked, at half past seven, which was pretty good considering how chancy Sunday buses could be. The walk from the 53 bus stop in Abbey Road had tired him—his leg had long since ceased to get any better. He negotiated the rickety wooden gate and limped up the path that was edged with ancient iris plant. The front door was the kind that had glass to the waist and, although it was frosted and therefore nothing inside was visible, the house was full of sound. A piano being played—extremely well, probably a gramophone record, he thought—a baby crying, the sound of bath water running out down the large iron stack pipe beside the front door, voices, somebody laughing—there was so much sound that he wasn’t sure whether the bell he had pressed had rung. There was a knocker, so he used it.

“Archie! Oh, good!” It was Clary. “You are punctual,” she added, as though he shouldn’t have been. She gave him her usual perfunctory hug.

“Who is playing the piano?”

“Peter Rose. Louise’s friend Stella’s brother.”

At the far end of the hall, Louise was sitting on the stairs. She wore a rather fetching housecoat of some striped material. Her hair streamed down her back and her feet were bare. She greeted him by blowing a kiss.

“You look like the heroine in an opera,” he said.

“I’m sitting here to listen to Peter,” she explained. “If we go in, he’ll stop.”

A girl appeared at the head of the basement stairs. “Where’s the tin opener?”

“Haven’t the faintest idea.”

“Oh!” Clary said. “I used it to prop open the lavatory window.”

“What, this one?” The girl indicated the door opposite her.

“No, upstairs. And Poll’s having a bath.”

“Well, you can interrupt her, Clary. You’ll have to if you want any dinner.”

Louise said, “Is Piers helping you?”

“Well, he’s with me. Not exactly helping. I think he’s the last person I’d have on a desert island.”

“You’re wrong. I’m wonderful at conversation, and you’d be surprised how quickly you’d feel short of that.” He had loomed up behind Stella on the stairs.

“This is Archie,” Clary said. “Piers. And Stella.”

Piers gave him a tired smile. “I warn you there’s nothing to eat in this house except cork mats,” he said.

Clary had stumped upstairs in search of the tin opener. Archie looked round for a chair. His leg ached. Louise patted the stairs beside her. “Come and sit here, Archie.”

“No. I’d never get up from there. I’d become a fixture. When you sold the house I’d go with it.”

“Your baby is crying,” Piers remarked, leaning over the banisters and stroking Louise’s hair.

“He’s teething, Mary says. But I’d better go and see what she is doing with him.”

“Maternal love. Isn’t it amazing? If I had to choose what was my bottom thing in this house I’d find it quite difficult to decide between Sebastian and that frightful soapstone of monkeys.”

“It belonged to Louise’s grandmother,” Stella said.

Archie had found a chair with about six coats on it. He put them on the floor and sat down. The piano had stopped.

Clary reappeared with the tin opener and gave it to Stella, who said, “Is there really only one tin of corned beef?”

“I think so, because we used the other one for sandwiches for Hampstead Heath. We had a picnic yesterday,” she said to Archie, “and we went to the Vale of Health. It’s like a dear little village you suddenly come upon. Piers knows a painter who lives there, but he was out.”

“It was lovely all the same,” Piers said. “We sang the whole way. Sort of Handel recitative making extremely personal remarks about other walkers.”

“We sang some jolly choruses as well. Nobody realized it was about them, though,” Clary said.

“Did you want them to?” Archie asked.

“Well, it would have been fun if they’d looked a bit amazed, shocked, you know.”

Louise reappeared with her baby on her shoulder. “Mary wants to eat her supper, so said I’d have him for a while.”

“Let’s go and sit in the sitting room,” Piers said. “Stairs are not conversational for more than two.”

“Who’s going to finish cooking supper?” Clary demanded. “It really ought to be you, Louise, you’re far the best at it.”

“I’m no better than Stella—we learned just the same things. And, anyway, I’ve got Sebastian. I peeled all the potatoes.”

“All right,” Stella said. “Clary and I will do the rest. Just remind me of what we’re aiming at.”

“You fry the onions, mash the potatoes, and then you mash in the corned beef.”

“Will one tin do for seven of us? It seems a bit mean.”

“I brought a tin of peaches,” Piers said. “All the way from sunny Bletchley.”

“I daresay you did. But they won’t be any good in a corned beef hash. They’ll have to be pudding.”

“Polly’s made her Carnation Milk pudding.”

“God! That sounds revolting.”

“It isn’t at all. It’s a kind of whip. You’d never know it was tinned milk.”

The sitting room was empty except for a young man sitting at the piano. He got to his feet as they came in, and Archie saw that he was wearing an RAF uniform.

“Leading Aircraftsman Rose,” Louise said. “This is Archie Lestrange, and you know Piers, of course.”

The baby, who had been staring at Archie in an intense impassive manner that he was beginning to find disconcerting, suddenly convulsed himself and began to cry.

“Give him to me,” Peter said, and held out his arms; his rather heavy and haggard face was transformed by a tender smile. He carried the baby back to the piano, wedged him between his arms and began to play “Baa Baa Black Sheep.” Sebastian stopped crying.

“Do play the variations, Peter,” Louise called from the other end of the room.

Archie sat down on the hard little sofa and wondered whether he was going to be offered a drink. Clary had retreated to the kitchen with Stella, and Piers was leading Louise out of the french windows and down the steps into the garden.

Then Polly appeared, her coppery hair newly washed and shining. She wore her dark pleated skirt and over it a loose jersey of gentian blue that made her eyes look the same colour. “Sorry to be so long. I had to wait until Sebastian had had his bath and then the water wasn’t hot for a bit. Nobody has given you a drink; I’ll go and see what there is and tell you.”

She went through double doors that led to the dining room. “There’s a bit of gin, but there doesn’t seem to be anything to put in it.”

“Water would be fine.”

She came back with a tooth glass and the gin bottle. “You help yourself and I’ll get some water.” When she had done that, she sat neatly on the floor a few yards away from him.

“Am I the only person having a drink?”

“Tonight you are. We don’t awfully mind about it and the bottle got used up two nights ago when Louise had a party. We only get one bottle a month from the shop, you see.” She gave him one of her quick little social smiles and then stared at her hands that were clasped round her knees.

“How’s the art school?” he asked.

“Oh! The art school. Fine. Very interesting. The most surprising people seem prepared to be models. For life classes. I’m no good at drawing, of course.”

“It’s a bit early to know that, isn’t it?”

“It may be,” she answered politely.

The music had stopped as the baby had begun to cry again. Peter got up from the piano and walked about with him in his arms. “He doesn’t really care for Mozart,” he said, “he prefers the theme.”

“He’s teething,” Louise said as she came up the steps from the garden. Piers was holding her hand. “I’ll take him up to Mary.”

It was a long time before they had their supper, which was eaten in the basement in the kitchen, and by the time they had had it Peter said he had got to start getting back to Uxbridge, and Archie, who had decided upon a cab for going back to his flat, offered to give him a lift to his station. He’d been on forty-eight hours’ leave, he said, and Louise always let him stay whenever he wanted, but he only went when Stella got time off as his parents liked him to go home. “We don’t tell them about these times,” he said, “but you don’t know them, do you, so it’s all right. They’d kick up no end if they knew.”

“I wouldn’t tell them, anyway.”

His white, rather haggard face softened, as it had when he had been dealing with Sebastian. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean you would,” he said. “It’s just that it would be awful if they knew.” He had dark marks under his eyes, like bruises, and his uniform looked like fancy dress.

“Louise is wonderful,” he said after a silence. “She’s made the place so friendly and easy. And she lets me practise as much as I like when I go there.”

“You’re in the RAF orchestra, aren’t you?”

“I know it sounds marvellously lucky, but it has its drawbacks. They don’t think you need to practise at all, you see. I’m always travelling about, arriving somewhere and playing something I haven’t worked up with practically no rehearsal on a usually quite awful piano that I won’t have had a chance to touch before the concert.

“I suppose in a war one really has to choose between being frightened or being bored.”

“Which are you?” said Archie.

“Well, after a spell of being frightened, I’ve been relegated to being bored.”

After he had dropped Peter at Uxbridge, he thought about these alternatives: his job, certainly, was largely boredom. The hours and days and weeks he must by now have spent at staff meetings, in reading hundreds of Action Reports, and the endless flow of memos that were dumped in his in-tray every few minutes of every day in his office. He was really a kind of glorified clerk—condensing information for his superiors, making innumerable very small decisions about the selection of material that needed referral to the right department, sometimes trying to persuade people with bees in their bonnets to take them out. Since the window in his office had been blown out, they had made it very much smaller but it had also ceased to open—he felt he had been breathing the same air now for years. Still, he was lucky really—to be alive, to have something to do that was presumably useful in some sort. He did not have the kind of anxiety that Louise must live with: that her husband might be killed. He had not had to spend his extreme youth as the other girls were doing: Polly had a typing job in the Ministry of Information, and Clary, most surprisingly, was being a secretary for a very young bishop; “He hasn’t asked me whether I believe in God, so I just don’t say anything on the subject,” she told him. But clearly, in that house, they were having some fun. They had a much played gramophone and the piano and they went to the cinema and on expeditions like the one to Hampstead Heath. In spite of funny food—and there hadn’t been much of it—and no drink, they had a lot of silly jokes, and Louise gave parties. “Who comes to them?” he had asked. “Oh, we pick people up in the underground sometimes and Michael’s friends from the Navy come when they are on leave and they bring friends—lots of people,” Clary had replied airily. They had had a cook to begin with, a Mrs. Weatherby found by Villy in Sussex, but she had not been able to cope with the hours they kept, or the untidiness and noise, and had soon left. “It’s much more fun without her and, anyway, we needed her bed for people who come to stay.” On the whole, he thought, it was a good thing that the girls had gone to live with Louise, partly because it was time they had more independence, and partly because he had begun to sense that they were not any longer so close to one another as they had been. This had come up before: it no longer seemed to be the thing to invite both of them together for supper or a film. Clary had been quite open about it. “I’d much rather go out with just you,” she had said. “Anyway, Poll has dozens of people in love with her—she could go out every night if she wanted to. Another drawback of working for the Bish. He’s married and I can’t see him taking me to anything except a Church fête.”

“Are you jealous of Polly?” he had asked her one evening.

“Me? Jealous? Good Lord, no. I couldn’t stand the sort of dreary people she has mooning after her. Frightfully old men in suits—far older than you,” she added hastily, “who work in the same building as she does, and quite a lot of Louise’s husband’s friends—they all fall for her. It’s her appearance—people stare at her in the Underground, and once, at the Arts Theatre when we went out with Louise and Michael when he was on leave, a man actually sent a note to our table to her. He can’t have known at all what she is like, can he? Just across a room. Any more,” she said after thinking about it, “than people could tell what I was like across a room. Or you, Archie.” She had looked at him challengingly when she said this, but he decided not to disagree. But after that he took to inviting them separately, although he noticed that whenever he went down to Home Place for the weekend they both came too. On these occasions, Clary became rather noisily proprietary, and Polly withdrew. However, there was so much else going on there that neither of the girls could monopolize him. He had become one of the family, and was treated to all the small complaining confidences that might be expected from that. Villy did not approve of the frequency with which Zoë went to London—to see an old school friend who had just moved back there; it was hard on Ellen, she said, who was getting on and finding Wills a handful. Poor Rachel was pulled this way and that between the demands of her old aunt Dolly and the Brig, the one with no memory and the other with no sight, neither of them able to understand why she could not spend all of every day with them to the exclusion of the other. Lydia complained at not being sent to a proper school like Neville, of being treated like a child: “I am thirteen, after all, and they don’t seem to realize that when they send me off to bed I’ve got nobody to go with. My foul cousin Judy who goes to a proper school is learning dancing and art and things and she goes on and on about team spirit and I don’t even know what it is! You might point some of this out to them, Archie, because they listen to you. I don’t want to go to the same school as Judy but any other old school would do.”

Once, when he had finished playing a rather acrimonious game of Pelman patience with all of the girls, Lydia had suddenly asked: “After the war, Archie, will you be going back to your house in France to live?”

“I don’t know. I expect I might.”

“Because if you are, I thought of coming with you. Only I’d quite like to know if you are, because I won’t bother with French if you aren’t. So far, it is being a fearfully dull language where I can only say the sort of thing people put on postcards.”

The other two came down on her like a load of bricks.

“Really, Lydia, you are the limit! You can’t just propose yourself like that!” Clary said.

“He might not want anybody, but he certainly wouldn’t want a child!” Polly said.

“And if he did, it would be up to him to say, not you,” Clary said.

“And, anyway, he might not be going back to France at all,” Polly said.

“He certainly wouldn’t want someone as much younger than he is as you, anyway,” Clary said.

“Shut up snubbing me! How old are you, Archie? We know you so well, I think I ought to know that.”

“I shall be thirty-nine this year.”

“That makes you twenty-six years younger, so you can see it is out of the question.”

“What is? I wasn’t considering marrying him! I just want to be an adventuress—like in Bulldog Drummond. I’d just live with him and he’d buy me frocks and strange exotic perfumes and I’d arrange parties.”

“Oh, do stop talking about me as though I wasn’t here!” Archie said with an exaggerated dismay that he hoped would lighten the situation. It didn’t.

“He wouldn’t want anyone so naturally rude and tactless,” Clary retorted. “But if you do want someone, you know, to talk to in the evenings, I could always come and stay with you.”

There was a pause. “And what about you, Poll?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged her thin shoulders. “I really haven’t the faintest idea. The war’s not even over. I think it’s silly to talk about—anything—till it is.”

“Mr. Churchill said the hour of greatest effort is approaching,” Clary said. “It might be nearly over.”

“Only in Europe,” Polly said. “There’s still the Japanese.”

Her face had become so pale, that Archie knew she had been blushing. She saw him, and began picking up the cards from the floor.

Then Clary put an arm round her and said, “It’s all right, Poll. The Japanese will never invade here.”

But Polly merely answered in a thin unfriendly voice, “I know that. Of course I know that.” And Archie saw how Clary felt rebuffed, and suddenly wanted to put his arms round her.

That night when he lay in bed waiting for sleep, the house in France came vividly back to him. He had left one morning in such a hurry (he’d been offered a lift north in a lorry by a friend of the café owner who was taking a load of peaches to Paris, and some instinct had warned him to take the chance when it was offered), but it had left him no time to do anything but pack one bag of clothes; he’d even left his bed unmade, pots and pans in the sink and paintbrushes uncleaned—they might still be stuck, stiff and useless in the jam-jar with the turps long gone … He’d taken one final look at the kitchen, with its deeply recessed windows that looked out onto olives and apricot orchards and down onto the vine-covered veranda of the café below. The geraniums and basil that he had left on the window sill would have died quickly from lack of water. He had even left the book he had been reading—a huge American novel, what had it been called? Anthony Adverse—or, rather, that he had been struggling through, open on the pearwood table into which some long past wicked—child, probably, had cut initials. He’d walked through the wider door he’d made, which connected the kitchen with the larger room where he worked. It faced north over the valley, bathed at that moment in hot golden light. It wasn’t really a house: he had two small bedrooms and a shower he had installed on the floor above, and then a steep staircase that led to the door that opened out onto the village street. But this separate entrance had made it seem like a house, and he liked the sounds and smells from the café where he often ate. It made him feel less solitary and, after ten years or so, he had become accepted as a reasonable foreigner. He’d left his key in the café, and perhaps the old woman who cleaned his place would have taken the plants although she would not have touched his brushes. It was odd. He missed the place—realized that he had a great longing for it, but at the same time so far as being solitary was concerned, he felt softened up. It would be an ordeal, of a different kind from what it had originally been when he first went there. Then, he had gone to try to forget Rachel; it had only been she whom he had wanted; if he could not have her, then he was able to endure without anyone. Now he would be going back with nothing to renounce, but he would be leaving this family who had taken him in and who had become a part of his life. This summer—the invasion was certain—it would be the beginning of the end of the war. And with France liberated, Rupert’s fate would be certain. It was still possible, though very unlikely, that he was alive, but if he was not, then he would have to see to Clary. He might take her to France with him to help her through her loss, as years ago he had helped Rupert when Clary’s mother had died. There was a kind of symmetry to that. It was the least he could do for Rupert, he thought defensively; he found himself smiling in the dark.




Clary

May–June, 1944

This is a weekend, and I’m not going home because I’ve just become an air-raid warden and I have to go to lectures which they tend to have at weekends so that people who are working can go to them. We haven’t had any bombs lately, but everybody seems to think that we will—especially when the invasion starts which might be any day now. Louise has gone away to Hatton as Michael has leave and he doesn’t much like spending it in London. She has taken the baby and Mary with her, but Mary is leaving soon to get married. We all earnestly hope that Louise will get another nanny because when Mary had a holiday the house got into a frightful mess and she never stopped washing nappies and sterilizing bottles and Sebastian cried an awful lot. He was cutting teeth and his face had sort of tomato-coloured blotches. Otherwise he looks rather like Mr. Churchill who is reputed to have said that all babies look like him, so you can see that my simile was not original. Anyway, this is Saturday morning, and the house is very quiet because Polly is still asleep. She has taken to sleeping later and later at weekends. So I’m sitting on the steps that go down to the back garden drinking rather cold brown tea and writing my journal to you. The trouble is, Dad, that by the time you get back there will be so much of it, it will take you years to read and you’ll probably get bored which I wouldn’t blame you for although it would hurt my feelings. I haven’t told you about my job—my first job. It is a bit of an anti-climax actually: I work for a bishop called Peter. He’s supposed to be young for a bishop, but that isn’t awfully young. He has a rather bunnish wife—I suppose I mean dumpy (but she also has a bun) and she is always smiling but without much enjoyment. They live in a large dark house filled with bits of furniture that they don’t seem to use, and the whole place smells of very old meals and clothes. People are always coming and Mrs. Bish makes tea for them, sometimes with biscuits, often not. Then the trays get left on tables until I clear them up, because she’s run out of teapots. The garden is full of thistles and loosestrife and very ragged evergreens. They don’t have time for the garden, they say. I work at one end of the dining-room table—well, it’s where I do the letter typing, but I take down the letters in the Bish’s study. I sit on a hard armchair that looks as though it is upholstered in moss and he wanders about the room making rather awful jokes that I keep putting into the letters by mistake. His favourite jokes are Spoonerisms, you know, like “Excuse me, Captain, your slip is showing” or “Hush my brat.”

They have two children called Leonard and Veronica, but I haven’t met them as they are always away. Anyway, I go in the morning to be there at half past nine and usually I go out to lunch at a local café and have chips and a fried egg or rather awful sausages that taste as though they are made from some animal that died in the zoo and then I go back and work until five and then I bicycle home. I have to answer the telephone as well, but that is in the hall, nowhere near my typewriter. Still, it is a job and I get two pounds a week. Everybody the Bish knows is described by him as a saint or splendid or a bit mad but enormously interesting, but when they come to the house they don’t seem to be any of these things. So I am not learning much about human nature which is a pity.

This house is odd, largely I think because it doesn’t feel as though it belongs to anybody. It still had quite a lot of Lady Rydal’s furniture and things in it, and then Louise has added her wedding presents, and then we—Polly and I—have brought a few of our things. At weekends, when people come to stay, they have to sleep in beds in the dining room, because there are only five bedrooms and Louise and the baby and Nanny take up two of them. Poll and I have a little attic room each on the top floor.

Marriage doesn’t seem to have changed Louise much. But in a way, of course, she doesn’t lead a very married life, with Michael nearly always away. Quite a lot of people who come are a bit in love with her and I think she enjoys that.

Poll worries me rather. She has become quite difficult to talk to. I know she finds her job awfully dull, but I don’t think that is the whole problem. She feel guilty about having left Uncle Hugh alone in his house, but that isn’t the whole thing either. I suspect her of being in love, but she gets furious if one approaches the subject, which I have done six or seven times with enormous tact. She goes to an art school two evenings a week, and I think it may be someone she has met there. Her not telling me probably means he is married and the whole thing is doomed. But she always used to discuss everything, and not doing so is making her much crosser than it makes me—the front door bell’s rung, one of Louise’s devoted admirers I expect, but I’ll have to go and answer it.

This is days later because it wasn’t one of Louise’s men, it was Neville! He was wearing his school uniform (I told you, Dad, he’d left his prep school because he got too old and they sent him to Tonbridge). I knew he absolutely loathed it there, so although he said he’d come to breakfast, I knew he’d run away. He had a small suitcase with him which I knew wasn’t his but I thought the best thing was to give him breakfast (he’s got rather scraggy and always looks as though he’s starving, even after a meal these days) so I didn’t make any remark about the suitcase. He followed me down to the kitchen and I made him toast and he had marge and Bovril on that and then he ate the remains of the macaroni cheese Poll and I had had for supper the night before and some stewed apple and then he noticed a tin of pilchards that I didn’t even know we had and wanted that. All the time he ate, he talked about Laurel and Hardy and the Marx Brothers’ films. But eventually, even he had run out of things to say about them and he just sat drinking tea. Then he said, “Did you know, one can’t get to Ireland any more? There’s a ban. Idiotic. I didn’t know till I got to London.” I remembered that once before, when he’d run away, he’d said he was going to live in Ireland, so now I was sure he’d done it again. I told him he’d run away, and he said, yes.

“I really do definitely, absolutely inevitably loathe it,” he said. “It’s quite idiotic to go on being somewhere you hate so much.” Then he looked at me in a surprisingly charming way and said, “You’ve been miserable in your life, so I thought you’d understand. That’s why I came here.”

But if you’d been able to get to Ireland, I thought, you would have just gone. He was turning on the charm, and actually, Dad, in an awful way, he can be frightfully charming. I said: “Supposing I just hadn’t been here. What would you have done then?”

“Waited,” he said. “I’ve got some gobstoppers in my case, and some oats that a boy feeds his secret rat with at school. I took some of them.”

“Of course you haven’t told them at home.”

“Of course not. They’d only try to send me back. I came here because I assumed you’d be different. Or have you,” his eyes narrowed, but his voice was bland, “have you become one of Them?”

It was a jolly difficult question to answer, I found. Because I couldn’t see what he could do if he didn’t go back. On the other hand it did seem quite wrong to betray him. In the end I said I didn’t know but I did promise not to do anything behind his back. “I shall keep my back permanently turned, then,” he said, but he looked relieved, and it was then I realized that his usual expression these days is wary—a bit as though he is being hunted.

Then I thought of Archie. He would know what to do. To begin with, Neville didn’t want me to ring him but when I guaranteed that Archie’s behaviour would not be dastardly, he said all right.

Archie came in a cab. While he was on his way, Neville kept thinking of stupid things he could do: drive a taxicab—he said Tonbridge had taught him to drive but, of course, he’s nothing like old enough—or be a keeper at the zoo—he knows quite a lot about snakes, but I really don’t think that would help him—or be a waiter in a restaurant, or a bus conductor, which he thought he’d quite like for a bit, all hopeless careers for a boy of—he says fourteen but he isn’t even that yet.

When Archie arrived, he hugged me as usual and gave me a kiss, and then he did the same with Neville, and Neville sort of shied like a horse and then frowned and frowned and I could see he was quite upset—he was trying not to cry. Archie didn’t seem to notice and brought out a small parcel and said it was coffee and would I make some. While I was doing that Polly turned up in her dressing gown with her hair in curlers. She stopped in the doorway when she saw Archie and Neville, and said she’d just go and get dressed. I don’t think she wanted Archie to notice her too much in her curlers. But he said why didn’t she have her breakfast as he wanted to talk to Neville and they could do it upstairs. Neville said he didn’t want to be told things to do, and Archie said, “I don’t want to tell you, I want to hear you.” And that seemed to make it all right with Neville because they went upstairs.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was here?”

“I didn’t like to leave him. He’s run away.”

“I didn’t mean Neville, I meant Archie.”

“He’s only just arrived. I asked him because I don’t know what to do.” Then I told her how difficult I felt it was about what side to be on, and she was very understanding about that and said she would feel just the same. “I felt like that about Simon,” she said, “he seemed so alone.”

“If you think he was alone, what do you think it’s like for Neville? He hasn’t got anybody—with Dad—gone—away—Zoë’s no earthly use as a parent and I don’t think he would count me.”

When I’d made the coffee, she took a cup up with her to get dressed. I made a tray for Archie and Neville and took it up to the sitting room, but the door was closed. I had to put the tray down to open it and I heard Archie’s voice asking something quite quietly and silence, and then while I was picking up the tray again Neville suddenly burst out sobbing, the most awful sad sound I’ve ever heard him make. Archie saw me and motioned to leave the tray and shut the door which I did.

They were hours up there. I went back to the kitchen and washed up, and then cleaned things that hadn’t been cleaned for ages because I felt so anxious and couldn’t think what to do. He must be dreadfully unhappy, I kept thinking, and I felt I hadn’t been at all a good sister to him—far too selfish and thinking about myself all the time, and not imagining what life was like for him at all. What I have found, Dad, is that those sort of ruminations are absolutely useless: saying to myself how badly I’ve done something only makes me feel awful and the actual thing simply feel harder than ever. I have to try and think what else I could have done, which sometimes means pretending I’ve done something in the first place. In this case I haven’t cared enough about Neville—I haven’t really even loved him much. I used to secretly hate him because I blamed him for your wife [here she crossed out wife and put “first wife”] dying. She was my mother, after all, and it didn’t matter nearly as much to him because he never knew her. Then I suppose I got to tolerating him, and when you got left in France (and I have to tell you, Dad, that if I had been Pipette, I wouldn’t have left you; I have to say that I care more about a single person than this country as a whole—in this case you), I was so worried about you and missing you that I didn’t think what it was like for Neville. Because that left him with nobody—he didn’t have a boy his own age like I have Poll. So from now on I am planning to love him. As you’re not here I’ll do it until you come back at least. The only thing is that he is turning into a sort of eccentric and in my experience people only like them when they are dead, or at least at arm’s length. Eccentrics are people that other people like there to be—like giraffes and gorillas—but most people don’t want one in the home, as they say. “Our lovely home” we call this house, particularly when it gets into a really bad mess due to lack of housework and maids to do things. So, from now onwards, my policy towards Neville is going to change.

Anyway, Archie was the tops. He rang up the school and said he would be coming back with Neville on Sunday evening and they seemed all right about that. They hadn’t even noticed that he’d gone, so they hadn’t rung up Home Place which was one good thing. He said he’d take us all out to lunch and then we could go to a film, but that after that he would take Neville back to his flat for the night. And he said that he told me that he didn’t think that Neville was at the right school for him at all, and that he would find a better one. We went to two Laurel and Hardy films and Neville laughed so much that people turned round in their seats to look at him, and then he did all his ITMA voices for Archie when we had tea in Lyons. He was quite funny—no, he was very funny: he reminded me of you, Dad, when you do people. Then he had to go and be sick, which was a bit of a pity because he’d had quite an expensive tea. I would have gone with him but I couldn’t because he had to go to the gents. But Archie went and when they came back Neville looked rather pale but quite cheerful and he had another tea including baked beans and some Battenberg cake—you know, that awful kind that is pink and cream-coloured squares. Then we said goodbye at Tottenham Court Road, and Polly and I caught a 53, and Neville and Archie went off to Archie’s flat. Archie said he’d ring me on Sunday evening which he did. He said Neville was being horribly bullied at school and that the last straw had been that the friend who he’d had at prep school, who had also gone to this school with him, had joined the gang of bullies. He said he’d told the school that he was taking Neville away at the end of this term, and apparently he knows someone who knows the headmaster of a terribly good school called Stowe that he thinks would be right for Neville, and he’s going to go and see them about it. Usually they don’t take people at such short notice, but Archie’s friend seemed to think that they might make an exception in the case of Neville. Archie is having lunch with Uncle Hugh about all this to get family agreement, but as everybody trusts him he’s sure to get it. I told Archie that I wanted to help and he said, write letters to him and have him to stay a bit in London in the holidays. What would we do without Archie, I ask myself. I asked Poll that, too, on the bus on the way home, and she said, “But you don’t have to, do you?” We were getting off the bus then and I dropped my purse, but afterwards I wondered why she said “you” in that way, but when I asked her she said she hadn’t. She had, but I didn’t want to have an argument with her.

6th June. This morning the invasion started. Oh, Dad! I hope they reach you wherever you are and you will be liberated. Everyone is excited—even the Bish has the wireless on to hear the news bulletins. They have not got anywhere near where you were last known to be, Dad, but I bet they will. The landings are in Normandy but obviously that’s just a beginning. Louise is back, and Michael is in it and she is awfully worried. She went to a party on the night before it began and didn’t come back all night. She said the party was out of London which she hadn’t known and she missed getting a lift back and had to stay the night. That night Mr. Churchill said in Parliament that things were going well, but Archie told us that they are having rather bad weather. He said it must have been awful being in the assault ships, which are quite small, because they were in them for hours before they sailed and a lot of people must have been seasick. I can’t imagine anything worse than feeling seasick and then having to scramble ashore and fight. (Actually, I hadn’t imagined that, Archie imagined it for me.) Michael is in a frigate. We thought something must be happening the evening before, because planes kept on going over all night. Oh, Dad, wherever you are, I hope you know it’s happening, because it must cheer you up.

For a long time after that, she didn’t write her journal. She couldn’t bear to because she had initially felt so certain that once the Allies set foot in France, he would be set free somehow. But nothing like that happened. There was still complete silence—no news of him at all. That summer, her heart began to fail her about him, and having to confront the idea that all these years he might not have been alive made writing to him that summer seem pointless and macabre. She told nobody, not even Polly, about any of this. Each morning she woke with hope which, throughout the day, ebbed away until, by evening, she was sickeningly sure that he would not come back. Alone at night, she practised getting used to the idea that he was dead and wept for him. And then in the morning she would wake and think that it was silly and wrong to think any such thing, and would imagine him suddenly turning up. Sometimes she longed to talk to someone, Poll, for instance, or Archie, but she was too much afraid that they would gently, kindly, confirm her worst fear, and, since she had gradually understood that she was the only person who believed he was still alive, to waver to anyone seemed a kind of betrayal.

She lost her job that summer for the perfectly respectable reason that the Bishop’s wife’s cousin was widowed the first day of the invasion, they wanted her to come and live with them and the Bishop said that the secretarial job would give her something to do. She did not mind in the least. She kept her promise about writing to Neville.

The V-1s started very soon after the invasion. The first time she saw one was when she and Polly were rather sulkily weeding the back garden. The warning had sounded and they heard anti-aircraft guns making the distant popping sounds like corks coming out of bottles. Then they saw what looked like a very small plane speeding overhead all by itself, which was unusual.

“It’s on fire,” Polly said, and she could see the flame coming out of its tail. “It can’t be a bomber, it’s too small,” she said. There was something curiously unhuman about its undeviating course. It passed out of their sight, the noise of its engines becoming fainter and fainter until they could not hear it at all. But shortly after that there was the sound of an explosion. “It must have had at least one bomb,” Polly said.

In the days that followed there were many more pilotless planes, doodlebugs they were called, and everybody became used to their small mechanical roar, and learned to dread the moment when the engine cut out, because that meant that they were about to crash with their cargo of explosive.

Dear Neville [she wrote],

I expect you’ve seen the V-1s coming over your school. As an air-raid warden I have to see to people going into shelters when the warning sounds which means counting them and, if there aren’t enough people, asking the ones who are there who they think is missing. If anyone knows, I have to go to their house or flat and get them. Old people go to the shelters far more than the younger ones. You’d think it would be the other way round, wouldn’t you? The warden post is in a room in a basement in Abbey Road (the road that the bus goes along). It is always boiling hot because of the blackout and windows never being open and it smells of coke and we drink tea there waiting for raids. When we are on duty we wear very scratchy navy blue trousers and jacket and a tin hat with elastic under the chin. Sometimes we have lectures. There was one last autumn about had we noticed that the tops of pillar boxes had all been painted a limey pale green? Of course we had. This was because there was reputed to be some awful new gas the Germans were going to use, and we were told that we would know when they had used it because the pillar boxes would change colour. We all listened quietly, and when the lecturer didn’t say any more, I put up my hand and asked what we were to do about the gas once we knew it was there, and the man said—quite crossly—that there was nothing whatever we could do about it, it was lethal and our gas masks wouldn’t work. I have not told Polly this because she happens to be particularly frightened of gas, but I know I can trust you to keep that kind of secret from her. Polly is thinking of joining up as a warden in spite of my discouraging her. Louise has sent her baby to Home Place because of the V-1s. Since I’ve stopped working for the Bishop I haven’t been doing very much except I typed a play for a friend of Louise’s which I didn’t think was awfully good, but typists are not supposed to have opinions about what they type. Being a warden is taking up more time. We have taken to sleeping in the basement on mattresses now in rows—it’s rather fun except for the silverfish that come out at night. I’ll take you to lots of films in the holidays when you come to stay, and we go for lovely picnics on Sundays to Hampstead Heath or to Richmond Park. Archie sometimes comes with us. He says it is OK about your new school and he’s going to take you to see it. I wish I could come too, but I won’t ask him if you don’t want me to. Louise knows someone who was at Stowe and they told her it was a civilized place and much nicer than most schools, and anyway, I’m sure Archie knows much more than our family about whether a school is bearable or not. I have to agree that our family don’t seem to notice this. I often wonder whether Dad and the uncles had such an awful time that they simply think everyone does and that’s that. Archie is more modern—it is one of the good things about him. Another warning has gone, I’ll have to stop. Please do write to me. I’m not sure that having a shop to sell snakes after the war would be a terrific success because quite a lot of people aren’t keen on them like you. [Then she thought that this was a bit discouraging, so she added,] But I suppose people who’ve been in the army in foreign climes might have changed their views and even miss them, so you may be right.

Then one day Archie rang up and asked her to have dinner with him. She had not seen him for several weeks because his job had taken him out of London. “Do you mean just me, or me and Poll?”

“I think on this occasion just you. I had dinner with Poll last week anyway.”

“Did you? She didn’t tell me.”

When Polly came back from work she asked if she could borrow a shirt.


“OK, but you really should keep your shirts clean.”

“It’s not that. Most of them have reached the stage where even if I wash them, they don’t look washed. So I’m always wearing the other one.”

“All right, you can have my blue and green check.”

“Couldn’t I have your cream-coloured one? I’ll have to wear my linen pinafore—it’s the only decent cool thing I’ve got.”

“Where are you going?” Polly asked while she was considering this.

“Archie’s. He’s asked me to supper.”

“You never said.”

“He only rang up after lunch. Anyway, you had dinner with him last week, and you never told me.

“I’ll wash and iron it after I’ve worn it,” she said, as she followed Polly upstairs to their attics.

“You’re a rotten ironer, I’d only have to do it again. Goodness, it’s hot up here.”

It was baking. The heatwave had struck at the beginning of the week. People had begun by saying what lovely weather, but after a few days of it things like queueing for buses in the sun, working in hot offices, milk going off and even water seeming not cold enough out of the tap had frayed tempers. Conductors answered back, people became scarlet with sunburn from eating their sandwiches in the parks on the burned grass, cab drivers swore at pedestrians, pubs ran out of block ice and drinks became tepid, and above, in a sky leaden and suffused with heat, dozens of the small robot planes pestered and frightened people with their impartial death and destruction. Waiting for the engine to cut out, people sweated sometimes with fear as well as from the heat.

“It’s a good thing we don’t have to try to sleep up here,” she said, trying to get Poll to be friendly about the shirt. But it was no good.

“The trouble is that you’ll sweat in the shirt and then it’ll never be the same again.”

“I suppose I would,” she answered sadly.

“Couldn’t you just wear your pinafore with nothing? It would be cooler.”

“If I try it on, will you tell me?”

“You’ll have to shave under your arms, though,” Polly said when Clary had paraded before her. “Otherwise it looks perfectly all right.”

So she borrowed Polly’s razor and put on her best sandals, and scrubbed her nails—she was getting slightly better about not biting them—and set off for South Kensington which meant changing trains at Baker Street. By the time she had walked to Archie’s flat from South Kensington station, she knew her face was scarlet, which would not, she reflected sadly, as she waited for him to answer the bell, go at all well with her terracotta linen. But—

“Am I pleased to see you!” he exclaimed as he opened the door and she blushed with pleasure: luckily she was so hot she knew it wouldn’t show.

He had put two chairs out on his small balcony that overlooked the square garden and brought her a gin and lime. She didn’t actually like it, but it was the thing to drink.

“Well now,” he said, “tell me your news. Have you got another job?”

“No. I did a bit of typing for a friend of Louise’s. A rather bad play, I thought, but of course I didn’t say.”

“You could do better, could you? Well, why don’t you?”

“Me? Write a play?”

“Well, what else are you writing?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh.”

“I was writing something, but I’ve stopped. What do you think of socialism?” she said, partly to change the subject and partly because it was something that she had planned to ask him about.

“I think we shall have quite a bit of it after the war.”

“Do you?”

“I think it’s on the cards. War is quite a leveller, you know. When practically everybody’s life has been on the line, people are unlikely to take kindly to reverting to a class system where some people’s lives matter more than others.”

“But they don’t, do they? I mean they can’t have. Do you think that after the war, women will be taken more seriously then?”

“I have no idea. Aren’t they taken seriously?”

“Of course not. Look at how women get landed with all the dullest jobs, and I don’t think they even get paid the same as men for doing them. If men were doing them.”

“Are you going to be a feminist, Clary?”

“I might be. The point about socialism is getting things fairer. I am in favour of that.”

“Life isn’t fair.”

“I know it isn’t—in some ways. But that needn’t stop us trying to make it fairer in the ways that we could. Yes, I think I will be one.”

“A socialist or a feminist?”

“I could perfectly well be both. Wanting things to be fairer for women is part of wanting things to be fairer for everyone. Isn’t it? Archie, are you agreeing with me, or are you merely laughing at me?”

“I have an uneasy feeling that I’m agreeing with you. Of course, I’d rather laugh. You know me.”

She looked across the balcony at him. He sat, with his long legs stretched stiffly out; his long arms with the shirt sleeves rolled up were folded and he was surveying her with his usual expression of suppressed amusement, but beside that she was conscious of a kind of intelligent looking, as though he was really seeing her without criticism or sentiment.

“I don’t really,” she said. “I feel suddenly amazed at how little I know you.”

“The trouble is,” she said much later when they were having tinned salmon and a salad made by Archie on the balcony, “that I think I have taken you for granted. I think all the family do. I mean, look at how you sorted out the problem with Neville. I can’t see who else could have done it. Uncle Edward would just have said that all schools are awful and he must put up with it. Uncle Hugh would have gone to see them and got them to say they would stop him being bullied. Of course, it would have gone on. Aunt Rach would have taken him out in the holidays for an extra special treat.”

“And what about Zoë? What would she have done?”

“Precisely nothing. She’s taken to going to London more and more, and in between she spends all her time with Jules or altering her clothes. Neville and I simply don’t count her at all.”

“So what are you going to do? I mean besides embracing new ideas?”

“I don’t know. Find some sort of other boring job, I suppose.”

“Why can’t you find a job and write?”

“I don’t know what to write any more.”

“What about the journal?” He knew about that, although she had never shown it to him.

“I’ve sort of stopped it.” She knew he knew that she had been writing it for her father.

After a pause he said, “Well, one of the points of a journal is that it should go on, be complete. You might as well do the whole war.”

“I don’t feel like it.”

“Ha! Well, in case you don’t know, one of the differences between being an amateur and a professional is that amateurs only work when they feel like it, and professionals work whatever they are feeling.”

“Then I’m not a professional, am I? It’s as simple as that.” She said it as aggressively as she could manage. “I’m going to the lavatory,” she said, to escape. In the lavatory, she cried. “If I talk to him about Dad, he’ll only try and tell me kind lies about what he thinks. He doesn’t believe that Dad will come back. I don’t want to hear what he doesn’t think.” She had to blow her nose on Bronco which from experience she knew to be stiff and unsatisfactory for the purpose.

By the time she had rejoined him, he had moved the supper things from the balcony and lit a lamp in the sitting room. He made her sit on the sofa and he perched on the arm at the opposite end.

“Listen, Clary,” he said. “I know why you’ve stopped writing the journal, or at least I guess I know. You thought he’d come back the moment the invasion started. I think if I was you I would have thought that, but looking at it from the outside it is very unlikely. The Allies haven’t got even to where Pipette left him, and, anyway, he might have travelled considerably since then. Communications in France will have got temporarily worse, not better. I’m not trying to comfort you,” he said sharply, “so there’s no need to look so cross. I’m telling you what I think—not what I feel. So if all these years you’ve been sure about him, I’m saying you’ve no reason to stop feeling sure just because we’ve set foot in France. We haven’t liberated the wretched country yet, and even when we have there’ll be chaos.”

“You’re trying to keep my hopes up,” she said.

“I’m trying to get you to see that there’s no particular reason why they should have changed.”

“But wouldn’t he just be able to go to wherever the armies are and join them? He must know the Allies have landed—it’s weeks now. That woman who helped them—she must have been in the underground. Surely she would do something?”

He got up to fetch his pipe from the mantelpiece. “Well, except that he’s almost sure to know about the invasion, the answer to the rest is no, or almost certainly no. The invasion has meant that the underground have been working overtime. It won’t have been the time for them to be worrying about individuals. Much better for him to sit tight until things settle down.”

“You do believe! Oh, darling Archie, you think the same as me, don’t you? You do!”

“I don’t—” he began, but when he saw her face he stopped. She could not see him because she was blinded with tears. He moved over to her, gave her shaking shoulders a small pat.

“Clary. It doesn’t matter a damn what I think. You’ve hung on so long, don’t give up now.”

“Feeble of me.”

“Yes, it would be.”

“Not fair on Dad either.”

“There you go again. Fairness doesn’t come into it. We’re talking about faith, not politics. Like a cup of tea?”

“Although, actually, you know,” she said much later, when she was helping him clear up supper, “I think all kinds of things in life may be fairer than people think. Look at Greek tragedy. Wicked deeds get paid for—even faulty characters like King Lear pay for it. It’s the other way round that worries me. I mean, if you cast your bread on the waters, do you get back cake?”

“Well, I suppose you might, without recognizing the cake,” he replied, rejoicing in the speed of her recovery. “Now, I’m going to put you in a taxi.”

“Got your latchkey?” he asked as he put her into the cab.

“Of course I have, Archie. I’m nineteen, I’m not a child.”

“I was merely checking. I know you’re not a child.”

The next day, she resumed her journal.




The Family

April–August, 1944

“Oh dear! I do wish he wouldn’t answer the telephone.”

Rachel looked at her mother with dismay. She was really upset, grinding her tiny lacy handkerchief together with her soft mauve fingers (her circulation was never very good).

“What’s he done now?”

“He’s asked Brigadier and Mrs. Anderson to dinner again.”

“They came only about ten days ago!”

“That hasn’t stopped them accepting. Mrs. Anderson has lost her cook, so naturally she is mad keen on going out.”

“And so is he, I should think, since she is such a crashing bore. Never mind, darling. We can have rabbit again, and there are lots of vegetables in the garden.”

“Do you think we could move the telephone? Would he notice? Because if we took it out of his study, this sort of thing would not keep on happening. Mrs. Cripps has quite enough to do as it is.”

“He’d really mind that. He thinks the telephone is his. We could get another instrument, and put it somewhere else, I suppose.”

“Oh, I don’t think we need go as far as that.” The Duchy had always regarded telephones as a decadent luxury, and had originally campaigned that it should be installed in the back passage that led to the cellar, thereby ensuring that anyone using it would have to stand in what was probably the most powerful draught in the house. The Brig had prevailed, however, and now that he was blind lay in wait for its ringing all day.

“Well, I shall simply have to brave Mrs. Cripps. It is not simply a matter of two extra, it means trying to contrive at least one extra course.”

“Shall I post your letters for you?”


“They are not mine. They are Dolly’s. She has taken to writing to all her girlhood friends, some of whom married but I don’t remember who, and most of whom are dead. Look! Mabel Green, Constance Renishawe, Maud Pemberton—and sometimes she hasn’t even put an address!”

“It keeps her happy and occupied, darling.”

“But nobody ever answers! And she asks me—several times a day—if there are any letters for her. It’s so pathetic, it makes me feel I should write. I do hope, darling, that I shall not succumb to senility, and cause you this kind of anxiety.”

Rachel reassured her, because, of course, she thought, as she walked down the drive and then down the hill to the pillar box, there was nothing else she could do. But the fact was that the old people in the house were beginning to outnumber the young and able. Everybody was stretched: Ellen’s rheumatism had become steadily worse until now she had difficulty going up and down stairs and was generally hardly agile enough for the children in her care. Mrs. Cripps was having trouble with her legs: even the heavy support stockings she now wore only kept her varicose veins at bay, and the Duchy lived in constant fear that she would announce one housekeeping morning that things were too much for her. McAlpine was not only riddled with arthritis, but had lost practically all his teeth and, since he refused to wear the dentures provided for him, or to make any concession at all about the kind of food that he ate, suffered constant bouts of severe indigestion that shortened his temper even more. The Brig, as well as being blind, had an increasingly weak chest which was not improved by the cigars he refused to give up; in winter he was regularly bedridden from bronchitis and had twice had pneumonia when that new miracle drug M & B had saved his life. The Duchy seemed miraculously to be preserved: in spite of her age, seventy-four this year, her hair remained its dark grey, her back as straight as it had always been, but Rachel had noticed that she became more easily upset by small difficulties and the setbacks of domestic wartime life. Miss Milliment—whose age nobody knew, but Rachel and Villy suspected that she was in her eighties—had, it seemed quite suddenly, become rather deaf, a state that she made great efforts to conceal. She certainly pulled her weight, teaching the younger children in the mornings and reading to the Brig in the afternoons, but she would retire to bed immediately after supper and on Sundays she often spent the morning there. She still trotted lightly about in a meandering fashion, but Rachel had noticed that she sometimes made little faces when she ran into furniture, as though something—her feet, possibly?—hurt. The household still contained three children: Wills, Roly and Juliet, aged six, five and four respectively—but they could not be expected to help with the chores, although they were all given tasks to do by Ellen; then there was Lydia, who had reached the age of thirteen and was rather on her own during the term time, although she still played with Neville when he came home. She could not be relied upon to do the same chore two days running. In between, were Villy, who had become utterly indispensable, and Tonbridge, who had taken over a number of small jobs not usually within the province of a chauffeur (he was perfectly happy to whitewash the larder for Mrs. Cripps, but simply loathed doing anything about the horses, of whom he was plainly terrified, but with poor old Wren gone they had either to be fed and watered or put down, and the Brig would not hear of the latter). Zoë was not a great deal of use; Rachel had felt sorry for her immured in the country with the terrible uncertainty about Rupert. For a time she had worked at the convalescent home down the road, but for some reason she had stopped, and nowadays she went frequently to London to see some married friend who had moved there, leaving Juliet to Ellen. Rachel could not help feeling that this was a little selfish, although she made all the excuses for Zoë that she could—she was not yet thirty, had had very little fun and had a perfect right to have friends of her own outside the family. Still, Juliet was a handful for Ellen on her own, and when Zoë returned from her trips she slept even later in the mornings and often said she was too tired to take the children for their afternoon walk.

Well, they still had the invaluable Ellen, and Lizzie, who had to help with the housework when she was not working for Mrs. Cripps—they were a great deal better off than some. And I do my best, she thought, and could do so much more if it wasn’t for my wretched back. In fact, it would be hard to think how much more she could fit into the day, even if her back had been all right. She looked after Aunt Dolly who had reached the stage where continued mobility and almost total loss of memory had turned her into a constant anxiety and sometimes a serious risk. She had recently taken to getting up in the night and wandering about. She had rung the gong for breakfast at four in the morning because she said the servants had not come when she called and she was hungry. At this time of year she was apt to wander off down the drive: she was going to meet somebody, she said, but they had not turned up. This would make her rather weepy, but she could be comforted with a boiled sweet. Rachel and Villy took turns at getting her up in the morning, and moving her downstairs to the morning room was, as Villy said, like moving a battalion. She had to have an extra cardigan, the book she said she was reading, her writing case, her work bag, her slippers in case her shoes got too tight, a hat in case she went into the sun, her spectacles. Her embroidery scissors had to be untied from the chair in which she sat in her bedroom and moored to the appropriate chair downstairs. If you kept scissors tied up, you did not lose them, she never tired of explaining. When she had read the death columns in The Times she would, with luck, settle to some needlework and could be left for a while. On bad days she would wander, and for someone whose movements were slow and shaky, she always seemed to get a very long way. The children had all been told that if they found her they were to say that Kitty wanted her immediately, and they were to accompany her home.

Walking more slowly back up the hill she reflected that Dolly must be very near the end of her life, partly because, with Flo dead, she had not got much to live for. She was two years older than the Duchy and five years younger than the Brig. But in whatever order, they will all die during the next few years, she thought. Then I shall be left. Then I shall be able to go and live with Sid. She was dimly aware that this prospect had turned into a comfort rather than a goal, and put the faint apprehension down to the blues. It was a warm and very windy day—not proper June weather at all. Mondays were always rather dreary, as Edward and Hugh left early in the morning for London and work. In the drive she met Tonbridge wheeling a barrow full of empty bottles down to the spring to be filled with drinking water. He wore his leather gaiters that somehow accentuated his small bandy legs, his grey chauffeur’s breeches and a collarless shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Once he would not have dreamed of appearing before any of the family in this disarray, and he would not now think of driving them without his full uniform but, given the things he had to do these days that were definitely not normally his place to do, he would not waste his good jacket on them. Now, after she said good morning to him, he returned the salute with the sheepish smile of one caught out in a demeaning task. “What should we do without you!” she called and saw his damp pallid forehead turn cyclamen with pleasure. His mother can’t have been very nice to him, she thought, and then that fearful wife. There were rumours of a divorce, and Lydia said that he seemed very keen on Mrs. Cripps: “I saw him put his arm round her waist. Not right round, nobody could do that, but quite a bit of the way.”

When she got back, Rachel was immediately waylaid by the Brig from the strategic standpoint of his study.

“Is that you, Rachel?” he called. “Come in here a minute, would you? The very person I wanted to see.”

He was sitting at his immense desk with nothing to do.

“Most extraordinary thing,” he said. “Telephone rang. A woman called Eileen or Isla, it sounded like (damn silly name), said she wanted to speak to Mr. Cazalet. ‘Diana’s had a fire in her cottage,’ she said. I said I thought she must have the wrong number, but she seemed positive. Turned out to be Edward she wanted. Lives at Wadhurts. Said she was going over to rescue this Diana woman—can’t see what it’s got to do with Edward. Tried to call Villy, but she doesn’t seem to be within earshot …”

Rachel said, “It doesn’t sound as though it has anything to do with Villy. I’ll ring Edward, if you like.”

“Well, let him know, though what on earth he’s supposed to do about a fire in some unknown woman’s house beats me. Damn cheek! Well, get on to him, then.”

Wishing she could get rid of him while she rang Edward, yet knowing that she hadn’t a hope of doing so, Rachel made the call. She got through to Miss Seafang who said that Mr. Edward was not in his office at the moment, but that she would find him and could they ring back? “I trust you are all well at home,” she added in the tone of voice that betrayed she had faint hopes that somebody wasn’t.

“Fine, thank you, Miss Seafang,” Rachel replied, and then, anxious that she might be giving the wrong impression, she added, “but I should like him to ring me back as soon as possible. Will you tell him it is rather urgent?” Miss Seafang certainly would.

“Brig, darling, I think it would be quite a good thing not to mention any of this to Villy at all.”

“Would it?” he said. “Would it!” Then he got ponderously to his feet. “Give me that damn silly little stick,” he said. “I think a spot of fresh air would do me good.”

When Edward rang, which he did almost at once, she heard herself telling him that it sounded like a storm in a teacup, but then she realized that it wasn’t at all. Edward was silent for a moment, then he said: “Has he told Villy about this? The Brig, I mean?”

“No. I asked him not to.”


“Good. What a balls-up! I can’t think what possessed that wretched sister-in-law—of course, Villy’s met Diana, but years ago and she probably wouldn’t remember her. Her husband was killed, poor thing, and she’s rather on her own.”

“Edward, I think I’d rather not know anything more about this.” She could not bear to hear him trying to cover his tracks.

“Right. Well, thanks for telling me.” He rang off.

Edward has always flirted with any attractive woman he met, Rachel thought, but she thought it uncomfortably. Her experience of Edward with women really went back to before his marriage, when, after he came back from the war, he was constantly going to tea dances, playing tennis, choosing trinkets and chocolates for a bevy of girls. When he married, he was regarded as having settled down, but now she knew from her immediate reaction to the Brig this morning, that somewhere she had always known that he hadn’t. Of course it wouldn’t be serious—all the same he had clearly been anxious about Villy knowing about the telephone call … The fact that he did not always come home for weekends now impinged—about one in four he was unable to come. For reasons that had not been clear to her, he had stopped living with Hugh in London. At the time it had not seemed odd, because Clary and Poll had gone there, but now that they had left … But Villy had stayed in his flat in London; she had said it was a horrid little anonymous shoe box, but she had stayed there—once or twice … Although she had never found Villy a particularly easy person, she had become very fond of her and admired the way in which she seemed able to turn her hand to anything. She was certain that Villy would be extremely upset if she discovered that Edward was flirting with anyone else. Perhaps, she thought, it would be a good idea to get Hugh to have a word with him. As she went in search of the Duchy to see if she had survived her housekeeping with Mrs. Cripps, she suddenly saw that she had not given a thought to the person called Diana whose husband had been killed and whose cottage had caught fire. The sister-in-law must have been fearfully worried or she would not have tried to ring Edward. After all, Diana, whoever she was, might be the widow of one of Edward’s fellow officers in the RAF. It would be like him to have said that he would keep an eye on her. And Edward might simply be afraid that Villy might be jealous, even if she had no cause … The idea of anyone looking after anyone else made her feel much better about the whole thing.

“So I’ve been told.”

“How do you mean?”

“Your sister-in-law rang Home Place this morning to inform them.”

“She can’t have!”

“I assure you she did. She got my father—luckily he told my sister rather than my wife. Rachel rang me.”

“What can have possessed her to do such a thing?”

“How did she manage to do it? You must have given her the number.”

“Edward, of course I haven’t. She must have got it from Directory Enquiries.”

“You must have told her about the fire.”

“Of course I did. I had to. The place is such a mess, I had to see if she would take the children while I try to sort it out.” There was a pause, and then she said, “The sitting room’s nearly a foot under water from the fire brigade.”

“How did it happen, anyway?” he asked; he still sounded angry.

“It was the chimney, a large cross-beam caught fire, or rather smouldered. I went upstairs because I thought I heard Susan and found the children’s rooms full of smoke. It was incredibly lucky I went up when I did—they might have died.”

“Oh, Lord! What beastly bad luck! Where are you now?”

“At the pub in the village. My telephone isn’t working. Isla came over and took the children, thank goodness.”

“I hope you told her to stop ringing up my home.”

“I couldn’t tell her not to. For one thing I didn’t know she had, and if I did now, she would suspect something.”

“She must do that already, or she wouldn’t have tried to make trouble. You’ll have to tell her. She can’t do anything to you, after all.”

“Edward, I didn’t get any sleep last night. I’m dead beat, the children might have died and the house is in an indescribable mess. I really do think you might be a little more—” She was cut off. He wouldn’t have done that surely, she thought. She waited a minute to see if he would ring back, and then realised that of course he wouldn’t—he couldn’t—didn’t know the number. But somehow, pride stopped her ringing him—she was afraid if she did, he would say things that would make her resent him more. I couldn’t cope with that, she thought wearily, as she bicycled against the wind back to the cottage.

The cottage smelt strongly of burning wood. Some of the water had seeped away, but the filthy residue lay everywhere on the ground floor—the sitting room, the small kitchen and the downstairs lavatory. She got the mop and a bucket and set to work.

She mopped and mopped, moved furniture and staggered to and fro to empty endless pails of dirty water. Resentment at Edward fuelled her energy: she reflected that every advantage (to him—privacy, secrecy and so forth) that had made the cottage seem ideal was a disadvantage now. She had no near neighbour and could therefore expect no offers of help, nor was there anyone in the village a mile away whom she knew well enough to ask, or even to borrow the use of their telephone. The cottage, originally built for a gamekeeper, lay at the end of a cart track with a wood behind it. It had no electricity and water was pumped by a noisy dogged little engine from a well, but it was extremely cheap which was the main reason why she had agreed to take it. Even with Angus’s parents paying half of the older boys’ school fees there was still their clothes—uniform for school, sports things—and then their dentists, their pocket money, their train fares to Scotland for holidays, and all this before she began to pay for herself and Jamie and Susan. Money was very tight indeed, with no prospect that she could see of getting better. And although the war did show signs of beginning to end, she was no nearer marrying Edward than she had been the day that she met him. She was forty-four and trapped in this isolated hideout, and he, at forty-eight (quite different for a man), was virtually living apart from Villy, on his own in London and all too likely to find someone else who was younger and more available. Edward did come and see her every week on his way to Home Place, and about once a month he contrived that they spend a weekend together. But it was plain, on these occasions, that he found the cottage uncomfortable and dull, and wanted her to come to London to be with him. She could only do this if and when she could drum up someone who would look after the children: Isla occasionally if she sucked up to her enough, and once or twice an old nanny who had looked after the older ones when they were babies. But often these plans fell through, and Edward had to put up with the cottage and her cooking meals and privacy only when the children had gone to bed at night. This made her think that probably Isla had cottoned on to the situation because Jamie had talked about Edward coming to the cottage—perfectly natural, but unfortunate.

By the time she had cleared up the water, and seen that the floor would need scrubbing, it was afternoon, and she felt faint from exertion and no food. She opened all the windows and the front and back doors to try to air the place and went to the larder to find something to eat. There wasn’t anything much—she had been going to do her weekly shop that morning—simply the heel end of a loaf of bread and the remains of a packet of Grape Nuts but no milk because she had given it to Jamie and Susan for their breakfast. She made herself a cup of tea and ate the Grape Nuts with water, which was fairly horrid. She would have to go shopping if she wanted any supper, but she had become obstinately fixed upon the idea of getting the floor clean. Half-way through this, the water from the kitchen tap gave out, and when she tried to start the pump to get more, she found that it would not work. Water must have got into the battery, she thought, but that simply meant that she couldn’t finish the floor. Nor could she have a bath and she was filthy. And it was now nearly six o’clock and the shops would have closed long ago. She went to fetch the floor cloth and scrubbing brush, left in the sitting room, slipped on the remains of a bar of soap she had been using and twisted her ankle. It was too much. She collapsed on the floor and burst into tears.

It was thus that Edward found her (she had not heard his car on the cart track as so many aeroplanes were thundering over the cottage).

“My dear girl! Darling! Diana! What is it?”

The shock of seeing him, of his suddenly being there, made her cry more. He bent down to help her up, but when she tried to stand, her ankle hurt so much that she gave a cry of pain. He lifted her onto the sofa.

“You’ve sprained your ankle,” he said, and she nodded—her teeth were chattering.

“The water ran out. I couldn’t finish scrubbing the floor.” This seemed to her so sad that she went on crying.

He fetched her coat, which was hanging on a peg by the door, and covered her with it.

“Have you got any whisky?”

She shook her head. “We finished it last time.”

“I’ve brought some. It’s in the car. You stay put.”

All the time, while he was getting the whisky, finding a glass, giving her his dark green silk handkerchief and drawing up a chair to sit by her he was making encouraging, comforting sallies: “My poor sweet, you have had a rough time of it. I came as soon as I could. By the time I’d discovered the telephone number of that pub—couldn’t remember the name of it—you’d gone. I don’t know how we got cut off. I was a beast—after all you’d been through. No sleep, and I bet you’ve had no lunch. What you need when you’ve drunk that, is a nice hot bath and then I’ll take you out to dinner.”

But she said, almost irritably, “I can’t! I couldn’t get into a bath. Anyway, there’s no water left. Not a drop.”

“Well, then, I’ll put you in the car and take you to an hotel.”

She felt the resentment that had dissolved into a pure relief at his appearance begin to crystallize. He seemed always to think that everything could be resolved by a few, passing creature comforts. He would take her out, and then bring her back to this desolate place where she would continue, without any adult conversation beyond exchanges with the shopkeepers and the man who would hopefully repair or replace the pump battery. Everything would be as it was before: she would be lonely and poor and increasingly anxious about the future as she got older, and one day, she knew it, he would leave her. She wanted to say, “And then what?” but some innate caution stopped her. She felt she was fighting for her life, and decided there and then upon a false, rather than a wrong, move.

She looked up at him, her hyacinth-coloured eyes still swimming. “Oh, darling, that would be so lovely, you can’t imagine!”

Ever since their first meeting in the train Zoë felt as though her life had been split—unevenly—into two, not halves, but pieces. There was Juliet, Cazalet family life with its privations, its routine, its duties and affections—and there was Jack. There was far less of Jack—a matter of irregular snatched days and nights but these so crammed with excitement, romance and pleasure hitherto unknown to her that they seemed to occupy most of her attention—could invade her thoughts at any time to the exclusion of anything else. To begin with, of course, it hadn’t been like that; changing her mind about going straight home and staying in London to have dinner with him, an attractive stranger who made his interest so plain, had certainly been exciting and, she told herself, it would be fun—it had been years since she had gone to a restaurant with any man and she had regarded it as a slightly wicked treat. No more. The fact that she was lunching with Archie—something that she had looked forward to for much the same reason—suddenly didn’t seem to count. They had lunch, but after she had resisted a passing urge to confide in him about the stranger, she felt distrait and could not think of anything much to say. Archie had been kindness itself: he had brought a present for Juliet, and he had been understanding about the boring visit to her mother. When they were drinking bitter little cups of coffee in the coffee room of his club, and there had been rather a silence, he had said, “Poor Zoë! You are in an awful kind of limbo, aren’t you? Do you want to talk about it? Because I can quite see that you can’t at home.”

“I don’t know what to say. Except—you don’t believe that Rupert is alive really, do you?”


“No, I don’t think I do. It’s too long now. Of course, he might be …” He left that in the air.

“I suppose I feel I ought to believe he is. And I can’t. But I wish I knew. It makes me feel quite—well—oh, well—”

“Angry, I should think,” he said. “Sorry this coffee’s so awful. Would you like a brandy to wash it down?”

The urge to tell him recurred. She said that she would.

She waited until the waiter had brought the drinks before telling him. “I just felt like having dinner with him,” she finished. “You know, it seemed like a bit of an adventure.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think that’s bad of me?”

“No.”

“The only thing is that I shall miss the last train.”

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a key. “You can stay with me, if you like. If you turn out to need to.”

“Archie, you are kind. You won’t tell—anyone—will you?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

On the steps of the club, he said, “What are you going to do with yourself until your dinner?”

“Oh—I thought I’d try and find a dress somewhere. I didn’t take one to Mummy’s—a suitable one, I mean.” She felt she was beginning to blush.

“And your luggage?”

“I’ve put it in the cloakroom at Charing Cross. Except a very small case.” She’d repacked in the ladies’ at the station, so that at least she had make-up and her best shoes.

“Well, if you want to change at my place, you’re welcome. By the way, do you know my address?”

“What a good thing you said that. I don’t.”

He took out his diary, propped it against a pillar of the portico and wrote it down for her.

“Elm Park Gardens. It’s near South Kensington. Keep my key safe, won’t you? Don’t bother to ring. Just come or not, as the case may be.” He leant down and kissed her cheek. “Have a nice time anyway.”

Afterwards, in a taxi going to Hermione’s shop, she wondered at the way in which he seemed to think she might not come. Did he think she was the kind of person who spent the night with a total stranger with whom she was simply going to have dinner? She felt quite indignant at the thought.

Any doubts he might have had, were, as it turned out, well founded. She spent the night—or what remained of it—in a studio flat in Knightsbridge. “My intentions,” he had said at dinner, “are strictly honourable. I want to seduce you.”

At dinner, that had simply seemed a wild, though flattering, notion; she had had no intention of his succeeding. “I don’t go to bed with people the first time I meet them,” she had retorted.

“And I don’t want to do anything with you that you usually do with people,” he had replied equably.

After dinner, he had taken her to the Astor, where they had more champagne and danced. The dress she had bought at Hermione’s proved a perfect choice, a sheath of soft black silk, cut to just above the knee with a low square neck and wide shoulder straps; it was cool and glamorous and worth, she felt, every penny of its twenty-two pounds. She had availed herself of Archie’s offer to change in his flat, spent a delicious hour and a half bathing and dressing and making up her face, putting up her hair, taking it down again and finally putting it up with the string of pearls—the only jewellery she had with her—twined into the knot on top of her head. She had no scent, no evening bag and only her winter coat to wear over the dress, but it would have to do. At this point, as much as anything else, she was enjoying the whole business of getting herself up for a party and when Archie turned up she paraded before him as though he was a parent to approve her before her first dance.

“My word!” he said. “That’s a dress and a half, or I suppose you could say half a dress. You look extremely pretty in it, anyway. Do you want a drink before you go?”

But she didn’t. She was due to meet him at seven. She left her overnight case with Archie and took a taxi to the Ritz.

He was waiting for her, rose from a sofa, greeted her with a small nervous smile.

“I had begun to imagine you weren’t going to show,” he said.

“You said seven.”

“And here you are.” He took her arm and led her off for a drink.

During drinks and subsequently dinner he asked her dozens of questions—about her family, her childhood, friends, interests, what countries she had been to, what, as a child, she had wanted to be when she was grown up, but these questions were slipped in between others—What food were they to eat? What about food in Britain in wartime? How did she feel about the war? Had she been afraid of the air raids? No, she had answered, she was far more afraid of spiders and he had laughed—his nearly black eyes that were sparkling when, as nearly all the time, they were fixed upon her, softened, he was silent and she was conscious of a momentary, tender affection that went straight to her heart. This happened several times and each time it created a small fresh shock of intimacy.

At the end of dinner, he offered her a cigarette, and when she refused, he said, “I wasn’t sure whether you don’t smoke, or whether you simply don’t accept cigarettes from strange men.”

“You are fairly strange. You don’t tell me much about yourself.”

“I answer your questions.”

“Yes, but …” She knew by then that he was a reporter, a photographer as well, apparently, attached to some part of the American army and that he had been brought up in New York, that he had been married and was divorced (he’d told her that in the train) and that his parents were also divorced. “You don’t tell me anything.”

“What do you want to know?”

But then she couldn’t think. Or, rather, the kinds of things she felt curious about seemed wrong to ask of someone she hardly knew. She felt herself beginning to blush and shrugged.

When the waiter came with the coffee, he asked for a large cup and some hot milk and offered her a liqueur.

“Now,” he said, when the waiter had come and gone again and they were on their own, “I need to ask you something. Is your husband a prisoner?”

“What makes you think that?”

“I don’t know. Just a feeling. You don’t talk about him at all. That’s unusual. All the time you were talking about your family, you didn’t mention him.”

“It’s because I don’t know what to say.”

There was a short silence, and then he said, casually, “I suppose you could just say what is?”

So she told him. Beginning with Dunkirk, and his getting left in France, and all their hopes of his being taken prisoner, and no word for two years, hopes fading, she had thought he must be dead then, and then the Frenchman arriving with his news and everyone jubilant. And now two more years without a word or a sign.

“He’s never seen his daughter,” she said. “If he hadn’t twisted his ankle jumping into the ditch because of the German lorry, he would have. So I don’t know—anything. I suppose I’ve sort of got used to it.”

She looked up and again met that silent, expressive regard. He said nothing.

“But really, I suppose I’ve come to think that he is dead.”

He was silent for a moment; then he said, “I understand now what you said about getting used to something and still noticing it.”

“Did I say that?”

“In the train, this morning. It’s kind of unfinished, isn’t it? You can’t grieve, and I suppose you can’t feel free—it’s a kind of devilish limbo.”

Yes, she had said. She was thinking how odd it was that he should have used the same word as Archie when all these years no one had said it—the situation had somehow never been discussed, let alone defined.

Then he leaned towards her over the table. “Zoë! Will you come dancing with me?” and before she could answer, he had taken one of her hands before saying, “Off we go then.”

Much later that night, he said that a night club was the only legitimate way he could think of for taking her into his arms.

They danced for hours. They did not talk very much: in the first few seconds, she found that he was a very good dancer and abandoned herself to following him and thence to anticipating every move that he made. She had almost forgotten how much she loved it: had not danced with anyone since before Juliet had been born. He was barely taller than she—occasionally she felt his breath touch her face—if their eyes met he gave her an absent, dreamy smile. When the band stopped for a break, they went back to their table and drank the champagne that gradually ceased to be cold in its bucket of melting ice. There was a small lamp on their table, on every table, with a dark red shade; it gave enough light for each to see the other but not to discern the features of the people at other tables: it made a kind of romantic privacy as though they were sitting on the shore of a tiny island. Out on the floor the spotlights from the ceiling, which varied in intensity, made the dancers’ faces and the women’s bare shoulders livid; their eyes glittered, diamonds and medals winked and went out as the dancers shifted in and out of pools of smoky light.

The music began again. She turned to him, ready to rise, but he put out his hand to make her stay. “This is when I court you,” he said. “I haven’t told you how beautiful you are because you must know it. You dazzle—you blind me, but you must be used to all that. I’ve been falling in love with you since about eleven o’clock this morning—and that’s a long way down. I got past your appearance hours ago in the restaurant, when you told me about Rupert. You look like the kind of girl who plays games, who tries to turn men on to comfort her vanity. But you don’t do it. I’ve been waiting all evening for any of that and you simply don’t do it.”

“I used to,” she said, suddenly recognizing the change. “I used to.” She stopped—the recollection struck her with a kind of confounding violence. Once, she remembered, her whole satisfaction in such an evening would have rested upon her partner’s responses to her appearance. If these had not been frequent enough to satisfy her vanity, she would have put out little hooks to catch more extravagant compliments. Thoughts of this now revolted her.

“… so, will you? I didn’t mean to ask you like this, but I just have to know.”

She started to say that she didn’t know how she felt, whether she was in love, that they had only just met, but the words crumbled, became meaningless as she uttered them. She fell silent and simply gave him her hand.

When she woke, the next morning, it was light, the telephone was ringing, and there was no sign of Jack. She was drowsy and her limbs ached from so much dancing and making love. She turned to the empty pillow beside her and there was a note: “The telephone will be me. I had to go to work.” Getting out of bed to answer it, she found she was naked, but he had left his dressing gown draped over the chair by the telephone.

“I hate to wake you, but I thought you might need to know the time.”

“What is it?”

“Just after ten. Listen. Can I call you at home?”

“Call? It’s miles away—Sussex, I told you.”

“Telephone—ring, as you say.”

“I think that might be difficult. The only telephone is in my father-in-law’s study and he’s nearly always in it.”

“Can you call me, then?”

“I might be able to. There’s a telephone box in the local pub, but it’s not very private.”

“Can you spend next weekend with me? We can establish communication arrangements then. Could you, do you think?”

“I could try. I’ll have to let you know.”

“This is my number at work. Might have to be rather formal. I’m Captain Greenfeldt in case you have to ask for me. Isn’t this ridiculous? Having to behave like a spy or a wicked child.”

“But we do have to.”

“Are you wearing my dressing gown? I put it there for you.”

“Yes, I am, over my shoulders.”

“Please come for the weekend. I don’t often get them free.”

“I will try. I’ll think of something somehow.”

“You are the only girl in the world,” he said—and then, “I’ve got to go.”

That was the beginning. It was the beginning of lies, inventions (she fabricated an old school friend with three children who constantly invited her to stay). The Duchy looked at her kindly and said she thought the change was doing her good. It was the beginning of coded telegrams, calls made to his office where he was sometimes chillingly formal, but after the first time, he had said he would always call her John when there were other people in his room. She wrote to him at the studio when the gaps between them meeting became unbearable—he wrote back only once. His energy was astounding to her. He worked hard—he frequently went for trips in planes to visit American troops dispersed about the country. When they met, for the rare weekend, they would fall into bed desperate for each other: she realized how starved she had been for love as well as sex. Then they would bathe and dress and he would take her out—occasionally to the theatre, but more often to dinner and then on to dance until three or four in the morning. Back in the studio, a bare place with a piano, a low, rickety divan, a table and two chairs and a huge north window that was always half blacked out, he would undress her slowly, take the pins out of her hair, stroke her and talk to her about making love until she was mad for him. She had forgotten, or perhaps, she thought, she had never known, that aftermath when the body seemed becalmed, its weight so evenly dispersed on the bed that it seemed weightless and sleep took with such an insidious stealth that she was gone before she knew it. Waking on Saturday morning was a voluptuous business; the one who woke first would watch the one asleep with such tender intensity that they could not remain unconscious of it. Lovemaking on those mornings had a different quality—it was light-hearted, playful, full of the intimacies of affection, they felt rich with the prospect of two whole days together—it was the time of purest happiness for her. As autumn became winter, the studio was very cold: there was a stove, but no fuel for it—he grumbled cheerfully about the lack of heating or a shower; there was a small bath with an Ascot that reluctantly provided small quantities of hot water at uncertain intervals. They lunched off tins that he brought from the PX—beef stews, corned beef, turkey in tins, Hershey bars. On fine days they walked all over London while he took pictures—of bombed churches, bombed houses, abandoned shops with sandbagged windows, air-raid shelters, camouflaged anti-aircraft gun sites, the cabmen’s Gothic hut at Hyde Park Corner, where, he said, the cabmen went to gamble—he was a mine of information in that kind of way. “They go to Warwick Avenue if they want a good meal,” he said, “and here to play cards.” And he took pictures of her, dozens and dozens of them, and once, because she said she wanted it, he allowed her to take one picture of him. It wasn’t very good; her hand wasn’t steady enough, and his eyes were screwed up against the sun, but when he had it printed, she kept it in an envelope in her bag. In the afternoon they would go to a movie, she learned to call it, holding hands in the dark. At weekends, in the daytime, he would wear mufti, but in the evenings he put on his uniform. Gradually, she brought clothes up from the country to keep in the studio. They spent Sunday mornings in bed with the papers and he made coffee which he also seemed able to procure. But on Sundays, the shadow of parting was there, and this always seemed to lead to a tension. He was capable of black moods when he became very quiet, agreed with anything she said, but seemed to have withdrawn from her. Once they had a row, about her daughter. He wanted her to bring Juliet up for a weekend with them, but she would not. “She’s too old. She would talk about you—I couldn’t stop her.”

“Would that be so terrible?”

“I think it would be difficult. I can’t tell them about you. They would be shocked.”

“They wouldn’t like the idea of your being in love with a Jew?” It was the first time he had referred to his race.

“Jack, of course not. It isn’t that.”

He said nothing. They were walking by the Serpentine. It was a bitterly cold Sunday afternoon, and suddenly he flung himself down on one of the iron benches facing the water.

“Sit down—I want to get this clear. Can you honestly tell me that if I were some British—lord or earl or whatever you have here, you wouldn’t take me home to meet your family? By now? We’ve known each other for nearly three months and you’ve never once suggested it.”

“It’s nothing to do with that,” she said. “It’s because I’m married to Rupert.”

“I thought you loved me.”

“I do. It’s because I love you. They’d know that at once, and—and, can’t you see? They’d feel I was betraying him. They would feel I ought to wait in case Rupert does come back.”

“I see. And if he does, that’s the end of us, is it? You’re trying to keep your options open—”

“You aren’t trying to understand me—”

“I’m afraid to. Either it is that, and faced with the choice you’d settle for your upper-class life in a large country house with all those servants rather than risk your luck with a middle-class Jew who doesn’t own anything except a classy camera—or you’ve already got some alternative arranged. You’d marry that friend of his, Archie whatever, and your precious family would approve of that. He goes to stay, doesn’t he? You’ve told me that—and what a member of the family he already is.”

She was shaking with cold, and fear; she had never seen him like this, so angry and bitter and implacable, and, she felt, wrong.

She said, “When I told you about Rupert that first evening, you seemed to understand—exactly what it was like—the situation I was in. What has changed?”

He turned and seized her hands in a painful grip. “I’ll tell you what has changed. Or what I thought has changed. We’ve fallen in love. I thought. Really in love. That means not just now, today, it concerns the whole of our lives. I thought. I want to marry you. I want your children. I want to live with you, for you to be mine. I can’t bear the idea of anyone else touching you. You’re not a child, Zoë. You’re a grown woman—you can make your own choices—you don’t have to go through life doing what other people expect of you. Or isn’t any of this true for you? I really need to know.”

She was so confounded by his anger and these resentments so suddenly and savagely presented and so confused at being attacked about a future that, she realized, she had most carefully never considered that, for a moment, she simply stared at him, unable to speak.

“I do love you,” she said at last. “You must know that perfectly well. And it’s true that I haven’t thought about the future—at all. It isn’t true—” Her voice was shaking and she tried again: “I haven’t had secret options as you call them. I do love you. I’m not sure about anything else at all. I suppose I’ve been living on a kind of island with you—I haven’t thought about anyone else.” She was silent a moment, and then, but hardly audibly, she said, “I shall—now.”

He released her hands and she covered her face with them to cry as though she was with a stranger. She wept and wept, as though all the years of pent-up grief and uncertainty and downright anguish were suddenly released in her, as though one world had come to an end and there was now no other to take its place. He put his arms round her and held her through it. At the end of it he was gentle and tender—and contrite—taking her hands from her face, stroking the tears with his fingers, kissing her, asking her to forgive him. They made it up: forgiveness was the easy part, but the pure, unalloyed happiness she had known became fugitive, uncertain, its present leaking into the past, infected by the future. The row made her understand both how much she loved and how little she knew him.

At Christmas she felt especially divided, unable to leave the family, and knowing that he would be alone. “Haven’t you got some Army friends you could be with?” she asked, and he said, yes, he had, but he didn’t want to be with them. “Christmas doesn’t mean all that much to me anyway.” But he bought a present for Juliet—a little turquoise heart on a chain. They had the New Year together and he showered her with presents—stockings and a black evening bag sent from New York, and a scent called “Beige” from Hattie Carnegie, and a bunch of red roses and a man’s silk dressing gown that she thought must have cost a fortune and two novels by Scott Fitzgerald. She had spent weeks making him a shirt: it took a very long time partly because she had to make it more or less in secret from the family. “You made it?” he said, in amazement. “You actually sewed this yourself?” He was deeply touched and put it on at once.

That seemed to be the right moment to suggest to him that they might go and see Archie. She told herself that she wanted this in order to defuse any jealousy of Jack’s about him, but there was also the desire to show her lover to someone, and Archie was trustworthy and discreet, and, anyway, the only person who knew of Jack’s existence.

And so, later that day, there they were in Archie’s flat (where she had only been once before to change for her first meeting with Jack—years ago, it seemed) and Jack and Archie were getting on perfectly well. She didn’t listen to what they were saying because it all sounded like the usual war talk. Instead, she examined Archie’s room—the dead white walls, the large picture of a half-naked woman lying on a sofa beside a bowl of roses, an ugly person, but the colours were marvelous. There was a table with a pot of hyacinths on it and also a lamp made out of some old black glass bottle. The shelves each side of the fireplace sagged from the weight of the books: one short wall by the door was filled by the worm-eaten oak chest in which he’d told her the spare bedclothes were kept. Its top was covered by a piece of silk, purple and green, with embroidery and pieces of glass sewn into it. Opposite, the rather dirty, widely striped curtains of red and cream hung each side of his window with its balcony that looked out onto the square gardens. That evening when she had changed into her black dress, she had noticed none of this.

The meeting broke up because Archie was going out to lunch in Chelsea, “a very late lunch as my hostess is Spanish, but even with her, it is possible to be late.”

He had kissed her cheek and thanked them for coming, and she noticed then how he had never, once, alluded to Cazalet family life or Home Place, or, indeed anything that might have made Jack feel left out.

In the street, Jack took her arm and said: “I’m glad to have met him. It’s good to see something of your family.”

“He’s not actually family.”

“He feels like it. Anyway, he’s a good friend for you to have.”

It was a mild new year, dry and bright, it never seemed to rain. Afterwards, she could never remember when they had the first conversation about it—they did not often talk about the war, but the impending invasion of France, the Second Front, was constantly referred to at Home Place, in newspapers and people talking in the train. “When do you think it will happen?” she asked him idly one day.

“Soon, I hope. We shall need good weather, though. And over here that seems to mean summer. Don’t worry, darling, it won’t be just yet.”

“Worry? Why? Will you be going?”

“Yes,” he said.

“To France?”

“Darling, yes.”

“For how long?” she foolishly asked.

“For as long as it takes,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’m just a reporter—only a kind of witness. I shan’t be fighting.”

“But you might—” Terror possessed her: she couldn’t go on.

“I went to Italy in January. To take pictures of the landings.”

“You never told me!”

“No. But I came back safe and sound. It’s my job. We should never have met if I hadn’t had this job.” He gave her shoulders a little shake. “That’s enough of that.”

“But will you tell me—warn me—before you go?”

He was silent.

“Jack! Will you—please?”

“No,” he said shortly, “I won’t.”

Then he said, “We shall have a row about this if we’re not careful. So let’s not talk about it.”

Two months passed, then three and the summer began. There were wild roses in the country, the willowherb growing out of bombed masonry in the city started to flower. As the train crossed the river before coming into the station, it slowed down on the bridge as it often did and she watched the silver barrage balloons swinging abruptly in the sky, which was also crowded with long banks of scudding clouds casting hasty shadows on the pewter-coloured river below. The train got in at six in the evening; she had time to catch the number 9 bus to Knightsbridge and still get to the studio before him. It was Monday, not a day that she usually came up but their plans for the weekend had gone wrong: he was working longer hours and making frequent trips to the south coast—and the weekend that they had had a fortnight before had been interrupted by a call for him to report for duty. But this Monday she was coming up in order to go to an early appointment next day with the dentist, and when he spoke to her in the week they had made the plan that she should spend the previous night with him.

There was the usual queue at the bus stop, and when the bus did come and the old lady ahead of her lost her hat in a sudden gust of wind she had to get off the bus to chase it, but the conductor waited for her. “Can’t have you without your titfer,” he said, and while she was wondering what on earth he meant, a fat old man sitting opposite her said, “Tat. Hat. Rhyming slang—very amusing, what?” and gave her a smile that showed his glossy apricot artificial gums, and then lowered his eyes to her legs where they remained for the rest of the journey.


The studio smelt dusty. The big window would not open; she had to open the small ones in the kitchen and in the bathroom to get any air. Jack never opened them: he liked hot houses, he said, and cold drinks—he couldn’t get over the lack of ice and refrigerators. She opened the windows now to air the place. Everything was very neat, the bed made, no dirty coffee cups, although there was a half bottle of milk that had turned in the small meatsafe that served as a larder. She made herself a cup of weak tea. Then she decided to have a bath and change before he got home. Home it had become, she thought. It had become less bare, with books that he had accumulated, the clothes she kept there, a couple of Shell posters that he had bought—a Ted McKnight Kauffer and a Barnet Friedmann.

By the time she was changed it was nearly half past seven, and she left the door ajar so that she would hear him on the stairs. There was a pile of New Yorker magazines that he had sent to him, and she tried to settle down with them, but she had begun to feel anxious. She waited until eight o’clock and then tried his number where he worked. It was a direct line, she did not have to go through a switchboard, but she let it ring and ring and there was no reply. He was on his way, she told herself, but already she had begun not to believe this.

She waited and waited and he did not come. At half past eight she poured herself a stiff bourbon and water, found his battered packet of Lucky Strikes that he kept always in his dressing gown pocket and smoked one because the smell of it was comforting. He must have got called away—he wasn’t going to turn up. The sky became lavender and the wind seemed to have dropped although there were still clouds. She sat by the window and watched the light drain away until it was dark. It wasn’t until she heard the—very distant—sound of Big Ben on somebody’s radio from the kitchen window when she was getting herself a second drink that the idea occurred that it might be the invasion. The thought that this might be so, that he might have gone without even saying goodbye to her, gone for an unknown amount of time to God knew what danger—she had no illusions about that. How could thousands of men get out of boats and walk up beaches where Germans must be waiting for them without fearful loss of life? And whatever he said about just being a witness, if he was there they would shoot at him just as much as at anyone else. She knew that she couldn’t just sit alone in the studio all night not knowing. She would go to the pub at the end of the mews and buy herself a drink, and ask about the news: someone there would be sure to know. She had never been alone to a pub in her life, and ordinarily it would have been an ordeal, but now she was too desperate to care, and when every man in the small smoke-ridden bar looked at her with that mixture of curiosity and disapproval reserved for women who came to such a place without a partner, she ignored them, went straight to the bar, ordered a small whisky and, when she had paid for it, asked the barman if there had been any news. Not what he would call news, he said, of course she knew that we were into Rome. King Victor Emmanuel, whoever he may be when he’s at home, has abdicated in favour of someone whose name he couldn’t remember. “I can’t say I care. Foreign royalty’s a closed book as far as I’m concerned.”

No news. She could have kissed him. She swallowed her drink, and left. When she got back to the studio, she undressed, wrapped herself in Jack’s dressing gown and slept.

It wasn’t until she was in the dentist’s chair with her mouth full of cotton wads that she learned that the invasion had indeed begun that morning. She shut her eyes to try to keep her tears from escaping, but in vain.

“Now, now, Mrs. Cazalet, this isn’t going to hurt, and I haven’t even begun yet. Just a little injection and you won’t feel anything at all.”




Louise

Winter, 1944/5

“You stay put. There’s absolutely no point in you getting up. I’ll just shave, dress and be gone.”

“Don’t you want me to see you off?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. There might be other people on the train.”

He disappeared and she heard water running: it was a flat that had been made out of one huge room and the partition walls were very thin. His alarm clock went off: it was half past five—he was taking no chances about catching the train. She fumbled to silence it. I will wait till he’s gone, she thought, and then I will get up, wash and put my clothes on—and go.

When he returned, half dressed—his black socks had holes at the toe and his trousers were shiny with wear—she said: “When shall I see you again?”

“Not for some time, I’m afraid. I rather think it’s going to be madly war for a bit now.” He seized his not very clean white shirt, thrust his arms into it and began buttoning it up. “And I suppose it depends a bit on your husband.”

“Does it? Why?”

“He’s my boss. For the next few months, anyway. There’s a certain irony in that, isn’t there? Where the hell’s my tie?”

“On the floor.” It was a greasy black affair, worn with being tied in the same place for too long. He scraped a bit of it with his thumbnail. “Damn! I seemed to have got something on it. Funny, isn’t it, how it always looks like egg when there isn’t an egg in sight.” He came over to the bed. “Darling! I hope you will always look at me like that—especially when there are other people present.” They frequently used lines from the play that had been the subject of the first conversation they had had.

“Well,” she said, trying to respond, “the suspense is terrible and I hope it won’t last.”

He was putting on his jacket now, worn and shiny like the rest of his uniform, his left breast heavily sewn with ribbons. He had a DSC and bar, and had been five times mentioned in despatches. He opened his battered attaché case, disappeared and returned with a sponge bag, which he crammed into it with a jar of Brylcreem.

“Your alarm clock.”

“Well done.” He felt in his top pocket and withdrew a broken comb which he scraped through his heavily creamed hair. She hated the smell of it, but had not liked to say so. Then he came over to the bed, sat on the edge of it to kiss her. He had cut himself shaving—she said there were little beads of blood on his cheekbone like a curved dotted line.

“Shaving in cold water,” he replied. “And my razor blade’s had it, anyway.” He put his hands on her bare shoulders, stroking her long hair off them and gazed at her with his beautiful large intelligent grey eyes.

“It was good, wasn’t it? Look after yourself.”

“Do you—”

“Of course I do. I should have thought after last night you would have noticed that.” He kissed her again. His mouth smelled now of peppermint instead of whisky. “I’m afraid I really must go and win the war.”

“Win it,” she said; she felt a sudden danger of her crying, but it passed.

“In the train I shall think of you lying there—all voluptuous, like a thin Renoir. Very nice.” He straightened, ran a hand through his hair that had flopped forward, picked up the briefcase and went.

She had thought she might cry after he had left, but now found that she didn’t want to. She simply felt sad and flat. Last night after Rory had rung she had got ready to go and meet him, full of excitement: she had felt reckless, daring, stirred by the whole idea of going to meet her lover and spending the night with him in some unknown flat. In spite of trying she still didn’t enjoy being made love to, but she had decided that that was simply one more thing that was wrong with her to add to the mounting others: rotten mother, ungrateful wife, failed actress, undomestic altogether useless person that she seemed in the last two years to have turned into. She seemed to herself to spend all her energies acting the same old part of Mrs. Michael Hadleigh, having sore throats (they seemed to get worse and worse), and generally going through the motions of being a happy, successfully married young woman. But privately, with Michael, things had been going wrong for ages.

She had begun to notice that it had all started, she supposed, quite soon after the day that the door bell rang at home in London and she had answered it to find a very lanky, dark young man in army uniform.

“Excuse me. Does Michael Hadleigh live here?”

“Well, when he’s on leave, he does.”

“When’s he coming on leave?”

“I’m not quite sure—”

“Oh well, I’ll wait,” he said, stepped into the house and put his bag on the floor. “You must be Louise Hadleigh. I saw a picture of you getting married in The Times. I was overseas when you got married, or I’d have been there like a shot.” He smiled engagingly, as he added, “Rather an overworked analogy, these days, don’t you think? I say! Have you got anything to eat? I had a sort of poison pie in the train and I thought I could fancy it, but could I keep it down? I’m a kind of cousin, by the way—my name’s Hugo Wentworth.”

By now, she was delighted. She took him down to the kitchen and made him toast with Bovril on it and cups of tea. He chattered away, seeming able to have about three conversations at once, telling her about his journey from what he described as a Catholic stronghold in the north, interspersed with mock news bulletins about the war and extremely personal remarks about herself. “Trains are either boiling hot or icy cold these days, have you noticed? I say, you really are distractingly beautiful—I suppose if I had a larger frame I could have contained that poison pie,” and here he made a hideously funny face saying, “Goering: with just a touch of indigestion. It’s funny about Bovril, isn’t it? I mean do you think it’s the whole bull, or just that intensely reliable face you see on the jars? You don’t look at all as though you’ve had a baby, I must say, perhaps you just had a very small one … Is there any more toast? Although what I should really like would be a lobster. Life in Yorkshire with my dear mama was one long wartime scone and as she’s never cooked until the war they were like small hand grenades. You won’t mind my staying for a bit, will you? I can doss down on the floor, I’m lamentably used to discomfort. I can’t tell you how glad I am that Michael has married you. I was afraid he never would marry anyone …”

“He painted a portrait of you, didn’t he? I’ve just remembered.”

“He painted several. I used to stay at Hatton a lot when I was at Oxford. The Judge was a very splendid godfather. Have you got a piano here? We could go and sing sentimental duets. It might cheer you up. You know things like ‘My true love has my heart, and I have his’—pure pale treacle if you ask me.”

“I shouldn’t think people get a chance to ask you much,” she said.

“Ah! That’s my Latin temperament. My mother is French, a tiny little black widow: naturally I call her maman. My father was English, though—some sort of cousin of the Judge. Got badly knocked up in the previous war and died when I was born, so I’ve always been a precocious only child. You aren’t one, though, are you? You come from a very large family, I’m told.”

“Only four of us, but there are a good many cousins.”

“Then you’ll hardly notice one more, will you? Should I go and view your baby?”

“He’s not here. He’s in the country with my family. Because of the V-2s.”

“Oh, well, I can’t, then. Actually, I’m not mad on babies. They’re nearly always damp and they look so depressing. It amazes me that they’re so popular with people.”

“They’re not particularly popular with me,” she said, and felt at once a shade lighter for being able to say it.

“Really! That’s most interesting.” He took her hand. “Poor you having one, then.”

Although he talked—very largely nonsense—most of the time she quickly discovered that he noticed a great deal and was not as inconsequent as he made out. By the time Polly and Clary came back from work, she felt as though she had known him for years and hoped he would stay for weeks. He was immediately popular with them as well, and after a hilarious supper they spent the evening being the Gaumont British News with action and music, no words—Hugo excelled at this game: race commentators, Queen Mary, war reporters, even Mr. Churchill blowing out seventy candles on his birthday cake; when he was not doing these things, he was playing the sporting heroic music with some lavatory paper and a comb.

He stayed about a week the first time, but thereafter, he turned up at irregular intervals, becoming one of the family, and particularly an indefatigable escort for Louise. They went to the Old Vic at the New Theatre; usually, she bought the seats, he never seemed to have any money—largely, she thought afterwards, because he kept giving her presents—he had an eye for good things in junk shops, and once arrived with a Pembroke table that he’d lugged for miles. “It cost nine pounds and is really rather pretty—nicer than that awful old card thing with mothy green baize,” he said. Another time he turned up with his hair slicked forward and a small black moustache.

“Heil, mein Eva!” he cried, enfolding her in his arms. “I just wanted to see what would happen,” he said. “But the people on the bus just looked, and then seemed frightfully embarrassed and looked away. Funny, I thought that ladies would shriek and men would try to arrest me.” On this occasion he was in mufti. “Regulation number one thousand seven hundred and sixty-four stroke five nine is pretty sure to say don’t dress up as the enemy,” he said.

When Michael rang during the first time he was staying and she told him that Hugo was there, he seemed rather deliberately hearty about it. “Good-oh! Sorry I shall miss him. Tell him to behave himself and give him all the best,” was really all he said.

Eventually, they did coincide—for one evening, and she noticed, more sharply than she had before, how the silly house jokes that had evolved withered in Michael’s company; either he sat with a set good-natured smile on his face, or, more embarrassingly, he attempted to cap them, and there was either dutiful laughter, or someone changed the subject. He and Hugo seemed awkward with each other, Hugo attempting to rib him, and Michael snubbing and then being conciliatory. “Why are you in London so much?” he asked Hugo, who replied that he was doing a stint at the War Office.

“Are you living here, then?”

“Well, yes, just while the job lasts. Louise very kindly said I could.”

When they were going to bed that night, Michael said, “I think you might have asked me about Hugo. He can be a bit of a parasite.”

“I’m sorry. I thought you’d be pleased. Anyway, he isn’t being a parasite, he’s always bringing nice things. Those glasses we drank out of at dinner, he brought them and that lovely glass dome with flowers in it. He’s awfully good at picking things up and he always gives them to me—to us,” she amended.

“Well, be careful he doesn’t try to pick you up.”

“That’s an idiotic idea,” she had answered sharply. She had felt angry then—and innocent.

That was round about Christmas time. Her sore throats persisted—they were always worse in winter and were accompanied by depression that she found it harder and harder to conceal.

One evening, Hugo got back early from his office to find her in tears. She’d been trying to paint her throat with some disgusting brown stuff that hurt and she’d put the brush too far down her throat and it had made her sick. He found her hanging over the basin in the bathroom, feverish and in tears. He put her to bed, got her a hot drink and some aspirin and came and sat with her. “I’ll read to you,” he said. “Then you won’t have to hurt your throat by talking.” He was so matter of fact and kind and read to her so beautifully, that she actually began to feel not well, but happy, and fell into a peaceful sleep.

When she woke, he was still there.

“What’s the time?”

“Past the witching hour,” he said. “You’ve had a good long sleep.” He took her temperature and it was nearly normal.

“Have you been here all the time?”

“Most of it. Polly brought me a sandwich. I’ve been reading. But I didn’t cheat and go on with Hadrian. I read something else.”

“Hugo, you are the kindest person I’ve ever met.”

“You are the person I love most that I’ve ever met,” he replied.

There was a complete, trembling silence.


It was not a shock: it seemed the most natural thing in the world. It was what she felt, and she told him.

For a few weeks after that she was conscious of a light-hearted happiness that seemed entirely new to her. When he left to go to work each morning, the knowledge that he would return in the evening sustained her all day. Her energy came back: she decorated the house, she tried far harder to make good suppers (he had an enormous appetite—ate everything in sight and remained bony). Occasionally, she bicycled downtown to lunch with him, coming back uphill in the Edgware Road straphanging on lorries. At weekends they went to junk shops together picking up things for the house—it reminded her of going down Church Street with Polly before the war. Indeed, she felt as though she had suddenly become much younger, was hardly grown up at all: he was her brother, her friend, the best company in the world to her—and she loved him. Once, she took him home to Sussex for the weekend where he was an instant success. She had used to go every two or three weeks to visit Sebastian who was now staggering about and looked exactly like Michael. These visits usually caused her much pain, made her very anxious and guilty: she knew that she was expected not to be able to bear being parted from him, knew, too, that there was no real reason why she should be. She did not have to live in London; it was convenient for Michael to have her there, but secretly she knew that if she had said she must be with their child, he would have agreed to it. It would also have meant prolonged and regular visits to Hatton and that she couldn’t face.

During these weeks there was no talk of love: it was simply taken for granted between them, but she did tell him something of how she dreaded and feared Zee’s animosity. He listened; he knew that she did not like women, he said, so some of all that wasn’t even personal. “And I suppose, after the war, you’ll have Michael to protect you from her,” he had ended. When she was silent, he suddenly blurted out, “But he won’t, will he? He does whatever she wants.”

She stared at him, recognizing the awful truth. “Does he? Yes, he does.”

“Louise! I haven’t asked you—swore I never would, but here I am doing it. Do you love him?”

“I don’t know!” she said: “I thought I did, but I don’t know. I feel as though all my feelings are wrong and I ought not to feel them. I try not to have any, but it gets worse and worse. Last time he came up I couldn’t bear to—” Suffused with shame, she could not go on.

He looked at her with love. “I sort of knew,” he said. “Really—from the first day I saw you—” There was a kind of suppressed anguish in the way he said that. He cleared his throat. “Well, anyway, you have me,” he said.

“But I don’t, though, do I?” she cried and then flung herself into his arms. That was the first time that he kissed her, began to kiss her and could not stop; they clung to one another for comfort, for reassurance and then passion, which for her came as a joyful shock, as though her whole body was discovering love for the first time in her life. “So this is what it is!” she said during a lull. “Both people want it.”

“My poor darling. Both people.”

But they did not go to bed. For a few nights, after the girls had gone to bed they met in the drawing room, lay together on the floor in front of the fire locked in each other’s arms, kissing until their mouths were sore and they were exhausted with longing. But it was by some unspoken mutual consent that they did not consummate, and eventually they would creep upstairs, bare-footed and hand in hand, until they reached their separate rooms when they would part without a word.

On a walk the next weekend, he said that they could not go on as they were, and that the only honourable thing for him to do was to speak to Michael. At first she was aghast at the idea, was sure that it could not lead to any good solution, but he was unwavering, and gradually—although she felt very frightened at the prospect—she began to feel that he must be right. After all, she was usually wrong in what she thought and felt; she trusted him, and she also felt that they could not go on as they were. She loved him and he must know better than she.

Michael turned up for a forty-eight-hour leave the following week. She and Hugo had arranged that she would go down to the kitchen to prepare lunch while he talked to Michael.

All that day—the day of Michael’s return—she had existed in a kind of nervous euphoria: she was unable to imagine what Michael’s reaction would be and this was frightening; on the other hand as long as Hugo was there she felt that everything must in the end be all right.

It was not at all long before she heard Michael calling from the top of the stairs telling her to join them. She walked into the drawing room to find them both standing, Hugo by the window—he turned to face her as she came in and she saw that he was very white. Michael stood by the fireplace with his forearm resting upon one end of it; his face was flushed and the moment that he began to speak she knew he was very angry. What he said was breezy, patronizing and dismissive. He’d never heard such nonsense in his life—they were behaving like spoiled children, although he would have thought that Hugo, at least, was old enough to know better (he was a year older than she which made him twenty-three). What on earth was he supposed to say to such an utterly idiotic proposition?—and so on. It was pretty odd if one was away fighting this war, which perhaps they had not noticed was still on, if one came back to find that one’s cousin, who had spent so much time with his family, had been making trouble with one’s wife, and quite extraordinary that she should apparently forget her position …

Here Hugo said, “For God’s sake stop talking about Louise as though she wasn’t there!”

He would stop talking about it altogether, Michael said. It simply wasn’t worth talking about. He must go, or he would be late for lunch.

What lunch? she had asked, before she could stop herself.

Lunch with Mummy and the Judge. He thought he had told her: when Mummy heard how short his leave would be, she had suggested coming to London for the day to see him. Now, given the circumstances, he didn’t feel like taking her with him. He ended by telling Hugo that this was his house and that after what he had been told, he naturally expected Hugo to leave at once. “I shall expect you to be gone by the time I come back. And don’t ever, ever consider coming back.”

When Michael had gone, some of the implications of what they had done began to be apparent to them. He would have to go, he said. He could not possibly stay in Michael’s house after this. It would be thoroughly dishonourable. Could she not go with him? No, he said. He had not enough money to keep her and they had nowhere to live and he was tied to the Army. “I have to send money to the little black widow,” he said. “I wouldn’t have told you, but she hasn’t enough, and that really only leaves me with pocket money.”

Michael was being horrible, she said; she felt then that their honesty should have been in some way rewarded. “We did tell him the truth,” she kept saying. “Or at any rate you did.”

“The truth isn’t always jolly for other people,” he replied. “He loves you, too. You can’t leave that out.”

“How do you know that he loves me?”

“He wouldn’t have been so furious if he hadn’t.”

“We shouldn’t have told him, then,” she said some time later.

“Oh, darling, we should. Anything else would just be lies, deceit—awful stuff …”

During all this they went down to the kitchen to have lunch, but neither of them felt like eating. Hugo said he must pack things up a bit and while they were hunting for his things, and searching for something to put them in, the question arose of where on earth he was to go. He hadn’t thought, he said, he’d find somewhere—she was not to worry about that. But of course she did: could he go to Uncle Hugh, she wondered. But if he did, what reason for it could they give the girls? Thank God they weren’t there that weekend. When he had packed, she thought of Archie. Hugo had met Archie, and they had got on well, Louise thought. “But I don’t know him well enough to go and plonk myself on him,” Hugo said. She did, she said. But when she rang him up, he wasn’t there. By now it was nearly three o’clock, and Hugo said that he’d better just go.

“I can always go to a Turkish bath,” he said. “And on Monday I’ll be able to find someone at work who’ll know somewhere. You really are not to worry about that.”

“But you’ll ring and tell me where you do go?” she had said.

“I’ll ring you on Monday evening—after Michael has gone, I promise.”

The fact that they were to part now impinged. His luggage was in the hall—they did not know when precisely Michael would return and Hugo said he would not risk being told again to go. He put his arms round her and kissed her gently on the mouth.

“It’s a hell of a mess, isn’t it?” he said. There were tears in his eyes.

“Shall I come with you to the bus?”

“Better not, I’d rather say goodbye to you here.”

“I love you so much.”

“You are the person that I love most that I’ve ever met,” he said. He stroked her hair back from her forehead and kissed her again. “Goodbye, dear darling Louise.”

After the front door had shut, she heard the garden gate click. She could not hear his receding footsteps, and the house was silent. She went upstairs to the little room that had been his, flung herself on his bed and cried until her throat ached.

But that was only the beginning of what turned out to be the blackest time of her life.

When Michael came back, she knew, without being told, that he had discussed things with his family—with Zee. He had a kind of cold schoolmasterish resolve now. She was to join him in the port where he was taking command of a new destroyer. She would stay in an hotel there and he would sleep ashore. They would be leaving on Sunday afternoon. And he required only one undertaking from her. She was not to write to or to communicate with Hugo in any way at all. That was to be that. She was so stunned by these arrangements that she agreed—and then realized that when Hugo rang her on Monday evening, she would not be there. She asked if she might write just one letter to him explaining what was happening, but he said no. “The Judge will make clear to him what is happening,” he said. “It is quite unnecessary for you to do anything about it at all.”

And so, just over twenty-four hours later, she found herself standing in the dark and cavernous hall at the reception desk of the Station Hotel, Holyhead, waiting with listless patience while Michael signed the register and the key to their room was found. The porter then conducted them into the lift, onto the second floor, along a wide dark passage studded with doors, until eventually he stopped in front of one of them, fumbled with the key and opened it. When he had dumped the cases and received his shilling from Michael, he went. They were alone again—more so than in the train where there had been other people and noise.

“I’ll leave you to unpack,” he said when he had washed (it sounded like a concession). “Meet you in the restaurant in half an hour.” The door clicked heavily shut after him. For a moment she simply sat on the side of her bed. Already the place felt like a prison. Her head ached from the long journey in a close smoke-filled carriage: she had slept some of the way because she had not slept the previous night—Michael had insisted that they go out to dinner with another naval officer and his wife. The men had talked naval shop during dinner and the wife had talked about babies and how lucky she—Louise—was to be going to stay in an hotel with her husband safe and sound every night. Then they had gone dancing for what seemed to her hours. She had thought she would be glad that this interminable, awful day was to be over but by the time that Michael, with wordless, perfunctory speed, made love to her (why did people call it that? she wondered) she was unable to sink into oblivion—something else she had been looking forward to all evening. She had lain in the dark rigid and wakeful: she had not stopped thinking of Hugo since the moment that he left, but it was as though the shock of their sudden separation had frozen her heart, had paralysed her thoughts so that all day, all the evening, the pain had seemed distant, she knew that it was painful, but she was out of earshot, as it were. But with Michael asleep, the thaw, the misery began. She missed him, she loved him, she could not imagine how she would get through life without him—it was very like the consuming homesickness that had dominated her childhood. If I could just be with him, she thought, I wouldn’t mind anything else. During that day, and the day after, Michael managed somehow to make her feel guilty about what he called her behaviour; alone, the guilt was easily overwhelmed by her misery. It seemed extraordinary and awful that she should find out about love too late.

Dinner, in the dining room that had such enormous windows and such a high ceiling that there was no way it could ever be warm. They sat at a table with one carnation and maidenhair fern and had tinned tomato soup, cold ham and potatoes and pickled beetroot followed by a choice of apple pie or a prune mould. Michael said the breakfasts were the best meal there. The dining room was about half full with naval people and others who, Michael said, were catching the midnight ferry. After dinner, they went and sat in another enormous room where, after lengthy periods of waiting, people could have coffee or afternoon tea or gins and tonics brought to them. They had coffee and Michael talked about his new ship, and she thought about Hugo ringing Hamilton Terrace and finding she was not there. She had managed to leave a note for Polly and Clary in which she said that Michael had suddenly insisted upon her leaving with him on Sunday, that Hugo had also had to leave but that he would be ringing, and would whichever one of them answered the telephone explain to him where she was? This was better than nothing: she knew that Hugo would know that she had not wanted to go away, and if he knew where she was, perhaps he would write her just one letter, even if she could not reply to it.

She got through the evening by pretending she was acting in a rather dull play, and she noted, with a kind of objective interest, that Michael responded to her performance as though it wasn’t one at all. He expected her to be as interested in everything to do with his ship as he was himself; therefore, she thought, he would have been more surprised if she had been bored. By the time they retired for the night, he had become far less schoolmasterish, and altogether warmer and more expansive. There was the usual performance in bed but, after initial repugnance, she decided to continue her performance and discovered that this meant that she did not need to feel anything at all. But afterwards when she could feel alone because he was asleep, the tide of homesickness, of longing for Hugo engulfed her: recalling his voice—from the first day, “I say, you really are distractingly beautiful …” “What I should really like would be a lobster …”, the day he brought the table and they spent all the afternoon polishing it together with proper beeswax, the day he found the glass dome—“Miss Havisham’s wedding bouquet,” he had cried, “we simply must have that!” His kindness to her when she had stuck her throat-painting brush too far down and had been sick and was so miserable (nobody in her life had been as kind as that): her mother had always seen that she was nursed, but the implication had usually been that if only Louise had been less careless, she might not have caught whatever it was in the first place; her father had always visited her when she was ill in bed—and as far back as she could remember she had felt both ungrateful and uneasy at the attention … but Hugo had been there when she woke in the night, after reading to her for hours, that extraordinary book about an ordinary man becoming Pope, a very interesting exposition of the writer’s personal fantasy, Hugo had said, when he told her about the strange author who called himself Baron Corvo. He had found Hadrian the Seventh on a second-hand book-stall; he was always finding books—never ones that she had ever heard of—bringing them home and reading bits to her. Then his telling her that he loved her, “the person that I love most that I’ve ever met”: he’d said it twice, the second time in their last few seconds together. Then “It’s a hell of a mess, isn’t it?” He had never been in love before, he had told her once, when he was helping her to wash her hair. “I’ve liked girls, and sometimes I’ve thought they were far from plain, but my feelings about them were quite minor.”

“You smell of apples,” she had said to him one evening when they were lying together, and she remembered how, after he had gone, and she had flung herself onto the bed he slept in, the pillow had that same—faint—scent. Every night she lived with him during those hours and when she finally slept she would hold her own hand and pretend that it was his.

The dreary and aimless regime of living in an hotel with nothing to do was quickly established. In the ensuing weeks, she went for lonely—and usually wet—walks, she lunched alone with a book, sometimes—because in spite of doing nothing she felt perpetually tired—she would go up to the room and lie on the bed and cry and then fall asleep. Before dinner, there would often be drinks, parties aboard one ship or another: she struggled down slimy iron ladders set into the dock walls onto the faintly rocking decks of gunboats, Michael’s old refitted destroyer, or either of the frigates that were also there. Down other ladders to saloons of various sizes, but always smelling of diesel fuel, cigarettes and damp jackets. Then back to the hotel for dinner; she knew the menus by heart quite soon. In the evenings, Michael would draw—fellow officers, sometimes their wives if they were staying for a day or two, and failing that herself. And night after night he established his possession of her, without it seemed any particular pleasure, more as a necessary ritual.

The whole of January went by: Hugo did not write. At weekends, when he did not go to sea, Michael went shooting at a nearby estate. The owner, with whom he had been at school, was away at the war, but he had told his agent to look after Michael if he wanted any sport. She met the agent, Arthur Hammond, one evening when he brought Michael back after a day’s shooting. He was a gentle, dark, melancholy man with an old-fashioned drooping moustache. Louise liked him; his wife was having a baby, he said, which surprised her because he looked as though he was at least fifty. She thought then that this was a childish notion, but she often had ideas of the kind. The last few weeks of living in the hotel with Michael seemed somehow to have turned her into a child living with a grown-up (Michael, too, seemed to have changed, or perhaps she was seeing him for the first time), a great deal of whose behaviour and conversation was incomprehensible and therefore dull: he seemed to be in charge of her life and she was too unhappy to question or resist.

So when he returned one evening after a day’s rough shooting and said that Arthur had been summoned to London by his employer, who was too briefly on leave to get to Anglesey, that he was worried about leaving his wife alone for the night and had wondered whether Louise would be so awfully kind as to stay with her, her response had been to ask Michael whether he thought she should go.

“Yes, I think you should. The poor chap is beside himself with worry. She’s had the baby, but she doesn’t seem to be at all well.”

“All right. Of course I will.” She started to say that she wasn’t much good at babies, but stopped.

“Oh, good! Well, you pop up, darling, and get whatever you’ll need for the night and I’ll tell him. He’s telephoning a neighbour of her mother’s. If he can get hold of her, he’s sure she’ll come tomorrow. But be quick, because he’s got to drive you there and then come back to catch his train.”

Ten minutes later, she was sitting in the car beside Arthur, driving through dark, narrow, winding roads.

“Baby was premature and she’s had some kind of fever, you see. Very depressed. Don’t know what it is. But the doctor will come tomorrow. And her mother’s coming, so it’s only for the one night. Awfully good of you, I must say.”

“I don’t know very much about babies,” she said.

“I don’t know anything about them,” he said. “Married rather late in life. This is her first.”

“What is her name?”

“Myfanwy.”

He stopped the car beside large iron gates at the entrance to a drive. Without the car lights, everything was pitch dark, and he took her arm to guide her through a side gate and into the small lodge. The front door opened straight into a sitting room with an open fireplace; the logs in it had almost burned out, but there was a light from a small lamp on a stool. As they entered there was a slight whirring sound from a very large grandfather clock, whose height was almost that of the ceiling, before it broke into its stately quarter-hour chime.

“She’s upstairs,” he said.

She followed him up the steep and narrow staircase that opened onto a square landing on which there was barely room for both of them to stand. A door on the left was ajar, and he knocked upon it gently before they went into a bedroom almost entirely furnished by an old brass-headed double bed, the room lit by another lamp placed on the floor beside it.

“Myfanwy, I’ve brought Louise. She is going to stay with you.”

The girl, who had been lying with her back to the door, turned to face them with a sudden, restless movement.

“You said to get my mam!” she said. Her face was flushed and her eyes glittered with tears. She tried to sit up, then threw herself back on the pillow. “I want her to come, I told you that!”

He went up to the bed and stroked her tangled dark hair.

“She will come. She will be here tomorrow morning. Louise is going to look after you tonight. You remember. I told you I had to go to London for the night.”

“To see his nibs,” she said. She pushed the bedclothes from her and one strap of her nightdress fell down her white arm exposing one breast, round and taut with milk, and also a tiny baby tightly wrapped in a shawl that lay as silent and motionless as a doll beside her.

It won’t be able to breathe under the bedclothes, Louise thought, and the awful notion that it was already dead occurred to her.

The girl seemed to notice Louise for the first time. “He won’t take anything. He doesn’t want me,” she said and the tears began to slide slowly down her face.

“There’s some medicine the doctor left this morning. She is to have it every four hours.” He indicated a bottle standing by the bed. “Will you see that she takes it? She has a fever, she may not remember. I have to go now,” he said more loudly, but she seemed not to hear him. He leaned down and kissed her, but with another lunging movement she threw herself away from him.

“Might be better to get the baby away from her for a bit,” he said quietly. “But you know best, of course.”

Then he was gone. She heard him shut the door and moments later, the car start up and leave. She experienced a moment of absolute panic, in which the baby already being dead and its mother insane with fever and grief assailed her. She looked at Myfanwy who was picking at her nightdress making small moaning sounds when her careless fingers knocked against her breasts. One thing about the poor girl that had been slowly dawning upon her was that she was not much older than herself. Please, God, let me do the right things, came to her. She edged round the bed and picked up the baby. It was far smaller than Sebastian had ever been, but it was not dead. Its swollen, almost transparent eyelids flickered and then were still again.

“Owen,” Myfanwy said. “He’s going to die. I know that,” and she began to rock and cry in the bed.

“No,” she said. “I’m going to give you your medicine and you will have a good sleep.”

“If I go to sleep he will die,” she said in tones of such heartrending certainty that Louise, whose pity had been paralysing her, felt a sudden strength.

“I will look after him for you while you sleep and then he won’t die,” she said with all the assurance she could bring to such a wild promise.

But Myfanwy seemed to accept this; she nodded, her eyes fixed trustfully on Louise’s face.

“Is there a spoon for your medicine?”

“I have to take it in water. The bathroom’s next door.”

She retrieved the sticky, much-fingered glass beside the bottle and took it into the bathroom, rinsed it out and measured the dose. “Two teaspoonfuls,” it said, “every four hours.” When she returned, Myfanwy was trying to make the baby take her milk, but he turned his head away from the nipple and began making weary, thin, mewling little cries. Louise took him gently away and put him at the end of the bed. He was still crying, but she felt she must get the medicine into the mother before anything. She helped her to sit up, smoothed the long strands of hair off her face and burning forehead and gave her the glass. When the medicine was drunk, she turned the hot pillows and arranged the sheet over the blankets.

“Owen’s room is next door to the bathroom,” Myfanwy said. “His things are all there; my mam and I made all his clothes, and there’s a kettle there if you want to make yourself a cup of tea. You won’t sleep though, will you? You’ll watch him for me?”

“Yes, I will. I’ll stay awake if you promise to go to sleep.”

When she nearly smiled, Louise saw that she was beautiful.


“I’ll put some water by your bed, in case you’re thirsty,” she said. But when she came back with it, Myfanwy was asleep.

The night alone with him began. She boiled a kettle and put some water in a bottle with a teaspoonful of glucose. Then she put the rest of the water into an enamel bowl, and put the bottle in it covered with a nappy to keep it warm. The room was tiny, containing a camp bed, the baby’s basket and a table on which his talcum powder and safety pins were arranged. She felt to see if he was wet, and he was, so she laid him on the camp bed and knelt by it to change him. He was so pitifully small that she was frightened of hurting him, and he started his weary cries while she was doing this. She shut the door and prayed that Myfanwy would not hear him. She had been going to put him in his basket, but his face was so pale and his hands and feet so cold that she changed her mind. She took off her jersey and got into bed, propping herself up with the pillow and her overcoat. Then she unwrapped him from his shawl and laid him in her arms so that their flesh touched. But the room was so cold that she felt this would not be enough to warm him, so it was out of bed again and back to the bathroom where she remembered seeing a hot water bottle. When she had filled it, she wrapped it in the baby’s shawl, and then, because she was terrified of burning him, in her jersey. In bed, she held him so that he was sandwiched between her and the hot water bottle. Once she was still, the silence was broken only by the distant chiming every quarter of an hour of the grandfather clock below. She kept the light on so that she could watch him: the room was very cold, and she could see her own breath. So she sat, staring down into his tiny wizened face, trying to pour life into him, willing him to survive, and after a while, as he became warmer and his skin was suffused with a faint flush, he opened his eyes. For a second they wandered, unfocused and then they came to rest and they were looking at each other. She spoke to him then: endearments, encouragement, admiration for his fortitude and he watched her with a kind of grave attention. She felt his body move, his foot lurched uncertainly against her rib-cage, the fingers of his free hand unfurled and then closed again as tight as a bud. When he began experimenting with his mouth, smacking and mumbling his lips, she tried feeding him with the sugared water. He would not suck or even hold the teat, but if she squeezed it onto his mouth he seemed to accept the drops although the taste of them induced a flurry of little squallish frowns. He took very little—not even an ounce, but it was something. After it, when he opened his hand again, she gave him her finger and was rewarded by his instant grip which loosened only when he fell asleep.

That was the pattern of the night: she came to listen for the chimes below of the hours—two, three, four. Once, she got up to make sure that Myfanwy still slept, but she carried him with her, and once she boiled another kettle and refilled the hot water bottle and warmed up his drink. Twice more he consented to take a few drops: awake he looked at her all the time, but mostly he slept.

As the night wore on, it became harder and harder not to fall asleep, but she was determined, and the knowledge that he became cold so quickly helped, and anyway she did not dare to lie down although her back ached from sitting up in the same position. But chiefly it was her growing conviction that his life was a painfully fragile business, that he needed not only her warmth and nursing, but her constant determination that he should live: by then she loved him.

Soon after seven she heard Myfanwy get up and go to the bathroom and then she was standing in the doorway asking after him. “Oh, he looks fine!” she said. “I’ve had such a sleep thanks to you. I’m dying for a cup of tea. I’m going downstairs to make one.”

“You go back to bed and take your medicine. Then I’ll bring you the baby and I’ll make the tea.”

“I will.”

He slept while she wrapped him in his shawl: she half wanted him to wake so that they might gaze at one another again, but he did not. She carried him and settled him with his mother. “She is the mother,” she said to herself as she went downstairs to make the tea. It was still dark and she could hear the rain against the small pointed Gothic windows.

At eight o’clock the district nurse arrived on her bicycle. Louise went down at the knock on the door and found her divesting herself of her mackintosh cape and its hood.

“Raining cats and dogs, it is,” she said. She spoke as though English was not her first language. “Dr. Jones told me to come as early as I could. Puerperal fever, he said it was. Upstairs, is she? Don’t worry, I’ll find my way.”

And that was it, really. She accepted the thanks, the offer of a bicycle to get back. When she bent over the baby to kiss him, the nurse advised her not to wake him, so she didn’t. “I’m so grateful to you,” Myfanwy said, but had become shy in the company of the nurse.

“It was nothing,” Louise assured her.

But battling home on the bicycle through the rain with her muffler, which was quickly soaked, over her head, although she felt lightheaded with exhaustion, she was somehow exhilarated as well. The image of his gaze with its trust and dignity stayed with her all the five weary miles. I’ll see him again, she thought. I’ll have to take the bicycle back anyway. It occurred to her then that she had never felt like this about Sebastian, but the idea was painful and she was too tired to consider it.

She had thought she would go straight to bed, but the smell of breakfast stopped her and she realized that she was ravenous. No dinner the night before, she remembered.

In the dining room a captain of one of the MTBs in Michael’s flotilla was breakfasting with his wife. She always wore demure frocks with white Peter Pan collars—came up about once a month and Louise had never liked her.

“Goodness!” she called across the room. “You look as though you’ve been out on the tiles! I wondered why your poor husband was all on his own at breakfast.”

“He said to tell you that he had to go to an early meeting,” the husband said.

“Oh. Thank you.” She had hung her dripping coat on the back of the spare chair and was spreading a piece of toast that Michael had left with margarine. It was leathery toast, and the margarine tasted awful but she was so hungry she didn’t care.

“Where have you been? Or can’t you tell us?”

Resisting the urge to invent some wild night of dancing and debauchery, she said that she had been staying with a friend who had had a baby. This silenced Barbara, who murmured something to the effect that she hadn’t thought that babies were much in Louise’s line.

When she had eaten as much breakfast as the menu afforded, she went upstairs planning to have a hot bath and then a sleep. But on the bed was a note from Michael: “Darling. I do hope everything went well. Arthur was so worried, but I’m sure you made all the difference. Shall be back for dinner. Love, Michael.” His confidence that she would have been of some use warmed her as she got out of her damp clothes. Michael had the thickest dressing gown and she decided to put it on while her bath was running as she was beginning to feel shivery. Even her hands were cold. She thrust her hands into the pockets and felt a letter. Pulling it out, she recognized Zee’s writing. She knew that Michael wrote a good deal to her, but her letters went straight to the ship so she never saw them and now she felt curious.

After detailed comment on his naval activities and pieces of news of people barely known to her, the letter was signed “always with love as you know, my dearest one. Mummy.” But there was another sheet of paper.

Just received yours of the 10th and thought you would like to know that Hugo has been sent to join his regiment in Germany, so he is safely out of the way. I do hope, my darling, that this relieves you, as in spite of Pete exacting a promise from him that he would not communicate with Louise in any way you must feel that neither of them are entirely to be trusted. Pete was appalled to hear that he had written in spite of the promise. How lucky that you were able to intercept it. Of course I think you were right to do so—the whole business must have been most distressing for you, as indeed, it has been for me, since any trouble of yours, my darling, becomes mine also. Again—love and blessings. Mummy.

She read this last sheet of paper twice, but the tumult of emotion it evoked was no less from a second reading. Anguish that he had left the country and she had not known it; fear that he would be killed; relief that he had not obeyed the family injunction, but had written to her none the less; an agony of impatience to find and read the letter he had sent; and through all this, rage at the horrible collusion. She began to search for the letter—through his chest of drawers, in the pockets of his clothes hanging in the wardrobe—but she did not find it. The thought occurred that he might have destroyed it, but she could not bear to consider that. She wanted the letter so much that it had to exist—somewhere. When she could think of nowhere else to search, she threw herself on the bed and wept until she had no tears left and her exhaustion overwhelmed her like a fog.

She woke to find Michael standing by her bed telling her that it was dinner-time. “You must have been asleep for hours,” he said.

That was the beginning of the first, and most terrible row that they had ever had. She had read his mother’s letter, she said.

She should not have done that.

Why not? She read other people’s letters.

Silence.

She knew about Hugo. She wanted her letter from him.

That was not possible. He had destroyed it.

After reading it, she supposed.

No. That would be dishonourable. He had simply destroyed it. It was a promise, after all.

She had been made to promise not to write; she had not promised not to receive a letter. It was only one letter, she had pleaded. (She had never had a letter from him; it would have been something to keep—some comfort when otherwise there was none.)

It was much better to make a complete break. She would get over it sooner that way.

How did he know that she wanted to get over it? She loved him. In all these weeks it did not seem to have occurred to him that she loved him.

And what did she think this made him feel? She had loved him—enough to marry him and have their child. Did she not take that seriously? These weeks had not been easy for him either. He had tried to make allowances—knew she was very young. Marriage was difficult when one partner had to be away so much of the time. She would get over Hugo—but it would happen far sooner if she would just make some effort and not give way to everything so easily.

Had he really destroyed her letter?

For God’s sake, yes! He was not a liar—surely she knew that?

He was not a liar, she said, but he did not tell the truth.

That sounded very clever: he couldn’t think what she meant by that.

She meant that he simply didn’t tell her things.

What things?

She couldn’t be bothered to tell him.

Silence.

She looked at him as though she had never seen him before.

“I shall never forgive you for destroying my letter.”

The row, like all the worst rows, did not end here, or, indeed, at any particular moment thereafter; she discovered that the cold resentment with which she had said she would never forgive him had struck him as no pleading, no attempt to say how much it mattered to her, had done. He had been treating her like a child—a badly behaved one—punishing her for her fault, discounting any reason or feeling that might have generated it. She thought then that even his bedding her night after night was some form of punishment, since he did not seem to enjoy himself either. She refused to go down to dinner with him, and when he rejoined her much later in the evening, she pretended to be asleep.

The next morning she woke with a headache, a very sore throat and some fever, and for several days after that, the aftermath of the row was masked by her illness and his efforts to look after her when he was not on duty. He got a doctor, who prescribed the usual horrible throat paint, plus aspirin and the injunction to take plenty of fluids. He also pronounced her tonsils severely infected, and said that, in his opinion, they should come out. Michael brought her books and flowers. “I do love you, you know,” he said. He also suggested that perhaps while she felt so rotten, and was probably pretty infectious, he’d better sleep on board. So for three days she had the bed to herself, although she felt so awful that the days and the nights ran together into what seemed like an endless tract of time when either she was mercifully unconscious or lay in a kind of stupor about Hugo—where was he, when would she ever see him again, was he missing her, did he indeed still love her? But what would be the good of it if he did? She was married to Michael, and she had a child, so nothing could really be changed. Most of the time she felt too weak to think about any of this, and when she cried, it was about not having his letter—it was as though she no longer expected to see him.

Michael came before dinner each evening giving her news of various kinds. “The Allies are closing in on Berlin,” and “I rang Home Place and your mother says Sebastian has cut two more teeth and the new nanny is a great success. She sent her love and hopes you’ll soon be well again, darling.”

On the fourth evening, he suggested she get up for dinner.

“I’ve asked the new Number One from Martin’s boat to join us. Do you good, darling, to have a little company. You can pop off to bed immediately afterwards.”

So that was when she first met Rory. They had a long talk about Oscar Wilde, and she liked him at once.




Polly

1945

In the year—or a bit more—that she’d been in Louise’s house she had managed to make her little attic room more or less how she wanted it to be. She had got rid of the paper and its clouds with seagulls stuck onto it and painted the walls a rich green. Then she had painted the furniture white. The result was airy and refreshing to look at, although in summer, the room being next to the roof, and only furnished with one small Gothic ace-of-clubs window, it was still rather stuffy; she had to sleep with the door open to make some kind of draught. And in winter, of course, the reverse was true: it quickly became the coldest room (except for Clary’s, which was identical next door) in the house. It was Hugo who suggested that she hunt for an old kilim carpet to hang on one of the long walls to warm things up, and she went to one of the big markets and eventually found just the thing: threadbare in places but beautiful with oranges and pinks and browns in it. After that, she kept finding things and changing the room until it felt exactly right. Hugo was awfully good at making things look nice and he even seemed to get Louise interested because the drawing room got a lot less impersonal. It was Hugo who had helped her to make a simple shelf to run down the other wall on which she could put her Delft candlesticks and other pieces of china she had acquired over the years. “I suppose you’re falling in love with him,” Clary had said rather accusingly after she had come to inspect the shelf.

“No. That’s the whole point. He’s just like one of us. There’s none of that worrying stuff.”

She was alluding to the confounding regularity with which men she encountered seemed to fall in love with her. In the last year she had had (or felt she had had) to change her job three times in order to escape everyday encounters with people who had expressed undying love for her. They always began by asking her out and, to date, she had always been taken in by their deceptively casual manner. Even if she didn’t particularly want to, she never had the heart to say no. The first evening, or lunch, or walk, or cinema or whatever it was, was usually all right: they told her a lot about themselves and ended by saying how much they had enjoyed talking to her. But by the third, or even, once, the second time, the climate had changed, was thundery with suppressed emotion until the cloudburst of their declarations. On top of that, she had Clary’s inquisition to face afterwards. “As absolutely nobody proposes to me, you must tell me. All novels have proposal scenes in them. I really need all the material I can lay my hands on.”

She could no more say no to Clary than she could to anybody else so she went patiently through the declarations, the proposals, the subsequent alleged ruination of the proposer’s life …

“Honestly, Poll, you’re a bit of a menace. I know you don’t mean to be, but the fact is you are. It can’t just be because you’re so frightfully pretty, it must be some ghastly weakness in your nature.”

“I know it must. But it is such a worry. And sometimes a bit boring.”

“It wouldn’t be boring if you loved them back.”

Before she could stop herself she said: “I shall never do that.”

“Well, why don’t you invent someone you’re engaged to? You could wear your emerald ring on the right finger as a sign.”

“Would that work, do you think?”

“Except with absolute cads it would. And even you ought to be able to tell which they are.”

“Oh, no,” she said sadly. “I’ve no idea how to tell which they are. You invent someone, then.” She knew that Clary loved that kind of thing.

“Right. Well, he’s about twenty-five with wonderful thick curly hair and he’s fairly arty but also good at games and he’s been madly in love with you ever since he first saw you—oh, yes, like Dante he first saw you when you were nine (that shows how much in love he is) and when you were eighteen, he asked your father for your hand and naturally ever since then you’ve been engaged.”

“Surely I would have got married by now, wouldn’t I?”

“No—because of the war. Your father said you had to wait until the end of the war. How’s that?”

“I don’t care whether he’s good at games—it wouldn’t make the slightest difference to me.”

“But you don’t mind him being arty?”

“No, I don’t mind that. I wouldn’t want him with fair curly hair. I prefer dark hair on men.”

“I never said he had fair hair.”

“Well, I don’t like curls. And I think he should be older.”

“Thirty, then.”

“Older than that.”

“How old?”

“Round about forty, I thought.”

“Don’t be so stupid, Poll. You couldn’t possibly be engaged to someone of forty!

“I don’t see why not. Mr. Rochester. Mr. Knightly,” she offered.

“Jane and Emma were both older than you are. You’ve completely spoiled my person. Nothing’s the same. I can’t think why you asked me at all.”

“Well, he’s still a painter.”

“I never said painter! I said arty. You’re beginning to make him sound like Archie!”

“Of course I’m not!”

“Forty, dark, unsporty, a painter. It sounds exactly like him.”

“Well, it wouldn’t matter if it was, would it? I mean, it’s all a made-up business.”

“I think it would matter.” She thought for a moment and then added, “Archie might not like it.”

She didn’t reply. She had a sudden urgent desire to be alone, which was difficult because they were both making a special supper to welcome Louise back from Anglesey. She finished slicing the cooking apples and put them in the pie-dish ready for the pastry that Clary was making—she was the best at pastry. Then she remembered that Clary was always touchy if her advice was not precisely taken.

“OK,” she said. “You’re probably right. So he’s twenty-five, with curly hair and I’ve known him for ages and he’s always been in love with me.”

“And you with him. Otherwise he’d be just like they are.”

“And me with him. What’s his name?”

“Henry Ascot,” Clary said, her good humour entirely restored.

Louise came back. She looked pale and somehow older, Polly thought. She didn’t have much to say about her stay: except that hotels were boring and there hadn’t been much to do. She was glad to be back, though. She was going to try and get a job with the BBC, reading poetry or something, and now that the V-2s seemed to have abated, she thought she would get Sebastian and his nanny back. Otherwise, she wouldn’t know him at all, she said.

It wasn’t until they’d all gone to bed that she was alone and by then she had become nervous about what any examination of herself might uncover. For months now, almost since she had come to live in Louise’s house, she had lived a secret double life, one with her family and the people she met and worked with, and one that contained only herself—and him. This second life was hardly a life since there was no continuity to it; it was more like playing selected pieces of film again and again. It had started by recollection of real life events; like the first time he’d invited her to have supper with him on her own, without Clary. “I don’t get enough of either of you when you are together,” he had said. Quite soon she had dropped the “either” from this memory. Then when he had advised her to go to an art school. “You have talent,” he had said. “I don’t know enough to know what direction that will take you in, but if you don’t go and learn more about it you won’t know either. I don’t want you wasting yourself.” The first time she told him about Mr. Fairburn at work proposing to her. “Well, Poll, you are immensely pretty and attractive, so you must expect that kind of thing.” “Other people don’t seem to have so much trouble,” she had said—pushing it. “Well, other people probably aren’t as pretty as you are.” But she had fished for that compliment so it hadn’t been as good as the unsolicited ones were.

Then, one time—it was after Clary had borrowed her silk blouse and then spilled salad dressing on it—she had complained to him about the way that Clary kept borrowing things and then ruining them, “especially if she’s spending the evening with you,” she had said, and he had given his little snort of laughter and said that Clary regarded him as a sort of substitute father, which was why she wanted to look her best for him. “Whereas, as you have a perfectly good father of your own, you can regard me simply as a kind of uncle, and one doesn’t have to take anything like as much trouble over them.”

After that, she dropped pure memories and started to make things up.

The fantasies, which began tentatively (What would it feel like if he put his arms round her? If he told her that he longed to see more of her? If he asked her if she would mind mending his shirt?), gradually became bolder, but they were inhibited, she discovered, by the increasing disparity between what she thought about him when he wasn’t there, and what actually happened when he was. Thus, after a tensely romantic evening with him enjoyed by her in her green and white bedroom where he told her how he thought about her all the time that she wasn’t with him, he kissed her (they had reached the kissing stage) and then they had settled down to a luxuriously despairing discussion of what kept them apart—she was not sure what this was, but there must be something, the course of true love not running smooth and all that—it was quite difficult to meet him outside at Tottenham Court Road tube station and, after a cheerful peck on the cheek, be asked for all the family news, and told, as he limped briskly ahead of her down the windy street, to “Hurry, Poll, or we’ll miss the trailers.” Sometimes she felt herself blushing, when, so far as he was concerned, there had been nothing to blush at. The last time she had seen him, he had been full of the Americans sinking Japan’s biggest battleship and when she had asked him why it was so important, he had said that as soon as the war in Europe was over, it would all be shifting to the Pacific, “the Navy, anyway. The Yamamoto is a bit like knocking out the Queen in a game of chess.”

“You wouldn’t be going there, though, would you?”

“I’d quite like to, but I doubt it. Don’t tell Clary that. I don’t want to upset her unnecessarily.” (At the time, she had minded that; later it got transmuted to, “I know I can trust you with a secret; in fact, you’re the only person I can trust.”)

He had then said, “Would you miss me, Poll?

(When she was alone, this got changed to: “I can’t bear the idea of going: I should miss you so much.” She went to sleep in his arms.)

What he had said about the war disturbed her. It was true that people were talking about when it would be over, but she had not thought of this simply in terms of Europe and the idea that it would still go on, but thousands of miles away, was deeply depressing. The war seemed now to have been going on for most of her life: it was quite difficult to remember things before it clearly—there was just a jumble of wonderful summers at Home Place, and her cat being alive and Wills not even born. Clary felt much the same.

“Although sometimes I wonder whether our lives would have been very different if there hadn’t been a war. What we’re doing, I mean, not our feelings. I suppose you might have been made to be a deb and that would have been different for you, but I’d probably have the sort of job I’ve got now while I’m practising writing.” She had recently been taken on as a secretary for a literary agent, who ran a very small firm with his wife, and was enjoying it. “They really treat me as an adult,” she had said after the first week. “He’s a pacifist and she is a vegetarian, but except for the ghastly nut cutlets she gives us for lunch sometimes it’s terrifically interesting. It’s a pity you can’t find something that you really enjoy.”

“I can’t think of what it would be,” she replied truthfully. “I mean, if one is simply typing letters and answering the telephone and making appointments for people, it would be pretty much the same whoever they were.” She now worked for a doctor in Harley Street, sitting in a dark room with high ceilings and fake Dutch pictures and a reproduction dining-room table covered with very old magazines.

“And you’re quite sure you don’t want to be a painter?”

“Absolutely. I’d only paint awful nice careful pictures that people who don’t like painting would want.”

“Oh, Poll, do watch out. You’ll fall into the trap of marriage if you don’t. Look at Louise.”

They both fell silent. They had discussed Louise soon after her return and come to no very cheerful conclusions. Clary said Louise was depressed; Polly said she thought she was actually unhappy; they had agreed that Michael was not very easy to talk with, “He simply tells you things he’s doing all the time and Louise must know all that by now.”

“I think marriage is very bad for most women,” Clary said.

“Who told you that?”

“Noël.” Noël was her employer.

“He’s married,” Polly pointed out.

“Only to stop his wife being called up. It was a thoroughly adult arrangement. In the ordinary way, he doesn’t approve of it at all.”

“Do you think,” Polly said tentatively, “that perhaps she fell a bit in love with Hugo? And she was so sad when he had to go away so suddenly that she couldn’t bear to be here any more?”

“I think it’s the other way round. I think Hugo fell in love with her, and as the whole situation was hopeless, she decided to go and join Michael, and then he didn’t want to be here.”

“What makes you think it’s that way round?”

“Because of how Hugo was on the telephone that first evening when we got back from Home Place. When I said she’d gone away, he sounded sort of stunned.”

“She left a message for him.”

“Of course,” Clary said. “I suppose the whole thing could be really awful and they were both in love with each other. That must happen quite a bit, because a good many novelists write about it. I do wish I could ask her.”

“For goodness’ sake, don’t do that!”

“Don’t be stupid. But it all goes to show that marriage is an extremely tricky business and you, particularly, ought to be careful, Poll.”

“I suppose it’s all right if you find the right person.”

“If you do. And then you might find them, and they don’t want you. And, then, men go for much younger women.”

“We are much younger women—”

“We are now—”

“Perhaps the thing would be,” Polly said as casually as possible, “to marry a much older man while one is young.”

“Louise did that,” Clary said.

This silenced her.

She found herself more easily silenced by Clary these days: it had something to do with the fact that she wasn’t confiding in her—couldn’t, she felt, although she was not absolutely sure why not. Although she did not know exactly how Clary would disapprove—with ridicule, resentment, incredulity, even—she did not feel that she could bear whatever it would be: it was almost as though telling Clary would dissolve the whole thing, and, almost as bad, make it impossible to face him in real life. And if she would not tell Clary, she could not tell anyone else. But this withholding produced a kind of conciliatory attitude in her towards Clary that somehow, she felt, weakened things between them.

Then, one Friday morning in the middle of April, when Louise was still in bed and she and Clary were sleepily making toast in the kitchen for breakfast, the telephone rang.

“You answer it. I’ll watch the toast.”

“Bet it’ll be for Louise.” Clary pounded upstairs to the hall.

“Friday the thirteenth,” she announced when she returned. “Wouldn’t you know?”

“What about it?”

“Zoë wants me to go down to look after Jules. She’s got to go to London to look after her friend’s children because the friend is ill or something.”

“Can’t Ellen cope?”

“Apparently Wills has had earache all the week and she’s had no sleep and she’s exhausted. And Noël was going to take me to a play-reading of a frightfully interesting verse-play by a Communist on Saturday evening. He’ll be awfully cross; he simply can’t bear having his arrangements altered.”

“Couldn’t Zoë bring Jules to London and then Nanny would help look after her?”

“They’re going to Hatton with Louise. It’s her monthly weekend there. Oh, it’s all so boring. It isn’t as though I get asked to a Communist play-reading every day.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“Jolly nice of you, but no. You went last weekend, after all.”

It was true that she did go every other weekend to be with her father and Wills.

“OK,” she said, “but I did offer. What about Anna?” They had been going to have supper in Anna’s new flat. Clary said she would have to go on her own—a prospect that she found faintly unnerving.

Anna Heisig was the lady who had briefly been a fellow student at Pitman’s. They had eventually approached her and found her friendly and seemingly pleased to know them in an amused kind of way. Apart from the fact that she was foreign (in itself exciting: they did not know any foreigners), she remained mysterious: she came originally from Vienna, but had lived some time in the Far East—Malaysia, where she had been married, again, it seemed, briefly. They had the impression that a great many things had happened to her, but none of them for very long. They were fascinated by her appearance; her look of dishevelled nobility, her voice, which varied in tone from a caressing, almost sly confidence when she was telling them some extraordinary story, to a kind of deep, almost jeering baritone when she was denying them any amazement at her tales: “Oh, yers!” she would exclaim with a good-natured impatience at their disbelief. (“Surely, Anna, all those women wouldn’t travel all the way from Holland to Kuala Lumpur to marry just any man who chose them!” But, oh, yers!) She seemed to enjoy shocking them.

“You must have been very beautiful when you were young,” Clary had once said to her.

“I was fabulous,” she replied. “I could have had anyone I liked. I was very, very spoiled,” and she smiled with reminiscent sensuality.

“It’s as though all the really exciting things are secret,” Clary had complained when they were walking home together after one of Anna’s evenings.

She had been learning to type in order to write a book. She needed to earn some money, she said, as she had virtually none. In spite of this, she seemed to get lent, or be offered for next to nothing, a series of flats, and she was always strikingly well dressed in a style that was her own. Sometimes she came to Hamilton Terrace, sometimes they went to her where they had interesting food that was new to them: yoghurt, pickled cucumbers, strange pieces of sausage and nearly black bread. Once, Polly had arranged for them to take Anna to dinner with her father at his club, but the evening had not been a success. Her father had been scrupulously polite, and asked her rather stilted questions, to which Anna had responded in a manner both superior and enigmatic, so that conversation was a series of small cul-de-sacs. Afterwards, he said that she was unusual, and she said he was typical, verdicts that put the lid on any further intercourse.

“Anyway,” Clary had said, “you simply couldn’t imagine them married. Socialists and Conservatives don’t marry each other—think of the rows they’d have every time they opened a newspaper. And they are both far too old to change—about anything, poor things. When Noël married Fenella, she simply had to change to Conservative or he wouldn’t have done it.”

That Saturday evening, as she was to have Anna to herself, Polly resolved to see if she could find out some things that she couldn’t find out if Clary was also there.

She took a bunch of daffodils and some chocolates: Anna loved to be given flowers and sweets and had once regaled them with a tale of her home being so overwhelmed with bouquets brought by suitors after a dance that she and her mother had had to hire a cab to take them to the local hospital. “Oh, yers!” she had said. “There were dozens and dozens of them: lilies, roses, carnations, gardenias, violets—all the flowers you can imagine.”

“Clary couldn’t come,” she said, as she followed Anna up the stairs of the little mews house.

“So!”

“She said she’d ring to tell you.”

“I was out much of the day.”

A large piece of sacking was laid upon the floor, and beside it a heap of balls of wool and scraps of material.

“I make one of my famous pictures,” Anna said.

“Can I help you? I’m quite good at sewing.”


“You may knit me a piece four, five inches long of this, if you like. To be the ploughed field.”

She was handed some thick speckly wool and a pair of very large needles.

She had a box gramophone, that you had to wind up, and played records while she got supper. “Mahler is not understood here as he should be,” she said. “You perhaps do not even know this piece.”

Later in the evening, she got around to what she wanted to ask. Should one, if it was a very serious matter, tell somebody something if ordinarily one had always confided in them, but in this instance had not because one was afraid of what they would say?

Anna was immediately engaged. “Is it something about them that you wish to tell them?”

“No—not actually. It’s about somebody else.”

“Does the somebody else know?”

“No, no, they don’t. I’m pretty sure,” she added.

“Then why do you not tell them?”

“I couldn’t do that.” She felt herself grow hot at the thought.

There was a short silence. Then Anna, lighting a cigarette, said calmly, “When I have been in love with people, always I have told them. It was always a staggering success.”

“Really?”

“Really. Oh, yers! They had many times been afraid to tell me—it was a load of bricks off their mind. You mustn’t be so English about love, Polly.”

There was more in this vein, punctuated by a number of stories to prove her point. But Anna did not pry, or try to trap her into any admissions, for which she was grateful, and this gratitude somehow gave added weight to Anna’s opinion. She walked home from Swiss Cottage that evening full of nervous resolution.

At first it seemed as though everything was in her favour. She rang him in the morning; he was there, he was free; he suggested that they take a picnic and go on the river—“Only bring warm clothes, Poll, it will probably be cold.”

They discussed what each could contribute to the picnic and agreed to meet at Paddington station. She dressed with care: her dark green linen Daks trousers bought in a sale at Simpson’s, her gentian blue jersey with a white shirt under it in case it got hot and her duffel coat. It was a fine, sunny morning with small white clouds—a perfect day, she thought for such an outing.

He was waiting for her at the ticket office. He wore his old navy blue roll-neck jersey with grey flannel trousers and an extremely old tweed jacket and he carried a huge straw basket bulging with stuff.

“I’ve brought some things so we can both draw if we feel like it,” he said.

In the train going to Maidenhead they exchanged news about the family, and he did his usual tease about her ignorance of what was going on in the war. Did she even know that Roosevelt had died, for instance?

“Of course I did.” It had been on all the placards of the evening papers two nights ago, but she had to admit that she and Clary had not mentioned it.

“So, who is the next President?”

“Mr. Truman. But I don’t know anything else about him.”

“I don’t think you’re alone there. Jolly bad luck on Roosevelt, though, going through all the Second Front and everything, and then missing all the fun of victory by such a narrow squeak.”

“Is it going to be victory so soon?”

“Pretty soon now, Poll. But it will take a long time to get back to normal.”

“I don’t think I really know what that will be like at all.”

“That’s probably better than having a lot of fixed notions about it.”

“Anyway, one’s own life never seems exactly normal, does it?” she said.

“Doesn’t it?”

“Normal lives are something other people have. Although I expect if you asked them they would say they didn’t.”

“Do you mean like one of those terrible bores who something extraordinary has always happened to?”

“They’re boring, because they’re so boring about it. Some people” (Hugo had come to her mind) “can tell you about losing the soap in their bath and you can’t bear them to stop. Uncle Rupert was like that.”

“Anyway,” he said, after the short sad silence that her last remark had engendered. “Do you equate normality with enjoyment?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“Because if you do, it might just be that you haven’t had enough enjoyment because of the war. In which case, dear girl, you’ll be in for a series of delightful surprises.”

She glowed at the notion of delightful, and smiled inside at the idea of it being a surprise.

When they had walked from the station to the river and chosen a punt (“but we certainly want paddles as well, I’m not up to much punting”) they set off up river. Archie said that he would do a bit of poling until his leg got tired.

“I suggest we just go and find a really pretty place to tie up and then we can have our picnic and draw.” She agreed with all of that.

They found the perfect place, a little grassy promontory with willows in their fresh green dripping down to the olive-coloured water.

It was not until they had nearly finished lunch that she brought the conversation round to what he would do after the war. He had been talking about Neville, now in his third term at Stowe, and saying how interesting it was that in less than a year somebody could change so much as there now seemed to be so many things he liked doing.

“He does go through interests rather quickly,” she said. “I know Clary is worried about that. She’s afraid he will have tried everything by the time he is twenty, and there won’t be anything left. The first term he came back it was playing the trumpet. He wanted to do it most of the time, and the Duchy had to make him do it in the squash court. Now it’s the piano, but he’ll only play by ear, he won’t learn to read music. And he’s mad about buildings. And says he wants to be an actor when he’s not exploring. And he brought a friend back last holidays who only thinks about Bach, just when he’d begun on moths, so they did Bach all day and moths in the evening. Lydia’s very hurt. Since his voice broke he hardly takes any notice of her.”

“They’ll get back together when he is a bit older. And it’s a good thing he is exploring so much. I think that means that by the time he is twenty, he will know what he wants to do.”

There was a pause, and then she said, “He loves you very much. He told Clary. In case you didn’t know.”

He was refilling their glasses with cider. Now, as he handed her her glass, he said easily, “Well, I’ve become a sort of stand-in for his father.”

When he had lit his cigarette, he leaned back on the battered plush cushions. They were opposite one another with the remains of the picnic between them.

“And what are you going to do with your life?”

“I’m not sure. I get rather confused about that.”

“Well, you shouldn’t worry, my pretty Poll. Sir Right will come along and sweep you off on a white horse.”

“Will he? How do you know?”

“I don’t absolutely know. And you may not want simply to get married. You may want to do something on your own. Until Mr. Right turns up.”

Her heart was thudding; she sat up; it felt like now—or never.

“Well, I would quite like to get married.”

“Aha! And have you chosen the lucky chap?”

“Yes.” She fixed her eyes just to the right of the top of his head. “It’s you. The only person I should like to marry is you.” Anxious to prevent any response, she began speaking rapidly: “I’ve honestly thought a great deal about it. I’m completely serious. I know I’m quite a bit younger than you are, but people of different ages do get married and I’m sure it works out all right. I’m only twenty years younger and by the time I’m forty and you’re sixty, it will be nothing—nothing at all. But I wouldn’t consider marrying anyone else and you know me quite well, and you’ve said you like my appearance. I’ve been practising cooking and I wouldn’t mind if it was France or where we lived—I wouldn’t mind anything …” Then she couldn’t think of any more to say, and made herself look at him.

He wasn’t laughing, which was something. But by the way in which he picked up her hand and kissed it, she knew it was no go.

“Oh, Poll,” he said. “What a compliment. I’ve never had such a great and serious compliment paid me in my life. And I’m not going to hide behind all that crap about me being too old for you, although in some ways it may be true. I love you very much, I regard you as a serious friend, but you are not my love, and the awful thing is that unless you were, the whole thing wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“And you don’t think you ever could be?”


He shook his head. “It is the kind of thing one knows, you know.”

“Yes.”

“Dear Poll. You have your whole life before you.”

“That is what I was thinking,” she answered: it seemed interminable, but she did not say so.

“I suppose you think I shouldn’t have told you,” she said.

“I don’t think that at all. I do think it was extremely brave of you.”

“It hasn’t made any difference, though, has it?”

“Well, at least you wanted to know something and you asked.”

And moved from hope to despair, she thought, but again she did not say so. She did not know how to be without him for the rest of her life, and she did not know how to be with him now—trapped in this wretched punt miles from anywhere.

She was saved by a sudden heavy shower. The sky had been becoming greyer, and—hours ago it now seemed to her—they had wondered whether it would rain. Now, she could be occupied in packing up the remains of lunch, getting into her duffel coat, and untying the painter from the willow, while Archie wielded the punting pole. All the same, by the time they reached the boatyard, they were both soaked. The sun came out, but intent upon its appearance rather than its warmth, and Archie wanted to go to a pub to get a whisky to warm them, but the pubs were closed. There was nothing for it but to go back to the station and wait for a train.

Standing on the platform, she said, “I haven’t told anyone—what I told you. Not even Clary.”

“I wouldn’t dream of telling Clary—or anyone else,” he replied.

They had a carriage to themselves on the slow Sunday train that stopped at every station. He talked to her—about her drawing, about painting in general, about life at Hamilton Terrace, about anything but her confidence or her feeling about it. She felt he was trying to prop up her dignity and did not like it: it prompted her to efforts of her own.

“What I shall probably do,” she said, “after the war, that is, is to find someone who is building houses and be the person who does the inside of them. I don’t mean just the paint or wallpaper, I mean the inside architecture—doors and floors and fireplaces—” but then she found that she was starting to cry, so she pretended to sneeze and turned to the train window. “Oh dear! I bet I’ve caught a cold,” she said.

At Paddington, he asked her what she wanted to do, and she said she thought she would just go home. “Would anyone be there?” he asked, and she said yes, she was sure someone would.

In fact, she thought she knew that there would be no one, but she was wrong. She saw Louise’s coat flung on the hall table at the same moment as she heard her sobbing from above. Michael has been killed, she thought, as she ran up the stairs.

She found her in the small spare room lying face downwards on the bed.

At first Louise was incoherent with grief—or was it anger?, she didn’t know which—

“It slipped out!” she said. “Someone who came to lunch just said it—in a sort of what-a-pity voice … no warning! And they all knew and they never told me. She must have known! What a shock … I couldn’t stay after that. I just left the table and then I ran. Oh! Polly! How can I bear it! And it was supposed to be nearly the end of the war!” A fresh paroxysm overwhelmed her.

She sat on the edge of the bed and put a timid hand upon Louise’s arm. Eventually Louise became quieter, rolled over and sat up, arms clasped round her knees.

“It was ten days ago,” she said. “It was in The Times, they said, but she knew I didn’t know.”

“Who are you talking about?” she asked, as gently as she could.

“Zee! She hates me for it.”

She knew now that it wasn’t Michael.

“Are you talking about Hugo?”

She flinched as though his name had struck her. “I loved him so much! With all my heart. And now I’ve got the whole of the rest of my life without him. I don’t know how to manage that at all.” She looked up. “Oh, Poll! You are so comforting—to cry with me!”




The Family

April–May, 1945

Tonbridge got back from fetching Mrs. Rupert from the station in nice time for his elevenses with what he described to himself as “my intended.” He had tried to pass a few interesting remarks to Mrs. Rupert on their way back from Battle, but she hadn’t seemed interested. He’d mentioned the American President passing away and the Allies liberating Vienna—not that that could be expected to interest British people much, and he had added that it was his considered opinion that the war could not last very much longer, but Mrs. Rupert hadn’t really conversed with him about any of it. She had been looking very pale lately—peaky, Mabel had said when they discussed it—and he wondered whether she was not feeling herself but naturally he passed no remark about that.

Anyway, when he had carried her case in for her, and put the car back in the garage, he walked across the courtyard to the back door and through the kitchen to the servants’ sitting room, but although there was a tray set with some drop scones and two pieces of gingerbread and the miniature toby jug full of top of the milk, she wasn’t there. That was funny, because she hadn’t been in the kitchen either when he passed through.

He went back to the kitchen where Lizzie was up to her elbows washing spring greens in the sink. She was the kind of girl who always gave a start when you spoke to her and then you couldn’t hardly hear what she said. She didn’t know where Mrs. Cripps was. This was annoying, because he had something very important to tell her and he’d been saving it up for the appropriate moment of peace and hot tea that they usually enjoyed in the morning. He went back to the sitting room and sat down in his usual chair to wait for her.

Mrs. Cripps had been having a very unusual morning. Dr. Carr, who was paying his weekly visit to poor Miss Barlow upstairs, had been taking a look at her legs. They had hurt her something awful lately, and matters had come to a head after one of the morning sessions with Miss Rachel, as Mrs. Cazalet Senior was feeling a bit under the weather. She had stood, as she always stood with Mrs. Senior, while the day’s meals were discussed—not that there was very much choice these days, but Madam had always ordered the food and there was such a thing as standards, so she had stood as usual—taking the weight off her feet by leaning one elbow on the back of a kitchen chair. But that morning, when she had shifted to give the other leg a rest, the chair-back had given way, just splintered to the floor, and she had gone with it. This had hurt her so badly that she had not been able to help a shriek of pain, and what with that, and the fact that she couldn’t, at first, get up from the floor, she had altogether given way. She had cried, in front of Miss Rachel who had been ever so kind as indeed she always was. She had helped her up and taken her into the sitting room and made her sit down with her feet up and told Lizzie to make a cup of tea, and it was when her legs were up on a stool with the cushion on it that Miss Rachel had noticed them. She was ashamed for anyone to see them, and she was only too glad that Frank had had to take the car to the garage for the morning and was safely out of the way.

Anyway, the upshot was that Miss Rachel said Dr. Carr must look at them, and meanwhile she had gone to Battle and bought her some heavy elasticated stockings that had been a great comfort. Dr. Carr had seen her in her own bedroom, as she had told Miss Rachel that the men might come into the servants’ hall at any minute and it wouldn’t be right. Dr. Carr had said that she should have come to him before, and she really needed an operation, and she hadn’t worried too much about that at first because, being on the Panel, she didn’t think they did them. But then, when Miss Rachel came in she had said that she would pay for it, and then she had felt really frightened, because the only time she had been to a hospital in her life had been when her father was dying. And then Dr. Carr had asked her how old she was, and telling him—fifty-six in June, she would be—she was suddenly overcome with shame, with remorse, because she had not told Frank this at all. She had told him that she was forty-two when he asked, and she’d stuck to it. He’d believed her, of course, in spite of her saying she was over ten years younger than she really was. Naturally, she wouldn’t tell a lie to a doctor, but telling him the truth made her suddenly feel that it was very wrong to conceal it from Frank. She’d been afraid he wouldn’t want to marry her if he knew—hadn’t even been sure whether he envisaged children, but when she had told him forty-two, he had said, “Well, it doesn’t sound as though our troubles will be little ones,” and he’d gone red when he said it, and they’d changed the subject. Well, she might have an operation in a hospital and die, but she did want to be married first, and she didn’t want to die with a lie on her lips to her husband. So she would have to tell him.

He was waiting for her in the servants’ hall—wondering where she had got to, he said. Then, just as she was going to tell him, Lizzie brought in the tea, and then, when she had let it stand and was pouring it out, he pulled a brown envelope out of his pocket and said that he had had a letter from the lawyers saying he had got a Decree Nice Eye, whatever that might mean. It was to do with the divorce, but it wasn’t the end of it, oh dear no. After the Nice Eye you had to wait for something called the Absolute. Then it was over. But that, he said, was only a matter of weeks …

She was opening her mouth to tell him, when he stopped her again, by producing a small box, pressing a little knob on the lid which flew open to expose a ring—two, what looked like diamonds, not large, of course, you wouldn’t expect it with diamonds, each side of a smaller dark stone.

“Rubies and diamonds,” he said, “and it’s nine carat gold.”

It was a real engagement ring and quite took her breath away, but when he tried to get it on her finger it was too small—wouldn’t go above her second knuckle. “I’ll have it enlarged,” he said, but she could see he was disappointed.

“It’s really lovely,” she said. “Frank, you shouldn’t have. It’s ladies that have engagement rings.”

“And you are a lady,” he said, “if ever I saw one.”

Perhaps it would go on her little finger, she suggested, just for the time being, but it wouldn’t even do that. Don’t put it away, she said, she wanted to look at it, and she laid it on the palm of her hand with the diamonds winking if you caught them right in the light.

“Are they real, then?” she asked: she did not think they could be, but he said of course they were.

“They must be ever so valuable.”

“Well, they’re not exactly … cheap,” he had answered in tones that showed he agreed.

She was entranced. It was the most valuable thing she’d ever touched in her life, and he’d gone and bought it for her.

“Oh, Frank!” she said. “Oh, Frank!” There were tears in her eyes, and she gave a series of short, sharp sniffs. “I’m so pleased! I’m ever so pleased. I really am!” And then she told him—quickly while he was on the crest of her gratitude.

He didn’t seem to mind at all. “I knew—really,” he said. “I mean—that you might not be quite the age you said you was. No self-respecting lady would tell a gentleman exactly her age.” He looked at her with his mournful brown eyes that were now far less mournful than usual—were almost glowing with satisfaction at his generosity. “For me,” he said, “you will always be young.”

He picked up the ring and put it back in its box. “It is only,” he said, “a small Token of my Esteem.”

After all the trouble that she had taken to get away to London at such short notice, Jack had only stayed for Saturday night; he had left to fly to Germany very early on Sunday morning. There was nothing new about this situation: it had been going on more or less ever since D-Day nearly a year ago. He was abroad practically all the time, returning only for the odd night, or sometimes two or three days, usually at short notice, although not as short as this last time when he had literally rung up on Friday afternoon to ask if she could come up that evening. In spite of the fact that he had come through these last months unscathed, she could not get rid of or in any way diminish her sense of anxiety about him, so that each parting had a kind of double-edged anguish about it. Their meetings were still charged with excitement and joy, and for the first few hours they could be entirely engrossed by each other; the world and the war seemed hardly to exist, but somehow, always, something—often small—happened that breached their magic circle and brought them back to a dreary, and to her nerve-racking, reality. In the winter after the invasion it had sometimes been the V-2s. Even when they fell miles away you could not ignore the explosion; it shook the stomach as no other bombs seemed ever to have done, although she had not experienced very many of any of them. Her association with Jack brought her face to face with the war in a way that nothing had, excepting Rupert’s disappearance, and that had happened so long ago now that it had become like a piece of sad history. Sometimes Jack would say, “I must call my office,” and listening to him talk to unknown people whom clearly he often knew well, but whom she had never met, made her realize that nine-tenths of his life was unknown to her.

She did slowly discover more about him. Once, a few weeks after the invasion, he brought her back a box that contained a set of exquisite embroidered silk underwear—a camisole, a petticoat and French knickers all in pale turquoise silk edged with creamy lace; she had seen nothing like it since before the war. “The shops hid them,” he said. “They kept them for when we would come.” But later that time, when they were having dinner and she had asked him about Paris and whether it had been fun to go there, he had said no, it hadn’t been fun at all.

He had been cutting up some meat before eating it with his fork and, feeling her attention, he looked up, and for a fleeting moment she saw a look of utter despair in his eyes—two black fathomless wells. This disappeared so quickly that she wondered whether she had imagined it. His mouth smiled, he reached for his glass and drank. “Never mind,” he said. “There was nothing I could do about it.”

In bed, when it was dark, she put her arms round him. “What happened in Paris? I really want to know.”

He said nothing, but just when she began to think she shouldn’t have asked, he said, “My best friend in New York—he was a Polish Jew—told me that if I ever got to Paris, I must look up his parents who had been living there since nineteen thirty-eight. They’d sent him to America, because he had an uncle there, but his sister had stayed with his parents. He wrote the address down for me, and I kept it, although I didn’t know if I’d ever get the chance to use it. Well, I went to his street, to the house where they used to live, and they weren’t there. I asked around and I discovered that they’d been taken off to a camp a few months before the invasion. All three of them. They were collected one night and nobody ever heard anything more.”

“But if they went to a camp in Germany, you’ll still be able to find them, won’t you? I mean, we’ve nearly got to Berlin.”

It was odd: she could not remember what he said in reply, but the next day he had been withdrawn, in one of his unreachable sombre moods that she did not understand, and that made her feel vaguely frightened.

There came to be a kind of tacit censorship of what they talked about: once she had tried to find out about his marriage, but he had only said, “She wanted me to bully her, make all the decisions, order her about—no, correction, she wanted a rich bully and that bored me. We brought out the worst in each other. Will that do?” And after that Elaine, she was called, was never mentioned again. They never talked about Rupert, although he always asked after Juliet. They talked about their own brief past with each other but never, since that time on the bench by the Serpentine, about the future. They talked about books that he had given her to read, and films they saw, discussing the characters in these as though in lieu of the mutual friends that otherwise they did not have. Bed became the safest place. There was no censorship there: familiarity enhanced pleasure and the smallest discovery about the sensuality of either became an added joy. Sex was not so much taking off one’s clothes as getting into one’s body, she said to him one night.

A second Christmas apart. “Oh, I wish I could ask you home,” she had said, and had then been afraid that he might say why didn’t she? But he didn’t. He would be working then anyway, he said, “sending pictures of the boys at Christmas to the folks back home.”

After that, she didn’t see him for nearly a month. And after that, their times together became fewer and further apart. So that, in spite of the terribly short notice, she had managed to get Clary down to look after Jules and gone to London on the Saturday morning as early as possible, and they had spent the day and the night together. He hadn’t told her that he was going away on Sunday morning until after they had made love for the first time.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I have to go.”

“Where? Where are you going?”

“Somewhere east of Bremen. A place called Belsen.”

It didn’t really matter where he was going, she wept, it was the fact that he was going at all. Why hadn’t he told her?

He hadn’t been sure: he was substituting for someone else at the last minute; he’d pulled strings not to go this day in order to see her. He would be back. The war was nearly over, and, anyway, he would be back.

He left at five in the morning to catch a plane. She hated the flat without him. She got up and tidied everything and wondered what on earth to do. She couldn’t go back to Sussex so soon (she was supposed to be returning on Monday). Then she suddenly thought of Archie, and rang him, but there was no answer. It was awful, the way she could think of nobody, not a single person, she could go and see. She spent the day walking about the streets as sometimes she used to do with Jack, eating some spaghetti in the small Italian restaurant that they used to go to together and afterwards returning to the flat where she lay on the bed to read, but almost at once fell asleep.

When she woke, it was nearly seven o’clock. There did not seem to be much point in getting up, since she had nowhere to go. She longed for someone to talk to about Jack, and started to dial Archie’s number, but then changed her mind. He was Rupert’s best friend, after all. She got up in search of food. There was half a packet of biscuits and some of the powdered orange juice that Jack drank in the mornings. She made herself a glass of this, and ate the biscuits, and went to bed again where she lay for hours, wakeful, worrying about where he was and whether he was in a safe place, and when he would return.

Early on Monday morning she rang Home Place and said she was catching the early train back so that Tonbridge would meet her.

She heard nothing from him that week, and then the following Friday he rang—at lunch-time, thank goodness, because it meant that the Brig was not in his study. Rachel had answered the telephone. She did not say who it was, but Zoë knew somehow that it would be Jack.

“Sorry to call you at lunch-time. I was wondering whether you could get away for tonight?”

“Oh, Jack! Why can’t you give me more notice? I’ve just said I’ll look after the children so that the nurse can have the weekend off.”

“It wouldn’t be for the weekend. Just for tonight.” There was a pause, and then he said, “I’d really like to see you.”

“You make it so difficult. You know I want to come. I can’t, though. I really can’t.”

“OK. That’s it, then.”

There was a click, and she realized he had rung off. She rang his office, but they said he was not there; had not been there for some days. She rang the flat, and there was no reply. She went back to the dining room and pretended to finish her lunch.

All the afternoon, when, after their rests, she walked the children up to the shop in Watlington and back, she felt sick with anxiety. Now, if he were able to ask her, she would have dropped everything, and simply caught the next train—walked to the next station, if need be. Why had he rung off like that? It was not like anything she knew of him. But he had sounded strange: as though he knew something, or was concealing something—was angry—with her? Oh, God! Why had he rung off like that?

“We want to go back through the fields,” Wills was announcing. They had reached the gate that opened onto the road from the field where the Home Place land began.

“No, we’re going by the road today.”

“Why are we? Why, Mummy? What good will it do?”

“We want to go back to the field with the charabanc tree.”

This was a fallen pine tree where the passengers sat on the branches while one person drove holding the upturned roots as a steering wheel and the other walked precariously up the trunk dispensing tickets (oak leaves).

“Clary let us last weekend,” Roly said.

“Yes, and she played with us. She didn’t just stand about like Ellen talking about clean hands and meals.”

“Grown-ups,” scoffed Wills. “I’m just not going to be one, they are so boring.”

“When you’re a hundred, you’ll be an awfully old child.”

One of them was climbing the gate now. She’d either have to give in or stop them.

“I shall. The oldest child in the world. People will come for miles to see me. I shall be quite small but extremely wrinkly with specs. And a white beard.”

“You’ll be a dwarf, then,” Roly said.

“No, I shall not. I hate them. I hate their pointed red caps.”

She gave in. It seemed easier at the time.

“You can have ten minutes playing charabancs,” she said, as they trudged through the long wet bright green grass.

“Ten minutes! Ten hours is what we want.”

“Ten days.”

“Ten weeks.”

“Ten hundred years,” said Juliet, pre-empting any further crescendo.

She looked at her pretty daughter, who was wearing a tweed coat, cast off by Lydia some years ago as too small for her, black Wellingtons and a scarlet beret that was currently her favourite thing, and for the first time, the thought that in some unknown distance of time they might be in America together lingered in her mind. It seemed so extraordinary, and yet, what else could happen? One day, she thought, I shall look back on this house and the family as distant landmarks, which she supposed was how she now thought of Rupert. Then she thought of the family—particularly the Duchy—of how completely they had taken her in and made her one of themselves, of how this place, and she used to be bored in the country, had become her home in a way that no place she had lived in with her poor mother had ever been. She would have to leave her, too—and curiously, although she had endured three further visits to the Isle of Wight since the one she had returned from to meet Jack—“Don’t you dare speak to any strange man you may meet on that train,” he had enjoined her the first time she went after they had become lovers—curiously, that seemed hard, because she knew it would be hard on her mother, whereas leaving here would be harder for her than for any of the family. She would take Jack to see her mother, for her sake. And, of course, they would return to England to visit.

“How far are you going, madam?”

“America,” she said without thinking.

“America? America? We don’t go there, madam. We go to Hastings and then we go to Bexhill. You can go to both of them if you like.” A damp leaf was thrust into her hand.

When she felt that everybody had had a turn at being the driver, the conductor and a mere passenger, she said it was time for tea. The person who was the driver—Juliet—said it wasn’t fair, she hadn’t been driving nearly as long as the other two, but the other two, having had their turn, sided with Zoë about tea.

“Yes, you have,” they said brutally, “long enough for your age.”

Tea had begun by the time they got back. It took place in the hall where the long table was spread with a cloth and the Duchy presided at one end with the teapots. Jack was sitting at her right hand.

“Here she is,” the Duchy was saying as she came in with the children, tearing off their coats and boots to get at the tea. “Captain Greenfeldt has called on us, darling. Your friend, Margaret, told him where we were and as he was passing by he thought he would call. Isn’t that nice?” And as she met her mother-in-law’s frank and penetrating eye she knew that the Duchy knew.

Jack had risen as she came into the room. “Just a quick call,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.” Her mouth was dry, and she sat, almost collapsed, into a chair opposite him at the table.

“If you were a proper American,” Lydia said, “you’d have rushed round and pulled out her chair for her. That’s what they do in films. But we don’t do it here. Perhaps you knew that.”

“Mummy, my socks have come off with my boots so could I just be in my feet for tea?”

“He is American,” Wills said. “You can tell by his uniform.” He was eight and very interested in soldiers.

“Don’t talk about people in front of them as ‘he,’” Rachel said. She was pouring mugs of milk.

“Is this your daughter?” Of course he knew that she was.

“Yes.”

Juliet had slipped into the seat beside her and was now gazing at Jack with unblinking intensity.

“Captain Greenfeldt was telling us that he is just back from Germany,” the Duchy was saying as she passed Zoë a cup of tea.

She suddenly remembered him saying “a place called Belsen” which, during the last ten days, had been much and horribly in the news.

“Did you go to take photographs at the Belsen camp?”

“I did.”

“Oh,” said Villy, “that must have been simply horrifying. Those poor, poor people!”

“I think,” the Duchy said, “that perhaps pas devant les enfants.”

“Not in front of the children,” Lydia said. “We all knew that ages ago.”

Wills, who often quoted him, said, “Tonbridge said it was a death camp. But he said it was mostly Jews in it. What are Jews?”

Jack said, “I am a Jew.”

Wills looked at him gravely. “You don’t look at all different,” he said. “I don’t see how they could tell.”

Lydia, who did not read newspapers or talk to Tonbridge, now said, “Do you mean it is a camp for killing people? What happens to all their children?”

Villy, in a voice of icy authority, said, “Lydia, will you please take all three children upstairs to the nursery? At once!”

And Lydia, after one glance at her mother’s face, did as she was told, the others following her with surprising meekness. The tension in the room lessened—but not very much. Villy offered Jack a cigarette and while he was lighting his and hers for her, Zoë, who discovered that she had been pressing the palms of her hands onto the carving of her chair so hard that she had nearly broken the skin, looked mutely at Jack as though to implore him to help them to escape.

The Duchy said, “Zoë, why don’t you take Captain Greenfeldt to the morning room for a little peace and quiet?”

“Your daughter is very like you.”

The small room, with its gate-legged table, had four chairs ranged round it. He had sat down in one of them. Now she could look at him and was shocked. She had wanted to fling herself into his arms, tell him how sorry she was that she hadn’t immediately said she would come to London, but instead she sank into the chair opposite him. He was reaching in his pocket and drew out his packet of cigarettes to light one from the Goldflake that Villy had given him. She noticed that his hands shook.

“It was all in front of the children there,” he said. “They were playing round an enormous pit—eighty yards long, thirty feet wide—piled high with the bodies of their mothers, grandmothers, aunts—naked skeletons piled on top of each other—four feet high.”

She stared at him aghast, trying, and failing to imagine such a scene. “Would you like me to come back to London with you?”

He shook his head. “I have to go back very early tomorrow morning. It wouldn’t be worth it.”

“Back to that camp?”

“No, another one. Buchenwald. Our troops are there. I’ve been once, but I’ve got to go back.” He stubbed out his cigarette.

She said, “But when you rang, when you called me from London, you wanted me to come then.”

“Ah, well. I had a sudden urge to see you. Then I thought that I’d like to see you in your home—with your family—before I went.”

“When will you be back?”

He shrugged. Then he tried to smile. “Your mother-in-law is one nice lady. You’re in good hands.” He lit another cigarette. “But thanks for offering to come.”

There was a kind of bleak courtesy about him that frightened her. Searching for anything that might comfort either of them, she said, “But those poor people will be all right now, won’t they? I mean they are safe now and people will look after them and give them food.”

“Some of them. Six hundred are dying and being buried every day at Belsen. And they say over two thousand will die at Buchenwald—too far gone. And those aren’t the only camps, you know. We haven’t reached all of them, but they’ll be like that. And millions have died.”

There did not seem to be any comfort.

He looked at his watch, and got to his feet. “My cab will be here by now. I mustn’t miss that train. I’m glad I’ve seen Juliet, at last.”

“Are you really going to be away a long time?”

“Yep. Better count on that.”

She was standing now, facing him, between him and the door.

“Jack! You’re not angry with me, are you?”

“What makes you think that?”

She wanted to cry, “Everything!” but all she said was, “You haven’t kissed me. You haven’t touched me, even.”

For the first time, his black, bleak eyes softened in the old way: he took a step towards her and put his hands on her shoulders. “I am not angry with you,” he said. He kissed her gently on her lips. “I’ve gotten rather out of touch with love,” he said. “You’ll have to bear with me about that.”

“I will, I will! But it will come back, won’t it?”

Still holding her shoulders, he pushed her a little away from him. “Sure. Will you say goodbye to them for me? And thanks, for everything? Don’t cry.” It was a command rather than a plea. “I left my cap in the hall.”

“I’ll get it.” She didn’t want the intrusion of other people. But the hall was empty, and the cap lay on the table. When she returned with it, he had already gone the other way to the front door, which he had opened. He took the cap and put it on. “I’m glad I came.” He touched her cheek with two fingers.

“Look after yourself and—Jules, you call her, don’t you?” He bent and kissed the cheek he had touched—his lips were as cold as his fingers. Then he swung away from her and walked, very fast, to the gate and out of sight. She stood, listening to the taxi’s engine starting, the door slamming and then the sound of it going down the drive until she could not hear it at all.

Villy, in town for a day and a night, was having lunch with Jessica in the little house in Chelsea she had rented in Paradise Walk. They were better friends again now that it was common knowledge that Laurence (they no longer called him Lorenzo) had left his wife to live with a young opera singer. They had even had a cautiously commiserating talk about poor Mercedes and what was to become of her, and had come to the uneasy conclusion that although she was desperately unhappy, she was probably better off without him. (Of course, Villy thought, Jessica did not know about her frightful evening.)

It was a Monday. Villy had spent the morning at Lansdowne Road and apologized for arriving dishevelled.

“The news is so good, you’ll soon be back there, won’t you?” said Jessica as she showed her the tiny bathroom.

“Edward thinks it’s too big for us now that Louise is married and Teddy is launched, so to speak. I shall be very sad.” She had taken off her watch and was rolling up her sleeves. “I’m so filthy, I really ought to have a bath.”

“Darling, do, if you want to. Lunch can wait—it’s only a sort of pie.”

“I’ll just wash.”

“What a pretty house it is!” she exclaimed as she came down the stairs again to the sitting room.

“It is rather a doll’s house, but it suits me beautifully. So easy to keep. All I need is a daily for the housework.”

“Has Raymond seen it?”

“Not yet. It seems to be more and more difficult for him to get away. But he so loves being important, and he seems to have made friends in Oxford and, of course, I go to Frensham at weekends to help Nora.”

“How is that going?”

“Very well, I think. I don’t find him very easy to know, but she seems utterly devoted. It’s rather a weak gin, I’m afraid. I’ve run out and my local grocery rations everybody—one bottle a month.” She took her gin and sat with it in the second armchair.

“The news is good, isn’t it?” said Villy. “We’ll be in Berlin any day now.”

“Except for those awful, dreadful camps. I simply couldn’t believe it! It’s obscene!”

“It seems so extraordinary that it could all have been going on and people didn’t know.”

“I’m sure they knew. I’ve always loathed Germans.”

“But Daddy had such a lovely time there when he was a student. Do you remember how marvellous he said it was? Even the smallest provincial town had its concerts.”

“I agreed with Mr. Churchill. Words can’t express the horror.”

“Yes.” They could neither of them think of anything else to say about the camps, and there was a short silence while Villy smoked and Jessica watched her. She had got much older: her hair was nearly white now; her skin had become weatherbeaten and dry, the slate blue veins on the back of her hands much raised, her neck an old woman’s neck. She is only a year older than me, Jessica thought, only forty-nine, but she does look older. The war has taken its toll of her, she thought, whereas for me it marked the time when I suddenly had more money and far fewer chores. And, of course, the affair with Lorenzo (she still called him that to herself), even if he was rather naughty in the end, was fun while it lasted. Actually, she was quite dreading the peace with Raymond about all the time wanting regular meals and having nothing to do. On her own, she hardly ever cooked—even the pie in the oven at the moment had been bought, and when Judy came home for the holidays, she either stayed with school friends or at Frensham. Nora was fully occupied, and Christopher seemed to like his strange hermit-like existence. Angela … That was the reason that she had wanted Villy to come to lunch, to have the chance to air some of her feelings about Angela. She waited, however, until they were sitting at the small table laid for lunch at the far end of the room.

She began by asking about Louise, who, Villy said, seemed rather under the weather. Dr. Ballater, to whom Villy had made her go, said that she really ought to have her tonsils out—she was in fact going into hospital some time this week. Teddy, in Arizona, had finished his training as a fighter pilot, but had been kept on there, thank goodness. “With any luck, he won’t have to be in the war, and Lydia—” And then, realizing from her sister’s face that she was bursting to tell her something, she stopped and said, “Come on, Jess. What is it? You’re looking quite tragic.”

“I feel it. I really want your advice. I simply don’t know what to do!”

“What is it, darling? Of course I’ll help in any way that I can.”

“It’s Angela. She rang me last week and told me that she was going to get married.”

“Well, darling, isn’t that rather—”

“Wait! He’s American!”

“Well, that seems to me perfectly—”

“And he’s nearly twenty years older than she is, and he’s been married before. He’s got a daughter nearly the same age as Angela who is a tap dancer! And when I asked what he does in peace time, she said he was psychiatrist!”

“Have you met him?”

“She brought him here last week for a drink. He’s a funny little square man with a face like a pug and very hirsute. He calls her Hon.”

“You mean, as though she was German?”

“No, short for honey. And she calls him Earl.”

“Why does she do that?”

“It’s his name! Earl C. Black. She wants to become Mrs. Earl C. Black. The Second.”

Her distress was so operatic and she reminded Villy so much of their mother that she nearly burst out laughing.

“Darling! Don’t you think you are being a tiny bit narrow-minded?” (Snobbish, she wanted to say.) “Does Angela love him?”

“She says so,” Jessica replied, as though this did not make it more likely to be true.

“Well, then, I can’t see what you are worrying about. I mean, of course, it will be sad that she will be so far away, but you will go and visit her. And you’ve always worried that she wouldn’t get married at all.”

“Oh, but, Villy, you know what I mean! She was such a lovely girl and I must confess that I had pinned my hopes on her making what Mummy would have called ‘a good marriage.’ You know, as your Louise has done. It does seem such a fearful waste. Mummy would have been appalled!”

“Darling, we can’t choose who our children marry, and Mummy was simply appalled at both of our husbands, don’t you remember? I think you should stop worrying, and be glad for Angela. When is it to be?”

“She wants it to be at once, but he wants to wait and see whether when the war here is over, he gets sent to the Pacific to finish off the Japanese.”

“Well, that seems very thoughtful of him.” She continued in this vein until Jessica seemed to have run out of objections. Privately she thought that Jessica should thank her lucky stars. There had been rumours about Angela—Edward said that a friend of his in the RAF had actually picked her up in a bar, but on seeing her uncle Edward, she’d beaten a hasty retreat. It was clear that she had been leading a rather rackety life, and although naturally Villy did not dream of telling Jessica any of this, it made her more robust in her advice than she might otherwise have been.

“I’m sure it will all turn out well,” she said, as she left after lunch to do some shopping before she met Edward at the club for dinner. “Thank you for a lovely lunch. Do keep in touch. And do look on the bright side about Angela, darling.”

She had reason to remember this last admonition with some bitterness when she met Edward in the coffee room for a drink before dinner. She could tell at once that something was up, that he had something—not good—to tell her and for one frightful moment she thought it might be Teddy …

“It’s Teddy,” he said. “No, no, he’s quite all right—oh, darling, sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. But he sent this.” He produced an air mail letter and held it out. “Have a swig of your gin before you read it,” he said.

Dear Mummy and Dad,

This is rather a serious letter and I do hope it won’t be a shock to you, but I have met the most marvellous girl and we want to be married. Her name is Bernadine Heavens and she had to give up her career in Hollywood to marry some brute but he left her quite soon with two children and she had an awful time till we met. She is a really wonderful person, very funny and gay, but also extremely deep and a serious person underneath. You would like her if you saw her. The thing is because of my age we have to have your permission to marry. She wanted me to write to you the moment we got engaged which was the second time that we met, but I felt it might be too much of a shock. She is the most wonderful person I’ve ever met in my life. I honestly never thought of being married until I met her and then—bang! I just fell for her, and she for me. She has had a really sad life as her father left her mother when she was quite small and her mother made her live with an aunt as she couldn’t be bothered. But Bernadine has come through it all in the most wonderful way: she bears no malice to anyone she says. She would write to you only she says she is not much of a hand at letter-writing.

The thing is that actually we did get married last week, only Bernadine can’t get a passport until we’ve been married again with your permission. Isn’t it amazing? If I hadn’t been asked to stay on helping to train other pilots, I wouldn’t have met her. She works in the canteen here, but she only started a month ago so I might have come back to England and we would never have met. It gives us the shivers to think about it, but as she says, it must have been Meant … You see what I mean about her? She is actually frightfully thinking and deep—not a shallow person at all. I do hope you will be understanding and write back to me quickly.

Your loving son, Teddy.

“Good God!”

“I know.” His eyes were like blue marbles, and she could see that he was very angry. “What was his commanding officer up to, for God’s sake? He must have had to give permission.”

“I suppose he may not even have known. They may just have slipped off somewhere. It’s far easier to get married in America, isn’t it? I mean people in films are always waking up Justices of the Peace or getting married in drawing rooms. Oh, Teddy! How could he do it!”

“Completely irresponsible. He’s old enough to know better.”

“I bet it was the girl. I bet she trapped him. She’s clearly older than he is.”

“How much older, I wonder?”

“He doesn’t say how old the children are.”

“I expect he went on about Home Place and the house in London and she thinks she’s on to a thoroughly good thing. Well—she’ll soon find out. She won’t find it fun living on his pay, and when the war’s over, and he does go into the firm, he’ll have to work his passage—like anyone else.”

She had been reading the letter again while he was talking. “He’s completely infatuated. And even so, he manages to make her sound awful.”

“I expect she is awful. Supposing we simply refuse to give permission?”

“He’ll be twenty-one in October. He’s only got to wait until then.”

He snapped his fingers at the waiter.

“Two large martinis, George, if you would. Really large.”

When they were having dinner, she said, “Was that what you said you wanted to talk to me about this morning?”

“What? Oh—yes—yes, it was.”

“I can’t think how you managed not to tell me on the telephone.”

“Oh, well,” he said. “I wanted you to see the letter. And it would only have spoiled your day. How was Jessica, by the way?”

“It’s quite funny, really. She was worried about Angela marrying an American, and I was telling her to look on the bright side of things. It serves me right. I think I’d rather have Earl C. Black than Bernadine Heavens.”

“Good Lord! Is that what he’s called? What a pity we can’t pair them off.”

“Although, darling, she may be very nice. One can’t go on names.”

“We aren’t going on names. I’m going on the fact that although she’s older—probably a good deal older—she married a mere boy behind his parents’ back. At best, she’s a baby snatcher. At worst a gold digger. Probably both,” he ended gloomily.

“It’s extraordinary, isn’t it? We don’t actually know a single American. At least, I don’t. Perhaps you do.” Then she thought of Captain Greenfeldt, whom she had thought rather charming in a haunted way, but decided not to mention him.

During coffee he reverted to the question of moving house. He thought she should come to London for a few days to start looking for something smaller and more suitable. “We can store the furniture at the Wharf and put the house on the market,” he said.

“All right, I will.” For some reason the whole idea filled her with a vague dread, but she did not say so. “It isn’t,” she said as she poured them a second cup of coffee, “it isn’t at all her being American. It’s his marrying the first girl he has anything to do with.”

“It’s funny you should say that. I was just wondering how many parents are sitting over coffee in America reading letters from their twenty-year-old sons saying that they’ve fallen in love with Grizelda Wickham-Painswick-Wickham or Queenie Bloggs and how much they are looking forward to introducing them to the family. I’m sure we’re not alone, if that’s any comfort.”

She smiled at him. He did not often indulge in such flights of fancy: the remark was much the kind that dear Rupert would once have made …

“Now. Whereabouts are you going to look?”

“Look?”

“For your house. This would be a good time to buy, although we’ll need a bloody good surveyor—I should think at least a third of the houses in London have suffered some sort of war damage.”

“Edward, I can’t see that we have to move at all. Lansdowne Road isn’t all that big. Lydia could have Louise’s old room, and Roly and a nanny—I’ll have to get one—can share the top floor with the servants. And Teddy’s room can be a spare.”

But he was adamant and in the end she gave way, and then a friend of Edward’s came to offer them a drink to celebrate Hitler having shot himself, a piece of news that in any other circumstances would have dominated their evening.

Michael took Louise to the hospital on Sunday evening, before catching his train back to Portsmouth. It meant leaving her there rather earlier than originally planned, but he wanted to see her in, and he had to catch the train.

“Shall we go out to lunch?” he said to her that morning.

“If you like.” She did not seem exactly enthusiastic, but, then, she did not seem to be that about anything these days. Mummy had written two immensely long letters about Louise running away in the middle of the weekend at Hatton, and had said in both of them that, of course, she had had no idea that Louise had not known about Hugo’s death, and he was sure that Mummy would not say that if it was not true, although Louise said, “She hates me and she knew perfectly well that I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have gone to stay at all if I’d known,” she had added, but he put all that down to hysteria on Louise’s part. Of course it had upset her; the death of anyone one had known was upsetting. He felt sad about it—in a complicated sort of way. Indeed, whenever he thought of Hugo, which was more often than he liked because it aroused a whole lot of conflicting feelings that he didn’t want to go into, he felt this clash of jealousy, and sadness, nostalgia for a halcyon time of his life before the war when Hugo came to stay in the vac for weeks on end and Mummy treated him like another son, encouraging them to do everything together. They had played tennis and racquets, and shot and gone hacking and taken a boat out on the lake and he’d done one of the best portraits of his life of him. And Mummy had been so sweet—never interfering, only every week or so she seemed to have to have various daughters of friends of hers for lunch or the weekend, and there had been a family joke about how desperately plain/dull they invariably were. It quite put him off girls, but Mummy, kind as always, had said that one must be sorry for them, poor things. She called him and Hugo Ancient Greeks. She had been very kind to Hugo’s poor mother, sending her money quite regularly and Hugo had been very touched by that: he, too, was fond of his mother. He had, actually, fallen a bit in love with Hugo and for a long time he had said nothing about it to anyone, but eventually, it came out. Hugo hadn’t felt as he did, which at the time seemed awful and they’d almost had a row. Of course Mummy knew: she seemed to know everything that mattered to him. “Oh, darling, what rotten bad luck,” she had said: she was wonderfully broad-minded; most mothers would have got tremendously worked up, but Mummy was not like that. After that, Hugo hadn’t come at all to Hatton for a bit, and by the time he had found Rowena and was a bit in love with her he didn’t mind Hugo being there at all. But it had never been the same with him again. But then, Hugo had ensconced himself in his house and seduced his wife—a really dirty trick. And she wouldn’t have another child, although Mummy said really she ought to—a son and a brother for Sebastian. But lately, Louise had even been difficult about bed, said she didn’t want it and she was tired. He thought that that was probably because, poor little thing, her throat had made her really run down. After her operation, he was going to see to it that she had a proper holiday—he thought the Scilly Isles might be good for her. Sea air and a quiet life, if her friend Stella could go with her. He so wanted her to get well and happy again.

Meanwhile, he had his problems. They were very likely to offer him the command of one of the newer destroyers to take to the Pacific which was a pretty exciting thought. It would make a triumphant culmination of his career in the Navy. Not many Wavy Navy officers had got that far. But Mummy, who said she had given the matter a good deal of thought (and, of course, she had discussed this with the Judge), said that this was the moment for him to go into politics. There would be an election once the war was over here, and Mummy said the PM was keen on getting Conservative candidates from the Services, and obviously, with a bit of a name already, he stood a good chance of getting in. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to become a Member of Parliament, but it might be a bit of a lark to go for it and see what happened. He’d told Louise about all this over dinner, which had been rather a dreary affair as so many restaurants were closed on Sunday evenings. But they’d gone to the Savoy.

“If you stayed in the Navy, how long would you be away?” she had asked.

“Darling, I don’t know. Until the Japanese surrender. We’re doing quite well out there now, taking Rangoon and all that, but it could be anything up to eighteen months or so, I should think.”

“And if you went into politics?”

“I’d come out of the Navy, we’d buy a nice house in London and, with any luck, you’d become an MP’s wife.”

“Oh.”

“What do you think?”

“I thought you wanted to be a painter.”

“Darling, I shall never stop painting. But, as you know, I’m a vulgar sort of chap who likes to make his mark in other ways as well.”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to decide. After all, it’s your life.”

“It’s both our lives,” he said, wishing that this had already occurred to her. “The first thing is to get you well again.”

In the train he could minutely recall her face, although, funnily enough, he couldn’t draw her from memory. But he knew how the creases in her eyelids made a pretty curve over her eyes (but also how they were different from one another), how her cheekbones ran into the top of her ears so that her face was almost pointed, how her eyebrows had a sharp angle on them so that they were almost like shallow roots over her eyes, how her hair sprang from a widow’s peak which to her chagrin, was just off centre but, as he had pointed out, would only matter if she had happened to live in the sixteenth century, how she would bite the inside of her bottom lip when she was thinking, and, above all, what an extraordinary contrast her face presented full face, from her profile when her large rather beaky nose predominated. Full face, one had no idea of its prominence (she hated her profile), but this made her most interesting to draw from a three-quarters angle. He loved her appearance, and although she was turning out to be a more complicated creature than he had first thought her, he was glad that he had married her.

When he had left her at the hospital, Louise had felt pretty nervous. The last time he had done that everybody had been horrible, which had been almost as bad as the pain. But the hospital was quite different. She was taken to a bare little room that contained nothing but a high bed, a washstand basin, a small table beside it, a chair and a small wardrobe for her clothes. She was invited to undress and get into bed. Thereafter a series of people came to see her: a nurse to take her temperature and blood pressure, the anaesthetist who asked her if she had any false teeth and finally the Sister, who was both formidable and reassuring. “Sorry we have to starve you this evening,” she said. “But Mr. Farquhar’s operating at eight o’clock. What I should like you to do now is to get a good night’s sleep. There’s a bell there if you want anything.”

“Does the operation take a long time?”

“Oh, no. It’s very quick. You will have rather a sore throat afterwards, but that will soon wear off.”

When she had gone, Louise lay, listening to the distant traffic in Tottenham Court Road. She did not feel nervous any more. These nurses seemed kind and efficient and as for the operation—she did not care about that. She would not, she felt, even care very much if she died from it. Ever since she had learned of Hugo’s death she had felt a little mad: as though it simply wasn’t possible to be responsible for herself, so if a very expensive doctor killed her by mistake she would merely be relieved of the seemingly endless efforts of pretending to be somebody who had interests, opinions and feelings. She was quite good at the pretence; it was, after all, simply acting, something that was becoming second nature to her, and it didn’t matter very much, but it was an effort and she felt tired all the time.

She had not forgiven Michael for destroying Hugo’s letter, but as the weeks had gone by in the Station Hotel, she had come to see that he, Michael, had absolutely no idea about how much it had mattered to her, and although he had done this awful thing, he had not at all known how awful it was, which somehow exonerated him—and made her feel that her resentment was irrational. But when she knew that she would never see him again, that there never could be another letter, then, locked in the impotence of her grief, she raged at Michael, attributing actual malice to his destruction. None of this was apparent: it was her secret life; he did not tell her things—he had not told her about Hugo and it transpired that he had seen the newspaper, though not when it came out. She had been sickened by his attempts to exonerate Zee, and when, one day, he had started to say he was sorry he hadn’t told her about Hugo, she had cut him short saying that she never wished to speak of Hugo with him again in her life. She would not go to Hatton either, she said. He had accepted these strictures with surprising meekness, but he had gone on in bed as though everything was the same.

When she knew that Hugo was dead, after the first few awful days—when both Polly and Clary had been really good to her; indeed Polly had cried that first evening almost as much as she—she came out of it heartless, as though she had literally lost her heart. This made one thing seem very like another—she could not put a value upon anything more significant than having an amusing evening, or people flirting with her. And so, when Rory turned up at her house one day on leave and made clear how much he had wanted her ever since their first meeting after her flu, she went to bed with him without a qualm. She found, also, that really not caring at all beyond the mild satisfaction of being admired and having attention paid to her, she became better at the bed side of life, as she put it. Rory had the added attraction of not knowing anything about Hugo, of not, indeed, knowing anything much at all about her. He also did not seem to notice that she was acting. For a few months she pretended to be someone who was having an exciting affair with a dashing, courageous young man who certainly amused her. They could not meet often, and usually not for long, and then, shortly after the night she had spent in his friend’s flat, she met a girl at the Arts Theatre Club who had said she believed Louise knew Rory Anderson.

“I only asked, because the girl who shares my flat is mad about him. He’s taking her to Scotland for his leave. I have the feeling he’s a bit of a philanderer, and she’s so serious. What do you think?”

And that was the end of that. He never even wrote to her, but she did not really care. Her vanity was dented, but she felt it was hard to see what she had to be vain about. She had been available and he had availed himself. “Can’t even keep a lover,” she said to herself in the jeering, worldly voice she now used for internal dialogue.

In the morning they gave her an injection and soon she felt wonderfully carefree and even more irresponsible. By the time she was wheeled to the theatre and put into some sort of reclining chair she felt as though she was going to a party.

Mr. Farquhar leaned over her: the bottom of his face was covered, but his eyes looked full of merry bonhomie. More anaesthetic—she felt herself drifting away—could scarcely determine his face above her and then there was one terrifying instant of shrill scorching agony—and then nothing.

When she came to she was back in bed and her throat hurt so much that she longed to pass out again. In the evening, Polly and Clary came to visit her, bringing The Diary of a Nobody and a bunch of grapes.

“It’s a nice little book you can read lying on your back.” Clary said. They said that peace had been signed. “Eisenhower signed it. I must say I thought it ought to have been Mr. Churchill, but there you are,” Clary said. “Anyway, the Germans have surrendered—unconditionally.”

“Well, they couldn’t have any other way,” Polly said. “And tomorrow there’ll be Victory celebrations. It’s making people awfully jolly and nice in the streets—as though it’s everyone’s birthday.”

“It’s jolly bad luck to be in hospital, poor Louise.”

As she really couldn’t talk much at all, they didn’t stay, but said they’d come the day after tomorrow.

“Oh yes. Some people called Hammond rang and they wanted to come to see you. I told them where you were, and they said they would come tomorrow and hoped you’d be well enough to see them.”

“Hammond?” she whispered, and then she remembered the agent, and Myfanwy and the baby. She had almost forgotten them, because Myfanwy’s mother had taken her and the baby away with her the next day and she’d never seen them again. She wondered why they wanted to see her.

“Well, if you feel too ropy, I’m sure they will understand.”

After they had gone, Sister came in and said that Commander Hadleigh had rung to ask how she was, and to send his love.

“I told him you were doing very well,” she said. “You can have a little jelly or ice cream for your supper.”

On her own again, and not up to reading, she felt feverish and horribly depressed. For years the end of the war had been a time to look forward to, when everything would be better and, indeed, wonderful. Now its immediate prospect seemed to her to hold the most dreary alternatives: becoming an MP’s wife (she saw this as sitting on hard chairs at meetings for hours while people talked about mining, or having endless careful teas with strange people), or she would have to live on her own in a house with Sebastian and a nanny, waiting for Michael to come back from the Japanese war … She realized now that she did not want either of these. For the first time she faced the frightening possibility of not being married to Michael … She was not the right wife for him—no, that was a weak way of putting it, she wasn’t up to being anybody’s wife … She didn’t love him: he seemed at once too old and too young for her and she found his relationship with his mother both despicable and frightening. Perhaps she was not capable of love—but this reached something so painful in her that it blocked any further thoughts. Somehow, somewhere, she seemed to have gone wrong, to have made a mess of things that could not now be unsaid or undone …

After lunch—ice cream—the next day, the Hammonds arrived. The nurse who brought them in said she would fetch another chair and a vase for the bunch of pink tulips that Myfanwy laid upon the bed. She looked very pretty in a brown dress with a cameo brooch on her white collar, and her hair—that Louise remembered as lying in disordered profusion on the pillows—was now piled neatly on top of her head.

“We were in London for a couple of days and felt we must see you,” he said. His name was Arthur, but he was so much older than Myfanwy that she thought of him as Mr. Hammond.

“Myfanwy’s never been to London,” he said. “And I always promised her we’d come. We’ve certainly picked the right time for it. Awful bad luck for you being laid low on VE-Day.”

Myfanwy seemed very shy, although she smiled whenever she caught Louise’s eye.

Mr. Hammond asked after Michael, and then her child. Then Myfanwy said, “I never knew you had a baby. No wonder you were so good with Owen.”

“How is he? Is he with you?”

“He’s fine. He’s with my mam—just for these few days.”

Her husband said, “Myfanwy was so sorry not to see you again, but her mother took her home to look after her and the baby and there was no chance. But she wanted to thank you.” He paused and looked at his wife, who blushed and then suddenly took Louise’s hand.

“I do indeed thank you. You were so good to me. And the doctor said he thought you may have saved Owen’s life. He told me afterwards how very poorly he was. There is no way I can thank you enough for that.”

Soon after that, they left.

“I can see it tires you to talk,” he said. “We shall never forget you.”

“No, indeed. It’s very glad we are to have seen you.” She took Louise’s hand again. “I am so grateful,” she said, “for your goodness.”

When they were gone, she lay looking at the two chairs. It was she who was grateful, because if they hadn’t come to tell her that she would have continued to feel completely worthless.

When he was sure that Clary was safely tucked up in his bed and asleep, Archie limped painfully back into the sitting room and took off his shoes. He had taken Clary to see the celebrations outside Buckingham Palace, Polly having gone with her father. “I can’t see why we can’t all go together,” Clary had said, “but Poll didn’t want to.”

“You’ll just have to make do with me,” he had replied, and she had said: “It won’t be making do. You’re not a making do sort of person, Archie, much more people’s first choice.” A remark that, coming from her, had given him inordinate pleasure.

He turned off the ceiling light. Then he fetched himself a whisky and decided to have it on his balcony where there were two chairs. He could put his bottom on one and his feet on the other. He was completely done in: not surprising, really, as they’d walked miles that evening. All the way to the Palace and then, eventually, back. And before that … One way and the other, he’d been on the go since Friday, which seemed a very long way away now. On Friday morning, he’d been at his desk, the office buzzing with the news of the Germans’ imminent surrender in Holland, Denmark and northern Germany when the Wren who brought his post had come in with it.

“And this was delivered by hand just now,” she said. It was an envelope with something else in it—money, or a key, he thought, as he slit it open. Before he read the letter which was written in pencil, he looked at the signature. Jack Greenfeldt. Greenfeldt? Oh, yes, the American, Zoë’s young man. She had brought him once to the flat for a drink, a saturnine, rather haunted-looking fellow, but he’d liked him. The object, wrapped in paper, proved to be a key. Oh, Lord, he thought, when he’d unwrapped it, I bet now the end is in sight he’s hopping it back to the wife and kids at home and hasn’t got the guts to tell her himself.

It was headed Dachau 2 May.

Then he read the letter. It was quite short, and he read it twice.

I am sorry to bother you with this [it began] but I couldn’t think who else to ask. I have made several efforts to write to Zoë, but I couldn’t find any way of telling her.

Anyway, by the time you get this I shall be dead. I have two days’ work to do here taking pictures, then I shall put the film with this letter on a plane on Thursday morning and then I shall come back here and put a bullet through my head. She will ask you why. Tell her I couldn’t live with what I’ve witnessed in the last two weeks—I can’t be a survivor of what has been, literally, a holocaust. I’d go crazy, out of my mind at not being with them in it. I couldn’t make her happy—not after the days here, and at Buchenwald and at Belsen. The key is to the studio I rented, and she may want to collect things from there. Rent paid until the end of this month and perhaps you would give the key back to the agent in Sloane Street—Chestertons I think it is. Tell her I loved her and thank her for that—oh, hell—tell her whatever you think best. I know you’ll see her through it—and maybe that husband of hers will come back?

Jack Greenfeldt

When he had read the letter a second time he found himself folding it up and putting it back into its envelope. He felt stunned by it—which meant, initially, that he had no feelings at all. Early in the war he had had to face up to the possibility of losing his own life, but the idea of taking it was so alien to him that he was completely unable to imagine the state of mind that might lead to such an act. Then he thought, Supposing he wrote this letter and then, when he got back to the camp, changed his mind, or someone found him in time to persuade him against it? Telling Zoë would be bad enough, but telling her and then discovering that it wasn’t true would be worse. Or would it? Perhaps he ought to try and find out. He took the letter out of its envelope and read it again. This time it engendered hostility, respect and finally, pity—in equal quantities—what a shocking waste and selfish, too—what courage to do such a thing in cold blood and poor chap, what he must have seen and heard and experienced that could drive him to such an act … but he did not doubt it. He picked up his telephone and asked for a line.


He asked for the Duchy and after struggling with the Brig who neither seemed to know who he was nor could understand how on earth anyone could want to speak to his wife (“some feller on the line seems to want to talk to you about something or other”) he got her. He said he wondered if he could come down for the weekend? He was always welcome, she said, if he didn’t mind where he slept. He asked whether Zoë would be there, and she said, yes. Then she said in her most level tone, had he bad news? Not about Rupert, he replied. There was a pause, and then she said, Ah. If he came on the four twenty, she added, he could be met with the girls.

So that was what he had done. He had waited until after dinner to tell Zoë, because it was the first opportunity for having her on his own. He took her into the morning room, and made her sit down. She sat upright, with her hands on the table: he saw that she was trembling.

“What is it? Is it—Rupert?”

“No. It’s Jack.”

“Jack? How do you know—that?”

“He sent me a letter.”

She looked at him mutely.

“He died.”

For a moment she stared at him as though she had not heard; then she said: “He sent you a letter—to say he was dead?”

His mouth was suddenly dry. All day he had wrestled with what he should tell her, how much, and how. “Tell her whatever you think best,” Jack had written. When he had finished washing his hands before dinner, and had straightened up to comb his hair in the small glass and had seen his face, weak with indecision and potential evasions, he had suddenly known that only the truth would do. So he told her—as gently as he could, but there was nothing gentle about the tale.

She sat still, upright and silent, until he said: “He said to tell you that he loved you and to thank you for it,” when an expression of extreme pain came and went on her face. She swallowed and then asked if she might see the letter and he gave it to her, saying he was going to get them both a drink and he would be back.

On the table in the hall there was a tray with two glasses and decanters of whisky and water on it. Blessing the Duchy, he waited a few minutes, none the less, to give her some time to herself. When he returned she was sitting just as he had left her, and the letter lay on the table—she was not crying as he had half expected. He poured the whisky and put a glass by her hand. “I know this is the most awful shock,” he said, “but I felt I should tell you the truth.”

“Yes. Thank you. The funny thing is that I sort of knew—not that this would happen, but that it was an end, somehow. He came here two weeks ago—without any warning—and after tea we sat in this room. And then he went and I had the thought that I would not ever see him again.”

He put the glass into her hand.

“My poor Jack,” she said, as she began to cry.

Much later she had said, “I expect you think it was very bad of me—to go off like that—to have—an affair.”

And he’d said no, he didn’t, he thought it was very understandable.

But she had answered, “Understandable, but not good. But I don’t believe that Rupert is going to come back. If that was going to happen, it would have happened by now.”

Later she said, “I think he came here to make sure I would be all right.”

“That showed love,” he said.

“Yes, it did, didn’t it?” She cried a bit more, and then she asked him why he thought that he’d done it.

And he had answered slowly, not exactly picking his words, but trying to imagine being Jack: “Perhaps he thought it was the only thing he could give those people—to show that he loved them and cared—”

“His own life?”

“You can’t give more.”

By the time they parted for the night, the house was dark and silent.

It was half past two and the war had ended officially over two hours ago now. There were still sounds of distant revelry in the streets, outside the nearest pub—people singing, cheering, laughing. He got up from his chair and went back into the sitting room. His leg ached, as he supposed it always would do from now onwards, if he overdid things. So many people had come to stay with him during the last months—the children, mostly—that he had given up the sofa as a temporary bed and bought himself a divan. He undressed, fetched his pyjamas from the bathroom and got into bed.

For a long time, he was unable to sleep. He felt so beset by the quantity of confidences bestowed on him by the family—always on the grounds that he was part of it, or had become so, but really because he was not, would never be quite that. He was anything from a catalyst to a general repository. Hugh, for instance. Hugh had asked him to accompany him to Battle to collect some cases of beer. The moment they were in the car, he had known that this was a pretext, and had hoped that he didn’t want to talk about Polly. But it had been Edward. He was worried about Edward. They weren’t getting on at all well, and the chief reason for that, Hugh thought, was that Edward knew how much he disapproved of what was going on. Archie had long since realized that Edward had affairs and had wondered idly from time to time whether anyone else in the family was aware of this.

“He’s always been a bit of a—ranger,” Hugh said. “But this time it’s more serious. You’re part of the family, really, so I know I can trust you. The thing is that he’s had a child by this woman. And in spite of saying he was going to end the whole thing, he hasn’t. And now he’s talking of selling his house in London in order to buy a smaller one. Well, putting two and two together, I don’t like the sound of that at all.”

Why, Hugh had gone on, would he sell a perfectly good house, that he knew Villy was fond of, just to buy a smaller one unless he had no intention of being in it himself? That was what was worrying him. It transpired that he, Hugh, wanted him, Archie, to talk to Edward. “It’s no good me even trying any more, old boy. He simply flies off the handle and it makes office life harder. But I thought perhaps you might …”

He’d said he’d think about it, but he didn’t think that anything he said would make much difference.

Then, when they had collected the crates of beer—ordered by the Brig for the servants to celebrate the peace when it came—and were driving home in the rain, Hugh had suddenly said: “What’s up with Poll, do you think?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, she seems in a funny mood. I wondered whether perhaps she’s fallen in love with somebody.”

He had waited: he had promised Polly silence, and she should have it, however many lies were entailed.

“I asked her what was the matter, and she said nothing, in the kind of voice she always uses when it is something. If I’m right, it’s clearly not going very well, and she hasn’t got Syb to talk to who would have been wonderful with her. I thought, possibly, she might have confided in you. Or you could have asked her.”

“Better not,” he had said.

“Oh, well. I want her happiness more than anything else, and it’s awful to have to stand by and feel so helpless.”

“I hope it’s not that bloody doctor she works for,” he said as they turned into the drive. “I mean, he’s foreign, for a start, and far older, and almost certainly married. Or if not, he certainly ought to be. Just thought I’d ask. I know she loves you.”

“Eh?” This had startled him.

“My dear old boy, we all do. You’re one of the family. In a way.”

He could see no way of saying anything at all to Edward that would in the slightest degree influence him. Better keep out of that.

Zoë had not appeared at lunch-time. She had a very bad headache, the Duchy said. After lunch, she had tucked her arm into his and asked him to come and look at her rock garden.

“Really I wanted to thank you for breaking that dreadful news to poor Zoë,” she said. “I’m afraid she is very unhappy. Of course I’ve known about the man—all those visits to London suddenly. She is so young, and she’s had a very hard time. It seems to me that something must be done about her state.”

“You mean—”

“I mean that she cannot continue indefinitely neither a widow nor a wife. Naturally, she will have a home here for as long as she wants—” She stopped speaking and walking and turned to look at him.

“Or do you believe,” she said unsteadily and in a voice that reminded him sharply of Rachel when she was moved, “do you believe that he still might come back to us?”

He looked at her, unable to say what she wanted to hear. Her gaze did not falter.

“There is nothing in the world that I want more,” she said. “But I was so fortunate in the last war with the other two coming back—”

He had said that he would find out what needed to be done or found out.

There had been some light relief. Lydia had buttonholed him after tea. “Archie, I have one extremely serious thing to ask you. It’s very small really—for you, I mean, to do something about—but for me it may well be life or death.”

“What now?”

“You say that as though I ask you things from morning to night. What it is is could you explain to my parents that it is absolutely essential for them to send me to a good school? I thought the one that Judy goes to, actually. I know she’s awful, but I don’t think that that is the school’s fault. She learns interesting games like lacrosse and hockey and they do ballroom dancing and a play at Christmas every year. And she’s got a pash for the geography mistress who is simply marvelous—and I know her mother told her it was only a phase but I’m not having a chance to go through it because it really isn’t possible to feel like that about Miss Milliment.”

“Why don’t you ask them?”

“I have, and Dad just says talk to Mummy and she says things like ‘we’ll see’—which means we never will. You could say that you were appalled by my ignorance,” she added.

“I could. But am I?”

“Also I’ve been through quite a lot of Who’s Who—it’s a kind of telephone directory only full of famous people you’ve never heard of—and it always says ‘educated at’—and then the name of a school.”

“Are you planning to be famous?”


“I don’t wish to rule it out. Oh, Archie, do talk to them: you’re one of the family now—they’ll listen to you …” And so on.

And then—and not at all light-hearted—Clary. This evening, which they had spent together beginning with supper in a Cypriot restaurant just off Piccadilly that she loved because it always had lamb chops and those little dumpling things fried in honey for pudding and thick sweet coffee. She had met him there and arrived looking unexpectedly smart in a black skirt and a man’s collarless shirt and dark red sandals and her hair glistening.

“It’s wet, I’m afraid,” she said when he kissed her. “I thought I ought to wash it for the peace and there wasn’t time to get it dry.”

“I like your shirt.”

“Zoë gave it to me at the weekend. The collar and cuffs are all frayed, so it wouldn’t be any use to him, but with the sleeves rolled up you wouldn’t notice.”

“You look very nice. Attractive.”

“Do I? I don’t look anything like Poll, though. She’s got a new dress, a yellow one—a kind of lemon peel colour—it looks super with her hair. She’s gone to the Reform Club with Uncle Hugh.” She had looked at him searchingly then and looked away when their eyes met. He had offered her a drink and she had said could it not be gin and lime? “I know it’s what girls all seem to drink, but I’ve always hated it, so I’ve decided to change.”

“What to?”

“What would you advise? Whisky tastes of rubber, if you ask me, and the only time I had vodka it was like an electric shock and I don’t know what else there is. Oh, I know. I like dark brown sherry. I really like that.”

“Did you go to work today?”

“You bet! Noël doesn’t consider that it is a particular day at all. They aren’t even celebrating. They are spending the evening reading somebody called H. L. Mencken aloud to each other. It is a very mature way of dealing with peace, don’t you think?”

“A bit dull, too, I should have thought.”

“Me, too. Are we really going to go to Buckingham Palace and wait for the King and Queen to come out? Will they, do you think? I’ve never actually seen them, except on news reels.”

“I thought we might. It is a night to remember.”

But by the time they’d had dinner (which he had thought they’d had quite early enough), the crowds were so thick that it took them ages to get anywhere near the Palace, although everyone was so good-tempered that it was possible to edge nearer by degrees. Showers of golden stars from rockets occurred in the lavender-coloured sky and the Palace was floodlit, and round the statue of Queen Victoria an enormous snake of people were dancing the hokey-cokey, singing and stamping their feet, and beyond, near the railings, people were chanting, shouting for the King. There were thousands of them, so many indeed and sometimes so tightly packed that they had held hands all evening in order not to get parted, and sometimes they had to shout to each other to be heard, but sometimes they simply sang whatever everyone else round them was singing: “Land of Hope and Glory,” “God Save the King” and bits of the hokey-cokey. When they had seen the Royal Family standing on the balcony and waving, he thought that perhaps they should call it a day, but she wanted to wait for them to come out again, and she was so excited that he had not the heart to refuse her. Eventually, long after it was dark, they did come out again—just the King and Queen this time—no princesses. “I suppose they’ve been sent to bed, poor things,” Clary said. After that, she agreed that they’d better start for home.



“You’d better come back with me,” he had said. “I live nearer than you, and we’ll never get a cab.”

At Hyde Park Corner, he said he would have to sit down for a bit, so they went into the bit of park that ran down to Knightsbridge and found an empty bench, and he smoked, and that was when she told him that she knew about Polly.

“It came up because I couldn’t understand why we couldn’t all spend this evening together,” she had said. “Poor Poll, she made me promise not to laugh. As if I would about anything that was so serious to her. It’s a good thing she told me because I’d known for a long time that things weren’t all right, and tonight I reminded her that we’d made a pact—ages ago—to tell each other things that were important. And, of course, when she remembered that, she had to tell me. It’s funny, isn’t it? You can know that something is completely ridiculous, but if you see it isn’t to the other person, it almost seems not to be.”

“Is that how it struck you?”

“Well. Well, not that somebody shouldn’t be in love with you, but they ought to be more your age, oughtn’t they?”

He had opened his mouth to say a whole lot of things and then shut it again. “I suppose I seem incredibly ancient to you.”

“No, not incredibly, at all. In fact, you don’t seem to have aged at all since I met you.”

“Thanks for that.”

They could not see each other as it was now dark and the nearest street lamp yards away. After a short silence, she said, “Sorry.”

“What for?”

“I don’t know how, but I feel I’ve hurt your feelings. I did say to Poll that I thought you weren’t the marrying kind.”

“Did you?”

“Well, I mean, here you are not married to anybody. It was to help her get over it. Of course she will, but she doesn’t believe that. People do, don’t they?”

“Get over being in love?”

“If it’s hopeless.”

“Oh, yes, I should think they usually do. I’m really sorry about Poll. I’m very fond of her, you know.”

“She knows, but she says it’s the wrong kind of fond … I can see that. I can see that burning antagonism might be a better start.”

A moment later, she said, “You have got a funny croaky laugh, Archie.”

Without thinking, he said, “You have.”

“Have what?”

“Aged since I met you.”

“Oh,” she had said at once. “I see what you were minding. You were minding me implying that you were old. All I meant was that you were far too old for Polly.”

He’d suggested then that perhaps they’d better resume hobbling home.

When, at last, they had got back, she’d wanted to make some cocoa, so he told her to go to bed and he’d bring her some.

She was sitting up in his bed, wearing his pyjama jacket, her face looking as though she had scrubbed it with soap and water.

“I used some of your toothpaste and my finger,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

He put the mug into her hands and sat on the edge of the bed—to take the weight off his feet.

“Do you know what this reminds me of?”

“Of course I don’t. What?”

“When I was quite young—well, about thirteen—Neville had an asthma attack because he said I’d woken him up because I had a bad dream and went into Ellen. Well. Dad came in with a mug of hot milk and I didn’t want to drink it because of the skin, and he picked it off and ate it for me. That showed love, didn’t it?”

He looked at the crinkling top of her mug, put out two fingers, picked it off and ate it.

“There,” he had said. “You’re still loved.”

“Copycat,” she said, but her eyes sparkled with affection and pleasure. She drank some of the cocoa, then she put the mug aside on the table.

“There is something,” she said slowly, almost as though she wasn’t quite sure what it was, “something—about Dad that I wanted to talk to you about. Well—discuss, you know?” She drew her knees up and clasped her arms round them: holding herself together, he thought, as anxiety stirred in him.

“Right,” he said with an assumption of cheerfulness and calm.

“You needn’t be anxious, Archie. This is what it is.” She took a deep breath and said rapidly, “After the invasion last year, I thought, you see, that he would be bound to come back: I mean there would be no Germans to stop him. And then, when he didn’t I thought that probably he had got some sort of war job—I don’t know what, but something—which meant that he had to stay until the peace. And now, we’ve got that. So what I thought was, that it might be best if I made a sort of date, and if he hasn’t come back by then, I will have to understand that he never will. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, and when Zoë tried to give me all his shirts last weekend, I only took the really worn ones, because taking the others would be like giving in. So I thought if I made a sort of pact with you, and set a date, that this would be sensible.” At the word sensible her eyes filled. She cleared her throat. “I thought as this would be an easy date to remember for both of us, a year from now?”

He nodded. “Good idea,” he said.

“It is odd. I used to mind about him so awfully because of me. Because I missed him so much. But it seems to have turned into something different. I do miss him, of course, but I mind it more for him, because I wanted him to have a good life and all of it—not be cut off. It isn’t that I don’t still love him.”

“I know. I know it isn’t. I think,” he said; he was finding it difficult to say anything, “that what’s happened is that you’ve grown up, and your love has grown up with you.”

“You mean, more adult?”

“More mature,” he said, smiling at her favourite word. “I’ve known quite a few adults who weren’t remarkable for their maturity.”

“Really?” He saw her savouring this new and clearly pleasing notion.

He remembered now how, when he’d suggested that he leave her to sleep, she had said, “After all, darling Archie, I’ve always got you,” and turned her face up to him to be kissed good-night—like someone not far off thirteen.

His leg ached—perhaps he was getting old: was he? With the war over, he could go back to the sun, to France and painting: would he? For so long he, like, he supposed, everyone else, had thought of the end of the war as the beginning of a new and wonderful life, or at least the resumption of an old and comfortable one. Now he wondered whether for most people it would be either. He thought of what Hugh had said about Edward, and tried to imagine how Villy would deal with being abandoned if that were to happen; he thought of the Duchy having to leave her beloved garden if they resumed living in London—and surely that house would be too large for them once the descendants had all gone back to their own houses? He thought of Zoë coming to terms with both her husband’s and her lover’s deaths: he had been moved by her courage, but then he thought that they were all a brave lot: the Duchy with her stoic acceptance of losing Rupert, the Brig with his gallant determination not to be beaten by blindness, Polly with her courage in telling him that she loved him and in her response to his rejection … and finally Clary, asleep next door, whose love, unquenched by time or reason, had transmuted from need and fantasy to some purer and more enduring substance that in its turn could only inspire admiration—and love.

Lying in the dark he made a pact with himself. If Rupert did not return, he would pledge himself to taking his place so much as was possible. If Rupert came back, however, he might embark upon a very different course.

He had refused the offer of a bunk in one of the two cramped little cabins below, and now sat forward with his back to the wheelhouse which protected him from the following wind. It had been dark when they left Guernsey (just as well, since he had no papers of any kind and it had been easy to slip aboard with the seaman who had befriended him). “Just keep your head down, and do as I say,” he had admonished. He had been stowed below until the boat sailed, and very stuffy it had been—he’d sat on the bunk, which was covered with a heavy damp blanket in pitch dark in the cabin that reeked of diesel oil, wet oiled wool and English cigarettes. They’d sailed at four o’clock in the morning and when they were well out of the harbour his friend rapped on the door and said it was all clear. It was good to get out into the fresh, salty air, and he watched the small yellow light in the harbour master’s hut twinkle and recede and go out in the increasing distance. After about an hour one of them came round with thick white mugs of tea with milk and sugar in it—he hadn’t drunk tea for nearly five years. When he said that, they smiled: they’d treated him with a kind of patronizing protectiveness ever since he’d mentioned Dunkirk—he wasn’t sure whether they believed him, were sorry for him or thought he was mad. The seas ran slap on their quarter in strong, but not steep waves, and the small boat chugged and plunged steadily forward. Soon after it was light, he fell into a stupor: he had hardly slept since he left, which was thirty-six hours ago now; his skin itched with fatigue. They woke him for dinner at noon: some sort of stew with mushy peas much in evidence and a thick chunk of rather grey bread. The sky was overcast, although far away patches of sea glittered fitfully from distant sunlight. He slept again and woke in the late afternoon to a watery sun and a fresher wind. They had spread an oilskin over him and he realized that it had been raining—his hair was wet. He was ravenously hungry, and grateful for another mug of tea and a huge sandwich with some sort of tinned meat in it. They also gave him a packet of Weights to smoke. They watched him light his first one, and then one of them said, “E’s bin to sea all right. Wouldn’t only use one match else.” They had left him alone after that and he’d been grateful. He thought he wanted to think, to imagine what he was going back to, to envisage a little of the future but he seemed incapable of thought and his imagination ranged wilfully from Zoë’s face at his return to her face when he had left her—lying in the high carved old bed against the big square pillows that were cased in coarse white cotton—her long dark hair combed out after her labour, the baby tightly swaddled beside her. She had tried to smile at him as he stood by the door and that effort had so poignantly reminded him of Isobel when she had been dying after Neville was born, that he had gone back to her, to take her once more and for the last time in his arms. It was she, after kissing him, who had pushed him gently away, had propelled him into this future that he was embarked upon. She had kept her word, had not tried to make him stay: she had simply wanted him to see the child. Leaving had not been easy, and returning, although it had all the trappings of a happy ending, would mean the reunion with a number of people he loved, some of whom must have become strangers. Clary, for instance, would be nineteen? No, nearly twenty! A young woman—far removed from the little girl who had so passionately needed him. And Neville, he must now be at public school, his voice broken, his asthma perhaps outgrown. But Zoë—how would she be? Had she waited for him all these years, or had she succumbed to somebody else? He must not expect too much: and then he remembered that that was what he had always said to himself about her. She would still be beautiful, he was sure of that, but he had learned to discover beauty in other aspects. Would his parents still be alive? Could he bear to go back into the wood business—to the house in London, the dinner parties, the business entertaining, the family weekends, the occasional holiday abroad, to giving up the idea of painting for the second time in his life? She had found him some materials, to draw with, at least, and once a small box of watercolours that he had used until there was nothing left. He would have gone mad during those first years, when she had constantly to hide him and he could not go out or go far or speak to anyone, if he had not been able to draw.

But in all these random speculations, it was Zoë that he kept coming back to and with the most anxiety, because, he realized, it was the part of homecoming that would exact most from him, and it was also the part where he was afraid he had least to give. There was, of course, another child, a son or a daughter, provided all had gone well, which it hadn’t last time for her, he thought, with a pang of guilt. It was odd how he had not been as miserable when that baby had died as he felt he should have been, but then, nor had she. That was when he had found it most difficult to love her: whatever he did, or said, however he was with her seemed wrong, rousing no more in her than small sparks of irritation … Motherhood had not come easily to her, he had thought then, perhaps she was not cut for children at all. Then, when she had started the second baby, she had seemed different, excited, the symptoms of pregnancy that she had complained about so much before had been lightly borne that second time. But he had never known the outcome, and when he had sent the notes to her and to Clary by Pipette (and, of course, he did not know whether they had ever received them), he had not dared to mention the baby in case she had lost it.

There was no sun now: the breeze had died down, the sea and the sky were all a dusky dark: rain fell, as lightly as mist, and he put on the oilskin. One of the crew walked past him to the bows to empty a pail of potato peelings—the wind, what there was of it, was still on their quarter. I suppose I’m still officially in the Navy, he thought, and wondered how long it would take for him not to be. Then he wondered whether they would consider him, for the last ten months or so, to have been a deserter—a confusing thought. But it was not the Navy he had deserted during those months, it had been Zoë. And now, as the boat took him further and further away from her, it was she who was to be deserted—for good. He could not think of her without such senses of loss and longing that he knew he must not think of her at all, and so escaped again into sleep, or rather, patches of sleep.

He was woken at dawn by spray: the wind had backed round to north-east, but the sea, a livid pewter from the rising sun, was calmer, a heaving surface with only the occasional wave slapping at the starboard quarter.

They brought him a mug of cocoa and said they would soon sight land. He lit his last cigarette and watched for it. The low bank of cloud on the horizon that seemed to separate the sea from the sky resolved itself into a paler streak of mist. He watched as the mist solidified to swatches of brownish green above the chalk white of cliffs and then the small blocks and rows of darker detail presented themselves suddenly as buildings that became steadily paler as the sun rose, until the scene resembled a very distant stage set. He was cramped from being in the same position for so long, and damp from the showers and spray. He continued to watch and his heart felt as cold as ash from a fire deliberately put out. It was possible to do that, he thought: it was the rekindling that seemed insurmountable. But if one knew anything about love, he supposed, it should be possible. He picked up his mug. God! How he loathed the skin of hot milk! He took it off with his fingers and then, without knowing why, he ate it before he drained the mug. Somehow, he thought, I must find it in me to make a start.
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THE CAZALET FAMILIES AND THEIR SERVANTS

William Cazalet (the Brig)

Kitty (the Duchy), his wife

Rachel, their unmarried daughter

Hugh Cazalet, eldest son

Sybil, his wife



	Polly

Simon

William (Wills)

	}

	their

children






Edward Cazalet, second son

Villy, his wife
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Rupert Cazalet, third son

Zoë (second wife: Isobel died having Neville)



	Clarissa (Clary)
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Juliet, child of
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Jessica Castle (Villy’s sister)
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Mrs Tonbridge, née Cripps (cook)
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Edie and Lizzie (kitchenmaids)
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FOREWORD

The following background is intended for those readers who are unfamiliar with the Cazalet Chronicle, a quartet of novels whose first three volumes are The Light Years, Marking Time and Confusion.

In the summer of 1945 William and Kitty Cazalet, known to their family as the Brig and the Duchy, are living quietly in the family house, Home Place, in Sussex. The Brig is now blind. They have an unmarried daughter, Rachel, and three sons, who all work in the family timber firm. Hugh is a widower, Edward is married but entangled in a serious affair, and Rupert has just returned to England and his wife Zoë, having been missing in France since Dunkirk.

Edward’s daughter Louise is struggling with her marriage to the portrait painter, Michael Hadleigh. They have one son, Sebastian. Louise’s brother Teddy, training in the RAF in Arizona, has not yet returned with his American bride.

Polly and Clary, Hugh and Rupert’s daughters, are sharing a flat in London. Polly works for an interior decorator and Clary for a literary agent. Polly’s brother Simon is at Oxford, and Clary’s brother Neville is still at Stowe.

While Rupert was away, Zoë gave birth to their daughter, Juliet.


Rachel lives for others, which her great friend, Margot Sidney (Sid), who is a violin teacher in London, often finds hard.

Edward’s wife, Villy, has a sister, Jessica Castle, married to Raymond. They have four children: Angela, who has become engaged to an American, Christopher, who lives in a caravan with his dog and works for a farmer, Nora, who married a paraplegic and has taken over the Castle house in Surrey as a nursing home for seriously wounded men, and Judy, who is still at boarding school.

Miss Milliment is the very old family governess, and is to live with Villy and Edward when they move back to London.

Diana Mackintosh, Edward’s lady, has had a child by him.

Archie Lestrange, Rupert’s oldest friend, is still working at the Admiralty, and is the recipient of most of the family’s confidences.

Casting Off begins in July 1945 soon after Rupert’s return to England.




PART ONE




One

THE BROTHERS

July 1945

‘So I thought if I stayed until the autumn, it would give you plenty of time to find someone suitable. Naturally I wouldn’t want to put you out.’ In the silence that followed, she sought and discovered a small white lace handkerchief in the sleeve of her cardigan and unobtrusively, ineffectively, blew her nose. Her hay fever was always troublesome at this time of year.

Hugh gazed at her in dismay. ‘I shall never find anyone remotely as suitable as you.’ The compliment struck her as a small stone, and she flinched: one of the things she had been dreading about this conversation was his being nice to her.

‘They say nobody is indispensable, don’t they?’ she returned, although when it came to the point, like now, she did not feel this to be true at all.

‘You’ve been with me so long I shall be lost without you.’ When she had first come, all the girls had had shingled hair; hers was now grey. ‘It must be over twenty years. Goodness, how time flies.’

‘That’s what they say.’ This, she thought, was not true either. But in all of the twenty-three years she would never have dreamed of arguing with him. She could see now that he was upset: a small pulse at the side of his forehead became noticeable, and any moment now he would run his hand fretfully onto it and up into his hair.

‘And I suppose,’ he said, when he had finished rubbing his head, ‘that there is no way that I could get you to change your mind?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s Mother, you see. As I said earlier, she can’t manage on her own all day any more.’

There was a short silence as he recognized that they were back at the beginning of the conversation. She moved his laurel-wood cigarette box towards him – she had filled it that morning as usual, it was so much easier for him with one hand than struggling to open packets – and waited while he took one and lit it with the silver lighter that Mrs Hugh had given him the year of the Coronation. That had been the year that the firm had supplied the elm for all of the stools for the Abbey: she had seen the one that Mr Edward had bought afterwards, lovely it had looked with its blue velvet and gold braid. She’d felt proud that it was their wood that had been chosen for a piece of history. Her retirement would be full of memories.

‘I was wondering,’ she said, ‘whether you would care for me to assist you in finding a new person?’

‘Do you know somebody who might do?’

‘Oh, no! I just thought that perhaps I could have helped to sort out the people who applied for an interview.’

I’m sure you’d do that far better than I should.’ His head was beginning to throb.

‘Would you like me to open the window?’

‘Do. No good being hermetically sealed on a day like this.’

As soon as she had undone the window bolt and heaved up the heavy sash a few inches the warm breeze carried in with it the staccato, raucous cries of the old news-vendor from the street corner below. ‘Election special! Two Cabinet ministers out! Big swing to Labour! Read all about it!’

‘Send Tommy out for a paper, would you, Miss Pearson? It sounds like bad news, but we’d better know the worst.’

She went herself, as Tommy, the office boy, combined being chronically elusive with a capacity for slow motion that would, as Mr Rupert had once remarked in her hearing, do credit to a two-toed sloth. She would miss them all, she told herself, trying to spread the awful sense of impending loss. And this was just the beginning of it. There would be a farewell party in the office, everybody wishing her luck and drinking her health, and they might – probably would – have a whip-round for a leaving present. Then she would wait for the bus that took her to the station for the last time, walk the twenty minutes from New Cross to Laburnum Grove until she reached number eighty-four, insert the key in the door – then shut herself in and that would be that. Mother had always resented her because she had been born out of wedlock – was no better than she should be, as Mother would say whenever she got really fed up. She would get out, of course, to go to the shops and to change their library books and perhaps, occasionally, she might slip out to the cinema, although she was going to have to be very careful with money. By retiring so much earlier than she had meant to she would be forfeiting quite a proportion of her pension that the firm arranged for all its employees. Holidays, in any case, would be out of the question unless Mother’s incontinence cleared up – which she supposed it might do if she was at home all day to prevent it.

It had crossed her mind these last weeks that Mother was doing it on purpose, but it wasn’t very kind to think like that.

When she got back to Mr Hugh with the paper it was clear that he’d got one of his heads. He’d pulled down the top blind on the window so that the sun no longer fell across the desk, winking on the large silver inkstand that he never used. She laid the paper on the desk.

‘Good Lord!’ he said. ‘Macmillan and Bracken out. Landslide predicted. Poor old Churchill!’

‘It does seem a shame, doesn’t it? After all he’s done for us.’ She left him then, but before settling in the little back room where she typed and kept her files, she did feel it right to say that of course she would stay – anyway until September, and longer if he had difficulty in finding the right substitute.

‘That’s really very good of you, Miss Pearson. I don’t have to say how sorry I am that you’re going at all.’

Although he smiled at her, she could tell he was in pain.

In the ladies’ lavatory, where she went for a short, noiseless weep, the thought flashed through her mind of how different everything would be if she was having to leave her job in order to look after someone like Mr Hugh instead of Mother. It was a ridiculous notion: she couldn’t imagine how it had come up.

When she had closed the door behind her in the way that she always did when he had one of his heads (she had a dozen ways of showing that she knew about them that used to irritate him beyond measure, until years of familiarity had bred indifference), Hugh pushed away the paper, leaned back in his chair, shut his eyes and waited for the dope to work. A Labour government – it really looked as though that was the way things would go – was a disturbing prospect. It showed that, when it came to the crunch, ideas were more important than people, which, while it might be morally superior, was vulgarly surprising. Churchill was – rightly – a national figure: everybody knew about him; his emotional flamboyance, his oratory, his bronchitis, his cigars, whereas very little, and for most people nothing at all, was known about Attlee. The Service vote, he decided, must be proving the decisive factor. These ruminations were interrupted by the appearance of Cartwright with his report on the condition of the firm’s lorries, which had been causing concern. Most of them had reached a state where they were becoming uneconomic to maintain, but it would be some time before there was any appreciable number of new lorries available. ‘You’ll just have to do the best you can, Cartwright.’ And Cartwright, whose smile was skeletal – exposing a fearsome quantity of yellowing teeth with the minimum of mirth – finished with his usual complaint about the repainting of the vehicles. Cazalet lorries were blue with gold lettering. They were unique in this respect, since the blue faded so quickly that they needed constant attention. Cartwright resented using his budget on this, particularly with the present antique fleet, but the Brig had decreed years ago that the lorries should be blue and thereby distinguishable from any other lorry on the road. Neither Hugh nor Edward felt that this was a tradition that could be broken, more since their father was no longer able to see that they had done so. ‘Don’t start that one, Cartwright, but lay off repainting until I’ve been on to Rootes to see if they can produce anything for us.’

‘Seddons would be better than the Commers, sir, if we have any choice, the price of petrol being what it is.’

‘Yes – right. Good point.’

Cartwright said well he’d be off then, but showed no signs of doing so. It turned out that he had a nephew due to be demobbed in the near future – his wife’s brother’s son, he explained. The family lived in Gosport and he wondered whether there might be a job going at the new wharf in Southampton. Hugh said that he would ask his brother and Cartwright said thank you very much sir he’d be obliged. Then he did go.

The twinge of irritation and anxiety that Hugh always felt whenever Southampton was mentioned occurred, setting off at the same time a larger and more immediate twinge of the same about Miss Pearson leaving. He did not feel at all like breaking in a new secretary after all these years. ‘You don’t like changing anything, my darling,’ Sybil had said, when he had exclaimed at her altering the parting of her hair. My God, he wouldn’t mind what she did with her hair, if only she was still alive! It was three years now – three years and four months – since she had died and it seemed to him that all that had happened in that time was that he had got horribly used to missing her. This was described by other people as getting over it.

At this point he resorted as usual to telling himself that at least she was out of pain – he could never have wanted, could not have borne any more of that for her. It was better that she should die and leave him than continue to be so racked.

He finished reading and signing the letters that Miss Pearson had brought in when she gave her notice. She would collect and pack them into their envelopes while he was at lunch. He buzzed her to call a taxi for him and to say that he might be late returning.

He was lunching with Rachel – at least it was not going to be one of those alcoholic business lunches that he always found particularly trying after his headaches. He found that he was constantly reassuring himself with small mercies of this kind.

He was meeting her at a small Italian restaurant in Greek Street – chosen because it was quiet and likely to proffer food that Rachel would accept. Like the Duchy, who absolutely never ate out of her own house, Rachel had a profound distrust for ‘bought food’ – it was either too rich, or too elaborate, or else menacing in some other way. But on this occasion it had been she who had suggested lunch – she was going to be in London for the night anyway as she was going to a concert with Sid. ‘I simply must talk to you about Home Place and Chester Terrace and all that,’ she had said. ‘They each keep talking to me about it and saying what they want to do, but they don’t want the same things. It’s hopeless trying to talk at weekends – we’re bound to be interrupted.’

But when he arrived at the restaurant he was greeted by Edda, the elderly proprietress, who said that the ladies were upstairs, and when he reached the table there was Rachel – with Sid.

‘Darling, I do hope you don’t mind. Sid and I had sort of arranged to spend the day and I’d forgotten about our lunch when I made the plan with her.’

‘Of course not. Lovely to see you,’ he said heartily. Privately, he thought Sid a bit odd: in her rather bulky tweed suit that she seemed to wear all the year round with a shirt and tie, her unfashionably short hair and her face with the complexion of a nut, she looked like a little old boy, but she was darling Rachel’s best, if not her oldest and only friend and therefore merited his good will. ‘I always think of you as practically one of the family,’ he added, and was rewarded by the faint colour that came and went on his sister’s anxious face. ‘I told you,’ she was saying to Sid. ‘I had to persuade her to come,’ she was now saying to him.

‘I know you have family matters to discuss – didn’t want to be in the way, you know. I promise I’ll sit as quiet as a mouse. I won’t say a word.’

This turned out to be quite untrue. They did not get down to things at first: food had to be chosen. Rachel, having perused the menu, eventually asked whether she could simply have a plain omelette – just a small one? This was after he and Sid had decided upon minestrone and braised liver and he and Sid were drinking martinis that Rachel had refused.

They smoked while they were waiting for their food: he had bought a packet of Passing Clouds for Rachel, which he knew she liked best after her Egyptian ones that were hardly ever to be found.

‘Oh, darling, thank you! But Sid has magicked my old brand from somewhere – I don’t know how she does it.’

There’s just one place that sometimes has them,’ Sid said offhandedly, as one for whom small triumphs made up for their lack of size by their frequency.

‘Well, keep them anyway – as a reserve,’ he said.

‘I feel very much spoiled.’ Rachel put them in her bag.

When the minestrone arrived, he suggested that she start on the parents’ problems. The Brig wanted to move back to Chester Terrace so that he would be nearer the office, ‘although the poor old boy can’t do much when he gets there’, but the Duchy, who had always hated the house, describing it as gaunt and dark and too large for them anyway, wanted to stay in Home Place. ‘She doesn’t really like London at all, poor darling, she wants her rock garden and her roses. And she thinks it would be bad for the grandchildren if they didn’t have the house for holidays. But he gets so restless there, now that he can’t ride or shoot or do any more building … And they keep telling me what they want, but they don’t talk to each other about it. So you do see …’

‘Couldn’t they just go back to what they did before the war? Keep both houses and then the Duchy could be in the country as much as she liked.’

‘No, I don’t think they could. Eileen really wouldn’t be up to the stairs in London any more, and the Brig has promised the cottage over the garage to Mrs Cripps and Tonbridge when they’re married – it seems unfair to move them. Chester Terrace would need at least three servants, and I’m told that it’s almost impossible to get anyone reliable. The agencies say that girls simply aren’t going into service any more.’ She stopped and then said, ‘Oh dear! I do hope I’m not spoiling your soup – it looks so delicious.’

‘Like to try it?’ Sid held out a spoonful.

‘Oh, no, thank you, darling. If I have any soup, I wouldn’t have room for anything else.’

‘What would you like to do?’

‘Good question,’ Sid said at once.

Rachel looked nonplussed. ‘I hadn’t thought. Whatever would make them happiest, I suppose.’

‘He wasn’t asking you that. He was asking you what you would like.’

‘Wouldn’t you like to be in London?’

‘Well, in some ways it would be rather nice.’

While the soup plates were being removed and the main course brought and served Rachel explained that it would be easier for her to do a third day in the office if she was in London. She could not really keep up with the work in the two days she was now working. By the time she had listened to everybody’s troubles … and she was off with the latest hard luck story: Wilson, whose wife had to go into hospital – no grandparents to look after the children, and they’d been bombed out, lived in two damp basement rooms, and his sister, who might have taken the children, was being divorced, her husband, shortly to come out of the Navy, wanted to marry a girl he’d met in Malta, anyway, she was so upset that she was in no state to look after anyone …

Her omelette was congealing on the plate.

‘Oh dear,’ she said, taking a tiny mouthful, ‘I’m boring you both with my silly office troubles …’

But they weren’t her troubles, he thought, they were other people’s. He wondered, for a moment, what on earth the staff had done before she joined the firm. Officially, her job had been to deal with salaries, insurances and holiday dates for the staff, together with petty-cash accounts and office supplies. In fact, she had become the person to whom everyone went with their problems – either in the office or out – and she now knew far more about everyone who worked for the Cazalets than he or his brothers had ever done.

Sid said, ‘But none of this has anything to do with what you would like to do.’ There was an edge to her voice, Hugh thought; she sounded almost accusing.

‘Well, of course it would be nice in other ways, but one can’t make this sort of decision for purely selfish reasons.’

‘Why not?’ There was a short, charged silence and then Sid repeated: ‘Why on earth not? Why are everybody’s feelings more important than yours?’

It was almost as though she was talking about her feelings, he thought – he was beginning to feel out of his depth somehow, and certainly rather uncomfortable. Poor Rach! She simply wanted everything to be right for everyone; it wasn’t fair to bully her about it. She had gone rather pale, he noticed, and had given up even a pretence of eating her omelette.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘it seems to me that Chester Terrace should go. It’s far too big, and it would be better to sell the lease while there’s a reasonable amount of it left, and then they won’t be liable for the repairs. So what about keeping Home Place and getting a flat for you and the Brig when he wants to be in London? Then the Duchy could stay in the country. You’d only need one servant and a daily to run a flat, wouldn’t you?’

‘A flat. I don’t know whether either of them would consider a flat. The Brig would think it was poky, and the Duchy would think it was fast. She thinks flats are for bachelors until they get married.’

‘Nonsense,’ Sid said. ‘Hundreds of people will be taking to flats in the same way that they will have to learn to cook.’

‘But not at the Duchy’s age! You can’t expect someone of seventy-eight to start learning to cook!’ There was an uncomfortable silence, and then she said, ‘No. If anyone has to learn to cook, it should be me.’

Sid, looking contrite, put out her hand to touch Rachel’s arm. ‘Touché! But it’s your life we’re talking about, isn’t it?’

Hugh felt obscurely irritated at her trying to include him. In spite of what she had said about not saying a word, she was interfering in what he felt was none of her business. He signalled the waiter to get a menu, and said – to Rachel, ‘Don’t worry, darling. I’ll have a word with the Brig about an alternative to Chester Terrace and you and I can hunt for a suitable place. If the worst comes to the worst, you could always move in with me as an interim. Now, who would like an ice or fruit salad or both?’

When Rachel, who immediately said that she couldn’t possibly eat any more, had been persuaded to have some fruit salad and he and Sid had settled for a bit of both and he’d ordered coffee for everyone, he raised his glass and said, ‘What shall we drink to? Peace?’

Rachel said, ‘I think we should drink to poor Mr Churchill as we seem to be letting him down so badly. Doesn’t it seem extraordinary that they should want to chuck him out the moment the war’s over?’

‘The war isn’t completely over. There’s another good two years’ fighting in Japan, I should think. I suppose one has to say that at least the other lot are used to government – at Cabinet level anyway.’

Sid said, ‘I’m rather in favour of the other lot. It’s time we had a change.’

Hugh said: ‘I think what most people want is to get back to normal as soon as possible.’

‘I don’t think we shall be going back to anything,’ Rachel said. ‘I think it’s all going to be different.’

‘You mean the Welfare State and a brave new world?’

He saw her face puckering in a little flurry of frowns and remembered suddenly how he and Edward had called her Monkey when they wanted to tease her.

‘No, what I meant is that I think the war has changed people, they’ve got kinder to one another.’ She turned to Sid. ‘You think that, don’t you? I mean people have shared things more – particularly the awful ones, like being bombed and separated and all the rationing and then getting killed—’

‘I think there isn’t the same kind of arrogant indifference,’ Sid said, ‘but if we don’t have a Labour government there jolly soon will be.’

‘I’m absolutely no good at politics, as you well know, but surely both sides are saying the same things, aren’t they? Better housing, longer education, equal pay for equal work …’

‘They always say that sort of thing.’

‘We’re not saying the same thing. We aren’t going to nationalize the railways and the coal mines et cetera.’ He glared at Sid. ‘That’s going to cause chaos. And, from our point of view, it means that we shall be faced with only one customer instead of a comforting number.’

The waiter brought their coffee – just as well, he thought: he really didn’t want to have a political argument with Sid – he was afraid he might be rude to her and that would upset Rachel.

Now she was saying, ‘What are you going to do? About your house, I mean. Are you going to stay in it? Edward and Villy are selling theirs and looking for somewhere smaller, which seems sensible.’

So that he can afford a second place to put that woman in, he thought. He said, ‘I don’t know. I’m fond of it. Sybil said she never wanted to leave it.’

There was a short silence. Then Sid said she would join them in a minute.

‘Miss Pearson is leaving me,’ he said, to deflect their thoughts.

‘Oh dear. I was afraid she might. Her mother’s become such an invalid. She told me she got back last week and found the old lady on the floor. She’d fallen trying to get out of her chair, and she couldn’t get up.’

‘I shall miss her.’

‘I’m sure you will. It’s pretty awful for her because she won’t get her full pension. I was going to talk to you about that. I’m afraid she’s going to be rather hard up.’

‘She must have saved a bit – she’s been working for us for at least twenty years.’

‘Twenty-three, actually. But her mother’s only got a very small widow’s pension that dies with her. Except for the house, Muriel won’t get left anything, and I should think that by the time her mother dies she’ll be too old to get another job. Don’t you think, in the circumstances, that perhaps we ought to see that she gets her full pension?’

‘The Old Man would say that it was setting a dangerous precedent. If she gets it, everyone else will think they’re entitled to the same treatment.’

‘That’s absurd,’ she said – quite sharply for her. ‘He needn’t know, and nor need any of the staff.’

He looked at her: her expression was uncharacteristically ferocious – an expression so ill-suited to her that it made him want to laugh. ‘You’re absolutely right, of course. You’ve completely melted my stony Tory heart.’

She smiled then, wrinkling her nose in the way she always did when she wanted to add affection to a smile. ‘Your heart isn’t in the least stony, dear old boy.’

Then Sid returned; he called for the bill, and Rachel said that she would go and find the ladies.

As soon as she was gone, Sid said, ‘Thanks for the lunch, it was very good of you to have me.’

He looked up from writing the cheque: she was fiddling with the coffee sugar and he could not help noticing her strong, elegant, but somehow mannish hands.

‘The thing is,’ she said, ‘that I know I should have shut up about what are, from your point of view, purely family matters, but she never gives herself a chance! She’s always worrying about other people – never gives herself a thought. And I supposed that now the war is over – here anyway – at last she might consider some life of her own.’

‘Perhaps she doesn’t want one.’

For some reason, although he couldn’t for the life of him think why, this quite harmless remark seemed to go home. For a split second she looked positively stricken; then she said so quietly that he could barely hear her, ‘I do hope you’re not right.’

Rachel returned. They parted in the street outside, he to go back to the office, and they for a shopping spree in Oxford Street, at HMV for records, and Bumpus for books – ‘It’s so handy that they’re practically next door to each other.’ There was a faint, mutual atmosphere of apology.

Much later, in the early evening when he’d finished at the office, had caught a twenty-seven bus back to Notting Hill Gate and walked down Lansdowne Road to Ladbroke Grove and let himself into his silent house, he remembered Rachel’s remark about his heart not being stony. It seemed to him that his heart was not so much a matter of texture, it was more a question of whether it still existed at all. The effort of trying to turn grief into regret, to live entirely on past nourishment, even to keep the sharper parts of nostalgia credible (he found himself beginning to doubt and struggle with the intricacies of the smaller memories), and, most of all, the fearful absence of anything that could begin to take their place, had worn him down. Feeling had become an exercise that no longer enhanced the present; he slogged from one day to the next without expectation that one would be different from another. He was capable of irritation, of course, with small things like his car not starting, or Mrs Downs failing to collect his laundry, and anxiety – or was it simply anger? – at Edward’s behaviour over Diana Mackintosh (he had refused point blank to meet her); since the time when he had failed to get Edward to see that he must give her up, Hugh had refused even to discuss the matter. This resulted in it being very difficult to discuss anything with Edward in the old, easy way that they had used to do, and left them in a state of mutual disagreement and irritation about things like the Southampton project, which he thought thoroughly ill-advised, a dotty way to use their capital and something which, if there had not been this other profound, private rift, he might have been able to reason Edward out of. At any rate, he missed their old intimacy and affection, compounded by the fact that in the old days it was exactly the kind of thing that he would have been able to resolve by talking it over with Sybil, whose attention and good sense he had come to value even more now that they were no longer available. He tried to have conversations with her about it, but it was no good, he missed her precisely because he could not become her in the duologue. He would say his say – and there would be silence while he battled with his failure to imagine how she would have responded. He had never had the same intimacy with Rupert; his being six years younger had been crucial. When he and Edward had gone to France in 1914, Rupert had been at school. When he and Edward had gone into the firm together, Rupert had gone to the Slade and had been determined to be a painter and have nothing to do with the family business. When he had come in, it had been after a lot of dithering, and had been largely, Hugh now felt, because he wanted more money to please Zoë. Then, since his amazing reappearance – long after (although it was not voiced) everyone had given up hope of it – he had seemed, after the initial family celebration, to be curiously withdrawn. Hugh had had one good evening with him – had taken him out to dinner the evening after the Navy had relinquished him, and before it they had drunk a bottle of champagne together at home. Rupert had asked about Sybil and he had told him about those last days when he and Sybil had talked and talked and discovered that they had both known that she was going to die and had each tried to shield the other and the sweet relief when this was no longer something that either of them felt the need to do. He remembered how Rupert had stared at him without speaking, his eyes filled with tears, and how, for the first time since her death, he had felt comforted, felt some of the rigid blocked grief begin to dissolve from this silent, complete sympathy. They had gone out together afterwards to dine, and he had felt almost light-hearted. But it had never been like that again: he sensed that there was some mystery about Rupert’s long time away and his reticence about it, and after one tentative attempt, he did not pry. He imagined that if one had been so isolated for so long, a return to ordinary family life must be difficult and left it at that.

There were the children, but his affection for them was beginning to be tainted by anxiety and feelings of inadequacy about them. Without Sybil, he felt that he was losing his nerve. For instance, with Polly – he was fairly sure that she had fallen in love, some time about last Christmas was when he had noticed this, but she hadn’t told him, had brushed off his (probably clumsy) attempts to give her openings for confidence. Nothing seemed to have come of it: for months she had been listless, polite, without her usual spirit. He worried about her, felt shut out, was afraid of boring her (this was the worst thing because if that was true, or became true, she would only spend time with him from pity). When he had discovered that Louise and Michael were giving up the house in St John’s Wood, he had thrown out a very casual suggestion that she and Clary would always be welcome to take up their old rooms at the top of the house, but Poll had only said, ‘That’s jolly kind of you, Dad,’ and changed the subject, so he was pretty sure that she wouldn’t. And that made staying on in this house absurd. He only used his bedroom, the kitchen and the small back drawing room; everything else was shut up and probably getting filthy dirty, as Mrs Downs could not possibly clear the whole place in the two mornings a week that she came. The place needed some staff, a family – above all, a mistress … The thought of moving appalled him: it was something he had only ever done with Sybil. With her it had been an exciting adventure each time. They had begun married life in a flat in Clanricarde Gardens – all they could afford. It wasn’t a nice place at all, being the ill-converted floor of a huge tall stucco house whose owner needed the income. It had enormously high ceilings with paint-encrusted friezes, huge draughty sash windows and a gas meter for the fires that swallowed shillings as voraciously as the wide cracks in the floorboards devoured Sybil’s hairpins or the buttons off his clothes. Poll had been born there, but soon after they had moved to the house in Bedford Gardens. That had been a wonderful move. Their own little house with its tiny front and back gardens and a wisteria that reached the iron balcony outside their bedroom. He remembered their first night there, eating their first Bellamy pork pie and drinking the bottle of champagne that Edward brought when he came to fetch Poll to stay until they had got her room decorated. Hugh had taken a week of his holiday, and he and Sybil had painted the house together, had picnic meals and slept on a mattress in the sitting room while he laid the hardwood floor in their new bedroom. It had been one of the happiest weeks of his life. Simon had been born in that house, and they had only moved where he was now when Sybil became pregnant for the third time.

By now he had changed his shoes, washed, made himself a whisky and soda and settled down to listen to the six o’clock news. It was even more depressing than he had expected. Churchill, who had not been opposed by either Labour or Liberal candidates, had lost over a quarter of the poll to an independent – a man he had never heard of. He leaned over and switched off the wireless. Silence invaded the room. He sat for some minutes, trying to think of something that he could do, could have, to distract himself. He could go to his club where he would probably find someone to dine with and perhaps have a game of billiards, but everyone would be full of election talk, and collective depression was not an inviting prospect. He could ring up Poll – he could, but he knew that he wouldn’t. He rationed himself to ringing her once a week, did not want her to feel that he was interfering with her life or being a burden. Simon was off somewhere with his friend Salter – a bicycling holiday in Cornwall. He realized now that Simon had worked so hard this last year at school in order to get into Oxford because that was where Salter was going. Well, why not? He knew that Sybil would have been keen on it, partly, of course, because it deferred his being called up, and now might even mean that when he was, he would not actually have to fight. And she would, anyway, have approved of Simon going to a university, attaching far more importance to education than the family did. The Brig thought it was a waste of time and Edward was pretty dismissive, but then he had hated his school life and had been delighted that their war had curtailed it. Whenever universities were mentioned, Edward would bring up the prewar debate in the Oxford Union where there had been some ghastly pacifist vote, which had showed, Edward had repeatedly said, how degenerate the young had become, the implication being that places like Oxford simply filled the young with decadent ideas. Of course, the war, when it came, had utterly disproved this, but it had not really allayed the male Cazalet view that education should stop as soon as possible in order that real life could begin. That Simon was to read medicine had made the whole project more respectable: the Duchy, Villy and Rachel were deeply in favour; it was really only the Brig and Edward who passively disapproved, and that, he knew, was because they thought that all male Cazalets should go into the family firm. Anyway, Simon was not available for company. Tomorrow he would be going down to Sussex, and he’d think of things to do with Wills who, he felt, suffered from too much female company. Tonight he could not be bothered to go out. He made himself another drink and descended to the basement, where, after some searching, he found a tin of Spam, the rather stale remains of a loaf from which he had been making his morning toast all week, and a couple of tomatoes brought up from Home Place last weekend. He put these things on a tray with the tin opener and went back to the drawing room. A quiet evening at home, he told himself, would do no harm.

They were running late, Edward reflected, although he ought to have known they would be. Whenever he went to Southampton unexpected problems came up, and today had been no exception. He’d gone down to interview a couple of blokes to be assistant wharf manager, and he’d taken Rupert with him because Rupert hadn’t even seen the place and – as it was beginning to look as though he would be the only candidate for running it – it was high time that he was put in the picture. He’d meant just to interview the chaps and then they’d have a jolly good lunch and he would show Rupe round and generally enthuse him with the project. But it hadn’t turned out like that. The first bloke had been hopeless – far too full of himself and of pointless breezy little anecdotes that were meant to show him in a good light but actually put them off him – and pretty cagey about his previous experience. The second man was late, on the old side and very nervous, clearing his throat every time before he spoke and sweating, but his track record was good: he’d run a softwoods sawmill throughout the war and was only leaving because the firm were taking somebody back out of the Army who had had the job before. Edward had the impression that he was older than he said he was, but he didn’t push that one, and when the interview was over he asked Rupert what he thought.

‘He seemed all right, but I wouldn’t know whether he could do the job.’

‘Well, it’s all we’ve got to choose from.’

‘Now it is. But any moment there’ll be hundreds – or dozens, anyway – of then wanting a job.’

‘But we need someone now. Unless you think you could do it as a stop-gap.’

‘Good God! I couldn’t begin to! I don’t know the first thing about it’ He looked appalled. After a pause, he said, ‘And it would mean living here, wouldn’t it? Zoë has set her heart on London.’

This was not at all what he wanted to hear. He knew that Hugh would not consider running the place as he was dead against it – had been all along – and his own private life was far too complicated for him to conduct it so far from London. But there ought to be a Cazalet on the spot.

‘Oh, well,’ he said, ‘let’s sleep on it. I want to show you round, but let’s get some lunch first.’

Lunch – at the Polygon Hotel – had taken ages. The place was unusually full, and the bar, where they had a drink while they waited for a table, was full of then poring over the election results in the early edition of the local evening paper. The banner headlines could be read across the room. ‘Labour Sweeping to Victory!’ ‘Conservatives Routed!’

‘There’s not much to drink to,’ he said, when their pink gins arrived, but Rupert said that he thought it was probably a good thing. They had a bit of an argument. Edward was shocked. ‘Get rid of Churchill?’ he said, more than once. ‘It seems to me sheer bloody-minded madness. After all, he got us through the war.’

‘But the war’s over. Or over here, anyway.’

‘The other lot are simply bent on running down the Empire, ruining the economy with their blasted Welfare State. It’s simply because people want something for nothing.’

‘Well, they’ve put up with nothing for something for quite a while.’

‘Really, old boy, you’re turning into some sort of Red!’

‘I’m not turning into anything. I’ve never been much of a Tory, but that doesn’t make me a Communist. I’d just like things to be a bit fairer.’

‘What do you mean by “fairer”?’

There was a short silence: his brother seemed intent upon twisting a bit of the foiled paper from his packet of Senior Service.

‘Bodies,’ he said eventually. ‘I don’t mean dead ones. I noticed it when I was Number One on that destroyer. Then used to strip down, swabbing decks or in the engine room, or I just saw them when I was doing the rounds. I noticed that most of the Ordinary Seamen’s bodies were a different shape: narrower shoulders, barrel-chested, bandy legs, scrawny-looking, terrible teeth – you’d be surprised how many of them had false ones. They just looked as though they’d never had a chance to grow to what they were originally meant to be. Of course, there were exceptions – husky chaps who’d been stevedores or dockers or miners – but there were a hell of a lot who’d come from cities, from indoor jobs. I suppose it was mostly them I noticed. Anyway, compared to the officers they looked very different. It seemed to me then that except for our uniforms, we should have looked the same.’ He looked up at his brother with a small smile – like a silent and mirthless apology. ‘There were other things …’

Perhaps he’s going to tell me about France, Edward thought. He’s never talked about that – at all. ‘Things?’

‘Er – well, like if you haven’t got much to lose, it’s far worse when you lose it. One of our gunners lost his house in the bombing. If we lost a house, we’ve got another one, haven’t we? Or we could get one. He lost his house and his furniture, everything in it.’

‘That could happen to anyone – has happened—’

‘No doubt – but it’s what happens afterwards that’s different.’

He wasn’t going to talk about it – get whatever it was off his chest. Edward felt relieved when the waiter came to tell them that their table was ready.

But even when they got their table, the service was very slow and they didn’t get back to the wharf until after three. He’d decided to do a quick tour with Rupert and then get away as he’d promised Diana he’d be at her place in time for dinner and spend Friday night with her before going on to Home Place. But when they got back the man who was overseeing the building and repairs to the sawmill said that the borough surveyor wanted to see him with a list of changes to be made for fire precautions. This meant going over the list on site, and one way and another it took nearly three hours. Rupert left him after a bit, and said he’d have a prowl round on his own.

A good many of the modifications should have been done during the rebuilding of the sawmill: it was going to be far more expensive to do them now. He told Turner, the man in charge, to send him a copy of the list and said he would tackle their own surveyor about why he hadn’t called the borough surveyor earlier. Then he couldn’t find Rupert, and after he sent someone to go and look for him, he rang Diana to tell her that he wouldn’t be able to make it in time for dinner. ‘I’m still in Southampton. Got to get Rupert back to London before I come down to you – sorry, sweetie, but it can’t be helped.’

She was obviously very upset, and by the time he’d finished talking to her, and swivelled round in his chair to put out his cigarette, Rupert was standing in the open doorway to the office.

‘Look here, I’d no idea I was putting you out. I can easily get back on a train.’

‘It’s all right, old boy.’ He felt intensely irritated: Rupert must have heard every word he’d been saying – probably given the whole show away …

‘I didn’t realize that you were going on somewhere – much better if you put me on a train.’

If he drove straight from the station to Diana’s he could get there in an hour and a half …

‘Well, if it’s all the same to you … Let’s have a quick one first. There’s quite a nice little pub up the road.’

While they were having the drink he told Rupert about Diana, about how long the affair had been going on, about how he really didn’t feel ‘that way’ about Villy any more, about Diana’s husband having died leaving her with practically not a bean and four children. ‘It’s a hell of a mess,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what to do.’ It was an enormous relief, he discovered, to have someone to talk to about it.

‘Do you want to marry her?’

‘Well, that’s the problem, you see.’ As he said this, he realized that he did want to very much indeed. ‘You know, if you’ve had somebody’s child—’

‘You didn’t say that—’

‘Didn’t I? As a matter of fact, she’s almost certainly had two of mine. You can see how it is – it makes you feel responsible – difficult just to walk out – leave her and all that.’

Rupert was silent. Edward began to be afraid that he was going to start disapproving of him – like Hugh. He couldn’t bear the idea of that: he desperately wanted someone on his side. ‘I really do love her,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t have gone on so long if I didn’t love her more than anyone I’ve ever met. And, anyway, how do you think she’d feel if I simply walked out on her?’

‘I don’t suppose Villy would feel too good if you left her. Does she know about it?’

‘Good God, no! Not a thing.’

As Rupert remained silent, he said, ‘What do you think I should do?’

‘I suppose you feel that whichever you did would be wrong.’

That’s it! That’s it exactly.’

‘And I suppose that she – Diana – wants to marry you?’

‘Well – we haven’t actually talked about it, but I’m pretty sure that she does.’ He gave a small, embarrassed laugh. ‘She keeps saying she adores me – that kind of thing. Do you want another?’ He’d noticed that Rupert had been staring into the bottom of his glass for some minutes now, but he shook his head.

‘I suppose you’ll just have to decide one way or the other.’

‘It’s a hell of a decision to make, though, isn’t it?’ It was all very well for Rupert to say that – he was not exactly known in the family as a decision-maker. ‘I thought,’ he said, ‘that perhaps I ought to wait until Villy’s found a house that she likes – get her installed in it, you know – before I – do anything. We ought to be off. I’ll just give her – Diana, I mean – a ring to tell her I will be back for dinner.’

On the way to the station he said, ‘I would love you to meet her.’

‘All right.’

‘You will? Hugh has absolutely refused to.’

‘Hugh knows about her, then?’

‘He sort of knows, but he refuses to understand the situation, simply buries his head in the sand, whereas Diana and I have agreed it’s much better to talk about things quite openly and frankly.’

‘Except to Villy?’

‘That’s different, old boy, you must see that. I can’t exactly discuss it with her until I’ve made up my mind to take the plunge.’

As he let Rupert out of the car he said, ‘Nobody else knows about this, by the way.’

Rupert said all right.

‘I’m really grateful to you letting me go off like this.’

‘I’m not letting—’

‘I mean, taking the train so that I don’t have to let Diana down.’

‘Oh, that! That’s OK by me – I’ve got all the time in the world.’

It was a clear, sunny evening and Edward drove east with the sun behind him, on his way to have dinner and stay the night with his mistress. The prospect, which usually made him feel excited and carefree – as he always felt on the nights before his holiday – seemed now to have other dimensions: the watertight compartments in which he had kept his two lives throughout the war were no longer sound; guilt was leaking steadily from one to the other. He supposed that talking to Rupert had somehow made everything seem more urgent. When he had said that Diana and he had not actually talked about marriage, he had rather simplified the point. Although she never said the word, she managed to bring all kinds of conversation to the outskirts of marriage. She couldn’t go on in the cottage, for instance. Well, that was fair enough: it was cut off and a mean little place where she was hopelessly isolated. But what should she do? she had asked – more than once – her lovely eyes fixed on his face. She also asked many small, trapping questions about whether Villy was to continue in the country or go back to London. He hadn’t told her about selling Lansdowne Road as he’d been afraid she would jump to conclusions. It was dreadfully hard on her, poor darling, having all this uncertainty. But, after all, he had it too. There was nothing he would like better than to have settled Villy comfortably, so that he needn’t worry about her, and then be free to start a wonderful new life with Diana. Perhaps, he thought, reaching for his snuff box (marvellous stuff if you got sleepy driving), perhaps I should tell her this, and resolved that he would.

So, after dinner when they were drinking brandy, he did tell her, and she was overcome, said, ‘Oh, darling, how wonderful!’ and was awfully understanding about the terribly difficult problem of Villy. ‘Of course I understand! Of course you must think of her first. We must both put her first, darling.’

When he had bought his ticket and discovered that the next train to London would be in twenty minutes, he wandered up and down the platform, past the news-stall – closed – to the station buffet. He went in: they might have some cigarettes and he was running out. They hadn’t. The place was disconsolately dirty and smelt of beer and coal dust; the walls, once decorated in pale green high gloss paint, were cracked and blistering, and the long counter had heavy glass domes that contained sandwiches writhing with antiquity. Just as he was wondering how on earth anybody could face them, a sailor came in and bought one with a bottle of Bass. Rupert left the buffet and walked to the very end of the platform. It was a beautiful evening full of tender yellow light and moth-coloured shadows; moth was a cop-out – they were all kinds of colours, really. He stopped looking: he was not a painter, he was a timber merchant. Like the rest of his life now, that seemed a completely unreal statement: he’d better think of something else. He thought about his brother, his older, once glamorous brother, whom he had felt was a kind of hero, or at least an heroic figure, although that, originating from when he was still a schoolboy during the First World War, had simply congealed into a habit. Poor old Edward! he now thought. He has got himself into a mess. Whatever he does now will make someone miserable … He suddenly found that he couldn’t think about that, either. ‘I suppose in the end she will get used to it,’ came into his head: he might even have spoken it aloud, the cat’s mother must be Villy. He knew, somehow, that Edward would do what he thought was the easier thing. He might well be wrong about what that might be, but when he did it that was what he would think. If whatever one did made one unhappy, might it not be best for Edward to do the harder thing? The harder thing was implicitly right, he knew, but that did not, he also knew, often provide much comfort. After all, Edward had been having it both ways for years; it was high time he had to face the music, make a decision one way or the other. His life must, for years, have been a tissue of lies, evasions, a withholding of essential truths.

He was no good at anger. Any resentment or disapproval he manufactured against Edward evaporated as fast as he put words to it: it wasn’t just a question of deciding, it was living afterwards, according to the decision, dealing with the lifelong consequences …

His train had arrived: he did not know how long it had been there, and hurried to catch it. He found an empty compartment and settled himself in a corner of it to sleep. But the moment that he closed his eyes his head was full of familiar, silent images that seemed waiting to become animate in his dreams – to speak, to repeat themselves, to re-enact the key moments of the last three months: Michèle’s head, sinking back upon her pillow after he had kissed her, then (he imagined) lying motionless as she listened to his departing footsteps – he had looked back once at the house to see if she had come to the window but she had not; the interim in the boat, which had seemed so painful and now seemed an almost blessed interlude when that image of her recurred and he could indulge in pure grief. He had wanted to stay one night in London on his own before embarking upon the last leg of his journey home, but he had no money except for the rail fares borrowed from the captain of the boat. He had not thought to ask for more – as it was, he walked from Waterloo Station to Charing Cross. The shabby, battered appearance of London appalled him. So he had bought his ticket and watched the familiar countryside and smoked his last cigarette from the packet they had given him on the boat and tried to imagine meeting Zoë.

He had not been able to imagine that. Nothing that came to his mind on the journey to Battle had any life, any credence at all. She might be disaffected, overjoyed, not even there: he knew nothing and, least of all, how he would feel at first sight. In fact, when he finally reached Home Place, in the middle of the afternoon, she was out. He walked through the old white gate that led to the front of the house, and there was his mother on her knees by her rock garden. Just as it occurred to him that his sudden appearance would be too much of a shock for her, she turned her head and saw him. He went quickly to her then, knelt down and put his arms round her; the expression on her face brought tears to his eyes. She clung to him, speechless, then put her hands on his shoulders to hold him away from her. ‘Let me look at you,’ she said, she was laughing – a little high-pitched gasping sound; tears were streaming down her face.

‘Oh, my darling boy!’

‘Now!’ she said later. ‘We must be sensible. Zoë’s taken Juliet to Washington to the shop. You will want a little peace and quiet together.’ She had taken the small white handkerchief from its place under her wrist-watch to wipe her eyes, and he noticed with a pang of affection the strawberry mark on the back of that hand.

‘Is she all right?’

She met his eye, and as he was rediscovering the familiar simple frankness of her gaze, it seemed to falter.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s been a very hard time for her. I have become very fond of her. Your daughter is a pearl. Why don’t you walk to meet them?’

So he had done that – had walked back down the drive and up the steep road and at the top of the hill he met them by a gate into their fields. Juliet was sitting on the gate, and Zoë stood beside her and before he could hear what they were saying he recognized an argument.

‘… always go back this way. Even Ellen knows it’s my best way …’

He quickened his pace.

‘I just don’t feel like playing charabancs today.’

‘You never feel like it!’ She was wearing a scarlet beret but her head was turned away – he could not see her face.

‘Well, I—’ Zoë began, and then she saw him, stood motionless as he came up to her.

They stared at one another; she had gone white. When she spoke, she sounded frightened, husky and incredulous: ‘Rupert! Rupert? Rupert!’ The third time she put out a hand and touched his shoulder.

‘Yes.’ I should put my arms round her, he thought, but before he could do that, she had moved to Juliet.

‘This is your father,’ she said.


He turned to find her gazing at him.

‘She has a picture of you in her nursery.’

He went to lift her off the gate, but as he drew near, she clutched it with both hands.

‘Will you give me a kiss?’

She looked at him consideringly. ‘If you had a beard I wouldn’t. Because of birds. It’s in a poem.’ She was incredibly pretty – a miniature of Zoë with Cazalet eyes.

‘As you can see, I haven’t got a beard.’

She leaned towards him and gave him a smacking kiss. Her mouth was pale red and translucent, like the skin of a red currant. He kissed her back and she turned her head away and shut her eyes.

‘Do you want to get down?’

She shook her head and renewed her grip on the top bar of the gate. He turned to Zoë: she was wearing an old riding mac with a green foulard scarf round her neck. She was still very pale.

‘I didn’t mean to give you such a shock.’

‘I know,’ she said quickly. ‘I know you didn’t.’

‘Are we going to play? I really want to play charabancs. I really want to.’

So they did what Juliet wanted and went to play on the fallen tree in the wood near the house. He thought afterwards that they had both been grateful for her presence: it postponed intimacy or, rather, excused the lack of it – he sensed that Zoë, too, felt awkward and intensely shy. The first time he touched her was when he helped her down from a branch of the tree after she had called a halt to the game. She blushed when he took her hand.

‘I can hardly believe – it seems so extraordinary—’ she began, in a low, hurried voice, but she was interrupted by Juliet who was standing precariously on the higher bit of the fallen tree shouting, ‘Someone catch me when I jump!’

He caught her and she wriggled from his arms to the ground and said, ‘Now we’ll all hold hands for going home.’ So they walked back through the wood separated by their daughter who marched between them. It was during that walk that he learned that Sybil had died, that his father was blind, that Neville was at Stowe and that Clary was living in London and working for a literary agent and living in Louise’s house – oh, yes, she had married Michael Hadleigh, the portrait painter … Telling and hearing the family news seemed to make things a little easier between them. Archie had been wonderful, she said – finding the right school for Neville after he had tried to run away, looking after Clary and Polly, coming down for weekends and cheering them all up. For a moment, he wondered whether she had fallen in love with Archie; then dismissed it as an ignoble thought, but when it returned later that same evening, he discovered that what frightened him about it was his lack of concern … It was true that when he walked into the house for the first time and was assailed by all the deeply familiar scents – of woodsmoke, damp mackintosh, the wallflowers that every year the Duchy put in a large bowl in the hall, the warm vanilla of a freshly baked cake on the large table now laid for tea – he felt a rush of simple, recognizing pleasure, could for a moment feel himself home, and glad of it. He realized that he was ravenous, almost faint with hunger – he’d eaten nothing since the boat, which already seemed an immense, an almost unreal distance away, but he had only to say that he was looking forward to tea for a succession of dishes to be brought to him. Two boiled eggs, a Welsh rarebit, a chicken sandwich, two slices of cake. All this he ate, watched with joyful indulgence by the Duchy, Villy, Miss Milliment and Ellen, and with growing envy and insurrection by the children: Lydia, Wills – no longer a baby, a boy of eight – Roland and his own daughter. It was the children who underlined the length of his absence. ‘We only get boiled eggs for tea on our birthdays,’ one of them said. ‘We don’t get eggs. We get one miserable little egg. Once a year,’ and so on.

It was the children who fired a series of direct questions at him. What was being a prisoner like? How had he escaped? Why hadn’t he escaped sooner when the war stopped? Lydia wanted to know, but Villy told her that her uncle was tired and didn’t want to be cross-examined the moment he got home. Her hair had gone completely white, he noticed, but her strong eyebrows had remained dark.

To deflect curiosity about himself he had asked about Clary and Neville, but before any adult could answer him Lydia said: ‘Neville’s voice has changed, but I can’t honestly say his character has improved at all. He’s simply awful in slightly different ways. He gambles with money and he hardly ever plays any decent game with us. Clary’s much nicer. You ought to ring her up, Uncle Rupert, she’ll be so frightfully pleased. She always thought you’d come back – even when everybody else thought you were dead.’

‘Lydia! Don’t talk such nonsense!’

‘I wasn’t. I’m not.’ She looked at her mother defiantly, but she didn’t say any more.

He had glanced involuntarily at Zoë, seated beside him, but she was staring at her empty plate. It had been then that he had been assailed by senses of guilt and unreality – both so violent and so evenly balanced that he was paralysed. His decision to stay on in France all those months after he could legitimately have left, a decision that had seemed romantically moral at the time, now seemed there self-indulgent folly, selfish in the extreme. And he was not even returning with a pure, undivided heart …

The train was slowing down for a station – Basingstoke. He hoped that nobody would get into this compartment: he spent much of his life hoping to be left alone these days, not because he enjoyed the solitude but simply because he found it less demanding. He felt tired all the time, kept thinking he wanted to sleep, but usually the attempt simply provided a replay of small, disparate, disturbing pieces of his life. The only person he felt comfortable with was Archie, to whose flat he was now bound. He had rung Archie that first evening at Home Place, and somehow, Archie’s pleasure (‘I say! What a thing!’) had felt completely all right – he hadn’t felt guilty or inadequate or dishonest at all. It was Archie who had said that he should not ring Clary, he should see her; he had also, after he’d heard about the fishing boat, asked immediately whether the Navy knew he was back, and when he’d said no, they didn’t, had said, ‘Well, you’d better come up at once and I’ll fix an appointment for you at the Admiralty. I warn you, they won’t be pleased.’

They hadn’t been. He’d gone up the next morning, met Archie at the Whitehall entrance and been taken by him to see a Commander Brooke-Caldwell by name, who was distinctly hostile. He’d had to go over the whole thing. Why hadn’t he got in touch with any of the British services still in France? Why had he waited so long? What the hell had he been up to and who did he think he was? Who had been concealing him all these years? Was she a member of the maquis? Did MI6 know anything about her? Why hadn’t she tried to move him on? She hadn’t been a member of anything, he’d said. Well, that could be checked out – and would be. It was a good thing, he’d finished grimly, that Lieutenant Commander Lestrange was able to vouch for his identity. He’d read the relevant action report from Rupert’s captain, so the first part of the story was accredited. But he still hadn’t accounted for his delay in returning, had he? A stony glare from the overgrowth of black bushy eyebrows. Personal reasons, sir, he had eventually admitted. Commander Brooke-Caldwell had snorted.

‘Personal reasons come second in this service, a fact which I am quite sure you are well aware of.’

Yes, he was.

‘Report back here in two days. Ask my secretary on your way out what is a convenient time for me.’

He had left feeling distinctly small. It was Archie who had fixed him up with a temporary ration card, who’d got him some money, who’d arranged for Clary to come to his flat for their reunion. ‘She often comes to supper with me, so she won’t think it odd. I’ll see that there’s some food, or you can take her out, whichever you like.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Oh, I can easily make myself scarce. Much better for her to have you to herself. She bloody well deserves it.’

They had been eating a fairly horrible lunch in a café off Leicester Square. Archie had to go back to his desk but said he’d be through by five: Rupert had the afternoon to himself. He walked, aimlessly, for about two hours. The state of London appalled him. Sandbags, boarded-up windows, dirty buildings, blistering paint – there was a general feeling of dinginess and exhaustion. People in the streets looked grey and shabby, tired as they stood patiently at bus stops in straggling queues. The conductors were women, dressed in stiff dark blue serge trouser suits. The queues daunted him: he decided not to take a bus. Every now and then there was another of the posters he had seen at the railway station, ‘Is Your Journey Really Necessary?’, and another that said, ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’, and a third one that simply said, ‘Dig For Victory’ – all a bit out of date now, he should have thought.

He walked – across Trafalgar Square and up Haymarket and then along Piccadilly. The church there had been bombed; loosestrife and ragwort grew out of its broken walls. He had some vague idea of buying a present for Clary, but he could not think of what to get. Five years ago he would have been in no doubt, but now … the gap between fifteen and twenty was enormous; he had not the slightest notion of what she would like or want – should have asked Archie when they were having lunch. He tried to buy her a man’s shirt in one of the shops in Jermyn Street, but when he had finally chosen one, in wide pink and white stripes, it turned out that he couldn’t have it because he hadn’t any clothes coupons. ‘I’ve been away a long time,’ he explained to the very old salesman, who looked at him over his gold-rimmed half-glasses and said, ‘Ah, well, sir, that is the unfortunate situation, I’m afraid. Would you like me to keep the shirt for you until you acquire the requisite coupons?’

‘Better not. I don’t know whether I’m entitled to any.’

He wandered along the street until he came to a stationer’s. He would buy her a fountain pen. She had always loved them. When he had chosen one, he thought he had better buy a bottle of ink to go with it. She had always liked brown ink: he remembered her saying, ‘It makes my writing look nice and old and settled on the paper.’ As he wondered whether she was still writing stories he began to feel vaguely frightened, afraid that he might, in some way, fail her. His record so far, from the reunion point of view, was hardly a blazing success. It had been a relief to have to come to London this morning after the enforced, nervous intimacy of the previous evening. He had been so terrified of not being able to perform with Zoë that he had dreaded touching her. With the old Zoë this would at once have led to passionate declarations, demands, small seductive dishevelments – he remembered how the wide white satin ribbons of her shoulder straps would slip off her shoulders, how the combs would slide from her hair … He had not dared to embark upon such a course.

After dinner, they had been left alone in the drawing room. He had been turning over music for the Duchy, who had played at his request. Now he stood, irresolute, by the piano looking across the room at her – his wife. She sat in the large armchair, whose linen cover had been elaborately patched and mended, sewing some frothy white muslin concoction that was to be a summer frock for Juliet. She wore a pale green shirt that made her eyes a darker green and a little turquoise heart slung on a silver chain round her neck. She must have felt his eyes on her, for she looked up as they both spoke at once. Both stopped in mid-sentence waiting for the other.

‘I was only asking whether you wanted a whisky.’

‘No thanks.’ He’d had one before dinner with his father, and discovered that he’d lost the taste for it.

‘What were you going to say?’

‘Oh! I was wondering what you thought of Pipette.’ That story had come up at dinner, but Zoë then, as during the whole evening, had hardly said anything.

‘I never met him. I was visiting my mother when he came. On the Isle of Wight. She still lives with her friend Maud Witting.’

‘How is your mother?’

‘Quite well, really.’

There was a short silence. Then he said, ‘Do the family always go to bed as early as this?’

‘Not usually. I think they’re trying to be tactful.’

Her timid smile made him recognize that she was used to deprivation, sadness, the absence of any lightness. He said involuntarily, ‘It has been far harder for you.’ He pulled a stool nearer to sit before her. ‘Even after you got the message. You must have thought that I had died. But you couldn’t be sure. That must have been so – difficult. I’m so sorry.’

‘It couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t your fault. Any of it.’

He saw that her hands, folding the white muslin, were trembling.

She said, ‘Your family have been wonderful to me. Especially your mother. And I had Juliet.’ She looked quickly at him and away. ‘Seeing you walking towards me in the lane was such a shock. I can still hardly believe you. Believe you’re back, I mean.’

‘It seems extraordinary to me too.’

‘It must.’

They had come to another full stop. Exhaustion hit him like a freak wave. ‘Shall we turn in?’

‘Perhaps we’d better.’ She put her sewing on the table.

He held out his hand to pull her to her feet and saw a faint blush: she was paler than he remembered; her hand was very cold.

‘Time,’ he said. ‘We both need some time to get used to one another again, don’t you think?’

But in the bedroom – astonishingly unchanged, with its faded wallpaper of monstrous, mythical birds – there was the business of undressing in the uncompromising presence of the small double bed. Had she kept any of his pyjamas? Yes: most of them had been passed on to Neville, but she had kept one pair. The clothes he had been wearing, a pair of cotton trousers, a fisherman’s sweater that had belonged to Miche’s father, a threadbare shirt that she had washed and patched and ironed for his journey back – had now been discarded. He undressed while Zoë went to the bathroom – gathered the shirt to his face to conjure the hot, peppery, baked smell that had permeated the large kitchen when Miche was ironing … He rubbed his eyes with the shirt and then put it on the chair that he had always used for his clothes.

When Zoë returned, she had undressed. She was wearing the very old peach-coloured kimono that the Brig had given her years ago, soon after they were married. She put her clothes almost furtively on the other chair and went to the dressing table to unpin her hair. Usually, he remembered, this had been the beginning of a long evening ritual, when she would clean her face with lotion, put some cream on it, brush her hair for three minutes, massage some special lotion she used to have made up at the chemist into her hands, take off her jewellery – it could all take what had seemed to him ages. He went to find the bathroom.

That, too, was just the same. The same dark green paint, the same bath with its claw feet and viridian stain from the leaking taps, the window-sill covered with toothpaste-encrusted mugs and contorted tubes of Phillips Dental Magnesia. There was a new clothes-horse covered with damp bath towels. From habit, he opened the window, now. stripped of its blackout blind. The fresh soft air revived him. Away from Zoë, even for a few minutes, he was able to consider her, and he recognized now that in her presence he was encapsulated by guilt, unable to perceive anything but his own responses. She felt shy with him, unsure of herself and uncertain of him. One would think, he thought wearily – anyone outside the situation would presume – that after this long enforced absence their coming together again was the happy ending, containing nothing but delight and relief. He remembered the old chestnut that fellow officers had quoted on the destroyer about the rating who had written, ‘I hope you are getting plenty of fresh air because once I get back you won’t be seeing nothing but the bedroom ceiling.’ Reunions were regarded as occasion for sexual abandon and unconfined joy. He shut the window. I was in love with her, he thought. She is beautiful, that hasn’t changed, she is the mother of my daughter and she has spent five years waiting for me to come back. Somehow or other, I’ve got to make a go of it. But even as he reached this last resolution he remembered that it was not new: it had lain in him during most of the marriage, unvoiced for years before he had gone away.

When he got back to the bedroom, she was in bed, lying on her side and turned away from him: she seemed asleep and, grateful for this deception, he kissed her cold cheek and turned out the light …

He was not used to walking – and particularly not on pavements. His feet hurt: he was not used to wearing English leather – he’d lived for so long in canvas shoes. He decided to go back along Jermyn Street, down St James’s and into the park where he could find a bench to sit down.

Clary. When Archie had said, ‘She bloody well deserves it,’ he had suddenly remembered Clary face down on her bed sobbing her heart out because he was going to take Zoë on holiday to France. He had sat on the bed and tried to comfort her – it was only for two weeks. ‘Two weeks! It doesn’t feel like that to me at all. You’re just saying that to make it sound bearable.’ He had turned her over so that she faced him. How often he remembered her face covered with freckles and tears and usually dirty because she was always rubbing the tears off. How often he remembered her eyes dark with defiance and grief. ‘How do I know you’ll ever come back?’ she had cried on that occasion. When he did come back she was shy, sulky, unresponsive, until somehow he could break through and make her laugh. Then she would throw herself into his arms and say, ‘Sorry I clang so much.’ And a few days later she would accuse him: ‘Dad! You should have told me not to say clang. You know perfectly well its clung. Sometimes you can be very treacherous and unhelpful.’ She had been jealous of Neville, jealous of Zoë. He wondered whether she was now jealous of Juliet. He had always felt protective towards her: of the three girls it was always she whose knees were permanently grazed, whose hair seemed never out of tangle, who invariably spilt things down a new dress or tore an old one, whose bitten nails were always fringed with black, who seemed always either to have comic gaps where milk teeth had fallen out, or heavy wire bars holding in the new ones. She had never had a vestige of Louise’s dramatic glamour, or Polly’s fastidious elegance. He had known also that Ellen, who had been such a tower of strength to him in every other way, had favoured Neville, had always found Clary difficult, and although she had faithfully performed the duties of nanny, had bestowed very little natural affection; Clary had been entirely dependent upon him. So, when he was lying in that ditch with his ankle hurting like hell and all hope of escape with Pipette gone, he had scribbled the note to Zoë and had written another little message for her as the only comfort he could give. But she had been still a child then: children got over things – she had, after all, never once mentioned her mother to him after Isobel had died. Perhaps he, too, would seem like a distant stranger … He felt daunted. When it came to getting over things – something he recognized one always hoped other people would do – he wondered how it applied to himself. How long would it take him to get over Miche? He had thought that making the decision to leave her would be the hardest part of it; he had expected, he now realized, to be rewarded for the decision by finding it less painful in practice than in anticipation. Even on the boat he had thought that. He had thought that, once home, he would find it possible to slot into his old life, upheld by the virtue of having made the right decision. But this was not so: not only did it seem to be difficult in ways he had not imagined – sharing a double bed with someone who seemed like an intimate stranger – but the hours without her had simply made his longing for Miche more agonizing. Morality, too, had developed horns: he could neither act nor even feel towards one of them without damage of some kind to the other – at least that was how it was beginning to seem. And once out of the Navy, he would be expected to return to the family business, and absence from that had made it dear to him that he had no heart for it. But how could he expect Zoë to go back to complete penury if he reverted to teaching somewhere and trying to sell pictures? He supposed he would have to get over wanting to be a painter as well, but getting over things now seemed to be a shabby, inconclusive way of dealing with them.

In the bus going back to his flat with Archie, he managed to say that he was nervous about the meeting with Clary. ‘Don’t you think it might be better if we had the evening à trois? I mean, it sounds as though she knows you far better.’

‘I think she should be allowed to choose about that.’ Then, after a pause, Archie asked, ‘What was it like going home?’

‘Oh – you know – very odd. Not exactly how I expected.’ After a pause, he added, ‘Amazing to come back to a five-year-old ready-made daughter.’

‘I bet’ There was another silence in which he noticed how Archie had carefully not mentioned Zoë.

‘I didn’t know what to get her. In the end I bought her a pen. Will that go down well, do you think?’

‘Sure to. She loves anything like that.’

‘Is she still writing?’

‘She’s a bit cagey about it – but probably. She wrote a journal for you during the war. For you to read when you came back. She always believed that you would, you know.’

As he was putting his key in the door of a large, rather gloomy-looking red-brick building, he said, ‘Perhaps you’d better wait and let her tell you about the journal.’ Archie’s flat was small, but it had a balcony looking onto a square garden, now full of may and lilac and laburnum.

‘What time is she coming?’

‘Straight after work. Between half past six and seven. Like a whisky?’

‘No, thanks.’

‘Gin, then. I think I’ve got some of that left. Oh, no – it’s vodka. Vodka has become rather a fashionable drink because of our Russian allies. You can have vodka and ice, vodka and tonic, or just vodka. I don’t advise that – it has a sort of oily taste when remotely warm.’

‘I think vodka and ice would be just the thing.’ He didn’t really, but he felt tired and a drink might pep him up.

Archie seemed to sense that he was nervous, because he began talking about the coming election, the end of the coalition and party politics back with a vengeance. ‘They can hardly hear themselves speak in the House,’ he said. ‘I must say I think it would have been better if they’d waited until we’ve finished off Japan.’

‘Do you want to talk about France?’ he asked a few minutes later, when it was clear he wasn’t getting much response about politics.

‘Not at the moment,’ possibly not ever, he thought, and then wondered whether he would ever bring himself to say even that – even to Archie.

Archie said, ‘When the bell rings I’m going down to fetch her. It’s going to be a tremendous shock for her. I’d like to give her some sort of warning.’

‘You make me sound like a catastrophe.’


‘No, I don’t. Shocks come all shapes and sizes.’

When the bell rang – at last – they both jumped and Rupert realized that Archie was nervous as well. He put down his drink and limped quickly to the door, where he stopped.

‘Er. One thing. She really has – minded about you. She – oh well.’ He shrugged and went. His uneven footsteps on the stairs faded, there was temporary silence. He got up and walked over to the balcony, which was further from the door. He heard voices, Archie’s and hers, and then Archie saying, ‘A bit of a surprise for you,’ and hers, ‘Oh, Archie! Another one? I’m not going to guess because last time you got me what I guessed it might be before – if you see what I …’

She was in the room, struck motionless at the sight of him, silent, and then, as though released by a spring, she shot into his arms.

‘Only crying because I’m so pleased,’ she said moments later. ‘I always cry about things.’

‘You always did.’

‘Did I?’ She stood in front of him – nearly as tall as he, stroking his shoulders with small uneven movements. Looking at her eyes was like looking at the sun. ‘Wouldn’t it be awful,’ she said, and he saw her luxuriating in the fantasy, ‘if you weren’t actually real? If I’d just imagined you.’

‘Awful. Darling Clary, I have missed you.’

‘I know. I got your note that you thought of me every day. It made a great difference. Oh, Dad! Here you are! Could we sit down? I feel I’m going to break.’

Archie, who had put a drink for her on the table by the sofa, had disappeared.

‘He’s probably having a bath. He spends ages in them doing the crossword,’ she said.

They sat on the sofa.

‘Let me examine you,’ he said. ‘You’ve grown up so much.’

‘Well, up,’ she said. ‘But not sort of – in other ways. Not like the others. Louise has become rather a beauty – it’s generally acknowledged – and Poll is so pretty and elegant. They’re both quite exotic, but I’ve just become a larger caterpillar – or a moth compared to butterflies.’

He looked at her. Her face was thinner, but still rounded, flushed now with excitement and streaked with tears, her eyelashes wet around eyes the frankness of whose love struck him then with an almost painful force.

‘This is the most joyful day of my life,’ she said.

‘You have eyes just like your mother’s.’

‘You never told me that.’ She began to smile, but her mouth trembled.

‘And you’ve lost your freckles, I see.’

‘Oh, Dad! You know I don’t get them properly until the summer.’

He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. ‘I shall look forward to them immensely.’

During the rest of that first evening with her, which they persuaded Archie to share, he saw both how much she had grown up and also how intensely she had missed him: this last was revealed to him obliquely in various things that she asked or said. When Pipette had gone to Home Place and described the journey west, she’d realized that a lot of her imagining about him had been right. ‘Not exactly the same adventures,’ she said, ‘but the same sort of ones.’

‘And after D-day,’ she had remarked later, ‘I thought you might turn up at any minute. I suppose that was rather silly?’ But she had immediately sensed that this was back to dangerous ground: earlier, she had asked him why he hadn’t come earlier and what had been happening to him, and when he had said it was too long a story for now, she had at once desisted; the old or, rather, younger Clary would have continued with a relentless cross-examination, but that first evening she seemed to know that he did not want to talk about that …

Which, he reflected now as he sat in the train on his way to London and Archie’s flat, had been quite unlike the behaviour both of the Admiralty and the rest of the family. The Admiralty, of course, had a right: he recognized – belatedly – that he had behaved very badly from their point of view, that the four years of isolation and intense intimacy had impaired his sense of reality, or values. Different things had imperceptibly come to seem important: saving his own skin had evolved to continual anxiety about Miche’s – if she was discovered to be harbouring him she would be shot. They had made a number of hiding places and he had become as wary as an animal of any activity near the farm – could hear the sound of a motorbike or any other engine even before she did. For the Germans did turn up from time to time, at infrequent intervals, to extract food from them and other farms. They would take chickens, eggs, fruit, butter if it was to be had, and once, on an occasion that had afterwards caused Miche to sob with rage, one of her three pigs. Sometimes these things were punctiliously paid for, sometimes not. But apart from the major preoccupation of staying alive there had been two other elements to his life then – each unpromisingly begun from the lack of any alternative – that had gradually come to absorb him completely. The drawing had started because he had nothing better, or even else, to do. She had a pad of thin, lined paper on which she wrote the occasional family letter – to her sister in Rouen, to an aunt who was a nun in a convent near Bayeux. Even on the blank side the lines showed through, but he became used to this. He had started by drawing aspects of the kitchen, which was large and accommodated all indoor life except sleep. There, Michèle cooked and washed and ironed and mended, packed up eggs or chickens or rabbits – the last two live – for selling in the market where she went every other week. In season, she would put fruit she had picked into punnets, or preserved into jars, bundle herbs: anything she grew or raised to sell was got ready to carry on her bicycle with the small wooden cart behind it. Here he passed much of his time, idle, unless she found some task for him, but always he had to be poised for flight. The first drawings had been merely pleasant distraction, but quite soon he found himself becoming more serious, more critically responsible about them: he recognized that he was out of practice, and some time afterwards that it had been years since he had done any drawing without feeling faintly guilty and self-indulgent (Zoë had always resented him spending any of his spare time on what she called his Art). Now he had time to practise as much as he liked. And Michèle, once she realized that it was more to him than an idle ploy, went to great lengths to provide him with materials – chiefly paper, some pencils and once some charcoal. These she obtained occasionally on market days – there was not much there, she said, only things for the pupils of the local school, but once she came back with a small box of watercolours.

His second preoccupation had been, of course, Michèle. He had first gone to bed with her after about four months at the farm. It had been a matter of straightforward lust and the comfort it provided. They had had a bad day – in the morning the goat was found mysteriously dead, a disaster since it had recently produced a kid who would now have to be fed by bottle on the precious cow’s milk. She had been deeply upset because she could think of no reason for the goat’s death. She brought the kid into the kitchen and tethered it in a corner, and while they were improvising a teat out of a piece of chamois leather, they heard a car door slam and men’s voices. There was no time for him to get to the concealed cellar (which meant removing floorboards) or out to the loft in the barn. She had pointed to the stairs and he had gone up them just as there was a rapping on the door. He had not dared to mount the second stairway – a there ladder – to the attics for fear of the noise it might make. Her bedroom door was open, but the large bedstead stood high from the floor with no bedclothes voluminous enough to conceal anyone lying under it. There was nothing to do but to stand behind the open door and hope to God that if they did search the house they would not look behind it. There was an element of murky farce about the whole thing, he felt, before he heard the sounds of their departure, but even then he waited, as Michèle had taught him to do, until she called him.

She was standing in the open doorway of the kitchen, watching the dust settle on the cart track that led to the road. She walked to the sink and spat out the clove of garlic she had been chewing. He knew now that she always put garlic in her mouth when the Germans came. ‘They do not like,’ she had said the first time they had come. There had been three of them, an officer, his driver and another one whom she thought was SS – the only one who spoke any French. They had asked a lot of questions of the usual kind, who else lived at the farm? how did she manage, then, on her own? what did the farm produce? and so on. It had taken so much time, she said, because with Germans she always behaved stupidly. She did not understand what they said, and then she would give stupid answers. Then she turned on him and said it was his business to listen for people coming – she had enough to do. He (foolishly) said something about the car engine being quieter, and then she really went for him. However they came they could kill us, she said, he could not be such a fool as not to understand that. Germans in care could be more dangerous – officers, people who gave the orders. If he could not take the trouble to listen, he had the choice of spending all his time in the cellar where he would be utterly useless and nothing but trouble for her. For the rest of the day she neither spoke to nor looked at him, made loud noises with pans, set a bowl of soup on the table for him but did not eat herself, and muttered imprecations to the kid that he felt were meant for him. That was the blackest day since the morning he discovered that the destroyer had sailed without him. In the evening, when she called him down from his room, he saw a bottle of Calvados and two glasses on the table. She had washed herself and her hair was coiled neatly on top of her head (she had pulled it down when the Germans came so that it looked thoroughly unkempt). She asked if he would like a drink and he said, yes, very much. When it was poured and she had pushed the packet of Gauloises to him, having taken one herself, and he had lit them, he said that he had been thinking, and had decided that he should not stay. Where would he go? He should try to get a boat from Concarneau. He would not get a boat. It had been discovered that someone had left in that way and now all boats were checked by the Germans before leaving the harbour. He would not get a boat. There had been a short silence. Then he had said that boat or no boat, he ought to leave. Why? Because it simply was not fair on her. If he were not here she would be perfectly safe, would not have this constant anxiety. It was too much to ask of anyone, let alone a – he remembered floundering here – perfect stranger.

She had stared at him for a moment with an expression he could not fathom. A stranger, she had repeated eventually. You have lived here for four months – with a stranger! No, he hadn’t meant that exactly. Just that he did not feel that he had the right to jeopardize her safety.

She ignored that; she supposed it was because he was English that he felt her to be such a stranger. The cold English, people had always said, but she had not known any English person until now. They were facing each other across the table. She pulled her black woollen shawl more closely to her and folded her arms. In any case, she said, if he did leave, he would not get far. His French was not good enough for him to pass as a Frenchman, he had no papers and also it was known that he had some association with her – or would be very fast if he was caught. He did not understand this, but when he questioned her, she said that, although nobody spoke of it, something was known. Also, there was a record about her after Jean-Paul had been killed. The Germans kept excellent records of such things. So! she finished. So! She shrugged and poured more Calvados. He felt both challenged and at a loss – uncomfortably powerless. It occurred to him then that although he was deeply beholden to her, he did not like her. There was a bitterness, a smouldering resentment about her that was alienating. My bloody ankle, he thought. If that hadn’t happened, I’d have been away from here, might be home by now. And then something strange, that afterwards he could not in any way account for, happened. For a second – he became her: at least his own feelings, responses, needs, anxieties dissolved to be replaced by hers. Alone, having nursed her parents to their deaths, her man taken brutally from her and with him her future of marriage and children gone by a murder where justice had no power, she had been left to do a man’s as well as a woman’s job in this remote place. Lone women were raped by the enemy: it was common knowledge. Every single time they came, that possibility – likelihood – was there. Today she had been through the fear of that. She had got Pipette away, she had harboured himself: in neither case was there the smallest advantage to her. Her outburst about it being his business to listen for vehicles approaching the farm was perfectly reasonable. He had grown careless, and then to say that he must go, and call her a perfect stranger was both chilling and offensive.

‘I’m sorry I called you a stranger. I’m sorry you find that my French is so bad. I’m sorry I suggested going without thinking of the consequences for you –’

He had taken her hand and she now put it over his mouth. ‘Enough! You have said enough,’ she said. She was smiling – he could not remember seeing her smile before and her dark eyes had an expression that was both cynical and tender. They had become different people.

That night after supper – a stew of rabbit cooked with apple and onions – after they had bolted the doors and fed the kid they had gone upstairs and when they reached the door of her room she took his hand and drew him in. He had put his arms round her and kissed her small red mouth. ‘Much garlic,’ she had said and he had answered that he was not a bloody German, just a cold English. She had smiled again, ‘I will warm you,’ she said.

For months he had seen her in her voluminous black skirt – often with an apron added to it, her heavy fisherman’s jersey, her thick cotton blouses, her shawl – naked, she took his breath away. High, separated breasts, an unexpectedly slender waist, below which there was the generous curve of her hips, her limbs muscular and rounded, wrists and ankles delicately articulate – the revelation was a marvellous shock.

Even now, in the dusty train, he could feel his body responding to the memory of that initial sight of her.

After that first night they were no longer Monsieur and Madame, no longer addressed each other as vous, although it was some months before either recognized what was happening to them.

Here he had to stop – some way beyond that was the beginning of pain, the knowledge that there could not be a future with her, that one day this amazing isolation with her would come to an end, and the closer that they became the more completely they would have to part. He had thought, at the beginning of their parting, on the boat and the first few difficult days after it, that he must, he should, banish all thoughts of her; now he knew just how difficult it was to do that for more than a few hours at a time. It was not made easier by his relationship with Zoë, which had, he thought now, all the anxious courtesy of two people trapped between two floors in a lift – a kind of wary limbo that neither seemed able to overcome.

Perhaps, he thought, he would feel better if he talked to someone about it: he would become clearer, more able to deal with the situation. And the obvious person to talk to would be Archie.
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‘I really wish we hadn’t asked him. He’ll eat up all our food and keep on wanting to go to the cinema. And he’ll probably be no good at all at painting.’

‘We can give him the easy bits to do.’

‘He actually asked me if we were going to pay him for working. My own brother!’

‘Oh, Clary! He was only joking. Are the sausages done?’

‘They must be. They’ve been in the pan for ages.’

‘If you’ll have a go at the potatoes, I’ll test them.’ Her arms were aching and the potatoes were still lumpy.

‘Poll, I think you’re meant to put butter and milk into mashed potatoes.’

‘We can’t. We’ve finished the butter, and we’ll need the marge tomorrow for sandwiches for Neville as well as us. And there’s only half a pint of milk left. We’ll have to stop having Grape Nuts for breakfast.’

‘And have black toast and bright yellow marge.’

‘It doesn’t have to be black if you watch the grill all the time.’

‘It seems to me,’ Clary said, when they’d doled out the sausages and lumpy mash and were sitting at the little kitchen table, ‘that cooking only works if it’s the only thing you do. Like Mrs Cripps.’

‘I expect we’ll get better at it as the years go by. And there’ll be more food to get good with.’

‘Not for ages. There are thousands of starving Germans.’

‘Noël says that masses of food that might have come to us has to go to them, and so rationing will get worse, not better. He says that bread will be rationed any minute.’

‘Oh dear.’ The pronouncements of Noël, Clary’s employer, relayed as gospel by Clary, were invariably gloomy. ‘Anyway, we have got our own house.’

‘Yes. Do you think it will stop smelling so queer, or shall we just get used to it?’

‘We’ll get rid of the smell. The whole place will be wonderful when we’ve finished with it.’

The ‘house’ was, in fact, six rooms, two on each floor, of a small eighteenth-century house off Baker Street. On the ground floor was a grocer’s shop and in the basement an unknown region where the Green Brothers, who owned the shop, plucked and cleaned poultry. The feathers drifted up to the first floor of their part of the building together with a smell of singeing that added a dimension to the general odour of the place, a damp, rotting sort of smell. It had been in an appalling state when they took it, with plaster crumbling and old paint blistering off the window bars. Someone had written wild messages in pencil on various bits of walls and doors. ‘Hole house rotting,’ said one, ‘Hopless place’ another. ‘Damp and durty’, and so on. All true in a way, but six rooms for a hundred and fifty pounds a year seemed a bargain and what they could afford. The family were helping. Polly’s father was giving them coconut matting for the three flights of stairs and the Duchy had donated a large quantity of old carpet from Chester Terrace that was to be cut and fitted for their rooms. Clary had the first floor to herself, Polly the second, and the top floor was to be the kitchen and dining room. There had been a lavatory in a kind of passage built out at the back, in which it had proved just possible to put a very small bath. This had been done, and a sink installed in the kitchen. They had bought a second-hand gas cooker, and three second-hand gas fires for their sitting rooms and the dining room. They had paid to have some replastering done and the most damaged walls relined. There remained the decoration. Polly, who now worked for a small, rather grand interior-decorating firm, said they must have wallpapers, and that she could get them slightly cheaper. Clary, who had no faith at all in her own taste, let Polly decide such things. But before the papering there was all the painting, and this they had to do for themselves. It was a warm August Friday evening, and they sat each side of the table with the crooked sash window open to let in the brown dusty air from the street.

‘Is there anything else to eat?’

‘Some sort of stewed apple. I peeled them and chopped them up and put them in the pan with quite a lot of water so they didn’t burn – like last time.’

Polly cleared the sausage plates and doled out the apple into their breakfast cereal bowls.

‘Is it all right?’

‘Okay. A bit sour.’ Clary didn’t mention what seemed like finger-nails, but Polly said she was sorry, getting the cores out and leaving any apple was much harder than you’d think. ‘Louise’s house had an apple corer,’ she said. ‘I suppose we should get one.’

‘We seem to have got worse at cooking.’

‘I don’t think so. I think it’s just that we have to do it all the time. And I don’t suppose we’ll ever have a cook. Noël says that the whole of society will never be the same.’

‘As before the war? In my job it looks as though it’s going to be exactly the same. I’m constantly being sent to enormous houses where people are putting their kitchens on to the ground floor so that it won’t be far for the servants to walk.’

‘But only rich and grand people have interior decorators. Thousands of people are going to be living in pre-fabs because of all the bombing.’

‘Oh, well,’ Polly said peaceably. ‘Perhaps Noël is right about most of society. Perhaps it will be the same for my little lot – a minority, I do agree – and better for everybody else.’

‘He doesn’t say anything is going to be better. He never thinks that anything is going to be that!’

There was a pause while Polly, who found Noël’s opinions and Clary’s preoccupation with them irritating, tried to think of some way of deflecting her.

‘Let’s not do any more painting tonight. Let’s choose our wallpapers. I’ve brought back some lovely books of Cole’s who are easily the best.’

They did the washing-up first, but anything they did in the kitchen depressed them. There were no shelves or cupboards; nearly everything had to be kept on the floor. The sink did not yet have even a draining board, and their two drying-up cloths seemed always to be damp. They kept a list nailed to the wall on which they wrote their needs. It was already hopelessly long. The room was always hot because the window, as all windows in the narrow little house, faced south, and the boiler, a secondhand Potterton, was installed in it.

‘Let’s go to your room,’ Clary said. ‘It’s far the nicest.’ This was not only because Polly had already painted and lined its walls, but, Clary felt, because she had a knack of making places feel comfortable and lived in. It wasn’t just the patchwork quilt on the bed, the fern in a pot on the mantelpiece, the gleaming white paint and the thick brown paper she had taped to the floor; there was the feeling that it was already neat and clean, that the odours of damp and singeing feathers would not dare to penetrate such a place. A door connected this room with the other, small one. This also was clean and painted, with Polly’s clothes hanging neatly on a dress rail.

‘Are you going to make this your bedroom?’

‘No. I’m going to keep my clothes in it and work things, and I’m going to see if I can have a basin put in there. Then I’ll just have this room with the divan and chairs and things. What about you?’

‘I don’t know. I thought, as I’m not nearly as tidy as you, that I’d better make the small room a bedroom and have my desk and things in the big room.’ And never, she thought, let anyone into my bedroom because it will always be such a mess.

‘It’s important to decide before we choose the papers.’

‘I don’t think it matters what I choose.’

‘Oh, Clary! Don’t be so humble. It’s what you want that matters.’

They sat on Polly’s bed, side by side with their backs to the wall and the enormous wallpaper book on both their laps.

‘I like red,’ Clary said after a bit. ‘But I don’t want people on horses and harps and things all over it as well.’

‘Our rooms aren’t big enough for that sort of thing.’

After a bit, the harps gave way to stripes of various dimensions, and Clary seized upon a narrow one in two reds. ‘That’s what I want! Just like the Opera House at Covent Garden. All the passages are covered with it.’

‘I didn’t know you liked opera.’

‘I don’t especially – well, I don’t know whether I do, but Noël is taking me to it as part of my education. He says opera is nothing like it used to be, but, still, I ought to know the obvious ones. They nearly always make me cry – they’re so full of doom.’

‘Red is a bit hot for a room that faces south.’

‘You told me to choose. Red is what I like.’

‘And stripes will be difficult on these walls – they’re so bulgy.’

‘What’s the point of telling me to choose if you’re going against whatever it is?’

‘I was only trying to guide you.’

‘Either tell me, or let me choose for myself. I hate being guided.’

In the end she chose the red stripes for her smaller room and let Polly advise a pale yellow paper covered with small gold stars for the larger one.

But, she thought, as she lay in bed later, I’m always being guided by someone. Then she thought again, and knew that she meant the Formans – mostly Noël, but Fenella a bit as well, though not nearly as much. This was partly because everything about them was so completely different from anything she knew about other people that when she was with them she kept having to have things explained to her. Fenella had explained quite a lot about Noël to her. He was, or had been, an only child (his parents were dead and when alive they had not been in the least interested in him). He had been brought up in a small house in Barnet, but from the age of three he had been expected to fend for himself. He had learned to read The Times when he was four and subsequently all the books in the house, had got his own meals (how on earth had he managed that?), had been sent to a day school in Highgate but had never made any friends since his parents would not let him have them home. In any case, he did not really like them much, Fenella said, only women; he adored the company of women. He had gone to the theatre, the cinema and to concerts by himself from the age of eight (how did he get the money, she had wondered, but she had not liked to ask). He had grown up without any love or care, had been treated as a not particularly desirable third adult in the household. His father had been an unsuccessful architect who had lived largely on a small inheritance, the remains of which had gone to Noël when he died. His mother had made periodic forays into various societies and sects, the Oxford Movement, Gurdjieff, and an Indian with a Japanese wife who gave talks in a house in Bayswater, but none of them lasted, and in between she lay on the sofa reading novels and eating cakes. Then one day she left – simply disappeared, so far as Noël was concerned. His father informed him of this at breakfast one morning, adding that he did not wish to pursue the subject. Her departure did not seem to make much difference to the solitary and separate lives of her husband and son. Somebody who cleaned the house twice a week did some shopping. Noël lived on school lunches and bread and butter and lamb chops in the evenings. A dreadful childhood, Fenella said. One could not treat Noël as one might treat anyone else.

She had to agree. His parents sounded like monsters: she could not imagine the awfulness of being abandoned by a live mother – hers, after all, had died when Neville was born, which was completely different, and she could not begin to imagine having a father who did not talk to her. It made her understand Noël’s contempt for family life, his dislike of parents, of children, of the institution of marriage even. When she asked Fenella why, since he so much disapproved of the last, he had married her, she said simply that he was a conscientious objector, and it had been to prevent her being called up. ‘I’ve been reading the papers,’ he had said one morning, ‘and I think I’d better marry you.’ This seemed to Clary to be the most incredibly sophisticated proposal she had ever heard of, and she received the account of it in respectful silence. How had they met? she had asked at last. He had advertised for a secretary for the literary agency, and she had replied to it, gone to see him, and been engaged. He had rented a top-floor flat in Bedford Square, where he lived and worked, and shortly afterwards Fenella had moved in with him. It was hard to see, Clary thought, how he had ever managed without her. She not only did all his typing, she cooked, washed his shirts, cleaned the house (he did not like the idea of anyone coming in to clean it), but she accompanied him on his vast walks about London or the countryside, read aloud with him until well after midnight every night and then made his last meal of the day – yoghurt, bread and butter and a glass of hot milk – which he usually took in bed, where he stayed for breakfast the next morning. He liked to breakfast early. Fenella said, and to read the papers in bed before he got up. This meant, Clary knew, that Fenella did not get much sleep, and indeed she had admitted once that on the occasions when Noël took women friends to the theatre or opera, she usually went to bed early and slept until his return. Unlike Noël, who was small and wirily thin with very thick gold-rimmed spectacles, Fenella was large, with big bones, a matronly figure and huge hazel eyes – her best feature – that sparkled with intelligence. Noël, she had told Clary, was the most remarkable and interesting man she had ever met. If this was true for Fenella, who was middle-aged, at least thirty-five and probably more, obviously it must be true for her. Her life was now split into two distinct halves: life with Noël and Fenella, and life with Polly and the family; and sometimes she felt as though she was becoming two different people – the old Clary, who was playing house with her best friend and cousin, who had had the magic joy of Dad’s return from France and who had now got used to it enough to start worrying that he seemed changed and, she felt, was not happy, and the new Clary who was being educated in a thorough, serious manner about practically everything. Each day with the Formans opened up new vistas of her ignorance. Information, about the arts, the paranormal, transport, history, disease – Noël seemed to know what any famous people mentioned had died of – the state of footpaths, canals, railways in England, the cost of Elizabethan sweetmeats, how coracles were constructed, the dying words of an astonishing variety of famous men, the eccentricities of others – Nietzsche and his cream buns, Savarin and his oysters, a millionaire in the Isle of Man who played cargo ships with a map of the world and real ships that he owned … Facts, extraordinary, improbable (though she did not question them) streamed from him in an apparently ceaseless flow. He seemed to know perhaps not all but something about everything, and, of course, as she lived with him, Fenella was pretty knowledgeable as well. But what was so wonderful was that, although she knew so little, they treated her absolutely as an equal, a serious adult like themselves – in fact they often evinced an amused surprise when she said that she did not know what Blue John was or who had founded St George’s Hospital or on whose novel Traviata was based. All that part of it was exciting, and she enjoyed Noël dictating letters to her as she typed, using amazing words she’d never heard of, like desuetude or flume. At twelve thirty they would send her to the post office for stamps, or the bank with the firm’s paying-in book, and when she returned Fenella would have lunch ready, nut cutlets – deeply unpopular with Noël so she and Clary had them rather often and he ate Fenella’s meat ration, a chop or cutlet of a more desirable kind, with huge mounds of mashed potato and cabbage or carrots, followed by rice pudding, of which he was extremely fond, and then a cup of rather weak grey coffee. This meal was eaten on the top floor in an attic that must once have been a servant’s bedroom. It was the nicest room in the flat, as the room below it had to serve as an office as well as the sitting room. There was a small room at the back of the office in which Noël and Fenella slept, but she never saw it. The lavatory and small, dark bathroom were on a half-landing below – a bath, for Noël, was a rare and rather menacing event, mentioned several days beforehand as a date that pre-empted much else happening on that day. It was interesting to know somebody who hardly ever bathed, but when she told Polly this, her reaction was sickeningly predictable.

‘No, he doesn’t!’ she had retorted. ‘That’s the whole point. He’s just as clean as anyone else.’

‘What about Fenella, then?’ Polly had asked.

‘I don’t know about her.’

She didn’t, she realized: she knew hardly anything. Fenella, when she was alone with Clary – which was not often – talked only of Noël. She seemed to have no family, no discernible background. When Clary asked her what she had done before she met Noël, she had answered vaguely that she had been a private secretary to a more or less retired playwright. But she couldn’t have been born doing that, Clary thought, she must have had parents and gone to school and lived somewhere … She asked Noël one day about this. ‘Fen’s parents? They weren’t much cop. Her father died of drink and her mother committed suicide. You know what parents are. A there biological necessity, if you ask me.’

She had remembered then that when her father had come back from France and she had presented them with this amazing news, they had been only politely interested, and after lunch Fenella had said that talking about France depressed Noël and so it was better to avoid the subject. ‘It’s because he wants to go to America, you see,’ she had (hardly) explained. And Clary, who felt that she ought to understand what was meant and didn’t, shut up after that.

Noël sensibilities were as numerous as they were extreme, and this meant that conversation was fraught with traps. His favourite theme was how much better everything used to be, and they could be comfortably and nostalgically ensconced in the nineteenth century and he would be advising her to read Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians when Cardinal Newman – one of the subjects – would pop into his mind, his face would cloud over and he would fall utterly silent. Anything to do with religion was dangerous, she discovered, because he was afraid that there might, after all, be a God, some vengeful deity who would certainly consign him to Hell. Then Fenella would coax him, would go out and buy teacakes, would, after Clary had been sent home early, settle down to some soothing read of Bertrand Russell, or Mencken, or Erich Fromm.

Noël had been most helpful when she and Polly had been looking for somewhere to live – well, he had not actually been helpful in the end, but he had made some interesting suggestions of a romantic nature such as choosing a street with a name that she liked: Shelley, he said, had chosen Poland Street for that reason; or they might look into the possibility of taking one of the towers of Tower Bridge – think of the amazing view from its windows. But it had turned out that the towers were full of the machinery for lifting the bridge, and, anyway, it seemed to be miles from anywhere and Polly didn’t think she would like it. She had chosen Floral Street in Covent Garden as a desirable name; there was nothing going there, but the agents in Covent Garden turned out to have this house on their books so perhaps he had been helpful in an oblique way.

The best thing about the Formans was that they took her writing seriously. She had shown Noël a half-written story about two people who met as children, and then had separate lives until they were grown-up when they were to meet again and fall in love. It was Noël who pointed out to her that she would not be able to deal interestingly with this idea in a short story but that in the space afforded by a novel she could make all kinds of interesting things happen. ‘For instance,’ he had said, ‘both of them being in the same place at the same time but not knowing it. Turning out to have shared an experience – like some great performance, say – that affects them differently.’ He had also given her a fierce and detailed lesson on her misuse of the pluperfect, and discouraged her use of exclamation marks, quoting Cleopatra to her in the process. This had made her want to call her novel The Visiting Moon, but he had said finish it and then see what it is called. She had been struggling on with it in evenings and at weekends, but it had not gone at all well until Dad came back, which had somehow released some block in her and for the last two months she had written nearly half the book. In fact, Noël had been rather disapproving at her sudden output: he spent hours himself battling with abstruse critical pieces for highbrow magazines or, and more surprisingly, semi-amateur specialist publications – he was extremely fond of trams, for instance, and wrote an impassioned piece on their superior merits. He would take one or two weeks to produce a piece and she learned not to boast of having written ten pages in a weekend as Fenella said it depressed him. She spent an evening with Dad every week. He and Zoë were going to move back to London in the autumn and meanwhile he was staying with Archie, so she only ever saw Archie on his own at weekends when she didn’t go home, and even that was tricky, because she worried about Polly still being in love with him. Polly had said that she never wanted to talk about it, a wish that had to be respected, but it also showed, she thought, that Polly still felt pretty shaky. If she was still minding about Archie, it would be far better if she talked about it – but there we go again, she thought, this family is rotten about saying things that matter to them and I suppose Polly’s caught the habit. Still, if they weren’t like that, I probably wouldn’t have thought of making one of my main people like my family in that way, and the other one not. After that, she thought about the novel until she fell asleep.

Neville arrived just after ten the next morning saying that he’d come to breakfast.

‘You can’t have! You’re far too late. I bet you had some at home before you left,’ she added.

‘Only a snack. Just four bits of toast.’

‘We only had toast, and we didn’t have four bits.’

‘Mrs Cripps gave me these for you.’ It was a box containing six eggs. ‘I’ve brought them all the way up, so surely I could have one of them now,’ he said when they had exclaimed over them.

‘Give him one,’ Polly said. ‘Journeys do make people hungry.’

‘It is hard for me to think of anything,’ Neville said, ‘that doesn’t make me hungry. Of course some things are worse than others.’

‘You can’t be hungry just after a meal.’

‘After an hour I am,’ he said simply. ‘It’s hardly surprising. Do you know what we’re supposed to have each week? One egg, two pints of milk, half a pound of any meat, four ounces of bacon, two ounces of tea, four ounces of sugar, four ounces of sausage, two ounces of butter, two ounces of lard, four ounces of margarine, three ounces of cheese and a small amount of offal. And at school we don’t even get that. I got some scales and did a controlled experiment for a week. The meat was Irish stew and one and a half ounces of it was bones, the sausages are nearly all bread and some foul-tasting herb, the egg tasted of prayer books. I had to go without sugar all the week in order to weigh it up and of course it was nothing like four ounces—’

‘They would have been cooking with some of your ration,’ Polly interrupted, ‘and you aren’t counting the things you can get on points. Who would be eating your rations anyway?’

‘The masters. Mr Fothergill, particularly. He’s unspeakably fat and his sister sends him homemade sweets as well as him reeking of drink. Sometimes.’

‘Here’s your egg.’

‘Jolly good. Much better than the dried ones.’

From this careless remark they discovered that he had had breakfast on the train.

‘Honestly, Neville! You are a cheat! Two breakfasts already.’

‘There is a worryingly dishonest streak in you,’ Clary added.

‘There is not. I simply didn’t mention it. I forgot until now. The point is that I’m extremely hungry. If you want me to work for you the least you can do is keep me from starving to death.’

In fact, he painted rather surprisingly well and undercoated all of Clary’s larger room so they didn’t grudge him two enormous bacon sandwiches at lunch-time plus two iced buns that Polly had got from the baker. The sandwiches used up all their bacon for the week, but Polly sometimes got extra bits from Mr Southey who kept the shop below. The buns had been meant for tea so they had to go and get more of them for that. ‘He’s grown so terrifically in the last year, we can’t grudge him,’ Polly said. In the evening they took him to A Night at the Circus, which was on at a cinema in Notting Hill Gate, and then they had macaroni cheese and cocoa. The whole house now smelled of paint, which made a change from poultry and burnt feathers. On Sunday he said he was going to see Archie, so he’d only be able to paint in the morning. ‘But I might easily be back for supper.’

He loomed over them – a head taller than Clary now – nearly knocking things over, asking for things: ‘I forgot my toothpaste,’ ‘Can I borrow that scarf, then I needn’t wear a tie?’ and so on.

‘It’s amazing that you clean your teeth,’ Clary said, as he squeezed two inches of toothpaste in a double row on his battered brush.

‘I used simply to eat it. But ever since I saw Mr Fothergill’s teeth I’ve cleaned them like mad. He never cleans them. They’re like those very old yellowy almonds you get on fruit cakes.’ His voice no longer veered about between squeaking and rumbling. When he raised his head to sloosh his mouth out, she saw that his Adam’s apple was just like Dad’s. He was still in his pyjamas. The jacket had no buttons left on it and his bony elbows stuck out from holes in the sleeves. All of his clothes looked a bit like that: the grey flannel trousers he had arrived in had turn-ups that were well above his ankles which were flimsily covered by a matted network of much-darned socks that in turn were encased in huge blackish shoes. These last he wore as little as possible, removing them on arrival and only wedging his feet back into them to go to the cinema. ‘The laces broke ages ago you see, so I can’t undo them. It honestly doesn’t matter,’ he said, sensing their disapproval.

He top-coated both Polly’s windows still in his pyjamas and then disappeared to dress. When he had gone, they discussed him.

‘He’s just like Simon was,’ Polly said.

‘I think he’s worse.’ Clary was thinking of his hopelessly frivolous answers to their questions about what he was going to do when he’d finished school. ‘I’d quite like to own a nightclub,’ he had said. ‘Stay up all night and make tons of money.’

‘Is that all you want to do?’

‘Not quite all. I want to enjoy myself, of course. I might own a theatre, or be a conductor of an orchestra just for fun.’

‘Don’t you want to do anything for other people?’ As soon as she had said that, she realized how priggish it sounded. Too late. He had looked at her for a moment and then said blandly, ‘I don’t want to do good to people: I want to be done good to.’

‘It’s our fault,’ Polly said. ‘We’ve started having the sort of conversations with him that boring old grown-ups used to have with us.’

‘He does love Archie, though.’ Another thing she wished she hadn’t said.

But Polly, who was struggling to open a tin of Spam, simply said, ‘Well, Archie sort of became his father, didn’t he? While Uncle Rupert was away.’

When Neville reappeared, wanting the scarf he’d borrowed from Polly properly tied round his neck, they both became bossy and maternal with him: Clary tried to get him to polish his shoes a bit, and Polly made an effort to comb his extremely thick hair which stood up in tufts round his double crown – useless, the comb broke almost at once and teeth from it and from some alien comb, since they were a different colour, emerged.

‘Your hair is absolutely revolting! What on earth have you been doing to it?’

‘Or not doing to it,’ Clary added: she had been watching.

‘I don’t do things to it. They cut it sometimes. And I put Brylcreem on it when someone lends me some. There’s no point in trying to comb it. As long as it looks shiny, they don’t make you wash it. We tried that oil you get in a little can for stopping things squeaking but it tends to stink. Brylcreem’s much better. There’s no point in you rolling your eyes at each other – it’s my hair.’

He went after that, but all the rest of that day, while they finished the top-coating of Clary’s room, took it in turns to have baths and had boiled eggs and Spam in the hot kitchen, from whose window they watched two then fighting each other with knives in the hot dusty street below, the thought of Archie lay, unmentioned, between them.

‘I think we ought to call the police,’ Clary said. A small crowd had gathered. One of the men had blood on his shirt.

‘There is a policeman – look.’

But each time he walked past the men, they threw their arms round each other in a warm embrace: the knives were nowhere to be seen. Eventually, since the policeman did not go away, the men gave up and wandered off in opposite directions.

‘I think they were Cypriot,’ Clary said.

‘How do you know?’

‘Well, there are Cypriots about, and English people don’t fight with knives. But it’s quite an interesting street to live in, isn’t it?’

‘Mm. I wish we could see a tree from the house, though.’

‘Can’t we?’

‘Oh, Clary, haven’t you noticed? There’s nothing green to be seen out of any window.’

Neville didn’t come back that night – he didn’t even ring to say that he wouldn’t. They finished the Spam with some tomatoes. The bread was rather stale so they toasted it.

‘We’ll have to have Grape Nuts for breakfast.’

‘There’s no milk left.’

‘Oh, God! How do people manage to keep on having meals?’

‘If Neville was right about the rations, I can’t think.’

‘Why isn’t it better now the war’s over?’

‘I told you what Noël said.’

‘At work,’ Polly said pensively, ‘Caspar always seems to have smoked salmon sandwiches for lunch. Or a small pot of caviar.’

‘Does he give you any?’


‘Occasionally. When Gervase is out on a job he does. But often then Caspar goes out to lunch himself and then I have to mind the shop. I have a sandwich and he gives me a bunch of invoices to do. They take ages because I’m not allowed to type them – they all have to be written with a relief pen and brown ink on frightfully heavy white paper. When he comes back, he goes through them for mistakes.’


‘Sounds boring.’

‘Yes, but the other parts of the job are all right.’

‘You mean going to houses to see clients?’

‘Yes. The clients are usually awful, but sometimes the houses are terrific.’ She fell silent and her dark blue eyes became dull and slate-coloured, which Clary knew meant some kind of sadness.

‘Poll?’

‘I don’t know. The state of the world, I suppose. I mean, we so looked forward to the end of the war as though life would be quite different and marvellous and it isn’t, it it? We so wanted the peace but it doesn’t seem to have made anyone happier. And it isn’t just us. Our fathers don’t seem to be happy – at least I know mine isn’t, and you’ve said you’re worried about yours, and Simon is loathing the idea of doing National Service. Everything seems to be so drab and difficult and nothing wonderful that one thought might happen is going to happen now.’

She picked up her sewing and stared blindly at it before letting it drop again. ‘The thing is,’ she said unsteadily, ‘that I can’t seem not to love Archie. It somehow was the point of my life. It doesn’t seem to stop. Before I told him I used to imagine things – you know, the rest of my life with him, but afterwards when I told him and it was no good, I lost the imagining part. Or I can’t bear to. Yes, I think that’s what it is – that I can’t bear to.’

She was confounded. Polly had not said a word about Archie since she had said that she never wanted to talk about it, and somehow she had thought that although Poll was still, as she had put it to herself, a bit shaky, she had no idea that she was actually miserable. She longed to comfort her, to distract her from pain, to produce some wise and kindly maxim that would shed a new, more hopeful light on the matter, but she could think of nothing.

‘I don’t know about being in love,’ she said at last. ‘I’m no help to you. I wish I was.’

‘It’s a relief just to tell you. I thought it might stop if I never talked about it, but it doesn’t seem to.’

Much later she said, ‘You don’t think that I’ll feel like this for the rest of my life, do you? It will stop some time, won’t it?’

‘I’m sure it will,’ she answered, but she didn’t feel at all sure. ‘You’ll tell me when it does, won’t you?’

‘Course I will.’

She felt a kind of respectful anxiety for Polly after that – respect because she was so good about it, going through every day feeling so sad, and anxiety because she had a secret fear that once you were possessed by some strong feeling you would have it for life.

Louise sat under the blasting roar of a hair-dryer. It was six thirty in the morning, and her second day at Ealing Film Studios where she was being an extra in a film about Ancient Rome – a comedy with Tommy Trinder and Frances Day. Of course she would have liked a proper part, but she felt pretty lucky to be in a film at all. The metal rollers in which they had wound her long hair had become so hot that in places they seemed to burn the skin on her head. They washed everyone’s hair every morning: she had discovered this second day. When they decided that your hair was dry, you queued for Make-up – an amazingly elaborate process that made everybody look older but far less distinguishable in other ways. When her turn came, she lay back in a chair in front of a wall of mirrors bordered by strong, naked lightbulbs while Patsy or Beryl sponged and rubbed the foundation (entitled Caramel Peach) all over her face and neck. Eyebrows were arched and darkened and then eye-shadow the colour of carbon paper followed. Then she had to shut her eyes to be thoroughly powdered. After this they painted her mouth – a huge Cupid’s bow with a dark outline, filled in with vermilion lipstick applied with a brush. The last, and to her most alarming, part was when they stuck the false eyelashes to her upper lids, covered the gummed strip with eye-liner and then brushed on coats of blue mascara. This made her feel like a moth whose wings were too heavy for flying – it was an effort to open her eyes.

‘Lick your lips. There you are. If you’d like to pop along to Wardrobe.’

The first morning she had looked in the mirror: below the rollers and hairnet was this flawless expanse of Caramel Peach in which she recognized her own eyes that seemed now to be surrounded with barbed wire. Her mouth – improbably voluptuous – gleamed like a pair of satiny cushions. Glamour, she thought, she had never felt so glamorous in her life.

In Wardrobe they strapped her into a brassière top, so hugely padded that she could not see her feet. A minute skirt – split on one side – completed the costume, which was made of yellow velvet edged with a gold fringe. Her midriff was daringly bare, but she and eleven others, identically dressed, were supposed to be slave girls and she imagined that scanty clothing was meant to denote their abject status.

Finally, it was back to Hairdressing where the rollers were undone and her hair dressed high on her head to one side with a great switch of artificial ringlets that were draped tastefully over her right shoulder. Then she repaired to her dressing room, shared with five other girls, to wait until called. Yesterday they hadn’t been called: had sat all day with flimsy dressing gowns round their shoulders smoking, drinking cups of tea and talking about the jobs they had nearly got instead of this one. The only moment of excitement had been when someone called Gordon had turned up to inspect them and said what about their feet? Wardrobe was sent for and said that nobody had mentioned feet to her. Thereafter an assortment of people were called in for their views. The Period Adviser sent to say that sandals were the thing; the Art Director said they were slave girls so why not bare feet? The Assistant Producer, who arrived last, said nonsense this wasn’t an Art film it was a comedy fit for all the family and all girls’ legs looked better in high heels. ‘I don’t mind what colour they are so long as they’re nice high courts.’ The Art Director said that high-heeled courts really didn’t seem to him right with the rest of the costume. The Period Adviser said wearily that nothing would be right with that and what he was doing on this picture he really didn’t know. Wardrobe suggested that if the girls were to wear courts, they really should be white satin dyed to match. Gordon said that the best thing would be to take some of the girls on to the set to see what Cyril thought. Louise was delighted to be one of them: she was longing to see a real film set.

So she followed Jeanette and Marlene, who were following Gordon, down a long passage and out through a door that opened upon a narrow concrete path to what looked like an enormously high shed with a door over which a red light shone.

‘Why are we waiting?’ she asked Marlene, after they had stood outside the door for a bit.

‘They’re shooting, dear.’

‘Oh.’

Two very small men staggered up the path with what looked like a vast shallow stone urn thickly ornamented with dolphins and a small naked boy standing in the middle playing some sort of pipe. It smelt strongly of fresh paint. They set it down and one of them searched for and found a cigarette butt behind his ear which he lit.

Gordon looked at the urn with distaste. ‘What you been doing with that, then?’

‘It had to go back – wasn’t sufficiently distressed.’

The red light went off, and Gordon opened the door. ‘Right, girls, follow me.’

They walked through the comparative gloom, over the concrete floor that was intermittently beset with thick cables, upright canvas chairs, a make-up trolley, men standing at the bottom of ladders saying, ‘Are you all right, Bill?’ or nothing, men with earphones standing over large black machines, into the blazing light of the set which consisted of an oval pool filled with some milky liquid, a marbled surround and at one end a marble seat or throne, on which a lady with ash-blonde hair, wearing a pleated pink chiffon dress bare on one shoulder, a diamanté strap on the other, was sitting while a thin man in his shirt-sleeves crouched on his haunches at her feet agreeing with everything she said.

‘I know you ain’t, darling. That’s the problem,’ he was saying, as they got within earshot.

‘I mean, she wouldn’t, would she? Not in this dress.’

‘You couldn’t be more right. She wouldn’t.’

‘I don’t see why I have to get into the pool.’

‘Darling, asses’ milk!’

‘Sod the asses’ milk. It’ll be freezing.’

‘Darling, it won’t be. Brian has promised.’

‘It was absolutely icy just now.’

‘That was only a rehearsal. When we come to shoot I promise you it’ll be warm.’

He became aware of Gordon. ‘What now?’ he said, in an entirely different voice.

Gordon explained.

Louise watched as his eyes swept casually over her body; he did not look at her face.

‘Camera won’t be close on her feet,’ he said. ‘We’re way over budget anyhow. Just paint their toenails – gold, or something.’

So that was that. Nothing else happened that day.

In the evening, after most of her make-up had been removed – she was given some cold cream and cotton wool, but it took her ages – she had gone home on the Underground to Notting Hill Gate and then taken a taxi back to Edwardes Square where she now lived with Michael (on leave before joining a new destroyer which he was to command in the Pacific) and Sebastian and Nannie and someone whom Mrs Lines had described as a cook-general – a Mrs Alsop – and her small boy. Mrs Alsop and Nannie did not get on: Nannie had somehow discovered that Mrs Alsop was not Mrs at all, but simply and disgracefully the mother of David, who was small, white-faced and terrified of her. The feud was kept in check by both ladies wishing to make a good impression on Michael, who was blithely unaware of any tension, but Louise dreaded the future when, for an unknown amount of time, she was going to have to cope on her own with it.

Michael had come out of the Navy in order to stand as a Conservative candidate in the election, and he had been assigned what was thought to be a fairly safe seat in a suburb of London. Every day for three weeks Louise had accompanied him: sat beside him on platforms while he made rousing speeches about education and housing and small businesses, and then separated from him for the afternoon while the chairman of the local Conservative Party’s wife took her round to meet other wives. Often she would have to have three or four elaborate teas with cakes from cake baskets with ladies in hats with gloves and handbags to match who asked her about her baby and said how relieved she must be to have her husband home. She managed by pretending she was in a play: for three weeks she threw herself into the part of devoted wife of war-hero and young mother. Zee got several high-ranking Conservatives – including two members of the Cabinet – to come and speak for Michael, and they must have been favourably impressed by her performance, as Michael told her that they had passed on to Zee how well she was doing. This pleased a small part of her, but only a part. She seemed to herself to be made up of small pieces that bore very little relation to one another – as though, she once thought in a rare, clearer moment, she was a sheet of glass that had been hit with a hammer or bombed leaving jagged fragments that did not fit together because so many bits had been shivered to smithereens. Every time she looked at a piece and saw some reflection of herself she felt uncomfortable and sometimes actually ashamed. She wanted approval, for instance, even from people she did not like. She wanted people to find her quite different from how she knew that she was. The acting of parts came in here and even this capacity divided her. She was astounded at how easy she found it, and appalled at her dishonesty. She supposed it was so easy because she did not feel anything very much – beyond mild discomforts, irritation at domestic strife or boredom if she had to do something that she knew was going to be dull. She managed hardly ever to go to bed with Michael, who had sulked for a bit, and now, she was fairly sure, had found consolation elsewhere since he had more or less stopped saying anything about another baby or the means to one.

She did not mind this very much, and when Michael lost his election by three hundred and forty-two votes to the Labour candidate, he immediately took steps to go back to the Navy, who seemed prepared to have him. This would mean the destroyer and the Pacific. ‘For how long?’ she had asked. ‘Not more than two years,’ he had said. The thought of this absence was a kind of relief. She felt that she could not make any decision about her marriage until he was really home and out of the war, and the thought of having to consider such a step as leaving him frightened her so much that she was glad to have what seemed to be a right reason for not having to think about it. She told him that she was going to try to get back to acting, and he had not objected. ‘I should love a famous wife,’ he had said, only half jokingly. But after strenuous efforts all she had managed to get was this part as an extra in what promised to be a pretty awful film. Then on the first evening that she had returned from the studios she found that everything had changed again.

‘The Americans have dropped an atomic bomb on Japan.’

‘I know,’ she answered. It had been mentioned in passing that morning after Make-up and while she was being strapped into her padded top.

‘Whatever will they do next?’ Marlene had said after the lunch-break, but nobody had come up with an answer.

‘If anyone mentions the word bomb to me again I shall throw a fit,’ someone called Goldie said.

Nobody did.

‘… darling, don’t you realize? It could mean the end of the war.’

‘Goodness!’ she had answered. She didn’t believe him for a moment. He simply liked talking about the war.

At the end of the second day at the studios they had the Cargills to dinner and she told them about how she had come upon Tommy Trinder in a corner of the set. He had been wearing a very short, pleated white kilt and he was all by himself doing a little dance, flicking up the kilt with both hands and intoning, ‘Now you see it! Now you don’t!’

It wasn’t a success. Patricia Cargill said, ‘Good gracious!’, and her husband, to be Number One in Michael’s destroyer, gave an uneasy smile and said, ‘How awfully funny,’ before he turned back to Michael who said, ‘Take Patricia upstairs, darling, and leave the gentlemen to their port.’ There wasn’t any port actually, it was just a way of getting rid of her – of them.

She took Patricia Cargill upstairs to the pretty L-shaped drawing room. She had painted the walls white and hung curtains made of mattress ticking – grey and white stripes with yellow corded ties. She was pleased with this room, although there wasn’t much furniture – a sofa and two chairs and a beautiful mirror that she and Hugo had found together. ‘Thirty bob if you can take it home,’ the man had said, and Hugo had said, ‘Done!’ He’d even persuaded a taxi driver to put it on his roof. Now it reflected the two main windows that looked on to the square. She knew, whenever she looked at it, that it still had an aura of happiness, and she could not look at it if she was alone. After the first misery of knowing that Hugo was dead, that she would never see him again and that his only letter to her had been destroyed, she had to shut out all thoughts of him. In her frozen state the memory scorched her: it seemed easier to feel nothing at all.

She set about being a hostess. ‘Do you want to powder your nose or anything?’

‘No thanks.’

‘I’m afraid the coffee will have gone into the dining room but I could get you some, if you like?’

‘No thanks. I don’t sleep a wink if I have coffee in the evenings.’ Patricia gave an apologetic little laugh and fingered the graded pearl necklace that lay unevenly over the salt cellars at the bottom of her neck. ‘Your little boy is two, isn’t he? You must have been married awfully young.’

‘I was nineteen.’

‘We had to wait until Johnny got his second stripe. He wouldn’t marry me on a sub-lieutenant’s pay. We were lucky. He got promotion sooner because of the war. We married in ‘thirty-eight – Johnny was in the Med and I spent a glorious month in Gib. We had such fun! Dances, and parties on board ship, and treasure hunts and picnics. Then Johnny got moved and I had to come home. I was pregnant by then, with the twins.’ She gave her apologetic laugh again. ‘I mustn’t bore you with all that. You must have been awfully disappointed when your husband didn’t get into Parliament.’

‘Oh, well, I wouldn’t have been much good at political life. And I don’t think he minded. He’d much rather have his destroyer.’

‘But that’s rather what I meant. I mean, he’ll be away for such a long time. Just when you must have thought you’d got him home for good.’

‘It’s the same for you, isn’t it?’

‘Not really. Johnny’s regular so, of course, I’m used to it. It’s you Wavy Navy wives I feel sorry for.’ Her rather protuberant faded blue eyes rested on Louise’s face with a look of kindly speculation. She leaned forward. ‘If you don’t think me impertinent, I could give you a little tip.’

Louise waited wondering what on earth it could be.

‘If I were you, I’d do my damnedest to start another baby. You’ll be amazed how the time will fly if you do. And you can get through all the unattractive part while your husband is away.’

‘Is that what you’re going to do?’

‘Oh, my dear, would that we were! But we’ve got four, and I don’t honestly think we could afford another. I should simply love to because, after all, I think that that is what marriage is for. Some of it,’ her pale face became mildly suffused, ‘is rather overrated, if you know what I mean.’

There was a short silence during which Louise wondered why she seemed to be the only person in the world who didn’t want her to have another child. Nannie kept mentioning it: ‘Sebastian keeps wondering when he is going to have a little sister, Mummy,’ was one of the ghastly ways she would put it. To change the subject, she said, ‘You don’t think this bomb will stop the war?’

‘Oh, my dear, I wish I did. But you know the Japanese!’

‘I suppose not, then.’ She had never met a single Japanese person and knew nothing about them. One of the things she had discovered about her marriage was that she didn’t know anything about a whole lot of things that she didn’t want to know anything about.

But two days later another bomb was dropped, and within a week of that the Japanese surrendered. Michael, after all, did not get his destroyer, and was to come out of the Navy and go back to portrait painting.

When she knew this, the decision about what on earth she was to do about her life loomed again and she was overcome with the apathy of terror. The film work was over – there had only been a week of it – and she was back to not being a good wife or mother. She had to talk to someone, and the only possible person was Stella, and she realized then, with guilty dismay, that she did not even know where Stella was or what she was doing. Michael had never taken to Stella, and although Stella had always maintained an enigmatic neutrality about Michael, Louise had felt uncomfortably that she did not like him much either. She rang Stella’s parents and Mrs Rose answered.

‘Ah! Louise! It is long since we met! Your son is well? And your husband? That is good. Stella? She is away. She is working on some little newspaper out of town – writing nonsense about what the bride is wearing at local weddings. Her father is not pleased with her – considers it a great waste of her education. Of course I have her number. Wait one minute – I’ll find it. Please, if you see her, try to advise her to find a more sensible thing to do.’

They met for lunch in a pub in Bromley the following day.

‘It won’t be a good lunch,’ Stella had said on the telephone, ‘but it will be quiet if you want to talk.’

The place was empty. ‘How did you know I wanted to talk?’

‘Well, I didn’t think you’d bother to come all this way simply to look at me.’

‘It is good to see you, though. I’m sorry I seem to have lost touch.’

‘We’ve not seen each other, but I don’t think we’ve lost touch.’ She picked up the menu. ‘Let’s get the food ordering over first. Now. You can have soup – tomato – or grapefruit. Both will be out of a tin. Different tins, you will be glad to hear. Then you have the choice between cottage pie or fillets of plaice. I advise the plaice. It will come with chips, which they have to make with real potatoes, whereas the pie will have that dreadful Pomme on top of it.’

‘You choose, I don’t honestly mind.’

For some reason that she could not understand, her eyes filled with tears. She blinked and saw her friend smiling with that familiar blend of cynicism and affection that Louise recognized as a family trait: her father’s smile.

Stella ordered their meal and then pushed a packet of cigarettes across the table.

‘I didn’t know you’d taken to smoking.’

‘I haven’t. They’re for you. Have one. The food will be ages. Tell me what you came to tell me.’

‘I don’t know where to begin.’

‘Is it Michael?’

She nodded. ‘It’s no good. I’m no good at it. I should never have married him.’

‘Are you in love with someone else, then?’

‘No. At least, I was.’

‘What happened?’

‘He died. Got killed.’

‘So now you’re sort of stuck with him.’

‘Michael?’

‘The lover. It is very difficult to fall out of love with someone when they die. I’m really sorry,’ she added. ‘I knew you didn’t love Michael, though.’

‘I thought I loved him.’

‘I know you did. How much longer will he be in the Navy?’

Louise explained about all that.

The soup arrived while she was doing it and a plate with two pieces of rather grey bread.

‘So you see, I thought I had two years to think about everything – to decide, I mean.’

‘You could still have that, couldn’t you?’

The idea startled her, and she rejected it.

‘It wouldn’t be at all the same. I mean he’s there nearly all the time. And we have to have dinner with his family at least once a week now that they’re back in London. His mother hates me. He told her about the other person and so, of course, she hates me more than ever.’

‘And what about the little boy?’

‘He’s fine. We’ve got a very good nannie. Zee adores him. He looks exactly like Michael did at that age – she says.’ She felt Stella watching her – tried, and failed, to meet her eye.

The waitress brought their fish.

‘Everything all right?’ she said, as she cleared the plates full of soup.

‘Yes, thanks. We were talking and it got cold.’

When she had gone, Stella said, ‘If you did leave, what do you want to do?’

‘I don’t know. Try to get a job, I suppose. I haven’t got any money, so I’d have to. And somewhere to live,’ she added, after a pause.

‘You don’t sound exactly thrilled at the prospect.’

‘I’m not. Why do you expect me to be thrilled at anything? My whole life’s a mess.’

‘Eat some lunch, Louise. One has to eat.’

She separated a piece of the fish from its black skin and put it in her mouth. ‘They taste awful, don’t they? Like thick, congealed water.’

‘Plaice?’

‘Nannie makes Sebastian have them for lunch. He hates it.’ She picked up a chip and ate it in her fingers. ‘Anyway. If you thought I shouldn’t have married Michael, why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Oh, Louise! What good do you think that would have done? People don’t take that sort of advice from anyone.’

‘But here I am – asking you what you think I should do!’

‘Are you?’

‘Yes! Yes, I am.’

‘Well. Since you did marry Michael, and you have a child, I think you should do everything you can before you are sure that you can’t make a go of it. You couldn’t do that if he was off in the Pacific, but you can if he’s around.’

‘He’s sleeping with someone else. Or possibly several someones.’

Stella seemed unmoved. ‘Have you been faithful to him?’

Louise felt her face getting hot. ‘No. Well, I did have an affair – after Hugo died. But it didn’t mean anything.’

‘That’s not really the point, is it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that what you feel about something you’ve done doesn’t alter the fact that you’ve done it.’

‘No. I shouldn’t have, of course.’

‘I’m not blaming you—’

‘Yes, you are.’

‘No. Just wanting to get the facts clear. I think you need to talk to someone.’

‘I’m talking to you.’

‘No, I mean a professional. I think there must be many things you haven’t told me. And some things you haven’t even told yourself.’

‘You think I’m dotty or something? You mean I should talk to a psychiatrist?’ She had never even heard of anyone who had had to do that. ‘Do you honestly think I’m mad?’

‘Don’t be silly. Of course I don’t think you’re mad, but it’s very plain that you are unhappy, and it seems to me that you keep doing things that make you more so. Perhaps you should find out why.’

‘You mean that if I was told that it was all because I’m in love with my father – all that Freudian stuff – everything would be all right? All those people think that anything wrong with people is to do with sex or their parents, don’t they?’ She wanted a cigarette, but her hands were shaking and she didn’t want Stella – she seemed to have turned into some sort of enemy – to see.

Stella reached across the table, took a cigarette out of the packet, stuck it in Louise’s mouth and lit it for her. ‘Whatever we are has something to do with our parents,’ she said, ‘and probably something to do with sex as well. I wouldn’t know about that. But I do know something about unhappiness because of my aunt, Pappy’s sister, the one who lives with us.’

‘Why is she unhappy?’

‘Uncle Louis was sent to Auschwitz. It took weeks to find out. All we really know is that he was sent there in June 1944. Uncle Louis, and his very old parents and his sister. A friend saw them being taken away.’

Louise stared at her aghast, but Stella’s grey-green eyes were quite tearless and steady as she said, ‘I shouldn’t think his parents survived the journey. Two days in a cattle truck without food or water or even enough air. I hope they didn’t. Anyway, Aunt Anna knows about all that now. She has found out everything about it that she could, in spite of Pappy trying to shield her.’

There was a silence while Stella drank some water and she tried to imagine how one lot of people could do such awful things to other people and failed. ‘She had a daughter, didn’t she? You said that she had a grandchild that she’d never seen.’

‘They were sent to another camp. Apparently that happened earlier. They did not live in the same place.’

‘Oh – poor Aunt Anna! It’s too much for one person!’

‘Yes. She can think of nothing but herself and her losses.’

‘How can you blame her for that?’

‘I don’t. I am trying to explain something to you about unhappiness. I’m not saying what people should or shouldn’t do about it – just trying to tell you what happens.’

‘I don’t see how my sort of unhappiness can remotely compare with your aunt’s.’

‘That’s not the point, Louise. The point is that when – I think this is true – when anyone becomes more than a certain amount unhappy they get cut off. They don’t feel any comfort or concern or affection that comes from other people – all of that simply disappears inside some bottomless pit and when people realize that, they stop trying to be affectionate or comforting. Would you like some grey coffee, or some pink-brown tea?’

She chose coffee, and while Stella was ordering it she went to the lavatory. While there, she thought of Mrs Rose telling her to try to advise Stella to find a more sensible job. The idea seemed even more absurd than it had when suggested: Stella seemed in no need of any advice. Then she realized that she knew nothing about Stella’s work or life, that the whole of the lunch had been spent on her problems, and that Stella’s advice – that she should make sure that there was nothing she could do to mend her marriage – had not been hostile, was in fact, nothing more than difficult good sense.

But when she returned to their table, which now contained only the three purple asters in a green glass vase and their cups of coffee, it was Stella who said, ‘Sorry, Louise. I have been a bully. I’m afraid it runs in the family. Everybody at home is always telling everybody else what they ought to do. It’s fatal to ask advice of a Rose – you get it with interest.’

‘No, I asked you because I knew you’d be sensible. It just seemed rather frightening.’ Then she added, ‘I don’t want to get like poor Aunt Anna.’

Stella shot her a sharp look. ‘I know you don’t, so you won’t.’

‘Tell me about you. I know nothing about your job or anything.’


‘I’m learning to be a journalist.’

‘Why here?’

‘You have to start somewhere. The approved method is to get yourself on to some provincial paper where you report on absolutely any local activity that’s going. I do weddings, amateur dramatics, sports, accidents, prize-givings, fêtes, bazaars, charity events – everything. Pappy is furious. He wouldn’t mind if I was on the Times Educational Supplement, or even the plain Times, but he can’t stand the idea of me scribbling on about the colour of bridesmaids’ dresses or how much money a bring-and-buy stall made. He says I’m wasting all the money he spent on my education. I should be training to be a doctor or a lawyer, he says. And Mutti continues to dream of some splendid marriage for me to a very rich, very English man. I had to leave home because whenever they stopped getting at me, they started arguing with each other. And Aunt Anna thinks I should be working with the children who have been sent here from camps.’

‘I didn’t know there were children here.’

‘There are several places in the country. Pappy offered to be a medical adviser, but he fell out with them because they were so strict about the food being kosher. He said in view of the state of the children and rationing it was idiotic to make it even harder to rehabilitate them. I had a row with him about that.’

‘Why? You’re not religious, and you’re certainly practical. Surely you’re on his side about that, at least?’

‘It wasn’t that I didn’t agree with him personally, I just thought he should have been able to see the other point of view.’

‘Well, what is it? I should have thought that the only thing that mattered was to get them well.’

‘Their Jewishness mattered. They lost everything from being Jewish – their families, their country, their homes, their livelihood. All they have left is what they are. The older Jews did not want the children to forget or discount that, and religion is a core. But Pappy cannot get past his own disbelief. He always thinks people should think as he does. And, naturally, do what he says.’ She smiled her cynical, affectionate smile. ‘It’s easier not to do what Pappy wants away from him.’

‘So you have a flat here, or something?’

‘Digs. I live as you did at Stratford. One day I shall graduate to a better newspaper – in London, or Manchester, or Glasgow. At least I’m ambitious. Pappy approves of that.’

She was silent for a moment, then she said abruptly, ‘I did think of offering to go and help those children. Then, when it came to writing the letter, I couldn’t face it.’

It was some confidence, confession, she was not sure what.

‘It was such a chance, you see. Such a small, little chance. In the thirties, Pappy was a consultant at a big hospital in Vienna. He had evolved a new way to treat stomach ulcers and one morning he arrived at the hospital to discover that another doctor had cancelled his treatment. He had a violent row with the doctor, who called him a damn arrogant little Jew, so he walked out of the hospital and decided to come to England. He knew he would have to qualify all over again to practise here, but he was prepared to do that. We left Vienna the following week. I was thirteen then, and I minded leaving my friends and school and all my things. But if that man had not insulted Pappy that morning, he might not have come here.’

Louise stared at her, beginning to see what she meant.

‘So. Sometimes the knowledge that one has escaped a certain fate makes one even more frightened of it.’




Three
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October–December 1945

‘How long did you say you’ve known this chap?’

‘I didn’t – but ages. He was a sort of friend of Angus’s.’

‘But he’s married, you told me.’

‘Yes, John, I did. But he wants to marry me.’

‘That’s no good if he’s married already, though, is it? I mean, it’s not quite the thing.’

She watched a thought strike him.

‘Unless he’s thinking of getting a divorce.’


She had forgotten, with all these years that he had been away, how slowly the penny dropped with her dear brother.

‘Well, yes, he is thinking of that.’

She watched his face, once so florid and full of creases that denoted how much so many things puzzled him, now clear to the seamless vacuity that any small resolution afforded, but now his skin was the colour of yellowing paper, the ginger moustache was gone, his hair, once so thick and coppery, was dry and dull and receding – his whole body seemed to have shrunk inside his uniform.

‘Can’t help worrying about your happiness, Diana, old girl. You’ve had such a rotten time – Angus dying and all that.’

He had eaten all of the small bowl of potato crips she had put out for him, but his whisky and soda was barely touched. He was younger than she by three years, but now he looked like a frail, middle-aged man. He had been in the Army before the war, had disappeared with the fall of Singapore and nothing had been heard of him for nearly two years after that. She had thought him dead, and then information had trickled back that he was in a prisoner-of-war camp. He had been repatriated a month ago after some weeks in a hospital in New York where, as he put it, they had fattened him up. God knows what he must have looked like before they had done that, she thought now. She was very fond of the old boy even when, as nearly always, he proved slow on the uptake.

‘Darling, you’re the one who has had a rotten time.’

She got up and poured some more crisps out of the packet into the little bowl beside him, and almost before she had finished pouring, he had started to eat them.

‘Supposed to eat little and often,’ he said with an apologetic laugh. ‘I don’t have much of a problem with the often side of it.’

‘If you’ve been starving for years, I’m not surprised.’

‘Bit of a greedy pig, I’m afraid.’ He picked up the bowl. ‘We used to get a bowl just about this size of rice each day.’

‘Was that all?’

‘Well, sometimes there were some vegetables, if we managed to grow any or if we had anything to barter for them. Mostly it was just rice. And the water it was boiled in. People used to try and grow things, you know, but quite often the Japs used to drive a jeep over them – plough them up. Used to wait sometimes, until the stuff was nearly ready to harvest, and then bingo!’ He saw her face, and said, ‘They didn’t always do it. It was one of the punishments if they thought anyone overstepped the mark.’ He reached into his pocket and took out a gleaming new pipe. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’

‘Of course not, darling.’

While he was unwrapping his oilskin pouch and tweaking out the oily shreds of tobacco, stuffing the bowl of the pipe with unsteady fingers, the thought recurred that perhaps Edward might have some sort of job for him, and she prayed that they would get on with each other. The trouble would not be with Edward, it would almost certainly be with John. Her brother’s ideas and opinions were hard to come by but, once acquired, he tended to stick to them. She had not dared to tell him that Edward had ‘helped’ her acquire the short lease on the mansion flat overlooking Regent’s Park where she and Jamie and Susan now lived. And she certainly had not revealed Susan’s parentage. She had explained all this to Edward, in case he dropped a brick of any kind. God! How she longed to feel free of all this hole-in-the-corner business, to have a proper house, large enough for all four children, with servants and possibly even her own car. Edward had still not told his wife of his intentions, and she would not feel safe until he had, although she knew that it was useless to push him. But she was also deeply worried about her brother, who seemed to have returned from four years of hell totally unequipped for peace-time life. He had always been in the Army, who now, after an extended leave, were chucking him out. In the weeks that he had been back, she had realized how poor his health was: attacks of malaria and some obscure stomach bug that came and went periodically prostrating him. Although he was not very communicative, she sensed that he was lonely and utterly at sea. If only he was married! But he wasn’t. The one or two girls she remembered him going out with before the war had never lasted, but with a mass of surplus women there must now be around perhaps she might find him a wife. He was not bright, but he was kind and honourable; he might bore the woman he married but he would look after her. She knew that as he was so lonely she ought to have invited him to stay in the flat, but that would mean that Edward would never be able to stay the night. Or – anything.

‘Supposing his wife won’t give him a divorce?’ He thought for a moment, and then added, ‘I mean, one couldn’t blame her. Divorce is a bit orf, isn’t it? Shouldn’t care for it myself.’

‘Oh, Johnnie, I don’t know! Edward seems to think she will.’

The door-bell rang (‘Good for him, he’s remembered he hasn’t got a key’) and as she got up to answer it, she said, ‘Don’t let’s talk about all that tonight. I just wanted you to meet him. He’s going to take us out to a lovely dinner. Let’s all just have a nice time.’

Edward was wonderful with him; when he wanted to be charming, there was nobody to beat him …

‘Let’s have a bottle of champagne as it’s my birthday,’ he had said when they got to the Ivy.

‘Is it really? Many happy returns.’

‘He always says it’s his birthday when he wants champagne,’ she had explained.

‘You mean they wouldn’t serve it to you if it wasn’t your birthday?’

‘Oh, Johnnie, of course they would. It’s just a joke.’

‘A joke.’ He thought for a bit. ‘Awfully sorry. I seemed to have missed the point.’

‘He feels he has to have an excuse,’ she explained.

‘And any excuse is better than none.’

‘Ah.’

Edward ordered dinner: oysters for them, but John had smoked salmon, partridges, John had a plain grilled steak, and chocolate mousse – John did have that. When they reached the coffee and liqueurs stage, John asked if he might have a crème de menthe frappé. ‘One of the things we used to talk about in the camp,’ he said, ‘you know, go round the hut and each of us say something we looked forward to when we got home.’ He stirred the mixture with its straw. ‘Partly the ice – it was so damned hot, it seemed like a marvelous luxury.’

‘I know just what you mean,’ Edward said. ‘We used to talk about hot baths in the trenches.’

‘Pretty difficult to have a hot bath in one of them—’

‘No, I meant when we were in the trenches, we used to dream about hot baths. And linen sheets, you know, that sort of thing. Of course,’ he added, ‘it was different for me. I got leave from time to time You poor beggars had to stick it out.’

‘But more people died in your war, didn’t they, darling?’ she said.

‘Dunno. I read that fifty-five million died in this one.’

‘And they say that people are still dying from those terrible atom bombs,’ she said.

John, who sat between them, had been turning his head from one to the other during this exchange – like someone watching tennis.

Now he said, ‘Made the Japs surrender though, didn’t it? Don’t know how many more people would have died if we hadn’t.’

‘But it does sound such a horrible way to die!’

She noticed that the two then looked fleetingly at each other and then away, but it was as though some unspoken, unspeakable message had passed between them. Then Edward said: ‘Well, at least the war’s over, thank God. We can turn our minds to something more cheerful – like the bloody dockers.’

Then, as John was beginning to wonder what was cheerful about – what was it? forty-three thousand of them on strike, Edward said, well, income tax. Who would have thought that a socialist government would reduce income tax, although heaven knew it was high time; one up to Mr Dalton, whom he’d met briefly when he’d been President of the Board of Trade – nice, unassuming bloke, he’d thought him. Then he’d turned almost affectionately to John and asked what were his plans.

‘Haven’t really thought. Been sort of getting used to normal life. Got six months’ leave, then I’ll have to find something.’

‘You’re not staying in the Army?’

‘I’d like to, but they don’t want me, I’m afraid.’

‘I say, that’s bad luck! Have another of those things?’

‘No thanks. One’s enough for me.’

‘Thanks very much for that wonderful dinner,’ he said, when they dropped him at his club. ‘Be in touch,’ he said as he kissed her cheek, in tones that were uncertainly poised between a command and a plea.

‘Of course,’ she had said.

They watched him mount the steps, turn to wave at them and then go through the outer doors to be received by the hall porter.

‘Poor old bloke,’ he said.

‘You were sweet to him.’

He put his hand on her knee. ‘Isn’t it a bit lonely – living in his club? Couldn’t you put him up in one of the boys’ rooms?’

She said at once, ‘Oh, I think he’d rather be on his own – for a bit, anyway. He’s told me that there are a lot of things to get used to.’

But she felt guilty (and angry) that her lack of generosity had been exposed – also depressed that he hadn’t considered the implications. It was all very well for him to be generous with the flat … Then she thought that perhaps he had worked out that it would mean they could see less of each other and felt frightened. Of course, Edward had no idea of John’s Victorian opinions about divorce, but they were the last thing she wished to expose him to at the moment.

‘How’s the house-hunting going?’ she asked, when they were back in the flat and he was pouring them a nightcap.

‘Pretty slow. The trouble is that so many houses are war-damaged that you have to have very careful surveys, and the bloke I’ve been advised to employ quite simply has too much on his plate. And, of course, one doesn’t want to find another house while one is waiting for a survey. Villy found one she liked, but it turned out to be riddled with dry rot, which is rampaging because of spore being blown all over the place from bombed buildings.’

Which was a lengthy way of saving that nothing had changed. It was curious, these days, how they seemed to collude in conversations that were really sort of coded messages. She no longer dared to say, ‘Have you told Villy? If not, why not?’ And he was equally unable to say, ‘I’m letting everything slide because I can’t face telling her.’ So she would ask about the house-hunting and he would tell her how difficult it was to find one. Occasionally the messages did become en clair – like the time when she had burst into tears and told him that she could not stand another winter in that cottage. He had been amazed: he seemed honestly to have had no idea how much she had endured there in terms of isolation and cold. Also it had been so awfully cramped when the older boys were home for the summer holidays that in the end she had had to capitulate and go to Angus’s parents in Scotland for a week to leave Ian and Fergus – where they were, in fact, far happier – for the rest of the summer. But the outburst about the cottage had resulted in his helping her to lease this mansion flat, and this had meant that she had been able to afford Norma, a girl she had found in the country who was fond of the children and who longed to come to London. She still had to do the cooking, which she loathed, but the children ate simple nursery food and she, who seemed nowadays to put on weight at an alarming speed, tried to eat as little as possible except when she was with Edward.

‘Bed?’

He put his arm heavily round her shoulders. ‘You are my favourite woman,’ he said.

‘I do hope so, darling. It would be really worrying if I wasn’t.’

They walked quietly down the long, narrow passage, past the children’s rooms and the room where Norma slept: everyone was peacefully asleep. Norma knew that Edward stayed the night sometimes; she had been told that there was to be an eventual marriage, and the illicit romance clearly thrilled her. She adored Edward, who gave her stockings and often told her how they could not do without her.

Romance, Diane thought, as she was taking off her make-up while Edward was in the bathroom, she was romantic; she would never have dreamed of having an affair with anyone if she was not desperately in love with them. The trouble was that she had begun to ache increasingly for security, for knowing that the children would be all right, that bills could be paid, and romance and security did not seem to go easily together. Of course, if Edward was not married, she could have had the romance and the marriage. Then Johnnie could be staying with them – she refused to feel selfish about that because she was not really a selfish person, not deep down. Edward had once said that she was the most unselfish person that he had ever met, excepting his sister; she remembered how much she had minded there being an exception. Because the other thing that was happening to her was that she had to recognize that she was capable of jealousy, an emotion that she had always despised, thought unworthy of any really good person. Again, she knew that she did not really possess a jealous nature; it was the situation that was provoking these unwelcome feelings – for instance, Edward’s apparent inability to tell Villy that he was leaving her must surely have something to do with feelings beyond moral compunction? And then there was his daughter, the older one that was married to Michael Hadleigh. He was very anxious that she should meet Louise, to whom, he said, he was devoted, and he’d told her that Louise had seen them, him and her, at the theatre one night and had been violently upset and that things had never been right between them since. ‘If we could all three meet, I’m sure everything would be fine again,’ he said. But he seemed nervous of actually making the plan. It was almost as though the meeting was to be a kind of test, and she felt that the idea of being judged as suitable or not for her father by a young girl – she was only twenty-two, for heaven’s sake – was distinctly humiliating.

By now she had undressed and put on the midnight blue satin nightgown that Edward had given her for her birthday. It had a low V neck out of which one breast or another was constantly falling. They had not recovered their shape since feeding Susan. Edward had said that the blue was to go with her eyes, but actually it was more of a peacocky dark blue, whereas her eyes were hyacinth. They hadn’t changed, at least, but in a way they only pointed up everything else that had. Her upper arms that were beginning to sag, the tiny broken veins in the middle of her cheeks that had to be covered with make-up, the slight, but perceptible slackening of the skin over her jawbone and her throat, which was no longer smooth and creamy as once it had been … How much more one missed things that one had taken for granted, she thought, and then, almost immediately, ‘Will I ever feel that I have got what I wanted, or will what I want keep changing so that I can’t? She wanted Edward and it was entirely his fault that she had not got him, so it was also his fault that her reasons for wanting him were changing. When she had been so much in love with him, her love and her unhappiness had in no way detracted from her view of herself or of him: he had seemed to her the most glamorous, desirable man she had ever met, and his simple and continuous capacity for enjoyment had charmed her. There was nothing ignoble in being so much enchanted by such a man, especially as all his attributes showed her so clearly what for years she had had to do without with her husband. Edward was not a snob, he was no spendthrift; he spent money with delightful extravagance, but he had it in the first place – he did not use it to show off to people he wished to impress at the expense of paying the household bills. She had been disillusioned about Angus long before she met Edward. But now she had known him for over eight years – had been his mistress for nearly eight of them – had borne him at least one child, Susan, if not two, if Jamie was indeed his, although she noticed that Jamie had the Mackintosh nose, not something she drew to Edward’s attention. She had also, inevitably, learned more about Edward, had recognized that his simplicity involved a lack of imagination where other people were concerned, and that his capacity for enjoyment had also a good deal of selfishness about it, that he also never seemed particularly aware of or interested in what happened to her in bed. These things she had been able, most of the time, to excuse, reason away or ignore. Men were selfish, and lack of imagination was perhaps something that the person suffering from it could not really help – there was nothing either deliberate or considered on their part. But the failing in Edward that she could not ignore was his lack of what she had to call moral courage. He seemed unwilling, perhaps actually unable to say anything to anyone that they might find uncomfortable. To begin with she had called this his kindness, but as this trait began to affect her own life it had ceased to seem kind. Sometimes, she was afraid that he would never bring himself to leave Villy unless she managed to force him to do so. With every week that passed now she felt her respect for him leaking away, which in turn made her desire to marry him less respectable. When he had told her in the summer, one of those last evenings at the cottage, that he was resolved to go ahead with informing Villy, she had felt a surge of such happiness and love for him that she had easily fallen in with the proviso that he must get Villy comfortably settled in a house in London first. But that was months ago, and nothing had happened or showed much sign of happening.

She got into bed and almost at once he joined her. She was not in the mood for being made love to, but after all the hints about Villy’s unresponsiveness to sex she did, as usual, conceal this with a kind of breathless eagerness that she had discovered he liked. ‘Darling!’ he kept saying until he came. And then, as always, he asked her if it had been all right. Later, and full of amorous contentment, he said: ‘I’ve been wondering whether we couldn’t perhaps find something for your brother to do in the firm. It wouldn’t be frightfully well paid, at least not to begin with, but it would be something.’

‘Oh, darling, that would be wonderful! I know he’d be thrilled.’

‘I’ll have a word with Hugh. It might be at Southampton.’

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t mind that!’

‘Don’t say anything to him in case it falls through. Got to get the other side of the bloody dock strike first.’

‘Of course not. Oh, darling, it would be kind!’ She felt doubly grateful to him; for wanting to help her brother, and perhaps even more for being somebody whom she could admire as well as love.

A fortnight later, Edward announced that he had fixed the evening when she was to meet Louise. It was to be at his club, he said, because it was quieter and would she not come until eight fifteen, as he wanted to prepare Louise first. She was coming on her own, he added, he’d especially asked her to do that. ‘I’m sure you’ll love each other,’ he said twice during the conversation, which made her realize that so far as he was concerned there was a great deal at stake.

While she was dressing for the evening, she remembered that he had once or twice alluded to Villy being hard on Louise. She had already discarded her hyacinth crêpe, caught on one shoulder, as being possibly too tarty, too much – to hostile eyes – redolent of the kept woman. Now she put aside the black moiré with a heart-shaped neckline (with which she had intended to wear Edward’s amethyst necklace) – again it showed her cleavage which she felt struck the wrong note – and opted for her very old black wool with long tight sleeves and a high cowl neck. She was bored to death with it, but it was reasonably smart without being glamorous. For the same reason, she discarded her usual cyclamen lipstick, and used a duller, rose-coloured one. She was aiming at a well-groomed, but slightly maternal appearance as the one that Louise would find most reassuring.

She had decided to save money and go on the bus – or, rather, two of them, as she would have to change at Marble Arch. But it was one of those still, raw, freezing evenings when the lack of a breeze simply made one dread fog. It was extremely cold waiting for the bus, but if she gave in and took a taxi she would arrive far too early. She must wait.

In the end, however, she had to take a taxi from Marble Arch, as after another freezing wait and no sign of a seventy-three, she knew she would be late if she waited any longer.

She had only once before been to Edward’s club – or at any rate this club of Edward’s, and over the years she had been forced to recognize that, as mistress, she could not be seen on what was tacitly known to be family territory. It was a place where she knew he had taken Teddy for treats before or after school, where he went for a quiet evening with one of his brothers, where, of course, he took Villy. He would be known to most of the other members, and to be seen there with a woman not his wife or relative would cause talk. She understood this but, nonetheless, it had been another small resentment. She supposed that now Louise was acting as a kind of chaperone.

They were in the room where ladies were allowed to have drinks with members, off which was the dining room where they were allowed to dine with members. The heavy velvet curtains were drawn, and apart from a colossal chandelier, there were various little lamps with parchment shades that provided patches of mellower light. Edward and Louise were seated in cavernous armchairs in a far corner of the room that contained a number of other people having drinks.

Edward rose on seeing her. ‘There you are, darling,’ he said, as though she was late, but he absolutely wasn’t going to blame her (she wasn’t late – she had arrived just when he had told her to). He kissed her cheek. ‘Louise, this is Diana.’ He clicked his fingers and the waiter, serving drinks at the other end of the room, immediately responded. She exchanged wary smiles with Louise, who she had to admit was really rather beautiful, long glossy hair hanging down each side of her face, eyes like Edward’s but with heavier, darker brows and a mouth that turned up at the corners. She wore a black silk dress with a low rounded neck. When she pushed her hair aside, Diana saw that she had enviably high cheekbones and that she was wearing opal and diamond earrings.

‘We’re drinking martinis – would that suit you, darling?’

But she was so cold that she said she would prefer whisky. When the drinks were ordered, and she was seated in the third, enormous chair, Edward said, ‘I’ve sort of been putting Louise in the picture. She’s enormously understanding, as I knew she would be.’

Not knowing from this how far into the picture Louise had been put, Diana smiled again. Nor did she, during that evening, find out, so she concentrated on trying to get Louise to like her. To begin with, she appeared not to make much progress. Louise did not seem to want to talk about her famous husband, or her child, answering questions about either with a small, remote, dismissive smile which ensured silence and a fresh start. She admired Louise’s dress – it was unusual, the skirt swathed tightly in front and gathered to a small bustle with a loose bowed sash. She was amazingly slender, with long, childish arms and pretty, long-fingered hands (her own were her worst feature, large and shapeless: she always noticed other women’s hands).

‘I had it made,’ Louise said. ‘Michael brought the silk back from Paris when he went there and I found this tailor in Soho called Mr Perfect. He can make anything – you just tell him what you want. He has an enormous wife who is corseted from just below her neck to just above her knees – she looks like a torpedo, but she is very nice as well. And Dad gave me these earrings. He simply loves buying jewellery, but I expect you know that.’

She suddenly remembered driving away from Lansdowne Road with him, and Villy’s jewel box falling open on her knees and how sick with jealousy she had felt. This feeling was interrupted by Louise, who, with a far friendlier smile, offered to give her Mr Perfect’s address and telephone number.

Edward looked at them fondly. ‘My two favourite women,’ he said.

What really broke the ice was talking about the theatre and asking Louise what plays she had acted in. Louise became animated and told her about the student rep, and the extraordinary house they had lived in and how they had all managed on one meal a day and had lain down in the road to get a hitch to the theatre in the mornings – it was three miles and if they couldn’t afford the bus they had to walk it.

Edward said, good heavens, he’d no idea it was as spartan as that, and she had turned to him and said, ‘But you never came to see. You were the only parents who never came, even when I was playing the lead in Granite,’ and Diana saw that this hurt his feelings. He shifted in his chair and muttered something, but Louise went on, ‘My mother thought I should be doing something to do with the war, you see, and of course Dad agreed with her. Well, you didn’t disagree, did you, Dad?’

From the way Louise said, ‘My mother’, Diana divined that there was a good deal of tension there. She said, ‘One so wants one’s children to fulfil themselves, to be happy and to do what they want. But so often they don’t know what they want. I think it’s wonderful that you were so sure.’

And Louise – she was really hardly more than a child, after all – positively glowed.

She went on to talk about the current theatre in London. Had she seen Coward’s new play Blithe Spirit? It had a marvellous actress called Margaret Rutherford in it as the medium, and Kay Hammond was delicious as the spirit. Edward said he really liked her: she’d been in a frightfully funny play called French Without Tears. She had ‘oomph’, he said, and Diana made a little conspiratorial face to Louise that meant then would confuse ‘oomph’ with acting ability. Edward said he’d take them to Blithe Spirit if they liked. He did not seem to mind, or notice, that she was ganging up on him with his daughter – seemed only delighted that they were getting on.

By the time they were having coffee and brandy, Louise was calling her Diana – at her request – and had accepted a second brandy. She had drunk a good deal before, during and after dinner, and Diana was surprised at her capacity. Wrongly, as it turned out. When Louise disappeared to go to the lavatory Edward congratulated her. ‘Darling, she loves you. You hit just the right note with her. I can’t talk to her about Shakespeare and performances and all that sort of thing.’

‘What have you exactly told her?’

‘Oh. That you are the only woman in the world for me – that kind of thing.’

‘And about Susan?’

‘Well – no. I haven’t mentioned that. I did tell her that it had been going on for a long time. She asked if you had a husband, and I told her about that.’ There was a slight pause, and then he said, ‘You do like her, don’t you, darling?’

‘I think she’s lovely. She looks very like you.’

‘Nonsense,’ he said, but he was clearly pleased. ‘She thinks it would be better to get Villy into a house before I tell her.’

‘Oh, does she?’

‘Well, when I talked about it, she agreed.’

Which was not really the same thing, she thought, but did not say so.

The waiter came round for last orders for drinks – they were back in the ladies’ room – and Louise was still absent. She said she would go and see if she was all right. She had to ask the way from the drinks waiter, who explained that it wouldn’t be upstairs because only members were allowed to use them, and pointed out a passage at the back of the hall.

She found Louise hanging over a basin laving her face with cold water. She looked up as Diana came in; her face was white and glistening. ‘I should never have tried lobster,’ she said. ‘I might have known it would make me sick.’

Diana handed her a towel. ‘You poor girl!’ but as Louise took it, she said, ‘Oh, God! It’s starting again!’ and retired to the lavatory.

By the time she finally emerged, Diana had repaired her face, considered and rejected going to tell Edward that they might be some time.

‘It’s kind of you to wait. Sorry to be so revolting.’

‘It’s horrid for you. Bad luck.’ She saw the reflection of Louise’s wan face in the mirror above the basin – saw also, then, that her eyes had filled with tears.

‘I used to have to eat lobster when I was pregnant,’ she said, ‘and I used to feel dreadfully sick then. It was silly of me to have it at all.’

Diana said nothing. It seemed a very unlikely story, but she also remembered that when young she had intensely resented the idea that she might have drunk too much.

‘Oh dear, I seem to have gone a sort of greenish colour.’

‘I’ve got some rouge if you’d like it.’

‘Oh, thanks. Then I won’t have to tell Dad. And then he won’t ask me if I’m having another baby.’

It had just occurred to Diana that pregnancy rather than drink might be the trouble. ‘Are you?’

‘Oh no! I couldn’t be. God forbid!’

She had finished with the rouge and was now dragging a comb through the damp strands of tangled hair. ‘Do you love him?’

There was something so urgent, as well as unexpected about the question, that she was taken aback – found herself looking at the girl in the mirror whose eyes met hers with a direct curiosity that was irresistible.

‘Yes,’ she heard herself say, and then, relieved that she could say it, ‘yes, I do. Very much.’

‘Oh, well, then. You should go ahead. Nothing should keep you apart.’

Diana saw that there were still, or again, tears in her eyes.

When they rejoined Edward, he seemed neither to have noticed how long they had been nor that Louise looked ill. At Diana’s insistence, he drove Louise to Edwardes Square before they went back to the flat.

‘You’re not to worry about me. I shall be perfectly all right.’

But as the taxi drove away from the cottage and she turned in her seat to see her mother standing at the garden gate waving, with a gesture that looked as though she was warding off flies, Zoë felt pretty sure that she would not be. Maud’s death had been so sudden that her mother was clearly still in shock. She had gone to the island in response to the telegram – ‘Maud passed away last night. Very sudden. Mummy.’ She had set out immediately, having tried and failed to get through to her mother on the telephone. She had arrived at Cotter’s End to find the door locked, but just as she was going in search of a telephone to see if she could ring the Lawrences or Fenwicks, the latter turned up, Miss Fenwick driving a battered old Vauxhall, the front of which was entirely full of Mrs Fenwick. In the back was Zoë’s mother.

‘There!’ Miss Fenwick exclaimed. ‘What did I tell you? I knew your daughter would turn up.’

‘We just came back to see if things were all right,’ she explained, as she helped Mrs Headford out of the car. ‘But I had the strangest feeling that you might be here. Isn’t that a wonderful piece of luck?’ Her excruciating cheeriness changed sharply to a tragic undertone as she said to Zoë, ‘It’s been a terrible shock for her. I don’t think she’s been able to take it in. All right, Mother, I’m just coming. Mother didn’t really want the outing before her lunch, but I couldn’t leave her to herself.’

Her mother walked slowly round from the car. She wore her old camel-coloured coat and a black woolly turban that was not quite straight.

‘Have you got your key, Cicely?’ Miss Fenwick called from the car.

‘I thought you had it.’

‘I put it in your purse, dear. Have a look, just to make sure.’

Mrs Headford fumbled in her stiff, glossy handbag, which opened suddenly. A bottle of pills, a pink comb, a small hand mirror and half of a fountain pen skidded across the frosty path between them. ‘Oh dear!’ Zoë, who had been going to kiss her mother, stooped to retrieve everything.

‘Have you found it, dear?’

‘What? Oh – the key.’ She fumbled again and produced an imitation snakeskin purse with a zip fastener. The open bag hung drunkenly on her arm while she battled with the zip on the purse.

‘Let me do it.’ Zoë took it. The zip was stuck because its teeth had caught the lining, and she had to wrench it open. The purse contained a ten-shilling note and sixpences, but no key.

‘I remember now. I put it in my coat pocket to be more handy.’

Zoë put all the things back into her mother’s bag.

‘I’ll bring over your night things after Mother’s had her rest,’ Miss Fenwick called, and the car moved off with a convulsive leap.

‘I should have told her there was no need. I have other night things and I don’t want to be a burden.’

They had walked up the path to the front door, which her mother failed to unlock. ‘Maud always had the key,’ she said, as she stood aside for Zoë to do it.

‘It opens anti-clockwise, Mummy, that’s why you couldn’t do it.’

The house had the dank, silent air of a place abandoned for far longer than twenty-four hours. It was extremely cold.

‘I think we’d better light the fire, Mummy, before we have lunch.’

‘Do you, dear? Maud used to leave it until after tea.’

‘But isn’t it rather cold?’

‘Well, it is cold weather, dear, so it would be.’

They had gone down the passage to the small sitting room. Two glasses and a sherry decanter stood on the rickety table by the window, whose curtains were drawn. Zoë opened them and the increased light seemed mostly to reveal a kind of ashy dust everywhere. Her mother’s crochet lay splayed on her usual armchair. The fireplace was full of ash; a vase of dead chrysanthemums stood on the mantelpiece, which had Christmas cards leaning against the china rabbits and bottles of striped and coloured sand.

‘I think we’d better both have a glass of sherry.’ Her mother went to the glass-fronted cupboard that contained glasses and tea-cups. ‘It was good of you to come,’ she said, and her eyes, which were puffy from crying, filled with tears. Zoë put her arms round the soft, stiff body and her mother broke into convulsive, wailing little sobs. ‘She was quite all right yesterday morning. At breakfast we had a little piece of fried bread because somebody had given Maud a tin of mushrooms and we were finishing them up as they were too rich for one meal. She was going shopping after – she always went on Tuesdays – and she was going to change my library book, but I’d left it upstairs. She would go – she wouldn’t let me fetch it. I heard a crash and I thought she’d fallen down, and I went out and there she was – just lying there!’

For a moment she was speechless, and covered her face with the handkerchief Zoë gave her. ‘I thought she’d fainted and I went to get a glass of water, but you know how it is when something unexpected happens – I couldn’t find a clean glass and then I had to let the tap run because the pipes are funny here and she always said let the tap run. When I went back to her, I realized – I realized that she wasn’t breathing. I went and rang the doctor and then I went back and sat on the stairs with her. Oh, Zoë! It was such a dreadful shock!’

Zoë settled her in her chair and poured out the sherry. ‘Then what happened?’ She felt it was good for her mother to tell the whole story.

‘I took off her hat.’ She looked at her daughter as though appealing for approval. ‘It seemed wrong for her to be lying there in her hat.’

‘Drink some sherry, Mummy, it will do you good.’

During the rest of the sherry – there was enough left for two drinks each – she had learned that the doctor had come and said that Maud had had a heart attack. He had arranged for her to be taken away, and he had rung Miss Fenwick who had come and fetched her: ‘They didn’t think I should be alone, you see. Everyone was very kind – very thoughtful.’ She had come back this morning to collect some clothes and to see if the cat was all right. ‘I sent you the telegram, because I thought you ought to know.’

She had lit the fire and then gone to the kitchen to find something for them to eat. They had lunched off a small tin of baked beans with toast.

During the next few days before the funeral she had learned: from the doctor that, in fact, Maud’s heart had been in what he described as a dicky state, ‘But she never wanted it mentioned or known because she didn’t want to worry your mother’; from a lawyer in Ryde, who came out to see them, that Maud had left the cottage and its contents to her mother, together with what he said would amount to a few thousand pounds, ‘Her pension, of course, stops at her death’; and from her mother that she had every intention of staying on in the cottage. Zoë had suggested that she might like to return to London, but her mother had said, ‘No, dear. I have friends here. Cotter’s End is my home. And, after all, I’m used to being on my own.’

But years with Maud had softened her up. It had been Maud who had shopped and cooked for them both, who had made the decisions, who drove the car – her mother had never driven. It had been Maud who had paid their bills, who had got repairs to the cottage done, had taken things to be mended, had collected her mother’s prescriptions.

The days before the funeral had been spent in helping her mother clear out poor Maud’s clothes, all bought to be serviceable and most having done more than could be expected of them. The vicar said that they could go to the bring-and-buy stall for the Christmas bazaar and her mother seemed to think this was what Maud would have wished. Presumptions about her friend’s desires loomed large during those days, and chief among these was the notion that Maud would have wished her to remain in the cottage. ‘I’m sure that’s why she left it to me,’ she kept saying. After the funeral, friends had crowded into the small sitting room for tea and sandwiches and sherry, kindly donated by Colonel Lawrence, whose dog ate most of the sandwiches – potted meat and Maud’s marrow and ginger jam.

Zoë had a talk with the doctor about her mother’s health, which he said was considerably better than Maud’s had been. The Lawrences and Miss Fenwick said that they would take turns to take her mother to town to shop. Doris Patterson, who had been coming in once a week to do the rough for them at the cottage, offered to come twice, which Zoë felt her mother could afford. Everybody had been kind and helpful, but Zoë, who had noticed how her mother stood by while she struggled with meals and washing-up, was still worried. She suggested that perhaps some of Maud’s money (possibly all of it) might be spent on putting in central heating in the cottage, but her mother was dead against the idea; she was certain that Maud would not have wished it. ‘She always said that central heating was death to good furniture.’ The good furniture consisted of the glass-fronted corner cupboard and a chest of drawers in Maud’s bedroom, but there was no point in arguing.

So here she was a week later, jolting along in the local taxi-cab to catch the train for the ferry and then the train to London.

In the London train, crowded because it was nearing Christmas, she was assailed by the memory of her meeting with Jack. She had thought then that she was unhappy enough – guilty about her mother, despairing about Rupert’s still being alive … and then, out of the blue, had come Jack to transform her life, it had seemed at the time.

Now, although the quality of her unhappiness had changed – the only familiar part of it being her guilt about her mother – she felt that nothing could come from anywhere that could possibly transform it. The difference, she thought – she felt too weary to read – was that before Jack she had had some kind of right to her unhappiness, with a husband missing and presumed (at least by her) to be dead. Now it was Jack who was missing: his death, and the manner of it, was something that she was still, after all these months, unable to contain in her consciousness for more than a few seconds. Every time she thought of him – a dozen times a day or night – the same shocked imagination of his last bleak day replayed itself, his efforts to write to her and his abandonment of them in favour of writing to Archie (what would have happened if she had not taken him to see Archie that evening which now seemed so long ago, who else could he have written to, and, if nobody, how would she even have known of his death?), his driving back from some airfield to the terrible camp and finding some place where he would be alone for those last minutes of his life before he put an end to it, an act that implied courage and despair on a scale that she could not bear to consider.

She had gone back to the studio to clear out her clothes before she returned the key to the agent. It had been something she had dreaded – had nearly not done – but in the end she had felt it was necessary. She had trudged up the dark dusty stairs with her empty suitcase, resolving to spend as little time there as possible, to pack up and leave. But when she opened the door she realized that he had stayed there since their last time together: the bed was unmade and an ashtray full of stubs lay on the table beside it. She walked through to the tiny kitchen to open a window and there was a jug with coffee grounds in it and an upturned mug on the draining board. His dressing gown hung on the back of the bathroom door and there was a used razor blade in the soap dish of the basin, which had a high-water mark of greyish dried soap foam. She touched this with a finger and could see the dark bristles from his shave. All these things continued to exist.

As she went back to the studio, the loss of him struck her like a heavy cold tide that threatened to drown or suffocate her, and unable to stand, she collapsed upon the rickety divan. The pillow was still dented. She put her face where his head had lain and actually screamed.

Some time later, when she had cried herself out she sat up and set about the packing up. In his dressing-gown pocket was the usual packet of Lucky Strikes. She smoked one before throwing the rest away, but even the familiar smell of the burnt caramel taste in her mouth evoked nothing. She had felt light and empty – as dry as a dead leaf. She had finished the packing, washed up the coffee jug and the ashtrays, cleaned the basin and folded the bed linen into a neat pile, had left the place which had contained their life together and taken the key back to the agents.


After that, the fact that he was dead was no longer a shock, but the manner of his dying continued to haunt her, and she could neither understand, nor accept, nor come to terms with it. Sometimes it seemed to her that his giving of his life was an heroic gesture of courageous love, sometimes it seemed that his taking of his life was an utter rejection of her with no love in it. Always the difficulty of the act terrified and appalled her: how could anyone make such a decision and live through the hours before carrying it out?

And then, an ordinary afternoon with Juliet determined to get her own way – the fruitless argument about going back through the woods or not – she had turned her head and there was Rupert walking towards her. She had thought he was an apparition, a ghost, had put out her hand to touch him, to ward him off, but when he spoke a different kind of fear invaded her and she took refuge in Juliet, had watched their meeting, so simple, she felt, compared to hers with him. Juliet had eased things between them: they had played her game with her; it was only when he helped her off the tree trunk that she saw that he felt as shy, as nervous as she. She had chattered about the family all the way home, faltering only when she came to Archie as she remembered how kind he had been about Jack, and she had fallen momentarily silent … They had not really been alone together until after dinner. She had sat trying to sew Juliet’s frock while he talked about Pipette and her mother. Then he had tried to say something about his being away and what it must have been like for her and she was overwhelmed with confusion and guilt – wanted to flee and then was ashamed that she was not welcoming him, brushed it off with the excuse that his sudden appearance had been a shock (this, at least, was true).

She had undressed in the bathroom and it was while she was unpinning her hair that the turquoise heart, lying in the hollow of her throat, caught her eye. Jack’s present to Juliet. She had been keeping it for when Juliet was older, but after Archie had come to tell her that he was dead, she had slung it on an old chain and worn it ever since, as a kind of talisman, or mourning, she was not sure which. She unfastened it and put it out of sight. She had got into bed and lain rigidly waiting for him. But when he had simply kissed the side of her face and turned out the light she had had the sudden and most violent urge to turn to him, to tell him all that had happened with Jack, to weep in his arms (for Jack) and to be absolved by him. But she did not. Once, she thought, she would have been so selfish, so absorbed in her own pain that she would have been unable to consider what he might feel. Much later – not that night – she knew she had to recognize that telling him about Jack would put him further in the past than she was ready for. Rupert’s reappearance had not only interrupted her grief, it had made her feel guilty about it.

Sometimes, in the weeks that followed, she wondered whether Rupert sensed something. Certainly he seemed different – withdrawn, tentative, almost apologetic. He was tired, he said, and there was a lot to get used to again – life was so different, although he was uncommunicative about what it was different from.

At the Duchy’s suggestion, they had gone away for a weekend in Brighton. This had been after Rupert was officially out of the Navy, in August. She was never very clear why Brighton had been chosen: the Duchy had suggested it, and Rupert had looked at her and said, ‘Would that be OK for you?’ She had answered that it would. There had been a lack of enthusiasm about the venture that had unnerved her; her own part in this made her feel guilty (the least she could do was to agree to whatever was suggested), but when she realized that, for reasons unknown to her, Rupert felt much the same, she felt frightened. What should they do, she wondered. What should they talk about? And then there was the business of going to bed together with the uncertainty about whether he would make love, or try to make love to her – both these things had happened at widely spaced intervals, and the occasions had been like meeting someone you hardly knew wearing no clothes at a party and pretending there was nothing unusual about it. Pretence certainly came into it. She pretended to feel what she thought he wanted her to feel; in a curious way, she felt responsible for their lovemaking, which had never happened in the old days, but she also felt responsible to Jack – going through the motions was not betraying him, but getting pleasure from it would be, in some way, despicable. Once, she had imagined someone telling the story of her and Jack – one man telling another – and when the teller reached the point of Jack’s death, the listener, after the appropriate pause, would ask, ‘And what became of the girl?’ ‘Oh, her! She simply went back to the husband as though nothing had happened.’ Smiles of worldly contempt for such a vapid, unfeeling creature.

But Jack in his letter to Archie had said, ‘Maybe that husband of hers will come back to her?’ so he must have envisaged that as a kind of solution. And there he was, sitting opposite her in the train to Brighton, a kind and gentle man, looking much older, more gaunt – indeed, as though he had been through a good deal during those interminable four years. But now he no longer seemed so much older than she, as he had done when she married him, then in her early twenties. He would always be twelve years older, but now, at thirty, she felt as old as anyone – too old for that age gap to have any significance.

He looked up from his paper, caught her eye. ‘Your hair looks very pretty.’

She remembered how – in the early years of their marriage, when she had been jealous of the time he spent with his children, and their mother, the dead Isobel, had seemed an even worse threat because he never talked about her – he would coax or reassure her by admiration for her appearance, homage that she would only notice if it was absent, and how she had longed to be admired for other things, her intelligence, her character, aspects of her that now, she felt, had not been worthy of remark.

She smiled at him, and said nothing.

Their hotel was enormous – mahogany and dark red carpets, ancient porters with waistcoats like wasps, endless corridors dimly lit. Eventually, at the end of one, the old man carrying their cases stopped in front of a door that was next to the fire escape, wheezed and fumbled with the key, and displayed their room. It had a small double bed, she noticed at once, and net curtains that did not conceal that their view consisted of another wall of hotel bedroom windows.

Rupert said, ‘I asked for a room with a sea view.’


‘I wouldn’t know about that, sir. You could ring down to reception.’

He did, and after some argument was offered a room two floors up. They would send up a boy to meet them at the lift with the new key.

When they got to the new room, it proved to have twin beds. Rupert did not seem to have noticed this. He had given the porter half a crown and gone straight to the window. ‘That’s better, isn’t it, darling?’

She joined him to look at the sea heaving onto the stony beach like molten lead in the sunset, with black breakwaters and the pier on its spidery stilts. The sky was streaked with narrow clouds of apricot and violet.

He put an arm round her. ‘We’ll have a nice time,’ he said. ‘You jolly well deserve a hol. Shall we have a bottle of champagne up here?’

Yes, she had said, that would be lovely.

He turned to the telephone and saw the twin beds. ‘Oh, Lord! They never said – shall I have another go at them?’

But she said, don’t. They could push the beds together – she couldn’t face another move. She thought, but was not sure, that he was relieved, and she remembered with some shame how she had used to make minor scenes if things were not absolutely to her liking. She said she would unpack and have a bath and he said fine, he would go for a walk by the sea and come back with the champagne in half an hour.

That first evening during which they both drank a lot – a bottle of burgundy after the champagne and then brandy with the grey-looking hotel coffee – he said: ‘Zoë. We really ought to talk.’

Terror, and somewhere at the back of it relief – something like it – invaded her. He knew about Jack. Or knew something – or wanted to know? At any rate if he asked, she would have to tell him and having to tell was different from choosing to tell him – it felt like the difference between honesty and the wilful infliction of pain. She finished her brandy and reached for one of his cigarettes.

‘You never used to smoke!’

‘Oh, occasionally. I’m not really a smoker.’ Nor really unfaithful, she thought. You can’t be unfaithful to someone whom you thought was dead. She meant him, but then she realized that this could equally apply to Jack.

He lit her cigarette for her, and one for himself. ‘I mean the house, for instance. Do you think we want to keep it, or would you rather we looked for one that was nearer a park? Or we could get a flat. I don’t think poor old Ellen is up to all the stairs in Brook Green. Edward wants me to go and run Southampton. I’ve told him I don’t feel remotely up to it, but if you wanted to live in the country, I’m willing to have a go. And Hugh – I want you to have all the options – did say that if we wanted to share his house, we would be more than welcome. I think he was partly thinking of Wills, and how it would be nice for him to go on being under the same roof as Ellen. I don’t expect you would like that, but I thought you ought to know it was on offer.’

Another relief, this time coupled with the kind of irritation that accompanies being given a fright and the consequent expenditure of needless courage. There was nothing to be brave about; she fell back upon being accommodating. ‘What would you prefer?’

But, of course, he didn’t know: decisions had never been his strong suit. She knew that if she had advocated any one plan, he would have fallen in with it, but she could only think of what she didn’t want. She didn’t want to lose Ellen, she didn’t want to go back to the house in Brook Green that had always struck her as dreary, and in any case had once belonged to Isobel, but after that …

They spent the rest of the evening in polite and fruitless discussion.

In the night she woke and it came to her that perhaps Rupert was so indecisive because he didn’t want any of it. Perhaps, now, he should go back to painting and/or teaching, and their having less money would mean that she might find some sort of job that would fill her life. Perhaps they could go and live in France with Archie. A completely new life: in the night it seemed to be the answer.

But when she had suggested this to him, he seemed appalled. ‘Oh, no! I don’t think so. I think it’s a bit late to be thinking of that sort of thing.’

‘But you often said how much you love France—’

‘France? What’s France got to do with it?’

‘I thought you specially liked painting there—’

But he interrupted her, coldly. ‘I haven’t the slightest desire to live in France.’

There was an almost sullen silence.

‘Is it – is it because you had such an awful time there?’

‘No. Well – partly. I just wouldn’t want to.’

They had been walking along the beach – the shingle hurt her feet and they had sat down with their backs to the breakwater. When he fell silent again, she turned to look at him. He was staring at the sea, preoccupied, withdrawn. He swallowed as though to rid himself of something painful, but he didn’t look at her.

‘Wouldn’t it help to tell me about it?’

‘Tell you what?’

‘What happened to you. What it was like. I mean – why couldn’t you come home some time after D-Day? Why did it take so long? Were you kept as some kind of prisoner?’

‘No – not exactly. Well, yes, in a way. It was a very remote place – the farm …’ There was a pause, then he said rapidly: ‘They’d sheltered me for so long, looked after me when it was dangerous for them and there was a fearful shortage of able-bodied men. I felt I had to stay on a bit to help – you know, the harvest and so on.’

After a moment, she said, ‘But harvests are in the autumn!’

‘For God’s sake, Zoë, stop trying to trap me! I made a promise to stay as long as I did. Will that do?’

Resentment, anger that she had not known was there, possessed her. ‘No, it won’t. You could at least have sent a message, written. What do you think it was like for your mother? For Clary. For me. Not hearing anything after the Allied landing meant that we thought you must be dead. You made everybody suffer when there was no need. Don’t you see how incredibly selfish that was?’

He didn’t answer – simply put his head in his hands with one racking sob. Before she could do anything, he took his hands from his face and looked at her. ‘I do see. I do realize. There’s nothing I can do about it now. I can’t excuse it – it was just another life, different problems, difficulties. I can only say, that, mad though it may seem to you, it seemed the right thing to do at the time. I don’t expect you to understand that. But I am sorry – ashamed to have caused you so much distress.’

He was trying to smile; there were tears in his eyes. To put her arms round him, to kiss his face was not difficult. The rest of the weekend was spent in a kind of emotional calm: they were kind to each other; they finished their walk, had lunch in a bad restaurant, went to a cinema, browsed in second-hand bookshops, dined in the hotel, decided to give up the house in Brook Green, but got no further. ‘You know what I’m like about decisions,’ he had said. ‘One is quite enough.’ Through it all they were careful of each other. She was relieved both that he seemed to want no more from her than that, and also for those random hours in the day – in the bookshop where he found her a first edition of Katherine Mansfield that she was delighted to have, and during a long talk about whether Juliet should be allowed to have a puppy, currently her dearest wish – when she discovered that time had passed when she had not been thinking of Jack.

On Monday they had gone back to London: he had stayed there and she had returned to Home Place.

The Duchy had welcomed her affectionately. ‘You look as though you have had some rest,’ she said, and then Juliet and Wills, clattering down the stairs, had intervened.

‘Mummy! While you were away Wills sleepwalked! He sleepwalked down the stairs into the dining room! They put him back to bed and in the morning he said he didn’t know he had sleepwalked at all! The next night I sleepwalked only I nearly fell down ’cos you can’t sleepwalk downstairs at all well with your eyes shut and they put me back into bed and I can perfectly remember it. And Wills said I can’t really have sleepwalked ’cos when you sleepwalk your eyes are open! They can’t be, can they? Anyway, when I sleepwalk I sleepwalk with my eyes shut. I do it like this.’

‘She only pretends,’ Wills said. ‘She doesn’t do it properly – she’s too young for that sort of thing.’

‘I’m not too young for anything! I may not look it, but inside I’m older than I look. Like you, Mummy. Ellen says you’re older than you look.’

‘Ha, ha, ha,’ Wills said, very slowly indeed. ‘Would you like to see my tooth?’

‘She wouldn’t. I saw it and it was quite boring. Do you know what the Duchy told us? When her teeth were loose when she was a child they used to tie a piece of string to it and the other end to the door handle and slam the door and the tooth just jumped out at them and then she got a penny for being brave.’

‘I’d charge a lot more to let people do that to me,’ Wills said, and she said she agreed with him.

‘Oh, Mummy! Don’t agree with Wills, agree with me! She’s my mother!’ And she flung her arms round Zoë’s legs and glared challengingly at Wills, whose face, Zoë saw, became suddenly blank.

‘I’ll carry your case, Aunt Zoë,’ he said.

A few days later, she found herself alone with the Duchy. They had finished picking the sweet peas – a job that needed doing every two or three days – and were sitting on the seat by the tennis court. The Duchy took a cigarette out of her shagreen case and was returning it to the pocket of her cardigan.

‘Could I have one?’

‘My dear, of course. I didn’t realize that you were a smoker.’

‘I’m not really. At least, every now and then I have one.’

Silence, because she could not think how to start. She looked at the calm, frank face of her mother-in-law. One was supposed to find that relationship difficult, but she felt nothing but a profound gratitude for the Duchy’s steady, perceptive kindness, right from the beginning when Rupert had brought her into this family, a spoiled, self-regarding girl, through the guilt and depression after that first baby’s death, and then all the war years when Rupert was missing. It had been the Duchy who had encouraged her to go and work in the convalescent home at Mill Farm, the Duchy who had never criticized her inability to deal with Clary and Neville. But, above all, although she was sure that the Duchy had been aware that she went to London so much because she had a lover, and then, when he turned up, that it was Jack, she had neither confronted her with it nor betrayed her afterwards. She found herself trying to say some of this now. ‘You have always been so good to me, even at the beginning, when I must have seemed incredibly selfish and irresponsible.’

‘My dear, you were simply very young. You were only a year older when you married than I had been when I did.’ After a pause, she said, ‘I found it difficult enough adapting my romantic attitude to reality. Husbands do not spend their lives constantly on their knees before one, offering bunches of flowers, but girls in my day had silly notions of the kind put into their heads – one read novels that contained a good deal of that kind of thing, and, of course, one’s parents never told one what marriage and parenthood were really like. People did not consider it necessary or desirable to inform the young of anything that lay ahead.’

When the Duchy shifted so that she was facing her, Zoë had a sudden fear that, at last, here was coming an indictment, the forfeit of her mother-in-law’s good opinion, but it wasn’t that.

‘I’ve always thought that you had a difficult time – inheriting two children, particularly Clary, who missed her own mother so much. And then the grief about the first baby – and, most of all, Rupert’s long absence with all the miserable uncertainty attached to it. I think you’ve done well – very well indeed.’

At the mention of grief about the first baby, she felt herself beginning to blush. A brief affair with her mother’s doctor, its humiliating dénouement and dreaded consequence was something that she had managed almost to expunge from conscious memory. Now she knew that it lay there, like an iceberg in the centre of her conscience, and at that moment it came to her that although she felt she could never bring herself to confess about Philip, she might, perhaps, manage to tell Rupert about Jack. And here was the Duchy, wise, kind, unexpectedly understanding – the best person for advice on such an explosive and delicate matter.

She did ask her.

‘Oh, no, my dear! No, no! You must understand that I do not blame you for anything to do with that poor young man, but part of your responsibility now is to bear that experience by yourself. Do not burden your husband with it.’

She felt her hands being taken, pressed, but the Duchy had met her eye and held it.

‘But if—’ She struggled, uncertain of how much she should say. ‘He – Rupert – isn’t happy. He feels – I think he feels bad about not telling us he was alive when he could have. He didn’t want to talk about it, but if I told him things first, he might find it easier—’

Afterwards, she was never sure but it had seemed to her that the steady gaze had faltered, the sincerity shadowed by something else, but it was gone before she was even sure that it had been there. ‘I think,’ the Duchy said, ‘that you should not try to get him to tell you about France. Leave it to him. If he wants to talk about it, he will.’ She reached down and picked up her basket of sweet peas. ‘You have a great deal of future before you both. My advice to you is that you should pay attention to that.’ She took her arm and gave it a little squeeze. ‘You did ask me.’

She had asked, that had been the advice, and she had taken it.

In the autumn, the house at Brook Green had been put on the market, but London was full of houses for sale in various states of disrepair, and as they could not buy anywhere else until it did sell, they moved in with Hugh, who was delighted to have them.

On the whole, the arrangement worked very well, although whether this was because it was acknowledged to be temporary, or whether she was so used to living with the family that it was easier to continue like that, she didn’t know. The children seemed pleased: Wills, because it postponed his going to a preparatory boarding school, and Juliet, because she loved her morning school and quickly developed a full social life with endless tea and birthday parties with friends she made there. Ellen, installed in a back basement room that Hugh furnished for her, took over most of the cooking, and seemed relieved not to have to keep climbing stairs all day. The children had their nursery meals in the kitchen; Ellen still washed, ironed and mended their clothes, but Zoë got them up in the mornings and supervised their baths after their supper. Hugh had insisted upon giving up his bedroom to her and Rupert, and also spent two nights a week in his club so that they should have some evenings to themselves. Mrs Downs, a large sad lady who described herself, to Rupert’s delight, as bulky but fragile, now came four mornings a week to clean the house. She was one of those people who habitually looked on the black side of everything with a cheerfulness that bordered upon the macabre. When the war came to an end, Hugh had reported that she had said: ‘Well! We’ve got the next one to look forward to, I suppose. You can’t have everything in this life.’ And when General Patton was paralysed from his frightful collision with a truck in Frankfurt and subsequently died, she had remarked that it came to all of us in the end – ‘You’ve only got to wait for it.’ Rupert had started reading out pieces of news in the morning paper and adding Mrs Downs’s comments. During family life, at meals and so forth, Rupert was slowly becoming more like his old self; it was when they were alone together that he was constrained. He was unfailingly nice to her, consulting and considering her wishes about everything they did together, what plays and films they saw, which restaurants they went to afterwards, asking her if she liked what she had chosen to eat, wanted later in the evenings to go dancing (she never wanted to do that). In bed they had achieved a kind of conspiratorial calm: when they spoke it was in hushed voices, as though each was afraid of being overheard, as though they were trespassing on unknown territory. Their speech was mostly questioning about each other’s pleasure, or courteous reassurances. She tried to please him and he said that she did; he asked her if things had been good for her, and she said, or implied, small, protective lies.

When the telegram from her mother arrived, he had said, ‘If you think it would be a good thing for your mother to come and live with us, you know I should be glad to have her. I know you find her difficult, darling, but if she can’t manage on her own, I’m sure we could work something out.’

Well, she thought, as she queued on the icy station for a taxi, at least it didn’t look as though they would have to have her mother at the moment, which was a good thing because, apart from anything else, there simply wasn’t room for her in Hugh’s house.

In the taxi just as she was thinking that, after all, her mother was only fifty-five or so, it struck her that in twenty-five years’ time that would be her age. Would she simply become someone who irritated and bored her daughter? Was that all that life was for? She was thirty, and she had done nothing except marry Rupert, have his child and fall in love with someone else. It was not enough. She was going to have to search for and find something that she could do or become that had more to it, that had a life of its own, that would engage her. She could not imagine what that could be, and wondered, there was a certain excitement in the speculation, whether she could search for something quite unknown to her.

‘You always said you liked houses that faced east and west.’

‘I know, but the garden side will be sunny.’

‘Yes, but at least half the house won’t be. It’s due north this side.’

Just as Villy was beginning to wish that she hadn’t asked Jessica to look at houses with her (she seemed in a bad mood, but it was fiendishly cold) the agent appeared. ‘So sorry, Mrs – Cazalet, isn’t it? My car wouldn’t start.’ He fumbled in the pockets of his Army surplus overcoat and brought out an enormous bunch of keys with dirty labels attached to them. He had a heavy cold. ‘Here we are.’ He fitted a key into the mock Gothic door, which opened to reveal an unexpectedly large, dark hall. The agent turned on a light – a naked bulb that hung from a cord in the middle of a pargeted ceiling revealed a number of doors much like the one they had come through.

‘It’s a house full of features,’ the agent said. ‘Did you bring the particulars with you, Mrs Cazalet? If not I have a spare copy.’ He sneezed and wiped his nose on an overworked handkerchief.

‘I have got them, but I’d rather just look round first.’

‘Of course. Well, I’ll just take you round and then I’ll leave you to poke about on your own.’ He walked across the hall to the furthest door. ‘This is the main lounge. As you will appreciate,’ he said, before they had a chance of doing so, ‘this room faces due south with attractive Gothic windows onto the garden, and a French window that opens directly into it. There is also an open fireplace with tile surround and parquet flooring.’

The room was quite large, she thought; she remarked on this to Jessica who thought it seemed larger than it was because the ceiling was so low.

The agent said would they mind if he just quickly showed them the rest of the house and then left them to spend as much time as they liked in it. He had another appointment, a house in Belsize Park, an awkward distance without his car. ‘I’m sure I could leave you ladies to lock up and pop the key in to us afterwards.’


The rest of the house consisted of one equally large but dark room, a small kitchen on the ground floor, and four bedrooms, two large and two small, plus a bathroom on the floor above.

She said that she wanted to see the garden, and before he went, the agent produced another key.

‘You can see the garden from the house,’ Jessica said.

‘I want to see the house from the garden.’

They shuffled across the small square lawn, thick with rotting leaves, and turned to stare at the house. Like the front, it was faced with roughcast, now a dirty grey from neglect. The slated roof had a pointed gable, which looked as though the upper rooms would be attics, but they weren’t. The whole thing had a kind of rustic romantic air; she thought that was most unusual in London houses, and she knew that she wanted to live in it. She felt resentful at Jessica’s lack of enthusiasm.

‘Why don’t you like it?’

‘It’s just that I simply can’t imagine Edward wanting to live in it. It’s a kind of glorified quaint’ – she made the word sound really horrid – ‘cottage!’

‘That’s what I like about it. Think how easy to manage! No ghastly basement, hardly any stairs. And this garden could be made nice.’

‘But where will you keep the servants?’

‘Oh, darling, don’t be so out of date. I shan’t have any living in. I shall get a really good daily, and do the cooking myself. After all, you used to do that.’

‘I had to, but you don’t. Seriously, Villy, you don’t want to saddle yourself with all the cooking.’

‘Why not? I shall have Roly to look after because Ellen will go with Rupert and Zoë, so I’d be fairly tied to the house anyway. I shall enjoy having something useful to do.’

‘Well,’ Jessica said, as they were going back in a taxi to her house in Paradise Walk, ‘I still cannot see Edward wanting to live here. He likes lots of room for dinner parties.’

‘He told me to choose exactly what I wanted. And he’s going to get a yacht for sailing at weekends. And we’ll still go to Home Place for the children’s holidays.’

Two days later she took him to see the little house. He didn’t say much except that weren’t the front rooms rather dark, but he said that if she liked it, he would get it if the survey was all right. He was also very sweet, she thought, about her plan to have Miss Milliment to live with them. ‘She won’t be dining with us, darling. I’ll make her a bed-sitting room in that large downstairs front room and she can have her other meals with me and Roly.’ He had smiled and said that would be fine. The survey was set in motion and, in the meantime, there was Christmas.

Although the war was over, it felt like the last Christmas of the war and in some ways it wasn’t very different. Food was no easier, although Archie managed to bring two sides of smoked salmon, but with twenty people (Simon brought a friend from university, who seemed completely speechless except on the subject of Mozart) even that didn’t go very far. Everybody was there, except Louise who had gone to Hatton, and Teddy and his bride, who were not yet back from America. The older children overflowed into Mill Farm, presided over by Rachel and Sid, but everybody converged upon Home Place for meals except for breakfast.

Everybody, she thought, was how they had always been, only more so. The Brig had become unexpectedly tyrannical about things that he had never minded before. ‘I will not have a tree dying in my house,’ he had said, when she had staggered into the hall with the Christmas tree she had bought in Battle.

‘It’s no good, darling,’ the Duchy had said. ‘That will have to disappear and McAlpine will have to dig one out of the nursery.’ She thought of saying that he wouldn’t be able to see it, but one look at the Duchy’s face and she knew that any such subterfuge was out of the question, so she gave the tree away to someone in the village. Then there was some altercation about who merited Christmas stockings. She had thought that the children, from Lydia downwards, should be the recipients; when she announced this at tea-time, the children thought otherwise.

‘I’ve been banking on my stocking for months,’ Neville said. ‘If I don’t have one, people will give me stocking presents instead of real ones. I’m simply not prepared to put up with that sort of lowering of my standards.’

Clary looked at him with scorn. ‘People who want stockings years after they’ve known that Father Christmas is a myth are simply wedded to the material things in life. It’s avaricious to want things so much.’

‘Is it? Don’t you want things? I seem to have noticed that you’re pretty keen on some things.’

‘Of course I want some things. I’m just not so dead set on getting them.’

Neville pretended to consider this. ‘No,’ he said at last. ‘That just doesn’t work. What on earth’s the point of wanting things if you don’t mind whether you get them or not?’

‘I see his point,’ Lydia said. ‘It’s one of the things we do at school. Have debates on things and try to see the other person’s point of view. Miss Smedley says that’s tremendously important.’

‘When your father was a little boy,’ the Duchy said, ‘he was so greedy about his stocking that one Christmas he hung up a pillow-case thinking that Father Christmas would put more into it.’

Wills looked up with sudden interest. ‘What happened?’

‘In the morning he found it full of coal. Not a single present.’

This shocked everyone.

‘Oh! Poor Dad!’

‘What did he do with the coal?’ Wills asked.

‘That’s not the point. There was nothing he could do about the coal.’

‘Yes, there was,’ Neville said at once. ‘If it had been me, I would have sold it to poor freezing people who would pay pounds for it. Or I would have wrapped up each separate piece and given them as Christmas presents. That would teach people. And please don’t see what I mean,’ he said to Lydia just as she was going to. ‘It’s my point of view; I don’t want you to see it.’

‘Did it do Uncle Edward’s character any good?’ Wills asked.

‘Well, he never hung up a pillow-case again.’

Then Archie, who had been listening to all this, suggested that perhaps people who were being struck off the stocking list should be given a year’s notice, and this was considered a generally popular idea and adopted.

Throughout that Christmas – it still felt like the last one to her – while she coped with the various needs of the family whose ages ranged from Great Aunt Dolly, now approaching eighty-one and whose memory was shakily ensconced in the 1880s when she had been a young girl, and Juliet, now five, who lived firmly in the future when she would be grown up – ‘I shall have twelve children and keep them in bed and just take them out one at a time to keep them clean!’, etc. – she realized that she was actually excited at the prospect of having her own house again, where she could choose what happened, and where there would be opportunities for the indulgence of some solitude. It was years since she had had any sort of holiday: when Edward got the yacht they would be able to have a couple of weeks in her. Zoë had said that she would have Roly and she was sure that Miss Milliment could manage on her own, provided she got a decent daily. She broached this idea to Edward on Christmas Eve when they were undressing for bed.



‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I haven’t got the boat yet – probably I’ll wait till spring. This isn’t the time of year for yachting anyway.’

He did not sound at all like his usual good-tempered self.

‘Oh, well,’ she said, ‘there’ll be masses to do to the house. I’ve decided to do all the painting inside myself. Do you think it would be nice to have the drawing room a sort of duck egg blue?’

‘Oh, Lord, I don’t know – it’s no good asking me things like that.’

She realized suddenly that whenever he talked about the house he seemed to become irritable and the awful thought occurred to her that perhaps, in spite of his saying that he liked the house and that she must choose, he was dreading it. Jessica’s remarks came back to her.

‘Darling,’ she said, ‘I have a feeling that perhaps you’re not happy about the new house, that you’re just being sort of kind about it. You really mustn’t be. It’s far too important a decision for there to be any disagreement at all about it. I would be quite happy to look at more houses, I really would.’

There was a pause, long enough for her to fear that she was right. Then he said: ‘Nonsense. I think it’s a very good choice. Not too large and all that. Hadn’t we better go on Father Christmas’s rounds?’

So, in their dressing gowns, they crept round the bedrooms that contained the small children, with the bulging, creaking golf stockings that Hugh and Edward donated for the occasion, ending with Lydia who lay with her eyes theatrically shut.

‘She wasn’t asleep.’

‘I know. Better to pretend that she was, though.’

As she got into bed, she said, ‘Does it feel like a last Christmas to you? It does to me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, we’ve all been living here for six years now – well, more actually – and now, quite suddenly, we’ll all be going our own ways. I know we’ll all come back for holidays, but it won’t be the same.’

‘It isn’t all that sudden,’ he said – rather defensively she thought. ‘I mean, Teddy and Louise are both married, Lydia’s at boarding school. There’s really only Roly, isn’t there? Things do change, whether we like it or not.’

‘Oh, but I’m looking forward to that. When Roly starts school I think I’ll try and find some sort of job. I don’t want to go back to my pre-war life at all. I’d like to have some real work to do, and proper holidays. Oh, darling, I’m so looking forward to us having a boat! Do you remember our first sailing holiday in Cornwall? That very hot summer – catching mackerel and eating them that same evening? And the ants! Do you remember that extraordinary time when we saw them on the steps going up to that little hotel? When they were carrying things down and when they got to the edge of the step they just tipped the crumb or whatever it was over and then went down the step to collect it at the bottom? The Mannerings were with us. I remember you thought that Enid was frightfully attractive and I felt quite jealous.’

‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘Funny – I don’t remember the ants. I remember that awful bumpy tennis court we played on, and how bad Rory was at bridge.’

He had joined her in bed by now.

‘You took to sailing like a duck to water,’ he said, put one arm round her and with his other hand, pulled up her nightdress.

She went to sleep, pleased that he had done what he wanted and relieved that it had taken less time than usual.




Four

THE OUTSIDERS

January–April 1946

If anyone during the seemingly endless six years of war had suggested that he would actually miss it when it stopped, he would have been affronted and thought they were simply trying to provoke him. Now, however, living aimlessly in the toy house that Jessica thought was so convenient, he had to admit that he did miss it – in more ways than one. The first crunch had been in the autumn, when he had gone back to see what was going on in his house at Frensham. Of course, he had been delighted when Nora and Richard had gone to live there after their marriage: it had stopped the house being requisitioned, because of Nora’s intention to run it as a home for disabled ex-servicemen. But this he had seen as simply a wartime project: he had always imagined himself reinstalled there – the squire of the village, living, for the first time in his life, in the way to which he felt himself suited. Jessica had warned him that he might find the place changed, but he had not taken her seriously. In the train, he had begun to form plans to make some sort of flat in the house for Nora and Richard (Jessica had also said that it would be very hard on Nora to turn them out).

He had sat in the train on the familiar journey thinking fondly of Aunt Lena whose house it had been, and of how often he’d taken this particular train – the three thirty-five – when he had been sent there for a week of his holidays. He had loved those visits: Aunt Lena had spoiled him – she was childless. He would be met at the station by Parkin, who had called him Master Raymond and agreed with everything he said. When he arrived, he would go and kiss his aunt’s pillowy cheek. There would be a large coal fire at all times of the year and, within ten minutes, the maid would start bringing in an enormous, wonderful tea. Egg sandwiches, scones with strawberry jam and delicious butter that had beads of water in it when you cut it, mustard and cress sandwiches, gingerbread, fairy cakes, and to crown all, apart from a seed or a cherry cake, a wonderful iced affair that said, ‘Welcome to Raymond’ in contrasting piped icing. The cups were very shallow with dragons on them. Aunt Lena always said she was not hungry, but she usually ate some of everything, and he was encouraged to do the same. After tea, when the maid had cleared everything away, Aunt Lena would read to him from The Water Babies or a thin battered book about the exploits of a brownie, a kind of mischievous but well-meaning fairy. When he was older they played draughts, and Halma and Letterbags. There was an enamelled clock on the chimney-piece that struck the quarter hours with delicate silvery chimes, and at six o’clock Aunt Lena would ring for Barker, the lady’s maid, who would come to fetch him for his bath, after which he was conducted to what was unaccountably called the schoolroom where a bowl of bread and milk and brown sugar and a boiled egg awaited him. When he was in bed, Aunt Lena would come and say good night to him. She would have changed into black silk with a white cashmere shawl and long, elaborate, seed-pearl earrings that were shaped like baskets of flowers. She would make him say his prayers and kiss his forehead, and sometimes send for Barker again: ‘The boy’s hair is damp from his bath – it should be dried – see to it, will you, Barker?’ And then he would hear her painful, uneven retreat and the tap of her stick as she descended the stairs. Thus would begin a halcyon seven days of being petted, the centre of attention both with Aunt Lena and her servants for whom his visit provided a minute but welcome change from the stultifying regularity of their lives. He was given his favourite food, taken out for little treats, the best being a journey to Guildford with Aunt Lena to choose his Christmas and birthday presents, but most of all he enjoyed being the centre of utterly uncritical attention. Everything he did was clever and good; he was ‘such a good child’, he would hear Aunt Lena telling everyone, and he revelled in living up to this entrancing reputation. It had been utterly unlike home, where his father ruminated publicly and at length on his dimness – his mediocre reports from school, his paralysing inability to come up with the right answers to terrifying questions headed as ‘elementary’ general knowledge that were his father’s favourite lunchtime conversational ploys. ‘Can’t think what they teach you,’ he’d end up by saying. ‘Never known such an ignoramus in me life.’ His mother did not criticize him, she simply took as little notice of him as possible. Her interest was entirely centred upon his older brother, Robert – the one who was killed in the war. Robert had once accompanied him on a visit to Aunt Lena, but had professed himself bored; he had also been exceedingly naughty in some unspeakable way (at least he could never get anybody to speak of it). ‘Not, I am afraid, a good child,’ Aunt Lena had said the evening after he had been sent home in disgrace (he, Raymond, had been allowed to stay).

Thereafter he had the monopoly of Frensham and Aunt Lena and, bless her heart, she had left him everything when she died: the house that he had become so fond of, that had, in fact, felt like his real home, all its contents and what had seemed at the time to be a staggering number of most conservatively invested shares. He, who had never succeeded in making any money to speak of, was suddenly comparatively rich. But before he could really settle down in the house to enjoy everything, the war had come, he had felt bound to offer his services and the job he had got precluded his living at home. He had been banished, as it were, to Woodstock, and subsequently Oxford for the duration. As Jessica did not want to live at Frensham on her own, the house had been shut until Nora’s marriage to that poor chap Richard, and when she had suggested running a sort of nursing home for paraplegics it had seemed the answer. All very well, but now that the war was over he wanted to get back to normal. He was perfectly prepared to convert the stables and coach house into a home for Nora and Richard, but he wanted his house back, whatever Jessica thought or said about it. She wanted to keep that doll’s house in Paradise Walk, which, as he had pointed out to her, was barely big enough for the two of them, and impossible when Judy came home for the holidays. And giving Angela any decent sort of send-off there was out of the question.

At the thought of Angela he sighed – audibly, he realized, since the passenger opposite him looked up suddenly from his book, and, embarrassed, he averted his gaze to the window. Angela’s impending marriage had been a shock to him as well as to Jessica, but in quite different ways. She had objected to her fiancé’s being nearly twenty years older than Angela; this did not seem to Raymond a bad thing, Angela needed looking after. She objected to the fact that he had been married before – he partly agreed with that, but pointed out that if Major, or Dr Black as he presumably now was, had reached the age of forty-five without being married there might be other things to be said against him. She had also said that he was far from glamorous (Black had gone back to the States before Raymond had the chance of meeting him), and remembering bitterly her liaison with that slimy little worm Clutterworth, he thought she was a fine one to talk about that. Black being a psychiatrist was certainly a bad mark: he had a profound distrust for head doctors and all that mental stuff, but still he was a doctor – and had been a major in the American army, which was respectable. He had certainly felt upset when he discovered that the wedding would not take place here, either in London or at Frensham which, of course, was how it should be. It was not even that Dr Black was unwilling to come over for the wedding, it was Angela who insisted that she did not want a big wedding – a family do – she wanted to go over to New York and be married quietly there without any fuss, as she put it. So, in a couple of weeks’ time, she would be sailing in the Aquitania – entirely on her own – sailing away to a life which probably meant, he felt, that he would never see her again. That was what shocked him. It meant that there would now never be any chance of his repairing their awkward, uncomfortable relationship, something that he had craved ever since that disastrous lunch at Lyons Corner House – five, no, six years ago, that last time he had been alone with her. After it, he had been so discouraged by her indifference and boredom; he had made two or three attempts to see her and been put off – immediately, or worse, at the last minute – until he had lost his nerve. He had never had the opportunity to explain that he understood that she was grownup, that he was no longer simply a parent, but that he wanted to be her friend, an equal in some sort, that all he asked was affection and trust, that he could not bear being treated as a stranger who, he felt, she felt, she would dislike if she knew him any better. But this was how it was with them – or had become. He remembered now when the full realization of his failure with Angela had flooded upon him: it had been the summer of ’43, the evening after he had had that awful lunch with Villy to try – hopelessly, as it turned out – to get some help from her about Jessica’s perfidy. The shame and misery he had endured when he had first discovered that his wife was having an affair! It would have been awful whoever it had been, but her choice of that dreadful little man had been the utmost humiliation. His Jessica lying to him – not once, but repeatedly – for months, for the best part of a year. The fool she must have thought him, the terrible fear that she could never have cared two straws for him, that he had imagined her love, that she had simply countenanced his adoration, had merely endured his love without returning it. He had descended then to a black pit of despair and isolation: his bluster, his rage at her when he was alone did not for one moment sustain him. He felt his failure as a husband and then, immediately, as a parent as well, and what on earth else was he if he was neither of these?

He had got off the train at Oxford and sat the whole hot, airless evening in a pub that he had never been to before, that he rightly assumed would not be frequented by his colleagues. He had sat there nursing the two small whiskies that was all the landlord was prepared to sell to a stranger, until his newly acquired ulcer caused him such pain that he knew he must go somewhere to eat.

The weeks that followed were the worst in his life. He had arranged the luncheon with Villy because he simply had to talk to someone, to share some of his rage and shock and the only possible person had seemed to be Villy, who he was sure would be as outraged at her sister’s behaviour as he. Then, on his way to meet her, the dreadful thought had occurred to him that she already knew, and from there it was a short step to the nightmare possibility – likelihood – that everybody knew, that not only Jessica but the world was laughing at him behind his back. But she clearly hadn’t known; seemed suitably, mercifully shocked. Then, as he was telling her what he felt about it all, he had the idea that perhaps he could get Villy to talk to her, something that he shrank from doing. But after lunch with Villy, and that first, awful evening in the pub, he had rung her the next day and asked her after all to say nothing. ‘It may all blow over,’ he had said, trying to sound hearty and optimistic. She had agreed to silence (he was pretty sure that she would have been silent anyway), and that was that. Of course, he played endless scenes to himself when he confronted Jessica, told her exactly what he thought of her monstrous behaviour. But here, always, after the first flush of exhilaration that the idea of doing this induced, he came up against her unknown response. Supposing she was in love with this frightful cad? Supposing she wanted to have a divorce – leave him and go off with Clutterworth? The thought paralysed him: the idea of Jessica leaving him was quite simply more than he could bear. Divorce would be a public humiliation that he felt he could never recover from, but beyond that, his private anguished contemplation of his life without Jessica made him too terrified not only to confront her but to give her the slightest inkling that he knew.

He took to giving Jessica as much notice as possible of his coming to London, and claimed that Wednesdays were the only day he could get off – and that not every week. The visits caused him a different kind of pain from that which he endured the rest of the time. He took her to the theatre and to restaurants – the latter with other people if possible – in order that they should not be alone. Once, when he stayed the night, he had tried to make love to her and failed. He had claimed that he had drunk too much because he’d felt he was catching some sort of bug and she had seemed to believe him – been extraordinarily nice about it. Afterwards he had turned away from her, had lain, tense and miserable in the dark: tears had run down his face until his neck was cold with them. After that, he made excuses about having to catch the last train back to work, and started having spasmodic pains in his stomach that the doctor diagnosed as a threatened ulcer. He was supposed to lay off drink and to smoke less, but he was so miserable that he did neither of these things and the ulcer got worse. He was irritable at work, aware that none of his colleagues liked him but he hardly cared about that. Work became his best solace: he plunged himself into it with, unexpectedly, some success. He discovered that he had a capacity to think about and explore certain problems that promoted, and in one case achieved, their solution. Crumbs of self-respect occurred but they seemed only to emphasize his otherwise vast and despairing sense of failure.

And then, out of the blue, something happened that began to make a difference.

One morning he received a memo so badly typed that it was almost without sense. It was not for the first time that week, and he blew up, went in search of the perpetrator to bawl him or her out.

It was a girl. She sat in the semi-basement, in what must once have been a scullery, which now looked like a cell with its heavily barred windows and stone floor. She was hunched over her typewriter and she was crying. She looked up as he stormed into the room, but anything he was about to say left his mind at the sight of her. Her face was blotched and shiny with crying, and one side of it was swollen like someone with mumps. She looked revolting.

‘What on earth is the matter with you?’

She had toothache, she said, really awful toothache.

‘Better go to the dentist, hadn’t you?’

She’d made an appointment, but in the end she hadn’t gone.

‘Why on earth not?’

She hadn’t been able to face it.

‘Better ring him up and tell him you’re sorry you’re late but you’re on your way.’

That was last Monday.

‘Do you mean you’ve had toothache for’ – he calculated – ‘over a week?’

She’d kept hoping it would go away. A fresh burst of tears. ‘I know I’m an awful coward, but I just can’t bring myself to go. I sort of know I must – and I can’t!’ She tried to blow her nose on a sopping handkerchief, and winced. She touched the bad side of her face and gave a little moan.

He asked her where her dentist was and she said Oxford.

‘I’ll take you,’ he said. ‘I’ll borrow a car and take you.’

And that was what he did. Ordinarily he would have found it embarrassing and difficult to ask anyone for the use of their car – petrol was short and he had no allowance himself as Jessica had their car, but now he found himself powerfully resolute: the wretched girl had to be got to the dentist and he was organizing it. He rang the deputy head of his department and said that one of the secretaries had been taken ill and he was taking her to a doctor, went and collected the keys and returned to collect her. She was still sitting at her desk.

‘Got your pass?’

She nodded. ‘In my bag.’ She was shivering. In the car, she said, ‘It’s awfully kind of you.’ Then a moment later: ‘You won’t leave me there, will you? You’ll stay with me?’

‘Of course I will.’

‘It’s really most awfully kind of you.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Veronica. Veronica Watson.’

The dentist was off the Headington Road in North Oxford. They had to wait for some time, as the disapproving receptionist said that Mr McFarlane had a patient with him, and another patient at two thirty and before that he would be having his lunch hour. At this point, Veronica asked if she might go to the lavatory, and in her absence he managed to soften up the receptionist with an assurance that secretly amazed him.

The indirect result of this was that when the time came he was allowed by the dentist to accompany Veronica into the surgery and subsequently to sit holding her hand while the offending tooth was extracted. ‘You have a whopping great abscess. You should have come last week, you know. Then we might have been able to save the tooth.’ When he had finished, and was washing his hands, he remarked, ‘You’re a lucky young woman to have your father come with you.’

He saw her about to deny this and put his finger on his lips: together they both looked towards Mr McFarlane, his back was turned and he was drying his hands on a towel.

In the street, she said, ‘I’m sorry he thought that. I hope you didn’t mind.’

‘Not at all. After all, I’m old enough to be your father.’

‘You’re not in the least like him, though.’

‘Feel better?’

‘Golly, yes! It’s a bit sore, but it’s stopped throbbing.’

He drove her home. She couldn’t possibly go back to work, he said, she should take a couple of aspirin and go to bed, and she said, all right, she would.

Her room turned out to be in the same building as his.

‘I’m so awfully grateful to you,’ she said as she got out of the car. ‘I don’t know how to thank you.’

‘My dear, it was nothing.’

‘Oh, but it was!’ She had turned back to him, her small velvety eyes glowing. ‘It feels as though you’ve saved my life!’

Driving back to Woodstock he felt happier than he had for weeks – for months, really. He was not simply a brain; he was somebody who, faced with a sudden emergency, could deal with it, could do the right good turn to somebody else with verve and assurance. Remembering those glowing eyes in her pear-shaped face, he glowed: it had not been that she was pretty, that his help had come out of some second-rate reason like being attracted to her, it had been pure kindness. The poor little thing had needed someone to take charge and he had done so. Her father, indeed!

Two days later he found a parcel on his desk. It was a box of Meltis New Berry Fruits with a card attached. ‘I didn’t know how to thank you for your kindness, but hope you will like these. Yours ever, Veronica.’

Really! There was something touching about the present and the card that had a little blue bird sitting on a twig in the right-hand top corner. She had large, rounded, rather childish writing. He opened the box, selected a green berry and ate it: gooseberry – it was actually rather good. He decided to go and thank her.

That had been the beginning of their friendship, which on her part, with a rapidity that slightly unnerved him, became a great deal more. In short, she fell madly in love with him, and he was touched, and quite soon more than touched. She was so young: it was flattering to be adored by someone so young – and really not bad-looking. Her face, when it subsided, proved to be rather round with rosy cheeks. She had dark curly hair that she wore short with a wavy fringe, and a small, full mouth that seemed always a little pursed. Her eyes were her best feature; their habitual expression was one of anxiety, but when she was with him they melted to adoration. She was like a small dark velvet pansy, a little spaniel, he told her when they reached the delightful stage of discussing themselves.

To begin with, he thought of her almost as a daughter: she gave him a kind of affectionate trust, looked up to him in the way that he had always hoped Angela would grow up to do. But when it dawned on him that she was actually in love with him, of course he told her that he was married – he wasn’t a cheap little cad like some he could mention. ‘I thought you must be,’ was all that she said, but he sensed that it was a shock to her all the same. He thought then that he should have told her before, but it hadn’t come up somehow. It changed things, whether for the better or not he really couldn’t say. It added a dimension to her attitude towards him: she was no longer assuaging his sense of failure as a father, she was beginning to affect how he felt as a husband, as a man. It was immensely comforting to be regarded as a romantic figure: it shifted Jessica to the middle distance of his consciousness and his miserable jealousy receded, leaving him with more distaste than despair. He told Veronica how fond of her he was, how much he enjoyed her company (they were now spending practically every evening together, going for walks by the canal, spending hours in various pub gardens, drinking cocoa in her room). At work there was the delicious game of pretending hardly to know one another, of being formal, using a code to arrange their meetings. His ulcer troubled him far less, and in the end not at all. She had a birthday, her twenty-first, and he gave her a Jacqmar scarf, yellow with red hammers and sickles printed all over it – Russian motifs were fashionable – and a silver bracelet with ‘Veronica’ engraved upon it. She had been thrilled; only sad that she had to go home to her parents for the celebration. She asked him to come too, but he declined. She had returned with the car, a bright red MG that her parents had given her. This had been wonderful: he managed to wangle petrol, and it meant that they could get further away from Oxford or Woodstock to places where they would be safe from meeting anyone they knew.

He had taken the opportunity while she was with her family to go to London, and there, because for once he had not given notice of his visit, he had come face to face with Clutterworth. He was apparently simply having tea with Jessica, but he suspected that a good deal had gone on before that. He was shocked by how dreadful this made him feel: he had found himself almost unable to speak, to utter more than a few words to the effect that he had simply come back to collect some important papers he’d left before. He had stumped upstairs, gone into the room in which he slept and noisily opened and shut drawers there. Her room was at the end of the landing. The door was open, the bed immaculate. Obviously tea came first. He went down the stairs and out of the house and left them to it. He walked to the tube and took the first train that came in for Piccadilly, went to a news theatre and sat in it for two repeats of its programme. Then he went to the nearest restaurant he could find and ordered a meal: food made him feel sick, but he drank a bottle of wine and a glass of Spanish brandy. By the time he got to Paddington to catch the last train he felt feverish and drunk. Back at his digs there was a message: ‘Your wife rang. Please would you ring her.’ Would he hell! He went to bed and woke a couple of hours later with his mouth like a sandpit, stomach cramps and a pounding head. For the rest of the night, as he tramped back and forth from bedroom to lavatory, and after an abortive search for aspirin, he lay with fragments of dialogue repeating: ‘Do you think he suspected anything?’ ‘Oh, good heavens, no! He hasn’t the faintest idea!’ ‘Are you sure? Sure he won’t come back?’ ‘Honestly, dear Raymond, he isn’t very bright about that kind of thing.’ And then weary smiles or sniggering laughter at his lack of brightness …

Veronica returned in the evening of the following day, was waiting at the bus stop in her car when he got back from work. ‘It’s mine,’ she said, ‘my twenty-first birthday present. Isn’t it marvellous? I’m going to take you for a drive now – we could go to the Three Pigeons and have a drink there. Oh, I’m so glad to be back though – What’s the matter?’ By now he was in the car. ‘You look awful!’

‘Not here,’ he said. ‘Let’s get out of town.’

But when they had reached a secluded piece of lane, and she had turned to him again and asked with real anxiety what was the matter, and he started to try to tell her, he couldn’t – he simply broke down. All his anger and hatred, of himself as well as of them, and his despair came uncontrollably out. He put his hands over his face and sobbed and couldn’t say anything at all.

She was so sweet! So gentle and concerned, so much on his side. For he did tell her – the whole thing in the end: it was such an enormous relief to tell someone who cared about him, who seemed as utterly shocked as he. ‘How simply awful for you! How could anyone do that to you?’ were two of the things she said.

‘I’m sorry to burden you with all this,’ he said later, but he wasn’t sorry at all, just incredibly relieved to have got it off his chest, and to relax in the balmy atmosphere of her concern and devotion. For this was when he recognized that she really did love him. ‘Poor darling! I do love you so much. I’d do anything to make you happier. I think you’re the most marvellous person I’ve ever met in my life.’

‘Do you? Do you really?’

‘Of course I do. Oh, darling, no wonder you’re shattered. Anyone as brave and sensitive as you would be.’

Brave, sensitive. Nobody had ever called him either of these things. But he had been brave – years ago, in France, in the trenches, when that mad major had spent six weeks trying to get him killed. He’d done every single sortie that that dotty shell shocked bugger had commanded him to do and he’d survived. And he was sensitive, really; it was just that none of his family seemed to notice the fact. But she did. This very young girl had the perception to see him as he was. He put his arms round her. ‘I love you too,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what I should have done without you.’

It had been a turning point in their relationship, although he hadn’t realized it at the time. When, after leaving several messages at his digs, Jessica finally reached him at the office, he found it easy to say that he had had a train to catch and he thought he’d explained that.

That autumn had been a kind of halcyon renaissance for him. His times with her were entirely pleasant, angst-free; he basked in her reflected excitement at being in love. She wasn’t beautiful like Jessica, or desirable in remotely the same way, but he liked her: she was sweet and attractive, always good-natured and eager to please him – this last an experience that was quite new to him. With Jessica, he had been the supplicant, suing for her admiration and respect; with Veronica it was the other way round. Remembering what it was like to be the most vulnerable, he was very careful with her; he was determined to be both responsible and kind. This entailed not actually going to bed with her. To begin with, he had not found this very difficult: he kissed and petted her and enjoyed it, and throughout the autumn he had thought that this state of affairs suited her as well as him. But when she came to him one day with the tale of someone breaking into her room – at night, when she was about to go to bed – and admitted that this was not the first time she had been so harassed, he decided to take action and found them digs out of Keble, where most of the staff lived, a flat on the other side of Oxford. She had been thrilled. The flat, the upper floor of a small terrace house, consisted of two bedrooms, a bathroom and a small sitting room with a kitchenette tacked on to it. It was furnished with bare and drab essentials. Money had to be put into meters for the gas fires and hot water; the beds were the sort to be found in boarding schools, narrow, made of iron and wire and horsehair, with blankets that had a rigid feltiness that did not promise warmth. The carpets were dirty and worn and most of the chairs were of the kind that made it unwise to sit on them without thought.

Veronica seemed unaware of any of these disadvantages. ‘I’ll be able to cook meals for us!’ she had exclaimed when she saw the Baby Belling and the small cracked sink. ‘Oh, I do think it’s wonderful of you to have found somewhere so cosy!’

That first evening they had unpacked, and eaten a picnic meal of Scotch eggs and beetroot salad, procured from a pub that they frequented, which they ate in the sitting room before the gas fire. He occupied the battered armchair, she sat on the floor beside him and they were both slightly intoxicated by the sense of adventure and whisky, and he with the feeling that he had rescued her, and she was prattling on about how she had never dreamed that he would find such a solution to her problems so quickly …

She had fallen suddenly silent.

After a moment, he put his hand on her dark, curly hair. ‘And?’

‘Nothing – really.’

‘Now, now,’ he said, gently reproving. ‘You don’t have secrets from me. You were just about to say something – I know you.’ He put his hand round the side of her head and tilted her face towards him.

‘What I was thinking,’ she said, as though this had in no way entailed her saying it, ‘was that now we are really alone.’ Her eyes were fixed upon his, and she began to blush. ‘I mean, now it would be perfectly all right for you to sleep with me. Nobody would know.’

Somewhere, at the back of his consciousness, a warning bell sounded: commitment, total responsibility, divorce, another family, losing Jessica entirely …

‘Now, my pet, it’s time we had a serious talk.’

It was serious indeed. He told her that as he was married – never mind the circumstances – he could not possibly take advantage of her, it would be unkind, utterly wrong, since she was so much younger than he, with her whole life before her (he was beginning to believe himself, gathering strength and argument). His wife would never divorce him, he said, and therefore he could not dream of them becoming lovers when there could be no future to it. It was not (her eyes were full of tears now) that he didn’t love her – she must understand that (she nodded, and the tears trickled down her face); there were some things that people such as himself did not do. However much they wanted to, he added, however hard it was for him …

She knelt upright and flung her arms round him. ‘Oh, Raymond, darling! I didn’t mean to make it harder for you! You’re so good – and sincere. One of the reasons I love you is that I admire your character so much. It’s not just a question of sex with you, like it is with so many men. You’re different, I know you are.’

While he was mopping up her face with his handkerchief, she said, ‘I’m lucky to have you at all!’


They must both be strong, he said. He felt an immense relief.

But there was no doubt that a darker note had been introduced that, in one way or another, changed everything. Not completely, of course, and by no means all the time; it was more as though territory had been laid round their hitherto innocent playground that was a kind of no man’s land. They still met for lunch most days and – it was winter by then – went to the cinema and to pubs and occasionally out to dinner in between the quiet domestic evenings when she cooked stodgy meals and they played bezique or Racing Demon, or he listened to the radio, or wrote letters, while she did the ironing and mended her stockings. But now when he kissed and touched her small pointed breasts that were, he knew from more carefree times, of an engaging whiteness, she would become unnaturally still, and if he went on, would start to tremble and further persistence resulted in tears. Then she would apologize, protest her love and say how much she respected his self-control. There was now some of that to respect, since once he had decided that he must not have her he found her more desirable. In a way, he was grateful for this: it was somehow better than having to employ gestures and language simply to protect her pride. Nonetheless, a kind of theatrical streak had crept into their behaviour with one another, a scene of dialogue between them about what they wanted if only things were different, and what they could have as they were not, that became worn and to him irritatingly familiar with its frequent use. It was irritating, because she never seemed to tire of it; could hardly allow more than a day or two without reverting to the hopeless anguish of their situation. He discovered two ways to stall these scenes. One was to make love to her by talking rather than touching, and if, as on one or two occasions, this simply inflamed her into taking the initiative – flinging herself into his arms, taking his head in her hands and pressing her fresh red pouting mouth upon his – he could become, in his turn, agonized and beg her to refrain before it all became too much for him.

When he returned from one of his visits to London – requested by Jessica – with the news that Nora was to be married, she had seemed quite sulky and uninterested. ‘Oh, that was all she wanted you for,’ was one of the things that she said. She did not ask anything about the engagement and altogether behaved in an uncharacteristic manner, refusing to meet his eye and disappearing into the kitchen where she made rather a lot of noise with pots and pans. He supposed she was getting her period, she sometimes had a bad time of it, but by the time he had changed out of his suit into the corduroys and thick polo-necked sweater that helped to keep him warm – the gas fire was too small for the room with its ingenious draughts – she returned from the kitchen and apologized. ‘I thought, you see, that she might have asked you to come up for something quite different.’

‘Did you? What?’

‘Well, you know – about the marriage.’

‘But that’s what it was about.’

‘I didn’t mean Nora’s. I meant yours.’ She had gone rather pink. ‘Silly of me. I just sort of hoped—’

‘Oh, darling, I’ve told you, she’ll never do that.’ He put his arms round her and gave her a hug. Whenever he made the future impossible for her, he found he could be indulgent about the present.

She had made a large, rather watery rabbit stew, and while they ate it, he told her about Nora’s fiancé.

‘Does that mean that they won’t be able to have any children?’

‘I’m afraid so. It apparently means that they won’t be able to have anything.’

‘Do you mean he won’t be able to sleep with her?’

‘That’s about it.’

‘Oh, how awful for her!’ She thought for a moment. ‘She must be an amazing person.’ After that she enquired tenderly after Nora and was intensely interested in her wedding.

During the following year, he became aware somehow that Jessica’s affair had waned and eventually finished. His feelings about her were confused. There was an immense relief when one day she referred with perceptible disparagement to ‘poor Mercedes’, Clutterworth’s wife. What was poor about her? he had asked. Oh, she seemed constantly to have to put up with students and girls in choirs falling in love with her husband. ‘It must be a frightful bore for her.’

Aha, he thought. He’s deserted her. It was a moment of triumph. But the triumph did not last or, rather, it quickly became adulterated with other, less celebratory feelings. If Jessica had been left, as from her listless manner he thought most probable, ought he not to re-establish himself with her? But if he did that, what was he to do about Veronica? Supposing he left Veronica and resumed married life with Jessica who then found someone else? Or supposing she didn’t get anyone else and he tried to live with her and, well, it turned out like the last time? What would he do then? She would most certainly despise him if he proved impotent. In the end, he decided to do nothing, except to go to London more often to keep an eye on things up there.

Some months later, Jessica had announced that she and Villy had decided to sell the Rydal house in St John’s Wood, and that she was going to rent a much smaller one with her share of the proceeds. She had found one, she said, in Chelsea.

Life with Veronica in Oxford continued ostensibly to be the same, but as his confidence gradually came back about Jessica, he found less pleasure in Veronica’s adulation – sometimes it was even slightly irritating. She was so young! he thought, but the inference of this had become different. Whereas it had been balm to his vanity that someone so youthful should find him attractive, now he found her youth something that required his patience. She was so predictable! It was as though he knew what she thought and felt and was going to say about everything, which made everything not quite worth talking about. Poor little thing! She could not help any of it: she was slipping back into being his daughter.

Throughout that year, he consoled himself with the idea that the end of the war would bring about every kind of change – for the better. His job would come to an end, which would make a natural severance of his Oxford life. He would go home and Jessica would be unable to stray because he would always be there. Indeed, he would take her back to Frensham and they would settle down to a stable and sedate country life …

None of this had come to pass. He was, in fact, moved to London by the War Office, a curious job that took place, rather surprisingly, in Wormwood Scrubs. This entailed, of course, some unhappy scenes with Veronica. ‘Couldn’t you come back at weekends?’ ‘Couldn’t you ask for me to be moved?’ But he could not, or would not, do either of these things. It was time to say goodbye, he felt, and set about it as carefully and kindly as he was able. Of course she wept, he had known she would do that. (He spent one sleepless night holding her in his arms on her narrow bed while she sobbed and slept and woke again to cry.) He explained, again and again, that he could not leave his wife. He would always love her – Veronica – but as there was no future for them, it was essential that she start her own life when she would, he was sure, find someone and be very happy with him.

A few days later, when he returned from a night in London, where he had told Jessica about his new work, with the intention of packing up his things to move from the Oxford flat, he found Veronica lying in a pool of blood on the kitchen floor, unconscious. She had cut the veins in both wrists, but had not, most fortunately, been efficient about it. Nonetheless, he experienced moments of panic and horror on a scale that reminded him of the First World War. She lay face downwards, and at first he thought she was dead, but when he managed to lower himself on to one knee (his other refused to bend) and, pulled at her shoulder until he had turned her over, he realized that she was still breathing. Her face was a frightening grey-white colour; one wrist was clotted with drying blood, but from the other it was still weakly pumping out. He bound the wrist tightly with his handkerchief and rang for an ambulance. Then he fetched a couple of blankets from her bed and waited. He felt like a murderer: if she died he would be responsible. Those minutes, until the ambulance then arrived, were the worst in his life.

They were wonderfully professional and reassuring. In no time at all they had put her on a stretcher, had undone his bandage and fixed a tourniquet. ‘She’ll be all right, sir. She hasn’t lost all that much blood. It always looks more than it is. You can come along with us, if you like.’ He went. In the ambulance they said that they would have to inform the police, who would want a statement from him. ‘She’s your wife, is she?’ He said no.

In the hospital she was wheeled away and he was put in a small room where he sat and worried about what on earth the police would ask him. Of course it would all come out, that he had been living with her. They would discover that he was married and they would assume that she was his mistress. Her parents would have to be told, Jessica would find out and he would probably be sacked from his job. Had she meant him to find her? Of course she must have meant that, but whether she knew that he would find her in time was uncertain. He always returned from London on the same morning train, and almost always went first to the flat before going in to work. He began to think that she had simply meant to give him an awful fright, had not meant actually to kill herself. He began to feel a dull anger with her. By one stupid, irresponsible act she had mucked everything up. Then the really awful thought occurred that, if she hadn’t meant him to find her in time, she might do it all over again. This made him feel utterly trapped, and unable to think at all clearly.

The police came, and he made his statement. He stuck to the truth about the fact connected with finding her. What else could he do? But when he was asked if he could think of any reasons why she might do such a thing, he became ingenious. They went away with the idea, if not the actual knowledge, that she was highly strung and impressionable, had conceived feelings for him that he had been unable to reciprocate, but that in view of the disparity in their ages, he had tried to be paternal and patient with her. He had had absolutely no idea that she would do such a thing. ‘She always knew that I was married,’ he had said. He explained that the War Office was moving him to London, and added that he supposed that this had upset her more than he had realized. He implied, as delicately and in as many ways as he could think of, that she was not and never had been his mistress, but he wasn’t sure they believed him.

They finally let him go home. She was sleeping, quite comfortable, they said. He could see her later in the evening if he liked.

He got back to the flat with its bloodstained floor and a sixpage letter she had written to him laid upon his bed. He had a stiff whisky and spent half an hour mopping up the blasted lino before he read it.

But even after reading the letter twice, he was no clearer about what her intentions had been. You could say that she wouldn’t have written it if she hadn’t meant to kill herself; on the other hand, if she had simply meant to frighten, or blackmail him into doing what she wanted, she would still have written a letter because she would have wanted him to think she was serious. Well, in either case, it hadn’t worked, he thought grimly. All he wanted now, was out. His feelings for her, whatever they had once been, had now diminished to a sense of angry responsibility. He poured himself another whisky. The shock had worn off, and what he described to himself as enlightened self-interest took over.


He took her car and went to work, where he requested an interview with his boss to whom he gave a brief – and, he felt, fair – description of the situation. Anstruther was a man with an incisive mind and a distaste for emotion of any kind. He was briskly sympathetic. ‘Nasty situation. Hysteria, I suppose. Bit unwise to set up with her, wasn’t it? Have you got hold of her parents? I should advise that, because the police or the hospital are likely to and it might be better if you got there first.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that. Yes, I’d better.’

‘Not pregnant or anything, is she?’

‘No. Nothing like that.’ He explained again, without delicacy, why she couldn’t be.

At this, Anstruther became incredulously impatient, said that he had no wish to go into details, and would take Raymond’s word for it.

‘I’ll arrange for Miss Watson to have extended leave, and perhaps you would arrange for her parents to fetch her. We don’t want any more trouble. When do you start in London? Next week? Well, you’d better take a few days yourself.’

He said something about not wanting to upset his wife.

‘Naturally not.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

He rang the parents, got the mother, and told her the most emollient version he could muster. Veronica had been overworking; he was afraid she had become a little too fond of him, in spite of her knowing that he was married with four children, and when she had learned that he was being sent elsewhere for work, she had done this foolish and unfortunate thing. She was going to be perfectly all right, he repeated (he had begun the conversation by saying that), but her boss thought it best if she had a long leave at home. Would they come and fetch her as soon as possible?

Mrs Watson seemed unable to take things in. ‘I can’t understand it,’ she kept saying. ‘Veronica’s such a sensible girl. Cut herself. With a knife? I can’t understand it!’

He said how sorry he was, and repeated Anstruther’s verdict of hysteria. Mrs Watson said that they would both come to Oxford the next day. That was that.

He went back to the flat in her car and packed up. He decided to leave no trace of his having lived there so this took some time. He dismantled his bed leaving it with its bare striped mattress, took his socks and shirt off the washing line in the kitchen, leaving her pink fluffy jumper that always got up his nose hanging on the line. He even went through her chest of drawers, discovering a small bundle of notes he had written to her. These he burned, together with her letter. By now he was feeling quite fugitive: the thought of going to see her in hospital unnerved him. He was afraid of what she might say – of what people might hear her say. ‘After all, I never went to bed with her,’ he kept saying to himself. By the time he had packed and called a cab, the whole thing was beginning to feel hardly his fault.

He didn’t go and see her.

Thereafter, when he thought of ‘the episode’, as he came to call it, he was subject to unease, a certain amount of guilt which he became adept at rationalizing. A large number of the staff at Woodstock had engaged upon extra-marital activities – there were rumours of pregnancies, abortions, even an eventual remarriage or two. He had not behaved differently from any of them, except that he had behaved better. It had been just his bad luck to land up with someone who had refused to take him at face value, who had insisted upon reading more into the affair than was ever there. He heard on the grapevine that she had gone home and had not returned, had been discharged. He went back to London and to Jessica with whom he resumed an (almost) chaste marriage. Sex with each other did not seem rewarding or to enliven either of them. He decided that it was because of his job, which took a lot out of him, and the awful little house that she had insisted upon them living in: a doll’s house, no room to turn round. It would be different – and better – when the war came to an end and they got back to Frensham.


The war did come to an end, but the visit to Frensham had been discouraging, to put it mildly. Nora had sent John, the old man who had always worked in the garden – a gardener’s boy in Aunt Lena’s day – to meet him at the station. He seemed to have aged about twenty years since Raymond had last seen him, and now shuffled in a rheumaticky way and seemed not to hear much that was said to him. ‘You’ll find the place changed,’ he remarked more than once during the short journey.

He did indeed. From the moment they arrived on the gravel sweep before the house, it was clear that changes had occurred. The lawn below was now a tract of frozen mud, punctuated by the shabby spikes of Brussels sprouts. The Virginia creeper that had so charmingly clothed the front façade was gone, and the mellow brick had been covered with some frightful yellow paint. The stained glass in the waisted front door had gone, and in its place was some white opaque stuff commonly used, he thought, in bathrooms.

Inside was worse. He stood in the hall staring at the dark green linoleum that now covered the floor and the bright yellow painted walls where Aunt Lena’s Morris willow-pattern paper had always been. Odours of Jeyes fluid, Irish stew, carbolic soap and paraffin reached him.

Nora appeared. She wore a dark blue overall and tennis shoes with ankle socks, her sturdy legs were otherwise bare. ‘Hello, Dad. I do hope you aren’t expecting tea because it’s over. But supper is at half past six so you haven’t got long to wait. We have it all together, because it takes a long time to get some of the chaps to bed. I’ll take you up to your room, and then you can come and talk to Richard.’

‘I can find my way to my room.’

‘Can you? Oh, fine. It’s at the very top, the little attic on the right.’

Wordlessly, he picked up his case and limped upstairs. Attic? Why on earth did he have to sleep in an attic? It was where the servants had slept, two in a room. A large chromium-plated stair rail had been installed on the wall side of the staircase. Nora had certainly been taking liberties with the place: he would wait till they were having drinks and then find out what on earth she thought she’d been up to.

His attic contained the maid’s furniture. A small battered chest of drawers, an iron bedstead and the old black-out blinds that had not been removed. It was icy cold up there – next to the roof, it would be. He had imagined tea in front of the drawing room fire with Nora and Richard. This did not seem unreasonable at half past four. He left his suitcase on the bed and limped downstairs in search of the bathroom. This, too, had been substantially altered, with a heightened seat for the lavatory and steps into the bath that also contained a seat. A row of bedpans filled with some milky substance were ranged on the window shelf.

Nora was standing in the hall. ‘I was afraid you’d got lost.’

How could he get lost in his own house, he thought testily, but he decided to wait until they were settled with a drink before tackling her.

This proved far more difficult than he thought. She didn’t settle anywhere, she rushed about the place either because someone came and asked for her or simply, he thought, because she imagined herself wanted. For half an hour before dinner he sat with Richard in what had been the morning room, now described by Nora as ‘our own little haven’. The room was stuffy, and smelled strongly of the paraffin stove that flickered sulkily, emitting the minimum of warmth.

‘Why don’t you have a fire? There’s a perfectly good fireplace.’

‘Nora says it’s too much for the staff. It’s awfully difficult to get people at all. She says.’

Richard sat in his wheelchair. He wore an open-necked flannel shirt with a heavy cardigan, the empty sleeves pinned neatly to the sides. A tray placed over the arms of his chair contained a Bakelite mug with a straw in it. Every now and then he bent his head to suck his gin and tonic. ‘Sorry there’s no ice,’ he said. ‘Still, a gin and tonic is something of a treat, I can tell you.’

‘Is it still difficult to get gin in the country?’

‘I don’t think it’s difficult. I think it is considered not to be affordable.’

‘Oh.’

‘While you’re up’ – he wasn’t – ‘I wonder if you’d give me a refill? Before the boss gets back?’

He did as he was asked, and refreshed his own glass.

‘If I was in control,’ Richard said, when he’d had another suck, ‘there’d be unlimited gin. But there you are. I’m not known for my control. Over anything.’

A silence, while Raymond felt ripples of uncomfortable pity that somehow pre-empted his being able to think of anything to say.

‘Still,’ Richard said, ‘I suppose we’re a good deal luckier than the other poor blighters. Don’t mention the gin to them. Because, unless their relatives visit them, they don’t get a drop.’

There was another short silence.

‘I wonder whether you’d be so good as to get the packet of fags which you should find behind that dictionary behind you on the bookshelf and light me one? Have one yourself if you feel inclined. Only be quick about it, before she gets back.’

He found the nearly empty packet and a box of matches beside it and lit the cigarette, which he placed between Richard’s lips. He inhaled deeply twice and then indicated that he wanted it taken out.

‘Sorry, if you pulled your chair over to me, you wouldn’t have to stand up to do this. Shove it in again. Do have one yourself, and put the packet back, if you wouldn’t mind.’

Nora returned before the cigarette was over.

‘Poor Leonard! He’d fallen out of his chair and Myra couldn’t get him up off the floor on her own. I thought I heard a thump so it was a good thing – Darling! Where did you get that cigarette?’

‘Raymond gave it to me.’

‘Oh. He’s not supposed to have them, Daddy. I thought you knew that.’

‘Might as well finish it,’ Richard said, his eyes fixed upon Raymond with such determination that Raymond put the fag back between his lips. Richard inhaled again and started to cough.

‘I told you, darling!’ She twitched it away and stubbed it out. ‘It only makes you cough. He has to be careful of his lungs because they don’t get enough exercise.’

‘And as you can see, it’s vital to keep me in good nick.’

There was no mistaking the irony. Raymond watched Nora mistake it. ‘Of course we must,’ she said cheerfully. She picked up his mug and shook it. ‘Goodness! You haven’t even finished your drink.’

‘For God’s sake, don’t take that away.’

‘You know I wouldn’t dream of it,’ Nora said gently, ‘but drink it up, darling, because supper is ready.’

Supper took place in the old dining room, now furnished with a long trestle table round which the five wheelchairs could be placed, interspersed with ordinary chairs for the helpers – there were two besides Nora. Nobody was so incapacitated as Richard, Raymond noticed: mostly they were able to feed themselves, though two of them used a spoon. Nora helped everybody to Irish stew, from which, she said, the bones had been removed, and fed Richard. The carpet had been removed from the floor, which was just as well because a good deal of food got dropped on it. Conversation was constrained and spasmodic. The patients did not talk much to one another, and did not seem to find anything that anybody else said of much interest. They concentrated upon the food: the stew was followed by a weighty treacle sponge.

It was not until some time after the meal that he was able to get Nora to himself. The patients had been installed in the old drawing room: another room that had been stripped of its Victorian contents and now had very lurid, he thought, posters drawing-pinned to the walls (‘the paper was so dingy, we had to do something’), linoleum-covered floor spattered with small, baize-topped tables so that cards and board games could be played alongside the wireless, which seemed to be permanently switched on. After he had been shown all this and Richard had said that he would stay to listen to the nine o’clock news, Nora consented to return to the ‘haven’ so that he could, as he had told her he wanted to, talk to her.

The outcome of the talk was deeply depressing to him. He discovered that Nora had been led to believe by Jessica that she could continue in the house, running it as a home for the present inmates. ‘Mummy said you wouldn’t want to live here now we’re all grown-up – except for Judy, of course, and she’ll soon be on her way. She thought it was a marvellous idea for me to run this. And it does do a lot of good. If it wasn’t for this, my patients would be in a large institution and here we do try to make it more like family life.’ It transpired that she had raised a considerable sum of money for what she described as the ‘improvements’ to the house. ‘It really wasn’t at all suitable for them as it was. But of course I got the money on the understanding that we were staying here.’

He said he couldn’t understand why she hadn’t consulted him first.

‘I was so afraid you’d say no,’ she said. She had gone rather pink. ‘The thing is, Daddy, that when one feels really called to do something, one must not let anything stand in the way. Of course you could always come and stay here. Absolutely whenever you liked. It depresses Mummy, but that’s because she has got a bit of a selfish side. I don’t think she stops to think what it’s like to be in Richard’s position – or any of them. Richard is my life now. It’s my job to look after him. And I do feel that it’s good for him to have other people around who are more or less in the same position as he is. It gives him a sense of proportion about things.’ These were some of the things she said. Then she had to go and put Richard to bed.

When she returned from that, he asked if there was any whisky.

‘There might be a bit left. I keep it for very special occasions.’ She found a nearly empty half-bottle, poured an extremely small drink into his before-dinner gin glass, and handed it to him with a jug of water.

‘After all, we are paying a rent for here,’ she said.

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Well, I’ve been paying it to Mummy. It isn’t much, I know, but it’s what we can afford.’

The water had dust on it.

‘And Mummy’s bought a house in London anyway. And she says you have lots of money to buy another one if you want. I’ve put all the furniture and stuff in the coach house. If you don’t mind, I must go to bed now. I have to get up for Richard in the night.’

He asked what time breakfast was.

‘Well, I have it at six, because of getting it for everyone else. They have it in their rooms.’

‘We’ve really got to talk a bit more about all this.’

‘I can’t tomorrow because I’m taking Albert to the dentist quite early. Anyway, Dad, I don’t think I’ve much more to say. I think you ought to talk to Mummy, she knows all about it. Would you put out the lights when you go up?’

That was it. She took his breath away. She seemed completely unaware of the outrageousness of the situation. He gulped down the whisky and gave himself another. He’d buy her another bottle, but he needed a proper drink to calm his nerves. He limped up the two flights of stairs to bed (how on earth did she get the poor chaps up even one flight?) to his freezing room. It was so cold that he wore his pyjamas on top of his vest and pants. He lay awake for most of the night with angry, circular thoughts. It seemed to him that he was facing a well-planned conspiracy to deprive him of his house and home. Jessica’s part in it enraged him, but it also made him feel frightened. If she really refused to leave London, how could he live here? He couldn’t contemplate it on his own.

He left as soon as he could the next morning, and on the train rehearsed various ways of tackling Jessica and her perfidy. Although Nora’s calm assurance that she almost had a right to the house had rendered him at the time almost speechless, he could not altogether blame her. It was clear to him that Jessica was largely responsible. He alternated between wanting to vent his rage upon her, ‘to put her in her place’, and wondering rather tremulously how he could coax and prevail upon her to want to live in the country. For, he now realized, she had in various ways intimated to him that she wanted to stay in London. He hadn’t taken a great deal of notice of the hints, casual remarks, that had been thrown out. Frensham was their home and of course they were going back there. But now he saw that she had always, in fact, been decided, and was afraid of her determination.

‘You might have told me what was going on,’ was what he did manage to say.

‘Oh, darling, I knew you had a lot on your mind. I was really trying to make things easier for you.’

‘The things she’s done to the house!’

‘Only things that were necessary for the poor patients.’


‘She’s taken the Virginia creeper right off the front. That can’t have made much difference to them.’

‘There was appalling damp, darling. The walls had to be rendered with some damp-proof stuff.’

‘But I did have a good idea,’ she said some minutes later.

‘When was that?’

‘I thought why not convert the coach house into a little weekend retreat? Don’t you think that would be rather fun? It could be quite small and cosy and easy to run.’

‘I don’t want to live somewhere small and cosy and easy to run.’

‘Raymond, I do. I’ve spent most of my life struggling with places and having to do everything, and now, just when I might have expected to stop doing that and have some servants to do things, there aren’t going to be any. So I do think you might look at things from my point of view.’

That was the only way he was going to be allowed to consider them, he thought resentfully. He was silenced, while she told him that he wasn’t going to do the housework or the cooking, and that she was absolutely sick of doing that. ‘I want to have things as simple as possible, so that at least there’s some time for other things.’

When, some weeks later, he said what a pity it was that they couldn’t have Angela’s going-away party at Frensham, she retorted, ‘That would have been out of the question even if we had been living there. We couldn’t begin to put enough people up for the night. It would always have had to be London.’

She usen’t to be like this, he thought. Before that little worm Clutterworth had come along she had always tried to fit in. Now she had joined the Bach Choir and was also having singing lessons.

‘Where does Angela want her party to be?’

‘She doesn’t mind. I thought Claridges would be nice.’

‘How many people does she want?’

‘She’s going to make a list. About twelve, she thinks – not counting the family, of course. I should think we shall be about fifty, counting the children. And then just a few of us for supper afterwards.’

‘Shouldn’t we give them all supper?’

‘It would be awfully expensive.’

‘Never mind that. I’d like to give her a really good send-off.’

‘All right, darling. Whatever you say.’

She leaned forward to allow the servant to put her pillows into a sitting position – Mamma had always said one must try to make servants’ lives easier for them in every way possible – and waited until her breakfast tray was placed on the bed table in front of her. She was so excited.

‘Did you know I’m going to India, Harrison?’

‘No, darling, I didn’t. Who with?’

It wasn’t Harrison: it was Kitty’s little daughter, what was her name, Beryl? Barbara? It began with a B she was sure … Rachel, that was it. How she had grown! Shot up, as Papa used to say, to quite an unbecoming height for a girl. She looked at the tray again. ‘They have coddled my egg, haven’t they? Coddled eggs are far more digestible than boiled. I must make a good breakfast because …’ But she could not remember why she should, although she knew there was a very good reason.

‘Lady Tregowan!’ she cried triumphantly. It was all coming back to her. ‘Mamma’s friend, Lady Tregowan, is chaperoning me. I really think, you know, that I should have more than one egg before such a journey.’

‘Darling, we haven’t got many eggs. I know the war is over, but it’s still difficult.’

War? What could war have to do with eggs? Sometimes, she felt, people fobbed her off with the flimsiest of excuses. However, it did not do to make a fuss. In this spirit, she allowed her niece to help her into her bedjacket and to tie a napkin round her neck.

‘Actually, we’re going to London, Aunt Dolly. Don’t you remember?’

She smiled to conceal her irritation. ‘First. My dear, I am not so foolish as to suppose one could board a ship – any ship – here. Naturally we are going to London first. Then we may well go to Liverpool or’ – she searched for other places by the sea – ‘or Brighton, possibly. That is something I do not know. Because nobody has told me!’

‘Shall I butter your toast for you?’

‘That would be most kind.’ She accepted a thin triangle with the crusts cut off – very little butter, she noticed, but when she mentioned this, ever so tactfully, Rachel made some incomprehensible excuse about rations. Perhaps Mamma was worrying about her figure. Ah! Give her time and she should solve any mystery.

‘Maud Ingleby is a very good sort of girl, but Papa described her as plain as a pikestaff. Between you and me, I think it most unlikely that she will marry well – even in India.’ Seeing that her niece looked mystified, she explained, ‘Maud is Lady Tregowan’s daughter.’ She had picked the shell off the top of her egg and was cutting the faintly translucent white dome. It was one of those eggs with a very small yolk, you could see.

‘Flo is very cross, you know, not to be coming too. But Lady Tregowan would only take one of us and Papa said it should be me. “With Kitty getting married, you will be holding the fort,” I said to her, but I fear hers is not a happy nature as she shows no sign of making the best of it.’ She put down her spoon. ‘You know, I am afraid something has happened to Flo.’ She looked searchingly at Rachel to see whether she was concealing anything.

‘She seems to be avoiding me.’

There was a silence. Rachel had gone to the window, and was drawing the curtains. ‘Rather a dreary day, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget to drink your tea, darling, before it gets cold,’ she said, as she left the room.

When she was alone, her mind filled suddenly with disturbing thoughts. Something was not right; she knew it. She was not at home: this was not Stanmore – she was somewhere quite else. Staying with Kitty! That was it. But where was Flo? She remembered someone – a man she most certainly did not know – saying something about Flo having gone to her father, but what on earth could that mean, and who was he? Everybody had listened to him – you could have heard a pin drop. Flo’s father was her father, of course. Anyway, Flo could not have gone to him because he was dead; he died in the winter and she was not able to go to India after all – she had to stay at home with Flo and help look after poor Mamma. It was still a fearful muddle. If she had not been able to go to India then she couldn’t be going to India now … The bubbling excitement had all died away and she felt nothing but disappointment and dread. ‘It was the worst disappointment of your life,’ she told herself. But at least that meant that Flo had no reason to sulk, to keep away in this cruel manner; she would get Mamma to speak to her about it. But that was no good because she could now remember as clearly as anything that Mamma was dead too.

The trouble was not that she could not remember things – she had too much to remember, more than most, she supposed, and this made it difficult to sort out their order. For instance, she was perfectly certain that when she had stayed here before, with Kitty, Flo had slept in a bed over there – by the window, because she had always had a passion for fresh air. Mamma had died from getting a chill, so perhaps it ran in the family. It had been quite a small funeral, she remembered, only Flo and Kitty and herself, the family doctor and his wife and, of course, the servants. She had been to much larger funerals in her day – she could not remember when it was; in one way it seemed to have happened a long time ago, and in another it felt as though it had happened yesterday. Yesterday must be nonsense, because yesterday she had been packing, sorting things out and packing. So – and this was what was so confusing – one did not pack things unless one was going away.

Her egg had got cold but she persisted in eating it because to go on a journey without a proper breakfast was, as Papa used to say, sheer folly. I have my common sense, she thought, as she scraped the inside of the shell for remaining scraps of white. Perhaps she was simply ending her visit with Kitty, and going home. And perhaps Flo had gone ahead of her to get the house ready. She was the one with common sense, but Flo had always been the practical one, and who knew what those wretched Zeppelins might have done to the house? Of course! That was what little Rachel (only she wasn’t so little nowadays, more of a beanstalk one might say) meant when she was chattering about shortage of eggs, although what eggs had to do with Zeppelins, she really couldn’t think. ‘I really cannot think! she repeated to herself, glad to have found something so absurd to account for this loss. But things were falling into place. There had been a terrible war (this was a terrible war? she wasn’t quite clear about that) and so many gallant young then had been killed that no odium could any longer attach to being unmarried: there were simply not enough men to go round. In any case, she had always thought that whereas she would rather enjoy being engaged to someone, marriage might be rather—

‘I suppose Flo has simply gone before me?’ she said to Rachel when she came to collect the tray.

Rachel stooped and kissed her. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think that’s it.’

‘Just look at me for a moment, would you? No, don’t move your head – just your eyes. That’s perfect.’ He smiled admiringly. Lady Alathea stifled a yawn and smiled back.

Her eyes were small, pale blue, but mercifully fairly far apart. He could make something of them. He had made them darker, of course, and larger, and he had substituted their vacancy with an alert, enquiring expression – as though Lady Alathea was about to ask an intelligent question. The trick was a likeness, but a flattering likeness. She had a rather pudgy nose, and he had sharpened it – he had even managed to give her face some shape by heightening the colour high up under the eyes. But her mouth defeated him. It was small and thin, more like a slit in her face with narrow edging than a mouth, and this tricky state was compounded by her painting quite another mouth in dark red lipstick round it. During the sittings, she usually licked most of the lipstick off, which was the case now. It was midday, and he was due to lunch with his mother.

‘I think you’ve had enough for today,’ he said. ‘I know how tiring it is sitting.’

‘I’m afraid I’m not a very good sitter,’ she said as, hitching her pale blue satin skirts, she climbed down from the dais. ‘May I come and look?’

‘If you like. It isn’t finished yet.’

‘Goodness! My dress looks wonderful. And you’ve painted Mummy’s necklace marvellously. I should think diamonds are quite difficult to paint, aren’t they?’

‘You’re very modest,’ he said. ‘What about you? Do you think it’s a good likeness of you?’

She looked again at the picture. He could see that she was fascinated by it. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I don’t know that sort of thing. I should think my parents will be pleased.’

Which is the main thing, he thought, while she was changing in a curtained-off end of the studio. He was charging two hundred guineas, and for that it was necessary to please. There were three daughters and so far only the pretty one had married. He had hopes of painting the other two. Mummy had helped him buy the house in Edwardes Square on the understanding that he paid her back, but the household cost quite a lot: Sebastian’s nannie and a cook and the daily woman, not to speak of the girl he employed to act as a part-time secretary, coffee-maker and general factotum at the studio, which he rented. And, until recently, there had been the fees to pay to the psychiatrist Louise had been going to. But only last week she had stopped, said it was pointless, and she was never going to him again. He sighed. She was actually being quite difficult and he was afraid that Mummy was beginning to notice this and would ask awkward questions about her.

Lady Alathea emerged in her twinset and flannel skirt. He was glad that he had not been called upon to paint her legs, he thought, as he put her into a taxi, kissing her hand and saying, ‘By the way, you’re a wonderful sitter,’ as the right kind of parting shot.

Outside it was freezing and dirty snow lay in ruts and ridges on the pavement. It had been filthy weather, either fog or rain or frost, and keeping the studio warm enough for sitters had cost a fortune. The stove that he had had installed was virtually useless since it was impossible to get enough coal for it. At least he’d get a better lunch with Mummy than at home. Mrs Alsop was a dreadful cook – the meals were all grey mince and boiled cabbage and potatoes filled with intractable grey lumps. Louise didn’t seem to care. Oh, well, he supposed it was good for his figure as he had an unfortunate tendency to put on weight far too easily.

His mother was lying on her usual sofa by the window that looked on to the small formal garden. She was wearing what she called her Russian jacket – dark red velvet with black fur round the high collar and cuffs of the loose sleeves. ‘How nice!’ she exclaimed, as he leaned down to kiss her. ‘What a lovely treat to have you all to myself! Give yourself a drink, darling, and then come and tell me what you’ve been up to.’

There were decanters of sherry and gin on the table with a small silver jug of water. He helped himself to a gin and pulled up a stool near her sofa. ‘I’ve spent the morning painting Alathea Creighton-Green,’ he said. ‘Rather hard going.’

His mother smiled with sympathy. ‘Poor lone! To have three daughters and no son! And only one daughter was presentable. Is Alathea so very plain?’

‘Yes. So very.’

They smiled at each other. Occasionally, he went to bed with his sitters; somehow, he knew that she knew this although it was never mentioned. Her enquiry about Alathea’s plainness was her way of asking about that and his answer the denial.

‘Any minute now, one of us will say that beauty is not everything.’

He sensed that this was the most delicate probe towards discussing Louise and headed her off. ‘How’s the Judge?’

‘Embroiled in his committees. And as if they were not enough, in other people’s committees. Horder came to dinner last week. The British Medical Council want to launch a fund to fight the proposed National Health Bill. They want Peter to back them. And there’s another committee that wants MPs’ salaries to be increased to a thousand a year. Quite a step up from four hundred. Perhaps you should think again, darling. I’m sure I could get you a nice safe seat to nurse.’

‘Luncheon is served, my lady.’

‘Good morning, Sarah.’

He smiled at the solemn old parlour-maid, who smiled discreetly back. ‘Good morning, sir.’

As he helped his mother off the sofa, she said, ‘One thing I can promise you. We are not having squirrel pie.’

‘Squirrel pie?’

‘Darling! Do you never read the newspapers? The Ministry of Food has decreed that we should eat squirrels and to this end has issued a recipe for squirrel pie. Doesn’t it sound horrid?’

During their cheese soufflé she asked him about his future commissions for portraits and what arrangements he was making for an exhibition, and he felt himself expanding, basking in her lively, detailed interest, her assumption that he was a highly gifted painter with an important future ahead of him. Outside, enormous white flakes fell slowly from a darkened sky, but in the dining room she created another climate, both cosy and exciting; her obvious pride in him, her certainty of his worth rekindled his assurance – he caught self-satisfaction from her like a delightful fever.

She had provided a bottle of hock for him, although she drank only barley water, and by the time they reached the pudding, he discovered that he had drunk most of it. It was arranged that she should come to his studio to help him pick the pictures for a show, or in some cases to look at photographs of them. ‘It doesn’t matter if up to a quarter of the pictures are already sold,’ she said. ‘The point of the show is to get more commissions.’

‘We shall have to offer the gallery a cut on them.’

‘We shall have to negotiate that. Now for a treat!’ Sarah had cleared the plates and returned with a silver platter on which something mysterious steamed.

‘It smells of bananas!’

‘It is bananas. Our very first. I kept them for you. And Peter was given a lemon from the Admiralty.’ She said this as though that was where one would naturally acquire such a thing.

‘Darling Bubbles James gave it to him. Wasn’t that sweet? So we have fried bananas with brown sugar and lemon!’

They were delicious. She ate very little, which meant that there were two helpings for him.

But when they returned to the drawing room for coffee before the fire and she was installed again upon her sofa, the atmosphere changed. She began by asking about her grandson, ‘whom I have not seen for far too long’.

‘Sebastian? He’s fine. Talking quite a lot now. Which I suppose he should be – he’s nearly three. Shall I get Nannie to bring him to tea with you?’

‘Do, darling.’ She picked up her embroidery. After a moment, she asked lightly, ‘And how is Louise?’

‘She’s all right. She read some poetry for the BBC last week, which thrilled her.’

‘And what else is she doing?’

‘How do you mean, darling?’

‘Well, I don’t imagine that reading some poems on a single occasion can have occupied her entire time for the last two months. I haven’t set eyes on her since Christmas.

‘You frighten her, you know.’

‘I do not know. Oh no! I don’t frighten her, she dislikes me.’ And before he could protest, she added. ‘She dislikes me because I can see through her.’

‘Mummy darling, what do you mean by that?’

She put down her sewing and looked at him steadily. ‘I have been trying to make up my mind whether to talk to you about this or not. But we have never had any secrets from each other, have we?’

‘Of course not,’ he said untruthfully, and with haste.

‘Of course not.’ The only secrets she had had about him had been concealed entirely for his own good.



There was another silence crowded with things unsaid.

‘I’m afraid – how can I put this? – that Louise has been a very naughty little girl.’

‘Oh, Mummy, I know you don’t think she’s a good mother, but she’s still very young—’

‘Old enough to behave unforgivably.’

‘What are you trying to say?’

So then it all came out. Louise had been unfaithful to him. When he protested that he was certain that she had not been to bed with poor Hugo – his death had somehow softened the anger that he had felt about that affair – she said no, no, it was after Hugo, when he had taken her to Holyhead, some naval officer she had encountered there and subsequently met in London. She mentioned his name and he recognized it.

‘But how do you know that she—’

‘Had an affair with him? My dearest boy, they were seen going into a flat late one evening and then leaving it – separately – the following morning.’

Then she said, ‘For all I know, it may still be going on.’

‘I know that isn’t so. Rory got married about eight months ago. We were asked to the wedding.’ But she had shaken him badly. It was another shock: something that he had thought would never happen after the miserable business with Hugo.

‘Oh, darling. I can see it’s a shock to you. I am so very sorry. And angry as well. What have you done to deserve it?’

‘God knows. I don’t.’

She put out her hand and he grasped it. Memories of Louise’s unresponsiveness in bed, something he had never really thought about before, were filling his mind. ‘It’s over anyway, whatever it was,’ he said, with difficulty and at last.

‘What is over?’ There was a sharpness in her tone, that made him look at her.

‘That – affair. With Rory. They’ve gone to live in Cornwall.’

‘Ah.’

‘What did you think I meant?’

‘I thought you were talking about something else. Never mind.’

‘She – she was going to this doctor. This psychiatrist chap.’

‘Was? She’s stopped?’

‘Last week. I don’t know why. But she says nothing would induce her to go back.’

‘Why don’t you have a word with him?’

‘I can’t see that that would do much good. I did meet him once and I must say I didn’t take to him.’ Something she had said earlier was worrying him. ‘Mummy, how on earth did you hear about Rory – the flat and all that?’

‘Oh, darling, someone told me. That doesn’t matter now. What matters is your happiness, your well-being. And Sebastian’s as well. I do worry about him. Louise isn’t simply a bad mother, she isn’t a mother at all.’

Then she suddenly burst out. ‘Oh, Mikey darling! I blame myself. I feel I am greatly at fault.’

‘Nonsense, Mummy. You didn’t make me marry Louise, I wanted to.’ But even as he said it, he realized that he had fallen into one of her little traps.

‘No, but I encouraged you. And it is you who have to suffer. I thought she was simply young and malleable. How could I know that she would turn out to be so utterly selfish and self-absorbed?’

‘Oh, come! It’s not as bad as that. You must remember that we had a rotten start. I was away nearly all the time and completely taken up by my ship. I do see now that she had a rather thin time of it.’

‘She had Sebastian.’

‘Yes, well, she didn’t want to have a baby quite so soon.’

‘How extraordinary! You might have been killed, and she with no son!’

‘Not everyone is a mother like you.’

The little carriage clock on the chimney piece struck a silvery three. ‘God! I must go, darling. I’ve another appointment.’

He bent over to kiss her and she folded him in her arms. ‘Mikey! I do want you to know one thing. Whatever you decide to do, I’ll back you all the way. And if that includes Sebastian, so much the better.’ She gazed at him with her penetrating eyes that he had once told her were the colour of aquamarines. ‘You won’t forget that, will you?’

‘No, of course I won’t’ Again he felt at that moment comfortingly enfolded by her love.

But in the car outside and during his journey across London, he felt dispirited and confused. There were a number of things he had not told his mother, such as the fact that Louise refused to go to bed with him, something which had caused him to sulk and her to pretend not to notice that he was sulking. He still found her immensely attractive – in fact, she had grown during the last four years from being a rather gawky, leggy, charming young girl into someone whose glamour was wildly noticeable. If not exactly a classical beauty, she was someone who made people’s heads turn when she came into a room. She was an asset, and he felt aggrieved that she was not more, as he put it, on his side. If, for instance, he was invited to Sandringham, which was possibly on the cards (he had drawn one of the young princesses and had hopes of drawing their mother), she would not be simply thrilled and do everything in her power to help him, as most young women, he felt, would: she was just as likely to appear in the wrong clothes, say the wrong things and behave generally as though she was totally unaware of the importance of the occasion. And if he was to go there at all, he desperately wanted to make a success of it. Perhaps it would be better to go without her. He should have asked Mummy’s advice about that. It would certainly be easier. Another thing he had not told Mummy was that Rowena was back in his life. They had met some months before in the King’s Road, when he was coming out of his framers. She was walking along on the opposite side of the street, with a champagne-coloured poodle on a lead.

He called her name and she stopped. ‘Michael!’

He dodged a bus and crossed the road to her. She was wearing a short fur jacket over a black skirt and a black velvet beret over her blonde hair. She looked very pretty.

‘How lovely to see you! What are you doing here?’

She blushed the palest pink. ‘I live round the corner. In Carlyle Square.’

‘It’s really nice to see you.’

Her pale, wide-apart eyes regarded him, then she bent down to the dog who was straining on his leash. ‘Shut up, Carlos! I saw you coming out of Green and Stone. I didn’t think you’d see me.’

‘I was leaving some pictures to be framed. I suppose you wouldn’t invite me back for a cup of tea?’

She looked nervous. ‘Oh! I don’t think—’

‘Oh, please do! It’s such years. I’d really like to hear what’s been happening to you.’

‘Nothing very much. Oh – all right. Yes, do come.’

Her rather flat, girlish little voice, which did not alter whatever was happening to her or whatever she said about it, came back to him. Poor little Rowena, as Mummy called her. She had wanted to marry him so badly; he supposed now that perhaps he hadn’t treated her very well. But, as Mummy had said, it wouldn’t have done. ‘A very amiable nonentity,’ Mummy had called her, but that was all six or more years ago; she must have changed.

Her house was rather impressive; large and filled with good furniture. She put him in the drawing room and went away to make tea. When she had taken off her gloves, he saw her rings – a wedding ring and one with a large sapphire and diamonds. Of course, she had married: he vaguely remembered Mummy mentioned it.

‘I married Ralph Fytton,’ she said, when she had brought the tea tray and he had asked her.

‘The scientist?’

She nodded. ‘He died last year. He got all the way through the war and then he died of pneumonia.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Yes, it was very sad for him.’

‘But not for you?’

‘Oh, yes, it was sad for me too. In a way. But it wasn’t working out. As a marriage, I mean. I wanted children, you see, and he didn’t.’ She poured the tea and handed him a cup.

‘How odd!’ he exclaimed.

‘I know. But he thought the world wasn’t a fit place for children any more. He knew about the bomb, you see – long before it was used, I mean. He got awfully depressed. He used to say it was time for the human race to come to an end. I couldn’t argue with him. I never could argue with him about anything, he was so terribly clever.’

‘It sounds rough on you.’ He wanted to say, ‘Why did you marry him?’ but thought better of it. Instead, he said, ‘He was a good deal older than you, wasn’t he?’

And she answered in her flat little voice, ‘Nearly thirty years.’

She was, he knew, thirty-five; only three years younger than him, and another argument that his mother had employed against his marrying her had been her age, too old, Zee had said.

‘So,’ she said, not looking at him, ‘how are you? I saw that you nearly got into Parliament. That was bad luck.’

‘Not really. I don’t think it was what I really wanted to do.’

‘And you have a little son! I saw that in The Times. How marvellous for you.’ There was a slight pause, and then she said, ‘Your mother very kindly asked me to your wedding. But it didn’t feel right to go actually.’

He remembered their last walk, after the lunch at Hatton when eventually he had told her that he thought he was going to marry Louise, and how she had said at once, ‘I know. I knew the moment I came into the room and saw her. She’s very beautiful and I could see she’s awfully clever.’ And then she had wept. He had tried to put his arms round her but she had pulled away from him to lean against a tree and continue crying. All the while she was crying she kept apologizing. ‘I’m so sorry – be all right in a minute – sorry to be like this—’ and he, embarrassed and uncomfortable, had said, ‘I never said anything about – that I would—’

‘I know,’ she had said. ‘I know you didn’t. I just – sort of hoped …’ Her flat, childish voice had died away at this point. He had offered her the cliché handkerchief then and she had mopped up and said she would go home now. He remembered telling her how fond of her he was, and saying what good times they had had. They had gone back to the house, and Rowena had thanked Zee for lunch, and he had taken her to her car. He had kissed her face and said how sorry he was. He had really not thought of her again. But now earlier memories of their times together flooded back: the first time she had taken off her clothes – God, what a lovely body she had! – and her always agreeable admiration, how, even in those times she was always beautifully dressed (she made her own clothes), the eager interest she took in everything he did …

He leaned forward and took her hands. ‘We did have fun, didn’t we?’

‘Not fun,’ she said. ‘I never thought of it as fun.’

He did not see her for some weeks after that. Then he ran into her on his way to his gallery in Bond Street. It was then that he discovered that she worked three days a week in another gallery. He took her to the Ritz for a drink where they had two martinis each, followed by a longish lunch. She said that she had to go back to work, was already late, and on an impulse, and because Louise was in Sussex seeing her family, he asked her to have dinner with him. ‘And we might go dancing somewhere,’ he added. She had always been a good dancer, could follow him on the floor whatever he did.

That had been the beginning of it. He had told her that things were not good between him and Louise; she had been unmaliciously sympathetic – she had always been good-natured, he could never recall her speaking ill of anyone. She bore him no resentment which, as their intimacy increased, he began to see she had the right to do. He had treated her badly. The moment on their last walk together at Hatton when he had tried to excuse himself by saying that he had never intended to marry her now made him feel ashamed and in the end he told her so. ‘It was selfish and pompous and altogether crass of me,’ he said, and she had answered: ‘Oh, Mike! You always overdo that kind of thing, to make people disagree with you.’

The truth of this and the fact that she did not often say anything that surprised him by its perception made him feel – for a moment – just a little in love with her. And she was lovely. She had always been so with each feature perfectly in place, a broad forehead, large wide-apart eyes, which were neither grey nor blue nor green but, at different times, the palest version of those colours, a small nose and a wide mouth that drooped at the corners, like small commas, giving her expression a gravity that enhanced it and made incident in the broad sweeping planes of her face. He had explored all these things in his drawings when they had first become lovers; now he was rediscovering them with the minute changes wrought by time and her experience – both of which seemed to have added to her attraction. She had poise now and more animation, and she did not invariably agree with him.

They did not meet often: he was working very hard, and, as the daylight hours gradually increased, for longer, and most evenings he had engagements with Louise. But there were times when Louise announced that she was spending the evening with her cousins Polly and Clary or her friend Stella, whom he had never really taken to, or she wanted to go to some play that he knew he would not enjoy, and then he would ring Rowena from his studio and make a plan with her. She seemed always to be free, and when, on one of these occasions, he remarked upon this and said that surely she must have other friends, she had answered that she put them off. That was the evening when he first went to bed with her, and it was a great success. She had always been easy in bed and he was able to enjoy himself, as well as his effect upon her, with no trouble at all. She combined passivity with obvious sexual satisfaction – the perfect combination, he thought.

Afterwards they lay in her bed and had a serious (stock) conversation about the fact that he was married and did not want to rock the boat – the child and so forth – and she listened and accepted everything he said in just the right way. ‘I’m so happy,’ she said. ‘I don’t care about anything else. I’m here if you want me.’

His marriage seemed to be at an impasse. However, a gallery in New York who had shown some of his pictures before the war had written asking him whether he was interested in another show. He had discussed the matter with his mother, who thought it an excellent idea, although she had advised him to be firm about a date sufficiently far off for him to accumulate enough portraits. If this did come off, he decided to take Louise with him: a complete change of scene might also improve their marriage. It would get her away from her preoccupation with the theatre and give them a chance to be really alone together. Sebastian and Nannie could go to his mother at Hatton. It would be a kind of second honeymoon, and Louise, who had never been abroad in her life, must surely be excited at the prospect. Rowena did not come into these plans – how could she? – but the knowledge that she was there, in the background, gave him a new kind of assurance that he badly needed. The spring of ’47, he thought, would be the right time to go to America, and he wrote to this effect.

As Christopher tramped back down the cart track from the farm to his caravan he noticed with satisfaction that the wind had dropped, not completely, to that stillness that usually prefaced rain at this time of year, but to a kinder, more domestic breeze. Perhaps it would be a fine weekend – he passionately hoped so. He had had his weekly bath and supper with the Hursts, a day earlier because tomorrow Polly was coming to stay. She had never been before; indeed he had never had anybody to stay in the caravan with him and his excitement at the prospect was beginning to congeal into anxiety. Although it was dark, he didn’t need a torch – knew the way blindfold. But Polly would need one. He must be sure the battery was working on the old one he had – come to that he must find it, must add that to his list. Lucky he’d asked for the day off tomorrow because there was a hell of a lot to do before Polly arrived.

He had asked her on the spur of the moment at the party given for his sister Angela before she left for America. After Nora’s wedding he had decided that family parties were not for him; they only made him feel depressed and isolated, something which in his ordinary life he did not feel at all. But he was very fond of Ange, she was his sister and he felt he might never see her again. Mindful of the fiasco of the very old suit that he had tried to wear to Nora’s wedding (his mother had made him borrow something from Uncle Hugh, which hadn’t fitted either but in a different way), he had bicycled into Hastings and bought himself a dark suit and a utility shirt. Then he remembered that he’d used his tie to bind the splint on the vixen’s leg, and bought himself another: green with blue spots on it. It wasn’t silk, which meant it wouldn’t tie very well, but it didn’t matter as he didn’t expect to wear it much. Mrs Hurst had knitted him some socks for Christmas. He hadn’t enough coupons left to buy shoes, so he would have to wear the awful old ones that were far too tight, or his boots. In the end he chose his boots. He didn’t look at people’s feet, so he didn’t think they would be noticed. He’d have to stay in London on the night of the party, and he absolutely didn’t want to have to stay with Mum and Dad, so although he hated the telephone, he rang up Ange at her house and asked if he could stay with her because she knew how he felt about Dad. She was nice about it, and said if he didn’t mind the floor he could. ‘Anyway, there’s no room in their tiddly little house because Judy will be there,’ she had said.

So that stormy Saturday he took Oliver over to the Hursts and bicycled against a violent headwind to the station. It was bitterly cold and hail fell with little stinging blows on to his face: he was glad of his oilskin jacket.

Journeys always made him anxious; the train was all right because all he had to do was to sit in it until it finally stopped in London. But then he had to find the right bus stop for the right bus that would take him to a stop by Lyons Corner House in Tottenham Court Road, and then he had to walk on until a turning to the left, which was Percy Street where Ange lived. But it was nice when he finally got there. Ange seemed really pleased to see him and made him tea and toast. She had her hair in curlers and she was wearing her dressing gown, but the main thing was that she looked happy. This made her look so different that he realized that she must have been pretty unhappy before.

When they were sitting as near to the small electric fire as they could get and drinking the tea, he said, ‘Do you remember when I met you in the drive at Mill Farm after we all knew there wasn’t going to be the war and you were so unhappy and you couldn’t tell me about it?’

‘Yes. I could now. I thought I was in love with Rupert—’

‘Uncle Rupert?’

‘Yep, I thought it was the end of the world. I thought he loved me back, you see. Well – I suppose I sort of imagined he did. And, of course, he didn’t.’

‘Poor Ange!’

‘Don’t worry. It’s completely over. Everybody has to have a first love and I expect they mostly go wrong.’

‘Did good things happen after it?’

‘Not much. I fell in love with someone else and that was far worse. He was married too.’

‘Was that the person you nearly did marry?’

‘Yes – no. It was the person Mummy thought I ought to marry. For the obvious reason.’ She looked at him to see if he knew what she meant, and just as he was about to ask her why their mother thought she ought to marry someone who was married already, she said: ‘I was pregnant.’

‘Oh, Ange! Did you lose the baby?’

She hadn’t answered at once, then she had said, gently, almost as though she was comforting him, ‘I’m glad I didn’t have it.’

She offered him a cigarette, but he didn’t smoke.

‘But now,’ he said, ‘you’ve got Lord Black, haven’t you? I didn’t know Americans had lords.’

‘He’s not a lord! That’s his name. Earl. I shall be Mrs Earl C. Black. And live in New York. I can’t wait.’

He could see she was happy, which was the point. But it did feel a long way away. She said she must get ready for the party – ‘the probably awful party’ – and told him where the bathroom was.

‘Do you think I ought to shave again?’

She felt his face. ‘Well. Did you shave this morning?’

‘Yesterday. I only do it every other day usually.’

‘You are a bit bristly. And you’re bound to have to kiss people. Better.’

So he did, and managed not to cut himself.

The party was in a large room in a very grand hotel. All the family were there – well, it felt like all. His family, at any rate. Dad was wearing a dinner jacket and Mum had a long floaty blue dress. They put Angela between them to talk to everyone as they arrived. Judy had got rather fat and was wearing the bridesmaid’s dress she’d worn for Nora’s wedding. She rushed about the room eating things off the plates on the tables as well as things that were handed to her. He felt very proud of Angela who wore a red velvet dress that just reached her knees and marvellous stockings that she said Earl had sent her. Her hair was piled on top of her head and she had long red and gold earrings. ‘You look absolutely terrific,’ he had said before they left her home, and she kissed him. She smelt like a greenhouse full of flowers.

Nora arrived a bit late wheeling Richard, whom she placed beside her parents. ‘So that he has a chance to see everyone as they come in,’ she explained. Everybody who arrived was given a glass of champagne and Nora held Richard’s up to his mouth to give him little sips, but Christopher noticed that she did not do it very often.

He stood a little way off from his family and watched the Cazalets arrive. He had not seen any of them for three years – since Nora’s marriage, in fact. First were Uncle Edward and Aunt Villy who looked as though she had shrunk inside her dress. They brought Lydia, who looked very elegant in a dark dress that made her waist look tiny (the opposite of Judy, he thought sadly), and Roland in grey flannel shorts with matching jacket and hair spiky from brilliantine, and Wills, dressed exactly the same. He saw Wills and Roland confer, and then descend upon Richard in his chair, whom thereafter they fed steadily with the little bits of food that were being handed round. Then Uncle Rupert and Aunt Zoë arrived and Aunt Zoë looked nearly as terrific as Ange in a dark green and white striped dress with dangling diamond earrings. He watched as Uncle Rupert kissed Ange, but she didn’t seem to mind. Then the Duchy came with Aunt Rachel, both dressed as he always remembered them, in misty, bluebellish blues, but with long skirts. Uncle Rupert got the Duchy a chair and Aunt Rachel went at once to talk to Richard. Some other people arrived whom he didn’t know – friends of Ange’s, he supposed. Some of them knew each other, but they didn’t seem to know the family. Then – and this was what changed the whole party for him – Clary arrived with Polly. Clary looked like he always remembered her, but Polly, although of course she was not unrecognizable, looked so extraordinarily beautiful that he felt he was seeing her for the first time in his life.

They came up to him at once. ‘Christopher! Hello, Christopher,’ was what they severally said. In a daze he allowed himself to be hugged by them. Polly’s dress was the colour of autumn beech leaves: she smelt of some indefinably rich scent.

‘You do smell extraordinary,’ he found himself saying.

‘It’s a scent called Russian Leather,’ Clary said, ‘and I keep telling her she puts far too much of it on. She only wants to smell like one very expensive leather chair, not a whole row.’ She added, ‘It’s French, actually. It’s called Cuir de Russie in France.’

‘If I had a scent, I’d choose one called Fried Bacon.’ Someone very tall loomed behind the girls.

‘Neville, you can’t choose scents like that. You can only choose from what there is.’

‘Not if I was a scent inventor, which might be a very good way of getting rich: they must have used up all the soppy flower smells by now. Also, sometimes people might like a scent that put people off. Essence of Grass Snake would be good for that. Or Burglar’s Sweat could be another – oh, hello, Christopher.’

Neville was now as tall as he.

‘Don’t be silly and disgusting,’ Clary advised. ‘This is a party. It’s meant to be fun for people.’

She went with Polly to be greeted by Ange. Neville stayed.

‘I must say I think parties are vastly overrated. You’re not meant to have a proper conversation at them, but you are meant to kiss the most awful people and exchange platitudes with whoever is the most dull. Do you agree with that?’

‘Well, I don’t go to parties much. At all.’

‘Really? How do you manage that?’

There aren’t parties where I live.’ As he said that, he felt panic. He did live cut off from people: apart from the Hursts and Tom, the other chap who worked for them, he didn’t live with people. Of course, he saw people in shops, when he went to them, but otherwise he lived with Oliver, a half-wild cat who made use of him when she felt like it, and intermittently with other creatures whom he looked after when they were in the wars, like the vixen last autumn found in a horrible trap, various hedgehogs weak from fleas, birds that fell out of nests, and the young hare that Oliver brought him, one of whose eyes had been pecked out when it lay in a stupor – from some kind of poison he had suspected. But all these cousins, whom years ago he had spent holidays with, who had all once been part of his landscape, they all seemed to know one another, had continued to grow up together, while he had been cut off. Cut myself off, he admitted: in his intense determination to have as little to do with his father as possible he had isolated himself from everyone else. He looked at Neville, who had been choosing a sausage roll off a plate with great deliberation. He remembered him as a boy.

‘How old are you?’

‘Sixteen. And a half. But I’m working on being old for my age. It’s largely a matter of vocabulary and never being surprised by anything.’

He bent his head to take a bite out of the roll, and a lock of reddish-brown hair fell across his bumpy white forehead, but at the crown, Christopher noticed, his hair grew upright in two tufts.

‘Are Teddy and Simon coming?’

‘Teddy’s still in America, although he’ll soon be back, with a girl called Bernadine who he’s married. Simon’s swotting for his finals.’

He didn’t know whether he was sorry or glad about this.

At this point Christopher’s father called for silence and made a fairly long, not always audible speech about Ange. He stopped listening to it almost at once because Polly came over to him and again her incredible beauty struck him so forcefully that the room seemed to contain only her. She was listening to his father’s speech, so he was able to look at her – at her shining coppery hair that had been cut so that it stood out inches from the back of her slender white neck, and when his father made some sort of joke and there was laughter – not the real sort but polite – she turned to him and there was an eddy of the rich scent: she wrinkled her white nose, just like Aunt Rach used to do, he remembered, when she wanted to share something funny with anyone, and her dark blue eyes shone with conspiracy. What? That she knew that they both knew that his father was not funny? That she was simply pleased to see him?

Anyway, when his father had stopped speaking and there was applause, and before Ange began to say anything back, he took a deep breath and asked if she would come and stay a weekend in his caravan.

And now she was coming. He had warned her that he didn’t have things like baths and electric light. He’d said it was only a caravan. But he hadn’t said that there was only a sort of outdoor privy that he’d constructed just inside the wood, or that there was only a wooden bunk in the tiny bedroom at one end of the caravan. He’d put her in that, and he could sleep on the floor in the main part.

He spent the whole of the next day cleaning things and tidying up, and making a vegetable soup. Mrs Hurst, who had been extremely helpful, had made him a fruit cake and a baked custard with her own eggs and milk, so they would do for puddings. He decided upon a macaroni cheese for the main course, which he could cook in his little Dutch oven. He collected plenty of wood for the stove, cleaned the windows, which were always dim with woodsmoke and condensation, and his outdoor larder – a box with a zinc mesh door that was hung from the roof of the caravan. This was to house most of the food for the weekend. On one of his many borrowing trips, in this case for extra bedding, Mrs Hurst had suggested that his cousin might like to sleep at the farm, but he felt that it would spoil things. As the day drew on, however, and it was nearly time to go to the station to fetch Polly, he began to wonder whether he was wrong; perhaps she would prefer to sleep in a proper room in a proper bed.

He need not have worried. It was dusk when he met her on the platform. She was wearing trousers and a dark jacket and a scarf tied over her hair. They kissed in a family way and he took her small case.

‘I didn’t know you had a car!’

‘It’s not mine, it belongs to the farm I work for. He lent it to me to fetch you.’

‘It’s all pretty rough,’ he warned her as he drove carefully out of Hastings – he didn’t drive much and, anyway, felt he had to be extra careful with Polly: her face had felt like cool china when he kissed it.

‘I know it will be lovely,’ she said, with such a warm assurance that he began to feel that perhaps she would like it.

But when he had parked the car in the farmyard and begun to lead Polly up the track in the dark, all his anxiety surged back. He should have lit the oil lamp so that there was a welcoming glow ahead, he should have brought the torch … ‘You’d better hold my hand,’ he said, ‘the track has rather deep ruts.’ Her hand felt very soft and cold in his.

‘You’ve still got Oliver, haven’t you?’

‘Oh, yes. I left him to guard things.’


She stood quietly in the dark while he fumbled with matches, and the soft yellow light bloomed.

‘How pretty! What a lovely light!’

Oliver, who had been standing in the middle of the floor, went up to her and stared up at her with his rich brown eyes. While she was greeting him and his interest in her was speedily progressing from courtesy to affection and then towards passionate devotion, Christopher anxiously looked round his home, trying to see it with her eyes. The table looked nice with its red and white checked tablecloth with a jam jar of berries on it, but the piece of carpet in front of the stove, whose doors he went to open, looked worn and rather dirty, and the one comfortable basket chair – once painted white – looked rather grey and bristled with pieces of cane that had worked loose, and the cushion that concealed the hole in its seat was made of a balding plush of the colour that moss was not. The shelves he had made were littered with china – all odd pieces – and his books, and every hook or peg he had put up was covered with his clothes, all in a state of disrepair. The walls of the caravan and the partition that marked off the bedroom were, excepting for the four small windows, entirely choked up with stuff so that it seemed even smaller and more crowded than he felt it really was. Oliver’s basket occupied a lot of space near the stove. He moved it now and pulled out a stool from under a shelf.

‘Oh, Christopher, it’s lovely! It’s so cosy!’ She was taking off the scarf and then her jacket; her hair looked like conkers just after they’d had their green spiky skins peeled off. He hung up her jacket and made her sit in the basket chair; he took her case into the tiny bedroom, came back and offered her tea, ‘or there’s some cider’ (he’d forgotten about drink; she probably drank things like cocktails), but she said that tea would be perfect. Her presence in this place where, until now, he had always been alone, except for Oliver, elated him; her perfect loveliness filled him with excitement and joy, and beyond this, and perhaps best of all, she was not a stranger – she was somebody, one of the cousins, somebody he had known practically all his life. If he had not known her, he thought, as he pumped up the Primus to boil the kettle, he would never have dared to speak to her at Ange’s party, and even if, by some amazing chance, she had spoken to him, had asked if she could come and stay with him, he would have been so intimidated by her radiance that he would not have been able to say a word.

They had tea, and some time after that the macaroni cheese.

She asked about a lavatory, and he escorted her, with the torch which he left with her.

‘I heard an owl,’ she said, when she returned. ‘It is a lovely wild place, isn’t it? A bit like your camp in the wood at Home Place, but much nicer.’

They had talked quite a bit about the family by then, and she’d told him about her job in what sounded like a very posh shop and about life with Clary in their flat. He asked her if she liked living in London.

‘I think I do. When we were at Home Place in the war I used to long to live there, and have a job and my own place and all that. It’s odd, but things always seem much more exciting when they’re a long way away. I suppose that’s why people like views so much. You know. Something that they can see a lot of but they’re not in it,’ she added.

He thought about that. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I see what you mean, but I don’t in the least feel like that.’

‘You’ve always wanted to get away from things, haven’t you?’

‘Some things.’ He felt guarded.

‘Is it nice now that you have?’

‘I haven’t really thought about it. Shall I make us some hot chocolate? I get lots of milk.’

She said that would be lovely. He went out to fetch the milk and when he came back, she said, ‘What about the washing up? Can I do it if you tell me how?’

‘I’ll do it later.’ He took the kettle for washing-up water off the Primus and began mixing the chocolate powder in a saucepan. He suddenly felt crowded with things he wanted to ask, to discuss, to talk about, to find out what she thought about them.

‘Do you think one’s meant to be happy in life?’

‘What else do you think one should be?’

‘Oh, useful – er – helpful to other people. Trying to make the world better: that kind of thing.’

‘I think being happy would make the world better.’

‘You have to be quite clever to be it, though, don’t you? I mean, it’s not as easy as it sounds.’

‘No.’ She sounded sad; then she suddenly laughed. ‘I’ve just remembered Miss Milliment saying that when she was young there was a saying “Be good, sweet maid, and let who will be clever”. It used to make her furious. She said even when she was ten, she couldn’t see why goodness should be an alternative to being clever. But it could be an alternative to happiness, couldn’t it?’

‘But if you had to choose,’ he said doggedly. He saw her white forehead marked by little frowns that came and went as she searched for her truth. ‘I was thinking of Nora,’ he said. ‘She’s given her life to looking after Richard – and other people.’

‘Well, hasn’t that made her happy?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think she looks at things like that.’

‘I suppose,’ Polly said, ‘that, in that case, what would matter was whether she was making things happier for the people she’s giving her life for.’

There was a silence, and he remembered Richard sitting in his chair at the party. He had not looked happy; indeed, his face seemed closed to any feeling at all, excepting the glancing animation of (mild) greed when Wills or Roly put little pieces of food in his mouth.

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘one could always fail at whatever it is – goodness or happiness or anything.’

‘Not at our ages,’ Polly said. ‘I mean, if we get things wrong, we’ve still got time to try again.’

He searched for an unchipped mug for her chocolate, but he’d used it for her tea, so picked the next best one for her.

‘Drink out of this side,’ he said.

While they were drinking the chocolate, she asked him about his work on the farm. ‘Tell me your whole day.’

‘They aren’t always the same. It depends on the time of year.’

‘Well, now, then.’

‘Now is tomato time,’ he said. ‘Tom Hurst has two large glasshouses for tomatoes and the thing is to get them fruiting as early as possible. I’ve been potting up seedlings for the last week – hundreds of them. Before that I was mixing the potting mixture. In winter, I mostly do repairing jobs – like the chickens’ house – and then the cows are mostly in and have to have hay. We don’t have a lot of stock, just a few of each thing, but that’s mostly because he’s always had that. He makes his living out of the tomatoes and soft fruit and some salad things we grow in spring and summer. He’s got a few sheep – only about a dozen – but he hasn’t got the land for growing cereals. He’s getting on and they don’t have any children – his only son was killed in Burma. In fact, that’s one of my problems.’

‘You’ve become his son?’

He nodded. He loved how quick she was. ‘Yes. Marge, his wife, told me he wants to leave me the farm – the house and everything.’

‘And you don’t know whether you want it?’

‘I don’t. But if he leaves it to me, I’d feel awful if I just sold it and got out.’

‘Have you talked to him about it?’

‘God, no! I couldn’t do that. I’m not supposed to know, you see. She just told me. She thought I’d be thrilled.’

He got up to put the kettle back on the Primus. He still felt he had so many things to say to her, but it had occurred to him that he might be boring her: people who were used to living with other people probably didn’t talk to them so much – or, at least, not all the time as he seemed to be doing.

‘Do read a book if you want to,’ he said. ‘I’m just going to put our supper things in a bowl – you needn’t do anything.’

‘Where do you get your water from?’ She had watched him refilling the kettle from a tap over his small stone sink.

‘I’ve got a cistern outside. It takes the run-off of rainwater from the roof but I top it up about once a fortnight with a hose from the farm. I have my baths there and Marge said you were welcome to have one any time you want.’

‘She’s very kind, isn’t she?’

‘She really is. That’s what makes it so difficult to walk out.’

‘But why do you want to walk out? You like animals and the country and growing things.’


‘It’s not just a question of what I like. It’s – it’s – more … Well, this business of copping out – of being against things. Like being a conscious objector—’ He looked to see whether she remembered Simon’s word for his pacifism and she did. ‘I realized in the end that it meant other people doing the things that they might be just as much against as I was – the dirty work – so then I felt I had to go back into the Army. As it turned out, they wouldn’t have me, because of my being ill – that time when I couldn’t remember anything at all. But at least I tried, and that felt right. But coming here was a kind of copping out as well. It was getting away from – well, mostly Dad, I suppose, and not having to live in London with the family. But then when I saw Richard and Nora I thought, perhaps I ought to offer to go and help her. She’s got several other very disabled people as well, and she was saying it was really difficult to get staff and especially people strong enough to do all the lifting. What do you think, Poll? I really would value your opinion.’

There was a silence. Then she said, ‘Do you want to go and help Nora?’

‘It’s not a question of what I want—’

‘Oh, Christopher! It must be. In some way or other you have to want whatever it is or it simply wouldn’t work. I mean, even if you simply wanted a horrible time – that’s a kind of want. But you can’t just decide on something just because you think it ought to happen, or someone ought to do it. You’d do it awfully badly for one thing.’

‘Would I?’

‘Your heart wouldn’t be in it.’

‘So what can I do? I don’t – seem – to want – anything!’ Something about the way he said this made her laugh. Oliver, however, got to his feet, came over and leaned his head so hard against Christopher’s knee that he dropped the plate he was wiping and it broke.

‘I think Oliver is pointing out that you want him. Or you ought to.’

He put his hand on Oliver’s neck to scratch him gently behind his ear and Oliver gave a small moan of pleasure. ‘It’s mutual,’ he said.

‘Do you remember that day when Dad brought him?’ Polly said. ‘He was so frightened of everything. Excepting you.’

‘He still can’t stand a car backfiring or guns.’

They were back to reminiscence, and soon after finishing the chocolate, began preparations for the night. These took longer than when he was alone. He made Polly a hot-water bottle and explained her bedroom to her. ‘There’s a sleeping bag which you get into and then the blankets to go on top.’ He lit a night-light to put beside her bed, and offered her warm water poured into the large china basin for washing.

‘Where are you going to sleep?’

‘In here, in another sleeping bag in front of the stove. I’ll be fine. I often sleep in here in winter anyway.’ He gave her the torch for another trip to the privy.

‘Goodness! It’s lovely and cosy in here,’ she exclaimed again when she came back.

He took Oliver out for his pee while she was washing. It was a clear night, frosty – a few stars and the moon, like a piece of mother-of-pearl high in the sky. It was lovely having her to stay, and this was only Friday night: there were nearly two full days more.

On Saturday they went for a long walk in the woods and along the narrow steep-banked lanes that surrounded the farm. The day began fine, the sun like a tomato in a thick grey sky, and frosted cobwebs decorating the hedges that still had some berries left. They talked a bit about Angela – now on her way to America with hundreds of GI brides. Polly said she thought it was very brave to set off for an unknown country, leaving all her family and friends behind, and he said that he thought she’d been so miserable for so long that she was happy to have a complete change.

‘She’s been in love twice, and both times were awfully unhappy,’ he said.

‘Poor her!’ She said it in such a heartfelt manner, that he suddenly wanted to tell her about Ange and Uncle Rupert. ‘That must have been awful for her.’

‘It was. I found her being miserable one day and I didn’t know what it was. Of course he didn’t love her back. I think that must have made it worse – at the time.’

She didn’t reply, so then he said. ‘It was better in the long run. Because of his being married and all that. But, anyway, he was far too old for her – it was a hopeless idea, really.’

‘I don’t think he was too old for her at all. Less than twenty years – that’s nothing!’

She said it so vehemently that he looked at her, surprised. She was striding along, with her hands plunged into the pockets of her jacket, her face set in what was for her, he thought, a quite fierce expression.

‘Poll—’

‘His being married, of course, does make it hopeless. But his age has nothing whatever to do with it.’ After a pause, she said, so quietly that he could hardly hear her, ‘His not loving her back is the worst thing. The saddest for her, I mean.’

He opened his mouth to say that, anyway, Ange had fallen in love with someone else quite soon after Uncle Rupert, but it didn’t feel right to tell Polly that as she seemed unaccountably hostile, so instead he said, ‘Well, anyway, that’s all in the past. She’s going to be all right now.’

‘You never met him, did you?’


‘No. But she showed me a picture of him.’

‘What’s he like?’

He thought. ‘Rather furry. He looked kind. He’s much older than her, too.’ He hadn’t thought of that before.

‘You see? It doesn’t matter. I told you.’ But she seemed friendly again. Then she saw some spindle berries and wanted to pick them, and after that, she kept seeing things she wanted to pick. I don’t know nearly enough about people, he thought, and wondered whether, when you didn’t know, the thing was to ask, but then he was afraid that that might make her angry again, and couldn’t bear the idea.

They went back to the caravan and while he heated the soup she made a wonderful arrangement of the berries she had picked. He was afraid that she might be bored and asked her what she should like to do in the afternoon, and she said that she would like to go to Hastings. ‘I haven’t been there for ages.’

This meant borrowing the car again, but the Hursts didn’t seem to mind. ‘You enjoy yourself,’ Mrs Hurst advised.

Polly said that she wanted to go to the old bit that had the antique and junk shops. ‘I do love going round them. Is that all right with you?’

Anything was all right: he simply wanted to be with her, and look at her as much as possible when she wasn’t noticing.

In the car he asked her about her job. He couldn’t imagine what interior decorators did.

‘Well, what we do is listen to people about their houses or flats or whatever, and we go and see them, and then we suggest things, and in the end they sort of choose things and then they pretend they did it all themselves.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘Wallpapers, or colours of paint for walls and doors, and carpets and curtains and loose-covers or upholstery for furniture – sometimes, even, all the furniture. Once we had to do every single thing for an extremely nasty house in Bishop’s Avenue – that’s sort of beyond Hampstead. I had to choose the china, a complete dinner service and candlesticks and little silver claws to hold place names. It was for some fantastically rich foreigner. I thought he couldn’t be married if he wanted all these things chosen for him, but he was. His wife simply wasn’t allowed to do anything about it. Gervase said that she was like a prisoner, hardly ever allowed out.’

‘Who is Gervase?’

‘He’s my boss. Or, rather, one of them. There’s Caspar as well. Caspar does the shop part, and Gervase does the designing – you know, curtain drapes or pelmets, and plasterwork and the layout for bathrooms and kitchens, that sort of thing.’

He didn’t know. It seemed extraordinary to him that people did any of that, and even more that there would be people who paid to have it done for them. ‘And what do you do?’

‘Well, I’m sort of learning, which means really that I do the dullest things – anything I’m told.’

‘Don’t most houses have kitchens and bathrooms anyway?’

‘Yes, but often they’re hideous – or there simply aren’t enough of them.’

She was very good at antique shops: found things, seemed to know about them, how old they were, sometimes, in mysterious cases, what they were for. She also bought some things: three silver forks, very plain and heavy. ‘George III,’ she said, although two pounds ten seemed a lot to him for three forks. Then she found four pairs of decorated brass hoops but with a bit open. She said they were curtain ties, ormolu, and that Caspar would be delighted to have them in the shop.

She found a small walnut desk she called a davenport that she said Caspar would also like. This was twenty pounds, and she said that she would telephone from London if the desk was wanted and would they keep it until Monday? Of course they would. She bought a small piece of green velvet that she said she would make into a table cover for her room. Then she absolutely fell in love with a tea service of pink and gold lustre with tiny green flowers on it. ‘Oh, look, Christopher, a teapot – perfect – and seven cups and nine saucers and two cake plates! The prettiest set I’ve ever seen!’

It was nine pounds, nearly two weeks’ wages, but he decided to give it to her. ‘I’ll buy that,’ he said, and saw her face cloud and then clear as she said, ‘Well, it is your turn,’ and turned her attention to an array of mugs. She bought two.

While the china was being packed in yellowing newspaper by the proprietor, she wandered round the furniture. ‘Look! A Regency supper table. Goodness, what an elegant sight! It’s rosewood.’ (Of course, she knew about wood because of her father.) ‘And look at the declivities for each plate and its charming legs.’

He was amazed at how much she knew.

They carted everything into the car. It was dusk and it had begun to rain.

On the way home, she said, ‘The last time I went to those shops was with Dad,’ and fell silent and he sensed some sadness.

This time tomorrow, he thought, I shall be driving back along this road without her.

Over supper, baked potatoes and a wing of chicken for her that Mrs Hurst had cooked and some roast parsnips, she asked whether he still drew. He hadn’t – for ages.

‘You used to be jolly good at it.’

‘So did you.’

‘Nothing like you. I especially remember your owls, how good they were.’

‘You were going to go to an art school.’

‘I did. All it did was make me see I wasn’t good enough. Do you mind if I eat my bone?’

‘Of course not. I live with somebody who eats his bones.’

‘If we were characters in a novel or a play,’ she said sadly, ‘one of us, at least, would turn out to be a frightfully good painter. And if it was a bad novel, both of us would. As it is …’

‘I’m a sort of farmer—’


‘And I work in a shop,’ she finished. She put down her chicken bone and licked her fingers delicately – like a little cat, he thought. He took away their plates and laid two Crunchie bars on the table.

‘Oh! How lovely! Is this our pudding?’

‘I knew you liked them. Do you remember that day when you were sitting on a wall outside the kitchen garden and you gave me some of your bar?’

She thought for a moment, then shook her head. ‘I don’t, actually.’

‘You wore a bright blue dress and a black velvet hair-band, and you offered me some and I took too much, but then you let me have the rest of it because I’d missed tea.’

‘Funny! I don’t remember at all.’

‘I hope you still like them.’ He felt dashed that she’d forgotten.

‘Love them.’

When he suggested making tea, she gave him the two mugs she had bought. ‘One for you and one for your guests.’

‘But I don’t have any guests,’ he said, when he had thanked her.

‘Never?’

‘You’re the first one.’

‘But don’t you have – any friends here?’

‘There are the Hursts, of course. And there’s a boy who works with me, but he’s not exactly a friend.’

‘And you have Oliver,’ she said.

She said it in a protective kind of way, which somehow made him feel worse (obviously she expected him to have friends and why hadn’t he got any?). ‘I suppose I do lead a rather solitary life,’ he said.

‘But you like it?’

‘I hadn’t really thought about it.’ He did now, though. This time tomorrow she would be in London, and he would be eating supper and struggling with his Greek. He was trying to translate some fragments of Menander – Mr Milner, one of his teachers at school, had been particularly fond of Menander, and he was one of the few people Christopher had ever been able to talk to. He had never told anyone about the Greek because he was afraid it would be considered absurd, or pointless, and that then he would not want to do it any more. And if that happened, he would have nothing. But he was dreading Polly’s departure – so much that he almost wished she had never come to stay at all. He went to sleep that night telling himself that it was stupid to wish any such thing.

In the morning he woke early, as usual, to hear the rain drumming down on the roof of the caravan, and wondered what he could do to entertain her. She had said that she wanted to see the farm, but it would be too wet for that to be much fun for her. The stove had gone out – too much rain down its chimney. He got up as quietly as possible, put on his boots and a mac and went to collect wood from the pile he kept under a tarpaulin outside. When he came back with an armful she was up, wearing her trousers and dark blue jersey with a roll collar, her shining hair tied back with a piece of blue ribbon. He explained about the fire and she said if he would light the Primus she’d make the porridge while he relit it.

It hadn’t gone out for some time, and badly needed cleaning. Clouds of wood ash rose in the air as he riddled and brushed the little grate inside. He got a bucketful of ash to take outside. Then he had to go to the farm to fetch the milk and Mrs Hurst most kindly gave him a small jug of cream. ‘You’re not getting the weather we could wish for and that’s a fact,’ she said. ‘If you’d like to bring your cousin over to dinner you’re welcome.’ He thanked her and said he would see what Polly wanted to do and let her know after breakfast. He was divided between not wanting to waste the time with Polly, and worrying that scrambled eggs would not seem much of a Sunday lunch for her.

When he got back she was not in the van. Making a miserable wet trip to the privy, poor girl. He looked round his home, seeing it this morning with different, outside eyes. It really did look a dingy, drab little place, with last night’s supper things still unwashed in the sink. She had taken the porridge off the Primus and put on the kettle.

When she returned, she looked really cold: her nose was pink and her hair was dark from the rain. But somehow, in spite of the cold and seeing how cold she was, she managed to change the scene: it stopped being drab and dank, and became all right. They had the porridge and she said what a treat it was to have cream. Then, while they were doing the washing up – the supper things and breakfast – she said: ‘As it’s raining, why don’t we spend the morning cleaning your house? I’d love to – I love making everything tidy and neat.’

He began to protest – it was too boring for her, and he didn’t mind doing it later – but she took his finger and wrote ‘POLLY’ in the dust on the shelf by the sink, and said, ‘You see? It really needs doing.’

So that was how they spent the morning, and it turned out to be a good idea in every way. She was not only very good at cleaning things, she had brilliant ideas about arranging them. She took all his books off various shelves and arranged them all on one single shelf where they were not only easier to find, but looked far nicer. ‘You have a lot of Greek books,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know you could read Greek. What’s this one?’

‘It’s the New Testament.’

‘Gosh! Can you read that?’

‘More or less. I was having a go at translating it. Just to see if it came out the same as it does, you know, in the English one we all have.’

‘Does it?’

‘Not always, but of course I’m not very good at it. Some Greek words have several meanings, you see, and it’s a question of which one is what was meant. Sometimes it seems different to me from the published version.’

‘I didn’t know that about you,’ she said. She seemed impressed, and he hastened to tell her that he was only a beginner and just did it for fun in the evenings.

She did other arrangements: with his china, and his kitchen things. She got him to put up hooks on the wall for hanging his saucepans and frying pan. He’d bought the hooks ages ago and never used them. She actually washed the walls before he put the hooks in – something he had never done – and the place looked lighter. He was kept busy getting water and boiling it, and finding her a rag and scrubbing brush, and going over to the farm to beg another bar of soap and to explain that they would not be able to make it for lunch. However, some time after one Mrs Hurst appeared with a basket in which were two covered plates of Sunday dinner.

‘My! You have been working hard! Chris won’t know himself, will you, Chris?’ He could see she approved of Polly. She offered to take the piece of carpet, give it a good shampoo and dry it out in her kitchen. ‘Don’t let your dinners get cold.’

In the bottom of the basket was a small bottle that had obviously once contained medicine, but was now filled with a very dark red liquid and labelled ‘Sloe Gin 1944’. She was always making drinks of this nature, but usually he was only given a whole bottle at Christmas.

They finished the cleaning and fetched a bowl of fresh water to wash in. Her face was smudged with grime, and when he told her so she wetted the drying-up cloth and asked him to clean her up. ‘As you don’t seem to have a looking-glass anywhere.’

He took the cloth and rubbed the marks, at first so gently that he simply seemed to spread the dirt. Use soap, she said, and he rubbed his finger on the cake and massaged it into her delicate skin and then used the cloth again and she stood completely still with her eyes looking not at him, but straight ahead. In the middle of doing it, he had the most extraordinary feeling – that she was his dearest, oldest friend and the most mysterious, unknown creature he had ever encountered. His hand was trembling, he had to swallow to keep his heart down and to quell its knocking. In those few moments he changed and nothing was as it had been before he touched her.

They both tried the sloe gin; he didn’t care for it, and he didn’t think she did either. She said it was one of those drinks that she thought one was only supposed to have very little of ‘which stops it being a drink really – it’s more like having a very rich chocolate, they’re not meant to quench one’s hunger’.

They ate the Sunday lunch, which was by then cold: it was Yorkshire pudding and some roast beef with it for Polly; Mrs Hurst knew that he didn’t eat meat, and always provided him with extra vegetables.

Then she mended one of the leather pads on the elbows of his jacket. He tried to stop her, but she insisted. He made some tea while she packed up her things: her departure loomed.

In the car, she asked him if he ever had holidays.

‘Not really. I had one this weekend because you came.’

After a pause, she said, ‘It might be nice for you to have a change sometimes. Perhaps if you went for a visit to Nora, you’d find out whether you wanted to work there.’

‘I suppose I might.’ He answered mechanically. He was so preoccupied with her – with the duality of his feelings about her – that he almost wished she wasn’t there; when they talked she was his childhood friend – his cousin – when he looked at her, her beauty surprised, assaulted, overwhelmed him each time as though it was the first. Through lunch, and when she was saying goodbye to Oliver and then walking down the track to the farmyard, he had said things to the cousin; things like thanking her for helping him so much and sending his love to Clary and yes he would thank Mrs Hurst for the lunch, but to this new beauty, this perfect stranger, he could find nothing to say.

They got to the station early (how much he wished afterwards that they hadn’t; that there had only been time to carry her case and put it on the train for her). As it was, they stood for a few moments on the platform and then she suggested that they go into the waiting room where it would be warmer. ‘Unless you want to go,’ she said. ‘You can perfectly well leave me.’ Before he could stop it, he heard himself (as though he had nothing to do with it) saying, ‘I don’t ever want to do that.’

They went into the waiting room and sat down. There was a small coal fire that glowed in the grate in a subdued manner, and wooden benches against two walls. They sat on one of these in silence, and just as it was beginning to occur to him with a curious mixture of regret and relief that she had not heard him, she said, ‘What did you mean just now?’

‘We aren’t really cousins,’ he said. He wanted to be able to think, to choose his words with enormous, delicate care, but he couldn’t actually think at all.

‘Because you mean our parents aren’t related to each other? Well, I don’t think that matters. We’ve always felt like cousins.’ She saw his face, and stopped. ‘Sorry, go on.’

‘We could be married,’ he said. ‘Do you think that you could, by any chance, consider that in some way or other? I mean not immediately, but next year – or possibly in a few months? I’d have to think of the right place to live because I wouldn’t let you put up with the caravan – it’s nothing like good enough for you and you probably wouldn’t want to be married to a farmer so I’d have to think of something else. But I would, I promise you. We could even live in London if that is what you wanted. I’d do anything. It is because I love you so much that I want us to be married, if possible,’ he added, and then suddenly came to a stop.

‘Oh, Christopher! Is that why you asked me to stay?’

‘No! I only found out today – this morning – just before lunch. I would have told you.’ He thought for a moment. ‘At least, I suppose I would. But I didn’t mean to tell you now – it just came out. I know I haven’t put it very well, but I suppose it’s the sort of thing that’s so important that that wouldn’t make much difference. Would it?’ He turned to look at her.

‘No.’

‘Perhaps,’ he said quickly before she could deny him, ‘perhaps you don’t feel like it because you haven’t thought about it.’

‘It’s not that. I couldn’t marry you but it’s not because of you. I think you’re one of the most interesting and good people I’ve known. And I think you’re extremely brave – and kind – and …’ Her voice tailed away; she couldn’t think of anything else, he thought miserably.

She put her small white hand on one of his. ‘Oh, Christopher! I don’t want to make you feel miserable, but I am actually in love with someone else.’

He might have known. ‘And you’re going to marry them.’

‘No! No, I’m not. They don’t love me. So it will never be any good.’

‘So do you think you will always love them?’


‘I don’t know. It feels as though I will.’

His eyes filled with tears at her prospect. ‘Oh, Poll! I’m really sorry. I can’t imagine anyone not loving you.’

The waiting-room door opened and a couple came in with a child in a perambulator. ‘It’s not worth it,’ the man was saying, ‘train’ll be here in a minute.’ He was heaving two suitcases that he dumped by the fire. The child wore a pixie hat and had a dummy in its mouth. The woman rocked the pram and the dummy fell out of the child’s mouth on to the floor. It started to wail and the man picked up the dummy and crammed it back.

‘Think of the germs!’ the woman said. She rolled her eyes, including Christopher and Polly in her perfunctory dismay.

‘If you want to be right in front of the train, I think we’d better start moving,’ he said. He couldn’t bear his last few minutes with her to be shared with anyone else.

But in fact they had hardly walked the short way to the end of the platform before the train appeared and he had to put her into it.

She said she had had a lovely time, thanked him, kissed him rather uncertainly, and then he was out of the train and seeing her through the thick glass window that she tried to pull down, but could not. She made a little face, and with her dark blue eyes still anxious, blew him a small kiss. The whistle sounded, the guard got on to the train and it puffed slowly away, then gathered speed so quickly that he lost count of which was her window.

He waited until the train was out of sight, then walked slowly back to the station yard. The rain had stopped; a cold grey dusk had descended.


He drove back, parked the car, and trudged up the track to the van. Oliver was waiting for him with his customary, courteous enthusiasm. He lit the lamp and opened the doors of the stove, then sat in the chair that had been hers. Everything – his books, his china – everything in the van had been touched by her, had been transformed, as she had transformed him from extreme joy to his despair. If only he had not told her, had not blurted it all out in that senseless manner simply because they were early for her train – if only he had not done that, he could have held on to his astonishing happiness, could have continued to feel the new and extraordinary sensation of love that might be returned. In the end, of course, he would have had to know that she loved some idiot who didn’t love her back, but to know it so soon meant that his pure joy had lasted hardly at all whereas he could see no end to his present hopelessness. For what had he got to offer her? All he had been able to say was that he would change things – live somewhere else, do something else, vague, weak promises with no substance to them. He remembered her saying, ‘But don’t you have any friends here?’ and realizing when she mentioned Oliver that she knew he didn’t. He hadn’t been living a proper life: he’d simply run away from things he couldn’t bear, and put very little in their place. How could anyone love that? He was twenty-three and he had done absolutely nothing with his life. He remembered her saying, ‘You have to want whatever it is, or it simply won’t work.’ Well, all he wanted was Polly, to love her, all the time and for ever, to live his life for her. ‘You can’t decide to do something just because you think you ought to – your heart wouldn’t be in it,’ she had said. In a sense, he thought, she had given him his heart – the fact that it hurt so much was probably not the point.

He became aware of Oliver, standing on his hind legs with his front paws on the arm of the chair, licking the tears off his face. When his vision cleared, he saw the cardboard box, with the pink lustre tea-set that he had meant to give her, by the door of the van, perfectly obvious, but he had completely forgotten it. If he gave it now, would she think it a bribe or an attempt at one? Then he thought it didn’t matter what she thought, he had bought it simply because she had loved it and he had wanted to give her something she loved. He would still give it. Oliver was sitting now, with his head resting heavily against him, brown eyes glowing with sentiment. People laughed at sentiment, always dubbed dogs as sentimental, but sentiment was simply a part of their love, he thought as, later, he eased himself into the sleeping bag that he had provided for her, and put his head on her pillow. Sentiment would be not good if that was all, but he knew now for himself, as well as from Oliver, that it was not.

Oliver waited until he had blown out the candle, and then settled himself in his usual position against his friend, back against his belly, head on shoulder, a bulwark against what would otherwise have been entire despair.

All morning the removal men, wearing aprons, had tramped back and forth from their van with the furniture for the new maisonette and Sid had been helping Rachel with its disposal. By eleven o’clock all the larger pieces were in – one of the pianos, the grandfather clocks (two), the vast mahogany wardrobes (three), the Duchy’s bureau, the Brig’s huge kneehole desk, the beds, the dining-room table, the dressing-tables, what seemed to her an incredible number of chairs, a sofa, the Duchy’s sewing machine and gramophone, the Brig’s glass-fronted bookcases of laurelwood. She wanted Rachel to sit and rest while the men drank tea and ate buns in their van, but Rachel wanted her to see the garden with a view to tidying it up a bit before the Duchy’s arrival, so out they went into the bitingly cold wind. The garden was so small that she felt they could just as well have surveyed it from the house. It was a small rectangle; a square of lawn – now sodden, high grass – edged by a weed-ridden gravel path, and with narrow black beds that contained the remains of Michaelmas daisies, blackened by winter frosts, a few ferns and an old pear tree. It was bounded by low black brick walls, and there was a rotting shed crazily perched in the far corner.

‘If we could just cut the grass before they come,’ Rachel said. ‘Do you think I could borrow your mower?’

‘You could, but it wouldn’t cut this. It needs scything first. Let’s go in, darling, I can see that you’re freezing. There are some daffodils – look!’

The Duchy said they were King Alfred, and she hates them. Oh, darling, I do hope I’ve done the right thing! It does seem rather small now that the furniture is in. Still, it’s lovely and near to you.’ She tucked Sid’s arm in hers with that smile that melted her heart.

The afternoon was spent unpacking the tea-chests that arrived in such a fast, steady stream that Rachel was reduced to telling them to put them all in the sitting room. This meant that those containing linen and bedding had all to be carted upstairs in armfuls. The flat consisted of a large sitting room, a dining room, a study and a small kitchen and cloakroom on the ground floor, and two large and two small bedrooms and a bathroom on the floor above. Needless to say, Rachel had designated the two larger bedrooms for her mother and Aunt Dolly, the south-facing smaller room for the Brig, and had taken the smallest room (not more than a boxroom, Sid thought angrily) for herself. ‘It’s quite large enough for me,’ she had said. ‘I have too many clothes anyway, and they’re all as old as the hills. It’s high time I gave them to the Red Cross.’

They had unpacked the tea-chests, kitchen stuff, china – ‘Where are we going to put everything?’ Rachel had said. ‘I’m afraid the poor Duchy is going to feel dreadfully cramped’ – until she could see that Rachel was absolutely ‘done up’, as she would put it.

‘Darling. We must stop. I’m going to take you home and give you an enormous gin and then you can have a hot bath and supper in bed.’

And in spite of some protest, that is what they had done. Sid had cut up the pork pie she had bought and made a salad, but when she carried the tray up to Rachel’s room, she found her lying in her dressing-gown, flat on her back asleep. She put the tray on the dressing table, moved the, armchair to where she could see Rachel, and sat down to wait.

When the idea of the older Cazalets moving back to London had first been mooted, she had had a sense of relief that at last and at least there would no longer be such a distance between them. She had even had the fantasy, as now she bitterly called it, of Rachel settling her parents somewhere and then coming to live with her. That was soon exploded: Rachel had explained at some length how she could not possibly leave the Duchy – no longer with the staff she was accustomed to – on her own with the blind Brig. So then it had been a question of where they would find a flat, and the house – or rather half of it – in Carlton Hill had seemed the perfect answer. Now, she wondered how much time, freedom and privacy this would really afford them. Its size precluded ever being alone with Rachel if she went there, which left Rachel coming to her at odd times and when she felt able to get away – the only alternative. And here was the dilemma. Ages ago – it must be nearly two years – she had resolved that if Thelma ever got in the way of her seeing Rachel, Thelma would have to go – for good. Somehow, however, this situation had never actually occurred; her meetings with Rachel had been so occasional, and always so much planned in advance, that there had never been the pressing need that would have precipitated such a decision. And Thelma? She was fairly sure that Thelma guessed or knew that there was someone else in her life, but it was never mentioned. Thelma had all the ingenious flexibility of a piece of ivy determined to conquer a tree or a wall; she clung unobtrusively, she encroached by minute degrees, and if Sid defeated any particular advance, she fell back upon a series of apparently innocuous excuses: she had only thought she would stay an extra night because she planned to wash all the paint on the stairs and to do this in one day meant a very early start; she was only staying that particular evening because she knew Sid got back late from Hampshire where she taught in a girls’ school and would be too tired to cook for herself. Sid had ceased wanting very much to go to bed with her, but in a curious way, which she had not expected, this made it almost easier to do. The fact that she did not enjoy it in the way that she had at first made her feel less guilty. A piece of twisted morality, she now thought, as she gazed at Rachel’s peaceful face. Asleep, she shed years: it was easy to see the beauty she had had as a young girl. Thelma would have to go.

The next day, she set about it.

‘But I don’t understand!’

‘It’s simply that our situation isn’t right for me – any more. I’m very sorry about it, but I must tell you. I can’t go on like this.’

The hot brown eyes peered at her with a look of hurt bewilderment. ‘I still don’t understand. What has happened to change things?’

How could she answer that? She simply no longer felt the same. In any case, it would be much better for Thelma to go. ‘I can’t give you all you want, you are quite young enough to go and find that with someone else.’

This, before it was out of her mouth, she knew to be a tactical error.

‘But I would far, far rather have what little I do have with you than any life with anyone else! Surely you know that.’ The eyes were brimming now and, from much past experience, she knew that they were in for a major scene.

‘Thelma, I know it’s very hard for you, but you’ve simply got to accept this.’

‘That you don’t love me any more?’

‘That I don’t love you.’


‘But you did love me. Something must have happened.’

‘Time has happened.’

Tears, sobs, violent crying: she managed not to touch her throughout all of it, to continue to stand by the piano repeating at intervals that she was sorry.

‘You can’t be very sorry, or you wouldn’t do this to me! You couldn’t be so unbelievably cruel to someone you cared for!’

She had no choice, she said. This was to be the end.

‘You don’t mean that I’m not to come here any more? I mean, even if you don’t want – to spend nights with me – you surely can’t banish me completely?’

A clean break, she said, was the only way.

But Thelma had the indomitable strength of the abject. She would only come once a week. She would clean the house and do the shopping. She would not expect payment for any of this. She would get herself another job that would keep her. She would not expect any more music lessons. She would not ever, ever turn up unexpectedly. She would be content if they simply had coffee together in the kitchen when she had finished cleaning.

Eventually, it got through to her that none of this was to happen, and it was almost with relief that Sid recognized resentment beginning to smoulder in the girl’s eyes. She said she supposed she would be given time to pack up her things, or would Sid prefer her to return tomorrow for all that? Sid saw this attempt to clutch at a thin edge just in time to thwart it. No, she should pack everything now. She would pay for a cab. While Thelma disappeared upstairs to the spare room, Sid collected her music that lay on the piano and in the music stool and put it all into her music case. She was shaking with shame, the horrid discovery that apart from not loving Thelma she no longer even liked her, and the realization that their natures – hers as well as Thelma’s – combined to make it impossible for her to conduct this ending with any sort of kindness or delicacy. The inch would become an ell, the straw seized would become a rope with which she would certainly get hanged: a brutal, sudden and complete termination was all that she could manage.

She did contrive to give Thelma some money, and found her a second case (she turned out to have far more possessions than Sid had been aware of) and rang for a taxi-cab while Thelma was filling it. She was anxious now that there should be no hiatus between Thelma being ready and her going.



The cab arrived and the considerable luggage was stowed in it. There was a final horrid moment when she had to ask Thelma for her latch key; she had nearly forgotten to do this, and saw from the expression on Thelma’s face as she fumbled in her bag for it that Thelma had been hoping she would forget. When Thelma – now tearless and white with anger – was finally ensconced in the cab and driven away, she almost tottered back to the house. To her dislike, she now admitted a certain fear; she had actually become afraid of this seemingly soft and clinging girl, feeling now, with more than a touch of hysteria, that had she retained the key, Thelma might easily have returned to burn the house down or effect some lesser destruction.

It had been early evening. She made herself a stiff drink. Part of her wished passionately that Rachel was in London, but another part felt so besmirched by what she had done that she felt unworthy. She decided to go out, to leave the house for the evening.

Two days later she received an eleven-page letter from Thelma, the ostensible reason for which was that she needed a reference. She supposed that Sid would not grudge her that, at least. It was not much to ask, considering the way in which her love and loyalty had been treated. The rest of the letter consisted of descriptions of this, together with her reactions to them. She had put up with being taken for granted, for being used when convenient with no thought for how she might feel. She had put up with slights, selfishness, a lack of consideration for any of her feelings, with being excluded from the rest of Sid’s social life – she had never, for instance, even laid eyes on any of that family Sid went off and stayed with in Sussex. She felt that a good deal of the time she had been treated like a servant: it had been humiliating, considering the rest of their relationship. On and on it went, lamenting the cessation of a relationship that Thelma seemed to feel had been intolerable. She seemed to regard her love flourishing in such a climate as a particular triumph and could not now imagine how she was to get through the rest of her life, except that she knew that she would be unable ever to trust anyone again.

She had read the letter twice. It seemed extraordinary to her – even after only two days – that she had persisted in putting up with such a dishonest situation for so long after she had recognized it. She had felt responsible, angry and ashamed. She had liked to think of herself as honourable and straightforward, and decisive, and this proved her to be nothing of the kind.

She wrote a carefully generous reference and posted it to the house in Kilburn where Thelma had a room. This sort of thing, she thought, must never happen again. She would never love anyone but Rachel, and therefore had no right to go to bed with anyone else.

‘And this is your room, Miss Milliment. I thought you would not mind being on the ground floor as there is a little cloakroom with a basin next door, and you will only have to brave the staircase when you want a bath.’

‘That is most thoughtful.’ She had found stairs increasingly difficult lately; largely because she could not see where they were.

‘Perhaps you’d like me to put your suitcases on your bed: then it will be easier for you to unpack them. Tea will be ready in about half an hour.’ Viola heaved the cases on to the bed and left her.

Miss Milliment had come up by train that afternoon. It had seemed very strange to be leaving Home Place: it had been such a delightful refuge for so long. Naturally, she was extremely grateful to dear Viola for giving her a home, and had she not sometimes hankered for London and its galleries during those years of war? ‘It is impossible to please you, Eleanor,’ she admonished herself.

The room was rather dark, so she trotted to the door to switch on the ceiling light. Apart from the bed, there was a nice, solid wardrobe in one corner, a chest of drawers, a writing table, one easy and two upright chairs. The walls were pale blue. There was a gas fire with a rug in front of it and a bedside table with a lamp on it. There was also a small open bookcase – she had not seen it at first, because it was on the far side of the wardrobe. She would be able to unpack her books at last, which she had never had room to do at Home Place. They had lain at the back of the garage in the same boxes that had contained them since Papa’s death. She had so much to be thankful for! It was clear to her that the house was not very large, and that she had been given one of the greater rooms: a bedsitting room was what it was meant to be, and she resolved to exercise the utmost tact about how often and how much she used the rest of the house. I must feel my way, she thought. I must never encroach upon dear Viola’s family life. By which she knew she meant her life with Edward; she knew that, where Roly was concerned, she could still be useful: she was preparing him for prep school, and there was talk of Zoë bringing Juliet over for lessons. Lydia was to have her heart’s desire and go to the boarding school where her cousin Judy was. And when the older Cazalets were settled in their flat – which, Viola said, was within walking distance – she would be able to continue to help the Brig with his book. She did not think he would ever finish the work since he so often changed his mind about the course it should take – they were now deeply involved in the historical geography of the forests, when originally the book had been meant as a survey of trees indigenous or imported into Great Britain. However, it gave him something to think and to talk about, and she found the subject, which was new to her, of great interest.

She was so occupied with these thoughts that she did not notice (until the drawer was so full that she was unable to shut it) that she had simply been putting everything from one case into one drawer. A pretty pickle! Now her stockings were all muddled up with her vests and drawers and even one jersey that needed washing. ‘Really, Eleanor! You are not to be trusted with the simplest task.’ But she decided to leave the drawer as it was for the moment and to unpack the second case. This seemed to contain a daunting miscellany. Summer clothes – her best yellow and brown outfit worn in the evenings, although she could not help noticing that the holes under the arms had, in spite of her cobbling them together, enlarged to a point where she doubted that much more could be done to repair them. Her cardigans – all three of them – were in need of attention; it scarcely seemed worth putting them away. The one with which she had had that unfortunate accident with the golden syrup seemed far stickier than the small mishap warranted and the nice heathery blue one that dear Polly had so kindly made for her, the sleeve of which had most tiresomely caught on some protuberance, had acquired a large rambling hole that she feared it would be impossible to mend. She sighed. Sometimes her uselessness appalled her. She could no longer see well enough to thread a needle, but honesty compelled her to admit that even when her eyes had been better, she was a poor sewer. And here was Viola proposing to do all the cooking for the household! Surely she must be able to help with that! She could peel potatoes, perhaps, she could surely learn to do that or – but here her imagination failed her. She really had little or no idea what one did with food. One presumably washed and chopped and mixed things and then boiled them or put them in the oven. The nearest she had ever come to preparing food was spreading the dripping on hot toast for her father, and, of course, making tea for him. After his death she had eaten in tea-shops, or in lodgings until dear Viola had invited her to Home Place where, of course, there had always been delicious food prepared by Mrs Cripps. Viola was not used to cooking either: she had always had a cook and other servants. This move was going to be a very great change for her. Miss Millament resolved to be as much help as possible and (although it seemed rather contrary) to keep out of the way as much as she could.

When Viola called her to tea, she left the room with some relief. It now seemed such a muddle that she was afraid she would never get it straight.

That evening, however, she was invited to dine with Viola and Edward. ‘Our first night here, you must join us, Miss Milliment,’ Viola had said. Roly and Lydia were absent, as Viola had wanted to get their rooms straight before they came, so it was just the three of them. Edward arrived rather late from the office – she heard Viola greeting him in the hall: ‘Darling! Of course, you haven’t even got a key to your own house yet! You do look fagged. Have you had an awful day?’

‘Pretty bloody.’

Her door had been ajar for the hearing of this exchange; she must remember to keep it shut but, even so, the walls must have been quite thin because, after shutting it, she could still hear them in the kitchen.

She was bidden to join them in the drawing room for a glass of champagne that Edward had brought.

‘Here’s to the new house!’ Viola had said, and they all drank.

It was a strange evening, however. Viola was the one who talked. In spite of her looking exhausted (she had not bothered to change, she said, as she was cooking), she hardly stopped talking throughout the meal. She had certainly worked very hard. A fire had been lit – which was comforting as it was one of those cold spring evenings – and before it she had laid a small round table with dinner. ‘We’ll probably eat in the kitchen on ordinary evenings,’ she said, ‘but I thought we ought to christen the drawing room tonight.’

Edward said, ‘Good idea!’

In spite of his hearty agreement with Viola about all her plans and arrangements, there was something subdued about him – about the whole evening, she thought afterwards. But, then, she had become so used to a large table and at least a dozen of the family round it – on the occasions when she had dined with them – with all the noise of several conversations going on at once, that naturally it felt strange to be in such attenuated, intimate surroundings. She resolved to suggest to dear Viola that she dine in her room in future, in order to allow them time to themselves.

After dinner, a most acceptable stew with rice and an apple pudding, Viola cleared the table and put everything on a trolley to wheel into the kitchen. Left alone with Edward, she felt that this was an appropriate moment to thank him for his great kindness in housing her.

‘Not at all, Miss Milliment. I know how fond Villy is of you, and you will be company for her.’ Then he asked her what she thought of the League of Nations being dissolved, adding that he personally had never thought them much good. When she was beginning to say that she thought that some sort of international organization might be desirable, Viola put her head round the door to ask if they would like coffee.

This seemed to be her cue for retiring, and she did so.

Her room was such a muddle that it took her some time to find a nightdress and she felt too tired to tidy things. She had not lit the gas fire so the room was cold, and the bulb in her bedside lamp was broken. She lay awake for a long time in the dark without her usual hot-water bottle, wondering why, considering how grateful she felt – and ought to feel – she also felt a vague sense of unease.

She had stood by the gate on to the drive to see them all off. Frank had brought out the cases earlier, and they were now strapped on the back of the car. Then he had helped Mrs Cazalet Senior to get her sister into the back seat. Poor old Miss Barlow seemed rather confused: she kept stopping to talk, and then she wanted to pick the daffodils that grew under the monkey puzzle tree, but Mrs Senior was ever so patient with her, and in the end they somehow got her into the back of the car with Madam beside her and Frank was smoothing the old car rug over their knees.

‘Goodbye, Mrs Tonbridge,’ Mrs Cazalet said. ‘I know I can leave everything about shutting up the house quite safely to you.’ Which was no more than the truth. Then Frank went back to get Mr Cazalet and lead him to the front seat. Of course, he didn’t know she was there so she couldn’t expect him to say anything. When he was safely shut in, Frank gave her one of his little sideways nods and a wink. He was dressed in his best grey, with black gaiters and a cockade in his cap. He was to spend the night in London, and then come back for a week’s holiday when they could really get down to making the cottage over the garage into a home. The wind was quite sharp, and she was glad when they left. She stood and waved until the car was out of sight, and then she went back into the house, locking the front door behind her. She wouldn’t be using that again. Tomorrow Edie was coming up from the village to clear the beds, clean out the fireplaces and start the spring cleaning.

She stood for a moment in the hall: the house felt very queer with nobody in it. She couldn’t ever remember it being completely empty of the family. All through the war they’d been there; poor Mrs Hugh had had William in her room upstairs; poor Miss Barlow’s sister had died in the morning room; Mr Rupert had come walking in from the war after all those years … Of course, Mrs Rupert had had Juliet – a sweet little baby she was, always had been. She had only been with the family since the beginning of 1937, and she wouldn’t be moving now. She’d been half afraid that Mrs Senior would want her to go with them to London, which she didn’t fancy as London houses were all stairs and her legs were not up to them, but no, she’d wanted her to stay at Home Place and cook for them in the holidays.

The dining-room lunch would want clearing. A really beautiful rabbit pie she’d made for their last lunch – the rabbit in a nice white sauce with plenty of onion, and puff pastry to mark the occasion. She’d made a nice bread and butter pudding to follow. Edie had served lunch. Not so long ago she wouldn’t have allowed that girl out of the kitchen, but times had certainly changed, and so far as she was concerned, she could not say that they’d changed for the better. She only had to look at the dining-room table to see that. Poor Eileen would have had a fit. No butter knives, only one glass for drinking and the places laid anyhow. Eileen had left last year: her mother was poorly and wanted her home. She’d had the proper training; you wouldn’t get young girls nowadays who’d take the trouble to learn what was what. Dottie and Bertha had gone to London, but not into service, to work in a shop. That left Edie and Lizzie to help when the family came down for holidays. She had not liked to ask what Mrs Senior was doing for staff in London (because she had been afraid she might be wanted up there), but Miss Rachel saying that she was going to do the cooking was clearly some kind of joke. She’d never so much as boiled an egg, which was as it should be seeing as how she was a lady. Frank would tell her what was going on up there when he got back.

She had started clearing the plates on to a tray: no sense in leaving them until Edie came – the food would have dried on them and then they would be harder to clean. She piled them on to the trolley to wheel into the scullery.

When she had put the dishes to soak in the sink, she decided to make herself a nice cup of tea and have it with her feet up in the Servants’ Hall: the small room with a nice coal fire where she and Frank had their middle mornings and tea, and sometimes supper.

The house already felt cold, and the room was the only snug place. She put the pot of tea on the table to draw and eased off her shoes – polished by Frank until you could almost see yourself in them. He wasn’t exactly handy, but he was a good polisher. She kept her slippers, comfortingly large and shapeless, in this room, and now that she was married to him, she wore them in front of Frank.

Marriage, she reflected, had turned out to be very much what she had expected. It made some things easier, and some more difficult. On the one hand, she didn’t have to worry any more – about Frank’s intentions, or what would become of her when she got too old to work; on the other, there was the strain of having to keep up the position of being interested in world events and what Frank thought about them. She had thought that this sort of thing would stop when the war ended, but it hadn’t – it hadn’t at all. He went on about the League of Nations, and nationalization and someone called Cripps (he made a joke about it being one of her relations) going to India to talk to Indian leaders about India (why-ever would he want to do that, she wondered), and how shocking it was to have women diplomats, whatever that might mean. On top of that, there was the nightly embarrassment of getting into bed. She simply wasn’t used to taking off her clothes with another person in the room, and not merely a person, a man, and she had noticed that he seemed to find this difficult as well. They had evolved a method whereby they kept their backs to one another while the undressing went on, and she encouraged him – it was the only time that she did – to talk about the world as much as he liked. Last night it had been a lot about Hitler and Goering and them not knowing about the Final Solution. She knew about them – after all, they’d been in everyone’s lives for years now – and he had explained to her about all the nasty murdering that had gone on with the Jews. They called it all kinds of other names, but what it was was murder, she made no mistake about that. Once he was safely in his pyjamas and she in her nightgown they could get into bed and turn off the light and things became all right. They would have a cuddle that would sometimes – not as often as she would like – turn into something more. But here again, things were not straightforward – far from it. He was so worked up, all his movements were a little nervy, darting stabs at her, like a small boy trying to steal a jam tart, she had once thought, but she had learned that the slightest hint of her playing any active part simply froze him up. She had to lie there, not quite as though nothing was happening, but certainly as though it was nothing to do with her, until, emboldened by her apparent indifference, he could do it to her. When it was successful, she felt downright motherly, but she knew that that was the last thing he wanted. He wanted to be the master, like then they saw at the pictures, and letting him feel that seemed right. She was fond of him, and she put down her boredom and occasional baffled exasperation at his idea of a good conversation to his being a man. Her idea of a good conversation was commenting on people, what they did and why they did it, and whether it was a good or a bad thing for them to do. She had used to have really nice chats of that kind with Eileen, and missed her.

She poured her tea and put her feet up on the other chair – Frank’s – and felt the ache in her legs slowly recede, as it always did if she gave it the chance.

When she awoke it was dark, and the fire was nearly out. She hadn’t even had her second cup, a wicked waste. She hoisted herself to her feet and poured the rest of the pot on to the aspidistra that Frank had given her. The house was quiet. No sounds of bath water running out, or children, or Mrs Senior playing her piano, or the master with his wireless. Nothing. She drew the curtains in the room, and made up the fire. She’d leave the remains of the rabbit pie for her and Frank tomorrow night, and have a nice poached egg on toast for her supper. She would have liked a bath, but she didn’t fancy having one when she was alone in the house. And if I was retired and on my own, she thought, had remained single, every evening would be like this. The great fear that the thought of this induced was succeeded at once by a warm surging relief that tomorrow there would be Frank, with his little bandy legs and his scrawny arms and his nervous eyes, gazing at her bust and telling her what a good mind she had for a woman.




PART TWO




One

ARCHIE

May–June 1946

‘I know it’s terribly late but, Archie, I don’t know what to do! I feel as though I’m going out of my mind. I—’

‘Where’s Edward?’

‘It’s about Edward! He’s left me! Gone! Just like that! Without the slightest warning, he said that he was leaving me and going to – going to—’ Here, her voice failed her and he could hear nothing but her desperate and unavailing efforts not to sob. He looked at his watch: it was past two in the morning.

‘You want me to come round.’ It wasn’t even a question; he knew that she did.

In the taxi that he eventually procured he wondered why she wanted him. Why not her own sister? Pointless to ruminate. She had simply caught the Cazalet habit of depending upon him for sympathy and going through the forms of advice that people seek when they want support for what they were going to do anyway. Archie, the arch spectator, he thought, and then felt thoroughly ashamed of himself. Poor Villy! Apart from anything else, it had been clear from her voice that she’d had the most frightful shock. There had been rumours about: Rupe had mentioned it, but only as something that he didn’t think, when it came to the point, Edward would have the heart, or lack of it, to do, and he’d noticed that Hugh seldom spoke to his brother when they were en famille. She must have had some idea that all was not well. But to tell her on the evening of the party for Teddy and Bernadine did seem to him to be a bit much. He’d been to the party, but he’d left it fairly early as he’d felt he had a cold or something starting, and there had been so many people crowded into the sitting room of Villy’s new house that he’d had to stand, which did his leg no good at all. Most of the family had been there to greet Teddy’s bride, who was certainly spectacular. She arrived in full evening dress, clinging white crêpe with a slit high up the skirt, gold sandals and what looked like half a gold cracker in her elaborately upswept hair. But when he was introduced to her and she said how perfectly wonderful everyone was to her, he saw that she was well over ten years older than Teddy, who stood by her side glowing with pride. She wore thick, pancake make-up as though she was on the stage, out of which her almost round, light grey eyes gleamed at him with a sexual appraisal that he felt was born of much repetitive experience. She wore long jangling earrings, a thick gold necklace and two charm bracelets, and her nails were long and painted bright red. She was ferociously animated and laughed after everything that she said. He thought all these things because he didn’t like her, and found, during the evening, that Rupe felt much the same. ‘A bit jungloid,’ Rupe said, ‘but, of course, you’d hear her coming for miles, so I suppose you could avoid the pounce.’

‘Not Teddy,’ he had said.

‘Not Teddy.’ And they both glanced across the room to Teddy, who now had a small moustache and was obviously and successfully trying to look like his father.

He noticed that Edward was charming to his new daughter-in-law and that she was charmed by him. If he thought her unsuitable, he did not let it show, and, as usual, he was being a very good host.

However, when Archie had felt he’d stayed a decent amount of time, he’d quietly left. He’d asked the girls if they wanted a lift home, and Polly had said yes, and Clary no. In the end, Polly changed her mind, and said she’d wait for Clary. So he’d limped out into the Abbey Road and picked up a cab, and gone home to have a hot bath and some whisky to try to ward off his cold or whatever it was. He’d just dropped off when Villy rang.

She opened the door to him as he reached it. It was dark in the hall. Without saying anything she led him into the drawing room, still littered with the remains of the party. There were piles of dirty plates and a tray of used wine glasses on the table where she had laid out the food, and overflowing ashtrays on the arms of chairs and small tables. The fire still burned – had been recently made up – and the standard lamps, with their rather murky shades, cast random pools of buttery light over the debris.

She shut the door with a finger on her lips. ‘Mustn’t wake Miss Milliment,’ she said, and then indicated that he should sit down – ‘I know you hate standing’ – and offered him first a drink and then a cigarette. When he refused both she said, ‘It was very good of you to come.’ She smiled, and he cringed. ‘Did you know anything about this?’ She had wandered to the table with the bottles on it and spoke over her shoulder.

‘No.’ He had decided in the taxi that from her point of view he couldn’t know; he didn’t know, after all. ‘Don’t you think it would be better if you sat down and told me about it?’

‘I’m just getting your drink.’

She came back with a glass of whisky and a syphon. ‘I expect you’d rather put in your own soda.’ Another awful little artificial smile. She offered him a cigarette from a rosewood box, but he refused again.

Then she sat suddenly on a chair opposite him – almost as though she’d collapsed – and stared at him with agonized eyes. ‘I can’t believe it. It’s like some ghastly bad dream – a nightmare! When everybody had gone, he said he wanted to talk to me about something. Little did I know!’ She began a bitter laugh. With her white hair and dark eyebrows, and face uncharacteristically puffy and shapeless from crying, she looked like a small furious doll. He began to feel really sad for her, when the smile again twitched across her face as she said, ‘My life in utter ruins. My marriage a farce!’ – and his pity shrank before he could stop it.

‘Why—?’ he began, but she interrupted.

‘Oh, some bloody gold-digging woman has got her claws into him and hasn’t let go. A real destroyer – that’s what I shall call her, the Destroyer! It’s all been going on behind my back for years! Our whole marriage has been nothing but lies and deceit on his part! I imagine the whole of London knew before I did. The frightful humiliation! There’s never been anyone else in my life – I’ve given everything up for him – everything! I’ve run his house and brought up his children, and now he throws me away like an old broom. He bought this house simply to leave me in it. And now I shall be alone for the rest of my life …’

These were only some of the things she said, many of them several times. In between, she veered from the situation being utterly hopeless, to the determination that surely Edward could be got to change his mind. She did not know how she could forgive him, but of course she would have to. If only he would see that he could not desert her in this way. Perhaps somebody could persuade this awful woman that she simply could not behave like this. Diana something, she was called. She’d met her, once: Edward had brought her back to Lansdowne Road one evening when he had not expected her to be there. It made her sick to think how they must have laughed at the narrow escape. But what would suddenly make him do this? Could Archie think of any reason for it – any at all?

The reasons that occurred to him seemed best left unsaid, so he simply shook his head (he was beginning to be glad of the whisky). He was at a loss: he sensed her shock, but her anger, her bitterness were so overwhelming that there was no room for his sympathy or anything so simple as her own unhappiness. For what seemed like hours she raged back and forth over the situation until she was – temporarily – exhausted.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said at last, as he leaned forward to light her fifth or sixth cigarette.

‘The children,’ she said. ‘What on earth shall I tell them? Teddy and this frightful woman he has married. Lydia, thank God, is away at school. And Roly’s far too young to understand. I don’t suppose Louise will care, but poor little Roly without a father! Because he needn’t think I shall let Roly near that woman!’

There was a short silence and a piece of coal fell out of the grate.

‘I gave up my dancing for Edward,’ she said, and for the first time she sounded simply sad. ‘And it’s no good wishing now that I hadn’t, because I’d be too old anyway. Too late to do anything about that.’

She was fifty, he knew – there had been a birthday party in January at Hugh’s house.

‘What do you think I should do?’

‘I think you should have a rest before you even think about that.’

‘I couldn’t bear to go up – to our room!’

What a relief it was to feel sorry for her – even for a second. He said, no, she needn’t; she could lie on the sofa and he’d make up the fire and cover her with the shawl that lay on the piano. He’d make her a hot drink, he said – no, he was good at finding things … He got her on to the sofa; the puffiness had gone from her face leaving it gaunt and haggard with fatigue. But as he settled her, she looked up at him and said, with a kind of jocular heroism that shrivelled him, ‘Oh, well. It will all be the same a hundred years hence.’ He said nothing. He tucked the shawl round her and got down on his knees to make up the fire – the room was becoming cold. She was quiet, and as he hauled himself to his feet and glanced at her, he thought that she had fallen asleep. Better do the tea anyway, he thought, and made quietly for the door. But as he was opening it, she said, ‘Archie! You will talk to Edward, won’t you? Try to get him to see …’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ he had replied. What else could he say?

By the time he had made the tea and brought it into the room, she was asleep. He poured himself a cup and drank it gratefully. His head and his throat ached; he felt rotten. It was nearly six o’clock: just time, he thought, to get home, have a bath and shave and go to work. He wrote a note telling her this, and let himself out.

In the taxi it occurred to him that in all those hours, when she had been pouring out her shock, her rage, her humiliation, she had never once said anything about loving Edward. He wondered not so much about Edward leaving her as why he had married her in the first place. She had always seemed to him admirable, without being in the least endearing.

‘You should have rung me before, you really should.’

He opened his mouth to say that he had not rung her at all and the thermometer fell out.

‘Steady the Buffs!’ she said as she retrieved it. She put it back into his mouth and continued, ‘If Marigold hadn’t rung me I’d never have known. How long have you been like this?’

He removed the thermometer to say, ‘Four days’, and put it back again. She said that if she went out of the room he’d have to keep quiet, and went.

He took out the thermometer and looked at it. It registered just under a hundred and one. His temperature was coming down. The day after the vigil with Villy he’d gone to work feeling pretty frightful, but he’d got through the day on aspirins and cups of tea brought by a filing clerk who, over the years, had done him innumerable small favours. At about four, just when he thought he would pack it in, he was sent for. The fussy little man for whom he worked said that he’d been to a very important meeting that afternoon, and the upshot was that the forms currently in use for the processing of demobbed men were being changed which would, he said, have far-reaching consequences. He had waited in silence to hear what these might be, but he might have guessed. They reached no further than himself: he was to redo the last batch – a fortnight’s boring repetitive work down the drain. A minute was to be sent out to all relevant departments that evening and tomorrow: forms that had left the building would have to be cancelled and the new ones put to use as soon as the format had been passed by the deputy assistant head of the department. It was not clear precisely when this would be, but Archie was to hold himself in readiness for all systems go.

He had saluted himself out of the stuffy room and walked out of the building. It was raining. He couldn’t face the bus and walk to his flat, and had taken a cab. The weather had been foul for May, dark grey skies, rain and thunderstorms – one started on his way home. By the time he had let himself into his flat he was shivering, and all he wanted to do was go to bed and get warm. The next day, after a miserable and feverish night, he rang to say he wouldn’t be in to work and then unplugged the telephone. On the fourth day, his doorbell had rung and there was Nancy. He’d clean forgotten that he was supposed to meet her yesterday evening outside the Curzon cinema. She was a kind girl – or woman; she did not reproach him and seemed only anxious to help. She quickly discovered that there was nothing to eat in the house, and went shopping for him. She ran him a bath and changed his sheets while he had it. She returned now with a bowl of soup and some toast. He was ravenous and grateful.

‘It’s turtle,’ she said. ‘Supposed to be very nourishing. I bought another tin. I suppose you haven’t had a doctor?’

‘There’s no point. It’s only flu. I’m on the mend, anyway.’

‘Your telephone doesn’t seem to be working – I’ve reported it.’

‘It wouldn’t. I unplugged it.’

‘Would you like me to – stay the night? I could sleep in the sitting room.’

‘It’s very kind of you, but I’d rather be alone.’

She looked disappointed, but unsurprised. ‘All right. But do plug your phone in, so I can ring to find out how you are tomorrow.’

He spooned up the small jellyish square of turtle meat provided in every tin and ate it. ‘Thanks awfully for being so kind.’

‘Don’t mention it. I’m really very fond of you.’

It was said carelessly, but it worried him. ‘You honestly don’t need to come tomorrow. You’ve got me enough provisions and you can tell them I’ll be back in the jolly old Admiralty by Monday.’

‘If your temperature’s been down long enough.’

She removed the small tray from his lap. ‘I’ll just wash this up and then I’ll be off.’ She’d put on her mac, which concealed her knees hitherto exposed by her short dirndl skirt.


‘I won’t kiss you,’ she said. It sounded like a concession. ‘I’ll be off, then,’ she said for the third time, at the door, as she tied a silk scarf – royal blue with mustard-coloured treble clefs printed at random over it.

‘Thank you so much. It was really sweet of you to come.’

‘De narther,’ she said.

‘We’ll have that film when I’m well,’ he called after her.

‘Fine.’

When she had gone, he imagined her walking to South Ken, taking the Circle to Notting Hill Gate, catching a 31 bus to Swiss Cottage, and then walking again down one of those streets lined with dark red-brick houses until she reached the one that contained her small flat. It would take her well over an hour.

He was still hungry. He got out of bed, and went to the kitchen where, feeling rather dizzy and weak, he boiled himself an egg and made more toast.

He’d cut off his telephone partly because he hadn’t felt up to dealing with the family about Edward’s defection. But he had also known that Nancy, if he’d told her he was ill, would be round in a flash. He hadn’t thought, which was stupid of him, that she’d hear about it anyway, as she worked in the same building. They’d met nearly a year ago in the canteen after she’d been taking the minutes of a particularly pointless meeting he’d had to attend. They became united through a mutual hatred of his boss and an interest in old films. She belonged to the film society and invited him to go to the Scala Theatre on Sunday afternoons where a succession of classics were shown. Afterwards, he would take her out to a meal that was a cross between a serious tea or a light supper at Lyons Corner House in Tottenham Court Road. Gradually he had come to know a bit about her: fiancé killed at El Alamein, brother taken prisoner in Burma and eventually returned a wreck. He quickly became an alcoholic, unable to hold any job down and always asking for money. She also had a Siamese cat called Moon to whom she was uncritically devoted. She asked for, and got, very little, it seemed to him, from life; she was unaffected, simple – and kind. She never said anything very silly, or very interesting, although he had initially been deceived by her enormous knowledge of the cinema into thinking her more sophisticated than she was. (In the same way, when she talked about Moon she was often rather funny, and he had at first thought she possessed a more general sense of humour.)

Moon died. He got out of the flat, disappeared for more than a week, and when he finally returned it was with a terrible wound that had become poisoned. When she told him about it tears streamed out of her eyes, as she spoke in a rapid monotone without heeding them. ‘The wretched man who came to read the meters,’ she said. ‘He left the front door open although I asked him not to, and Moon was always looking for excitement. The vet said it was too late: he tried to clean up the wound – it was awful – Moon had an abscess but it kept on coming back and in the end he was so ill and in so much pain that the vet said the kindest thing was to put him down. So he did. I held him in my arms but he was past speaking at all. I haven’t got a garden to bury him, so he hasn’t even got a grave. It’s so awful going back to the flat and knowing he won’t be there discussing his food, shouting about where the hell I’ve been.’

That evening, he took her back to his place and she spent the night with him. ‘I’m a bit out of practice,’ she said as she climbed into bed. ‘Haven’t made love to anyone since Kevin died. But I expect I’ll soon get the hang of it again.’ She was awkward and affectionate and really rather sweet.

All the same, he thought, during his lonely, convalescent weekend, it can’t go on like this because she will get to think that it can’t go on like this. She’ll imagine that I wouldn’t have gone on seeing so much of her if I didn’t want to see more of her in the end. And he didn’t. Which meant that he ought to make his lack of intention clear. He always seemed to know what he didn’t want, he thought irritably – he had reached that stage of convalescence when weakness allied to self-pity led to boredom and made for general discontent – but he seemed far less sure of what he did want. France, for instance: when he finally got out of his present job, did he really want to go back there? He would have to try to find out. For years there, he had been so used to wanting Rachel, and getting over wanting her that his entire life had been coloured by it. Well, now he was free of that and it had been supplanted by a most tender affection for her and for all of her family, who had almost become his own. If he went to France, he would see much less, or in some cases, nothing of them.

Early on Sunday evening, he went for a short walk to get some air. It was good to be out. The air was warmer, the pavements every now and then powdered with petals from flowering crabs and there were occasional wafts of lilac from people’s back or front gardens. Cats sat on walls enjoying the end of the pale sunlight that also winked on high bedroom windows of the terraced houses, most of which were badly in need of a fresh coat of paint. But if you were faced with the building of twenty new towns to house a million people who presumably had nowhere to live, painting houses that were otherwise serviceable was hardly a priority. He wondered how long it would take for the outer consequences of war to disappear, for people to look well dressed, well fed and less tired. When he got back to the flat, he thought he really must pull himself together and ring. Villy. Or perhaps Rupe, to test the water. For all he knew, Edward might have changed his mind: no, he surely wouldn’t have screwed himself up to telling Villy unless he had been sure of what he intended. And he would ring Nancy to make a date for the cinema with her, and after the film, he would explain that there was no future for her with him. I may be drifting, he thought, but it isn’t fair to make her drift with me. Strengthened but depressed by these decisions, he walked slowly back.

He made a date with Nancy for the following Friday evening. Then, not feeling quite up to tackling Villy, he rang Rupert.

‘Archie! Been trying to get you all weekend. Your telephone’s been out of order. It’s rather bad news, I’m afraid.’

‘I know. I went to see her the night after the party.’

‘See – who?’

‘Villy.’

‘Oh, that! No, it’s not that. It’s the Brig.’ There was a pause and then he said, ‘He died on Thursday.’

‘Oh, Lord!’

‘He’d had another of his bronchial attacks and it turned into pneumonia. They gave him M and B but it didn’t work. They said his heart was a bit dicky as well. Anyway, the dear old boy passed away quite peacefully at three in the morning. We were all there. Rachel and the Duchy were with him, and he couldn’t talk, but he knew them. He had a good innings, but it still feels pretty awful. Hard to believe. Rachel wanted me to tell you.’

‘I’ve been having some kind of bug, and I unplugged my telephone. I’m so sorry. How are they?’

‘The Duchy seems to be bearing up.’

‘Rachel?’

‘She’s not so good. Of course, she did most of the nursing – especially at night – so I think she’s simply worn out physically. She put her back out lifting him which hasn’t helped.’

There was a short silence.

‘Anything I can do? You know I would,’ he said.

‘I do know, old boy – you’re practically family.’ Then he said, ‘Do come to the funeral. I’m afraid it’s a cremation but he said he wanted that. Two thirty, Golders Green on Friday. I’m rather dreading all that – especially – with all the other stuff going on. Hugh’s so angry with Edward, he won’t speak to him. Between you and me, I’m just praying Villy won’t want to come to the funeral. She’s completely frantic, poor girl. She got Hugh to have a go at Edward and, of course, all that happened was that they had the most fearful row. Families. Sometimes I envy you. If this goes on, Zoë and I will have to get ourselves our own house. I can’t face what goes on in the office all day and evenings as well.’ Then he apologized. ‘It’s not your problem.’

‘Let’s have an evening. Just you and me.’

‘I’d love to, old boy, but not this week. I’ll give you a call after the funeral.’

Archie borrowed a car to go to Golders Green, arrived early, parked and sat watching small groups converging on the place. It was raining and windy, and people were having trouble with their umbrellas; even from the car he could detect the muted, uneasy friendliness that seems to pervade occasions of this nature. There seemed to be an awful lot of people, but he realized when he decided to join them that there were several funerals going on in different chapels.

There was a halt; they had to wait outside while the previous service finished. Most of the family seemed to have arrived (with the exception of the Duchy and Rachel – waiting in a car probably, he thought). A number of respectable-looking chaps in raincoats with black armbands had also arrived; from the office, he guessed. There were also some old – some remarkably ancient – men, members of his various clubs, and one or two middle-aged ladies, secretaries, mistresses, it was impossible to say. They wore black and one of them had a bunch of artificial violets pinned to the lapel of her overcoat.

The door opened and everyone filed slowly inside.

‘Sit with us.’ It was Clary, dressed entirely in black in clothes that he was certain she must have borrowed since she looked so awful in them. She’d got much thinner lately, and looked tired. Polly, on the other hand, looked most elegant in her very dark blue coat. She gave him a small, remote smile, and looked away.

The chapel was not very large and was soon completely full. At the far end lay the coffin with a wreath of dark red roses upon it. It was sad, he thought, that the place had to look so ugly and depressing: a church, almost any church, would have been better than this oak and brass and dreary little stained-glass windows. It was not in bad taste, it was without taste of any kind. He tried to imagine an architect being commissioned. Something practical, he would be told: they must be able to conduct as many ceremonies as possible. So a series of chapels, non-denominational, so that all could be used for any sect; discreet, don’t want the ovens to be obtrusive; nice peaceful grounds round the building; somewhere under cover for the people to admire the flowers afterwards. That’s about it Mr Cubitt, Nash, Kent, Sir Christopher, whoever … And the customers, of course, only came because they had to, and stayed as short a time as possible: there was no indigenous population to inspire or criticize …

The Duchy, on Hugh’s arm, followed by Rachel, came in. They were conducted to the front row in the left aisle. Rachel’s appearance shocked him: she looked grey and drawn, almost as though at any moment she might break down. He had taken a seat on the aisle because of his leg, and she passed by him so close that he could have touched her, but she did not see him; her eyes were fixed upon the coffin and she looked at no one.

The service began. A prayer was said by the tired clergyman; a hymn was sung. A psalm, the Lord’s Prayer, another hymn during which the doors at the end of the chapel opened, and the coffin slid slowly away. Unable to take his eyes off Rachel, he saw her give a small, anguished gasp as it vanished. It was over. The fifteen minutes were up, another set of doors opened and, led by the Duchy, Hugh and Rachel, everybody left the chapel.

‘Goodness!’ Clary said. ‘What a horrible little end. Poor Brig!’ Her eyes were full of tears.

‘I don’t suppose he knows,’ he said.

‘How do you know?’

‘I don’t.’

She gave a loud sniff, and said, ‘It’s the usual thing, isn’t it? Not believing in anything is not much fun.’

‘Things at funerals aren’t meant to be fun, Clary,’ Polly said, but she hooked her arm into Clary’s.

Outside people wandered about, looking at the wreaths and bunches laid upon the ground. He saw Edward, but no Villy. He wanted to speak to Rachel. As he approached her, he saw Sid go up to her and put a hand on her arm. Rachel moved; he saw her looking frantically for someone, then she noticed him and he heard her say, ‘I’m going with Archie, but thanks.’ And Sid turned away.

He took Rachel’s arm. ‘Do you want to go?’

She nodded. She seemed unable to speak.

She stumbled as they walked to the car.

‘Your back hurting?’

‘Mm.’

He put her in the car, and she said, ‘Just drive – out of this place.’

He did. He drove up a road leading on to Hampstead Heath until he found a quiet place to stop. When he turned to her she was sitting rigidly, staring ahead. ‘Darling Rachel, does your back hurt dreadfully?’

‘Everything hurts.’ Then she began to cry. She cried as though the act of crying was inexpressibly painful. Of course, it’s her father as well, he thought. It’s been quite sudden – a shock – and on top of that she’s worn herself out nursing him.

‘You looked after him so well. You couldn’t have done more.’ Then he realized that it was better to say nothing, to let her cry. He kept his arm round her – how easy it was to do that now! Once it would have caused him both ecstasy and anguish. After a time he sought for and gave her his handkerchief.

‘Oh, Archie, you are a blessing. There’s nothing like an old friend.’ But for some reason this made her cry afresh.

‘He did have a very happy and successful life, didn’t he?’ He felt now that some talk might steady her.

‘Oh, yes! You should see the letters the Duchy has had! Some of the nicest are from the people who worked for him. And the day of the night before he died he told me that he’d been afraid he might die without knowing about Rupe. And he wasn’t really ill for long …’

She continued in this vein for a while, assembling small, comforting facts, but somehow they were not comforting her. She had stopped crying; although he sensed that she had not reached the end, that there was something else, or more to come.

‘Do you think that we should perhaps be getting on to Hugh’s?’ There was to be a gathering at his house with tea and drinks.

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘I really can’t face it.’ It was said with an intensity that surprised him, and it occurred to him that she might be starting some kind of breakdown.

‘I’ll take you home, then,’ he said, with all the calm and good cheer he could muster.

‘Thank you, dear Archie. Do you mind if I smoke?’

‘Course not.’

‘You know,’ he said, as they reached Hampstead, ‘what I think you need is to send the Duchy and Dolly back to Home Place and have a good long holiday. Wouldn’t Sid be able to take you somewhere restful and nice?’

‘Oh no!’ she began to say, but was prevented by a fresh flood of tears, of sobs that racked her and made her gasp with pain as she cried.

‘Darling Rach. I’m just going to get you home and put you to bed.’ A doctor, he thought: at least he might give her something for her back and she might sleep.

He reached the house, found the key in her bag and came round to her side to help her out of the car. This hurt very much. Somehow he got her up the steps to the front door and into the sitting room and thence to what looked like the most comfortable armchair – ‘Upright is best.’ She asked him to fetch her some aspirin from her dressing table upstairs. Her room was very cold and bare, a nun’s cell, he thought. She asked him to ring Hugh and he did. He suggested ringing her doctor and she said no, what she needed was her osteopath: ‘There hasn’t been time to get to him – or even make an appointment.’ He rang and, using all his powers of persuasion, managed to get Mr Goring to agree to see her at six that evening. ‘I’ll take you,’ he said. He went to the kitchen and made some tea. She had started to worry about smaller things: was not six o’clock after people like Mr Goring stopped work and, if it was, wasn’t this rather unfair on him? And what about the Duchy’s supper? She liked to eat early, ‘and I’m afraid it takes me ages to make anything’.

He rang Hugh again to explain about the osteopath and Hugh said he would look after the Duchy. ‘Jolly good you’re looking after Rach,’ he had added.

He had tried to get Rachel to have a tot of whisky with her aspirin but she had absolutely refused: ‘Whisky on an empty stomach and I’ll arrive at poor Mr Goring roaring drunk.’ Now he realized that with Rachel this meant that she had not only had no lunch, she had probably had no breakfast either. He questioned her, she was evasive, but in the end admitted to a cup of tea at breakfast, and not having felt like any lunch. She agreed to his lighting the gas fire and toasting some bread which she said she and the Duchy always did at tea-time.

Everything seemed to be getting calmer. She talked with affection and an only reasonable degree of emotion about the Brig and how funny he had been about her awful cooking, about the problems that Dolly, with her distinctly patchy grasp of reality, posed for all of them (she had had to be sent to stay with old Sister Crouchback – now retired – when the Brig became ill, but would, no doubt, be returning soon).

‘But, darling Rach, can you really cope with the two old ladies and no living-in help? Ought you not to consider getting a cook?’

‘Oh, no. It will do me good to do something for a change.’

‘A woman to clean, perhaps?’

They had had a Mrs Jessup, but she had only stayed for a fortnight and then disappeared without trace.

‘Sid must have someone, and even if they couldn’t come to you they might know someone who could. Or you could put a card in the local newsagent’s? That often works.’

‘Oh, no!’ He had been stooping to put the toasting fork back into its niche on the hearth but the sheer misery of this cry made him turn to her. She was frowning, biting her lips, rigid with the effort not to break down. When she met his eye, she said: ‘I did. Put a card. Someone came …’ Her voice died away and she started to shake. Then before he could reach her she put her face in her hands and began to weep – a soft, heartbroken sound that pierced him more than anything that had gone before.

He drew up his chair so that he could sit close to her. ‘Rachel, tell me. You must tell someone what is making you so unhappy.’

‘I think I must, I don’t know how. Such horror – such dreadful things!’

In the end she did tell him. Or rather, from what she said, and what she left unsaid in a confused, circuitous account, he thought he came to understand what had happened.

A girl had come in response to the advertisement in the newsagent. She had come in the afternoon; mercifully the Duchy and Dolly had both been having a rest and the Brig was out. Rachel was alone. At least she had been alone. She had seemed a nice, quiet, suitable girl, and also vaguely familiar. Then, after she had asked the appropriate questions and received the right answers, just as she had been about to accept her for the job, the girl suddenly said that really she had come about something else. ‘I had no idea what that could be, but for some reason I felt frightened.’

Then it had all come out. The girl knew Sid: hadn’t Rachel heard about her? Of course: she’d met her once in Sid’s house. She had been in Sid’s life, oh – for years! ‘She said something about knowing that I was a friend of Sid’s but she had thought just a friend. I said that that was true; we had been friends for a very long time – since before the war.’

The girl had said that friends were one thing, but Sid had lied to her, had pretended that she – her name was Thelma – was the only love in her life. ‘And then she said – she said – so dreadful – that the moment I came to London, she had been turned out of Sid’s house, out of her life without any warning at all. I couldn’t understand any of it, why she was so upset, and worse, what had made Sid be so unkind to her. But when I said that there must have been some reason – I didn’t like her very much but I did feel sorry for her – she suddenly shouted at me, “You! You’re the reason!”’

Then she had looked at him and he could see what it cost her to continue. ‘She started to talk about herself and Sid, things they had done together …’ A slow and painful blush suffused her. ‘I can’t speak of that. It was too horrible. I asked her to go, but she didn’t go. I was sitting down and I was afraid to stand – I mean I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to stand if I got up …’ Her voice died away and she was silent, swallowing as though nauseated. She kept swallowing as she stared down at her lap.

He wanted to say that he knew jealousy was a terrible feeling, that he was sure Sid loved her, that the girl sounded a bitch and was also possibly a liar, or at least was exaggerating, but something warned him to say none of these things. Instead he asked: ‘How did you get rid of her?’

‘My mother called from upstairs. When the girl realized we were not alone in the house, she got up and said she had felt she had to tell me, to warn me – presumably I didn’t want my life to be ruined by Sid as hers had been. She actually said’ – and here her disgust was tinged with contempt – ‘that she was sorry to have upset me. I don’t think she was, at all. She said she would see herself out, but I went with her to the front door and I said, “Never come back,” and shut it after her.’ Her eyes filled again with tears. ‘But you can see why I cannot see Sid – can’t talk to her at all.’

Then it was time to take her to the osteopath.

In the car she said, ‘Thank you for letting me tell you. I think it will be a relief to have told. But only you. Nobody else.’

‘Of course.’

While she was with Mr Goring, he rang Nancy to tell her that he would not, after all, be able to keep their date. She was very nice about it.

While he sat in the drab waiting room – four upright chairs and a pile of old copies of Punch – he tried to imagine being either Sid or Rachel, and failed. He could not think what had induced Sid to betray Rachel over such a long period of time, and he could not think how, or why, Rachel had felt so utterly unable to confront her about it. He knew that Rachel had had a terrible shock; that she felt desperately humiliated by the inference of so much lying and deception on Sid’s part. And, given Rachel’s description of the girl, what on earth could Sid, loving Rachel, see in that creature? But he knew that this question was one that could never be answered. Rachel, he thought, was such a frank, whole-hearted and somehow innocent person, that concealing her only love affair from everybody must have been a very great and continuous strain. And then, as soon as circumstances permitted the prospect of more time together (he was sure that Rachel must have had a hand in getting her parents to choose a house so near to Sid), to be betrayed, and to hear of it from a total stranger, was indeed shocking. No wonder she was so upset. It would have been bad at any time, but to have it practically coinciding with her father’s death was really a bit much. Yet if Sid had sent the girl away, it must be because she loved Rachel, and if that was so, the only chance of a reconciliation lay with Rachel being prepared to talk to Sid, who, from her expression and behaviour at the funeral, clearly did not know what Thelma had done. He resolved that he would try, if he could, to help Rachel to see that talking to her lover was necessarily the best thing to do. ‘I don’t ’arf live vicariously,’ he said to himself, acknowledging that kind of intimate contempt that had gone with much of his soliloquy.

He could see that the treatment had been a success. She walked differently and looked more relaxed.

‘I have to go back in a week,’ she said, ‘but he’s done marvels. I had put something out and he’s popped it back.’

‘Has the pain gone?’

‘Quite a bit, but he says I’ve pinched a nerve and that will take time to settle down. I just feel a bit sore, but so much better. Bless you, Archie, for making me go and taking me. I’d never have made it on my own.’

‘Have you got anything to eat at home?’

‘Oh, yes. Heaps. I’ve got quite good at baked eggs. And the Duchy likes them so that is what we shall have. Perhaps you’d like some supper?’ She looked anxious, and he was fairly sure that there were only two eggs.

‘I was thinking of taking you out,’ he said, ‘for a slightly squarer meal.’

She refused this on the grounds that she could not leave the Duchy alone, but when they got back to Carlton Hill, there was a red MG parked outside.

‘Sid!’ she exclaimed. ‘She must have brought the Duchy back from Hugh’s.’ Her immediate level of distress was alarming. ‘I can’t! Archie, I really can’t face her. Oh, what shall I do?’

He took her to the nearest restaurant he could find – a rather dubious little place it turned out to be – and rang the Duchy from there to say what he was doing. Then he added that Rachel was awfully tired after her treatment and didn’t want to see anyone, wanted simply to have something to eat and then to go to bed. He had no idea what all this would mean to the Duchy – he never knew how much she knew of what was going on in the family – but he hoped that the message would somehow get through to Sid and that she would take the hint.

He managed to get two stiffish gins down her before they ate and he kept the conversation deliberately light and untaxing. She responded – ate nearly half of her boiled chicken and rice and all of a crème caramel – and some colour returned to her face.

It was not until he was waiting for the bill that he touched on what he knew had been in both their minds throughout the meal. ‘I know it seems awfully difficult,’ he said, ‘but you might find it cleared things up a lot if you could talk to her. It won’t get any better if you don’t.’

‘But what could I say?’

‘You could ask her about it. Tell her you know, and that it has made you very unhappy. You might,’ he added, discovering this, ‘even find that it is not true, or not all the truth. The girl may have been exaggerating – from jealousy. Many people, even if they have only been to bed with somebody else once, feel that they have, or ought to have, a kind of ownership. I’m sure you can understand that.’

‘But I don’t—’ she started. She clasped one hand over the other on the table in a vain effort to stop them trembling, as she began to blush again, and then, in a small, unsteady voice, she asked: ‘Do many – most – people – does everybody – want to – to go to bed with people they love?’

‘Darling Rachel, you must know that they do.’

She looked up into his face. The pain, the anguish in her eyes made him shut his own for a second. Not seeing her, he heard her say: ‘I have never been to bed with Sid. Like that. Never.’

There was a silence, then she said: ‘I must be the most selfish person in the world.’

He took her home. She wept silently all the way. Turning to her in the dark, he saw, by the intermittent street lights, that her face, pale again and white as bone, was streaked with tears.

The car had gone and the house was dark excepting for one light in the hall. He helped her out of the car, took her up the steps. ‘Will you be all right? Dear Rachel, shall I come in with you?’

She shook her head. ‘Thank you, though.’ She tried to smile. ‘I really do thank you.’ She let herself into the house and shut the door quietly.

During the journey home, the long whisky that he gave himself, the bath that he thought might calm him, the hours that he lay awake, he thought about both of them – Sid, now, as well as Rachel. The months, even years, in France when he had longed for Rachel and known that he could never have her came back to him. He had endured and survived, and eventually overcome that loss, but he had removed himself from her; he had arranged his life so that he would never see her. But Sid’s situation was infinitely more painful. Rachel had never loved him, but it was clear that she did love Sid, and so there had been no reason for them to part: Sid had spent all these years loving Rachel and not being essentially requited. He could understand how an affair with someone else could come about; he felt nothing but pity for Sid about that. That astonishing, astonishingly naïve, question of Rachel’s – did most people, everybody, want to go to bed with people they love? – now cast a light upon that relationship that he could hardly bear, on Sid’s behalf, to contemplate. And then – and these three things that Rachel had said to him repeated themselves again and again – she had said that she had never been to bed with Sid, followed by her indictment of herself: ‘I must be the most selfish person in the world.’ Rachel, whose life had always seemed to him the epitome of self-abnegation, whose creed had, ever since he could remember her, been to put other people’s comfort and happiness before her own, had now to live with the knowledge that she had withheld what the person she loved most had most wanted, needed. Had they never talked about this? Clearly not. Why not? He could only suppose that Sid, understanding Rachel’s attitude, nature, had been afraid to risk what she had. But why did Rachel feel, or not feel, as she did? When he had gone first to Home Place to see all of the family again, and he had seen Rachel, with whom he had once been so much in love, with Sid, he had thought that all was clear to him: she loved women rather than men. Now, he could only imagine that Rachel in her incurable innocence had assumed that love with a member of your own sex meant love without it.

He couldn’t sleep. What would she do now – now that she knew how Sid must have suffered (although she couldn’t really know that, since she neither valued nor understood that particular deprivation)? She did love Sid: she had not been wittingly selfish – although he doubted whether she would give herself the benefit of that. But how could Sid accept, supposing it was offered, any gesture that arose from mere apology or sheer unselfishness? There might be, indeed there were, men who could manage that, he thought, as he remembered wardroom tales of single-minded and relatively heartless debauchery, but Sid, apart from her sex, did not come into that category at all.

He got up and made a pot of tea, sat in his kitchen to drink it. I must go away for a bit, he thought. Getting stale. I need some life of my own – something more than this keeping-my-head-above-water existence. He decided that he must straighten things out with Nancy, go back – for a holiday, at least – to his flat in France, have a change.

As he settled in bed for the second time, he thought that he might perhaps take Polly and Clary with him. Neither of them had been abroad in their lives – it would be fun to introduce them to the delights of Provence.

The next day he met Nancy in the canteen and they ate lunch together. He explained why he had let her down the previous night, and she said that she quite understood. She asked how old the widow was and he said seventy-nine. ‘The poor lady!’ she said. ‘It must be awful to be widowed when you are very old.’

He realized then that he had been so taken up by Rachel that he had hardly thought about the Duchy.

‘Did she have a happy marriage?’

‘I really don’t know,’ he said. He knew nothing about that marriage, he discovered, and remembered now that he had hardly ever heard them talk to each other. They had seemed to have little in common beyond their children and descendants. Their interests had hardly coincided: she loved gardening; he was passionate about forestry; she adored music which left him unmoved; he had loved to ride and shoot, to go to his club, to entertain all kinds of people, to eat and to drink – particularly good burgundy and port; she had no other outdoor interests beyond her garden, hardly ever left either of her houses except to go to a concert or to deal with a difficulty about housekeeping; she seemed to have no friends outside the family, condemned nearly all food as too rich and drank nothing. Ever since he had known them, they had slept in separate rooms. On the face of it, it would hardly seem to have been either a very close or happy arrangement. And yet, perhaps preserved by Victorian veils of a discretion that almost amounted to secrecy, it had not been unhappy. There had never seemed to be that uncomfortable, airless vacuum in which mysterious tensions could suspend themselves that he associated with unhappy or difficult marriages. The household had jogged along with that pair at its head and he felt sure that, like himself, nobody in it had ever questioned how the couple who had instigated it had got on with one another.

‘You are lucky to have such a large family.’

‘They aren’t my family. They sort of took me in, in the war. Before that I was at art school with one of the sons and we became friends.’

‘I never knew you went to an art school!’

He shrugged and then felt ashamed of himself because it showed that he didn’t particularly care what she didn’t know about him. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I have to be somewhere.’

He knew that he needed to talk to her seriously and that the canteen at lunch-time was hardly the place, but meanwhile he was finding it difficult to talk to her about anything.

‘She must have been extremely beautiful,’ he said.

‘So I expect she minds, anyway, about being so old.’

‘Don’t think so. She’s never cared in the least about her appearance.’

‘Anyway, you said she has a daughter. That must be a comfort to her.’

He agreed.

After they had parted, having made an arrangement for the film they were to see together, and he had gone back to his office, he wondered whether, perhaps, the Brig and the Duchy’s marriage had sustained itself at Rachel’s expense. It had seemed taken for granted that she should do everything for her father – even things that one might have expected his wife to do for him.

He had a meeting with his boss mid-afternoon and found him in a state of indignation, fulminating, as usual, against the Government.

‘Attlee must be mad! If we withdraw our forces from Egypt, those wogs will take the canal from under our noses. And then where will we all be?’

‘I suppose it is their canal, sir,’ he ventured, but was shot down at once.

‘Nonsense! Nothing of the sort! Do you know how much money the Egyptian government put into the building of it? Ten thousand pounds! How much canal do you think that would pay for?’ He glared at Archie with his burning blue eyes.

‘They say that they’re leaving adequate defence of the canal, sir.’

Commander Carstairs snorted. ‘We all know what that means. Just enough personnel to call for help after the balloon’s gone up. You mark my words, this government’s hell-bent on giving everything away. Empire will go to pieces – look at India! These bloody Socialists will see to it that we shall emerge in the next ten years as a second-class power, but they won’t care a damn. Five years of them and we shall be back where we were in 1937, without enough of an army or navy to say boo to a goose.’ (He did not like the RAF, Archie knew, so it usually got left out of his calculations.)

The trouble with then like him was that they had been trained to go to sea, to command in a ship, and when they were reduced to sitting in an office and paperwork, they became crusty and hidebound from frustration.

He let Carstairs rumble on until he reached the every-man-in-the-country-will-have-a-suit-and-own-a-bloody-little-car stage, when it became possible to raise the matter that he had come for in the first place.

This is what happens, he told himself, if you do something you don’t like every day simply in order to earn enough money to go on doing it, and it’s what I’m doing, and it’s got to stop.

France. France meant painting – he felt a nervous frisson at the word. He had become so used to regular money, to not experiencing that anxiety and excitement that trying to do something difficult with a fair chance of failing used always to induce. With painting you started something and anything could be there. And as he worked, the gap between what he had seen and what he could show of what he’d seen, widened inexorably, and sometimes to such a degree that the picture was abandoned. Sometimes it seemed worth struggling on, and the result would most often be neither the original vision nor the simple failure of it, but a kind of crafty compromise. Then, occasionally and without warning, he pulled something off … I must get back to it, he thought, wandering restlessly to his balcony window to look, as it did, on to the square.

It was a windy evening. Blossom was being tossed off the trees to join the browning petals on the ground – it had rained earlier. A small child was listlessly kicking a large rubber ball down one of the straight gravel paths. Square gardens, he thought, were an adult’s view of a nice place for children. They had the appearance of being verdant – grass, lawns, shrubs, trees and a few flowers – but they were so ordered and confined that they contained no sense of adventure, of mystery: it was hard to enjoy something if you could see all of it at once. He had a sudden yearning for those two views from the windows, for the ordered ranks of olives and apricots set in the ruddy earth, the narrow fields of sunflowers or maize, and the greater, more spectacular view from the other side of the house, the valley and the hills beyond with the distant, terraced vines below which the river lay, unseen, but whose course was marked by poplars that grew on its banks. But it was the light he thirsted for – that clear, translucent brightness that slaked the eye and, perhaps best of all, that one could take for granted, day after day. Painting landscape in England, he had quickly discovered, was a nightmare of false starts and procrastination, since the light was hardly ever the same for two days running and, moreover, could change from hour to hour during those days.

Yes, he would go back, for a short holiday to start with. And he would invite the girls to come with him.

‘It’s very kind of you, Archie, but I don’t think I will. I don’t know about Clary – at least, I sort of do know, but you’d better ask her yourself. She’ll be back any minute.’

She was ironing some piece of sewing and a lock of her chestnut hair had fallen over the side of her face so that he could not see it. She wore a long black cotton skirt below which her feet were bare: they looked as white as alabaster.

She had made her room astonishingly pretty: the walls were the pale blue of a robin’s egg, the paint was white and the floor was covered with yellow haircord. Her curtains were made of mattress ticking, pale grey and white stripes, and edged with a yellow woollen fringe. Over the mantelpiece she had hung a painting of Rupe’s that he had given her for her twenty-first birthday. It was flanked by two large blue and white Delft china candlesticks, rather cracked, that she had bought when she was a child, reputedly for sixpence.

‘You have made this room nice. How are Clary’s quarters getting on?’

‘She insisted on red striped paper so they’re rather cross and hot. She’s lost interest in them anyway, so I should think they’ll stay as they are.’

She finished her ironing, laid it on the divan and began folding up the board.

‘I’m sad you don’t want to come to France.’

‘Are you?’

He began to say that of course he was but she interrupted him. ‘We don’t see you for weeks, and then you turn up here, without the slightest warning – you don’t even ring up – and then you calmly suggest that I should go to France with you! As though – as though I have absolutely no feelings! Or if I have, they simply don’t count! How am I ever—’ The front door slammed loudly downstairs. ‘That’s Clary. You’d better go down and ask her.’ She picked up the ironing board and tramped out of the room with it.

He was stunned. He’d never seen her so angry, or indeed, seen her angry at all. What was all that about? he started to ask himself, but he knew, and felt ashamed of his crassness. He tore a leaf out of his pocket diary and wrote: ‘Really sorry, Poll. Please forgive’ and propped it on the mantelpiece. Then he went downstairs to find Clary.

Her door was open and she was on her knees before a chest of drawers: she had cut her hair as short as a boy’s, he noticed.

‘It’s me. May I come in?’

She turned round, and he saw that she had made other changes. Her face was covered with some sort of white makeup, her eyes were sooty with mascara and she wore a lipstick so dark that it was almost black.

‘Oh, Archie! Yes, do. Find somewhere to sit if you can. Take those clothes off that chair.’ She got to her feet and there was a splitting sound. ‘Oh, damn! That’s my skirt. It’s always doing it.’

She wore a tight black skirt, black stockings like a hospital nurse, and a man’s shirt with collar and black tie. It was not a becoming outfit, he thought. He put her pyjamas on to the unmade bed and sat on the chair.

‘The trouble is that Poll’s sewing machine only does chain-stitch, so every time I split it, the whole thing comes undone. I’ve got some trousers somewhere. Won’t be a sec.’

She disappeared through the communicating door that led to her smaller room.

While he waited for her, he reflected that he had really got rather out of touch with both girls. When they had first moved into their flat, he had come round quite often, taken them out to dinner and to films, but he realized now that, although they had gone out as a threesome and he had occasionally taken Clary by herself, he had not once spent an evening alone with Polly.

Clary returned, wearing black rather baggy trousers in which, he thought, she looked rather like a clown.

‘Are all your clothes black these days?’

‘The ones I wear. Have you seen Poll? She usually gets back before me.’

‘I have. I came to see whether you would both like to come to France with me – just for a holiday.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She doesn’t want to. I’m afraid I rather dropped a brick there. I thought – well, water under the bridge, you know.’

‘No. She wouldn’t. Have you got a cigarette?’

‘Didn’t know you’d taken to smoking.’

‘Oh, well – it helps.’ The mascara made her eyes look enormous. When he had lit it for her, she sat on the floor opposite him and pushed a large pottery ashtray between them.

‘I’m afraid she still thinks she’s in love with you. So seeing you is purely masochistic.’

‘Oh dear. What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Well – everything what. Why do you wear those funny clothes? How’s your job? How are you? I feel really out of touch. Oh, and how about France?’

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t come to France for the same reason.’

He stared at her in dismay. ‘Oh, God, Clary! You aren’t secretly in love with me.’

This made her laugh. ‘Oh, really, Archie,’ she said, in the middle of laughing. ‘What an idiotic idea! As if I would be! It’s a bit conceited of you even to think that, isn’t it?’

‘It was you who said you couldn’t come for the same reason.’

‘Yes. I can’t, because I’m in love – with someone else. It’s funny that shouldn’t have occurred to you.’

‘I suppose it is,’ he said. He felt dashed: of course it was. ‘Tell me about him, Clary. What does he do? How did you meet him?’

She told him. It was the man she worked for. He was called Noël and he was married.

‘Oh dear.’

‘That doesn’t matter. I don’t believe in marriage anyway. Nor does he. He only married Fenella for practical reasons. She’s a marvellous person. She quite understands about Noël and me. In fact, he needs both of us. He’s desperately unhappy, you see. He hates everything about the modern world. He’s the most extraordinary, intelligent, gifted person I’ve ever met in my life. He knows the most incredible amount about everything. He’s sort of trying to educate me. He has the most amazing energy – after you’ve been with him for even two days, you feel exhausted. That’s not just me. Fenella feels like it as well. He hardly needs any sleep, you see, and when he’s awake things are always happening. So I sort of share him with her.’

‘Doesn’t he have any other friends?’

‘Not many. He doesn’t like then much, you see. He says women are far nicer and more sensitive and intelligent.’

‘It all sounds rather serious and gloomy.’

‘Well, life is gloomy. Despairing, really. One just has to make the best of it.’

‘Any jokes?’ he asked – hopelessly, he was pretty sure that there wouldn’t be.

‘Noël says that wit is one thing – he’s all for wit, like Oscar Wilde, for instance. But silly jokes, he says, are just a way of covering things up. Like my family does all the time.’

‘Not all the time, Clary.’

‘I mean, a way of not facing things. Look at Uncle Edward and Aunt Villy! That’s a perfect example of the futility of marriage and not facing things.’

‘I think there might be other reasons for that.’

‘Well, sex, of course. Noël says that sex is fearfully important, but it doesn’t ever last. He says romantic people understand this. You have to be prepared for everything to go wrong. Noël’s a romantic. He says you can’t have a serious relationship with someone and have children and be financially dependent – all that. You have to be prepared to risk things – and suffer if you have to.’

‘Gosh!’ Everything she said so appalled him that he recognized the need for extreme caution.

‘Are you – happy with him?’

‘Not happy!’ she replied with scorn. ‘Not merely happy! I’m simply completely, utterly in love with him. It’s the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to me.’

‘Darling Clary. I’m glad you’ve told me. Do you think that as about the thirty-second best thing that could happen to you, you would have dinner with me?’

She said she would. She’d just go and tell Poll and see if she wanted to come as well. Do, he replied.

Polly wouldn’t come. He took Clary to a small Cypriot place near Piccadilly.

‘We came here on VE night, do you remember?’

‘So we did.’

‘You told me a bit about Noël then.’

‘Did I?’

All the black lipstick was gone by the time she had finished her kebab. She ate a lot and was glowing with the pleasure of having told him. With her short hair and her white face and black-rimmed eyes, she looked like a marmoset, he told her. She had beautiful eyes, he added, in case she thought likeness to a marmoset was frivolous – currently her most damning word.

‘I’ve got thinner as well,’ she said.

‘You certainly have. Thin enough, I think.’

‘I eat a lot. But Noël likes to go for tremendously long walks, and then he likes to read aloud until quite late at night. He dictates letters all the morning – he and Fenella run a literary agency and I’m being the secretary. And then we have lunch, which Fenella cooks, and we work all the afternoon. Every other weekend I go away with him … Sometimes I get a bit sleepy and tired. But Fen does too,’ she added defensively. ‘That’s why it’s sensible for us to share.’

‘What about your writing? How’s that going?’

‘Not awfully fast. The days I’m not working, I seem not to feel like it. And Noël has been over my book and he says a lot of it is no good so I had to start again. The trouble is that I only have the weekends I’m not with him for proper writing, and there always seems such a lot to do – you know, washing my clothes, and cleaning up the house with Poll. And if I do get going then it’s Monday again and I’m back at work. Noël finds writing frightfully difficult too. He’s told me to write in the night, but then I just get too sleepy.’

‘What does your father think about all this?’

‘Dad? I haven’t told him. Please don’t you. Poll knows, of course, but nobody else. I don’t think anyone would understand.’

‘I see.’

‘Do you?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he said cautiously. ‘I want you to be happy. Are you?’

‘Happy!’ she said with contempt. ‘That isn’t at all the point. He isn’t happy, so how can I be? He’s afraid of going mad, you see. And the only thing that keeps him from that is me. And Fenella too, of course. He needs me. That’s the point.’

As he was taking her home, he said casually, ‘Could I meet him? I should like to.’

‘Afraid not. He’s said he doesn’t want to meet any of my family.’

‘I’m not family, Clary, I’m your friend.’

‘It comes to the same thing. He simply doesn’t want anything about the rest of my life to come between us.’

He was silent. Nothing that he wanted to say seemed sayable.

‘I can feel you disapproving, Archie. I wish you wouldn’t.’

‘I don’t approve of these awful clothes you’re wearing. Collars and ties? I suppose he wants you to wear them.’

‘He prefers women dressed like that. So we do.’

‘You and Fenella.’

‘Me and Fenella.’


‘Well,’ he said, as he said goodnight to her. ‘Just one thing. I’m really honoured that you’ve told me. So will you go on telling me? I mean, whatever happens, will you keep in touch about it?’

She thought for a moment. ‘All right. I will.’

‘That’s a promise.’

She gave him a perfunctory hug. ‘I said I would.’




Two
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The water was amber-coloured in the sunlight as he stepped into it on the sandy gravel. The bank shelved steeply and he was soon up to his neck in the river. It was clear and wonderfully cool after the burning sun, and it moved unhurriedly past and round him. Bright weed streamed out below, like long green hair being endlessly brushed out. Some of the river was dangerous with currents, but this was a safe place where he had always come to bathe. He swam out and then turned on his back to float and drift gently. In the middle, the water reflected nothing but the sky, a delicate bleached blue, but near the far bank, where the trees overhung it, it was dappled with dark and oily greens. Beyond the trees, the terraces of vines shimmered, trembled in the white light. He turned to swim back to the opposite shore, which was decorated with pale grey rocks set in the stony ground.

He had taken to coming here in the mornings, had borrowed Marcel’s bicycle which he furnished with his knapsack filled with lunch and painting materials. He found a great need to get out of his rooms which, for reasons that he did not fathom, depressed him.

It had been strange, amazing, to find it all there: dusty, ill-kempt, but still with his furniture, his pots and pans, his easel, his paints and books and even some old clothes. We knew you would return, they said. There had been a welcome; the first night and day there he had felt heady with the reunion, had shaken hands, kissed cheeks, consumed quantities of pastis and coffee, asked after the health of children now grown, but then a kind of lethargy descended upon him and he began to feel alone. He had begun to sense that he was regarded as an outsider almost at once – when they were drinking in the café and he had asked what it had been like while he had been away. There had been a short, defensive silence – shrugs. Pierre, who kept the épicerie, seemed about to speak, but his father, who had always ruled the family and made his wife and sons work while he sat on a hard wooden chair outside the shop, grunted and he was silenced.

Early the next morning he had gone to collect his bread from Madame Gigot and she had remarked upon his limp. He had told her how he’d got it, and she had said, ah, yes, the war. The war had been terrible for all. But when he had asked after her family, she had closed up. Yvette, he had pressed, pretty Yvette, she must have made a good marriage by now. It had not been possible, she said. Her eyes, black as sloes, had regarded him without expression. Where was she? She had gone north, to Lyon. It had been necessary, many things had become necessary. She would not be returning. It was better not to speak of her in the village. Then she had sighed, slapped his baguette on the counter and wished him a good holiday. She knew, as everyone in the village seemed to, that he was only there for a short stay.

Then when he had gone to ask Marcel if he could hire a bicycle and asked whether Jean-Jacques, who had worked in the garage and was a cousin of Marcel’s, might know of one, Marcel had said that he was not in the village any more. He had been taken away – they had taken him in 1944 to work in Germany. He had not returned, and nothing was known of him. These were the only two pieces of information he elicited, and he quickly learned not to ask for more. There was a constraint: relationships had changed between people, and between him and them. So he felt lonely, isolated, sensing that the discretion came out of some shame, which in turn bred a passive hostility that he could neither fully understand nor overcome. Agathe, who used to clean his house for him and do his laundry, had died, Marcel’s wife had told him that first evening when he was dining in the little restaurant at the back of the café. She had had something wrong with her insides, had needed an operation, but by the time they had got her to Avignon to the hospital it was too late. He had cleaned up the place a bit, enough to be able to live in it, but then he had found that he did not want to be there, and so he had taken to these long days by the river, bicycling back when the sun had begun to sink.

This feeling of alienation, which he had not at all expected, drove him to think all the time of the people he had left. Of Nancy, with whom he had spent a last miserable evening. She had been stoic. ‘Thanks for telling me,’ she had said. ‘I suppose I sort of knew when you kept putting me off.’ It was useless, unkind even, to say that that had not been the reason: it had seemed useless and not particularly kind to say anything. And yet things had to be said. He had tried to protect her pride, only to find that she had none. ‘Yes, I did hope we’d come to something,’ she had said, rubbing the tears from her eyes, ‘but I do see that it was rather silly of me. You’re far more intelligent and interesting than I am.’

When he asked whether he might keep in touch with her, or whether she would prefer him not to, she had said, ‘Not to begin with. I’ve got to get over it, haven’t I? And I know people do.’ Well, he had said, write to him if and when she felt like it. ‘All right.’ They had parted in the street. He had seen her on to her bus – saw her standing on the platform, looking back at him before it moved off, and she began to climb to the top deck.

The next Saturday morning he had gone to Harrods and bought her a kitten. The pet shop there was noisy with the trills and whistles and squawks of captive birds. There were hutches full of smooth, secretive rabbits and smaller cages of mice, hamsters, a white rat, tortoises, and two pens with kittens. A litter of Persians, and one of blue Burmese. He chose one of the blue Burmese, a female – a queen, they said. While they were putting it in a cat basket, he wrote a note. ‘It’s time you had another friend. Love, Archie.’ Then he took it in a taxi to her flat. It protested loudly throughout the journey. He asked the driver to ring the bell and deliver the cat, and made him park a few doors away. He did not want to confound her with his presence, but he wanted to make sure she was in. ‘Don’t say you’re a cab driver,’ he said. ‘Just say you’ve been told to deliver the cat.’ From the back window he saw her open the door, the delivery made, and her look of astonishment and delight. She took the basket, the door shut and the man returned. ‘That went down a bit of all right,’ he had said.

That had been one good thing. She had sent him a postcard saying simply: Thank you so much. She’s simply lovely.’

But other things …

He thought of Villy and her bitterness and wondered whether her hapless dependants – Roly and Lydia and Miss Milliment – would galvanize her into feeling that she had something to live for, or whether her hurt pride and her misery would simply infect them all with despair. Lydia was out of the worst of it – her boarding school would provide her with some other life – but Roly and Miss Milliment were trapped. He remembered Rupert once saying to him that the trouble with Villy was that she had always behaved as though her life was a secret tragedy understood by none. The tragedy, if that’s what it was, was no longer secret. Edward had always done more or less what he wanted, but knowing – because Rupert had told him – that this new woman had one, if not two children by him might have trapped him. What was the moral choice? To stay with Villy and let Diana what’shername fend for herself? To pay his way out of that, if he could afford to? Or to ditch Villy and take on his new responsibilities? He’d still have to pay for Villy, but that might be easier. Whatever he did, whatever he wanted, he must feel guilt. At least Rupert had made a clean break from that affair in France. When Rupe had told him about that, he had felt really sorry for him, for all three of them, because Zoë had Jack’s death to endure – and not just a death, but a suicide, surely harder to bear. He remembered that evening in his flat when Rupert had poured out his unhappiness and all the while he had kept thinking of Zoë and the look of extreme pain that had come and gone on her face when he had told her that Jack had loved her and thanked her for it. It had wrenched his heart: her saying that she expected he would think it very bad of her to fall in love, and then saying that she did not believe that Rupert would ever come back. On the evening with Rupert he had thought of their emotional symmetry and how it would save them both: they had only to tell each other these things that they had separately told him for all to be well. But such a solution proved too simple, and too dangerous for either to attempt it. Of course, he had urged Rupert, but Rupert had said that he could not possibly tell Zoë until he was honestly not in love with Michèle. And he was still in love with her. He could keep away from her, but he could not order his feelings about her.

He’d been drying off on the bank in the steady, burning sun. It was time for a drink and lunch. He fetched the bottle cooling between the two rocks in the river and drew the cork. It was a rosé of the region; light and refreshing. He unpacked his bread and cheese and the peaches. In the old days, he would have been looking at the scene before him as he ate, considering, planning what he would draw. Now he did not look; his mind’s eye was crammed.

Much later last year, at Home Place, he had gone for a walk with Zoë. It had been just before they had moved to London, to live in Hugh’s house, and he had asked her if that was what she wanted. She had said, ‘I think it will be easier – in some ways. Someone else about the place, you know.’

‘Is that easier?’

‘It does seem to be.’

‘Dear Zoë. Are you still grieving about him?’

‘I shall always do that. Not about Jack – but for him.’ Then, seeing that he did not understand her, she said, ‘I mean, I know now that he came back to be sure that I could manage without him, and he was right, I could. I do. But he didn’t lose his life, he gave it, and I grieve that he should have felt he had to do that. He was a very loving person, you see.’ She was silent a moment, and then, and he could hardly hear her, she said: ‘Probably the most loving person I shall ever know.’

He took her arm, and they walked on until he felt he could say, ‘Don’t you think it might be a good thing to tell Rupe about it?’

But she had recoiled from him at once. ‘Archie, no! I couldn’t. He wouldn’t understand! He’d be so hurt. And everything is so … fragile between us. I mean, everything – you know. It’s my fault. I don’t delight him, we don’t get lost together – we seem separately lost to start with—’ and she had stopped, trying not to cry.

He had put an arm round her then, and when she had recovered somewhat, had reiterated as steadily and gently as he could, ‘I still think you should try. I think it might surprise you – not be as you imagine.’

But she had said almost angrily, ‘You don’t understand, Archie! I know you think you do, but you don’t. Everything would be in smithereens.’

He had had to give up. He’d had another go at Rupert, to no avail, and then, hopelessly and thoroughly frustrated, he had left it. It wasn’t his business, he told himself, people could not be made to do even what was sensible and right. But, then, who was he to decide what was either of those things? The trouble about being outside any situation was that you couldn’t see the trees for the wood. Interference, for whatever reason, was simply a vicarious way of living.

At least I didn’t try to interfere about Clary, he thought, as he poured the last of the wine into his glass and found a Gauloise. God! He had wanted to! The more Clary had extolled his virtues, the more paranoid, selfish and manipulative Noël had seemed. And Mrs Forman too. At least there was a Mrs Forman – he was fairly sure Clary’s views on marriage stemmed from them. If Noël had been single, he would probably have trapped Clary as he had trapped his wife. Like a bomber, he seemed to need a serious crew on the ground to keep him operative. He had hated to see Clary so tired, made-up like some twenties film actress and all the fun knocked out of her. And having her writing got at, so that she was losing her way about it. He found it difficult to write, so he made sure that Clary would do the same. If that was true, and he betted it bloody well was, it was unforgivable. But he didn’t feel inclined to forgive that little creep anything. It was just Clary’s luck to come up against someone like that in her first job. She was such a whole-hearted creature, had always been so extreme in her feelings, that once she had decided she loved somebody, she would stick to them through any amount of thin. She was nearly twenty-two now – her birthday was this month and this was the first time for her. Of course she must be going to bed with him. The idea filled him with distaste, and something more than that. She had not said she was, but he was sure this was so. Those ghastly weekends she spent with him! She had told him a bit about that. Noël had his parents’ house in Barnet, a small detached house with a derelict garden. It sounded awful: nobody had lived in it since his father had died, but he had kept it just as it had always been – thick now with dust. Clary had said, a bit like Miss Havisham. She had said it was cold there – ‘But we wear our overcoats’ – and everything was rather damp. He had asked what they did, and she had replied that they went for walks and Noël played bits of opera on his gramophone – had he heard of Rosa Ponselle and Martinelli? – and she cooked chops and there was spinach in the garden. Noël read to her until two in the morning. He didn’t want the house cleaned because he didn’t want anyone to come to it. There was no hot water, but there was a gas fire in the sitting room. Clary clearly found it all romantic and exciting. She was, after all, very young – and young for her years, he thought, almost unfortunately so. He tried to remember exactly how he had felt at twenty-two and couldn’t honestly remember. He had been falling in love with Rachel and he had been both happy and very unhappy. He could not wish that for Clary, an unrequited, hopeless love. He remembered how she had laughed when he had made the foolish assumption that she didn’t want to go to France with him for the same reason as Polly. It was a bit much the way she seemed to think he was too old for anyone to be in love with him. That was extreme youth again. Anyone over forty was past it, poor old thing. He had asked how old Noël was – just to see – and she had said he was thirty-eight, but that he was one of those people who simply didn’t age. I see, he had said, before he could stop himself, he doesn’t age, he simply matures. She had looked at him with those amazing eyes in that absurd make-up and said, ‘Archie, don’t be sarcastic, everybody loves you. The whole family. You know that! Of course including me.’

It felt simply like a consolation.

Must get to work. A punt had come in view, or a boat that looked like a punt, with an old man in it fishing. He got out his pad and a piece of charcoal and began to draw. He drew a man fishing in a boat with the poplars behind him – it turned out a dogged, explicit little drawing. He had a go at the vine terraces; their ranks and faintly undulating lines were well known to him. He was looking, but without any spirit. Got to get my hand in, he thought. Just a bit rusty. But drawing required constant practice and it was years now since he had really practised. What that meant was that one fell into all the early traps. Like a beginner one got something wrong and tried to manipulate it into being right and in that process the life went out of whatever it was. The first sight of something that made him want to draw it got lost, he had not the capacity to hang on to it. He had almost forgotten what this felt like – this feeling one’s way into work after a break. He’d been back a week now and he was still struggling. But he also realized that he was only intermittently struggling; he wasn’t trying often or long or hard enough to break through because he only had one more week before he had to go back to England.

By the time he packed up the sun was sinking and parts of the river had become dark. As he bicycled back along the narrow straight road edged by plane trees that arched over it, he decided that he would give up his white-collar work. He could have got out months ago if he’d really wanted, but a combination of indolence and preoccupation with the family had intervened.

When he got back to the silent, empty flat, had climbed the steep stairs, unpacked his knapsack and poured himself a pastis, he thought that perhaps there had been some fear as well. He was no longer good at living alone, or disposed to find some casual female company as occasional solace. He felt aimless and afraid to be so. In spite of the fact that his money was getting low – fifty pounds was all he’d been allowed to bring over, and what he’d left in the bank had simply paid his back rent and taxes – he decided to dine in the restaurant. The prix fixe was not expensive and included a carafe of wine. He took a novel by someone called Arthur Koestler to read while he ate. He’d bought it on the railway station in Paris and had not opened it.

Marcel’s wife brought him his hors d’oeuvres: thin slices of sausage, juicy black olives, tomatoes strewn with basil and rich green oil, and a basket with slices of bread. The food, after England and the war, was delectable.

‘Did you find your telegram, Monsieur?’

‘No?’

‘The boy put it through the door – I saw with my own eyes.’

‘I must have missed it, then.’

He got up and went outside the restaurant to his door. When he opened it he found the little buff envelope that had slid sideways so that it was propped against the wall on the ground.

‘Please ring after six. Trouble, Polly.’

It took him nearly an hour to get through, and then the line was awful. He could hardly hear her.

‘It’s Clary,’ she said. ‘Clary’s in trouble. She’s …’ and then he couldn’t hear what was said.

‘What’s happened to her? Polly? Are you there?’

There was a lot of crackling and then he heard her, very faint. ‘So could you possibly come back, Archie? I can’t think of anyone …’ And then her voice faded away again and he was cut off.

So he didn’t stay his second week. He didn’t even finish his dinner. Madame made him a sandwich while he packed up, shut the flat, and arranged for a taxi to take him to Avignon. There was a night train to Paris and he spent his last francs on a taxi to the Gare du Nord. All the way across on the ferry he tried to imagine what had befallen Clary. She had eloped; Fenella had tried to murder her; she had become suddenly and dangerously ill …

At Newhaven, he took the Pullman: he was tired from sitting up all night and had gone without breakfast. He was served an execrable lunch by the impeccable steward who behaved like an old family retainer.

‘Nice to see you, sir. I hope you had a good holiday,’ he said, as he tenderly placed a plate of brown Windsor soup before Archie. He drank the soup and ate some of the rugged little fillets of plaice that followed, but then he gave up and fell asleep.

The steward waited until they were drawing into Victoria before giving him his bill. ‘Didn’t like to wake you, sir.’

He had debated whether to go home first and telephone from there, but he didn’t. He took a cab straight to Blandford Street. It was just under eighteen hours since he had got the telegram. He rang the bell, waited, rang again, and eventually, she came down to let him in.

‘I thought you were in France!’

‘I was. Let me in, Clary.’

She had been standing, indeterminate in the gloom.

‘Oh – all right.’

She led the way upstairs to her room, which was in its usual state of chaos. The relief he had felt at seeing her, at her being there, ebbed to a different anxiety. She looked dreadful. Her face, devoid of the absurd make-up in which he had last seen her, was puffy and grey with bruising circles under her eyes. She was wearing a ragged, peach-coloured kimono that he recollected Zoë had used to wear. Something to do with Noël, he thought. She would take that very hard.

‘I was in bed, actually,’ she said. Her voice was lifeless and carefully non-committal. All the same, some relief returned.

‘What made you come back?’

‘Poll sent me a telegram. She said you were in trouble.’

‘Did she say what kind?’

‘The line was too bad. I couldn’t hear.’

‘You said a telegram.’

‘Yes, and as a result of it I rang up.’

‘Oh.’

There was a silence. She stood facing him, and he saw that she was trembling.

‘What’s up?’

‘I might as well tell you. It seems that I’m pregnant. Pretty corny of me, isn’t it?’

‘You know that you are?’

‘Yep. I’d been worrying a bit – and I found out for sure last week.’

It was the last thing he had expected.

‘Nobody else knows,’ she said, ‘except Poll.’ After a pause, she added in the same lifeless voice, ‘And Noël, of course. And Fenella.’ She frowned, as though she was trying to hold her face together. ‘Oh, Archie! They’re so angry about it! As though I meant to be! It was just an awful mistake – I really don’t know how it happened at all. I don’t!’ And she collapsed on to the floor hugging her knees and began a painful, dry sobbing.

He knelt beside her and she clung to him. He stroked her head, put his arms round her and let her sob. There were no tears.

‘I can’t even cry properly any more,’ she said. ‘I seem to have used up all the usual ways of doing it.’

‘Darling Clary. Of course it’s not your fault. Of course it isn’t.’ After a bit, he said, ‘Why is Noël so angry?’

‘Because he hates the idea of children. He says it would drive him mad. And she says – Fenella says – that it’s true. He made her promise never to have one and she did, and she says I’ve betrayed them both. I didn’t mean to! It was just an awful accident!’

‘Do you want to have it?’

‘How can I? He would never speak to me again – or see me. I love him and I couldn’t be so selfish and wicked as that.’ A moment later, she said. ‘It’s all over anyway. They told me yesterday – at least she did. He can’t even bear to see me. Oh, Archie, I don’t know what to do! I don’t know how to – how to – have an abortion, and anyway, they cost hundreds of pounds.’

‘If he doesn’t want you to have it, he might ante up for that.’

But she looked at him with speechless denial. Then she said, ‘I thought he loved me. I really believed that. Sorry, Archie, I’ve got to go and be sick.’

While she was gone, he removed books, papers and some clothes from the only easy chair for her return. A sheet of writing paper floated to the floor. He picked it up. ‘My darling Noël,’ he read, and read no more. The line between what was his business and what was not had suddenly become very tenuous. It was his business to help her now. He must not lose his temper in front of her about that bastard: indeed, he hoped that Noël would stick to severing all connection with her, as it might shorten her misery about him. He must be careful to say nothing that would provoke her into defending him.

She came back and he made her sit in the chair, drew up a kitchen stool and sat by her.

‘Better?’

‘I jolly well hope so. That’s the third time today. It usually stops by now.’

‘Do you want a cup of tea or anything?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t particularly want one, but I’d better have a water biscuit. They’re supposed to be a good thing, Polly says. She’s been finding out things like that.’

‘What does Poll think about it all?’

‘It’s difficult, because she didn’t like Noël the one time she saw him. I don’t know why, she just didn’t, and I asked her and, of course, she told me. She’s extremely truthful, so she had to say.’

There was a pause, and then she added, ‘It was mutual, actually. Noël thought she was shallow.’

‘You don’t agree with that.’

‘No,’ she said wearily. ‘I sometimes don’t agree with him about things.’

‘Where are your water biscuits?’

‘I think under my bed – I think they must have got there.’

‘Did you have any lunch?’

‘There wasn’t much point. I usually have dinner. That seems to be okay.’

‘You mean you can fancy it and keep it down?’

It was an old family joke. She nearly smiled then. ‘That was one of Dad’s chars, wasn’t it? Dad did seem to have the most remarkable collection of them.’

‘Do you think it might be a good thing to tell him about this?’

‘Not if I can help it. I suppose if I have the baby, he’d have to know – everyone would …’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘you don’t have to think about that now, or make any decision. I think it might be a good idea if you had a little sleep. I can stay upstairs in Poll’s rooms and then I’ll take you out to dinner. Would that suit?’

‘What will you do?’

‘I’ll read, or I might have a short kip myself. Didn’t sleep much on the train.’

She agreed to this, although she said she wasn’t sleepy. ‘But I have got rather a headache.’

He got her some aspirin from the cupboard in the tiny little bathroom and a glass of water. When he returned, she’d got into bed. ‘Goodness! London water tastes so horrible! I’ve only just started noticing it.’

He drew her curtains. ‘I’ll be upstairs if you want me.’

‘Yes, you will. Archie! Did you come back specially for me?’

‘Yup. I’m very much attached to you, you know.’

‘I’m attached to you,’ she responded – more like the old Clary, he thought.

He waited fifteen minutes before going down to look at her: she was deeply asleep.

Away from her, he was able to think more clearly. She had three options: to have the baby and get it adopted, to have it and bring it up herself, or not to have it. It was essential that she should make this decision without his or anyone else’s influence. He knew nothing about abortion except that it was illegal, which must in turn mean that it might be difficult to find somebody who would do it, and even more difficult to check up on them. It occurred to him that Teresa, Louis Kutchinsky’s partner, might know somebody, and she had met Clary once when he had taken her to dinner there about three years ago. He rang them and made a plan to go and see them the following day. If she wanted that, he could pay for it, and he resolved upon telling her so that that would not be an influence, but there was no point in an option that she thought was practically impossible. If she decided to have it, then Rupert would have to be told: he wondered why she had not told him already. But, then, Clary would not have told him, Archie, if Poll hadn’t got him back. What on earth would have happened if Poll hadn’t sent the telegram – if he hadn’t come back? Supposing Teresa didn’t know of anyone, how would he set about finding them? On the other hand, how could Clary have a baby and a job? He was too tired to contemplate these problems. He wrote a note to Polly saying that he was upstairs in her room and that Clary was asleep, and went down to put it on the stairs by the front door. Then he went back to Polly’s room and cast himself upon her divan.

When he woke Polly was putting a tea tray on her table. ‘Thought you might like some.’

‘Thanks. I would.’

‘You did get back fast. I couldn’t hear you properly on the telephone so I wasn’t sure if you’d come.’

‘I hope you didn’t mind me passing out on your bed.’

‘Of course not. You’ve got very brown.’

‘It was hot.’

He sat up and she gave him some tea.

‘It’s pretty awful, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Yes. Poor Clary. He does sound a perfect swine.’

‘He sounds like he is.’

‘She said you didn’t like him. What’s he actually like?’

He saw her small frowns come and go on her forehead – something that always happened when she was thinking hard.

‘Everything he is,’ she said slowly, ‘is about himself. He only came here once – for tea. Clary awfully wanted me to meet him. But he didn’t want to come, and he sat sort of slightly sneering if we talked, and otherwise he talked to Clary, mostly about things he wanted her to do for him. He won’t go into shops, for instance, so everything has to be bought for him. He was telling her how to get to some ghastly place in the East End to get him some kind of special socks because his feet are so sensitive and he does so much walking. It was going to take her a whole afternoon. Not one when she was working for him, she was to do it on her free Saturday. Clary keeps on about his having had such a frightful childhood, but it seems to me that he’s never stopped having one. Only now, he’s a completely spoilt child, getting the grown-ups to make it up to him all the time. Fenella, that’s his wife, doesn’t eat meat at all now, because she thinks he needs her meat ration for his energy. His blasted energy! He wears poor Clary out. Apart from what he’s done to her now.’ She looked at him, wrinkling her nose in disgust. ‘The thought of poor Clary having a ghastly miniature Noël is more than I can bear. You must stop her, Archie. Somehow.’

This last thought, he realized, was one that he had been suppressing all the afternoon.

‘That must be her choice,’ he said. ‘Although, if you really feel it would be such a disaster, I suppose there would be no harm in your saying so.’

‘I hoped you would be the person to do that.’ Then she added, ‘You must be right. It must be wrong to try and influence her, or we wouldn’t each be trying to get the other one to do it.’

Poll was different, he thought. She looked, as usual, elegant, wearing a grass-green sleeveless dress and bright blue sandals, with her hair tied back by a ribbon of the same colour. It was not her appearance that had changed, but her manner: she seemed more poised, more assured, and he realized then that she had never treated him as an equal before. It was over two months since he had seen her. She seemed cooler, and at the same time more open. Just as he was beginning to wonder whether she no longer thought she was in love with him, she said, ‘Archie. I feel I ought to tell you. I’ve got over you at last. Oh dear, it sounds rather rude, doesn’t it? But I mean you needn’t worry any more. Naturally, I’m extremely fond of you. But I do realize that the difference in our ages made the whole thing silly.’ She smiled charmingly.

‘There now,’ he said. ‘I’m glad you told me. Did it happen suddenly?’

‘I think it happened extremely slowly, but I noticed it suddenly. But I’m sorry about it. One of the things I discovered is that it must have been pretty awful for you. I thought it was only awful for me.’

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘In a way it was a good thing you started with a nice safe old buffer like me instead of some frightful cad.’

‘You’re not an old buffer! You know, Archie, I honestly think you should get married to someone. It’s what I keep telling Dad. I mean, there must be thousands of middle-aged ladies whose husbands were killed in the war who’d love to marry either of you.’

‘Oh, Poll!’ A queue of middle-aged women in black cardigans, all looking as though marriage was the least he could do for them, shuffled through his mind. ‘You really mustn’t patronize me. It will probably surprise you to know that I, too, have been hopelessly in love so I do know what it feels like, and although I’m over that now, I still have romantic notions of being thoroughly in love before I would think of marrying anyone. And I’m about seven years younger than your father. Not,’ he added, feeling this last to be rather petulant, ‘that that actually makes much difference. I expect your father feels much as I do.’

She had been confounded, had gone a dark pink with tears of chagrin in her eyes, as she apologized again and again. ‘It’s so difficult to see people one has known when one was young as people,’ she had said. ‘Particularly with parents. But you aren’t a parent, Archie, you’ve always been our friend, so there’s no excuse with you. Well,’ she had finished bravely, ‘I hope you find someone who you become terrifically in love with – if that is what you want. And not if you don’t, of course.’

Much later, long after he had got home from the evening with Clary, which, although it had had its ups and downs, he felt on balance had been a good thing, and when he had read his letters, unpacked and had a bath, he wondered briefly whether he ever would find anyone, or whether, in spite of what he had said to Polly, there was a kind of watershed that he had reached after which everything that he had taken for granted that he believed in and wanted was no longer possible. Lying in the dark he was able to acknowledge that he did not want to be alone for the rest of his life and wondered uneasily whether that might in the end make him settle – as he imagined poor Hugh might – for someone who would at least reliably be there.




PART THREE




One

EDWARD

1946

He sat in what he still thought of as the Brig’s office. He had not changed it at all: it still contained the vast desk, the laurelwood drinks cabinet stocked with beautiful decanters and cut-glass tumblers, the rows of yellowing framed photographs – various members of the firm standing beside vast logs, the earliest lorries, even one of a horse-drawn waggon that had carried timber, of various giant aged trees that had taken the Brig’s fancy at Kew or on some estate or arboretum, or himself mounted upon a variety of horses, and then the ones of the family, particularly two that Edward kept looking at of himself and Hugh in uniform taken just before they had gone to France in 1914. One of the many awful things about that war had been worrying whether Hugh was all right. He remembered that extraordinary meeting, after they had both been in France for months without being in touch at all, when their horses had neighed in recognition as they rode towards one another on that road into Amiens. And then, when he had heard that Hugh had copped it, was in hospital, he’d managed somehow to wangle the time to get there and see the poor old boy. He’d been so shocked at the sight of him – his head and arm bandaged, his face drawn and white and how even when he smiled the haunted expression in his eyes did not change. He’d felt such a surge of love for him that when he knew he had to go and, after all, might not see him again, he’d kissed the old boy. They’d neither of them mentioned then, or ever afterwards, what hell it was out there, but the knowledge that they both knew had been yet another private bond between them.

And now there was this awful rift. Hugh’s disapproval of his leaving Villy and going off with Diana made him angry; there seemed nothing he, Edward, could do about it. He wasn’t just angry, he was deeply hurt. He and Hugh had always stuck together; they had argued sometimes – Hugh was an obstinate old devil – but they had always come to some agreement. They had worked together, had holidays together, spent much time together playing chess and golf and squash. Hugh was, he now thought, probably the person he’d been closest to in his life.

He’d rung him a few minutes ago on the intercom, but they said he’d left, and Edward remembered that there was a party for Miss Pearson. He decided not to go to it. He won’t want me there, he thought miserably. Just as he got up from his desk there was a knock on the door and Teddy appeared. He was so pleased to see him that he suggested a drink. ‘Just a quick one, and then I must be on my way.’

Teddy said that would be fine.

While he was getting the whisky out he thought how extraordinarily like himself as a young man Teddy had become: the same crinkly, curly hair, the same blue eyes, even the same moustache. The boy looked tired, though, but he supposed that the combination of a long hard day’s work (he had told Hartley to put Teddy through it – not only not to spare him, but to work him harder than employees not called Cazalet) plus a wife whom he suspected of being pretty insatiable in bed was fairly taxing. He’d taken them both out to dinner with Diana the previous week: they’d gone dancing, and it had been clear to him, dancing with Bernadine, that she was fairly keen on men.

‘All well at home?’

‘Yes, thanks.’

‘And work? Getting on all right with the new boss?’ Hartley had left for Southampton that week.

‘I think so. But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’

‘Oh. Yes?’ He felt instantly wary.

‘The thing is – I was wondering when I was going to be paid a bit more …’ There was a short silence, during which Teddy met his eye, and then looked away.

‘My dear boy, you’ve only been working for us for – what is it – three months!’

‘I know. That’s just it. The electricity and gas bills have just come in and I simply can’t pay them.’

‘You realize you’re being paid far more than most people who are starting in a new job about which they know nothing. Far more than many people get paid in their entire working life.’

‘I know, Dad. At least, I sort of know.’

‘You’re getting more than those footballers were threatening to strike for. They wanted seven pounds a week, didn’t they? Well, if I remember rightly, you’re getting nine. You really ought to be able to manage on that, Teddy, old chap.’

‘I thought I was. I’d forgotten about those bills. The trouble is, you see, that Bernie doesn’t understand about money much. And she’s used to a warm climate so she keeps the fire on all the time – even in August, she did. And she always leaves all the lights on because she says the flat is so dark.’

‘It sounds as though you’re going to have to talk to her about that sort of thing …’

‘I have tried. But I don’t like to go on about it; it’s not much fun for her with me out all day. She’s pretty bored, actually.’

Oh, Lord! he thought. He has got himself into a mess. Aloud, he said, ‘How much are these bills?’

Teddy felt in his jacket pockets and brought out a small sheaf held together by a paper clip. ‘They’re all red notices,’ he said, ‘threatening to cut us off if we don’t pay. That’s the trouble.’

‘Let’s have a look at them.’

The gas bill was twenty-eight pounds – a staggering amount for three months in a small flat. The electricity was twelve, and the telephone, which hadn’t been mentioned, was thirty. ‘She was calling the States, I have explained to her that we can’t afford to do that.’

‘This comes to seventy pounds.’

‘I know. I know it does.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Well, there’s going to be the next month’s rent any minute. That’s six pounds.’

‘Teddy, you must put money by for these things. Every week.’

‘If I do that how on earth am I to pay for everything else?’

‘You mean food?’

‘I mean food, and my fares to work, and you know, things that Bernie needs. Not to mention going out once a week, which doesn’t seem much, and cigarettes and the odd meal in our local restaurant. Bernie hasn’t done much cooking in her life, and she finds the rations impossible. They just don’t last. So we have to go out sometimes.’

In the end Edward said he would pay off these bills, but that Teddy would have to make a proper budget and live within his income. ‘I can’t possibly pay you more now,’ he said. ‘It would be favouritism. Other people working for us don’t have fathers to bail them out. You chose to get married. This is something you should have thought about. You’re going to have to cut down your expenses.’ He looked across the desk at Teddy, twisting the empty whisky tumbler in his hands; his expression, which had been grateful, was becoming sulky.

‘I’ll try,’ he said, ‘but it’s not as easy as you think.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’d better be going back.’

‘Hang on a minute. I’ll give you a cheque. But mind you use it to pay the bills.’

‘Thanks for bailing me out,’ he said, when he was given the cheque. ‘Of course I’ll pay the bills with it.’

‘Why don’t you suggest to Bernie that she gets some help about housekeeping from your mother?’

‘I might.’ He sounded as though this was a hopeless idea.

He gave Teddy a lift to Tufnell Park, which made him late for Diana.

After he had dropped Teddy, he remembered that Bernadine had apparently had two children by her first marriage, whom she seemed to have abandoned. Nothing had ever been said about them. Perhaps that meant she didn’t like children or want any more. Which would be a good thing, he thought rather grimly.

It wasn’t a good evening to be late, because he wasn’t taking home the news that he knew Diana wanted to hear. He’d thought that leaving Villy and setting up with Diana would make one of them happy at last, but it hadn’t, or at least hadn’t anything like as much as he’d expected. Of course, she’d been thrilled when he told her and had moved into the house that she’d found for them some months back. It was a large, rather modern house, built in the thirties – not his kind of house really, but she loved it because she said it would be so easy to keep. It had three floors – the top, she said, would be perfect for a housekeeper’s flat, and she had at once engaged a Mrs Greenacre, a widow, who did the shopping and cooking. She had also found a daily for the housework. Jamie had been sent to a prep school, so there was only Susan, but Diana had also engaged a daily girl to look after her every day from nine until four. Quite a household, he thought, and then there was Villy to pay for. He had started using some of his capital. But once in the house, Diana had begun worrying about when he was going to be divorced. To begin with she had assumed that this had been agreed upon, and he hadn’t the heart to tell her that, actually, it hadn’t. He’d sort of supposed that Villy would want to divorce him, but in various oblique ways during the last months it had become clear to him that she wouldn’t – or, at any rate, wasn’t going to initiate it. And last week Diana had confronted him about it. They had been undressing after a dinner party – friends of hers – and he had noticed that she was rather silent.

‘Tired, sweetie?’

‘A bit.’

‘I did like your friends.’

‘Paddy and Jill? Yes. I was sorry the Carews didn’t come, though.’

‘Oh, yes. Why didn’t they?’

‘I think they don’t relish the idea of unmarried couples.’

‘How foolish of them.’ He went into the bathroom to take out his teeth and clean them – something that, unlike with Villy, he did not do in front of Diana. When he came back she was still sitting in front of her dressing table.

‘Edward! What is happening?’

‘About what?’

‘About the divorce.’


He had said that it was far too late to start talking about that, but she had said, no it wasn’t, she really wanted to know. ‘I mean, I understand that the whole thing will take some time, but I’d at least like to know that it had started. And it hasn’t, has it?’

‘Not formally.’

‘You mean not at all, don’t you? Have you discussed it with lawyers? Or with her?’

‘If you must know, no, I haven’t.’


‘But if you don’t, nothing will ever happen.’

‘There’s always the chance that she will start things off.’

‘Do you seriously mean just to wait for that?’

He didn’t answer.

‘Supposing she doesn’t?’

‘I don’t know! Honestly, how the hell am I supposed to know?’

He felt cornered: it seemed to him that everyone – even she – conspired to make him feel in the wrong. And she was supposed to be on his side, dammit! Just as he was beginning to feel that he couldn’t take any more, she changed: got up and went to him and put her arms round him. ‘Poor darling! I know how hard it has been for you. You’ve been so marvellous facing up to everything …’ She had said a lot more of that kind of thing and he began to feel better. They went to bed and he made love to her and she seemed keener than usual on him which was enjoyable, and afterwards as they lay with his arm round her, he said that he would make an arrangement to see Villy to talk about divorce.

So he’d lunched with her. He’d picked a restaurant that he didn’t usually go to in Soho: he didn’t want to meet friends or have devoted waiters distracting him. He’d rung her up and simply said that he’d wanted to discuss things and she’d sounded guarded, but she’d agreed.

She was waiting at the table for him, dressed in her navy blue suit and wearing rather a lot of cyclamen lipstick. He greeted her heartily and ordered martinis for both of them.

But it had been a difficult lunch. Conversation had veered unpredictably between carefully chosen subjects (he did the choosing) and her sudden, bitter asides, conducted in a tone of voice that he described to himself as stagey, but which, none the less, made him feel very uncomfortable. He had, for instance, been asking about her recent summer holiday with the Duchy and Rachel – she had taken the children to Home Place – when she almost interrupted him by saying: ‘I suppose I shall have to live on charity with people being sorry for me for the rest of my life!’ That first time, he had made the mistake of asking her what on earth she meant, and she had looked at him with that awful heroic smile, which, he realized now, had always irritated him, and said: ‘Mean? I mean that beggars can’t be choosers.’ There had been a frightful silence while she had watched him being at a loss. Later, when he told her about Teddy and his financial troubles and added that he didn’t think that Bernadine was proving much of a wife, she had said: ‘Oh, well, we know what predominates in this family, don’t we? Lust!’ She made the word sound so disgusting that he felt himself going red. All in all, it wasn’t a good climate for broaching the idea of a divorce. However, he’d promised Diana that he would, so he did.

The idea appalled her, she said. Nobody in her family had ever gone through such a disgraceful procedure. She could see no reason why she should be the first, simply to satisfy the predatory instincts of a woman who had, after all, ruined her life. He said he thought it would make things tidier, easier for the children than the present rather ambiguous situation, to which she had replied that it would be easier for the children if there was no situation at all.

Would she at least think about it, he asked.

‘What I simply cannot understand,’ she said, after nobody had said anything for some time, ‘is what induced you to let me think we were choosing a house together, when all the time you had no intention of living in it.’

‘I thought you would feel more secure if you had a house.’

‘But if I’d known what was going on behind my back, I might have wanted to live somewhere quite different – away from it all.’

‘If you want to, you could do that. I’m making the house over to you, so it will be yours to sell.’

‘Oh – it really doesn’t matter where I live!’ she exclaimed.

‘It wasn’t my idea. Louise thought you’d be happier if you had somewhere to live.’

‘Louise? Do you mean you discussed me with Louise?’

Oh, Lord, he thought, what a damn silly thing to have said. ‘I was trying to get things right. I was trying to do it the best possible way.’

‘There isn’t a “best possible way” to do what you’ve done to me. But you could at least have refrained from going behind my back with my own daughter. Don’t you see how terribly humiliating that is for me?’

‘Yes, yes, I do now. I’m most awfully sorry. I honestly wanted not to upset you—’

‘Not to upset me! Oh, my dear Edward!’ She gave a bitter laugh, drank some coffee and began to choke. She was given to the occasional choking fit, and they usually seemed to occur in a restaurant or some other public place. He had ceased to feel embarrassed by them years ago, and now, having poured her a glass of water, and timed a few judicious thumps on her back, he handed her his handkerchief ready for the fit of sneezing that would ensue when the choking was over. He smiled encouragingly at her now, as she blew her nose, sneezed, mopped her eyes – her make-up had gone into orangey streaks – sneezed twice more, apologized, blew her nose and sneezed again. She looked awful, familiar, totally undesirable and somehow touching. For the first time since he had left her, he recognized the immense importance to her of her pride.

‘I always admire the way you deal with your chokes,’ he said.

‘I’ve had plenty of practice.’ But she sounded calmer. She got out her powder compact and, with small clucks of dismay, tried to repair the streaks.

He was at a loss now for things to say to her. Any mention of Roly would be unwise: she had earlier announced her intention of refusing to allow him ever to go to the new house or meet that woman. In the end, he offered her a car and she seemed pleased at the idea. ‘It would make visiting Lydia at school much easier,’ she said.

That was that. He paid the bill and they said goodbye in the street without touching; he lifted his hat to her as he would to a stranger.

That afternoon in the office he asked Rupert if he would bring Zoë to dinner at Ranulf Road, saw that he was about to refuse and said, ‘Do, old boy. It would make things so much easier,’ and Rupert said fine, all right, he would.

At least that would please Diana, he thought as he drove back after dropping Teddy. It would help about the other bit, which wasn’t so good.

She was wearing a new dress, a dark blue and emerald green affair, and luckily he noticed it before she told him it was new. She had made a large shaker of martini – he would rather have gone on with whisky after the drink with Teddy, but hadn’t the heart to say so.

‘It was so funny,’ she said. ‘I found this dress in one of those awful little boutiques in Finchley Road. I took Jamie with me, before he went back to school, and the shop lady said, “Won’t your daddy be pleased with Mummy in her lovely new dress?” And Jamie said, ‘He’s not my daddy. He’s the man my mummy lives with.’

‘Oh, God!’

‘The poor woman didn’t know where to look!’

‘I’ve asked Rupert and Zoë to dinner,’ he said.

‘Oh, good! I do so want to meet them. Give me the other half, darling.’ He poured it. ‘And how did lunch go?’

‘Not too bad.’ He felt her waiting. ‘She’ll think it over,’ he said. ‘There really isn’t anything else I can do. I can’t divorce her.’

‘Did you tell her about Susan?’

‘No. No, I didn’t. She’s pretty bitter, you know. There’s no point in making things worse.’

There was another silence. This isn’t the kind of evening I want to have, he thought.

‘It doesn’t sound very promising.’

He got up from the chair where he had been sitting. ‘I must wash,’ he said. He wanted to get away from her before they had an argument, or something approaching it.

He had a dressing room adjoining their bedroom with a bathroom leading off it. He had a pee, laved his face in cold water, and washed his hands, then brushed his hair with his pair of silver-backed brushes. He was beginning to go bald. He felt curiously dispirited, something he wasn’t used to feeling. Usually he didn’t think about how he felt, he simply felt it, but today – the board meeting, with Hugh standing out against him and the consequent compromise; the interview with the bank when the loan he had negotiated had been on surprisingly harsh terms; his decision to take another ten thousand out of his own money to finance things (two more lots of boarding-school fees for Lydia and Jamie, plus getting Villy’s allowance organized, and now buying her a car) and then Teddy wanting more money – it had really been the sort of day that made him notice that he felt tired and kind of driven and hemmed in to uncomfortable and hitherto foreign corners. He realized now that he had left out the lunch with Villy, which in its way had been one of the worst things because, although he couldn’t possibly discuss it with Diana, he did feel bloody awful about her – he had been married to her for damn nearly twenty-six years, after all, so it must be a frightful blow for her suddenly to be left. Of course, she’d never liked sex or any of that sort of thing, but she had obviously liked being married, women did – look how keen Diana was on the idea; he didn’t think he’d really care for the sort of woman who didn’t think that marriage was important … although it was not something that a man particularly wanted – he, for instance, would be perfectly happy if the situation with Diana stayed as it was. The point was that he was in love with her, in a way that he knew he had never been in love with Villy. He thought of Villy: his first sight of her in the restaurant, wearing make-up, which she used only to wear in the evenings for parties; the sharp lipstick had made her mouth look thin and bitter, and the brown powder had emphasized the deep lines that ran from each side of her nose to below her mouth. When young, she had seemed rather delightfully boyish, but this was not a quality that aged well: now she looked merely unfeminine and, after the choking, pathetic. Again, when they had been standing in the street outside the restaurant, neither of them knowing how to finish their meeting, and she had looked at him with a smile that was not a smile – a kind of grimace that smouldered with resentment damped down by self-pity … He was amazed now to realize that he had seen all this because he had not acknowledged any of it at the time. What had gone through his mind had been ‘I can’t kiss her, it might make her break down – I can’t shake hands with her, she would think I was being unkind, what the hell do I do?’ And he’d raised his hat, returning her smile, and walked away. He wondered now whether she had ever loved him. He’d never thought about that before.

Diana calling him to come down for dinner was a welcome relief from these thoughts. The dining room looked festive with silver candlesticks and a silver bowl and white and yellow chrysanthemums and white linen and his favourite decanter full of burgundy, and Mrs Greenacre cooked good English food well, roast lamb, angels on horseback – he was known to prefer savouries – and then there was some decent Stilton, but he discovered that he wasn’t hungry at all, and in spite of eating only a token amount, he had quite severe indigestion even before the meal was finished. Diana was sweet to him, got him some bicarbonate – filthy stuff to drink but it did the trick so well that he felt like a brandy with her in the drawing room before they went to bed. He made love to her more seriously than usual, to make it up to her about not getting the divorce thing settled, and because he needed her to be, as he put it to himself, on his side, and she was: she seemed thrilled and appreciative and happy and she fell asleep immediately afterwards. But he – and this was not at all like him – found that he could not sleep: his indigestion returned and, after lying miserably awake for some time, he got up to go in search of bicarb.




Two

RUPERT

November 1946

‘What did you think of her?’

‘She seemed friendly.’ She thought for a moment, and then said, ‘She had very ugly hands. And those rings Edward’s given her make one notice them more.’

‘Oh, Zoë! I never noticed them.’

‘You asked me.’

‘I meant a bit more generally than that, I suppose.’

They were driving down West End Lane: it was late, and rather foggy.

‘She’s very much the opposite of Villy, isn’t she? To look at, I mean.’

‘Amazing eyes,’ he said, ‘sort of bluebell-coloured. Well, you wouldn’t expect her to be like Villy, surely.’

‘I don’t know. I thought men usually went for the same type. And there were some things that were the same about her.’

‘What?’

‘Well, she was a bit dramatic, a bit what the Duchy would call theatrical.’

‘I can’t see that at all—’ he began, but she interrupted.

‘Yes! She was theatrical about being sincere. She kept saying how much she believed in people saying what they thought, being straightforward, that sort of thing.’

‘You didn’t like her, then.’

‘Well, I didn’t dislike her.’

‘Oh, well. We don’t have to be enormous friends with her. Edward wanted us to meet her, and we have.’

‘We’ll have to have them back, though, and we’ll have to shut up to Villy about having met her.’

‘And Hugh,’ he said. ‘Oh, damn!’

They had almost reached the bottom of the lane and, without warning, were surrounded by dense fog. Rupert slowed down at once as he narrowly missed hitting a parked car.

‘It’s like the fogs before the war!’

‘Can you watch out for the left-hand kerb – and any more parked cars. Wind your window down.’

She did, and the acrid smell filled the car. ‘I can only see about three or four feet ahead,’ she said, ‘so do slow down.’

The occasional street-lights had become dull yellow blurs against which the fog writhed and swirled as though it was being blown upon them, although there seemed to be no wind. After a few minutes, he pulled up against the kerb. ‘I want a fag,’ he said. ‘And also, I’ve got to think what would be the best route. It’s going to take us hours to get home.’

‘We may come out of it. Can I have one?’

‘Of course. Wind the window up, darling, while we’re thinking – there’s no point in you getting cold.’

‘I suppose we could try to get to the Duchy’s,’ he said, when he had lit their cigarettes. ‘It’s far nearer. We haven’t got a torch, by any chance, have we?’

‘I’m afraid I let Jules have it for Torchlight Ogres.’

‘Or we could get down to Edgware Road and then straight to Marble Arch and along Bayswater Road. That’s all main roads. There’ll be more light and there won’t be parked cars.’

‘Won’t the fog be worse by the Park?’

‘Probably. Well, we could go via Carlton Hill and see if—’

At this moment there was a thud behind them. The car rocked.

‘Oh, Lord! Stay put, darling.’

He got out of the car and a woman’s voice said, ‘I’m most terribly sorry. I was trying to follow the kerb and I simply didn’t see you.’ She sounded old and frightened.

‘It can’t be helped,’ he said. ‘Better have a look at the damage, though.’

‘I’ve got a torch.’

She went back to her car and returned with it. His tail-lights were both smashed, which meant, he thought gloomily, that more people than ever would run into him.

‘I really am so sorry,’ the woman was saying. From the flickering torch he saw that she had white hair and was wearing evening dress. ‘If you’ll wait a second. I’ll give you my name and address.’

He followed her to the open door of her car and saw that she had a passenger, a man who seemed to be deeply asleep but, as the woman reached for her handbag, he lifted his chin from his chest and, enunciating with exaggerated care, said, ‘Bloody women drivers!’ and seemed instantly to resume sleep.

‘My husband has slightly overdone it,’ the woman said – apologies seemed her strong suit. She handed him the scrap of paper on which she had been writing.

‘Have you got far to go?’ He had begun to feel sorry for her.

‘Oh, no, not far, thank goodness. We’ve got a flat in Abbey Road. The night porter will help with him. What about you?’

‘We’ll be all right.’ He did not want to journey in tandem with her and, to his relief, this feeling seemed mutual.

‘I shall be on my way,’ she said. ‘But please get in touch with me in the morning about the damage.’

It wasn’t until she’d got into her car, manoeuvred round him and driven slowly off that he realized he still had her torch.

Zoë was shivering. ‘Let’s go on. I keep feeling that more people will hit us.’

He said that they’d better find a side road, park the car and walk.

‘All the way home?’

‘No, to the Duchy’s. Or Villy, I suppose – she’s even nearer.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better to drive, if it’s not far?’

He explained about the lack of tail-lights. ‘If people do hit us it’ll be our fault. And it’s more likely to happen.’

They set off.

‘Was she on her own, poor woman?’

‘No. She had a drunken husband.’

‘I’m glad you’re not drunk.’

‘So am I.’

The fog seemed, if anything, worse.

‘Why don’t I get out with the torch and walk in front of you?’

‘We could try it. For God’s sake don’t go too far ahead of me. We’re looking for any left-hand turning. OK?’

It was no good. He kept losing her and then being afraid that he’d run into her or into something else while he was concentrating on trying to see where she was. He stopped the car and lost her. He hooted, and after a bit she came back to him. ‘It’s no go. I keep losing you.’

So she got back into the car and they crawled on.

‘There must be a turning soon.’

Eventually, of course, there was. He turned, drove a few yards down and stopped. The silence, when he stopped the engine, was eerie.

‘Right. You’ve got awful shoes for walking, poor girl.’

‘It’s all right if you don’t go too fast.’

‘No chance of that. Thank God for the lady’s torch.’

‘What good will it do? It’s very faint – the battery’s nearly dead.’

‘It means we can read the street names if we can find them.’ He linked his arm in hers. ‘Keep with me.’

They struck off for the opposite side of the road, and when they found the wall of someone’s front garden, turned right. ‘The name will be somewhere on the corner. We’ll keep the torch just for that. Priory Road. That’s something.’

‘How far have we got to go?’

‘I should think not more than half a mile. But at least we’ll know where the car is tomorrow.’

By now they were both cold: the air was raw and they could not walk fast enough to get warm. It took them over an hour to reach the corner of Clifton Hill.

‘What’s the time?’

‘It’s – twenty past one. I think it had better be Villy. She’s nearer.’

They crossed Abbey Road, and then couldn’t find the road.

‘It’s a crossroads. It must be here!’

‘We think we walk straight, and we don’t. That’s the trouble.’

After some fumbling to and fro they found it. ‘Villy is on the left-hand side about half-way up.’

‘It’s not like the other houses, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.’

‘We can’t see the other houses so I don’t see how that helps.’

They did find it in the end, got up the path and rang the bell. At the second ring, they saw a light come on upstairs and then heard Villy’s voice from an open window above. ‘Who is it?’

She was very good about it. Got them hot toddies and made Zoë take off her shoes and ruined stockings and got her some slippers. She gave them her bed and said she would sleep in Lydia’s room. ‘I hope your dinner party was worth it,’ she said at one point, and Zoë said, oh, no, it had been rather dull. She gave Zoë a nightgown, and apologized, her voice alive with meaning, about not having any pyjamas.

Villy’s bedroom was very cold and bare – a comfortless place – but they climbed into bed with relief. He thought how difficult Zoë would once have been throughout the evening’s ordeal, and how good she was now and, feeling a surge of affection for her, pulled her towards him. Instantly he felt her twitch away. ‘Just affection,’ he said. He felt suddenly hopeless.

‘It’s my heels. You touched them and I’ve got enormous blisters on both of them. Well, not even blisters – they’re raw.’

‘Oh, darling! And you never once complained. You are a good, brave girl.’

‘I don’t think I’m good, but I was a bit brave. I couldn’t have walked much further.’ She put her head on his shoulder and moved so that he could get his arm under her. ‘It’s over now, anyway.’ Then she said, ‘I suppose that it’s what adventures in real life usually are, isn’t it? Nerve-racking and dull at the same time—’

‘And better to look back on afterwards,’ he finished. There was a silence while he thought that that wasn’t true, that sometimes the opposite was the case.

She said, ‘I don’t know. I don’t think that that is always true.’

‘Nothing is.’

‘Is what?’

‘Always true. End of conversation. Go to sleep now.’

She gave a little high-pitched yawn and turned on her side and, minutes later, he knew that she slept.

Things are getting better, he thought.

The next morning the fog, though it had by no means lifted, was far less dense: buses were running, cars had their headlights on and people wore scarves over their mouths. He sent Zoë home in a taxi, retrieved the car and plodded through his day, which consisted of a visit to the dentist, a meeting with two architects, who did not agree with one another, a visit to the garage to get his tail-lights replaced, and lunch with two brothers who ran one of the largest building firms in the country. The brothers said ‘we’ the whole time, and never disagreed with one another. Unlike us, he thought grimly. It wasn’t that he didn’t get on with Edward and Hugh. It was Edward and Hugh with each other. And they kept on asking him what he thought but, really, each of them simply wanted him to agree with them.

When he eventually got to the office – late because of the car – he found that his secretary had flu. After the meeting with the architects he really needed to dictate a report while the facts were fresh in his mind, so he rang through to Hugh to see if he could borrow his. He could, in half an hour.

Rupert had taken over Edward’s old office; he had done nothing about it but, then, there had been nothing very personal to move from his last one. It was almost as though he wasn’t admitting to himself that this was his permanent place of work. But it would be, of course: he had Jules to educate – not to mention Neville, who might be going to university. And there was Zoë, of course. He wondered briefly whether all life consisted of parents having to sacrifice any notion of doing what they wanted in order to bring up children, who would bring up children and sacrifice any notion of doing what they wanted. By the time he’d retired with a pension, he would be too old for painting to be anything but a hobby. He envied Archie, who was so free of obligation and who didn’t seem to know how lucky he was. He knew that these thoughts surfaced largely from lack of sleep, and it was not the kind of day to think about Archie anyway because he knew that whatever he thought would make him even more uncomfortable with him when they next met than he was already.

He was quite glad when there was a soft knock on his door and Hugh’s secretary arrived. She was small, so small that it must be the first thing anyone ever noticed about her. Her hair was very pale, absolutely straight and cut with a fringe, which made her look like a page boy. She said good morning in a subdued way, as though she was not sure whether she was meant to speak. He asked her name.

‘Jemima Leaf.’

‘Right, Miss Leaf. Perhaps you’d sit on that chair and then, if you want to, you can use the desk.’

The session went easily. He sensed that she was nervous, so he said stop him if he dictated too fast for her and she said thank you, she would. When he had finished, she said, ‘I hope it’s all right to ask, but how do you spell’ – she searched her notes – ‘pinkerdo?’

‘P-y-i-n-k-a-d-o.’

‘Thank you. And Jarrah is J-a-r-r-a-h?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Will it be all right if I type this in the afternoon?’

‘Fine. It’s very good of you to help me out.’

She got to her feet, which he noticed were shod in leather brogues, polished till they looked like brown bottle glass. ‘Is there anything else you want?’

‘I don’t think so. If Miss Marriott goes on being ill, it might be a help to have you do my letters tomorrow.’

‘As long as your brother doesn’t want me.’

‘Don’t worry, Miss Leaf, I’ll ask him first.’

‘Actually, I’m Mrs Leaf.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

Her very pale face went slightly pink. ‘It doesn’t really matter,’ she said. ‘I’m a widow.’

She was gone before he could say anything.

He got through lunch in plenty of time for the dentist. Mr Yapp had looked after the family’s teeth for many years. He was getting on now, and Rupert hoped that he would soon retire and leave the way clear for someone younger, as Mr Yapp was of the old school who equated hurting patients with being thorough.

‘Two of your fillings are leaking badly,’ he said, in a tone that implied Rupert had been careless with them.

‘Oh dear.’

‘But we can put that straight. We’ll just gouge out the infected matter and replace it. Pity about your father.’


‘Yes.’

‘Still, we can’t all live for ever.’ This time the implication was that he intended to, which added to Rupert’s general apprehension. ‘Just a little injection.’

Mr Yapp’s injections nearly always hurt so much that anything after them seemed trivial. Today proved an unfortunate exception. The injection made him want to shy like a horse, but it was nothing to what followed. After much drilling and picking with a sharp little hook, Mr Yapp said that things had gone further than he had thought and that quite a bit of decay had set in. Rupert tried hard not to look anguished in case that provoked another injection, but he got one just the same. ‘That ought to hit the spot,’ Mr Yapp said, ‘I always forget what a low threshold for pain you seem to have,’ as he started drilling again.

An hour later Rupert left, feeling sweaty with a face that felt like a rubber ball, resolving for the hundredth time never to go back to Mr Yapp. By the time he got back to the office, the injections were wearing off, replaced by a throbbing jaw and the beginnings of a headache. When Mrs Leaf arrived with the typing, he asked her if she could get him a cup of tea.

‘Yes, of course. There are two or three messages for you. I’ve put them on your desk.’ He considered asking her for some of his brother’s headache dope, but Hugh was touchy about people knowing he took it, and Mrs Leaf was new and might not yet know about Hugh’s headaches. However, when she brought the tea, there were two aspirins sitting in the saucer. When he thanked her she said, ‘I thought you might need them. Someone rang to check the time of an appointment with you tomorrow, and I saw in your diary that you were at the dentist.’

‘Jolly thoughtful.’

At least, he thought when he was alone again, he had his teeth – unlike poor old Edward – although they had got into a pretty poor state after all that time in France, when going to a dentist had been out of the question. Once, when he’d had a really frightful toothache for nearly a week, Miche had pulled out the tooth with pliers. God, it had hurt! She’d been really tough with him about it. Looking back on it, he recognized her courage and physical strength and, above all, her determination. Once she had decided that something must be done, she immediately set about doing it. She had made him sit with his head against a high-backed chair, and then she had fastened a bandage round his forehead and tied it behind the chairback, had told him to grip the arms and keep still. In two goes she had it out, root and all. He realized that he was able now to think about this without the surges of painful longing for her that once had accompanied any thought about her. Perhaps he was letting go – casting her off? He felt regret – and relief.

He remembered that evening in July, a year and a half ago, when he had taken the train back to London from Southampton and gone to have dinner with Archie, and told him about Miche and how he felt. They were sitting in a small restaurant near Archie’s flat; it called itself French, but it produced a poor imitation of French food. Archie had remained silent while he told him all about it, how hard the parting had been, and how much harder it was now than he thought it would be.

‘That’s why you stayed on,’ he had said at last.

‘Yes. It was probably the wrong thing to do, but I felt I had to do it. I owed my life to her, you see, and she had risked so much for me. It was the only thing she ever asked.’

‘Yes. Hard on everybody else, though. Hard on Clary.’

‘Harder on Zoë, I should have thought.’

‘Have you told her?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know how to.’

Archie looked at him thoughtfully: he was filling his pipe. ‘I suppose you would start at the beginning and go on from there.’

Rupert stared at him to detect any sarcasm or other critical response, but Archie looked calmly back. ‘How are things with Zoë?’ he asked.

‘Sort of constricted. Of course, it’s not easy for her.’

‘Why do you say that?’


‘I don’t know. I suppose I mean that I’ve been away so long … She told me she had thought I was dead.’

‘You can’t blame her for that.’

‘I’m not blaming her for anything. It’s just – well, if I told her it seems like a kind of betrayal of Miche. Also, if I did, she would ask me – Zoë, I mean – if I still loved Miche and the answer would be yes.’

‘Are you in touch with Miche?’

‘Absolutely not. When I left her, it was the end.’

‘“… It’s cruel to be kind,

So leave my body now

As you will leave my mind.”’

‘What’s that?’

Archie had shrugged. ‘Something I read somewhere. Can’t even remember the beginning of it. But if you really leave someone – go away and never see them – they do eventually leave your mind. I mean, you cease to think of them; or think of them in a different way.’

‘You’re thinking of Rachel’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve got some idea now of what it must have been like for you.’

‘That’s well over, you see.’

As they were walking back to Archie’s flat, he remembered telling Archie how the Duchy had once said to him that part of bearing the responsibility for one’s actions entailed not unburdening them to other people and making them unhappy also. ‘Oho!’ Archie had said with distinct irony. ‘So that’s where the Cazalet withholding syndrome stems from! I did wonder.’

‘You don’t agree with it?’

‘No. I can see why she thinks that, but I think that not telling people things is a cop-out.’

They had spent the rest of the evening telling each other that they really ought to make time for painting.

Just before they retired for the night, Archie said, ‘Have you read Clary’s journal?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Not yet? She spent hours writing that for you – for years.’

‘Well, she’s decided she doesn’t want to show it to me. So I can’t, can I?’

‘I think you might be meant to beg for it a bit. You know what writers are.’

‘I don’t. Never known one, unless you count the Brig. Do you think she’s got it in her?’

‘I rather think she might.’

‘You were awfully good to her while I was away. She told me.’

‘I’m very fond of her.’

There was a tap on his door, and Rupert started guiltily. He had simply been sitting there, drinking tea, not making his telephone calls, not reading his messages …

‘Come in.’

John Cresswell put his head round the door, and his heart sank. He knew now that Cresswell was Diana’s brother, recently booted out of the Army on grounds of ill health. Edward had got him a sort of clerical job, nobody was very sure what he was meant to be doing but he sat in a small office battling with figures which, it became quickly clear, he did not understand. He was currently engaged upon checking the previous month’s tallies of softwood delivered to the London wharf. He came to Rupert when in difficulties, largely, he thought, because he was more patient with him than anybody else would be.

‘Terribly sorry to bother you,’ he began, as he always did, and laid a piece of paper covered with shaky figures on the desk, ‘but when I’d done all this, it struck me that possibly what had been wanted was the actual profit to be made on softwoods, rather than what it cost us to buy them. But I’m not absolutely sure. I did make a start on the latter here,’ he laid a tobaccostained finger half-way down the page, ‘but then it struck me that when we sell very large quantities the price is different, and I wasn’t absolutely sure whether you wanted me to average it out. Or what.’

He was shaking, Rupert noticed, and looked distinctly ill. ‘You feeling all right?’

‘Touch of malaria. It’s not what I call one of my really ace attacks – the old brain still functions. Up to a point.’

It took an hour to understand what Cresswell’s problem was, what he had been asked to do and what he had done, and by the time he’d more or less got to the bottom of it, it was time to go home.

There was still enough fog about to remind him that he had done nothing about the tail-lights. He stopped at a garage, but they said there was damage to the bulb sockets. In the end he left the car with them and waited for a bus.

An average day, he supposed it had been, composed of a collection of very small pluses and minuses: in most cases, the pluses were merely palliative, like collecting the car from Priory Road and finding it without further damage, the aspirins Mrs Leaf had brought him that relieved his headache, the fog being better, working at those architects so that their disagreement with one another at least did not mean that the Cazalet brothers lost the contract – a delicate balance that had been, of seeing both points of view with equal charm and enthusiasm, trying to sound what Juliet called ‘strickerly fair’ … The only plus about Mr Yapp was that he’d done it, and need never do it again. The Brig, who had had splendid teeth, thought that dentists should hurt one, it meant that they were doing their job properly, so tradition had it that all the family had gone to Mr Yapp. They had all been held in thrall by the dear old Brig, he thought, in many ways that they mostly didn’t even notice. Home Place, for instance. Eventually it was going to be one third his financial responsibility. He had gone into the firm originally largely for Zoë’s sake. Then there had been the war and that short interim in the Navy before he’d become a fugitive. Then he’d returned to the fold, this time largely because the Brig expected him to … He realized now that he’d made the provision (to himself) that when the Brig died he would review the situation. But he hadn’t. The expansion of the firm to Southampton, his brothers’ disagreements, and his own emotional conflict had kept him running to stay in the same place. He had always found decisions frightening: nothing ever seemed either black or white enough to make any choice easy. The family teased him about this, making an eccentricity of what was, in reality, a fault. I’m a weak character, he thought: it seemed to account for his dissatisfaction. Last night had been a perfect example. He’d agreed to take Zoë to meet Diana and they’d gone through an evening when everybody tried too hard: Edward to show how happy he was, Diana to show what an admirable character she had, and he and Zoë to show how much they appreciated both these things. And then, the other end of the evening, the night in Villy’s house, a bleak place that reeked of bitter despair. He wondered how Miss Milliment coped with that, poor old lady; it was impossible to believe that she did not notice the atmosphere, as it was clear that the little boy did. He was unnaturally quiet and eager to please his mother: breakfast had been full of unease. Rupert had had a foot in both camps – had taken no side, unlike Hugh.

‘But you can’t take sides about something like this!’ Zoë said, when they were mulling over the previous evening. ‘I mean, you might have an opinion about it, but it’s done now, and nothing any of us say will change things.’

He’d got home – it was beginning to rain so he arrived fairly wet – and had seen Jules, who gave him a blow-by-blow description of her day, and then thankfully subsided with a drink in their – still new to him – large, high-ceilinged sitting room that smelled of paint because Zoë had been painting the new fitted bookshelves that ran along the walls of each side of the fireplace.

‘You sound as though you’ve had an awful day.’

‘Ordinary, I think. I just started it tired.’

‘Rupe, how would you feel if I got some sort of job?’

‘I’d feel fine about it, if it’s what you want. What do you want to do?’

‘That’s it. I don’t know what I could do.’

During dinner they talked about what she might do, but came to no conclusion; it seemed that the jobs she might get were too dull, and that interesting ones all required some sort of training. ‘I can’t even type or do shorthand,’ she said, as though providing him with new and unwelcome information. ‘It takes years to train for something. A doctor, for instance. Seven years!’

‘Do you want to be a doctor?’

‘No. I was just giving you an example. If I did, I’d be too old, I should think, by the time I qualified. I’m probably too old for most things.’ She spooned up some coffee sugar and crunched it morosely.

The old Zoë, he thought. She used always to say things like that, and it used to irritate him. Now he found it endearing; she was only thirty-one, after all, and was still young enough to feel that that was terribly old. He was just about to embark upon a whole lot of sensible advice to the effect that she should think carefully about what she really wanted to do, and then they could discuss how she could set about getting the qualifications to do it, when the telephone rang.

‘I’ll answer it,’ he said. After a few moments he said, ‘It’s for you. Someone called Miss Fenwick.’

‘Oh, Lord! It’ll be to do with Mummy.’

The telephone was in the passage outside the dining room; they had gone to the expense of having two instruments, one on each floor. He could not hear what she said, but the thought occurred that her mother had died. How would she feel about that? Guilty, he supposed: she had always felt guilty about her mother.

‘That was one of Mummy’s neighbours. She found Mummy in a faint on the floor – she says she’s not feeding herself properly. I knew she wouldn’t! I said I’d go down first thing tomorrow.’

He said he’d take her to Waterloo on his way to work, then remembered that he hadn’t got the car.

Then, instead of going peaceably to bed, they had a quarrel about Goering. Goering! Afterwards it seemed utterly absurd. He’d picked up some magazine that lay on the table her side of the bed. It was open at an account of the execution of ten Nazi war criminals the previous month. It described how each of them behaved before being hanged, and there was a picture of Goering taken after his suicide. ‘Rather grim reading,’ he said, when she returned from the bathroom. ‘What on earth makes you want to read that?’

‘It interests me,’ she answered. ‘But it doesn’t say how that brute managed to keep a cyanide pill on him. He must have been searched. It seems extraordinary that they didn’t find it.’

‘It doesn’t matter now, does it? He’s dead, and I should think it’s better to take a pill than be hanged.’

‘I don’t want it to be better for him!’ she exclaimed. ‘I should have liked him to be hanged – to go through all the fear and humiliation in front of people!’

‘Zoë!’

‘Now that we know what those people did, hanging seems to me too good for them!’

He was shocked. ‘Darling, you sound like one of those frightful women who knitted by the guillotine. Anyway, I should think committing suicide is pretty awful when it comes to the point. A coward’s way out, I agree, but not easy.’

‘Not necessarily a coward’s way out at all. It depends on the reason. He was simply doing it for himself.’

‘I shouldn’t think people who kill themselves do it for anyone else—’ he began, mildly enough, he thought, but she turned on him at once.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about!’ Her voice contained so much anger that he was nonplussed. There was a short rather frightening silence. Then she said more quietly but with intense feeling, ‘He was one of the most wicked and horrible then who ever lived. He should have had a horrible death. They all should – every single one of them.’ And he saw that she was crying. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, but before he could reach her she had got up and run into the bathroom; he heard her bolt the door.

He felt completely at a loss. This was a side of her that he had not encountered: in all the years of marriage to her, she’d had her tantrums, but he’d always known what they had been about. Jealousy of Clary and Neville; wanting things that, when he was a schoolmaster, he had not been able to afford, and her first pregnancy when she had certainly been very difficult. But all that had been during the early years; she had grown up, and since his return, there had been nothing of the kind. Bad time of the month? No – that had been last week. Then he remembered her mother. Supposing the poor old girl couldn’t manage on her own and hadn’t got enough money for a nursing home or whatever, she would have to live with them, a prospect that he knew had always terrified Zoë; she had always resisted any offer he had made to have her mother even to stay. But she must be worried stiff now that this might be the only possible course. He knew better than to solicit her through the locked bathroom door. He got into bed and turned off the light on his side, and waited.

He waited until she had come almost noiselessly out of the bathroom and got into bed and turned off her light before saying, ‘Darling! I’m so sorry. I know what all that was really about and I do entirely understand.’ He put out his hand and touched her: she was as taut as piano wire.

After a moment, she said, ‘How do you know?’

‘I haven’t lived with you all these years without knowing some things about you. I know how you feel about her. I know how difficult you will find it. But if that seems the best thing, of course she must come and live with us and I’ll do everything I can to make her feel welcome and help you about it.’ He put his arms round her and she did not resist. He moved strands of her hair from her face to kiss it; she was making a sound that was between laughing and crying, he could not tell which, and then she was clinging to him repeating his name and he felt the frenzy of her relief.

He saw her off the next morning. ‘Good luck, darling.’ The combination of a railway station, the raw cold and her romantic fur hat reminded him of Anna Karenina. He told her this thinking it would please her, but to his surprise her eyes filled with tears. ‘It’ll be all right. I’ll ring you this evening to see how things are.’

She nodded and withdrew from the window as the train began to move.

That’s that, he thought, as he walked back down the platform; he was conscious of that mixture of freedom and desolation that seeing someone off on a journey seemed always to induce. He was pretty sure that Mrs Headford would be coming to live with them and, in spite of making light of it to Zoë, the prospect was an imprisoning one. Her presence, apart from Zoë’s feelings about it, would undoubtedly circumscribe their lives. He decided to make the most of his immediate freedom: he would ring Archie and see whether they could have an evening together and put things right. Archie had been away a good deal since the summer; he had recently given up his job at the Admiralty and had rather slipped from view. But he seemed to spend some time in his flat, although on the one or two occasions when Rupert had tried to arrange something with him it hadn’t come off. He’d have one more go, ring him when he got to the office, and if he was in London, explain that he, Rupert, really wanted to see him. He did: apart from anything else he felt he owed Archie an apology. Even now, when he thought of that evening in August – he had not seen him since – he felt a deep embarrassment, amounting to shame.

It had been at the end of August while Zoë and Juliet were still at Home Place: Ellen had gone with them and they had taken Wills for the month. He and Hugh had been keeping house, but on that particular evening, he knew that Hugh had some engagement and, on the spur of the moment, he’d decided to call on Archie on his way back from the office. It had been one of those stifling days when people kept telling each other that a good thunderstorm would clear the air. Archie’s flat, with its large window and balcony looking on to the square, would be wonderfully cool after the office, which had been relentlessly baking and airless. Someone was going in at the outer door to the flats and let him in. He had walked up the stairs – two flights (poor Archie, he thought not for the first time, his leg had never got right) – and rung the flat bell. Just as he was thinking that Archie couldn’t be back yet, the door opened – and there was Clary.

‘Dad!’

‘I didn’t expect to see you,’ he said, as he bent to kiss her.

‘Nor me you,’ she answered.

‘I haven’t seen you for such a long time. Did you have a good holiday?’ She’d told him she was going away with friends – she wanted a change from always going to Home Place.

‘It was all right.’ She had led the way into the sitting room. On the table was an enormous jig-saw puzzle. ‘I was just doing it to pass the time,’ she said. ‘Archie’s gone out to do some shopping. He’ll be back any minute.’

He felt a curious constraint between them. ‘Are you having dinner with him?’ He knew that she sometimes did this.

‘Yes. Yes, I am.’

She wasn’t exactly dressed for going out to dinner, he thought. She was wearing a pair of cotton trousers that were very baggy on her, and one of her usual collarless men’s shirts. The sleeves of the shirt and the bottoms of her trousers were both rolled up and her feet were bare. She had become very thin, particularly her face. ‘Have you found a new job?’ Even the information that she had left the last one had come via Hugh from Polly. He’d been really bad about keeping in touch.

‘Nope.’ She had wandered back to the table and her jig-saw.

He had sat in the large armchair by the fireplace and lit a cigarette. For some reason, he felt nervous. ‘Clary. One thing I’ve been wanting to ask you for some time now is about your journal you wrote for me. I should so very much like to see it.’

‘I’m afraid you’re too late. I got rid of it. Burned it, actually.’

‘Why on earth did you do that?’

‘It was childish stuff. Noël said—’ She stopped and he saw her bite her lip. ‘It was something I’d utterly outgrown. I didn’t want anyone to see it. So I burned it.’ She looked at him and he felt she was challenging him. The old Clary: doing something that would make him pay attention – mind.

‘I’m really sad about that,’ he said, after a moment. ‘And I feel it’s my fault. I’ve been out of touch with you and I don’t like it.’

‘Don’t you?’

They both heard the key in the lock, and a second later Archie walked into the room. ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Fancy seeing you here!’ In some way he did not sound enthusiastic.

‘I was on my way home, and I just thought it would be nice to see you.’

‘I expect you’d like a drink. Have we got any ice, Clary?’

‘I expect so. I’ll go and get it.’

‘Clary doesn’t look well,’ Rupert said.

And Archie replied, ‘She’s been a bit under the weather.’

‘She says she hasn’t found another job yet.’

‘Time enough for that.’ He was busy with the drinks cupboard. ‘Like a gin and tonic?’

‘That would be lovely.’

The french window on to the balcony was open and Rupert went towards it. ‘How was France?’

‘It was the same and not the same, if you know what I mean. I didn’t stay long.’ He went to the open door of the sitting room. ‘Clary! I think there’s a lemon somewhere about. Could you bring it? And a knife?’ He took off his jacket and threw it on the sofa. ‘God, it’s hot out!’

‘Is your office as hot as mine?’

‘It’s not so much hot as completely airless. Their lordships don’t believe in windows that actually open.’ He went to his shopping bag, which he’d put by the door when he’d come in. ‘I’m afraid the tonic will be distinctly tepid.’

Clary came back with a bowl of ice in one hand and a lemon and knife in the other. She gave these things to Archie and then went and sat in front of her jig-saw puzzle. Archie made the drinks and asked after Zoë. He said she was still at Home Place with Juliet and Wills, but that when she got back they would start house-hunting, as it looked as though they had a buyer for Brook Green at last. ‘And how’s Poll?’ he said – to Clary.

‘All right as far as I know.’

The feeling of unease prevailed. When Archie offered him one for the road, he suggested taking them both out to dinner, but Clary instantly said: ‘I don’t feel like going out.’

Archie said that he had bought a pork pie and a lettuce, and he could share that with them if he liked, and he accepted, feeling rather desperately that if he spent more time with them, things would get back to normal, and also because he thought then that he would drive Clary home and find out what was the matter with her. Something was, he was sure, and Archie knew what it was.

At supper he and Archie talked about impersonal things, chiefly the situation in India – there had been three days of bloody fighting in Calcutta and they had a prolonged but not very heartfelt argument about whether there would be less of a bloody mess if the Muslims had their own state in Pakistan, which branched out to a division between him and Archie about British power, casting off the Empire, and generally taking a back seat from the point of view of international politics. He thought this was a mistake; Archie thought it right. Clary, who did not eat her dinner, nibbled a lettuce leaf and said nothing.

‘We’re boring you,’ he said.

‘Well, you aren’t, actually, because I wasn’t listening.’

‘Why aren’t you eating?’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You’ve got awfully thin.’

‘I expect that’s because I’m not hungry.’ She was blocking him and he felt defeated by her.

‘Look here,’ he said, when Archie went to the kitchen to make coffee, ‘I feel I’m spoiling your evening.’

When she did not reply, he said, ‘Clary! What’s up? If you’re angry with me, I wish you’d say why. When we’ve had our coffee, I’ll drive you home and perhaps I could come in and we could have a proper talk.’

‘I’m not going home,’ she said. ‘I’m staying here. At present.’

He stared at her and she stared back. ‘Why?’ he said at last. ‘What’s been going on?’ Looking into her eyes, which now seemed so enormous in her uncharacteristically white and bony face, he saw that for a moment they came alive – with a shocking misery. Then they clouded again to the deadness that he realized he had seen at intervals all the evening. She had gravitated back to her jig-saw; he pulled a chair opposite her at the table. ‘My darling girl, what is it? I know you’re very unhappy. I love you and you always used to tell me things. What is it? What can I do?’

‘You can’t do anything.’ She looked up from the puzzle. ‘I will tell you if you like. I fell in love with someone and I got pregnant. And then I had an abortion – killed the baby. But Archie’s seen me all the way through it.’

Archie! Suddenly, everything – all the things that had seemed so odd and uneasy all the evening – became horribly clear. Her being in the flat, her staying there, Archie’s defensiveness when he had remarked on her looking ill, his attempt to get rid of him, ‘one for the road’ – good God, and he was old enough to be her father, only a year younger than himself! It was monstrous! Trusting, loving young Clary – his beloved daughter, being betrayed by his best friend. He wanted to kill him – murder him … He got to his feet with an inarticulate cry of rage and turned to see Archie leaning against the door frame. ‘You bastard! You – bloody – bastard!’ For the first time in his life he knew what seeing red meant. As he launched himself across the room, Archie’s form became obscured in a red haze.

‘Steady on! If you’re leaping at me I’m the wrong conclusion.’

At the same moment there was Clary, grabbing his arm. ‘Dad! Dad – for goodness sake!’

It took him minutes to believe them, but, of course, he had to believe them: Clary seemed to think it was almost funny – absurd, anyway; he didn’t know what Archie thought but he sensed that he was deeply angry or hurt or both. In his confusion and embarrassment, he thought he had said a number of foolish things. He knew that he said he was sorry – more than once – and that he also tried to make them see how easy it was to make such a mistake. He knew that he had asked Clary why she hadn’t told him, to which she had replied that she had simply thought he would be angry with her. Archie said almost nothing; most of the time he stood on his balcony with his back to them.


‘I suppose it was the man you were working for.’ He didn’t make a question of it.

‘It doesn’t matter who it was,’ she said. ‘It’s happened now. I’m all right, Dad.’

‘You don’t look it.’

‘I am. I’m over twenty-one, Dad – I’m not a child.’

He floundered a bit more in this manner, feeling worse and worse about the whole thing – that this should have happened to her, that he had jumped to crass conclusions, that she had turned to Archie rather than to him, there seemed no end to it. He said he thought he’d better go, and Archie, speaking for the first time, said, ‘I rather think that would be a good thing.’

Clary came to the door of the flat with him.

‘Are you all right for money?’ he said hopelessly. At least, he supposed he would be allowed to do that. But she said, yes, she was. He wanted to hug her and bear her off. She allowed him to kiss her cold little face, but then she stepped backward, eluding his grasp. Attended by Archie, he went. Down the stairs, through the outer door to the street where his car was. It was almost dark. It felt like the worst evening of his life.

The next day he had rung Archie at work to apologize and was told that he’d gone on leave. He rang the flat at intervals during the day and in the evening, but there was no reply. Since then, his efforts to see Archie – messages left saying that he would really like to see him got no answer – failed, and when he rang the girls’ flat, Polly, when eventually he got hold of her, said that Clary had gone to stay with friends. ‘I think she wants to have a good shot at writing her novel,’ she said, ‘but if she rings me I’ll tell her you called, Uncle Rupe.’

His own life had overwhelmed him after the problems with his brothers, house-hunting, the move, all that had intervened. Now, however, he would make one last throw to see Archie. By himself, he thought. He was conscious of an uncomfortable jealousy – that Archie should clearly have so much more of Clary’s confidence than he did. And I won’t just turn up, he thought. He knew that he couldn’t cope with them together.

He got Archie, at his flat, first go. He sounded guarded, but agreed to meet him at the Savile Club to which they both belonged.

The prospect made him feel nervous, but was also a kind of relief.
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Afterwards, many times in the ensuing months, she had thought how very nearly she hadn’t met him. She had almost decided not to go to yet another of the drinks parties that Caspar and Gervase regularly gave and to which they always asked her. But when, on this particular occasion – in September – they had informed her of the next one and she had started to say that she didn’t think she could (would) come, Caspar had said, ‘You must, darling, you really and truly must. I think, my dear one, that you must regard your attendance as part of the job.’ And he had run his hand through his silvery hair and regarded her, head a little on one side with the dispassionate brightness of a bird. He combined a romantic appearance with a shrewd expression that people who did not know him often mistook for sympathy.

‘A woman’s touch,’ Gervase chimed in. He said it as though it were a distasteful necessity. He had just returned from his biannual visit to Tring, where starvation and massage had temporarily reduced his paunch, and he was perpetually sidling towards mirrors to regard the improved profile of his belly. ‘You’re really part of our interior decoration. Mr Beswick has hung the new tobacco-silk paper, chosen with you in mind. Do wear white, darling, when you come.’ They were always redoing their flat, removing to Claridges while the work was being done and getting nearly everything off expenses.

‘I haven’t got anything white,’ she said. She’d given in. She’d gone in her old lemon-peel-coloured dress that she’d first worn for VE-Day and dinner with Dad, but it felt different because she’d added a collar of large, peacock paste stones that Dad had bought for her from Cameo Corner. And there she was in the large room of the Belgravia mews (two mews made into one, in fact) that was now a symphony of blue and brown, the tobacco walls enhanced by a carpet of gentian blue ‘à la Bakst’, as Caspar said, with thirty or forty people, a few of whom she knew by sight. Part of the deal was that she should hand round dishes of canapés sent in from Searcy – they hired a waiter to deal with the champagne. When she was introduced by Gervase or Caspar it was as ‘our wonderful Polly who looks after us in the shop’. This seemed somehow to stop anyone from wanting to talk to her: they would ask the sort of questions that royalty employed, where courtesy and lack of interest cancelled each other out. As usual, she was even more bored than she remembered being when she wasn’t at the parties. She’d been handing things round for nearly an hour and been subject to increasingly dismissive smiles from the company, who didn’t want to eat any more. She’d just put down the dish and was looking for the waiter to give her a glass of champagne when one of the elderly blue-haired crêpe-de-Chined ladies tapped one of her bare arms. ‘I know who you are because Hermione Knebworth told me. I wonder if you’d take pity on my nephew? He’s over there. He’s lamentably shy and he doesn’t know anybody.’ Without waiting for an answer she took Polly’s arm and steered her to the far corner of the room where a man stood by the window seat, clutching a glass and staring at the ground. ‘Gerald! This is Polly Cazalet who works for Caspar come to talk to you. Mind you talk back.’ And she withdrew.

They looked at each other, and he blushed – from his cheekbones to his forehead, but he was wearing a very old tweed coat in which she thought he was probably far too hot anyway. She tried to remember afterwards what had been her first picture of him, but had only a blurred vision of a not tall, rather square figure, with blond hair, very straight and fine, and a wide mouth that turned up at the corners (that was, in fact, the first thing she noticed, because Archie had once said that it meant that the person had a sense of humour, but she’d never been able to test the theory because nobody after he’d said it had turned out to have that sort of mouth). His eyes bulged slightly like a friendly frog.

‘Do you know anybody here?’

‘Only my aunt. I don’t suppose I know her. Aunts are sort of landscape, aren’t they?’ Then he seemed uncomfortable about having talked so much and looked at her with something like panic.

The waiter came by and offered Polly a glass.

‘I should have got you one,’ he muttered, and she saw him going red again. ‘Would you like to sit down?’

‘Yes.’ She sank gratefully on to the window seat.

It seemed extraordinary to her now, but she remembered that then she had felt distinctly sorry for him. She invited him to sit beside her which he did, at a distance, eyeing the gap between them as though he was measuring it. She elicited some information: he had been in the Army, before that had lived in the country with his family, he had one sister, who was married, and his family had recently sent him to London where he was supposed to read law and eat his dinners and become a barrister. He did not sound enthusiastic about this prospect. He’d got himself a flat – in Pimlico. When she asked him what it was like, he said it was awfully small. He said that as though it was the best thing about it. In between these questions and answers – it was a conversation – he kept looking at her intently, and when he saw that she noticed this, looking away.

Eventually his aunt came back to them and said that they must be going or they would be late for dinner with the Laytons. ‘I’m afraid I must tear you away. Have you asked Miss Cazalet to advise you about your flat? He’s bought the most awful little flat – I was telling Caspar, I said if you can do anything with that you’re a genius.’

‘Go and have a look at it, dear,’ Caspar had said next day. ‘Lady Wilmot is not short of the readies, and he’s her only nephew. A touch uncouth, though, wouldn’t you say?’

‘I don’t think so. I think he’s just rather shy.’ And a bit of a weak character, she thought to herself, but she didn’t say anything like that to Caspar. An appointment was made, and a few days later she found herself going down the area steps of a house in Ebury Street.

He opened the door to her; he was wearing the same tweeds, and, she thought, the same shirt. He seemed deeply confused at the sight of her. ‘I thought one of them was coming,’ he said. ‘You know, one of those then who gave the party.’ He led the way down an extremely narrow dark passage into a room that was also dark since its one window faced north and was heavily barred and looked on to the black brick wall and the steps up to the street. Excepting two kitchen chairs and a piece of carpet the colour of mud, the room was empty. Without saying any more he led her back to the passage, at the end of which were a clutch of doors. ‘This is the other room,’ he said. It was smaller than the first one, but lighter since it faced south with a similar barred window. There was a camp bed along one wall. The other doors introduced a minute kitchen that contained an ancient gas cooker, a stained porcelain sink and a water heater bracketed to the wall. It smelt of gas. The third door was the bathroom: small, stained bath, basin and lavatory with another water heater, placed, she noticed, so that one would hit one’s head if one stood up in the bath. It, too, smelt of gas enhanced by damp. Taps dripped and linoleum curled upon the floor. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘It’s amazing what you can get in a tiny space, isn’t it? It’s what drew me to it.’

It was probably all he could afford, she thought. ‘It has possibilities,’ she said – one always had to say that. They went back to the first room, and she got out her tape measure and notebook.

‘I have to measure first,’ she said, ‘and see which walls are structural, things like that.’

‘It’s awfully good of you to go to so much trouble.’

‘Not at all. It’s my job.’

‘I thought you would just advise me about colours of walls and curtains – that sort of thing.’

‘Well, we do do that, of course, but I think there are some things that need doing before that here.’

‘I’m sure you know best. It’s my first place, actually, so I don’t really know the form.’

He helped her measure, which made it much quicker, and during it, she found that he had been living in the flat, ‘Sleeping here, at any rate,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit difficult to do anything else.’

They had coffee in a place round the corner that she knew. She suggested it. ‘I say! Would you really? I was wondering whether you’d mind if I asked you.’ As well as coffee, he had a poached egg on toast and baked beans. ‘Best thing about the Army was the baked beans,’ he said. ‘We never had them at home. Not that I’ve spent very much time there.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, boarding schools since I was seven and then the war and the Army – you know how it is. And then, after Charles, my older brother, was killed, my mother found it difficult to have me about – she said I reminded her too much of him, you see, which is funny,’ he added, as though he had just thought of it, ‘because I was never really in the least like him.’

‘What was he like?’

‘He was terribly brainy as well as being good-looking and awfully good with girls and that sort of thing.’

Then, looking at her and as though he knew what she was about to ask, he said, ‘No. As a matter of fact, he rather despised me. I wish,’ he added hurriedly, ‘that you would tell me a bit about yourself.’

‘What would you like to know?’

‘Oh, anything! I would like to know anything about you.’

She told him about her family and living at Home Place throughout the war. ‘Gosh, that sounds fun!’ he said. ‘Go on.’ She told him about her mother dying of cancer and how unhappy it had made her father, and saw his slightly bulging eyes become moist. ‘Oh, Lord,’ he said. She told him about Simon, now at Oxford, and Wills just gone to his prep school, and about her sharing a flat with Clary. It was surprising how much she had told him, she thought afterwards, but he was such an attentive listener that it was somehow enjoyable to tell him. Eventually, when it was extremely clear that the waitress thought they should leave or have another meal, and she pointed this out, he said, ‘That’s all right. I’ll simply have another poached egg. Wouldn’t you like one by now? I mean, my first was my breakfast, yours could be an early lunch.’

So they both had poached eggs and while the eggs were coming, Polly said they really ought to talk a bit about the flat. ‘What made you choose it?’

‘It was the first one I saw. It seemed about right – nice and small – so I got it. Do you think it was the wrong choice?’

‘I think it needs quite a bit doing to it. How much do you want to spend?’

‘Whatever you say.’

‘No, I mean seriously.’

‘What do you think?’

‘Have you got any furniture?’

‘Those chairs. And the bed.’

‘Well, I think you’ll probably need to spend about three to five hundred pounds on building and heating repairs, and dealing with the damp. Did you have a survey?’

He hadn’t.

Without thinking, she said teasingly, ‘You’re not very practical, are you?’

He blushed. ‘No. the awful thing is that unpractical people are supposed to be very clever or artistic or something of the sort, and I’m not. There’s really nothing to be said for me at all.’

But there was something to be said for him, she thought, as she caught her bus to go back to the shop. She knew about her capacity for feeling sorry for people, and he seemed, on the face of it, a prime candidate, but it wasn’t all, or even the first thing she felt.

She was given the work on his flat, as Caspar and Gervase were much taken up with the decorating of three large hotel suites and a very grand house in the country where the owners wanted to move their kitchens from the cavernous basement to the ground floor. ‘You do it, dear girl. It will be very good practice, and with such a little henhouse you can hardly go wrong.’

A week later, when she had done her drawings, assembled an electrician and a plumber, she decided that she must see him again to get his approval, and rang him early one morning. ‘Oh, good. When?’ On the spur of the moment (she told herself), she asked him to supper in her flat. ‘It’s most awfully kind of you,’ he said. He sounded very pleased.

She bought some smoked haddock and made a kedgeree, one of her best things, the night before, and a fruit salad of grapes and bananas. Clary was away and she had the place to herself as Neville, who had spent a good many weeks there, had now gone back to school. That, too, was a kind of relief as Neville was just as untidy as Clary, but also ate any and all of the food in the house, and had filled up Clary’s room with a set of drums, a double bass, his trumpet and a portable piano and held interminable rehearsals with his friends every evening until late into the night, which interfered with any social life she wanted to have. Not that she’d had very much. Christopher had been going to come, but at the last minute he had cried off: Oliver had suddenly become ill, and couldn’t be left. ‘He’s got cancer,’ Christopher had said. ‘The vet says he may have to be put down if the operation doesn’t work.’ So she’d offered to go down to him for a weekend, but Christopher had said that he’d be better on his own. She’d been relieved because his loving her made her feel sad and uncomfortable with him, and she was afraid if she was with him he might ask her about her hopeless love and that she might lie about it, because she knew that she would never love Christopher, and if he knew that there was nobody else on the horizon he might have hope.

Gerald arrived exactly when she had asked him, and he brought a very beautiful fern as a present. ‘I didn’t know what you’d like,’ he said, ‘but I’ve never liked cut flowers myself, and there wasn’t much choice of things in pots. It’s funny,’ he went on, as they tramped up the stairs to her room, ‘but I kept wanting to bring you a cat as a present. Then I thought you might have one anyway. Have you?’

She said no, but she missed having one. ‘I haven’t got a garden.’

‘Oh, well, then. It’s yet another drawback to London: the lack of good gardens for cats.’

‘There are quite a lot, but not so many where you’ve got your flat.’

‘Are there? I hardly know London. But you do like cats, don’t you? I was right about that?’

She told him about Pompey and how much she’d loved him, and he told her about a cat he’d had when he was seven, which had always slept on his bed and went for rides in his bicycle basket.

‘What happened to him?’

‘It was a her. She had kittens and then my parents had her put down while I was at school.’

‘How awful for you!’

‘They didn’t like cats, you see. I’d hidden her from them but, of course, when I was sent to school, they found out.’

Pretty difficult to hide a cat in a house from your family, she thought, but she didn’t say so.

He sat in the Victorian chair in her room looking round him and not saying anything.

‘Do you like it?’

‘I knew I would. It’s – elegant and charming. Suits you.’

He was very appreciative of everything: the dark green dining room, the kedgeree – he had two helpings – and the fruit salad. At one point he said, ‘I say! I am having a lovely time!’ and the slightly bulging eyes met hers with such a frank and grateful pleasure that she was infected by it.

After supper, she fetched the drawings she had made and laid them out on the table. He was far quicker than most of the clients at understanding them, and when she remarked on this, he said, ‘Well, it’s a bit like map-reading, isn’t it? And I had to get very good at that.’

‘The war?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where were you?’

‘Moved about. Got dropped into places. From time to time.’

‘You were a paratrooper?’

‘That’s it.’

She stared at him, trying to imagine having to jump out of an aeroplane into nothing. ‘I know I don’t look the part,’ he said apologetically, ‘romantic heroes and all that stuff. I look more like a frog, really, which is not much good unless you are one.’

She opened her mouth to say that he didn’t look like a frog, but he leaned over the table and put his hand over her mouth. ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Everything’s been so truthful between us. I don’t want a kind lie. Imagine me on a water-lily leaf. Look!’ And he suddenly crooked his arms and sat hunched with his eyes stretched wide open. He looked so tremendously like a frog that she couldn’t help laughing. ‘I’m a wonderful swimmer, too,’ he said, ‘just haven’t got my colour quite right.’

I’ve never met a frog before.’

‘It’s not surprising. There aren’t a lot of us about.’

‘Do you feel OK about the drawings?’

‘I trust you absolutely.’

‘I suggest we go ahead with the building part, and then you can see what you want to spend money on. You’ll need some more furniture and curtains, and something to put on the floors. But we can do a lot of that fairly cheaply if you want – I mean, paint on the wall instead of wallpaper, and sanding the floor instead of carpet, that kind of thing. And there are places where you can buy second-hand furniture quite cheaply. That’s what I did.’

‘Did you? Well, you did it awfully well, I must say.’

She made coffee and they took it downstairs to her room. By now she had the delightful sensation of feeling that she had known him all her life, plus the certainty that there was a great deal more to know. They talked and talked: about themselves, the state of the world, about themselves again – how much he didn’t want to be a lawyer, and how she felt that her job was really a dead end, about whether anything that they ever did would in the least change the world and its dreary, warlike, power-mongering ways, about whether the arts were a politically civilizing influence, about whether people had always been the same and the only changes were technological. It was after midnight when they realized the time.

‘Can I see you tomorrow?’ he asked as she let him out.

‘It is tomorrow.’

‘Well, later today, then.’

That was the beginning, ages ago, it now seemed. They did meet that next evening: he took her out to supper, but it wasn’t a great success – he seemed quite different, nervous, abstracted and ill at ease. There was one lighter moment when, after a rather unpleasantly bossy waiter had tried to manipulate them into choosing something neither of them wanted to eat and had gone away sulking, he suddenly imitated the waiter – his looming shoulders, his patronizing expression and his accent – so accurately that she burst out laughing. He smiled, then, and was momentarily at ease, but it didn’t last. He saw her home, but when she asked whether he would like to come in, he said no, he had to go home. Then he said that he had to go down to the country to see his parents and wouldn’t be about for a few days. ‘Ring me when you get back,’ she said. ‘Thank you for coming,’ he answered. If they were in a play, she thought, it was as though he had heard some dreadful piece of gossip about her that had changed his view of her. Of course it couldn’t be that. But in the days that followed, while she went to the shop, cleaned her flat, paid a visit to the Duchy and Aunt Rach, wrote to poor Wills at his school and had her father, who was clearly missing Uncle Rupe and Zoë, to supper, she wondered about him – Gerald, she called him now to herself, although they had not used each other’s names at all.

Then, the following week, she got a telephone message from the builders who were doing his flat with some query that she knew she could only sort out on the site. So she went to Ebury Street and found the expected mess of plaster dust, broken brick and floorboards up. They were altering the partition walls to make the kitchen larger and this meant moving the services. She noticed that the camp bed had been moved to the middle of the room, as the electrician had the floor up round the skirting boards. It had newspapers spread all over it, held down by some of the bricks, and the telephone, covered with dust, lay beside it.

‘Wouldn’t it be easier to dismantle the bed?’ she asked. ‘It’s only a camp bed – it would pack away.’

‘Can’t do that because the gentleman is sleeping on it,’ Mr Doncaster said. ‘Really be easier if he’d move out for a week or two, but there it is.’

‘He’s back, then?’

‘Mr Lisle? Only went away for one night. He’s back, all right. It means getting the services back on for him – barring the hot water, of course – every night. That takes time, you know.’

‘Let’s look at the problem, then,’ she said. She felt dispirited that he had been back for days and hadn’t rung her. She wondered whether he had known that she was coming this morning and had gone out to avoid her. She also wondered fleetingly why she minded.

That evening, when she had had supper and was doing her ironing, she decided that she missed Gerald because she was lonely with Clary being away. When she had finished, she found herself sitting at her small davenport with a piece of paper on which she had so far written.

GERALD

cons.

He does look rather like a frog.

He said he was going away for a ‘few days’ and he didn’t (untruthful).

He wears pretty awful clothes. (Must be dirty too, living in that mess.)

He bites his nails.

He doesn’t seem to want to do anything (have a career).

He’s very changeable. I thought he really liked me, but he can’t or he would have rung up. (He pretended to like me?)

He seems to have a horrible family.

Then she got stuck. So she started the other column.

pros.

I like talking to him.

He makes me laugh.

He has extremely considerate manners.

He hasn’t made a pass at me like most people after about two meetings.

He doesn’t show off at all. (What about? Well, he might have shown off about parachute jumping – being brave in the war and all that.)

He likes cats – and other animals.

He is very uncomplaining.

I actually like him more than most people.

He has a very nice voice.

Good ears.

Good hands except for the nails (a detail).

She stopped there and reviewed the page. He was uncomplaining about what sounded like a fairly horrible life – being the least favourite child, and being sent away all the time, and them killing his cat, and then having all of the war to fight. But was this because he was a weak character and hadn’t stood up to his parents or anyone else, or was he simply stoic about misfortune?

Clary – and Louise, ages ago – had said that she should be careful about being sorry for people: Louise had even said that she would probably marry someone simply because she was sorry for them. This used to be true of her, she thought, but she was experienced now: at least four people had made her feel sorry for them because they said they were so madly in love with her and she didn’t love them back. Well, Christopher hadn’t behaved like that, and it had made her feel sorrier for him than the others, but she still hadn’t felt she ought to agree to love or marry him. So she needn’t worry about any of that any more. She’d also been through all the misery of unrequited love with Archie: looking back on that, she could hardly understand it. Archie was, of course, a very nice man, but she was actually relieved that he hadn’t been in love with her. That afternoon when he’d come back from France because of Clary, she’d been awfully grateful that he’d come because she’d known that he would know what to do for Clary, but looking at him, she’d seen how old he was – looking older, of course, because of his sleepless night – and that he was not someone she wanted to kiss or spend the night with. She had asked Clary what that part of being in love was actually like; in fact, she’d more or less asked her three times, although she’d only put the question baldly once. ‘I’m not quite sure,’ Clary had said to the bald question. ‘I don’t feel I’ve got the hang of it yet – Noël says it’s my bourgeois upbringing – but I will tell you, Poll. I won’t be like everyone else in our family about it.’ The next time that she asked was more round-about: ‘How’s it going?’

And Clary had thought for a bit before she said, ‘I’m not absolutely sure, but I have a sort of feeling that it’s mostly for then – only people don’t tell you that.’ And the last time, just before she knew – or, rather, before Clary had told her – that she was pregnant, Clary had looked at her with a hunted expression. ‘It’s simply to do with Nature, and you know what Nature’s like …’ Then she said, ‘But it doesn’t really matter if you love the other person.’ Then she had said, ‘Do stop cross-examining me!’ and burst into tears. So when Archie had turned up that day, she’d been glad to see him, but she’d known that she didn’t love him enough to go through all that.

She read through the piece of paper again. At the bottom of the pros, she wrote, ‘I would quite like to see him again.’ Then, at the bottom of the cons, she wrote, ‘He doesn’t seem to bother about me much.’

The next evening she rang him up.

‘Who is it?’ He sounded extremely wary.

‘It’s me. Polly.’

‘So it is!’ He sounded pleased now.

‘I wondered if you’d like to come to lunch over the weekend.’

‘I’ve got a car. Couldn’t we go somewhere and have a walk somewhere where there’s grass and trees and I could take you out to lunch?’ He arranged to pick her up at eleven on Saturday morning.

It was easy, she thought. If you wanted to see someone, you simply asked them. Why hadn’t he asked her?

He arrived promptly, in a different but equally old tweed suit – this one had leather patches on the elbows and a blue shirt with a rather frayed collar. His car proved to be a battered old Morris Minor. ‘Where to?’ he said, when he had handed her into her seat.

‘I thought we could go to Richmond Park. Or Kew – or Hampstead Heath?’

‘You choose,’ he said.

‘Richmond Park is the most countryish.’

‘Do you know the way?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘That’s all right. I’ve got a map.’

When he’d finished with the map, he put it on her lap. ‘In case I make a mistake,’ he said, ‘but I think I can remember it. ‘Awfully glad you rang up.’

‘You could have rung me.’

‘In a way I could. I wasn’t sure …’ His voice trailed off. Then he said, ‘I’m really a sort of job for you, I know that. I didn’t want to – overstep the mark.’

‘I don’t think there is a mark,’ she said. She felt entirely light-hearted.

They walked in the park for two hours. It was one of the best autumn days that month: mild, with hazy sun, pale blue sky, the trees still thick with bronzed and livid leaves and distant small herds of deer. During the walk he told her that his father was very ill and that that was why he had been away. ‘I thought he might want to see me,’ he said, ‘but he didn’t. So in fact I only stayed one night.’

‘Is your mother very upset?’

‘Can’t tell. She’s never very anything. She doesn’t talk to me much.’

‘He will get better, won’t he?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’ He didn’t seem to want to talk about it. But much later, when they were having lunch, he said, ‘Actually, I’m quite worried about my mother, if my father dies. I’m not sure what she’ll do.’

A vision of his mother taking sleeping pills or drowning herself came instantly to Polly’s mind. ‘You mean, she is – will be – terribly unhappy?’

‘Not that. No, she’s always hated our house, and she’s talked for ages now about going to live on the Riviera somewhere. But I don’t think she’s got much idea about money, not that I’m all that good at it, but I’m pretty sure there’s nothing much left.’ Then he said he didn’t want to talk about that any more, and tell him more about her family. ‘They sound much more fun.’ So she did: they were back to the same kind of ease with each other that had obtained when he had come to her house, when they slipped easily from one subject to another as though they had known one another for years but had not met for some time, with the result that a great deal had piled up to talk about.

After lunch he said what would she like to do? What would he like? ‘I don’t mind as long as we do it together,’ and he began to blush. ‘But perhaps you’ve had enough for the day.’

They went to the Tate Gallery. ‘I don’t know anything about pictures,’ he said. ‘I don’t even know what I like, I bet you do, though.’

‘We had a governess who used to take us. She especially loved Turner. I’ll show you.’ This was a success.

‘He really is most awfully good. I mean, I like looking at them.’

They went back to Polly’s and she made tea and toast with Marmite on it, and then he went out and bought an evening paper to see if they wanted to go to a film. She felt worried about his spending money on her because she knew he wasn’t earning any and it didn’t sound as though his family gave him much, if anything. But when she said couldn’t they share the cinema, he said, ‘It’s all right: I’ve got quite a bit of my gratuity, because my aunt gave me three thousand pounds to buy somewhere to live and do it up. So really I’m temporarily flush.’

They found a cinema showing I Married a Witch and then they had supper and then he took her home. Their parting was awkward.

He saw her out of the car and up to her front door.

‘Thank you for a lovely day,’ she said.

‘Oh, no! I should thank you.’

They stood for a moment, looking at each other, and then he said, ‘Well! Just see that your key works, and then I must be off.’

So she made her key work and he said, ‘Well – good. I’ll be off.’ And went.

She walked slowly up the stairs wondering how, although they seemed to be very intimate in some ways, they were still utterly impersonal. He’d never once made what people in her childhood described as ‘personal remarks’. She remembered how, when reproved for making them herself, she had thought how much more interesting they were than many of the other kind. But Gerald – she had not called him that – had never once said anything to her that could remotely be described as personal. He had not even called her Polly. She felt slightly piqued by this. She had taken her usual trouble about her clothes and appearance generally, and she was used to people saying, ‘That blue looks lovely with your hair, and matches your eyes perfectly,’ things of that nature, that she had not particularly noticed at the time but noticed now because of their absence. She had quite wanted to hug him when they parted because she felt sad that the day had come to an end: it had even crossed her mind to ask him in, but then she’d felt nervous at the idea. He might have thought that she expected him to stay the night, with all that that might have implied, and with the experience of poor Clary fresh in her mind, she was not going to take any plunge. But I suppose I would have liked to be led to the water, she thought. I wouldn’t have minded if he’d wanted to kiss me: in fact, it might have been a good idea to find out what it would be like. But, of course, it’s no earthly good if he doesn’t want to. And he’d shown no signs of wanting to. Oh dear, she thought, the people who I wish would just be friends don’t want to be that at all, and when I would quite like someone not to be just that, it seems to be all they want to be.

The next morning the telephone rang at nine. It was him, and she felt a rush of pleasure when she heard his voice. ‘I hope I’m not ringing you too early.’

‘No. I’m just having coffee and toast. What about you?’

She was just about to say why didn’t he come over and join her, when he said, ‘When I got back last night there was a telegram. My father died yesterday morning.’

‘Oh!’

‘So I’m afraid I’ve got to go down there and see to things. The funeral and all that. I think I’ll be away about a week. I just wanted to tell you.’

‘Yes.’

She started to say she was sorry, but he interrupted. ‘It’s all right. There’s nothing you can say. I just wanted you to know. So you wouldn’t think I’d just vanished. Not that it would necessarily matter if I had.’

‘It would!’

‘Would it?’ His voice was suddenly tender. Then he said goodbye in his usual tone.

She did not hear from him for ten days. She spent half of that time not thinking about him – that is to say, if she started to she quickly thought of something else – and the other half trying to get his flat more habitable for his return. The wiring and plumbing were finished, the floors were sanded, and she’d had the bars and the black brick area wall painted white.


After a week, when Gerald had still not returned, she organized the painter for his flat and told him to do the bedroom first in case the owner came back. Caspar gave her another job – a studio flat overlooking the river where the conversion had already been done and she had simply to design and organize its décor. Ordinarily she would have been excited at the promotion; now she was just grateful to have something to do to take her mind off things. What things? she wondered as she boarded a bus to meet the new client on site. Was she beginning to fall in love with Gerald? If so, why? If she thought about him dispassionately, there really didn’t seem to be any good reason for this. He seemed aimless, and he certainly couldn’t be described as good-looking; he was kind and she enjoyed being with him but that was probably because she didn’t know him well enough to be bored by him. Perhaps she had just reached the age where she wanted to be in love with somebody so whoever came along became the object. This was a depressing thought and, because it depressed her, she thought it was probably true.

Her client turned out to be a young man – he said he worked in the City – who wanted the studio as a pied-à-terre. ‘My wife and children are in the country,’ he said, ‘but I’ve found commuting a bore.’

He seemed very young to have a wife and children, although he was beginning to go bald. ‘It’s on the small side, but I was rather taken with the view, and it’s handy for getting to the Bank. I want it kept quite simple, but I may want to bring people back to it from time to time, so I’d like it to look good.’ The studio was quite large, but the bedroom was small and the kitchenette and bathroom barely adequate.

‘The bedroom is rather a problem, isn’t it? By the time you’ve got a bed in it, there’s hardly room for cupboards.’

‘Oh, I thought I’d use it just as a dressing room and sleep in the studio. I like a really large bed.’ As he said this, she caught him eyeing her speculatively.


She had brought samples of paint colours and swatches of curtain material which she laid out on the draining board in the kitchen, but he did not seem very interested. She asked whether he had furniture, or whether he wanted it bought for him. ‘Oh, you buy it,’ he said. ‘Get some modern stuff – we’re loaded with antiques in the country. Annabel’s mad for them.’

When she was putting away the samples in her case, he came up behind her and said, ‘Has anyone ever told you how surprisingly attractive you are?’

She felt hands on her shoulders, which turned her round to him. ‘Quite enough people,’ she said.

‘I was thinking we might have lunch.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Don’t get on your high horse. I really do find you extraordinarily fetching.’

‘Has anyone ever told you how patronizing you are?’

His smile faded. ‘There’s no need to be unpleasant. I only asked you to lunch.’

‘No, you didn’t.’ She shut her case and walked to the door as deliberately as she could manage, but her knees were shaking.

‘You have a high opinion of yourself, haven’t you?’ He said it with a kind of feeble malice; She felt she’d won.

But when she got back to the shop, she found that he’d telephoned to cancel the job. ‘I’ve told you before, you must not be rude to clients,’ Caspar said. ‘I don’t know what you said to him, but you certainly did upset him. Rolling in money, too. Gervase won’t be at all pleased.’

‘He made a pass at me.,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I dare say he did. You’re a big girl now, darling. Be your age.’ She didn’t get the rise that had been hinted at that morning.

On Friday morning Gerald rang her early before she left for work. ‘I do hope you don’t mind,’ he said, ‘but I have a favour to ask you. Are you by any chance free this weekend? … Oh, good. Well, would it be possible for you to take a train to Norwich tomorrow morning? I’ll meet you. I’m still in the country, you see. I’ve got a bit of a problem about my parents’ house. And you’re so good at that sort of thing. I thought you would know what to do.’

She agreed to catch the nine thirty from Liverpool Street.

‘It’s really wonderful of you to come. Bring warm clothes – it’s rather a cold house.’

In the train she wondered about the house and why it was a problem. Perhaps his mother was going to live abroad, and he was being left with having to sell it. She had never been to Norfolk. Perhaps it was a farmhouse with beams everywhere and smoky steaming log fires. She was just being romantic: it could as easily be a modern house – a bungalow, even. Anyway, there was such a housing shortage that, whatever it was, it shouldn’t be too difficult to get rid of, if that was what they wanted.

He was standing on the platform; she saw him before he saw her and she felt the same rush of pleasure at the sight of him as she had at the sound of his voice on the telephone. He wore a polo-necked jersey under the tweed jacket with leather elbows. ‘There’s lunch of a sort at home,’ he said, ‘if you can hold out till then. It’s about twenty miles.’

‘I don’t mind.’

He had a different – somewhat larger but equally battered – car: ‘It was my father’s,’ he said. ‘It’s marginally more comfortable.’

‘Is your mother …?’

‘She left immediately after the funeral. A friend has taken her to France for a holiday. It’s quite a relief, really. It means at least I can try to sort things out in peace.’

He sounded as though he had been having a difficult time, she thought. ‘Is there a lot to sort out?’

‘Well, in one way there is. But every decision seems to depend upon another one, and it’s not easy to know where to start, so I thought I’d start with you.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I’ll tell you later. I don’t want to talk about it now. Tell me about your week.’

So she told him about the studio flat and its owner. She thought she made it sound quite funny, but she saw him scowl and then glare ahead at the road.

‘Insufferable lout,’ he said, ‘but I suppose, looking as you do, you come in for rather a lot of that sort of thing.’

‘The thing was, I lost the job, and Caspar and Co. weren’t best pleased.’

‘What’s so depressing about that,’ he went on, as though she hadn’t said anything, ‘is that he can’t have known what you’re like. But I suppose that sort of person doesn’t care.’

A few miles later, he said, ‘Do women ever feel like that man? I mean, do they mostly notice what then look like?’

‘Not so much, I don’t think. I mean, of course they do talk about then being handsome and all that.’

‘Do they? I thought they might.’

‘Well, they do in books. But I don’t know how much you can trust them.’

After another silence he said, ‘At least my mother turns out to have some money of her own. She’s all right – she can easily live in the South of France if she wants to. And she absolutely doesn’t want to go on living here.’

‘So she’ll want to sell the house?’

‘The house? Well, actually, my father left it to me. That’s rather the point. He hasn’t left me any money – there wasn’t any to leave.’

He turned off the road into what she thought at first was a cart-track, but when an avenue of large trees began each side of it she realized that it was some sort of disused drive. Beyond the trees on either side there was parkland, studded with more enormous trees, most of which appeared to be dying or already dead. After about a quarter of a mile the parkland stopped and the avenue became woods that arched over the drive cavernously. Then they emerged from the wood and, turning a sharp corner, she saw across further park an enormous building splayed across the skyline. It was a yellowish colour with three square towers. The avenue had stopped, had been felled, and sawn logs lay on either side. The building was further away than she had thought, since they continued to bump along the drive for some minutes without it seeming appreciably nearer, but gradually, windows winked in the cold sunshine, and she saw that it was built of bricks that looked like clean London stock, with stone facings, and that the towers were pink brick, crenellated with stone battlements. It looked as though it might be a hospital or an Edwardian hotel, and was, she thought, the ugliest large building she had ever seen in her life. He had been completely silent, but now, as they got within a hundred yards of the place, he drew up and stopped the engine. In the silence that followed, she could hear the distant cawing of rooks. ‘You can see my mother’s point,’ he said. ‘It’s stately without being much of a home.’ Then he turned to her. ‘It appals you. I was afraid it might. That’s why I had to show it to you. Anyway, let’s go and have some lunch in it.’

He started the engine and they drove up to the front of the house. The front façade – about the length of a tennis court – was flanked by two wings running at an angle. The forecourt, which must once have been lawn, was a desolate and tangled jungle of thistles, nettles and ragwort. The wings, each ending with its pink brick tower, had an archway where they joined the main part of the house. He drove through the right-hand one of these, to reveal a further courtyard surrounded by buildings that looked as though they had been stables and garaging. ‘We go in here,’ he said, and opened a glass-fronted door. ‘Perhaps I’d better lead the way.’

She followed him down a wide dark passage, and through a second pair of doors. The chill struck her at once. Here, the passage, which continued, was lighter as there were skylights at regular intervals. Towards the end of it, he turned left through a mahogany door into what seemed like a small hall, since it had other doors, all in one wall. He opened one of these and shouted, ‘Nan! We’re back,’ shut it and went to another one, which revealed a small sitting room, with a gate-legged table set for lunch. A very small coal fire burned in the grate. ‘It’s marginally warmer in here,’ he said. ‘There’s some sherry, if you’d like it. Come and sit by the fire while I get it.’

While he was out of the room, she examined it. It had a very high ceiling, and the walls had beading on them in panels that were painted green with the beading in a paler shade. The chimneypiece was grey marble and there was one very tall window that looked on to a further courtyard with the third pink brick tower; this was crowned by a cupola below which was a clock whose hands registered twenty past four. The curtains were an oatmeal linen with a pattern of acanthus leaves sparsely embroidered in green wool, and there was a glass-fronted bookcase crammed with a set of dark blue books all bound in the same manner. A wireless, its front fretted like a setting sun, stood on one of the several small tables that were dotted about, beside the sofa, beside each of the two armchairs, in one of which she sat, and beneath a large glass case of dusty stuffed birds. It was all surprising – and rather exciting – she thought. And if the house was as full of furniture as this room, they could have a very enjoyable time choosing things for his flat.

He came back with the sherry, closely followed by an elderly woman in a flowered overall with a tray. ‘Now, then, Mr Gerald, you don’t want to go wasting the young lady’s time with drink. You know what it’s like getting hot food along these passages – your soup’s none too warm as it is.’ She put the soup on the table and cast a shrewd look at Polly. ‘Good morning, Miss.’

‘We could put some sherry into the soup,’ he said.

‘Oh! You do as you please, your lordship! The bird is resting. I’ll bring it in ten minutes.’

When she had gone, he poured sherry into glasses and said, ‘She’s always bossed me about. She means no harm.’

‘I thought any minute she’d call you Smarty-boots.’

‘I could get her to say that simply by answering her back. Nannies’ habits die hard.’

‘She was your nannie?’

‘She was. She’s always been here. She’s spent practically her whole life looking after us. That’s another thing.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I must look after her now.’

The soup was tinned mushroom and they both put their sherry into it.

‘After lunch, I thought we’d go over the whole place,’ he said. ‘There are some rooms that I’ve practically never been in, and I should think a lot of it’s in a pretty awful state.’

‘I suppose that might make it difficult to sell.’

‘Sell? I can’t sell it. It’s been left to me through some awful trust that means I can’t get rid of it.’

‘Oh!’ She began to see why he’d seemed so abstracted.

‘Perhaps something like the National Trust might help?’ She’d heard Caspar talking about them.

‘They wouldn’t touch it with a barge-pole. It’s not only in a frightful state, it’s frightful anyway.’

‘So what are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know. It depends on – things. I haven’t decided.’

The next course was roast chicken with bread sauce and mashed potatoes and swedes.

‘When people talk about white elephants,’ he said, ‘I think how much nicer it would be to have one of them.’

‘Wonderful lunch,’ she said to Nan, after a slice of Bakewell tart, and was rewarded by a smile.

‘I do like to see a nice clean plate,’ she said.

‘We’re going to look at the house now, Nan.’

‘Mind yourselves with the ballroom floor. And don’t go trying to open any of the windows. You can call me when you’re ready for your tea.’

‘Might as well do the ground floor first as we’re on it.’

He led the way. Another passage with glass-fronted doors opened on to a vast hall from which rose a double staircase with a stone balustrade, and a pair of glass-fronted doors that led to the main entrance. To the left of these was a drawing room, the walls upholstered in damask silk which had faded badly since there were gaps on the wall where pictures had hung that were almost garish pink by comparison. The furniture was mostly covered with dust-sheets; a dead starling lay on a heap of soot in the fireplace. Two doors, one each side of the fireplace, led to the ballroom, the long wall of which had four large windows that looked on to a conservatory. The roof was largely broken: great splinters of glass lay on the floor, which was paved with tiles. A fat rusty pipe, like a python, ran round the room about a foot from the floor. Earthenware pots and glazed urns were full of dusty soil and dead ferns. In one of these she saw a tiny pencil with a silk tassel, the tassel faded to a dirty white. Windows on the outside wall looked on to the wreck of a formal garden and, beyond it, a low brick and stone balustrade.

‘This must have been marvellous!’ Polly said, as they walked past an ancient camellia whose topmost branches had literally gone through the glass roof. She caught his eye when she said that, and thereafter was conscious of his casting many anxious, enquiring glances.

The next room was what had been the library. The shelves were still there, and it was about half full of books. One wall was decorated by a rather jazzy black and white fungus and the room had a strong mushroom smell. And so on. Two more sitting rooms, a study with a wallpaper so dark that it was almost black, and a vast partner’s desk littered with papers. Unlike most of the rooms they had seen this showed signs of fairly recent occupation: there was a smell of pipe tobacco and the fire was freshly laid. ‘My father used to spend a lot of time in here,’ he said. ‘I think we’d better tackle the next floor. The other rooms here are just gun room, boot room, pantry, telephone room and lavatories – that sort of thing.’

‘How many bedrooms are there?’ she asked, as they went up the staircase from the main hall.

‘I don’t know. We could count if you like.’

At the top of the staircase was a very wide passage that ran in both directions, lit by a regularly placed series of round windows set almost at ceiling level. The ceiling was vaulted in a Gothic manner. The bedroom doors were mahogany with small brass-edged frames pinned at eye-level to the wood. In one of them a card was slotted. ‘Lady Pomfret’ was written on it in beautiful copperplate. ‘For weekend parties,’ he said, ‘they used to put the visitors’ names on the doors so that people knew where they were, and other people knew where they were. Edwardian high jinks,’ he said gloomily. ‘My mother simply loved talking about that sort of thing. When she married my father it was still going on.’

The bedrooms were all much the same. Many had dressing rooms adjoining that each contained a single bed, a chest of drawers, a wardrobe, a smaller fireplace. Again, dust sheets prevailed; many of the carpets were neatly rolled and tied with tape. There were fifteen bedrooms on that floor and two bathrooms: the lavatory pans were blue and white porcelain. Two of the bedrooms had basins.

‘There’s an attic floor as well,’ he said, ‘but perhaps you’ve had enough for one day?’

‘Oh no! I’d like to see it all.’

So up they went.

‘I suppose the things in the house belong to you?’ She wondered whether the mother would come and take anything nice.

‘Oh, yes. Every single thing.’ He sounded so despondent that she nearly laughed.

The attics were clearly where the servants had slept – a good many of them, judging by how many attics there were. But in one of them she made a discovery. They very nearly hadn’t gone into it, the light was fading and the rooms were all drearily alike. He suggested going down for tea, but there seemed to be only two doors left unexplored, so she said, ‘We might as well finish the job.’

The first was exactly like the others: a small window facing the battlements, thus concealed from public view, and an iron bedstead, the mattress gone, a hard chair, a painted chest of drawers, a single lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, the faded flowered wallpaper, the tiny grate never used …

‘Last one,’ he said, as he opened the door. It was exactly like all the others except for one thing. The walls were four deep in very small watercolours, widely mounted and in identical gilt frames. This was so surprising that she went to examine one. It was a sunset over a stretch of wild seashore, and it was somehow familiar. She looked at others. They were all full of skies and light at different times of the day: of landscapes, seascapes, their weather and their seasons, storms, sunrises, thundery winters, sunlit summers, balmy autumns – all by the same hand. She took one off the wall and carried it to the window. ‘J. M. W. Turner’ was clearly discernible in the bottom right-hand corner.

‘Come and look!’

‘It’s rather good, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘My mother loathed water-colours unless they were done by her, so I suppose she just bunged all these in a maid’s bedroom to be out of the way.’

‘Have you noticed the signature?’

He looked, and then looked at her. ‘Good Lord! The chap we saw in the Tate! What an extraordinary thing!’

‘You’ve never seen them before?’

‘Never. They must have been here for ages. It’s a good thing, because if my mother had realized about them she’d have sold them like a shot. She sold all the good pictures – whenever she needed money, in fact.’ He watched her put the picture back on the wall, then he said: ‘I suppose they’re all Turners?’

‘You could take one to London to find out. I should think that if one of them is they all will be.’

‘How many are there?’

They both counted.

‘Forty-eight,’ he said.

‘Fifty-two. There are four behind the door.’

‘He must be awfully valuable,’ he said; he seemed rather dazed.

‘Yes.’

‘So – if I sold them, I’d have some money?’

‘Of course you would. Only – won’t there be death duties?’ She’d heard her father talking about them when the Brig died.

‘I don’t think there will. When Mr Crowther read me the will, it turned out my father left the house and all its contents first to my brother, and then, when he died, to me. He never told us. And, anyway, it’s all tied up in some ghastly trust, so it can’t be sold or blown up or anything like that. I suppose, actually, these pictures would be worth thousands of pounds?’

‘Thousands.’


‘Enough to repair the house, do you think?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know. I should think so.’

‘But probably not enough to do that and live in it,’ he said.

As they were leaving the room, he suddenly said, ‘Have one!’

‘Have what?’

‘A picture. Choose one. Well, do it tomorrow, when you can see them better. Choose the one you like best. You found them, after all.’

‘I can’t possibly. It’s very kind of you,’ she added, ‘but I don’t think you’ve taken in how – well, how valuable they are. And you need the money.’

‘I suppose I do. A bit of me would quite like to sell the Turners, buy Nan a cottage and just lock the doors here and never come back. What do you think of that?’ They had reached the main staircase now. He said, ‘Would you mind awfully sitting on the stairs while I talk to you about something? If we go down, Nan will interrupt us with rock cakes.’

‘All right.’

‘First, I really do want you to have a picture. If you won’t choose one, I’ll have to, and I’ll get it wrong.’

Before she could answer, he said, ‘Otherwise, what do you think of what I said just now? About leaving the house, and all that?’

‘I suppose,’ she said slowly – she was trying to imagine being him – ‘it depends whether you love it at all. Because if you do, and you abandon it, it might haunt you, rather.’

‘If you were left it, what would you do?’

‘Oh, I think I’d try to live in it. I’d make bits of it, at least, comfortable, and then I’d see how it went.’

‘Would you?’

She remembered then his saying something like that on the telephone to her – and just in the same way. This time she could see him. He was fixed upon her, earnest as well as tender. ‘Then I must take the plunge, would you live here with me? Would you marry me and do that? Would you at least consider it?’

‘I don’t need to consider it,’ she said, discovering how little she needed to do that.

‘You mean it? You really will actually marry me?’

‘I want to marry you.’ It seemed to her then that she had always wanted to marry him – had never had a single doubt.

‘I’ve wanted to marry you from the moment I saw you,’ he said. ‘And then, the more I saw you, the more I wanted to. But I didn’t think I had a hope. And then, just when I was beginning to hope that I had a hope all this happened about my father dying and getting saddled with this place and not having any money … I thought you ought to see it all … and then the Turners …’

‘I would have married you without a single Turner.’

‘Would you?’

When he had kissed her – a sweet and long kiss – and they had drawn a little apart she saw how his radiance transformed him.

‘Your eyes are like stars – like those sapphires that have a star in them,’ he said, as she put her arms round his neck.

They spent an unknown amount of time on the stairs in a state of joyful ease, not saying very much until the dusk had become dark and they were interrupted by the distant booming of a gong.

‘That’ll be Nan with our tea.’ He took her hand and they crept carefully down the staircase to the door that led on to the passage where he felt for and found a light switch. Weak yellow light illuminated the passage that led back to the room where they had lunch; the fire had been made up and the table set for tea.

Nan appeared at once as if by magic. ‘I took the liberty of calling you because as we all know drop scones won’t wait for anyone,’ she said. She had given them one shrewd glance, and then busied herself with a covered dish and a silver teapot on the table.

After one long look at Polly, he said, ‘We’re going to be married, Nan, and you’re the first to know.’

She straightened up from setting the table and wiped her hand on her overall. ‘I did wonder,’ she said, and shook Polly’s hand. ‘I hope you’ll be very happy.’ she said. ‘I’ve known him since before he was born and there’s not an ounce of vice in him.’

‘You make me sound like a horse!’

‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘Your young lady can see you’re not a horse.’ She turned to Polly. ‘You have your nice tea if his lordship will condescend to pour you a cup. You can call me when you’re finished.’

‘She approves of you, my darling Polly – may I call you Polly, by the way?’

‘Unless you want to stick to Miss Cazelet – or,’ she found she enjoyed saying this for the first time, ‘I suppose, in due course, Mrs Lisle.’

‘Well, actually, that’s another thing. I’m afraid you won’t be Mrs Lisle. You’ll be Polly Fakenham. Chronic association with me turns you into a lady.’

‘You mean when she said your lordship she meant it?’

‘We could be called Lisle if you prefer it. Being a lord usually turns out to be more expensive, and as you know, I’ve hardly got a bean. All I can offer you is the froglike devotion of a lifetime.’

‘No. I think I should enjoy being Lady Fakenham. It sounds like someone in an Oscar Wilde play.’

‘It goes with the house,’ he said. ‘And, after all, when we’re quite alone, you can always call me Gerald.’

Hours later she lay in a surprisingly comfortable bed in one of the many spare rooms, clutching a stone hot-water bottle to her and wearing an old white long-sleeved nightdress, procured for her by Nan, and thought about this amazing day during which so much had happened to change her life. She lay in the dark so crammed with memories that were randomly of this day and of days long gone before it – of lying on the grass at Lansdowne Road with Louise telling her she’d marry one of the people who proposed to her out of sheer kindness, and for years afterwards being afraid that that might actually happen … and here she was, with Gerald, and kindness didn’t come into it. And Dad, at his club when she was having dinner with him saying that one day she would fall in love and get married ‘but you have to meet people to find the right one’. And she had gone to that party that she hadn’t wanted to go to and met him. Tomorrow she would ring Dad and say that she wanted to bring someone to meet him and he would guess at once why, and then when he met Gerald, of course he’d be fearfully relieved at how wonderful Gerald actually was. Here, the thought intervened that her mother would never know that, and grief, which had seemed deeply buried, sprang freshly from its grave. I’ve simply got used to missing her, she thought, but I shall always miss her. I’m far luckier than poor Wills, because I have so much more of her to remember. Then she thought about Gerald again to comfort her. She thought how funny he was when he felt at ease. There had been no shortage of personal remarks that evening, either: he had never stopped making them – in fact, he thought she was much more beautiful, interesting and charming than she really was. What would Clary think of it all? She felt she knew now that Clary could not really have been in love with Noël: she had been far too anxious and unhappy throughout the whole affair to have been that, and the end of it had been awful for her. After the abortion, when she had seemed sunk in a kind of stupor, Archie had made her go and live in a cottage he had found for her and write her book. He went down at weekends to cheer her up and urge her on – at least, that was what she supposed, because when she had suggested going down, Clary hadn’t seemed to want her to come. They had grown apart, and she was afraid that the contrast now between their lots would make this worse. It won’t. It can’t. I really love her, she thought. She had told Gerald about Clary this evening – all of it – and he had listened properly and seemed really to mind. Clary would like Gerald and she would come and stay. The house would make her laugh, though: it was so unlike the house that Polly had so often carefully described to her that one day she was going to have, it was almost the opposite; rather a challenge, she thought slowly – she was getting rather drowsy. There were so many rooms, it would probably take her all her life … she thought about some of the new things she had learned about Gerald. He could play the piano and he rode very well. These pieces of information had come from Nan, and had been the only two occasions when he had reverted to blushing – something that had otherwise stopped. ‘I was so in awe of you,’ he had said, ‘you seemed such a marvel. You know, like looking closely at a butterfly’s wing – every detail is perfect.’

Tomorrow they were going to explore outside. There was a lake, choked with water-lilies and weed, he said, and a rose garden, but the roses hadn’t been pruned for years and it was full of weeds, and there were four glass-houses, falling to bits, and a walled garden for vegetables (this had been when they had discussed the possibility of growing asparagus as a way of making money). There was a bluebell wood, and other woods, but most of the farmland had been sold off. His mother had been a determined seller of anything that would raise money. This had come out when Nan, chatty from her glass of champagne, had arrived with a small brown-paper package that she had dumped before Gerald.

‘Twasn’t my business,’ she said, ‘but there’s such a thing as right and wrong, and some of us knows it and some don’t. When her ladyship sent all the family jewels up to London to some sale, I couldn’t stand the idea that this should go. It was your grandmother’s and, as you know, I first went into service with her when I was thirteen. Your grandmother gave it to your father to give to your mother when they were engaged, but it was too small for her ladyship’s finger and she never cared for it. It walked – and nothing was said. If you hadn’t married, Mr Gerald dear, I’d have given it to your lordship just the same, though the dear knows what you would have done with it.’

Inside the brown paper was a dark blue leather box and inside that, wedged on its dirty white velvet, was a ring – an oval star sapphire surrounded by diamonds. She felt it with her fingers, remembering what he had said about her eyes after he had kissed her, and was beset by a surge of such pure happiness that she thought she loved not only Gerald, but everybody in the world.




Four

THE WIVES

December 1946 – January 1947

‘How was your Christmas? Really?’

‘Oh, darling! I don’t know where to begin.’

Jessica had come to tea, which had been taken with Miss Milliment, and therefore Christmas had been discussed with the stock cheerfulness that said nothing about emotional undercurrents. Jessica had described Nora’s Christmas tree with a present for every inmate, and how Father Lancing had brought some of his choir to sing carols, and how she, Jessica, had made four dozen mince pies that had been consumed on this single occasion, and how the pipes had frozen just before the holiday began, and burst just in time for Christmas Eve. Villy had told Jessica about cooking her first Christmas dinner (Miss Milliment had said how good it had been), and how the children had played Racing Demon all over the drawing-room floor and Lydia had accused Bernadine of cheating and Teddy had got very angry. ‘And I made a Christmas cake that was like a bomb shelter,’ she had said.

Now, Miss Milliment had tactfully retired to her room: Lydia and Roland were out having a Christmas treat with Rachel, and she had Jessica to herself. The room was reasonably warm since, although there was practically no coal to be had, Cazalets’ sent a lorryload of off-cuts, and the sisters sat each side of the log fire, Jessica lying on the sofa with her elegant shoes off and she, Villy, in the only comfortable armchair.

Seeing Jessica lying there, looking so well groomed in her beige and green tweed suit with a jumper exactly matching the green, their mother’s pearls round her neck and her newly set hair, she felt a pang of resentment. How the tables had turned! Now it was she whose hands were rough with kitchen work, who never seemed to have time to get her hair done, whose clothes each day were chosen for their suitability for housework and keeping warm. It was she who had Miss Milliment to look after, had young children unused to London, who had to be fed and entertained and looked after, and worse, she was having to do this all on her own, whereas Jessica, with her neat little Chelsea house, had a daily maid and a husband.

‘I don’t think I can begin to convey to you how awful it was,’ she said, and instantly, as she had known that she would, Jessica started upon a flurry of flimsy silver linings. ‘It must be nice to have Teddy home,’ she said.

‘Of course I’m glad he’s back. But I’m worried about him. Edward’ (she pronounced his name with a new, bitter clarity) ‘doesn’t pay him enough. He has the most awful struggle to make ends meet. And Bernadine – I have them to supper once a week – told me that that woman has a housekeeper, a daily woman and someone to look after her child! Something of a contrast to here.’

‘Well, darling, you did choose this house—’

‘When I thought I was going to live in it with my husband!’ There was a short silence, and when she had lit a cigarette, she said, ‘And he’s bought her a new car!’

‘He did give you one, didn’t he? The Vauxhall?’

‘It’s hardly the same, is it? I need one. She has someone to chauffeur her around.’ She smiled then, to show that however awful everything was, she could take it.

Wanting to give her something to smile at, Jessica said, ‘Judy says Lydia is tremendously popular at school. She said she was wonderful as Feste. Such a pretty voice. How pleased Daddy would have been.’

‘Yes, he would, wouldn’t he?’ For a moment they were amiably united by nostalgic affection. ‘But I expect Mummy would have been simply shocked at her playing a member of the opposite sex. Which would knock out Shakespeare completely for any girls’ school.’

‘Oh, it didn’t,’ Jessica said. ‘They simply cut out the rude bits and most of the then wear sort of robes anyway. I don’t think Shakespeare counted when it came to decorum – even with Mummy.’

‘How’s Judy?’

Jessica sighed. ‘Going through a difficult phase. She argues with Raymond, which he doesn’t like at all, and she somehow seems too big for the house. She’s always knocking things over and shouting when one can hear her perfectly well if she simply speaks. I think sixteen is almost the worst age.’

‘And Angela?’

‘Good news. She’s having a baby.’

‘Darling, how nice for you!’

‘If only she wasn’t thousands of miles away, it would be. I want to go over, of course, when it’s born, but Raymond won’t let me go by myself, and he hates the idea of the voyage. I must say I sometimes almost envy you being free to make your own decisions.’ Looking at her sister’s face, she retreated from this notion. ‘Of course I know it’s awful, darling, I really do. But Raymond doesn’t like to let me out of his sight, and honestly I do find it claustrophobic. He doesn’t like parties, or concerts, or any fun, really. All he wants to do is sit in that coach house he’s converting, grumbling about what Nora has done to his house, and bullying the builders.’

There was a silence during which Villy looked at Jessica and thought how astonishingly insensitive she really was. It was all part of what she now had to endure – passing sympathy of the kind one might proffer to someone who had mislaid something, and then reams of stuff about the petty inconveniences of her life.

‘How is Louise? Isn’t it about time—?’

‘She hardly comes near me. I think I told you that she was in cahoots with her father about the whole wretched business behind my back – he talked to her before me – and when I did see her she admitted that she’d met that woman, actually had dinner with them, so it’s quite clear to me which side she’s on.’

‘Have you seen him?’

She sensed sympathy. ‘Not since some time before Christmas. He asked me to lunch because he wanted me to divorce him.’

‘Are you going to?’

‘I don’t know. Why should I? I don’t want a divorce.’

When Jessica didn’t reply, she said, ‘You think I should?’

‘Well, it does sound as though you’re in rather a strong position. I mean, if he wants it and you don’t. You might get him to make rather more generous provision for you in return for agreeing.’

‘I’m not interested in money!’

‘Darling, if you don’t mind me saying so, that’s because you’ve always had enough of it. I haven’t, as you know, and it’s made me realize that being unhappy with not enough money is infinitely worse than being unhappy with more. That’s all I meant.’

She was trying to help. She was wrong, of course, but she meant well. ‘I’ll think about it,’ Villy said, to close the subject. ‘That’s a very pretty suit. Did you get it from Hermione?’

‘Yes. She’s got some very nice tweeds. And it’s bliss not to have to stick any more to the utility thing. I always loathed those frightfully short skirts. You should go and look.’

Villy offered a drink, and Jessica said one would be lovely, and then she must go. For the rest of her visit, they stuck to safe subjects … Christopher, who had spent Christmas with Nora to help, seemed to have become rather religious, and Father Lancing, who was very High Church, had taken rather a fancy to him, or he to Father Lancing – at any rate, Christopher was always doing things for the parish, running errands and so forth, ‘although I think that was partly to get away from Raymond’, she finished. Roland was having lessons with Miss Milliment, but of course next autumn he would really have to go to school, Villy said, although she was not going to send him away. Miss Milliment, apart from being a little deaf, was much the same, although her sight did seem to be worse. Jessica divulged the fact that Raymond and Richard had got rather drunk together on New Year’s Eve and that Nora had been outraged. ‘But for once I think Raymond was right, and it was good for poor Richard to have a little fun.’ Then she had added that it was rather awful to think that getting drunk with Raymond constituted fun, and they had both laughed.

They had become friends again. She felt quite sorry when Jessica left.

Armed with her own clothes coupons and some that the Duchy had given her at Christmas, she did go and see Hermione. She decided to ring up first to be sure that Hermione would be there. She was, and immediately asked her to lunch. She left lunch for Miss Milliment and the children, and promised to be back in time for tea. Lydia had protested, ‘Honestly, Mummy, it’s terrifically boring having lunch with nobody of my age,’ but she was placated by being allowed to make a cake. ‘Only you’ll have to use dried eggs.’

It was a raw, cold January day; there had been a heavy frost and the sky was dense with what looked like snow; there was ice on the lake in Regent’s Park and the grass was white with rime. People waiting for buses in Baker Street looked pinched with cold; it was even cold in the car, and Villy was glad when she reached the cosy shop in Curzon Street. Hermione, as usual, made her feel both distinguished and welcome. ‘How too, too lovely that you were able to come! And it’s so lucky because my divine chestnut has gone lame so no hunting this week. Miss MacDonald! Look who’s here!’ and Miss MacDonald, wearing the jacket that matched her pinstriped flannel skirt, appeared from the depth of the shop, and smiled and said how nice it was to see her.

‘I’m sure Miss MacDonald could rustle up a cup of coffee – in fact, we’d both like some, if you’d be an angel.’ Miss MacDonald smiled again and disappeared.

‘What’s happened to your neck?’

‘I broke it last week. Rory and I rather misjudged the most enormous hedge that turned out to have a horrid ditch on the other side of it. We both came down, but our respective vets have said the damage is superficial. Rory has to rest and I have to wear this horrid collar. Sit down, darling, and let’s consider what you would like to see.’

Villy sat on the fat little sofa, newly upholstered in grey damask, while Hermione lowered herself stiffly on to a chair. ‘I don’t need party clothes. There aren’t any parties these days.’ She looked up from getting a cigarette out of her bag and met Hermione’s shrewd, cool gaze. ‘I’m not being sorry for myself,’ she said. ‘It’s simply a matter of fact.’

‘I always think the English concept of best clothes that are hardly ever worn is one of the chief reasons why they look so dowdy. One should wear one’s best clothes all the time. I think what you need is a really ravishing tweed suit, and perhaps a cosy woollen dress that will lend itself to some of your beautiful jewellery. But we’ll see.’ They saw for about two hours, at the end of which she had acquired a suit of charcoal and cream tweed with charcoal velvet trimming, a dress in fine facecloth the colour of black currants with long sleeves and a high neck, and a short coat in black doeskin lined with artificial fur. Of course, she had looked at, and tried on, many other things – including, at Hermione’s insistence, a long straight evening skirt of black crêpe with a multi-coloured figured-velvet jacket. ‘It is lovely, but I’d never wear it,’ she said, and realized that for the past two hours she had not, until now, remembered her altered state.

Hermione took her to the Berkeley, where they had a secluded corner table with the head waiter behaving as though Hermione lunching there had filled his cup. When they had settled for hot consommé and a casserole of grouse, Hermione said, ‘Now we’re out of Miss MacDonald’s earshot, I really want to know how you are and what is going on. Are you knee-deep in lawyers?’

‘No. Edward’s lawyer wrote to me once about money, but that’s all. Why?’

‘Divorces usually have lawyers attached to them. I imagined you were divorcing him.’

‘I don’t know. He wants me to.’

‘That’s not a good reason. I think it should be entirely for your sake.’

‘Why?’

‘Darling, he has behaved abominably. Unless, of course, he has recognized this and wants to change his mind …’

‘Oh, no. He’s set up with her now. They have a household.’ She heard, and disliked, the bitterness in her own voice. ‘Oh, Hermione, I find it so hideous! I can’t stop thinking about it. To know that he’s in London, a few miles away, getting up and making plans with her at breakfast – he must drive almost past the end of my road going back to her in the evenings, and his taking her out, going to his club with her so that all the members can see her – they’ve even been to dinner with people who used to be our friends – and then going back to their house and their bedroom—’ She could not go on: her imagination by no means stopped there, but she was ashamed of the disgusting thoughts that so easily took possession of her, night after night, and so frequently rendered her sleepless until they had run their revolting course. Not here! Not in this restaurant, in broad daylight, with Hermione opposite her. She picked up her glass of water and sipped it while she tried to think of something pretty and harmless. ‘It’s all been such a shock,’ she finished lamely, because she had said this so many times before. Daffodils, she thought, that cliché-ridden poem of Wordsworth’s that Daddy used to love so much. But it was too late. Looking at Hermione’s attentive, carefully expressionless face, she felt exposed.

‘It is vile for you … I can’t help feeling that you need to be entirely shot of him so that you can do something else with your life.’

‘But what could I do? I’m years past dancing, even if I’d been doing it all my life. I gave all that up for Edward.’

‘You might teach – children, perhaps. More and more little girls seem to want to do ballet.’

‘I don’t think anyone would have me. I’m fearfully rusty.’

‘You don’t know that.’

For the rest of lunch it seemed to her that every time she explained – with a practical reason – why she would not be able to do something, Hermione simply presented her with something else, until she felt hedged in by possibilities.

As they got back to the shop to collect her new clothes, she said, ‘I suppose one of the reasons why I don’t want to divorce Edward is that it would mean I was giving in, just doing what he wants and becoming nobody in the process.’

To which Hermione in her light, rather amused drawl, answered, ‘I don’t think you would. I’m divorced, after all – have been for ages when it was far less acceptable, and I am not a nobody. Never have been.’

‘Oh, darling, I’m sorry! Of course you aren’t but I’m not glamorous and entertaining and all the things you are.’

‘Oh, my dear! What an abject refugee! And here is Miss MacDonald with your sackcloth and ashes.’

She drove home full of the conversation at lunch. Of course, it had not changed her mind but it had provided food for thought. She felt uncertain, excited and fearful: the future branched out before her with more prongs to it than she had been envisaging. Perhaps she could start a small ballet class? This had nothing to do with a divorce: she could not see why Hermione had connected the two things. Perhaps she would talk to Sid, who taught at a girls’ school and might have ideas about how one set about getting teaching work.

But when she got home it was to a strong smell of burning cake – and freezing cold, since Lydia had opened all the windows to get the smoke out, she explained. She found Miss Milliment on her knees before the sitting-room fireplace, trying to clear out the grate – the fire had gone out – in order to re-lay and light it. Oh, Lord! she thought. How could I ever think of doing anything? ‘I leave you for a few hours and look what happens!’ she scolded. ‘All those cake materials wasted, and the kitchen looks as though you’ve been cooking for about two days, Lydia! And why did you let the fire go out? You were in here, weren’t you?’ She was helping Miss Milliment to her feet as she spoke.

‘I fear it was my fault,’ Miss Milliment was saying. ‘I fell asleep over the crossword after lunch and did not keep an eye on everybody as I should have.’

‘You shouldn’t have had to. Lydia is quite old enough to have dealt with things.’

‘It was Roland who burnt the cake,’ Lydia said. ‘He turned the gas up to make it cook quicker. I could have told him how stupid that was.’

‘And don’t tell tales. Will you never learn not to do that?’

‘I think at my age it’s too late now for me to learn that kind of thing.’

‘It was my fault, Mummy. I’m really sorry. We were playing Racing Demon and we forgot the cake. And I’m afraid I fused the lights upstairs because I was doing my experiment and there was a bang. Sorry, Mum. I’ll do the fire for you.’ He stumped on to the tiled fireplace and there was a scrunching sound that turned out to be Miss Milliment’s spectacles, which had fallen off when she was being hauled to her feet.

‘Have you got another pair, Miss Milliment?’

‘I believe I have still the ones that I had before I left London. They are in my father’s old case, as they were his frames. Somewhere. I cannot quite recollect where.’

Hours later, Villy had mended the fuse, got the fire going, shut the windows – it had begun to snow – set Lydia to clearing up the kitchen and Roland to help her with the washing-up, spent ages searching through Miss Milliment’s battered and capacious luggage for the spare spectacles, which proved almost useless when they were found, made tea for everyone with toast and potted meat instead of the cake, cleaned the oven and got more wood from the shed in the garden, sent Roland up to have his bath before supper and had another confrontation with Lydia about the state of her bedroom, which resulted in Lydia bursting into tears and then coming to her and saying that she had rung up Polly, who had invited her to supper and she was jolly well going. As this meant one bus down Abbey Road and Baker Street, she allowed it on the understanding that Lydia came back in a taxi for which she gave her money. Lydia went off, white-faced and sulking, and Villy felt miserable about it. As she had been coming downstairs from Roland she had overheard Lydia on the telephone saying, ‘… it’s horrible here’, and the phrase, and her daughter’s voice saying it, kept repeating in her head. After all her efforts it was horrible!

Roland said he didn’t want any supper, and proved to have a temperature. He couldn’t have caught cold already – must have been cooking up some ailment before that. She settled him down with an aspirin and a hot drink, and then began to make supper for herself and Miss Milliment who, it was clear to her, could hardly see at all. ‘I’ll take you tomorrow morning to the optician,’ she said, ‘and we’ll have two pairs of glasses made.’ She made herself an extremely strong gin before dinner. It meant that she was going to run out of it before the grocer would let her have another bottle, but she was so tired and dispirited, she didn’t care. She gave Miss Milliment her sherry, but the glass got knocked over before she had had more than one sip of it. ‘Oh, my dear Viola, what must you think of me?’

‘It’s quite all right, only I’m afraid there’s only a drop left.’

She went to the kitchen to get it. It would probably take a week for the new glasses to be made and she realized that everything about Miss Milliment’s life would be a hazard until they were. I shall be more pinned to the house than usual, she thought, as she put the potatoes on to boil, scorching her finger with the match. ‘Oh! Damn!’ The sudden pain brought tears to her eyes.

When she had given Miss Milliment what remained of the sherry, she topped up her gin without thinking. ‘The other half’, Edward had always called the statutory second drink. But no sooner had she settled herself upon the sofa than unmistakably she heard Roland crying. ‘I don’t think he’s very well,’ she said, and then, as she was pounding upstairs, realized that Miss Milliment had not heard him and therefore hadn’t understood what she had said.

He was sitting up in bed, crying. When he saw her, he cried, ‘Oh, Mummy! I want you to be with me!’

She sat on his bed and put her arms round him. He was hot and his hair was damp with sweat. ‘Darling! How do you feel?’

‘Crumbly.’ He thought for a moment. ‘I feel like a weak old biscuit. Hot and crumbly.’

‘Biscuits aren’t hot,’ she said, stroking his head. His ears stuck out in spite of Ellen taping them back when he’d been a baby, and with his feverishly bright eyes and the widow’s peak of his hair that grew, like hers, just off centre, he looked like a small monkey. ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘A cold drink. There’s toast in my bed scratching me.’

She picked him up and put him in a chair wrapped in an eiderdown with a thermometer in his mouth while she tidied his bed which, apart from undeniable crumbs of something, contained his two bears, a dismantled torch, his favourite tin tip-up lorry and some sticking plaster that had come off his knee. ‘You’ve got so many things in your bed, no wonder it’s not comfy. Now. Let’s see.’ His temperature was a hundred and one, in spite of the aspirin.

He began crying again. ‘I don’t want you to go!’

‘I won’t be a minute, my darling. Let’s put you back in your nice tidy bed, with Tedward and Grizzly.’

When she came back with the drink, he said, ‘Why can’t we go back to living with Ellen and Wills and Jules and everyone? Why do we have to live in a house by ourselves?’

She explained – not for the first time – about all the family returning to London because the war was over, and coaxed him to drink a little. He was snuffling now, and she helped him to blow his nose. But when she started to tuck him up, he became frantic again. ‘I don’t want you to go!’

‘How would it be if you slept with me tonight? With Tedward and Grizzly in my bed? I’ll get you a night-light, and then when you wake up I’ll be with you.’ That seemed to go down well. She carried him to her room, went downstairs again and found a night-light, which she put in a saucer. When she got back to him, he was lying quite peacefully in her bed. She kissed him and he received her kiss with a dignified satisfaction. As she was leaving the room, he said, ‘Mum! I know why Dad doesn’t come here.’

‘Oh?’

‘The ceilings are too low for his head. It might be better if we got a taller house.’

‘I’ll think about it. Sleep tight.’

She went to tell Miss Milliment that she was now going to get supper, but in the kitchen discovered that the potatoes had boiled dry, had begun to catch on the bottom of the pan. She tipped them out, and cut the burned pieces off them. There was neither milk nor margarine to mash them. She put them on a tray with the remains of a meat loaf she had made. It would have to do. She was too exhausted to flunk about any other vegetable. She finished her gin: she wasn’t hungry, but luckily Miss Milliment wouldn’t see if she hardly ate any supper.

But Miss Milliment seemed to know some things whether she could see or not. After they had discussed Roland – she would ring the doctor in the morning – the current strike of the road hauliers, and the food shortages, the desirability or not of using the Army to distribute food supplies and the imminent shortage of potatoes, she said, ‘Viola, my dear, there is something I wanted to discuss with you—’ but then the telephone rang.

It was Lydia. Polly had asked her to stay the night, was that okay? She’d be back after breakfast. ‘Well, for lunch anyway,’ she said.

‘You haven’t got anything with you,’ she heard herself weakly (and pointlessly) saying.

‘It’s okay. Polly will lend me a nightdress and I took my toothbrush just in case she asked me.’

‘All right. Have a good time.’

‘I am! It’s lovely here.’

And horrible here, she thought, as she went back to the sitting room. ‘That was Lydia,’ she said, as she sat down at the small gate-legged table. ‘She’s staying the night with Polly,’ and then, without any warning, she burst into tears.

Up until now, she had preserved a tight-lipped silence on the subject of being abandoned: she had had, of course, to tell Miss Milliment that Edward was leaving her and going to live with someone else, but she had done it in such a way as to preclude any discussion – or, indeed, any further mention of it. Miss Milliment had listened, had said quietly how very, very sorry she was and that had been that. But now, it all poured out – she could not stop herself: the need to confide her terrible sense of humiliation and failure, her anger at being lied to and betrayed, her resentment that, having been, as she felt, a good wife for all these years and having therefore, in a sense, earned the peace and security of old age in the married state, she should now be faced with the anxiety and fear of ending her life alone – not that she felt she had any life to speak of anyway, but now, she felt, she was going to have to be grateful and obliged to people for any stray consideration or kindness, neither of which could, in any case, even assuage her loneliness because nobody would ever know or care about her desperately unhappy she was … She had stopped there for a moment, staring at Miss Milliment with streaming eyes. They could neither of them see each other, but Miss Milliment groped with her hand across the table until she found Villy’s and held it. And now, she said, Edward wanted her to divorce him so that he could marry this woman who had destroyed her life. And people seemed to think that this was perfectly reasonable. She should not only lose her husband, but virtually give him to someone else! Jessica, her own sister, thought something of the kind. And the friend she’d had lunch with today had seemed to think that divorce would stimulate her into starting some sort of career in ballet again – and teaching – since having given up her real career entirely for Edward she was, of course, too old to resume it. Think what Mama would have said about divorce! She stopped here, feeling that this was the cue for Miss Milliment’s shocked agreement. But it wasn’t. ‘I do not feel,’ she said, ‘that Lady Rydal’s views upon such matters can be of much use to you now, Viola. A very great deal has changed since her day. Had changed, in fact, long before her death. Divorce no longer carries the stigma that once it did. It cannot, since there are now so many – nearly a hundred thousand in the last two years, I remember reading in the newspaper. No. I am concerned for your unhappiness. I am acutely aware of that. It is what I wanted to talk to you about.’

Lydia saying ‘it’s horrible here’ recurred, and she said, almost angrily, ‘Oh! You mean I’ve been going about with a long face making everybody feel miserable! Well, I don’t see what I can do about that. I can’t change what has happened.’

‘No, you cannot.’

‘So?’

‘You have to think about what you can change.’

She was silent. She did not know – did not particularly want to know – what her old governess meant: she was almost back to sulking in the schoolroom, remembering how Miss Milliment used to lead, coax, invite her to arrive at conclusions, as it were by her own volition.

‘Responses?’ Miss Milliment said, after the pause. ‘It is possible to change those, and sometimes this can lead to a better understanding.’ She waited a moment. ‘I think of you as having so much generosity of spirit. I know of no one who takes the trouble to be so constantly and unobtrusively kind as you, my dear Viola. And I have admired this all the more because, ever since you took me in during the war, I have been conscious that your life has disappointed you or, perhaps I should say, has not presented you with the opportunities to realize to the full your considerable gifts. Is that not right?’

It was. It had always been true, but it was a bit late now to change that. ‘I’m nearly fifty!’

‘My father did not die until I was fifty-three and it was not until his death that I started to earn my living.’

It was different for her. She had had to – there was no money – but Villy did not like to say this.

‘Of course, it was necessary for financial reasons. But there are other kinds of necessity, aren’t there?’

‘You think I should find some work – get a job?’

‘I think you might enjoy having something to do that interested you beyond the domestic round. It is worth thinking about.’

‘But even if I did – find something – what has that to do with divorcing Edward? Do you mean I should shake that dust off my feet and say good riddance?’

‘Oh, I don’t think you would ever do or say that. It is not in your nature. No: presumably that is what he wants and it would be in keeping with your character if you made that gesture towards him.’ She was silent for a moment, and then she said: ‘I fear you may think that a monstrous suggestion. But whatever you do now will be difficult. Since Edward has gone, and you could not prevent that, remaining married to him in name will keep you trapped, as much as it will him. You will not be able to rid yourself of the idea – however unlikely – that he will return to you, and I fear you may come to hate him because he does not. It is extraordinarily difficult not to hate someone when one feels powerless with them.’ A small smile eddied its way from her mouth down into her chins. ‘Goodness! How I used to hate my father sometimes! And how miserable and wretched that made me feel! My dear Viola, I am afraid I have fallen into the trap of being wise after my own events, as it were. It was so clear to me afterwards – after he died – that I had never made my own wishes known to him, so how could he know that I had any? I saw myself as the dutiful, unmarried daughter, sacrificing my life to his comfort. It came to me afterwards that martyrs are not really good domestic company. Poor Papa! How dull it must have been for him.’


Villy became conscious of her hand being stroked. ‘I have great love and admiration for you,’ Miss Milliment was saying. ‘You were always my favourite pupil in those days. Such a good mind! So quick to apprehend and then apply yourself, as I remember telling your dear father. You were his favourite as well.’

Lying in bed beside Roland, with the night-light burning in case he woke (his fever seemed to have broken – his forehead was damp with sweat), she felt the same kind of feverish relief. For the first time in months she could feel the weight of her own body – a welcome lassitude, a fatigue that was certain to be recompensed by sleep. She turned on her side so that she could face her son: the sight of him made her feel weak with love.

‘I’m afraid I spilled a teeny drop or two, but I think it only went on to the sheet. Not the blankets.’ She smiled reassuringly at her daughter and dabbed her mouth with her napkin still in its napkin ring. She was having breakfast in bed, her pink bed-jacket draped round her shoulders. She could not put it on as she had broken her right arm when she slipped getting off a bus some weeks back; it was still in plaster and she had to wear a sling. This had meant, of course, that she was unable to dress or undress herself, had to be helped in and out of the bath, have her food cut up for her and, worst of all, was unable to knit – a pastime that she had so come to rely upon that Zoë recognized its impossibility as a real hardship.

‘I’ll go and get a cloth.’

‘I think it’s too late for that, dear. I did it just after you brought my tray, but I didn’t call you as I didn’t want to be a trouble.’

This remark or, rather, refrain – since it occurred at least half a dozen times a day – had almost, but not quite, ceased to irritate her. There were variations – a burden, a nuisance were two of the other things her mother said she didn’t want to be – but in this respect, her wishes seemed doomed. She had been living with them now for nearly three months, and there was no doubt at all that she was quietly, persistently, sometimes unobtrusively one or all of these things.

‘I’ll take your tray out now and come back later to help you get up.’

‘No hurry, dear. At your convenience.’

While she washed the breakfast things, Zoë thought despairingly of the sort of day she would once have had, before her mother came, and the sort of day she would have now. She had known it would be difficult, but the difficulties had been of a different kind from those she had envisaged. She knew now that her mother had changed a great deal since the days in the Earl’s Court flat. Years with Maud in the Isle of Wight had accustomed her to being the centre of unremitting attention. She had been treated as a semi-invalid, Maud had made all the dull or difficult decisions for her and, while allowing her to think that she was sharing the chores, had taken on the bulk of them.

When Zoë had brought her mother back to London in November, she had indeed been pathetic, sad, thin, tired, extremely anxious and also – particularly to Rupert – touchingly grateful for being taken in, as she put it. But as she became used to the situation she had gradually encroached upon Zoë’s time. She was always talking about Maud – in relation to herself. ‘She was such a one for little treats,’ she would say. ‘She would ask somebody to tea and not tell me till the last moment, or I would guess because I could smell her flapjacks in the oven.’ Or: ‘She loved surprises. She was always thinking up little ways to cheer me up. Once she drove me all the way to Cowes to have tea in Coffee Ann’s. And then we went to such a good shop to spend our sweet ration. In summer, she would sometimes make us lunch in the garden! She had a sort of rustic bower and a seat – not very comfortable, I must say, but she had an air cushion, which made all the difference. “If you don’t mind the earwigs, Cicely,” she would say, “we’ll have lunch al fresco – if you’re game.” Of course I always was. She took me to the hairdresser once a week. “We must keep up appearances,” she would say, “war or no war.”’ It had been going to the hairdresser that had resulted in her fall. She had, of course, gone on her own, not wanting to be a burden.

The worst of all this was that Zoë felt her exasperation and, indeed, boredom mounting, and hated herself for it. She would tell Rupert this when they were alone, and his responses had changed from defending her mother – ‘She’s really rather pathetic’ – to a wry acceptance that she was, in fact, a bit of a killjoy. Yesterday – the weekend – they had all been having tea, and Juliet had been explaining how at school they fed the birds, but the bread got all hard and frosty for their poor beaks, and then she had said: ‘I’ve got a very good wonderful kind idea for birds, Mummy. I shall spend the whole of next summer collecting worms and keep them in a box and then in winter I’ll give the birds one or two at a time – like rations.’

Mrs Headford had said, ‘I don’t think that worms are very nice for a little girl.’

‘I’m not going to eat them, Gran.’

‘I mean to talk about, dear.’

‘I think they’re very nice. I often talk about them. I talk about anything I think of.’ And seeing her grandmother’s head shaking at her with a maddening smile, Jules had added, ‘You needn’t talk about them if they frighten you.’

Rupert had caught her eye and winked.

They had tried very hard in the early days. Had taken her to the cinema – Anna Neagle and Michael Wilding. That had been a success: she had remarked that Maud had used to say how like she was to Anna Neagle. But when they had anyone to dinner she managed to infest the evening with gentility, with clichés, with a kind of trivial egocentricity that reduced everyone to dull compliance. After a particularly unfortunate evening when they had invited Villy and Hugh and she had held forth on her own (and Maud’s) views about divorce and refused to be deflected by any attempts on Rupert’s part to change the subject, they decided that dinner parties at home were temporarily out. ‘It’s not just that she puts her foot in it,’ Rupert said gloomily, ‘she keeps it there.’

‘I should have told her more about Villy,’ Zoë said. ‘I did tell her that Edward had left her, but I didn’t say that there was going to be a divorce.’

‘Well, I think that if we want to see people in the evening, we’d better take them out.’

‘But that’s terribly expensive, and anyway, Rupe, it’s not fair on you.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

‘Hugh seemed in good form, though.’

‘Yes, he’s very pleased about Poll’s engagement. He really likes the chap.’

After Mrs Headford broke her arm things got better about that, because she announced that if there were guests, she would rather have dinner in bed as she found having her food cut up for her embarrassing.

But then first Juliet and then Ellen were ill: influenza, the doctor said – it was raging, people were suffering from being cold nearly all the time since fuel shortages made it impossible to keep either houses or offices warm and the weather continued to be raw. It was the coldest February since 1881. Mrs Headford had knitted her granddaughter a thick cardigan for Christmas, but, unfortunately, she had chosen a pale pink wool, and Juliet hated pink. She stood miserably in the middle of the room while her grandmother admired her.

‘Aren’t you going to thank your Gran with a kiss?’

She walked over to the armchair, shut her eyes tightly, and gave her a quick peck.

‘You look so pretty in pink.’

‘I don’t want to look pretty, Gran.’

Mrs Headford thought this was a joke. At tea, Juliet reappeared minus the cardigan, wearing her father’s tweed cap the wrong way round, and a large charcoal moustache. ‘This is how I want to look,’ she said. She flatly refused to wear the cardigan at all, although every day, without fail, her grandmother asked why she wasn’t wearing it, until, in desperation, Zoë embroidered red poppies all round the cuffs and edge.

But now she could not knit, and the problem was how she should pass her time. Zoë offered books – novels that she thought light enough – but Mrs Headford simply opened and shut them and said she really only liked library books. This mysterious distinction involved regular trips to the library to select books which, in some cases, they already possessed. Rupert bought her a wireless for Christmas, and this certainly helped, although she remarked plaintively of this – as of reading – that one could not do it all the time. What she liked were little chats about her life in the Isle of Wight and little outings – rendered difficult because of the weather, and when influenza struck, impossible through lack of time. It seemed to Zoë that she spent all her time on freezing excursions to buy food, and then long hours preparing it, followed by exhaustive efforts to get the invalids – and her mother – to eat whatever it was. ‘I know I’m a rotten cook,’ she wailed to Rupert in the evenings, ‘but they all don’t like different things. Jules hates fish and milk puddings, and Mummy says stews give her indigestion, and Ellen won’t eat anything except Bovril made with powdered milk.’

Ellen recovered, and Rupert said that she had confided that she would like to spend a week with her married sister in Bournemouth.

‘I didn’t know she had a married sister!’

‘That’s where she always goes for her holidays. And she’s looking very frail – I think some sea air would do her good.’

‘Of course she must go.’ But she thought that she would still be doing everything, just when she had hoped that Ellen might take over the cooking again, at least.

Then, in the middle of that week, when Juliet was better but still not back at school and therefore bored and fractious, Hugh suddenly asked them to a party he was giving for Polly and Gerald.

‘Of course I can’t go,’ she said. ‘But you must.’

‘Darling, of course you can. Juliet will be tucked up in bed, and your mother will be here.’

‘She’s not very good with Jules.’

‘She won’t have to be anything with her, if Jules is asleep. Anyway, we can give her Hugh’s telephone number.’

So she agreed. She hadn’t been to a party for ages, and looked forward to it. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ her mother said, ‘I can always boil myself an egg.’

‘You won’t need to, Mummy. I’ll leave supper for you in the kitchen and Juliet will be asleep before we go.’

When Rupert came home from work, she was riffling through her wardrobe hopelessly. ‘I’ve nothing to wear!’

‘I’ll choose for you, then.’

‘You’ve got to wear black tie.’

‘I know.’ He was going through her dresses. She had far fewer clothes than she used to have. ‘You never wear this.’ He pulled out a short black silk dress. It was the one she had bought for her first evening with Jack.

‘I can’t wear a short dress!’

‘Well, nobody will have seen you in it because I certainly haven’t. And it looks pretty dressy to me. You should wear your hair up with it.’

In the end she did wear it. After all, she thought, either I should have thrown it away or I should wear it. It was simply taking another step away from Jack, and that was what she wanted to do.


They explained to Juliet that they were going to Uncle Hugh’s and that Gran would be there. This did not go down very well. ‘I really don’t want to stay here just with her. I want to come with you and see Wills.’

‘Wills is at school. You wouldn’t see him. And you haven’t got to talk to Gran. You’ll be asleep.’

‘I won’t! She might come into my room. She really smells so awful, Mummy.’

‘Jules, that’s nonsense – and rather unkind.’

‘It’s not unkind to say what people are. She smells …’ she wrinkled her nose as she thought ‘… she smells sort of like Irish stew with violets in it.’

‘Don’t you dare say that to her. It would hurt her feelings.’

‘I don’t want to say anything to her. She’s not good with children, my dear. That’s what.’

Rupert laughed when she retailed this exchange, but it worried Zoë. ‘Supposing she has a bad dream, or something?’

‘She won’t. She sleeps like a top, and your mother can always ring us at Hugh’s. After all, we’re only a few minutes away.’

Her mother was sitting in her armchair next to the gas fire. Zoë had undressed her earlier, and she was wearing her thick quilted dressing gown. ‘I can’t seem to get into this book,’ she said. ‘It’s all about a clergyman with a difficult wife – a depressing story.’

‘Well, perhaps you should give it up and listen to your wireless,’ she said, as she put the supper tray on the card table in front of her mother’s chair.

‘Oh, no, I don’t think I’d better. The batteries have run right down so that I can hardly hear it.’

‘You should have told me.’

‘I didn’t like to be a trouble.’

‘Here’s our telephone number at Hugh’s in case you need it. We’re just down the road, we can be back in a minute. Juliet is in bed. We’ll wait till she drops off.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m perfectly capable of looking after her. Mind you don’t catch cold in that dress, Zoë. It looks very skimpy to me.’

Rupert had said that he would tell Jules a story to settle her, and Zoë went upstairs to the sitting room to wait for him. Once, she thought, she would have wanted passionately to go to this party; she would have thought about it for weeks, would probably have made or bought a new dress to wear, and would have been utterly cast down if anything had happened to prevent her going. It seemed to her now to be a very long time since she had felt anything of the sort about anything at all. Ever since that evening before she had gone to the Island to fetch her mother, her relationship with Rupert had been in limbo: had altered neither for better nor worse; they were courteous, kind to each other and he had been, she recognized, immensely generous about having her mother, in spite of the many disadvantages this entailed. It cut down the time they could have alone together, but she thought, sadly, that perhaps that was a relief to him as well as to her. Certainly he never protested about it, any more than he teased her as he used to do. They were most at ease with or about Jules, whom he adored; but the rest of the time she sensed – not so much any more that he was withdrawn as that he was resigned. Looking at herself in the mirror over the fireplace, she saw her image, the piled-up dark hair, the thin black shoulder straps emphasizing the whiteness of her skin, and remembered looking at herself in Archie’s flat, when she had dressed there before she had gone to meet Jack, the stranger she had met on a train that morning. Then, she had worn her pearls twined in her hair as she had no other jewellery with her; now, she wore the paste ear-rings that Rupert had given her years ago the Christmas before they had gone skiing with Edward and Villy. She was looking at her reflection but she hardly saw it, because it came to her then that the feelings she sensed in Rupert were a reflection of her own for him. She was no longer withdrawn, but a kind of resignation had taken the place of withdrawal. She was becalmed, trapped by responsibility and goodwill – but without anything more heartfelt. The nearest she had come to natural, spontaneous feeling had been that evening before she had gone to her mother, when she had thought that Rupert did know – somehow – about Jack. She remembered her instant terror when she had asked him how did he know, and then the extraordinary tide of hysterical relief when she had realized that he was talking about her mother – he had known nothing about Jack. Now, she recognized that she also had been stabbed by a disappointment: it had been as though she had been dragged to the edge of a cliff and there had been nothing for it but to take the plunge, only to discover that it was not a cliff, merely a dreary slope. If she had been forced to tell him more about something he already knew, it would be over, one way or another – there would have been some movement, some release from careful immobility. But to do it in cold blood. I simply have not got the courage, she thought, and her image looked back at her with contempt.

‘She’s off. I say, that is a good dress!’ He picked up her overcoat and helped her into it.

‘Is there really going to be dinner for everyone?’

‘A buffet. His secretary has done all the arrangements. She’s pretty efficient so I expect it will be all right.’

Hugh’s house seemed transformed. The large L-shaped drawing room had a fire burning logs that had a wonderful fragrance, and the room was full of blue and white hyacinths. Hugh stood by the fireplace with Polly. She was wearing a pearl grey satin damask dress with a tight bodice and a long full skirt below her tiny waist.

‘This is Gerald,’ she said, after she had kissed them, and a young man with rather bulging eyes blushed.

‘I say, Poll! You do elevate prettiness to an operatic level!’

‘It’s my dress, Uncle Rupe. Dad gave it to me.’

She saw Hugh smiling with pride, and thought how much younger he looked when he smiled. When she said how lovely the room was, he smiled again and said that Mrs Leaf had done it all. ‘She’s here, as a matter of fact,’ he added. ‘I couldn’t let her arrange everything and then not come to the party.’

Simon, very tall and elegant in his dinner jacket, appeared with a tray of champagne: more people were arriving, and the party began.

Throughout it, the drinks, the greetings, the buffet – everyone went down to the dining room to collect a plate and a glass of wine – she was conscious of, fascinated by Polly and Gerald. Even when she could not see them, the power of their happiness radiated the room: their love, which seemed bewitchingly mutual, engendered love from everyone else. She remembered her first dinner at Chester Terrace, to meet Rupert’s parents and brothers. How much she had been in love with Rupert then! And Rupert? Then she had been sure that he adored her, but now her sense of what that meant had changed; now she could see that she had been in love with a man far older than herself who had a dead wife and two of her children. She had been clear that he wanted her, and she had equated that with love; her mother had brought her up to believe that appearance won everything that could be desired. When she had married Rupert, she had been in love with his desire for her; now, she was no longer sure what else she had felt. It had taken Philip and his sexual revenge upon her vanity, and then Jack (for a moment, she could not bear to think what Jack had felt about her) to teach her anything about love. Jack … had he loved her? Not enough to stay with her, at any rate. But perhaps that was not fair; perhaps he had loved her and she had been part of the life that he gave up. I did love him, she thought, for the first time without anguish, I wasn’t enough for him, but I loved him. It was some comfort.

In the car going home, Rupert was very quiet. When she asked him what he was thinking, he said, ‘I was just hoping that Clary would find someone she could love like that. But I’m afraid she’s not like Polly.’

‘She will get over it.’ She knew that Clary had fallen in love with a married man and that he had called an end to the affair.

‘Yes. But getting over something doesn’t mean that you’re the same person that you were before. Clary loves people very seriously.’

They got home to find that Juliet was up, barefooted in her nightdress. The back door to the kitchen that led on to the garden was open and she was chopping up a loaf of bread. ‘I’m feeding the poor birds,’ she said; her teeth were chattering. ‘I took them out one bowl, but it didn’t look enough, so I’m doing some more.’

While Zoë shut the door, boiled a kettle for a hot-water bottle and wrapped her in a blanket, she said that she had woken up because she had dreamed about a horrible seagull who stole all the food ‘and bit the other poor birds with his horrible beak, so I had to make some breakfast for them, Mummy’.

‘Why didn’t you go into Gran’s room?’

‘I did. She was asleep, all muddled in her chair with the lights on. She doesn’t like birds.’

‘Let’s put her in a hot bath,’ Rupert said. ‘The fastest way to warm her up. I’ll do it, you go and see to your mother.’

She found her mother as Jules had described, but with the added horror that her library book had fallen from her lap and been partially charred by the gas fire.

‘Oh dear! I must have dropped off.’

‘And you nearly set fire to the house, Mummy – look at your book!’

‘Oh dear!’

‘And Juliet woke up and you didn’t hear her – she came into your room and you were fast asleep, and now she’s probably caught her death of cold going into the garden.’

‘That’s very naughty of her. She shouldn’t have done that. I was here all the time. She had only to wake me.’

‘Oh, Mummy! You were meant to be looking after her! We go out for one evening and she might have died!’

‘Don’t shout at me, Zoë, I couldn’t help dropping off. How was I to know that she’d wake? You said she never did!’

Before she could stop herself, she completely lost her temper. ‘And you said you were perfectly capable of looking after her! And apart from possibly being burned to death, she’s probably caught pneumonia! After all these months, this is the first time I’ve ever asked you to do anything for me, and look what happens! Well, I’ll never ask you to do anything again, you can be sure of that!’

Her mother’s face, her trembling mouth and frightened eyes stopped her. She was standing, ineffectively tugging at the zip on her dressing gown.

‘I’m sorry. I’ll do that for you.’

‘I think I’d better pay a visit to the bathroom first. You needn’t wait for me. I can put myself to bed.’

Zoë picked up the supper tray and took it out to the kitchen. Then she went back to her mother’s room, turned out the gas fire, and took the counterpane off the bed. Then she waited: she felt shaky and sour, but she couldn’t leave things like this, she wanted to apologize and get the hell out.

Her mother was a long time in the bathroom, and when she returned, Zoë saw that she had been crying.

‘I’m sorry, Mummy. I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that.’

Her mother let herself be helped into bed without saying anything. ‘Shall I take your sling off? You don’t need to wear it in bed.’

She unpinned the silk scarf. As her mother lay down, she said, ‘I did my best for you. You may not have thought it much, but it was the best I could do. In the circumstances.’

‘I know you did. I didn’t mean to make you cry.’

‘I was missing Maud,’ she answered with shaky dignity. ‘It’s hard losing your only friend when you’re my age.’

‘I know – I do realize that. We’ll talk in the morning.’ She kissed the soft pouchy cheek; an empty gesture that would only be significant if it had been absent. ‘Shall I turn off your light?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

When she and Rupert had settled Juliet, he took her arm on the stairs up to their bedroom.

‘Darling! You’re shaking! I’m sure she’ll be all right.’

‘I lost my temper with Mummy. It’s my fault – she’s not capable of anything after all these years of being looked after by her friend. Maud did everything for her – encouraged her to think of herself as an invalid. And now that’s just what she is.’

‘Ellen will be back soon,’ he said.

‘It will be easier when Mummy’s arm is out of plaster,’ she said.

‘Jules is a tough little egg. And, after all, the back garden is only about the temperature of the bathroom at Home Place. She’s used to being cold,’ he said, trying to coax a smile out of her and failing.

‘Let’s get to bed. It’s after one, and you’re dead beat.’

She thought she wouldn’t sleep, but she did – at once, and woke in the morning because Rupert had brought her a cup of tea. It was Saturday so he didn’t have to go to work. Jules was fine, he said; he was giving her breakfast. But there was still her mother’s tray to do. She drank the tea, put on her dressing gown and went down to the kitchen, where Rupert and Jules were sitting at the table.

‘We’re having kippers,’ Jules said.

‘Kippers?’ They couldn’t be.

‘Madam ordered kippers,’ Rupert said.

‘And this is a hotel splongdeed where you can get everything, Mummy.’

She held out a piece of toast spread with anchovy paste from her plate. Rupert had cut the toast into a fish shape.

‘Guests don’t usually eat meals with the waiter,’ she said.


‘I’m the manager,’ Rupert answered, ‘and this is a very special guest.’

She made her mother’s breakfast tray, and with a rather shaky determination to be bright and kind, went into Mrs Headford’s bedroom.

She was up – and partially dressed. That is to say, she was still wearing her bedjacket, but she had managed to get into her roll-on suspender belt and her knickers, and was struggling to fasten her stockings. She had lit her gas fire and drawn the curtains, whose window looked on to the back garden.

‘Oh, Mummy! You should have waited for me.’

‘You know I don’t like to be a burden.’ There was resentment in the familiar phrase.

‘You’re not, honestly. You can’t help your arm. Anyway, it will soon be better.’ She had put the tray down and knelt to do the suspenders.

‘The doctor said next week. So it won’t be long.’

‘No. That’ll be nice, won’t it? You’ll be able to finish your jumper.’

She hooked her mother into the bust bodice that half-heartedly encased the drooping white breasts, slipped the camisole over her head and eased the Viyella shirt sleeve on to the plastered arm. While she was buttoning up the front, her mother said: ‘I’ve been thinking, Zoë. I think I’d rather go home – to the cottage – when my arm is out of plaster. I can perfectly well manage for myself and Maud left me the cottage, after all. I don’t like to think of it empty.’

‘But you know the agent said he could let it for you in the summer, Mummy.’

‘I don’t like to think of it full of strangers among all Maud’s things. And anyway, dear, you have your own life, and you don’t really want me in it. You never have.’ The faded pale blue eyes met hers with an irrefutable directness. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘when I’m not wanted. And there’s no need to tell me that I am. I may be useless, but I’m not a fool. As soon as I’ve got back the use of my right hand, I shall write to Avril Fenwick and she will tell Doris I’m coming back and get the cottage ready for me. I don’t want to argue about this. I’ve thought it all out in the night. Would you pull that curtain further back, dear? It’s taking the light.’

Zoë went to the curtain and the window. Outside, snow, like coarse greyish sugar, lay in the little runnels on the blackened grass, and the bread that Jules had scattered sat in frozen lumps. She felt confused – because with the guilt about her failure there was irrepressible relief that her mother might leave (she realized then that the worst part of having her had been the feeling that it was for ever) – to which was added deep shame – that she should have such a feeling, and that she had behaved so badly in the first place as to make her mother consider such a course. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said at last. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘I don’t think there is anything to say.’

‘I shouldn’t have been so cross last night, but I was frightened about Jules, you see.’

Her mother took a sip of tea and then put the cup back in the saucer. ‘Do you know, Zoë, ever since you were a little girl, you hardly ever apologized for anything, and when you did, you always made an excuse for what you had done to show that it wasn’t your fault.’

All of that day, which seemed interminable, she struggled with this indictment. Was it fair, or true? If it was true, it must be fair. Whatever it was, it rankled bitterly inside her. She could not tell Rupert of her mother’s decision because she didn’t want to talk about it in front of Jules. She sent them out shopping while she tidied the flat and prepared lunch; she remembered to ask Rupert to get some batteries for her mother’s wireless. At least she had remembered that. But when Rupert returned with them and installed them of course it was he whom her mother thanked.

As a treat she had used the week’s meat ration for a Sunday joint. She had chosen pork, because Ellen, who was very good at that, had told her how to cook it. With it she had made apple sauce, mashed potatoes and cabbage, which always seemed to turn out rather watery but at that time of year there was not much choice of vegetable.

Rupert carved. ‘I say! This is a bit of all right!’ he said, in the cheery voice she noticed he seemed always to use when her mother was present.

‘No crackling for me,’ Mrs Headford said.

‘PLEASE DON’T CUT MY MEAT UP!’ Jules shouted.

‘It’s not yours, darling, it’s Gran’s.’

‘Oh. Can I have her crackling?’

‘No. You’ll have your own crackling.’

‘No cabbage! I hate it. I—’

‘Cabbage is good for your complexion,’ Mrs Headford observed.

‘What’s that?’

‘Your skin,’ Rupert said, putting her plate of food in front of her.

‘My skin? My skin? A funny thing, Mummy. You know how people sweat? When they have little blobs on their forehead when they get hot? Well, why don’t blobs of rain go in? Because Ellen says they don’t. She said skin’s waterproof, but if sweat comes out it can’t be, can it?’

‘I see what you mean,’ Rupert said. ‘Perhaps some does go in and you don’t notice.’

‘I don’t think we want to talk about that at lunch-time.’

‘I do, Gran.’ She seized a bit of her crackling in her fingers and bit into it with her sharp white teeth. ‘What would you like to talk about?’ she asked. ‘Oh, I know! Dad says that Polly is getting married. It’s in June. Can I be a bridesmaid, Mummy? It is my turn. Lydia was last time, and she’s far too old now. She’s marrying a man called Gerald Lord.’

‘No, darling, he is a lord. He’s called Gerald Fakenham.’

‘What’s a lord, Dad?’

‘It’s a title. You know, like Dr Ballater being called doctor.’

‘What are lords good at?’

‘A good question. Well, the same things as other peoople, really. Or not, as the case may be.’

‘I expect he has a very nice house and grounds,’ Mrs Headford said, ‘and plenty of money. Very nice for your niece.’

‘I don’t think he’s got any money at all, but Hugh says he’s a very good egg and they both seem very happy.’

‘A good egg, Dad? How can a person possibly be an egg?’

‘It’s just a phrase. It means a good person.’

‘Jules, darling, do eat your lunch.’

‘I am, Mummy, bit by bit.’ She speared a slice of meat with her fork and bit a piece of it.

‘Cut it up first, Jules.’

‘It sounds silly, marrying an egg.’

‘And don’t talk with your mouth full.’

‘Mummy, I can’t do both the things you say. I can’t eat my lunch and not talk with my mouth full.’

And so it went on, the atmosphere saved by Juliet’s prattle. At least Zoë’s mother didn’t bring up the subject of her going then.

Afterwards, they took Juliet to Kensington Gardens to see if there was ice on the Round Pond. Zoë had got some stale bread from the baker’s without coupons so that Juliet could feed the ducks – one of her favourite occupations. Mrs Headford, invited to come, said that she would have a little rest.

Home before it was dark. It had been freezing in the park, and standing about, while Juliet fed the ducks, she had nearly told Rupert about her mother, but each time she was about to start, Juliet claimed their attention.

‘What’s up, darling?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Something’s worrying you.’

‘I’ll tell you later.’

Tea and toast with Marmite to conceal the taste of the bright yellow margarine. Then they played games with Juliet: Rupert tried very hard to get his mother-in-law to join in, but she said she couldn’t play cards with one hand, and when he suggested Pelman Patience, she said she could never remember where any of the cards were. ‘Pegotty, then,’ Rupert said, and they played that, although Jules said she didn’t like it.

Eventually, and by what seemed tediously slow progression, Juliet was bathed and put to bed, supper, mostly left-overs, was laid on the table, eaten and washed up, and then Mrs Headford said that she was tired and would go straight to bed and listen to her wireless. So Zoë helped her mother undress, filled her hot-water bottle, waited while she went to the bathroom, and helped her into bed. During all this, nothing was said about the future, beyond that tomorrow she would have breakfast in bed and wait there until Zoë had returned from taking Juliet to school to give her her bath. Eventually she escaped upstairs to the sitting room, exhausted.

‘There’s a spot of brandy left. Would you like it with soda or neat?’

‘With soda, I think.’

‘Coming up.’

‘Now, then,’ he said, when he handed her her glass. ‘What’s going on? The atmosphere was pretty sticky at dinner, I thought.’

She told him.

‘Perhaps she doesn’t really mean it,’ he said. ‘It might just be because you were cross with her.’

‘She does. I mean, I’m sure it is to do with me being cross with her, but she does mean it.’

‘Do you think she can manage by herself?’

‘Well, she couldn’t before.’

‘I must say, I can’t see her cooking much, or that sort of thing. She didn’t do a thing to help you today.’

‘She can’t with no right arm. But she says, as soon as the plaster is off, she’s going to get in touch with Miss Fenwick – the friend who lives nearby – to get the cottage ready.’

‘I suppose she couldn’t just go back there for the summer when it would be easier for her, no fires etcetera, and spend the rest of the year with us?’

‘Oh, God – I don’t know. It’s just so awful, day after day. I don’t know what to do with her, and she doesn’t get on with Jules – or Ellen, come to that.’

‘Poor darling, I do realize how difficult you find it.’

‘Well, you do too, really. You’re much nicer about it than I am, but meals are awful just with her, and we’ve tried having people and we know that’s out. And it’s going to go on for years and years! She’s not sixty.’

‘It’s partly this flat,’ he said. ‘There’s not enough room. If she had her own sitting room it would be easier.’

‘I don’t think it would. She would be wanting to be with us all the time, so even when she wasn’t I’d feel guilty.’

There was a short silence while she watched him take a cigarette out of a bright blue packet and light it. Then she said, ‘If I’d been nicer to her when it was easier to be it – I mean, when I only had to see her sometimes – I wouldn’t feel so bad about her now. Goodness, that smells far better than your usual cigarettes. Could I have one?’

He offered her the packet and lit one for her. For a moment it reminded her of Jack’s cigarettes, but only for a moment: these did not have the slightly burnt-caramel taste of the Lucky Strikes.

‘How do you get French cigarettes?’

‘A place in Soho. I only smoke them occasionally.’ He sounded defensive.

‘I don’t mind what you smoke, darling.’

‘The fact is that you’ve never got on with her, and of course she must know that. I’m not blaming you,’ he added hastily. ‘I’m just saying that that’s what makes it so difficult. Perhaps it would be better if she did go.’

‘But, Rupert, that’s the problem. I feel I can’t let her go and I feel I can’t stop her from going.’

They talked in this way for some time. He offered to talk to her mother, but she refused. She was afraid of what her mother might say about her: she was in that state when every suggestion that he made seemed unavailing. Eventually, he gave up and she could sense that he was aggrieved at the lack of a solution.

‘I think you just feel everything is insoluble because you’re dead beat,’ he said. ‘Come on. Bed.’


As she followed him into the bedroom, she thought of all the different ways in which, long ago, he had made that suggestion.

A few days later, she took her mother to Dr Ballater to have the plaster taken off her arm. Yes, he said, she could use it normally; the muscle tone would soon return. ‘But don’t go hopping on and off buses in this weather,’ he had added, looking at Zoë as he spoke, as though, she felt, she had made her mother go in buses.

Mrs Headford spent the afternoon writing letters – or, rather, although she had described this activity in the plural, one rather long letter, which she asked Zoë to post when she went to fetch Juliet from her dancing class. The subject of her mother leaving was still not mentioned between them.

She took her shopping – to her favourite old-fashioned drapers, Gaylor and Pope, where when you paid the lady at the counter wherever you bought what you wanted, your money and bill were put into a small canister and whizzed away along wire to the cashier, returning with your receipted bill and any change required. Mrs Headford had made a list and they ploughed through it: knickers, warm stockings, bedroom slippers, some petersham ribbon to trim her summer hat, buttons for the cardigan she was now able to finish, bias binding, elastic, some hairnets, a bath-cap, and a bag to keep her knitting in. She was indefatigable, and kept remembering things that she wanted that she had not put on the list.

Zoë had resolved to be infinitely patient about the expedition, and to take her mother out to lunch after the shopping was done.

‘Oh, I should like that,’ she said, when this was proposed. Marylebone High Street also contained one of those places where chiefly women went, generally for elaborate cake and tea or coffee, but which also served simple, genteel luncheon dishes, such as omelettes or cauliflower cheese, and they went there, and sat at a very small round table so surrounded by carrier bags that the waitress could hardly reach them.

‘I seem to have bought the shop up,’ her mother said happily.

‘Shopping clearly does you good.’

‘And things are much better now, aren’t they, Zoë, now that you know I’m going.’

‘You know I’m worried about that.’

‘Yes, dear. But I shall be all right. Doris is very good to me, and she will help me with the cooking, and, as Maud always said, Avril is a brick. And I think I shall get a cat for the company.’ Later, she said, ‘And of course you must bring Juliet for a visit. As you know, we’re not far from the seaside.’

‘She’s absolutely determined,’ she told Rupert that night.

‘Perhaps you’d better take her down and make a point of seeing this friend of hers and asking her to get in touch with us if she’s worried.’

‘Oh, God! I suppose I’d better.’

‘I’m only pointing out that if you’re worried about her this would be something you could do about it.’

She sensed that they were nearly quarrelling and that it was because she was so full of conflicting feelings about it. She did not tell him that, in the taxi coming home after the shopping spree, her mother had said, ‘You know, Zoë, I don’t think you appreciate how lucky you are to have your husband back from the war. You’re not faced with being a widow at twenty-four as I was, with a little girl to bring up on my own. He’s a very nice man and you should do everything you can to make him happy.’

‘I think he is happy.’

‘Do you, dear? Well, I’m sure you know best.’

Nothing more was said, but again, this parting shot of her mother’s unnerved her. Was he happy? He was devoted to Juliet and when he was doing things with her he was the old Rupert she had married – kind and funny, full of small jokes and sweetness of temper. With her he was patient, gentle and, she now felt, somewhat bored: there was nothing light about their relationship – it seemed to be composed of myriad small duties, and whenever these seemed, temporarily, to come to an end, there was a kind of void, a feeling of tension and uncertainty. With Ellen back, there were fewer tasks for Zoë, and consequently more of the tension.

The letter from Avril Fenwick arrived promptly – she must have replied by return of post, Zoë thought, as she took it in on her mother’s breakfast tray.

When she went to fetch the tray, she found her mother still in bed, the letter spread before her and her breakfast untouched.

‘Oh Zoë!’ she cried. ‘Such news! Such a wonderful letter! I’ve never had such a letter in my life. Poor Avril! She didn’t want to tell me because she thought I would be so upset, but when,’ wrote to her she says she saw her way clear at once! And she was ninety-six, after all. As Avril says, it was a good age and she had a wonderful life. But it’s so kind of her! I can’t get over it!’

‘Mummy, perhaps I’d better read the letter.’

‘Do, dear. It’s such a wonderful letter, do.’

She did. She had gathered that old Mrs Fenwick had died, and read through the paragraph that enumerated her many – Zoë felt hitherto well-concealed – virtues. Her courage, the way she always spoke her mind, never mind to whom or the circumstances, her zest for life – and here there was a menu of the foods she had most enjoyed – her high standards about other people’s behaviour, her wonderful endurance of a difficult marriage, to a man who was always either working or obsessed by his collection of butterflies and whose early death had proved a blessing in disguise, Mother had never really seen the point of then … Zoë gave up at this point and went on to the next page. Here, Miss Fenwick suggested at some length that Mrs Headford might like to ‘team up’ with her, share her cottage and ‘stick it out’ together. She said how much she would enjoy looking after her, what a lot they had in common, how, if they pooled their resources, they would have more money, and all kinds of little trips might be arranged, and finally what a kindness it would be if Cicely were to accept, since she contemplated living alone, after all these happy years with mother, with such dread. Finally, she begged Cicely to think it over carefully without hurrying about her decision, and meanwhile she would be delighted to get Cotter’s End ready for her return. The letter ended ‘with ever so much love, Avril’.

‘Isn’t it wonderful of her? When she had her own grief to bear, to think of me.’ She was trembling with excitement. ‘If you don’t mind, Zoë, I shall send her a telegram. I should go at once. To think that she’s gone through the funeral weeks ago and I never knew! So the sooner I go the better.’

‘Would you like to speak to her? You could ring her up.’

‘I couldn’t, dear. She’s not on the telephone. Her mother didn’t like the idea. They had one for a bit, but her mother said that Avril talked on it too much.’

The telegram was sent, and in it she arranged to leave in two days’ time.

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Oh, no, dear. Avril will meet me. Either at Ryde, or she will come over on the ferry and meet me at the station in Southampton.’

All day, she talked about Avril and her letter. She had no hesitation about her decision, she said. It was the most wonderful opportunity. And then came out – streamed out – how frightened she had been at the prospect of living alone: the long evenings, the noises at night, the absence of anyone to talk to, the fear that she might not manage if anything went wrong – the gas cylinders, for instance, they were so heavy and could be dangerous, they could leak without you knowing it – and the shopping when she didn’t have a car and could not drive and so on. All of it made Zoë feel she had felt so unwelcome in London with them – with her.

When Rupert got back from work and was informed, he made martinis and entered into her mother’s spirit of festivity. He listened to an account of the letter, was given it to read and then told its contents all over again; throughout, he was patient and charming to her, while she, Zoë, was virtually silent. When Ellen sent Juliet up to say goodnight, her grandmother said: ‘I’m going back home, Juliet. I’m going back to the Island. Will you come and visit me in the summer?’

‘Will there be other people on it?’

‘Oh, yes, dear. All my friends. It’s a big island. You’ve been there, you remember.’

‘I don’t because I was a baby.’ She shut her eyes tightly to kiss her grandmother and escaped.

‘Well!’ Rupert said, when Zoë’s mother had gone to bed and they were on their own in the drawing room. ‘All’s well that ends well. Are you taking her down?’

‘No. She wired her friend, and she’s coming here to escort her home. She seems to want to, and that’s it.’

‘Well, that seems to me a good thing,’ he said tiredly. ‘Obviously this Avril person is fond of your mother.’

‘She said – Mummy, I mean – how nice it would be for us to be on our own again.’

‘And will it?’

‘I don’t know, Rupert. Will it?’ She looked at him; there was a moment when they both seemed frozen. It came to her that that was how it had been for a very long time, and also that they could stay like that, or move on to something better or worse.

She said, ‘We’ve never talked about what it was like for either of us all those years that you were away. I want to now. I have to tell you something.’

He had been standing by the fireplace fiddling with the fire. Now he straightened up, looked quickly at her and then sat on the arm of the chair opposite: almost, she thought, as though he was poised for escape.



‘You sound very serious, darling,’ he said, and she recognized the voice that he used when he thought she was about to make a scene.

‘Yes. While you were away, I fell in love with someone. An American officer I met on a train coming back from seeing Mummy on the Island. He asked me to have dinner with him – and I did. It was the summer of 1943: I’d heard nothing from you for two years – not since the note that the Frenchman brought. I thought you were dead.’ She swallowed: that sounded like an excuse, and she didn’t want to make any excuses. ‘Anyway, that’s not the point: I think I would have fallen in love with him anyway. We had an affair. I used to go to London to be with him, telling all sorts of lies to the family. Only for short times – he was taking war pictures for the American Army, so he was often away. When it got to the Normandy landing, he was away a lot’ She thought for a moment, she was anxious now not to gloss anything over, leave anything out. ‘He wanted to marry me. He wanted to meet the family – and particularly Juliet. We had our first – row – well, really the only one we ever had – about that. Because I wouldn’t agree—’

‘To marry him?’

‘No. I wanted to do that. But to tell the family about it when we didn’t know whether you would come back or not. And then, the following spring, nearly a year after the invasion and still we heard nothing from you, he had to go to photograph one of the concentration camps, I think it was Belsen. About a week later, he suddenly rang me at Home Place to ask me to go to London that night, and I couldn’t because I’d said I’d look after the children while Ellen had a weekend off. By then the war was so nearly over and I was – I was imagining going to America with him. I got back from taking the children for their afternoon walk and there he was, sitting next to the Duchy at tea. The Duchy was wonderful. I think she knew but she never said anything. She told me to take him into the morning room after tea so that we could be on our own. He was different – unreachable, somehow. He said he had to go back to London at once as he was flying the next morning. He was going to another camp. He said,’ for the first time she felt her voice trembling, ‘he said he was glad he’d seen Juliet. He said he was going to be away for a long time. Then he went.’ She stopped. ‘I never saw him again.’

‘He went back to America without a word?’

‘No. He died.’ It was a great effort to tell him how Jack had died, but she managed it. ‘About six weeks later, you came back. Oh. There was one important thing I’ve left out. He was Jewish. That’s why. Why he killed himself.’

There was a long silence. Then he got up and came over to her, took her hands and kissed them. ‘You’re still in love with him?’

‘No. I don’t think I could have told you if I was.’ Then she became anxious that some element of truth would elude her. ‘I shall always have love for him.’

‘I understand that,’ he said; she saw tears in his eyes.

‘It’s a great relief to have told you.’

‘I admire you so much for telling me. Love and admire you. You have been far braver than I.’

And while she was still trying to understand what he meant, he began to tell her his tale. As he told it, she could not imagine why none of this had occurred to her before. He had been away so long: he had been left by Pipette with this woman who had taken them in, and on whom he had in the immediate future to depend. When, in the telling, he lapsed from Michèle to the diminutive – his pet name for her – she felt a dart of jealousy and was almost glad of it. Then, as he told her about how the woman had gone to so much trouble to get him painting materials, she thought how little she had ever supported him in that, but when he described the visits of Germans to the farm, she realized how potent this isolation plus danger must have been. And then he came to the difficult part. The invasion, and his continued stay at the farm, and the reason for it. For he did not gloss things over, or excuse himself, or pretend that he had not loved her. She had wanted him to stay and see the child, and then she had sent him away. He did not even say that it had been he who had made that decision. ‘I am really trying to match your honesty,’ he said. ‘I can’t match you in anything else. It was not excusable to you,’ he said, ‘leaving you all that time without knowing. I owed Miche a great deal, but not, perhaps, that. But that is what I did. Archie said I should tell you,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t.’

‘Archie? You told him?’

‘Only Archie. I told no one else.’

‘Archie knew about Jack. I took Jack to have a drink with him one evening, and it was Archie who Jack wrote to before – he died. He came down to Home Place to tell me.’

‘He certainly has been a repository of family secrets.’

‘But that’s hardly his fault, is it? He’s simply the kind of kind, loyal person who gets told things.’

‘You’re right. Oh, Zoë, how much you have changed!’

‘Do you,’ she said – she was dreading the possible answer – ‘do you keep in touch with her?’

‘No. Oh, no. It was agreed that we should part completely. No letters, no visits, nothing at all.’

‘You must have found that very hard.’

‘It’s been hard for both of us.’

‘For her? How do you know?’

‘For us, my darling. Things have been hard for us.’

‘I suppose we made them worse than they need have been.’

‘I don’t know. I feel as you do. I couldn’t tell you about Miche until it was over for me. Or over enough.’ He touched her face, stroked her cheekbone with one finger. ‘Oh, the relief! To know you again! And you began it. You were the brave one.’ She wanted to catch his gaiety – his relief – but she could not. She was not finished, and now, what was left to tell him seemed the worst of all. She remembered the Duchy saying that one should not burden other people with the responsibility of one’s experience – or something of the kind. The whole business of Philip had happened to someone she scarcely recognized as herself. But then she had had the baby that had turned out to be Philip’s – and she had put Rupert through all the misery of her pregnancy, labour and subsequent loss, and through all of that he had attended to her, had never once claimed any of the grief or loss for himself. She had to put that right, whatever it cost.

‘What is it? What’s the matter?’

She felt herself blushing – with shame and fear – but she made herself look at him.

‘That first baby,’ she began, haltingly, trying to find the right words.

His expression changed, and for a moment it was as though he looked far into her and saw all that was there; then he took her hands again and said in a voice that was both gentle and casual, ‘It was rather a changeling, wasn’t it? I think we should both let it lie. Will you do that with me?’

Tears rushed to her eyes, and with the first spontaneous gesture since his return, she threw herself into his arms.

‘You stay put. I’ll get Mrs Greenacre to bring you some breakfast.’

‘I only want tea. I couldn’t face anything solid.’

‘Poor darling!’ he said heartily. ‘Perhaps you’d better give the doctor a ring.’ He had bathed and shaved and dressed, and was standing in the middle of the room, poised to go for his breakfast.

‘No need – it’s just gastric flu. You go down, darling, or you’ll be late.’

‘Right.’

When he had gone, Diana crept out of bed to go to the lavatory, where she had spent a good deal of the night. He had left the bathroom window open, and the gale had knocked the Bakelite tooth-mugs off the window ledge into the bath. She bent to pick them up and felt a wave of nausea. She shut the window. Grey clouds were scudding across the sky at an unearthly rate, and the garden was full of the tiny petals from the pink may trees. It looked as though it would rain again. She ran a basin of hot water and laved her face. She looked awful. Once, she would never have allowed Edward to see her like this, but now she supposed it was different – or very nearly different. The divorce was in hand, thank God, but she had been warned that it would take months. Villy was divorcing him for adultery: when she had questioned this, he had said that the lawyers had said that it was either that or desertion, which would take a great deal longer. Her face was not even romantically pale: it was more grey with a yellowish tinge, and her hair looked matted and dull. She cleaned her teeth and picked up Edward’s comb, but it was thick with his hair oil. She went back to the bedroom to find her own comb; by then she was shivering.

Mrs Greenacre duly arrived with a tray of tea and lit the gas fire. She also shut a window – Edward insisted on sleeping in a draught. Diana asked for her handbag and, when she was alone, found her dry rouge and dabbed a bit on her cheekbones. Edward would be sure to come and say goodbye to her before he left for the office.

‘You look better already, darling,’ he said, when he did so. ‘Better warn you – the Government’s latest decree is that we can’t have any fires from now until September.’

‘Oh, Lord! Turn it out, then.’

‘Nonsense! You’re ill. I’m not having you cold. Get better, sweetie. I’ll be back a bit later because I’m going to the doc.’

‘Oh, yes.’

He bent to kiss her and she smelt lavender water and hair oil – scents that used to excite her about him. ‘Look after yourself.’

‘I’m sorry I look so awful.’

‘You don’t look awful! You look beautiful. I love you – remember? – as always.’

‘I love you.’

He was gone. She heard him talking to Mrs Greenacre, and then the front door slam. As she drank some of the tea she reflected how often they said this to one another these days. It was a kind of ritual refrain, not so much a declaration as a staunching process; without it, everything might leak away. This thought frightened her: it seemed extraordinary, almost inconceivable, that something she had wanted for so long was not making her deliriously happy. It was more that not having it would be so terrifying that she could not contemplate it. She had thought that her discontent was due to uncertainty: first, that he would not ever leave Villy and live with her and then he had, and then that even if he lived with her, he would never press for a divorce, and then he had. But the feeling of – disappointment persisted, compounded now by the moral obligation to be desperately in love with someone who had done all that for her. And somewhere, buried, because she did not want it to be a certainty, she was afraid that he felt the same – had the same disappointment, felt the same necessity to reiterate his tremendous love for her to justify what he had done. So every day, often several times a day – or, rather, evening – this ritual of love was declared aloud between them, although she derived less and less comfort from it.

It was not even as though they lived a life of sweetness and light, artificial or no. There had been ructions … Now, because she was feeling rotten and there was nothing else she had the energy to do, she must lie and contemplate them.

There had been the awful half-term when Ian and Fergus had come to them. They were at the same boarding school, and spent most, if not all, of their holidays with their grandparents in Scotland. The moment they arrived at the house, she had sensed their hostility, not only to Edward but to her. With Ian, the eldest, nearly seventeen, it had taken the form of taciturnity, and the determination not to be impressed by anything. With Fergus, two years younger, it had been rather senseless boasting, accounts of how he had beaten people at games or exams, or simply by some clever remark. When Edward spoke to them, they barely answered. He had been good to them, had taken them all to Nicholas Nickleby and out to dinner afterwards. He asked them what else they would like to do, and they had said they would rather go off on their own. Which they did, for nearly the whole of Saturday, and were uncommunicative about where they had been. Jamie, who had got very excited about their visit, was also snubbed.

She had prepared a large room for them on the top floor of the house and when she showed it to them, had said, ‘This is to be your room, so you can keep things in it for when you come.’

And Ian had answered, ‘There’s no need, Mum. We won’t be coming. We’d rather be in Scotland.’

When she had taken them to the station in the car with Edward and seen them off, she had cried. He had been very nice to her about that, said that she couldn’t help the fact that due to the war and everything of course it had been better for them to be in Scotland. But she’d lost them, and somewhere, because she felt so guilty about it, she had wanted to blame Edward.

Then, and far more recently, they had had an actual row about the nights he spent in Southampton. He went once a week, and two weeks ago, had rung to say he would have to spend an extra night there. Instantly, pictures of his wartime deception of Villy occurred to her. He had used to ring her up, or tell her he’d rung Villy up, with some story that he said had ‘made things perfectly all right’. Perhaps that was what he was doing now, with her, she had thought, and once she had thought it, she could not get it out of her mind. She knew, better than most, how susceptible he was; she also knew, better than anyone, that he was not going to bed with her with the same enthusiasm and frequency. So, surely it was obvious – or at least very likely – that he was going to bed with someone else. She tried ringing the hotel where he said he was staying, and they said he was out. When he came home she confronted him with this. ‘I was in the dining room!’ he exclaimed. ‘Silly buggers, why didn’t they look for me there – or page me or something? Why did you want to get hold of me anyway?’ he asked a moment later.

‘I wondered where you were.’

‘I told you where I was.’

‘Yes, but then I couldn’t get hold of you.’

‘Not my fault,’ he said. ‘I’ll speak to them about that next week.

‘Where did you think I’d be?’ he then asked.

‘I didn’t know. Well, of course I thought you’d be at the hotel, or I wouldn’t have rung it.’

‘I meant when you didn’t get me there.’ His eyes had become quite hard, which she knew they did when he was beginning to get angry.

‘I had no idea, darling. I was worried.’ If only, at this point, she had said something like, ‘After all, I am rather attached to you’ or ‘I was really worried about your poor tum’ (his indigestion, though intermittent, was sometimes acute), things might have calmed down, but she didn’t. There had been a brief pause while Mrs Greenacre brought in the cheese and celery and then he had continued to press her: where did she think he might be?

‘I suppose I thought you might have gone off with some bright young thing …’

He was outraged, not in the least flattered, simply angry. His anger had all the exaggerated resentment that she had associated with people accused when they were innocent of something they habitually did. In the end, she apologized – abjectly, with tears in her eyes – and he forgave her. Afterwards, she reflected wearily, all she had done was put the idea into his head.

There had been brighter moments – or, rather, better times. Easter at Home Place, for instance. The Duchy was spending a few weeks there during the holidays, and she and Edward were invited down for a long weekend.

‘Who will be there?’ she had asked. She felt both nervous and excited at the prospect.

‘Rupe and Zoë, and my sister Rachel and poor old Flo – that’s the Duchy’s sister – and Archie Lestrange, an old friend of Rupe’s, well, of the whole family, really. And Teddy and Bernadine – I don’t think she’s been before, either, and she’ll be far more of a fish out of water than you’ll ever be, darling.’

‘It’s a lot of people to meet at once for the first time.’

‘You know Rupe and Zoë.’

‘Will Hugh be there?’

His face clouded. ‘No. He’s taken Wills off on some boating holiday with friends.’

And so, on a Friday evening, they drove down. It poured with rain until the last few miles when the sun came out suddenly, making all the fresh wet greens of trees and fields glisten, and bluebells were like woodsmoke on the ground in the woods. ‘It is the most lovely time of year,’ she said. She associated the country with being cold and lonely: now she was going with Edward to be received into his family. She had some minutes of pure happiness.

Edward smiled, and laid a hand on her knee. ‘This is rather different from those times when I used to drive you down to Isla’s cottage,’ he said, ‘isn’t it, sweetie? This is a bit of all right.’ He had stopped at Tonbridge and spent all their sweet coupons on expensive chocolates, two boxes. ‘Violet and rose creams for the Duchy,’ he said, ‘she does love them, and truffles for the rest of us.’

They were driving now down a hill with high banks each side of the road, and woods on their right. White gates appeared on the right and they went in.

The house, rambling and rather shabby, was larger than she had expected. A small man with bandy legs met them and carried their luggage.

‘Evening, Tonbridge. How’s Mrs Tonbridge?’

‘Keeping very nicely, sir, thank you. Good evening, madam.’

They followed him through the wicket gate to the front door.

In the large hall Edward led her straight to the Duchy, who was arranging daffodils on a long table. She was greeted kindly: Edward had said that his mother was nearly eighty, but she did not look it, and her eyes, the same colour as Edward’s, looked straight at and, Diana felt, through her with a direct simplicity that was unnerving. ‘I think Rachel has put you in Hugh’s room,’ she said. She had wondered whether they would be allowed to share a room, and was relieved as well as surprised.

They met Rachel on the stairs. Like her mother, she was dressed in blue but she was taller and extremely thin. Her hair was shingled in a very old-fashioned manner – nowadays one associated that kind of hair-do with lesbians, she thought.

‘Darling! You’ve cut your hair off! When did you do that?’

‘Oh, not very long ago. You know you’re in Hugh’s room, don’t you? We’ve put Teddy and Bernadine in your old one.’

She had gone faintly pink – the hidden allusion to Villy, Diana supposed.

‘I’m so glad you could come,’ Rachel was saying: her smile was warm, her gaze like her mother’s.

Diana followed Edward along the gallery landing to the end where there were two doors and the passage turned to the left.

‘Here we are!’ The room looked out on to the front lawn where there was a monkey puzzle tree with daffodils under it. ‘The bathroom’s along the passage, down two steps and turn left,’ Edward said. ‘And the lavatory’s next door to it.’

She went along the passage to the lavatory. Clouds of steam were creeping out from under the bathroom door and there was a smell of expensive bath essence. As she returned, she heard peals of laughter coming from the room next to theirs. Then the door opened and there was Rupert in white shorts and a shirt. ‘Oh, hello, Diana! You didn’t by any chance notice whether the bathroom is free, did you? I’ve just had a rather humiliating game of squash with Teddy, and Zoë says I smell like a very expensive horse.’

‘How I imagine an expensive horse would smell,’ Zoë said as she appeared behind him.

‘Hello.’ She smiled at Diana: she was wearing a pale green bath towel like a sarong; her hair hung down her back and she looked extremely beautiful. When she said that someone was having a bath, Rupert said, ‘It’s Bernadine. She’s been there for hours.’

‘I expect Teddy’s in there with her.’

‘Oh, is he, indeed?’ He stalked along the passage and banged on the door. ‘Are you in there, Teddy? Well, hurry up. I need a bath.’

‘Although I expect the hot water will have run out,’ Zoë said. ‘I hope you don’t want one.’

No, she didn’t.

Back in the room, she asked, ‘Do we change for dinner?’

‘Only a bit, not much. We change more on Saturdays.’ He was mixing up some white stuff in a glass of water. ‘I thought I’d be on the safe side,’ he said. ‘I’d rather knock this back and not worry about what I eat.’

The room was quite cold. She unpacked and put on her petrol-blue woollen dress with long sleeves and settled at the dressing table to do her face.

‘Darling, I’ll leave you. They’ll want me to make drinks.’

‘Where will you be?’

‘The drawing room. Bottom of the stairs and then opposite you on the left. Don’t be long.’

While she combed her hair, powdered her face, and added a discreet touch of blue mascara to her eyelashes, she thought how extraordinary, in fact, it was to be there, the place where she had miserably imagined Edward weekend after weekend during the war. When Rupert and Zoë had come to dinner with them she had thought how unlike Edward Rupert had been, and that although Edward had said how pretty Zoë was, she had seemed rather lifeless. This evening, draped in that peppermint towel, she had looked like a film star, effortlessly fresh and glamorous with that wonderful creamy magnolia skin and those clear green eyes. Of course, she was years older than Zoë, and one’s hair when it was permed and tinted, never looked quite the same. She tied a mauve chiffon scarf loosely round her neck to conceal it and went down to find Edward.

In the drawing room she found him talking to a very tall dark man, who rose from his chair when she came in.

‘Archie, this is Diana,’ Edward said. ‘I’ve just made a splendid martini.’

‘How do you do?’ He had a limp, she noticed, and a domed forehead from which his dark hair was receding, and very heavy curved eyelids. He looked at her in a manner that was both penetrating and impassive, and she felt wary of him. It was clear, though, that he was much appreciated by the family. The Duchy made him sit next to her at dinner, during which there was a good deal of general conversation. They ate roast lamb, which reminded someone of the frightful floods – ‘two million sheep were drowned,’ Rachel was saying, ‘poor dears.’

‘I don’t suppose it was any worse for them than being killed any other way,’ Teddy said. He was sitting next to Bernadine, who wore what could only be described as a cocktail dress, of turquoise crêpe with bands of gold sequins round the sleeves and neck. She kept putting pieces of skin and fat on his plate and he obediently ate them. On her other side was Edward, with whom she was flirting in a worn, girlish manner that made him dull and breezy. They talked – briefly – about the violence and uncertainty in India: Archie said it looked as though we were going to divide and not rule for a change, and Edward made his usual remark about what a damn shame it was that we were casting off the Empire as fast as we could. But what could you expect, considering the government we had?

‘I love our government,’ Rupert said. ‘Don’t you think it’s fascinating that the moment the war is over, we stop having dramatic chaps like Churchill and Roosevelt, and opt for quiet little then who look like bank clerks – like Truman and Attlee? It makes peace comfortingly middle class. More roast drowned lamb, please.’

The Duchy said, ‘Stop teasing your brother, Rupert.’

Bernadine fitted a cigarette into a long holder and lit it. This, Diana saw, did not go down well with anybody, and after a moment Teddy muttered, ‘We don’t smoke until after the port.’

Bernadine shrugged, gave him an angry look and then smiled and shrugged again as she stubbed it out on her side-plate. ‘I shall never get used to your British ways.’ So she had to wait, sulking through the rhubarb tart and cheese.

‘That was all right, wasn’t it, darling? They liked you – that was plain to see,’ Edward said when they were going to bed. ‘You fit in a jolly sight better than Teddy’s wife.’

She opened her mouth to say that she hoped she did, but desisted. Instead, she said, ‘It must be very difficult for her. I think she was bored, poor thing.’

‘Oh, well, I expect she’s wonderful in bed,’ he answered. ‘And you know what it’s like when you’re young.’

‘She’s not young! She looks older man Zoë. Is she the kind of girl you’d have gone for when you were Teddy’s age?’

‘Lord, no! When I was his age I was madly in love with a sweet, innocent girl called Daphne Brook-Jones – we got engaged, in fact, but we didn’t dare tell our families.’

‘Why not?’

‘We knew they wouldn’t approve,’ he said. She sensed that he didn’t want to tell her why.

‘We used to go riding in the Row before breakfast,’ he said. ‘Otherwise we just met at parties.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘Oh, she married someone else,’ he said.

‘And you?’

‘I met Villy,’ he said shortly.

So his marriage had been a kind of rebound, she thought after he had made rather perfunctory love to her and gone to sleep. She had the feeling that there was more to his first love affair (if that was what it had been) than she would ever find out. But the knowledge that his marriage had been a rebound made her feel more sure of herself.

The weekend was pleasant but uneventful. ‘It seems so strange to be here without any of the children,’ Rachel said at one point.

‘Except me,’ Teddy said: he was consuming an enormous Sunday breakfast.

‘Well, yes, darling, but you are grown-up now.’

‘So is Louise. So is Simon. So are Polly and Clary.’

‘Yes. There are only the babies left.’

‘They’re not babies, they’re what we used to be.’

‘Well, I miss the long table in the hall and the nursery meals,’ Rachel said. ‘Thread this needle for me, would you, Zoë? I need new specs – can’t see a thing.’

‘Even Lydia thinks she’s grown-up,’ Teddy said. ‘Oh, Lord, I nearly forgot Bernie’s tray.’ She preferred to have breakfast in bed, he had earlier explained, and he put far more than her share of butter on the tray when he took it up. The Duchy, Rachel said, who deeply disapproved of people having any meals in bed unless they were too ill to eat anything, had said that he must be responsible for bringing the tray down to the dining room so that it could be cleared away with the rest of breakfast.

Diana went round the garden with the Duchy, who showed her her gentians. ‘They aren’t doing as well as I had hoped, but it’s lovely to have them. Do you like gardening?’

‘I think I should like it, but either I haven’t had the garden or when I had a cottage during the war there never seemed to be time.’

‘Ah. But you have three children?’

‘Four. Three sons and a daughter.’

The Duchy asked their ages, and Diana explained about the older ones being brought up by grandparents. ‘I have Jamie, but he’s just started prep school. So only Susan is at home.’

‘And how old is she?’

‘Almost four.’

‘And she is Edward’s child,’ the Duchy said tranquilly. It was hardly a question.

‘Yes – yes, she is.’

There was a pause, and then the Duchy said, ‘I don’t think that Edward’s wife knows this, and as there is to be a divorce, there seems to be no need to broadcast the fact. I hope you agree?’

‘Yes.’

She did not tell Edward about this exchange.

A great deal of the conversation consisted of family affairs. Polly’s wedding, for instance. Everybody seemed pleased about it, and the wedding was to be in July. Diana felt rather out of this, because she thought she was the only person who had not met Polly’s fiancé. ‘A nice young man,’ the Duchy said.

‘He’s no pin-up,’ Bernadine confided to her, ‘but she’ll have a title, and they say he’s got no money, but it sure doesn’t sound like it. He has a house as big as a hotel, so she can’t be short of dough the way Teddy and me are.’ (The remark about Polly had come out of a fairly long ingenuous ‘chat’ that she’d had with Diana about making ends meet and the meanness of Cazelets in this respect, which she knew she was supposed to hand on to Edward.)

‘Hugh is so pleased. He’s become a different person since Polly’s engagement,’ Rachel said. ‘He looks ten years younger.’

‘Clary will miss her,’ Rupert said. ‘They’ve been such friends for so long. When is she coming back to London, Archie, do you know? Archie?’

He had been knocking out his pipe against the grate, and seemed not to have heard. ‘I think she’ll come back when she’s finished her book,’ he said.

‘The best thing is that they’re so tremendously in love,’ Zoë had exclaimed, and Diana saw Rupert give her a very loving look. They’re in love, she thought. They really are. And envy briefly possessed her.

But on Sunday evening, when they were alone, Edward said, ‘Don’t get too excited about this wedding.’

‘I’m not, but why not? It sounds very happy.’

‘We shan’t be attending it, I’m afraid.’

‘Why not? I’ve met everyone now, and they seem to have accepted me.’

‘Because Hugh wants Villy to go. That’s why. Villy was awfully good to Sybil when she was dying, and Hugh has never forgotten that.’

‘Oh. Does that mean he’ll go on refusing to meet me?’

‘I don’t know. He may do. He’s stubborn as hell about some things. And there are other differences between us. It’s not just you.’

‘I’m glad of that,’ she said.

‘Are you?’ He looked hurt. ‘You know there are.’

Of course she did. It was all about capital investment and Southampton and things which, although he had told her about them, had seemed so tortuous, unresolvable and actually rather boring that she kept forgetting how much they preyed upon his mind. ‘Darling! I’m sorry! I know it worries you. I only wish there was something I could do to help.’

‘Sweetie! You do help. I love you very much, you know.’

‘I know. And I love you.’

Then, when they had returned to London, there had been the fearful business about John. The hospital had rung about an hour ago, Mrs Greenacre said, but when she had rung Home Place she had been told they had left. It was about Major Cresswell. He was in the Middlesex Hospital.

‘I’ll take you,’ Edward had said, and they had gone straight away without even ringing the hospital.

‘Do you think he’s been in a car accident or something?’

‘I don’t know, darling. He could just have had a particularly bad attack of malaria.’

‘They wouldn’t have rung us about that, surely?’

‘Or a heart attack or something like that. It’s no good worrying about what it is, we can’t know. Just have to get there as fast as we can.’ It was pouring with rain again, but there was not much traffic.

‘He took an overdose,’ the ward sister told them, ‘but fortunately, he was found in time. We’ve pumped him out, and he’s quite comfortable. Your name was in his address book so, naturally, we telephoned your number.’

She was leading the way down a ward. He was in a bed at the very end of it. Edward said he would wait for her outside. There was a chair by the bed and she sat on it. He lay, looking very grey and pinched with his eyes shut, but he opened them when she said his name. ‘Johnnie! It’s me, Diana.’

He looked dazed. ‘Awfully sorry,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t think what to do.’ She took his hand. He gazed at her earnestly. ‘It’s no use,’ he said, ‘I simply can’t – find … Haven’t even managed that, though, have I? Here I am again.’ He tried to smile and a single tear slid slowly out of one eye.

She stroked his hand. ‘Darling Johnnie, it’s all right. I’m here.’

‘There isn’t anyone to talk to, you see.’ He shut his eyes again, then, with them still shut, he said, ‘That was one good thing about the camp. No shortage of that kind of thing.’

‘I think you should get some sleep now. I’ll come back tomorrow and we’ll talk properly.’

‘Poor old chap. What an awful thing!’

By dint of much questioning she discovered that no, he wasn’t much good at the job he had at Cazalets’; that they’d kind of made a job for him, but it wasn’t really working out. He kept worrying about how to do it, and asking other people. Hugh had thought he should go, and Edward had persuaded him to let things run for a bit longer.

‘Tell you what. Why don’t you talk to Rachel about him? She’s really good at that kind of thing.’

And she had been. Diana had rung her and she had come round the same day and they had had a long talk, and Rachel had said she would go and see him. ‘He sounds as though he is too lonely, poor fellow,’ she had said.

Diana felt grateful and relieved. Then she began to worry about where he should go when he came out of hospital, which, she had gathered from her second visit, was to be as soon as possible. Obviously, she could suggest his coming to her, but her heart sank at the prospect, and although she guessed that Edward would agree to such a scheme, she knew that he wouldn’t want it.

But Rachel had fixed everything. ‘I hope you don’t think I’ve been too bossy,’ she said on the telephone that same evening, ‘but Sister Moore said there was really no point in his remaining in hospital so I’ve arranged for him to go and stay with an old colleague of mine – a retired sister, who takes people in from time to time for light nursing or convalescence. She lives in Ealing, so you could visit him there. But I’ve told her what’s been going on, and she’s a very sensible person. I’m sure she will get him over the next stage. And, meanwhile, we can find him something more congenial to do than sit in a cubbyhole at Cazalets’ struggling with figures, which he says he’s not good at. I think what we should aim at is getting him a job in some community or institution, somewhere where there is built-in company for him. Sister Moore said that he was underweight, and his kidneys are not too good, so he needs a good rest first. I’ve talked to him a bit about this and told him that I’ll go and see him when he’s in Ealing.’

When she tried to thank Rachel, she was interrupted: ‘Oh, no. It’s the kind of thing I enjoy doing. I only hope you don’t think I’ve been too bossy. He’s such a sweet fellow and he deserves a better deal. There must be hundreds of people like him, mustn’t there? Who’ve really been wounded in the war, but in ways that don’t show so they simply don’t get the right attention.’ She paused for breath. ‘There was one rather sad thing. He gave me his address book because he wanted me to ring his dentist to cancel his appointment. The only addresses and numbers in it were the dentist and you.’

The morning had almost gone. As she got up, with the notion of having a bath, she thought about her visit to Johnnie the previous week. A fortnight with Sister Crouchback had worked wonders. He looked less shrunken and less generally pathetic; there was some colour in his face, and his clothes looked well cared-for – a properly ironed shirt, and his trousers pressed, his sparse hair neatly combed, his shoes polished. ‘He’s been learning to knit,’ Sister Crouchback declared. ‘Taken to it like a duck to water. And he’s cut my privet for me quite beautifully. I’m beginning to wonder what I’d do without him.’ And she saw him turn pink as she ended, ‘There’s nothing like having a man about the house, though I say it as shouldn’t.’

How lucky I am, she thought, compared to Johnnie! And she lay in the bath, counting up her blessings: a nice large house, not beautiful but convenient, a housekeeper who relieved her of all the shopping and cooking that had dominated her life for so long, four healthy children, and Edward, who had given up his marriage to marry her. What more could she want? But somehow she did not feel up to pursuing this question.




PART FOUR




One

LOUISE

Spring 1947

She sat at the built-in dressing table on which was a shallow cardboard box and a large bottle of nail-varnish remover. The box contained five very small turtles whose shells were thickly covered with bright green or bright yellow glossy paint. She had bought them that morning from a man who stood on a street corner of Madison Avenue and 48th Street with a tray of them. They cost five cents each and she was buying them to save their lives, since, covered with the paint, their shells were unable to breathe. She got a wad of cotton wool out of the dressing-table drawer and soaked it in the acetone. It took a long time to clean each turtle: the top layers of paint came off quite easily, but there was always a good deal left in the minute cracks and crevices. The turtle withdrew its head, which was a good thing, she thought, as the fumes of the acetone might also be bad for it. When she had got all the paint off, she took it to the bathroom and washed the shell with warm water and a bit of soap. Then she dried it on her face towel, and finally tipped some almond oil into a face cream lid, dipped her finger in it and gently massaged the oil into the shell. Then the turtle was ready to join the others – already cleaned – who sat in the bath. They had been in the hotel for nearly three weeks and now she had thirty-five of them cleaned.

Michael had been very nice about it. The turtles had to be moved every day for them to have baths and she used a dress box from one of her numerous shopping expeditions to house them. She fed them on chopped-up greens, which she ordered every day for breakfast: ‘A green salad with no dressing.’ Her plan was to take them back to England on the boat, and give them to the Zoo. Michael had pointed out that the more she bought, the more the street vendors would procure, and although she recognized the logic of this, she simply couldn’t bear to pass the trays of the miserable little creatures and do nothing. Anyway, cleaning them passed the time.

They had come to New York for Michael’s show at a gallery on East 57th Street. The show had been a success: portrait drawings of well-known people had been bought, and commissions placed for oil portraits. Michael was out all of every day fulfilling some of them (he was going to have to return to do them all). Today, he was painting Mrs Roosevelt on behalf of a charity that she sponsored. In the mornings, Louise stayed in bed until after breakfast, and then got up very slowly. She felt ill most of the time because the food was so rich. Even if she asked for a boiled egg for breakfast, two arrived, and it seemed a fearful waste not to eat them. Then, most evenings, they were invited out – to large dinner parties chiefly full of people at least twenty years older than she, where enormous meals were presented: great steaks dripping over the plate, fish in rich creamy sauces, elaborate and delicious ice creams. All this would be eaten after at least an hour and a half of martini drinking, and, she had noted with surprise, many of the then would accompany their dinner with huge glasses of creamy milk. Unlimited butter had contributed to her ill-health. It seemed so wonderful and extraordinary to have as much as she liked – and what was called French bread to spread it on. There were amazing salads for one accustomed to a few limp lettuce leaves, a slice of cooked beetroot and half a tomato. These salads had little pieces of fried bread in them, and dressings made of blue cheese or mayonnaise. She ate an avocado pear for the first time in her life, stuffed with prawns and covered with a thick pink sauce. She ate aubergines, which she found delicious and tasting like nothing else. Best of all were the plates of oysters or cherry-stone clams with which many dinners began. For the first two or three days she had eaten everything put in front of her, but after that she was forced to be more prudent. But she still felt sick, and her back ached. Michael had been incredibly generous; he had given her carte blanche to go shopping, and she had made a list in England of people’s sizes, and was buying everyone presents. Nylon stockings, lovely idler shoes made of kangaroo hide, beautiful underclothes, trousers, innumerable pretty cotton shirts, clothes to last Sebastian at least two years. The stores, as they were called, were intoxicating; not being bounded by clothes coupons made choice far easier, and things seemed incredibly luxurious and cheap. She knew that there were five dollars to the pound, but the money seemed quite unreal – like playing Monopoly, it hardly counted. She bought herself a black velveteen raincoat, and a pale pink oilskin – and one for Polly, trimmed with dark blue corduroy. There were leather belts in every imaginable colour: she had bought them for all the people she could think of. She bought yards of soft thin raw silk for Aunt Zoë and Polly and Clary, and one length for herself. She bought cotton quilted housecoats for the girls and herself. Every morning she staggered back with boxes and bags of these things and entered the appropriate gifts against her list. She bought pyjamas and shirts for Michael. She walked and walked until she was exhausted. People were very nice to her. Her accent seemed to amaze people. ‘Can’t you speak English?’ a bus conductor had said, after trying to understand where she wanted to go, and when she said no, he seemed convulsed and said lady, she sure was something.

She had gone on like this for about ten days, although sometimes somebody she met at the gallery or at dinner took her out sight-seeing: to Radio City, in a ferry to Ellis Island, where the immigrants had once been landed and sorted out, to the Frick Museum, where the pictures were shown so that each one was like a jewel. The bookshops were full of books printed on white paper – as white as the bread. It was spring, the sky was blue and the air was sharp and exhilarating, and when she walked down the narrower streets, the towering buildings made it very cold. Often she stopped at a drug-store for lunch and drank large tumblers of pure orange juice, which seemed to her the height of luxury.

She did not remember about her cousin Angela until two days before they sailed home. She had never been particularly close to Angela but, still, she felt she should see her. She looked her up in the telephone book: there were pages of Blacks, but she found them. ‘Earl C. Black’ and the address was Park Avenue, which she had been in New York long enough to know was smart.

Angela answered the telephone and immediately invited her to lunch.

‘Today?’

‘If you’re free.’ The flat – she was learning to call it an apartment – was in an imposing building. ‘Take the elevator to the eleventh floor,’ Angela said, when she had pressed the buzzer marked Black. She was there at the open door. She wore a narrow black skirt and a scarlet smock. ‘What a lovely surprise! Yes, it’s due in a couple of weeks,’ she said, as Louise, embracing her, encountered her stomach.

She led the way into a large, long sitting room, with windows all the way down one side. A pale carpet covered the floor; one wall had an enormous glass-fronted cabinet filled with blue and white porcelain, and at the far end, over the mantelpiece, hung a portrait of Angela, in a man’s green shirt, sitting in a chair with her hair down, that was somehow familiar.

‘Rupert’s picture of me,’ Angela said, seeing her look at it. ‘He gave it to us for our wedding. I don’t care for it much, but Earl’s mad about it. So.’ She gave a happy shrug, implying that anything went that he was mad about. ‘You look lovely, Louise.’

‘So do you. I’ve never seen you look better.’ It was true. Her pale skin glowed faintly with health, her hair shone. She wore no make-up excepting a pale pink lipstick.

‘I’ve never felt better. I feel as big as a house, but it doesn’t seem to matter.’

She wanted news of the family, and Louise, in trying to give it, realized how much she had cut herself off from them. ‘You know that the Brig died,’ she said.

‘Oh, yes. Mummy wrote me about that. And Christopher’s given up his farm job and gone to live with Nora and Richard. How’s your baby? Only I suppose he isn’t a baby any more – he must be about three?’

‘Yes. He’s fine. Walking and talking and all that.’

‘Oh, I can’t wait! I must show you the nursery I’ve made. Earl let me do it just as I liked, and I’ve finished it just on time. We’re having a chicken salad for lunch. I hope that’s okay. Earl thought I might like to have you to myself,’ she explained, as they went to collect the lunch laid out on trays in the kitchen. ‘He sent you his love and hopes you’re enjoying New York.’

‘Is he out of the Army?’

‘Oh, yes – ages ago. He’s back in practice.’

‘Of course – he’s a doctor.’

‘He’s a psychiatrist. He has a small apartment on the ground floor of this block where he works. He has so many patients now that he has to keep referring people. He says we’ll be rich enough to buy a cottage out in the country so that the baby will get to have a nice open-air life. I feel so lucky, Louise.’

‘I think you were awfully brave to come out here by yourself and get married without your family about.’

‘I had a funny trip out, I can tell you. The worst crossing they’d ever had, according to the Captain, and everyone threw up practically, except me. I didn’t miss a single meal. There were four hundred of us.’

‘How do you mean “us”?’

‘GI brides. Except, of course, I wasn’t one. I was just a fiancée. It was an awful trip. But then Earl met me on the quay and brought me back here, and we got married the following day. It was wonderful. No, I wasn’t brave. I knew I wanted to marry Earl. I knew I was in love with him.’

Later, when she had shown the nursery: ‘I made it blue, because it would be silly in pink if it’s a boy,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think I could be happier until I got pregnant. Did you feel like that?’

‘Not exactly.’

Angela gave her a quick look and fell silent. She had asked about Michael earlier, and Louise had told her about the exhibition being a success. ‘Would you like to bring Michael to dinner?’ Angela asked – with some diffidence.

‘We’re leaving in two days, and he’s made plans for the last two evenings. I’d much rather come to you.’

Then, because she was in a strange country, and because she was leaving so shortly, and perhaps, most of all, because so much of her life seemed unreal, she said: ‘I don’t feel like you at all. I didn’t want my child when I had him. So now I’ll never know whether I would ever have wanted him. I don’t think I love Michael. I think I may have to leave him.’ And then, the enormity of what she had just said was too much for her, and she burst into tears.

Angela moved to her – they were back in the sitting room – took the coffee cup from her shaking hand and put her arms round her, holding her without saying anything until she had stopped crying. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she then said. ‘It must be so awful for you – so difficult and awful. I wish I could help.

‘Would you like to talk to Earl?’ she said, when Louise had dried her eyes. ‘It can be a help to talk to someone who is outside the situation. And he’s really kind and good.’

‘No. I tried that. You won’t tell any of the family, will you? I mean – I haven’t made up my mind about what to do. I must do that on my own.’

‘Of course I won’t. Will you keep in touch, though?’

She said she would.

At the door, when she was leaving, Angela said, ‘I meant it about keeping in touch. You could come and stay with us.’

‘Thank you. I’ll remember.’

Happiness makes people much nicer, she thought as she went down in the lift. I wonder what that makes me?

She decided to walk back to the hotel so that she wouldn’t have to talk to a cab driver. Angela’s suggestion that she should talk to Earl brought up painful thoughts. Earl was a psychiatrist, like Dr Schmidt had been, and remembering him still made her feel raw. He had seemed such an answer: an old man, with white hair and a moustache and dark brown penetrating eyes with dark marks under them. She had gone to his gloomy ground-floor flat where he practised. It was cold and the daylight that filtered through the dirty net curtains was like fog. But he had seemed so wise, and so kind, and he really listened to her – an experience she felt she had never had before in her life. She sat in a rather hard armchair, and he sat opposite her in its pair, with a small rickety round table between them. Dr Schmidt had come into her life not through Stella, although it had been she who had first suggested such a course, but through Polly and Clary, who had an Austrian friend who knew people like that. So she had asked them to ask ‘for a friend of mine’, and saw Clary shoot a quick look at her, although nothing had been said. But, quite soon after that, one of them had rung her with Dr Schmidt’s telephone number and address. She had told Michael that she was going to see him, and he had seemed quite pleased. ‘Good idea,’ he had said. ‘It might help to sort you out, darling.’

‘Supposing he wants to see you?’ she said.

‘Oh, I don’t think he’ll want to do that. I should think that very unlikely.’

Anyway, she rang up.

‘And how do you hear of me?’ she was asked.

She mentioned the Austrian friend.

‘Ah, so! A dear friend of mine.’ His foreign voice sounded warm. He made an appointment for her at once.

At first she had not known what to say, had sat twisting her fingers in her lap and looking over his shoulder. ‘You are nervous,’ he remarked. ‘It is natural. You do not know me.’

‘I don’t know where to begin.’

‘You may begin anywhere. Tell me how you are feeling with your life.’

And after that, she found it quite easy to think of things to say. To begin with, she was very much afraid that he would think her so worthless and wicked that she would tell him something and then make some remark to pre-empt any adverse judgement. Things like ‘So, you see, I didn’t even want to have a baby although I knew that Michael might be killed.’ And about her affair with Rory: ‘So, you see, I was unfaithful to Michael about two years after we were married.’ She rushed headlong through her misdemeanours, attacking them not in chronological order but, rather, in order of their gravity. She watched him carefully for any reaction, but his expression of attentive interest did not change. She went twice a week for an hour, and after the first two or three sessions, she began to look forward to the time when he would pronounce upon her life and tell her what to do. But this continued not to happen: he occasionally asked a question, but that was all. This was beginning to irritate her, and when, some six weeks after she had started going to him, he asked – out of the blue, it had no reference to anything she had been saying – how she got on with her father, something snapped in her. ‘Why do you simply ask me questions? Why don’t you tell me what to do? I don’t care if you think I’ve behaved badly because I know that anyway, so why don’t you say what you think?’

He looked at her for a long time without speaking. Then he smiled. ‘I am not here to judge you,’ he said. ‘There seem to be enough judges in your life, beginning with yourself. I shall not join them.’

‘So what – what do you do?’

‘I am here to listen, so that you can unpack your mind and look at what you find there. If I were to say, “That is good, that is bad,” you might find it difficult to take everything out. I think you find it already hard.’

‘Do I?’ She was beginning to feel frightened.

‘I think you have not yet told me what has made you most unhappy – what has most disturbed you.’

‘No.’

‘Breathe,’ he said, ‘it is good to breathe.’

She let out her breath. ‘I haven’t told you, I haven’t told anyone. One person knows it happened but I didn’t tell her what it was like because I couldn’t bear to. It made me so very unhappy, sad, miserable for a long time and then, at the end of it, it felt as though a bit of me had died, as though I couldn’t feel any more about it, or much about anything else.’ She felt her throat closing and swallowed. ‘It was so awful! So horrible! And I loved him so much!’

‘It is natural to love one’s father.’

‘My father? I’m not talking about my father! No! I’m talking about someone called Hugo. I told you about Rory, which didn’t really matter, but I didn’t tell you about Hugo.’

She told him all of that. Every single thing she could think of: when she got to the last few minutes that she had spent with him, tears began streaming out of her eyes but she continued right through the sojourn in Holyhead, and Michael’s destroying Hugo’s letter, up to the luncheon party at Hatton, months later, when she had discovered Hugo’s death because casual mention was made of it at lunch. Then she broke down utterly – sobbed herself dry. Then he said she must go, but she could sit in the next room for a while to recover herself. ‘If you wish.’ She went and sat in an even darker room that had a divan in it and a wardrobe with a long mirror set in one of its doors, and an open, empty violin case lying on a table. But after a minute or two she didn’t want to stay there, and left. She felt light and parched and silent inside.

The next time she went, he asked her to tell him more about the Hugo affair as he called it. She didn’t want to – she felt she’d told him everything – but he said that this time he wanted to know how she felt about it at the different stages. There was an impasse. She sulked and he remained silent until the end of the session. The next time she asked him what more he could possibly want to know about all that, and he said; ‘The things I do not know.’

‘Or,’ he added, when she had not replied, ‘things that you have told me that I have not understood.’

So she went through it all again: this time, although she had tearful moments she did not break down. When she got to the bit about Michael destroying Hugo’s only letter to her she did not feel so sad, much more furious with Michael. Afterwards she felt exhilarated and very grateful to Dr Schmidt, who seemed to her then to be the most wonderfully trustworthy, intelligent and wise person she had ever met in her life. It was extraordinary to have someone to whom one could say anything, knowing that one could entirely trust them. By now he knew all kinds of things about her that she had never dreamed of imparting to anyone. The fact that going to bed with Michael had never worked, for instance. ‘Or with Rory?’ he had asked. ‘Or with Rory,’ she had answered. ‘Most people aren’t like that, are they? Like me, I mean?’

‘When you say “most people”, you imply that you should be one of them. Why do you think like that?’

‘It would make one fit in more easily, I suppose.’

‘Ach, so. But sometimes we are not like most people. What then?’

‘I don’t know. I feel you keep asking me questions when you know the answers to them perfectly well. I can’t see the point of it.’

He sat quietly, looking at her. The skin under his black eyes was almost like purple grapeskin, she thought. ‘I do know why, of course. You want me to know the answers …’

One day she went, full of the news that she was going to New York – for some weeks, she thought, she didn’t know for how long. He said nothing to this: he seemed abstracted. At the end of the session, he asked her if she would mind changing the time at which she came. Could she come at five o’clock instead of three? It made no difference to her. She had become used to knowing when her session was up, because the doorbell would ring, and he would answer it and put the newcomer into his small back room until she had left. She never met another patient.

But the next time she went, she noticed that he was wearing a different suit and bow-tie and that the table, which was usually between them, had been moved and was now covered by a coloured embroidered cloth on which were a plate with two slices of cake and two wine glasses.

‘Are you going to have a party?’ she asked; she felt glad at these signs of his having some ordinary social life.

He smiled. ‘Oh, yes! Perhaps. We shall see.’

His assault, when it came, was utterly without warning of any kind. One minute he was opposite her, head slightly hunched between his shoulders, and the next he was on his knees, surprisingly powerful arms enclosing her, pushing her head – by the back of her neck – towards his face until his mouth met her cheek and moved sideways and downwards until he reached her mouth. The shock was so great that, for what seemed a long time, while these physical manoeuvres took place, she was paralysed, but as he fastened his mouth on hers she began to fight him, pushing weakly with her hands since he had pinioned her upper arms, clenching her teeth against his tongue, and finally dropping her head and butting his face with her forehead. He fell back at this and she freed her arms to push him suddenly and hard so that he fell sideways on to the floor. She got up from the chair to her feet just as he was beginning to sit up.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘You have not understood. I adore you—’

‘I hate you!’ she tried to say but, like a nightmare, no sound came out.

Without her coat or bag, she ran from his room down the passage to the front door, which she wrested open, down the steps into the street. She ran the whole length of the street and at the corner looked to see if he was following her, but he was not. She turned the corner and continued running, and when she reached the main road by the park, she realized that she had no money to get either the bus or a cab. It was late, and the park would be closing: she leaned against a pillar box trying to get her breath back and then renewed fears that he would pursue her took hold and she hailed the first empty cab that came. Someone would have the money for it at home, was her last coherent thought. When she reached home, she called Nannie, who produced the money for the fare, and, saying that Mummy looked really tired, offered her a nice cup of tea in the nursery. ‘Sebastian would love to have tea with his mummy.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t feel well. I may have caught something. I just want to go to bed.’ Michael was not back from the studio: she threw herself on the bed and lay there while it got dark.

She never saw him again. The next day, her coat and bag were returned to her by some young man of whom she knew nothing, but who announced himself as Hans Schmidt. ‘My father asked that I bring you these,’ he said. She took them without a word and shut the door on him.

When Michael enquired how she was getting on with Dr Schmidt, she said that she did not like him and had given up going, news that he received with a kind of weary indulgence: she was full of whims – she would never stick to anything.

Since then she had had a series of nightmares about him that always took the same form but with variations, so that there was always a shock attached to each dream. She would be going about her life and he would materialize from nowhere, and he was always coming towards her. Once it was on a moving staircase, when she was on the descending side and she saw him ascending – watching her with his dark intent eyes. When he reached a level with her he seemed to disappear, but then the man standing on the stair below her would turn round to face her – and it would be him. Another time she was running from him through a series of rooms with doors that led into one another, and when she reached the door that led out of the house, it would open and he would be standing there. The nightmares stopped exactly when she had tried to scream and discovered that she could make no sound. These dreams, although they slowly became less frequent, continued throughout that winter. Looking back on that time, she knew now that it had changed things. She remembered how that winter when she and Michael went to large dinner parties, she would look at the then alternated with women round a dinner table and wonder whether, when they were alone with a woman, they behaved in some way or another like Dr Schmidt. If this was so, she had to find some way of dealing with it. One way would be to look so awful and behave so unpleasantly that no man would want even to talk to her, but there was a serious flaw in this solution. She felt so worthless and guilty – about Sebastian and also about Michael – that the only times when she felt any better were when someone paid her any kind of admiring attention. She knew that people thought her beautiful, and although she did not agree with them (she would not have chosen her appearance which struck her as too bony and otherwise dull), she relied upon even small, casual remarks about it to give her fleeting moments of self-esteem. She had also a reputation for intelligence that privately she knew to be unfounded but, again, it helped that some people thought this and said so. So she could hardly afford to be entirely unapproachable. The situation remained miserably unresolved.

She had been lonely that winter: Stella, having landed a job with a London newspaper, was immediately sent abroad as a foreign correspondent, which meant that she came back to London rarely and only for fleeting visits.

She saw Polly a bit at the flat, but Clary was hardly ever there and when she was had turned into someone it was very difficult to talk to, although Polly was comfortingly the same. Sometimes, after she had spent an evening with her, she felt envious of Polly’s life: her own place, a job where she was taken seriously enough to earn money, and her being able to choose exactly how she spent her spare time. All the efforts Louise had made to get employment had come to little or, in most cases, nothing: an amateur reading of a Communist verse play in Ealing, a couple of small parts in radio plays, and three auditions for parts in the theatre none of which she got. There had been no film work and she had stopped trying to get any.

They had spent the first Christmas after the war at Hatton. She had wanted to stay in their own house, but Michael was adamant, and since she knew, although nothing was said, that he was cross with her for stopping seeing Dr Schmidt, she neither dared nor felt up to arguing with him.

After that – which was three weeks of being disapproved of, for smoking, for drinking alcohol, for not being pregnant, and for being a bad mother, all indisputable bull’s eyes, she thought miserably – they came back to London, and she resumed her life of trying to think of meals for Mrs Alsop to cook, things to do with Sebastian on Nannie’s day out and, occasionally, going off on her own to some of the places she’d been to with Hugo. One day, in Portobello, in the window of the shop where he’d found the Pembroke table, she saw a piece of red and cream striped silk draped across an inlaid table. It was the remains of a curtain, the man in the shop said, a bit frayed at the edges but a nice piece of material. He wanted three pounds for it and she bought it simply because she loved the stripes. The red, which was both soft and bright, was of satin; the cream stripe was watered taffeta. She took it to her dressmaker who said it was just possible to make a dress of it if she had an almost straight skirt and a bodice with ribbon shoulder straps. It was a romantic dress with a faintly Regency air, and the first opportunity to wear it came when Michael arranged a dinner party, which included, among others, his mother and step-father and a well-known conductor, who was one of Sebastian’s godparents. The latter insisted upon Louise taking him to see his godchild. ‘He’ll be asleep,’ she said, as they climbed the stairs to the nursery floor.

He was asleep. Together, they gazed at him in his bed, the only light coming from the open door to the passage. She turned to go and felt his heavy hand on her shoulder trying to ease off her shoulder strap. As she backed away it broke, and she found herself facing him, holding her dress over her breast. He was still groping for her, ‘You’re such a damned attractive girl,’ as she fled down the passage to the day nursery, where she got Nannie to repair the shoulder strap. This incident was useful to her because she found that it did not induce panic; she simply felt angry. All through that evening she found herself looking at parts of him – his oiled black hair which, she realized, was so black it must be dyed, his hideous hands, which would have been suitable for an ogre they were so large and knobbly, his polished hypocrisy, ‘What a little angel I have for a godchild,’ and other creepy remarks he made to Zee, and the way that his eyes slid furtively over her without engagement.

Then there had been the party for Angela … and thinking of that, she realized how much Angela had changed. Then she had been thin as a stick, pale, with mascara and startlingly red lips, very cool in her responses to the congratulations, hardly smiling or talking. Now she was altogether more solid: rounder, softer, spontaneously warm. Perhaps there is such a thing as a happy marriage, she thought. Of course, there must be: it was she who had made a hash of it.

She was reaching the corner where the man had the tray of turtles. She had promised Michael that she would not buy any more as he said that no more would fit into the dress box in which they were to travel. He had been so nice about the turtles that she felt she ought to stick to his ruling. After all, if she bought, say, three more, there would still be at least a dozen on the tray and more of them tomorrow. So she kept on the wrong side of the street for the turtle man.

Michael was back in their room. ‘Where have you been?’

‘To see Angela – my cousin. I had lunch with her.’

‘But it’s nearly five o’clock!’

‘I walked back. It was quite a long way. Anyway, what does it matter? We’re not going out till eight.’

‘Well, we are, as a matter of fact. We’re having drinks with Maimie and Arthur Kesterman – you know, we met them with the Ames’.’ She didn’t know, but there seemed no point in saying so. ‘So, darling, you’d better start changing. Oh, damn! Someone’s coming to photograph us before the dinner. We’ll have to get him here earlier, or to see us at the Kestermans’.’

‘Why do they want to photograph us?’

‘Ah, well,’ he answered. He was tying his black tie. ‘It’s because we’re so awfully famous.’

‘You are. I’m not.’

‘You are – because you’re my wife.’ He caught her eye in the dressing-table mirror. ‘At least, I wish you were more my wife than you seem prepared to be. Have you made up your mind about that?’

‘About what?’ she said stupidly.


‘About going to bed with me, darling. It’s pretty rough, you know, living cheek by jowl, everybody saying how ravishing your wife is when she won’t play with you.’

‘I suppose it must be … I’m sorry.’ To have this sort of conversation at the same time as having to take off her clothes made her feel shaky and sullen. ‘I think I’ll have a bath.’

‘You won’t have time. We’ve got to be there in three-quarters of an hour and you know how long it takes to move all those turtles.’

So she didn’t. She changed into the dress he chose for her: he was good at picking the right outfit for these occasions, which always seemed to her very much like one another but were, he insisted, full of subtle distinctions.

It was a long evening and she ended it a little drunk. The prolonged drinking before the dinner party and her inability to think of fresh answers to the questions she had been asked for the last three weeks – ‘How do you like New York?’ ‘What is it like to be married to such a famous and charming husband?’ ‘How many children have you got?’ followed by ‘I expect you miss him terribly, don’t you?’ – made her drink too much before dinner, and not want to eat when the food arrived.

Michael drank a good deal as well. They did not get back to the hotel until after one, and while they were undressing, he said, ‘Don’t bother to put on your nightdress, I’m going to make love to you.’

I don’t mind! she thought, when it was over and he had turned away from her to sleep. I didn’t even feel anything about not liking it. I simply didn’t feel anything at all. This, surely, must be a step in the right direction. Just not to care a damn, one way or the other.

On the boat, going back to England, it happened several more times – with the same result.

At Southampton, Zee met them with Sebastian and Nannie. Zee and her chauffeur drove back to London with Michael, and Louise, Nannie and Sebastian went by train. ‘You don’t mind, darling, do you?’ Michael said. ‘Only Mummy hasn’t seen me for so long, she wants a little time with me to herself.’

She didn’t mind.

She returned to life at Edwardes Square. Stella was still away, Polly was going to be married, Mrs Alsop gave in her notice the morning after her return. ‘There are people in this house, madam, who seem to think they should be waited on hand, foot and finger,’ and as she had been alone in it with Nannie and Sebastian, her meaning was clear. After Mrs Alsop had left the bedroom – she was in the throes of unpacking – clearly disappointed that her bombshell had not had more impact, Louise spent the rest of the morning allocating the presents she had bought for everyone in New York. When Michael rang at lunchtime to say that he would be out in the evening, she decided to take Polly’s and Clary’s presents to Blandford Street.

Neville – surprisingly – opened the door to her. He was wearing a pyjama jacket and half of his face was covered with shaving soap. ‘Oh, hello, Louise. Polly’s on the telephone, as usual, so she asked me to answer the door. I stay here in the holidays,’ he continued as they went up the stairs. He towered above her now – must be over six feet – although, with his tufted hair and sticking-out ears, he looked otherwise the same. ‘Do talk to me while I finish my shave,’ he said, when they reached the open bathroom door. ‘You’ll have to sit on the stairs if you want to sit. Poll hates being interrupted when she’s talking to her lord.’

‘Why are you shaving at this time in the evening?’

‘I’m off to work in a minute. Anyway, it doesn’t matter when I do it. I can see it’s going to bore me most frightfully for the rest of my life. I was thinking of growing a beard, but they aren’t fancied at Stowe – except for the art master.’

Quite soon he cut himself. ‘When I have to do it every day, my face will be like a railway junction,’ he complained.

‘What’s your work?’

‘I wash up at the Savoy. It’s absolutely tedious, but I get a free meal and paid in cash. I’m saving up to go to Greece and Turkey and a few other places like that.’

‘Are you going on your own?’ It seemed wonderfully adventurous.

‘I’m going with two friends, Quentin and Alex. Quentin’s father was in some embassy in Athens so he’s got quite good at Greek. We’re buying an Oldsmobile from a man in Bletchley. It’s quite old, but the man says it’s the most remarkable car he has ever had pass through his garage. He only wants ninety-eight pounds for it. Hence the washing up.’ He mopped his face and dried it with a tea-cloth. ‘What do you think of Polly marrying a lord?’ he said.

‘I haven’t met him. Do you like him?’

He shrugged. ‘He seems all right. Of course, Polly thinks he’s super-wonderful. People always think that before they marry people, don’t they? They don’t seem to notice that secretly they’re just like everyone else. I don’t think I shall marry. I would, if I were Polly, because I should be interested to go to a coronation. Although I expect she’ll be so old by the time there is one she won’t enjoy it. But there isn’t anyone I could marry that would give me the entrée.’

‘Why do you want to go to one?’

‘Partly the trumpets. They have marvellous trumpets at things like that, I’m told – the man who teaches me the trumpet told me that – and partly all the dressing up, fur, you know, and velvet and wearing a coronet. I suppose I have a thirst for experiences that are out of reach – the ones I can have are mostly too tedious for words.’

‘Do you know what you want to do?’

‘Do? I don’t want to do anything. Well, I want to get into university if I can because at least it will put off the ghastly National Service, and by the time I’ve finished at Cambridge, or wherever I get into, they might have stopped having it. Quentin thinks there’s a sporting chance. Simon is loathing it. He’s in the RAF and he says the officers moult in the bath.’

He took off his pyjama jacket – he had on a shirt underneath.

‘She’s off the telephone and I’m off to work. You couldn’t sock me sixpence for the bus, could you? I haven’t got any money.’

‘You don’t change,’ she said, as she gave him the sixpence. ‘About money, anyway.’

‘No, I don’t – haven’t found the need. And I’ve been short of cash all my life.’

‘Scrounging again.’ Polly had come noiselessly down the stairs and now stooped to give Louise a kiss. ‘If he’d had the slightest chance, he would have asked me for the bus fare as well and then he would have bought something to eat.’

‘Quite right. I’m well known.’ He smiled with sudden, dazzling charm, threw his pyjama jacket carelessly on to the floor of his room and went.

‘Come up. Sorry, I was on the telephone.’

She was looking particularly lovely, even in her oldest blue jersey with the elbows darned in a lighter blue and her coppery hair tied back with a crumpled piece of blue velvet ribbon. All the evening, she glowed: she shone as though she was full of sunlight. ‘I hadn’t the slightest idea that one could feel like this,’ she said, ‘as though the rest of my life is going to be a magic adventure. I feel so lucky to have met him – I very nearly didn’t.’

At one point she asked Polly if she was sure, absolutely sure, and she answered serenely, ‘Oh, yes. We both are. We both feel the same.’

She showed her clothes. ‘And the best thing is – but I haven’t got it yet – my New Look suit for going away. Someone in Paris started it. It’s the opposite of all the dreary utility clothes. A huge full skirt and tight waist and lovely rounded shoulders. I’m having it in a very fine broadcloth – peacock greeny blue with black braid on the jacket. You should get one made, Louise, it would suit you perfectly.’

Later, she said, ‘You know how you feel completely excited and completely at home with someone? That’s how I feel about Gerald.’ Then she added, almost shyly, ‘Is that how you feel? Felt when you were engaged?’

‘I can’t remember. I expect I did. I don’t know.’

‘Tell me about New York. Was it wonderful?’

She tried to remember what it had been like and failed. ‘It – of course, it was all completely different. All clean and gleaming, with masses of food and shops full of everything.’ As she spoke she discovered with the beginnings of panic that the whole time there had not really impinged upon her, seemed as dull and unreal as a distant dream where nothing is sharply remembered, events seemed to have no consecutive significance, and people were simple faceless crowds with the same voice. It had been nearly four weeks of her life, and not very long ago, and nothing of it remained with her.

‘I brought you some things,’ she said, or thought she said, as the terrifying idea that perhaps, sometimes, she simply did not exist occurred to her. Then she remembered the turtles, grotesque in their dreadful green and yellow paint, how their tiny antique heads set with a pair of eyes like minute black beads retracted with fear when picked up, but would slowly emerge if she scratched the undershell gently, while the front rounded flippers and smaller back legs would make little scooping underwater movements, and how beautiful their shells were when the paint was removed, and she was able to tell Polly about them. ‘They only cost five cents,’ she said, ‘two for a dime, so I bought a lot of them.’

‘What have you done with them?’

‘I took them to the London Zoo, except for four that I’ve kept for Sebastian. But he doesn’t seem to care for them much.’

Polly said that Gerald had a lake: it was very weedy and generally in a mess, but if the turtles came from North America they would probably be all right in a Norfolk lake. So if Louise got tired of them, at any time, she would look after them.

Polly had been pleased with her presents. They had talked a bit about Clary, who, Polly said, was living like a hermit in a cottage that Archie had found for her. ‘She doesn’t like being here any more,’ Polly said. ‘It reminds her of all the wrong things.’

‘Is she still very unhappy about the man she was working for?’

‘I don’t know. But you know how whole-hearted Clary is. When she loves someone, she really loves them.’

Unlike me, Louise thought.

Just before she left, she said, ‘Do you have to pay all the rent while Clary isn’t here?’

‘No. Uncle Rupe kindly said he’d pay Clary’s share because Neville comes here quite a lot.’

‘So what do you have to pay?’

‘Half. Seventy-five pounds a year. It’s quite cheap, really, because of all the poultering that goes on in the basement. It smells, rather, sometimes.’

Going home in a cab she realized that she had not the slightest idea whether seventy-five pounds (a hundred and fifty, if you counted the whole flat) was cheap or not. I would have to earn money, in any case, she thought, regularly, not just the odd broadcast, because that wouldn’t even pay any rent – let alone all the other things! That night, she tried to make a list of what the other things might be. Gas, electricity, a telephone (although she supposed that she could do without one), bus fares, having sheets and things washed by a laundry. She had enough clothes to last for ages, but there were still things like having shoes mended (she was rather proud of thinking of that), and then there were things like electric lightbulbs, lavatory paper, Lux to wash her clothes, and toothpaste and Tampax and make-up … She began to wish she had asked Polly what she earned; then she remembered that Uncle Hugh gave her an allowance, anyway, of a hundred a year, so whatever Polly earned she’d need to earn a hundred more …

She couldn’t go home because she no longer had one. She knew that even if her mother stopped being so angry with her for knowing about her father leaving, she would not be able to bear living in that dark, unhappy little house. But now that her father was settled with Diana, who had seemed disposed to be friendly, she might go and see them and find out what they thought she could do. He might pay for me to do a typing course, she thought. If I did that, I would be able to get some sort of work.

She rang her father at home and got Diana. ‘I’m afraid you can’t,’ she said. ‘He’s gone to bed early. He hasn’t been very well.’

‘What’s the matter with him?’

‘He had a rather bad appendix operation. He only got back from the nursing home yesterday.’

‘Poor Dad! Could I come and see him?’

‘I should leave it for a bit. He’s feeling pretty awful, and I’m not letting him have visitors.’

She said she would ring the next day, which she did. Diana still put her off. After two more days of this, she rang her uncle Rupert at the office.

‘He’s been awfully ill – he damn nearly died. A burst appendix – horrible thing – poor old boy. It happened while you were away or I suppose Diana would have told you.’

‘She doesn’t seem to want me to go to see him.’

‘Well, I suppose she’s been very worried about his getting too tired.’ Then he said, ‘I should just go, if I were you. The nurse told me he’d been asking for you. Kept saying, “Is my daughter in the house?” and the nurse didn’t even know that he had a daughter till the housekeeper told him. So perhaps you should just go.’

She went in the afternoon late enough for him to have had a rest, and took him a bunch of white lilac and yellow irises. She felt, when she was getting it, that it might well be the last bunch of flowers that she would buy for a very long time so it might as well be an expensive one.

The housekeeper said that Mr Cazalet was resting and Madam was out.

‘I’ve come to see my father.’

‘Oh! That will be nice for him!’

He was lying in a large bed propped up by pillows and awake. A book lay open on the bed, but he was not reading it. He seemed very pleased to see her.

The housekeeper suggested bringing some tea.

‘Why not!’ he said. ‘You’d like some, wouldn’t you, darling? Oh, it is good to see you!’

She sat in a chair by the bed. He had lost a lot of weight so that his eyes looked much larger in his face, which seemed otherwise to have shrunk.

‘I knew you were going to America,’ he said, ‘because you rang, Diana said, but I didn’t know when you’d be back.’

She knew that she’d told Diana it would be for four weeks, but she didn’t say this.

‘Anyway, you’re back,’ he said, ‘that’s the great thing.’

He put out his hand and she took it. ‘I didn’t know you were ill or I would have come the moment I got back.’

He squeezed her hand faintly: he seemed very weak. ‘You would, I know you would.’

There was a pause, then he said, ‘I nearly copped it. To tell you the truth, I thought I’d got cancer so I put off going to the doctor, although I felt bloody awful. My fault really.’

‘Poor Dad.’

‘And you know,’ he shifted himself up a bit in the bed, which clearly hurt him, ‘after the op when they were giving me some pretty fierce painkillers the night nurse – she was a real brick – said that I went on and on about having my medals cleaned because the King was coming to have tea with me! She said she had to say that she’d taken them away for a thorough cleaning because, of course, they weren’t in the hospital at all, they were here, at home. Funny what one thinks at times like that, isn’t it?’ He had a pathetic, boyish expression that she’d never seen before.

‘Yes. I suppose, somewhere inside you, you wanted him to have tea with you.’

‘To thank me,’ he said. ‘All those awful things that happened – all for King and country, you know. There hasn’t really been a way of making up for it.’

‘The war?’

‘Tell you something, I had to shoot people. Not the enemy – our own blokes. I had to go out at night and put a bullet into them. Put them out of their misery. Never talked about that to anyone – not even Hugh.’ He looked at her earnestly. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned that. Don’t want to upset you. That’s the last thing I want in the world.’

‘It doesn’t upset me,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you told me. Shall I get your medals? Would you like to see them?’

‘They’re in that drawer.’ He indicated it.

There were three boxes: two fat square ones and a long thin one.

‘Those are just for pinning on to evening dress,’ he said, discarding the long box. ‘These are the real ones.’

He clicked open one box and there, on the grubby, bruised blue velvet, lay the white enamel and gold Military Cross.

‘That’s the bar,’ he said. ‘I got it twice, you see.’

‘And you were recommended for a Victoria Cross, weren’t you?’

‘I got the bar instead.’

They were interrupted by the sound of voices, Diana’s and the housekeeper’s, on the stairs.

‘Have them,’ he said. ‘I’d really like you to have them. I won’t be able to leave you anything. Put them in your bag. Quick!’

She did as he asked. His wanting to be surreptitious about it shocked her.

The door burst open and Diana came in with a tray.

There followed an uneasy tea. During it Louise came to realize that Diana actually disliked her – was jealous? disapproved? she didn’t know. But, worse, she also sensed her father’s nervousness, his desire to please or, at least, to placate Diana. He constantly said how wonderful Diana was and had been to him; the story of his illness and going in an ambulance was told by both of them, the postponement of a summer holiday in France – much lamented by her father, on the grounds that Diana needed a well-deserved rest, and made light of by Diana, in a way that reminded her curiously of her own mother.

This did not last long: as soon as tea had been drunk, Diana said that the invalid must be given respite. ‘You have a little rest and read your book, darling, and I’ll see Louise out.’

He had looked at the book lying face downwards on the bed. The Judge’s Story by Charles Morgan.

‘I’m afraid it’s too highbrow for me,’ he said. ‘I can’t seem to get into it. I think I’ll just have forty winks.’

‘Come again, won’t you?’ he said as, watched by Diana, she bent to kiss his face. As she straightened up she met his beseeching eyes: he looked exhausted. ‘My two favourite women,’ he said, in a voice uneasily meant for both of them. She felt a lump in her throat. When she looked back at him from the door, he caught her eye, put his fingers to his lips and attempted to blow her a kiss.

‘Of course I’ll come,’ she said.

In the hall, Diana said, ‘He gets tired very quickly. That’s why I don’t feel that he’s quite up to visitors yet.’

‘He is all right, though, isn’t he? I mean – he is going to get well?’

‘Of course he is. It will just take time, that’s all.’ She smiled in a conclusive way. ‘How was America?’ she asked, with massive incuriosity. Before she could reply, a door burst open and a small girl said, ‘Mummy, are you going to read to me or aren’t you going to read to me? I’ve been waiting and waiting and waiting.’

‘This is Susan. Say hello to Louise.’

‘Hello to Louise. Now, Mummy.’

‘Yes, I will. Just saying goodbye to Louise.’ She brushed the air an inch from Louise’s face. ‘I’ll let you know when he’s up to another visit.’

No, you won’t, she thought, as she walked down the street. She felt bewildered by Diana’s animosity, and uneasy about her father. Apart from looking far iller than she had expected, he did not seem happy. Instances of the difference between his behaviour when he had been alone with her and when he was not came back to her with uncomfortable clarity: he seemed vulnerable – something she had never thought of him being – and also somehow trapped. What right had Diana to decide whether she should see him or not? She remembered Diana’s friendly behaviour to her on the only other occasion when they had met – at her father’s club – and began to dislike her more. The way he had talked about his war, almost like a confession, had made him seem as young and vulnerable, she realized, as once he must have been. Whatever he had done, whatever had happened to him, whatever wrong moves or choices he had made, she discovered then that she still had affection for him – still loved him. It was an extraordinary relief.

But it was useless to suppose that he was, or Diana would allow him to be, in any position to help her now. She would have to fend for herself. This felt uncomfortable, but right. On the long journey home, which involved two buses and a wait for the second one, things began to take shape.

She was going. If she left Michael she would have to leave Sebastian and Nannie. She could not possibly cope with looking after them as she would have no money to start with, no job and nowhere to live. If she tried to think about all of this, she felt sick. It would be best to think about one thing at a time. The place to live seemed a good start. If she could raise the rent money for it, perhaps she could take over Clary’s half of the flat in Blandford Street. But, then, Polly would also be leaving it when she married and she couldn’t possibly afford the whole thing. Perhaps Stella would return and she would need somewhere? She might, but it couldn’t be counted on. Then she remembered that once, in a restaurant in the winter, a card had been sent over to her and Michael’s table. It had said: ‘Would you be interested in modelling for Vogue?’ She had lost the card, but she could ring them up and see if they would employ her. Or I could do what Neville was doing, she thought. Anyone can wash up. And I did learn a bit about cooking once. Perhaps I can be a cook.

She decided to write to Stella and tell her.

It seemed very odd to be going back to Edwardes Square – to Nannie and the end of Mrs Alsop – and a dinner party in Markham Square that night with Michael. I can go on seeing Sebastian every week on Nannie’s day out, she thought, as long as I get a job that gives me that time off. This did not seem any more difficult than getting a job. She began to have wild ideas. She might write a play; she had always meant to do that. Or she might try far harder to get work in the theatre. She was nearly home before she wondered what Michael would say or do when she told him. Whatever it was, she knew, somehow, that he would not really mind, might even be relieved, particularly as she was the one who was doing it – leaving him so that he would seem the good person. I’ve let him down so much, she thought, that really leaving him will be stopping doing it. He can divorce me and marry Rowena. She had discovered that he was seeing her just before they had gone to America and that, too, had been a relief. It made her feel less guilty about him, at least. There seemed to be nothing she could do to feel better about Sebastian – nothing. Somehow, she could not bear to think about him. She seemed to have let him down from the start – by the there process of having him at all. She had a feeling that she was going to pay for that all of her life.

But going, otherwise, seemed to her a new air – freedom – as though she was taking the paint off her own back and starting to be what she was meant to be in the first place. An impoverished divorced woman of twenty-four (well, she would be even older before she was actually divorced), with no skills, no qualifications, it all sounded pretty frightening, but it was a challenge and she had to risk meeting it.




Two

CLARY

1946–47

‘It might interest you to know what Rupert said.’

She had been so angry, she had just looked at him.

‘He said, there was no point in your turning me into your father when you had a perfectly good one already.’

That had been the beginning of the worst row she had ever had with anyone in her life.

She said she had never heard anything so stupid.

‘Well, as it seems to you equally preposterous that I might have been treating you as an adult—’

‘You mean, having an affair with me—’

‘Yes, that might have come into it. Of course it didn’t – but I think it was reasonable that Rupert should think so.’

‘Do you? Well, it simply seems disgusting and idiotic to me.’

‘I see. So that leaves me as merely a kind of mother’s help. Sorry, Clary, I didn’t mean that.’

‘You did. You’re trying to be as nasty as you possibly can. I thought you were my friend! There’s no need to treat me like a child!’

‘Oh, yes, there is.’ She remembered how grim he had sounded when he said that. She had hunched up over her jig-saw again (which she had done the moment her father had left the room with Archie seeing him out), but now he walked over to the table and swept most of the puzzle on to the floor.

‘I treat you like a child because you go on behaving like one. If you want me to treat you like a friend, you’ll have to bloody well listen to me. You were pretty unpleasant to your father, but I expect you’re so wrapped up in yourself you didn’t notice.’

‘You weren’t particularly nice to him either. In fact, I think you’re a fine one to talk.’

‘Yes, I am. And I’m going to. You’ve got to stop, Clary.’

‘Stop what?’

‘Stop being so sorry for yourself, making everyone else pay for your mistakes, expecting everyone to make allowances for you without even doing them the honour of telling them why. You’ve got to stop wallowing. I know you’ve had a hard time—’

‘Oh, thanks very much for that. You call falling in love with someone who turns out not to love you or want your child and having an abortion “a hard time”! You can’t have the faintest idea what any of that feels like!’ She was crying by now, but it was mostly from outrage.

‘There you go again! Now, you listen to me – as your friend, since that is what you say you want. You fell for someone who was already married, which might have been some kind of warning, but who also turned out to be a selfish bastard. You decided not to have the baby and so you had to go through all that. You knew, really, that he never had any intention of leaving his wife for you, but you wanted to think that he might. You have had a hard time. But you’ve had it now, and it’s time you moved on. You’ve got to start making yourself eat, stop these crying jags, start fending for yourself.’

‘Oh! If you’re sick of me, why don’t you jolly well say so instead of beating about the bush like a craven brute?’

This made him laugh, which she hadn’t meant at all.

‘I’ll go,’ she said. ‘I’ll go and pack now and you’ll never see me again.’

He seized her hands and stopped her getting to her feet. ‘There you go again! Trying to make someone else responsible for your behaviour. Sit still. I haven’t finished with you.’

She blinked the tears from her eyes so that she could see his face, which did not look as grim as he sounded.

‘Sweetheart, I am your friend. I know everything seems completely bleak for you, but it won’t go on being like that. And it will get better just as soon as you start wanting it to.’ He put out his hand and smoothed some hair from her forehead. ‘People do fall in love with the wrong person and suffer for it. It happens. And you’re rather a headlong sort of person, so it’s hit you very hard.’

‘When I love people, they die, or they go to France, or they simply turn out not to love me.’

‘Clary! Who has died?’

‘My mother. Of course I think I’ve got over that. It doesn’t really count any more.’

‘Everything counts, love. But nothing is everything.’

She thought about that then, and often afterwards.


‘What do you think I ought to do?’

‘Well, you could go back to the cottage – on your own for the weekdays, and I’ll come down at weekends. You could start writing your book. You could make the cottage more comfortable, and you might tidy up the garden. If you do some physical work, you’ll get nice and tired, and then you’ll go to sleep. And writers need food. You’ll write awful weedy stuff if you go on trying to subsist on lettuce and black coffee. I shall come down on Friday evenings and expect an enormous hot dinner.’

So she said she would do that. And next morning, he saw her off at Paddington. He gave her money for a cab to the cottage and three more pounds for food. ‘I’ll be down in two days,’ he said, ‘and we’ll stock up with everything for the next week.’ He was standing on the platform and she’d pushed down the window. ‘Headlong people usually have a lot of courage,’ he said.

When the train began to move, she waved quickly and he turned at once and started walking back down the platform. She was in an empty compartment so she could have had a good cry, but she decided not to. She sat with her notebook on her lap making lists of things to do so that she wouldn’t mind being alone too much.

It had been very hard at the beginning. When the cab deposited her at the end of the lane that led to the cottage and she’d paid him and he’d backed out and gone, she stood for a moment where he had left her at the small gate that opened on to the mossy little path that led to the kitchen door. It was very cold: there had been a heavy frost. An October sun, belyingly flushed for it seemed to give no heat, was poised in the sky beyond the beech trees and willows, and the only sound she could hear was the curious metallic chinking of coots on the canal. Inside, the cottage seemed colder, and the silence was complete. She dumped her cases and set about lighting the fire in the sitting room, filling the log basket with armfuls of logs from the lean-to shed outside. Two days ago she had been here by herself when Archie had left on Monday morning. She had stuck it out until tea-time and then suddenly decided that she could not, would not stay there alone. The cottage had no telephone, so she had simply turned up at his flat. He had been cooking, but everything had come to a halt. She had burst into tears and said that she couldn’t bear it; she couldn’t cope with being alone. She didn’t want anything to eat so it didn’t matter about supper, she would have a bath and go to bed, he needn’t worry about her. And then, the next evening, Dad had turned up – out of the blue.

And now, here she was, back, and she had to stick it out this time or Archie would despise her. She lit the fire, and then went up to the bedroom and made her bed which she had left in a mess. There were two bedrooms, one large and one smaller, and Archie, who had found and rented the cottage, made her have the large one, which she had liked because it had two ace-of-clubs windows in it.

She made a sandwich with a hard-boiled egg and tomato for lunch, and while she ate it, she looked at her list.

Make a bonfire of all the garden stuff Archie cut down.

Look in Mrs Beeton for a stew to make for Friday evening.

Housework all the cottage [two bedrooms, the sitting room and the kitchen]. Clean bath, clean windows [they had got very smoky].

Make a shopping list.

Start novel.

There it was. At the bottom of the list – a bland little note. It sounded no harder than cleaning the bath. But the moment she stopped doing physical things, like collecting wood or dusting, and sat down at the small table with a kitchen chair and the blank paper in front of her, thoughts and feelings that had nothing whatever to do with what she planned to write overwhelmed her: the last time she had seen Noël; his voice, which she now recognized had been as full of self-pity as the hostility that had struck her at the time.

‘You know enough about my own childhood to know perfectly well that I am not cut out for parenthood, never have been, never will be.’ The dinner with Archie after he had come back from France when she had said that she should not have the baby. The ensuing night when she had wept about the awfulness of not having the baby, had tried to take in the fact that Noël was not only out of love with her now but could never have been much in love in the first place. Then Archie taking her for the operation. Just walking through the streets with him, being taken away and leaving him in the waiting room, and lying on the hard high table while a small, obscenely merry little man assaulted her deftly in his rubber gloves. And then – blood and tears at the end of it. Going back to Blandford Street and not being able to bear being there. Not really wanting to be anywhere, she had told Archie, who had said that if it didn’t matter to her, he would make the choice. He had taken her to the Scilly Isles, and made her go for walks with him, had taught her six-pack bezique; had made them take turns reading aloud from Mansfield Park, had pretended not to notice when she picked at her food, when she suddenly wanted to cry, when she withdrew or snapped at him. He made her talk about Noël – and Fenella. Quite soon he called Noël ‘Number One’ and she found herself following suit. It distanced him, but this seemed to increase her senses of humiliation and failure. She moped, and he let her. He had, indeed, been her friend, she thought now, as she looked at the bland white page on which anything might be written. She had even told Archie what she did want to write. ‘It is sort of Miss Milliment’s childhood and youth,’ she explained. ‘I mean, what it must have been like to be plain and have nobody who actually cared about you. She had a brother who everybody thought was marvellous. And even he was awful to her about her appearance.’

‘What about her mother?’ Archie had asked.

‘Oh – she died. She had an aunt who brought them up, but then she died too.’

‘Oh.’ She noticed Archie looking at her intently, and said, ‘Of course, poor Miss Milliment isn’t really like me. I had Dad and he did love me.’

‘I should think he’s still at it.’

She agreed that he did, of course, in a way, but privately she thought that what with Zoë and Jules, he could hardly have much time for someone like herself. She had changed the subject back to Miss Milliment and her Victorian youth. It was not that she planned to write about what happened to Miss Milliment, which would have been extremely difficult since she knew only the bare outline of her life, it was more that she needed to know about the mid to late nineteenth century during which she had grown up. Practical things, like the times of meals and what was eaten, and clothes and what houses looked like and what people did in their spare time. Archie had suggested that she go and talk to Miss Milliment about that sort of thing, but she felt this was out of the question. She was not really writing about Miss Milliment but she was afraid that Miss Milliment might think she was. In fact, she said, she had the idea of writing about Miss Milliment’s time and her own, with, roughly speaking, the same character living in both of them. ‘I don’t worry about making the main person,’ she had said. ‘I know how to do that.’ But for days, weeks even, that was about all she did know. The bones of the story jangled about in her mind without seeming to knit themselves together.

Today she decided to stick to getting the cottage straight, washing her other jersey and cleaning the sitting room, which got very dusty with wood ash.

Cleaning was made more arduous by lack of utensils. The carpet-sweeper hardly worked until she found that the small wheels each side of the brushes were tightly encased in long red hairs that had to be unwound one by one. The duster was itself so dirty that it seemed to transfer a different kind of dirt to whatever she used it on. In the end she used the only tea-cloth. The place had been more or less furnished when Archie found it, but that really meant that you could sleep in a bed, fry an egg on the old electric stove and sit at a rickety table to eat it. There was a battered old sofa and armchair in the sitting room, one standard lamp, a threadbare carpet and a small shelf of books that kept falling sideways as there was nothing to prop them up. It was when she was dusting these that she made the discovery. A dark red book, larger than the others and therefore the one to put at the end of the row, she thought. It was called A Book With Seven Seals, the author anonymous. She opened it, and was lost. It was the account of a mid-Victorian clergyman’s family in Chelsea and she became so absorbed in it that she read till it was dusk and she discovered that she was cold because the fire had gone out.

Mindful of her promise to Archie, she opened a tin of baked beans and ate them cold from the tin with a teaspoon, while she read in her overcoat – she couldn’t be bothered to relight the fire. Eventually, she made herself a hot-water bottle and took it, with the book, to bed. She fell asleep before she finished the book and slept all night without a dream.

The next day she began to write.

When Archie arrived on Friday, she had cleaned the cottage and made an Irish stew. ‘And you’ve even washed your hair!’ he exclaimed, after she had hugged him. ‘Am I glad to see you!’ he said. ‘Looking almost human. Well done.’

He had brought a load of things in the car: more blankets, bath towels, his gramophone and a box of records and another box containing books, ‘I got you some Victorian novels. Thought they might be a help,’ as well as two bottles of wine, his painting equipment and his bezique packs. The stew was the best bit of cooking she’d ever done. They both had two helpings, drank a bottle of wine and played two records – ‘We take turns to choose and then there can be no ugly scenes,’ he had said. She told him about the book and he asked her about her own work and she felt suddenly, nervously, shy, and said she might have made a start but it was probably no good.

On Saturday they went shopping, for food and things for the cottage, and paint because he said he thought the walls of the sitting room should be yellow. They had lunch in a pub and after they’d got back and unpacked the car, he made her go for a walk along the towpath the other side of the canal. ‘We’ll do five bridges and then we’ll turn round,’ he said. It was a mild, grey afternoon and the towpath was thick with livid leaves that had fallen from the trees growing on the steep banks. The grey, still water was speckled with them. A pair of coots that lived on the water just outside the cottage swam ahead of them towards the first hump-backed bridge. The stone coping that edged the towpath was broken in places leaving muddy inlets with rushes. Every now and then they heard the explosive, raucous sound of a pheasant.

They walked for a while in comfortable silence, and then he said, ‘I’ve decided to give up my dreary old job.’

‘And go back to painting?’

‘I’m not sure. Probably. If I can make a living at it.’

‘You were before the war, weren’t you? Of course, you were in France then. I suppose that’s different.’

‘I still have to eat food and live somewhere. I’ve still got my place there.’

‘Are you going back there to live?’

‘Don’t know. Haven’t decided anything.’

The faint stirrings of alarm in her subsided. ‘I should think you’d be jolly lonely if you went back there now,’ she said, and felt him glance at her before he answered.


‘Perhaps I would.’

Later, when they were toasting crumpets, she asked him when he would be leaving his job.

‘Christmas,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to stick it out until then.’

Christmas seemed a long way off. She was content to leave it at that.

It was hard when he left very early on Monday morning. He brought her a cup of tea in bed at half past six, kissed her forehead and said he was off.

‘Work hard, eat a lot and get the lawn mowed,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back on Friday. I shall notice all those things.’

She listened to his car start and then to the engine noise becoming fainter until she couldn’t hear it. It would be five days and four nights entirely alone. She got up and looked out of the little window. There was a white mist rising from the canal and a lumpy thrush was hauling a worm out of the grass with short, irritable tugs. She decided then that the best way of not thinking about him driving back to London was to get her work and read over what she had written before the weekend. This became a routine. She would get up, make a mug of tea and go back to bed with it and her novel, which she read aloud to herself because she found that this was a good way of hearing uneasy passages, repetitive words or sounds, or simply finding out what she had left out. Miss Milliment – she decided to call her Marianne rather than Eleanor – was now seven, rather fat with skimpy pigtails. Then she thought that perhaps girls in those days didn’t have pigtails but flowing hair streaming down their backs, and poor Marianne’s hair was not the kind that flowed – any more than her own had been.

After her breakfast – porridge and more tea – she got a mirror and had a long, careful look at her face. Her forehead was broad but rather low, with a widow’s peak off centre. ‘Low forehead, greasy hair growing to a point,’ she wrote. Eyebrows. Hers were quite thick and Polly had made her pull bits out towards the middle so that there was more of a gap between them. ‘Sparse eyebrows growing too close together,’ she wrote. Eyes. Her own eyes, large, grey and calculating, she critically surveyed them, were really just ordinary eyes. ‘Small, grey, rather beady eyes,’ she wrote. Nose. Pudgy. ‘Pudgy.’ Noses were very boring to describe. Shape of face. She seemed to have wide cheekbones above a round face and a firm-looking chin. ‘Pudgy face with chin and sub-chin,’ she wrote. When she had finished she read the notes again. The funny thing was that they didn’t really give a picture of a face; they stayed stubbornly being bits of a face. She shut her eyes and started remembering Miss Milliment’s now – in her extreme old age. (It was very difficult not to call her Miss Milliment: she decided to change Marianne to Mary Anne – much better for a plain child.)

Remembering her old was much better: her vast face, the colour of grey custard, her surprisingly soft skin, her eyes like tiny pebbles behind the small thick water of her glasses, her descending arrangement of chins, her strained-back, oyster-shell-coloured hair, the intricate network of wrinkles like crazed china all over her face, her expression of gentle anxiety born of a lifetime of not being absolutely sure at first what she was seeing, punctuated by a glance minutely penetrating and kind that somehow made one forget any or all of her separately unattractive features. I think my eyes are my best feature, she thought, but I suppose most people’s are. She could not remember looking either penetrating or kind, but there it was. One knew less about oneself than other people realized, although one couldn’t consider other people in a novel without considering oneself. This seemed to be because one could never be quite sure about getting other people’s feelings right unless somehow one became them. And this in turn meant that one was pulling things out of oneself: it was a maze and she felt lost in it, but extremely interested.

So, that first week passed surprisingly quickly and then there was Archie again and the weekends were lovely. He always brought some kind of treat: chocolate biscuits, a poster of Madame Bonnard in her bath (the cottage had no pictures), a new record, the desk that Polly had given her years ago that he had collected from Blandford Street. ‘She’d love to see you,’ he said. ‘I thought you might come up with me one Monday and spend a night or two with her?’ She might.

Just before Christmas, she did. They went on Sunday evening, so that Polly would be there when she arrived: she couldn’t face going there alone. Polly, looking wonderful, received her with open arms. ‘Oh, it’s so lovely to see you,’ she kept saying. She was wearing a scarlet corduroy skirt and a raspberry-pink shirt, and a very flashy ring of smoky blue with what looked like diamonds round it.

‘They are,’ she said. ‘Gerald gave it to me. That’s what I’ve been dying to tell you. I’m in love with him and we’re going to be married.’

It was a shock.

‘Are you sure, Poll? Really sure?’

‘People keep saying that. Of course I am. I don’t think it’s something one is unsure about. Either you are or you aren’t.’

‘Are what?’

‘In love.’

She was silent. She knew then that it was the kind of untruth that everyone had to discover for themselves. But perhaps Polly would never have to do that. She was the kind of person who got things right, she thought, seeing Polly’s shining eyes and air of joy.

‘I’ve asked him to come after supper to meet you,’ she was now saying. ‘He knows you’re my best friend as well as my cousin.’

All through supper Polly told her about him. About his enormously ugly house, and how she’d nearly not met him, and how they were to be married in July and he was going to take her to Paris for her honeymoon, and how good he was at imitating people, and how he wasn’t conventionally good-looking (that probably means ugly, she thought: people’s appearance and the consequences of it were her profession these days), and the more Polly talked about him, the more she thought about Noël and the worse she felt.

Goodness, she thought, love can make people rather boring.

‘I’d rather not,’ she said, when Polly said she wanted her to be a bridesmaid.

When Polly began asking her about herself, she could find little or nothing to say. ‘Yes, it’s a good place to work,’ she said of the cottage.

The book was getting on. (What could one say about a less than half-written book? She didn’t want to say anything about it at all.) Talking to Archie about it was different.

Yes, she said in answer to the most serious question. Yes, she was over Noël. ‘But that’s what I mean,’ she added, suddenly finding something to say. ‘I am over him – more or less – and once I thought I never would be. I thought I was completely in love. Don’t you see?’

‘See what?’

‘That it isn’t as simple as you think. You are in love with Gerald now, but how do you know you’ll go on feeling like that?’

‘I see what you mean. But I do know, Clary. I really do. It is awfully difficult to explain—’

‘What about Archie? You thought you were in love with him, didn’t you? It went on for ages.’

‘That was different.’

‘You didn’t think so at the time.’

‘I see what you mean,’ Polly said again. ‘I suppose everyone has to go through falling in love with the wrong person, but that doesn’t mean that they can’t find the right one. If they didn’t nobody would be married.’

‘That might be a very good thing.’

‘Don’t be silly! Of course it wouldn’t be.’

‘Well, I’m not going to marry anyone.’

‘I think you’re just saying that because you’ve had such a rotten time. I do admit it was far luckier to fall in love with Archie than with Noël.’

At this point the doorbell rang and Polly rushed down to let Gerald in.

Clary had felt divided about whether she wanted to like him or not. Of course, in a way she did, but there was a stubborn, contrary part of her that resented having to fall in with Polly’s complacency and happiness. ‘I know you’ll like him,’ she had said, more than once. How could she know that? Why should she, Clary, like people just because Polly thought she would? But she had to admit to herself that he did seem all right; moony about Polly, of course, but very nice to her as well. When Polly told him that she didn’t want to be bridesmaid, he looked quite disappointed, and then he said, ‘I can’t blame you. I should hate to be one myself.’ And he asked her about her cottage much more than Polly had, so that Polly said, ‘Why don’t we come and see you there? One weekend?’ and she heard herself saying – quite rudely, ‘Oh, no! I can’t have people there. It’s far too primitive, especially for you, Poll. She’s always wanting to do things to houses, decorate them and all that.’

And he had said, ‘I know. Well, she’s taken on either a life’s work or her Waterloo with mine.’ He had looked at Polly, and they had both smiled. They were continually meeting each other’s eyes and smiling. Once he picked up Polly’s hand and kissed it, and Polly sat looking at that hand with a look of contented bliss that went straight – and painfully – to her heart. Noël had never, at any point, treated her like that.

The atmosphere was so full of this sort of thing, evoking all kinds of painful contrast, that in the end she couldn’t deal with it. She said she was tired and would go to bed.

‘I’ve made up your bed,’ Polly said, after she had insisted upon taking her downstairs. ‘I’m afraid Neville has made rather a mess of your room, but at least the sheets are clean.’

And then the inevitable question.

‘You do like him?’

‘Oh, yes, of course I do. I think he’s – jolly nice,’ she finished.

‘Oh, good! I thought you would. Sleep well. See you in the morning.’

But she couldn’t sleep. To be back in this room, where she had occasionally spent nights with Noël – where, in fact, their last meeting had taken place – brought back a weight of misery and anguish that she thought had gone. That she had cared so much for him, that he had never, in fact, loved her, that she had not recognized this until it was too late, engulfed her more painfully than ever before. This was because she now knew all three of these factors, whereas before they had occurred one after the other. Again and again she heard Noël’s cold and irritable response to her saying she was pregnant; again and again, she played her memory record of Fenella’s voice on the telephone with its precise blend of indifference and hostility that had so confounded her – they were not, had never been, her amazing, dear, dose friends. She supposed dimly that she had been used, although she did not understand why, but in any case she had been stupid enough to be a willing, an enthusiastic victim. All the events connected with her pregnancy came back, and remembering how she had bled and wept after the abortion, she wept again as pride leaked out of her until she was nothing but her humiliation. The whole night her losses ganged up on her. Her mother who had left her forever by dying – left her with a single postcard and memories that were not to be talked about because of upsetting her father. And then Dad – going off and leaving her for years. He would never know what his absence had cost her. And then, when he did come back, of course he had a new, far more beautiful daughter to look after, and she, now ostensibly grown-up, was meant to look after herself. And now Polly was going off to be married which really meant that she wouldn’t want the same kind of friendship any more that they had had all these years. She had reached the stage of misery where she searched for yet more reasons to justify it And I just don’t look like Polly, so nothing like that would ever happen to me anyway, she thought, as she put on the light to search in her chest of drawers for a handkerchief. But her chest of drawers turned out to be full of Neville’s things – dirty shirts, sheet music, half-eaten packets of biscuits, broken pencils, rolls of film … Her chest of drawers! Full of the wretched Neville’s things! And he had not even asked her if he could use her room! She found one of his handkerchiefs – a Cash’s nametape with N. Cazalet sewn on it. I’ll use it and I’ll keep it, she thought. Then she saw that she was behaving like a cross little girl of ten and not at all like a grown-up with tragic events behind her.

At this moment, she heard the front door slam downstairs. So Gerald did not spend the night with Polly. She turned off her light again; she did not want Polly coming in to talk to her.

She must have slept a bit, because when she came to it was beginning to be light. She got up, packed the rucksack she had brought and wrote a note to Polly. ‘Am going back to the cottage to work. Sorry, but I don’t want to be in this place at the moment. Nothing to do with you – it’s other things. Love, Clary.’

She took the note upstairs and put it outside Polly’s room. It was half past six. She let herself out of the house and walked to Baker Street station to catch a train for Paddington and her journey back to the cottage.

It was raining heavily and she was soaked on the walk to Baker Street; she had just enough money to buy the two train tickets, but not enough for a taxi at the other end. This would mean a three-mile walk unless she got a lift. The train was unheated, and she sat in a compartment to herself, wishing that she had a hot drink to warm her up and hoping that the rain would have stopped by the time she reached Pewsey.

It hadn’t, of course. It seemed set for the day, if not for ever. Only one other person got off the train at Pewsey, and was met by an old man in tweeds with a pipe; he carried her off in an old Morris Minor before Clary had a chance to ask them which way they were going. She would have to walk it. Up to now, the journey had felt like an escape: even shivering and damp in the train she had felt that everything would be different and better when she got off it. But now as she tramped wearily towards the cottage, its emptiness and silence began to weigh upon her. She would be alone for at least four days, and Archie, who had expected to drive her down the following Friday, had not left the usual five pounds for housekeeping. She would not have money to buy food and there was very little in the way of stores. She realized then that for weeks Archie had been providing for her, since she’d had no money of her own once her job had stopped. She simply had not thought about this before, but now it frightened her. She was completely dependent upon Archie turning up when he said he would, and supposing he was cross with her for running away from London (and without telling him – she could have rung him up, she now thought), he just might not come on Friday.

She had reached the wooded part of the road and, although this meant some protection from the rain, great flurries of larger drops fell from the branches, making straight for the back of her neck until she felt sodden – wet to the skin. The only traffic she encountered was a farm tractor coming the other way, whose driver asked whether it was wet enough for her.

The key to the cottage was under a stone near the back door. She felt light-headed with exhaustion, but she was back.

She made a pot of tea. She knew that the next thing was to light the fire, but she felt too tired to do it. She took the tea upstairs and got out of her wet clothes. It seemed easiest to get into her pyjamas and then to bed, but once there, she could not get warm. Her feet were icy and her teeth actually chattering – like people in books, she thought. So she got up again, made a hot-water bottle, dried her hair a bit on her bath towel and found some woollen socks. Back in bed she gradually began to thaw, until she was warm enough to fall asleep.

She woke when it was already dark, very thirsty and, she thought, hungry. But when she sat up, her head ached so violently that she couldn’t face going downstairs. She drank what remained of the cold tea with two aspirin she got from the bathroom and went back to bed. The hot-water bottle was cold, so she got up again and refilled it from the hot tap in the bathroom. These two trips had made her cold again, and it took ages to get warm.

She spent a night full of feverish thoughts and dreams. It was hard to tell which was which – what she was thinking and what she was dreaming. There was Archie saying she’d let him down and he was going to France that day, and there was Noël saying she’d let him down and he didn’t want to see her any more, and Polly saying she was so happy she didn’t need her friends, and somebody whose face was turned away and whose voice she did not recognize who kept saying she didn’t belong anywhere. And then she was running along a street towards a crowd of people but when she reached them the ones nearest threw up their arms in horror as though to ward her off and all the others melted away and there was the empty street again, only it had turned into a lane and at the end of it she thought she saw the cottage but when she got nearer there was just a black place and she fell into it and as she fell it got hotter and hotter until she was burning and there was a drumming, beating sound coming from her head and someone was telling her to open her eyes, but she was afraid that if she did that, it would be just the same – no dream, no difference.

‘… it’s all right, darling, wake up. I’m here with you.’

It was Dad. He was sitting on the side of the bed, and he was stroking her forehead with his long thin fingers. She looked at him with terror that it might not really be him, and then with fear that he might be angry at her being in the cottage away from home although she couldn’t remember where that was … ‘Oh, Dad!’ she said. ‘Oh, Dad! I’m so glad you’ve come!’ But then as she looked into his face, that had been smiling, she thought, and saw his serious eyes, it wasn’t Dad at all – it was Archie.

‘It’s Archie,’ he said.

‘I know. I can see you now. I was having a dream, I think. Such an awful dream.’

He put his arms round her as she began to cry, and held her with small rocking movements as she tried to tell him – but the whole thing went into jagged pieces and made no sense.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he kept saying, as she repeated hopelessly that there wasn’t anybody – anybody at all – she couldn’t find a single one. ‘I saw some people, but they melted.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ he said. ‘You’re burning hot. Now, lean forward and I’ll make your pillows comfortable.’

‘Is it Friday?’

‘Tuesday, as a matter of fact.’

‘Nowhere near Friday.’

‘Not really, no.’

‘Why are you here, then?’

He straightened up from collecting her tea-tray off the floor and looked at her for a moment – consideringly, she thought.

‘I came to see you.’

‘Oh. To see me.’ She felt a different kind of warmth.

‘Especially to see you,’ he said, and went with the tray.

She leaned back on the pillows: relief, contentment, pleasure filled her and she hardly felt ill.

He stayed all that week. The first two days she was in bed because she had a fever. He made her pots of tea and brought her a bottle of Robinson’s lemon barley water and a large jug of water to mix it with. He made a fire in her room, and in the mornings, after a bath, she lay in bed reading a book called Animal Farm that he had brought her, while he sat and drew her. ‘Got to get my hand in,’ he said, ‘and there you are. You might as well be useful.’

After lunch, he tucked her up and went out to shop and do other chores while she slept. She slept deeply and without dreams each afternoon, and would wake when it was dusk and the firelight was coming into its own.

Then he would bring their supper up on trays, and afterwards they would play bezique: they had kept the score for months and he said she owed him two hundred and fifty-three pounds.

When she was better, their ordinary life resumed, and when he left for London the following Monday, she went back to her book.

He asked her why she had left Blandford Street, and she told him about Polly and Gerald – a bit, though not much, about hating her room because of Noël.

‘Did you know about Poll and Gerald?’ she had asked him.

‘I did, actually. But Polly wanted to tell you herself.’

‘Do you think it’s a good thing?’

‘I think it’s a very good thing. He’s a very nice chap and she’ll make a splendid countess.’


‘What?’

‘Didn’t she tell you? He’s a lord. So, of course, she will be a lady.’

‘Lady what?’

‘Fakenham. Didn’t she tell you about his house? It’s enormous and in an awful state – just the thing for Poll.’

‘Yes, it would be. I can see the house part of it. I was just worrying – I mean, supposing she married him and it all goes wrong? They stop loving each other, or even one of them stops …’

‘Well, then it would all be sad and an awful mess, wouldn’t it? It’s a risk, of course, but people have to take them, and in their case I think it’s a pretty small one. But it’s their business, Clary. You can’t tell anyone who to love or not love.’

‘No.’

‘Would you have taken the slightest notice if I had advised you not to take up with Number One Noël?’

‘I wouldn’t. I see. OK, you win.’

They spent Christmas at the cottage. He asked her if she wanted to go to Home Place or be in London for it, and she said no, she wanted to stay where she was. The book had reached the stage where things were working in it that she had not envisaged when she began, but she had started to worry about the end, and didn’t want a holiday away from it. But she also – although she did not tell Archie – felt superstitious about leaving the cottage where she felt safe and cut off from her old life. She wanted simply to write, to make the garden and to have Archie every weekend. He taught her to make a proper vegetable soup, and interesting salads with things like potato and egg and anchovy in them. She began to grow things from seed and she planted bulbs to come out at Christmas.

She did one day talk to him about the fact that she had no money and that he was having to pay for everything. To begin with, he said that she could pay him back when her book got published, but, having worked in a literary agency, she knew that writers did not get paid much for their first book – or indeed, sometimes for many books after that. When she pointed this out, he said he thought that her father would probably give her a small allowance if she asked for it. So she suggested asking him down to the cottage, but Archie did not seem to want this, and said no, she should go to London to talk to him.

After Christmas, Archie had stopped his job, and although he had not given up his flat in London, he began to spend more time at the cottage, and was out painting whenever the weather was fine enough. ‘I could go up for the day,’ she said.

‘No, for a night,’ Archie said. ‘Unless you go at a weekend, otherwise he’ll be working. Go on,’ he said, ‘don’t be feeble.’

‘Why don’t you want him here?’

‘He might get the wrong idea.’

‘Oh, that! I could tell him.’

‘What would you tell him?’

‘I’d tell him – I’d tell him that we’re friends! Well, we are, aren’t we?’

‘I think you could say that.’

‘You don’t sound very pleased about it.’

‘What am I supposed to be? Hopping up and down with excitement? Like you?’

‘I’m not hopping,’ she said. He was making her feel grudging and sulky, which she hated. They had parted company for the afternoon. He went off to paint by the canal, and she collected branches that had fallen from the trees on to the piece of woodland garden where all the snowdrops had been and primroses were to come. All the time she was doing this she felt worse and worse about him. She thought of how kind he had been, how he had looked after her, how he had found this cottage and supported her living in it, encouraged her to write her book – really done every single thing for her for months and months. She thought of how good he had been with Neville when their father was still away; how tactful he had been with Polly when she was in love with him. He was the kindest and best person she had ever met. And there she was, making difficulties about doing one thing the way he wanted her to.

When she went back into the cottage, he was standing at the kitchen sink washing his brushes.

‘I want to apologize,’ she said. ‘I was foul to you. Of course I won’t tell Dad about our life. If he asks me I shall simply say that you have been terrifically kind – like a sort of second father to me.’

There was a silence. He did not turn round, but eventually she heard his croaky laughter, so she felt things were all right.

She went to London for the night, which she spent with Dad and Zoë in their rather grand new flat that looked on to Ladbroke Square. They both seemed very pleased to see her, and Juliet rushed in from playing in the square to give her a hug.

‘You’ve grown your hair long!’ she cried. ‘You’re grown-up. Why aren’t you wearing lipstick? Mummy, a boy called Hastings is coming to stay because he’s running away.’

‘Why is he running away?’

‘His parents are very cruel to him. He stood on a wall ’cos he wanted to jump off it and they didn’t want him to so when he jumped, they spoiled it and caught him! I’m going to be a bridesmaid at Polly’s wedding! If you come to it you’ll see me in a long dress, and probably –’ her voice dropped and slowed dramatically ‘– I almost surely … perhaps … may be … wearing lipstick. A bit.’

Zoë bore Jules off and Dad took her upstairs to the drawing room for a drink.

‘Let’s have a good look at you,’ he said. ‘You look quite different since I last saw you – although, heaven knows, that’s far too long ago. You’ve got very thin.’

‘Have I? I didn’t notice.’

‘It suits you. What have you been doing? Archie told me that you were writing.’

She told him about the book. Well, not about it, but about doing it. Then – he brought it up – he asked her how she was managing about money, and she told him that she hadn’t got any. ‘I haven’t even paid Polly for the rent for the flat,’ she said (a thought that had only recently occurred to her).

‘Don’t worry about that,’ he said. ‘I’m paying it for Neville. He seems to like staying there – doesn’t want to be here, and it seemed sensible.’

‘Oh.’ How could she ask him for more money after that?

‘But that’s another matter. You must be needing some for yourself, though. I suppose Archie has been subsidizing you. We can’t let him go on doing that. He’s probably saved a bit from his job, but he told me that he was thinking of giving that up, then he’ll be off to France and he’ll need what he’s saved to get started again. It’s the devil going back to something like painting when you haven’t been doing it for years.’

‘Did he tell you he was going to France?’


‘He said he was thinking about it.’

‘When?’

‘Oh, darling, I don’t know when! Sometime in the autumn, I think, after he’d found that cottage for you. I seem to remember that he said the cottage was dirt cheap – twenty-five pounds a year. Are you going to stay in it after you’ve finished your book?’

‘I don’t know.’ She was suddenly feeling so frightened that she couldn’t concentrate on what Dad was saying. If Archie was going, why hadn’t he told her? All he had said, months ago, was that he hadn’t decided. So had he changed his mind?

‘It was just before Christmas, I remember now.’

‘What was?’

‘When Archie talked about France. Clary! Do listen to me! What I propose is …’

The rest of the evening, although she tried to conceal it, she felt completely desperate. Zoë arrived to say that Juliet wanted her to say goodnight, and she went downstairs to Juliet’s bedroom. It’s probably a mistake, she thought, as she went, a misunderstanding. He wouldn’t lie to me.

‘Mummy said you live in a cottage? Do you like it?’

‘Yes.’

‘I wouldn’t. I shall live in a boat. Or an aeroplane. Yes, an aeroplane because I don’t want to have a garden and weeding to do. You’re my sister, aren’t you? Sort of?’

‘Yes, I am. We have the same dad.’

‘Where’s your mother?’

‘She died.’ She found that she could say that as though she was talking about somebody else.

Juliet flung her arms round her and she was tightly squeezed. ‘I’m very, very, very sorry for you.’

‘It’s all right, Jules. It was a long time ago.’

‘Oh. I suppose it’s gone into history. We do history at my school and people die all the time. They keep doing it, and then we have to learn about a new person.’

She went back on the train next morning. She should have felt relieved. Dad was giving her an allowance of a hundred and twenty pounds a year, and he produced two hundred at once to pay Archie back. ‘You’ll probably have to get some sort of job, you know,’ he said. ‘It’s not easy to live on writing books to begin with. Come back soon. Don’t disappear again.’

Archie met her at the station. He bent to kiss her, but she turned her face so that he only got her ear.

‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing’s up. Dad is giving me an allowance. And he sent you this cheque to pay you back for all the money you’ve spent on me.’

‘I’ve hardly spent any money on you.’

She didn’t want to have it out with him while they were in the car, so she didn’t reply.

‘I’ll tell you what we’ll do,’ he said, as he dumped the shopping he had done on the kitchen table, ‘we’ll buy you some new clothes. You badly need some. I’m getting rather sick of those two torn old jerseys and those baggy corduroys.’

‘Well, when you go to France, you won’t have to see them any more, will you?’

‘Oh! That’s what it is! Clary! You are one for making mountains out of molehills.’

‘I’m not! It isn’t you going that I mind particularly, it’s you not telling me. Telling other people, and not me.’

‘I didn’t. I haven’t.’

‘Dad said you did, so don’t try to get out of it.’

‘He asked me if I was going back – no, he said, “I suppose you’ll be going back”, and I said that I hadn’t decided, but I might.’

‘To live there?’

‘Well, yes. If I go back I’ll expect to do a spot of living.’

‘Don’t be facetious! You see, you are serious about it. And I notice,’ she added, and could not stop her voice from trembling, ‘that you don’t ask me.’

‘Whether I may go? No, I don’t.’

‘No! Whether I would like to go with you.’

There was a dead silence. He was leaning against the sink, his back to the light. She could not see his face. She was sitting on the kitchen table fiddling with a paperback from the shopping basket.

‘I couldn’t stay in this cottage alone,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t be here all by myself for months and months. I’d go mad with – with nobody to talk to! Surely you can see that!’

He walked over to the table suddenly, put his hands on her shoulders, and then, surprisingly, folded his arms.

‘You could go back to London,’ he said. ‘You’ll need to get some other work to support you while you write. For a bit, anyway.’

‘I know about that,’ she said. She felt her eyes filling with tears. ‘I know I’ve got to find a job, and I will. It’s just – I don’t think I can do anything if you simply aren’t there. You tell me what to do, you see. And then I can do it.’

‘You’ve got accustomed to having two fathers.’

‘I suppose I have.’


‘Well,’ he said briskly, ‘you’ve got to grow up. You’ve got to stand on your own feet. One father is quite enough for most people.’

‘Why did you look after me if that’s what you think?’

‘Because you were in a bad way. But you’re not now, you’re over that and ready for the next thing.’

‘What next thing?’

‘Oh! You’ll find a nicer man than that ghastly Number One, and fall in love like a normal grown-up girl. Now stop snivelling and help me get lunch.’

‘I don’t want any lunch,’ she said, and could hear herself sounding like a sulking child, and felt angrier and more despairing than ever.

‘Well, I do.’

So she peeled potatoes and washed lettuce, and nobody said anything. When she had put the potatoes on to boil, she went upstairs to change out of her London clothes – her only skirt and a flannel shirt that had belonged to Archie. Then she put on her cotton trousers and one of Dad’s old shirts and didn’t comb her hair. Trying to tell her not to be dependent and then saying, ‘We’ll buy some new clothes!’ Trying to have it both ways. If he thought she would muck about with her appearance just to please him, he could think again. She could perfectly well get a job, not live here or at Blandford Street; she could start all over again. However awful life was it kept on going on. It was not a comforting thought. She took off the shirt and put on her holiest jersey. There is never really another person, she thought, only yourself.

When she went down again (which she found quite difficult – her dignity felt dangerously precarious, but she was bloody well not going to break down and ‘snivel’, as he called it), he looked up from mashing the potatoes and said quietly, ‘Clary. I would never do something like make plans to go away behind your back. If you thought that, then I apologize.’ And he looked at her and seemed quite friendly again.

For weeks after that she worked and worked – or rather reworked. She had become perfectionist: nothing she wrote seemed quite right or good enough, and she became obsessed with getting at least the first chapter right.

And then, in April, he announced that he was going to Home Place for the weekend. He had come back from one of his visits to London, which he made most weeks, and he told her during supper.

‘Why?’

‘Because the Duchy asked me. Edward and his new lady are being invited together for the first time, and she asked me to be there.’

‘Oh.’

‘You could invite Poll for the weekend. I’m sure she’d like to come.’

‘I could if I wanted to, of course.’ She thought about it: having anyone, any outsider, would mean that she couldn’t work.

‘It would do you good to have a couple of days off,’ he said, as though he knew what she was thinking.

‘It wouldn’t. I’ll ask her when I’ve finished the book.’

So he had gone, and it felt very strange. She spent one morning reading all that she had written, and then decided to copy out the first chapter on the second-hand typewriter that he had given her for Christmas. If it was typed, she felt, she might be able to see it better. But when she had done that, it still didn’t seem right. She felt despair, and on Sunday evening she decided that she would show it to Archie – get him to read it and see how it struck him. If he says it’s absolutely no good, I’ll have to stop, she thought. But at least I’ll know.

He came back in good spirits. Yes, he had had a very nice time. Her father had been there, and Teddy with his incredible wife. She asked about Uncle Edward’s new lady, and he said that she seemed anxious to please, and he supposed she was all right as far as she went. ‘Which wouldn’t be far enough for me,’ he had added.

After supper she gave him the typed chapter. ‘I really want to know what you honestly think,’ she said. ‘Because if you don’t think it’s any good, I’d rather know and I’ll stop.’

He had looked up suddenly from the papers she had put into his hand and said, ‘Of course I will be honest with you, Clary, but you must remember that it will only be my opinion – not some cosmic edict. You mustn’t take too much notice.’

She could not bear to be in the room with him while he was reading it, so she went and washed her hair. When she came back to dry it in front of the fire, he had finished.

‘Well?’

‘Well, there’s some very good writing in it. Some of it almost felt too good.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘As though you are more concerned with how you are doing something than what it is you are doing. I like the simpler bits best. Tell me what you wanted to have in this bit. I mean, what you wanted me – the reader – to end up knowing.’

She told him. It didn’t take long, seemed quite small and clear.

‘Yes, well, that all seems quite right. But sometimes you have obscured that by getting too elaborate about it. Take the bit where Mary Anne realizes that her father isn’t interested in her. That’s a shock. I don’t think she would think about what the room looked like and her earliest memories of everything else just then. I think she would be too upset by what her father had said. But, that’s only a minor criticism. It reads as though you have had a number of second thoughts and so the feeling has got a bit lost. I think.’


‘In the first draft I just said: “So she was not loved.” That was it.’

‘You see? That’s far better. The feeling is there. Goodness, I’m no literary critic. Could I see your first draft?’

‘You won’t be able to read my writing.’

‘I think I can just about manage it.’

But she said she would type it out for him.

When he had read it and said he thought it was better, and why, she felt enormous relief.

‘Oh, Archie! That does cheer me! I was afraid you were just going to say it was bad in a different way.’

‘And what would you have done then?’

‘Don’t know. Given up, I expect.’

‘Don’t let me ever hear you say that. If you’re going to make writing your life, you’ve got to start depending on your own judgement. You may take notice of other people, but ultimately, it’s what you think is right that’s right.’

‘You often ask me what I think of your painting.’

‘Yes, but I’d still go on doing it whatever you said.’

She thought of all the times when he had shown her paintings and drawings accompanied by his own disparaging remarks about them, about the innumerable, often absurd, alternative careers that he then devised for himself when he said that he would throw in the sponge.

‘What are you smiling at?’

‘Nothing. I think in some ways we’re rather the same.’

Archie was painting a lot now. He took some pictures to London to show to galleries and came back rather gloomy. Only one had been at all interested, he said; it was the one where he had had a show before the war, and they wouldn’t give him one although they said they would take a couple of landscapes to put in a mixed show.

‘Well, that’s a start,’ she said.

‘I can hardly live on it, though, can I?’

‘We are living,’ she pointed out.

‘Just. But, of course, I’m expecting you to be a combination of Agatha Christie and Jane Austen and make thousands, while I shall simply be frightfully good – like van Gogh – and hardly make a penny.’

‘Funny. I was planning for you to be Mabel Lucie Atwell or Burne-Jones while I was Virginia Woolf.’

This became a game she enjoyed where insults – elaborate and oblique – could be exchanged.

Then, at the beginning of June, everything went wrong. Afterwards, when she tried to think what had started it, she could only come up with rather petty things, like it being a heat wave and Archie saying he hadn’t been sleeping well. What happened was that she’d put the kettle on for breakfast before having a bath and then she’d forgotten about it. Archie was out painting a picture he worked at before breakfast on fine days, so he didn’t smell the burning. Anyway, she finally smelt it, and tying her bath towel round her, ran down to the kitchen to find black smoke. She turned off the stove, and then, without thinking, she tried to pick up the kettle and, of course, burned herself. She cried out with the pain and went to the kitchen sink to put her hand under water and in doing this, her bath towel slipped and fell on the ground. So when Archie, who had heard her cry of pain, came into the kitchen, she was naked. He found the tube of tannic acid and made her pat her hand dry while he tucked the bath towel round her and then dressed her hand. It was quite a bad burn: the skin was going to come off. In spite of this, he seemed almost cross with her, saying she was bloody careless and – not quite saying it – implying that it served her right. He put on a saucepan for boiling water – the kettle was ruined – and said for goodness sake go up and put some clothes on. Not at all the way that she would have behaved if he had burned himself getting their breakfast. But when she pointed this out to him, he snapped at her again, saying that they didn’t feel the same about a lot of things, although he absolutely refused to say what.

That evening he announced that he was going to go away for a bit. ‘I want to sort things out,’ he said, ‘and I think you should too.’

And while she was wondering what he meant, he said, ‘Well, we can’t go on like this for ever.’


‘Why can’t we?’

‘Clary, for God’s sake, grow up! I’ve got to make a decision about my flat in London – and France. I can’t possibly afford both, which is more or less what I’m doing now. And you’ve got to learn to cope with your own life and not depend on another person for everything.’

‘I can cope.’

‘Good. Well, you won’t have any trouble while I’m away, then.’

‘Are you going to stay in France?’


‘I might. Haven’t decided. But part of the deal is that I don’t have to tell you where I am. Nor you me.’

‘I don’t mind telling you. In the least.’

‘I know that.’

‘How long is this going on for?’

‘I’ll be back for Polly’s wedding.’

‘That’s not until half-way through July. That’s six weeks!’

‘Just about.’

‘I can’t see the point of it at all.’ Then she said, ‘You said you’d help me to choose the clothes to wear for the wedding!’

‘Supposing the cottage catches fire? Or I get awfully ill?’ were some of the other things she said at intervals. But he only looked at her, shrugged, smiled, and said, ‘Well, if the worst comes to the worst, you’ve always got your dad in London. I agree that you’re no good at clothes, but Zoë will help you and she’s much better at that sort of thing than I am. And forgetting about kettles is the sort of thing that people of seventy-two do rather than twenty-two. You must take any advantage that can be found in being so pathetically young.’

He was so calm and maddening and unsympathetic that she felt more angry with him than sad, and when he left the following morning, she kissed him quite coldly on the cheek.




Three

THE OUTSIDERS

Summer 1947

She felt quite fagged and no wonder. She had been up half the night as, apart from little journeys to the bathroom, she had had to repack her cases. She had started packing the moment Kitty said they were to go, but by the time she had taken everything off the mantelpiece and out of her two top drawers, the case was full. ‘But how do I know what I shall need?’ she had exclaimed, as she watched hopelessly while Rachel unpacked the case and started again.

‘You’re only going for a fortnight or possibly three weeks, darling, you won’t need all the photographs, and I think the china dogs might get broken so we’d better leave them. Shall we just put in the nice one of Flo?’

She had nodded. Flo had gone, she knew that now – and all she had was this picture taken of her in the summer frock that she, Dolly, had never really liked, with her amber beads that, she remembered having pointed out at the time, were really better as winter jewellery.

She had had to let Rachel pack things – and even she had recognized the need for more than one case – but after she had had her supper and they had said goodnight to her, she had got out of bed and started to deal with everything. She was not going for a there fortnight, she was going for much longer – longer, it seemed, than they knew. So she had to take everything she possibly could.

It was very late by the time she had repacked the cases and she was quite unable to shut them. The servants would have to do it, although they hardly ever came near her nowadays, she had noticed. When she finally got back to bed, her hot-water bottle was cold and she had to dispense with it. She had once tried refilling it from the bathroom tap, but there had been something wrong with the stopper because it had leaked very badly in the night.

Rachel had said that sometimes one did not remember things when one got older, and the remark had both incensed her and hurt her feelings. It simply wasn’t true. She might not always remember every single little thing, but what she did remember was always sharp and in great detail. Tonight, she was too fagged to think about anything, and for a long time she seemed too tired even to go to sleep, although in the end she must have dropped off because there was Rachel with her breakfast tray saying what a beautiful day it was.

When she came back to her room after washing, her cases were shut, so that was all right. She felt nervous because she was not absolutely sure whether they were going to Stanmore or to Home Place – or, possibly, to somewhere else. This became so worrying that she had to find out.

‘I suppose the garden at Stanmore has suffered from our absence?’ she said to Kitty, as they sat in the drawing room downstairs while the chauffeur put the luggage in the motor.

‘Oh, darling, I don’t know. I expect the new people will have looked after it. I don’t think we’d want to go back there to see, do you?’

‘Oh, no. Of course we wouldn’t. It wouldn’t be at all like Home Place. The garden, I mean.’

‘Oh, I’m really looking forward to my roses there. They will be out, or better still, just starting. Won’t that be nice?’

So it was Home Place. She had been to visit there, with Flo, and they had shared a room and Flo had had the bed by the window because she was such a demon about fresh air.

When they got into the car, she discovered that Rachel was not coming with them. ‘She is going to have a holiday with Sid,’ Kitty said, when they were both safely ensconced in the back. It seemed odd of Rachel to want to have a holiday at all. She had never had a holiday in her life – unless one counted the seaside visit to Rottingdean after she and Flo had had the measles. ‘It was really a convalescence,’ she said aloud, and Kitty answered, ‘Well, poor Sid has been very ill.’

She didn’t reply to this. It was not her fault if Kitty muddled things up, although she ought not to – she was a good two years younger than herself.

But she enjoyed the drive. Tonbridge did not drive too fast, and once they were out in the country there were meadows with buttercups and Queen Anne’s lace and country-cottage gardens full of flowers. Kitty looked out of her window and kept pointing things out to her but, of course, she could not see them because by then they had passed – they were on to something else. But she pretended to see them, as she did not want to spoil Kitty’s happiness. Her husband had died, some time ago, but it did not seem to have upset her unduly; another reason, she felt, for being thankful that she had adhered to the single state. It was odd, she thought, how much she had to pretend these days: to hear what people said, to understand (sometimes) what on earth they were talking about, to feel a great deal more well than she did, a great deal of the time, that she hardly needed her spectacles (she could never find them and got quite sick of asking people where they were), that she had slept quite beautifully, when this was hardly ever the case, to know who a large quantity of people who came to see Kitty, or stayed with her, were.

Of course, she knew that they were part of the enormous family that Kitty had married into, but that did not help about their precise relationship. And most of all, and this was nearly all the time, to pretend not to be tired. This was a fib if ever there was one: she felt tired nearly all the time; she often woke up tired. Oh, yes, and to being able to digest anything. When she was young, Flo had always said she had the digestion of a horse. This had not been very kindly meant at the time, but it was infinitely better than not having a digestion at all, which she felt had become the case. But, ‘Away with care,’ she said aloud, and Kitty looked at her and said, ‘Yes, away with it. We shall both feel the better for a little country air.’

She was glad when they arrived, and they had tea on the lawn, although it seemed a bit chilly to her, but Kitty got Eileen to fetch her thicker cardigan, on which she unfortunately dropped some strawberry jam but she knew she had another cardigan in one of the cases.

After tea, she insisted on doing her own unpacking, although Eileen offered to help her. It tired her but she felt that she would learn where things were. There were no other people there, excepting the servants, of course, and so she insisted upon dining with Kitty who would otherwise have been alone. But soon after it she said she thought she would go up to her room to settle in. Kitty accompanied her, which meant that she had to take the stairs faster than she would have wished, and when she had been kissed she subsided on her bed, quite breathless. She had made a very good meal: Mrs Cripps had produced a roast chicken – which had always been a treat when she was a girl – and new potatoes and spinach from the garden. This had been followed by a rhubarb tart, and she had always been partial to rhubarb and forgot that it did not any longer seem to agree with her. She had a touch of indigestion. She sat on her bed for a few moments’ rest. The window was open, and the sky was the lovely soothing colour of lavender: it was still quite light. She was really quite fagged, as dear Papa used to say, but a trip to the bathroom was essential and she got up to make it. When she had been unpacking, she had thought there was something missing about her room, although she could not think what it might be, but when she returned from the lavatory she knew at once. Flo’s bed was gone. It had been by the window, and now there was simply a space where it had been. This distressed her: it was as though whoever had moved the bed was denying Flo’s existence. Not her existence now: she knew that Flo had gone – to her Maker, to Papa and Mama and their dear brother killed in the war – but her existence at all. She had always shared this room with Flo, and her bed being gone made her feel much more alone. Then she had a very good idea. She would move her bed to the window and sleep where Flo had slept. It would not matter if there was a gap where her bed had been because, after all, she knew she existed. She looked at the bed and wondered whether she would have the strength. ‘Nothing ventured nothing won,’ she said aloud, and set about it. The bed was on casters, so sometimes it moved quite easily although sometimes it got stuck by a ruck in the carpet, but she persisted, moving it a bit one end at a time until with one last heave, it was exactly where Flo’s bed had been.

She sat suddenly on it. She had a frightful twinge of indigestion high up in her chest and shut her eyes tightly to endure it. When she opened them, the room seemed to be full of tiny flies – coming in, no doubt, from the open window. She turned her head to look. The light, which had become a greyer, darker lavender, seemed without flies, but her chest still hurt, and she turned to prop up her pillows so that she could sit upright, but when she leaned back against them, it was as though someone was pushing her chest, a painful shove with a heavy weight that was going to crush her if she didn’t look out … She heard a distant, rather gasping voice telling her to keep calm (could it be Flo?) and turned again to the window, but the dusky lavender had become quite dark – no colour at all – and was then succeeded by a light so white and blinding that with a cry – of fear and recognition – she fell towards it …

‘Are you awake?’

There was no answer from below. No wonder, it had been a momentous day for her as well as for Rachel. But it had been Rachel who had borne the brunt of the most tiring part of it. When she had seen the Duchy and Dolly off to Home Place that morning, she had had her own packing to do. She had had to shut up the flat, and then she had come round to Abbey Road to help her do the same things. She still had to rest in the afternoons and she had begged Rachel to do the same but, of course, she hadn’t – had spent that time tidying everything up, throwing away food that would go bad in their absence, washing out the tea-cloths, going to the local newsagent and paying the bill for papers. She brought tea at five just when she awoke from a long, refreshing sleep. That was when she had told her about the Duchy’s possible future plans. To begin with, she had thought that this would mean that Rachel would be incarcerated at Home Place, and had waited, with a sinking heart, to be told what little snatches of privacy would be afforded. But Rachel had said that the Duchy was perfectly happy to be in Sussex on her own, with the family coming at weekends, and that Rachel could either keep the Carlton Hill flat if she liked, or sell it and buy somewhere else. She still felt so weak that any strong feeling made her want to weep, and Rachel had most tenderly forestalled this by sitting on the bed and putting her arms round her. ‘We’ve got lots of time to talk about it,’ she had said. ‘Now let’s concentrate on catching our train.’ They were going to Scotland, by night sleeper, putting the car on the train to Inverness, and once there – they had made no plans – were simply going to explore and stay where they pleased for two whole weeks. Rachel had taken them out to dinner in a very charming restaurant in Charlotte Street that she said Rupert had recommended, and they had sat at a table with a little red-shaded lamp and had a most delicious French meal. She still had to be very careful to eat things with as little fat as possible and she was not allowed to drink, but she did not care in the least. She felt intoxicated with the senses of adventure and freedom, and her darling looking as happy as she. ‘My friend has been ill,’ Rachel had said to the waiter, ‘so we want a very simple meal.’ And he had understood and helped them choose: consommé Julienne, grilled sole and raspberries. Then they had driven to King’s Cross, seen the car on to the train and repaired to their sleeper. There had been just time to prepare for bed before the train started.

And now she lay in the dark, listening to the regular rhythmic rocking, thinking how extraordinary life was.

Just over a year ago, soon after Rachel had come to London with her parents and the Brig had died, she had thought that there was no future of any kind in their relationship. Rachel seemed to avoid her, to be almost frightened of her, and at the same time had seemed so desperately unhappy. She had suffered tortures watching this and being unable to do anything about it but make it worse. She had finally written to Rachel saying that she thought perhaps that they should not meet at all for a while. It had cost her much to do this, and it had been a last resort, but Rachel’s ravaged face, and her frequent oblique allusions to her own worthlessness, which she, Sid, seemed unable to alleviate, so distressed her that she felt it was all she could offer. It was accepted in a short, but still incoherent letter. Rachel said that she agreed it might be better ‘for a while’; she hoped that with time she might be able to ‘deal with things’; she doubted whether she had ever been worth a moment of Sid’s time, and she was deeply sorry for the distress she could now see she must have caused her – ‘I am simply not worm it!’ she had exclaimed at the end. ‘I am not. I am so ashamed of myself.’

So then, all through that spring and summer, she had seen nothing of Rachel – excepting for one glimpse of her in the street. She worked, she taught, she eventually found an oldish woman to come and clean the house, which had become very shabby without the ministrations of Thelma from whom she mercifully heard nothing. Then, in the autumn, her sister Evie had suddenly descended upon her. Her latest relationship had crumbled and she was at her exasperating and exacting worst. Sid had to help her to find a job. For a short time she worked at HMV, selling records in Oxford Street, but she never ceased to reproach Sid for making her do such a menial job, and soon took refuge in various ailments that precluded her going to work, which, of course, in the end resulted in her being sacked. Then she got indisputably ill, with jaundice, and Sid had to nurse her through it. Then just as Sid was despairing of ever getting rid of her (she owned half of the little house in Abbey Road and there was no way that Sid could buy her out), she got left a small sum by the conductor who had briefly engaged her affections at the beginning of the war. She was transformed. Five thousand pounds! She would go to America where there were so many more orchestras and musicians she might work for. She bought herself a new wardrobe – using all Sid’s clothes coupons as well as her own – and went. The relief!

That first evening, when she had the house to herself, when there was only the faint though pungent aroma of Evening in Paris to remind her of her sister’s existence, she had had three enormous gins and indulged in an orgy of Brahms on the gramophone. Before going to bed – without supper, she couldn’t face doing anything about that – she opened the windows on the first floor to disperse that scent that made her feel positively queasy. It was February, and freezing. She had to get up in the night to close the windows.

She had got so tired, working and coping with the house and dealing with Evie, that she decided to have a late morning and lay in bed listening to the news. Evie had insisted on having the wireless in her bedroom when she was ill, and Sid had moved it into her own room when Evie got better. The main news was the announcement that Britain would quit India by June 1948. There had been stormy scenes in the House of Commons due to Attlee’s decision to remove Lord Wavell and appoint Lord Louis Mountbatten in his place to oversee the transfer of the Indian dominion to self rule. Mr Churchill, as leader of the opposition, had been furious, but he failed to get any change out of Mr Attlee. She wondered if the latter knew what he was doing. In spite of the coal mines being nationalized, there was an acute shortage of coal; food rations had effectively been cut again – unless you counted being allowed twopence more corned beef per week. It had been a winter of strikes and power cuts and altogether a good deal of hardship for a victorious nation.

All that day, when she braved the awful weather to do the shopping, stuffed yet more newspaper into the cracks of the old window frames to keep out the worst of the draughts, made a succession of hot drinks to warm herself up, she wondered why she wasn’t feeling brighter with Evie gone at last. She should be rejoicing, but in fact she felt more and more depressed, and also unable to eat. At least, she kept thinking she was hungry, but when she actually tried to eat anything, she couldn’t manage it. She felt sick, and by the evening had a raging headache and a temperature. She retired to bed and the next day felt very much worse. In fact, so ill that she could not face going down to the kitchen in the basement, and spent the day on glasses of water from her tooth glass in the bathroom.

Later, she was not sure how much later, but something like two or three days, she heard the doorbell ringing more than once. The mad thought that it might be Rachel got her out of bed and she lurched down to open the front door, to find the Duchy wrapped up to her chin and carrying a bunch of snowdrops.

‘I was passing this morning,’ she said, ‘and I saw the milk bottles outside your door and thought perhaps you might not be well, as you hadn’t fetched them in. My dear Sid!’

For the sight of a familiar face, and the kind, calm voice that became full of concern, was too much for her. She collapsed on the hall chair. She managed to say that she was not very well, and then she must have passed out, for the next thing she knew was that her head was between her knees and she could hear the Duchy telephoning.

‘I’ve rung the doctor,’ she said. ‘Do you think if I helped you, we could get you back into bed? My dear, you should have rung us, we are so near and we could have been round in a trice.’ Even then, she noticed that the Duchy did not use Rachel’s name.

She stayed until the doctor came, who said that Sid had jaundice. The Duchy went down to the kitchen and made a pot of very weak tea. ‘No milk, I’m afraid,’ she said, ‘but a hot drink would do you good.’

She had left, saying that she would be back tomorrow. ‘Only give me a key,’ she said, ‘then I won’t have to get you out of bed.’

But it was Rachel who arrived, and not the following day but later that evening. She came with a tin of soup and some fruit, and there was no dramatic reunion. Sid felt too ill to express either surprise or delight, and she – Rachel – seemed intent upon looking after her exactly as though they had been meeting every few days for the last months. She got clean sheets and made her bed; she brought her a basin of hot water to wash; she gently combed her hair. She heated the soup and encouraged her to drink it. ‘Don’t try to talk, darling,’ she said. ‘I know how weak you must feel. One of the nurses at the Babies’ Hotel had jaundice and she felt terrible. I have made you some barley water: the doctor says it’s good for you to drink as much as possible.’

The next morning when Sid woke up she was there, and it transpired that Rachel had stayed the night in Evie’s room.

‘You shouldn’t be left alone,’ she said.

Rachel nursed her for weeks. She, Sid, had turned the unbecoming yellow that accompanies the disease, and she felt so weak that she would lie for hours wondering whether she had the strength to push her hair from her forehead. Rachel had been a wonderful nurse. Nothing was said about their recent separation, only one day when she had tried to say how grateful she was, she saw Rachel begin her painful blush as she answered, ‘You don’t know how much pleasure it gives me to be able to do anything for you.’

She accepted, she basked in the affection and care. When she was better, Rachel would go back to her home in the afternoons. Then, eventually, Sid was up and about and able to sit in the garden on fine days and the Duchy sent bunches of tulips and bottled fruit she had brought back from Home Place. Then she actually went there for a blissful week in April with the Duchy and Rachel. They went by train and Tonbridge fetched them from the station. The Duchy gardened all day, and sometimes in the evenings Sid would play the familiar sonatas with her while Rachel lay on the sofa, smoking and listening to them. They slept in separate rooms, and when they had retired for the night, she would sit by her window with the scent of wallflowers rising up from the beds on the front lawn and feel the stirrings of her old longing for Rachel’s arms, for her kisses, for her endless presence, and wish that her lover were a Juliet, for if she were … ‘the more I give to thee, the more I have for both are infinite’ was a line that recurred during those solitary spring nights. And then the Duchy had suddenly to go back to London three-quarters of the way through their week. The person hired to look after old Aunt Dolly could not stay the course: she had some family trouble and rang in distress to explain this. And she had thought that that would be the end of it. Rachel would have to go back with her mother. But the Duchy would not hear of it.

‘You are to stay and finish your week,’ she had said to Sid. ‘It is doing you so much good. It is doing you both good,’ she had added, still looking at Sid with that frank, direct gaze that seemed to see so much.

That night Rachel came to her room, sat on her bed, trembling. ‘I want to spend the night with you,’ she said. ‘I always have, but I’ve been selfish about it.’

‘My darling, you are the least selfish person I’ve ever met in my life—’ she began to say, but Rachel had put her hand over her mouth and said, ‘I mean, if one loves somebody – there are things …’ Her shaky small voice had tailed away. Then she took a breath and said, ‘I think you ought to show me, because I don’t know. I honestly and truly never knew – but whatever I thought about it is probably wrong, you see.’ And she could see what it cost Rachel to look straight at her, as she said, attempting a casual little laugh: ‘Of course, I shall probably turn out to be absolutely no good at it …’

It was then that she had realized the meanness of not accepting this offer – this most loving gift. If she stood upon her pride – she did not want to be presented with any sort of sacrifice however lovingly offered – nothing would change. Rachel had had the courage to risk, and so must she. As she pulled back the bedclothes and Rachel was beside her, Sid put her arms round her shaking shoulders, and said, ‘I love you, and if nothing comes of this I shall continue to love you till I die. We are both afraid, but we need not be afraid of that.’

Afterwards she thought of the Ice Maiden, the Sleeping Beauty – the single kiss was not enough, but they had made a beginning.

‘You said you had something important to tell me.’

She told him.

‘But – where will you go?’

She told him.

‘But what will you do? How will you earn your living? I mean, you won’t be able to afford to pay Nannie.’

‘I thought it would be best if I left Sebastian and Nannie with you. I could look after him on Nannie’s days out.’

He thought for a moment. ‘It’s all rather a shock, darling,’ he said, ‘but I suppose you’ve thought about it all. The implications. Couldn’t you live with one of your parents for a bit? Think it all over?’

‘No. My stepmother or whatever she is wouldn’t want me, and I certainly don’t want to live with Mummy.’

‘I see. I can’t afford two establishments, you know.’

‘I know. I’m not asking you to keep me.’

He looked at her. It was a hot grey day, and she wore a sleeveless coffee-coloured linen dress and white sandals and her long silky hair was held back by a brown velvet snood. She was twenty-four, they had been married for five years, and her appearance still gave him pleasure, but almost everything else about her was unsatisfactory.

‘I’m sorry you don’t love me,’ he said, and she answered politely, ‘So am I.’

‘I suppose it was the war – we should have waited until it stopped. Or don’t you think that that would have made any difference?’

‘I don’t think so.’ She was lighting yet another cigarette. She smoked too much, he thought.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked. ‘Try to get back to the theatre?’

‘I don’t think so. I don’t think I’m good enough. I’ll get some sort of job. I suppose we’d better have a divorce.’

‘You have no reason for divorcing me. I didn’t ask you to go.’

‘I know. I thought you’d prefer to divorce me. I don’t mind. There are two things …’

‘Yes?’

‘I wondered if it would be possible to have a little money, a small allowance for when I am looking after Sebastian. For bus fares and taking him to the Zoo – things like that. Because, at any rate to begin with, I shan’t have much money.’

‘What’s the other thing?’

‘Well,’ he saw she was beginning to blush, ‘I thought that as I haven’t really got any qualifications for a job, perhaps you would consider letting me buy a typewriter and I could buy one of those books and teach myself to touch-type. I don’t know what they cost, but perhaps I could get a second-hand one.’

‘Anything else?’

‘No.’

‘I can see that you won’t miss me,’ he said with some bitterness, ‘but what about Sebastian? It is surely very odd of you to abandon him like this?’


‘I expect it is. But I couldn’t possibly keep him in the way he is being kept now. I could never afford Nannie, and how would I earn the money to keep him if I had him with me all the time? Anyway, I’m not much of a mother. I never have been, you know that.’

He thought of all the things his mother had said about Louise’s lack of maternal feeling and was silent. This was one of the most unsatisfactory – and unnatural – aspects of her.

‘I’ll get my secretary to find out about a typewriter for you,’ he said. ‘And of course I’ll give you a small allowance for Sebastian.’

‘Thank you, Michael. I really am grateful. And I’m sorry I’ve been such a failure as a wife. I’m sorry,’ she repeated, less steadily.

‘When do you plan to leave?’

‘I thought some time this week. Tomorrow, probably. Polly is going to her father’s at the weekend until her wedding, and she will show me how everything works before she leaves.’

‘And you will be alone there?’ It occurred to him that that must be a daunting thought to her.

‘To begin with anyway. But Stella might be getting sent back to London, and if she is she will share the flat with me, and if she doesn’t, I’ll have to find someone else. Because of the rent. It does seem better, if I’m going, to get on with it.’

‘Yes. I think it would be.’

That was that.

‘My poor darling! What a thing for you!’

‘Well, Mummy, I think it is really for the best. We weren’t having much of a life together – haven’t for ages.’

‘What about Sebastian?’

‘She’s leaving him with me.’

‘She is the most extraordinary girl! He could come down with Nannie to Hatton for the summer. Wouldn’t that be a good plan? And you, of course, darling, whenever you feel like it.’ She dipped a strawberry into some sugar and then some cream and held it out to him. They were having tea in the small, sunny back garden.

‘Of course you will have to divorce her.’

‘Yes. She has agreed to that.’

‘And she will go back to her mother?’

‘No. She’s going to live in the flat that belonged to her cousin – the one who’s getting married next week.’

‘To poor Lettie Fakenham’s son? The plain one?’

‘That’s it.’

‘I haven’t heard of her since I wrote when her elder boy was killed. Poor lady, she was absolutely devastated. To be marooned in that monstrous house with the plain son and that husband who was a howling bore, and she was really rather glamorous – when she was young, at any rate. But, Mikey darling, back to you. What are you going to do about money? Is she being very greedy? She was very haughty and extravagant when you were in New York.’

‘I know she was. But an awful lot of that was presents for everyone, and she’d never had a chance to buy clothes – I think all shops and no coupons went to her head. Anyway,’ he added, ‘I told her she could.’

‘But what happens now?’

‘She doesn’t expect me to keep her. She asked for very little, really.’

‘I suppose she has some new lover.’

‘No, I don’t think so. She says not and I believe her. You mustn’t be too hard on her, Mummy. For Sebastian’s sake, if for nothing else.’

‘You’re quite right. I mustn’t be. You’re a much nicer character than I am. I have something of the tigress in me.’

This made her laugh. ‘Well, my darling,’ she said, when he was leaving, ‘we must look on the bright side. You have the most adorable son, my grandson. I think the most difficult thing I have ever had to face was the possibility that you might not. I am a happy woman. And grandmother.’

‘What sort of news?’

‘Like most news, I suppose, it depends upon how you look at it.’

‘How do you feel?’ she asked, after he had told her.

‘I don’t know. In some ways a kind of relief. Of course, a feeling of being a failure as well.’

They had dined in Rowena’s house, and were still in the dining room. The windows were open, but there was not a breath of moving air; the flames of the candles on the table were motionless and upright. Between them lay a bowl of cream and the palest pink roses voluptuously near their end. The maid had brought the coffee tray and been dismissed for the night. She leaned towards him and he saw her breasts move charmingly in the low-cut dress.

‘I’m so sorry, darling Mikey. It must have been an awful time for you. For her as well.’

‘Yes. I suppose it must.’ He had not really thought about how Louise felt about it: she was doing the leaving, so he hadn’t felt the need to consider what had brought her to it.

‘What about the child?’

‘She’s leaving him with me. My mother is going to have him down at Hatton for the summer.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’m glad I’ve told you.’

‘Tell me as much as you want to.’

So he did. He told her how Louise had sprung it on him that morning, how he had gone to his studio but found himself unable to work, how he had called in on his mother and how good she had been about it, and how glad he had been to find, when he telephoned Rowena, that she was free that evening.

‘It must have been a shock. I mean, even if one is half expecting something it’s a shock when it happens,’ she said.

She had got up from the table once while he had been telling her, but only to get the brandy which she poured for them.

‘When is she going?’

‘Tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I was wondering … I mean, the thought of going back there for a ghastly last night, I don’t feel I can face it.’

Her face lit up. ‘Darling Mikey! You don’t have to beat about the bush. You would be very, very welcome.’

If anyone had told him two years ago that he’d find work the easiest part of his life and almost everything else about it the most difficult, he wouldn’t have believed them.
 
He was on his laborious journey back to Tufnell Park from the Wharf, which was near Tower Bridge, at the end of an arduous week. The weather had been alternately stifling and stormy and whatever he wore at work got soaked with sweat. Bernie had said she was sick of washing his shirts and he’d taken to doing them himself. The trouble was, he thought, that whenever he gave way to her about something, she thought of something else. He had the uncomfortable feeling that she was losing respect for him, although she still liked him in bed. That had become, or perhaps it always had been, their best time: when she was demanding without being rancorous – she was even affectionate. But he was beginning to find, or to notice, that the nights were taking a toll. She wanted so much of it, and his saying that he was tired only provoked her into arousing him yet again. She was too jolly good at that. But often now he woke tired, and unless he nipped out of bed pretty fast she would be awake wanting him to do it to her one more time. This had sometimes made him late for work, and more often meant that he left without any breakfast. He had to admit that she was definitely not domesticated. She kept the bathroom clean, though cluttered with make-up, but the rest of the flat was a mess. She loathed cooking, although in Arizona she had boasted of all kinds of American dishes that she could make. Here, her excuse was that she couldn’t get any of the ingredients. She was such a rotten housekeeper that he had taken to doing the shopping on Saturday mornings.

And she was absolutely hopeless about money. Dad had bailed him out once to pay the main bills, and Mum had also come up with the odd fiver, but he felt wretched about asking them. He had put the rent and a small amount in a separate account which meant, of course, that he had less to give Bernie. She couldn’t understand it. ‘You told me your parents were rich,’ she said. ‘You went on and on about having two houses, and servants, and that means rich-rich, and I come over and you land me in a dump like this!’ He didn’t think he’d gone on about these things. It was only when she questioned him – cross-examined was more like it – about his family and home that he’d told her anything. He was sick of apologizing for the flat, for the lack of money to go dancing or to night-clubs – in taxis, for God’s sake, since she was always wearing shoes in which she said she couldn’t walk a step although she could dance for hours in them. She expected to go to the hairdresser every week, in the West End where, of course, they were more expensive, and she was always buying make-up, and complaining about not being able to buy clothes. ‘You’ve got tons of clothes!’ he had exclaimed.

‘I’ve worn all of them. In America, we don’t keep clothes, like a lot of old antiques, we throw them out and get new ones.’ She went to the cinema a lot on her own because she said she was bored with nothing to do all day. This cost money as well. He’d been reduced to pawning – well, selling really, because he was never able to redeem them – his gold cuff-links that Dad had given him when he was joining up, and a set of fish knives that the Duchy had given him for his wedding present, and several other portable things like that. He had begun to dread getting back to the flat to find her sulking, sometimes not even dressed, with nothing to eat for dinner and having to have an argument about not going out to a restaurant and then having to go out and buy fish and chips.

Tonight was a Friday and a hot uninviting weekend lay ahead. The flat was awful in hot weather: it faced south and some of the windows didn’t even open. He’d try to persuade her to go to Hampstead Heath with him, and they could take a picnic. She liked lying in the sun and he would be able to go to sleep because she couldn’t expect to be made love to with all the people about.

He got off his last bus in Holloway Road and tramped up Tufnell Park Road to the street off it where they lived on the top floor of a tall, narrow house. He let himself in at the front door – there was always a smell of cat on the stairs and sometimes of cooking: there were four flats in the building – and climbed to the top and his own front door. How exciting that had been at first! Being married, having a home of his own …

The flat was quiet. Usually she had the radio on.

‘Bernie! I’m back!’

There was no answer. She was not in the sitting room, which opened on to the kitchenette, which meant that she must be in either the bedroom or the tiny bathroom. But she wasn’t in either of them. It was unlike her to be out, unless she’d gone to a later show at the cinema than usual.

Then he noticed that the bedroom wardrobe – with its doors open – was empty of her clothes. The bed was unmade, but on the pillow, pinned with a safety pin, was a piece of paper. He pulled it from the pin and read it.

I’m off. I can’t stand it any longer. I didn’t want to tell you this morning not to hurt your feelings. I called Ma weeks ago to send me some money to go home. It came yesterday. I’m sure this is best for both of us. Hope you will understand and no hard feelings. Bernie.

He read it twice trying to take it in. She’d gone? She’d gone. Just like that! She must have known she was going ever since she’d called her mother, whom she always claimed to have disliked, but she hadn’t said a word to him. He had the curious sensation of a surge of emotions without having the least idea what they were. She’d gone, without the slightest warning. Which meant in a way that she had lied to him, because only last night they had discussed what she would wear to his cousin Polly’s wedding (she liked him to take an interest in her clothes), but all the time she must have known that she would not be going to it. They were married, and she’d left him with just a note! Bloody awful cheek! He knew what he was feeling now. He was angry – at being made such a fool of, at her caring so little for him that she hadn’t been prepared to do anything to make the marriage work. She was a liar. She’d lied to him about her age – when they’d left America he saw her passport and she was more than ten years older than she’d said she was. He’d forgiven her for that because she’d been so pathetic about it.

He was wandering about the flat now, with the piece of paper screwed up in his hand. The kitchen sink was full of dirty cups and the remains of their supper from the night before. Her cup had a big lipstick mark on it. He picked it up and hurled it across the room where it hit the top of the gas stove and shattered. She’d never cared for him – he saw it now. Except for sex, she’d had no use for him. Obviously she’d thought she was on to a good thing in marrying him: she’d thought she’d have a big house and servants and any amount of money. Nothing he’d said to her about that had sunk in. She’d been all lovey-dovey with him, saying she’d go to the ends of the earth for him – and she hadn’t even tried to survive Tufnell Park. Then he had to sit down on the chair that had no springs because he found he was crying.

The rest of the evening was awful. He longed for someone to talk to – but the telephone had been cut off because he couldn’t pay the bill. He was hungry and tired and thirsty and there was nothing (of course!) in the flat to eat. He went wearily out to a pub and had a pint of bitter, but he couldn’t bear the other people talking and drinking and smoking and laughing as though nothing whatever had happened. He went to the fish-and-chip shop and got himself some food to take back to the flat. But the fish, deeply encased in greasy batter, nauseated him. He ate some of the chips, and then he went and lay on top of the unmade bed. It smelled of them, and this made him miserable. He got up and cleaned up the kitchen and some of the sitting room until he was so tired that he didn’t even care what the bed was like, fell upon it still clothed and passed out.

He woke up very late and remembered that he was alone. He had some faint stirrings of relief, but he banished them. He was an abandoned husband – relief was not in order. He got up and had a bath and shave, which made him feel much better. Then, just as he realized that he’d have to go out before breakfast because there wasn’t any and even the remains of the milk was off, the doorbell rang. They must have rung the wrong bell, he thought. Nobody had ever come to visit them. He went down to answer it.

He opened the door and there was Simon.

‘I got your address from Dad,’ he said. ‘I tried to ring you last night, but your phone doesn’t seem to be working.’

It was wonderful to see him, and the unexpectedness of it made it even better. He took him up to the flat and, without any preamble at all, told him what had happened.

Simon was extremely sympathetic. ‘Cor!’ he kept saying. ‘Poor old you. Bit mean of her to spring it on you like that. It sounds as though you may be better off without her. From what I gather from my friends, women tend to be unreliable – on one day and off the next, if you know what I mean.’

He was beautifully dressed in an old tweed suit with a spotted bow-tie and sky-blue socks. Teddy felt rather shabby in contrast.

‘I’ve come to London for Poll’s wedding, and there’s such a fuss going on about it at home that I wanted to get the hell out, and I hadn’t seen you for ages …’

‘I’m really glad to see you.’

When Simon discovered that he hadn’t had breakfast he suggested that they go out at once and have an early lunch. ‘I’ve borrowed Dad’s car,’ he said. ‘Where shall we go?’

They had lunch in a pub near Hampstead Heath and went out for a walk afterwards, and discussed their futures – which both felt were rather excitingly precarious. Simon had finished at Oxford – ‘Of course I don’t know how I’ve done yet’ – and was faced with impending National Service, which he spoke of with contemptuous boredom, but which, Teddy could detect, he was secretly dreading. He speculated more about Bernadine’s departure and supposed he would have to divorce her. ‘That’s the usual thing, I think,’ he said, in as worldly a manner as he could manage, but he felt both depressed and alarmed at the prospect. To begin with, he hadn’t a ghost of an idea how one set about it. It involved lawyers, he knew, and this was probably expensive, as almost everything nice or nasty seemed to be.

‘The thing is,’ Simon said – they were lying on a bank in front of a wood – ‘that you’d better be pretty careful not to get caught up with another woman too soon. Or at least don’t marry them if you do.’

‘You usually have to marry them in the end,’ he said. ‘Girls are keen on that sort of thing, I’ve found.’ He did not see the need to tell Simon that Bernie had so far been his only experience of girls – not counting the odd kiss after RAF dances. He was two years older, and tradition had it that therefore he knew more.

‘Is it actually worth it?’ Simon asked later, as they tramped back to the car.

‘What?’

‘Sex – with someone else. I nearly tried it once,’ he added carelessly, ‘but when it came to the point, it all seemed a bit – you know – complicated. I was afraid she might get the wrong idea about me.’

Somehow Teddy knew that this had not been the case, but he was fond of Simon, and he also knew, again from the RAF, that people told more lies about their conquests than anything else.

‘It can be marvellous,’ he said. ‘But, of course, you have to find the right person.’

‘Yes. And that could take ages,’ Simon agreed.

Then they gossiped about the family.

‘Polly’s tremendously happy. Only she’s suddenly got nervous about the actual wedding. You’re an usher like me, aren’t you?’

‘Yep.’

‘We could go to Moss Bros together to get our morning coats. Neville was going to be one as well, but he kept calling her Lady Fake and she’s had a row with him.’

They were both feeling hungry again so they found a tea-shop and had a fairly substantial tea, because the waitress kept offering them extra scones and cakes.

‘I expect she’s sex-starved,’ Simon said. ‘We’re the only men in the place.’

Then they went back to Teddy’s flat.

He asked Simon to come with him. He was beginning to dread returning there alone.

‘Course I will. Are you worried she might have changed her mind and come back?’

He hadn’t thought of that. But he realized then that he very much hoped she hadn’t.

And when he found that she hadn’t, that the flat was just as he had left it, he felt tremendous relief. Simon had stood them the lunch and the tea, so he said he would get fish and chips for supper, and Simon bought the beer.

‘Do you remember the camp that you and Christopher made without me, just before the war?’

‘And you had a fight with him? I do.’

‘I didn’t really want to fight him. I just hated the way he’d left me out.’

‘I didn’t really want to run away and live in the camp. It was just that he was so keen.’

‘What’s happened to him?’

‘Dad said he was living with his sister – you know, the one who married that poor bloke.’

‘It doesn’t sound like much of a life.’

‘I nearly forgot! There’s a bottle of whisky in the car. I brought it as a present for you. I’ll nip down and get it.’

They had had two large drinks each and everything felt very cosy.

‘What’s it like, working in the firm?’ Simon asked casually.

‘I think it’s going to be all right. When I stop being quite so menial. Why? Are you thinking of going in for it?’

Simon shook his head. ‘God, no! I don’t want to be a businessman.’

‘What do you want to do?’ he asked. He felt faintly nettled at Simon’s dismissal of his job.

‘Don’t know. Well, I do, in a way. I’d like to go into politics. I’d like to be a Member of Parliament. You know, change things.’

‘Get this government out? That kind of thing?’

‘Oh, no. I approve of this government. I’d be a Labour man.’

‘You mean, you’re in favour of all this nationalizing of everything?’

‘I am. But it’s not just that. I’m dead against the Tories. Do you know that the BMA have set up a fund to help doctors who don’t want to co-operate with the National Health Service? They say they want to modify proposals in the Bill, but really they don’t want the Bill at all. They’re Tory to a man.’

‘BMA?’ he repeated. ‘Oh – British Medical something or other.’

‘Association. Tories just seem to me against any kind of progress. They don’t care about the workers at all.’

‘But, surely, some Tories are workers. Look at me.’

‘Yes, but you know you’ll end up in an office bossing the real workers about. There are thousands of people who will work all their lives without a chance of that.’

‘You have to have workers as well as bosses. They couldn’t all be bosses, whatever you did.’

‘No, but you could give them a better deal. A share of the profits. That’s the point of nationalization. Everybody owns the railways. Everybody owns the coal mines.’

He went on in this vein for some time, and Teddy began by listening and then he didn’t, listen, and occupied himself getting a jug of water from the kitchen tap to add to their whisky. He began to wish that he had been to a university. There wasn’t anything he could talk about for such a long time with such an air of authority as Simon had. Well, he knew quite a bit about Hurricane fighters, but that wasn’t turning out to be much use in a peacetime world. And one day he would know a lot about timber – be like Dad.

When Simon had stopped talking about politics and accused him, but in a rather bleary way, of not being interested, they both had one more drink and got back to – he thought – the far more interesting subject of their own lives.

It started with talking about their fathers. He told Simon how ill his father had been, and he added that it seemed that Hugh and Dad were not getting on and said that he thought it was a bit unfair on his dad on top of his operation and all that.

‘I didn’t know. Of course I haven’t been around much, but Dad seems much happier to me. I think he’s finally got over Mum. Or perhaps he’s just so pleased about Poll.’

‘Whatever it is, if you got the chance, you might just mention to him that my dad would like to see him – I mean, not in the office, but on their own somewhere.’

‘Right. You’d think they’d be old enough to sort things out for themselves, though, wouldn’t you?’

‘Perhaps you just get too old to be able to.’

‘That would be like life. You spend all your youth being made to do horrible things, and then I suppose you get a few years when you can choose what you do before you get too old and weak to enjoy anything.’

‘And when you can choose, you choose wrong,’ he said. He was beginning to feel awful about Bernie again, and wondering where she was, and whether he ought to try and find out and go after her. He said some of this to Simon, who advised against doing anything.

‘She’s the one who’s gone,’ he said. ‘She’s not likely to change her mind. And you don’t even know if you want her to. Of course, I may be wrong,’ he added, but in tones that sounded as though he thought it unlikely, ‘but I think you’d be better off without her. Would you like me to stay the night here? I don’t think I could drive home anyway – I’m too tight.’

He said he would. He staggered to his feet and found some clean sheets, and Simon offered to make the bed with him but they simply couldn’t do it. The sheets went all over the place with each one pulling in the wrong direction, and they collapsed laughing.

‘Do you remember when we had that ghastly drink in the wood? And we drank to Strangeways major?’


‘And Bobby Riggs? I do. And we smoked a bit of one of the Brig’s cigars.’

‘You did. I was sick. And you said it was the fish we’d had for supper.’

‘I knew it wasn’t really,’ he said, ‘but you looked so awfully rotten, I wanted to cheer you up.’

‘And I want to cheer you up,’ Simon said, so affectionately that Teddy felt tears coming to his eyes.

‘You’ve been wizard,’ he said, ‘absolutely wizard. I think then are much easier to get on with than women,’ he said, when they had settled, head to tail, on the bed.

‘Oh, they are, old boy. Absolutely. They don’t fuss about the wrong things.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘Oh, you know, weddings. And spiders. And what they look like all the time … How many women have you found who you could talk about nationalization to? Because, speaking for myself, I haven’t found one. Not – a single one. I say, this bed’s very rocky, isn’t it?’

‘Bernie wasn’t interested in fighter planes. I tried to interest her but she never was. What’s wrong with the bed?’

‘It seems to be waving about rather.’

‘It’s not me. You’re drunk – that’s what it is. I am, too,’ he added.

‘We’re both drunk. We drank the whole bottle, you know. Not counting the beer we drank while we were getting the beer for supper. We’d better get some sleep.’

‘It seems worse if I close my eyes.’

But Simon fell asleep very soon after that, because he didn’t notice the next thing that he, Teddy, said to him, and after thinking that perhaps he was going to lie there all night worrying about Bernie, his marriage being over and being on his own again, he didn’t remember any more either.


Jemima knew that it was because she felt – apart from very much else – a little bit tired, but somehow, for the last week or so, her life had seemed to be composed of stopping things, finishing them, casting them off, closing things down, shutting things up, in fact, making all the preparations for something completely different that had not yet begun. Yesterday she had cleared up the office. It was the kind of odd, old-fashioned room that did not respond to being cleared up. It simply looked emptier but resolutely the same, with its dark, panelled walls that were hung with dozens of faded photographs in narrow black frames, its vast mahogany partner’s desk, its long black chesterfield that was prickly with errant horsehair, and the enormous dining-room chairs (with arms – she supposed they were carvers), and its window that never seemed to be clear of London grime with a dark green blind that was always sticking half-way, and its once brilliant but now worn Turkish rug on the polished floor – it all seemed designed for a gloomy giant. She felt tiny in it – well, she was small, but she felt ridiculous. And even the things on the desk were dwarfed: the blotter, the silver-framed calendar that she had just set to Friday, 18 July, and his family photographs. There was one of each of his children when quite young: Simon, in shorts with a toy yacht on his knees, and Polly, who had got married last week, as a serious little girl in a sleeveless summer frock, and William, a toddler in a white linen hat, held by his mother on a lawn. She was wearing a rather shapeless flowered summer dress, and there must have been a breeze, because tendrils of hair were escaping from the bun at the back of her neck. William looked as though he was trying to get away, and she was gazing at him with a kind of resigned affection. The larger one of her by herself was no longer there, she noticed.

There were also inkstands, wood samples, and trays for papers in various stages of completion. She had put all of these things straight, even symmetrically upon the desk, had answered the morning post when she could, clipped the letters for him to see and placed them in the middle of the blotter. She had felt strange doing these things because it was for the last time, and because nobody else in the office knew that this was so.

Then she had covered her typewriter in the small back office that was behind this room, collected her hat and her bag and slipped out. ‘Going early, are you?’ the office boy had said.

‘Yes. Mr Hugh’s not in today,’ she had replied. But why had she even bothered to say that? It wasn’t Alfie’s business.

She went home to pack up for the boys. Home was – had been for nearly seven years now – the bottom half of a house in Blomfield Road by the Regent’s Canal. She had chosen it because the rent was cheap, and because there was a large back garden for the boys. It had two bedrooms and a sitting room on the ground floor, and a dining room and a tiny kitchenette in the basement. It was damp, and difficult to keep warm, and some very strange people lived in the flat above, of whom she was slightly afraid, but it had been their home since soon after Ken had been killed.

She got home well before the boys were back from school, which was good because she could get their packing done far more peacefully without them. They were excited at the prospect of going away to camp for two weeks: the only thing that was worrying them was whether there would be an adequate supply of poplar leaves for their elephant hawk moth caterpillars. She got out the battered old leather case that had belonged to Ken. It no longer shut properly and had to have a leather strap round it. She’d done all their washing last weekend, so it was simply a matter of counting out enough of everything. Two vests each, two pairs of shorts, four shirts each and a pullover. They could travel in their sand shoes and just take sandals. Perhaps one pair of socks each? But she knew they wouldn’t wear them. They could travel in their macs – only they wouldn’t wear them either, and she’d have to beg them not to leave them behind in the train. Ration books would be required, and into them she pinned an address and telephone number in case she was needed. She finished the packing with their hats, bathing suits and a towel each. They could have the little case for their books, pen-knives, and any other clobber. Tom had a magnifying glass, with which he was mad keen to start a fire, and Henry would want to take his box Brownie camera. Then, of course, they would take Hoighty the grey monkey (Tom’s) and Sparker (Henry’s teddy). How the caterpillars were to travel, she didn’t know. What seemed so odd, she thought, was that they were not just going away from here for two weeks; they weren’t coming back here. They knew this and seemed simply excited by the prospect, but looking round their overfilled, untidy room that was so crowded by their possessions and interests, she felt a pang. It was the end of an era.

They were back. The boys’ room looked on to the street, and she saw Elspeth, the girl she paid to take and fetch them to and from school, at the garden gate. She opened it and they surged through like a high tide. Elspeth waved and turned to walk back to the main road. A good thing she’d paid her and explained that she’d get in touch in the autumn, she thought, as she sped down to let them in.

‘We’ve got to pack!’ they shouted. ‘We’ve got to collect everything to pack!’

‘Not everything. Just enough for your fortnight in camp. You won’t need everything for that.’

They looked at each other. ‘Yes, we will.’

‘We will because we don’t know what we will want.’

‘You’ve got one small case. You can fill that, and that will be it. I’ve packed your clothes.’

‘We’ll hardly need any. Mr Partington says there’s a huge lake and we shall go on it most of the time.’

‘And in it,’ Henry added.

‘You go up and wash for tea.’

‘What’s for tea?’

‘Baked beans on toast.’

‘Oh, Mum! Again!?’

‘You love baked beans.’

‘We like them,’ Tom conceded. ‘But we have them so often we’ve stopped loving them.’

‘I can’t help that. That’s all there is. I’m saving the eggs for your breakfast.’

‘Tell you what,’ Henry said, following her to the kitchen. ‘We could have the eggs now, and the baked beans for breakfast. It would be just the same.’

The whole evening was like that. Sometimes she stood firm and sometimes she gave in; they accepted defeat with good humour and success with whoops of joy. They were so excited that she sent them out into the garden after their tea to work off steam. By the time she’d got them in to do their packing, run them a bath and got them into it, the negotiations had quite worn her out. There was a very early start tomorrow – she had to get them to Paddington by eight o’clock – and she still had her own packing to do. She left them in the bath while she cleared up their tea, and when she came back they had got into their pyjamas and were sitting side by side in Tom’s bed, picking a torch to pieces and trying to make it work. Their sandy hair was damp, and they did not seem to have dried themselves much, but they had that look of rosy polished virtue that seemed only to occur just after a bath.

‘Henry pretended to be blind,’ Tom said. ‘He could do up his pyjama buttons by feel, but he kept bumping into things. It must take a long time to be blind.’

‘A long time to do things,’ Henry agreed. ‘But if people practised every day, then when they were blind it wouldn’t matter.’

‘But think of all the other things you’d have to practise,’ she said. ‘Having one leg, like Long John Silver, for instance.’

‘Don’t mention him at night, Mum. You know I don’t like it.’

‘But it would be fun to pretend having one leg,’ Henry said. ‘Could you swim with one leg, Mum?’

‘You could if I held you up,’ Tom said.

They were so alike, she thought, but the moment either of them spoke she knew which one it was. A lot of the time she knew anyway, but nobody else did. Tom had always protected Henry and Henry always listened to Tom.

When she had read them another chapter of Bevis, a book they never tired of, and kissed them goodnight, it was well after eight.

For once she would have liked a drink, she thought, as she went to find something to eat for herself, but she had never been able to afford drink. With her pension, and the salary, she had just about got by, but it had always been a struggle. It was worse with twins, because they always needed new clothes at the same time. She had made her own clothes, and taken the boys home to her parents for holidays. Her mother knitted them all jerseys and her father had paid for her to take a secretarial course after Ken was killed when she was pregnant and it had seemed as good a way as any other of getting from one bleak day to the next. They had had barely a year together, far less if one simply counted his leaves, which was really all the time that they had had. The rest of it had been anxious waiting – except that she was a WRAF and therefore working in the ops room on one of the east coast stations for Bombers. They’d had a heavenly ten days after they were married, but that was the longest time they had ever spent together. Afterwards, it was usually forty-eight hours and, once, a week because he had flu.

So, of course, he never saw the boys, who were born five months after his death. He had known about them (but not known that it was them); the news that she was to have twins was broken to her about a week before their appearance). By then, of course, she was out of the WRAF, and in a panic about how she was going to be able to manage everything. She had thought that she would get a job as soon as they were weaned, but when it came to the point, she could not get any job that paid enough to pay someone else to look after the babies. Her mother offered to have them, but she could not bear them being so far away, and she felt that going back to live at home was admitting defeat. So she got a few bits of copy-typing that she could do in the evenings at home until the boys were old enough to be going to school, and then she had applied for the job at Cazalets’ – and got it.

She didn’t feel hungry, so she made a pot of tea and took it up to her bedroom to drink while she packed. This would not take long: she did not have many clothes and most of them were pretty worn out. Her parents had given her the money to buy her outfit for tomorrow and she had chosen a linen mixture in a blue the colour of cornflowers for a very simple suit with a short jacket and longish skirt. She had decided against a hat, and now worried that she should have got one. Too late now. Her friend Charlie was lending her best handbag – a navy blue affair in the most beautiful soft leather that her husband had brought back from Rome. Their husbands had been in the same squadron, but George had survived and become a wing commander – she thought, then, that if Ken had survived he, too, would have reached that rank. His photograph, in a leather frame, stood on the mantelpiece. It had been taken when they were engaged and he was twenty-two, the same age as herself. He was in uniform with his cap slightly askew, nearly smiling but with that look of restless energy, of wanting to get on with whatever might happen next, that she remembered so well. How many times had she looked at this picture and prayed that his death had been too quick for agony? And how many times had she wept because she knew too much to believe that? He was a navigator in a Wellington. They’d gone on a day raid and his plane had been met by fighters well before they reached their target. They’d lost one engine, had had to jettison their bomb load over the North Sea as they limped home on the remaining engine, their rear gunner had been hit, and Ken had gone aft to minister to him. They had reached their home base, had made a clumsy landing. Two of the crew got out in time, before the plane, still laden with fuel, blew up, but Ken had not been one of them. The flight lieutenant who’d served with him had come to tell her about Ken. She remembered she had said, ‘He would have died at once?’ and John had answered, ‘He wouldn’t have known a thing.’ But she always remembered how he did not look at her when he said that. The last, perhaps the very last, old tears came to her eyes. It was time to stop them, to cast off this old grief: it was done and nothing could alter it. She picked up the picture, gave him a kiss, and put it in the case that she would not be taking with her tomorrow. She would keep the picture for the boys.

‘Are you excited? You must be,’ Charlie answered herself. She had come to help her dress. She had got the boys off: breakfast, a taxi called from the rank – they loved going in a taxi which happened very rarely. They journeyed to Paddington with the elephant hawk moth caterpillars in a shoe box – its lid spattered with holes – resting on both their knees. A paper bag with spare leaves picked from the back garden that morning was in one twin’s sponge bag. ‘They eat an awful lot, you know, before they pupate,’ Tom had said. They had seemed unconcerned at parting with her, but they had each other, and she was glad they were so simply happy.

‘Have a lovely holiday,’ she had said, as she hugged them both.

‘We will,’ Henry had replied.

‘You, too, Mum,’ Tom had added, and Henry had nodded.

‘If we actually found a rabbit that was tame, could we bring it back?’

‘If it really wants to come,’ she said. Then the man who was taking them said they must all get on to the train, so she left.

Back home, she had a bath, and washed her hair, and then Charlie arrived looking very smart, and bringing a small bunch of yellow and white roses. ‘I’ve made you an egg sandwich,’ she said. ‘I bet you didn’t have breakfast.’

She thought she would not be able to eat it, but found she could. ‘You are a good friend.’


‘I’m just so happy for you. You deserve a really good time for a change. Let me just trim your fringe – it is a tiny bit long.’ She tied a bath towel round Jemima’s neck and snipped across her forehead. ‘That’s better. What about your make-up?’

‘I haven’t got anything much. Some lipstick.’

‘You need a spot of rouge too. You’re very pale, darling.’

So Charlie applied the make-up. ‘Nothing will stop you looking about fourteen,’ she said.

She was dressed, and it was time to go, and Charlie drove her to Kensington.

‘He’s twenty-one years older than me,’ she said, as they drove over Campden Hill.

‘That doesn’t worry you, does it? Not if you love him.’

‘I do love him,’ she said and, as she said it, was flooded with love for him: for his sweetness, his whole-hearted kindness to the boys, the way in which his gentle, haunted expression dissolved to tenderness and fun when he looked at her, his startling sincerity (‘I want always to know what you feel,’ he had said, ‘even if it turns out that we don’t agree, or feel the same about any particular thing, I always want to know it’), his surprising capacity for both love and affection, the sense that his loyalty was boundless, and then the discovery, made once – a few weeks ago – that he was for her the perfect lover, patient, sensitive, delightful and full of ardour. He had asked her whether she wanted to go to bed with him before marrying, had said that it should be her choice. ‘I am quite sure,’ he said, ‘but I would like you to feel the same.’ And so, because she had had lingering fears – she had been celibate since Ken died, had had neither time nor opportunity to be in love, and was afraid that she would disappoint either herself or him – she had agreed. Charlie had had the boys for a night, and he had taken her to an hotel on the river on a hot June evening, and when they were in their room he had said, ‘Let’s go to bed now, and then we’ll have dinner.’ And he had been right about that, because she had felt very strung up. Afterwards, full of a happiness extraordinary to her, she had said how glad she was that he had proposed it that way round. ‘Ah! I didn’t want you to have the chance to feel dogged about it,’ he had said, opening a bottle of champagne – she was amazed at what he could do in that way – and when he handed her a glass he said, ‘Darling Jemima, will you marry me?’ And she had said that, in view of what had happened, she had no alternative, and he had said that he had hoped she would say that. They had drunk the champagne and gone down to dinner, which had been full of joyful plans about this life they were to embark upon.

And now she was about to embark upon it.

‘Oh, yes, I really love him.’

And Charlie answered, ‘Then there is nothing to worry about. You’ve always been a worrier. Now you’ll have to learn to stop.’

He was waiting for her at the register office, with his younger brother and his wife who, with Charlie, were to be witnesses. They stood in the small office-like room, and then she laid her hand upon his black silk stump where his hand had been and they walked up to the registrar, who at once began the ceremony. It was over in minutes: he bent to kiss her, and then the others kissed her as well. Their names were signed, she signed her new name for the first time.

‘It was over so quickly,’ she said, as she walked with Hugh to his car.

‘But the really good, long part has just begun,’ he answered. He stopped in the street. ‘You’re not worrying about the Leaflets, are you? We can send them postcards tonight.’

‘I’m not worrying about anything at all,’ she said. ‘Nothing in the world.’

It was true.

‘Are you sure you don’t want us to go with you to the station?’

‘Absolutely sure.’

They were all three standing outside the restaurant where his parents had taken him for a farewell lunch. It had not been an easy occasion, but he had realized that it had been far more difficult for them than it was for him, and he had tried his best to keep things on an even keel. He had been calm about his father’s hostile ruminations about his future, and reassuring about his mother’s – he thought – irrelevant and frivolous anxieties on the same subject. He had deflected them by asking them about themselves, a worn trick that none the less worked with most people (another thing he had learned from Father Lancing). Also, talking about Polly’s wedding had been a distraction: his mother had enjoyed the whole thing enormously, and his father had been impressed that Gerald had a title. It was odd: his father, who had once been such a terrifying and dominant force in his life, was now of no real account; that he was also a snob struck him as just one more pathetic aspect. But at least he, Christopher, could not be bullied any more. There had been small incidents at the lunch. His father had offered him a drink, and when he had refused, had pressed him, had tried to make him have one whether he liked it or not. It was when his mother had intervened – ‘Oh, Raymond, can’t you see he really doesn’t want one?’ – that he was taken back to those innumerable times in his childhood when she had tried to protect him and had often made things far worse. He had looked at her then with a sudden affection: money, and disappointment with her husband (painfully apparent) had aged her; she had the look of haggard brightness that he could now associate with inner discontent. He felt sorry for her as well.

‘You’ll keep in touch, won’t you, darling?’ she was now saying again – she had said it several times during lunch.

‘I expect he’ll be back with us before you know where you are,’ his father said then. ‘Do you want a taxi?’

‘No, thanks. I’ll get a bus.’

‘What station are you going to? Because if it’s Victoria, we could give you a lift.’

‘It’s Marylebone, Mummy. I’m fine, really. Thank you very much for the splendid lunch. It was splendid,’ he repeated. He shook hands with his father, and put his arms around his mother’s bony shoulders. ‘Of course I’ll write to you. I’m not going to the ends of the earth, you know.’ He smiled and then kissed her as he saw her eyes fill with tears.

‘Darling! I do hope you will be happy. All right, at least?’

‘I shall.’

‘Come on, now,’ his father said. He put his arm round her protectively. ‘I’m going to take you to a nice film to take your mind off it.’

Everybody said goodbye again, and he turned and walked away down the street to the nearest bus stop. It was done.

On the bus that eventually went down Baker Street, he could not help thinking of Polly whom he had loved so much. After that weekend in the caravan, he had suffered for her as much as about her: she, too, was enduring the pain of unrequited love. When Oliver fell ill and, in the end, in spite of all the vet could do and his nursing, had had to be put down, he had returned from the vet with the body which he had buried in the wood behind the caravan. It felt as though he had lost his only friend. He had held Oliver in his arms for the last moments of his life, feeling his poor body, his ribs like a toast-rack, his fur dull and staring, and then Oliver had looked up at him, his brandy-snap eyes still glowing with entire trust and devotion as the vet put the needle in. Seconds later he felt the body go slack. He had managed not to cry until he had got Oliver in the back of the car.

The caravan seemed awful without Oliver. He mourned and withdrew from the Hursts who kept inviting him for meals.

Then one day, Mrs Hurst – Marge – asked him whether he would take an old infirm neighbour to church in the car. ‘Tom takes him usually, but he’s got a terrible cold. I don’t want him going out.’

So he did. He was a widower, a very old man with arthritis. All his movements were full of pain and he used crutches.

‘It’s good of you,’ he said. ‘I don’t like to miss my Sunday prayers.’

As he was in the church, he thought he might as well try to pray. He prayed for Oliver, and afterwards he felt calmer and much better about him.

That evening, he decided that he would take the plunge and ask Nora if he could be of any use in her establishment. Might as well try to be some use somewhere, had been what he had thought.

Yes, she would be delighted if he would come. There was plenty to do. ‘I’m run off my feet,’ she had written. ‘You could be a great help.’

It had not been at all what he had expected. He did not have to nurse people, Nora said, when she fetched him from the station, except for lifting them sometimes – her back had got quite bad doing it. ‘And there’s the garden,’ she added. ‘It would be wonderful if you could grow the vegetables. And you could talk to Richard sometimes. He gets rather bored because I’m so busy.’

It was Richard who shocked him. Outwardly, he looked much as he had at the wedding – a bit puffier in the face and his hair was thinner – but it was the rest of him, his frightful unhappiness, which it took time to perceive. To begin with, he thought that Richard was rather spoiled and peevish; he also seemed to take an almost infantile delight in irritating Nora. His main objects in life were to get cigarettes and smoke them when she was absent and to drink anything he could lay his hands on. He recruited Christopher to help him in both these ploys. ‘You don’t have to tell her. I only want a bit of fun, which, God knows, is in short supply in this place.’ When Nora discovered that he had been enlisted, she gave him a tremendous talking to. ‘It’s bad for Richard,’ she said. ‘People who can hardly move have trouble enough with their lungs anyway – and smoking would be the last straw.’ And ‘We simply cannot afford drink here. And it would really be most unfair if Richard had some and the others didn’t. I do want to be fair.’

So the next time that Richard asked him to buy cigarettes, he said he thought he should not, and explained why. He was naïve enough to think that that would be that, but, of course, it wasn’t.

It was winter, and he spent a good part of the day sawing wood into logs for the communal day-room fire. One late afternoon, he went into the small sitting room that Nora kept for her and Richard’s use, with a basket of logs, and found him slumped sideways in his chair. It was in its usual position in a corner of the room so that he could look out of the window, which Nora said that he liked to do. When he went to help him upright, Richard said, ‘Been trying … no bloody good … not a thing I can do.’

Tears of frustration were rolling down his face, and mucus from his nose. Christopher got a paper handkerchief to mop him up.

‘Blow my nose,’ he said as, at the same time, they both heard Nora coming.

‘Goodness, it’s cold in here!’ she exclaimed. ‘Christopher, you might have kept the fire up. We don’t want poor Richard getting pneumonia.’ (He had just sneezed.)

‘I’ve only just got in,’ he said, as he knelt to make up the fire.

‘Soon it will be tea-time,’ Nora was saying. ‘Mrs Brown has made some lovely scones and there’s that rhubarb jam you like so much.’ Richard sneezed again. ‘Oh, darling! Are you getting one of your colds?’

‘Oh, I think I’m aiming at pneumonia,’ he answered, in the special tone, both childish and sardonic, that he used so often with her, and to which, Christopher had noticed, she seemed impervious.

‘Well,’ she said comfortably, ‘we’ll do everything we can to prevent that, but if you should get a touch, even of bronchitis, the doctor says there is a brilliant new drug that kills the bug off. So, there’s no need to worry. I’ll go and get the tea.’

When she had gone, Richard, without any expression, said, ‘I don’t want the bug killed off. I want to die. It’s about the only thing I do want.’ He had met Christopher’s eye at the end of saying this. There was no doubt that he meant exactly what he said, and Christopher was appalled.

He went and sat by him. ‘Isn’t there anything I can do?’

‘Well, you could help me to drink myself to death, which would be marginally more pleasant than pneumonia. I don’t think that Dr Gorley has a new drug to cure one of that. And I think there’s a fag left behind the books up there. You could light that for me. There’s just time before the Angel of Life returns with the exhilarating scones.’



He fetched the cigarette. It was the last in the small packet. He lit it for Richard and put it between his lips. He inhaled deeply and nodded for Christopher to remove it. Then he smiled. ‘You’re a good sort of chap, I know you are. One of the worst things about being me is other people knowing all the time what’s best for me. They don’t. I’ll be the judge of that. Another drag, please.

‘I begin to see what polar bears must feel like in a zoo,’ he said, after the second inhalation. ‘Trapped. Unable to do any of the things that normal polar bears would do if they weren’t kept prisoner. Of course, I’m supposed to have resources unavailable to bears so far as we know. Intellectual, spiritual resources – or so Father Lancing would say. But unfortunately,’ he smiled again and, for a second, Christopher saw how charming he must once have been, ‘they seem to have passed me by. I can’t even read. I’d be better off if I was a dog.’

At once he thought of Oliver’s death, of holding him while the fatal injection was delivered.

‘I think I see what you mean,’ he said, as he administered the cigarette for the third time. ‘She does mean well,’ he added: he felt sorry for Nora too.

‘Oh, yes. I don’t think,’ he said wearily, ‘that I ever forget that. One more drag. She’ll be back in a minute. And then put it in your mouth if you wouldn’t mind. She always smells the smoke, and she’ll think it’s you. Do you believe in God?’ he asked, after his last drag.

‘I’m – wondering about that.’

‘You’re an honest sort of chap, aren’t you?’

‘Do you?’

‘I do my damnedest not to. If he exists, and therefore is responsible for my condition, the implications are too bloody terrifying—’

‘Here we are!’ Nora barged open the door with the tray. ‘Oh, Christopher! It’s not very kind of you to smoke in front of Richard.’

‘Sorry.’ He threw the butt into the fire and caught Richard’s eye: he had been watching Christopher, and winked.

The next time he saw Father Lancing – he had taken to visiting him after supper sometimes – he told him about this occasion. ‘He is so desperately unhappy. When he told me he wanted to die, I could quite see why.’

‘Yes.’

‘And while I can see that Nora is wonderfully selfless, I do sometimes feel that she is wrong.’

‘Not incompatible.’ Father Lancing was packing his small black pipe.

‘And I can see why he doesn’t want to believe in God.’

‘So can I.’

‘Nora does. She once told me that her greatest comfort was being able to talk to God.’

There was a short silence. ‘You know, talk’s a fine thing but, when it comes to God, listening is probably more important.’ He was lighting his pipe. ‘That is partly what prayer is for. To indicate that you want to listen.’ Then he added ruminatively, ‘People are often dubbed selfless when they do things that we wouldn’t want to do. To be selfless is a high state. Most of us only manage it for a few minutes at a time.’

‘What can I do for them?’

‘Do you love them?’

He thought. ‘No, I don’t think I do. I just feel awfully sorry for them.’

‘Try to love them. Then you will have a far clearer idea of what to do.’

By the time this conversation took place, he knew Father Lancing quite well. Father Lancing brought communion to some of the inmates of the house, and there were one or two people who were able to be taken to church; Christopher was assigned this task by Nora soon after his arrival. He had been confirmed at school, but he had not gone to church – except for that one time in Sussex – since the end of his education. After a few weeks, Father Lancing suddenly asked him to tea, and he went. The priest lived in a large dank house with a small, silent housekeeper, who was like a wispy little ghost, he thought, since when she spoke, which was seldom, it was in a tiny high-pitched whisper. Father Lancing worked extremely hard: Christopher did not at first recognize that the invitation was squeezed between parish duties, and it did not occur to him to wonder why he had been asked; he innocently thought that his host must be lonely, living alone as he did, but he slowly became aware that this was not so: when he was not conducting services, he was visiting, going to meetings; he loved children and music and much of his energy was spent upon promoting his choir and helping the local elementary school with their outings and festivities. He was High Anglican and some people in the village did not like this, and journeyed to another church on Sundays, but his church was comfortably full and he heard confessions there twice a week. The first time that Christopher went to see him, Father Lancing asked what had brought him to Frensham, and he had explained about feeling useless after Oliver’s death, and wanting to be of some use to somebody. During those sessions, he was always encouraged to talk about himself, and quite soon he felt that Father Lancing knew more about him than anyone else and, soon after that, than he knew about himself.

Their conversations always graduated to philosophy – or, rather, Christian philosophy. For instance, after Christopher had told him about Polly and the blow of discovering that, after her unhappy love affair, she had found someone else who was not him and she was to be married – ‘So she would never have loved me’ – Father Lancing had said, ‘But you loved her, and that was a gift.’

‘A gift?’

‘Surely. Love is a great gift.’

‘Like faith, you mean?’

‘Well, you could say that faith was another kind of love, couldn’t you? How does that strike you?’

And so on.

After the conversation about Richard and Nora, he went back to the house full of determination to love them. It was easier to love Richard, he discovered, than his sister. He tried talking to her about Richard, saying that it might be good for him to be allowed some pleasures even if they were not particularly good for him, but she had talked him down at once. ‘I know you mean well, Christopher,’ she had finished, ‘but, unfortunately, meaning well isn’t the whole story. I’ve worked with these people for years now, and I really do know best what is good for them.’

‘You mean well, then,’ he had not been able to resist saying and she had answered blithely: ‘Of course I do! How could you think anything else?’

By now, he was going to church because he wanted to. He also suggested to Father Lancing that he go to Confession, and the priest said that it was on Tuesdays and Fridays, and gave him a book. ‘That will give you some idea of the form,’ he said.

He went. He had thought to begin with that he had not a great deal to confess but, when it came to the point, there seemed to be a surprising amount. He was also surprised that Father Lancing did not make any moral comment, but confined himself to asking quite practical questions like ‘How many times?’ After it, when he had been given his absolution and penance, he went into the church and prayed, incandescent with good intentions.

He quickly found that they did not last or, rather, that in the wear and tear of daily life, he forgot them. He seemed to be surrounded by sad and unhappy people, and when he found how hard it was to make anything better for them, he resented their unhappiness.


Then one day, when he was in the woodshed, sawing away at a particularly intractable piece of elm, it came to him that he wanted a quite different kind of life, and something that Father Lancing had said that a monk had told him came back. ‘You can put yourself in the centre of the universe, or you can put God. You cannot put another person there.’ At the time, though he had listened politely, he had not thought he agreed, but now, suddenly, it was clear to him. He most certainly did not want to be the centre of his universe – and that left God.

He rushed to Father Lancing with this news. It was received calmly; he was almost piqued by how calm the priest was about it.

‘But what do you want to do about that?’ he asked.

‘I thought I should go into some community. I thought I should become a monk.’

‘Did you, now?’

‘Yes. I don’t seem to be much good in the world. I think I’d be better out of it.’

Father Lancing did not reply at once. He was engaged upon knocking out his evil-smelling pipe. Then he said, ‘Well. I don’t think anyone will want to receive you if you’re running away from the world. It’s more a question of running towards something than running away.’

Towards God? Yes – that’s what I mean!’

Father Lancing put his hands on Christopher’s shoulders.

‘I could send you to someone who would talk to you,’ he said. ‘It might clarify things for you and it will do no harm.’

So he had gone to Nashtun Abbey. He spent two days there, and had several long sessions about his possible vocation. The place both enchanted and charged him. There he discovered, as well as much else, that if he was accepted, he would spend two to three years as a postulant and eventually become a novice during which he would be free to leave at any time.

He returned to Frensham in an exalted state of mind; he had no doubts, no fears, he knew. It only remained for him to be accepted.

Weeks passed, and he heard nothing. He went to Father Lancing.

‘Father Gregory has written to me about you,’ he said. ‘He feels that you need time and instruction to understand more about what you want to do – to know whether you have a vocation. I see your face fall. Do you think you know everything? Well, people do think that. Spiritual fantasy is much like any other kind. Repetition and you always come out on top. Is that it?’

It was a bull’s eye. He felt himself going red.

‘If you want further instruction, I have been asked to give it to you, so don’t despair, St Christopher.’ But he smiled so sweetly when he said this that Christopher was able to laugh with him.

‘You and Father Lancing. What are you up to?’ Nora asked, when Christopher asked for time to go and see him.

‘He’s teaching me things.’

‘Oh, good. He’s a wonderful man, I think. And it makes me very happy that you’ve started going to church.’

Richard was not so happy. ‘I can see you’re getting sucked in. You’ll soon have first-class reasons for denying yourself – and me, come to that.’

‘No, I won’t.’ He’d decided to collude about the cigarettes and he bought half a bottle of whisky every month which he pretended to share with Richard – actually, he cunningly drank cold tea.

He told Father Lancing that he did not want to tell anyone yet of his intention. By now he was having arguments with him, and once, when he had an appointment to see him and he was not there, he felt furiously angry – which, when they next met, Father Lancing knew at once.

‘You’re angry with me because I had to do something else. Why? Are you more important than the next person?’

‘I thought you could have let me know.’


‘Perhaps I could have done that. I was at the hospital, and I didn’t want to leave the person I was with. That’s about the colour of it.’

‘I see.’

‘No, you don’t see, but you will.’

There was the turning to Polly’s street. He looked down it as the bus passed, but he was not sure if he could see her house.

He had not wanted to go to the wedding, and when Father Lancing asked him why not, he said because he was afraid of how it might make him feel.

‘If that is the reason, you’d certainly better go. Anyway, what about your cousin? Didn’t you say she was very fond of you and won’t that mean that she would want you to be there?’

‘Well, yes, but I didn’t think that was the most important thing.’

‘The most important thing is you, is it? Your spiritual state?’

He looked at his friend dumbly, trapped, because he did think so and realized that Father Lancing didn’t.

‘I’m trying to give things up,’ he said at last.

‘Ah, that’s it. The problem with that is that it’s when your spiritual pride gets a real look in – has a field day, you might say. God can do without you congratulating yourself for loving Him.’ But he said it with such kindness that Christopher found he could bear it.

‘I do see,’ he said. ‘I’ll go.’

It had been a very strange occasion for him. He had knelt in the church, praying that she would be happy – had chosen the right person. It seemed odd that she would have children whom he would never see, that he would know nothing of her from this day on. She had arrived, and was being led up the aisle by her father, followed, he could see, by Lydia and, he thought, Uncle Rupert’s youngest daughter. Her face, covered by a veil, was not visible. But her voice, as she made her vows, was absolutely clear. After they had been into the vestry and she was walking back down the aisle with her husband, her veil was thrown from her face and he saw her and how happy she was.

When, at the reception, he eventually reached the end of the line waiting to congratulate her, her face lit up, and she stepped forward to kiss him saying, ‘Gerald, this is Christopher – my most dear cousin.’

Whether it was the glistening white satin, the veil, the pearls round her throat, her radiant dark blue eyes or all of these things he did not know, but light seemed to stream from her – he felt struck, and speechless from it, and for a second he was afraid that he still loved her. And then he was simply glad that he loved her and this was accompanied by a feeling of living peace.

‘… and you must come and stay,’ she was saying. And her husband was smiling and saying of course he must.

He wanted to tell her then, but it was neither the time nor the place. For the rest of the party, during the speeches, the toasts, the general rejoicing, he tried to see as many of the family as possible – say his silent farewells. Clary, thin and with long hair and wearing a green dress, was the only one who regarded him steadily (he had never noticed before how lovely her eyes were), was the only one who noticed that he had changed. ‘I don’t know exactly how, but you have. You look as though you’ve found something good,’ she said.

‘I have.’

Then she had grinned at him and looked more like the girl he remembered – whose face was smudged and whose clothes seemed always to be torn or spattered with fruit juice. The Duchy, who seemed a little smaller but otherwise just the same. And Uncle Hugh, who looked so different he seemed almost jolly – ‘The last wedding we met at you were wearing my trousers, do you remember?’ he said – and more cousins. Simon and Teddy, resplendent in morning dress, pleased to see him, and both mentioned that camp in the wood. He’d been trying to get away from things then – he’d always been trying to get away because he had not found what to go towards …

The bus conductor shouted up the stairs that this was the stop for Marylebone Station, and he got off. My last bus, he thought, not caring, just noting the fact.

‘It does seem to me a way of not facing up to things,’ had been one of his father’s sallies at lunch.

As he walked to the station he thought that, curiously, it had been harder to leave Richard than anyone else. He had told Nora that he was going to a retreat, but she knew too much about these things, and after she had asked for how long, and he had answered he didn’t know, but months anyway, her eyes had widened, and she’d said, ‘Oh, Christopher! I understand now. Oh, I do hope you have a vocation!’ Then she said – almost shyly, ‘One thing. Would you mind not telling Richard that you are going for good? He has got rather attached to you, and it would make him so sad. It will be easier for him to know when he has got used to doing without you.’

She did love him – in her way. So he’d agreed to that. He didn’t feel good about it, would rather have been honest, but Richard’s distress about his going at all was so evident that he recognized that perhaps, for once, Nora had been right.

‘I can’t say it won’t be the same without you, because it will – it will all be exactly the same. Bloody awful.’

Nora had left them alone together on his last evening – a piece of tact, of which, Christopher recognized with shame, he had not thought her capable – and they’d had a last drink together and Richard had smoked three cigarettes.

‘It’s not just the booze and the fags,’ he said. ‘I like talking to you. Still, if you’re coming back, I’ve got something to look forward to, which I suppose is the next best thing to having it in the first place.’

On impulse, he’d bent down and kissed Richard on leaving, and Richard had started – almost as though he’d hurt him. ‘Get on with it, then,’ he’d said.

Perhaps he could write to Richard. But, then, Nora would have to read the letter to him and that, he knew, would change the sort of letter it could be. If I’m allowed to write letters at all, he thought, and was possessed with a nervous dread of what might lie ahead.

But once in the train, with his small suitcase on the rack, he returned to the sense of adventure and challenge that this journey to the interior – the centre of his universe – exacted, and he thought then that the things he had to give up were not either things or even people who had been in his life, but mysterious, as yet not known things, that lay inside himself, for only that could make room for a new inhabitant.
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Until now, he had always thought that if one could not make up one’s mind about what to do, it was because one was not sure what one wanted. How untrue that is, he thought, as he drove down the familiar lane, away from the cottage, through the wooded bit and then past the drive leading up to the station. Three miles away … He could still turn back, but he knew that he would not. He would continue the boring, well-known, dull road all the way to the suburbs of London and thence to his empty ill-kempt flat. Six weeks was not so very long, he said, as though to someone else. It seemed interminable. But this morning had been the last straw. Seeing her naked in the kitchen with her burned hand – the imagination of a body in no way impaired the impact of a first sight of the real thing – had brought home to him as nothing else had seemed to do, that he could not continue this life with her which had become so beset by dishonesty.

If he tried to think about it, he could not pin down the moment when he had begun to love her. Certainly, when he had come back from France and found her so wrecked and desperate, he had dropped everything to care for her, had managed to put aside or at least conceal his fury and loathing for the wretched man who had caused her such anguish. Was this love? Or was it simply that he knew her – her intense, whole-hearted capacity for love, and the deprivation she had already endured? He could think of no one less equipped to withstand total rejection and pregnancy. The first thing that he had known about her, before he had even seen her, was that she had lost her mother. He remembered how, on one of those long walks in France with Rupert, shattered by Isobel’s death, there had come a moment when he had been able to suggest to him that the daughter, the little girl, Clarissa, wasn’t it?, must also be very bereft and needing his love. And Rupert had said: ‘There’s the boy as well, two of them.’ And he had said, ‘The boy is a baby. The girl is old enough to grieve. You must go back and see to her.’

Which Rupert had done, clearly to much effect, because when Archie did actually meet her, she was sixteen and suffering very much from the loss of him, whom everyone, including Archie himself, thought probably dead. Not she. Her faithful love had touched him then, had transcended her childish, unkempt appearance. She had always been careless of that; had no vanity. He remembered his first sight of her, tidied up for dinner his first evening at Home Place, in a shirt with odd buttons sewn on it, and her hands, bitten nails and ink stains almost, but not quite, obliterating their shapeliness, and the ill-cut fringe just above those amazingly expressive eyes. He had observed these things with no more than a professional eye and friendly interest. This was his best friend Rupert’s daughter. And as he became embraced by the whole family – he had the Duchy to thank for that – and he had had time to know all of those children, as he thought of them, she seemed always to be the odd one out. She had none of the Cazalet good looks – the blue direct gaze, the fair to fairish hair, the clear complexion, the height, the long arms and legs; she was small and sturdy, round-faced, with her mother’s eyes and heavy brows and fine dark hair, which was always untidy and needing a wash. He had not loved her then. But when that little Frenchman had arrived with his tale and the message for her and he had seen its effect – her eyes like stars, her utter joy that had been dashed (momentarily) by Pipette saying that the message was eight months old, how after a moment she had looked up at him and said that it was ‘just a question of time – waiting till he comes back’. He had been touched by her, because by then he knew something of the intensity of her love and longing. After he had broken his leg, she would come to his room, because, he thought, he was the only person who let her talk about her father and he had been amazed – and sometimes amused – by her detailed imagination of his exploits. And then there had been the diary she wrote for Rupert. One day, she had showed him a few pages and he learned much more of her. She had a graceful mind, even though she was clumsy in everyday life, knocked things over, tore her clothes; she was passionate about quite small things. The night after Pipette had come, he had found that he actually respected her, recognized her knowledge of what it was to love, and he thought now, but could not remember, that it had been then that he had felt anxiety that it might get wrongly bestowed.

After that, he supposed wryly, he had tried to be a father of sorts to her. Little did he know how that would rebound. When the girls had come to London, he had taken them out, sometimes together, but later separately … Why? At the time he had told himself that it was hard on her always being with the beautiful, immaculate, charming Polly. He remembered that pathetic time when Polly had had a perm, and so she thought she should too, and how deeply unbecoming her frizzy hair had been – like the make-up that she attempted, when in no time her eyes would get ringed like a panda with mascara that always ran because she either cried or rubbed her eyes, or laughed too much, and her lipstick would be eaten off in a trice. She would still spill food on her clothes, she was still, at seventeen, unconscious of her appearance. But this was not true. He remembered one evening when he had taken her to Lyons Corner House and she had asked him if beauty mattered – by now she had cut off the awful perm and her hair was short and straight again, and whatever it was that he had said had upset her and he had made it worse by saying that he liked her as she was, and she had tried to be rude to him which she always did when she was afraid of crying, and then she had told him that Rupert had once said that she was beautiful and how it had made her seem less ordinary. She would have to fall back on character, she had said. And she had told a story about herself and Neville and the discovery that she just wanted to be pretty. And he had then – suddenly – because she seemed so vulnerable, been overwhelmed with affection for her, trapped by what she thought of as her unpleasing appearance, and also by her unerring honesty. He had wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her with any old nonsense that had enough truth in it to conceal the lies, and she had mercifully prevented this by saying he looked soppy. Did he love her then?

He remembered, and she must have been nearly nineteen by then, how Lydia saying she’d like to go to France with him had given him the idea that perhaps he might take Clary there – to get over Rupert’s death, if need be. At more or less the same time, it had been he who told her not to give up hope about her father. It had been a very hot night in May, and she had arrived in a linen tunic, terribly hot, but even so, when he had said how pleased he was to see her, he noticed that she blushed with pleasure. And it had been then that she had seemed to see him as somebody in his own right. ‘I feel amazed at how little I know you,’ she had said. It had felt almost like a compliment.

They had talked about her having stopped writing and he had been hard on her about it. She’d gone off – to cry, he guessed – to the lavatory. When she came back, he’d tried to cheer her up about Rupert, and at once she’d thought he believed as she did, a trap he might have seen, but he had lumbered out of it somehow.

And then VE night. She’d arrived at the restaurant looking unexpectedly soignée: she was growing up, her hair was better cut, the black skirt and a man’s shirt suited her, and her hair was wet, so at least she had washed it. They’d had a good and extraordinary evening, had stayed with the crowds outside the Palace longer than he’d intended because she was enjoying it so much, and he knew his leg was going to give him gyp on the long walk home. They’d stopped and sat on a bench in Hyde Park, and it was then that he’d realized how old he must seem to her. She told him that she knew about Polly falling in love with him, and said how ridiculous it was that she should be in love with somebody of his age. When he had said he must seem incredibly ancient to her, she had given herself away by saying, not incredibly; he didn’t seem to have aged since she met him. Then she understood that she had upset him, and said she was sorry. She hadn’t meant that he was old, she’d meant he was too old for Polly. (Polly and she, he reflected, were the same age.)

She’d stayed the night with him because she could never have got home, and sat up in bed wearing his pyjama jacket and he had brought her cocoa. And she’d told a story about her father eating the skin off her cocoa, which showed, she said, that he loved her, and immediately, not to be outdone, he’d done the same thing. If Rupert was dead, she would need his love.

And then, without warning, she had touched him to the core. It began about Zoë trying to give her Rupert’s shirts, and how she’d only taken the worn ones, because to take the others would have been like giving in. But she thought she should make a pact with him that if Rupert didn’t return a year from now she would have to accept that he never would. And then she told him how her love had changed about her father; from missing him so much, to wanting him to be alive for his own sake. He found it very difficult to say anything back to that. But he managed, and by the time he came to say goodnight, she had become almost a child again, turning her face up to him to be kissed. ‘After all, darling Archie, I’ve always got you,’ she had said. And lying in bed that night, it occurred to him that what she had said about her father had moved him so much because a part of him wished she would say it of him. Love of a kind began, he thought now, that night. He had made a pact with himself then that if Rupert was dead, he would do everything possible to take his place. The possibility of his return, however, might mean that things could be very different. Yes, that had been the beginning or, at least, the moment when he had acknowledged that he did not want to be her father.

Rupert had returned, and he had thought then that this would radically alter his relationship with her. It did not, and he blamed Rupert for it: he was so absorbed by his own problems, which were, he thought crossly, entirely of Rupert’s own making. But then, of course, people’s problems were usually home-made, he had thought wryly, so why not his own?

He had gone to France, and been dissatisfied; he had not clearly known what he was missing, except that the prospect of living alone there did not seem desirable. It was when Polly sent the telegram, and he tried to speak to her, and she said that Clary was in trouble, that he realized thoroughly that he loved her.

Seeing her, when she let him in at Blandford Street, had been a fearful shock. She looked dreadful, as though she had been dealt a mortal blow. But, then, she had looked pretty ropy for months now – she had, as might have been expected, taken to being in love with exhausting intensity, and his instinctive dislike of the man she had chosen, the whole dreary squalid setup, had filled him with ill temper. But now, something had gone wrong. For a minute he thought that it had simply come to an end, that she would need comfort and support through the stock sad time that people endure in those circumstances. He had not thought of her being pregnant – still less, that the couple would unite in abandoning her. When he had discovered that Number One did not want to have anything to do with her he felt rage as well as relief, but that left the question of her pregnancy, he felt, to him. He would not, did not, influence her. He calmed her down, and made her have a rest. She had been being so sick that she needed an evening meal, and he felt that it would be good to do something with her. Of course he didn’t want her to have this ghastly man’s child, and he soon discovered that Polly felt the same. But they agreed that she must not be influenced, must choose herself.

She had chosen to have an abortion, and he had taken her, waited, and collected her. After it, she seemed to fall into a different despair. He had taken her away to the Scilly Isles, to a small beautiful island, and made her walk a lot, made her learn to play complicated card games, and take turns reading a novel – and, most of all, talk about Number One and his wife. But although all these things seemed in some ways to help, in others they made her feel worse. He quickly found that ridiculing Noël, although it made her less in love with him, made her feel more deeply humiliated. He dropped that, and tried to get her interested in her writing – which Number One had also virtually destroyed. She snapped at him, refused to eat properly, and often withdrew into intractable silence for hours, but eventually one day, when he snapped back, she had said: ‘What shall I do? I don’t want to be like this, but what shall I do?’

So, when they returned, he got the cottage, rented via an acquaintance who was glad to have it inhabited – ‘Hardly any mod cons and it gets fearfully damp in winter.’ The rent had been twenty-five pounds a year. He’d settled her into it and gone back to his dreary job from which he had already taken too much leave. He would spend weekends with her, he had said, but she’d confounded him by turning up on the Monday evening following the first weekend after barely a day without him. And then, the next evening, to top it all, Rupert had turned up, and there had been that awful scene when Rupert had thought him responsible for the pregnancy. What had struck him, and by God, it had struck him, was the way in which she seemed to think it so absurd that Rupert should think such a thing. And then he, Rupert, had twisted the knife when he’d said on leaving that there was no point in her turning him into a father when she had a perfectly good one already! He’d wanted to yell then that he damn well didn’t want to be her father, but caution had prevailed. And I am nothing, he thought bitterly, if not cautious.

It was that evening that his battle for her independence had really begun. They had had a row, and he’d said that he treated her like a child because she behaved like one. He’d told her to stop being sorry for herself and much more. The trouble was that when he was managing to do that quite sternly, she would say or do something that turned his heart over, and he would have to keep a tight hold on himself to hang on to being sensible and firm. Because that worked. He sent her back to the cottage on her own, and when he went down the following Friday, she’d cooked a proper meal and he sensed was full of her new book, although she didn’t want to tell him about it.

He told Rupert what he had done about her, and Rupe, who was having mother-in-law trouble, said, ‘Thanks awfully, old boy. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.’

All that autumn he went every weekend. He remembered now, it seemed such a long time ago, how agonized he’d been about sending her back to the cottage that first time. He’d very nearly driven down to see if she was all right, but that would obviate the point of everything. She had to learn to fend for herself.

Getting her to go and see Polly in London had not been a success. When he discovered the following morning that she was not at Blandford Street – or, at least, was not answering the telephone – he’d rung Poll at work in a panic. When Polly had told him she’d gone back to the cottage he’d been relieved, at first, but then he had started to worry about her, and in the end, he’d got up at six and driven down to find her in a fever. He’d woken her from a nightmare and he’d been on the point of taking her in his arms and telling her he loved her but at first she’d thought he was her father, and that had stopped him cold.

She was in no state for that: she was sick, and frightened, and when he took her in his arms it was for her to cry and tell him the jumbled fragments of the bad dream. He’d stayed and nursed her and told his office a string of lies. By now, he’d given his notice, and was working it out, and he really didn’t care a damn.

She was beginning to grow up. She had come to and realized that she had no money, and although part of him enjoyed being responsible for her in that way, at least, he recognized that it was a step for her in the right direction. If she needed money now while she was writing the book, it was her father she should ask. So he sent her off, and she came back with two hundred pounds, in a temper about something. It turned out to be about the possibility of his going back to France. He had told her he was giving up his job, and he had mentioned France then, but now she thought he’d arranged to go without telling her.

To begin with he had thought, Here we go again. She’s still expecting me to be there to support her.

The trouble was that, although he hadn’t decided, he had to keep France as an option; he had to have some sort of long shot – or maybe not long at all, some necesssary resort – if things went wrong. Which they showed every sign of doing. She’d called him her second father just before she’d gone to see her real one. But it was clear that the idea of his going away filled her with fear – something like panic. When she said that she couldn’t stay in the cottage alone without him, he very nearly blew it, was touching her before he pulled himself together. He’d been brisk and tough with her, even telling her she’d fall in love with a nice man like a normal grown-up person. She sulked then, which he could deal with more easily than her fear.

But during that afternoon he’d thought it was wrong for her to feel he would make major plans behind her back – and apologized.

He’d reached his flat by now, got out his case and went in. The place seemed infinitely dreary. What was she doing now, he wondered. It was a good thing he hadn’t even tried to get a telephone installed, because he knew that the temptation to ring her would have been too much for him.

Anyway, talk of people standing on their own feet, what about him? He had to decide what to do, how to earn a living beyond his small inheritance and what he had saved and any pictures he might sell. Rupert knew a good deal about how to survive and try to paint, he thought. He would start there.

His relationship with Rupert had undergone a considerable change. This had been largely because he had taken the plunge with him when they’d been at the weekend at Home Place designed to welcome Diana into the family. ‘I should be so grateful if you would be there,’ the Duchy had said. ‘You know us all so well, and you are such a diplomat.’ So he had gone, and then there had been a chance of going for a walk alone with Rupe, as Zoë had a headache and the others didn’t want to come.

‘Not that I’m a marvellous walker,’ he had said, ‘but I really wanted to talk to you on our own about something.’


‘Fine.’

‘Actually,’ he said, minutes later, ‘I think I’d find it easier if we were sitting down.’

So they sat on the old tree that the children had always played on in the copse behind the house.

‘You look worried about something. What’s happened? You know that you can trust me.’

‘What do you think?’

Rupert had looked at him, and then he smiled slightly, and said, ‘I think you’ve fallen in love with somebody and you’re not sure if it’s a good thing. I bet it is, though.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that.’

‘I’m right, then?’

‘Yes. I have. It’s Clary,’ he said quickly. ‘Hang on a minute. I haven’t said a word to her. She has no idea.’

‘Clary! Good God! You don’t mean that!’

‘Of course I mean it. I’d be bloody daft to say that to you if I didn’t.’

There was a silence. Then Rupert, clearly trying to tread carefully, said, ‘Don’t you think you’re a bit old for her?’

‘I knew you’d say that. Zoë is a good deal younger than you, though, isn’t she?’

‘Twelve years. But you’re – you’re the best part of twenty years older than she is. That’s different, surely?’

‘It’s certainly different, but I don’t think it’s necessarily worse.’

There was another silence. Then Rupert said, ‘How long has this been going on?’

‘Nothing’s been going on. How long have I been in love with her? God knows. Since she was about eighteen, I should think – only I didn’t realize it.’

‘And how does she feel about you?’

‘That’s the trouble. I sort of stood in for you all that time you were away, and she still thinks of me like that.’ He looked at him – he could feel his eyes pricking. ‘One doesn’t choose exactly about this sort of thing,’ he said. ‘You know that. It – strikes you.’

‘Yes. Archie, I don’t know what to say. It must be awful for you. All this time – after Rachel, and all that – to have it happen again—’

‘Look. Nothing’s happened.’ He added wearily, ‘I don’t think she has the faintest idea.’

‘Well – wouldn’t it – I mean, well, I suppose it might be better for you if you did talk to her. Then at least you’d know.’

‘I can’t – now. I just know it’s not the right time. And anyway, I don’t think I can face it. If I talk to her and it’s absolutely no good, it’ll be the end of everything for me with her – I know that, and I can’t face it.’

‘Why are you telling me?’

‘I suppose I sort of hope that at least you would not feel bad about it. My intentions, I mean. Entirely honourable.’ He had tried to smile – and broken down. Until that point, he hadn’t known what a strain the whole thing had been for so long and how isolated he’d felt trying to deal with it. He tried to tell Rupert this, and he’d been really good about it. He’d sat by him and let him say all these things – and more – without interruption or argument. ‘The stakes seem so high,’ he had said. ‘I really do love her – everything about her – but she’s got to grow up, be in charge of her life and make a choice, you see, which isn’t based on being dependent on me and all that.’

At the end of it Rupe had said, ‘You’ve made me see that you do love her. That’s what matters. We’re the same age. I think if I were in your position, I’d feel the same.’

He could have kissed him: they did embrace. Rupe swore he would not tell anyone. ‘Even Zoë?’ Not even Zoë, he had said …

He would ring Rupe now and see if they could meet à deux.

He did this, but Rupert was not able to help much about what he could do about painting and earning some money. ‘I always found it was one or the other,’ he said, ‘and with a family, I thought I’d better opt for the other. You could see if there’s any supply teaching at any of the art schools, I suppose.’

‘That’s a good idea.’

He had explained how he was leaving her on her own for six weeks – on purpose – and that they would not meet until Polly’s wedding. ‘Then, I expect, I’ll have to risk it, but I’ll wait and see.’

And Rupe, who he knew found it difficult to make up his mind about anything, said he could see it was a good thing to give her time on her own and to wait. By now Rupe – possibly because he thought the situation was hopeless – seemed to be fairly on his side.

He’d gone back to the cottage after that weekend at Home Place somewhat lightened by having told Rupert and not been lectured or rejected – not, he knew, that that would have changed things about how he felt about her, but it was good that Rupert knew.

And there she was, really into her book, and wanting him to read some of it. Of course he had – and been surprisingly disappointed with the first chapter: it had not seemed like her at all, was more self-conscious and convoluted than he’d expected. But then she’d said how many times she had written it, and he’d seen her first attempts and that was her, and clear and simple – and gifted. How marvellous it was to be able to say sincerely that he thought it was good. But again (even in this context!) he had had to warn her not to take too much notice of what he – or anyone else – said about her work.

It was soon after that he’d taken some of his own work to London in the hope of interesting a gallery. No dice. Or, rather, two miserable little dice. His old gallery said they would take a couple of landscapes for a mixed show.

He got through the first week without her by various abortive attempts to find work – teaching no good, a few more galleries, no good. One of the bad things about his flat was that he could not paint in it. The weekend was awful. He missed her, he worried about her, he wanted to be at the cottage. He was lonely and he didn’t want to see anyone. He went to Annie Get Your Gun! by himself and kept wondering what she would think of it; he went to the pubs where, when he talked to people, he seemed always to get into some futile argument about whether the Government was dealing with the severe dollar shortage – rumours were that rations were to be cut yet again, they were putting a tax of ten pounds a year on cars, and who was behind the letter bombs that the Foreign Secretary and his opposite number had received? ‘It’s the Reds or the Jews,’ one morose and slightly drunken man had kept on repeating, until he knew that he’d have to hit him or leave. And then there was India. People in pubs seemed to consider that the whole idea of India becoming independent was (a) a crime and (b) didn’t matter a tinker’s cuss because they were only bloody foreigners anyway.

He stopped going to pubs on his own. He read, and ate out, and went to bed tired from walking: why did his leg seem worse in London? And on Sunday evening, he thought, it might not only be six weeks of this, it might be for ever. In bed he thought, Here I go, keeping on about her being independent of me, when perhaps it ought to be the other way round.

So, when Rupert rang him on Monday to say that old Aunt Dolly had died and would he feel like going down to Sussex and giving the Duchy some support, he said of course he would.

But he had been right to go away from her, he thought the next morning, as he drove down to Home Place. He could not go on being avuncular, giving the impression of calm disinterest when he felt none of these things. That moment in the kitchen recurred – again and again. It had been when her beauty, her shock from the burn and her utter unawareness of him had hit him so hard that he simply couldn’t take any more. If he stayed, he’d blurt everything out, and his chance of that being a success would, he felt, be nil. He had to go.

It was soothing to be in the old house. The Duchy was really pleased to see him. ‘I think she died quite suddenly,’ she said, ‘a heart attack, or a stroke, but I don’t think she had any pain.’

‘But you will miss her,’ he suggested.

‘Well, you know, I don’t think I shall, really. She had become so dependent. It is difficult to maintain a connection with somebody when that is the chief ingredient, don’t you think?’

‘Very difficult.’

When those of the family who had come down for the funeral had gone their various ways, and he was preparing to do the same, the Duchy had said, ‘Rupert told me that you had given up your job, and were going back to painting. Where are you going to do that?’

He said he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t paint in London, he added.

‘You’re returning to France? You have a house there, I think you said?’

‘A sort of house. The top two floors over a café. I don’t know. I thought I’d stay here until after Polly’s wedding anyway.’

There was a pause. The Duchy was scraping a very small amount of butter on her toast. ‘If you would like to spend that time here and paint, we can make you a room for it, and I should very much enjoy your company in the evenings.’

So he did. He made one journey to London to collect his painting gear and went back. All the weekdays there was just the two of them; the Duchy gardened and he painted outside when the weather permitted; there were frequent thunderstorms, but after them the peculiar beauty of country deluged from violent rain, reviving, glistening in the returning sunlight. There was heavy dew in the mornings, as though the lawns were inlaid with tiny diamonds that dissolved to show daisies opening flat and unwinking in the sun. In the evening, if there had been enough heat, a pearly mist shrouded the ground. All day it seemed to him that everything he saw was changing, on the move. He took to working on two or three pictures at once, for different times of the day and the changing weather. For the first time in his work he became sharply aware of what he was not seeing. It reminded him of the countless times he had tried to draw her without once achieving anything that satisfied him. It was something, he now thought, to do with the first look at anything that had to embrace the whole view and not simply record part of it. He said something of this – about landscape – in response to the Duchy’s enquiry about how he was getting on, and found her unexpectedly understanding of his dilemma.

‘It is something to do with trusting that first sight, isn’t it?’ she had said. ‘One gets embroiled in a part of what one has seen and then forgets the rest.’

He was so surprised that he could not help saying, ‘How do you know that? You used to paint?’

‘Oh – everyone painted a little when I was a girl. It was very much the done thing. But I wanted to do it more seriously. I wished to go to an art school, but my mother wouldn’t hear of it. And after I was married it was somehow easier for me to play the piano, you see. It was regarded as a more useful accomplishment.’

She played in the evenings, and he drew her, and then, one day when it rained a great deal, asked her if he might paint her while she was practising. So the drugget that protected the drawing-room carpet from sun was brought, and he put his easel on it.

But what she had said about the first sight remained with him, and one day he drew Clary from memory – quite quickly. The next day when the Duchy brought him his jug of flowers – she felt all rooms in use should have flowers – she saw the drawing (he’d used charcoal on a darkish paper) and said, ‘Clary! That is Clary to the life! When did you do that?’

‘Not long ago,’ he had answered, as casually as he was able.

No more was said. But a few days later, when they were having tea, she said, ‘You seem to be profiting from this rest, although I know you are working. I feel that you were much in need of respite of some kind. Is that right?’

‘I think so.’

‘My dear, I don’t wish to probe, but for so many years it seems to me that this family has leaned on you – for love and support of many kinds. I should be sad if when you needed those things you did not get them from one of us.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Oh. I feel that you are not very happy, and I cannot help wondering whether you need to be.’

After a pause, during which he wondered wildly whether to confide in her, she said, ‘You have been so good – to Rupert and his family particularly, to him and to Zoë, to Neville about his school and to Clary. I shall never forget any of that.’

So he told her – some of it. That he was in love with a girl so young that he did not know how to approach her. He was very careful to keep her anonymous – was very general, and lame.

She put down her teacup and regarded him thoughtfully.

‘I was far too young when I married,’ she said. ‘I knew nothing. I suppose you could have described me as an overgrown child. And William seemed incredibly old to me then. He was only seven years older than I, but it seemed like a generation.’ A faint smile, and she added, ‘It has done me no harm. I grew up in the due course. I have even achieved old age.’ She was still looking at him with that disarming frankness; then her eyes gleamed in a way that reminded him of Neville, although he had never before perceived a likeness between them, as she said: ‘You don’t value yourself enough. In my day you would have been described as a great catch.’

That night he went to sleep feeling better than he had for weeks.

He was nearly late for the church, and by the time he got there it seemed almost full. He looked to see whether she was sitting with Rupert and Zoë, but she wasn’t.

‘There’s a bit of pew next to Neville,’ Teddy said: he was being an usher. When he had found it and Neville had greeted him – ‘We wouldn’t have weddings if girls were allowed to dress up in ordinary life’ – he saw her sitting with Louise and a thin dark girl diagonally across the church from him.

‘We’re this side because Lord Fake hasn’t got so many friends as Poll,’ Neville said, lowering his voice because the organist had begun the entrance of the bride – not Wagner, thank goodness, he thought. Then everybody stood up and he could not see her at all.

Afterwards, as she walked down the aisle Polly saw him, and he got a quick little smile and he thought that anyone who was clearly as happy as that would look dazzling.

‘Do let’s get out,’ Neville was saying. ‘You never know how much food there’s going to be at parties these days.’

He waited, outside the church while the photographs were being taken, for her to emerge.

‘Have you got your car?’ Neville was asking.

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll come with you, then.’

‘Well, you’ll have to wait, I might want to give other people a lift.’

She came out with Louise and the other girl. She was wearing a green dress with a rounded neck and tight sleeves to her elbows, the slightly full skirt falling well below her knees, and what looked like brand new, pretty but rather painful shoes. The outfit was spoiled by a ridiculous hat – a small boater with green ribbon in a streamer at the back. There was nothing wrong with the hat, it was just that hats did not suit her. She seemed to know this, because as soon as she got outside she pulled it off, looked round and deposited it on the spike of a railing. He saw Louise laugh and pick it off. Then they all seemed to see him at once. He knew from the Duchy that Louise had left her husband. ‘I fear she may be embarking upon a desert,’ the Duchy had said, ‘and, as we know, they are full of wild tribesmen.’

So he greeted Louise first, who introduced the thin girl as Stella Rose. ‘We’re going to share Polly’s old flat together,’ she said. All the while, she stood a little behind the other two, and when he caught her eye, he sensed that she had been looking at him.

‘Hello,’ he said, nerving himself to go and give her a noncommittal kiss. ‘You’re looking pretty splendid, I must say.’

‘Zoë chose it for me. But she made me wear the hat.’ She had gone faintly pink, and now he was near her, she didn’t look at him. Pride, he thought, she’s not going to admit that she’s missed me.

‘I missed you,’ she said in an off-hand voice. ‘But I must say it has been very good for work. You know – no distractions like cooking and all that.’

‘Oh, come on!’ Neville was saying. ‘Honestly, we really ought to get there.’

He took all four of them squashed in his car. Neville sat in front, because Louise said if he sat with them he would spoil their clothes.

There will be plenty of time, he thought, as he drove to Claridges Hotel, for us to talk after the reception. And he began to imagine driving down to the cottage with her that evening. So he made no particular effort to talk to her while they were at the reception, and neither did she.

After he had been received and met Gerald for the first time, he concentrated upon doing the rounds, or covering the ground or whatever they called it.

Miss Milliment was arrayed in a jersey suit the colour of blackberry fool, which did not look its best backed by the salmon pink damask of the large chair she had been parked upon. ‘What a happy day!’ she said, when he greeted her. ‘It’s Archie, isn’t it? My eyes are not quite what they were.’ And later, ‘Oh Archie, I fear a little piece of bridge roll, or possibly just the filling of it has escaped my clutches and may perhaps be visible to you down the side of the chair? Thank you so much. I was pretty sure I was right.’

Lydia – in a bridesmaid’s dress – and Villy.

‘Mummy, if it’s at all possible I want never to see Judy again in my life. Hello, Archie! Do you like my dress? I was just telling Mummy about my ghastliest cousin. She’s furious because she’s not a bridesmaid and if you ask me she’s most unlikely ever to be a bride because I can’t think of anyone stupid enough to marry her.’

‘That will do,’ Villy was saying. ‘Go and hand some things round to people.’

‘How are you, dear Villy?’

‘Better, I think. Busy, anyway. Zoë and I are trying to start a small dancing school, as we both have different skills in that field. I’m not sure of it, but it will be very good for Zoë to have something constructive to do.’

Rachel and Sid.

‘The Duchy simply loved having you to herself,’ Rachel said. ‘We suggested going down, didn’t we, Sid, but she wouldn’t hear of it.’

‘No, she wanted you to herself. But we’re taking her down this evening and staying the weekend to soften the blow of your departure.’

‘Sid is teaching me to drive,’ Rachel said, ‘and I’m afraid it has emerged that I don’t know my right from my left.’

‘She’s pretty shaky,’ Sid said fondly, ‘and has about as much sense of direction as a gadfly.’

‘Oh, darling! I think that’s a little unkind!’

But nothing between them was unkind, he thought.

Zoë, looking exquisite in a very pale pink suit with a nipped-in waist and long skirt and a broad pink straw hat that lit her complexion to yet another delicious pink. ‘Archie!’ She kissed him. ‘Isn’t it a lovely party!’

‘I hear you and Villy are starting a dancing school.’

‘A small one. I don’t know if it will work, but the idea of it has cheered Villy, which is the main thing.’

‘Archie, let me introduce you to Jemima Leaf.’ It was Hugh with a very small, neat blonde lady.

When he had asked was she a friend of the bridegroom, ‘She’s a friend of mine,’ Hugh said, before she could reply. He said it, he thought, as though it was extraordinary to have one. Hugh got called away and he stayed talking to her. She had two children, she said, and she was working for Cazalets’ – for Hugh, in fact. He wondered afterwards about that. But eventually Polly went away to change, and fewer people remained, to say what good speeches they had been and how well everything had gone. He had been seeing her out of the corner of his eye for some time: she had been talking to Christopher, wasn’t it, the cousin who’d had the breakdown and who owned a devoted dog? He went over.

‘It’s Christopher, isn’t it? It’s so long since I’ve seen you.’

‘It’s very long since anybody’s seen him,’ Clary said.

‘How’s your dog?’ he asked, after a pause when neither of them said anything and he began to wonder whether he had interrupted something.

‘He died.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

But with a smile of singular sweetness, Christopher, answered, ‘He had a very good life and I’m sure he’s all right now.’

‘Christopher believes in a dog heaven,’ Clary said, ‘but I don’t think they would enjoy it much without their people.’

‘Perhaps one day I’ll have to join him, then. I must go,’ Christopher said a moment later, ‘got a train to catch.’

‘Well,’ he said, when they were alone. ‘Shall we have some supper before we drive down?’

‘We must see Poll off first,’ she said quickly, and began to go to the door of the large room. ‘We have to go outside,’ she called. He followed her.

But when all that was over, when the small crowd of them were left waving and then turning to one another, she said, ‘Could we talk in the car?’

‘Why not?’

He put her in the front seat and went round and got in beside her.

‘The thing is,’ she said, still not looking at him, ‘that I have very very nearly finished my book and I think I’d better be on my own until I have. If you don’t mind?’

He was taken aback. ‘You haven’t stopped working because I’ve been around before. Why now?’

‘Oh, well … The end is quite difficult, and I think I would be better off really concentrating on it. It’ll only be about two weeks.’

‘All right. If that’s how you want it.’

‘It is. If that’s all right.’

‘Don’t keep saying if that’s all right if you know you’re going to do it anyway.’

‘All right. I won’t. What I would like,’ she went on, ‘would be if you could get me a taxi and I’ll be off. I wouldn’t have come at all, only I knew Poll would mind.’

‘I’ll drive you.’

‘I can easily get a cab.’

‘I daresay, but here I am. I’ll drive you.’

The drive was curiously uncomfortable. At one point he said, ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing’s up. I just want to get back to my work.’

‘Everything all right at the cottage?’

‘Everything’s the same, if that’s what you mean.’

He was almost glad when they got to Paddington. She slipped out of the car, waved to him, said, ‘Thanks for the lift,’ and was turned to go when he called, ‘Clary! How will I know when you’ve finished?’

‘I’ll send you a postcard to the flat,’ she said, and was gone without a backward glance.

So, during that fortnight, he thought almost bitterly, that if he’d wanted her to be independent, he’d certainly got his wish. She hadn’t even seemed especially pleased to see him. She’d always gone for extremes, he thought at intervals: she was an extreme person – nothing happened by halves. Anyway, if he faced up to it, he had to recognize that he would not be proposing to a sick or frightened little girl: she’d acquired poise in the last six weeks and a passion for her work which, though admirable, was slightly daunting.

He thought everything about her during that time. He thought about her passionate nature, her determination, the way her hair sprang off centre from the widow’s peak, her endless curiosity that could apply itself to anything and hung on until she got some satisfaction, the glimpse he had had of her small found perfectly white breasts, her marvellous eyes, which when he looked into them were such a mirror to her self – only there had been no chance of that at the wedding, so really he did not know what she was feeling. It was as though he’d lost a part of her. The trust? Was that what had gone with her dependence? Or had she changed in some other mysterious way? It even crossed his mind, during those days, that she had fallen in love. God forbid, and who with, after all? They knew nobody down there; there could have been a walker – people did walk along the towpath at weekends – but if she’d been working so hard, she would not have had time to meet anyone. Anyway, she would have told him. She did not tell lies, had never withheld anything that mattered to her from him. It was madness even to think of such a thing.

By the time he got her postcard – a full fourteen days later on a Friday morning, the very day, as his morning paper informed him, that ‘The Sun sets on the British Raj’ – he felt that perhaps he was a little mad.

Deliberately, for reasons not clear to himself, he did not arrive at the cottage until mid-afternoon. It was another hot, sunny day, and when he got out of the car, it was wonderful to smell the warm clean air – a hint of caramel from drying hay, and the peppery sweet smell of the phlox she had planted beside the mossy path to the kitchen door. He called her, once, but there was no answer. He unpacked the car, the food he had bought that morning and his painting gear, and carried it in several trips into the kitchen: the door was unlocked, so she must be somewhere.

The door to the sitting room that led on to the garden was also open, and he could see her now, lying on the lawn with one of the old sofa pillows under her head. When he got near he saw that she was asleep, but nearer, some sound he must have made wakened her, as she sat up with a start. She was wearing her old black cotton skirt and a sleeveless white camisole thing that he’d never seen before.

‘Here I am at last,’ he said, and got down on the grass to give her a greeting kiss. He did not get the customary hug in return, and felt vaguely alarmed.

‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’

‘I am – in a way.’

‘I’m glad your book’s done.’

‘Yes. So am I. In a way.’

‘How not?’

‘Well, it’s a kind of farewell to the people in it. Saying goodbye to them. I’d got used to them. And I hate saying goodbye to people anyway.’ Her hands were locked round her knees, and he began to feel the tension.

‘There will be other people,’ he said.

‘That is what I knew you would say,’ she said.

‘Well, I have something to say to you that you won’t know—’ he began. He did not feel that the moment was right, but something drove him to say it.

But before he could get any further, she said, ‘There is something I have to say to you.’

He waited, but she was silent, and in the silence he began to feel his heart thudding.

‘I was going to ask you if you’d like a holiday in France,’ he said desperately: a cowardly half-measure, but he was frightened now.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t, I’m afraid.’

She must have fallen in love, he thought as he scanned her hands (clean) nails (unbitten) hair (shining with care). God! She had all the appearance – glowing, charming – of a girl who has just found the right man …

‘Clary, you must tell me – however difficult, you’ve bloody well got to tell me—’

‘ALL RIGHT!’ she cried, so loudly that he could see it even shocked her. She had been staring at the ground, now she looked up and straight at him.

‘You remember what happened with Polly – ages ago?’

He didn’t know what she meant.

He saw her swallow and she began to be very pale.

‘I can’t go to France with you, and I can’t go on living like we have. It’s something I found out when you went away. I had no idea of it before, but now I know.’

‘Darling, do try to tell me what the hell you are talking about.’

‘If you laugh at me, I shall really want to kill you,’ she said, in much more the old Clary way. ‘I found out that I feel like Polly used to – about you. To begin with I didn’t believe myself, because I so much wanted it not to be true. But it is. It truthfully entirely is.’ She sniffed and one very large tear shot out of an eye. ‘I couldn’t manage weekends with you being a sort of uncle or schoolmaster or whatever. It’s—’ Her eyes were full of tears now. ‘It’s really most unfortunate. For me, anyway. When I saw you at the wedding I sort of got an electric shock. You see?’

For a second he thought he was going to laugh – with an hysterical relief. Instead, he took her hands in his and when he could manage to speak said, ‘What an extraordinary coincidence. Because that is exactly what I was going to say to you.’

He thought that would be the end of it, that they would fall into each other’s arms at last; he hadn’t reckoned with her disbelief, her uncertainty that anyone would love her, her suspicion that he was merely trying to be kind, ‘buttering me up’, as she put it. He got up and pulled her to her feet.

‘I love you so much,’ he said, ‘and I’ve loved you for so long.’

Kissing her made him feel faint – light-headed: it was she who said, ‘Wouldn’t we be better lying down?’

They walked slowly, stumbling a little because they had to look at each other, and stopping at the foot of the stairs, because they were too narrow. He took her hand to lead her, then kissed her again. ‘Do you remember the evening that Pipette brought that message from your father? And you said “the second piece of love sent”?’

She nodded and he could see her eyes, clear now of distrust.

‘This is the third,’ he said, ‘the third piece of love.’

‘But as you are here,’ she said, ‘it will be given, not sent.’




ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

I want to thank Jane Wood who has been my patient, kind, vigilant and most encouraging editor throughout three of these four volumes … Without her, I don’t think I would have managed to get this far.





[image: image]





All Change

Elizabeth Jane Howard

[image: image]




CONTENTS

The Cazalet Family Tree

All Change: Character List

PART ONE June 1956

PART TWO June–July 1956

PART THREE July–September 1956

PART FOUR December 1956–January 1957

PART FIVE Spring 1957

PART SIX Summer–Autumn 1957

PART SEVEN November–December 1957

PART EIGHT January–February 1958

PART NINE Autumn 1958

PART TEN November–December 1958




THE CAZALET FAMILY TREE

[image: image]




THE CAZALET CHRONICLES: ALL CHANGE

Character List

WILLIAM CAZALET, known as the Brig (now deceased)

Kitty Barlow, known as the Duchy (his wife)

HUGH CAZALET, eldest son

Jemima Leaf (second wife)

Laura

Sybil Carter (first wife; died in 1942)

Polly (married Gerald, Lord Fakenham;

their children: Jane, Eliza, Andrew, Spencer)

Simon

William, known as Wills

EDWARD CAZALET, second son

Diana Mackintosh (second wife)

Jamie

Susan

Viola Rydal, known as Villy (first wife)

Louise (married Michael Hadleigh, now divorced;

their son: Sebastian)

Teddy (married Bernadine Heavens, now divorced)

Lydia

Roland, known as Roly

RUPERT CAZALET, third son

Zoë Headford (second wife)

Juliet

Georgie

Isobel Rush (first wife; died having Neville)

Clarissa, known as Clary, (married Archie


Lestrange; their children: Harriet and Bertie)

Neville

RACHEL CAZALET, only daughter

Margot Sidney, known as Sid (her partner)

JESSICA CASTLE (Villy’s sister)

Raymond (her husband)

Angela

Christopher

Nora

Judy

Mrs Cripps (cook)

Ellen (nurse)

Eileen (maid)

Tonbridge (chauffeur)

McAlpine (gardener)

Miss Milliment (Louise and Lydia’s old governess, now Villy’s companion)




FOREWORD

The following background is intended for those readers who are unfamiliar with the Cazalet Chronicles, a series of novels whose first four volumes are The Light Years, Marking Time, Confusion and Casting Off.

Since the summer of 1945 William and Kitty Cazalet, known to their family as the Brig and the Duchy, have lived quietly in the family house, Home Place, in Sussex. The Brig died in 1946, of bronchial pneumonia, but the Duchy lives there still. She is not alone: she and her husband had four children – an unmarried daughter, Rachel, and three sons. Hugh is a widower, but is no longer mourning his first wife, Sybil, with whom he had three children, Polly, Simon and Wills; he has recently married Jemima Leaf, who had been working at Cazalets’, the family timber company. Edward has separated from Villy, his wife, and is contemplating marriage to his mistress, Diana, with whom he has two children. Rupert, missing in France during the Second World War, has returned to his wife, Zoë, Clary and Neville, the children of his first marriage, and Juliet, the daughter who was born to him and Zoë in 1940, after his disappearance. The couple have succeeded in rebuilding their marriage after a difficult start.

Edward has bought a house for Villy. She lives there, unhappily, with Roland, her younger son. She has also taken in the old family governess, Miss Milliment. Villy’s sister, Jessica, and her husband have come into money, an inheritance from an aged aunt. Their son, Christopher, a pacifist and vegetarian, has become a monk.

Edward’s daughter, Louise, hoped to become an actress, but married at nineteen. She has left her husband, the portrait painter Michael Hadleigh, abandoning also her small son, Sebastian. Her brother, Teddy, married an American woman while he was training with the RAF in Arizona. He brought Bernadine home to England, but she was unable to settle and left him to return to America.

Polly and Clary have been living together in London. Polly has been working for an interior decorator and Clary for a literary agent. Through her work, Polly has met Gerald Lisle, Earl of Fakenham, and visited his ancestral home, which needs restoration. Shortage of money had prevented work starting, but Polly has recognised a large number of paintings in the house by J. M. W. Turner, some of which may fund it. She and Gerald are now married.

Clary has had an unhappy love affair with the literary agent but has always been drawn towards writing. Encouraged by Archie Lestrange, a long-standing friend of her father, she has completed her first novel. Throughout her girlhood, Archie had an avuncular relationship with Clary, but they have grown closer, so much so that they have fallen in love and it seems they will marry.

Rachel lives for others, which her friend, now lover, Margot Sidney, known as Sid, a violin teacher, finds difficult. So difficult, in fact, that she had an affair with another woman. When Rachel discovered the truth, a period of estrangement followed but they are now happily reconciled.

All Change begins nine years later, in 1956.




PART ONE

JUNE 1956




RACHEL

‘Not long now.’

‘Duchy, darling!’

‘I feel quite peaceful.’ The Duchy shut her eyes for a moment: talking – as did everything else – tired her. She paused and then said, ‘After all, I have exceeded the time allotted to us by Mr Housman. By twenty years! “Loveliest of trees” – I could never agree with him about that.’ She looked up at her daughter’s anguished face – so pale with smudges of violet under her eyes from not sleeping, her mouth pinched with the effort of not weeping – and, with enormous difficulty, the Duchy lifted her hand from the sheet. ‘Now, Rachel, my dear, you must not be so distressed. It upsets me.’

Rachel took the trembling, bony hand and cupped it in both of hers. No, she must not upset her: it would indeed be selfish to do that. Her mother’s hand, mottled with liver spots, was so wasted that the gold band of her wristwatch hung loosely, the dial out of sight; her wedding ring was tilted to halfway over her knuckle. ‘What tree would you choose?’

‘A good question. Let me see.’

She watched her mother’s face, animated by the luxury of choice – a serious matter …

‘Mimosa,’ the Duchy said suddenly. ‘That heavenly scent! Never been able to grow it.’ She moved her hand and began fretfully fumbling with her bedclothes. ‘No one left now to call me Kitty. You cannot imagine—’ She seemed to choke suddenly, trying to cough.

‘I’ll get you some water, darling.’ But the carafe was empty. Rachel found a bottle of Malvern water in the bathroom, but when she returned with it, her mother was dead.

The Duchy had not moved from her position, propped up by the square pillows she had always favoured; one hand lay on the sheet, the other clasping the plait of her hair that Rachel did for her every morning. Her eyes were open, but the direct, engaging sincerity that had always been there was gone. She stared, sightless, at nothing.

Shocked, mindless, Rachel took the raised hand and placed it carefully beside the other. With one finger she gently closed her mother’s eyes, and bent down to kiss the cool white forehead, then stood transfixed as she was assailed by streams of unconnected thoughts – it was as though a trapdoor had suddenly opened. Childhood memories. ‘There is no such thing as a white lie, Rachel. A lie is a lie and you are never to tell them.’ When Edward had spat at her standing in his cot: ‘I don’t listen to people who tell tales.’ But her brother was reprimanded and never did it again. The serenity that rarely seemed disturbed – only once, after seeing Hugh and Edward off to France, aged eighteen and seventeen respectively, calm, smiling, while the train slowly left Victoria station. Then she had turned away, and had pulled out the tiny lace handkerchief that was always tucked into her wristwatch. ‘They are only boys!’ There was a small but distinct strawberry mark on the inside of that wrist, and Rachel remembered wondering if she kept the handkerchief there to conceal it, and how she could have had such a frivolous thought. But the Duchy did cry: she cried with laughter – at the antics of Rupert who, from his earliest years, had made everyone laugh; at Rupert’s children – notably Neville; at people she regarded as pompous; tears would stream down her face. Then, too, at ruthless Victorian rhymes: ‘Boy gun, joy fun, gun bust, boy dust’, and ‘Papa, Papa, what is that mess that looks like strawberry jam? Hush, hush, my dear, it is Mama, run over by a tram’. And music made her cry. She was a surprisingly good pianist, used to play duets with Myra Hess, and had loved Toscanini and his records of the Beethoven symphonies. Alongside her rule of plain living (you did not put butter and marmalade on breakfast toast; meals consisted of roast meat, eaten hot, then cold and finally minced with boiled vegetables, and poached fish once a week, followed by stewed fruit and blancmange, which the Duchy called ‘shape’, or rice pudding), she lived a private life that, apart from music, consisted of gardening, which she adored. She grew large, fragrant violets in a special frame, clove carnations, dark red roses, lavender, everything that smelt sweet, and then fruit of every description: yellow and red raspberries, and tomatoes, nectarines, peaches, grapes, melons, strawberries, huge red dessert gooseberries, currants for making jam, figs, greengages and other plums. The grandchildren loved coming to Home Place for the dishes piled with the Duchy’s fruit.

Her relationship with her husband, the Brig, had always been shrouded in Victorian mystery. When Rachel was a child, she had seen her parents simply in relation to herself – her mother, her father. But living at home with them all of her life, and while continuing to love them unconditionally, she had nevertheless grown to perceive them as two very different people. Indeed, they were utterly unalike. The Brig was gregarious to the point of eccentricity – he would bring anyone he met in his club or on the train back to either of his houses for dinner and sometimes the weekend, without the slightest warning, presenting them rather as a fisherman or hunter might display the most recent salmon or stag or wild goose. Whereupon – with only the mildest rebuke – the Duchy would tranquilly serve them with boiled mutton and blancmange.

She was not reclusive, but was perfectly content with her growing family, her children and grandchildren, accepting her three daughters-in-law graciously. But her own world she kept very private: the japes of her youth (of an apple-pie-bed nature) or Sardines, played daringly in some remote Scottish castle, surfaced only fleetingly when she told stories to some grandchild who had fallen out of a tree or been thrown by the pony. Her father, Grandpapa Barlow, had been a distinguished scientist, a member of the Royal Society. One of four sisters, she was the beauty (although she had always seemed unaware of that). A looking glass, she had taught Rachel, was for making sure that one’s hair was neat and one’s brooch pinned straight.

In her old age, when gardening became difficult, she had taken to regular cinema outings, largely to see Gregory Peck, with whom she had quite fallen in love …

I didn’t ask her enough. I knew hardly anything about her. This, considering fifty-six years of intimacy, seemed dreadful to Rachel now. All those mornings of making toast, while the Duchy boiled water on the spirit lamp to make tea, all those afternoons out of doors in summer, cosy in the breakfast room when it was too cold to be out, in the holidays with grandchildren, who had to eat one plain piece of bread and butter before they were allowed either jam or cake, but most of the time alone together: the Duchy machining curtains for Home Place; making Rachel beautiful frocks, tussore silk smocked in blue or cherry red, and then for the grandchildren – for Louise and Polly, Clary and Juliet; even for the boys, Teddy and Neville, Wills and Roland, until they were three or four and objected to wearing girls’ clothes, while Rachel struggled with beginners’ knitting, mufflers and mittens. These had been made during the interminable years of war – the awful months and months when letters were longed for and telegrams so dreaded …

She had grown up, the daughter of the house, and, except for enduring three dreadful homesick years at a boarding school, she had never left home. She had begged every holiday to be allowed to remain at home – ‘If they see a single hair in my hairbrush they give me an order mark’ she remembered sobbing, and the Duchy saying, ‘Then do not leave a single hair, my duck.’

Her role in life was to look after other people, never to consider her appearance, to understand that men were more important than women, to attend to her parents, to organise meals and deal with the servants who, to a man or woman, loved Rachel for her care and interest in their lives.

But now, with both parents gone, it seemed as though her life’s work had finished. She could be with Sid as much as either of them pleased; an alarming freedom had come upon her; something heard in one of the free-thinking schools, a young pupil saying, ‘Must we do what we like all the time?’ now applied to her.

She was conscious that she had been standing beside her mother’s deathbed as all these disjointed thoughts overwhelmed her – realised that she had been crying, that her back ached intolerably, that there were many, many things to be done: ring the doctor, contact Hugh – he would surely ring the others for her, Edward, Rupert and Villy – and, of course, Sid. She would have to tell the servants – here she was brought up short: since the war the servants had consisted of Mr and Mrs Tonbridge, the ancient gardener who was now too arthritic to do much more than mow the lawns, a girl who came three mornings a week to do the cleaning, and Eileen, now returned after her mother’s illness. Rachel turned again to her dear mother. She looked peaceful, and strikingly young. She picked a white rose out of the little jug and put it between her hands. The small strawberry mark on her wrist stood out more clearly; the watch had slipped down to her palm. She took it off and laid it beside the bed.

When she opened the large sash window, the warm air scented with the roses growing beneath came softly into the room, wafted by little zephyr breezes that fanned the muslin curtains.

She mopped her face, blew her nose and (in order that she would be able to speak without crying) said aloud, ‘Goodbye, my darling.’

Then she left the room and set about the day.




THE FAMILY

‘Well, one of us should go. We can’t leave poor Rachel to cope on her own.’

‘Of course we can’t.’

Edward, who had been about to explain that he couldn’t easily cancel his lunch with the blokes who were in charge of the nationalised railways, noticed that Hugh had begun to rub his forehead in a way that announced one of his fiendish headaches and decided that he should be spared the initial painful rites. ‘What about Rupe?’ he said.

Rupert, the youngest brother and technically a director of the firm, charmed everyone; he was the obvious candidate but his inability to make up his mind and his intense sympathy for the point of view of anyone he met, client or staff, made him of questionable use. Edward said he would talk to him at once. ‘He needs to be told anyway. Don’t you worry, old boy. We can all go down at the weekend.’

‘Rachel said it was completely peaceful.’ He had said this before, but the repetition clearly comforted him. ‘Rather the end of an era. Puts us in the front line, doesn’t it?’

This both made of them think of the Great War, but neither of them said so.

When Edward had gone, Hugh reached for his pills and sent Miss Corley out for a sandwich for his lunch. He probably wouldn’t eat more than a bite, but it would stop her fussing about him.

Lying on the leather sofa in his dark glasses he wept. The Duchy’s tranquillity, her frankness, the way in which she had welcomed Jemima and her two boys … Jemima. If he was now in the front line, he had Jemima beside him – a stroke of unbelievable luck, an everyday joy. After Sybil’s death he had thought his affections would ever after be directed only to Polly, who would naturally marry, as she had, have her own children, which she most certainly had done, and that for the rest of his life he would be first for nobody. How lucky I have been, he thought, as he took off his glasses to wipe them dry.

‘Darling, of course I’m coming. If I’m quick, I can catch the four twenty – could Tonbridge meet me, do you think? Rachel, just don’t fuss about me. I’m perfectly all right – it was just a touch of bronchitis, and I got up yesterday. Is there anything I can bring you? Right. See you soon after six. ‘Bye, dearest.’

And she rang off before Rachel could try any more to dissuade her.

As she walked shakily upstairs, the enormity of the changes that now lay ahead struck her. She was still weak, although the marvellous penicillin had more or less knocked the bug on the head. She decided to skip lunch and pack a few things in a bag that would not be too heavy to carry. Rachel would be anguished by her mother’s death, but now she – Sid – would be able to look after her. They would really be able to live together at last.

She had loved and admired the Duchy, but for so long and so often her times with Rachel had had to be cut short because Rachel had felt that her mother needed her. And it had got worse after the Brig had died, in spite of the affectionate attentions of the three sons and their wives. This last illness had been an enormous strain upon Rachel, who had not left her mother’s side since Easter. Well, it was over, and now at the age of fifty-six, Rachel would at last be able to call her life her own, but Sid also realised that this would be – initially, at least – alarming for her, rather like letting a bird out of its familiar cage into vast open country. She would need both encouragement and protection.

She was so early for her train that there was time (and need) to eat a sandwich and sit down. After some patient queuing, Sid procured two slices of grey spongy bread, scraped with bright yellow margarine and encasing an extremely thin slice of soapy Cheddar. There were very few places to sit, and she tried perching on her suitcase, which showed signs of collapsing. After a few moments a very old man got up from a crowded bench leaving a copy of the Evening Standard – ‘Burgess and Maclean Taking Long Holiday Abroad’ was the headline. They sounded like a couple of biscuit manufacturers, Sid thought.

It was a great relief to get onto the train, after she had struggled against the tide of people who got off it. The carriage was dirty, the upholstery of the seats threadbare and dusty, the floor spattered with extinguished cigarette ends. The windows were so smoke-ridden that she could hardly see out of them. But when the guard blew his whistle and with a lurch the train began to puff its way across the bridge, Sid began to feel less tired. How many times had she made this journey to be with Rachel? All those weekends when to go for a walk together had been the height of bliss; when discretion and secrecy had governed everything they did. Even when Rachel met the train, Tonbridge had been driving; he could hear every word they said. In those days simply to be with her was so wonderful that for a long time she had needed nothing more. And then she did want more – wanted Rachel in bed with her – and a new kind of secrecy had begun. Lust, or anything approaching it, had had to be concealed – not only from everyone else but from Rachel herself for whom it was terrifying and incomprehensible. Then she had been ill, and Rachel had come immediately to nurse her. And then … Remembering Rachel offering herself still brought tears to her eyes. Perhaps, she thought now, her greatest achievement had been getting Rachel to enjoy physical love. And even then, she thought, with wry amusement, they had had to battle through Rachel’s guilt, her sense that she did not deserve so much pleasure, that she must never allow it to come before her duty.

Sid spent the rest of the journey making wildly delightful plans for the future.

‘Oh, Rupe, I’m sorry. I could join you tomorrow because the children won’t be at school. But you’d better ring and see if that is what Rachel would like. Would you like me to tell Villy?… OK. See you tomorrow, darling – I hope.’

Since Rupert had joined the firm they were much better off – had been able to buy a rather dilapidated house in Mortlake, on the river. It had not cost too much – six thousand pounds – but it was in a poor state, and when the river was high, the ground floor was often flooded in spite of the wall in the front garden and the mounting block where a gate had once stood. But Rupert didn’t mind any of that: he was in love with the beautiful sash windows, the splendid doors, and the amazing room on the first floor that ran the whole width of the house, with a pretty fireplace at each end; the egg-and-dart ceiling friezes; the bedrooms that rambled on the top floor, all leading into each other, culminating in one very small bathroom and lavatory that had been modernised in the forties with a salmon-coloured bath and shiny black tiles.

‘I love it,’ Rupert had said. ‘It’s the house for us, darling. Of course we’ll have to do a certain amount to it. They said the boiler wasn’t working. But that’s just a detail. You do like it, don’t you?’

And, of course, she’d said yes.

Rupert and Zoë had moved in in 1953, the year of the Coronation, and some of the ‘details’ had been dealt with: the kitchen had been extended by adding the scullery to it, with a new boiler, new cooker and sink. But they could not afford central heating, so the house was always cold. In winter it was freezing. Rupert pointed out to the children that they would be able to see the Boat Race, but Juliet had been unmoved by the prospect: ‘One of them’s got to win, haven’t they? It’s a foregone conclusion.’ And Georgie had simply remarked that it would only be interesting if they fell in. Georgie was now seven, and since the age of three had been obsessed with animals. He had what he described as a zoo, comprising a white rat called Rivers, two tortoises that constantly got lost in the back garden, silk worms, when the season allowed, a garter snake that was also a virtuoso at escaping, a pair of guinea pigs and a budgerigar. He longed for a dog, a rabbit and a parrot, but so far his pocket money had not run to the expense. He was writing a book about his zoo, and had got into serious trouble for taking Rivers to school concealed in his satchel. Although Rivers was now confined to his cage during school hours, Zoë knew that he would be accompanying them to Home Place but, as Rupert pointed out, he was a very tactful rat and people often didn’t know he was there.

As she prepared their tea – sardine sandwiches and flapjacks she had made that morning – Zoë wondered what would happen to Home Place. Rachel surely would not want to live there alone, but the brothers might share ownership of it, although this almost certainly meant that they would never go anywhere else on holiday and she longed to go abroad – to France or Italy. St Tropez! Venice! Rome!

The front door slammed, followed by the thud of a satchel being dropped on the flagstones in the hall and then Georgie appeared. He wore his school’s summer uniform: a white shirt, grey shorts, tennis shoes and white socks. Everything that was supposed to be white was of a greyish pallor.

‘Where’s your blazer?’

He looked down at himself, surprised. ‘I don’t know. Somewhere. We had games. We don’t have to wear blazers for games.’ His grubby little face was wet with sweat. He returned Zoë’s kiss with a casual hug. ‘Did you give Rivers his carrot?’

‘Oh dear, I’m afraid I forgot.’

‘Oh, Mum!’

‘Darling, he’ll be all right. He gets lots of food.’

‘That’s not the point. The carrot is to stop him being bored.’ He rushed to the scullery, knocking over a chair in his haste. He returned a moment later with Rivers on his shoulder. He still looked reproachful, but Rivers was clearly delighted, nibbling his ear and burrowing under his shirt collar. ‘A mere blazer is nothing compared to a rat’s life.’

‘Blazers are not mere, and Rivers wasn’t starving to death. Don’t be silly.’

‘All right.’ He smiled so engagingly that, as usual, she felt a shock of love for him. ‘Could we start tea now? I’m really hungry. We had poison meat and frog spawn for lunch. And Forrester was sick everywhere so I couldn’t eat it.’

They were both sitting at a corner of the table. She smoothed his damp hair back from his forehead. ‘We must wait for Jules. Meanwhile, I have to tell you something. The Duchy died this morning. Quite peacefully, Aunt Rachel said. Daddy’s going down to Home Place today, and we may be joining him tomorrow.’

‘How did she die?’

‘Well, she was very old, you know. She was nearly ninety.’

‘That’s nothing for a tortoise. Poor Duchy. I feel very sorry for her not being there.’ He sniffed and brought an unspeakably filthy handkerchief out of his shorts pocket. ‘I had to clean my knees a bit with it but it’s only earth dirt.’

A second bang of the front door and Juliet came into the kitchen. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, not sounding it at all, wrenching off her crimson tie and school blazer, which fell to the floor with her satchel.

‘Where’s your hat, darling?’

‘In my satchel. There are limits and that hat is definitely one of them.’

‘You’ll have scrunched it all up,’ Georgie said, his tone a subtle mixture of admiration and cheek. At fifteen, Juliet was eight years older and Georgie desperately wanted her to love and be interested in him. Most of the time she alternated between being carelessly kind and sternly judgemental. ‘Guess what?’ he said.

Juliet had cast herself into a chair. ‘God! What?’

‘The Duchy’s dead. She died this morning. Mum told me so I knew before you.’

‘The Duchy? How tragic! She wasn’t murdered or anything?’

‘Of course not. She died very peacefully with Aunt Rachel.’

‘Is she dead too?’

‘No. I meant Aunt Rachel was with her. You’ll have to be far older before you know a murdered person,’ she added.

Georgie was eating sandwiches rather fast, and Rivers was getting fed bits of them.

‘Mummy, must we have tea with that rat?’ And then, feeling that it was rather a heartless remark, Juliet said in her school-drama voice, ‘I feel so upset, I don’t think I can eat a thing.’

Zoë, who knew a good deal about her stunningly beautiful daughter’s ways (had they not been her own when she was that age?), spoke soothingly: ‘Of course you’re upset, darling. We’re all sad because we all loved her, but she was quite old, and it’s just good that she didn’t suffer any pain. Eat something, darling, and you’ll feel better.’

‘And,’ Georgie continued, ‘Dad’s gone down to Home Place, and we’ll all go first thing tomorrow morning if Aunt Rachel wants us to. Which she will.’

‘Oh, Mummy! You were going to take me shopping, to get my jeans! You promised!’ And at the thought of this betrayal, Juliet burst into real tears. ‘We can’t buy them on a weekday because of horrible school and that means I’ll have to wait a-whole-nother week. And all my friends have got them. It’s not fair! Couldn’t we go shopping in the morning and then go on an afternoon train?’

And Zoë, not at all feeling like a continuing scene, said weakly, ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

Georgie said, ‘And we all know what that means. It means we aren’t going to do what you want, but we’re not going to tell you that now.’




POLLY

‘I would start all this at half-term.’

She had been kneeling in front of the lavatory having been wrenchingly sick, as she had been every morning for the last week. It was a very old-fashioned lavatory and she had to pull the chain twice. She bathed her face in cold water and washed her hands just as it was reluctantly turning tepid. There wasn’t time for a bath. There was the children’s breakfast to make – the nauseating smell of eggs frying came immediately to her, but the children could make do with boiled ones.

There was one of those biscuit tins upholstered in padded chintz by her bed, a relic from her mother-in-law, now filled with Carr’s water biscuits. She sat on the bed eating them. Two previous pregnancies had taught her some tricks of the trade. In another eight to ten weeks the sickness would disappear and she would start the fat, backache stage. ‘It isn’t that I don’t love them once they’re here,’ she had said to Gerald. ‘It’s all the trouble of having them. If I was a blackbird, for instance, it would simply be a matter of sitting on lovely tidy eggs for a week or two.’

‘Think of elephants,’ he had replied soothingly, as he stroked her hair. ‘It takes them two years.’ On another occasion he had said, ‘I wish I could have them for you.’ Gerald often said he wished he could do whatever was required for her, but he never could. He was neither good at making up his mind nor at acting upon whatever uneasy conclusion he drew about anything. The only thing that Polly could completely, utterly, unfailingly rely upon was his love for her and their children. At the beginning this had astonished her: she had read about marriage in novels, had thought she knew it progressed from the rapturous being-in-love stage to a quiet settlement of whatever would turn out to be the status quo, but it was not at all like that. Gerald’s love for her had brought out qualities in him that she had neither known nor imagined any man to possess. His even, steady gentleness, his perspicacity, his continuous interest in knowing what she thought and felt. Then there was his secret sense of humour – he was shy and unforthcoming with most people, his jokes reserved for her, and he could be very funny – but perhaps above all his great talent was for being a father. He had stayed with her throughout her first long labour, had wept when the twins were born and had been a hands-on parent, both with them and subsequently with Andrew, two years later. ‘We have to populate this house somehow.’ He would be calm about this fourth baby, she knew that – he had probably sensed it already and was waiting for her to tell him.

By now she had struggled into her shirt, pinafore dress and sandals, and brushed her copper-coloured hair into a ponytail. She no longer felt sick, but a bit shaky about cooking. Thanks to the amazing cache of Turners she and Gerald had discovered during that first tour of the house about ten years ago, they had been able to mend the acres of roof, then convert one wing into a comfortable house, with a large kitchen in which they could all eat, a second bathroom and a large playroom (it had begun as a day nursery). Nan had been offered a warm room on the ground floor, but she had insisted on sleeping next to the children: ‘Oh, no, m’lady. I couldn’t have my babies sleeping on a different floor. It wouldn’t be right.’ Her age, which was considerable, was unknown, and she clearly suffered from what she called her rheumatics, but she hobbled about, her eyes and hearing hardly impaired. A good many adjustments had had to be made over the years. Nan’s notion of the part that parents played in the upbringing of their children (teatime with Mummy in their best clothes and then a goodnight kiss from her and Daddy) had perforce undergone significant change. Gerald had effected this. In Nan’s eyes he could do no wrong, so if he wished to bath his children, read to them, even, in the early stages, to change their nappies, she put it all down to his eccentricity, which she knew the upper classes went in for. ‘People have their little ways,’ was one of her sayings when anything happened that she disapproved of or did not understand.

In spite of all they had done, the very large remaining parts of the enormous Edwardian house still defeated Polly. It required a lot of attention. Rooms had to be aired regularly in an attempt to fight the damp that crept through the building, leaving swags of weary wallpaper, infesting attics and passages with a minute speckled black fungus that Gerald had remarked looked like Napoleon’s disposition of troops before battle. The children, or at least the twins and their friends, played endless games of hide-and-seek, Sardines and a game devised by them called Torchlight Ogres. Andrew minded very much about being left out, and several times Eliza allowed him to join them, but he always got lost and cried. ‘I told you, Mummy, he wouldn’t enjoy it,’ Jane would say. These were everyday arguments and Gerald usually stepped in with a plan that restored goodwill.

He met Polly at the bottom of the stairs to tell her that the Duchy had died. Rupert had gone down to Home Place, and would tell them, once it had been arranged, the date of the funeral.




RACHEL

‘I poached her an egg. She’s usually partial to an egg.’

‘I can’t help it, Mrs Tonbridge. I put the tray by her in the morning room, and she just thanked me and said she didn’t want nothing.’

The poached egg lay on its bed of butter-soaked toast. Eileen eyed it hopefully. If Mrs Tonbridge turned out not to fancy it out of respect, she wasn’t going to throw it to the birds. ‘I’ve drawn all the blinds on the first floor,’ she offered. ‘And Miss Rachel said Mr Rupert is coming down tonight. She asked to see you.’

‘Why didn’t you say so before? Whatever will she think – me dawdling with Mrs Senior lying upstairs?’ She gave one of her kirby-grips a vicious shove, took off her apron, smoothed her dress over her bust and made off.

The doctor had been and the district nurse would be coming later on. Tonbridge had better go to Battle to do some shopping – more family would be arriving for the weekend. Oh, and Miss Sidney would be coming down on the four thirty so would he please meet her? ‘I’ll leave the housekeeping to you, Mrs Tonbridge – something light and simple.’ She really couldn’t bear to think of food …

This produced conflict for Mrs Tonbridge. On the one hand it seemed only right that Miss Rachel should show respect for her mother in this manner, but on the other she was seriously worried by her evident exhaustion and the knowledge that the poor lady had been eating very little for some weeks. This was not right. As cook to the family for nearly twenty years – she had been with them long before she married Tonbridge and had had the courtesy title, enjoyed by all cooks then, of Mrs Cripps – there was nothing she did not know about their eating habits. Miss Rachel, like her mother, preferred plain food and not much of it, but since Mrs Senior’s illness she had only picked at her food.

‘If I was to send you up a nice hot cup of consommé before you have a rest, to be ready for when Mr Rupert comes?’

And Rachel, realising that it was much easier to consent than refuse, thanked her and agreed.

When Eileen arrived with the consommé she was lying on the stiff little buttoned day-bed that the Duchy had decreed would be right for her back. It had been a considerable concession as the Duchy, who had sat on hard and upright chairs all of her life, had never, in any context, thought much of comfort. The day-bed was, in fact, uncomfortable in an entirely different way, but by tucking a cushion in the small of her back, Rachel had managed to use it.

Eileen, speaking in what the family called her church voice, asked whether she would like the blinds drawn and her crocheted blanket if she wished to put her feet up. Sipping the consommé, Rachel agreed to all of this, and watched while Eileen knelt creakily to undo the laces on her sensible shoes (the maid’s rheumatism clearly hurt her), lifted her legs onto the sofa and tucked the blanket very thoroughly round them. Then, as though Rachel was already asleep, she tiptoed to the window to pull down the blinds, and practically glided out of the room. Affection, Rachel thought. It is all affection for the Duchy. So long as it was an oblique gesture, she was able to accept it. She put down the cup and lay back on the hard buttoned velvet. My darling mother, she began to think, and as a few weary tears slipped from her eyes, she fell into a merciful sleep.




CLARY

‘You really mustn’t get so worked up, sweetheart. It’s only a week, after all. A week in a caravan. It will be a marvellous change – and a rest.’

Clary didn’t answer. If Archie thought that a week in a caravan with the children was going to be remotely restful from her point of view he was either mad or didn’t care what it would be like for her because he had stopped loving her.

‘It will be much cheaper as well. Last time we had to spend a fortune taking the little dears on outings all over London and for endless meals out. And they never wanted to do the same things. In my day you got one treat on your birthday and one at Christmas.’

‘You can’t think that four of us going on the ferry with the car and then hiring a caravan is actually going to be cheaper! You just want to go to France.’

‘Of course I want to go to France.’ His voice was loud with anger. He put down the brush he had been cleaning and looked at her, bent over the sink, trying to clean the porridge saucepan, her hair hanging round her face. ‘Clary! Darling girl. I’m sorry!’

‘What are you sorry about?’ Her voice was muffled. By now he had turned her round to face him.

‘You do have the most outsize tears, my darling. And you are my darling, as I have been telling you for at least the last ten years. Is it starting to sink in?’

She flung her arms round his neck; he was far taller than she. ‘You wouldn’t rather have married Polly?’

He pretended to consider. ‘No – I think not.’

After he had kissed her, she said, ‘Or Louise?’

‘You seem to forget that she got snapped up before I could even think about it. No – I just had to make do with you. I was looking for a writer, a rotten cook, a kind of untidy genius. And here we are. Except that you’ve got much better at cooking. No, darling, I’ve got to go. Some pompous old Master of the Worshipful Company of Sardines will be sitting at the studio waiting for me to paint his ghastly old face. I can’t wait any longer to debase my art.’

‘I suppose,’ she said, watching him pack up his brushes, ‘you could just make a good picture of him? Just paint what you see.’

‘Out of the question. If I did that, they wouldn’t take it. It would be a thousand pounds down the drain. Then we’d be lucky to spend our holiday in a caravan somewhere off the Great West Road.’

We’ve had both those conversations a hundred times, he thought, as he walked to the bus in Edgware Road. Me reassuring her, she always wanting me to paint only what I want to paint. He did not mind this. Clary was worth anything. It had taken him time to recognise that the desperate insecurities of her childhood – mother dying, father missing in France for most of the war, very possibly dead – could safely manifest themselves only in retrospect. Ten years of marriage and their two children had naturally wrought a sea change: from their first months together, comparatively carefree, the years when they had travelled or lived in a studio with their bed in a gallery, when money was tight but had been of no consequence, when he was seeking commissions and painting landscapes – which were occasionally included in mixed exhibitions at the Redfern, and once a Summer Exhibition at the Academy – when she had written her second novel and John Davenport had praised it – it had been a wonderful start. But with the arrival of Harriet, closely followed by Bertie – ‘I might just be a rabbit!’ she had sobbed into the kitchen sink – they had had to find somewhere larger to live, and with two babies, Clary had had neither the time nor the energy to write at all. He had resorted to part-time teaching.

For summer holidays they had gone to Home Place, and to Polly for several Christmases, but Clary was a haphazard housekeeper and they had become chronically short of cash and behind with bills. Since the children had started primary school, Clary had taken a job as a part-time proofreader, work that she could do mostly at home, and Mrs Tonbridge had kindly taught her to make a corned-beef hash that used only one tin of corned beef, cauliflower cheese, and a bacon roly-poly that used very little bacon. She had bought a book by Elizabeth David on French cooking, and garlic (unknown until after the war) had certainly cheered things up. Garlic, and the return of bananas, which Harriet and Bertie regarded as the equal of ice cream, had widened the range; the real trouble was how much things cost. A shoulder of lamb was thirteen shillings and only lasted for two meals with a few scraps left over to mince. And she earned three pounds a week for her proofreading, while Archie’s work was always uncertain – for weeks he might be paid nothing and then a lump would come in. Then they would pay for a babysitter and have a night out at the cinema and the Blue Windmill, a very cheap Cypriot restaurant where you could have lamb cutlets and dolmades and delicious coffee. They would come back on the 59 bus, her head on his shoulder. She often fell asleep then – he could tell because her head and his shoulder became perceptibly heavier. We should have splashed out on a taxi, he often thought on the longish walk down the street to their home. They would get back to find Mrs Sturgis asleep over her knitting and he would pay her while Clary went to see the children, who shared a small bedroom. Bertie slept wedged between fourteen woolly animals lining each side of his bed, and one – his favourite monkey – with its paw in his mouth. Harriet lay flat on her back. She would have undone her pigtails and pushed all her hair to the top of her head, which she usually did ‘for coolth’, she had once explained. When Clary kissed her, a small secret smile would flit across her face before it was again abandoned to the stern tranquillity of sleep. Her darling, beautiful children … But those were rare days and usually ended in the often temperamental flurry of children’s supper and bathtime.

Sometimes Archie cooked supper while Clary read proofs. Occasionally her father, Rupert, and Zoë came to supper, bringing treats like smoked salmon and Bendicks Bittermints. Rupert and Archie had been friends since the Slade – well before the war – and Clary’s marked hostility towards her pretty stepmother had mellowed into friendship. Their boys, Georgie and Bertie, were both seven and despite their different interests – Georgie’s menagerie and Bertie’s museum – they had good times together at Home Place in the holidays. What a blessing that house had been, with the Duchy and Rachel always pleased to see them! So, on the morning that Archie had gone off to paint his City worthy, while she was sorting out the children’s clothes for the coming week in France, it was a shock to be rung by Zoë and be told of the Duchy’s death. Everyone in the family had known that she had been ill, but telephone calls to Rachel had always elicited a stalwart response, ‘She’s doing well’, ‘I think she’s on the mend’, that kind of thing. She hadn’t wanted to worry them, Zoë said Rupert had said.

No, Clary thought, Aunt Rachel would say those things. It was odd how, when people didn’t want to worry each other, they worried them more than ever. Poor Aunt Rachel! She felt sadder for her than for the Duchy, who had had a long, serene life and had died at home with her daughter beside her. But I feel sad for the old lady as well. Or perhaps – I just feel sad for myself because she was there all my life, and I shall miss her. Clary sat at the kitchen table and had a small weep. Then she rang Polly.

‘I know. Uncle Rupert told Gerald.’

‘Do you know when the funeral will be?’

‘I should think they’ll arrange all that at the weekend.’ Polly seemed faintly shocked.

‘I know it sounds awful, but we’re supposed to be going to France, and of course we won’t go if it means missing the funeral. I just wondered …’ Clary tailed off to silence.

‘Well, you’ll be able to go later, won’t you? Sorry, Clary, but I’ve got to go. Andrew’s on the loose. It’s one of his days for not wearing clothes. Gerald has taken the girls to school and then Nan to the dentist to have a tooth out. See you soon.’ And she rang off.

Clary sat looking at the telephone. She wanted to tell Archie, but he hated being interrupted when he had a sitter. She felt besieged by guilt. Someone she loved had died and all she was doing was worrying about the holiday and the financial implications. Archie would have had to pay for the caravan and probably their tickets on the ferry. They almost certainly wouldn’t be able to pay for all that a second time. And going to Home Place would stop: she couldn’t imagine Aunt Rachel living there alone … It seemed both frivolous and greedy to be thinking of money at a time like this. She never used to think about money at all, and now she seemed to think about it all the time. Her eyes filled again, and she had another weep, this time about her rotten character.

Going to task with the children’s clothes, she discovered that Bertie had a hole where his big toe came through his sand shoes and this meant he probably needed a larger size in his other – more expensive – ones. There it was again. Shoes cost money. Everything cost money. She blew her nose and decided to make some fishcakes for the children’s tea. The recipe said tinned salmon, but she only had a tin of sardines. If she put quite a lot of mashed potato with them, and a splash of tomato ketchup and an egg to bind the mixture, it ought to make four quite large and unusual fishcakes; and then she would ring Archie just after one, when his fat sitter had gone off for lunch. The thought of talking to him suddenly cheered her.




VILLY

And of course I shan’t be able to go to the funeral because That Woman will be there.

Such thoughts – bitter and repetitive – buzzed in her head like a disturbed wasps’ nest.

It was nine years now since Edward had left her, and she had carved out some sort of life for herself. The dancing school she had started with Zoë had faltered and finally shut down. Zoë’s pregnancy, the fact that she and Rupert had moved so far away and that Villy was then unable to find a new business partner who came up to her standards, had finished it off.

For a while after that, she had had to content herself with the house Edward had bought for her. Roland now went to a public school where he had been disconcertingly happy. At the beginning, she had expected (had she even wanted?) a desperate little boy already deprived of his father (she would not dream of letting him meet That Woman, so he saw his father once a term when Edward took him out to lunch) and then deprived of her, his loving mother. She had envisaged sobbing telephone calls, mournful letters, but the nearest she had got to these was when he had written, ‘Darling Mother, I am board, board, board. There is nothing whatever to do here.’ After that the letters were full of a boy called Simpson Major and the amazing crimes he committed without ever being found out. However, Miss Milliment, the girls’ governess, was still with her; on discovering that she had no living relatives, Villy had offered her a home for life. In return she received a steady affection that touched her blighted heart. Miss Milliment’s attempts in the kitchen were disastrous, as her sight was very poor and she had not cooked anything since her father had died a few years after the First World War, so her help was confined to feeding the birds and sometimes the three tortoises, and going to the local shops if Villy had forgotten anything. She was largely employed in editing a work of philosophy written by one of her former pupils. In the evenings they were taking turns to read War and Peace aloud. So when Villy took an ill-paid and dull clerical job with a charity that a rich cousin of her mother persuaded her into, it was comforting to come back to a home that was not empty.

The family had been good to her, too. Hugh and his nice young wife Jemima had her to dinner sometimes, Rachel always visited when she was in London, and the Duchy usually invited her to Home Place during term time. Teddy turned up about once a month. He was working in the firm, but found conversation about it tricky as he kept nearly mentioning his father, which he had discovered early was a no-go area. The trouble about nearly all of this was that she felt they only made the effort because they were sorry for her. Like most people who are sorry for themselves, she felt she had to have the monopoly of it. She called it pride.

No. The people she loved were Roland (how could she ever have contemplated not having him?) and dear Miss Milliment – who wished to be called Eleanor, but Villy had only managed that once just after they had discussed the matter.

She must write to Rachel, who had been a wonderful daughter to both of her parents – unlike mine, she thought. Louise made duty visits if Villy was ill – prepared supper, if necessary, and made small-talk, but was utterly unforthcoming about herself, varying evasion with spasmodic efforts to shock. And her mother was shocked. When Louise had suddenly announced, ‘But I have a rich lover now, so you really don’t have to worry about me,’ there was a frozen pause before Villy had asked, as calmly as she could manage, ‘Is this wise?’ Louise had retorted that of course it wasn’t but she wasn’t to worry, she was not allowing him to keep her. All of this was in her bedroom, out of earshot of Miss Milliment. ‘Well, please don’t talk about this in front of Miss M,’ she had begged, and Louise had said she wouldn’t dream of it.

Her theatrical career had come to nothing but she was tall and thin, with abundant reddish blonde hair and an undeniably beautiful face – high cheekbones, wide-apart hazel eyes and a mouth that reminded Villy uncomfortably of the sensual depictions so loved of the Pre-Raphaelites. She was long divorced from Michael Hadleigh, who had instantly got married again, to his former mistress. Louise had refused any alimony, and scraped along in a small maisonette over a grocer’s shop with her blue-stocking friend Stella. Villy had been there only once when she had paid a surprise visit. The place smelt of dead birds (the grocers were also poulterers) and damp. The flatmates had two small rooms each, and the third floor had been turned into a kitchen and dining room, with a very cramped bathroom and lavatory built out onto a flimsy extension. On the day that she visited, there was a plate of distinctly high mackerel lying on the dining table. ‘You’re not going to eat those – surely?’

‘Good Lord, no! Somebody we know is painting a still-life, and he wants us to keep them till he has finished.’

‘There, you’ve seen it all now.’ So why don’t you go? It was not said, but she’d felt it.

‘What about your rent?’

‘We share it. It’s quite cheap – only a hundred and fifty pounds a year.’

Villy realised then that she had no idea what her daughter did to earn her living. But she felt miserably that she had clearly been inquisitive enough for one day. Going home on the bus she was struck afresh by her awful loneliness. If only Edward was there to discuss the matter! Perhaps he was paying her rent; it would at least be respectable. She couldn’t talk to Miss Milliment about it – with all the business of lovers and sex, it was out of the question.

But, as it happened, it was Miss Milliment who elicited the facts.

‘And what are you doing these days, dear Louise?’ she had enquired when, later that month, Louise had dropped in for tea.

‘I’m modelling, Miss Milliment.’

‘How very interesting! Are you using clay? Or are you perhaps cutting stone? I always imagined the latter would be very hard work for a woman.’

‘No, Miss Milliment. I’m doing photographic modelling – for magazines. You know – like Vogue.’ And Miss Milliment, who thought that magazines (excepting the Royal Geographic Society’s) were generally for people who found reading difficult, murmured that it must be most interesting.

‘Do they pay you?’ Villy had asked then, and Louise had answered – had almost retorted – ‘Of course. Three guineas a day. But when you’re freelance you never know how much work you’re going to get. I must go, I’m afraid. Dad has asked me to go to France with them. Two weeks, and he’s paying for everything. He’s taken a villa not far from Ventimiglia and there’s a beach.’

It was a careless parting shot. She can have no idea of how that makes me feel, Villy thought, as she lay sleepless, far into the night, struggling with bitterness and rage. Their honeymoon had been in Cassis, west along the coast, in those far-off post-war pre-war days.

Except for the difficulty of so much sex that she had neither wanted nor understood, it had been a golden time. Then there had been those skiing and sailing holidays with a mixture of family and friends. She had excelled at skiing, and was a good sailor. By then, she had learned to pretend about sex – always said it was lovely – and, incurious, he had seemed easily to believe her. Her pregnancies had also provided welcome relief, then the drab, anxious, interminable years of war when she had been incarcerated in Sussex, and he had been seeing to the defence of Hendon Aerodrome until the urgent need for timber had put him back in the firm. It was he who had made clear that their London house, which she had loved so much, had to be sold. It was he who, after the war, when she had thought that a good ordinary life together would at last return, had urged her to find a smaller house, and she had chosen this odd little place with only one upper floor that faced north and south so that only three of the rooms got sun … and then abandoned her in it. And for months, years, he had been carrying on with That Woman. Divorce had followed, which her mother would have considered unthinkable. And Louise had known about it and had never told her. Darling Roly, when she had told him, had promised, with tears streaming down his face, that he would never leave her. Teddy and Lydia had been shocked too; they had not been part of the conspiracy. But she saw little of Teddy and virtually nothing of Lydia, who had gone through an acting school and now had a job with a repertory company in the Midlands. It was a weekly rep, which meant, as Lydia explained in one of her rare, sprawling letters, that you performed one play while rehearsing play number two in the mornings, and learning your lines for play number three in bed at night. She said that it was very hard work, but she loved it and, no, she hadn’t the faintest idea when, if ever, she would get a holiday. Villy sent this daughter ten pounds each birthday and Christmas; she was grateful that she could feel natural, untainted love for her.

After Zoë’s telephone call about the Duchy, she went to tell Miss Milliment, who was in the sunny sitting room seated in her usual chair by the open French windows that looked out onto the garden. Here she read The Times every morning, and did the crossword, which she completed in less than half an hour. Usually she also spoiled The Times for Villy by telling her the stories that had struck her most. This morning, though, she had reverted to the unfortunate Ruth Ellis, arraigned last year for the murder of her lover. ‘I really do think, Viola, that whatever a person has done they should not be executed for it. It is one of our most uncivilised laws, don’t you agree?’

And Villy, not replying to this (people who murdered other people should surely not be allowed to get away with it), instead told her about the Duchy, ending with a bitter tirade about not being able to go to the funeral because of That Woman.

‘But you do not know that she will be there. Might it be possible to find out before you distress yourself so much?’

‘Well, Edward will certainly go.’

‘Yes, but she may not. Perhaps you could ask Louise or Teddy.’

‘I could ask Teddy, I suppose. Rupert has gone down to Home Place, and I don’t suppose anyone will know when the funeral is to be until after the weekend.’


‘Viola! My dear, I’m afraid I have a confession to make. I knocked over the cup of tea you so kindly brought me. I was asleep, and I have no idea why, but I thought it was the afternoon, and I was feeling for the switch of my bedside lamp and, of course, if it had been the afternoon, the tea would not have been there. I’m afraid I have not made a very good job of clearing it up, but in any case, it will dry during the day and I shall not mind it at all. But I felt I should tell you.’

A light rattling of the newspaper in her hands showed Villy that poor Miss Milliment was nervous. Her compassion for her companion, for the years of nasty landladies that she must have endured, filled her heart now with real feeling, and she put her arm round the bulky shoulders. ‘You mustn’t worry. Anybody can spill a cup of tea.’

In the bus later, on her way to the dreary office in Queen Anne Street, she realised that this was already the third episode of tea-spilling in a month.




DIANA AND EDWARD

‘Oh, darling! How awful for you! Poor Duchy!’

‘She had a very good life.’

‘Of course she did.’

‘Although people always say that, as though it makes everything all right.’

‘She didn’t suffer any pain, though, did she?’

‘Rachel said not, according to Hugh. Let’s have the other half, shall we?’

She walked across the room to pick up the cocktail shaker that stood, with a large array of drinks, on the ebony table. She was wearing a crêpe dress of an electric blue that careless people might have said matched her eyes.

‘But it doesn’t alter the fact that she’s gone – no longer there.’

‘Of course it doesn’t, my poor darling.’

As she bent down to refill his glass he could see the immensely comforting size of her breasts. ‘I’ll have to go down tomorrow.’

She was silent while he lit a cigarette. ‘Want to come with me?’

Diana seemed to consider. ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘Of course I’d love to, but I think Rachel should have you to herself.’

‘That’s what I love about you. You’re such an unselfish person. Well – one of the things.’

‘Also, we had promised to take Jamie out to lunch on Sunday. I don’t want to let him down.’

Jamie was in his last year at Eton, which Diana had persuaded Edward to pay for on the grounds that her other two sons had been there, and Jamie was actually his. He was now eighteen, very like his brothers in appearance, and showed no signs of being a Cazalet. What with him, Roly at Radley and Villy’s allowance (he had made the St John’s Wood house over to her and had set up a trust to pay her maintenance), he was pretty pushed, and had used up most of the money the Brig had left him. Diana had set her heart on renting a villa in the south of France, had invited her brother and his wife, so he had had to splash out on that, his only stipulation being that Louise should come with them – ‘My two favourite women,’ he had maddeningly said – and, although she knew that Louise disliked her as much as she disliked Louise, Diana had had to comply.

She had been married to Edward for just over five years, and they now lived in a large, neo-Georgian house in West Hampstead with a housekeeper, Mrs Atkinson, who occupied a flat on the top floor. There was also a cleaner, who came three times a week to do the housework, and so, for the first time in her life, Diana had no money worries and was free to do as she pleased. There had been one setback soon after they moved in and before they were married when Edward had been quite seriously ill after a minor operation; she had been afraid he might die before they were married, and that she would be back to widowhood with three boys, hostile in-laws, living on the pittance that an army pension provided (Angus’s parents had never forgiven her for living with a man she was not married to, a married man who had left his wife for her with the ensuing disgrace of a divorce).

All those thoughts made it sound as though she didn’t love Edward when of course she did. At the beginning she had thought of him with agony and intermittent delight, but as the affair settled to a rut of romantic assignations with no sign that the situation would ever change, she had recognised that excitement and uncertainty no longer satisfied her. She longed for security – a home rather than rented flats or cottages, a husband who earned enough to keep her and the boys in the manner to which her mother had taught her she should be accustomed. And there was Edward. Although, before she met him, she had heard that he had a reputation with women, she was pretty sure that once their affair had begun he’d remained faithful to her. ‘I’ve fallen for you,’ he had said. ‘Hook, line and sinker.’ And the less she felt about him, the more she encouraged the notion that theirs was a great romantic attachment which nothing could destroy.

Much of this was concealed, even from herself – dishonesty of this kind needs to begin at home, as it were – and once he had taken the step of leaving Villy for her, she had done everything in her power to make him feel she had been worth it. Strong Martinis were on hand the moment he came home from work; she encouraged him to talk about what sort of day he had had; Mrs Atkinson learned how to cook the game that he shot exactly as he liked it; she sympathised tactfully with him over the differences he was beginning to have with Hugh about how the firm should be run, and did what she could to ingratiate herself with his family. When he worried and complained about Villy refusing to allow Roland to meet her, she had explained that she entirely understood Villy’s attitude: that it was unwise to split Roland’s affections, and how, had she been in that situation, she would probably have done the same. She expertly skimmed this particular guilt off him with an ease that increased his need for her.

‘Darling! Of course you mustn’t let Jamie down.’ Did she detect some relief in his voice? Possibly, but it didn’t really matter.




LOUISE

‘What I can’t stand is when she looks me in the eye and starts a sentence “Quite frankly …” There’s absolutely nothing frank about her at all!’

Joseph Waring regarded her with amusement. Indignation became her, and he told her so. They were dining, as they often did, at L’Étoile in Charlotte Street, where the food was good and, by English standards, unusual and delicious. Louise, her blonde hair scraped back from her forehead and secured by a black velvet bow, wore a black dress that had a low round neck and short sleeves, both finished with scallops made of the same material. In it, she looked very young and ethereal but she had an appetite that never ceased to amaze him, and which was much approved of by the patron, who had one day suggested she might like to lunch there every day on the house – provided she was prepared to do it at the window table. ‘But I would feel like those women in Holland – you know, the tarts,’ she told Joseph, and blushed faintly at the very idea.

They had met at a party that Stella had taken her to. Stella had become a political journalist: she was an ardent Labour supporter and had been devastated when ‘stuffed-shirt Eden’ had won the election, ousting her beloved Attlee. She wrote regularly for the Observer and the Manchester Guardian and occasionally reviewed books for the New Statesman. She was popular and got asked, or got herself asked, to a great many parties and sometimes took Louise with her ‘to broaden her mind’. Louise privately thought Stella a bit of a fanatic, and Stella had derided Louise’s Torydom. ‘Of course you’ll vote for them: most Tories don’t have any political convictions at all – they simply vote the way their class always has.’ This silenced her because in her case it was true. Louise wasn’t interested in politics and her family – excepting Uncle Rupert – had always voted Conservative.

The party, which was large, seemed to have every kind of person in it. The room was thick with smoke and the steady oceanic sound of a great many people trying to make themselves heard. She had felt completely at sea, paralysed by a shyness that she now recognised always overcame her when she had to enter a room full of unknown people. Stella had been swept away by the current that always embraces those who know their way around, greeting friends, waving to colleagues, having her cigarette lit, laughing at something somebody said to her, managing to grab a glass of fruit juice (she did not drink), only turning back to Louise when she was practically out of sight …

‘I have the impression that you’re not enjoying yourself.’

‘No – I, well – no. I mean yes. I’m not enjoying this party.’

The man who had addressed her had nearly black hair and was wearing a dinner jacket.

‘Shall we go and have a much smaller party somewhere else? Give me your hand.’ And she found herself being led away, out of the hot, noisy room to the hall where the coat-racks were.

‘I haven’t got a coat.’

‘Neither have I.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘I’ve got a house in Regent’s Park that has some sandwiches in it. And a nice cold bottle of Krug. You can see that I’m not abducting you really.’

She hesitated. Regent’s Park was very near her flat. Stella might – indeed often did – bring friends from a party back to it. She was hungry. She was also intrigued. He was looking at her with frank admiration, but he was also waiting for her to choose. This last decided her.

‘Just for a bit.’

‘Hop in.’

They had been standing in the street beside a sleek dark grey car.

‘You’re not married, are you?’

Brief scenes from her marriage slipped across her mind like a succession of dull and faded photographs. ‘Have been. Not now. What about you?’

She felt, rather than saw, a blind come down.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘Married. A wife and three boys. I keep them in the country. Go down for weekends. But this is my London pad.’

They had entered the slip-road to one of the terraces and he parked. The terrace had been painted since the war and now looked pearly and festive in the dusky spring evening light – like the iced sides of a yet to be decorated wedding cake, she thought.

There were steps up to the house, and inside it a grand staircase richly dressed with a dark red carpet. Up two flights and they were in his drawing room. It was lit by a pair of lamps on low tables, which gave the impression of a mysterious twilight, in which sofas loomed, rugs glowed, and mirrors reflected themselves, making corridors of anonymous repetition; only the white marble chimneypiece shone stark and intricately beautiful. He lit another lamp, and she saw that the walls were lined with a tobacco-coloured silk. And there, on the low table in front of the deeply dark brown sofa he indicated she should sit in, was a silver platter covered with a napkin, and a bucket containing a bottle.

‘I keep my sandwiches, as Peter Sellers would say, “covered by a dazzling white clawth”.’ He wrapped the napkin round the neck of the bottle and gently eased out the cork. He was pretty used to opening champagne, she thought, as, after the magic little drift of smoke, he poured it neatly into two glasses without either of them overflowing.

‘Now: I am Joseph Waring, and you are?’

She told him. She had gone back to being called Cazalet.

‘Well. Let’s drink to us.’ He leaned towards her to bring his glass to hers, and as their hands touched, she was conscious of being very much attracted to him.

‘To Louise Cazalet – and me.’ He waited a moment. ‘Your turn.’

She felt herself blushing, which annoyed her. ‘All right. To you, then.’

‘Joseph,’ he prompted.

‘Joseph Waring.’

‘Now we can both have a swig. I must say, you sounded rather cross. Never mind. Have a sandwich.’

She took one. Smoked salmon – delicious.

But all the while they were eating them a confusion of thoughts kept her silent. He was married. No good falling in love with him. What would it be like if he kissed her? Why were the champagne and, worse, the sandwiches arranged here as if he had planned for her to join him? But he couldn’t have because they hadn’t known one another. This meant that he had planned to seduce someone – anyone – when he went to the party …

‘I’m not a tart.’ She said it with her mouth full so it came out rather muffled.

He made a kind of snorting noise – like the beginning of a laugh – but then she saw that he was regarding her with something like affection. ‘I never, for one instant, thought that you were.’ His eyes were brown and friendly.

She felt better, but determined to pursue this vexed subject to its end. ‘Then, how come you have all this laid out?’

‘Oh, well, you know, I like to live on the dangerous side. I was hoping I might meet someone worthy of the sandwiches, and then I found you. Finish your drink, and then I shall drive you home.’

In the car, she felt infinitely relieved, light-hearted, carefree. It was a short drive to her flat off Baker Street, and after she had told him where it was, they were both silent.

‘I’ll pick you up at eight, then,’ he said, as he saw her to her door. ‘To take you out to dinner.’ He had said it as though it was an arrangement already made.


That had been the start of it. For five nights practically every week he took her out to dinner; the remaining two he spent in the country. On the first evening, he asked if he might come back to her flat, and once there he’d kissed her. And then they’d gone to bed. It had all seemed so simple, so marvellous – and right.

‘You’ll never be able to marry him,’ Stella had said, the next morning.

‘I don’t want to marry him. I don’t want to marry anyone.’

She was in love, and she was a mistress. All that seemed fine to Louise. But her romantic situation required some strict rules, which she firmly enforced. One evening, just before his summer holiday, he took her to see a flat that he said he thought would be better for her. It was indeed desirable: a first-floor conversion in a crescent near the park. When she asked how much it would cost, he had named a sum, which, though modest for its state, was well beyond her, and she said so. If he would allow him to help her? Of course not. She was not going to be a kept woman – certainly not. He had shrugged and said it had been worth a try.

In the summer, he rented a villa on Cap Ferrat for a six-week holiday with family and friends. This was a hard time. She imagined his glamorous life going on without her, it seemed for ever, while she sat in the baking little flat from which not even a single tree could be seen. There was not even the comfort of letters. So when this year, her third with Joseph, her father had invited her to go to the south of France with him, she had accepted. But, knowing Diana’s dislike of her, Louise had had an uncomfortable meeting with her stepmother at which she had said that she didn’t think Diana would actually want her there. The result had been one of those ‘quite frankly’ times that she was protesting about to Joseph in the Étoile.

‘Well, your father clearly wants you. So go and enjoy it. Enjoy it, darling.’

He sometimes calls me ‘darling’, but he never actually says that he loves me, she later thought. Lying alone in the bed that was still warm from their lovemaking, Louise had had to accept that he would never stay the night. He always smoked one cigarette with her, dressed in an instant, and was gone.




JEMIMA, LAURA AND HUGH

‘When you’re dead, can you fly?’

Jemima had just finished explaining to Laura about the Duchy (Hugh had telephoned to tell her and said he would like it if all three of them went to Sussex, so she had thought it necessary to tell her before they went), and Laura had listened intently. She was six and Jemima thought that she was the most intelligent as well as the most beautiful child in the world – which she wrongly thought she concealed from everyone.

‘I don’t know, darling – I expect so.’

‘Cos I don’t see how she could get up there if she couldn’t.’

Laura’s only experience of death had been when they had had to put Hugh’s old spaniel down. Heaven had seemed the most comforting option and had therefore been carefully explained to her. ‘I suppose he grew wings,’ she had said, as the final tears made their way. She had cross-examined Hugh about Heaven, and he had elaborated – a place full of delicious bones, walks whenever Piper wanted them and endless rabbits to chase. All this was rather backfiring now.

‘I don’t think Duchy would like bones everywhere, or rabbits cos they ate her garden. Poor Duchy!’

Jemima battled weakly with her. Heaven was different for each person. For the Duchy there would be lovely gardens with flowers everywhere and, yes, of course, if she needed wings to get there, she would have them.

‘I would like wings now. Then I could fly up and see them both.’

‘It’s so difficult,’ she said to Hugh, over supper. ‘When we go down people are bound to be talking about the funeral and being buried and the poor little thing will be utterly confused.’

‘Well, we’ll just have to do a lot more explaining.’

‘I don’t know how to do that without telling her a pack of lies.’

‘You don’t believe in Heaven?’

She shook her head. ‘I just believe in now.’

‘Sweetheart. You don’t have to come with me.’

‘I want to.’

‘And I want you to.’

His relief washed over her: he needed her and she loved him.

In bed they reassured one another; it was comforting to him that Jemima had also loved the Duchy, who had received her into the family so kindly when she was still Jemima Leaf, had been good to her twins – the Leaflets – who wrote thank-you letters that were filled with lists of what they had most enjoyed during their visits: castle puddings, making a dam at the stream in the wood, having real cider with ginger ale, hardly ever having baths, driving the Brig’s old car, now relegated to a corner of the field where it was gracefully subsiding in a bed of nettles. These had been young letters; now they were thirteen the letters had become more stilted. The Duchy had made it plain that she approved of Jemima, though the same could not be said of Edward’s new wife, Diana. And Hugh, fiercely loyal to Villy, could not bring himself to be ever more than courteous to her.

‘Do you think he’ll bring her?’ he said.

‘Darling, I don’t know, but I guess not.’

‘Why do you guess that?’ He was sifting her straight silky hair between his fingers.

‘Because she won’t want to go. And I think she usually gets what she wants.’

‘So? I want you to get what you want.’

‘I want the same things as you.’

‘But you’d tell me if you didn’t, wouldn’t you? I don’t want you saying anything simply because you think I’d like to hear it. We made a pact, don’t you remember, the day we married?’

‘Oh dear! I was just going to say that you’re a lovely husband, an excellent father, a wonderful stepfather and a very good lover. What a pity!’

He put his arms round her bony shoulders. ‘I bask in your good opinion, you know I do. Couldn’t do without it. I hope you do a bit of basking yourself.’

‘From morning till night. And it’s night time now.’

She could tell from his face when he’d got back that evening that he’d had one of his awful headaches, but had learned long ago not to mention them. He simply needed a good long sleep.

‘I just need a good long sleep,’ she said.




PART TWO

JUNE–JULY 1956




THE FAMILY

‘I’m not saying that we shouldn’t explore all the possibilities. I just don’t think we should do it behind Rachel’s back.’

‘Archie, you sound as though you think I don’t mind about her.’

They were sitting on the bench by the tennis court where they had gone for some privacy – difficult to find in the overcrowded house.

‘Of course I don’t think that. You love her. We all do. What I meant was that it would be a good idea to iron out any of the disagreements before we talk to her. She’s exhausted – she doesn’t want to have to deal with a lot of bickering relations.’

‘What on earth do you mean by that?’

‘Come off it, Rupe. You know Hugh thinks that at all costs we should keep the house, and Edward thinks we should get rid of it. And, by the way, I’m not clear what you think.’


‘That’s because I haven’t made up my mind.’ He pulled out a battered packet of Gauloises and offered it before taking one himself. ‘I mean,’ he said, after a short silence while he tried to think what he did actually want, ‘it all depends on what Rachel wants. She won’t want the Regent’s Park house, that’s for sure. The Duchy hated it – said it was far too grand for her. This was her home, and Rachel may feel that as well. I really think it’s for her to decide. And the children all love it here.’

‘I know they do. My lot look forward to it every holiday. But who is to pay for it?’

‘I suppose we could split the costs of upkeep between us.’

He had been dreading this. ‘Rupe, I have to tell you now that I’m afraid you’d have to count me out on that. I simply don’t have the dough to promise anything on a regular basis. Money has been rather tight lately.’ His voice tailed off to an apologetic smile. It was Rupert’s beloved daughter he had married, and he was hardly keeping her in a state to which she had been accustomed.

‘My dear old boy, I wasn’t expecting you to chip in. It ought to be Hugh and Edward and me and Rachel – if she wants to live here.’ Even this kindness was humiliating. ‘And we would always want you and Clary and the family to come – just as you always have done. The Duchy would have wanted that.’ Mentioning his mother made Rupert’s eyes fill with tears. ‘She always regarded you as family,’ he said, rubbing his face furiously.

‘Why do you think Edward is so keen to get rid of Home Place?’ Archie asked, to distract him.

‘Because Diana doesn’t like it?’

‘Well, I don’t think she takes much to the family as a whole.’

‘Mm. She has ugly hands,’ Rupert said absently. ‘The kind that rings only make worse. Don’t laugh, Archie – you must have noticed them. Time we got back to the fray,’ he said, as they finished their cigarettes.

‘Is there going to be a fray?’ Archie asked, as they strolled back across the tennis court to the house.

‘If marked differences of opinion surface, I think it’s likely.’

There were marked differences of opinion among the children. Laura wanted to sleep with her cousins, Harriet and Bertie, who had already determined that they would share with Georgie: ‘She’s hardly six, Mummy, we can’t possibly have her with us. She’s far too young – she’ll spoil everything.’

‘I’m more than six. It’s not fair!’

‘There you are, you see. Crying about the least little thing. Anyway, there isn’t a fourth bed.’

Jemima and Clary, who had battled with the children’s baths, looked at one another in despair.

‘And Rivers,’ Georgie now said. ‘That’s a fourth person anyway. He doesn’t like girls,’ he added triumphantly, to Laura. ‘He’ll probably bite you in the night.’

‘Couldn’t you stop him?’

‘Not if I was asleep. He only likes people who are at least …’ he paused, he was seven himself ‘… at least seven.’

‘If you sleep with Daddy and me, you can wear your pirate’s hat. How would that be?’ Jemima wiped the tears from Laura’s face. She could see that that was doing the trick: Laura adored her hat.

Meanwhile Clary had been enjoining her two to be nicer to their young cousin. ‘When you were six, you wouldn’t have liked being left out.’

‘That was ages ago,’ Bertie said uneasily, and Harriet echoed him: ‘Ages.’

‘Well,’ Clary said, loudly enough for everyone to hear, ‘I can remember being let down by my cousins and it felt awful. They didn’t want me to share a room with them.’

‘What did you do?’ Georgie had a soft heart and was beginning to feel guilty.

‘I went and slept in Aunt Rachel’s room.’

This impressed them. ‘Of course, I was older than Laura, but the feeling is the same. Don’t gargle with your milk, Bertie, drink it.’

Bertie made the double effort of swallowing his milk and twisting in his chair to hug his mother. Milk went everywhere.

‘You can’t help your age,’ Georgie said to Laura, when things were cleared up. ‘You can stroke Rivers, if you like. He won’t mind at all.’

But Rivers felt differently. He endured Laura’s nervous stroke, but when Harriet and Bertie joined in, he fled to the safety of Georgie’s dressing-gown pocket.

Archie, having persuaded Clary to have a bath with a promise to ‘settle the monsters’, found them all in one bed arguing about which book they wanted to have read to them, but the moment he appeared Harriet rushed to him. ‘Be a dinosaur, Dad. Just for a bit, please, be one.’

‘If I do, it means no reading. Anyway, you can all read.’

‘We can, if we want to. But we prefer you to read to us.’

‘Shut up, Bertie. Let him be a dinosaur – he’s awfully good at it.’

‘My father is often a monkey or a sea lion,’ Georgie said. Archie admired his loyalty.

‘Go on, Dad!’

Archie straightened himself up, then made his arms long, arched his back and took enormous strides towards his daughter, uttering huge cries that began as an unearthly croak and ended with a trumpet-like squeal. He scooped her up with his claws and dropped her – shrieking with pleasurable fear – onto her bed. Then he turned his – surely by now – bloodshot eyes on Bertie and repeated the manoeuvre. Fear made Bertie giggle with relief after he was dropped onto the bed.

That left Georgie, whom he could see was really frightened. He became Archie again and sat on Georgie’s bed. ‘Don’t want to frighten Rivers,’ he said.

Georgie stopped trembling and gave Archie a look of gratitude: his face had been saved.

He kissed all three of them, ignoring the routine protests: ‘It’s perfectly good daylight outside, so why can’t we be in it?’ ‘Why should I go to bed at the same time as much younger people of six?’ Injustice stalked the room, and he escaped, leaving them to Zoë, who had come to see that Rivers was safely in his cage.

When Archie got back to their bedroom, he found Clary, wrapped in a bath towel, asleep on their bed. She lay on her side, her knees drawn up, one hand cupping her cheek; she looked, he thought, like an exhausted thirteen-year-old. He sat beside her and gently stroked her hair until she stirred, opened her eyes and smiled at him. ‘It was the gorgeous hot bath. I just passed out.’

‘We must dry your hair, my darling.’

‘Are the children all right?’

‘They’re fine. I left them with Zoë. I did my dinosaur – they’re bottled.’

‘I heard your dinosaur. You never do him for me.’ Her voice was muffled because he was towelling her hair.

‘You’re over age. I don’t ever do him for people of thirty. Have you brought a dress?’

‘Of course I’ve brought a dress. The Duchy didn’t like us to wear trousers in the evening. It’s my blue linen one. It probably got a bit crumpled in my case and, oh, gosh, I forgot to sew up that bit of hem. Never mind. I’ve got lots of safety pins – it won’t show. I think I left my bra and knickers on the floor somewhere.’

‘Here. You look so nice, so lovely without clothes.’ Her skin was pearly, translucent, almost white, very difficult to paint, he had discovered over the years, but lovely in every other way, as he told her now. She still found it difficult to accept compliments, unless he made a joke of it. ‘I’m so vulgar and depraved that I like people with skin that looks as though they have been kept under a paving stone.’

Clary now seized her comb and wrenched it through her hair, which she fastened with an elastic band that snapped at the last moment. ‘Oh, bother! Oh, damn! I didn’t bring a spare.’

‘You’ll have to make do with a girly ribbon. Bunch your hair and I’ll do it for you.’

‘Have you talked to Rachel?’

‘Haven’t had a chance. She’s being rather guarded by Sid. I think she feels she’s the only person to look after Rachel just now.’

‘At least they won’t have the strain of concealing anything from the Duchy.’

‘At least that.’

But several times during that evening Archie wondered whether there might be other, less definable strains.

After remarkably stiff drinks made by Edward, they assembled in the dining room for poached chicken with vegetables followed by strawberry shortcake and cream.

Neither Rachel nor Sid ate much in spite of urging each other to eat more.

After some abortive efforts, the safest subjects turned out to be politics (the men) and the children (their mothers). The unrest at the local docks was embarking on its sixth week, which was beginning to affect the family firm as it depended largely upon imports of hardwoods. Hugh, as chairman, was very exercised by this and irritated when Rupert said that their men had a point. Edward said he doubted whether Eden had the right cabinet to deal effectively with a national strike of any kind. It was uncomfortably agreed that he had not been in office very long, and he had been good in the Foreign Office. Rachel sat through all this, gaunt with grief but smiling if anyone caught her eye. Stories about the children were a relief. Georgie and Rivers and the rest of his menagerie, Laura sleeping in her pirate’s hat, Harriet and Bertie trying to divide a lone banana with a ruler …

Archie became aware that something was terribly wrong with Sid, who was sitting next to him. He had thought she wasn’t looking well – she’d had some bug, she’d told him at the beginning of dinner, but she was fine now. She didn’t look it, her usually rather sunburned face sallow with mauve smudges under her eyes. She had picked at her chicken but, except for urging Rachel to eat more, she had remained silent. Now, when Eileen put the strawberry shortbread before her, he heard her being suddenly horribly sick into her napkin. She got unsteadily to her feet, and as he rose to help her there was Jemima, quick as a flash putting an arm round her, adding her napkin to the soiled one, and making soothing noises as she took her out of the room. Rachel made to follow, but Sid called – almost shouted – ‘No. Please leave me alone.’

And Rachel stayed. ‘She isn’t at all well. She should never have come.’ Then she pressed her knuckles to her eyes to stop any more tears.

Hugh, who was sitting next to her, leaned across to take her hand with his good one. ‘Rach, darling, she came because she loves you, as we all do so much.’

And Zoë, who had been swallowing hard – the one thing that made her want to be sick was being present when other people were – said, ‘The more I loved someone, the less I’d want them round me if I was sick. I’d just want to be on my own.’

‘Jemima will look after her,’ Hugh said.

Edward looked at his brother. He couldn’t help remembering that Villy had always been the one who had looked after everyone when they were ill, fell off a pony or got their fingers slammed in a car door. Of course, she knew about first aid because she’d gone in for it before the war, but she also had a most practical compassion for anyone in trouble. The thought that Diana was not like that crossed his mind: she certainly had not liked him being ill, but on the other hand she was good with her sons. She would certainly look after them.

Lately Diana had been suggesting that they should sell the house in West Hampstead and buy one in the country. A nice Georgian house within commuting distance of London. He had the feeling that she was pretty determined on this, in which case there would be absolutely no point in his taking a share in Home Place, where Diana, in spite of protestations to the contrary, had never felt comfortable. He would have to talk to Hugh about it. The trouble with the family was not property but lack of cash. Too much of the firm’s capital was tied up in property. They not only owned Home Place and his parents’ house in Regent’s Park, on a long and expensive lease, but two valuable wharves in London, one in Southampton and very expensive offices in Westminster. The overheads on all this were not being earned by the sale of enough timber. He had tried several times to discuss this with Hugh, but he had refused to consider selling off anything and, as head of the firm, he had the ultimate say. And Rupe, bless his heart, would always agree with the last person he’d talked to.

These thoughts now made him feel queasy. He was prone to indigestion these days, and the condition was not helped by the faint but unmistakable stench of vomit. He remembered a trick he had learned in the trenches in the first war, and picked up a box of matches lying on the table for lighting the candles, struck one and let it burn itself out. Hugh noticed this at once, and a small but infinitely comforting look passed between them. He handed the box to his brother who repeated the action. The air cleared, and some of those round the table set about the strawberry shortcake, and soon Zoë was explaining Juliet’s absence, staying with a best friend and shopping for jeans.

Clary said, ‘It’s funny, isn’t it? When I was Juliet’s age, I never minded what I wore.’

‘It’s a good thing you didn’t. Apart from clothes coupons, there weren’t any clothes.’

‘I remember you made me two frocks. You made them even after I was so horrible to you. It must have been awful being a stepmother.’

These remarks engendered a good deal of affection – from Rupert and Zoë and Archie, who said, ‘She still doesn’t mind much. So I choose her clothes.’

Rachel, making a valiant effort, said, ‘When I was young, the Duchy always made me wear pinafores. And if I was going to a party, and was dressed in lots of white petticoats under my party dress, she made me sit on a table until it was time to go.’

‘I remember you doing that,’ Hugh said. ‘But at least you weren’t dolled up in sailor suits, like Edward and me. Rupert escaped all that.’

Rupert, who immediately thought of what else he had escaped – the nightmare of trench warfare that his older brothers had endured – spoke quietly: ‘It’s a pity, really, because I simply loved dressing up. You remember that old black tin trunk we had full of dressing-up clothes? Well, once, when our parents were giving a garden party, I dressed up as a girl in a heavily beaded pink dress – you know, one of those tubes that flappers used to wear – with a silver lamé turban and an ostrich fan. I went out onto the lawn and the Brig was furious, but the Duchy simply laughed and told me to go back into the house, change, then come back and help hand round the cucumber sandwiches.’

There was a short silence before Rachel said that, if they would forgive her, she would see how Sid was, and then she would go to bed. The men all rose and Archie, who was nearest, opened the door for her, then closed it.

‘Ring for Eileen to fetch the plates, Rupe.’

‘Hugh, it’s nearest to you.’

Hugh fumbled under the table where Rachel had been sitting. Edward went to the sideboard to get the port. Clary said, ‘If the ladies are meant to withdraw at this point, I think I’ll withdraw to bed. Goodnight, all.’

Zoë said, ‘I’ll wait in the drawing room until Jemima returns and then I’ll be off as well.’

Eileen, having removed the pudding plates, asked if the gentlemen would like their coffee in the dining room.

‘Anyone for coffee?’ Hugh asked, but nobody seemed to want it. Eileen was told to take the tray to the drawing room and, yes, that would be all. There was a faint, but unmistakable feeling of tension in the air.

The port went round and all four men filled their glasses.

Hugh said: ‘Before we start on things that have to be done, I suggest we all drink a toast to our dear mother and,’ looking at Archie, ‘friend.’

So they all stood and did that.

This seemed to lighten things a little. When they sat down, cigarettes were lit, in Edward’s case a cigar.

‘With Rachel’s agreement,’ Hugh began, ‘I went to see the vicar to organise a date for the funeral, and we agreed on Monday week. I asked for next Saturday, but it was not convenient, so it will be at eleven thirty on the twenty-fifth. I have also drafted announcements for The Times and the Telegraph to appear this Monday. I have included the time and place of the funeral for people who may want to attend it. That’s as far as I got.’

Rupert said, ‘Did Rachel say anything about where she wants to live?’

‘Nothing. Only that she didn’t want to keep the London house.’

‘It belongs to the firm anyway,’ Edward said. ‘That’s something we can sell, at least.’

‘I can’t understand why you’re so keen on selling anything. The Brig always said that property was the best investment of capital and, as chairman of the firm, I have every intention of following his advice.’

‘Well, perhaps you’ve forgotten that the firm also owns Home Place. Rachel surely won’t want to live here on her own, and it’s worth a hell of a lot more than when the Brig bought it. If we sold that, we could buy Rachel a nice little house or flat in London.’

‘You surely don’t want to get rid of the place where we’ve all spent so much of our lives, where our children grew up, which was our home during the last war? You cannot want to do that!’

Oh dear, Archie thought, as he looked helplessly at Rupert. I feel just like Hugh, only I can’t do anything about it.

But Rupert came to the rescue. ‘I agree with Hugh,’ he said. ‘I feel that even if Rachel doesn’t want to live here we could all chip in and keep the house, for her, for the children and, speaking for myself, for me.’


At this point they all looked at Edward.

He stirred uncomfortably in his chair. ‘For goodness’ sake, don’t think that I don’t care about the house. The fact is that Diana wants to live in the country, and that will mean my selling the lease on Ranulf Road, for which I shan’t get much as it has only ten years to run, and buying somewhere. I’m fairly strapped for cash as it is, really not in a position to pay for a second property.’

Hugh began to say that that left three of them, and almost at the same time Archie, very tentatively, suggested that perhaps they should wait until Rachel had been consulted. And also, was it possible that the Duchy had expressed some wishes about it in her will?

This seemed to lower the temperature a bit. Rupert agreed that there was not much point in pursuing the subject any further, and they fell back on reminiscing about the early days of Home Place, the Brig facing the Duchy with all manner of stray and unknown guests, and how the Duchy had comforted the young Jewish nurses from the Babies’ Hotel when it was evacuated to Home Place during the war by inviting them in the evening for tea and biscuits and Beethoven on the gramophone. Affection slowly replaced sibling differences.

Then Jemima came down to tell them that Sid had settled for the night, and had been asleep when Rachel came to see her, and they all decided to call it a day.

Zoë undressed in the familiar room with its wallpaper of peacocks and chrysanthemums, then sat in front of her dressing-table mirror, cleansing her face and remembering the first time she had come here, how nervous she had felt. Her clothes had seemed all wrong, and though she had been welcomed as Rupert’s wife, she had felt that she would never fit in, would never withstand Clary’s hostility, could never be a stepmother. Well, to be honest, she had never wanted to be a mother at all, and was both bored and defeated at the prospect of Clary and Neville watching and criticising her. And then that awful incident in London, when she had played – had overplayed – the flirt and paid the price of the disastrous sad child that had mercifully, from her point of view, died. What a heartless little bitch I was, she thought, thinking of nothing but my appearance and wanting Rupert to admire me from morning till night. But I did love him in the end.

She remembered now how incredibly tactful and kind the Duchy had been when she had fallen in love with Jack Greenfeldt, leaving them alone for what proved to be their last meeting. The anguish she had felt about him had changed her life entirely. She had believed that Rupert was dead, and when Jack, unable to bear what he had seen in the German camps, had shot himself, there seemed nothing to live for – excepting Juliet. She had been going to the small temporary hospital that had been set up for badly wounded men who were nursed between operations to repair what could be saved of their ravaged bodies. Most of them had faced a life of dependence, and most of them were under twenty-five, but it was only after Jack’s death that she had begun to imagine what it would be like to be another person, a person infinitely less fortunate than herself, and to take a great deal less for granted.

It had been a shaky start, as most beginnings are, but here she was now, with Rupert, whom she had come to recognise she loved, Juliet, who was as wilful and pretty and self-absorbed as she herself had been when she was that age, and the newest treasure, her zoophilic son, who had wept when, on his fourth birthday, they had given him a beautiful stuffed monkey, ‘He’s not real! I wanted a real monkey!’ and had had to make do with a guinea Pig.

When Rupert came up he found her in tears. ‘Oh, sweetheart, what is it?’

‘Nothing really – everything. I’m so lucky – to be here with you. I love you so much.’ She was sitting up in bed and held out her bare arms.

‘How lucky that I feel just the same. Lovely creamy skin you’ve got.’ He wiped her eyes on a corner of the sheet. Years ago that sort of remark would have made her sulk (her awful sulks, how had he borne them?). Now the years, with the affection of intimacy, had overlaid such nonsense. They had grown into each other.

‘She shouldn’t really have come, you know. She’d been in bed, on penicillin, and I’m pretty sure she has a temperature. Poor Sid!’

‘And poor Rachel! It really is rather the last straw for her. Nursing the Duchy for weeks and now this.’

‘I don’t know. It may help her. Your sister always wants to be needed. She wanted to see Sid, but she was asleep and we both thought it best not to disturb her.’

They were talking quietly, as Laura, encased in her pirate’s tricorn hat, lay spread across their bed. Hugh picked her up very carefully to transfer her to her bed, but even so the hat fell off. Jemima retrieved it, and managed to put it on again. Laura simply gave a deep, rather irritable sigh, as one interrupted in something very important, turned onto her side and continued to sleep.

‘Well done.’ He looked at his wife, standing barefoot in her white cotton nightdress, with her golden bobbed hair, and felt an absolute joyous longing for her. ‘Help me out of my shirt, darling.’

She pulled the second sleeve over his black silk stump and he put his arms round her. ‘I cannot,’ he said, after he had kissed her, ‘imagine life without you.’ And with no more words they went to bed.

What a day! Edward thought, as he got out of his clothes. He didn’t feel too good – the usual touch of indigestion that he had suffered from for some time now, plus a general feeling of malaise. He was used to being popular, charming, and liked by people; being in a minority about anything didn’t suit him at all. If only Diana had taken more to Home Place, they could have had it and, of course, the family could have stayed whenever they liked.

But she was determined on her own house, and he couldn’t see her wanting much of the family in it. Though Louise and Teddy, and Lydia if she was ever available, must be able to come there – he would insist on that – but vaguely, in the back of his mind, it occurred to him that surely he shouldn’t be put into the position of having to insist. He had done a lot for her boys, after all, particularly the youngest, who he was now pretty sure was not his.

He shook a couple of Alka Seltzer into his tooth glass, filled it with water and knocked it back. It usually did the trick or, at any rate, half the trick. This bloody dock problem. Time was that when their men had wanted to come out on strike, he had gone down to the wharf and talked to them, and resolved it. No chance of that now. The firm had grown since those days. Before the war, if he’d felt like a day off shooting or playing golf or being with Diana, he’d simply taken it. Hugh could always be relied upon to hold the fort or, when the Old Man had been in control, to cover for him. And he and Hugh had been so close: regular games of squash, chess on winter evenings, sharing out the work. He had been the best at selling, and the Brig had taught him to buy the timber, both here and in the Far East. Hugh was meticulous about dispatches, and ran their fleet of blue lorries (an uneconomic colour since it faded so fast but which distinguished them from all other heavy transport on the road). It was simply that while he could clearly see they were over-extended in terms of property, and that eventually the bank would not wear their steadily increasing overdraft, Hugh seemed utterly oblivious to the financial dangers, and since his elevation to chairman, his obstinacy – always a key factor – had worsened.

He went to the window overlooking the front garden and opened it; immediately, the night air, gentle and warm, assailed him. It was heavily scented with all the flowers the Duchy had planted for that purpose. Moths flew at random from the dark into the light of his room. As he got into bed and turned off his bedside lamp, the Duchy filled his mind. He had gone with Hugh to her room to say goodbye. She was lying there, with white roses in her hands, her face as smooth and pale as alabaster. She looked as young as when he had been her child. ‘You were always my naughtiest son,’ he remembered her saying, when he had become engaged to Villy and had taken her to meet his parents. When Villy had pressed the Duchy to elaborate, she had looked directly at him: ‘You tried once to bite your sister. And whenever you were naughty and punished, you simply did whatever it was again. You used to spit,’ she finished, and smiled at him with frank serenity. That tranquil, direct gaze! He knew no one who was as simply direct as she. Even Rachel, who was certainly frank, was not tranquil. ‘And I shall never see her again.’ His eyes filled with unbearably hot tears. Without anyone – without Diana – he was able to mourn her.

Archie was the last to go upstairs. This was because, after that odd and difficult evening, he felt a great need to be alone. He slipped out of the front door and into the garden. The air was like warm velvet, the sky trembling with many stars. In beds at this side of the house there were white tobacco and night-scented stocks; a jasmine, whose delicate starry flowers were belied by its extravagant vigour, hung onto a climbing rose.

To the left of the lawn, in the corner, the monkey puzzle stood dark and stark against the softer sky. It was a kind of Victorian joke, but the Duchy was immune to the family’s teasing about it. ‘It was here when we came,’ was all she would say in its defence, but she had once confided in him that she loved it. ‘It reminds me of home at Stanmore,’ she’d said. ‘My father loved strange trees. We had a Ginkgo as well.’

He turned right to walk slowly round the house, past the sunken tennis court that lay on a lower piece of ground. Bats were flittering about in dizzy confusion, but inaudible to him. The path became cinder as it approached the greenhouses, and Archie could smell the ripening tomatoes. At the far end were the courtyard, the old stables and the garage. The Tonbridges had a cottage above the stable but their light was out. Turning right again, there was the drive and a steep bank leading to the wood.

An owl gave a fractious little yelp, and he remembered how this had upset Bertie the first time he had heard it. ‘It’s hurt, Daddy. It made a hurting sound. We should rescue it.’ Archie had had to impersonate a donkey, a cow and an elephant to show what different languages animals had. At the end Bertie had simply said, ‘Well, how do you know when any of them are hurt?’ Couldn’t answer that one, but there was nothing, he had discovered, that worried children so much as ignorance. ‘You do know, really – he does, doesn’t he, Mummy? He knows everything.’ And when Clary had asked who had told him, he had answered, ‘The Queen, of course, in telegrams.’

Right again, through the white-painted gate, and he was back to the tobacco and stocks.

He would be sad indeed if Home Place came to an end. Perhaps, he thought, I should have done what Rupert did, given up art and got some sort of regular job. But he was the only person who knew what it had cost Rupert to become a Sunday painter. ‘Which we both know, Archie, is as good as giving up.’ And when he had tried to be soothing about it – the main thing was to keep doing it anyhow – Rupert had retorted, ‘Pointless. If you want to be an artist of any kind, you bloody well have to practise it.’

If the family did give up the house, it would be the end of the wonderful holidays that the Duchy had given Clary and the children. An ignoble thought, perhaps, but inescapable.

He let himself in, walked softly across the hall and climbed the stairs. At the top, he stood for a moment because, at the end of the corridor on his right, he could hear what he knew to be the faint sound of Rachel weeping. It crossed his mind to go to her, but he dismissed the thought. Grief must sometimes (perhaps always) be allowed to be private.

Now he must go to rescue Clary, who, he bet, would be sleeping on her sopping pillow.

‘They’ll never do that!’

She had all her curlers in, which meant she didn’t want him to do you-know-what.

They were having a last cup of tea and, in his case, some strawberry tarts, and were sitting in the downstairs room of their cottage. She was still upset that they hadn’t eaten all the pudding, but they were In Mourning, after all, and the thought of Madam lying upstairs in the house had upset her greatly.

‘They took her away this afternoon. Eileen saw.’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’

‘I was fetching Miss Sidney from the station.’

‘I was only in the kitchen. She could’ve called me.’

‘I presume she didn’t think.’ He was glad it wasn’t his fault. ‘But mark me,’ he continued, ‘Madam passing away like that may well cast a different hue on the situation. It’s a big house for Miss Rachel all on her own. So I say they may give it up.’ He was sitting opposite her in his shirt and braces; he’d taken off his tie as soon as they’d got back to the cottage.

The practical implication of this struck them both at the same moment, but they stayed silent. He, because he just didn’t have the energy to discuss alternatives (the cottage would, of course, go with the house), and she because she felt it would show a lack of respect.

‘You’ve had a long day,’ he said at last. ‘Best go up now.’

She heaved herself out of her chair. She had got rid of her shoes before sitting and now wore slippers that were much the shape of very old broad beans. By the end of each day her terrible bunions came into their own, and she dreaded having to walk anywhere, least of all the steep, narrow little staircase that led to their bedroom.

But he went ahead, held out his hand to help her. ‘Whatever comes to pass, you’ve always got me,’ he said, looking down on her with his mournful bloodhound’s eyes.

A threat? A promise? As always, when he presented himself thus a wave of irritation followed by a protective feeling overcame her. He was the one who needed looking after, she knew that, but he meant well.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I know I have.’




THE YOUNG MEN

‘I appreciate that it has become something of a cliché, but my grandmother has actually died and I do want to go to her funeral.’

His editor looked at him with some distrust.

‘Neville, I seem to remember that your grandmothers have died a number of times during the last year.’

‘I know, but this is for real.’ He smiled charmingly. He was wearing a black velvet jacket – much the worse for wear – a white shirt open at the neck, corduroy trousers that had once been black, and tennis shoes. ‘Every now and then, real life catches up with one. Or death, I suppose,’ he added. He looked at the floor when he said that, then raised his eyes to hers. He looked, she thought, exactly the way you would imagine a poet to look, if you’d never met one, but he was surprisingly practical, demanding and good at his job.

She looked through her diary. ‘You have a big shoot coming up next week.’

‘I know. On Friday. Outside the Albert Hall.’

‘Friday and Saturday.’

‘Sue, I really don’t need two days for that. If you agree, I can get Simon to ring all the clothes places and the agency for the models. I’ve said which ones I want. It’s all organised – honestly.’

‘OK. You win. But don’t you dare let me down.’

‘Rest assured, my darling.’ And he looked at her with bland blue eyes in a manner she had learned to distrust, but also found hard to resist. He was, after all, only twenty-five, and she had discovered him, and as he was not yet well enough known to go freelance, she wanted to keep him. He had worked as an assistant to both Norman Parkinson and Clifford Coffin – a good grounding – and only a few months ago, when they were not available, he had come to her and suggested that he stand in. He had done a surprisingly professional job, was brilliant at using a model’s best points and concealing any bad ones.

‘Off you go, then,’ she said dismissively. She was his boss, after all.

Back at the ranch, as he sometimes called the grotty little basement flat in Camden Town that he shared with Simon, whom he found washing up coffee cups, he said, ‘All clear. Get me a cup of coffee, then ring Pansy and tell her to arrange all the clothes for Friday.’

Simon wiped his hands on a dripping teacloth and looked about for the kettle. ‘She won’t be pleased at that. She likes to be consulted, not told.’

‘Tell her it’s our grandmother’s funeral. That usually shuts people up. And, Simon, do stop behaving as though you’re under water. You’re my assistant. That means you have to work twice as hard as I do.’

Yes, and for a measly three pounds a week, Simon thought, as he filled the kettle and set it on its wheezing way. He was four years older than his cousin, and look at the situation!

A lock of his blond hair fell over his high forehead as he bent over the tin of Nescafé to scrape out its remains. This was proving to be yet another job that was not for him, and goodness knows there’d been a good many of them in the last six years. University had been fine, national service had been awful – he’d never wanted to be an officer – and he had then learned half-heartedly to be an electrician. His father had wanted him to go into the firm, but he didn’t want that either. So he had drifted from one pointless job to another, while Teddy, roughly the same age as him, now had a salary, a flat of his own and a car (admittedly given him by the firm but, still, his to drive). And Neville was so sure of himself. When he’d persuaded Simon to work for him – ‘Three pounds a week and rent free’ – it had seemed an exciting opportunity. But all the job consisted of was lugging heavy and fragile pieces of equipment in and out of Neville’s beaten-up MG, and doing all the housework in the flat where he had only a cupboard under the stairs to sleep in. Neville had the only room and that had to be used for everything else – parties, desk work, eating, the lot. There was another cupboard that had been converted into a kitchenette, and a very small bathroom that smelt of mushrooms and made you feel almost dirtier after you’d had a bath in it. In spite of all this, Neville contrived a kind of battered glamour, while Simon looked, well, like somebody who was very nearly down and out. He seemed to be the only person he knew who hadn’t the slightest idea of what he should do – or, indeed, what he was for.

He reviewed the older cousins. Christopher was a monk, and he must have wanted to be one pretty badly to go for it. Teddy, well, Teddy was fast becoming like Dad and the uncles – a businessman. Simon had never wanted to be one of them, a fact confirmed by the awful three months he’d worked there. The girls were all right: they got married, like Polly and Clary, or had a vocation, like Lydia. The younger ones didn’t count: they just had daft notions of being engine drivers, or spacemen, or, in the case of Juliet, a film star. He didn’t even have a girlfriend. He’d had one for a short time, but she had wanted to go dancing practically every evening he saw her; he was rotten at dancing and in any case couldn’t afford the whole business of supper, paying to get into the dance hall and drinks while they were there, plus Peggy had wanted him to see her home in a taxi and had clearly expected him to kiss her in it. Her hot face with runny make-up had put him off, and trying to divert her from any clinch had made him stammer. Not a success. ‘I don’t want to go out with you again,’ she had said. ‘You’re mean and you can’t dance.’ If she had loved him, she would never have said that. But, then, he hadn’t loved her, there hadn’t been a crumb of romance – except he’d liked her hair. After that, any girls he encountered had always been when he was in a humiliating situation: clearing things up, making tea or coffee for people, being shouted at and told to get a move on, do things faster. He slept a lot – found it increasingly difficult to get up in the mornings. In a funny way, he was quite looking forward to the funeral because Polly would almost certainly be there. And he loved Polly – more than anyone.

Nothing had been the same since Mum died. Sybil, she had been called. It seemed funny to him that he could love someone so much and had never called her by her name. When he talked to her now – which he did sometimes – he called her Sybil, her grown-up name. He could talk to Polly about her, but not to his father, and Wills, who was soon to start national service, in spite of looking everywhere for her when he was a baby, did not remember her at all.

‘I’ve got to go. Sorry, darling, but they’ll have my guts for garters if I’m late.’

‘Oh, Teddy! You’re always saying that. I thought we had the whole afternoon. You said.’ She propped herself up on her elbow and made a provocative face. ‘You really are the limit!’

‘I didn’t say that. I said I’d got a long lunch and it’s nearly four o’clock. I’m late already.’ He sprang out of bed and began dressing.

She watched him. ‘Well, at least the weekend is coming up. You said you’d take me to that posh restaurant in Bray.’

‘I’m afraid we haven’t.’

‘Haven’t what?’

‘Got the weekend. I’ve got to go down to the country with my family.’ And before she could start to wail, he added, ‘My grandmother has died. It’s her funeral on Monday.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry. Couldn’t you at least come back on Monday evening?’

“Fraid not.’ He was knotting his tie now. ‘Get up, sweetie, I’ve got to lock up the flat.’ He looked at her, charmingly dishevelled, her blue-black hair falling over her amazingly white shoulders. She had wonderful skin, like silk. When he’d put on his jacket, he pulled the sheet off her. Her breasts were small but well rounded, her nipples a deep rosy colour; he had only to touch them to excite her. Bed was her element, but one couldn’t spend one’s life there. They’d had no lunch, and he realised he was desperately hungry. He’d only had coffee in his flat for breakfast – wasn’t much of a hand at cooking – and Annie seemed to have no interest in food, unless it was served up in a restaurant.

She got dressed in the end and he put her in a taxi. Miss Corley – the secretary he shared with Hugh – would probably get him a sandwich if he asked her nicely.

He did not know how he felt about the Duchy’s death, he reflected, as he drove through London. Death seemed to him so unreal, so mysterious and awful that it left him speechless. It was the going-on-ness of it that defeated him. Finality – that was the word. Even Dad leaving Mum, awful though it had been for Mum, and embarrassing for everybody, didn’t mean that they didn’t go on being there. And now he would never see the Duchy again. He realised that tears had come to his eyes because the traffic was blurred. He quickly rubbed his face. One shouldn’t blub. He hadn’t cried when Bernadine had left him; actually, it hadn’t made him sad but rather relieved in the end. Although, looking back on it, he had to admit that she’d taught him a thing or two about sex. When they had begun, sex had seemed not only the most marvellous thing in the world but something that would only be marvellous with her. And when she’d wanted to marry him, he had been thrilled, and had married her at once without telling the family. He had been so sure that he was in love that it had all seemed glorious – until she’d come to England.

She’d hated everything – mostly discovering that he was not in the least rich, as it became clear she’d imagined. Well, he’d been divorced for some years now, and there had been several girls since then, but he hadn’t wanted to marry any of them. He’d concentrated on work, playing squash, tennis in summer, and collecting records of jazz pianists. About once a month Dad and Diana invited him to dinner where he got a really square meal and an awful lot to drink, and also about once a month he spent a rather difficult evening with Mum. She was so bitter; she always asked after Dad, and he never knew what to say. She also asked about Diana, apparently innocuous questions, but uttered with a venom no less poisonous for being suppressed. The awful thing was that, though of course he loved and was sorry for her, he could not imagine anyone wanting to go to bed with her, whereas with Diana – whom he did not very much like – he could see she was just the ticket for Dad. He felt sorry for Roland too: he hardly ever saw their father. He was seventeen now, and just about to finish his public school. Boarding might, for him, have been better than living with Mum.

It was hot in the car, and as he wiped his face with his hand, he could smell Annie on his fingers.




PART THREE

JULY–SEPTEMBER 1956




ARCHIE AND CLARY

They had had to postpone the holiday because of the funeral. They had lost the ticket money for the car ferry, but the French firm had been able to let them have a caravan for a week without forfeiting their deposit. But that seemed to be the end of their good luck. The crossing was very rough and both children were helplessly sick; Clary had had to sponge them down in the insalubrious cabin, which contained a basin and a lavatory, unpack to get them fresh clothes, and beg a bag from the steward in which to put the soiled ones. Nobody got any sleep, the cabin smelt of vomit, and both children were miserable. He had done everything he could to help Clary, fetching the suitcases from the car, going to the bar for drinks – lemon barley water for Harriet and Bertie, brandy and ginger ale for Clary: ‘Your emergency drink,’ he’d said, and been rewarded with a wan but grateful smile. They’d laid the children on their bunks and read to them for the rest of the night.

The morning was grey, with fitful glimpses of sun, and the long process began of unloading the cars from the boat. They had arrived in St Malo, and there to greet them was the welcome sight of a row of cafés. ‘We’ll all have a jolly good breakfast,’ Archie had said.

Breakfast had been a success. The children loved croissants and very milky coffee, but the highlight had been an old man who walked slowly up and down past them with a cheetah on a lead. This naturally thrilled them and, seeing their interest, he stopped at their table. The cheetah turned out to be called Sonia, and he encouraged both children to stroke its head. Archie realised just in time that the man expected a tip, and as he had no change, it was rather a large one. However, it was worth it: the children were completely entranced.

But the rest of the holiday had been patchy. It had rained a lot, and Archie’s bad leg had ached more than usual, and the caravan was not ideal as a place to be for hours on end. When the sun shone the children loved the beach with its rock pools and sand: they would each appropriate a pool, then spend happy hours catching shrimps.

He and Clary took turns on the beach, while the other tidied the caravan, tried to get their stock of towels dry enough for the children, shopped for food and made a picnic lunch. When Bertie once complained that his sandwich was scratchy, Harriet turned on him. ‘Of course it is. Why do you think it’s called “sandwich”?’

‘They’re not scratchy in England.’ But he looked near to tears.

Clary took his sand-encrusted paw and wiped it clean, then shook his sandy baguette.

‘There was a gigantic war in England, and Mrs Burrell at school said there were shortages of everything. So there would have been a shortage of sand, you silly ass.’

‘I’m not a silly ass. You’re horrible.’

‘I’m nothing like as horrible as you.’

They glared at each other.

Archie burst into loud mock sobs. ‘Why have I got two horrible children? It must be your fault.’ He glared at Clary, who took the hint.

‘It’s your fault. There’s nothing horrible about me, it’s you.’ She started to sob.

Harriet flung her arms round her father. ‘Oh, don’t, Dad. There’s nothing horrible about you – or Mummy.’ She extended the caress to her mother. ‘You love each other, really. You’re upsetting Bertie. If you quarrel it spoils everything.’

Archie held out his hand to Clary and kissed it. ‘I’m so awfully sorry, darling. I didn’t mean it.’

‘It’s quite all right. I’m sorry, too.’ And as the children watched this with relief and complacency, she added, ‘And, Harriet and Bertie, you love each other as well, don’t you?’

There was a pause, and then Harriet said, ‘Up to a point.’ She looked at Bertie’s anxious, red, tearful face and relented. ‘I do actually quite like you,’ she said. ‘Most of the time.’

Archie said, ‘Well, give him a hug, then.’

When she had done so, she said, ‘I did it, even though he smells horribly of sardines. Which you know I absolutely hate.’


Bertie, considerably cheered, said, ‘I want an egg, a hard-boiled egg, but not in a sandwich.’

There were several more scenes of this kind – mostly when it rained and the children got bored with jigsaws and books in the caravan.

The worst thing from Archie and Clary’s point of view was the evenings. Sometimes they went out to supper, but by about nine Harriet and Bertie, full of bathing and rockpool-owning and sun, became very ready for bed. That was fine, but then they had to be awfully quiet because there was no division between the bunks and the rest of the van. He had tried making love to her once, but they had both felt constrained by the presence of their sleeping children. In the end they took two of the camp stools outside and sat drinking marc, smoking and talking quietly. Bertie was prone to nightmares – about a giant jellyfish with a sting, and about the cheetah, Sonia, which, he said, had secretly wanted to eat him.

All in all, they were both relieved at the end of the week. It had not been a real holiday for Clary, and he had done no painting at all.




LOUISE

Louise lay on her stomach in the garden of the villa her father had rented a few miles west of Ventimiglia. She had pulled down the straps of her bikini in order to have an even tan on her golden-brown back. The villa, when they eventually reached it, was large and full of faded velvet-upholstered furniture. Its drawbacks – not mentioned by the agents – included only one bathroom for the seven bedrooms and two lavatories that flushed reluctantly and sometimes not at all. The mosquito nets over the beds were full of holes, well known and found by the mosquitoes. The house, described as having a garden bordering the beach, was in fact cut off from the sea by a railway line that had to be crossed with care since a small train puffed along it, back and forth, at irregular intervals. The party consisted of Dad, Diana, their youngest child Susan, Diana’s brother and his new wife, and Dad was paying for all of it. There was a cook and a gardener, so all Diana had to do was order the meals. In spite of that, there was a feeling of dissatisfaction in the air. Louise noticed that Diana seemed only to speak to her father to tell him to do something – ‘The least you could do’ was how she often put it. She also blamed him for the railway line, and the beach, which had practically no sand. However, Louise also noticed that in front of the brother and his wife, Marge, she presented a devoted front. With herself, Diana was icily polite and Louise felt unwanted.

She had recourse to the dusty leather-bound volumes that lived in a glass-fronted bookcase in the salon. At the moment she was reading a biography of Caterina Sforza, which contained a fascinating chapter on the poisons that Caterina recommended, each recommendation depending upon whether she wanted her victims to die at once or some time after they had left her palace.

‘I hoped I’d find you. Don’t overdo it, darling – you look rather red.’ Edward picked up the bottle of tanning oil beside her. ‘Like me to do your back?’

She sat up. It was lovely to see him without anyone else. ‘I’d love you to.’

She watched him pouring the oil into his hands for a moment. He did not look happy, she thought. Was Diana being horrible to him, and might he want to confide in her?

‘Where are the others?’

‘They’ve all gone to swim.’

‘But not you?’

‘I didn’t feel like it.’

‘Something’s worrying you.’

‘Well – yes, it is rather.’

‘Oh, Dad! You can confide in me. You know I won’t tell anyone.’

‘Darling! I don’t mind telling you, but there’s nothing you can do, I’m afraid. It’s money. I’m running out of it. I’d no idea how expensive food and everything would be. I don’t have to pay the servants, but I shall have to tip them, and then there’s all the expense of driving back. I wasn’t allowed to bring any more cash out than I have. So, yes, I am worried. I haven’t told anyone else, even Diana, because she’ll think it’s all my fault – which, of course, it is.’ He put the bottle of sun oil down and wiped his hand on the grass.

Louise, who had been thinking furiously, had suddenly an idea for him. ‘Dad! I think I know what we could do. My friend Stella is having her holiday with an uncle and aunt who live in Nice. She gave me her telephone number in case we went there. If I rang her, I bet she could get you money. Tell me how much you need, and I’ll ring her.’

‘Could you, darling? That would be marvellous.’

She got to her feet. ‘Let’s do it now.’

It all worked out wonderfully. Yes, Stella could get the money by the following day, and, yes, she would bring it herself – take the train from Nice to Ventimiglia, and could Louise meet her at the station?

Diana’s voice from the bathroom: ‘There’s a bus to Ventimiglia that goes every hour Antonio says. She can take that.’

‘I think I ought to drive Louise in this heat.’

‘Oh, darling! I promised the others you’d join them at the beach. You didn’t yesterday.’

There was a silence after that, and Louise, who had overheard them when she was leaving the bathroom, imagined him shrugging – and giving in. She hated the way her father seemed always to give in – hated it – but she was so excited at the prospect of seeing Stella that she decided not to think about it, and duly caught an early bus to be certain she was at the station by eleven.

‘Goodness! It sure is lovely to see you!’

Stella was wearing a black sleeveless shirt, a striped cotton skirt and, as always, her large horn-rimmed spectacles. She took a handkerchief out of her straw bag and wiped her face. Louise continued: ‘It’s jolly kind of you to come all this way. Really, Stella, you’re such a good friend.’

‘De rien. Honestly, it’s quite a relief to get away from the family for a bit. All those heavy meals with aunts and uncles. And answering the same questions from all of them. Have I got a boyfriend? When will I get married? You know.’

They were walking towards the bus stop.

‘We might have to wait a bit.’

‘Let’s get a cold drink. It was terribly hot on the train and I’m parched.’

‘I’m terribly sorry, but I haven’t got money for a drink. Only my bus fares.’ Louise did not add, ‘And not even yours,’ because she felt so ashamed.

Stella gave her a quick look and said, ‘It’s OK. I’ve got plenty of money.’

They had Campari sodas at the station and, eventually, the bus came.

It was uphill out of Ventimiglia and the bus stopped about a hundred yards short of the villa. They trudged up the hill.

By the time they arrived they found everyone seated round the large oval dining-room table. Dad got up to greet them while everyone else stared at them in what Louise thought was an uncouth silence. When he had spoken to Stella, thanked her for coming and introduced his wife, Diana said, ‘As you can see, there’s really no room round the table so I thought you girls should have a picnic in the garden. If you go to the kitchen, Louise, Marie will tell you what to take.’

Without a word, Louise hooked her arm round Stella’s and left the room. They went to the kitchen where Marie was dishing up a roast chicken. ‘Ici votre déjeuner.’

On a tray there was some cold ham, a baguette, a piece of Brie and some fruit. There was no wine, only a bottle of Pellegrino.

‘Bon appétit,’ Marie called, as Louise picked up the tray. They walked in the garden until they found some shade. Stella had been carrying the bottle to make the tray easier.

When they were settled Louise, humiliated and angry, managed to speak. ‘I’m so sorry. So awfully sorry, and ashamed.’ Tears came to her eyes. ‘There’s always been room for me round that bloody table, and they could easily have made room for one more.’

Stella handed her one of the paper napkins. ‘Perhaps she doesn’t like Jews.’ She said it lightly, but there seemed a desolate wealth of experience behind the remark that made Louise feel worse.

‘You’re my best friend, and my father knows that, and you’ve wasted a whole day of your holiday to help them. I feel so ashamed. Your family have always been so kind to me.’ There was a pause, and then, scarcely audibly, she said, ‘I hate feeling ashamed of my father. Him being so weak and giving in to her all the time. I hate it. And I hate her.’


‘Well, you can’t change either of them. All you can do is accept them as they are, and don’t let them hurt you.’

‘Easier said than done.’

‘Everything is like that.’

‘Tell you what, I’m going to get us a bottle of wine. Marie is sure to have some in the kitchen.’

‘Good thinking.’

How different families were, Stella thought, while Louise was away getting the wine. She frequently felt suffocated by her father’s curiosity about her work as a political journalist while spasmodically berating her for not having read medicine at university. And the aunts and her mother went on and on about boyfriends and marriage. But at least in their exasperating way they cared. Poor Louise had to put up with a weak father, an embittered mother, and that predatory, hostile stepmother.

‘There was a bottle of rosé in the fridge.’ Louise plonked herself down so that they were facing each other. ‘You should have started. I got two tomatoes as well.’

‘Actually,’ Stella said, as they began splitting the baguette, ‘it’s really nicer to have you to myself. This is a sight better than sitting in our baking little flat. London was a stew when I left.’

‘I know. It’s because all the windows face south, and there’s not a tree anywhere.’ She was chattering because she recognised Stella’s tact and was afraid it might start her crying again.

‘Have you heard from Joseph?’

‘He hardly ever writes letters. It’s funny to think he’s just a few miles away.’

‘Really? Where?’

‘A place called Cap Ferrat.’ A playground of the very rich, she thought. ‘Of course, I can’t write to him there – in London, I can write to his office. He spends six weeks there with his family and lots of friends, and then he comes back all brown and guilty, and I try to be horrible to him about it but I never pull it off.’

‘Well, I don’t know about the guilty part, but you’ve certainly got the brown. You’ve gone a beautiful colour, my dear, but don’t overdo it. You’d be surprised at the number of old lizards there are on the beaches round here. Trembling old things with dark, wrinkly skin the colour of conkers.’

They both examined their bodies. Louise was wearing an extremely short pair of shorts of a brilliant blue and a bikini top: the clothes showed off her golden-tanned frame – bony shoulders, a flat, concave belly, long slender legs and toenails painted the palest pink. She was certainly beautiful, Stella thought, with a pang of envy. Her own body was none of those things. It was as though someone had made and then compressed her, so that her neck was too short, her waist too near her breasts, her thighs and calves making for legs that could only be described as stumpy. And lying in the sun gave her a rash.

But her face made up for much of this: her wonderful hair, which was black and curled all over her head, her high cheekbones above which her grey-green eyes sparkled with curiosity and intelligence, and the mole that was set so well below her small but expressive mouth. She wore spectacles much of the time – couldn’t read without them – but the moment she took them off she appeared much younger and more vulnerable. ‘I sweat so much,’ she said, as she became aware of Louise looking at her. ‘Especially on my scalp.’ She smiled apologetically.

The talk moved on to what they were reading. Louise told her about Caterina Sforza, and Stella told her about the Florentine lady who had gone to France to marry the king and brought her cooks with her. ‘It changed French cooking for ever.’

‘How? By poisoning people?’

‘No. Well, she may have poisoned the odd person, but what happened was she taught the French that sauces were meant to bring out the flavour of whatever they were eating, whereas before they’d simply used sauces to cover up the taste of rotting meat.’

‘Are you reading about that, then? What an amazing—’

But Stella interrupted her: ‘I read it somewhere ages ago. No, I’m on Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy. My father was so incensed I hadn’t read it that he sent a messenger to the flat with a copy. Louise, I think I’ll have to go now. I must catch the train back in time for dinner. I’d better see your father to give him the money.’

So they piled up the tray and went back to the house. It was breathlessly hot, and the house was quiet as most of its occupants were having a siesta. Her father was snoozing in a chair in the salon. ‘Sorry, darling. I must have dropped off.’

‘Stella has brought you the money.’ She stood unforgivingly before him – willing him to be Dad-without-Diana. He was.

‘It’s extremely kind of you to come all this way. I’m most awfully grateful to you. Do you know how much it is? So that I can write a cheque – if that’s all right with your family?’

‘It’s the equivalent of five hundred pounds. And a cheque should be made out to my father. He’s Dr Nathan Rose.’

‘Right.’ He picked up his cheque book, which he had put in readiness on the table in front of him. ‘Could I also have his address? I should like to write and thank him.’

‘I’ve got his address, Dad. Stella’s got to go now to catch her train back.’

‘Well, at least let me drive you to the station.’

It was all right. He was being her charming, attractive father.

He put Stella in the front of the car and during the drive talked to her constantly, asking her about her holiday, inviting them both to dinner at his club in the autumn. At the station he walked with them both to the platform where the little train was already waiting. He shook hands with Stella, then leaned forward and kissed her cheek. ‘You’ve saved my bacon. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful I am. Please tell your family, won’t you?’

‘I will.’

She and Louise hugged. ‘See you at Mon Débris.’

‘Is that what you call your flat?’ he asked, when they were back in the car.

‘Yes. It does suit it rather.’

‘Are you short of furniture and things like that?’

‘Well, not really. We’ve got the basic stuff. Stella’s father gave her things.’

‘What could I give you?’

‘Well …’ She told him about their gas cooker, purchased for two pounds ten, but it had a hole in the oven door, and brown paper pasted over it didn’t last. ‘So we need to get a new one, a new second-hand one, I mean.’

‘I’ll see to that, darling.’ He squeezed her hand.

Later, he said, ‘Sorry about lunch. The thing is that Diana isn’t herself. Change of life or something.’

‘Oh.’ Louise made a resolution that when she got it – which wouldn’t be for years and years – she would be especially nice to everyone; it wouldn’t be an excuse.

‘How’s your love life?’ he asked, as they reached the villa.

‘It’s the same,’ she said. ‘It’s fine.’ But as she said it, she knew somehow that these two things were incompatible. ‘He goes away for ages in summer, to the south of France, as a matter of fact, and he hardly ever writes letters. I feel a bit blue then.’

‘Good thing you’re with us,’ he answered heartily. He hardly noticed anything, Louise thought.

‘I’m afraid that being a mistress is much more difficult than having one,’ he said. So he must have noticed some things, she realised.

Ten days later she was taken to the airport at Nice to fly home. ‘Dumped’ was her word for it. Diana simply didn’t want a repeat of two nights in hotels with costly meals, and said there really wasn’t enough room in the back for Susan, all their luggage and Louise. Her father gave her some money to buy scent at the airport, and she found her favourite, Bellodgia by Caron, and that made up for quite a lot.

On the plane she made a number of negative resolutions: never to have another holiday with Diana, never to go to dinner at their house, only to see Dad without her. They all seemed quite sensible, but they made her feel sad.




RACHEL AND SID

‘Eileen wants to know if you would like lunch in the garden.’

‘Would you?’

‘If you would.’

‘All right, whatever you say.’

She had been writing letters all that morning, all the week since the funeral, writing and often crying. So many people had written, she said, either saying what a lovely funeral it had been, or how sorry they were that they had not been able to come. She felt she must answer them all, but it had taken its toll, Sid thought, almost angrily. Her face was still pale and ravaged by grief and lack of sleep. Fresh air would be good for her, and after lunch she might be persuaded to rest. After tea, they might go for a walk. Sid was still feeling pretty ropey herself, but she’d finished the marvellous pills and was sure she was getting better. She must get better, if only to stop Rachel looking after her and worrying.

It was another beautiful day, the air full of lavender and bees and roses. The butterflies had come for the buddleia, which was only just starting. It could all be so idyllic if only …

Lunch was cold chicken and salad and raspberries, and each coaxed the other to eat well – to little avail. But Sid did manage to get a glass of sherry down Rachel, which had some effect. She longed to discuss their future, but Rachel was distracted, considering the desires of her brothers about Home Place, and much of their conversation was about that. Hugh definitely wanted them to keep the house, and Rupert had finally decided that he did as well. Edward was clear that he didn’t, and there had been talk about his simply passing his share to the rest of them. Rachel had been left a little money by her mother that had come to her on her marriage and been safely and dully invested in Cazalets’ to provide an income of four hundred a year. Otherwise, she had been left a large number of shares in the firm, which also produced an income. The Brig had left furniture and effects to the Duchy for her lifetime, thereafter to be divided into four parts for each child. Rachel seemed to have no idea how much money she had, and clearly did not care. Sid, on the other hand, owned the lease on her little house in St John’s Wood, and had a small pension from the school where she had taught all her life.

There was no comparison. They had been through so much, and apart when they had wanted to be together, that it seemed only fair that now they should subside into tranquillity, a safe harbour of some kind where there need be no deceit, no charade about aching desire professing mere affection. Although, in their case, affection was the breath of love. It was affection that had enabled Sid to be patient, to be gentle, to treasure those first faltering assurances that Rachel had felt able to give: ‘I’d rather be with you than anyone in the world’, said in a tea shop in Hastings on one of the few occasions when she had lured Rachel from family duties. But that had been either before the war or when it had just begun, and there had been years after that of longing and frustration, during which she had been unfaithful with that needy girl Thelma. She and Rachel had been brought up so differently: Rachel to believe in her duties as a daughter, an unmarried aunt, to think nothing of herself, never for one moment to consider herself interesting, or attractive, her opinions – when she had any – meshing completely with what she felt was expected of her, on and on like that; it had been pathetic and sometimes irritating. Sid had been brought up virtually as head of her small family: a father dead when she was still a child, a mother wanting all the time to be told what to do, and a younger sister envious of her talent as a musician, and heartless with their mother. Money had always been short; she had always had to supplement her mother’s pension, to try to find her sister jobs, to live with her and deal with her day-to-day jealousies. It was because of all this that Sid had had to renounce playing in an orchestra for a regular job teaching in a girls’ school, supplemented by private lessons. All this had lent authority of a certain kind so she had taken to wearing mannish versions of women’s clothes: the tweed skirts, the thick woollen stockings, the shirt with a tie, hair cut as short as a man’s.

Her face, which had never known any emollient, had settled to a weatherbeaten uniformity: she looked as though she had spent much of her life in a high wind, or at sea. Only her lively pale brown eyes had never changed, and when she smiled, she charmed.

‘It would be so sad for the children if we gave up the house.’ This was the kind of thing Rachel said when she wanted to stop talking about it.

They had finished lunch, and Sid had lit their cigarettes with the pretty tortoiseshell lighter that Rachel had given her for her last birthday. ‘You know what I’d like, darling.’

Rachel had been lying back in her basket chair, but now sat up. ‘What?’

‘I’d like to take you away somewhere for a quiet holiday. The Lake District, or anywhere you would like to go.’ Then she added, with some cunning, ‘I feel the need for something of the sort. To throw off this bug for good and all.’

She saw that this was having some effect. A flurry of little frowns puckered Rachel’s face; she bit her lip and looked at her anxiously. ‘How awful! Of course we must have a holiday – you need one. It really is bad to have a reputation for thinking of others and then not doing anything about it.’ She actually nearly smiled as she said that. ‘Where would you like to go, my darling?’

Sid wanted to get up and throw her arms round Rachel, but at that moment Eileen appeared with the trolley to remove the lunch.

‘That was delicious,’ Rachel said. ‘Will you tell Mrs Tonbridge?’ And Eileen said that she would. ‘I ought to find out when the children want to come before we make any plans.’

Oh, Lord! Sid thought. If I’m not careful she’ll say she can’t go because of the family. ‘They always come with parents,’ she said carefully, ‘and they know the whole place inside and out. I’m sure you could leave it to them to sort things out.’

‘Well, I’ll have to ask them.’

‘Of course you will. And now, my dearest, it’s time for you to have a snooze. Do you want it out here, or do you want to go to bed?’

‘I think out here.’

When Sid had fetched the rug and tucked her up, Rachel said, ‘We need to pick the sweet peas. You haven’t forgotten?’ Every evening, since her mother’s burial, Rachel had picked a fresh bunch of the Duchy’s favourite flowers and taken them to her grave.

‘Of course I haven’t. We’ll pick them after tea and I’ll come with you.’ She stooped to kiss Rachel’s forehead. ‘I’m for my bed. I’ll wake you at teatime.’

I’m almost back to square one, Sid thought sadly. She had spent one night in bed with Rachel during the last week, and Rachel had clung to her and wept and sobbed in her arms, until, eventually, she had cried herself out and fallen asleep. Physical contact of any other kind had been clearly out of the question.

When we go away, she thought, if we go away, things will get back to how they were before. It is simply a question of patience and love. Although why either of those things should be regarded as simple was not clear to her at all.




POLLY AND GERALD

‘If we sold another picture, we could.’

‘We can’t keep selling pictures.’ His newly filled pipe had gone out, and he examined it despondently.

‘We don’t keep selling them. We’ve only sold six, one for each of the children and three to make our bit of the house comfortable. You wanted to give each of the children the proceeds of a Turner, and we needed to make the house OK to live in. But none of that means any income. If we did up one or two of the big reception rooms, we could do weddings and birthday parties.’

He muttered something about not wanting people tramping all over the house, and she simply looked at him and started laughing, so he laughed as well.

‘Oh, Poll! How do you put up with me? Of course they wouldn’t be tramping, and it wouldn’t be all over the house. But do you honestly think that people would want to have their wedding party here?’

‘Yes. Most people hire somewhere for that. I’ve made a rough plan of what we’d need to do.’

‘You have? You’ve thought it all out. Darling, you are a marvel. How do you manage it?’

‘Well, with Nan hounding me to put my feet up every day, it was something to do.’

She was lying on the yellow sofa, wearing her peacock-blue kaftan with her small white bare feet crossed at the ankles. It was evening and the room was suffused with violet shadowy light, excepting the lamp at her end of the sofa, which illuminated her hair. She looked, he thought, like a charming French painting.

‘I’ll just read you what I thought and you say what you think. We could use the big drawing room and the old library that leads off it for receptions. The old morning room could be turned into a kitchen or at least somewhere for the caterers to put their stuff. The dining room could have all the food and drink in it. We’d have to put some lavatories in, but if we do them on the north side, that fits with the plumbing. The guests could come in through the old front door. That’s about it, really, but of course we’d have to get Mr Cossey to come and see what it would cost. What do you think?’

Of course he thought it was an amazing idea, but he still wasn’t sure how many people would actually want to hire the place and what he and Polly might charge. Also, what about a car park, and facilities for the bride to change before going away?

They could park in the forecourt, she said, but he was quite right about having a place for the bride to change. ‘We might be able to use that funny little room where Nan gave us our first lunch.’

‘Supposing by a staggering chance that it’s not raining or icy cold, won’t they want to have drinks, et cetera, outside?’

‘Oh dear, of course they would. But the garden’s a wreck on that side of the house. We’d have to sort all that.’ She sighed, then yawned.

‘It’s time for bed,’ he said. ‘I’m going to put a cloth on the parrot’s cage.’ He had once called her pretty Polly and she had said she certainly wasn’t a parrot any more than he was a frog.

He helped her off the sofa and they went upstairs holding hands.

‘I warn you, I’m getting fatter by the day.’

‘Of course you are. We want a full-grown baby …’

Later, when they were lying side by side, he murmured, ‘The parrot and the frog. It sounds like some ghastly craft shop kept by amateurs. Or a horribly twee story for kiddiwinks.’

‘But it’s all right for us – so long as it’s private.’

‘It is,’ he said. ‘All the best things about us are private.’ He put his hand on her neck and turned her to face him. ‘I’ve just thought of another private thing. How would you feel about that?’

‘Happy to oblige.’

But when he had finished kissing her, he said, ‘No – not tonight, Josephine. You’re whacked. You needn’t be so accommodating, sweetheart. I love you quite enough to be happy simply to have middle mornings with you.’

‘Oh, I do hope not. After a month or two of that, I should begin to feel rather left out.’

‘Spoons?’

‘Spoons.’

She turned on her side away from him and he put an arm round her. They went to sleep holding hands.




HUGH AND JEMIMA

‘She’s agreed to divorce him. Apparently, she agreed over a year ago, and it’s reached the decree absolute. And he’s said nothing about it.’

‘I suppose he just thought that you would try to argue him out of it. After all, Polly said that she’s had two of his children. You can’t really blame her for wanting to be married to their father.’

They were having supper on the small terrace outside the basement kitchen. Jemima’s boys, Henry and Tom, were playing Monopoly in the drawing room, and Laura had been put to bed. An afternoon at the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens ‘helping’ Tom and Henry sail their boats had over-tired her, and she had cried at tea owing to an absence of Marmite sandwiches. But Marmite, to Jemima, smacked too much of the years of rationing, and she always tried to make the children’s teas more varied and nourishing. The boys ate everything and always wanted more, like happy dogs, she thought, but Laura liked things to stay as they had always been, with the disastrous exception of the Kit-E-Kat: Laura adored Riley, the cat that Hugh had bought her, and was found trying to feed him and eating all the bits he scorned.

‘I really love his food,’ she had said, licking her greasy fingers, which she then wiped on her spattered frock.

‘How did you stop her?’ Hugh had said, laughing. Everything his daughter did amused and delighted him.

‘I told her that it was very unkind to Riley. I said he had to have special food because of his fur. She stopped after that but, as usual, she had the last word.’

‘Which was?’

‘Oh, that she wouldn’t at all mind growing fur all over her body and then she wouldn’t have to wear clothes.’

‘She’d make a wonderful cat.’

‘I told her you would be miserable if she turned into one.’

Why are we having a light-hearted conversation? Jemima thought, as she removed the plates of fish and salad and fetched the raspberries. I know his head is bad, and he’s awfully upset about Edward and worried about Simon not wanting to be in the firm – not seeming to want anything – and, of course, and probably worst of all, his mother dying. For a moment she thought of the funeral – the church full of flowers, and practically all the family, and Myra Hess coming, quite unexpectedly, to play ‘Jesu Joy of Man’s Desiring’ on the awful little upright piano. That was almost the best part; all the Duchy’s children had been so touched and delighted.

Afterwards, they’d all gone back to Home Place where Mrs Tonbridge had made a wonderful spread before attending the service, and an atmosphere of wary jollity had been upheld. All three brothers had made little eulogies in the church. It had been a good send-off. The smaller grandchildren had been left at Home Place – in Polly’s case, at home with her husband. But Teddy and Simon, Louise, Clary and Archie, with Harriet and Bertie, who had had many happy holidays thanks to the Duchy, Zoë with Juliet, Lydia, who had managed a day off from her repertory company, had all come. Only Roland had been absent, as Villy had refused her invitation on the grounds that she didn’t want to see Edward, and she wouldn’t let Roland go without her. Really, Jemima now considered, she had been afraid of meeting Diana, who had mercifully stayed away.

It was odd, she thought, how being content – no, happy – with her own life (Hugh was the most caring and loving husband anyone could have) made her anxious about everyone else. No, that wasn’t – as most things are not – entirely true: her boys (her twins) had accepted the new situation with astonishing ease, no jealousy of their new stepfather, no discomfort about no longer being the centre of her life. They had relished having a father, in fact, and he had been a very good one. They had also been resigned to Laura, first a boring baby and chronically a girl. ‘I suppose, Mum, there’s no hope that she might change – you know, grow into being a boy?’ But, disabused of this idea, they had settled down to her being endlessly rotten at catching a ball, having to be read the same soppy stories again and again, and not really understanding the rules of Monopoly or Racing Demon. They were certainly helped in this by her total, uncritical admiration for everything they did.

No, it was Simon she worried about. He was thirty now, but in many ways he seemed older than that. He had always been withdrawn, silent most of the time, an onlooker. He seemed not to have made any friends at either of the schools Hugh had sent him to or after he had left, and his dutiful letters home told them nothing. Apparently his school reports had been blandly noncommittal, excepting for his music master, who said that he had a talent to which he should pay more attention. Recently he had expressed a wish to stay with Polly – the only person, she had noticed, at the funeral to whom he seemed visibly attached. So that had been arranged and he had stayed almost a month with her.

Then he had asked if he might spend a week at Home Place, and Rachel had said of course he could. ‘After all, it has been his home for most of his life,’ she’d added. But he must have heard talk of the house being given up now and Jemima guessed that this must disturb him.

She wouldn’t talk to Hugh about it this evening: it would only upset him even more. But when she had finally assembled the tray with the fruit and the cheese, Hugh said that he was getting bitten by midges or something, could they finish the meal indoors?

He helped her as much as he could, clearing the supper table (it was astonishing what he could do with one hand), and they settled in the kitchen in a peaceable silence, broken by his suddenly asking whether she wanted another baby. At the same moment she became aware of the twins standing on the bottom step of the basement stairs.

‘We came down very quietly so as not to frighten you,’ Tom said, not meaning it at all.

‘It’s time you were in bed.’

‘We know that. The thing is we don’t think we’ll sleep much as we’re so hungry.’ Henry smiled engagingly.

‘You had an enormous supper.’

‘We had a perfectly ordinary supper ages ago. You shouldn’t exaggerate, Mum. Anyhow, now we’re both starving.’

‘It was only fish pie, and we don’t count fish much as food.’

‘And raspberries and cream are jolly nice, but you can’t count fruit as real food either.’

‘What would be real?’ Hugh had lit a cigarette, and the question was asked in a friendly non-combative manner.

‘Well, what we’d like now—’

‘Need now,’ his brother interrupted, ‘would be something like bacon and eggs.’

‘Or a smelly cheese sandwich, which would be less trouble.’ Tom had spotted the Brie on the table.

‘We could make it ourselves, Mum.’

Hugh looked at Jemima, who shrugged. ‘OK. You win. Only bring me the bread and the bread board. You always make a mess of the loaf.’

While the sandwiches were being made, Henry said, ‘You know, we actually need these because we’re growing so much. You need more food when you’re doing that.’

This was true. They already topped her by a head.

‘If we feed you like this, about six meals a day,’ Hugh said, ‘you’ll end up being nine feet tall.’

This delighted them. ‘We could be in a circus as the tallest people in England.’

‘The world, probably.’

Practically all conversations were carried out with both of them at once.

‘Now take your food upstairs to your room, and don’t wake Laura.’

‘Wake Laura? You must be mad, Mum. We don’t want to start hearing about her soppy bear. Of course we won’t wake her.’

‘It’s good she goes to bed earlier than we do: it gives us a bit of grown-up time without her spoiling it.’

Perfunctory hugs and they were gone.

‘Peace,’ she said. Hugh stretched out his good hand across the table. ‘You have such exceptionally nice children, I just thought you might want more of them.’

‘Do you?’

‘I want what you want.’

‘Oh, but past that!’ He had such kind eyes that it was difficult to find the true person behind them. ‘I mean, are you secretly wishing for them, or longing for me to feel the same? You remember we had a pact not to conceal things from each other? Well, I feel that you’re beginning to do that. I want to know what you think, not what you think I want you to think.’

There was what seemed to Jemima a very long silence. He had withdrawn his hand, rubbing it now across his head, and seeing this, she said, ‘Darling Hugh, let’s talk about it tomorrow.’

‘No. I wasn’t concealing anything from you. The truth is that I don’t know. Of course if we had another I would love it. But I’m not sure I could bear you going through all that again. When you had Laura, my chief fear was that I might lose you.’

There was another silence during which they both remembered the prolonged and agonising labour into which she had gone so lightly. ‘I had the twins quite easily, darling, and we know there’s only one this time,’ she had said. She knew that Sybil had lost Wills’ twin and that it had left an enduring mark. But hours had passed, and he had had to watch her strength and courage ebbing away …

Twenty-four hours later, Laura had joined them, bloodied, crying – and perfect. But it had been an ordeal for both of them. Custom had changed. He had not witnessed Sybil’s labour, but with Jemima he had been present throughout. During those hours he had been beset by the nightmare of her not surviving, of possibly being left with a new-born baby, and her own children orphaned. When they were alone, while the baby was being bathed, he had held her hand with a small rocking movement. Though he was smiling, tears had streamed from his eyes – the relief had overwhelmed him.

‘I think,’ he said now, with difficulty, ‘that I’m content to stay as we are. But only if you feel the same. Laura has enough cousins. She doesn’t need a sibling. There.’

‘There,’ she repeated. She got up from the table and began to clear it of food. ‘Better get on with this before they come down wanting another giant snack. You’re so sweet to them, Hugh. They’re nearly as lucky to have you as I am. No, you go on up, this won’t take me a minute.’

‘What does “there” mean?’

‘It means I agree with you.’

‘I thought it did. Just wanted to make sure.’




SIMON, POLLY AND GERALD

He’d got through absolutely awful homesickness at his prep school, but when he’d had to go on to Radley, his public school, it had started all over again. One got used to muffled sobbing in the dorms at night but, except for the inevitable bullying, nobody said anything. It wouldn’t have been good form – a mysterious state that seemed to involve a whole lot of things one didn’t do or say. At home (Home Place) he had early learned that his mother dying had upset his father, and Polly and Wills – but how could Wills be upset – he couldn’t remember her at all. Funnily enough, though, he’d told Simon he did remember feeling hopelessly sad – and you couldn’t talk to anyone about that because they would simply think you were odd. The one great thing Simon had learned from his schools was never to stand out. Be as much like everyone else as you possibly could. Now he wondered whether that applied to the rest of life, too. Because trying to be like everyone else was not only tiring but dull. He had noticed recently that he was bored nearly all the time. Dad and Jemima were quite kind – well, very kind, really – considering he was an outsider: the twins had their own life and Laura was just a small girl. The house in Ladbroke Grove had never been much like home, not like Home Place.

The only house Simon liked to be in was Fakenham Hall because it had Polly in it. He loved her more than anyone else, and because of her, he had even felt quite good about Gerald, who had never asked him those awful stock questions like was he at university, and what did he want to be after that.

He had spent a month with them: Neville didn’t need him and they were not going away anywhere because Polly had started another baby. They had decided to spruce up part of their huge, rambling garden, which meant rooting up a whole lot of half-dead shrubs and burning them. They hadn’t asked him to help, but he did, and found that he enjoyed it. When the weather was bad, he played the old Broadwood piano that lived in one of the unused rooms. It had a satinwood case and was badly out of tune, but he could play it without anyone being there. Polly got a piano tuner to come and tune it for him, and he had secretly started to compose a piano sonata, which he was going to dedicate to her when he had finished it. But mostly it was a hot, sunny August and he had found that he no longer wanted to stay in bed in the mornings because he wouldn’t know what on earth to do if he got up. Gerald had a book on gardening and together they started to take cuttings from the worn-out parterre of box, and then – more wildly – of various other shrubs. In between they had picnic lunches made by Polly and their old Nan – lovely food, cold sausage sandwiches and apple turnovers and figs and grapes from the crumbling greenhouses, with cider, and lemonade made by Polly. The children joined them for this, and once, afterwards, Eliza and Jane had insisted that they should all go and watch them practising for the gymkhana, their first.

And Andrew had cried because he hadn’t got his own pony. ‘But it would be no good, Andrew,’ Jane said, and Eliza chimed in, ‘There simply isn’t a pony small enough for you to ride.’

And Gerald had immediately said, ‘I’m a very small pony, you can ride me.’ He had cantered about the field with Andrew on his back – done the bending poles and even attempted one of the small jumps. By then he was the colour of a tomato and completely out of breath, and Andrew was laughing in triumph, and begged to do it again, but Polly had said that was enough, and that Gerald was closed until well after tea.

‘Closed? Like a shop, do you mean?’

‘Just like one.’

‘I don’t think people close like shops, Mummy.’

She was sitting with her back against the shady oak, and Gerald had cast himself on the ground beside her. On inspiration, Simon had got his pen and written ‘CLOSED’ on a paper napkin and laid it on Gerald’s chest.

‘We can’t read that word,’ Jane said. ‘We only read short words.’

‘It says “Closed”, and you could read it if you tried.’

‘I can read it,’ Andrew said. ‘It says “Closed”. I can read any word if I want to.’

In the end Simon offered to take the girls to unsaddle their fat, sweating ponies and turn them out into their paddock, and Andrew insisted on going with him. This earned him grateful smiles from the parents. ‘I think we’ll all knock off until five,’ Gerald had said. ‘It’ll be cooler then.’

He had no sooner helped the little girls divest Buttercup and Bluebell of their saddles and opened the gate to the paddock, when Nan appeared, saying it was high time for the children’s nap. There was a token clamour about this, the twins saying that Andrew should go first – ‘He ought to have a longer rest than us.’

‘You get those bridles off quick and come into the house. I’m not standing for any more of that palaver again. You’ll do as you’re told.’ She watched while the tack was slipped off and the ponies trotted out of reach into the paddock. Then they all followed her meekly to the kitchen door – Andrew, whom he had prised off the paddock gate, firmly held by her hand. ‘You can tell her ladyship that I’ve got them, and she should go and put her feet up.’

He said he would, but when he got back to them they were lying, hand in hand, asleep. He wanted to clear up the picnic, to start another bonfire, to root out another barrowload of weeds – he wanted, in fact, to astound them with his usefulness, to become someone they couldn’t do without, so that he could stay there for ever …

Simon realised, then, that he wasn’t – hadn’t been – bored for weeks. He loved the gardening work but, above all, he loved being treated as an equal by Poll and Gerald. They had discussed their plans for turning the ugly old house into a place for weddings and other events with him, asking him what he thought, and thanking him if he had the smallest idea for their project. They treated him as a grown-up member of their family. Which, in a way, he was. And if they were really going to let parts of the house out for parties, there would surely be a lot of jobs that he could do. He decided to have a serious talk with Poll about it, and meanwhile he would try to get on with his piece of music. He thought then, suddenly, of the Duchy. She would have been interested in his music, although – naturally – she would have noticed that he was nowhere near as good as the Three Bs, as she called them. This had made him wonder whether you could only get really good at something if you did it to the exclusion of anything else. That knocked out his becoming a composer because he certainly didn’t want to spend his whole life glued to a piano and struggling with his awful hand on manuscript paper. Yes, he certainly must have a good talk with Poll, and see what she thought. Without Gerald there, though, he added to himself: he could only talk about something so serious as his whole future with one person at a time.




EDWARD AND DIANA

She had certainly pulled all the stops out. Once they were back from France, she had got in touch with a whole clutch of agents, and stuff about houses had poured through the letterbox every morning. He had only stipulated that the place must be within reasonable distance from London as he was going to have to commute.

Hugh had suggested that he go to Southampton to run the wharf there, but he suspected that this was simply Hugh trying to get him out of the way to avoid the ceaseless arguments about capital, income and, of course, the bank. The worsening relationship with his brother, to whom he had always been so close, cut him to the heart. He knew that Diana came into this: Hugh maintained (in Edward’s view) a totally unreasoning prejudice. He had made no effort with her at all, refused – with transparent excuses – to dine with them, and never invited them to Ladbroke Grove. Bang went their quiet evenings of chess or bridge. They met occasionally for lunch at one of their clubs, but chiefly in the office, where constant interruptions seemed to mean that they went over the old ground again and again, without ever venturing beyond it. Supposing the bank ceased to wear their steadily increasing overdraft (him); what a dangerous difference it would make to their books if Southampton was to go (Hugh), and if they were to hang on to Southampton, who should be put in to run it? He was of the opinion that McIver was the best candidate: he’d been with them for thirty years now – hadn’t been called up due to poor eyesight – and worked his way up from office boy in Great Uncle Walter’s time to managing one of the London sawmills. But Hugh had insisted that the place must be run by a Cazalet. Which would mean Rupert, who, bless his heart, was not cut out for running anything, or Teddy, who, though promising, was not really experienced enough.

‘We’re nearly there, darling. Slow down a bit, it’s a very small turning.’

With a jolt, with relief, he was back in the present – always his best place. They were going to look at a house just outside Hawkhurst, and Diana had the agent’s instructions on her lap.

‘Now! This is it. There it is!’

It stood on a small eminence above them, a rectangular stone house with a slate roof, and a portico with two stone pillars each side of the front door. It was in what might once have been its small park, but was now let to farmers for grazing. He stopped the car for a moment so that they could look at it from afar. A plain house that had a kind of mini-grandeur about it that he knew she would love.

‘It looks marvellous. I can’t wait to see inside.’

She had been very excited ever since she had been sent the particulars, and this had made her more affectionate to him than she had been since before they’d gone to France. He squeezed her knee. ‘Off we go, then.’

It was a balmy September morning – the trees turning but still well leafed. They pulled into a narrow drive that had an open gate marked ‘Park House’. Mr Armitage, the agent, was already there, his bicycle propped against the porch. He was happy to show them round, he said, but most clients liked a first viewing on their own. Just give him a shout if they wanted him. He unlocked the front door and went to sit on the shallow stone steps that led up to it.

‘He looks as though he’s got a hell of a hangover,’ Edward said, and Diana answered, ‘He probably hates working on Saturday mornings.’

The house was empty, which Diana said she liked. The wallpaper was marked where pictures had hung, soot had fallen in the grates of the pretty fireplaces and paint had blistered on the shutters; there were a large number of prosperous spiders’ webs everywhere, the bathrooms both had green stains from dripping taps and the kitchen showed signs of mice. They saw it all: the bedrooms that were graded from the front of the house – grand then gradually becoming more and more spartan as they reached the back – the drawing room that had a double aspect, its large bow window looking out onto a walled garden, the dining room, with its serving hatch to the kitchen, the stone-floored larder, with its marble slabs and ancient flypapers studded with bluebottles, the ice-cold scullery and store room, and, at the very back, a dank little lavatory for servants.

‘Oh, darling! It’s perfect! Don’t you think so? And a walled garden. All my life I’ve yearned for one.’ She turned to him, her lovely hyacinth eyes glowing with excitement and pleasure.

‘If you’re sure you want it, darling.’

‘Oh, I do. And you do too, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do. And if you want it, it’s yours.’

She flung her arms round his neck. ‘Our house! Our first real house.’ She kissed him, and all his earliest feelings for her returned. He’d got the old Diana back.




PART FOUR

DECEMBER 1956–JANUARY 1957




HOME PLACE

‘“O Pears” indeed! I can’t think for the life of me why they call them that. More trouble than they’re worth if you ask me.’

The trouble was, Tonbridge thought, that nobody was asking her. If you asked Mabel for anything, she would give it to you, whether it was a rock cake or a piece of advice – her mind, she called the latter. He wondered whether he might be so bold as to bring up the subject with Miss Rachel, and decided that he would have to wait until the right occasion presented itself. Which meant, he secretly knew, that nothing would induce him to bring it up at all.

He did his best to help. This morning, he had brought in the wood for the fires – the small ration of coal had gone by Boxing Day, if not the coke for the kitchen range. He had gone to Battle to fetch the meat and groceries, brought in the potatoes and onions that McAlpine had dug up, and fetched Miss Sidney’s prescription from the chemist. Then it was time for a break before the family’s lunch, which had been laid by Eileen – the dining room for the grown-ups, and the hall for the children and O Pears, two foreign girls, who had washed up breakfast, breaking two cups and a jug, and were now rather sulkily making the beds. It was Miss Rachel who had hired them; and she said it had been explained to them that they were required to lend a hand to anything that was needed. But they had to have a lot of time off, to learn English, and they seemed to spend most of that washing their hair, painting their nails and complaining of being cold.

The house was overflowing. In the old days one family, at least, would have been in Manor Farm, the place down the road, but it had been let. He counted them now. Mr and Mrs Hugh, with her two boys, the little girl and, of course, young Mr William. Mr and Mrs Rupert with Miss Juliet and the little boy with that rat. Mr Lestrange and Miss Clary, with their two children. And, of course, Miss Rachel and her friend Miss Sidney. It was a good thing that Mr Edward and the new Mrs Edward were staying in their own house with their lot, and Lady Fakenham likewise. Well, there simply wasn’t room for them, although Mr Edward had brought some of the family over for Boxing Day tea. Mabel was a wonder, the way she went on producing meals for everyone, but her feet were something awful in the evenings now. He had to admit that the ladies all helped, though. Not like the old days. You’d never have caught Mrs Senior or Miss Rachel with a Hoover. Then there had been a proper staff, and ladies had simply sewed or gone for walks, played tennis and had afternoon rests – except for Mrs Senior, who couldn’t keep out of the garden.

Better get going. He swallowed the last piece of cheese tart, brushed the crumbs off his trousers, and passed some wind before leaving the snug little room adjoining the kitchen that had always been Mabel’s (many a nervous snack he’d had there, with him explaining the state of the world about which she, being a woman, knew very little …).

In the kitchen he found Mr Rupert’s little boy asking what was for lunch.

Macaroni cheese and treacle sponge, she told him. She was beating up the sponge mixture in an enormous bowl.

‘Oh, good! I love treacle sponge. The thing is,’ he had climbed onto a kitchen chair next to her, ‘I wonder if it would be all right for me to have a bit of cheese without the macaroni? Just a small bit?’ He was stroking her arm. ‘It’s not for me. I love macaroni cheese – it’s for Rivers.’

‘And who is he when he’s at home?’

‘He’s my friend. Actually, he’s a rat, but he’s not like most rats.’

‘Don’t you dare bring him into my kitchen.’

‘I won’t.’ He quietly thrust his hand down into the deep pocket inside which Rivers usually travelled and kept it there. ‘Just a small bit, and he doesn’t mind rind.’

He had got one knee on the table, and was holding her arm and looking up into her face. It was too much for her. She put down her spoon and went to the larder. While she was getting the cheese, he put his finger into the mixing bowl and scraped out a finger-load, which he quickly ate. It was delicious, almost nicer than when it was cooked.

She came back with a generous piece of Cheddar. ‘Now be off with you, and don’t you dare bring that creature anywhere near me.’

‘I promise. Thank you very much.’ He scrambled off the table and was gone.

‘Young monkey. The spitting image of Mr Rupert,’ she added, to excuse her softness with him.

‘You’d give anyone anything,’ he said fondly, which provoked her.

‘There are some things I can’t abide, and one of them is you standing over me when I’m working.’ A huge kirby-grip fell into the bowl. ‘Drat it! Now look what you’ve made me do!’

Injustice on this level was a serious warning sign. ‘I’m off to clean the car,’ he said, trying to sound offhand.

She sniffed. ‘You and your cars,’ she said. ‘Just don’t be late for your dinner. I don’t want to send one of them O Pears to get you.’ She had early ascertained that they posed no threat: he didn’t like women with no flesh on their bones.




THE FAMILY

Christmas had been a success, although it had begun with the smaller children in tears because they had woken much earlier than seven, which was the hour when they were permitted to open their stockings. This was worst in the large room called the linen cupboard room because it had an airing cupboard, faintly heated by the kitchen range, although beds were observed steaming on the rare occasions when a hot-water bottle was put into them. This room now contained the twins, Henry and Tom, in sleeping-bags on the floor, Harriet and Bertie – Clary’s two – Georgie, and, after much wrangling, Laura, on the understanding that it was for Christmas Eve only. She was told to do everything that Tom or Henry told her and, awed by having actually got her way, she solemnly agreed. The moment all the parents had left, Henry pulled his Monopoly board out from under the bed, switched on his and Tom’s torches and they started playing. No, the others couldn’t join in: there weren’t enough torches and, anyway, they were in the middle of a game. Laura started sobbing, but they threatened her with shouting for Jemima and her being returned to her bed in the parents’ room. Georgie was preoccupied with getting Rivers out of the cage and into his bed, but poor Harriet felt dreadfully left out. ‘I am eight,’ she kept saying, ‘and I’m perfectly able to play that game.’ Eventually she felt so tired with sadness that she pulled the bedclothes over her head and went to sleep.

Downstairs they were all dying to go to bed. Rachel had already gone up, followed by Sid. They had spent most of the day decorating the large tree. Long ago, the Brig had decreed that the tree should be live, and the Duchy that there should be real candles, ‘none of that vulgar nonsense with electric lights’. Zoë had carefully arranged presents around it, and the stockings – the long, thick ones used by the men for shooting and golf – were piled on one of the sofas, including a very small sock that she said was for Rivers. ‘Georgie specially asked,’ she said, blushing slightly. She was dotty about her son but didn’t want anyone to think she was. Rupert put his arm round her, and Archie said jolly good idea. It was decided that everyone should help in carting the stockings upstairs, but only two people were needed to put them at the ends of beds.

Clary had gone to sleep on the sofa. When Archie woke her, she said how much nicer it was being a child than a grown-up. ‘I used to lie in bed with my eyes tightly shut pretending to be asleep while you or Dad creaked about with my stocking.’

‘I bet you opened them the minute my back was turned.’

‘Certainly not! We were on our honour not to. So the only person who did was Neville. He said that when he promised his fingers were crossed so it didn’t count. He slithered out of everything.’

‘Bed,’ said Archie, so firmly that everyone got to their feet and picked up their share of stockings.

‘As the drawing room is out of bounds until after lunch, we’d better lock up.’ Hugh turned the key and gave it to Jemima.

I’ll do the big nursery,’ Zoë whispered. She wanted to make sure that Rivers’s sock was in a prominent position.

Jemima did her boys and Rupert did Juliet and Louise, and that, for the night, was that.

It was a short night for Jemima, because Laura was crying and had woken all the others.

‘She wants her stocking, but she can’t have it for another fifty-nine minutes. We’ve put it in the cupboard where she can’t get at it, and I’m timing her for seven, Mum.’ Henry and Tom were maddeningly self-righteous.

‘It won’t ever never be seven.’ Laura wept.

‘And now she’s woken up when I was having a nice good sleep,’ cried seven-year-old Bertie – only a year older than poor Laura.

‘How about you come to Mummy and Daddy’s room and have your stocking there?’

But this was no good at all. ‘I want my stocking with the grown-up children.’

‘Well, actually,’ Henry said, as kindly as he could, ‘we don’t really want you here at all.’

This upset Harriet. ‘But you’re her brothers! You can’t—’

‘Yes, of course we’re her brothers. But she’s very, very small. When she’s older, we’ll take her to the zoo and nightclubs—’

Laura had stopped crying. ‘What are nightclubs?’

‘Clubs that go on at night, of course, stupid.’

‘Don’t call your sister stupid.’

‘But, Mum, she is S-T-U-P-I-D.’

‘Anyway, it’s forty-nine minutes now.’


‘Well, Laura, you have the choice of coming with me or staying and not crying any more. I strongly advise you come with me.’

‘I strongly advise no.’

‘All right. Boys, you behave yourselves.’

The silence after she had gone was momentary, and then the twins collapsed in fits of laughter. ‘Behave ourselves. We can’t behave other people. Honestly!’

Georgie, who had remained silent during the fracas, now beckoned silently to Laura to get into his bed. He had piled up his daytime clothes under the eiderdown to make a tent. The tent housed Rivers, who was busy unwrapping a very small parcel that he knew was cheese. His Christmas sock lay beside him. Georgie, whose kind heart extended well beyond rats, knew that watching Rivers having a lovely time would cheer Laura up and it did. By the time Rivers had explored – and in many cases eaten – the contents of the sock, cleaned his whiskers and paws and finally gone to sleep in his favourite position round Georgie’s neck, Henry and Tom had announced that it was seven o’clock.

Everybody scrambled for their stockings, but Laura wanted to have hers in bed with Georgie. ‘Just this once,’ he said. He didn’t want to be stuck with her the whole day. The presents were received with whoops of joy, but there were one or two disappointments. ‘A clockwork frog,’ Georgie exclaimed in disgust. ‘Surely they must have known I meant a real one!’

I’m really too old for this sort of thing.’ Juliet was sitting upright in bed, trying to look bored at the prospect of a stocking.

‘Are you? Well, I love them. Haven’t had one for ages.’ Louise was also sitting up and pulled her stocking towards her. She was wearing a white nightdress trimmed with blue chiffon. She looked like a film star, Juliet thought, with her long, golden hair streaming over her shoulders.

Juliet, who had insisted on pyjamas because her best friend wore them, now wished she had opted for a nightdress, too. But even that wouldn’t have changed her hair from reddish brown to golden. Her breasts, she could see, were larger than Louise’s: she wondered whether they were too large.

Louise was well into her stocking: tablets of Morny soap, a pretty silk scarf, a red leather pocket diary, a clutch of coloured linen handkerchiefs, a Mason Pearson hairbrush and a tube of hand cream had so far come to light.

‘Come on, Jules. If you don’t open your stocking, I will.’

Enough of adult indifference. She had been waiting to be told and, actually, she was longing to start. The beginning was not promising. ‘Pond’s Cold Cream! A pot of vanishing cream! And a tablet of boring old soap. Honestly! I’m not a baby!’

‘You’re bound to get some duds. I sort mine into two piles – good and no good.’

Things got better. A long, narrow box filled with neatly coiled silk-velvet hair ribbons in lovely unusual colours. A marcasite brooch in the shape of a butterfly.

‘Aunt Zoë’s got very good taste,’ Louise said. ‘Which is more than can be said of my mother.’

‘Has she got bad taste?’ Juliet was interested: she was not at all sure what bad taste actually was.

‘She hasn’t got any taste at all. You know, cream paint everywhere and wood-veneer pictures on the wall – that sort of thing.’ She was remembering Lansdowne Road. She hadn’t minded any of that at the time, but there had been other things … ‘Awful clothes. She used to make me wear bottle-green silk when I was eight and everyone else had pink and blue taffeta. And bronze stockings.’

‘Goodness! Poor you.’ She was longing to ask Louise all sorts of questions about her life, which, from what she had been told, was both tragic and exciting. She had been married (she remembered that); she had had a baby that lived with its father and stepmother. She had been divorced and now lived in a rackety flat with her best friend. She was a clothes model, which, next to being a film star, was the height of glamour – Juliet had boasted about it at school. Sharing a room with her was simply wonderful, but she had been told not to bother her with questions so she tried not to ask too many. ‘What shall we do with the no-good piles?’

‘Wrap them up and give them to the au pair girls. And perhaps the soaps to Mrs Tonbridge and Eileen.’

‘That’s a wizard idea.’

They dressed, and Louise very kindly tied back Juliet’s hair with one of her Christmas velvet ribbons.




NEVILLE AND SIMON

Neville had very nearly not gone down to Sussex at all. Having escaped Christmas Day on the grounds of work, he could easily have said that he had to work on Boxing Day as well. It was Simon who had stopped him.

‘You said that if I worked on Christmas Day you’d give me a lift to Home Place today.’

‘What’s to stop you going by train like other people?’

‘I don’t have any money.’


‘What happened to the bonus I gave you?’

‘I spent it on presents. It wasn’t nearly enough. Ten pounds! Anyway, you promised. And your dad will be very sad if you don’t go. So will Clary … Think of the lovely free meals,’ he urged, a moment later. ‘There’s always smoked salmon on Boxing Day, and fried Christmas pudding.’

Neville thought for a moment. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘To please you.’


Simon, who knew that Neville never did anything to please anyone but himself, avoided pointing this out. They were going; that was the thing.

It had turned much colder, with fitful sun, and when they got to Sevenoaks, it had begun to rain. By the time they reached Home Place there was a steady downpour. Most of the children were engrossed in an enormous jigsaw puzzle laid out on the hall floor. ‘It’s the Changing of the Guard. Awfully difficult, all red coats and black horses and masses of sky. Hello, Simon and Neville.’

‘I’m Uncle Neville to you. And to you, Harriet.’

‘Hello, then, Uncle Neville.’ She said it in a silly singsong voice, and the others joined in.

Just then Eileen, who had been picking her way round the puzzle on her journeys from kitchen to dining room, announced to the people in the drawing room that lunch was ready, and they filed out, locking the door behind them. They seemed both pleased and surprised to see Simon and Neville. ‘What about our presents?’ Simon said, after he had been kissed a good many times.

‘Presents are always in the drawing room.’

‘Well, I want to put mine there.’

‘I don’t need to do that because everything I’ve bought is for everyone. I thought it would be a good idea.’

Simon knew that Neville hadn’t bought anything: he’d simply wrapped all the things that rich clients had given him in newspaper – a side of smoked salmon, two boxes of extremely expensive chocolates, a bottle of champagne and another of apricot brandy, toilet waters from Floris and Penhaligon, a Smythson diary, a python-upholstered travelling clock and, finally, no fewer than six ties from Florence – he never wore a tie. All those expensive presents without his spending a penny, Simon thought enviously, as his own wretched contributions flitted through his mind: socks for Dad, a very small chiffon scarf for Jemima, a Mars Bar for Laura (then he had bought the same for each of the children), a little bottle that said ‘lavender water’ on the label but smelt of something quite different for Aunt Rachel … All of these things had come from Woolworths, and at that point his money had run out. Well, he would drown all these discomforts with cold turkey and all the delicious things that went with it. And when it got to New Year resolutions he would resolve to get frightfully rich and next year he would give everyone presents like fur coats and motor-cars, even the odd aeroplane or two, and they would all be amazed and he would be everyone’s favourite person. He went into lunch feeling quite cheerful. It was lovely knowing exactly how everything was going to turn out when they were reassuring things like a Christmas-time feast.

It would be the same old things – like getting the day-old drumstick of the turkey and trying to hide the chestnut stuffing and there not being enough bread sauce and the children all talking about their wretched presents and Laura crying because her Red Indian feather headdress fell into her plate (last year it had been a gold-paper crown with pretend jewels) – all that old hat.

But it wasn’t like that at all, not in the least, because on looking up from his plate, Neville saw opposite him – or, rather, he was struck by – a vision of such perfection, of such amazing beauty, that for an unknown amount of time he was paralysed; it was like being hit or stabbed to the centre of his heart.

After the unknown amount of time, he realised he hadn’t been breathing, and then became anxious that some of the others, at least, would have noticed what had happened to him. The fog, the mist, that had shrouded them, sitting each side of her, now cleared and he could see Simon and one of the twins. He looked round the table, but everyone was busy eating and talking. The only person he didn’t feel sure about was Sid, who at one moment (was it when he wasn’t breathing?) caught his eye across the table and then smiled – a small smile, as though they shared a secret.

He had always been secretive. All his life he would never forget the black despair that had taken hold of him when his father had been a virtual prisoner in France and had sent a message to Clary and not to him. From that time, he had cultivated an indifference coupled with a desire to shock. He had never known his mother, as she had died giving birth to him, and really he hadn’t missed her because he had had Ellen, his nanny, and he had quickly discovered that being motherless made people want to be kind to him. After school, he had refused to go to university, choosing boring but well-paid jobs in order to buy whatever clothes he liked. He had also bought a camera, quite a modest affair, and begun taking photographs. He had instantly found that he enjoyed that, and talked his way into employment at a magazine by pretending he had worked in the States. His expensive clothes and his easy assurance, coupled with an entirely misleading air of modesty, had got him to the point at which he could choose what work he would do. He was reliable, creative and altogether professional, never out of his depth, and skilled, when necessary, at skating over thin ice. Country Life was running a series on ‘How The Other Half Lives’, which he was due to start in the New Year; he was looking forward to photographing the castles and grand houses that would doubtless come his way.

His social life was as full as he cared to make it. Girls were almost always attracted to him; sometimes men were, too. He had experimented with both, but had not got on with either. He hadn’t enjoyed the sex and had nothing to say about it. It was just something he felt he didn’t need.

And suddenly – out of the blue – here was Juliet. It must have been at least a year since he had seen her, and during that time she had grown from being just another gangly, round-faced schoolgirl, with unfortunate spots, he remembered, and her hair in tight pigtails, to someone altogether rich and strange: her hair was now styled so that its dark brown with reddish lights could be seen, drawn back and tied with a peacock velvet ribbon that showed her delicate ears; her face was transformed, with high cheekbones, her skin flawless, pale with a hint of rose, her long narrow eyes still Cazalet blue. He used to think her eyes were her one good feature.

At this moment of his reverie, she leaned across the table and smiled at him.

The thought occurred to him then that if one was in love one could not be anything else. This frightened him. He smiled hastily back – the sort of casual smile he would give a bus conductor or a waiter when they provided him with a ticket or a menu …

Best to concentrate on food, although he discovered that he was not in the least hungry. Instead he heard fragments of the many conversations round the table … ‘Well, if the Astronomer Royal says the idea of space travel is bilge, it probably is.’ Almost certainly Uncle Hugh.

‘But we’ve planned to go into space. We’ve planned to go to the moon.’ Tom and Henry.

‘It’ll be frightfully cold and you won’t know a soul there.’ Archie.

She wore a turquoise heart on a gold chain round her slender neck …

‘And I can’t help feeling very sorry for her.’ Aunt Rachel.

‘Who, darling?’

‘Princess Margaret.’

Her dress was very dark green velvet, the bodice cut with a low square, the sleeves tight and finishing just below her elbows …

‘Please don’t say anything.’ It was Georgie, who was sitting next to him. Rivers had escaped from his pocket and was trying to climb onto him, his nose twitching at the delightful smells. Neville instantly leaned over him, and wiped his face with his napkin, which shrouded Rivers long enough for Georgie to cram him back.

‘That’s better, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, thank you, Uncle Neville.’ He had picked a piece of turkey off his plate and thrust it into his pocket. They exchanged glances – bland with conspiracy.

He wondered whether she had noticed, and thought that she had, since she smiled at him again.

The twins were told to collect the plates and put them on the sideboard, and Eileen appeared with the pudding plates.

He managed to eat his pudding at the same time as looking at her – unobtrusively, he thought, until his father, from across the table, asked him if he was all right. This made other people look at him, so he said he was fine, if a little drunk – on food, he added quickly. ‘You should see what Simon and I live on when we’re working. Tell them, Simon.’

‘Baked beans, the odd pork pie, rather old eggs and spongy bread. Oh, and HP sauce on pretty well everything.’

But if Simon expected sympathy for this, he was mistaken.

‘Nearly all my favourite foods,’ Harriet said. ‘But we hardly ever have them.’

‘Are the old eggs Chinese?’ Tom asked. ‘Because Henry read in a book that they wait a hundred years until they’re pitch black.’ Henry did most of the reading for Tom and himself. Tom did the remembering. ‘Because that would mean unless you lived to be a hundred and one, you’d never eat your own eggs. So your eggs can’t be very old.’

‘What’s HP? I’ve never had it. Is it something wicked if it doesn’t have a proper name?’

‘It’s a sauce. You wouldn’t like it, darling.’

Laura turned to her mother. ‘Bet I would. You said I wouldn’t like black olives and I did. You don’t know all my likes at all.’

‘Time for crackers,’ Hugh announced.

And while people were crossing their arms to take their own and a neighbour’s cracker, Neville noticed that Georgie nipped some almonds from a dish on the table, thrust them down into his pocket and shoved his napkin on top of them. ‘He might be frightened by the bangs,’ he muttered to Neville, ‘but he simply loves almonds.’

The crackers were really grand ones. They were large and beautifully decorated and, best of all, they contained extremely acceptable surprises. Things like little pencils with coloured tassels, a proper Dinky toy, necklaces and rings, a tiny red leather purse and so forth, plus, of course, the terrible jokes on thin folded paper that they all read aloud to a lot of contemptuous laughter. Some people got the contents of two crackers, some none, and this had to be smoothed out by parents. A certain amount of swapping went on. Neville was one of the lucky ones. He got a scarlet linen handkerchief and a ring with a large green stone in it. Luckily for him, Juliet had been one of the losers: he rolled the ring across the table to her; she gave him an enchantingly grateful glance and put it on at once. A surge of pure joy possessed him. His first present to her and she had taken it.

It was customary for everyone – or practically everyone – to go for a swinging walk after Boxing Day lunch. The exceptions were Rachel and Sid, Zoë, Laura and her mother. Laura made such a fuss about this that in the end Jemima compromised with a very short walk to the stables with food for McAlpine’s ferrets (Laura loved feeding any animals). Archie, Rupert and Hugh took the older children up the road to Whatlington, then back through the fields and woods of Home Place. Tom and Henry, who had heard Simon and Teddy talking about the camp they had once made with Christopher, begged to see it.

‘I shouldn’t think there’ll be anything left by now. It was ages ago,’ Teddy said. He felt vaguely uncomfortable when he thought of it.

‘You fought Christopher. It was his camp, really. And he was against people fighting.’

‘Did you kill him?’ Henry was fascinated: he had never met anyone who had gone in for murder.

‘Good Lord, no. It was just an ordinary scrap.’

They had reached the hedge that bordered the wood; Simon found the familiar gap in it and all four of them climbed through. They soon reached the little stream, and Simon stared at it. It was just the same, winding its way between mossy banks interspersed with stretches of wider, shallower water and flat, sandy beaches. If you looked long enough, you could imagine it being a great river: the ferns on the moss would be vast tropical trees, the sandy beaches would have people lying on them …

‘Come on, Simon, let’s find the camp. We both want to see it.’

That was the trouble with twins, he thought. They always seemed to want the same things, and when it came to choosing or voting for anything, they had a head start. He turned right by the stream and in a few minutes he reached the place where the camp had been.

‘It was here,’ he said doubtfully. The grassy patch where the tent had been was now overgrown with brambles; the place where they had made the fire still had a few blackened bricks – Christopher had tried to build an oven – and clumps of stinging nettles were thriving … ‘It hasn’t lasted at all.’

‘It can’t have been very well built,’ said both twins, of course.

‘It was a long time ago,’ Teddy said. He wanted to be shot of it. He was remembering Christopher’s white and desperate face as he had tried to defend the camp.

‘It was Christopher’s and my camp,’ Simon said. He was remembering with some discomfort that he hadn’t helped Christopher with the fight.

‘Who’s Christopher?’

‘He’s a cousin. He became a monk.’

‘Oh. No wonder.’

‘No wonder what?’

‘Well, I don’t think you’d get a single monk to be much good at building anything.’

‘What do you know about monks? Either of you?’ That was meant to pre-empt the twin thing.

Henry turned to Tom. ‘What do we know?’

Tom thought. ‘Well, they had a rotten time with the Tudors. They got turned out of their monasteries and burned at the stake, and the Catholic ones had to hide in cupboards in people’s houses.’

Teddy, now thoroughly bored, suggested they all went home for tea and, in spite of the twins arguing about buildings and how long they could last if properly built – Stonehenge came into it, ‘But you couldn’t possibly live there!’ – they sped through the fields, ending up in a race, won, of course, by the twins.

The jigsaw puzzle had been cleverly towed away on its blanket to the kitchen end of the hall, the table laid for tea, and some people were already attacking the sandwiches. ‘I have coffee and tea in my milk, please don’t forget,’ Laura was saying. She now wore a gold-paper crown that sat uneasily upon her Red Indian feathers.

‘I think that’s about everyone,’ Archie said. ‘We can all have a swig now. That was some walk!’

‘It was too much for me,’ Bertie said. ‘I’ve got a sore heel.’

‘That’s because you wouldn’t wear your socks.’

‘Where’s Juliet?’ Zoë suddenly said. ‘Didn’t she go with you, Rupe?’

‘I thought she went with Teddy and Simon.’

Henry said, ‘And us. No, she didn’t.’

Zoë, who had opted for a rest rather than a walk, now felt guilty. ‘Honestly, Rupert, I thought you said you would take charge.’

Georgie looked up from his egg sandwich. ‘I think she went with Neville in his car.’

‘Oh, that’s all right, then. She’ll be quite safe with him.’

‘You aren’t worried, are you? You’re quite safe with me. Darling, beautiful Juliet.’

She looked at him quickly, then down to her lap. ‘Darling’, ‘beautiful’ – the words induced a kind of nervous excitement in her. The awful thought that he might be laughing at her occurred. ‘Do you really mean that?’

‘Oh, yes. I mean it. Don’t laugh at me. We could have a pact not to laugh at each other. Yes?’

‘Yes.’ It was a relief to have that clear.

‘But, on the other hand, if someone else metaphorically slips on a banana skin, we can laugh as much as we like.’

‘I don’t think I’d want to. Think of the poor person!’

‘I needn’t, because he isn’t anyone. If you’re hypothetical you don’t exist.’

‘Oh.’

He was silent. Things weren’t going as he had imagined. He had thought that the worst problem would be getting her alone, but that had been the easiest part. ‘You don’t want to go for a freezing walk. Come for a drive in my car.’ She had reached the age where several of her contemporaries boasted of boyfriends, but none of them owned a car. This would silence them when she told them about it.

That was fine. She agreed and together they slipped through the kitchen door and down the cinder path to the courtyard with the stables and garages.

It was when they were in the car and had waited for the crowd of walkers to turn left to go to Whatlington, and he had turned right for Battle, that he began to feel anxious – even shy, now he was alone with her. How could he tell her of the amazing thing that had happened to him? Should he treat the afternoon as just a jolly outing? Or should he try to tell her seriously how he felt? There was something wrong with both of these approaches. Anyway, he decided that he couldn’t do any of it while driving. He would go past Battle to a place where there was a track into the woods. When they got there, he would suggest a short walk, and ask to take some pictures of her.

He told her this and she seemed calmly happy about it.

He started driving faster – he longed to get to the wood.

It was a real winter afternoon, windless, so that many of the leafless trees looked like elaborate armatures waiting for their sculpture of green. The sky was dense and leaden; a faintly orange sun was sinking unobtrusively, leaving a smear of dusk.

He found the opening to the wood, and they both got out of the car.

‘If you photograph me, will you put it in a magazine?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. Then, seeing that she looked downcast, he added, ‘I expect I might one day. Give me your hand. Goodness, you’re cold!’

She was wearing her new winter jacket – olive green with a fur-trimmed hood, which made what he could see of her face even more mysteriously beautiful. I’ll take some pictures of her, and then I’ll tell her, he thought.


A few yards along the track there was a large Spanish chestnut that had fallen – or, more likely, been felled since it lay, with no sign of its roots, propped at a slant where the higher branches had been trapped by the branches of its neighbours. He put her on the thicker part of the trunk, got out the little pocket camera that he took everywhere with him and told her to take off her hood. The light was bad, subsiding gratefully into dusk, and he knew the pictures would not be much good, but she would not know that, and he would take many others that were likely to please her.

‘Now, I’m going to be professional and order you about.’

‘OK.’ The great thing was to be cool about it. Most models looked bored, and she tried now to emulate them, but this only made him think she was frightened, and he became gentle and teasing, coaxing her to move her head, to shift her body, to position her hands as he wanted.

He worked until her teeth were chattering with cold and he was overcome with remorse. ‘You should have told me, my darling! When I get stuck in, I don’t notice anything. I’m so sorry.’ He was putting her hood over her, chafing her hands, and then, with an arm round her, he helped her to the feet she could no longer feel, whereupon she stumbled. He picked her up and carried her to the car.

‘Was I any good at it?’ she asked, when she could speak.

‘Good at what?’

‘Being a model.’

‘Oh, that! Yes, of course you were. A marvellous model. Couldn’t ask for better.’

She gave a deep sigh of contentment.

He fumbled in a side pocket and produced a battered packet of Polo mints. ‘They’ll make you feel warmer.’

‘Would you like one?’

‘I would. Post it to me.’ He slowed the car and turned to her – for a second felt her cold fingers touch his lips.

It was nearly dark, and large snowflakes had begun, with random indolence, to drop slowly out of the sky.

‘How old are you?’

‘Fifteen. Well, nearly sixteen, actually,’ Juliet answered, in her cold, grown-up voice: she hated to be asked about her age, because so often it led to a sickening patronage. ‘How old are you?’

‘I’m twenty-six. A rather young twenty-six.’ God, he thought. We shall have to wait years.

‘You’re ten years older than I am.’ She said it with a quiet satisfaction. ‘That’s quite old. But, actually, you don’t look especially old.’

She was beginning to enjoy his appearance, which, when looked at properly, was both dashing and romantic: his high forehead with the lock of dark hair that fell diagonally across it, his high cheekbones, his eyes that could change in an instant from a kind of teasing charm to something unknown to her. She loved the mystery of this.

The snow had speeded up, the flakes only becoming white as they reached the windscreen, but now they were lying where they fell; the verge, the hedges and the country beyond began to glisten. The windscreen wipers, from doing a casual, reluctant sweep, struggled with a protesting screech. The windscreen began to mist up on the inside from their breath, and they took turns to wipe it with their hands. By the time they were through Sedlescombe and had reached the turning to the left, which ended with the Battle road, a snowstorm had begun.

‘Are you all right, my darling? I’m sorry it’s not warmer.’

‘A bit cold, but fine otherwise.’ The whole thing was turning into an adventure. After a pause she asked, rather timidly – she didn’t want to sound unsophisticated – ‘Why do you keep calling me your darling?’

‘Because that’s what I’ve discovered you are.’ He waited a moment before taking the plunge. How to begin? ‘It started at lunch today, so it’s quite new. The fact is, seeing you across the table today, I suddenly – I didn’t expect it, of course – suddenly felt quite fond of you – well, enamoured. I loved you, actually – I fell in love. I see now why people call it “falling in love”.’

He stopped the car in order to see her properly – to see how she had taken this.

She had been hugging herself, and now she turned to him with sparkling eyes. ‘In love with me? Really and truly? Golly! Is that why you gave me the lovely green ring?’

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

‘A kind of engagement?’

He nodded. He was realising – not for the first time that afternoon – that she was much younger than she looked. ‘But I don’t think we should tell people,’ he said – and she broke in: ‘Oh, no! It’s much more exciting if it’s a secret. Mummy would be furious. She doesn’t think I’m old enough for anything grown-up or interesting.’

Can’t go any further, he thought. He held each side of her face between his hands, and gave her a chaste kiss on her soft red mouth.

‘There. That’s sealed the second pact between us. No laughing at banana-skin victims, and our secret from the family.’

She wiped the windscreen again and he drove them very slowly home.

On the way she said, ‘The real Juliet was only fifteen in the play.’

‘Well, things happened much earlier in those days. People died a lot younger.’

‘Anyway, they weren’t cousins,’ she said.

He nearly said no, and nor were they, but stopped in time. He hadn’t much of an idea what she felt about him, and it seemed dangerous to ask. But then, she said, ‘Of course! You’re my half-brother. You seem so much older. I hadn’t thought of you like that.’ There was a pause, and then, in a small, defeated voice, she added, ‘So it’s no use you being in love with me. Is it?’

‘It’s got nothing to do with that. Darling Jules, when you love someone, that sort of thing doesn’t come into it. All that stuff about incest is just social bosh. Don’t think about it for a moment. That’s just stuffy old convention. Don’t spoil our lovely secret. You can’t stop me loving you whatever you do.’

‘All right, I won’t.’ She didn’t at all want her friends to know. They would discount it, and jeer – a ghastly thought. ‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘I promise.’

When they got back, tea was nearly over, but everyone seemed relieved to see them. He was surprised at the composure with which she answered the various questions asked of the drive to Battle woods, Neville taking photographs of her, the snowstorm on the way back, which had made the journey so much longer; surprised, and a little sad.




EDWARD AND HUGH

‘Well, if you insist on keeping Southampton, we ought to be seriously considering who is going to run it. It’s a shambles as it is.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’

Edward looked despairingly at his dear, bloody-minded, obstinate brother. He was finding it difficult to keep his temper.

They had been arguing for months about having too much capital invested in property, and each time Edward felt that he had got somewhere, but then, when the subject was raised again, he found that nothing he had said to Hugh about it seemed to have sunk in.

‘What about McIver?’ He was loyal, liked by the men under him and a native …

But while he was in the middle of pointing out these advantages, Hugh had interrupted, ‘Oh, I know all that, old boy, but he’s not a Cazalet. We must have a member of the family. We must have a Cazalet running the show.’

‘Why on earth—Why?’

‘Because we’re a small private family firm.’

They were lunching at Edward’s club, the Royal Thames in Knightsbridge, and he now suggested that they repair to the coffee room. Perhaps a spot of brandy might lower the tension. But when they were finally settled, coffee for both of them, brandy and a cigar for him, the club’s port and cigarettes for Hugh, his brother said, ‘Actually, I was rather hoping that you would take it on.’

A moment of sheer horror. God! ‘Out of the question, I’m afraid. You know I’ve finally bought the house in Hawkhurst. I couldn’t possibly commute from there, and Diana has set her heart on the place … How about Rupe?’

Their eyes met for the first time in indulgent conspiracy.


‘You know, Edward, he’s not the most decisive person in the world. I’m afraid it wouldn’t do.’

‘You’re absolutely right, of course.’ It was really good to have something they could agree on. They’d begun lunch with an argument about the Suez Canal: Hugh thinking that the British and French were right to try to hang on to it – ‘After all, we and the French paid for most of it. The Egyptians contributed a mere ten thousand pounds.’ But Edward had insisted that it was built on Egypt’s territory and no attempt had been made for friendly negotiation.

‘And they won’t maintain it properly. I’m told by a yachting friend that they’ve already left the shark nets unrepaired, which means the Aegean is starting to fill up with happy, hungry sharks. He’d actually seen one, a large black fin cruising along at sinister speed – like a submarine.

‘Well,’ Hugh said, after an uneasy pause, ‘perhaps this is the moment to promote young Teddy. He’s been doing very well with clients, and I’ve been sending him down to our wharves there every week or so. What do you think?’

‘He’s a bit young for it, isn’t he?’

‘Nonsense. He’s – nearly thirty-three? Just right, I’d say. And McIver will show him the ropes. You ought to be proud of him, Ed. I wish Simon was more like him, but there it is. God! Look at the time.’

Edward signalled a waiter for his bill to sign.

As they walked through a sudden, fitful shower to Edward’s car, Hugh said, ‘Come on, Ed. Surely you can agree with me about that.’

And Edward, relieved – he was indeed proud of Teddy – replied heartily, ‘I think it will be wonderful for him. A jolly good idea.’




PART FIVE

SPRING 1957




SIMON AND WILLS

They had agreed to meet at Lyons’ Corner House near Marble Arch. It had been Jemima’s suggestion; she had mentioned it first during the Christmas holidays. ‘Have you seen much of Wills lately?’ she had asked, and Simon had said no.

‘He keeps going off to stay with an old school friend, or else moons about at Home Place. I don’t have much time. Neville’s a slave driver.’ He felt defensive about Wills, suspecting that his younger brother felt much the same as he did: aimless, stuck, bored a good deal of the time probably. Somehow he didn’t want to be with people like that.

‘Well, you know he’s about to start national service.’

I’d forgotten that. He’ll hate it – like I did.’

‘I just thought that perhaps it might be helpful if you told him about it. Look, you’ve agreed to babysit for us when Dad and I go to the theatre. Dad says you’re to have a fiver for it. So you could afford to take him out to supper – give him a treat, like a good big brother.’

The idea of being able to take someone out, to give them something, appealed to him at once.

A few days later they were sitting opposite each other at a very small table scrutinising menus and trying to look as though this was something they did every day. For twenty-five shillings a head they could get a two-course meal, plus one lager each and coffee.

‘What do you feel like, Wills?’

‘What about you?’

‘I feel like all of it. Neville doesn’t care about food, so we have awful grub or nothing. It’s all very well for him. He gets taken out to posh places by art editors and the like and I just have to make do with a sandwich somewhere. Shall we have our lagers now, while we’re choosing?’

‘Good idea.’

Simon waved at the nearest nippy, who immediately signalled to the one he belatedly recognised had brought the menus.

She pulled her pencil from where it rested behind her ear while collecting her writing pad that was fastened to her white lacy apron. ‘Now, gentlemen, what can I get you?’ Immediately, they felt that they must place their order quickly. Simon asked what the meat pie was like, and the nippy said it was beef, very nice. And the shepherd’s pie. That was very nice, too.

In the end they both hurriedly ordered the meat pie and two lagers.

‘You could have soup, if you wish, as a starter.’

Wills said, ‘I’d rather have pudding. An ice.’

Simon said, ‘As a matter of fact I agree with you. What ices have you?’

She reeled the varieties off, ending with a Knickerbocker Glory.

‘That’s for me,’ Simon said at once. So long as he didn’t have to say the silly name it seemed OK to have one. Wills agreed. He had been afraid that Simon would think it childish of him, but if he was having one it must be all right.

They were both so hungry that when the meat pies came there didn’t seem time for conversation. The portions were generous, accompanied by cabbage, mashed potato and carrots. By the time they got to the end of that, the lager was all finished as well.

Wills smiled. ‘Thanks. That was smashing.’

This was the moment. ‘I suppose you can’t make any plans about what you want to do till you’ve got through your stint in the services?’

His face clouded. ‘You bet I can’t. I suppose it’s more or less like school only worse. I can’t imagine how, but I somehow know it is. What was it like for you?’

Simon skipped his first awful week: sleeping in a stuffy dorm with fifty-something other men; eating porridge (which he loathed), with dark brown tea (comforting until someone told him it was laced with something to stop them feeling randy); going for endless runs when you started perishing cold and ended up gasping and streaming with sweat, and all the time being yelled at by some petty officer who clearly despised the lot of you. The hours of standing to attention to be inspected, the awful watery stews and thick, gluey pies filled with root vegetables and one or two pieces of meat that people said were whale, more brown tea, tinned fruit and custard, afternoons spent learning to service radio equipment in planes, ‘tea’ at six – dried scrambled egg or slippery ham, fruit cake with hardly any raisins in it, biscuits and brown tea again. ‘You get used to it,’ was all he said. ‘Which service are you going in for?’

‘I haven’t absolutely decided. I thought the Navy, but I remembered how awfully sick I felt in Uncle Edward’s boat. Then I thought the Air Force because they have a lot of good musicians, or they used to have. What would you do if you were me?’

Simon tried to think. ‘I’d do what I did. Though I warn you, the officers moult in the bath. You have to clean them,’ he explained. ‘The baths, I mean. The best thing about it is that it’s only for two years.’

‘But then what on earth shall I do?’

Goodness! Simon thought. He’s just like me. ‘I suppose you could go into the firm.’

Luckily, at this point their unmentionable dessert arrived, with wonderful long spoons that meant you could easily plumb the depths of the tall glasses. They demolished the ices with frank enjoyment, and when Wills started asking him about his life, Simon discovered that he really wanted to talk about it.

No, he didn’t want to be a photographer, no, he had never wanted to go into the firm, had done three months because their father wanted him to; he had half wanted to be a musician, but he knew that he wasn’t good enough; the girls he met were snooty, fussing about their appearances and their shape – on diets, most of them, which tended to make them short-tempered and tired.

But didn’t the girls being on diets make them quite cheap to take out?

‘Don’t you believe it. They just want a dozen oysters, truite au bleu, and then whatever fruit is absolutely out of season. I only did it once and it cost me a month’s salary. I’m more or less through with girls,’ he finished morosely.

Wills was deeply impressed. At school some boys had talked endlessly about girls; he was intelligent enough to recognise that a lot of the boasting was made up, but there was also a good deal of nervous speculation about what actually having a girlfriend would be like. One (foreign) boy, whose parents seemed madly rich, said he had gone to a brothel in London with an older brother, and had two girls on the same evening, plus two bottles of shockingly bad champagne, but his brother had paid for everything. Sex was much better if you paid for it. After all, if you married (which, of course, you had to do in the end in order to have sons), it was a meal ticket for your wife for life: you had to go on paying for her however boring you found her.

This sort of talk appalled Simon. It felt all wrong, somehow. He thought of his father when Sybil died: there had been no doubt that he had loved her to the end, and grieved for ages until he’d found Jemima, and it was clear that he loved her as well. Perhaps, he thought, it was a question of what country you belonged to, because he simply couldn’t imagine any of his family believing that sort of rot.

To change the subject, Wills said, ‘Oh, well, I should think anything I do when I come out will seem good after that.’ He looked hopefully at Simon when he said this, and Simon hadn’t the heart to warn him that it might not.

Instead they talked about their much-loved sister, Polly. ‘How’s Lady Fake?’

‘Haven’t seen her since before Christmas. She was fine then, except awfully fat. Of course you know she’s having yet another baby.’

‘Of course I do. It must be due any day now.’

‘She’s supposed to be having it some time this month. It takes a hell of a long time, doesn’t it? Well, at least there’d be plenty of room for it in that house.’

At which point their nippy arrived to clear the table and present them with the bill.

‘Thanks awfully for the meal. It was wizard.’

Simon nodded abstractedly. He was trying to work out the tip. In the end, he put down five shillings, and she thanked him. He hoped she was pleased, but he couldn’t tell. He left Wills waiting for a bus. ‘Let me know when you’re off,’ he said, and Wills said he would.

Simon crossed the road to reach his own bus stop, then changed his mind, deciding to walk to Maida Vale. He was not looking forward to Neville’s depressing flat, which would either be full of dirty cups and glasses he was expected to wash up, or full of people he did not know. They would be whooping it up with records of the latest rock-and-roll bands played on Neville’s awful gramophone so loudly that he wouldn’t be able to sleep. It would probably be full of both, he thought. His talk with Wills had been disturbing. What the hell was he doing with his own life? This made him realise – with some discomfort – that he always thought about the things he didn’t like without any consideration of alternatives. What did he really want? The answer came with the smooth ease of a ticket from a slot machine. He wanted to live with Polly, be her gardener – or learn to be – and, meanwhile, help with her plans for weddings at the house. He remembered that he had wanted that when he’d been staying with them but done nothing about it. He would write to Polly, to ask if he could stay for a weekend, and talk to them then. And he was amazed at how cheerful this made him feel.




RACHEL AND SID

It was their first proper row, and she felt really awful. True, they had had little spats, but nothing like this. All the way back from Hawkhurst to Home Place, Rachel had refused to speak – had retired into some icy calm of what felt like total indifference, a couldn’t-care-less attitude – which had never happened between them before.

It had all started with Edward and Diana asking them to dinner. She, Sid, had not at all wanted to go: this was partly because she was afraid of Diana, but quite as much because she really did not feel at all well. For months now she had been having what she called tummy troubles, which meant her digestion was tricky, and she always felt rotten if she ate anything rich. And she guessed (rightly) that the dinner would be just that. But Rachel was hell-bent on trying to reconcile her brothers, and was convinced that meeting Diana was the first step. She had insisted, had even offered angrily to take a taxi if Sid didn’t want to do the driving, but of course she couldn’t accept that. ‘A ruinous expense,’ she had declared, and she wouldn’t hear of it. So they had gone, Rachel armed with a bunch of violets from the Duchy’s garden. They had both taken trouble with their clothes, Rachel wearing her best blue linen suit, and Sid in the trouser suit with a silk shirt Rachel had given her for her last birthday.

Park House was not easy to find, and they lost their way – had to stop and ask a farmer, whose tractor was towing a cart loaded with bales of hay. Eventually they found the narrow turning that led up the drive to the house.


‘It looks very imposing,’ she had said, but Rachel had replied, ‘Oh, Ed has always liked large houses.’

They were greeted in the hall with varying degrees of enthusiasm by Edward, Diana and a yellow Labrador.

‘It’s so lovely to see you, darling – down, Honey, DOWN! This is Diana.’

‘And this is Sid,’ Rachel said.

‘Lovely to see you, Sid.’ She found herself briefly enveloped in lavender water and then the Lebanon cedar that scented all of Edward’s clothes as he propelled them to the drawing room.

It was close-carpeted in a brilliant yellow, and had one window that looked onto the drive, and two that looked onto a garden, which had lawn, a cedar, and was bounded by three walls edged with wide beds of herbaceous plants.

While she was taking all this in, and Edward was opening a bottle of champagne, she heard the following exchange.

Rachel: ‘I’ve brought a little bunch of my mother’s violets. They’re the old-fashioned kind, because she always thought they smelt the best.’

Diana: ‘How sweet of you. It’s such a pity that they don’t really last when they’ve been picked, isn’t it?’

Sid turned from the window to see Diana put the flowers on the nearest table. She wore a crêpe dress of emphatic purple with a row of black sequins round the low-cut neck. I’m never going to like her, Sid thought then.

Edward had poured the champagne into four glasses and was now handing it round. ‘Here’s to all of us.’ He lifted his glass, and they all drank – in Rachel’s case, sipped. She drank very little, but her family had always taken wine seriously and, naturally, she did not want to hurt Edward’s feelings. Sid took an unthinking gulp; she used to love champagne, but the last two or three times it had given her violent indigestion. Oh, well, I won’t have to drink any more because I’m driving, she thought. This excuse cheered her, and she wondered how much longer Diana would continue to avoid speaking to her.

By the time the champagne was finished, it was time to go into dinner. The dining room was dark red – damask paper made to look like rich material, crimson velvet curtains of a darker colour, and three pairs of sconces that produced a subdued electric light. The table was round, made of rosewood, and laid for what looked like an elaborate dinner. She had time to notice all this because Diana was arranging ‘the placement’, as she put it.

‘Oh, come on, darling! It’s quite simple. You sit in your usual place with me opposite and the girls between us. This is a family dinner – the Lord Mayor unfortunately couldn’t make it.’

So they all sat as told.

‘I think you forget, darling, that I don’t know your family. Of course I’ve heard a lot about you – may I call you Rachel? – but I hardly know your name. Miss Sidney, isn’t it? Like the Australian town. Do you by any chance come from there?’

‘I don’t. I’m strictly European. Jewish, actually.’

At this moment the soufflé arrived.

‘I think I’d better serve it, Amy. You bring the plates quickly, and make sure they’re hot. It’s crab,’ she explained.

While Sid was thinking wildly of how she could get out of eating any, Rachel was asking to be given very little, as she could not eat much. ‘And I can see that there is more to come.’

‘I’m rather like Rachel in that respect,’ she said.

But Diana simply behaved as though neither of them had spoken, doling out mountainous spoonfuls of an equal size for all of them. Meanwhile, Edward was pouring a white wine into their glasses, telling them it was a special sauvignon in their honour. ‘It’s especially good with crab!’ She had to eat some of the soufflé, and found that washing it down with wine was a help.

The conversation was clinging rather limply to the problems of the Suez Canal. Edward said that he could not imagine Nasser would accept an international body administering the canal. He must be stopped – indeed should have been opposed with force from the moment he seized it. Rachel deplored the way in which politicians regarded force as the best way of dealing with anything. Diana said that she entirely agreed with Edward, but it was a comfort that we had the French on our side.

Rachel had managed to move most of her crab onto Edward’s plate and was now having a conversation with him, conducted so quietly that Sid could not hear it.

Diana rang a little hand-bell for the plates to be changed. She looked pointedly at Sid’s, but said nothing. Indeed, Sid thought, they clearly had very little to say to one another, but she knew that Rachel needed to talk to Edward about Hugh, so she must somehow distract Diana. The new house might be the most promising subject.

‘It is a beautiful house. Did it take you a long time to find it?’

‘Ages. Edward, darling, how long did it take us to find Park House?’

‘Darling, I’ve no idea. Diana did all the work – she looked at dozens of places and sorted out three for me to view.’

‘It had to be within commuting distance of London because Edward seems to have more and more work these days, since they sent Teddy to Southampton. The poor old boy comes home exhausted, and we both look forward to Friday night.’

The next course arrived. A venison stew, Diana explained, done in wine and brandy. Edward got up to collect a bottle of burgundy from the sideboard.

The casserole stood steaming in front of Diana; the smell made Sid feel queasy, and her back was starting to ache. She asked for a very small helping, and this time she put her hand on Diana’s arm to emphasise her request. ‘Rachel and I are used to a very light supper at home – an omelette or a bowl of soup.’

‘Oh, Edward! Why didn’t you tell me? You said you wanted an especially nice dinner for Rachel so, of course, I planned a bit of a feast. Pointless, as it turns out. You might have warned me!’

Rachel, who looked really distressed, said, ‘Oh, Diana, don’t take any notice of Sid. She’s always worrying about food – particularly where I’m concerned. The venison smells simply delicious – I’m longing to try it.’

This mollified Diana somewhat, and she ladled a large amount onto a plate and handed it over the table to her sister-in-law. The maid had brought in two vegetable dishes that turned out to contain new potatoes and peas. ‘Do help yourself,’ she said.

Edward, who had finished pouring the burgundy, turned to Rachel. ‘This was the Brig’s favourite burgundy. It was left to me, and this is the last bottle.’

‘Oh, darling Edward, how very sweet of you.’

When it came to serving Sid, Diana, underlining every movement, as it were, picked half a carrot and two very small cubes of meat. She then poured from the jug so much sauce that nothing on the plate could be seen and handed the plate to her. ‘I hope you’re hungry,’ she said to Edward, in a threateningly quiet voice.

‘Of course I am.’ He was angry: things didn’t seem to be going at all as he had expected, and he couldn’t understand why.

Rachel made a desperate effort. Having taken a cautious sip of the wine, she said how good it was, stared at her plate, then resolutely began to eat. She shot a glance at Sid, which clearly meant ‘do the same’, but the fumes rising from the sauce were making Sid afraid that she might actually be sick, and after the terrible débâcle at Home Place, this paralysed her with terror. Here she did not even know where the nearest lavatory was … So, in the end, she simply did not eat.

From that moment Diana ignored her.

‘What are you two talking about?’ she called across the table.

‘Oh – just family matters,’ Edward answered.

‘Well, I suppose I’m family now, so could I please join in?’

‘Well, it’s a bit complicated,’ Rachel said. ‘I was hoping to get Edward to have lunch with me and Hugh.’ She was blushing. ‘To sort something out. It’s more to do with the firm than the family, really.’

She had stopped eating her venison, but had almost finished her wine.

Sid said, ‘Anything to do with the firm is to do with the family.’

Edward, refilling her glass, said, ‘It’s no good, Rachel, old dear. Hugh’s not going to change his mind, and he is the chairman, after all.’

There was a brief silence during which they all disliked one another. Then everything seemed to happen at once. Diana announced the pudding, which was to be a crème brûlée, Rachel wiped her tears with her napkin and seized Edward’s hand, and Sid, draining her glass (for courage), said, ‘It’s getting late. I really think we should be going home.’ Then, turning to Diana, she said, ‘You shouldn’t try to bully people about food. Leave it to them. Would someone please show me to a lavatory?’

‘Show her, Edward. We don’t want her throwing up on our new carpet.’

He took her and she was able to be sick in peace. Then, rather shaky, but relieved, she returned to find Edward in the hall, helping Rachel into her coat. She put on her own, and felt for the keys.

‘Darling Ed, I’m so sorry we’ve been such a nuisance about food – and everything. I didn’t mean to worry you about Hugh – and since Sid hasn’t apologised about being so rude to Diana, after she had taken so much trouble, please tell Diana, please tell her now from me. And remember that you do love your brother, and everyone has disagreements from time to time.’

‘It would help if he would be civil to my wife.’

‘Of course it would, and I shall tell him.’ She laid a caressing hand on his shoulder and kissed him goodbye. ‘Come on, Sid.’

Sid started the car and drove it to the lane before stopping. For a moment she was speechless with rage.

‘Why have you stopped?’

‘Why did you betray me like that? Putting it all on me. Yes, I was rude to Diana, but she had been getting at me all evening. Did you know that she didn’t condescend to acknowledge my presence until we got to the dining room and she started sniping about my origins? And when I asked if I could have a small helping of the crab – which you know I can’t bear – she simply piled it on my plate.’

‘She did that to both of us.’

‘And when that nauseating stew arrived, she pretended to make a small helping for me, then deluged it with that rich sauce. She didn’t do that to you because you sucked up to her, which simply made me look worse. I knew if I tried to eat any of that stew, I’d be sick. As for being rude, I thought a little plain speaking would do her good.’

‘It’s funny how people who are rude call it honesty or plain speaking. It’s only other people who are rude. Do you think that I wanted a rich meal like that? You might have had the manners to put up with it. I’m sure she was trying to be kind, making all those complicated things. As it is, you’ve made the whole evening a fiasco.’

‘There you are! Putting it all on me! It was all very well for you. You had Edward to talk to. I was stuck with her and she didn’t in the least want to talk to me.’

There was a silence during which she realised that she had a pounding headache and her back was throbbing with small dagger-like stabs.

Rachel said, ‘I think you’d better get on with driving us home. I’m tired, and I don’t want to discuss this any more. At least Diana didn’t say anything horrid when you told her you were Jewish.’

‘That was good of her, wasn’t it? Really wonderfully good!’

Rachel did not answer. Nor did she reply to any of Sid’s increasingly desperate attempts to engage her. In the end, Sid stopped trying, concentrated on her driving (she had an uneasy feeling that she might be a bit drunk), but she was also confounded by this very different Rachel, who, until now, she had never encountered. The remark – no, the gibe, surely – that Rachel had made about Diana’s non-reaction to Sid’s saying she was Jewish, with its hostile inference, had really hurt her to the quick. Curiously, it had wounded her far more than the allegations about manners and rudeness. Rachel, who had once said, ‘I would rather be with you than anyone in the world,’ had painfully turned into the world. Tears stung her eyes, and as she covertly brushed them away, she glanced at Rachel, but she was leaning back in her seat, her eyes closed.

Back at Home Place, she parked the car, woke Rachel, who said she had not been asleep, and unlocked the front door. Rachel went ahead of her. ‘I’m going to sleep in the Blue Room,’ was all she said, and Sid followed her up the front stairs where they parted without touching each other and in silence, Sid going towards the room they usually shared, and Rachel to the opposite passage.

Sid took a painkiller, ate a water biscuit to allay her stomach, undressed and got into bed. She fully expected to lie awake all night, but in fact she was so exhausted that she fell almost at once into a deep, dreamless sleep.

She was woken in the early hours by a tearful, contrite Rachel kneeling by the bed and imploring forgiveness. ‘Darling, I was so horrible to you. I’m so sorry – must have been a bit drunk. I had far more than I’m used to. But I’m not excusing myself. I was an absolute beast. I knew Diana was being awful to you and it was cowardly of me not to stand up for you – I was so disappointed in Edward being so obstinate about Hugh – no, I wasn’t just – I was angry. I was actually furious with him about everything, and then I thought, Whatever Diana is like he has married her, and I must try to see the best in her because of him. But you, my poor darling, you had the worst of it. You didn’t want to come anyway – only did it to drive me. Please, please, forgive me!’

‘Get into bed or you’ll freeze.

‘And of course I forgive you,’ she said a minute later.

After they had kissed and Rachel lay in Sid’s arms, she said, ‘The worst thing I did was that monstrous gibe about it being a good thing that Diana hadn’t gone for you being Jewish. I said that to hurt you. I think when people are angry they pick on anything that will hurt, and that’s what I did. I take it all back, of course.’

‘You’re not very good at anger, my treasure. It’s never been your strong suit.’

And so they made it up.

It was some weeks before she could bring herself to ask (casually) whether Rachel actually minded her being Jewish, and was blessedly assured that of course she did not.




LOUISE, JOSEPH AND EDWARD

She felt very grown-up in her new black corded silk dress that Mrs Milic had made her, the bodice cut low with a deep, rounded neckline that showed off the gold chain Edward had given her for her birthday. She also felt a sense of triumph: although it had proved surprisingly easy to get her father and her lover to dine together, it was more fun to feel it had required intense diplomacy. Her father had fetched her from Blandford Street and they had arrived at L’Étoile before Joseph, were shown to their table by the patron himself and presented with glasses of champagne.

‘Darling, you do look wonderful. You get less and less plain by the week.’

He was looking rather haggard – poor Dad – and she bet that living with Diana was no bed of roses. ‘How is your new house?’

‘Oh, splendid. You must come and visit us – we’d love to have you.’ But he said it without much conviction, and they smiled at each other to cover the insincerity.

‘Here’s Joseph,’ she said, with some relief.

And Edward saw a tall, dark-haired man, impeccably dressed, with an Old Etonian tie, moving gracefully towards them. He shook hands with Edward and picked up Louise’s hand to kiss it. ‘How good of you to come.’ A glass was produced for him at once, with menus for them all.

The menus were the kind that omitted prices on those given to the guests, and just as they were settling down to choose, the oldest waiter, with white hair and a tragic expression, wheeled a trolley up to them that contained a magnificent fish salad and they all decided that they would start with it. ‘It’s absolutely delicious,’ Louise told her father. She was famished – hadn’t eaten properly since her dinner with Joseph the night before.

Joseph, who had been studying the wine list, said, ‘How would you all feel about a rack of lamb to follow?’

Louise said good, and Edward said perfect.

‘I must say you are the perfect guests: no fussing and changing your minds.’ He ordered two bottles of wine. ‘The red may be a bit of a gamble. It’s a 1934 Mouton Rothschild, and it may not have come round. I keep trying it every six months or so because it’s such a great wine, and last time it was so nearly there that tonight I feel we might just have hit the jackpot. Meanwhile I thought we’d start with a Pouilly Fumé. Your daughter told me that you feel about wine much as I do.’

The white napery and sparkling glasses made for an atmosphere both festive and cosy, and the mirror glass in the back wall reflected an infinity of little red lamps around them.

‘Well, now. Louise has told me that you have a family business selling timber, and that you own three wharves, two in London and one in Southampton. Plus a London office in a pretty posh part of Westminster.’

‘Yes. But in the last few years we haven’t been making enough money.’

‘Ah.’

There was a pause as they each started on their meal, and then Edward continued, ‘We specialise in unusual hardwoods – my father was the first timber merchant to import them. We used to do quite a lot of business with private railway companies, but since nationalisation that’s got much harder because there aren’t the number of buyers there used to be.’ Something about Joseph’s attentive and intelligent expression gave him confidence: he looked the sort of chap who’d understand.

‘We’re not simply making too little money, we’re losing. We’re heavily in hock to the bank, and I don’t think they’ll stand for much more. I think we should sell off at least two wharves and find a cheaper office, but my brother, who is the present chairman, is dead against it. Any of it.’

Louise noticed, when she looked at her father, how careworn he seemed – years older than the gallant charming Dad she was used to.

‘Of course, selling off property is an option. But have you considered a third one?’

‘What would that be?’

‘Going public. Ceasing to be a private firm. Of course you would still be running it, but you would no longer be responsible for its finances. There would be people put in to deal with that. The accountants would also need to be assessors. They would be responsible for assessing all the capital value, as well as the debts, plus the goodwill is sure to be considerable, and when a new board of directors is formed, the shareholders would need to be represented. But if you decide to go public, your present directors could walk away with substantial sums of money, plus a number of shares in the new company.’

There was a silence while the wine waiter poured a small amount of the burgundy into Joseph’s glass and he tasted. Then, to Edward, he said, ‘I shall be most interested in what you think of this wine, as I know from Louise that you’re an authority.’

So Edward went through the ritual: swirling the wine gently in the glass while he inhaled it, taking a sip and rolling it round his palate before finally swallowing and waiting for its aftertaste. ‘Yes! Oh, yes! Full marks from me.’ And he smiled at his host.

How clever Joseph is, Louise thought. Her father had been looking somewhat overwhelmed by Joseph’s radical suggestions; now he was feeling really good because Joseph had deferred to him about the boring old wine.

‘My friend does not like her lamb too pink. Give her the ends. I’m so glad you like the wine. It’s taken a devil of a time to come round, but here it is at last. Here’s to the future of Cazalet Brothers.’

It was then that Edward, who was clearly much impressed by Joseph, started to tell him more about his brother’s attitude to change of any kind, and the stalemate consequences.


‘And the rest of the board? What do they think? And, by the way, who are they?’

Edward, for the first time, looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, they realise that things haven’t been going well lately, but otherwise they’re rather in the dark. At meetings this has not been discussed. Except by my older brother and me. Hugh is the chairman.’

‘Yes, so you said. But who are the others?’

‘My second brother, Rupert, my son Teddy, who has only just been appointed, and our sister, Rachel Cazalet. Our father was adamant that only Cazalets be appointed. Rachel is not a very active member: she lives in the country.’ He stopped there to take a refreshing swig of the wine.

Joseph, who had been regarding him steadily, said, ‘My dear chap – may I call you Edward? – I’m afraid I’ve been spoiling your dinner. Putting you in the dock, as it were. Louise and I went to the Royal Court last week to see Laurence Olivier. He gave a cracking performance, didn’t he, darling?’

‘Oh, yes! He played the part of a clapped-out music-hall turn. He was wonderful, so seedy and vulgar – and sad! It was marvellous. You should go, Dad – you’d love it.’

She was about to suggest they go together when he said, ‘I think Diana would enjoy it. She loves the odd night in town – stops her getting bored in the country with me away all day.’

Joseph, who had been told at length about Diana’s behaviour in France, now fleetingly caught Louise’s eye, which stopped her feeling sad and made her simply want to laugh: When people marry awful people, just be grateful that you aren’t them – either of them.

Edward had finished his lamb, and pudding menus were presented. The men opted for cheese because of the burgundy, but she was free to have a lovely large ice cream.

‘I can’t think where she puts it all. She eats like a horse and stays as thin as a rake,’ Joseph said fondly. He had no idea how little food was consumed at Blandford Street. Stella regarded food simply as fuel and they rarely had time to cook. Stella – who was always too late to catch buses – spent her money on taxis and Louise spent hers on beautiful material for her Polish dressmaker to make her clothes. They also splashed out on a cleaner three mornings a week, a large, mournful lady, who said she started each day on ten aspirin, and Stella said looked unnervingly like Katherine Mansfield.

The men were still talking about business. She caught Joseph saying that perhaps Edward’s brother might be consoled by the fact that going private would take at least two years, during which property would have to be sold off to pay back the bank and trading would need to return to profit – otherwise nobody would want to buy shares when, eventually, they came on the market. ‘But I do urge you to think seriously about this. Now is the time. If you leave it much longer, it might be too late. In the meantime, in spite of our delightfully urbane prime minister, one cannot be sure how long anything will last. Busts tend to succeed booms, although people never seem to think they will at the time.’

The wine waiter arrived with his trolley, and another with their coffee.

‘Brandy? I prefer Delamain myself, but do choose what suits you.’

Edward said that Delamain would be fine.

‘Dad, you’re not driving all the way to Hawkhurst, are you?’

‘I told Diana I’d be back.’

‘Oh.’

‘What about you?’

‘Jo will drop me off. Couldn’t you stay the night with Uncle Rupe?’

‘I expect I could, but I’d rather get back. The roads are clear at this time of the evening – it will be easy.’ He finished his brandy and stood up. ‘I have to thank you for the most delicious and helpful evening.’

‘Not at all. If you ever want any more advice of the kind I can help with, just let me know.’ He pulled a card out of his wallet and handed it to Edward. ‘That will find me.’

Edward stooped to kiss his daughter, who put an arm round his neck to kiss him back.

‘Drive carefully, won’t you?’

‘Like a racing snail,’ he said, and then he was gone.

‘Did you like him?’

‘Darling, what a silly question. Of course I liked him, and I can see that the poor chap is caught in the usual trap of small family set-ups. A clash of personalities between a group of people who aren’t really cut out to be in business anyway. But if I’d loathed him, would you seriously have expected me to say so? Would you, my foolish little rabbit?’ He signed the bill, and they were shown out by the patron who still kept offering Louise a free lunch every day if she would sit at the window table to eat it. ‘But I can’t possibly eat by myself in a restaurant!’ and Joseph had laughed and said of course she couldn’t.

They drove back to Blandford Street, and he was undressed and in her bed before she had finished removing her make-up. She felt strongly that going to bed with any of it on was squalid, so every night he contained his impatience and watched until she, too, was naked.




CLARY AND ARCHIE

Clary found herself crying over the washing-up of last night’s supper and that morning’s breakfast. She was alone, as usual. The children had gone to school, and Archie had one of his teaching days. She wiped her eyes crossly on the already sopping teacloth and sat down at the kitchen table to try to sort things out. Why on earth was she crying? On the face of it, things had got much better: Archie taking the teaching job at Camberwell meant that a little money was reliably coming in. She could cut down her freelance proofreading and get on with her novel. The trouble with that was that she wasn’t getting on with it: she was stuck, bored with the people she was writing about and fed up with their silly antics. She was ground down by the endless household chores that seemed to need redoing as often as meals had to be prepared and demolished. The children were doing fairly well at school, although Bertie had had to have an expensive brace for his front teeth, which had to be adjusted. She had taken to giving him a treat of some sort after each dental visit, but this meant taking Harriet as well, which made it more unfair than ever, according to Bertie. Harriet resorted to sore throats as a way of qualifying for the treat. But this was all minor stuff; the children were fine, really, and Archie was a good, involved father.

Archie had begun at Camberwell by saying how much he loathed teaching, but lately he had come back after his teaching days apparently much happier, although he told her less and less about them. She had asked him once whether he thought any of his students were promising, and he had answered shortly that one or two might be. He came back from those days too tired, he said, to fuck, but wanted a really good cuddle in bed, and she enjoyed that.

It was Monday, a day when he was teaching, and the day when she went every week to clean and clear up his studio; he was a very messy painter and left everything not where he had found it. Afterwards, she would go and have coffee and a sandwich at a nearby café.

It was a bright day, with a cool wind, and she noticed at once that he had left his leather jacket hanging on the back of the easel.

When she had finished the cleaning, she pulled the jacket off the easel – it got stuck, she tugged it, and as it came free, an envelope fell to the floor. The envelope said ‘Melanie’ on the outside, and had not been stuck down.

Although a part of her knew she should not do so, she pulled out the letter inside and read it.

Half an hour later, she was sitting in the café with coffee and a sandwich that she found she could not face with the letter, open, beside her. She felt dizzy, and her cup shook in her hand so that she kept spilling it. Phrases from the letter kept repeating themselves in her head: ‘the most difficult letter I have ever had to write’, ‘your incomparable beauty – you have a face that Holbein would have delighted in’, ‘you are twenty, my dearest, at the beginning of your life, and I am an old man in comparison, a married man with two children, quite the wrong person – though, God, how I wish it was otherwise …’ And then a whole paragraph about how their love for one another must stop, ‘for Clary’s sake and the children’s’. She must transfer to another class, must never come to the studio again, must not write to him. He would keep faithfully to his side of the bargain, and he knew, with her tender heart, she would understand and comply. Believe him, she would get over it, and however hard the struggle was, he would do the same.

She had read the letter so many times that she almost knew it by heart. Heart! She felt as though it had been stabbed so many times that it was like some great bleeding bruise, unable now to withstand repeated blows.

She left the café and walked to Hyde Park to find some quiet bench where she could cry and try to get over the shock.

She remembered at their beginning that she had hardly been able to believe that he really loved her, how long it had taken to restore her trust, and how patient, how gentle he had been about that, and how her pleasure and joy in the general affections of family life had finally beaten her rotten opinion of herself, and her uncertainties had receded to periodic shortages of money, worrying about her novel and having to cook so much.

And now – this. This ambush; this monstrous, horrible cliché. Middle-aged married man falls for young girl whose breasts would not have sagged from breastfeeding two babies, whose (no doubt) flawless complexion would not have fine lines or blue shadows under her eyes from months of sleepless nights, who was probably overwhelmed by the attention of an older, attractive man, who most likely regarded her situation as uniquely romantic, who had possibly been egging him on to run away with her … How long had it been going on? He might well have been writing letters of this kind for months, letters in which the resolution was easily broken down by her pathetic frantic replies … Which meant that he had been lying to Clary for months …

When she had sobbed herself dry she began to feel angry; very, very angry. He couldn’t love her and write that sort of letter. She appeared in it simply as a duty – a responsibility, with the children. The thought of them further enraged her. How could he do this to them?

By now, she had convinced herself that he would leave her to cope for the rest of her life with two unhappy children, not enough money to do more for them but scrape by, trying to mask her broken heart from them, trying always to speak well of their perfidious father. Life would be lived alone once the children were old enough to leave her. But the future, however terrible and bleak, was nothing compared with the present. For how long had she been so bloody certain that he loved her when he had really loved someone else and lied to her about it? How long had she been humiliated in this way? Did the whole class at Camberwell know – or, at least, guess – what was going on? How could she have been so insensitive not to feel the change in him? And how did she now feel about him – about Archie?

Saying his name to herself brought on a fresh agony of tears – Archie, Archie; repeating it made her realise that she still loved him. Of course! That’s why it hurts so much. I still love him – have no idea how to stop that. He’s selfish, a liar, he’s despicable, he’s not thinking for a moment about poor Harriet and Bertie – or me, come to that: how can I love him? She had run out of paper handkerchiefs and had to use her long cotton scarf. She got up from the bench and started to walk north up Park Lane. She would have to confront him as soon as he came home, but it couldn’t be in front of the children. She walked as far as Marble Arch and, when she had found a shop, bought herself a packet of cigarettes. It was noon, and he would not be back until after six.

Archie, who had been dreading it, had a day that had lived well down to his expectations. For a start, it was surprisingly chilly, and he had left his only warm jacket yesterday in the studio. Then, when he walked into the studio where he taught, she was there. His heart gave a little jump at the sight of her, which he quelled to an ersatz irritation. Either she had disobeyed his instruction, or she had not got his letter.

He had oh so painfully prepared himself for her absence that seeing her – in her paint-bespattered blue overall, with her lovely red-gold hair tied severely back into a ponytail – was almost more than he could bear. Two whole hours of it, during which he must concentrate on teaching the rest of the little buggers. He felt her eyes upon him, and gave her one stern, unforgiving glance. He posed the model and told them what he wanted them to do.

When, after the first break, he did the rounds, he left her until last. He bent down, as though to examine her drawing more closely, and said, ‘Why are you here? Didn’t you get my letter?’

‘What letter? No. What letter?’ She looked very frightened.

‘I can’t explain that now. But no coffee this evening. I have to get back.’ And, as he said this, he suddenly remembered quite clearly that he had put the letter in his leather-jacket pocket, meaning to post it yesterday on his way home. And, of course, he had forgotten the jacket. It had not been posted. What a fool! ‘You mustn’t worry,’ he said more gently. ‘I simply needed to write to you. I’m afraid I forgot to post the letter.’ He was feeling deeply ashamed of himself now. It was surely a cowardly way of saying goodbye to her – but it had had to be done somehow, and it had cost him so much agony of mind to make the decision, then to write it down. There was no kind or good way of ditching someone, he kept saying to himself, as he struggled through the afternoon.

He had written because he simply didn’t trust himself to stick to his decision if she was there – weeping, no doubt, arguing, wanting to talk about their love – throwing her arms round him, imploring him to think again, saying that she didn’t care about marriage, would be content with so little, provided she could be with him sometimes. These last promises he knew to be untrue, knew also that she did not know that.

He was her first love, and he knew – or could remember – how potent, how unique that situation was for those so entrapped.

She would get over it – probably a good deal sooner than he.

But at least, by this decision, by putting it down on paper, he had spared his darling Clary any pain. Because, of course, he loved her, too.

It was all nonsense that people were unable to be in love with more than one person at a time; possibly this might be true for a woman, but clearly not for a man. ‘I wasn’t searching for someone to be in love with; it simply struck me – out of the blue.’ Part of him longed to tell Clary this – to show her how much he must love her to sacrifice so much for her. But this would be a mistake: Clary’s equilibrium was too fragile for even mild shocks – after all, the whole point of the letter was that the affair (which it had never physically been) was over. All he had to do now was to try to stop thinking about Melanie until she faded into the past. This made him think about her the whole of the long bus ride home. He decided to stop at the pub in Abbey Road before facing the family. A drink would warm him up; he felt perished, and the pub would provide a kind of no man’s land between Melanie and Clary.

‘But you weren’t going to tell me, were you?’

‘I wasn’t going to tell you because it’s over, finished, done with.’

‘So all these weeks of lying don’t count for anything.’

‘They count, of course, to me. But I desperately didn’t want to upset you.’

‘Upset me!’ She tried a hard little laugh that turned into a sob. She wasn’t wearing her usual house clothes but the grey corduroy pinafore dress with a shirt of a paler grey. And she had brushed her hair. She must have been waiting all day to confront him, he realised, and she had clearly been crying a good deal. He felt a rush of pity for her. She had sent Bertie and Harriet away for the night so she had had hours alone with the bloody letter. He, more than anyone, knew what she had already suffered.

‘Dearest Clary – I know you may find it impossible to believe, but I do love you. I am so, so sorry that I have exposed you to all this. It’s my bloody carelessness—’

But she interrupted: ‘Upset! It’s not your bloody carelessness – it’s what you’ve done. You’ve fallen in love with someone else and lied about it. Surely you can see what that means …’

‘But you can see from the letter that I’m giving her up! You don’t seem to have taken that in.’

There was a pause, and then, with some difficulty, she said, ‘Being responsible, duty and all that, doesn’t change your heart. You are in love with her “incomparable beauty – a face that would have delighted Holbein”. You do love her.’

‘And I love you, dearest girl.’

‘There you go again! You cannot have two dearests.’ She picked a cigarette out of the nearly empty packet and lit it with shaking fingers.

‘It’s something I’ve discovered,’ he said, speaking awkwardly – everything he said seemed to have a double edge to it. ‘Actually, you can love two people. I didn’t know that until now.’

She met his eye as she answered steadily, ‘I couldn’t. I could never love two people at once. I don’t believe that.’

No, she would not. He realised then that she would want to know something desperately important to her, something that she would be too proud to ask. ‘You might like to know that I have never slept with Melanie. Nothing like that.’

He saw the tension in her shoulders relax a little, as she replied, ‘There isn’t anything “like that”.’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But I thought you might like to know.’ He wanted to take her in his arms, but she was not ready to be touched. Instead he said, ‘Shall we have a glass of wine?’

‘If you like.’

When he came back to the table with a bottle and glasses, she had packed the letter into its envelope. He poured the wine. ‘By the way, nobody knows anything at all about this.’

Much later, he said, ‘Why do we always sit at the kitchen table when we have a lovely studio looking onto our nice wild garden?’

‘It began when Bertie started walking. He was fascinated by your paints and pulled your palette down one day and did an extensive finger-painting all over our old sofa.’

‘You never told me that.’

(A faint smile.) ‘I didn’t dare.’

‘Bring your glass.’ He tucked the bottle under one arm and took her hand. ‘I’m leading you – I don’t want you to lose your way. You know what you’re like with maps in cars.’ He felt her hand trembling in his. He thought, I’m glad I love her so much.

They sat side by side but with a gap between them on the battered old red velvet chaise longue. The bottle and their glasses were perched upon his painting stool.

‘Well, at least we’ve got some daffodils in our garden.’

‘I don’t really like daffodils. They seem to me rather heartless flowers – except the very small timid ones.’

‘I’ll get you some of the cowardly little creatures to plant for next year.’

‘Next year. Oh.’ She glanced at him, then quickly looked away.’ Her poor face was ravaged by her prolonged weeping: unlike heroines in books, she had a sort of greyish white pallor, with a bright pink nose and her lovely eyes red-rimmed. Usually, he could have made her laugh about this, but not now. Now she wanted comfort, reassurance, and he was unsure how to give it. Time – she needed time.

‘What are we having for supper?’

There was a pause, and then she said, ‘I was trying to think. I’m afraid there isn’t anything. I was so busy packing the children off to Dad and Zoë – and I didn’t think … You might not have been coming back—’ Her eyes were filling with tears again, and again he realised, with fresh humility, how much she had been through, how much she did, in fact, love him.

Love, for Clary, had always been a wholehearted and serious matter. Losing her mother, then her father, Rupert, being missing all those war years, not just missing, presumed by the family to be dead: everyone had supposed that excepting her.

‘I could take you out to dinner,’ he said. ‘Would you like that?’ But she shook her head.

In the end, he went to the small Indian restaurant near Maida Vale tube station and got them chicken curry, dhal, rice, and some poppadoms that broke into pieces in their paper bag. During the walk, wait, and walk back, he decided a dozen times not to think about how Melanie was feeling, which made him – each time – think about her more.

She certainly knew that all was not well; she would be fearful, anxious and miserably imagining what the dreaded letter might contain.

He had addressed, sealed and stamped the letter – had had to ask Clary for a stamp, which she had produced without looking at him. (The letter was now safely posted.)

I’ve behaved like a shit to her, and I suppose that means in a way that I am one. Turning over a new leaf was so difficult because one never knew what would be on it. He thought again how glad he was that he loved Clary so much. At least he was sure of that. This made him think how completely awful it must be for husbands who fell in love with someone they weren’t married to and who didn’t love their wife in the first place. He couldn’t think long about that, but his incredible luck made him feel humble.

All very well, but supper wasn’t easy.

It began all right, because the children had rung up while he’d been out. They were fine, Clary said, except they were hell-bent on having a white rat – two white rats, like Rivers. ‘Georgie says it has changed his life having him. And we want our lives changed.’ They were seizing the telephone from each other in their eagerness to express the idea.

‘What did you say?’

‘I said I’d think about it, and Bertie said, “That means you won’t do anything.” I remember how maddening I found that think-about-it stuff – it’s just a weak cop-out. The trouble is, Archie, that I don’t really like rats. In fact, I’m slightly afraid of them.’

She had said his name – a small step?

‘Why don’t we get them a kitten?’

‘Two kittens, they’ll want one each.’

‘Well – two. We could get them when we go to Home Place at Easter. Mr York, that nice farmer, is bound to have some.’

But after that, constraint set in. They were both trying to be normal, but the trouble with normal was that the moment you tried to be it, it wasn’t possible. In the end, bed had to be mentioned: they were both bone tired and longing for oblivion.

In bed, he told her he loved her, and she was still while he said it, but when he tried to kiss her face, she turned away and he only managed the side of her forehead.

He woke in the night because she was crying. He put an arm round her shoulders and soothed her awake. ‘Only a dream, my darling, just a sad dream.’ He felt her trembling – repeating the dream in her wakened mind as one does so often with nightmares. When she had finished, he pulled her close to him. ‘You are my dearest girl.’

And he knew she was better, because she murmured in a soft furry voice, ‘Buttering me up,’ and was instantly again asleep.




PART SIX

SUMMER–AUTUMN 1957




TEDDY

He had been very excited when Uncle Hugh had told him that he was to manage the Southampton wharf and mill. Excited and – although he did not admit it to anyone – very nervous. In London he had always had Dad to ask about things; now there would only be a man called Hector McIver, and although he had been working at the firm for what seemed for ever, he still felt a bit awkward asking an employee – not even on the board – for help.

Add to this the fast-discovered fact that poor-sighted McIver was also extremely deaf – you really had to face him and shout. He spoke so quietly and, with a Glaswegian accent, that Teddy had to repeat nearly everything he said. He was courteous, hard-working, and he worshipped Teddy’s father, which made a good start. He found Teddy lodgings in a house kept by a naval widow, who was prepared to make his breakfast and supper and see to his laundry, all for six pounds a week. This was a piece of luck for Teddy, because although his salary had been increased, he could no longer count on meals with the family, and also they had taken his car, which they’d said he would no longer need. He felt injured by that: it made a huge difference to finding a girl, and having any outdoor fun with her if he did. He determined to save up for one: you could get quite a decent car for five hundred quid. He could get to the wharf by bus or foot and he was expected to be in his office by nine when a Miss Sharpies would come in with his mail and, each week when it came out, the Timber Trades Journal. He was supposed to read this from cover to cover, and it proved to be diabolically dull. As a result, he did not learn very much from it. Outside, he was struggling to identify and remember the exotic names of the hardwoods that were imported largely to Southampton – pyinkado, Andaman padauk, the endless mass of boxwood, rosewood (nothing to do with roses), laurel, acacia, walnut, lime, cherry, elm, oak of varying kinds, chestnut, ash – not to mention softwoods that arrived in regular batches, and had to be unloaded, then floated in the river until space could be found for them in and around the sawmill. Miss Sharpies brought him mail that contained orders, often couched in – to him – unintelligible language. Then there were a rising number of complaints that orders had not arrived on time, or were not supplied in the quantity asked for, and in some cases simply the wrong timber, or no timber at all.

‘We really don’t have the requisite number of lorries, Mr Teddy. That is our quandary. Perhaps you could have a word with your father about that.’ Costs were rising all the time, and orders were not keeping pace with them. Teddy found a great deal of it tedious. And when he thought about the lives that his father and uncles enjoyed, he felt that something was wrong somewhere. He had taken to skipping Mrs Malton’s suppers: they generally consisted of grey oily mince with a great deal of lumpy potato, followed by tinned fruit and custard. He tried several pubs and settled on one that was in walking distance of Commodore Villa – the House of Mince he had come to call it: his hostess minced as much as she made it.

The pub had been half-heartedly made to look old-fashioned, with horse brasses and a large stone fireplace piled with logs that were never lit and sconces that had small shades covered with sailing ships. However, just as he was going to give it up, it proved to have one great asset: a buxom young barmaid, who wore rather carelessly buttoned shirts under her apron, bewitching black stockings and pointed high-heeled shoes. She had red hair that was a riot of curls, a milk-and-roses complexion, and a soft Irish voice that enchanted him. They started to have conversations while she drew his beer, frequently stopping to serve other customers, he soon realised, to prolong them.

She had been in England only for a month, she said; came from Cork where her family had a small farm that her father managed with her uncle but they didn’t hit it off, and her mam was worn out with the children and the fights on Saturday nights. As soon as she could, she had got away to earn some money and see the world. She was eighteen, she said, but later confessed to being a year younger. A friend had told her that work was to be had in pubs and clubs, especially in ports, so she had come over with four pounds and a bed with her friend Louie.

‘Here I am, so.’

He asked her name. She was Ellen. He asked her if she would come out with him.

She only got a half-day a week, she said, ‘But I’d really like to come.’ She was blushing deeply. She was a most charming blend of seductiveness and innocence.

Her half-day proved to be Wednesday.

They arranged to meet where the ferry left for Ryde, on the Isle of Wight. He asked McIver if he could possibly borrow one of the firm’s cars for the day – he had a relative on the island who was ill and anxious to see him. McIver was easy to take in, and agreed ‘just this once’. He cashed fifty pounds and the following Wednesday watched her walking down the quay towards him with true excitement. It was a balmy day, and the ferry was not crowded at all.

‘You have a motor!’ she exclaimed, when she reached him. She wore a tight black skirt, her high heels and carried a mac over her arm. Her shirt was of grass-green satin, cut so low that the cleft between her milky breasts was immediately apparent. She looked at him with her cloudy grey-green eyes and started to blush. ‘I’ve never been out with a gentleman,’ she said.

She had not, he discovered later, really been out with anyone.

‘Where are we going?’

To the island, he said. He’d never been there and thought it would be fun.

They both enjoyed the ferry, had a soft drink at the bar, and then went on deck. The sea was behaving like it did in a watercolour hung in the drawing room at Home Place: gentle blue water, with little creamy waves, dotted with the sharp bright white triangles of the many sailing craft that scurried to and fro upon it. He put his arm round her. ‘Don’t want you falling in.’

‘Nor I. I can’t swim no more than a wheelbarrow.’

‘I would rescue you,’ he said. He felt full of tenderness towards her. She was the opposite of his ex-wife Bernadine and the most recent girlfriend he had left so easily in London. ‘I would protect you from anything,’ he said. He bent down to draw her towards him, lifted her chin to kiss her inviting mouth. She gave a little gasp, then pressed herself to him. When they drew apart, she said, ‘I feel kind of funny – must sit down.’

He led her to a bench and they sat in silence for a minute or two. Then she said, ‘I thought I was going to pass out. Sorry. Never felt like that before.’

‘Like what, darling?’

‘Kind of watery – weak.’ Then, almost inaudibly, she added, ‘Weak and eager.’ Then, she said, ‘What’s your name when you’re at home?’

‘Oh. Sorry, I thought I’d told you. Teddy. My name is Teddy – short for Edward, after my father.’

‘Mr Ted. Or Mr Edward, I suppose.’

‘That’s my first name. I’m Teddy Cazalet.’

After a moment she said: ‘And I’m Ellen. Ellen McGuire.’

They were approaching land; the port seemed jammed with traffic and people, the sun winking on the windows of houses and cars. It was midday, and Teddy felt hungry.

‘Where are we going here?’

‘We’re going to find some lunch, and then we’ll go exploring. Would you like that?’

‘Oh, yes! I’d like anything we do really, Mr Ted.’

‘I’m not Mr, darling, just Ted or Teddy.’

They found a quiet pub outside the town where a few people were eating in the garden. ‘Do you like lobster?’

‘I’ve never had it. When they caught any, the fishermen sold it to Dublin for tourists.’

‘Well, today we’re tourists. We’re on holiday. If you find you don’t like lobster, you can have something else.’

But she did like it, and once he’d shown her how to crack the claws and pick out the meat she was better at it than he. ‘It’s the best food I’ve had in me life.’

He leaned across their table to wipe her face with his paper napkin, and she kept trustfully still while he did so. They drank bottled beer with the fish – ‘You can’t trust the draught if you don’t know the pub,’ she said, and he didn’t feel up to choosing wine. He offered her an ice for afters, but she said she couldn’t fancy another thing.

She announced – in a stage whisper that caught the attention of a couple sitting near them – that she was going to find a toilet, and he called the waitress for the bill, which was surprisingly reasonable.

They drove inland to pretty and sparsely populated countryside. They both felt sleepy after the meal, and he said he was going to find somewhere they could have a nice snooze.

In due course he found the perfect place: an opening with a gate into a small field. On the far side of the hedge was a delightfully dry ditch. There was an old tartan car rug on the back seat, and he took that with him and laid it in the ditch. She had kicked off her uncomfortable shoes and joined him in their makeshift bed without a qualm. Soon they were lying side by side, out of the breeze with the sun on their faces. He had taken off his jacket and made a pillow for her head.

‘Comfy?’


She nodded, and gave a pretty yawn, which showed her small white teeth.

But as soon as they were set for the sleep, the desire for it vanished. Instead he was undoing her blouse, exposing a tantalisingly inadequate brassière that hardly restricted her firm white breasts and rosy nipples. The moment he took one in his mouth she moaned, and the nipple hardened. He took his hand away to tear at the zip of his trousers, but she did it for him. ‘Oh, Ted. Oh, Ted!’

For a moment it occurred to him that she had done all this before, and a mixture of disappointment and relief overcame him. ‘So you want me, darling?’

‘Oh, I do, Ted, I’m yelling for you, whatever it is. Wait just one moment.’

She pulled down her skirt and then the white pants until her whole body was to be seen. Her nipples were like the furled centre of a dark pink rose.

For an unknown amount of time he had her, as many times as he could get a fresh erection.

She had not done it before – she cried out the first time – but her arms tightened round him, and when he asked her if she was all right, she kissed him with surprising strength. In between these bouts of passion, he stroked her hair, murmured to her, kissed her throat and told her how lovely she was. ‘I love you,’ she said.

When eventually he parted from her he realised that she was bleeding heavily; the rug was soaked under her legs, which had more blood running down them.

‘I must have hurt you – I didn’t mean to.’

‘No hurt,’ she said. ‘Only a smidgen. Nothing to fret about.’

But there was. There was nothing to clean her up with, so he got up and looked wildly round for water – a stream or a pond – but there was nothing in sight. He knew from his map that even if they managed to reach the sea it lay at the bottom of steep cliffs. They had to get back from the island somehow, but for a few panic-stricken moments, he could not imagine how this was to be accomplished.

‘I think it’s stopped,’ she said. ‘Give me my stockings.’

She rolled them up and stuffed them between her legs. She was sitting up now, and held out her hand for her diminutive white knickers, and he helped her pull them up. Then she sat on the edge of the bank while they tried to scrub her legs with the rug. This was not really successful as the blood had dried, and the result merely looked rusty. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said. ‘I don’t care about anything but you.’


Somehow, he finished dressing her, hooking up the bra, pulling on her small black skirt and the green shirt, whose buttons he fumbled with. ‘I didn’t know bleeding was involved,’ she said. ‘People don’t tell you anything where I come from except it’s wicked, unless …’ Her voice tailed off, until, in a quite different tone, she said, ‘Oh, Ted, will I be having a baby?’ Terror. She was terrified, he could feel.

‘Of course not, darling. Of course you won’t.’ But this lie frightened him.

‘Anyway, it would have happened when you kissed me on the boat, yes? It would have happened then?’

He was able to reassure her: no, that was not possible. Desperately not wanting her to pursue the matter, he looked at his watch and said they must be getting back so as not to miss the ferry.

He picked up her shoes, but she said she didn’t want them until they got back. ‘They kill me,’ she said, ‘but I don’t have another pair.’

The journey back was more or less silent. He attended to her – got her a cup of tea on the boat and brought it to the same bench on deck that they had used before. He found that if he sat with his arm round her, she seemed content and, burdened with the lie he had told her, he didn’t really want to talk at all.

They parted on the quay where he wrapped her in her mac. Silently, she held up her face and he kissed her trembling lips. She was trying not to cry. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said. ‘It’s been a wonderful day.’

‘All the best,’ she said, then went bravely stumbling in her shoes down the quay and out of sight.

Alone, he sat in the car for a while, trying to sort out his feelings, but he couldn’t and felt suddenly too tired to try. Better get the car back but, no, he would have to take the car rug to the cleaners and they would be shut now. He went to his lodgings, needing to wash and find a fresh shirt.

But when he got back, he was confronted by his landlady in a state of high excitement.

‘There’s two gentlemen been calling for you. I told them where you work, but they told me to pass on the message that they’ll be expecting you at the Polygon Hotel before eight o’clock. It’s ever so nice at the Polygon. My late husband’s niece had her wedding reception there. She married an accountant, you know – they went to live in Canada so, of course, I don’t see much of them. Two little girls they had, Sally Ann and Marylyn. I’ve ironed your best shirt and pressed those suit trousers for you.’

He thanked her, with a sinking heart. Somehow he knew that the appearance of uncles and/or his father boded no good.

It did. They were waiting for him at the bar and beckoned him to a table in a far corner.

Uneasy greetings.

‘I wish you’d told me you were coming.’ It felt the wrong thing to have said the moment he’d said it.

‘McIver told us that you’d gone out for the day.’

‘Yes – yes, I did. I felt I needed a day off.’

Hugh said, ‘He told us you’d gone to see a sick relative on the Isle of Wight. He apparently lent you his car.’

‘It was very kind of him.’

His father said, ‘You know perfectly well that is not on. This is a weekday, and you’re supposed to be running the wharf and sawmill. So your grandmother’s funeral ploy won’t wash.’ He beckoned a waiter and ordered a second round.

That was just the beginning of it. They had been looking at the books – the correspondence, the lack of sales, the muddles and complaints. Did he know that a large order for teak had been transferred by the vendors to Maxwell Perkins, well known to be a highly competitive rival? And what had possessed him to order a large quantity of softwood to be dumped in the river?

When he said there hadn’t been enough room on the land his father had exploded. ‘Balls! You know perfectly well that soaking softwoods renders them unsaleable for weeks – even months – after you’ve taken them out.’

At this point a waiter said their table was ready in the dining room.

They chose their meal – at least, his father and uncle did – and he said he would have whatever they had chosen, which turned out to be lobster. He drank some of the wine, which was waiting for them in a misty bucket, and wondered how on earth he was going to get through the evening without blubbing or throwing up. At one moment, when his uncle went to answer a telephone call, his father leaned towards him and said, ‘Listen, Teddy. You took some girl off with you for the day, didn’t you? Hugh won’t understand that, but I do. It’s all very well for you to have some fun sometimes, but you really should be more sensible about how you go about it. And the one thing I won’t stand for is you lying – to me or anyone else. You let the whole family down when you do that.’

His eyes filled with scalding tears and Edward whipped out one of his immense silk paisley handkerchiefs and proffered it. ‘Blow your nose, and pull yourself together.’

‘Sorry, Dad. I truly am. You see, I don’t know if I can do this job – if I’m up to it.’

‘Nonsense. You just need to learn more, work a bit harder at it. It’s time you got married again, Teddy. I know you made a bit of mess with whatsername—’

‘Bernadine.’

‘Her. You need to find a nice girl, settle down and start a family. Lots of people don’t have a good job they can walk into as you do.’

There was a pause while Teddy watched him put mayonnaise onto a mouthful of lobster. He looked then at his own plate, and pictures of the sunlit lunch with Ellen flickered and went out. He had lied to her, too. Well, a kind of lie. He supposed time – nerve-rackingly inexorable – would tell about that.

‘Could I have some more wine?’


‘Help yourself, and give me some. Hugh doesn’t seem to drink much these days.’

A sudden passionate wish to confide in his father about Ellen invaded him. He would feel better if he could tell someone – especially if he could get some advice. But at that moment Hugh came back. ‘Sorry, chaps. It was Jem. Her boys have got measles, and she feels she ought to send Laura away until they’re out of quarantine.’

He looked only mildly worried; the ghost of a tender smile was there, as it always seemed to be whenever he spoke about his wife. He adored her – and it was mutual.

Edward suffered a twinge of jealousy as he thought that. Not, of course, for Jemima but for their situation.

‘I told Jem we were gorging on lobster, and she said you know it gives you gyp, but from time to time it’s worth it. I’ve ordered another bottle of Sancerre, so let’s not talk shop for a bit and enjoy ourselves. You’re not much of a trencherman, Teddy, are you?’ But he said it kindly.

He listened while they talked about the state of the country – about what a good thing it was to have Macmillan rather than poor, worn-out Eden. Hugh didn’t like the way ‘we seem to be giving away our empire’, but Edward said it would be a relief: there was always going to be trouble all over the place and we would be far better off keeping out of it. ‘After all, he says we’ve never had it so good, and he’s right.’

Trying to do his bit – he sensed that the brothers were on the edge of some argument that could turn acrid – Teddy said, ‘But people are going to fight about things anyway, aren’t they? They said that your war was the one to end all wars, and wars broke out all over the place.’ He had speared a piece of lobster on his fork in the hope that if he concentrated on the conversation he might not notice eating it. Not so: he swallowed it whole, and it stuck in his throat precluding any further traffic, excepting wine, which he gulped in an effort to clear the way.

Eventually the meal was over, with coffee and a glass of port each on the table. A cigar for Edward and gaspers – as Hugh called them – for himself and Teddy.

They were both staying at the hotel, but Edward saw him off in McIver’s Vauxhall.

‘We’ll expect you in the office at nine sharp. Don’t be late. We have things to go through and discuss. Good night, old boy.’ He clapped him on the shoulder and went back inside.

Teddy dragged the car rug out of the back seat and crammed it into the boot. It occurred to him with a kind of dull fear that the cleaners might not be open before nine in which case he would be in further trouble. It’s as if I’d committed a murder, he thought. He felt rather drunk and really tired.

He crept into bed with the last thought that if the worst came to the worst, which it seemed to be bent on doing, he could chuck the wretched rug into the river. He set his alarm for seven thirty in the hope that there would be some warmish water for a bath. Then he tried to work out what he actually felt about sweet Ellen – a jolly romp? Love? Marriage? But somehow he was unable to feel anything. He was a creep, a liar; he could find nothing to justify his behaviour – to her or anyone else, come to that. Sleep rescued him from having to be alone with someone he could not like.




RUPERT AND FAMILY

‘The thing is, Mum, now that I’ve got to eight, I’d rather stop getting old. I don’t want to be like the rest of you. I just want Rivers and my zoo. So there’s no point in my going to school.’

He was sitting on the kitchen table and Zoë, who was ironing, looked up. ‘Georgie, I’ve told you dozens of times that you can’t choose your age. You simply get older every time you have a birthday. And you wouldn’t like not having them, would you?’

‘I wouldn’t,’ Georgie conceded. ‘But you could still make a non-birthday cake and give me the same presents.’

‘But eventually you’re going to need some money to buy food and things. You have to work to earn that.’

‘I don’t. I’ll charge for the tickets to my zoo.’

‘But where will you have the zoo?’

‘There’s plenty of room in the garden if you give up growing flowers.’

She spat on the iron before saying, ‘But you won’t be living here when you’re grown-up. You’ll have your own house and family.’

This shook him. ‘But, Mum, I don’t want to live anywhere without you! You, and Rivers. Dad could live with Juliet. I don’t mind at all living without her.’

‘And what about poor Dad?’

‘If I have the zoo in the whole garden he can stay.’ He had been chopping up the outside leaves of a lettuce for his tortoises with a very large knife, and now cut himself.

‘Oh, Mum, look!’ He held out a dirty hand on which a row of beady red blood was neatly ranged.

‘I told you not to use that knife. Go and wash your hand – both hands.’

‘It won’t stop the blood, Mum. It needs a plaster.’ But he jumped off the table and went to the sink.

‘Use the soap, Georgie.’

‘Now will you bandage it up?’

He loved Elastoplast and practically always had one or two plasters stuck on arms and legs. Some of them stayed for weeks after they were needed and she could only remove them by stealth – in the bath, or when he was seriously occupied with Rivers.

It was Saturday morning, and Rupert had been asked to meet Edward and Hugh at Hugh’s house. There was no sign of Juliet, who alternated endless conversations on the telephone to her friend Chrissie with long sessions in bed, or trying on and discarding heaps of clothes that she claimed had become unwearable. She had really become a nuisance, Zoë thought, sulky, remote, sarcastic and wanting always to go shopping at weekends.

In spite of her tiresome manners, or lack of them, she continued to become prettier – had none of the teenage disadvantages, only the compulsion to play her pop music at full blast. Rupert had given her a cheap gramophone, so at least the music was confined to her room. Was I like that when I was her age? Zoë wondered rather uneasily – she felt guilty whenever she thought about her mother. She would never forget her on the telephone, when the cancer was killing her, saying that the last few years with her friend on the Isle of Wight had been the happiest of her life. Even that had upset her: those years should have been with me, she often began to think, then made herself stop, because that was simply further selfishness on her part.

So, Juliet’s behaviour was almost a way of making her pay for how she had been.

As Rupert was out, she would make sandwiches for herself and the children and they could have toad-in-the-hole for supper.

The telephone rang, and when she picked it up, Juliet was already on. ‘It’s Dad, for you,’ she shouted – her bored shout: what could be duller than Dad ringing up Mum?

After confirming that he wouldn’t be back until late afternoon, there was a pause, and then Rupert said, ‘Could you get Jules to babysit Georgie tonight? I want to take you out to dinner.’ He was using what she knew was his casual voice, which meant he was serious.

‘I think she has a plan to stay with her friend Chrissie.’

‘Tell her to have Chrissie over to us, then. Or I will, if you like.’

‘I think I would like. What’s up, darling?’

But he simply said, ‘Put Jules on the phone, please.’

So she shouted and finally went up the stairs to attract Jules from the daily clamour of her music. ‘You can take it in our room,’ she yelled, above the din.

Georgie had gone into the garden with his tortoise food. The house, bathed in sunlight, seemed worryingly shabby: the stair carpet badly worn, the tiles on the kitchen floor chipped; even the pots of herbs on the windowsill were dusty. Her cleaner, who came two mornings a week, simply banged the Hoover about and then had a prolonged middle-mornings snack. She found herself thinking with nostalgia of the comfortable flat they had had in London, where everything had been well built and easy to maintain. This old and romantic house, with its ancient boiler and endless draughts, had fewer charms for her than it had for Rupert, who blithely ignored or dismissed the drawbacks. Its wonderful view of the river, its lovely eighteenth-century windows and panelled doors, its wide-boarded elm flooring and its pretty staircase were the things he loved. Oh, well: she knew that he had never wanted to stop being a painter and go into the family firm, and the house was his consolidation. And, of course, it was nice to have more money. It was only that there now seemed to be so many more dull things to spend it on.

Still, it would be lovely to be taken out, not to have to cook dinner and play Racing Demon, Jules being bored and impatient with Georgie, who was rather slow at getting the hang of it. On Sunday, Clary and Archie were coming to lunch with their children and she decided to make a lemon meringue tart for pudding. While setting out the ingredients, she began to think what she would wear for the coming evening.

Juliet came down in her pyjamas to hack a piece of bread off the loaf and spread it liberally with Marmite. ‘Dad said he’d collect Chrissie on his way back to pick you up. Half past seven, he said.’ She seemed mollified at the prospect.

‘Jules, it’s nearly lunchtime – don’t eat any more bread.’

‘Lunch! I don’t want lunch.’

And Zoë decided not to pursue the subject.

Nearly eight hours later, after a trip to the pet shop with Georgie for him to gaze at the budgerigars and grass snakes, an early supper (Chrissie and Juliet were going to eat later), after bathing him, reading a story from The Jungle Book, after asking Juliet’s advice about which dress she would wear (this in order to be able to implore her to be nice to her brother – she loved her mother asking advice and gave it freely: ‘You can’t possibly wear that, Mummy, you look awful in it’), after settling in the end for the old Hardy Amies that never let her down, after showing Juliet where the supper was in the fridge (she had had to buy things – ‘Toad-in-the-hole is disgusting, Mummy. Chrissie couldn’t possibly eat it’), after combing out her newly washed hair and putting on the old paste earrings she’d had for years – the first present she’d had from Rupert – after waiting only a few moments for him to arrive, after the pleasant drive into town, they were ensconced on the first floor of Wheeler’s restaurant in Old Compton Street, sipping white wine with two large platters of oysters between them.

‘So how was your meeting?’ she asked. Get that out of the way and then we can talk about serious things, was how she secretly put it to herself.

He took a deep swig of his wine, then stretched out his hand on the table to touch hers. ‘Sweetie, prepare yourself for a bit of a shock.’

She looked into his anxious eyes and her heart sank. ‘Do they not want you in the firm any more? Darling, is that it? You know I support you in whatever you want to do.’


‘It’s nothing like that. It’s—Well, apparently, Teddy isn’t really up to running Southampton—’

‘Well, surely it’s a very good position. Hundreds of people would jump at the chance.’

‘Yes, but unfortunately hardly any of them are called Cazalet.’

‘You mean Hugh wants you to do it.’

‘They both want me to.’

She stared at him for a moment, then said, ‘But you can’t. No, really, you cannot possibly do it. Commuting from Mortlake every day – you’d spend half your life travelling, you’d be utterly exhausted. Oh, darling, and you never wanted to do any of it in the first place.’

‘We’d better get on with our oysters or our sole will be spoiled …

‘The thing is,’ he said, moments later, ‘that of course it wouldn’t work if I commuted. What it does mean is that I would have to live there – that we would have to move.’

‘Leave Bank House? When you love it so much? What about the children? What about their schools?’

‘We’d have to find new schools. We needn’t live in the city. We could find some lovely village outside but not too far away. We could let Bank House, and rent the village one. It wouldn’t be for ever, sweetheart, a couple of years perhaps …’ But her face had resumed the expression that it had so often worn in the early years of their marriage. She had been years younger and it no longer became her.

‘Darling! It’s not my choice – you know that.’

‘Of course I know it. So why should your brothers boss you about like this? Why doesn’t one of them do it?’

‘Well, I haven’t talked about this because he doesn’t want people to know, but Hugh isn’t feeling so good these days – Edward doesn’t actually think he would be up to it.’

‘What about Edward, then?’

‘I did ask him about that. But he’s worried sick about Hugh’s management. He said he simply couldn’t leave him on his own in London. He told me he’d spent an evening with some banker chap who said we should aim to sell out – go public after we’ve got our bank loan down to acceptable proportions. He said the whole business could take at least two years, and that we should get on with it. Edward thoroughly agrees, but shifting Hugh is not easy. He still thinks that our father’s methods are the only right ones. He simply won’t accept that times have changed – are changing. Darling, you don’t want to hear all this.’

‘No, I don’t. All I can hear is two selfish old men wanting their own way, and expecting you to pay for it. You should stand up to them, Rupe! Stop being so amenable!’

The waiter arrived to remove the oyster plates, and stopped when he saw that she had eaten only four of hers.

‘I don’t want them,’ she said.

There was silence while their soles, Véronique and Colbert, were put before them and more wine poured.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve agreed to this.’

‘I said I’d think it over. And talk to you.’

‘Well, you have talked to me. And as you usually seem to agree with the last person you talked to, the thing should be settled, shouldn’t it?’

This last snipe really hurt him: it was nasty, and he also knew that it was uncomfortably true, but he could not bear it coming from her – his Zoë, his wife. ‘I know,’ he said, trying to smile. ‘I know I’m supposed to be an indecisive person. Well, I am one. I can’t help seeing the other person’s point of view. Hugh has never recovered from the wound in his head, still suffers from appalling headaches that lay him out. His loss of a hand is nothing to that. And Edward, well, I sometimes think that Edward knows he made a mistake with Diana, and Rachel says that he’s very unhappy about the rift with Hugh. I think he also misses the family life at Home Place. Rachel keeps trying to mend the rift, and Edward would be all for that, but he knows that Hugh disapproves of the marriage with Diana, which puts him on a sort of moral high ground that Edward can’t swallow.’

After a pause, she said, ‘But this is all about them. What about you?’ Then, she added, ‘That was a horrible thing to say. You have a much nicer character than I do. You worry about other people and all I care about is you and our children.’

The temperature had gone down a bit, he thought gratefully – and, after all, she had a point of view, which he absolutely had to take into account.

‘I think we’ve talked about it enough for now,’ he said. ‘Shall we make a great British effort to enjoy ourselves?’

So it wasn’t until they were driving home, and she was sleepy and content after her second rose-impregnated Ghul, which was the only liqueur that she really loved, that he said, in a carefully casual way, that perhaps while they were making up their minds, it might be useful – even fun – to pop down to Southampton and explore the villages nearby.

But she made no answer to this, and he realised that she was fast asleep.




SIMON AND NEVILLE

‘Well, all I can say is that you’re a fool.’

Neville was running through strips of negatives, holding them to the light, and every now and then chalking the possibles, with Simon standing awkwardly behind him. When Simon didn’t reply, he said, ‘As a matter of fact, I was on the point of arranging for you to go with me to Venice for a shoot, and now you’ll miss all that.’

‘I honestly don’t care. I’m not getting anywhere working for you.’

‘You’re training. If you bothered to learn—’

‘What? I’ve learned to be a dogsbody, if that’s what you mean. I don’t want to be a photographer, if that’s what you mean.’

Neville, who had so far conducted this conversation with his back to Simon, now turned round. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘what do you want to be?’

And before he could think any more about it, Simon said, ‘A gardener. I want to be a gardener,’ and as he said this, he realised he had been saying it to himself for months. It was Neville’s look of extreme condescension that had goaded him to commit himself aloud to someone else. ‘A gardener,’ he repeated.

There was a short silence while Neville lit a cigarette, then said, ‘Oh, well, I suppose you know best.’

He sounded unconvinced, which made Simon say, ‘So I’ll be handing in my notice as from now. You owe me nine pounds,’ he added.

‘You ought to be giving me a month’s notice. It’s the least you could do.’

‘I’m sick of doing the least I could do. I’m leaving now. So cough up.’

‘It isn’t nine pounds because you borrowed a fiver off me last week. Remember?’

‘OK. Whatever it is, then.’ By now he was stuffing his few belongings into his rucksack – no more sleeping in a cupboard.

Neville had followed him to watch this, and now fumbled in his threadbare velvet jacket – the one he only wore in the flat – for a handful of notes. He counted them out and added two fivers. He was starting to feel rather a shit.

‘Bonus,’ he said. ‘A Golden Goodbye.’

‘Thanks very much.’ Simon was clearly pleased. They parted more comfortably than either of them had expected, shook hands and wished each other good luck.

With Simon gone, the flat seemed surprisingly desolate. He had no assignment until he was to go to Venice for the weekend. In the end he did what he often did when alone: made some proper coffee, settled into the sagging armchair that never stopped leaking feathers and looked at his pictures of Juliet. They were stunning. She was a natural model, difficult to take a bad picture of her, and since last Christmas he had accumulated quite a stack.

Their relationship – precarious at best – was at once kept alive and impeded by secrecy. He knew that the family would come down on him like a ton of bricks if they knew about it, and she would be badly affected. He managed to see her by making his arrangements with Rupert or Zoë, who simply thought how nice it was of him to ask her to the theatre or cinema, or for walks in Richmond Park. Twice he had taken her out to lunch after a shopping session, which she’d simply adored, never questioning him about his choice of clothes. Every time they met, he was struck by her beauty, sometimes trying other words to describe her: lovely, pretty, attractive, ravishing, perfect – all these descriptions fitted her appearance, and no single one seemed enough.

On the whole, his situation with her (she had no idea how serious he was) suited him. He would have to wait for her to be old enough for him – as he put it – to carry her off, but this would give her time to grow up and for him to get his life together.

He would give up this grotty little flat and get himself somewhere far better and more suited to their future life together, and meanwhile the romance, the sheer amazing chance that he should have met her before anyone else had staked a claim, was enough for him to be going on with. His energy, emotional, sexual, whatever it was, had to be largely spent upon his career. He was known, but he needed to be famous; he needed to be one of the half-dozen top photographers in his field.

He opened the last tin of baked beans and ate them with a spoon, while he imagined finding somewhere marvellous and unusual – a boat moored at Chelsea, or a wharf on the river with a roof garden – to live, eventually, with his radiant love.

For the rest of the day, while he was checking and packing his equipment for Venice, calling his editor to find a replacement for Simon, searching for a clean shirt and trying to remove some mysterious mark from his newest velvet jacket, these glinting thoughts of his future began to make him feel isolated. He would drop in on Clary: she would give him supper, and she would help him with his blasted jacket.

He bought an evening paper, two gobstoppers and a small bunch of chrysanthemums before catching a bus up Edgware Road. Archie would have to do without a present.

The flat was the ground floor of a very large house, and its garden might once have been an orchard as it contained apple, plum and pear trees set in rarely mown grass and stalwart weeds such as loosestrife and dandelions. The studio looked onto the garden, which made the place seem like a piece of country. He had time to see all of this because the front door was not locked, and when he shouted for Clary, she shouted back that she was in the kitchen washing her hair.

‘I suppose you’ve come to supper,’ she said, after she’d given him a rather wet hug.

‘I think I have. These are for you.’ He proffered the chrysanthemums.

‘Goodness! Thank you.’ She looked wildly around for something to put them in, and settled on a jam jar stuffed with Archie’s paintbrushes.

‘Won’t he mind?’

She shrugged. ‘Not very much. There isn’t a great deal of room in this flat for things like flower vases.’

She had been towelling her hair and now gave it a shake, so that spots of water fell everywhere. ‘I’ve got a comb somewhere – oh, yes, I think it’s on the draining board. Please get it.’

He wanted her to clean his jacket so he did as he was told. She wrenched the comb through her tangled hair for a minute or two. ‘See if you can find an elastic band, unless you happen to have one on you. I must get the children in for their bath.’

The children turned out to be in the garden, and came plodding in carrying a heavy bag between them. ‘Here are your horrible pears. Please don’t make us eat them. They really are horrible.’


‘Say hello to Uncle Neville.’

‘Hello, Uncle Neville. Mum, I had a good idea about the pears.’

‘Actually, it was my idea.’ Bertie was a year younger than Harriet, and made the most of it.

‘OK. Tell us your idea, then go and have your bath.’

‘Oh, Mum! We had a bath yesterday!’

‘We simply aren’t dirty – except my knees. You can’t count knees as being dirty.’ They had dumped the bag on the floor, whereupon it fell sideways and a number of small green pears fell out. ‘She stews and stews them and then we have to have them as pudding,’ Bertie explained to Neville. ‘And there are millions of them.’

‘Anyway,’ Harriet said, ‘you know that story when an old woman builds her house of pear seeds? Well – that’s the idea. That would use up all the pears and we would have a proper house instead of the leaky old tent in the garden.’

‘It sounds an interesting idea, but quite difficult to do,’ Clary said.

‘Dad will help us,’ Harriet said. ‘You can, too, if you want to, but honestly I think it’s the kind of thing that Dad would be best at.’

‘Right. Up you go now.’

Neville said, ‘If you go now, I’ve got a present for you when you come back.’

‘What?’

‘It will be a surprise.’

They went, of course. When they had gone, Neville said, ‘You’re very good at being a mother, aren’t you?’

‘Am I?’ She looked surprised. ‘I don’t feel especially good at it. I get ratty sometimes and want to scream at them. It’s the going-on-ness of family life, you know – all the meals and washing clothes, clearing up whatever happened last and getting ready for the next thing.’

‘But you like it, really, don’t you? And you have Archie.’

‘I have Archie,’ she repeated, but for a moment her face clouded – something sad and determined occurred and went. ‘If you want to go on talking we must sit down. Also, it’s time you told me what you’ve come for.’

‘How do you know I’ve come for anything?’ He felt aggrieved that she was so sharp.

‘Because you always do. I don’t mind in the least. What is it?’

‘Well – I felt like seeing you. Your company.’ This, he discovered to his surprise, was completely true.

The kitchen was fairly tidy for Clary, he thought. The table had rather a lot of flour on it and there were vegetables waiting to be prepared on the draining board alongside a bottle of shampoo.

‘Darling Neville, what else?’

‘It’s a tiny thing, really. I’ve spilt something on my only good jacket and I’m off to Venice this weekend, and I thought you’d know how to get the mark off. You used to spill so many things on your clothes, I thought you’d be an expert.’ He smiled winningly.

This did not go down well. ‘When I spilled things they tended to stay there. It was Poll who showed me what to do.’ It was a tart reply. However, she looked at him, and then said, ‘Show me the jacket. What did you spill on it?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’ He had pulled it out of the carrier bag. She took it to the draining board. ‘You should have had it dry-cleaned.’

‘I know. But it’s too late for that. I only noticed when I was packing.’

‘I’ll have a go, if you like, but I warn you, it may not work.’

While he watched her spread the stained cloth on the wood, put some washing-up liquid on her finger and rub it carefully round and round, he had a sudden mad desire to tell her about Juliet, to say, ‘I’m in love with my half-sister – no, it’s really serious – I know she isn’t old enough to marry me, but she will be and then I shall.’

‘When will Archie be back?’

She looked at her watch. ‘Any minute now. It isn’t one of his late nights.’

Not a good moment then. He knew she would protest, and he needed time to field any objections. His urgent secret withdrew, like a snail. ‘Tell me what’s been happening to you.’

He saw her shoulders stiffen for a second, then she turned to look at him (she had marvellous eyes, he noticed now, because he was not used to them). In a very calm, flat voice, she said, ‘The chief thing is that I’m writing a play.’ A very large tear dropped onto the black velvet.

At that moment, there were sounds of Archie’s arrival.

‘Please don’t mention the play,’ she said, then called out, ‘We’re in the kitchen. Neville’s here.’

Archie was pleased to see him. He looked awfully old, Neville thought. His hair was partly white and there was less of it. He seemed tired. He dumped the satchel he had been carrying and turned Clary from the sink to kiss her. ‘How’s Mrs Beeton been doing? Darling, your hair is soaking!’

‘Better not come near me, then.’

‘Clary’s very kindly cleaning my jacket.’

‘I’m afraid I’ve got a bit behind with supper.’

‘Never mind. I’ve brought a bottle of wine back. We can all have some while we’re waiting.’

‘It won’t be just waiting, I’m afraid. There’s the potatoes to peel and carrots to scrape. And the children to get out of the bath. I’ve made the fishcakes, though.’

‘Oh, good. She makes lovely fishcakes.’

‘I don’t. Either they’re too full of potato and don’t taste of anything, or they go all crumbly when I fry them.’

Archie, who had been fumbling in a kitchen drawer, said, ‘Where the devil has the corkscrew got to?’

‘It’ll be in the sink, concealed by suds. I was using it to try and open a bottle of hair stuff. Sorry.’

Neville became conscious of effort in the air, but other than not being there, he couldn’t think what he could do about it. ‘Are we going to have the wine now, or save it up for dinner?’

Clary, who had begun peeling potatoes, said irritably, ‘I don’t care. You do what you want.’

But that was his cue. ‘I meant to bring you some,’ he said. ‘Where’s the nearest off-licence? No, really, Archie, I want to.’

And Archie was persuaded.

During his walk, he reflected that he had not told Clary about the most important thing in his life, and then – a sudden and perhaps tardy notion – that she had not told him either. The play she had said she was writing, the momentous tear that had fallen onto his jacket, her saying not to mention it when they heard Archie … Something was going on. She had not made the slightest effort to tidy herself, to change from the fraying green shirt, to don an apron not so spattered with previous cooking, and she had been distinctly ungracious about whatever Archie had said to her. They must have had some married couple’s tiff. Well, he certainly wouldn’t ever have any of those with beautiful darling Jules. In the end, he bought two bottles of champagne and walked quite briskly back, through the dusk turning to dark, and returned to a far more cheerful scene.

Archie was laying the table, Clary was frying fishcakes; they had not drunk the wine – ‘Waiting for you’ – and the children were showing their father a drawing Harriet had made for the pear-seed house. His jacket hung from the plate rack. ‘The best I could do,’ Clary said, and Archie added, ‘She used her own toothbrush to stroke up the nap.’

The champagne was greeted with delight and even some awe.

‘I thought people only had it at weddings,’ Bertie said. ‘Can we have some?’

‘You can have a sip,’ Archie said.

‘A very small sip,’ Clary amended. She began dishing out the food for them.

‘I should like a very large gulp, several gulps, because it might take me time to see if I like it.’

‘You’ll have exactly the same.’

Neville uncorked a bottle that fizzed, pouring the champagne quickly into the glass that Archie held out for him.

‘Smoke comes out!’ Harriet shouted.

When they had had their sips, she said it was too prickly whereupon Bertie said he loved it.

‘Aren’t you having supper with us?’

‘We’re going to have a drink first. You don’t usually have supper as late as this. Eat it up or you won’t get Uncle Neville’s surprise.’

‘Carrots as well, Bertie,’ Clary said, some minutes later.

‘Mum, I really have told you and told you I don’t actually care for carrots. I can’t see the point of them.’

‘The point of them is that they’re orange,’ Harriet said complacently. She had cut hers up into small pieces and was mashing them up with her potatoes. The fishcakes had disappeared in a flash.

They were delighted with the gobstoppers. Harriet had never heard of them, but Bertie said a boy at school had had one, and let his best friends all have a go to change the colour. ‘But then a stupid boy swallowed it when it had gone green and he got turned upside-down and banged on the back until the gobstopper fell out.’

‘Well, you’re neither of you to share yours with anyone. You can keep them at home. In fact, one more colour each and it’s bedtime.’

‘She’s in one of her firm moods,’ Harriet said. ‘And, Mummy, I wouldn’t dream of sharing mine with anyone. I think it’s disgusting.’

‘Right.’ Archie got up. ‘Go now, and I’ll come to see if you’re in bed in five minutes, teeth cleaned and all. Say goodnight to everybody and be off.’

So they did as they were told, and went.

The peace in the kitchen was such that they could hear the cold tap dripping in the sink. Neville opened the second bottle while Clary dished out their dinner. During this, Archie went to her and gently untied her dirty apron, put his arms round her and kissed the back of her neck. She turned to him and smiled. ‘What are you buttering me up for now?’

‘To get the most fishcakes, of course.’

Neville, whose eye was sharp and practised when he wanted it to be, felt then that nothing escaped him. They had had a row of some sort, but it seemed to be cleared up. He was ravenous.

Archie duly went up to – as he put it – bottle the children. ‘Can we start?’

‘Of course. If we drink any more without eating we’ll all be tight.’

They ate in companionable silence.


Then Clary said, ‘Venice will be lovely, won’t it? Tourists mostly gone and still good weather.’

He shrugged. ‘The trouble is that when I’m working there’s no time. You start practically at dawn and you go on all day, going to different places, setting up shots that don’t work because they don’t show off the clothes enough, and you have to do it all over again, with a whole lot of wardrobe and make-up people fussing about idiotic detail, and then the girls get cold and cross and want hot coffee and a sit down.’

There was a pause, and then Clary said, ‘Well, I’d love to go to Venice any old way.’

Then Archie came back; he looked weary, the lines on each side of his nose more deeply indented.

‘Are they settled?’

‘Yep. I had to threaten them with Dr Crime. They want you to say goodnight to them, darling.’

‘Who is Dr Crime?’

‘He’s a nasty character who writes down all the bad things they do. They love him, really. He goes about at night doing wicked things.’

‘Well, Neville, what do you think of the state of the world?’ Archie asked, when Clary had gone upstairs.

Surprised, he answered, ‘I suppose I don’t think about it much. I can’t do anything about it, whatever I think. Things don’t change much, really – do they?’

‘Some things do, albeit slowly. Liberalising the laws about homosexuality, for instance. Are you in favour of that?’

‘God, yes! I’m all in favour of liberalising everything.’

‘Have you told your MP that?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea who he is. So no.’

‘It’s something you could do.’

‘Really, Archie, what difference would that make? One person. And don’t tell me that if everyone did as you say it would make a difference because they won’t.’ He felt irritated and got at. Luckily, just as Archie was agreeing with him, Clary came back, and he said he must be off. He put on his newly cleaned jacket and pushed his old one into the carrier bag.

Clary kissed him.

‘It was lovely you came,’ Archie said. ‘Sorry to rile you – marvellous champagne,’ and the evening ended peaceably.

When he had gone, Clary began clearing the table, but he stopped her. ‘I’ll do it in the morning. It’s my morning, remember, and your lie-in. Come with me now.’

On the stairs, she turned to look at him, a searching, anxious look.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. Only I’m afraid you’re so sad.’

When she said anything like that, the weight of his abstinence enveloped him. He still saw the girl sometimes at the school – always at a distance – and each time could tell himself that it was easier. What he could not bear were these allusions: however discreet, it was the only thing that made him feel angry – no, impatient – with her. ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘I love you, and I’m fine.’




POLLY, GERALD AND FAMILY

‘Basically, Lady Fakenham, basically, the idea of hosting wedding receptions in your beautiful mansion is a viable one. It’s simply that some adjustments need to be made before you get the clientele that you want. By that I mean people who are prepared to pay.’

Mrs Monkhurst, dressed impeccably in autumn tweeds, cashmere and pearls, re-crossed her navy nylon legs and hoisted herself more upright in her chair. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘perhaps we should start with what you think went wrong with your do last week.’

Polly, who felt rather slovenly beside her – she was wearing an old skirt that had been made of curtain material and a shirt that made it easy to feed Spencer – picked up the list she had made. It was she who had asked Mrs Monkhurst to come, as she ran some kind of agency for organising parties in large houses, but she was beginning to feel bossed and humiliated. ‘Well, to begin with, it rained, almost the whole time. So people couldn’t go into the garden. The marquee leaked, which wasn’t our fault, but it made a mess, and the guests were not warm enough. Then there were perpetual queues for the lavatory on the ground floor here.’

‘You only have one?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘But, Lady Fakenham, you cannot have expected over a hundred people to make do with one!’

‘It was all so expensive, you see.’

‘I hear that the music wasn’t quite up to the mark.’

Polly spoke stiffly. ‘We moved the piano into the marquee and my brother played, except when there were speeches on. He’s very good at it.’

‘I’m sure he is,’ Mrs Monkhurst replied, with tones of exaggerated conciliation and disbelief. ‘But they were expecting a three-piece band at the very least.’ She was riffling through the pad on her lap. ‘Is that all?’

‘I’m sure it isn’t, but I can’t think of anything else. Offhand,’ Polly added, to be on the safe side.

‘Ah! This is the feedback I have procured for you. Apart from what you’ve mentioned, there was some disappointment with the catering, I believe.’ She looked enquiringly at Polly.

‘I don’t understand that. They chose the menu themselves.’

‘Yes. But the salmon and chicken were overcooked, the mayonnaise was salad cream out of a bottle and the canapés tasted, I was told, as though they had been made days before. You know what the answer is, don’t you, Lady Fakenham?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

‘You chose the wrong help. Neither the marquee firm nor the caterers were what we should consider first class. I could put you on to people who would never make such mistakes. Of course, they cost a bit more but, believe me, they’re worth it.’

‘But we didn’t have any more money! As it is, we’ve made a small loss.’

Mrs Monkhurst regarded her with a short mournful silence. Then, she said, at last, ‘I’m afraid that means you’re a tiny bit under-invested. If you’re interested, I could do an estimate for you, which would include our costs for finding you clients.’

‘That was what she came for. When I asked her, I thought she was simply going to give us advice.’ Mrs Monkhurst had finally driven off in her Humber and Gerald had emerged to hear the news. ‘She was just after business.’

‘If she’s a businesswoman I suppose she would be.’ He was in one of his mild moods, which alternately maddened and alarmed Polly: in one of them he would agree to anything.

‘But, darling, she wants us to spend a whole lot of money that we haven’t got. And, if she finds us clients, she wants fifteen per cent of the profit. It’s hopeless!’

‘Not hopeless, darling. Let’s wait and see what she proposes. Here’s Spencer, wanting his lunch.’ Nan had come in carrying a cross red-faced baby. He was arching his back and his cries came in short staccato bursts, like gunfire. He was so beside himself that even after Polly had unbuttoned her shirt he banged blindly against her breast until she guided him to the right place, whereupon he latched onto her nipple, his slate-blue eyes regarding her with reproach.

‘He’s teething, bless him,’ Nan said.

Gerald watched him fade from scarlet to a comfortable rose colour. Content was in the air, he thought, and it was all due to Poll. ‘How I love to see you both,’ he said. ‘Now, you’re not to worry about a thing. If the worst comes to the worst, we can always sell another picture. I must go and help Simon.’

Polly knew that she was meant to be reassured by this, but was not. She sighed as she winded Spencer and changed sides. You should think of good things when you’re feeding babies, she thought. Dad is coming to stay, and nice Jemima and rather spoiled, sweet little Laura. And Simon is a great help. This afternoon I must make some food for them. She yawned; too many interrupted nights with Spencer. We simply have to earn some money somehow, she thought. Perhaps Dad will have a good idea, he is a businessman after all.

A few minutes later, she went in search of the pram, which was in the kitchen, where she found Nan making sandwiches. ‘Tea’s not quite ready, your ladyship, and I think those twins have eaten the cake.’

Oh dear! It had happened again. ‘Nan dear, we need to have a bit of lunch now. Teatime is later, when the children get back from school.’

Nan stared at her for a moment, then said, ‘Well, that’s a relief.’ But she did not look as though it was, at all.

‘Would you like to go and call the men?’ She knew that Nan loved telling people what to do and it would distract her. ‘Take the bell with you, Nan. I think they’re planting trees in the avenue.’

After she had laid the sleepy Spencer in his pram, and was stirring the soup, she wondered what on earth they would do if Nan’s memory got worse – or, rather, when. She would have to be looked after, and Polly would have to employ someone to help with the children and there would be more housework than the girl who came one morning a week could possibly manage.

And they were planting new trees in the old avenue that was studded with stag oaks and splendid old elms, when there was so much else to be done where the results would not take thirty years to show! She cleared the table of tea things and collected the cheese and bread from the larder. She decided to get on with preparing the venison and vegetables for the stew for supper. Pheasants for tomorrow night, she thought. The family got sick of them at this time of year, but Gerald shot and hung them and they cost nothing. And Dad loved game. All I’ve got to do before they come is check their bedroom, make a chocolate cake for tea and some sort of pudding from our plums – a crumble would be easiest – and perhaps get Nan to make one of her treacle tarts for tomorrow …

By the time Gerald and Simon appeared, very pleased with themselves – ‘We’ve planted twelve trees and run out of stakes for the others’ – Polly had soaked the prunes in warm water, and finished scrubbing the Jerusalem artichokes, both intended for her stew.

‘I want to sleep with Andrew.’

‘I don’t want to sleep with her at all.’ He looked at Laura with distaste. ‘She was sick in the car. I don’t want to sleep with a sick person.’

‘I told you, I’m only sick in cars. Mummy, do tell Andrew I’m only sick in cars.’

‘Darling, when you stay with people, you have to sleep where they say.’

Eliza and Jane, who were polishing off their share of the chocolate cake, surveyed Laura with disapproval. One of them said, ‘And you shouldn’t talk about sick at meals.’

And the other said, ‘No, you shouldn’t. It’s disgusting.’ Laura looked at them both, and her eyes filled with tears.

‘I’ll give you some carrots,’ Polly said, ‘and, Eliza, you could take Laura to see your ponies. But only if you promise to look after her carefully. Laura is your guest.’

And Jane immediately said, ‘I’ll take Laura. I should like to.’

‘OK, but everyone finish their milk.’

‘And ask to get down,’ Nan added.

When they had done all of this, Simon got up. ‘I’ll go with them.’

‘Oh, thank you, Simon.’

Gerald then offered to show Hugh what they had achieved with the back garden, and he accepted gratefully.

‘If you go through to the sitting room, my lady, I’ll bring the baby to you. It’s time for his feed.’

‘Shall I come with you, or would you rather be on your own?’

‘Oh, come with me, Jemima. I haven’t seen you for ages.’

Polly had been shocked by her father’s appearance. He looked not only dead tired but somehow diminished. Jemima looked tired also, but she was always so neat in her appearance that her fatigue was not so apparent: blonde hair simply cut, a straight serge skirt and white shirt, with a tidy polished belt round her very small waist. She wore dark blue mesh stockings, and shoes as much polished as her belt. Her expression seemed to have settled to some sort of anxiety that had not been there the last time Polly had seen her.

‘How are things?’ she asked, after Spencer was settled at her breast.

‘I’m worried about your father. He and Edward are not getting on, and that distresses him. Far more than it does Edward. Your dear father can be – well, once he’s made up his mind, it’s almost impossible to get him to change it.’

Polly waited a moment. Then she asked, ‘What do you think he should change his mind about?’

‘Accepting Edward’s wife for one. I think Edward resents him about that, and I don’t blame him. I mean, it’s happened. He’s married to her. But Hugh’s still very loyal to Villy. He goes to see her regularly and every now and then we have to have her to supper. I know I shouldn’t say it that way, but they are awful evenings: Villy always gets round to asking questions about Edward and she calls Diana “The Destroyer” and makes bitter remarks about her. And she won’t let poor Roland go to Home Place without her, and she won’t go unless Edward’s there without Diana. So Roly hardly ever sees his cousins; he’s being brought up as though he were an only child. By the way, Spencer’s a lovely baby.’

Polly, who had him over her shoulder, smiled. Spencer was dribbling; he belched, and Polly stroked his head. He had worn a bald patch bashing his head about when he was in a temper, but his glistening red hair was growing quite long at the back. ‘He’s going through his unsuccessful-composer stage,’ she said fondly.

‘I wondered whether you could talk to him. I’ve tried, and I know that Rachel has, but he adores you. It would be marvellous if you could make him see …’

‘Well, I could try, but I don’t think—’

Here they were interrupted by an influx of children.

‘We fed both of the ponies. They simply love carrots – they have lovely soft noses and they smell really nice. I think I ought to have one.’

Eliza and Jane were clearly softened by Laura’s enthusiasm. ‘We’re going to give Laura a riding lesson tomorrow.’

‘Where’s Andrew?’

‘He got stung by some stinging nettles and cried.’


‘I don’t get stung by stingy nettles because I know what they are.’ Laura was so happy that she felt like boasting about anything that came up.

‘Did you give him a dock leaf?’

Jane looked sulky. ‘Can’t remember.’

Eliza said, ‘We told him about them but I don’t think he listened. He’s only six, Mummy – he’s still pretty stupid.’

‘I’m seven and I’m not in the least stupid. I can play “Three Blind Mice” on the piano, and skip twenty-two times, and read some books, and walk two miles with Daddy—’

‘Laura, darling, that’s enough. It’s time for your bath now.’

‘I want to have my bath with Andrew.’

At this point Nan appeared. She seemed refreshed by more children. ‘You’re coming with me, Miss. You and Andrew, then the girls, or you won’t get any supper.’ And she took the unresisting Laura by the hand and led her from the room.

‘Goodness!’ Jemima said, in admiration.

‘There’s nothing like Nan when she’s on form.’

So Jemima went to unpack, and Polly to change Spencer’s nappy and put him in his cot.

The long weekend (it was half-term) ran its course. Simon managed to tell his father that he had decided to become a gardener and, to his surprise, his father made no demur – even seemed relieved that he had settled on something. ‘Don’t you need to do a course or something to get qualifications?’

‘Well, I suppose it would help if I needed to get a job somewhere different, but I like working here with Gerald and Polly.’

And this had been seconded by Gerald, saying what a marvellous help he was and how hard he worked.

Andrew settled for Laura, as she would do anything he told her to do and it made a nice change from being bossed about and snubbed by the twins. Spencer cut a tooth and was very smiley.

Polly, with the excuse of asking Hugh’s advice about Mrs Monkhurst’s suggestions, managed to get him to talk about his rift with Edward, and very carefully brought the conversation round to Diana. ‘Dad, how would you feel if the family had refused to have anything to do with Jemima?’

Hugh stared at her, but she noticed that his usually kind eyes became hard, like marbles. ‘I wouldn’t stand for it,’ he said. ‘In any case, they all love her.’

‘You see, I sometimes think that poor Uncle Edward may feel like that about Diana, too.’

There was a short, uncomfortable silence.

‘I mean, darling Dad, it isn’t so much what you think of her, it’s how he feels about her. He has married her, after all.’

‘And what about poor Villy? What about his ruining her life?’

‘That’s happened, Dad. It can’t be changed. It wouldn’t actually make the slightest difference to Villy if you met Diana, but I think it would make all the difference to Uncle Edward. Darling Dad, you’re usually such a kind person – think how awful it would be for me if you didn’t approve of Gerald. I’d be miserable. In the end, I’d stop loving you so much.

‘Or, I might,’ she added, seeing that this had really shocked him.

‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘I’ll think about what you’ve said. But, you know, it’s not simply the Diana issue. The firm is having a bad time, and we don’t agree at all on what we should do about it. We’ve reached a point when it has become almost impossible even to talk about it.’

They had been walking back up the avenue, having duly admired the new planting, and now he hooked his arm in hers. ‘You know, Poll, when you talk like this you remind me of your dear mother – of Sybil.’ He gave a little dry laugh to get rid of the terrible picture that recurred to him still of her dying – the slow certainty of it, the agony of watching her pain, his utter helplessness to save her from any of it.

Polly (and this would have surprised him as, like many people, he had been selfish in his grief) also had vivid and painful memories of her mother – her cries when the pain became unbearable, seeing her for the last time when she was conscious of nothing, how she had been allowed one unreciprocated kiss and then was banished. These separate griefs came to them now as they walked slowly up the drive, rich copper oak leaves falling gracefully to their feet and, above them, a sharp blue sky and cold yellow sunlight.

When the house came into view, with its monstrous façade of greyish-yellow brick (‘lavatory brick’, Gerald called it) and each of its many windows framed by architraves of an uneasy red, Hugh stopped to look at it.

Polly, watching him, said, ‘Gerald says it has pomp without any circumstance.’

‘Have you ever thought of selling it?’

‘I used to. But Gerald is devoted to it. It has become his raison d’être. And I have grown fond of the place. We’ve simply got to make it earn its keep. And ours.’ And she told him about Mrs Monkhurst and all the extra money needed, ending by asking him what he thought about sinking a lot more capital into the place.

‘How much more?’

‘She hasn’t told us yet. But I bet it’ll be another Turner.’

‘Poll, I don’t think you should keep selling those. They’re a capital asset.’

‘It’s all right, Dad. We’ve still got a good many. We sold two to get the roof mended and a few other vital things like that. And Gerald sells one for each baby so that we’ve got money for their education.’

They returned to the house to be greeted by the twins. ‘We’re awfully sorry, Mummy, but Laura fell off Bluebell and she’s probably broken an arm or a leg or something.’

‘Where is she?’

‘Jemima’s taken her to the vet.’

‘Not the vet, the doctor, silly.’

‘It wasn’t our fault, Mummy. She didn’t want to be on a leading rein.’

Andrew said, ‘Now you can see why I don’t ride. I need my arms and legs – or how could I climb my trees?’ He had not at all liked the twins appropriating Laura.

‘You know perfectly well that you should have kept her on the leading rein. In fact, you should have led her yourselves. Where was Simon while all this was going on?’

‘He said he had to get more wood in for the fires.’

‘He made them promise not to trot or anything, but as soon as he’d gone they trotted. Jane was on Buttercup, anyway, so she wasn’t much use.’

‘Andrew, you’re a horrible little sneak.’

‘Yes, you are. I think you’re the worst person I know.’

‘Yes, I agree. Quite the worst person.’

Andrew’s face puckered. ‘I’m not the worst. I’m a good person. You’re the ones who let Laura fall off. You’re the worst.’ He was in tears now, sniffing hard and rubbing his eyes. At that moment, Nan appeared with Spencer, who was also crying.

‘He’s worse than me. He can’t even eat.’

‘He’s hungry. You’re a bit late, my lady.’

‘Sorry, Nan.’ She took Spencer and suggested that her father followed her to her sitting room.

‘And you, Master Andrew, will go upstairs and wash yourself for lunch. Not just your hands, your knees as well.’

‘How can my knees have anything to do with lunch?’ they heard Andrew saying. ‘I don’t eat with my knees …’ His voice faded until they shut the door on him.

‘Dad, do settle down. The paper’s on the sofa table. They’ll soon be back.’

But Hugh could not settle. He wandered about the room, peering frequently out of the window that looked onto the drive. ‘I can’t understand how we missed them in the avenue.’

‘They probably went along the back drive – it’s quicker. Simon will have told them.’

‘And how far off is the hospital?’

‘Only about ten miles,’ she said off-handedly, trying to make it sound nearer.

Spencer was gulping his milk so fast that when she winded him, most of it came up again. It’s time I started weaning him, Polly thought. She was becoming tired of a life dominated by her breasts.

‘Do you want to wait for lunch until they come back, my lady?’

‘No, Nan, I think we’d better go ahead. But first will you send Eliza and Jane in to me? I’m very cross with them.’

There was a gleam of admiration in Nan’s eyes. ‘Quite right, your ladyship. His lordship’s too soft with them, the naughty monkeys.’

As Nan took Spencer, Polly said, ‘Shall we give him some Farex and honey? He can sit on my lap and I’ll feed him.’

‘Very good, my lady.’

Eliza and Jane arrived, still in their jodhpurs. They looked nervous. Hugh had tactfully left the room, and Polly had got off the sofa and was sitting very upright in a chair.

‘I’m very disappointed in both of you. You have behaved in a most irresponsible manner. You are two very selfish, stupid little girls. Laura might have been killed by your idiotic behaviour. Do you realise that?’

They shook their heads. When they looked at her she could see that she had shocked them. ‘Mummy, we never meant to hurt her – honestly.’

‘Of course you didn’t mean to. But you didn’t take the trouble to see that she would be safe. As it is, we don’t know how much damage you’ve done. When she comes back, I want you to apologise to Laura and to both her parents.’

‘We will, Mummy, we promise you.’

‘Right. And your punishment is no riding for either of you for the whole of half-term.’

‘Oh, Mum! That’s not fair! We promised Laura another lesson! After she fell off, she said she still wanted to ride.’

‘Did she indeed! Well, that will be up to her parents to decide. And before you go, I should like to remind you that you didn’t keep your promise to Simon.’

‘What promise?’

‘You tell me, Eliza.’

There was a pause, then Eliza said sulkily, ‘Not to trot.’

‘But, Mummy, we couldn’t stop her!’ Jane protested. ‘She dug her heels into poor Bluebell’s sides so of course he trotted. She was quite naughty, you know.’

‘All right. That’s enough. You must apologise to Simon, as well.’

‘Mum, I do think you should speak to Andrew about his sneaking. When he can’t find a true thing to sneak about, he makes things up.’

‘That will do, both of you. Do you know where your father is?’

‘He took them in the car. May we go now?’

When they had left, Polly went to the window that looked onto the drive and beckoned her father to come in.

‘It’s all right, Dad. Gerald took them. He knows the way, and he’s marvellous with nurses. Come and have some lunch.’

They got back at three. Laura had broken her right arm, and her left leg. She was in a state of high excitement. ‘I’ve got two bandages – hard ones that people can sign their names on.’

‘Laura was very brave.’

‘I was. Very, extremely, triffically brave.’

Gerald was carrying her into the kitchen where Jemima arranged a chair with sidearms and cushions, and Nan fetched a footstool for her leg.

‘They had to pull my bones together, and they told me it would hurt and it did – awfully both times – and then they did some ordinary bandaging, and then …’ she paused dramatically ‘… they put some soft white smeary stuff all over the broken bits and said we had to wait until it was dry, but I didn’t mind because Uncle Gerald kindly gave me a chocolate biscuit. And now the stuff is all hard. I have to have it on for weeks, so I won’t be able to have baths, and I never really cried – only about five tears, wasn’t it, Mummy? And Mummy held my hand all the time, and I trotted on Bluebell but I don’t think I can have another riding lesson until the stiff stuff comes off.’

‘Now then, Miss Laura, eat your lunch.’

Nan had put a dollop of shepherd’s pie in a bowl with a teaspoon. But Laura was not very good at eating with her left hand and the food went everywhere – rather like Spencer, Polly thought. The Farex, when she put a spoonful into his mouth, made him screw up his face with distaste, and he let it slide out. In the end Hugh fed Laura a few spoonfuls. She didn’t want food, and suddenly started sobbing. ‘I don’t want anything at all! I don’t want horrible pie!’

‘Reaction,’ Nan said audibly, if under her breath.

Hugh picked her up and, followed by Jemima, carried her away.

‘She needs a good rest, that’s all she needs. She can have her tea later. And you, Eliza and Jane, you shouldn’t stare at people. It’s rude.’

‘Rude,’ Andrew repeated, with some satisfaction. For the rest of the weekend, he was very good to Laura, playing Snap and Old Maid with her, and helping her to do a small jigsaw that had wooden pieces. Gerald converted a very old pram that had been bought for the twins into a makeshift wheelchair, and everybody wrote their names and messages on her casts. Jemima arranged one of the tea trays so that she had a place to put cards or the jigsaw, while Eliza and Jane took turns reading to her. She insisted on an expedition to feed carrots to the ponies, accompanied by her anxious parents. She stroked their velvet noses and tried to kiss Bluebell. But he tossed his head and cantered out of reach. When the carrots were finished neither pony saw the point of hanging about. Everyone apologised to everyone else, and everyone felt better for it.

‘You won’t forget about Uncle Edward and Diana, will you?’ Polly whispered to her father, when he hugged her goodbye.

‘I won’t, Polly, darling. I’m so proud of you.’ Then, with Laura ensconced in the back, he got into the car, and Jemima hugged Simon, which made him blush with pleasure.
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RACHEL AND SID

‘The Duchy adored Gregory Peck.’

‘I know. I remember her saying once that she would gladly marry him.’

Sid had enticed Rachel to spend a week or so in London, on the grounds that they could enjoy going to the theatre, concerts and the cinema. But in spite of a fairly constant round of these pleasures, the visit was not going well. Rachel was restless, and constantly ruminating about Home Place: whether the builders, whose estimate Hugh had agreed to, had started mending the roof or not. Sid recognised now that her own pessimism might be because she felt so tired all the time. Quite soon after she had got up in the mornings, her back started to ache, and became progressively worse during the day. She managed to conceal most of this from Rachel, or thought she had, until the morning after they had seen Roman Holiday, when Rachel said at breakfast, ‘Sid, darling, I’m taking you to see Dr Plunkett today. There is clearly something wrong with your back, and I know that, left to yourself, you will simply suffer in silence. Your appointment is at ten thirty. And I am coming with you.’

She sounded so calm and determined that Sid could only feel grateful to have the matter organised for her.

When they were sitting in the waiting room (flock paper, a collection of incredibly dreary prints, and magazines), Rachel said, ‘Would you like me to come in with you?’

No, she wouldn’t. Just then, a nurse called her name, and Sid followed her, down a passage, to the doctor’s room. He rose from his desk to shake hands with her and then proceeded to ask a great number of questions, taking notes as she replied. He went into all of it: took her blood pressure (on the low side), her temperature (she had one, not high but he suspected always there), and finally he made her lie on his patient’s bed while he examined her back. Then he said, ‘Miss Sidney, I have an X-ray unit in the basement, and I should like to take some X-rays of your back. I should like them to be taken now, if that is agreeable to you. Yes?’

‘Yes. Only could I go straight down from here? I don’t want my friend to know.’

‘Of course. The nurse will take you and bring you back here when they have been developed.’

So the pictures were taken, and by the time she got back to his room he was looking at them. ‘Do sit down, Miss Sidney. I’m afraid we’ve found something.’

She had a tumour very near her spine. It was possible that there were others but they would need further tests to find out. ‘It’s a great pity that you didn’t come to us earlier, but there it is. I shall send you to the Marsden for more tests. Meanwhile, are you taking anything for the pain?’

She told him about the aspirin.

‘I think I can do better than that for you.’

He scribbled on a piece of paper and handed the prescription to her. She put it into a pocket. She felt stunned, unable to move or speak. Dr Plunkett was used to this, and he had learned to be kind about it. He got up from his desk and went to her. ‘I know it is something of a shock, but you must be of good heart. The cancer may not have spread.’

‘May I tell my friend that these other tests are for my heart or something? I can’t tell her the other thing. I simply can’t.’

‘My dear, you can tell her anything you like. Do you live alone, or are you sharing a house together?’

‘We share.’

‘Well, sometimes, you know, people are better off with the truth. But it’s up to you, of course.’

He shook hands with her and the nurse accompanied Sid back to the waiting room.

Rachel looked up from the magazine she had been trying to read, her face full of anxiety and affection. There were three other people in the waiting room, so she simply helped Sid into her coat and they left. They both thought they were smiling at the other.

‘What would you like to do now, my love?’

‘Coffee would be good.’ Her mouth was so dry that she could hardly speak.

‘Right. There’s a good place round the corner in Marylebone Lane.’ She hooked her arm into Sid’s and they made their way.

In the coffee place she asked for a glass of water and drank it all. Rachel, trying to sound casual, said, ‘How did it go?’

‘He was extremely thorough. Did an X-ray on my back. He wants me to have a few more tests, and he’s arranging that with a hospital. And he gave me a prescription for when I have pain. He was very kind. It all went very well.’

‘Oh, good.’ They were not convincing one another.

‘I think it means I’ll have to stay in London until I’ve been for the other tests. But you go down as we planned, and I’ll join you.’ If I could have just a little time on my own, she thought, I might manage to sort things out. Face it, if I have to, and find the right way to tell Rachel, the poor darling.

‘I wouldn’t dream of leaving while you’re having the tests.’

‘You said you have to cope with the builders. I’d much rather you go, and I’ll join you the minute I can. As a matter of fact, I’d rather be on my own. You know I can’t bear fussing.’ She could see that this hurt Rachel, but she persisted, and Rachel eventually agreed.

‘I wouldn’t fuss,’ she said sadly, but Sid knew that this was not true.

Somehow she got through that first awful day. She said she would like to lunch at a Turkish restaurant where they picked from a large tray of mezze, which suited them both since neither of them ate very much. They collected Sid’s prescription and then Sid suggested that they see an old French film showing at the cinema in Baker Street, Le jour se lève, with Jean Gabin. Sid fell asleep, but she had taken one of Dr Plunkett’s pills, and when she woke, her back was hardly hurting at all. It was Rachel who looked exhausted, so they went home in a taxi.

Hugh rang up that evening to say that he would go down to Home Place to see what was going on with the roof, and would Rachel like a lift? He called for her the next morning.

She saw them off, promised to ring when she had her date for the hospital and watched them drive away before she shut the front door.

She was alone at last. She could think about her horrible future – whatever there might be of it – because she sensed that Dr Plunkett had known that she was almost certainly going to die. And that would mean leaving Rachel alone and grieving.

And before she died there would be awful things to endure: radiotherapy, chemotherapy, operations that would possibly only halt the disease rather than cure it. Why on earth hadn’t she been to a doctor earlier? Because she had always been afraid of what they might say. Her mother had died of cancer; so had Hugh’s first wife, Sybil. Alone now, she could admit to being terrified of severe pain. She could admit to being a fearful coward. With no Rachel present to deceive she could think of these last months, when she had been afraid that something was seriously wrong and had used what energy she possessed to conceal her wretchedness from Rachel. It had not been very difficult: Rachel suffered chronically from a painful back herself, and while she diligently applied her remedies for both of them – rubbing with arnica, stretching exercises, hot-water bottles – she had been tender and sympathetic, but not alarmed. They had been so happy. After years of secrecy and frustration they had finally been able to live more or less together, even with the Duchy alive. Rachel always said that her mother’s extreme innocence meant that she had just accepted Sid as Rachel’s best friend, but Sid had sometimes thought that the Duchy knew more about them and wisely kept her perception to herself. ‘Am I to die? When we have been so happy together!’ Charlotte Brontë’s last pathetic cry to her husband had brought tears to her eyes; now, recalling it, she broke down and sobbed – stumbling upstairs to their bedroom to cast herself upon her and Rachel’s bed. The sheets still held the Rachel scent of violets – the scent she had always worn after Sid had said she loved it so much.

She wept until she was dry of tears, mopping her face with the sheet, and then lay for a while, exhausted, but also curiously relieved – as though she had got rid of something that could not be borne.

She was woken by the telephone: it was Dr Plunkett’s secretary with an appointment for two days’ time. I have nearly two days to pull myself together, she thought. I must eat meals and rest and tidy up this shabby old house. I might even play my fiddle a bit – some unaccompanied Bach would be just the ticket. I must do things – any sensible thing I can think to do. And when Rachel rings I will sound light-hearted and casual. It would be pointless to tell her anything until I know the worst.




LOUISE AND JOSEPH

‘Are you free on Saturday morning? I want you to help me with my Christmas shopping.’

Joseph hardly ever spent a weekend away from the beautiful house he had recently bought in Berkshire. She knew what the house looked like because, just after he had bought it, he had taken her there one late-summer evening. It was a small Georgian mansion overlooking the river, with four reception rooms, six bedrooms on the first floor, attics above, and a huge basement with a Victorian kitchen, wine cellars, larders, a pantry and other anonymous quarters. It also had several cottages, a walled garden, a rock garden and quite a lot of land, and could be approached by two long, winding drives. He had shown her all over it: ‘Completely unspoiled,’ he had said. ‘The whole thing was only eight thousand.’ It clearly excited him. She sincerely thought it was beautiful and said so. She also thought, rather sadly, that this was the only time she would see it; she would only be able to imagine his wonderful weekends spent there.

So when he asked her to go shopping with him, she agreed at once. She was enough in love with him to feel that any time spent with him was better than being apart.

‘We’re going to Cameo Corner first,’ he said, when he had picked her up in his Bristol. ‘Do you know it?’

She did indeed. She had, in her more affluent times, bought earrings there, and Mosha Ovid would lend her amazing necklaces when she’d gone to grand dinner parties with Michael. She was particularly fond of Georgian paste, of which Ovid had a large collection.

Joseph clearly liked it, too, and picked out a necklace of peacock blue, large, simple stones set on a chain. ‘Do you approve?’ he asked.

What a wonderful present, she thought. I should want to wear it all the time.

‘We’ll have it,’ he said. ‘Have you a box for it?’ They had.

‘Now, which is the best material shop?’

‘Jacqmar,’ she said.

There he chose the most expensive green satin embroidered in gold and green sequins. ‘How many yards for a long dress?’

The assistant told him. ‘I’ll take it. What do you think of my choice?’

‘It’s awfully grand – you know, for going to the opera.’

‘Yes, I thought that. Glyndebourne, that sort of thing. Now we’ll have some lunch.’

When they were back in the car, he said, ‘That’s Penelope sorted. You’ve been a great help.’

She could not think of anything to say. She knew that Penelope was his wife, hardly ever mentioned but always there. She wanted to cry. But pride forbade it, and she latched onto a gust of rage that he should have made her feel greedy and acquisitive, had probably been teasing her – not mentioning Penelope all morning. I suppose he feels guilty about her, and the presents are to make him feel better.

He took her to Bentley’s for lunch and ordered oysters and champagne, followed by poached turbot, but she couldn’t get far beyond the oysters.

‘How’s your nice father getting on with his intransigent brother?’

‘I have no idea. I haven’t seen him since that evening. I could find out, if you like.’

‘It might be worth telling him once more that time is running out. The business is trading at a loss now, and if that goes on it may be too late to sell.’

‘How do you know about trading at a loss?’

‘Oh, there are ways of finding out that sort of thing. Do you not want your fish?’

‘I’m full of oysters. I can’t eat any more.’

‘Right. I’ll take you home.’

‘Are you going to stay with me?’

‘Darling, I can’t. Penelope is in London this weekend. Togetherness begins at six.’

She said nothing. She felt confounded by his indifference to her feelings, and humiliated by her position. She was a mistress, ‘the other woman’, and she had either to stop caring about him, or put up with being a spare-time person, forced into fitting in with any casual plans he had for her.

‘Thank you for lunch,’ she said, as she got out of the car, and practically ran down the dark passage that smelt always of the grocer’s darker practices. The shop was on the ground floor, and the basement was where they plucked and dressed birds. Usually she hardly noticed the odour of singed feathers, decaying innards and overripe bacon, but today she hated the squalor. It was why the flat was cheap, and cheap was what she could afford. Perhaps Stella would be in: she would have a long talk with her about Joseph, and take comfort in her sardonic affection. They’d had these talks before. ‘He’s taking you in,’ Stella would say. ‘You want him to do that, though, don’t you?’

But Stella had left a note outside her room that said: ‘Have migraine. In bed. See you later.’

So there was nothing for it but to lie on her own bed, overcome by unhappiness and champagne, have a good cry and fall asleep.




HUGH AND JEMIMA

‘I’ve been thinking.’

It was after supper, which they had eaten alone as the boys were still at boarding school, and Laura was – at last – asleep. Jemima had made a chicken pie, which Hugh particularly liked, and they were now finishing their bottle of claret with cheese and celery. Outside it was raw and raining, but the kitchen, with the new yellow velvet curtains that Jemima had made, felt cosy from the Aga’s warmth.

She knew what he was going to say, because Polly had confided in her, but she waited to hear it from him. ‘Tell me,’ she said.

‘Polly was talking to me about Edward and Diana, and I think it would be a good thing to ask them to dinner. How do you feel?’

She pretended to consider for a moment. ‘I think it would be an excellent idea.’

‘Good. Do you think we should take them out, or should we dine here?’

‘Oh, much better to have them here.’

‘I do love your decisiveness, sweetheart. Finally, should we ask some other people?’

‘Oh, no! The whole point of the evening is for us to get to know Diana.’ Jemima did not add, ‘And for you and Edward to be better friends,’ but that was really the point. Being nice to Diana was simply a first step. And Hugh had been looking so drained and unhappy of late that she had begun to worry about him.

‘You ask him, darling. I think any Saturday would be good.’

‘Hugh and Jemima have asked us to dinner, darling.’ He had waited until their second Martini had been drunk – was nervous about it. When he thought of it, the awful evening with Rachel and Sid still made him feel angry, ashamed of Diana’s behaviour and, worse, his failure to tell her so. The truth was that he had been really shocked, seeing her in a new and most unwelcome light, but he had taken refuge – as cowardly people will do – in sulking and refusing to make love to her after Rachel and Sid had left. This had worked, up to a point. The next evening she had been full of excuses – she had tried so hard with the food and they had spurned all of it; Sid had been rude to her in her own house, and Rachel had spent nearly all the evening talking to him, until, she – Diana – had simply felt like a servant.

Seeing her blue eyes – they were more like dark hyacinths than bluebells – fill with tears was too much for him; he didn’t want to argue any more, and she had apologised, so it had been a kind of a victory. He finished by saying, ‘All I ask is that you’ll be on your best behaviour with Hugh and Jem.’

‘My best,’ she promised, dabbing her eyes with his large silk handkerchief.

And so it was that the following Saturday he picked her up from the Lansdowne Club, which she used on her shopping expeditions to London, where she had changed into the little midnight-blue velvet that he had agreed she should wear, with the amethyst necklace he had given her years ago before they were married.

Jemima also was nervous. She consulted Hugh about the menu, and they settled upon potted shrimps (only the toast to do), followed by poulet à la crème, a dish she had found in Elizabeth David, one she knew she did very well, and ending with tarte tatin.

‘I do think, Mummy, it isn’t fair when you have party food that I should just have fish fingers,’ Laura said, as she sat in front of her early supper. She had been watching the preparations all afternoon: the laying of the dining-room table, which was used only for parties, the candles, the arrangement of yellow and white freesias, a cluster of Dad’s best glasses on the right-hand side of each plate, napkins as white as toothpaste, she thought, and masses of knives and forks and spoons arranged in military rows, much of this reflected in the beautiful shiny table made of walnut, Dad’s favourite wood. She had helped to lay the table, and Mummy had told her how to do it, but she’d had to start again twice … ‘After all my helping,’ she said tragically, ‘you would think that that would make a difference.’ Her arm was out of plaster, but she still hobbled about with the cast on her leg and had become astonishingly agile with her crutch.

‘Darling, I promise you shall have chicken tomorrow for lunch.’

‘And shrimps? And the upside-down tart?’

‘Only if you eat your supper now, quickly, because I’ve got to change.’

Mercifully, Hugh arrived at this point. ‘Go and have a lovely hot bath, and I’ll see to Miss Horrible.’

Laura adored it when he called her names. ‘How horrible am I?’

‘Absolutely horrible – all over. Speaking when your mouth’s full shows that.’

‘I have to speak sometimes and I’ve been told to eat. That’s two things at once.’

‘Well, you eat and I’ll tell you how horrible you are.’

She smiled contentedly, and began to demolish her fish fingers.

He had just had time to make Martinis when their guests arrived. They had the drinks in the drawing room, which had not been changed since Sybil’s day: the same Morris wallpaper, the same chintzy loose covers, and curtains to match the honeysuckle on the walls.

Jemima heard Hugh greeting the guests in the hall as she stood trying to get warm by the fire she had lit too late. She felt unreasonably nervous and, when Edward and Diana came into the room, realised she was not alone in that. All three of them looked as though they were going to the dentist, she thought. Edward greeted her with a kiss, and then said, ‘This is Diana.’

‘Hello, Diana, I’m so glad you could come,’ and Diana smiled and said how nice it was for them to be asked.

Hugh was quickly pouring what turned out to be particularly strong Martinis; cigarettes were lit, conversations started uneasily about current news. Diana said what a pity it was that the Queen was abolishing presentations at Court for debutantes, and then asked Jemima if she had ‘gone through all that’?

‘Oh, no. I’ve never been quite sure what was involved, but in any case it sounds too expensive. My family could never have afforded it, even if they had wanted to. But I’m sure that for some girls it must have been fun,’ she added, in case Diana had been one of those girls, and would think her rude. ‘I’m off to make the toast.’

‘Here comes the other half,’ Hugh said.

‘I must say, old boy, you do make a powerful Martini.’

‘I’ve never liked weak drinks. I knew someone at my club who used to dip his finger in gin, run it round the rim of a glass, fill it up with tonic water and give it to his mother.’

‘What a horrible trick! I’m sure neither of you would ever have done that to the Duchy!’

The brothers exchanged their first affectionate glance.

‘No, we wouldn’t. She liked her gin with Dubonnet.’

‘But only one. She was very sparing about food and drink – for herself.’ Hugh turned to Diana. ‘What do you think about this plan to reform the Lords? Admitting women, and doing away with hereditary peers?’

‘Well,’ she needed time to think, ‘I’m all for women having more say, but I don’t know much about the other part. You aren’t necessarily bad at a job because you were born to it. What do you think, darling?’

‘I’m a Tory, darling. Not keen on change of any kind.’

‘Yes, you are, Ed. You know you are. Look at the firm!’

At this point, Jemima called from below to say that dinner was ready, which was a relief for all.

‘Let’s not talk shop tonight,’ Edward muttered to Hugh, as they were going downstairs.

‘I hear you’ve found a lovely house in Hawkhurst,’ Hugh said, as he was pouring the wine, after he had settled Diana in her chair.

‘Yes. It really is rather a dream home, and you love it too, don’t you, darling?’

‘I do indeed. Bit of a commute, but you can’t have everything. Diana’s a great gardener.’

‘I wouldn’t say that. I do simply adore it, though.’ She turned to Jemima. ‘Are you a gardener?’

‘Not really. I try to keep our little patch at the back tidy, but I don’t seem to have much time for more. Although,’ she added, ‘I suppose if I loved it I would find the time. It’s a bit like people saying they don’t have time to read. When, really, they simply don’t want to.’

‘Laura takes up a huge amount of time even though she goes to school,’ Hugh said. ‘And then there are the twins in the holidays.’

‘Oh, I know what you mean. Poor Mrs Atkinson gets absolutely worn out producing huge meals for my boys. And then there’s Susan and Jamie. Fortunately, the big boys are hardly ever with us – they prefer Scottish gambols with their grandparents.’ There was a slight pause: Jemima took the shrimp plates and went to serve the chicken.

‘Jem does all the cooking,’ Hugh said. He was trying desperately not to disapprove of Diana, whose attitude to her older children had shocked him. ‘Ed, could you deal with the wine? I’m just going to give Jem a hand.’

Edward walked round the table filling glasses; when he reached Diana, he gave her a kiss on the back of her neck. Her décolleté produced in him a twinge both of lust and anxiety: it was more suited to an unquiet evening at home than the present occasion.

‘How am I doing?’

‘Fine. You’re doing fine. Not so difficult, though, is it? Jem is a sweetie.’

In the kitchen Jemima ladled out the chicken and Hugh added vegetables: they looked at each other, Jemima anxious and Hugh reassuring. Nothing they wanted to say to each other could be said. They carried two plates each through to the dining room.

The chicken was a success; Diana praised it extravagantly. She had become aware that anything nice she said about Jemima seemed to please Hugh. They all drank a lot, and gradually the atmosphere became less charged. Hugh admired Diana’s necklace, and the women talked about the various boarding schools that Jemima’s twins and Diana’s two youngest, Jamie and Susan, attended. Hugh interrupted at that point by saying that they were not going to send Laura away anywhere – he didn’t approve of boarding schools for girls. ‘I’m not sure that I think they’re a good thing for anyone,’ he ended.

‘I think the boys are quite happy at their school,’ Jemima said, ‘but of course I agree with you about girls. I should hate Laura to board.’

‘Susan couldn’t wait to go,’ Diana said. ‘And, of course, Jamie simply loves Eton.’

‘He was pretty homesick his first year.’ Edward, who had loathed all of his schooling, had secretly sympathised with the sobbing telephone calls on Sunday evenings, leaving Diana to cope with them.

‘Oh, but, darling, they all go through that stage. It doesn’t last. They get used to it.’

‘I can’t say I did. Nor did you, Hugh, did you?’

‘No. That’s what I mean. Most men I know didn’t at all find school the best days of their lives. Most of them said they had a bloody awful time, so why are they – I suppose I must say we, since Simon went – so keen on exposing their sons to the same misery?’ He turned to Jemima, who had begun collecting their plates. ‘It’s fine with the twins, I know: they’ve got each other. Edward and I didn’t go to the same school. And we certainly weren’t allowed to telephone home. We were left to the bracing uncertainty of matrons. You had a particularly horrible one, didn’t you, Ed?’

‘She smelt of pear drops and had rocky false teeth. I bit her and she was extra horrible to me after that.’

‘I’m not surprised!’ Diana, Hugh could see, was shocked.

‘I had a boil on my neck and she squeezed and squeezed until it hurt like hell,’ Edward explained.

‘My marvellous resident chef has made you a tarte tatin.’

Jemima had brought in the pudding and set it on the table. ‘I’m afraid I burned it. So it’s lemon tart instead. I’ve cut it up, but I thought you might like to help yourselves.’

They did, and Hugh uncorked a half-bottle of Beaumes de Venise. ‘It’s all I’ve got left of it, I’m afraid. There’s Calvados, though.’

‘I hear you’re having a bit of trouble with the roof at Home Place,’ Edward said.

‘Who told you that?’

‘Rupert, I think.’

‘The trouble was that Rachel employed Brownlow’s because the Brig had always used them, but I think old Brownlow has got too past it to go scampering over roofs. We’ve had to find new builders, get a new estimate. You know how long it all takes. It’s going to turn out rather expensive, I’m afraid.’

‘And who is paying for it?’

‘Well, Rachel and I will be paying some of it, and Rupe, I hope, but the rest will be paid for by the firm. After all, it is Cazalets’ property. It’s part of the firm’s assets.’

‘Not a very profitable one, it would seem.’

‘Ed, I really don’t see why you should beef about it. After all, you got out of it.’

‘Not if the firm is paying the major part. I’m still a member of the firm, and you know what I think about these so-called assets we have. We’re losing money on all of them.’

‘Not on the hardwood veneers. And Southampton will pay its way. We simply gave Teddy too much responsibility too soon.’

‘Edward, darling, I really think we should be getting back: it’s quite a long drive.’

Both women had stopped trying to talk to one another, and the atmosphere had become distinctly uncomfortable. Everybody got up from the table and Hugh led the way upstairs, where Diana collected her fur jacket. She was profuse in her thanks to her hosts for ‘a most delicious dinner’ and told Hugh how much she looked forward to them coming to Hawkhurst. Edward said he was sorry about talking shop, and Hugh said it didn’t matter, which clearly it did.

‘Oh, Lord!’ Jemima, having given a final wave, shut the front door.

Hugh put his arms round her. ‘You did awfully well. What did you think of Diana?’

‘Well – I ended up feeling sorry for her.’

‘What about Ed?’

‘I felt sorry for him as well.’

They had begun to go downstairs. ‘Don’t let’s clear up tonight. Let’s go to bed.’

‘I just have to blow out the candles and put the food away.’

Later, when they were in bed, Hugh said, ‘Why are you sorry for them?’

‘Oh. They have such a dull relationship. It felt sort of unreal. As though they were putting up with each other. Disappointment, I suppose. She has very ugly hands,’ Jemima added.

‘I didn’t notice them.’

‘Too taken up with her enormous breasts. I felt quite jealous of them.’

‘I kept wondering if they’d fall out. Like that woman dining at the Berkeley – a waiter popping them back, and the head waiter reproving him, “Here we use a slightly warmed tablespoon.”’

‘Is that true?’

‘I haven’t the slightest idea. She just made me think of it. Anyway, I much prefer yours.’

‘Do you really?’

Some time later, Hugh said, ‘It was good to see Ed, but I can’t understand why he got so worked up about Home Place.’

‘Perhaps he thought that Diana wouldn’t like to be jammed together with all the family.’

‘More likely that they wouldn’t get on with her.’

‘She did say to me that their new house was the first real home she’d had.’

‘Nonsense. They had that huge house in West Hampstead. Also, she’s been married before. She must have had homes then.’

‘All right. You don’t like her much, but she is married to your brother, and you do love him.’

‘So?’

‘So you want him to feel OK. You’ll have to talk to him, darling. How you feel about Diana isn’t nearly as important as how you feel about him.’

‘I suppose it isn’t,’ he said slowly, discovering this.

Jemima gave him a flurry of light little kisses, then yawned.

‘Am I as boring as that?’ But he stroked her hair back from her face and gave her a long, affectionate kiss. ‘Poor little Jem. Nothing is as tiring as peacemaking. Sleep now.’

She was asleep in seconds, but Hugh lay awake, trying somehow to reconcile the deep rift between himself and his brother.

‘That wasn’t too bad, was it?’ Diana had taken his overcoat to spread over her knees; it was very cold and starting to rain.

‘It was fine, I thought. What about you?’

‘I thought it went well. I did my best, anyway.’

‘You were marvellous, darling. The heat will come on in a minute. Light me a fag, will you? They’re in that front pocket.’

‘Jemima made me feel rather overdressed,’ she said, when she had done so.

‘You looked lovely, sweetie. Jemima never dresses up. I thought she looked very pretty.’

‘I don’t think Hugh liked me.’

‘Oh, darling, of course he did. He always takes time to know people.’ He had now said three things that she wanted to hear but were not really true. ‘Why don’t you have a little sleep?’

‘I think I will. I feel quite woozy after all that wine.’

So Diana slept and he drove, wondering hopelessly how on earth he could break through his brother’s obstinacy, his refusal to see the rocks ahead … Perhaps he could persuade him to meet that banker chap Louise had produced.

Could he? Well, he supposed he could try …




ARCHIE AND CLARY

‘Why aren’t we going to Home Place for Christmas?’

‘I’ve told you, Bertie. The roof is in a bad state – rain coming in, builders, all that.’

‘I can’t see why that means we can’t go.’

‘We could take our tent,’ Harriet suggested.

‘Yes. We could take our tent. And you and Dad could sleep in one of the loose boxes.’

‘And we could tell all the others to bring their tents, and their mothers and fathers could sleep in the other two boxes. Easy-peasy.’

‘That’s all very well,’ Archie said. ‘But you’d need some food from time to time. We’re definitely not going. But we can have a very good Christmas at home.’

Harriet burst into tears. ‘I want a Christmas in the country with snow. I want it more than I can say.’

‘If there is snow there’ll probably be some in London, too.’


‘Snow is no good in London. It goes all grey and slushy in a minute.’

‘Besides, there may not be any,’ Clary said. ‘Harriet, if you’re going to go on crying, will you please stop eating. Your face is covered with porridge.’

‘It’s not covered,’ Bertie said. ‘Just a few drooly bits on your chin. You do exaggerate, Mum. It’s quite annoying. “You’re filthy dirty”, “You’re boiling hot”, when it’s only my knees or I’ve been running.’

‘Would you like some more coffee?’ Clary asked Archie, in a muffled voice – she was trying not to laugh and Archie noticed, rather sadly, that their relationship was much easier when the children were present.

The holidays had begun for both of the children and for him: three weeks of trying to make the holiday good. He was taking his lot to the zoo where they were to meet Rupert and Georgie. And then Rupert would drive them to pick up Clary and go on to lunch at his place: a nice day. He had tried to get Clary to go with them to the zoo, but she’d said she had things to do.

When they were safely gone, Clary took the letter that she had received the day before, lit a cigarette and sat down at the kitchen table to read it for the third time. It was from the management of something called the Bush Theatre Company, and said that her play Three Is Not Company had been read by several members, including their resident director, Matt Corsham, and while it was thought that parts of it needed a rewrite, they would be interested in discussing a possible performance. Perhaps she would call to make an appointment for them to meet.

It was true. She had done it! The first time she had read the letter, she hadn’t been able to believe it. The second time a wave of exhilaration and joy had possessed her. It was amazing, and true: she was a playwright. Fantasies unfurled of the first performance being such a resounding success that in no time West End managers were planning a production with Peggy Ashcroft, Dorothy Tutin and Laurence Olivier as the star cast …

But there was one very large and nerve-racking fly in this ointment. She had said nothing to Archie about it. He had assumed that she was writing another novel; she had said nothing about a play. To begin with, she had told herself that it wasn’t necessary as she might not be any good at playwriting. In which case she could burn it and nothing need ever be said. But it had turned out unexpectedly well: once she had got the structure in her head, she could concentrate upon her three characters, and the more she did that, the more she got caught up with their points of view. But now she would have to tell Archie, try to explain to him what had driven her to write this particular play.

At this moment, the telephone rang. Polly had heard that Christmas at Home Place was off, and wondered if she and the family would like to spend Christmas with them. ‘If you come dressed as Eskimos, you’ll be able to survive. Gerald and I would love it, and Simon will be here, and I haven’t seen you for so long, Clary, it would be a real treat.’

‘We’d love to come, Poll – if it isn’t too much for you.’

‘Of course not. Gerald is always complaining that there aren’t enough children, although if anyone’s been a fruitful vine it’s me, four grapes. Oh, Clary, it would be so good to see you – and darling Archie. Come the day before Christmas Eve – the traffic won’t be so bad. I’m longing to hear about your new novel. Dad said you were writing a lot.’

They chatted a bit more, and then Polly said, ‘By the way, Nan has got a bit dotty, but not where the children are concerned. Thought I’d better warn you.’

After Polly’s call Clary plucked up enough courage to ring Matt Corsham – whose signature could have been anything from a child trying out a pen to a road sign – but whose name was mercifully printed on the paper. She explained that she would be unable to meet him before New Year, but that any date after that would do.

A date was agreed, for Friday, 3 January. ‘If there’s any hitch our end, I’ll be in touch,’ he said, before he rang off. He hadn’t noticed that there was no telephone number on her letter, thank goodness, but then she realised that she would have had to tell Archie about it well before then.

‘Honestly, Clary, I don’t know what to do. We spent a weekend down there looking for a decent house to rent, but we don’t even agree about that. Your father wants a romantic Georgian manor house in some distant village where schools for the children will be miles from anywhere, and I’ll be stuck being a chauffeur all day. If we have to go, I’d far rather be in Southampton where at least there’s some transport, and things going on.’

Lunch was over and Archie and Rupert had taken the children to Richmond Park, ‘to work off some of their fiendish energy,’ Archie had said. Juliet had refused to go with them; when pressed by her father, she had burst into tears and protested that at her age she should decide how she would spend the afternoon. ‘Anyway, I loathe fresh air,’ she’d said, fled upstairs and banged the door of her bedroom.

‘Well, we don’t need her. She’s not interested in us,’ Harriet had said, but without any conviction.

‘And the worst of it is that poor Rupe doesn’t want to go – not at all. He says he’s always hated being in charge of anything, and he loves this house and refuses to sell – says we’ll have to let it, but the thought of clearing it up enough to have tenants makes me want to faint and scream.’

‘I’ll help you,’ Clary said. She was rinsing plates and Zoë was drying them.

‘And, of course, you know about Home Place. The children are terribly disappointed about that – especially Juliet, funnily enough. Thank you for saying you’d help, though. I was wondering whether you’d like to have Christmas with us here.’

‘Oh, darling, that would have been wonderful, but Polly rang this morning and asked us and I said yes. My lot were so disappointed about not going to Home Place because they love being in the country, and going to Poll will mean that they can be. And Archie and I need a rest, or at least a change.’

‘I should have asked you yesterday. Oh, Clary! Why don’t you wear gloves?’

Clary had been pushing her hair back from her face with a soapy hand. ‘Can’t be bothered. I know my hands are awful,’ she added, ‘all puffy and wrinkled and red, and I’ve only nearly stopped biting my nails, and if I put stockings on, my skin is so rough that I ladder them immediately. Archie doesn’t like them at all.’ Her eyes filled suddenly and she turned to Zoë. ‘Do you sometimes feel that marriage is a profession? Where you don’t get time off and whatever awful things happen you just have to bear them?’

Zoë pulled a chair out from the table, made Clary sit down, and pushed a packet of Gauloises and matches to her before answering. ‘I think in the early days I felt rather as though I’d joined the wrong club. I adored Rupert but I couldn’t understand why he was so keen on painting when he could have a much better job in the firm. I felt inferior to Villy and Sybil, and that made me aggressive and demanding with Rupe. So I think I know what you mean. Oh, Clary, are you having a bad patch?’


‘It’s all my fault.’ She lit her cigarette and inhaled gratefully. ‘Absolutely mine.’

‘It’s never one person’s fault,’ Zoë said quietly. ‘I learned that at the end of the war. We both fell in love with another person, you see. We both had a hand in it.’

‘What happened?’

‘My love died. And Rupe left his girl – woman – in France. In a way I think it was harder for him. But you have to talk about things, Clary, to get it right.’

‘I know. But I dread it so much and I don’t know how to start.’

‘Have you fallen in love with someone else?’

‘Oh, no. I could never do that. I love Archie.’

And then she told Zoë all about it, about his giving the girl up, and clearly suffering for it. She told her about the play, too, what it was about, and what was happening to it.

‘And he doesn’t know anything. He thinks I’ve been writing another novel, but the idea of making a play out of our particular triangle fell into my mind and I felt compelled to write about it. And, surprisingly, it’s made me so much more understanding of what it’s been like for the three of us.’

‘You’ll have to tell him. Give him the play to read. This evening, Clary. I’ll have the children for the night so you have some time and peace to do it. Now I must go and give Rivers his carrot or Georgie will never forgive me.’

Clary began to thank her.

‘Don’t thank me – Georgie will be delighted and Rupe will bring them back in the morning.’

And she sped away, wanting to give Clary some time to recover. Her confidences had raked up the feelings that she had never quite lost for Jack Greenfeldt. Over the years they had diminished, become not only more distant but familiar and therefore less shocking. Speaking of him – usually to herself, but now to Clary – the same pictures reeled across her mind: the last time she’d seen him, when he’d turned up at Home Place; clearing out the studio that had been their secret place; the anguish he must have endured at the death camps that had led to his suicide – an act that she could now perceive to have been one of courage and love. These images recurred and still had the power to pierce her heart with their original pain … It was she, Zoë realised, who still needed time to recover, as much as Clary.

Rivers did not seem at all interested in the carrot, acted put out that she had simply interrupted the rest he so badly needed. At least, Zoë thought, as she mopped her face, Juliet will never have a war to contend with, will never have to endure what I went through.

Juliet lay on her bed. She had sobbed herself dry and now twisted herself round so that she was on her back, staring at the ceiling. It felt like the end of the world. She had not heard from Neville for four weeks, three days and fifty minutes. The last time had been when he had taken her to the theatre, where they had seen an awfully depressing play (but he’d said he liked it so she had agreed with him that it was frightfully good). Then they had gone to a Chinese restaurant where they had had lots of little dishes of delicious things, like fried dumplings and prawns wrapped in dark green leaves that you didn’t have to eat. He ate with chopsticks, but she had to give them up as she kept dropping bits of food from their slippery ends. She had worn her new navy blue dress, bought in a sale from Fenwick’s, and had spent ages doing her make-up – had to keep scrubbing it off and starting again. She ended up with green eye shadow and a pair of false eyelashes that felt so heavy she could hardly keep her eyes open, some pale foundation and finally a lipstick of pillar-box red with which she had enlarged her mouth. I certainly look different, she thought, with uncertain satisfaction.

But when Neville came to fetch her, he burst out laughing. ‘You look like a cross between a baby panda and a little green ghost. Why did you let her do all that?’ This was addressed to Zoë, who shrugged and said, ‘I don’t organise her appearance any more.’ In fact, she had protested and been snubbed.


Neville had seized her hand and dragged her upstairs. ‘I won’t have you spoiling your heavenly face with all that nonsense. Let me deal with it. I’m an old hand at make-up.’

Speechless with anger and shame at being made to look so foolish in front of her mother, Juliet collapsed in tears on the chair before her dressing table. Her room was strewn with discarded clothes, her bed was unmade; it was all exactly not what she had wanted anyone else to see – and especially not Neville.

‘Darling, if you go on crying, you’ll look more like a panda than ever.’ He wrapped her up in her pyjama jacket. ‘Must protect your pretty dress. Now. First I’ll get these things off. Best if I do it quickly.’ In fact, he was so gently deft that it didn’t hurt at all and the false eyelashes lay on his hand like some horrible ancient insects. He chucked them into the overflowing wastepaper basket.

For the next half hour he cleaned her face, telling her at intervals how much prettier she was becoming, and she stopped feeling awful and revelled in his touching her and telling her that she was far too beautiful to use any make-up. ‘And think how awful it would be if it was the other way round,’ he said, when he had finished. ‘Now, my darling Juliet, we must go or we’ll miss the beginning of the play.’

It had been a heavenly evening, and for a while she was happy simply going over it all, and boasting to her best friends at school about going out with someone so glamorous. She could write to him at his flat – he had recently moved to a nicer one – but he would not write back to her. It was too dangerous, he said. They must wait until she was older. She did once ring him at his flat – she often tried whenever she had the house to herself – but on one occasion he was there and answered the call. He did not seem very pleased that she had rung, and soon she found nothing to say. There were sounds of music and then a girl’s voice: ‘Nev? Nev!’

‘I’ve got to go, I’m working,’ he said, and before she could ask him anything, he had rung off.

Then, at lunch today, she had asked (very casually) whether there was any news of Neville, and her father had said that he had found a new model whom he was very taken with: a magazine had done a big piece on Christian Dior, who had died in the autumn, and Neville had done the pictures, six plates of Serena wearing Dior clothes, and Archie had said, yes, he’d seen them, they were stunning, ‘almost worth going to the dentist for’. Someone else had remarked that if Neville wanted to make a model as famous as Suzy Parker or Bronwen Pugh he would certainly do it. ‘Especially if he was in love with her.’

She had managed to sit through the interminable minutes while the subject got changed, and then, affecting a choke, she’d excused herself and fled upstairs. Weeks and minutes were nothing to this. The whole of the rest of her life had somehow to be spent in secret, unbearable agony. Nobody would ever understand what it was like to love someone as she did, and then to have them torn out of her heart. And he had not told her! Had she not asked that casual question at lunch she might never have known until an announcement of marriage appeared. But surely she would have sensed the change in him. He had sounded different on the telephone – and then the music and a girl’s voice, Serena’s, it must have been.

She began to imagine what the rest of this grief-stricken life would be. She had once read in an historical novel that the heroine, on being been torn from her lover, had become a nun, had remained shut up in a convent for the rest of her life, had worn a hair shirt, and prayed constantly for forgiveness for loving her married lover. If she did that, Juliet decided, she would become known for her saintly disposition, fasting in order to give her bread to the birds, nursing the sick, welcoming any humiliation that came her way. In spite of the fact that all the other nuns looked up to her as an example of piety, and the reverend mother always called her ‘my dear, dear child’, she remained humble, and when she died everybody in the convent wept for their ‘little saint’. But some fantasies go too far, and this one, like a half-cooked sickeningly sweet meringue, had passed the point of the slightest credibility. Now it induced a few hoots of hysterical laughter and relief. The future was not that bad. She did not live in an age when cruel parents shut their children up in convents if they failed to make the right marriage. Once she’d got through school, she could really start her life. Naturally it would be a sad one, but she felt it must deepen and mature her character. Almost at once she fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.




RACHEL AND SID

It was a week before Christmas and they were in London. Sid had just finished her course of chemotherapy, and was coming out of the Marsden, the hospital where she had been sent by Rachel’s doctor. She had managed to keep the treatment a secret from Rachel, and this had entailed not telling her about the Marsden. She was so fierce with Rachel about wanting to go for her appointments by herself that Rachel had retreated, quite frightened by her severity. The last four weeks had been extremely hard for both of them. The chemotherapy made Sid nauseous and it was increasingly difficult to find anything she could bear to eat. Dry biscuits were the safest, but after one or two she had to give up, go to the lavatory and throw up. She hated being sick so much that she was usually sick a second time. The only thing she actually enjoyed was a cup of very weak China tea with a slice of lemon in it.

She had decided not to wait for a bus and to treat herself to a taxi. But she did not have to wait for anything because there was Rachel, sitting in a taxi and waving to her.

‘How did you know I was here?’

‘It’s where you came the first time. I realised you must be here.’

They were sitting side by side, and now Rachel took one of Sid’s hands in both of her own. ‘It’s all right, my darling. I know. You don’t have to pretend with me any more.’

Extraordinary relief. She couldn’t speak, and she did not want to cry.

‘You’ve been so brave, shielding me from this. But I’m glad to know. Now we can fight it together. It will be far better like that. I’ve been reading a lot about cancer, and the fact that you’ve felt so ill with the treatment doesn’t mean that it won’t have worked. So, my dearest one, no more hiding clumps of your hair in envelopes. I should love you if you became totally bald. Meanwhile, before you go for your next check-up, we’ve got to find things for you to eat. You’ll have to help me with that. There’s a pill you can take that will stop you feeling so sick. We’re going to Home Place this afternoon, and Mrs Tonbridge will cook for us. You know how she loves to feed people.’

‘What about the family, Christmas and all that?’ She had been dreading the influx and letting everyone down.

‘They aren’t coming. The roof is still being done. It will be just you and me – really cosy and nice.’

Rachel was so calm and smiling, so much in command as well as being so comforting that she actually felt better than she had for weeks. ‘Oh, darling! I do love you.’

And Rachel turned her head away to look out of the window. ‘Same here.’




ARCHIE AND CLARY

‘… and I wanted to talk to you.’

There was a pause, during which he felt his heart sinking.

‘… without the children interrupting us.’

They were sitting in the car outside their studio. The darkness was only broken by a weak yellow streetlamp, and she sat now twisting her hands nervously in her lap. Her hair was hanging round her face so he could not see it. Her mood was contagious – he was feeling pretty shaky himself – but his old habit of protecting her won out, and in a gentle but matter-of-fact manner, he said, ‘Come on, Clary. You’ll feel much better if you tell me what’s the matter.’

‘Yes. Well, all these weeks I haven’t been writing a novel, I’ve been writing a play.’ She gave him a quick look.

He was smiling. Such relief. ‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me before?’ was something he managed not to say. For some reason she was in a state about it and, like animals and small children, she liked to be taken seriously.

‘And,’ she continued, ‘I sent it to the management at the Bush Theatre, and it looks like they might do it.’

‘I can see that this is a tragedy, or at least you sound as though it is. I think it’s marvellous.’ He pushed her hair out of the way and kissed her cheek. ‘Why are you being so gloomy about it?’

‘Archie, I haven’t told you what it’s about yet.’

This was the crunch, he supposed. ‘Tell me,’ he said quietly. ‘I expect it’s about a man marrying a girl far younger than he, having children and not enough money to give her a good life.’

‘Oh, no! It isn’t like that at all. It’s about a married couple, but he falls in love with another girl, and it’s what happens to – to everybody after that. Nothing is the same, you see – after that. For any of them.’

‘But he gives her up, doesn’t he?’ God! He hadn’t gone through all that for nothing, had he?

‘Yes, he does. But I’ve found that even if you do what you think is right, it doesn’t change your feelings about it. In fact, it seems to make things worse. The damage is somehow done. I had to write about it. I had to try to imagine what it’s like to love two people. I had to imagine what it’s like to be the poor girl – suddenly cast out by the first person she falls in love with. And, of course, I had to find out what it means to be someone like me. But I became more and more afraid that you’d hate me for doing it.’ Then, so quietly that he could scarcely hear her, she said, ‘I have tried to be fair.’

‘Clary, you know I would never try to stop you writing anything. Remember our cottage by the canal?’ He had taken her hands and now he gave them a little shake. She nodded, and a tear fell onto his finger. ‘I love you. I shall never stop loving you and that – other thing – it needs time, you know. It is passing, but damage always needs time. For all of us. It will slip into being a small incident in our lives, you’ll see.’

Later, when they were in bed, he said, ‘I should very much like to read your play.’

‘But not tonight?’

‘Certainly not tonight.’ He was exhausted – lightheaded with relief. Time to wind down. He settled her against him. ‘I expect that, in the near future, you’ll become famous, and I shall accompany you to first nights, red carpets and champagne, both of us dressed to the nines …’

‘I don’t think I’ll ever be those things, famous and soignée and all that.’

‘No, sweetheart, I’ve never thought of you as soignée …’

‘I forgot to tell you. Polly’s invited us all for Christmas.’

‘Oh, good. Harriet and Bertie will be so pleased. How nice of Poll …’ But he realised that she had already dozed off. He shifted his arm carefully from under her shoulder in case it went to sleep before the rest of him did.




VILLY AND MISS MILLIMENT

Villy had always dreaded Christmas, except during those halcyon years when the brothers had taken it in turn to look after the children while some of the family went skiing. That had come to an end, of course, with the war. But the war years at Home Place hadn’t been so bad either when she looked back at them. Compared to now, they seemed much better than she had thought at the time. After the frightful blow of Edward leaving her, everything had fallen to pieces: she remembered telling Miss Milliment that she would gladly have put her head, in a gas oven if it weren’t for Roland. That had been the time when she had taken a bit too much gin, a habit she dropped as soon as she realised she had acquired it.

For years now she had been trying to make Christmas merry for Roland. He was now eighteen, and she had just learned from Zoë that no one was going to Home Place because of repairs, and when, unable to stop herself, she had retorted that it didn’t make any difference to her, Zoë had asked if she would like to come to Christmas lunch. ‘With Miss Milliment, of course, and Roland – we haven’t seen him for ages.’

Villy had accepted, very gratefully: it would be one nice holiday event for Roland, and, if she was having a good day, for Miss Milliment, too.

Miss Milliment. She was becoming a real anxiety. It was easy when she was in her right mind – a trifle forgetful sometimes, but that was natural at her age. She had a whole series of other minds, though, the consequences of which were wholly unpredictable. They nearly always involved action of some kind – getting up at three in the morning and trying to make her own breakfast, boiling milk all over the stove and the saucepan burned. ‘Oh, Viola, I wanted you to have a good lie-in this weekend.’ This had happened in varying forms more than once. Another time, when she seemed to have disappeared, Villy found her in Abbey Road, in pouring rain and in her nightgown. ‘Oh, Viola, I simply have to get somewhere but, do you know, I’m not quite sure where it is. I’m so afraid I’ll be late.’ And she had clung to Villy, her sparse grey plait streaming from the rain, her spectacles awry and her heavy flannel nightgown already dripping small rivulets at her feet. It had been early evening, and the road was empty except for a few people hurrying home to get out of the rain.

She had led her slowly home, sobbing, apologising, but beneath the confusion, Villy had sensed real fear – even terror – and she did her best to be gentle and reassuring.

When they got home, she changed Miss Milliment’s nightdress, adding a bed-jacket, the scrambled egg upon which had become distressingly crusty, got her into bed with two hot-water bottles and finally brought her a mug of cocoa, then sat with her while she drank it …

‘My dear Viola, I have a confession to make.’ She was regarding Villy intently. ‘I fear that I have recently become rather forgetful.’

‘Well, dear Miss Milliment, I think we all forget things when we get older. The great thing is not to worry about it.’

Miss Milliment was silent, and then she said, as though to herself, ‘That would be the great thing.’

But later, long after Miss Milliment had dropped off, Villy lay in bed worrying. When she had offered her a home, she had not envisaged looking after a demented person, and that was what she now realised Miss Milliment was likely to become. She would have to keep the front door locked at all times, conceal matches and cigarette lighters to prevent combustion in the kitchen – and what else? Soon it would be unwise to let her be alone at all. But the worst would be feeling guilty and anxious whenever she did leave the house. She had planned to take Roland to The Bridge on the River Kwai, the new film with Alec Guinness, and then to have supper in a Chinese restaurant in Soho as a Christmas treat. Zoë’s offer of a Christmas lunch was another event for him. But there were at least three weeks to be filled, and she passionately did not want him to be bored. He had always been remote, courteous, but earlier Christmases had clearly been dull for him: sitting at the table after roast chicken (a turkey impossible for three), a very small Christmas pudding and a mince pie, and then a box of crackers that never had anything interesting in them; listening to the Queen’s speech on the wireless and the prospect of playing cards with her until tea … It wasn’t as though his siblings helped at all. Teddy and Louise would pay duty visits; she knew they were that, although Teddy took more trouble than Louise to conceal it. They were awkward with Roland – didn’t really try to make friends with him – and Lydia was away acting in a pantomime. Perhaps we should go and see her, Villy thought, but then she realised that of course they couldn’t leave Miss Milliment for so long. Northampton and a show would take the whole day.

One of her periodic fits of rage came over her now. Why the hell couldn’t Jessica take her share of caring for Miss Milliment, who, after all, had been her governess as well? And while she had gone through the humiliation and impoverishment of a divorce, Jessica and Raymond had inherited property and a great deal of money from Raymond’s aunt. They had recently bought a villa on the Costa del Sol where they went for most of the winter and that let Jessica off doing anything for Villy at Christmas. But she was pretty good at evading any ‘governess duty’ at all, as she called it.

‘I have come to the conclusion that I’m really not very good with old people,’ she had said, on one of her rare visits, as though that settled the matter. ‘And you’re so marvellous with her – it’s much better if she stays with you.’

‘Shall we get a small tree this year?’ she’d asked Roland, on the way back from the station.

‘I don’t mind,’ he’d said politely.

All these years she had been choosing a small tree and decking it with the same old baubles and tiny candles (so much prettier than electric lights), arranging the presents under it, always making a small ceremony of it before lunch. And he hadn’t minded! No more trees, she thought now, before eventually she slept.




THE FAKENHAMS AND THE LESTRANGES

‘I thought the best thing was simply to tell them where they’re all sleeping to prevent arguments about it.’

Polly had arranged everything beautifully, Clary thought. Harriet was to sleep in the big night nursery with the twins, Eliza and Jane; Bertie was to sleep with Andrew. Spencer slept in Gerald’s dressing room next to his parents. Surprisingly, no one objected to the arrangements. The Lestranges had arrived in time for a late tea in the kitchen, presided over by Nan – a piece of bread and butter before they could go on to jam sandwiches and cake. In spite of claiming car sickness, Bertie and Harriet were, they said, nearly starving. Sickness, however, proved a fascinating subject.

‘I’ve never been sick. What’s it like?’ Andrew asked.

Harriet considered. ‘Well, your mouth gets full of water and you have a sort of awful rumbling in your throat and then, whoosh! Up it all comes over everything.’

‘But what does it look like?’

‘A sort of mixture between scrambled egg and porridge. It smells horrible too.’

Eliza, who was the best at reading, said, ‘They often say in newspapers that people choke and die in their own vomit.’

‘Well, think how nasty it would be if it was someone else’s.’ Jane was very good at capping Eliza’s remarks.

Nan, who seemed not to have noticed what they were talking about as she was busy feeding Spencer, came to life. ‘I’ve told you, Miss, little girls don’t use words like “nasty” or “beastly”. You say “horrid”.’

‘People do at school, Nan.’

‘You’re not at school now.’

After tea they played Torchlight Ogres, which meant that they turned off every light they could reach. Nan kept to the kitchen and the parents to Polly’s sitting room, which was strictly forbidden to the children anyway because a lot of secret things were going on in it. For what seemed like hours, they rushed about the house armed with torches supplied by Eliza.

The rules of the game were utterly mysterious to the onlooker, and sometimes to the younger players – Andrew, in particular, who resorted to weeping in a cupboard about the unfairness of it all.

‘It may make them a bit sleepier than they would otherwise be,’ Archie remarked. He was tired from the long drive and his bad leg ached. He stretched it out gratefully in front of the large wood fire. She’ll be in Surrey with her family, he thought. He need not think about her. ‘You have made this room nice, Poll.’ It was warm, with lamps that cast a friendly light, the huge windows curtained in green velvet, one wall covered with books, and the rest in a sea-green jasper paper.

Gerald said he was going to brave the dark to get ice. ‘We could all do with a stiff drink before their bedtime.’

Clary said, ‘I’m doing bedtime, darling Gerald. You can confine yourself to a goodnight kiss.’ She had been kneeling on the floor by the window and she and Polly were unpacking the cardboard boxes that contained the decorations.

But when Gerald returned from ‘a positively polar expedition’ with the ice and had mixed them a strong reviving concoction, they all sat by the fire to enjoy it. There ensued a long, comfortable silence, and Gerald thought how good it was to have even more children in the house, how charming Polly looked with the firelight flickering on her copper hair, and wondered whether the tree nursery he had planted with Simon would yield some sort of income, since hiring out the house had so far barely broken even …

Polly thought how lovely it was to have Clary and Archie, and how sad it was that their lives were so distant that she almost didn’t know Clary, which was largely because she, Polly, could never get away: she could not leave the children with Nan any more and Gerald – whatever he said – could not cope alone with the house, the children and his plans for improving the grounds. She thought, as she often did at this time of year, of Christopher in his monastery, and hoped that he was happy with his life. She remembered the time with him in his caravan when he had had his beloved dog, and had also wanted to be in love with her. Luckily that had come to an end quite quickly, as he had never mentioned it again. She thought of her father and how careworn he had seemed when he came. Jemima had told her about the subsequent dinner with Edward and Diana: at least some progress had been made for a reconciliation …

Clary was thinking how lovely it was not to be the main person responsible for Christmas. She would help, of course she would, but she would only have to do as she was told. Polly was amazing. She organised everything while looking as though she did nothing. She has real glamour and it’s such bad luck for darling Archie that I don’t have a scrap of that, she thought. She had put her hair up at home that morning, but pins kept dropping out, and the more she tried to push her hair back, the more strands kept falling. Just as another pin fell out, Archie leaned over and gently pulled the whole lot down. ‘That’s how I like it,’ he said, and she felt such a surge of love for him that she blushed.

It was a little like the old Christmases at Home Place – only no Mrs Tonbridge or Eileen to bear the domestic brunt. We have to do that now for ourselves. Which is probably very good for us but must be very hard on the older generation, people like poor Aunt Villy and even Zoë. It was one of those apparently small changes that had come about together with the welfare state and a Labour government. Having Mr Macmillan didn’t bring any of that back, although if you were rich, of course, you still had the old advantages. She wondered whether all the people who had been in domestic service were having nicer lives out of all that. Both Archie and her father had always been left-wing, although Dad had never said very much about it; he was so awfully good at seeing the other person’s point of view that he often agreed with the people who weren’t on his side, and Archie hardly ever talked to her about politics, although he read the Observer and the Manchester Guardian every week. Life was supposed to be getting better for women. He had pointed out to her that there were going to be life peers in the House of Lords. ‘Baroness Clarissa Lestrange took her seat last week, and her maiden speech about children’s education was warmly received …’ But no: she was going to be a playwright; she was going to join what Archie called the Club, which only practising artists could join …

Archie gratefully acknowledged his glass being refilled by Gerald. He was the perfect host, seemed to anticipate everything. And he so clearly adored Polly. He was also, Archie thought, secretly in love with the hideous old pile he had inherited. He remembered Polly talking about how she wanted to make a house entirely beautiful – she could never have bargained for this but she had made pockets of luxury and comfort. His and Clary’s room, for instance. It had been painted and papered, had a moss-green carpet and rose-coloured curtains that matched the roses climbing up the wide trellis on the walls – a French paper, by the look of it. Polly had explained that it was the bedroom they had chosen to be the brides’ dressing room, but meanwhile it was the best guest room. ‘I had to try and do it to suit them,’ she said. She had hung what she described as furnishing pictures, blameless meticulous sea- and landscapes, and one of the less sinister family portraits, Lady Agatha Barstow, wearing a blue taffeta evening dress, with an agonisingly tiny waist. Her face – the china complexion, the slightly protuberant blue eyes, the tiny dark red mouth and the faintest indication of a double chin – gazed upon the room utterly without expression. ‘The agent people love it because she’s got a title,’ Polly had said. ‘And the room has a loo and a basin en suite, which is more than we have.’

Polly had certainly done her best, he thought, but the major part of the vast, sprawling house was unoccupied: the upstairs passages led off to rows of bedrooms in various states of disrepair. The place had been built to entertain huge idle house parties attended by a battery of staff. Polly had told them that Nan was the only person who really knew her way around it.

A little while after Polly and Clary had gone to get the children to bed, Gerald said that he was going to see if more help was needed. Archie was left by the fire with his replenished drink, and she came into his mind yet again. A shit and a bastard was what he had been, and Clary’s play had brought it all home to him. The play had impressed him: she had certainly dealt fairly with the three people involved – she had a real talent for dialogue – and she had kept the tension right to the end, which, Archie supposed, they were all living through now. It was all very well for him, he thought. He had never stopped loving Clary, but the girl had been left with nothing. The play certainly revived all these guilty feelings, and he repeated for the hundredth time that she was very young, she would get over it, most people began their love lives with an unhappy affair – look at him and Rachel, whom he had cared for for so long and so much. All in a peaceful past.

It was the future that was less certain – particularly for old Rupe. He had confided that the firm was losing money. He had never wanted to join the family business anyway, had done it because he wasn’t earning enough teaching art and selling hardly any pictures, and he felt that Zoë deserved a better life. He had told Archie about the affair he had had when he was in France and how difficult it had been to adjust to the old – new – life. Much as Archie longed for someone in whom he could confide now, it was not possible to tell Rupe. He had married Rupert’s daughter, was several years older than she, and to admit to any kind of infidelity was out of the question. It was awful, he thought, how everything seemed to depend upon money. And fear.

Fear made people greedy and therefore selfish; that small minority who honestly did not care for themselves in that way, who could sincerely say that money was unimportant to them, almost always had no dependants. When he and Rupert had been students they had thought like that; they had been admirably high-minded and scorned those who did not agree with them. Hardship and poverty were romantic, and when either occasionally touched them, they put it down to the cause of Art …

‘They want you to say goodnight.’ It was Clary. She looked hot and she had tied her hair back with a piece of string.

‘Where are they?’

‘Harriet is with Eliza and Jane. Bertie is with Andrew. You’ll hear them if you just go upstairs. Polly’s getting supper. Hot soup and smoked-salmon sandwiches. We’re going to have it in here, then do the tree and the stockings. It’s all lovely, don’t you think?’

She had a smudge on her forehead, but below it, her eyes sparkled with pleasure: he could never resist their beautiful candour.




LOUISE AND TEDDY, WITH EDWARD AND DIANA

‘Do you think anyone has Christmas where they want to?’

She was in a bad mood, Teddy thought. He had come to pick her up to drive them both down to Hawkhurst. The flat reeked of burned feathers, and the shop below her ghastly flat was crammed with dead dressed turkeys. ‘I’m used to it,’ she said, when he remarked on the smell. She had kept him waiting and he’d sat in her small, bare sitting room.

There was a bookshelf and a small gas fire, but most of the elements in it were broken so it gave out uneasy blue flames and no perceptible heat. Come on, Louise, he begged silently. He didn’t want to say anything that might make her crosser.

But when she finally emerged, she looked so marvellous that he felt better at once. She wore jeans, boots, and a navy blue fisherman’s jersey, her shining blonde hair dressed in a French plait and small silver rings in her ears. ‘Don’t you agree?’ she said. ‘We all have to do duty visits at this jolly time of year.’

‘Well, I’m just glad to get away from Southampton. And we’ve never been to Dad’s new house: it might be fun.’

‘Not with Diana in it.’ She had lugged her heavy suitcase into the room. ‘It’s all yours. Sorry it’s so heavy.’

‘Why do you hate her so much?’

‘I suppose because she hates me. And Dad’s so tactless about it – he keeps calling us his two favourite women. She can’t stand that. Are we going to have lunch first?’

‘If we do, the traffic will be even worse.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It’s nearly two now. But we will if you really want to.’

‘I don’t care. I can’t afford to care too much about meals in my job.’

When he’d stowed her case and they were in the car, he said, ‘I went to Mum’s last night.’

‘Oh, well done you. I went at the weekend. Poor Roland. It must be so dreary for him.’

‘Pretty bad for all of them, I should think. Miss Milliment didn’t seem to know who I was. That’s hard on Mum.’

‘I think she likes things to be hard.’

‘You seem to have got rather cynical in your old age.’

There was a pause, and then she said, ‘Sorry, Ted. I’m not really cynical – just a bit sad.’ Silence. ‘Sometimes it’s not much fun being a woman.’

‘You’re in love with somebody?’

‘I think so. Yes, I must be.’

‘And he doesn’t love you?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose he does, in a way.’

‘But he’s married, is that it? So you can’t marry him.’

‘I don’t know if I’d want to marry him. But I can’t anyway. He spends five evenings a week with me, and goes back to his wife at weekends. Oh, yes, and for long holidays in the south of France – weeks and weeks. While I stew down in London.’ She made an effort to laugh. ‘I’m the icing rather than the cake.’

‘I can see that’s difficult.’ It’s quite difficult being a man, he thought, recalling Ellen and the frightful mess he’d made of that. She had got pregnant, after that one day on the Isle of Wight – had told him six weeks later. He’d been trying to see her only in the pub, had made no plans for time off with her although he could see that she was unhappy. He told himself that it was just as difficult for him, but really he knew it wasn’t. He couldn’t face marrying her, had begun to realise how little they had in common, so one evening when she had served him his pint and very quietly said she wanted to talk with him in private, he had agreed, and waited for her to emerge from the pub after closing time. He had thought that she was going to ask him what was wrong, why they weren’t seeing each other, so her news was a bombshell.

‘Are you sure?’

She had missed two periods and she felt sick in the mornings – threw up sometimes – so, yes.

‘Couldn’t you go back home to have it?’

She could not. Her family would throw her out; she’d land up in some home run by nuns who would force her to get it adopted. ‘It’s your baby, Teddy. I couldn’t let that happen.’ She was speaking quietly, but her eyes were bright with silent pleading.

‘I have to tell you, I can’t marry you, Ellen. My family wouldn’t hear of it.’ As he said that, he was sharply aware of what a coward that made him.

But she seemed to accept his rejection. ‘That’s what families are like,’ she said, a single pear-shaped tear falling from one eye. There was a sad, resigned silence.

‘I think the best thing would be for you not to have it.’

‘That would be a wicked sin. It’s what my friend Annie did and she may well burn in Hell for it.’

‘She won’t, you know. I’m sure she won’t.’ Desperately, he began improvising about religion, of which he knew very little. ‘God doesn’t punish people who repent. At least, my God doesn’t. He’s merciful, and – and—Well, there it is.’

‘Is it?’

‘Of course. Why don’t you ask Annie what she did? I’ll pay. It’s the least I can do.’

And that, in the end, was what had happened. Annie did know someone. They wanted four hundred pounds for it so he had pawned his watch and his gold cufflinks, and just about scraped up enough to give Ellen. She was not in the pub for a week after the abortion, and when she returned to work, she was pale and seemed much older. ‘I’d rather not see you any more,’ she said. So he stopped going to the pub, but he didn’t stop feeling bad about her.

‘You’ve gone very quiet.’

‘I was thinking. All the things you’re supposed to do aren’t much fun, and the other things simply seem to end in disaster.’

‘What other things?’

‘You know, going to bed with people, and drinking too much, staying up all night so you’re no good for work the next day, smoking hash – all that lot – and sleeping around—’

‘You said that before. Have you got anyone now?’

So then he told her about Ellen.

‘Oh, poor old Ted. What awfully bad luck.’

He hadn’t thought of it like that. It didn’t seem right, but at the same time it was oddly consoling.

‘You should lay off barmaids, darling.’

‘And you should lay off married men.’

‘Oh dear! It’s so easy to give other people good advice, and so hard for them to follow it. I think you ought to marry someone,’ she said.

They were well out of London now, through Seven-oaks, and there was far less traffic. There had been a long, comfortable silence between them, during which each had had kindly thoughts about the other.

‘I think you should, too, Lou. Just because we chose the wrong person the first time doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be a good idea. Think of the future if you don’t.’

‘The future, as far as I’m concerned, is Christmas with Dad. I must say, I’m glad it’s both of us.’

‘So am I.’

The house was difficult to find, and it was dark by the time they arrived. They were met by the Labrador, which seemed vociferously delighted to welcome them.

Her barking produced their father, who embraced them both. ‘Well done! Was it an awful drive? Come and have some tea. Diana’s in the drawing room. Down, Honey!’ The Labrador instantly sat at his feet. He led the way with his arm round Louise. ‘I must say you’re looking wonderful, darling.’

‘Ted’s pretty wonderful, too,’ she said.

‘Of course he is.’

The room was delightfully warm, with a large log fire, and Diana was lying on a sofa with a tea tray on a low table before her.

‘Hello! You must be dying for tea. I’m afraid my greedy two have demolished all the chocolate cake, but there are still some crumpets left, although I’m afraid they’ll be rather cold by now.’

‘Crumpets will be fine,’ Teddy said. ‘We missed lunch because the traffic getting out of London was so thick.’

‘You must have started very late, then. But I suppose you don’t mind, do you, Louise? I mean, you must have to keep worrying about your figure in order to get into the clothes.’

‘I don’t worry about it too much.’

She and Teddy both started eating crumpets that were slippery with butter then Teddy dropped his on the yellow carpet. He picked it up, but it left a mark.

‘Oh dear! Edward, darling, get some soda water and a cloth. Quickly!’

Teddy apologised, and Diana said it didn’t matter at all, which was clearly untrue.

When Edward returned with the soda siphon and a cloth, she insisted on doing the squirting and cleaning herself, in spite of Teddy offering.

Louise said she would like to unpack, and Teddy offered to take up her luggage. Edward said he would conduct them upstairs.

‘Where are they sleeping, darling?’

‘Oh, Teddy’s in the old night nursery and Louise has the maid’s bedroom at the back.’

A look of embarrassment crossed her father’s face. It’s going to be just like France, she thought, loving him for minding, hating him for being so weak.

‘Here we are,’ he said, opening the door on a bleak little room that was icy cold. ‘I’m afraid the heating doesn’t get as far as this. I’ll see if I can find you an electric fire. Teddy is next door.’

‘Where’s the bathroom, Dad?’

‘At the end of the passage. I’ll go and see if I can track down that heater.’

Teddy dumped her case on the little iron bedstead. ‘Not exactly the Ritz, is it? I’ll come back when I’ve unpacked.’

She hung her two dresses, stored her suitcase with the rest of her things, and decided to explore the bathroom. When she returned, it was to find a tall young man standing outside her door with an electric fire. ‘Hello! I’m Jamie, your half-brother. Sorry about the fire. Susan pinched it, in spite of having a perfectly good radiator in her room. Shall I plug it in for you?’

He had a charming easy manner, although he didn’t look a bit like Dad. ‘It’s bloody cold in here,’ he said. ‘There’ll be drinks quite soon, so come down as soon as you’re ready. I missed you in the south of France last summer. Susan and I turned up after you left. I must say that was a pity.’ His admiration was open and she felt cheered by it. ‘Sorry you’ve got such a dud room. I’d have given you mine if I’d known. Hope you’ll get warmer soon. By the way, my sister Susan is absolute hell at the moment. Mum says it’s just a phase, but it sure is a long one. She’s fifteen, and she’s been like it for nearly two years.’

But before Louise could ask what sort of hell, he’d gone.


She changed her jersey for a white silk shirt, brushed her hair, put on some lipstick and went downstairs for the drink and the welcome log fire.

That was the beginning of the three days she and Teddy spent in their father’s house, where everyone ate and drank too much, exchanged presents, spent embarrassing interludes when Susan regaled them with her ghastly well-known-speeches-from-Shakespeare and, worse, speeches she had written for herself, the latter requiring much tedious explanation to set the scene. She was going through the unfortunate stage of adolescence where she bulged out of her clothes, had acne on a face that was pear-shaped with puppy fat, and adopted a voice for her acts that was a nauseating blend of martyrdom and self-righteousness. They sat through these pieces because Diana explained that it was important for her to express herself, and Edward, though he was clearly both embarrassed and bored, said nothing. At one point Jamie suggested that they should play charades but no one seemed enthusiastic. By the evening of Boxing Day they all picked at pieces of cold turkey and mince pies with a certain relief that Christmas was nearly over although, of course, nobody said as much.

‘Phew!’ Teddy said, when they were safely in the car. They had left immediately after breakfast on the grounds that Louise had to be in London by lunchtime.

‘We needn’t ever do it again.’

‘What were your best moments?’

‘Do you mean what were my best worst moments?’

‘OK, them, and then your truly best ones – if you had any.’

Louise thought. ‘Seeing my awful little room. Having to sit through Susan’s dreaded displays—’

Teddy interrupted: ‘They don’t count. We know about them, and they went on all the time.’

‘All right. They weren’t moments anyway – they were hours. Having to seem pleased with Diana’s present. A tin of talc, a tube of hand cream and a cake of soap – all done up in a gift box from Boots. And the real joke about that is that she gave Mrs Patterson exactly the same.’

‘How on earth do you know that?’

‘It was on the kitchen table when I went to get some more ice for Dad. He only said “my two favourite women” once, but you should have seen her face. Those awful unmerry meals! And every time she said, “Quite frankly”, you knew some whopping lie was coming.’

‘Yes, several times she said, “To be quite honest with you,” to me and then something disparaging came out – usually about Dad. Poor Dad! He was far better off being unfaithful to Mum. Better for both of them, actually.’

‘Who’s the cynic now?’

‘I’m not a cynic, I’m a realist. Our father is simply not given to fidelity. Few men are – look at your Joseph. And the funny thing is they mostly seem to think that other people ought to be. Dad told me to get married and settle down. He didn’t, did he?’

There was a short silence, and then Louise said, ‘I suppose if you were really in love, you wouldn’t want anyone else.’

He took a quick look at her. ‘Yes, I’m sure there are people like that. I also think women want to be in love far more than men. I’ve come to the conclusion that I really don’t know much about it. I agree with you about our bedrooms. Mine was larger but just as cold and nobody produced a heater. I slept in my clothes. And Diana gave me a completely horrible tie. So I’m with you about not going back if I can help it. One good thing. I thought I was going to dislike Jamie, for being sent to Eton and then going on to Cambridge. I thought he’d be snotty and superior, but he’s actually very nice. He told me that Dad wanted him to go into the firm, but he’s refusing. He wants to do some kind of medical research, you know, finding out how to eradicate disease. He’s leaving today to stay with a friend who’s set up an experiment. He didn’t say anything, but I got the feeling that he’s fed up with home. I must say, though, that I don’t think he is Dad’s son. He doesn’t look in the least like him. Another of Madam’s traps, perhaps.’

‘Well, even if you think that, you shouldn’t say it to anyone – ever. I’m serious, Ted, promise you won’t.’

‘I was only telling you. All right, I won’t.’

She sensed he didn’t like being told not to do things, and after a silence, she said, ‘My date is at a party this evening. Would you like to come to it? There’ll be lots of girls.’

‘Really nice girls?’ Teasing her.

‘Awfully, awfully nice. You might find one to marry.’

‘OK. I would like to.’ He realised then how much he didn’t want to go back to Southampton.




RACHEL AND SID, WITH THE TONBRIDGES

‘A little steamed fish, Miss Rachel, with some mashed potato and a purée of spinach?’

Rachel hesitated. Asking Sid what she would like to eat had proved unprofitable. She would simply ask for Brand’s Essence, which came from the chemist in Battle, and would only take a few teaspoonfuls and then say it was too rich. The cancer had invaded her liver, and the nausea and the pain that the tumour near her spine was causing her made food of any kind an ordeal.

She insisted upon getting up every day, but for the last week she had agreed that there was no need to dress, and spent the daytime lying on the sofa that Rachel had imported from the drawing room, wearing her winter dressing gown over her pyjamas. The morning room, being small, was much easier to heat and she was always cold these days.

‘I think we might try the fish,’ she said. ‘And I can have the same.’

‘Miss Rachel, it is Christmas dinner we’re talking about. I’ve got a nice roasting chicken for you and a little Christmas pudding made specially. The job you’re doing, nursing and that, you need proper meals. You look really worn out. Even Eileen passed a remark about it at yesterday’s dinner: “Madam looks really fagged,” she said, and although, of course, I told her not to be so forward, it’s the plain truth.’ Here, she – fortunately – ran out of breath.

‘All right, Mrs Tonbridge, I’ll have whatever you give me.’ It was true: she was so tired that she hadn’t the strength to argue about anything. The last two nights had been ghastly. Sid had insisted upon them sleeping in separate rooms – ‘I want you to have a proper night’s sleep, my darling,’ she had said – but this had simply meant that she had spent the nights with her door open and therefore still heard the heartrending sounds from Sid’s room. The painkillers she had been given no longer made much difference. The nights were worse than the days, and she supposed this was because they contained no distraction. Neither of them had slept much and she had rung their local doctor and asked him to come. ‘Please don’t ring the bell, just come in and I’ll see you in the study to the right of the front door.’

He came, as she asked, and shut the study door as requested.

‘I wanted to see you alone, because my friend is in such pain most of the time, especially at night. There must be something that could be done to help her?’

‘I should see her first, of course, but it sounds as though the time has come for morphine.’ He gave her a penetrating look. ‘You look pretty rough yourself. Have you thought any more about our local hospital? The nursing is good there and you could visit as much as you wanted.’

‘She begged me not to put her in any hospital, and I promised I wouldn’t.’

‘Right. Well, perhaps I’d better see her.’

‘She’s still in bed. I’ll take you up.’

There was no need for her to do this, as he knew the house, had attended her mother when she had had her last illness, but he let Rachel escort him. He had thought the National Health an idealistic and admirable idea, but he very much doubted Aneurin Bevan’s belief that people would become healthy because of it and end up needing far less medical attention.

And he still clung to the old ways of a country GP, visiting seriously ill patients at home, generous with his time and resigned about the hours he was called out.

‘Do you mind my being here, or do you want to see her alone?’

‘That’s for the patient to decide. I don’t mind in the least.’

Sid was sitting up in bed sipping her tea and lemon. The pieces of dry toast that were meant to accompany it were untouched. She had clearly lost weight since he had last seen her: her naturally round face was bony and diminished and there were dark circles under her eyes. Almost all of her hair had gone – the few tufts that remained only accentuated her baldness. The effect had something of the pathos associated with clowns.

Rachel asked whether she minded her staying and she said no.


He went through the routine physical examination. She was running a temperature, he knew that by looking at her, and for the rest, he had discovered that the routine was vaguely comforting to the terminally ill – creating a glimmering hope of recovery that helped them through the last painful weeks. At the end he told her that he was going to give her some morphine for pain and a prescription that would control her sickness. ‘But you must promise me that you will try to eat more – keep up your strength. I’ll be back this evening to give you another shot.’

‘She might want to stay in bed to have a good sleep,’ he said to Rachel, on his way out. ‘And it wouldn’t be a bad thing if you were to follow suit.’

By the time she had arranged for Tonbridge to drive to Battle to get the prescription and gone upstairs, she found Sid asleep. She told Eileen to keep the fire in the morning room burning well, and then, because it was the nearest to Sid’s room, she went to her own; her back ached, and she decided to lie on her bed for a while to rest it, and almost at once she, too, slept.

‘Well, all I can say is that I’ve never known a Christmas like this one.’ Mrs Tonbridge was attacking her slab of puff pastry with angry vigour, cutting knobs of butter and dotting the rolled crust, folding it and rolling it again. Tonbridge did like his mince pies and she was famous for her pastry. Steaming two bits of fish and mashing potato hardly showed off her talent as a cook.

‘The house is ever so quiet,’ Eileen agreed. She was standing on a chair putting up the paper chains she had made, as Miss Rachel had said she didn’t want them in the morning room. Outside, it was beginning to snow; large, reluctant flakes kept colliding with the kitchen windows and melting. ‘It seems such a waste to have a white Christmas without the children.’

‘You get on with peeling the potatoes, girl, and don’t comment on matters that don’t concern you.’ She was trussing the bacon hock they were to have for lunch. ‘And I want celery, carrots and an onion from the larder.’

She treats me like a kitchenmaid, Eileen thought resentfully. She was in her late forties and could hardly be described as a girl. But she climbed down from the chair and did as she was told.

By elevenses, Mrs Tonbridge was in a better mood. She had rolled out her pastry, chopped parsley and made a sauce for the hock, and she now sat at the table with Eileen while they both drank a strong cup of tea and finished off the flapjacks. ‘Tonbridge won’t be back for his. I will say one thing for him, he’s a slow shopper but he had quite a list. Your decorations look quite nice, though I say it myself.’ She rolled her sleeves down over her fat white arms, and then vigorously polished her glasses on a corner of her apron.


‘You’d best go up to Miss Rachel and see when she would like lunch served.’

Rachel woke with a start to find Eileen standing in the doorway, speaking in what Rachel described to Sid as her doomed voice: ‘I’m ever so sorry to disturb you, but Mrs Tonbridge would like to know when you want lunch.’

‘What is the time? Oh – a quarter to twelve. I should think half past one, Eileen. Is the morning room nice and warm?’

Eileen said it was, and Rachel asked her to wait a minute while she found out whether Sid wanted to get up.

She was sitting up in bed and looked far better. ‘I’ve had a wonderful sleep and the pain has almost gone. Of course I want to get up.’

Lunch was much more animated than usual. Sid ate at least half of hers, and afterwards they did the crossword together. But some twenty minutes later, she said apologetically that she was afraid she was going to be sick. Rachel gave her the basin kept for this purpose and fetched a towel for her. ‘It’s my fault, darling. I forgot to give you the anti-sickness pill. I’m so sorry.’ Seeing anyone being sick used to make her feel the same, but she had got used to it now, and could help clean up with scarcely a tremor. ‘You’re meant to have one half an hour before each meal. What a rotten nurse I am.’

‘You’re the best nurse for me in the world.’

‘Why don’t you lie down on the sofa and we could go on with Emma?’ She had found that Sid liked being read to, and Austen was a good choice.

‘Yes, I would like that.’

Rachel settled her down with a cushion for her head and a blanket wrapped round her permanently cold feet. ‘We’ve reached the insufferable Mrs Elton’s visit to Emma.’

But after she had read for a few minutes, she saw that Sid was restless, shifting about as though she could not get comfortable.

‘Are you in pain?’

‘It’s my back. It’s started again. It’s not too bad.’

‘Would you like some lemon tea?’

‘Yes. But I’d like some of my old pills first. Now,’ she said irritably. Rachel fetched them, then went to the kitchen to see about the tea.

When she returned with it, Sid was sitting up. ‘Sorry I snapped.’

‘That’s all right. Are they working?’

‘They are a bit, yes. The tea will be too hot to drink. Anyway, I want to talk to you – seriously. Give me your hand.’

Her heart sank. She knew that Sid was going to talk about her death – which they hadn’t done since before Christmas. Since then it had lain between them like a sword. They both knew it was there, but both felt in different ways that by refusing to acknowledge its presence they were somehow warding it off – Rachel because she could not bear to think beyond it, and Sid because she was desperately anxious about how Rachel would cope.

‘My darling, you know that I’m going to die, and sooner rather than later. I want to talk about you, because the only thing I grieve about now is what will happen to you. I don’t think you should stay on in this house alone. I think you should move to London. I’ve left you my house in case you want to live there. If not, you can sell it and choose somewhere else. I think you should find some work to do. You always want to help people, and perhaps you could find some charity – children, for instance, you’ve always loved them. Think of the Babies’ Hotel.’ She had run out of breath, and reached for her tea.

Tears were streaming down Rachel’s face, and after a moment she said, ‘I can’t bear for you to die. I can’t.’

‘And I don’t want to leave you, but we both have to bear it because it is going to happen. I can’t go on much longer like this – it’s becoming too difficult. I think I shall be quite glad when the time comes, except for you, my dearest Rachel. And I beg you to think about what I have said, about your life. We should be grateful for the marvellous years we’ve had together. Imagine if we had lived in Emma’s time how impossible it would have been.’ She was smiling now and stroking Rachel’s hand.

Rachel wiped her face with her other hand and tried to smile back as she said, ‘There were the Ladies of Llangollen. They brought it off.’ They had visited the redoubtable lesbians’ house, Plas Newydd, on one of their country walking tours.

‘So they did. That was a lovely holiday, wasn’t it? That amazing waterfall, and the aqueduct carrying that canal over the valley … Now, blow your nose and give me one of those anti-sickness pills and I’ll try to eat some tea. What is the time?’ It was only half past three, Rachel saw. There were hours to go before the doctor would come again, she thought, as she dried her face with one of the Duchy’s elegant, but inadequate handkerchiefs.

She had left the pills in Sid’s bedroom. And she waited a minute or two with the bottle in her hand, before returning to the morning room, while she tried to collect herself. She must stop crying: it would only distress Sid more. At least death had been mentioned – talked about – and it was Sid who had had the courage to do it. Nurses don’t cry all over their patients: they nurse; they try to make things as easy as possible for them. If you love someone, she thought, you can do anything for them.

By the time she returned to the morning room, she felt comparatively calm.

Sid was lying back with her eyes shut, but she was not asleep. Rachel propped her up, and gave her the pill. ‘Would you like a little sleep now before tea, or do you want me to go on reading?’

‘Think I’ll try to sleep. You won’t forget what I said, will you?’

‘Certainly not.’ She pulled the blanket round Sid’s shoulders, then rang for Eileen to stoke up the fire and, when she had done so, followed her out of the room. ‘We’ll have tea at half past four and would like a few honey sandwiches with the crusts cut off.’

‘Very good, Miss Rachel.’ Ladies, she knew, never ate the crusts on their sandwiches; after all these years Miss Rachel should know that she would never send in sandwiches without the crusts off, but there you were. Miss Rachel was not herself. Who would be with this tragedy hanging over them?

For the next hour, Rachel read to herself and sewed. Every now and again she checked Sid. Her eyes were closed, but small tremors, contorting her face, looked like attacks of pain. Nearly at the end of the hour, Rachel was startled by a curious sound – a muted howl – and saw that Sid had crammed her knuckles into her mouth. She flew to her and knelt by her side. ‘Is the pain very bad?’

‘A bit.’ She seemed to have no breath. Her forehead was burning hot. ‘Thirsty.’ She was barely audible.

Rachel held the glass for her to drink, then said she would fetch a compress for her forehead.

‘Don’t go. Please.’

So she rang the bell for Eileen to bring her two bowls of hot and iced water and napkins. Sid had another attack, cramming her knuckles into her mouth. As soon as Eileen had gone, she let out a subdued shriek of agony.

It was unbearable. It must be borne, Rachel told herself. Somehow these next hours must be got through. She hoped that bathing her forehead would distract Sid from the waves of pain. She told Sid that the hot and cold compresses would make her feel much better, discovering as she did so that her voice had a new, calm authority that she had not known she possessed. Tea arrived, and she helped Sid to sit up – to try to eat a honey sandwich. She did try, and failed, so she sent for the jar of honey and stirred two spoonfuls into the lemon tea. ‘You have to drink this, darling. I shall expect you to drink all of it.’

And Sid, with her eyes trustfully on Rachel’s face, did make a great effort to do so. The really agonising pains seemed to come in waves, rising to a peak when she could not help crying out, and then Rachel would squeeze her hand hard and tell her to scream if she wanted to. As the pain slowly diminished, Sid would try to apologise, but she had little breath now. A few scalding tears would trickle down her face, and Rachel would wipe them away as she uttered endearments. She felt that she had never loved Sid so much as she did now.

When the doctor had administered the morphine, Sid asked whether it was a dose that would last all night. No, he said, but he would be back last thing to give her a shot for that. ‘I have hired a nurse for you, Nurse Owen. Unfortunately, she cannot come until late tomorrow as she has to do Christmas lunch with her family. But she will come afterwards, and she will be able to give you the medicine you need. I shall pop in meanwhile, of course, to see how you are doing. You’re running a bit of a temperature by the look of you, Miss Sidney. We must see if we can get that down.’ He put a thermometer in her mouth; it read 102 degrees when he removed it. ‘A couple of aspirin every four hours should do the trick there.’

Rachel walked to his car with him. ‘The nurse will be living in?’

‘Yes. She will do the night duty for you. You can’t go on like this, my dear. Nobody can do a twenty-four-hour job with a patient as ill as this. In any case, I don’t think it’s going to go on much longer, which should be a comfort to you. A tumour on or near the spine can be one of the worst pains in the world.’ He glanced down to see that her hands were tightly clenched together, rigid.

‘I should like you to take one of those sleeping pills I prescribed for you. You need at least a couple of nights’ proper sleep. I’ll be back about eleven.’

Just as he was getting into his car, she clutched his sleeve. ‘Dr Murphy, thank you so much for taking such trouble.’

‘Not at all. Only wish I could do more. See you later. Go on in, before you become a snowman.’


The snow was falling steadily, and was settling now, decorating the trees, speckling the brick path to the front door. It was dark, and Rachel could only see her way because of the lights inside. A nurse in the house, she thought. What would that mean for their relationship? A return to secrecy – to the façade of simply being good friends? No, it could not. She would only care about what Sid felt: nobody else could matter at all.

She found Sid much calmer, cheerful even. She wanted to stay on the sofa so that she could doze if she felt like it.

‘I’m so glad that a nurse is coming. It means you won’t have to deal with any more bedpans. I’ve so hated you having to do that.’

They had been a very new addition to her nursing, as Sid, in spite of her increasing weakness, had insisted upon being helped to the lavatory.

‘I didn’t hate it.’ She kissed Sid’s forehead – not burning so much now. ‘I’m going to give you the sickness pill because we’re going to have an early supper and I really want you to eat it.’

‘Would it be possible to have a small omelette?’

‘Of course it would. You swallow these and I’ll go and tell Mrs Tonbridge.’

Supper – compared to the rest of the day – was a success. Rachel made Sid eat her omelette with a spoon, as her hands were so shaky that she dropped most of it if she used a fork. During the meal they listened to the carol service broadcast from King’s College, Cambridge.

After the programme, Rachel suggested Sid going up to bed while she was still feeling good, and Sid agreed at once. She had become much more compliant, calmer, completely trusting that Rachel knew best for her. The stairs took time because she had become so weak, but at least she seemed not to be struggling with severe pain. She gripped the banister with her right hand, and Rachel held her left arm, and with a couple of short rests they reached the top.

When Sid was safely in bed, her teeth brushed, clean pyjamas and her knitted woolly hat firmly on her head, she wanted to sit up and talk, so Rachel draped her in one of the Duchy’s paisley shawls.

It was approaching late evening, and the doctor was due during the next hour. But it was not soon enough: the pain came back, and soon Sid was shifting restlessly, cramming her hand into her mouth in an effort to muffle her cries. She had earlier complained of being cold; now she was burning, her mouth parched and cracked. Rachel fetched a bowl of cold water and wiped her face with a flannel in an attempt to cool her, and put water from her finger onto Sid’s lips, which she seemed to like. Supposing, Rachel thought with panic, the snow was so bad that Dr Murphy couldn’t get to them?

She tried everything she could think of: rocking her in her arms, bathing her forehead, talking quietly with endearments – the doctor would soon come and then the pain would go away …

It was nearly eleven when she heard the car, and ran downstairs to meet him. ‘She is much worse, Doctor. Her fever is bad, and the morphine you gave her isn’t even lasting four hours and I don’t know what to do! Oh, it is good of you to come!’

‘It’s very good of me to come. I got stuck in our lane and had to dig myself out. But I’m here now and—’

There was a shriek – not at all muffled now – from Sid’s room.

‘We can’t have that,’ he said, and mounted the stairs at a surprising speed.

Sid had thrown off her bedclothes and was trying to clutch the small of her back.

‘Miss Sidney, I’m sorry you’re having such a rough time. I’m going to see to it with a stronger dose so that, with luck, you’ll get a good night’s sleep.’ He was preparing his syringe as he spoke. ‘You’re very brave, Miss Sidney,’ he soothed. ‘I know that it’s a devil of a pain. Now just hold still if you can.’

He was saying just the right things to her, Rachel thought. Although she shook her head, a very faint smile came and went.

‘Now I want you to drink a good glass of water,’ he said. ‘The fever has dehydrated you, and that always makes things worse. Hot or cold, I don’t mind which. I’ll pop in again tomorrow morning.’

As Rachel was seeing him out, she asked, ‘Couldn’t I give her an injection if she needs it in the night?’

‘No, my dear, I’m afraid not. It’s against the rules. In any case, I don’t suppose you’ve given an injection of anything in your life, have you?’

She hadn’t, of course.

‘She should be out of pain quite soon, and then she’ll sleep. The dose I started her on was minimal, this time it will be different. Goodnight to you.’ And he went.

She poured a glass of Malvern water and added a slice of lemon. By the time she reached Sid’s bedroom, she found her calm. ‘The pain is going,’ she said. ‘I can feel it go, further and further away, and soon it won’t be there at all. Such bliss!’ She drank the water and when it was finished, she said, ‘This is our last night together, isn’t it? Before the nurse, I mean.’

‘Yes. She’ll be here tomorrow evening.’

‘Do you know what I would like most?’

She didn’t.

‘I would like to go to sleep in your arms, my darling. More than anything, I would like that.’

‘I won’t be a moment.’ Minutes later Rachel climbed into the bed and took Sid in her arms. She seemed so fragile that she was afraid of hurting her. But Sid snuggled up to her, with her head on Rachel’s shoulder and gave a sigh of contentment.

‘Do you remember that rather tiresome sentimental song the children used to sing round the piano when Villy’s father stayed?’ Rachel said.

‘I do. He hated it. “My True Love Has My Heart”,’ Sid said. ‘You are my true love, and you have all my heart.’ And later, when she was nearly asleep, she said, ‘Hold my hand, keep me. Don’t turn off the light.’

Rachel took the proffered hand and kissed it, before wrapping her fingers round the frail, hot bones. Another small sigh and her eyes were shut. She had thought that she would never sleep with Sid in her arms (how odd: always before it had been the other way round, her in Sid’s arms), but her own exhaustion, and the tremendous relief that she was at last relaxed and free of pain induced a kind of serenity and peace, and almost at once she joined Sid in a deep sleep …

She woke suddenly because she was cold. They were both cold. She shifted to pull the blankets round them, and Sid’s head fell on her breast. She was still holding Sid’s hand, and when she gently released it, it, too, fell with an awful involuntary ease to her side. Rachel propped herself up on one elbow and, with the other hand, stroked Sid’s head, her shoulders, her body. It was all cold and still. She was dead.

The shock was so great that for minutes she did nothing but stare at Sid’s face, which was calm, smoothed of fear and pain. She looked suddenly far younger, more as she had been when they had first known each other.

It was ten past six: the doctor would not come until half past eight. They had two and a half hours alone together. Rachel lay down and once more took Sid’s body in her arms. It was all for the best, she told herself; there had long ceased to be any chance of recovery. She must have died in her sleep; there had been no more pain; they had been together, had had one last evening. Sid had died without having to go into a hospital; she had escaped being nursed by a stranger. In many, many ways it could not have been better.

Although she made no sound, Rachel discovered that tears were pouring down her face, and she was rocking Sid’s cold, unresponsive body, for a desperate moment trying to ward off her grief and panic at being left alone.

This would not do. She wiped Sid’s face where her tears had fallen and then lay quietly beside her. As though by some magic, she was filled with love for this friend and lover who had given her so much. The feeling was intense and it came as a balm that soothed her heart.




HUGH, JEMIMA AND FAMILY

‘Mummy, I’ve been awake nearly all night and I really need to open my stocking.’

Jemima turned towards the door where Laura stood shivering in her red flannel nightdress.

‘I told you, you have to wait until seven o’clock.’ This was the old Home Place rule designed to give the grownups the chance of a decent night’s sleep. It had been all very well, Jemima thought, as she yawned, and began sitting up, fine when the bedrooms were full of children who could complain to one another, but hard if you were the only child. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But you’re to stay in bed until I come to fetch you. And don’t wake Daddy. He’s very tired and so am I.’

‘You often say you’re tired. I suppose it’s your age, and you can’t help it. All right, I promise to stay in bed until seven. There!’

When she had gone, Jemima glanced quickly at Hugh, who had not been woken, thank goodness. Poor darling, he seemed permanently tired these days, but asleep, all his worry lines were smoothed out. He had helped make up the stockings for Tom and Henry as well as Laura, had decanted the port, wrapped presents, wired the lights to go on the Christmas tree and prepared the turkey, while she had made brandy butter and cranberry sauce. Might as well turn the oven on now, she thought. She always cooked the bird for four or five hours at a very low temperature. She got out of bed very carefully, tucked the blankets up to her husband’s neck, and put on her towelling peignoir – not very warm, but better than nothing.

There was complete silence from Laura’s room, and also from the spare room in which Simon was sleeping. He had arrived last night – late, because the train from Norfolk had been held up due to the snow. Tom and Henry were very much awake in their large room on the top floor; they were playing some game that involved a number of challenging shouts followed by fits of laughter. Their voices were in the process of breaking and veered uneasily between a squeak and a baritone. They were always engaged upon vast projects: this holiday they were writing a book, which they called A Thousand and One Things to Do When It Rains, but so far they did not seem to have got much beyond designing and painting the cover, which was surprisingly beautiful. When Hugh had asked which of them had done it, they looked surprised and said they had done it together. They were good boys and she was deeply proud of them. Hugh had had a lot to do with their upbringing, and this made her especially glad that Simon had agreed to come for Christmas, too.

Once the turkey was in, she made some tea for herself and Hugh. It was going to be a long, ceremony-fraught day: breakfast followed by present-giving, then lunch, and a drive to Richmond Park where they were to meet Zoë and Rupert for a walk, then everyone back for tea until it was time to get Laura to bed.

It was half past six – just time for half an hour in bed with Hugh. They always gave their presents to each other then, when they were on their own. She had knitted him a black alpaca jersey and bought him a very pretty Russian snuffbox for his headache pills. He gave her a beautiful cashmere dressing gown and a cameo ring set in gold with a shell backing. ‘You can have breakfast in your dressing gown, and if you’re feeling really extravagant, you may wear the ring as well. I’m going to wear my jersey and use my pretty box all day.’

‘Isn’t it wonderful how we give each other things we really want? Think of all the poor wives opening boxes of black chiffon nightdresses that are too tight for them, while their husbands receive ties they wouldn’t be seen dead in.’

‘It’s a hard life for some,’ he agreed. Then, raising his voice, ‘Here comes Miss Ghastly.’

Laura was wearing a Father Christmas costume, with a large white beard, not so securely hooked behind each ear.

‘Oh, no, it’s Father Christmas. Silly me. Merry Christmas, Father Christmas.’

Laura burst out laughing and her beard fell off. She sprang onto the bed. ‘A clockwork mouse,’ she said, ‘and a pack of weeny little cards, and chocolate money and a tangerine – I had to eat the money because I was starving to death. I wouldn’t have otherwise. How ghastly am I, Dad?’ She stroked his face with sticky fingers. ‘How ghastly am I?’

‘Probably the ghastliest person I’ve met in my life.’ He gave her a kiss. Her face was hot with excitement. She sighed contentedly. ‘And you never know what ghastly thing I’ll do next, do you?’

‘Haven’t the faintest idea. Now, sweetheart, I’ve got to get up.’

Jemima, who had been watching them with great affection, said it was time for breakfast.

‘I want to have it wearing my beard.’

When she had finished undoing Laura’s pigtails and combing out her silky honey-coloured hair, she said, ‘You can go upstairs and tell the boys to come down for breakfast, too. But don’t wake Simon. He’s tired and said he would save up for lunch.’




JULIET AND NEVILLE

‘I don’t mind in the least. I can’t think why you’re bothering to talk to me at all.’

Everything she said was not what she meant, he thought. It made conversation very exhausting.

He had a bit of a hangover. It was true that he hadn’t done anything about her for weeks – probably months – but he hadn’t expected her to be so icy and dramatic about it. He tried again. ‘My darling Juliet, you have to understand that most of my time is not my own. I work in a very competitive field—’

‘And you’re in love with someone else.’

‘What on earth makes you say that?’

‘I’ve heard people talking about you. Your new girl. You take her everywhere with you, even have her back to your flat.’

There was a longish silence, while they trudged through the snow in Richmond Park. ‘You might like to know – you might care to know – that I’m not in the least in love with Serena.’

This much was true: he did not need to say that Serena was in love with him, that they had had the odd tumble in the sack because she had been so importunate. ‘I am working with her a lot this season because the new magazine wants to feature her as their top model so of course we’ve gone about together.’ He took her shoulders and pulled her round to face him. ‘You know perfectly well that you are the person I love. And it’s not my fault that you’re seventeen.’ Beneath her absurd make-up, her eyes were full of tears and her lower lip was trembling. ‘Even if you look like a cross between a panda and a clown, I still adore you.’ He gave her a shower of hurried little kisses, ending with a kiss on her mouth. It was like watering a garden after a drought: her face lit up, positively sparkled with excitement and joy. She flung her arms round his neck. It had come right.

‘He’s called a Belgian hare, but really he’s a rabbit.’

Laura gazed at him, entranced. ‘Can I stroke him?’

‘He might not like it. He’s awfully new, you see. Mummy gave him to me for Christmas. I wanted a parrot, but they were too expensive. Dad gave me a python. I’ll show you him in a minute.’

‘I’m not sure if I like snakes.’

Georgie gave her a severe look. ‘But I’m sure I’d get to like one,’ she said hurriedly.

Georgie opened the rabbit’s cage. The rabbit remained still; his ears were flat on his back and he crouched, poised for nothing very much. Only his nose was quivering. Georgie stroked his thick chestnut fur.

‘Couldn’t we give him some food?’

Georgie put his hand into one of his deep pockets. ‘Ow! I forgot Rivers was there. He’s in a bad temper because I’ve had a lot to do settling the python, as well as Morris, of course.’

‘Who’s Morris?’

‘This rabbit. His name is Morris – it’s just come to me. Rivers will have eaten all the best food.’ Georgie pulled the rat out of his pocket, its jaws firmly clenched round a carrot. Laura admired the way he calmly detached the carrot and gave it to her. ‘You can feed him if you’d like.’

‘Oh, thank you, Georgie.’

But when she pushed the carrot up Morris’s nose, he remained motionless, was not interested either in carrots, or anything very much. The Zoo Room, as Georgie called it, was really one of the icy cold ex-sculleries that were stuck onto the house like limpets. They were mostly unused, and Georgie had taken the largest to keep most of his animals and all their clobber. Tortoises were hibernating in an old wine crate. Rivers had a cage where he lived when Georgie was at school. Morris and the python had new cages hastily built yesterday after Georgie had been warned of the zoo’s two new inmates.

At that moment the twins burst into the room, shouting about tea being ready.

Rivers, meanwhile, had climbed onto Georgie’s neck, and remained there, nibbling his ear very delicately.

‘He’s apologising,’ Georgie said.

‘It was all most agreeable,’ Miss Milliment said, once she had been levered into Villy’s car. ‘There was only one thing that mystified me, that I didn’t quite understand.’ She was sitting in front beside Villy, with Roland silent in the back.

‘What was that?’

‘Well – I could not understand why neither Jessica nor dear Viola was there. It seemed so strange that they were not.’

‘Perhaps I didn’t tell you but Jessica is having a lovely hot holiday in the Bahamas.’

‘How nice for her. Did Viola go with her?’

There was a pause, then Villy said, ‘I think you will find Viola at home.’

Roland was still silent in the back.

To change the subject, Villy said, ‘I hear you beat both the twins at Scrabble.’

‘Oh, well. As we grow older, we know more words than the young. They were very good about it, I must say. Roland and I should have a match.’

And Roland, bless his heart, said, ‘No one could beat you, Miss Milliment.’ Villy glanced at Miss M and saw that she was smiling gently into her pale chins. The compliment had pleased her.

They had all gone, except for Laura, who had pleaded to stay the night to help Georgie with his Zoo Room. She had wept, and implored and cajoled until, with Zoë’s agreement, she was allowed to stay. ‘But,’ Hugh had said, ‘you have got to do every single thing that Aunt Zoë and Uncle Rupert tell you to. If you don’t they will report it to me, and then you will never be allowed to stay with them again. Is that understood?’

Yes, it was.

‘No horribleness, no ghastliness.’

‘And, darling, you will clean your teeth and let Aunt Zoë plait your hair and stay in bed till you are told to get up? Aunt Zoë’s got a spare toothbrush.’

‘I promise. I deadly promise.’ The prospect of getting what she wanted was so dazzling that Laura would have promised anything. ‘And I’m known for keeping my promises,’ she added.

The other unexpected guest was Neville, but he had been so charming and helpful that Zoë did not at all mind his staying on. He seemed to have transformed Juliet from a sulky uncooperative teenager to an animated, charming young woman. Neville had made her take off her absurd make-up, and wear the green silk dress that had been Zoë’s Christmas present to her, which she had refused, initially, even to try on. ‘She looks like I did when I first met Rupe. And I was just as awful with my mother, even then.’

When she and Rupert were, thankfully, tucked up in bed, Zoë said, ‘I think she has rather a crush on Neville.’

‘Well, that can’t do any harm. She’s quite safe with him. Remember that wonderful sketch Joyce Grenfell did of the mother trying to persuade her daughter that getting engaged to a middle-aged Italian conjuror with two marriages behind him would not be the happiest situation in the world?’

She did.

‘At least we don’t have any of that. Look how helpful she’s been today.’

‘It was Neville who made her. When he said, “Juliet and I will clear up supper and the Christmas tea”, she got up and started doing it at once.’


‘Yes, well, as an older brother one would expect to engender some respect.’

‘A half-brother.’

‘Sweetie, what difference does that make?’ He pulled her towards him. ‘You’ve done a marvellous job today. Even Villy enjoyed it all. And Georgie is thrilled with his baby python. I won’t have you worrying about Jules’s future. She’s so very pretty that there will be no shortage of suitors when the time comes. Then, like you, she will probably get snapped up by a lovely man like me.’ He gave her his usual three goodnight kisses – on her forehead, her mouth and her throat. He went to sleep holding her hand.

But before sleep engulfed her, Zoë reflected that the immediate future – whether or not they were going to be moved to Southampton – had not been mentioned by either of them.




HUGH, JEMIMA AND FAMILY

In spite of not having all the family together (no Edward, no Polly), Hugh felt it had been a very good Christmas. He was particularly pleased that Simon had turned up because Wills had announced that he was staying with a friend. He had recognised that Simon, when he stayed with Polly, seemed to be happy, and was glad that he had found a career that really interested him. He still felt sad that Simon had no interest in the firm, but there it was. When he marries, he thought, and has a family, he may well change his mind. Meanwhile, he had been the most charming asset: sweet with Laura, and very good with Jemima’s boys. After all, it was early days – look at Rupert! When he had got home after the war, he had been quite happy to relinquish his precarious life as a painter and a teacher to become a director of Cazalets’. The trouble was that he was not really cut out to be a businessman. Putting him in charge of the Southampton wharf might turn out to be another disaster. Everybody liked him – staff and customers all found him most agreeable – but he was not an administrator. He forgot things, mislaid papers, which infuriated the accountants, and seemed to find it almost impossible to take decisions. He was not lazy, but he spent too much time talking to a customer simply because he liked them. And often not about business. He had come across Rupert having a lengthy and animated discussion about the French Impressionists; another time it had been about Sibelius, who’d died recently. It might be better to keep Teddy on where he was, but under McIver who knew the business backwards and could teach him. The wharf had been steadily losing money, and after his last, difficult meeting with the bank, they had been very clear that this could not go on. They had even recommended selling off Southampton, which he felt was out of the question.

‘Darling, you’re worrying. You really mustn’t. This is your holiday.’

They were sitting amid the wreckage of breakfast. The twins and Simon had finished theirs. And Henry and Tom had been quite stern with Jemima. ‘Mum! We would like to point out that when we ask you what’s for breakfast, you say, “Boiled eggs.” You don’t say, “One boiled egg.” That means at least two eggs per person. We might as well be at school – starving.’

So she had boiled them more eggs. After cereal, the eggs, and six pieces of toast and marmalade, they announced that Simon was going to take them ice skating, then back for lunch.

‘It sounds like a threat,’ Hugh said, as they thundered up the stairs.

‘They’re bottomless pits, those boys. But at least there’s far more food available now. It was much worse in the war, and just after it when we had bread rationing.’

She was clearing the table when the telephone rang.


‘I’ll answer it,’ Hugh said. ‘It’ll be about Laura. I’m not sure whether we’re collecting her, or whether they are bringing her home.’

‘I think they’re bringing her because Georgie wants to go to the zoo.’

But it wasn’t about Laura: it was Rachel.

‘Hugh – is that Hugh?’

He said, yes, it was, and he had been going to ring her today to see if she had had a nice quiet Christmas with Sid. There was a pause, and then she said, ‘I have to tell you that Sid died on Christmas Day.’ Her voice, calm, but with an uncharacteristic flatness.

‘Oh, darling! You should have rung me before!’ But as soon as he’d said it, he realised how futile it was to upbraid her for something that didn’t matter at all.

‘I couldn’t speak to anyone. Had to get a bit used to it first.’ And although he couldn’t hear it, Hugh knew she had begun to weep. ‘I wanted to tell you first, because of Sybil, because you would know what it feels like. I just wanted you to know.’

‘Rach, I’m coming down to you—’ But she had rung off and he didn’t know whether she had heard him say that.

When he told Jemima, she agreed at once. ‘Oh, darling, you must go to her. Bring her back here, if you think it would help. Poor Rachel! She shouldn’t be alone.’ When he kissed her, she said, ‘Do you want me to pack your bag?’

‘I’ll do it. But you ring Rupe and ask him if he’s going to bring Laura back. And tell him why I’ve gone.’

As he packed enough for a night or two, the memory of Sybil’s dying came back to him as freshly, as painfully, as if it were yesterday: her agony, until the doctor relieved it, and holding her hand when she became unconscious, then left him – became nothing at all. Tears pricked his eyes and he had to sit on the bed for a few moments, overcome.

Jemima met him in the hall. ‘I’ve made you a turkey sandwich to eat in the car.’

‘Sure you can manage the troops?’

‘Quite sure. Call me if there’s anything I can do.’

As she helped him into his overcoat, she said, ‘Darling Hugh. You’ll be a comfort to her. You’re her favourite brother.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I just do.’

She saw him into his car and waved him goodbye from the front door. The snow on the streets was already turning into grey slush. She remembered then the morning when the telegram had arrived telling her that Ken was dead, and how it had seemed as though the earth had opened up where she stood in her parents’ narrow hall – nothing was solid, nothing safe except the baby inside her; she had then been too frightened for grief. It wasn’t until she had received a letter from his wing commander containing a eulogy about Ken’s courage, his popularity with his crew, his devotion to his duty, that mourning had enveloped her. For weeks she went for solitary walks, sat silent during the anxious meals her mother urged her to eat, and wept most of the nights alone in her single bed in her parents’ spare room. Then the news that she was to have twins was broken to her on one of her monthly visits to the doctor, and the reality of her situation began to impinge. She would have to earn at least some of her living, and how was she to do that with two children to bring up? Her parents, who, she knew, had next to no money to spare, none the less paid for her to do a shorthand and typing course. She found a cheap flat in Maida Vale and got spasmodic work typing manuscripts for an agency. It was not well paid, but it meant she could work at home, and as the children grew old enough to go to school, she ventured upon an office job with a firm called Cazalets’ and then … Hugh. She was the luckiest person in the world, she thought, as she so frequently did, and she had everything she could possibly want; her only anxiety was Hugh’s health. The disagreement between him and Edward was exhausting him, and he was working and worrying far more than he should. His headaches had become more frequent and he came home every night grey with fatigue. I might try talking to Edward, she thought. If I knew more about his side of it, I might find a way of getting them to talk reasonably to each other without being so angry.

She thought of poor Rachel; her losing Sid meant her losing everything; with her parents gone and with Sid gone, she was left with nobody to love and need her, and living alone at Home Place seemed a desolate future. She rang Rupert’s house and got Zoë, who said that Rupert was on his way to drop Laura off before taking Georgie to the zoo.

She set about making the turkey sandwiches for lunch, wondering how to explain Hugh’s absence to the children. He had been due to take the twins and Simon to The Bridge on the River Kwai, but Simon could perfectly well do that on his own while she dealt with Laura, who would almost certainly be tired from excitement and Georgie’s company. The turkey sat before her looking like some architectural ruin; Hugh was not a brilliant carver, and had been hacking so much with the carving knife that it was now blunt. She had barely detached one of the immense haunches when the doorbell rang and Laura was back with Rupert.

‘Mummy, Georgie’s going to the zoo and I so awfully want to go with him.’

She said no.

‘Uncle Rupert doesn’t mind. He said I could.’

‘I didn’t, Laura. I said you had to ask your mother.’

‘Well, I am asking you.’ She was all set for a big scene.

‘And I have said no, and I mean it.’

Laura gave her a belligerent glare and burst into tears. ‘You’ve ruined my whole day. I hate you. Georgie was going to show me really poisonous snakes that you can’t see anywhere else.’

‘That’s enough. Go up to your room. Thank Uncle Rupert for having you and then go. At once.’

‘I won’t thank him. He’s not having me. I’ve never been so sad in all my life.’

But she went. And as Jemima walked to the gate with Rupert, she told him about Rachel, and Hugh’s departure for Home Place. ‘He’s going to ring me this evening and will say if there’s anything we can do.’

‘I knew Sid wasn’t at all well, but I’d no idea it was as bad as that. Do you think I should go down?’

‘Better wait and see what Hugh says.’ She’d let him know. She hoped Laura had not been too much of a trial.

‘Good as gold,’ he replied. ‘They always behave better in other people’s houses, don’t they? Georgie had a whale of a time showing off to her.’ He bent to kiss her. ‘Must be off. There’s a tyrant in my car.’

Hugh rang her in the evening to say that he was going to stay two nights with Rachel to help her arrange the funeral, to provide general support, ‘And to try and persuade her to stay with us for a little while afterwards. She’s dead tired and in a state of shock. I don’t think she should be on her own here. She doesn’t want everybody to come to the funeral, just me and Rupert and Archie, the three of us whom Sid loved most.’

‘What about Edward?’

He snorted. ‘No. Ever since that disastrous evening, she hasn’t seen him at all. And in spite of living so near, it turns out he had no idea that Sid was so ill, and Rachel feels it would distress her if he came. She’s afraid that Diana might come with him, and she simply couldn’t cope with that. She wants the funeral to be very quiet, and she wants Sid to be buried next to the Duchy. She sends you her love, Jem, and to Zoë and Clary. Will you tell them that? I’ll ring you again tomorrow.’ And after some endearments, he rang off. She could tell that he was exhausted from his quiet, tired voice.

‘The funeral is next Wednesday,’ Archie said. ‘And Rupe is going to drive me down.’

‘Good,’ Clary said. It was the day that they were auditioning for the young girl’s part, and she desperately wanted to be there.

‘It’s all right about the children. I’ve fixed for them to go to Zoë.’

‘They’re meant to be at school.’

‘Well, they’ll just have to have a day off.’

‘Oh, all right.’

‘Sometimes, my darling, I wish you could be a bit more gracious when things are arranged for you.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like saying, “Thank you, kind Archie,” and “Whatever would I do without you?” that sort of thing.’

‘Would you do that, if it was the other way round?’

He thought for a moment. ‘Possibly not. But it’s not quite the same, is it?’

‘It ought to be. Supposing I wanted to go on the Aldermaston march, which would take ages longer than a funeral, would I have to butter you up to be allowed to go?’

‘I’d hate it. Days of awful food for me and the children.’

‘So you’d rather have a hydrogen bomb.’

‘Of course not. Oh, Clary, don’t let’s quarrel. I feel too depressed – haven’t the heart for it. Think how lucky we are to have each other to talk to, or quarrel with, or bicker. Poor Rachel has no one.’

She ran to him so suddenly that she nearly knocked his jar of turps out of his hand. ‘You’re absolutely right. And I don’t know what I’d do without you, and we are lucky.’


‘Darling, you’re not a painter so how come you’ve got paint in your hair?’

‘I may not be a painter,’ she said, running her rather sticky hands round his neck, ‘but I have a close relationship with one.’

‘It sounds thoroughly unhealthy to me.’ He prised her arms off his shoulders. ‘And it is advisable to dry your hands before you assault strange men.’

‘They’re perfectly clean – it’s only soap. If you ask me, you’re not very good at intimacy.’

‘It’s all my English blood. Anyway, you’ve cheered me up. I promised Harriet I’d take her to Bumpus to choose a book from the token Polly gave her.’

‘Do ask whether she’s written to thank her for it. I told them four letters each before any more treats.’

The visit to Polly had been a real break for her, but she realised that it had been nothing of the sort for Polly: more like unremitting hard work and responsibility. Gerald, for all his sweetness and warmth, had to be monitored: he clearly had no idea about money or how to manage it, and was constantly thinking up wild schemes to improve his monstrous house; he seemed quite unaware of the perils surrounding Nan’s approaching senility.

While she made the batter for the toad-in-the-hole they were to have for supper, Clary reflected that lives were not easy things to live.




PART EIGHT

JANUARY–FEBRUARY 1958




BOMBSHELLS

‘Darling, of course I know you’re seventeen, but you are not twenty-five, and you sometimes behave like someone of twelve. You think you know everything, but you don’t. I will not have you careering round the West End on a Saturday night with another girl of your age. If you want to see Audrey, you can have her to supper here.’

‘Oh, thanks very much.’

Zoë, who had been collecting various pieces of laundry from the floor of her daughter’s bedroom, replied sharply: ‘Juliet, I will not have you speaking to me like that. And I would ask you not to be so rude at meals in front of Georgie. It’s bad for him, and for you. You’re too old for such puerile behaviour.’

‘I see. I’m not old enough to do what I want, and only old enough to do what you want.’ Juliet had been collecting dirty mugs and cups and putting them on a tray that her mother had brought for the purpose, and now she collapsed so angrily onto a chair by her dressing table that the tray fell off it, and dribs of cold coffee spilled over the carpet.

‘Go and get a wet cloth from the bathroom.’

With a face of thunder, she went.

Was I like that at her age? Zoë wondered. Not as bad, surely. I’ll have to get Rupert to read the Riot Act. But poor Mummy didn’t have a Rupert: she had had to cope with me on her own. This made her feel that she should attempt to be more patient, try to find out whether Juliet was unhappy at school, whether she was upset about the possible move to Southampton, which she could see would be upsetting …

Juliet was back with the cloth and, without looking at her mother, started scrubbing furiously at the carpet.

‘Darling, I feel that something’s worrying you, and I wish you’d tell me what it is.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, I might be able to help.’

Juliet stopped scrubbing and sat back on her heels. She looked at her mother with, Zoë thought, a rather pathetic defiance.

‘If I decide to tell you perhaps you’ll stop treating me as a child. You’ll take me seriously for a change.’


‘I promise to take you seriously.’

‘All right, then. If you must know, I’m in love.’

She wanted to laugh with relief. Laurence Olivier or James Mason? she wondered, but she must be serious – mustn’t even smile. ‘Oh, darling, that must be rather exciting for you. I can remember when I first fell in love – with Ivor Novello. All of us girls were mad about him.’

‘It’s not a silly schoolgirl’s crush. I’m in love with a real person. And as soon as I’m old enough, we shall marry.’

‘I should love to meet him. Is he Audrey’s brother or one of your other school friends?’

‘No, you know him. It’s Neville. And he’s deeply in love with me, too. Since last Christmas – a whole year.’

There was a silence, during which Zoë tried desperately to think how she should respond.

‘Darling, it’s a lovely idea, but you can’t possibly marry him. He’s your brother.’

‘Only my half-brother.’

I’m afraid that doesn’t make any difference.’

‘Neville says it does. He says other people have married their sisters and it was quite all right. He says we shall go abroad to marry. It’s only this country that’s so stuffy. He didn’t want me to talk to you about it because he knew you’d be against us. I expect he’ll be cross with me for having told you, but I’m so sick of being treated like a child. I suppose you know that Romeo’s Juliet was fourteen when he married her. Fourteen! And I’m miles older than she was.’ There were tears in her eyes, and Zoë longed to take her in her arms, but she was afraid.

‘Poor Jules. It’s very rough being in love – especially the first time. I do sympathise.’

‘I’m not going to be in love any more times.’ She gave her mother a kindly, pitying glance. ‘I expect you’re a bit too old to really remember what being in love is like. In any case, my love is not like any other, and Neville agrees with me. I don’t think anyone has felt as we do. You will keep it a wonderful secret, won’t you? And I promise to tidy my room.’ And, glad of her congé, Zoë escaped before Juliet could ask her not to tell Rupert, which, of course, she must. Rather shakily she went downstairs, feeling very angry with Neville.




VILLY AND MISS MILLIMENT

‘Why am I here?’

It was a question – a cry – that poor Miss Milliment repeated every two minutes, as she thrashed about in the high bed that looked too small for her. It was not a question that she could answer honestly. She could not say, ‘I had to put you here because I could no longer look after you properly myself, because your dementia or senility or whatever it is goes on night and day and I can’t manage that alone any more.’ She was simply racked with guilt and pity every time the question was asked. It was a dreary place, this nursing home on Holland Park, converted out of one of the immense stucco mansions. The room had been sliced in two to accommodate more patients, which meant that the ceiling was far too high for the new dimensions. The large sash window had bars on the outside, and yellowing net curtains that gave the effect of fog. There was a commode, a small table on which Villy had put some books and Miss Milliment’s wireless, and a rickety chest of drawers. It was hardly a place to be if one had any choice, but after much searching it had been the best she could find and the best she could afford.

She was crying now, small, mewling, heartbroken sounds.

Villy leaned forward from her chair to take her hand.

‘Why am I here?’

‘You haven’t been very well lately, and we thought a little rest in a nursing home would be a good thing. When you’re better, you’ll be able to come home, darling.’

‘I’ve been here for weeks and she doesn’t come.’

She was sobbing now, and suddenly clutched Villy’s arm. ‘Will you do one thing for me? Ask her what I’ve done to displease her. After all the years together, she has suddenly turned me out! I don’t know why she has done that! She doesn’t love me. I don’t think I shall be able to bear that. So will you at least tell her, ask her, beg her to come and rescue me? She is such a kind, good person, I’m sure she will listen to you. Oh, please do that!’

When she left the home and walked to the street where she had parked her car, Villy got into it and cried. Nothing she said to poor Miss Milliment made the slightest difference. She had not once recognised her – indeed, seemed to be getting more and more demented by the day. Her arrival in the home had clearly been the most awful shock to her, as bad, she now thought as the bombshell Edward had delivered when he’d told her he was leaving her. But what could she have done? She had tried to explain things, but she couldn’t, of course, really be truthful. She could not say, ‘I can’t cope any more with you getting up in the night wanting breakfast or, worse, trying to cook in the kitchen, getting partly dressed and leaving the house.’ Even after she’d secured the front door Miss Milliment had found the key to the French window leading onto the garden. Then she’d knocked over her electric fire so that it had burned the carpet, and would have been more serious if Villy hadn’t woken in time. Villy had slept very lightly because of these anxieties, and often hardly at all.

The doctor to whom she had gone for help had been amiably vague: there was not really much that could be done for such cases. He had prescribed something to be taken at night, but he had implied that it might not make much difference, and it hadn’t. The best thing would be for her to go into a home, he had said, and seemed to feel that this solved the matter.

After finding two places that seemed good but proved to have long waiting lists, several that were too expensive, and many that had appalled her, she had settled on Holland Park, and went every day to visit, hoping that in time this regularity would register and that Miss Milliment would recognise her again. This did not happen, and in spite of the matron saying that her patient was settling in nicely, Villy saw no signs of it.

And then there was Roland. She had been so grateful to Zoë and Rupert for inviting them all to lunch, had realised then that she was actually enjoying the large family gathering with its shared jokes and reminiscences, its traditional Christmas fare, and the general affection that everyone seemed to have for one another. She relished the almost mythical stories about long-dead ancestors, remembering the Duchy recalling that her mother gave her servants a bar of Wright’s Coal Tar Soap and a handkerchief embroidered with their initials in chain stitch for Christmas, the Brig taking a police horse to ride in London to wherever he wanted to go, and so forth. It had been a lovely day, and she had realised when she went to bed that she had not missed or even thought about Edward at all. But there had been repercussions.

When she had asked Roland the next day whether he had enjoyed himself, expecting a simple, enthusiastic response, he had said, ‘Of course I did. It made a super change. It was good fun.’ Then he had added, ‘Mum! Why don’t we see more of the family? I hardly ever see my cousins, even if they don’t have anything much to do with Dad. Last Christmas they had it at Home Place and we didn’t go. We just had the usual boring time here.’

The usual boring time! And she had tried so hard to make it festive for him. He could have no idea how hard she had tried …

And suddenly she saw something different about her life with Roland. She realised that, yes, she did all she could on the domestic front, but the emotional deprivation, the lack of anything fun in the house, she had blamed on Edward’s absence. Everything about that was, quite simply, his fault and nothing to do with her. And Roland was paying for it. He was loyal, patient, tender about Miss Milliment, but he came home to a house with two unhappy old women. Edward seemed to take no interest in him, and that, too, was her fault. She had been so bitter about his leaving, so hostile to his new life, that she had made any advance on Roland’s side a treachery.

She felt so ashamed, so paralysed, by these insights that she did not know where to begin, but before she could, with apologies, with promises of change, he interrupted her.

‘I was wondering, Mum, whether you would like me to do the visit to Miss Milliment today. I know it makes you awfully sad, and it isn’t your fault. You’ve been marvellous to her, and I could easily go. I haven’t got anything to do and you could have a nice rest.’

She looked at him – he was cleaning his nails rather dangerously with a penknife – and knew that the change must start now.

‘Oh, darling, that would be angelic of you! I was wondering whether we might go out to dinner tonight and I thought perhaps that you should choose somewhere ritzy that you would like.’

He looked embarrassed. ‘Well, as a matter of fact I had made a sort of plan to spend the early evening with Simpson.’

‘That’s fine by me. We could have our dinner afterwards. And I’m really grateful to you for going to see Miss Milliment. I do warn you, she may not know who the hell you are.’

‘That’s all right. Don’t look so worried, Mum. You’ll be all right this evening, then? You won’t mind being alone?’

‘Of course I shan’t.’

‘OK, then. I’ll be off.’

He gave her a brief hug, and went. The house seemed very silent after the front door slammed. I’ve got to not mind being alone, she thought. Because that is what it is going to be like, with Roland at university and Miss M gone. So either I have got to learn to like it, or I must get a lodger. Or move somewhere smaller: this house will be too large once Roland is launched. She felt it right not to indulge in a wealth of apologies, since she could not be certain that they would not be laced with self-pity and the subterranean self-hatred that accompanied it.

And much later, in the night, when all kinds of random and undesirable thoughts occurred, it suddenly struck her that she must have had something to do with why Edward had left her.




HUGH, RACHEL AND THE BANK

He had done all he could to comfort her, and she had been most touchingly grateful. For the first two nights she had talked about Sid, about the awful weeks before she had died. She had wept steadily, but at least she had someone to listen, to help her unburden some of her anguish. ‘I know that you have been through all this with darling Sybil. You know how terrible it is to watch someone you love so much suffer so much, to recognise that the only way out for them is their death. I would so gladly have died for her.’

‘Perhaps it’s harder being the one who is left.’ As he said this he realised that it had not been true for him, he had had the children to care for, but she, Rachel, had nothing. He took her hand. ‘It will not always be as painful as now. Of course you will always love her and miss her, but it will get easier to bear with time. You have to trust me about that. We all love you, you know.’

Later, when they were about to go to bed, she said, ‘I suppose I shall have to leave this house. It costs too much for me to be knocking about alone in it.’

No, no, NO! Hugh assured her. This was her home: she would never have to leave it unless she wanted to. He and Rupert would pay their share, and the families would all come down in the holidays – just like the old times. He noticed a little glimmer cross her face – not actually a smile but some relief.

The following week there had been the funeral, with Rupert and Archie, and they had brought an enormous wreath made entirely of snowdrops, and Rachel had been pleased about that. He had announced that he would be staying the night, as he knew how bleak the house would be for her if they all left after the wake.

That evening, over the excellent fish pie that Mrs Tonbridge had made, he suggested, very gently, that perhaps Rachel might like to stay with them in London. ‘Jemima asked me to ask you, because she would love to have you for a bit of a rest.’ It was no-go. It was awfully kind of them to ask her, but she thought she would rather stay put. Too soon to ask, he thought. Aloud, he said, just let him know if she suddenly felt she needed a change.

He had to leave early the next morning because he had a meeting with the bank. He had been dreading this for some time now, and he felt particularly cross with Edward, who did not want to be there. He hadn’t come to the funeral either, which Hugh felt was most unreasonable of him. Selfish and weak. He knew that Diana had been rude to Sid, but nobody had expected her to come. Edward could have cared enough to have made a discreet appearance

To his immense surprise, however, Edward did turn up at the bank. ‘Thought I’d better see what’s going on,’ he said.

It turned out that he knew more about that than Hugh. The bank had asked to see last year’s accounts, and Edward had had them sent over.

The meeting was at eleven. In the old days, their father would have been invited to lunch in the heavily panelled boardroom, with some other favoured customer. Light City gossip and excellent port, he remembered, when his father had taken him to be introduced to Brian Anderson, the old manager. Now, since the small private bank had been taken over by a much larger one, there was a new manager whom he had met only once, and who had seemed indifferent to the long connection the Cazalet family had previously enjoyed with it. He met them in the boardroom.

‘Ian Mallinson,’ he said, as he entered the room. He had a long, cadaverous face, and when he shook hands with them, his bony fingers were cold. He was accompanied by a secretary and a second man, both of whom were carrying sheaves of papers. He glanced at his watch as he sat down. ‘I think we should start with what you have come to see us about,’ he said.

Hugh glanced at Edward, who intimated that he should begin.

Hugh explained that although their London wharves were doing quite well, yielding a reasonable profit, they were still struggling with Southampton, where they were not able to buy as much hardwood as they would like, with the consequence that the sawmills were left without enough material to cut. The site, with its mills, had been bought at a very good price by his father, but they had not yet been able to operate at full capacity, and therefore were not yielding the profit expected. In short they were in debt and needed a further loan to get on their feet. For one year only.

‘And how much money are you asking for?’

Hugh named the sum; his mouth was dry. Spoken baldly, it seemed enormous.

‘And your collateral?’

‘As I’m sure you know, the firm owns a very great deal of valuable property, both here in London and in Southampton.’

Mallinson told his secretary that he required one of her pieces of paper, which he perused in silence. ‘Unfortunately, Mr Cazalet, it would seem that you have no free collateral left. It has already been pledged to earlier loans that have not yet been paid off. You are therefore not in a position to offer us any security at all for the money you now want. Coffee, please, Miss Chambers.’

While this was being arranged, he turned to Edward. ‘Mr Edward Cazalet, isn’t it? I should be interested to hear your views on the subject.’

‘My view is, and has been for some time, that we should sell off some of the property – probably Southampton – pay off the loans and run a smaller company in London.’ He did not look at Hugh as he said this, which, in any case, was only half of the truth: he was dead set on the firm going public, but it did not seem sensible to say that now.

Mallinson eyed him with some approval. ‘That may certainly become a solution.’

The coffee arrived and was served by Miss Chambers. Mallinson indicated that he wanted a document from the other attendant, and smiled. ‘Our accountants have been analysing your firm’s tax papers, and although the London side of your business has not made any losses, for some time the profits have been less each year. Not a very good outlook.’

If that’s a smile, Hugh thought, I’m a crocodile.

‘There are also dates for repayment of earlier loans, only one of which has been honoured. So I am sure you will understand, gentlemen, that no further loan can be contemplated.’ He looked at his watch again. ‘And now, if you will forgive me, I have another appointment. Miss Chambers will see you out.’

And that was that. They had both been staring at their untouched coffee, and now got up to follow Miss Chambers out of the boardroom and out of the bank.

Edward was the first to speak. ‘I’m sorry, old boy, but I had to say what I think. Otherwise, in my view, we’re heading for a first-class disaster.’ He then suggested they go to a pub, and Hugh, who was clearly in a state of shock, agreed, providing it was a quiet one, out of the City where employees would shortly be flocking for their lunch break.

Half an hour later they were ensconced in a dim cavern that contained only one other customer, immersed in his racing paper. After Edward had got their drinks, he said, ‘I do know how much you hate all this, but supposing we start by considering the pros and cons of getting rid of Southampton? Or, if you like, you state the cons and I’ll do likewise with the pros.’

‘I certainly want to say why I think we should hang onto it. First, our father bought the site at a very reasonable price. It must be worth far more now than he paid for it. Second, Cazalets’ has the largest collection of hardwoods in the business. Third, the hardwoods – most of them – are shipped to Southampton. If we didn’t have a sawmill there, we would have to go to all the trouble and expense of moving the logs to London. Fourth, that side of our business has been failing because we haven’t had the right manager. Teddy hasn’t enough experience. If we put Rupert in there—’

But here Edward felt obliged to interrupt him: ‘My dear Hugh, you know as well as I do that Rupe would be hopeless as a manager – of anything. He has his talents – marvellous with people, the men love him and not a bad salesman – but actually running something? No. Simply being called Cazalet may once have been enough, but it isn’t any more. He’s far more use in London, and the only thing wrong with McIver, who has been with us for at least twenty-five years, is that he isn’t called Cazalet. Can I have my turn now?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Well, one of the reasons we’re doing so badly is that we’re crippled by the interest we’re paying on existing loans. Did you realise that when we default on our repayments the interest is immediately increased? No? Well, it is. My view is that we have to sell some of our assets in order to get rid of the interest burden. We should get rid of our very expensive London office and rent somewhere far cheaper – in fact, we should try to cut our overheads in every direction …’




EDWARD AND DIANA

‘But I don’t think it made a blind bit of difference. Thanks, sweetie, I could certainly do with a stiff one.’

‘Poor old boy. What did he say about your idea of selling out – going public, isn’t it called?’

‘We didn’t even get that far. I was trying to get him to agree to selling off some of our property. He doesn’t even want to do that. Although, once I’ve really gone through the figures with him, I think he’ll have to agree to it.’

Honey padded up to him, and laid an ice-cold nose in his hand. He stroked her absently until she made it clear that she intended jumping onto his lap. ‘No, Honey, no.’ She got down at once and gazed at him with loving, reproachful eyes.

‘Oh, well, I suppose you’ll just have to have another go at him. Dinner now.’ She had been going to tell him about an author friend of hers whose publishers had recently sold their firm to Americans, and after a luxurious breakfast at the Connaught Hotel, the two partners had left with six and a half million each, but this didn’t seem to be the right moment.




JEMIMA AND HUGH

‘I think he thinks that I’m simply full of nostalgia and sentiment, and while some of that must come into it, it’s not all I’m fighting for.’

‘Take off your tie, darling. I’m going to massage your neck.’

‘I ought to ring Rachel – make sure she’s all right.’

‘Not now, Hugh darling. Just relax while I do your neck.’ Her strong little fingers kneaded and probed, and he could feel the muscles easing and the hammering in his head becoming quieter – more distant.

‘Bless you, Jem,’ he said, when she had finished.

‘The boys are at the cinema, and Laura has a friend staying the night, so we can have a nice quiet evening together.’

He said he would just go up and say goodnight to Laura, and she grilled the bacon that they were going to have with their kidneys, a dish that he particularly liked; none of the children would eat kidneys so they had them seldom.

‘They’re playing hospitals,’ Hugh announced, when he joined her. ‘Poor Jennifer is bandaged from head to foot. I don’t think she’s liking it very much. Laura, of course, is the doctor.’

Jemima said she would see to that.

She sees to everything, Hugh thought gratefully. He yawned. Apart from being tired, he realised that he was extremely hungry. He had not been able to eat anything at the pub with Edward, and he had simply drunk one cup of coffee before setting off from Home Place. He would ring Rachel tomorrow morning. First thing, he added to himself, to make him feel less guilty.

But when Jemima came down, she said, ‘I’ve just rung Rachel and said you were worried about her, and wanted to know whether she was managing alone. She said that Mrs Tonbridge and Eileen were angelic to her, and that Edward had rung and said he’d go and see her next weekend. I hope that’s all right, darling.’

‘It’s more than all right. You are even more angelic than Mrs Tonbridge and Eileen combined.’ He felt lightheaded with relief.




CLARY AND HER PLAY

The small theatre was icy cold and smelt faintly of gas. Auditions were being conducted in the circle bar (the only bar, actually). The couple had been cast; the wife, a reliable actress who had done her time in rep and had played a couple of small parts at Stratford. For the man’s part, the husband, Jake, the director, had eagerly courted Quentin Frome: ‘Marvellous actor, bit of a prima donna, but women adore him. He’ll fill the house for us, you’ll see.’ He had not yet put in an appearance. ‘But he’ll turn up today for the auditioning of Marigold. He can be quite difficult about the girls cast opposite him.’

He sounded stuck-up and rather unpleasant, Clary thought, and wondered whether her opinion would be sought. They were drinking fairly horrible coffee from plastic cups.

They waited an hour, then Jake said they’d better go ahead with the auditions. ‘Can’t keep those poor girls waiting all day.’

The scene, Jake explained to Clary, was to be the one where Marigold declares her love for Conrad, and he, who has clearly been deeply attracted to her, reciprocates. The first actress had a heavy cold and, although she claimed to have learned the scene, forgot her lines and subsided into a misery of defeat. The second girl, who had such tumultuous hair that you could hardly see her face, was sporty about it all and struck quite the wrong note. Just as she was being dismissed, Quentin arrived. He came into the bar loud with apologies for being late, saw the girl about to leave and put his finger elaborately to his lips. Jake introduced him to Clary and he laid two fingers against her cheek before kissing her hand. ‘Our genius playwright! Madam, you have left me bereft of all words! Only my blood speaks to you in my veins!’ His melodious voice dropped an octave, as he continued, ‘Seriously, though, you’ve written a damn good part – right up my street.’

Clary, concealing her distaste, muttered her thanks with a sinking heart. He was awful: swanky, pompous, a proper old ham to boot. While they were waiting for the third Marigold, she examined him closely. His hair, once red, had faded to an indecisive ginger grey. He had pale blue eyes, and a fleshy mouth. His nose was a beak – slightly too big for the rest of his face – and his complexion florid. His forehead could be described as noble if it didn’t occur to one that it was so large because of his receding hairline. She couldn’t remember feeling so catty about anyone in her life.

The third Marigold appeared. Quentin took one look at her and said, ‘Sorry, dear. You’re too tall. She would tower above me.’ he explained to Jake, who nodded regretfully at the poor girl who stood trying to droop before them.

‘I’m so sorry – Miss Miller, isn’t it? Better luck next time.’

‘How many more?’

‘Just one, Quentin.’

And, to her delighted amazement, the stage manager returned with Lydia Cazalet. Lydia! Whom she had not seen for years. She was wearing a duffel coat over her jeans, and her long golden hair was tied back in a ponytail. She winked at Clary, then concentrated on being introduced to Quentin, who livened up at the sight of her.

‘I don’t want any moves – just a read-through. Miss Cazalet, isn’t it? Are you related?’

Clary said, ‘Yes, as a matter of fact we’re cousins, but I had no idea she was coming today.’ She passionately wanted Lydia to be good, to get the job, but she was afraid that Jake would consider it nepotism.

‘Well, I’m parking my bum on this bar stool, and I suggest, darling, that you sit in this chair beside and below me.’

‘Right.’ Lydia pulled out some pages from her jacket and composed herself. What followed confounded Clary.

They played the scene as for real. She became at once younger, vulnerable, out of her depth and painfully in love, and he – she could hardly believe the transformation – he became tender, haunted and protective of her. His voice, which had been so smug and self-important, dropped down to a gentleness and charm of which she would not have believed him capable: he became irresistible, and she was quite unable to resist him. He even looked different, Clary thought, but she was so excited by the whole thing that she could not think much at all.

She watched as they both sloughed off their characters: the change was instant – like turning off a pair of lights. Then Quentin said, ‘Right, darling, you’ll do. If His Majesty there agrees?’

‘He agrees.’ Jake said. He had been quite moved by the scene and was dabbing his eyes with a grey handkerchief.

Clary saw Quentin say something inaudible to Lydia, who replied, in a cool voice, ‘Thanks, but I arranged to have lunch with my cousin.’ Clary could see that he didn’t like being turned down but then Lydia seized her arm and was saying goodbye to Jake, and in no time they were down the stairs to the foyer.

‘Wait a sec while I get my bag.’ But at that moment the stage manager appeared with it. On being asked, she said that there was quite a nice Italian place she could recommend for lunch round the corner.

When they were out of sight of the theatre, Lydia stopped to change arms with the suitcase, which was bulging and held together by a piece of rope.

‘Let me carry it for a bit.’

‘I’d be jolly grateful. I feel quite dizzy having got the job.’ She seemed to sway a bit, and Clary put her arms round her.

‘Lydia, are you all right? You’re not all right.’

‘I’m OK. I think I need some food. I thought there would be something to eat on the train this morning, but there wasn’t.’

‘When did you last eat?’

‘I had a cheese sandwich some time yesterday, I think. But things have been rather fraught. I told them I’d have to go, but Billy didn’t believe me, and we were rehearsing all day and then he came to my digs and made such a scene I couldn’t even pack, until he finally left, which was about one in the morning. And then I had to get up very early to catch the first train, and it was quite a trek to the station, and I kept thinking he’d follow me or be at the station, but luckily he wasn’t.’ By now she was out of breath and they had arrived at Marco’s restaurant, which was comfortingly warm. A waiter took their coats, settled them in a corner, and brought them a Tuscan bean soup and glasses of red wine. Lydia’s white face became less white. ‘You’ve written a bloody good play. Have you been writing plays for long?’

‘I haven’t. This is my first go. I feel incredibly lucky. You were so good in that scene. You really made it work just as I’d imagined. How did you know about it?’

‘Well, I got so cheesed off working in rep and being paid the Equity minimum. I’ve done it for nearly four years now, and my then agent hadn’t even come to see me in anything. So I got a new one, and he did come to see me in an Ibsen production. He sent me your play, but I didn’t want to tell you in case you thought I was wrong for the part.’ She took a large swig of wine. ‘What are we having next?’

‘Some pasta and then grilled sardines. This is my lunch.’

‘Thank you. Oh, Clary, it’s so lovely to see you again. I’ve been so out of touch. We hardly got any time off, and when I did, that fiend saw to it that I had no time to get away.’


‘I take it Billy’s the fiend.’

‘Yes. I contracted an unfortunate alliance with him and it’s taken me all this time to realise that I’d only be able to break with him by getting out. He’s mad, you see. But let’s forget him. Tell me about the family.’

So for the rest of the meal Clary gave her all the news she could think of. At the end of lunch, when she had paid the bill, something occurred to her: ‘Where are you staying while you’re in London?’

‘I haven’t thought. I’ll have to find somewhere.’

‘I wish I could have you, but I can’t. The children are sharing our other bedroom.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean to descend on you – honestly!’ There was a pause, and then she said, ‘I suppose I ought to stay with Mummy.’

There was another short silence. Then Clary said, ‘Roland’s away, and I told you about poor Miss Milliment. So I should think your mother is pretty lonely. You could try it for a week and if it’s too depressing we’ll find you somewhere else.’ She looked questioningly at Lydia, while her case was brought to her. ‘Is that all your luggage?’

‘Yep. All my worldly goods. I had to leave a lot of books behind, and things I’d bought for my digs, but I don’t mind that at all. Of course I must go to Mummy’s. I’ve been awful about her. And I really would like to see Miss Milliment. I owe her a lot. She made me see the point of poetry.’

Clary said she would go with her to Aunt Villy’s. They lugged the case to where they could catch a bus that would land them at the end of Villy’s road. Lydia insisted upon carrying her case the rest of the way, but as they trudged along, she said, ‘Oh, I do so hope she’ll let me sleep before she asks me questions. I just want to go to bed and sleep for England.’

Clary said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll tell her. What did you think of Quentin?’

I knew he was a very good actor. I expect he’ll be tricky, though. He’ll make a pass at me but I expect I’ll be able to deal with that.’

Clary experienced a strange feeling – utterly foreign to her, but disturbing. All things being equal, which they hardly ever were, she might (laughingly, of course) have said that she actually had a pang of jealousy about Lydia’s assurance that this rather glamorous actor would ‘make a pass’. Theatre people were used to that kind of thing. But that kind of thing was not limited to actors: many people experienced it. It had just not happened to her. The only person who had really gone for her was Archie. And he had made a pass at someone else.

‘It’s my turn to have the case,’ she said. ‘I know you’re exhausted.’

Villy, who had been mending a set of ivory spillikins, was delighted to see her daughter. The look on her face gave Clary a fleeting memory of what she’d been like before Edward had left her, and she went home thinking how marvellous it was to have children, how nothing could change one’s love for them, which was unconditional …

It was some time before she recognised that she had been struck and that it had begun that day. By then, though, she was past anything but the submission to a positively tidal wave of desire – lust, she angrily called it – but that made no difference. She went to as many of the rehearsals as family duties allowed, each day watching (and imagining) that it was she whom he was making love to, she whom he was giving up, and she who was trying to understand his infidelity. When he kissed Lydia as Marigold, she felt faint with desire. But when they broke for coffee or lunch, she hardly spoke to him: she did not want him when he was being himself – in fact, she almost disliked him then. During those weeks of shame, and her repression of shame, she was acutely sensitive to him – knew when he made the expected pass at Lydia, knew he was rejected – knew when he turned to Betty Parker (that didn’t last long), and finally knew that he would turn to her. Of course it was out of the question: she was a happily married woman aged thirty-two with two lovely children …

He asked her to have lunch with him. No harm in that, surely. Perhaps spending that much time with him being his obnoxious real self would cure her, would enable her to separate the actor from the man.

It didn’t, of course. The moment they were seated in the small expensive restaurant, where clearly he was known, he became the actor, courting her, in his low, seductive voice, telling her that he had noticed her from the first day but had been so much in awe of her ‘amazing piece of work – for a first play something like genius,’ that he had almost felt he would have to love her from a distance … Now a waiter brought them oysters and another waiter poured him a little wine, which he sampled and indicated would do – but, he continued, during the last week, whenever their eyes had met, he had sensed a current. Of what? Electricity? Something magical that was drawing them together. ‘And sometimes, when you were watching me with such creative attention, I imagined that you felt the same.’ He had been gazing into her eyes, and she felt mesmerised, unable to look away.

‘You have the most beautiful speaking eyes that I have ever seen.’ He picked up her hand and kissed it. ‘Eat your oysters,’ he said. ‘Or we shall spoil our Dover sole.’

Eating steadied her. ‘Do you have the same lunch every day?’ she asked. She had noticed that there had been no menu and no ordering.

‘When I come here, I do. Of course I presumed that you like fish.’

She nodded. ‘But I’m not very hungry.’

‘That is a very good sign.’

‘Of what?’

He looked at her with so much affection that she felt faint. ‘For me, love always makes me fiendishly hungry.’ He had finished his oysters and now he laid two fingers caressingly against her cheek. ‘Eat, my darling Clarissa, to keep up your strength.’

She remembered two things at once: Lydia saying he would be the new fiend, and his laying his fingers against her cheek when they had first met, and Clary felt herself blushing. His affection trapped her more than anything he said or did.

‘You have the most enchanting blush,’ he said. ‘A heroine’s blush.’

‘What are the other kinds?’ She was actually proud of this sophisticated response.

‘Oh, you know, people talk about blushing to the roots of their hair, and looking as though they have just played fifteen games of squash – sweaty stuff, adding up to a general shortage of romance. But not you, sweet Clarissa – you are not like that, at all.’

The fish arrived.

He said they would have to eat quickly because of getting back to the theatre on time. In the taxi on their way back, he put an arm round her waist, turned her towards him and kissed her. A few seconds of panic, as one about to drown, assailed her, and then the extraordinary sense of freedom, as she sank blissfully into this new experience that assuaged her wildest dreams: she locked her hands behind his neck and kissed him back until the kisses became one.

It was he who parted them, who paid the driver and said he would go back through the front of the theatre, and that she should go to the stage door. ‘And you will be able to put your hair up again, and it will be our secret. I’ll meet you at the same corner with a cab when we finish rehearsal, and we’ll go to my hotel where there is a very nice quiet bar.’ He said all this very fast, then left her collecting hairpins from the cab seat.

They were rehearsing the two final scenes of the play: when Conrad has to tell Marigold that they must part, and then his final scene with Martha, his wife.

They were playing on the stage now, and she sat, by herself, in the darkened stalls. She needed to be alone. Halfway through that interminable afternoon, she rang Archie to tell him she would be late, and could he give the children supper?

‘How late?’

‘I’m not sure. Have supper with the children. I’ll probably get a sandwich here, with the cast.’

‘OK. Time for a chat?’

‘Fraid not. You are angelic to do the children.’

‘Angels usually come in groups. See you soon.’

If one was behaving as she was now, telling lies about it seemed like nothing, she told herself. But she had to make herself watch those last scenes, and the short coda that followed them, where the kiss-and-make-friends scenario did not actually work, where the permanent damage done to all three became apparent. She had done this by placing each character on a chair downstage while a record player played what people who didn’t know about them thought. It was Marigold’s turn first. A flurry of voices: ‘You’ll get over it’; ‘You’ve been working too hard’; ‘Staying up till all hours, all you need is a little fresh country air – put the roses back in your cheeks’; ‘You’ll have to learn about men, dear – they can be very trying’; ‘She needs a nice, steady young man – none of this art nonsense. Somebody with a good job and prospects.’ Marigold starts up from the chair and runs off the stage. Then Clary began to watch Martha – herself – but could not bear it and fled to one of the unused dressing rooms.

Here, she was confronted by a realisation: what the whole thing must have been like for Archie, something she believed she had thought about enough to understand it. But now, in the throes of her passion for Quentin, she realised she had dismissed it as something that could be dealt with by a little willpower. She remembered, with shame, that she had even been impatient with him, that in her own unhappiness she had belittled his.

She knew that Quentin’s arrangement for them to go to the ‘nice, quiet bar’ at his hotel was only the prelude to being seduced. And she had been aching for it. She had not thought of Archie at all: she had simply longed for Quentin to make love to her, to be in love with her, to fuck her until she wept.

Archie must have felt something like this, but he had not succumbed to bedding Melanie. He had told her that, and Clary had believed him. But then, to her, it had seemed the very least he could do. Now she recognised that ‘the very least’ was a contemptuous and patronising response. It was why most people didn’t want to do the least if they could help it. Sacrifices, if they are known to another person, need acknowledgement and support – gratitude, even. But self-pity breeds a ruthlessness that pre-empts any of that. And she had certainly been sorry for herself, had played the betrayed wife who would never have behaved as he had.

And here she was, behaving even worse, without a thought for the consequences. She must not do it.

But before she could begin to deal with renunciation, she had to look at the plot. She was already halfway into the trap, and how to get out of it without upsetting Quentin’s ego was a serious problem. His vanity was involved: two women had turned him down, and it was clear he felt that, the third time, all was going his way. He would be angry, he might even leave the cast in a tantrum but, no, he wanted the part, he almost certainly would not go to such lengths. But because of the play, they would perforce have to go on seeing each other – awful thought. She realised then that she was – subconsciously, perhaps – trying to make a case for going ahead this evening, then writing him a letter saying that her husband had found out and was threatening both of them. Shame again. That would be the worst of both worlds and utterly despicable.

Perhaps she could simply tell Quentin the truth. That she loved Archie, had never been unfaithful to him, but that she had been momentarily swept away and flattered by his attention to her. But she was pretty sure that truth, if uncomfortable, was a foreign language to him; he would not understand a word of it; he would simply redouble his efforts to seduce her (horrible excitement at such a thought occurred and had to be quenched). So she passed the seemingly interminable afternoon.

‘What’s the matter, darling? You’re nervous, aren’t you? Nothing escapes me. But you don’t need to be, my little one.’ And he laid two fingers against her cheek caressingly.

‘I need to talk to you.’

‘Drink some of your nice champagne first, then.’ And he smiled indulgently.

She took a swig – for courage. ‘I’m afraid you’re going to be angry at what I’ve got to say.’

‘I could never be angry with you.’

So then she told him. That her husband had found out about them; he was an exceedingly jealous man, and he was furious, was threatening to beat him up. He had made her promise to break things off – at once – or he would see to it that she would suffer as much as he. She watched his face darken, become wary.

‘How the devil did he find out? You must have told him!’ His eyes were hard, like marbles.

‘No! Of course I didn’t tell him. But he found a picture of you that I kept in my purse. He was suspicious anyway because of my coming to so many rehearsals – we’d had a row about my neglecting the children. I couldn’t help it, Quentin, really I couldn’t!’ Her voice was trembling because she was frightened, really afraid that he would not believe her … She had seen how he had reacted to the idea of being beaten up, and when she mentioned that a second time, he flinched. ‘The last time he did that, the wretched man had to go to hospital to be stitched up.’


‘I can’t think why you didn’t tell me any of this before.’ He was still angrily accusing, but she could see he was also frightened.

‘It’s all my fault!’ she exclaimed. ‘I know it is. But I wasn’t used to a glamorous and famous man being attracted to me. It was all too much. You swept me off my feet, and of course I had no idea that he would find out.’ Relief, the feeling that she was nearly off the hook, made it easy for her to burst into tears, making no effort to be discreet about the scene.

He looked uneasily round the bar – it was filling up now with drinkers – and handed her the purple silk handkerchief he had used in rehearsal with Marigold and eyed her with anxious distaste as she used it. ‘I think you’d better be off,’ he said, ‘and don’t you dare tell that husband of yours that I made a pass at you. Savvy?’

‘Oh – I promise I won’t.’ Clary was shaking so much that getting to her feet was difficult, but she managed it. She took one last look at him: no longer the angry lover in any way, he had reverted to the cocky, spoiled child, only this time he had been thwarted, which made him even more unlikeable. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again, then ran out of the bar and into the street.

Three hours later, Archie sat alone at the kitchen table. She had told him everything he hadn’t wanted to hear. Perhaps I’d have felt worse if she hadn’t, he thought. She had kept saying that now she really understood what he had gone through in giving up Melanie, but this had not only forced him to go through what it had felt like again, it had engendered a shock of such raging jealousy that he had wanted to beat that shabby little actor within an inch of his life. The idea that she had even wanted to go to bed with anyone else was too much. He had never imagined her being such a person and found it unbearable: her penitence, her desperate efforts to equate their situation simply hammered it home. If she had really wanted this little worm, it must have diminished her feelings for him and this opened up an abyss of anxiety in which the difference in their ages became a stark fact. He had loved and married her, but had never been able to give her the fun and pleasure that her youth deserved. Perhaps he had never been the lover she should have had …

Now he was exhausted by the violence of his emotions, had reached the point where all good memories are swallowed whole and disappear while bad ones recur and loom to be tasted again and again.

This would not do. He suddenly remembered Bertie, aged four, setting fire to a wastepaper basket because he had made some sausages out of Plasticine and wanted to cook them, and how he had arrived on the scene just too late to rescue his roll of special rag paper used for landscape painting but in time for him to chuck the basket into the kitchen sink and douse it. Of course he had been cross with Bertie, but in no time he was cuddling him, wiping his sooty tears and loving him just as much as ever. I love her like that, he thought, and felt an uncertain peace descend upon him. She’s had a shock, poor darling, and I must help her over it.




PART NINE

AUTUMN 1958




EDWARD AND HUGH

They had, at last, agreed upon one thing, Edward reflected, as he settled back in his Bentley and let McNaughton take him home. They had stopped, as they always did, for the news-vendor at the Strand end of Waterloo Bridge, and exchanged the right coins for an Evening Standard thrust through the driver’s window.

‘Here you are, sir.’

‘Thank you, McNaughton.’ It was wonderful to know that from now on, in the journey, McNaughton would not speak again unless he was spoken to. Edward relished the silence. He could read his paper in peace, fall asleep if he was so inclined, or he could try to make more sense of the pickle they were in.

Tonight he had bad news for Diana, and he needed to think of the best way to break it to her. She was going through the change – something about which he knew nothing. He realised that Villy must have gone through it, too, but she had never mentioned it.

It wasn’t something that people talked about much, if at all. Anyway, Diana was given to fits of crying, to starting unreasonable arguments, to blaming him for stupid little things, like losing the buttons that had come off his jackets or not managing to bag a brace of partridge at a Saturday shoot. In between these fits of gloom and aggression, she was full of apologies and generally abject, and he often found this worse.

But today he had had a shock. Two shocks, actually.

He seldom looked at his bank statements, but he had noticed rather a lot of red ink on the last two months’ worth, and rung the bank about it. After some delay, he had worked his way up from the chief cashier to the manager. It was explained to him that he had been drawing out more money than his salary paid in. ‘That is why I gave you instructions, years ago, to top up that account from my savings account.’

‘Yes, Mr Cazalet, but there is no more left there either – hasn’t been for at least six months. As a matter of fact I’ve just dictated a letter about the matter asking you to come and see me about it.’

There was a pause while Edward tried to digest this shock. ‘I don’t see what I can do about it.’

‘I think we might be able to find a way round it. You could, for instance, take out a mortgage on your country house.’

‘I don’t want to do that!’

‘Well, there may be other options, but we must certainly discuss them. The present situation cannot continue. Would three o’clock this afternoon suit you?’

The meeting had not cheered him at all. The options turned to asking the firm for a bonus – an unfortunately large one that he knew the company could not afford – but otherwise a mortgage on Park House seemed the only alternative.

Edward then broached his scheme for the firm going public; his brother had finally agreed that it might be the best thing to do.

Ian Mallinson shook his head. ‘It takes about two years to effect such a change, and I’m afraid you have left it far too late for that. For that you need a business that is thriving with a good track record of profit, which I am sorry to say your firm no longer has.’

‘We have large assets in terms of property. If we sold some of them off?’

‘You would simply be left with an even less inviting proposition for potential shareholders.’

He ended by suggesting that Edward should go away and think about it and have further discussions with Mr Hugh.

That had been the second shock. Edward had spent all his capital on Diana: the house had been expensive and she had used a lot of money doing it up. Not to mention holidays, like the French one, where he had been expected to pay for everyone, including her relations. She had the idea that he was far richer than he was, and he, out of some sort of silly pride, had never disabused her of the notion. It wasn’t really her fault, but he knew she would not enjoy the change. If they were to live on his salary, there would have to be many economies. Blast Hugh. If he hadn’t been so obstinate, they might all be rich by now, the whole family, since all the shares were owned by them.

Thank God he wouldn’t have to worry about Villy. Apart from a few shares, her alimony was tied up so safely that even if the firm was bankrupt they couldn’t touch it. It was the first time he had said that word to himself, and it made him feel sick. What on earth would he do? What would any of them do?

Well, he would have to face Diana first of all. Warn her that things were pretty bad – that the skiing holiday in Switzerland was out of the question for a start …

‘You’re so late I was beginning to worry.’

‘Traffic’s never good on a Friday.’ He said this as he did on most Fridays.

She kissed the side of his face, and then, taking him by the hand, led him into the drawing room. ‘I’m afraid the Martinis may be a bit watery, as the ice will have melted by now.’

‘Add a bit more gin, and perhaps a bit more ice.’ Edward closed his eyes. The room, with its low lamps, yellow damask curtains and tactfully burning log fire, smelt strongly of freesias. Although she was a great gardener, Diana insisted upon buying flowers from the local shop, where she had an account.

‘One doctored Martini. Poor old boy, you look as though you’ve had a bad day. Did you go to the bank?’

‘I did. It’s bad news, I’m afraid. They’re really not going to stand for any more loans.’

‘How disgraceful, when the family has been with them all these years! Well, we’ll just have to tighten our belts, won’t we, darling? You must admit that I’m a good housekeeper. There always seems to be enough money for us, doesn’t there?’

This was it. This was when he was going to have to tell her that they had not been living on his salary but had been supplementing it with capital.

‘… and today I discovered that it’s all gone. In fact, I owe them thousands of pounds.’

There was a pregnant pause. Then Diana said slowly, ‘You can’t have had all that much in the first place.’

This appraisal, which felt much like a prelude to judgement, made him feel as though someone had dropped an ice cube down the back of his neck. For a moment it seemed that everything had been for nothing. With an attempt at bravado, he tried to laugh as he said, ‘I’m afraid that if you married me for my money, you were barking up the wrong tree.’

There was another, rather awful, silence. Then she burst out, ‘How can you say such a terrible thing? As if I would ever have done that! That I should ever have thought such a disgusting thing, let alone done it!’

‘Diana, I was only joking – trying to joke. I spent the money on you! This house cost more than the one we sold in London. Then you wanted to furnish it and that cost a lot, but I wanted you to have what you wanted. Then the French holiday ended up being far more expensive than I thought it would. All those things added up. But I’d no idea we’d spent so much till today. Bit of a bombshell. It’s all my fault, I know that, but if we work things out, we could live on my salary, and I could probably come to some arrangement with the bank about paying them back.’

‘Do you mean we’ll be so poor we can never have another holiday? What about Switzerland? I suppose that’s off – and Susan was so looking forward to it.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid it will be.’ He held out his glass and she refilled both of them.

‘Most of this is Hugh’s fault, isn’t it?’

‘He was a bit slow about us selling up, but he’s come round to it now. The rest of it is my fault alone. I’m awfully sorry, darling.’

‘Well – what do we do now?’

‘I think we should make a list of our expenses and then it will be clearer for us to see where we can cut down. What about dinner first?’

She drained her glass and stood up. ‘We’re having oysters and grouse, but I expect you’ll say it’s far too extravagant.’

He hauled himself out of his chair. He felt inordinately tired, had reached the anything-for-a-quiet-life stage. She had had a shock, of course she had, and needed reassurance. He put an arm round her waist and smiled at her. ‘It’s going to be all right, sweetie, you’ll see. And the dinner sounds quite delicious.’

For some reason, he then remembered the reassuring things he had said to terribly wounded men – the few they managed to collect at night on and behind the wire – the comforting but necessary lies that no one believed but most wanted to hear. Men choking in mud, stinking of their own excrement, voiceless from crying out all day for water, for help, for an end to it all. They had taken it in turns to shoot the ones who had to be put out of their hopeless misery; the very few that remained were hauled, screaming, onto stretchers where they would at least die with their friends. He had been sick frequently after these missions … Edward swallowed the memory, rammed it back where it belonged in the black pit of his past – so long ago now that he’d thought he had finished with it for good.

The oysters calmed them both, and by the time they had demolished the grouse, plus an exceedingly good bottle of La Tâche, ‘last one I’m afraid’, he wanted nothing more than to go to bed with her, but he knew he must get it over with.

‘Let’s have brandy in the drawing room and see if we can make a start. Sit next to me and we’ll do it together.’

But it proved to be far worse than he had thought. They began with wages: McNaughton, Mrs Atkinson, the cleaner, and a man who did odd jobs of maintenance. Then there were Susan’s school fees, her uniform and holiday clothes, Jamie’s allowance, plus other costs while he was at university, and the two family cars. When he got to Diana’s housekeeping allowance, Edward found that she had run up large accounts with the butcher, the fishmonger and the grocer, not to mention the florist, and some shop in London where she had had the lampshades and the curtains made for the drawing room. Then there was a personal allowance for Diana, paid monthly into her own account, which proved to have nothing in it. On top of all this, he had paid for three foreign holidays, which had included her friends and relatives, all of which had cost far more than he had planned for. Wine bills, boxes of decent cigars, subscriptions to his clubs, a couple of new suits from his tailor – it went on and on. ‘What about your clothes?’ he asked.

‘Well, obviously, I couldn’t pay for my new fur coat out of my allowance. But you said you wanted me to have it. So, naturally, I assumed you would cover it.’

‘I don’t know how I’m going to do that. I owe the bank at least six thousand pounds that I shall have to pay back out of my salary, which, incidentally, is the only money we shall have to live on. We’re going to have to scale down.’

‘Well,’ she said, making it sound like a great concession, ‘we could cut Pearl to one day a week.’

‘And what would that save?’

‘Er – two pounds, two shillings.’

‘And what about Mrs Atkinson? Do we really need her – just the two of us? She must cost a lot more than the cleaner.’

‘You mean I should do all the cooking myself – not to mention the shopping and general housekeeping too? Besides, it would only save us just under two hundred a year, plus her keep.’

‘Hugh and Rupert don’t have cooks.’

‘That’s their own affair. Anyway, it’s beside the point.’

‘It isn’t, Diana. It isn’t.’

‘I notice that all these cuts affect me the most. What about you?’

‘Well, for a start, I shall have to resign from both my clubs. That will save us at least a thousand a year.’

That silenced her for several moments. Then she said, ‘What about McNaughton? If we can’t afford a cook, surely we can’t afford a chauffeur.’

‘So far, the firm has been paying, but I don’t think they’ll be able to go on doing it. I shall be driving myself in future.’

‘But I need him here! He does the mowing, and chops wood for the fires, and all sorts of other odd jobs. We can’t possibly do without him!’

He agreed that they couldn’t. ‘We’ll have to stop all these accounts with tradesmen.’

‘What difference will that make? We have to eat.’

‘When you have an account, you always spend more because you aren’t paying cash when you buy. We have to make a budget for housekeeping, and it will be your job to keep within it.’

There was a heavy silence while he nerved himself for the next difficult thing.

‘And I’m afraid, darling, that you will have to cancel the fur coat. You haven’t worn it, have you?’

She hadn’t. The shop was sending it down next week. ‘It will be like the war,’ she said bitterly. ‘Endless housework, living on cheap food, and never having any fun.’

‘Diana! Darling! We had fun in the war, in spite of everything – you know we did.’

‘You had enough money then for us to go to restaurants and the theatre. And we didn’t have children. Now I’m tied here all day every day, and you come back so tired you don’t want to do anything except eat and sleep.’ She was crying now, but too angrily to sound pathetic.

‘If you find this house too much for you, you can always sell it. It’s in your name. We could easily find something smaller and easier to run. That’s up to you.’

‘Oh, thank you very much! After all the work I’ve put into making this a lovely comfortable home for you, you’re perfectly prepared to ditch it!’

And so it went on. Second brandies, the air thick with blame, while the fire burned out; resentment, self-pity and exasperation. Diana could not understand how he could be so uncaring of her feelings – of the shock the whole thing was for her. He became increasingly angry with her for her thoughtless selfishness – could she not, for one minute, see how awful the whole business was for him? Did she care about him at all? Briefly, he thought of Villy, how kind and practical she would have been, but then, with her, he would not have had this extravagant lifestyle and house to cope with in the first place. And the future was possibly bleaker than Diana knew. He could not face telling her that. He shut the account book, and stood up. ‘It’s very late, darling, and we aren’t getting anywhere now. Let’s have a truce and call it a day.’

She had been sitting with her hand clenched round the empty brandy glass, which she now held out to him.

He took it from her. ‘I think we’ve both had enough of that.’ He took her other hand, pulled her to her feet and put her glass on the coffee tray. He knew what he had to say next to move things on. ‘I love you. And all married couples have rows from time to time. I’m really sorry to have upset you so much, darling’

She smiled then – a watery smile but still a smile. ‘As long as you love me, I can bear anything.’ And she put her arms round his neck and gave him a kiss.

He wished he could say the same to her, but he knew that he couldn’t.




RUPERT AND NEVILLE

‘So, perhaps you would explain to me what on earth has been going on.’

After what Zoë had told him, Rupert had sent for Neville and had taken him up to the vast drawing room that ran the whole length of the house with a fireplace at each end. Even when lit, they only provided warmth in their immediate vicinity, and they were not lit now. The room was remarkably cold, its four beautiful windows letting in streams of icy air that only the most extravagant central heating could have vanquished, and they had long ceased to afford it. It was a room for summer – for large parties – and now it was November. Rupert had chosen it because he knew they would not be interrupted.

Rupert looked at Neville now, lounging on the worn velvet chesterfield. He was wearing his usual threadbare black corduroy trousers and a rather Byronic white shirt, with a dramatic collar and wide sleeves. He had slung his jacket over one shoulder. Now he felt in a pocket and produced a battered packet of cigarettes. ‘Want one, Dad?’

Rupert refused, then changed his mind. He couldn’t stop Neville smoking, and in view of the general discomfort he felt at having this showdown, a smoke would help. When their cigarettes were lit, he said, ‘You haven’t answered my question, Neville.’

‘I don’t know what you mean. Nothing’s going on.’

‘You know perfectly well what I mean. What is all this nonsense about you and Juliet?’

‘Oh, that! Well, I’ve told her I love her, and I do.’

‘And, according to her, you’ve told her you’re going to marry her.’

‘When she’s old enough, yes, I probably shall.’

‘You must know that’s out of the question. She’s your sister!’

‘My half-sister. And Cleopatra was the result of six generations of incest.’

‘Neville, this is no laughing matter.’

‘Good Lord! I wouldn’t dream of laughing at Cleopatra – I should think hardly anyone ever did that.’

‘Juliet is just a schoolgirl—’

‘Don’t I know it!’ Neville interrupted him. ‘But she’s seventeen – she’s growing up. Please don’t think I’ve done anything vulgar. I haven’t “interfered with her”, as they say in Victorian novels. I only kiss her, and she loves it. We both do.’

For some reason – relief at hearing it – this made Rupert angrier. ‘You must see, Neville, that your behaviour is completely irresponsible, and you should be ashamed to have given the poor child such idiotic ideas. I sent for you to tell you that you are not to communicate with her in any way from now onwards. You are not to come here, or write to her, or try to telephone her—’

‘She’ll be extremely unhappy—’

‘Yes. That ought to show you the damage you’ve already done. But she will get over it, and so will you. Although that shouldn’t take you long from what I hear. Reports of your passing affairs with some of your models get around.’

For the first time Neville looked a bit shaken. ‘Oh, them! They don’t mean anything.’

‘They certainly would to Juliet.’

‘Dad! Please don’t tell her about any of that. She’ll think I’ve been lying to her.’

‘Well, you have, haven’t you?’

‘Not exactly. I didn’t want to upset her – that’s all.’

‘But not telling someone something is a kind of lying. And it’s not her you don’t want to upset – it’s yourself.’

There was a long silence. Then Rupert said, ‘I’ll have a pact with you. If you will do as I say about Juliet, I’ll do my best to see that she doesn’t hear about your affairs.’

And, to Rupert’s surprise (the pact on his side was on pretty rocky ground), Neville agreed to it. For one year anyway.

They both stood up at the same time: there was a mutual desire to finish this uncomfortable meeting.

‘I’ll be off,’ Neville said. He had been hoping to be asked to stay to lunch, but now he just wanted to get away, and Rupert wanted him gone before he wavered.

‘It’s bloody cold in your grand room,’ Neville said, as they left it. ‘My teeth are chattering, but not because I feel cowed. I wouldn’t want you to think that.’

Rupert replied that of course he didn’t as he – rather thankfully – saw his son to the car. The morning ended with a kind of pallid courtesy.

‘He’s gone?’ Zoe was ironing and the kitchen felt remarkably cosy.

‘Yep. God! It’s cold up there. I need a strong alcoholic drink.’ He walked to the stove, rubbing his hands. ‘I think there’s some left in the cooking-drinks cupboard. Join me?’

‘No, thanks. I’m longing to hear how it went, though. I hope he was very contrite, as he jolly well should be.’

‘Not exactly. He has a hell of a nerve – I almost couldn’t help admiring him for it.’

‘Oh, Rupe! Don’t tell me you could see his point of view! You’re always doing that with people.’

‘Well, they do have them, you know. Anyway, I read him the Riot Act – told him he was not to have anything more to do with Jules. In the end I blackmailed him with threatening to tell her about his various affairs. He didn’t like that, agreed to keep away for at least a year. He said he “might” marry her when she was old enough.’ He took another swig of his whisky. ‘I suppose it means that there’s something to be said for us moving to Southampton for a bit.’ He added, rather carefully, ‘Help her get over it.’

‘Is it settled, then? Is Hugh determined to send you? Please tell me, Rupert. I’d much rather know.’

‘It’s not settled or of course I would have told you. Hugh has decided to go down there himself twice a week to see if he can sort things out.’

‘Well, that’s something. He is head of the firm.’

‘He might be able to deal with it. You know that I don’t want to go. I’m absolutely no good at managing things and I’ve told him so. But I’m beginning to wonder whether any of us are.’

She walked over to him and smoothed the lock of hair that kept falling over his forehead. ‘You need a haircut, darling. If you don’t go soon, I’ll do it for you.’

‘It was fine when we had the Brig,’ Rupert continued. ‘Our father was really good at it. But the three of us – we just got catapulted into the business because he expected us to join in. Edward was good at selling, and Hugh got caught up in the tradition and did everything the Brig told him to, and as for me, it’s true that I get on with the staff, but otherwise I think they only took me because I’m a Cazalet or out of sheer kindness. None of us – since the Brig – really understood the figures. We haven’t moved with the times. We haven’t got the capital or the structure to deal with expansion.’

Their conversation was unexpectedly interrupted by Georgie’s sudden appearance.

‘Why aren’t you at school?’

‘I said I had a sore throat. But, actually, I’m severely worried about Evelyn. He didn’t eat yesterday’s mouse and I left him another lovely one for breakfast and I had to come home and see if he’d eaten it, and he hadn’t. So I’m afraid we’ll have to take him to the vet. Mr Carmichael is the only one who understands snakes and he goes off at lunchtime on Mondays so could we go quickly now?’

‘I’ll take him,’ Rupert said. ‘But you shouldn’t just bunk off like that, Georgie. Did you tell the school?’

‘Of course not. They might have stopped me.’

‘I’ll ring them,’ Zoë said. ‘You get Evelyn.’

‘I’ve got him.’ Georgie removed his scarf, and revealed the python wound loosely round his neck.

‘Mum! You won’t forget to keep the bacon rinds for Rivers, will you?’ he called, as they left. ‘Dad, you will drive as fast as possible? It may be a matter of life and death.’

So Rupert increased his speed slightly and added to the sense of emergency by making very good ambulance noises that delighted Georgie.

Mr Carmichael was very fond of Georgie and always made time for him. His waiting room was full of resentful cats in cages and overweight dogs, but Evelyn was called in the minute he had finished with an otter, which lay on his table out for the count.

‘Thought you’d like to see him,’ he said, stripping off his heavy leather gloves.

Georgie gazed at the otter, absolutely entranced. ‘Can I stroke him?’

‘While he’s out, you can. But they’re nervous creatures, and they have a devil of a bite if you frighten them. The keepers of the otterhounds used to pipe clay round the dogs’ legs, because an otter will bite until he hears the bone snap. They thought the clay was the bone, you see.’

‘He’s got the most beautiful fur in the world. And his face! Those whiskers! Can you tame them?’

‘Some people have tried. But don’t think of having one, Georgie. Their digestion works through food in two hours so they cost a fortune in fish. And they need running water and space to swim. The wild is the place for them.’ He motioned the young girl attending him to take the otter away, having lifted it carefully into its cage. ‘Now, what is wrong with Evelyn?’

He unwound the python from Georgie’s neck, and felt along its body. ‘Hold his head, Georgie, while I have a feel … I think he must have a minor obstruction that’s preventing him swallowing. Better leave him with me for a day or two. He’ll be all right.’

‘Can’t I stay with him?’

‘You cannot. But if you leave him here until the weekend, you can help me with the patients on Saturday afternoon, if your father agrees.’ Rupert did agree and the nurse produced a cardboard box into which Evelyn was gently laid.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Georgie said, on the way home. ‘I could dig a pond at the end of the garden, and if I went round all the fish-and-chip shops, they’d be bound to have old fish they’d be throwing away that I could get for hardly any money …’

‘No, Georgie, you are not going to have an otter. I’m not going to argue about it. You are not going to have an otter.’

‘Oh, Dad, don’t be so firm. You aren’t usually firm about things …’

‘Well, I am about this.’

There was a long silence. Then Georgie, rubbing tears out of his eyes, muttered, ‘It would be a good thing to have a pond to keep my newts in, and if Carter would swap some of his tadpoles I could have frogs as well.’

‘I see your point of view. I’ll think about it.’ And Georgie, who knew that the more his father thought about something, the less firm he got about it, felt that that was enough. He had wanted a pond for a very long time and, after all, having a pond didn’t exclude having an otter.




HUGH AND OTHERS

His decision to visit Southampton twice a week turned out to be far more taxing than he had thought it would be. To begin with, it forced him to recognise that times had indeed changed. His father had bought the site just before the war. It had been cheap, as the company that had owned it had gone bankrupt. He had built the sawmill, and it had thrived, until Southampton was badly bombed during the war, and a great many of the businesses round the mill had been razed to the ground. The docks were a sea of rubble, of broken glass, of burned-out buildings, of boarded-up shops and houses. Very little of the port remained intact, but the main hotel, the Polygon, had survived and so, miraculously, had the Cazalets’ wharf and sawmill. They had taken the precaution of putting the most valuable hardwoods into the river, and so, apart from one or two minor fires, the wharf had been able to continue trading. It had fared better than London, in fact, where the business had been badly damaged by the Blitz. Then – timber being regarded as an essential commodity – the War Damage Commission had coughed up, and they were able to rebuild. So, over the years, everyone had been preoccupied with London and had not paid much attention to Southampton. Much had changed there. Rebuilding the docks had gone ahead, and the Cazalets’ monopoly had dwindled. In particular, their arch rival, Penton and Ward, had started up after the war and taken a good deal of business off them. Added to that, it had proved disastrous putting Teddy in charge. He simply didn’t have the experience, although he had inherited Edward’s talent for selling.

When Hugh first started going down, he had found much more of a mess than he had expected. The order book was chaotic, morale was low, and orders constantly went astray. Several firms had written saying that in view of the delays in delivery and ‘other matters’ they were moving their custom. This appalled him. There seemed to be no loyalty, no sense of tradition left.

He discovered that there was a split between the sawmill and the office: an atmosphere of non-cooperation and blame prevailed. ‘The manager just doesn’t like me,’ Teddy said. ‘I’m no good at figures.’

A little later, he saw McIver, who admitted to him, ‘With respect, he doesn’t know what he’s doing half the time. The men don’t trust him, Mr Hugh, and that’s a fact.’

He got back home to Jemima at half past eight.

‘I don’t think this is a good idea. Wouldn’t it be better if you stayed down one night and did two days running?’

In the old days he would have stuck to his guns and argued, but that evening he felt he had no guns left and agreed. While she got him a whisky, a horrible fear assaulted him: that it was all no good, that he had made a mess of everything, let his father down, the whole family. He feared, too, that Edward had been right, that they should have sold out years ago. Now, when there was a serious crisis and a need for bold, energetic leadership, he felt drained of all ideas and energy to do anything.

‘I’m making scallops and bacon for us. You just sit and have your drink in peace. You’ll feel much better when you’ve got some food inside you.’

Like most women, he thought, Jemima was a firm believer in food as the answer to almost anything. As he sipped his drink, he had a sudden vivid memory of lying in the hospital in France, just after his hand had been amputated, and Edward appearing in the ward like magic – the only person in the world whom he wanted to be with. Edward had made a joke about how he’d got into the ward, and he’d wanted to laugh, but he’d cried instead. Edward had sat with him and mopped his brow with one of his wonderful silk handkerchiefs, and when he’d got up to go he’d actually kissed him, and told him to look after himself. ‘You too,’ he had muttered, and Edward had winked and said, ‘You bet.’

Matron had arrived, and now stood implacably by. ‘Look after him especially well, won’t you?’ Edward had said. ‘Because he’s my brother.’ She had actually smiled and replied that of course she would, Major.

Then he had stood up and strode away down the ward, and Hugh had watched the doors gently swinging after he had gone. He remembered being afraid that he would never see him again.

Of course this feud must stop. He must tell Edward that he had been wrong, and the only way to put things right was for them to work together in perfect agreement. He had not been good about Edward’s marriage, either. He had felt very much for poor Villy, but it had helped no one to take sides about it. Perhaps he could beg more time from the bank. Perhaps they should sell Southampton. That should produce enough money to keep the bank quiet about the rest of the loan.

These random thoughts circulated at increasing speed until he could feel one of his really bad heads coming on. He got out his pills and took two.

Jemima called him from the kitchen, and he hoisted himself up to walk through.

She knew at once about his head, helped him off with his jacket, loosened his tie and massaged his neck with her wonderful cool, searching fingers. As always on these occasions he took one of her hands and kissed it.

‘Better?’

‘Much better. Thank you, darling.’

So at supper he felt able to tell her some of his worries, and about his plan to talk to Edward about selling Southampton. When he came to admit that he hadn’t been nice about Diana, she agreed. ‘One way and another, we have none of us been nice about her. I should think she must feel fairly prickly about the family. It will take time for her to trust us. Supposing I ask her to lunch with me and go shopping afterwards. I have a feeling that she likes shopping …’

‘But you hate it!’

‘Well, it’s not a very serious thing to hate. And I don’t hate it all that much. Actually, I think I only say that to sound high-minded. Do you think I should have a go?’

‘Yes. And now are you too high-minded to come to bed?’

‘Well, I am, actually, but I’m prepared to make an exception just for you.’

As they went upstairs hand in hand, she said, ‘Hugh! I’ve just thought. Wouldn’t it be a good idea to have your accountant there when you and Edward have your talk? He’ll know all the figures and that could be helpful.’

‘It would. You’re a genius. I can’t think why I didn’t think that myself.’

You wouldn’t, my darling, she thought, and smiled. Because it’s the kind of practical thing you never do think.




TEDDY AND SABRINA

‘I was only ringing to say don’t call me on Thursday because my boss is coming down and he doesn’t approve of private calls in office time.’

‘Was I meant to be calling you on Thursday?’

‘No – not especially. I just thought you might.’

‘Well, now, is that all you rang up to say?’

‘Not really. I’ve got some good news for us.’

‘Do tell, do.’ Immediately she sounded less bored.


‘Well, it looks as though I may be transferred to London. Anyway, I’m coming up on Friday night for the weekend.’

‘Oh dear! What a grim pity. I’ve promised to go down to the Frankensteins for the weekend.’

‘The Frankensteins’ was the nickname she had given her parents.

‘Surely you can get out of that.’

‘I simply absolutely can’t. I’ve overspent my allowance, and the only way I can get Daddy to produce more money is by being around for a bit. You can’t imagine how ghastly they can be about money. And being a deb does cost a bomb. It was nearly the last Season and Mummy kept saying how lucky I was to do it, but if I’d known what it was going to be like I’d have refused. I had to keep taking taxis everywhere, always leaving at least one glove behind, and having to buy new ones – you couldn’t go to a deb lunch without them – then dances nearly every night with the same old boring chinless titled twits …’

‘They can’t all have been like that.’

‘Of course they weren’t – not absolutely all – but don’t stop me, Teddy, when I’m trying to be amusing. Anyway, the worst part was pretending to enjoy myself with Lady Frankenstein yawning in her chair against a wall with a string of other old women keeping beady eyes out for earls or at least eldest sons of earls. And then in the taxi home wanting to know who I danced with, and I could never remember and took to making them up. The whole thing was a ghastly failure from the parentals’ point of view, and now they’re moaning about the expense.’

She had run out of breath at last. He imagined her with her long blonde hair that kept getting into her eyes, her long narrow nose – too big, people said, for real beauty – signed off by a wide, wandering mouth, also narrow, but relieved at each end by turning up at the corners. She was not pretty, he had decided, from the moment he had spotted her standing alone at the crowded party Louise had taken him to, but she was alone and he didn’t know anyone, so he’d made his way across the room to talk to her.

She was wearing a sheath dress in some dusky pink material, and the first thing that struck him was her breasts: they seemed to him the most beautiful he had ever seen in his life. The discreet neckline meant, of course, that they were only partly visible, but they surged upwards, smooth and perfectly rounded each side of her fascinating cleavage.

‘As you’re here, you’d better tell me your name.’

‘Teddy Cazalet.’

‘I’m Sabrina Browne Fanshawe. Have you got any small-talk handy?’

‘Do you mean, “Do you know many people here?”’

‘That sort of thing. I’ve run out of it myself, and I never was much good at the other kind. Most of the people here have careers, so it’s easy for them. They can just take it in turns to talk about themselves.’

‘Well, I suppose,’ Teddy said, trying hard (and, he thought, successfully) not to look too much at her breasts, ‘I could talk about you, and you could talk about me.’

‘As long as it’s not about my breasts, I don’t mind.’

Three things happened at once: he felt himself go painfully red in the face (it was like being caught out at school), he was staggered by her perception (incredible intelligence) and he knew he was going to fall in love with her. He was speechless.

‘I’m starving, why don’t we go out to dinner?’

This was a brilliant idea, except he had only a five-pound note on him. ‘Must just tell my cousin. I came with her – but she won’t mind.’

‘I’ll meet you where the coats are.’

He found Louise talking to an attractive man, older than her, wearing an overcoat.

‘This is my brother, Teddy Cazalet, Joseph Waring.’

‘I just want a word with my sister.’

‘I’ll wait outside, Louise, but don’t be long or I shall boil to death.’

‘I know you, Teddy. You’ve found some beautiful model, you want to take her out to dinner and you haven’t any money. Here.’ She fished in her purse and pulled out a ten-pound note. ‘It’s my emergency taxi money, but I’m OK with Joseph. Have a good time.’

‘Bless you, Louise. I’ll pay you back tomorrow.’

‘Where would you like to go?’ he asked Sabrina, when he got back to her. ‘The Berkeley, or somewhere like that?’

‘Nowhere like that. I’d like a small, dark place with intensely foreign food.’

So he took her to a Turkish restaurant he used to go to where they ordered a huge plate of mezze with a bottle of house wine (red). Their waiter lit a candle, then brought a plate of flat bread wrapped in a napkin, filled their glasses to the brim and said if they wanted anything they had only to call and he would be instantly with them. ‘My name is Johnnie,’ he added, as he melted away into the dimly lit background.

‘I wasn’t joking when I said I was starving. I’ve got so sick of cold chicken and cold salmon that I’ve practically stopped eating anything except Bendicks Bittermints, which are tremendously nourishing.’

‘My grandmother told me that in Scotland the servants had a clause in their contracts that they wouldn’t have to eat salmon more than three times a week.’

‘Gosh! My grandmother’s never told me anything except to talk more quietly and not touch anything. My family really are a dead loss. The only good thing about them is their horses.’


‘Do they have a lot?’

She had split open a flat bread and was stuffing it with aubergine and tomato and two kinds of olive. ‘A sort of sandwich,’ she said. ‘I adore sandwiches. My mother thinks they’re common except for picnics. She is a truly wondrous snob. You know, most people have areas they’re snobby about – of course they don’t admit it but they do – but she has it about absolutely everything. You aren’t eating!’

‘I’m going to copy you. What are you a snob about?’

She thought for a moment, licking her fingers carefully. ‘Shoes,’ she said at last. ‘And novels. Really pretty shoes that are also comfortable are always very expensive.’

He would give her a pair for her birthday whenever that might be. ‘How expensive?’

‘Oh, perhaps fifty pounds. But some cost a lot more than that.’

He would not be giving her a pair for her birthday. A worrying thought struck him. ‘Are you frightfully rich?’

‘My parents are quite rich. I wouldn’t say frightfully. I haven’t got a bean. And what’s more, I haven’t been brought up to earn any money. The Frankensteins think the only career for a girl is marriage. You haven’t asked me about the novels yet.’

‘I don’t know anything about novels, so I wouldn’t know what to ask.’

‘Well, I had one good teacher at the ghastly boarding school I was sent to, and she got me interested. She told me to read the best ones first, then go on to the rest. So I did. I wanted to go to university, but Daddy wouldn’t hear of it. He said men didn’t like brainy girls. As though I had to be just what men would like. So here I am – utterly useless. I failed to make a “good marriage” after doing the Season and now none of us knows what on earth to do with me.’

She said all this as though it was a bit of a joke, but when she pushed her hair out of her eyes, he saw that she didn’t feel it was a joke at all.

‘Time to talk about you.’

So he told her some things about himself. About being a Spitfire pilot and the war ending before he’d had a chance to fight; about his marriage with an American he’d met in a nightclub in Phoenix and how she had mercifully left him and filed for divorce. Then he told her about working in the family firm, about being sent to Southampton and not making a very good fist of it. He didn’t mention any affairs.

That was the beginning of it. He made the mistake of telling her on that first evening that he had fallen in love with her, and she became querulous and distant. She did not utterly discard him, however, seemed to want his company, was soon treating him like an old friend (or a brother, he sometimes bitterly thought). All through that spring and summer he escaped to London at weekends to spend time with her. He listened and sympathised with her attempts to find a job, getting one, getting fired and trying something else. Her parents allowed her to live in their Berkeley Square flat when they were not using it, on condition that she did a cookery course with Cordon Bleu. But doing this, however half-heartedly, effectively ruled out keeping any other job. She did not seem to understand that her various employers would not take kindly either to unpunctuality or, worse, her failure to turn up at all. Her parents had been harsh or spoiling in all the wrong ways. She was an only child, and he suspected that they had not wanted children at all.

The curious thing about it, he thought, was that none of this stopped him loving her. Love, he was beginning to understand, was an unconditional state – you didn’t need to judge the beloved, give them marks out of ten for good points and black marks for bad. You accepted the whole package, and with Sabrina he felt pity for her awful background. It was a bit like trying to tame a wild animal who had been ill-treated and could never forget it. It became a matter neither for lust nor sentiment. He would argue with her, disagree, sometimes lose his temper, finding that it was no good pretending to be patient and gentle when he felt nothing of the kind.

She would sometimes allow him to kiss her, to hold her in his arms if they were sitting on a sofa, or put one arm round her shoulders in a cinema – indeed, she sometimes seemed to long for these affections – but if for one second he overstepped the fine and, to him, initially invisible line, she would freeze, sulk or, worse, rant at him until she burst into tears. And how do you comfort someone in tears if you may not touch them?

Back to the telephone: he had an idea.

‘Couldn’t I come with you to meet the Frankensteins? You never know, they might have unexpected good taste and take to me.’

Almost before he finished saying the last bit, she started to reject the idea. ‘Oh, no, Teddy! I couldn’t stand Mummy being rude to you – I’d hit her.’

‘I’m deeply touched that you would even think such a thing. But don’t worry, I’m tough, I can take it. You’ve got two options. Either you ring them up and ask them or you just turn up with me as a surprise.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Sabrina, darling, Friday is in two days. Don’t think, just do. And ring me back about which you’ve done.’

‘Goodness! You are being masterful,’ she said. ‘I’m going to stop talking to you before you think of more awful things for me to do.’ She rang off.

He spent the rest of the day trying to find out why an order placed by some builders in Portsmouth six weeks ago had not reached them. It turned out that the wood had been delivered to the wrong builders, a firm with a vaguely similar name. There wasn’t a lorry free to collect it and redeliver the order to the right firm until late next week. McIver, who had imparted this information, stood stolidly by while Teddy raged at everyone’s incompetence, then asked if he might see the order book. He looked at it for what seemed a long time, and then, as he handed it back to Teddy, said, ‘It seems that the error was made in the office. If you’d care to look, Mr Teddy?’

He looked. It was entirely his fault. Without thinking, he had written the name of the wrong builders. It was true that Cazalets’ dealt with both firms, but that was no excuse. He had been hopelessly careless and one minute’s lack of concentration had caused this mess: a bad mark for the firm. Word would get around and the workforce would rightly sneer at his incompetence. And Uncle Hugh was coming on Thursday and would have to be told about it. He became conscious of McIver watching him, but refused to meet his eye.

‘It’s all my fault,’ he said. ‘The muddle is entirely my fault. I’ll ring up Dawson’s to apologise, and let them know we’ll deliver as soon as possible. And I’ll get in touch with Dorling Brothers and apologise to them, too.’ He looked despairingly at the older man. ‘I’m so sorry, McIver. You should be doing my job and I should be your assistant. But is there anything else I can do about it now?’

There was a distinct thawing of the atmosphere while McIver rubbed his chin consideringly. ‘Well, Mr Ted, I might be able to persuade the transport people to change their schedule and do the redelivering today. Then we could at least show Mr Hugh that we’ve done our best.’

The ‘we’ and ‘our’ were very comforting to Teddy; he almost loved McIver for it.

‘And perhaps when you ring Dorling’s you might be able to sell to them. They like hardwoods, and we’ve been cutting a nice piece of padauk.’

‘I’ll certainly try. I’m most grateful for your support.’

They parted on good terms, McIver remarking as he left that it was a wicked world, a view that he invariably expressed when he was feeling sanguine about it.

When he had gone, Teddy resolved not to smoke, not to think about Sabrina until he had made the horrible telephone calls, the second of which he couldn’t make anyway until he’d heard from McIver. Meanwhile, he would go through the order book to see whether he could rustle up some more business. He struck lucky with Dorling’s, who wanted teak for a fitted kitchen they were making for a client. He asked them to submit the order in writing, addressed to him personally; he had begun to realise that many written orders had gone straight to the manager of the sawmill, which had meant he hadn’t been keeping track of them. And behind that lay the sinister implication that that was exactly what the manager had intended.

However, Sabrina rang back just before the office was closing to say that she’d told the Frankensteins about him, and they had been asked to arrive in time for dinner on Friday. His spirits rose: life was not too bad, after all. He would have the whole weekend with Sabrina, and the prospect of meeting her parents instilled in him nothing more than the mild excitement that curiosity engendered. It was true that he had inflated the hint Uncle Hugh had given him of there being serious changes at work: the possibility of Uncle Rupe coming down to run things had developed into the likelihood of himself being moved back to London, but he was an optimist and always tended to think that what Teddy wanted Teddy would get.




THE BROTHERS AND MR TWINE

There was a long silence after Mr Twine had finished speaking. Then Edward said, ‘What I can’t understand is how the bank can do this to us without warning.’

Mr Twine coughed nervously. He had been dreading this confrontation. The Cazalets were old clients. ‘I think if you consult your file you will find that they have, in fact, issued more than one warning expressing their dissatisfaction.’ The bank had actually been writing such letters for the past three years with no replies except for one brief missive, signed by Hugh, to the effect that the matter would be seriously considered.

Hugh now said: ‘I know that when I went to see them for some more money, they were distinctly sticky about it, but not a word was said about foreclosing on previous loans.’

Mr Twine selected three sheets of paper from the large pile and handed them to Hugh, who sat at his desk flanked by Edward and Rupert. He had known this old office when the Old Man was chairman and it hadn’t changed at all. Panelled in koko, his favourite hardwood, its walls were hung with faded framed photographs of men standing by colossal logs or enormous old trees, heavily captioned with names, provenance and dates. There were two very large photographs showing the London wharves after the Blitz that had destroyed them. A scarlet and peacock Turkey rug covered most of the floor. Hugh’s desk, in addition to pictures of his family, was still encrusted with the old blotter, the Dictaphone and an ancient typewriter. All that had changed was the man now sitting in his father’s chair. ‘Well, I’m damned! I don’t remember any of these letters.’

That, Mr Twine thought, was probably because you never read them.

Edward, who asked to see the letters, now said, ‘But if we sold off Southampton surely there would be enough money to pay off the bank, and then we could concentrate on London. Or, better still, perhaps we should bite the bullet and go for turning the whole business into a public company. I’ve been urging that option for years.’

Mr Twine coughed again, a sign, Rupert recognised, that he had something to say and was not going to enjoy saying it.

‘I’m afraid, Mr Edward, that it’s too late for that. The value of the Southampton business has become so much less, due to the last years’ track record of loss, so now you would not get sufficient capital from its sale. And it’s too late planning to go public. That would take at least two years, and in any case the bank does not consider that the business is any longer yours to sell.’

There was a short silence. Then Hugh said, ‘Does that mean we’re going to be bankrupt?’

‘I’m afraid it does.’

‘And that means that we, personally, are bankrupt. They’ll take everything – our houses—’

‘No, Mr Hugh. If you will remember, I advised you to put your private properties in your wives’ names. As you most sensibly agreed to that, you will keep your houses. And, also, the directors’ pensions. Mr Hank and I saw to that when you became a limited company.’

‘What about Home Place?’ Hugh then asked.

‘That will have to go, I’m afraid. Your father bought it in the firm’s name.’

‘What about Rachel? It’s her home! I won’t have her turned out of it!’

Twine coughed again. ‘According to Mr Hank, with whom Miss Sidney made her will, her house in London, together with its contents, were all left to Miss Rachel, so she will not be homeless.’ His mouth, unused to smiling, made a heroic effort now.

‘She may have a house, but she has no income other than her shares in Cazalets’. She will be literally penniless! We have to do something about that.’ Hugh looked defiantly at the others; their faces showed varying degrees of concern and hopelessness. ‘It’s awful, but I’m out of my depth,’ he concluded mournfully.

‘I think we’ve had enough for one morning,’ Edward said. ‘One more question: what is the time scale for all of this?’

Mr Twine, who had been returning papers to his file, looked up. ‘I cannot give you precise dates. The assessors will probably take at least two months to produce their report to the bank. In the meantime, you should continue trading and say nothing to anyone about the impending bankruptcy. Nobody at all. Particularly not to any of your employees.’

‘So that they will be thrown out of a job at a moment’s notice without the chance to look for a new one,’ Rupert said, with deep bitterness.


‘Anyway, it will get around,’ Edward observed.

‘Even if it does, do not tell anyone that you know anything. I will be in touch with you as soon as I have any more to communicate.’ Twine got thankfully to his feet, shook hands with each of them and made his escape.

The trouble, he thought, as he boarded his bus, was that none of them were businessmen. He felt sorry for them in a way, but had lost respect. He would not personally have put any of them in charge of a sweet shop. He opened his paper and decided to take the afternoon off and go to the motor show. He was rather keen on the new bubble cars that sounded both cheap and practical; ‘bus suppositories’, the French called them, an insult probably generated by sheer envy of the Germans being better at car manufacture than they were.


Yes, he’d get a sandwich and a pint at one of the Earl’s Court pubs, and then he’d have a good look round the motor show before catching an earlier train back to Crouch End.

After Mr Twine had left there was a heavy silence in the room. Nobody moved. It was rather, Rupert thought, as though the injection of reality had paralysed them – as though they had become a still in an action film. Noises from the street below impinged: a paper boy crying for people to buy the latest edition of the Evening Standard, a squeal of brakes and some shouting. He heard the brief crescendo of an aeroplane, before they all finally stirred and became animate. Hugh reached for his pills and swallowed two with the dregs of his coffee. Edward flipped open the laurel-wood box, always kept full of cigarettes, and lit one. He offered the box to Rupert, who shook his head, then changed his mind.

Hugh said, ‘If only we knew what they will sell Home Place for, we would know what money to raise.’

‘We’re in no position to raise any money at all,’ Edward replied glumly. ‘Speaking for myself, I’m broke. I’ve got debts, and nothing but my salary to live on and try to repay them.’

‘Edward! Do you mean you’ve saved nothing?’

‘I did have a nest-egg, but it’s all gone now.’

‘I’m afraid I haven’t got anything saved either,’ Rupert said. ‘What with moving from the flat into a house, and the children getting steadily more expensive, I really haven’t been able to. I’m sorry, Hugh, but I can’t help you there. About buying Home Place, I mean. You and I pay our bit towards its upkeep as it is.’ The fact that Edward had refused to help with that still riled him. ‘Anyway, as Twine said, Rachel has the house in London.’

Edward looked at his watch. ‘I must leave you. It’s business not as usual. A Danish bloke wants to buy teak for hi-fi speakers.’ He stubbed out his cigarette and got to his feet. ‘I should go home, old boy. You can’t do anything when your head’s giving you gyp.’

Hugh scowled at him, but he pretended not to notice.

Christ! Edward thought, as he collected his hat and overcoat from his office. What the hell am I going to do? The thought of facing Diana with even worse news made him feel cold at the back of his neck. He again thought of Villy then. She would have been easy to tell: she would have grasped the essentials at once, would have supported him and also been intelligent about how to cut down expenses … If only she had enjoyed going to bed with him …

Rupert left Hugh’s office to settle some dispute down at the wharf: the drivers were acting up again. They had been grumbling ever since last Christmas when four of the lorries had simultaneously broken down. They had a point, he knew, because nearly the whole fleet was long past decent service. Most of them had gone through the war, been patched up, had new or reconditioned engines fitted, but apart from the expense of maintenance, there was all the nuisance involved with them so frequently being late with deliveries, or failing to deliver at all. Edward had persuaded Hugh to agree to buy four new lorries so they now had, Rupert hoped, four satisfied drivers although, these days, that would not prevent them striking to back up the others.

At least he didn’t look like having to move to Southampton, and Zoë would be pleased about that. But looming on his horizon, hardly acknowledged by his brothers, was the likelihood of his being without a job, of them all not only ceasing to be employers, but unemployed.

This set up a conflict. On the one hand it let him off doing something he had never really wanted to do. He wasn’t, never would be, a businessman. He had been persuaded, notably by Hugh, that it was what he ought to do, had seen the argument that theirs was a family business, and with a wife and two children to look after, it had become the soft option. But he had never stopped minding that he had given up even trying to be a painter, feeling that thereby he had betrayed himself. After all, Archie had continued to paint, and was beginning to make a bit of a name for himself as a portraitist. And he had a wife and two children to care for, too. It could be done: he simply had not had the courage to do it before. The thought excited him now – it would give him freedom; it was the road less travelled. He and Archie might band together to teach, take some cheap place in Italy or France where their families could enjoy a holiday while they worked. He longed to skip the problems of the wharf and go and find Archie to talk to him about all this. On the other hand, he would be plunging Zoë into poverty; they might not be able to afford the house, and then there were school fees, Georgie’s zoo, and Juliet going through a most difficult stage – Zoë had been talking about sending her abroad to learn cooking and French to get her over Neville. They wouldn’t be able to afford that now anyway.

Then he thought of all the men who would have to be laid off, and his heart sank. ‘I must be sympathetic but firm,’ he told himself, as he drove to East London. But somehow these two pieces of advice didn’t seem to go together very well at all.

Hugh, left to himself in his office with a raging headache, resisted the desire to go home. He rang his secretary, told her he was going to lie down for a bit, and, no, he didn’t want any lunch. He arranged himself on the stiff little horsehair day-bed he had always kept for this purpose and tried to sleep but his anxiety about Rachel kept him awake. If he mortgaged his house, would that provide enough money to invest for an income? He simply didn’t know. If all three of them took out mortgages, surely that would be enough. If Rachel kept the little house in Abbey Road, and perhaps took in a lodger, that would help, too. But he knew that Edward would not agree to a mortgage, and he didn’t like the idea of persuading Rupert to do that either.

The whole mess was his fault, he thought miserably. If he’d listened to Edward and the advice given them by that banker chap of Louise’s they would not be in this pickle. If they’d gone public they would have walked away with millions. And then, when the same chap had offered to sound out the most successful of their rivals, he had refused to consider it. He’d been, in fact, a bloody fool. And as a result, he and Edward – both now in their sixties – would have to look for jobs. So would Rupert, of course, but he was so used to thinking of him as his little brother that he forgot he was fifty-five. None of their ages augured well for new starts. And, worst of all, there was Rachel. She had no income at all, and it was all his fault.




RACHEL

It had taken her months to brave Sid’s house, shut up now for nearly a year – since last November, to be precise. She had asked Villy, who lived nearby, whether, if sent the keys, she would go and see that it was all right. Villy had reported back: nobody had broken in, but she had closed the shutters on the ground-floor windows, made sure that the water was turned off, but left the telephone, electricity and gas for Rachel to decide about when she came. She returned the keys and said that if she wanted any help she would be glad to supply it and, in any case, Rachel was always welcome for lunch or supper.

When she finally opened the front door and stood in the tiny hall, the dank stillness enveloped her. It was dark in the house and she hastened to open the shutters. The sitting room was covered with dust and the rug sent up little eddies of it wherever she trod. She could have written her name on the top of the Erard upright, and the sheet music that lay beside it was not only grey with dust but also limp with damp. She went to the far end of the room, where French windows opened onto the steps down to the garden, which was now a yellowing jungle, thick with fallen leaves that almost obscured the few emaciated Michaelmas daisies that had survived. She steeled herself to go upstairs – she knew that this would be the worst – and went first to Sid’s bedroom, which she had shared with her. The wardrobe had Sid’s clothes hanging there still: her winter coat, her Aran jersey, a tweed skirt and her best dress – a silk crêpe affair that she hated and never wore.

The chest of drawers was full of her underwear and night clothes – and when she opened the top drawer, Sid’s aroma rose to meet her: the dear familiar scent of China tea and pepper was overwhelming. For minutes she stood inhaling the precious essence, then saw an opened box nestled among the garments. It was half full of painkillers, much stronger ones than she had seen Sid take. All part of her trying not to worry me. Rachel looked wildly round the room to stop herself crying. On the table by the window stood a small vase of dead chrysanthemums, with the silver-backed brush and comb that had belonged to Sid’s mother. She had cleaned them regularly, although she never used them; the silver was tarnished now.

She went down to the basement, with its dark kitchen and bars on the windows, and there were the dishes from their last breakfast, washed up and lying on the draining board. Everything in the kitchen was dirty, covered with a thick layer of dust, and smelt overwhelmingly of damp.

Rachel realised that she was extremely cold – unable not only to do anything but even to think of what she should do. Make some coffee or tea. She remembered that the water was turned off, but there might be some left in the electric kettle. She shook it, and there was. Coffee would be best since there was no milk. The kettle took a long time to boil, since it badly needed descaling.

She wiped a mug with a drying-up cloth, and also wiped the seat of a kitchen chair. Every now and then a bus rumbled down the road outside, but otherwise there was an oppressive silence.

She sat at the table with her hands clasped round the mug. ‘I can’t live here,’ she said aloud. ‘I can’t.’




WARNING THE FAMILY

‘Well, at least it means we shan’t have to move.’ She was undressing, getting ready for bed, which she always did extremely slowly; she seemed impervious to the cold, and wandered round the room in her petticoat. Rupert lay in bed, watching her.

‘We’ll be pretty hard up. We might not even be able to keep this house.’

‘Oh, Rupe! We will! I can easily do without a cleaner.’ She picked up her hairbrush and sat on the bed beside him to have her hair brushed.

‘I just feel I ought to warn you. I’ll need to get some sort of teaching. But even so—’

‘Archie manages it. The point is, my darling, that you will be able to paint at last, which is what you’ve always wanted. And when you’ve got enough pictures painted perhaps you and Archie could have a show together.’

‘Perhaps we could.’ And, more likely, perhaps we couldn’t, he thought. She was so pretty, and she still had her rather imperious optimism.

‘Well, I think it’s exciting.’ She took the brush from him and began peeling off her pale green petticoat. Most of her underclothes were green as she had decided years ago that they not only matched her eyes but set off her charmingly white skin. She did not have the same vanity now but some of the earlier rules had stuck. ‘A painter’s wife,’ she finished, stepping out of her knickers.

‘Come here, I’ll do your bra.’ He unhooked it and cupped her breasts in his hands. ‘You’re not to start dressing again. Join me just as you are.’

Edward went to sleep on the drive home: the shock of the morning meeting was still with him. He was sixty-one and, in a matter of months, he would be out of a job. He had no other source of income, he was in debt to his bank and he hadn’t the faintest idea what he could do to earn his living (and Diana’s). All the painful retrenchments he had discussed with her might have worked if money was coming in, but it wasn’t; you can’t cut down if you’ve nothing to cut down from. Susan would have to leave her expensive school; he would have to stop Jamie’s allowance and the boy would have to start earning his living. He could resign from both his clubs, and there were a few things he could sell – his Purdey guns, for instance: a very fine pair inherited from his father; they would be worth a bob or two. At this point he began to feel sick: everything seemed so black, just a long tunnel with no light at the end of it. When the same hopeless horror came back to him in the car, he had taken the only way out – sleep. I’m not even afraid of tackling Diana about it all any more – she’ll simply have to lump it, he thought, as he drifted off.

‘Darling, do stop blaming yourself. If you tell me once more that everything is your fault I shall scream. You’re much too keen on blame. It never does anyone the slightest good.’ She was glad to see that this shocked him.

‘But it is. It is my fault for being so pig-headed and not listening to anyone – especially Edward.’

‘All right. Supposing it is. The question is, what are we going to do now? I think it’s rather exciting. I know quite a lot about not having much money. We’ll manage.’ She stretched out her hand to his good one and shook it firmly. She was wearing her round horn-rimmed glasses, and looked, he thought, like an angry little owl. It made him smile.

‘Let’s talk properly about it tomorrow.’ She’d started her period that morning – the flat iron dropping down her stomach – and had a splitting headache, and it was nearly midnight.

When they were in bed, and he had started up again about what was to become of Rachel, she asked about Sid’s house. ‘What is it like? Have you ever seen it?’

‘Only once. It’s a detached early-Victorian villa. The kind that rich men bought to install a mistress in. A pretty little house, but it looked run down when I went there. If it really has been empty for a year, I should think it will need quite a lot doing to it. In any case, she’ll have to sell it to get some income.’

‘No more now,’ she said quickly. ‘We’re going to sleep, but if you want a change of worry, worry about me. I’ve got a horrible headache and my monthly tum.’

That worked. He turned to her at once, took her in his arms, murmuring endearments, comforting her with his love and concern, repeating his private words for her until she felt small and young again.

The next morning it was agreed that he and she, with Laura, should propose themselves for the weekend at Home Place, when Hugh would break the news to Rachel about having to sell the house.

She realised, as the day wore on, that not only did she not want to live in Sid’s house, she did not want to spend a single night there. Quite apart from the extreme discomfort of the place, the idea of getting into the bed they had both slept in frightened her: she felt that she would sink under a weight of grief she would be unable to bear. She rang Home Place and arranged for Tonbridge to meet her train, then set about packing a suitcase with Sid’s most private possessions. In the desk she found that Sid had kept every single one of her letters, tied in a bundle with a piece of blue ribbon. There was also another bundle, of heartless self-absorbed postcards from Sid’s awful sister Evie, who had emigrated to America several years before in pursuit of some music conductor or other. ‘Having a wonderful time’; ‘Another 4-star hotel! This is the life!’ She never asked Sid anything about herself and never gave an address.

She would throw away that bundle. There was also a little photograph album that contained sepia pictures of Sid’s parents and her attenuated childhood. She would keep that because Sid had treasured it. She packed Sid’s jersey, which she could wear, and one or two other things – some ties, and a favourite woolly scarf that had been attacked by moths but that she had refused to discard. It was enough for one day. Downstairs, she remembered a framed picture of Sid playing a violin sonata with Myra Hess and managed to cram it into the top of the suitcase. Home. She just wanted to go home.

‘There’s nothing to do in a car.’

‘You can look out of the window.’

‘I’ve tried, Mummy, but it goes too fast for me to see anything properly.’

‘Well, have a little nap.’

‘Oh, all right.’

Jemima looked to see if Laura was lying down and she was. The car was passing Lamberhurst. Hugh said, under his breath, ‘To think Edward does this journey five days a week! I couldn’t.’

‘You don’t have to, darling. Just the trek to Ladbroke Grove.’

After a short silence, Laura said, ‘Mummy! Going away for the weekend is quite grown-up, isn’t it? Children don’t mostly go away for weekends.’

‘No, they don’t.’

‘That’s what Miss Pendleton said at school. I could see it displeased her.’

Hugh said, ‘Well, now you’re going on such a grownup venture, you must be grown-up. No Miss Ghastly for you this weekend.’

‘All right. But, Dad, I shut my eyes just now and it didn’t make me sleep at all.’

‘And promise to be especially nice to Aunt Rachel.’

‘I promised last night. I can’t keep promising about the same thing – it just makes it weaker.’

‘How about you sing us a song?’

Laura loved singing and set about one man mowing a meadow immediately. The meadow was followed by the interminable green bottles and then a medley of Christmas carols, until they reached Home Place.

‘It will do Miss Rachel a world of good to have some company,’ Eileen said, when they arrived. ‘You’re in your usual room, madam, and I’ve put Miss Laura in the dressing room next door. Miss Rachel’s in the morning room. The fire went out while she was having her rest …’

‘I’ll go and help her,’ Hugh said.

When he had gone, Laura took Eileen’s hand and said, ‘I want to have tea with you and Mrs Tonbridge. In the kitchen. Now?’

Eileen looked gratified. ‘What does your mother say about that?’

Jemima said it would be lovely, if they didn’t mind. ‘And, really, it’s not just tea, it should be her supper.’

‘I shall drink tea at it. I shall drink a lot of tea with my supper.’

Eileen bore her off wreathed in indulgent smiles. ‘I could give her her bath, Mrs Hugh, if you cared for me to do it.’

Her usual room. It was not Hugh’s old room – the one in which Wills had been born and, later, where Sybil had died – but a room that had been Edward’s when he had been married to Villy. Like all the bedrooms it still had the wallpaper the Duchy had chosen for it when the house was bought – a trellis entwined with honeysuckle and a few rather improbable butterflies. The floor was covered with coconut matting – coffee-coloured but interwoven with black and scarlet stripes. The paintwork, once white, had aged to a musky cream that reminded her of the twins’ cricket flannels. The bed was flanked by four posts topped with brass balls, and boasted a rather splendid patchwork quilt that had taken Villy two winters to make. The large mahogany wardrobe emitted a blast of mothball so strong that she decided not to hang her dress in it. The dressing table had its pretty Georgian mirror set at a rakish angle, plus a pincushion. ‘Darling Mummy’, it said, in shaky letters of alternate red and blue. She always looked forward to seeing it. In fact, Jemima loved the whole room, the way that things that were needed had gradually accumulated with no thought of design, no anxiety about colours clashing or periods of furniture rubbing together, no need to change anything unless it wore out, nothing new except the webs that spiders spun every year.

By now she had unpacked and went next door to inspect Laura’s room, where a large stuffed tiger was tucked up in her bed.

She should go down. She tried for one last time to imagine what it must be like to be Rachel – and failed.

The morning room was not warm exactly, but noticeably warmer than the rest of the house. The only lighting, apart from the fire, came from an ancient standard lamp whose parchment shade was so discoloured by smoke that it cast a mere foggy glow.

Hugh had been talking as she entered the room but he stopped when he saw her. Rachel sat bolt upright in a chair beside the fire. Jemima went at once to kiss her. ‘It’s lovely to see you.’

‘It’s so good of you to come.’ Her face was very cold. ‘I’m afraid I made rather a mess of the fire, but Hugh has revived it.’

‘I have other uses as well. Rachel and I have been drinking whisky, but you’d rather have gin, wouldn’t you, darling? You sit next to Rachel and get warm.’ She sat. Her sister-in-law’s face had become gaunt: she had dark circles under her eyes, almost the colour of the heavy dark blue jersey she was wearing. She had cut her hair very short, which might have made her look younger, but didn’t.

‘I’ve been trying to explain to Rachel what’s happening about the firm. I’m afraid it’s all rather difficult to take in.’

Jemima said, ‘I don’t think what is happening, or going to happen, is complicated. It’s more what we all do about it afterwards.’ She turned to Rachel, and said, ‘Cazalets’ owes the bank a great deal of money, and since they cannot repay it, the bank are calling in receivers before declaring the firm bankrupt. That means the end of the firm. There’s a chance that whoever takes it over may keep on some of the people who work in it now, and that includes your brothers, but it’s only a chance, and in any case we won’t know about that for some time.’ Her quiet, practical voice made everything clear.

‘Does that mean the whole family is bankrupt?’

‘No, it seems not. The extremely clever family lawyer advised us to put our houses in the wives’ names.’ Here she stopped because she didn’t know whether Hugh had yet broken the news to Rachel about Home Place. They exchanged glances. He handed her her drink and sat in the third chair.

‘Hugh, darling, I wonder if you would get me my cigarettes. On the table by the Torture Couch.’ This hard little day-bed had been the Duchy’s only concession to comfort; she had always urged Rachel to rest upon it. ‘Torture Couch’ had been Sid’s name for it. Hugh collected her smoking gear, a packet of Passing Clouds, an ashtray and her silver lighter.

‘Thank you, darling. Well, at least it’s good news about the houses. I know you all love this house as much as I do—’

Jemima interrupted: ‘We thought you might want to live in the house that Sid left you.’

‘Oh, no! I couldn’t bear to do that! No, I shall sell it. I went up to London to see it, and I knew almost at once that it was not for me. She told me to sell up if I wanted to. No. I would far rather stay here. This is my home.’ She took a sip of her whisky, and at that moment Eileen poked her head round the door to say that Miss Laura was ready for her bedtime story.

‘Oh dear! I haven’t even said hello to her.’

‘Tomorrow,’ Jemima replied, as she got up to go.

She gave Hugh a bracing look as she left the room. It was up to him now.

‘Rachel,’ he began, ‘it’s more difficult than that. Like us, you held a great many shares in the firm.’

‘Oh, yes! Far more than I needed, really, because the Duchy left me all hers. It has enabled me to buy a television set for the servants, which they simply adore, and I’m paying for Mrs Tonbridge to have her poor bunions done by a really good man in London—’

‘Have you saved any of it, darling?’

‘I suppose I have. Yes, of course I have – several thousand pounds, I should think.’

‘Because, you see, from the moment we’re declared bankrupt, all our shares will be worthless. There will be no more money coming in. You will have no income.’

He could see that this news shocked her.

There was a pause, during which she drank some more whisky.


‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘it simply means that I must learn how to economise. The Duchy taught me a great deal about that – especially in the war. I’m sure I can live on the income from selling the Abbey Road house. You mustn’t worry about me – you have far more important people to worry about.’

She looks her most grief-stricken when she tries to smile, he thought. ‘My dear, I’m afraid I have even more bad news. But I have to tell you. This house will no longer be ours. The Brig bought it after the first war, in the name of the firm. Cazalets’ owns the freehold, which means that we don’t. And even supposing the bank was prepared to sell it to us, we simply haven’t got enough money to pay for it. I know that this is worse for you than for any of us, and I promise I’ll sort something out for you—’

But here he was interrupted as she gave one small cry of anguish – then clapped her hand over her mouth to silence herself.

‘I didn’t know. I had no idea.’

He went to her, knelt before her and took both of her hands in his. The agony in her eyes became blurred by tears. ‘Bit of a shock,’ she said; she was scarcely audible.

‘Oh, darling, of course it is, and you do not deserve it. You of all people.’

‘Oh, no. Think if it was any of you with children and everything. And I do deserve it. I’ve never done a hand’s turn in my life.’ She fumbled for the handkerchief that she kept – as the Duchy had – tucked into her wristwatch band.

‘That is completely untrue. You looked after our parents wonderfully, you ran your charity, the Babies’ Hotel, you made this house a place where the whole family loved to come.’

At dinner – parsnip soup and shepherd’s pie, with salsify and spinach, then a damson tart – there was a tacit agreement not to talk about the situation; instead they fell back on less painful subjects. Jemima remarked that President de Gaulle’s – she thought rather peevish – question as to how one could govern a country that produced two hundred and sixty-five cheeses was both silly and irrelevant.

‘I’m sure he simply said that to make people think he had a sense of humour,’ Hugh retorted, and Rachel wondered aloud how they could need so many cheeses. Anyway, ‘Vive la différence’ was a much better remark.

‘Think how awful it must be,’ Jemima said, ‘to have people, newspaper people especially, hanging about waiting for you to produce some pearl of wisdom.’

‘I agree with that,’ Hugh said. ‘Dropping cultured pearls before real swine.’ At least Rachel’s listening, he thought, but she’s hardly eaten a thing.

‘Where did you get that phrase from?’

He thought for a moment. ‘From Rupe, when he was teaching at that boarding school.’

And then they fell back on Laura stories. Jemima told the first. ‘She came to me one day and asked why Hugh had said he was going to a board meeting. Why? To meet the other board members. She burst out laughing. “But, Dad, if you’re bored, meeting a whole lot of other bored people, won’t make it any better. You’ll simply be more bored than ever.” She got quite sulky when Hugh tried to explain to her.’ Rachel smiled and murmured that children could be quite killing sometimes.

They had their coffee in the morning room, where it was decided that both Sid’s house and Home Place must be valued immediately. Jemima offered to arrange the one in London, and Hugh said he would go to the estate agents in Battle – he knew one of them slightly as they had played golf together at Rye.

‘I don’t want the servants to know,’ Rachel said quietly.

They were all very tired by now, and longing not to have to talk about any of it any more. Hugh and Jemima each gave Rachel a hug, which she received with patient courtesy. She had gone beyond their reach.




TEDDY AND SABRINA

‘I’m afraid you’re not enjoying yourself.’

‘Not exactly enjoying, but it is quite interesting.’

They had been left alone, at last, in ‘the library’, a room whose walls were lined with leather-bound sets of books that showed no signs of ever having been read, with leather armchairs and an immense desk on which were stacked copies of Horse and Hound and Vogue.

Everything in the mock-Georgian house was like that. The Frankensteins had said that early bed was necessary: they were going hunting in the morning. At dinner he had been subject to cross-examination by Sabrina’s mother whom he had discovered was called Pearl. Her father was Reggie. ‘Do you hunt, Mr Cazalet?’ When he said that he didn’t ride, Pearl seemed astonished. ‘Did your family not keep horses?’

He said that his grandfather had, and one of his aunts had ridden, but the rest of the family hadn’t been interested. ‘My father preferred shooting.’

‘Ah, yes, shooting,’ Reggie had said, with some relief. ‘Might do a bit of that tomorrow.’

Pearl persevered. What did his father do for a living? And what did he do? She supposed that he had met Sabrina during the Season? No? ‘We met at a party, Mummy, and as it was during the Season we met then.’

‘I fail to see, m’dear, that it matters how they met. They met.’

They had finished their dressed crab and were being served roast partridge; he was extremely hungry and didn’t let the questioning interfere with the delicious food. His examiner didn’t do so well, he noticed. She was very small and bony, and wore half a dozen gold bracelets, some with charms attached, that slid noisily up and down her left arm whenever she raised her fork to eat. But when she got it near her mouth, she thought of something else to ask him and the fork remained suspended in the air, and often the food dripped off it. Sabrina looked from the parent who was speaking to the person replying as though she was at a tennis match. She hardly spoke a word during the meal, which ended with chocolate mousse, followed by angels on horseback. The moment everything had been consumed, Pearl got to her feet and motioned Sabrina to follow her. Teddy got to his feet, too, but she cried, ‘No, no, Mr Cazalet, you may not join the ladies yet!’

Teddy was about to retort that he had been taught to stand whenever ladies got up to leave a room, but then he saw that Reggie had not moved, was engaged upon pouring port, and decided to say nothing. He did not wish to embarrass his host.

As it turned out, this proved to be quite a difficult thing to do. Reggie handed him a glass, and belched loudly. ‘Well, that’s better out than in. Now. Let’s see if you know what this is.’

‘It’s port. Isn’t it?’

‘Of course it’s port. Try it.’

Teddy sipped. It made him think of very dark red velvet and was intoxicatingly good. He said as much, but Reggie retorted, ‘Ah! But that’s not good enough, young man. Whose port?’

‘Cockburn?’ he hazarded.

‘Not bad. You’re right there. But what year?’

Teddy thought furiously.’ ‘Twenty-nine?’

‘Got you! It’s ‘twenty-seven. Although, I’ll grant you, ‘twenty-nine’s not a bad choice.’ He took a huge swig. ‘My opinion of you has gone up,’ he said, and at once began an attack of hiccups.

Teddy offered water, but he waved it away. ‘Never touch the stuff.’ He leaned over, so close to Teddy that he could see the riot of hairs in his nostrils.

‘Give me a good thump on the back.’ Teddy did. ‘Harder!’ He did it again. ‘That’s better.’ He emptied his glass. ‘The port is with you.’ It wasn’t, but Teddy did an imaginary circle of the table and the decanter ended up two inches from where it had started.

‘You pour out.’ He had the kind of very bushy eyebrows that were designed either for insensate rage or overwhelming benevolence. ‘I’m coming to think quite well of you. Cockburn, and then only two years off. Drink up, boy.’ He took another large swig, which meant that he got a bit further away, which was good, because his breath was hideous. There had been three wines at dinner and Teddy began to feel that he was very nearly drunk. He suggested that perhaps they should join the others, but Reggie hadn’t finished with him.

‘I suppose you’ve come down here because you want to marry my daughter.’

‘Yes, I have. I do.’

‘Thought so. I’m never wrong. Well, young feller, you’ll have a job pulling that off. I’m a broad-minded sort of chap, and provided you’ve got a good job, with good prospects, and can afford to keep her in the circumstances to which she’s accustomed I might be open to some agreement. No – I’m by no means the nigger in the woodpile. It’s the missus. It’s Pearl. She’s set her heart on Sabrina marrying up. She keeps asking young Lord Ilchester down for weekends, but he’s so wet you could shoot snipe off him, and Sabrina hasn’t taken to him at all.’

‘That’s because she’s in love with me.’

Reggie, who had poured himself a glass unashamedly full to the brim, waved this assertion aside. ‘She’s threatened to cut her allowance – sanctions, you see. She won’t manage long without it.’ He now drank the contents of his glass at one go.

‘She’s trying to get a job,’ Teddy said. ‘She’s done one or two.’

‘Hasn’t kept them, though, has she?’

‘I don’t think she’s found the right one yet.’

‘She’s not made for work, boy. And she’s too young to be married without our consent.’ He reached for the decanter again, and poured its remains rather sloppily into his glass. ‘And that’s not all,’ he said thickly. ‘A little bird’s told me that all is not tickety-boo with your family’s firm. I notice you haven’t mentioned that.’

‘I haven’t, because it’s news to me. Who told you?’

Reggie laid one finger against the side of his nose. ‘Ah! That would be telling.’ He took another gulp. ‘If I want to find anything out, I can usually find the right person to tell me. Usually.’ He finished his drink. ‘Always. I’m very ‘fluenshall man – the Shitty, politics, you name it.’ But Teddy didn’t have a chance to do that because, with another immense belch, Reggie collapsed, his head and arms spread upon the table.

Teddy looked at him with dismay. He shook Reggie’s shoulder tentatively, but the only response was a steady, stertorous snore. After a minute or two, he left the room and escaped to the library, where he discovered Mrs F, as he privately called her, embroidering a piece of canvas that had two Christmas trees and a gnome on it. Sabrina was biting her nails.

‘Mummy, I’ve told you, I can’t bear him—’ They both stopped when they saw him.

‘I’m afraid he’s passed out. Gone to sleep,’ Teddy added, to make it sound better.

‘Sabrina, ring the bell for George.’

When George arrived he was told to get another servant and put the master to bed. ‘I simply cannot imagine why you let him drink so much.’

‘You can’t stop him so I don’t see why you should blame Teddy.’

Teddy, who was feeling slightly dizzy, made for a chair and collapsed into it. He felt grateful to Sabrina for standing up for him.

Pearl had got to her feet: she said she was going to bed and that Sabrina should go up, too, as she would be called at six. Then she left the room.

‘I expect you can see now why I wasn’t keen on you meeting the Frankensteins. They really are simply the end, aren’t they? No wonder Daddy drinks so much. I would if I was married to Pearl.’

‘I’m afraid she doesn’t like me.’

‘Well, she wouldn’t, would she? You haven’t got a title and you’re not in line for one.’

She looked so sad when she said this that Teddy got up to put an arm round her. ‘As long as you like me, I don’t care what she thinks.’

‘I do like you, awfully.’ She put her face up to him so that he could kiss her a little.

‘Darling, why don’t you skip hunting tomorrow and stay here with me?’

‘I can’t do that! It’s all been arranged. Mummy would be absolutely furious!’ She was silent for a moment while she extricated herself from his arms. ‘Anyway, I love hunting – and riding generally. It’s the only thing I like about being here. I’ll be back about four thirty – we’ll go for a lovely walk in the park.’

‘What park?’ Teddy asked petulantly. A stupid question because it really didn’t matter – the point was that she was abandoning him. And the worst thing about it was that she didn’t seem to realise it or, even worse, seemed not to care. He wanted to be in bed, by himself, in the comforting dark, no more challenges to deal with. ‘I’m going to bed. And I think you should, too, if you’re getting up at six.’

His bed had been turned down, his pyjamas laid out elaborately as if to remind him of what shape he was, and in the adjoining bathroom his toothbrush was already decorated with paste. The bedside table had a small lamp and a carafe of water topped with a tumbler. His mouth felt like hot fitted carpet, so he drank two glasses, got into bed and turned off the light.

In the dark, he struggled for a while with images from the evening, like stills from a film, flickering across his brain: preposterous Reggie, with all his contacts and money, who had seemed to let his vulgarity off its leash the moment the women had left the dining room, blustering, hectoring, patronising. In spite of all that, he had felt sorry for the old man, whose ghastly wife had dragged him down to such depths of gentility that, refusing to sink, he was ill-equipped to swim. What he had said about the family firm surfaced and disturbed him. Surely Uncle Hugh would have said something about it last Thursday, but he had only repeated that Teddy might very soon be needed in London. On the other hand, he did not think that Reggie had been bluffing. Then there was Sabrina, who had shown most clearly that she was both spoiled and selfish. It was strange that she could be so rude to her mother and also be so terrified of her. One might become mildly bored with one’s parents as one got older – a flash of his mother sitting in her gloomy little house came to him, with the customary shot of guilt that he didn’t make enough effort to see her – but, then, since he had moved to the country, he hardly saw his father at all, which he missed. He had loved to go shooting with Dad, to play squash and tennis with him, to have festive meals at the Thames Yacht Club; none of that had happened for a long time now, largely, of course, because of his being moved to bloody Southampton. He would make a point of seeing Dad and telling him that he wasn’t up to managing there: selling was his strong point, administration was not. This resolution cheered him – but then he thought of the day and, worse, the evening ahead.

He woke late – after nine – with a raging thirst and a headache, the signs of a hangover. He ran himself a very hot bath, rummaged in the bathroom cupboard and found some Alka Seltzer. The bath, followed by a cold shower, made him feel much better, but it also came to him that, of course, he was going to have to put up with another evening: it was only Saturday. He had to stick it out, if only for Sabrina’s sake … During those hours: a hearty breakfast, a walk in the park – it was a bright shiny day and there had been a frost, a few disconsolate deer picking at the crunchy grass, and loudly complaining crows – coming back for his solitary lunch, game pie and Stilton, nothing to drink, thank you, and an impressive array of Saturday newspapers that he skimmed in the library.

He thought about Sabrina lustfully – he had never seen her wonderful breasts naked – her silky hair, strands of which kept falling over her face, her long white neck, her tiny waist, elegant knees and pretty ankles; and then, protectively, of the way she swung from a childish cockiness when she landed a job to bewilderment when she lost it. She did not understand advice – seemed to regard it as something critical that people said to her – but she was far from stupid. She read voraciously and kept a notebook, which she had once let him look at. It was full of essays and criticism: ‘A comparison of the strengths and weaknesses of Trollope and Dickens’; ‘The Brontë sisters: a reappraisal of Anne – too long demoted to third place’; ‘The genius of Evelyn Waugh – virtuoso of inference through pure dialogue’, and so on. She’d snatched it away at this point and said sadly, ‘It’s all about novels. It wouldn’t interest you.’

He remembered yet again how much he had loved her then. How angry he had felt that her wretched parents had prevented her going to university, which was the only thing she had wanted; he found now that he was even forgiving her for leaving him to ride with her parents. She had said that her father might cut her off, and that she needed money to ‘pay things’. He wondered for a moment whether she would elope with him, then realised that this was out of the question if things were going wrong with the firm and that, therefore, he might lose his job. To take his mind off this, he resorted to the newspapers, and read about Donald Campbell breaking his own speed record on water by achieving 248.62 miles per hour …

And then they were back, cold, rosy (in the case of Mrs F’s nose unfortunately so) and, after a good deal of stamping about in the hall, they streamed into the library where an enormous tea appeared like magic. Crumpets, boiled eggs, scones, hot chocolate, several cakes, coffee eclairs and, of course, tea. Perhaps this meal was intended to replace dinner, Teddy thought with some hope, but that was dashed when Pearl announced that she had asked Lord Ilchester to dine. Sabrina rolled her eyes at him, and Reggie didn’t seem pleased either, but this, of course, made no difference, and Teddy resigned himself to a different sort of awful evening.

Ilchester was tall, with not very much blond hair, rather bulbous pale blue eyes and a falsetto laugh, which erupted after almost anything he said. He asked Teddy why he had not been hunting, and before he could answer, Mrs F replied that Mr Cazalet did not ride. ‘Oh, I say, hard luck! What do you do in winter, then? I must say I’d be totally lost without something to do.’ He laughed at such an idea.

‘Teddy works, Ticky,’ Sabrina said, with emphasis. ‘He has a job – he earns his living.’

But her mother cut in sharply: ‘Of course, some people have to do that. It takes all sorts to make a world.’

Reggie, who had been refilling glasses, stood up for him, too: ‘He prefers shooting, and I bet he’s a damn good shot.’

‘Really? I’d no idea you’d brought your guns with you, Mr Cazalet.’

At that moment dinner was announced.

While they ate potted shrimps, roast pheasant and a cold lemon soufflé, it was Mrs F who dominated the conversation: she praised her daughter’s horsemanship, said how exhausting it must be to manage the Ilchester estates – ‘Two thousand acres, isn’t it, Ticky?’ – to which he replied that it was nearly three, actually, and laughed at the idea, and she proceeded to commiserate with him about the difficulty of getting landsmen and tenant farmers. ‘By Jove! It’s certainly that! Servants of any kind! I had a devil of a job to find a person to look after my aunt Agatha – she lives at Ilchester Court. I had to interview three women before I found someone suitable. Frightful problem! Quite difficult to please an aunt, don’t you know.’

By now Teddy was wishing he possessed the wit of Oscar Wilde, but he couldn’t think of any ripostes that would fit. ‘Some aunts are tall, some aunts are small; it is surely a matter for an aunt to decide for herself,’ cruised through his head. Better just eat and be careful not to drink too much …

Fortunately for him, Mrs F was determined to thwart Reggie in any attempt at a serious port-drinking session. ‘Reggie, darling, I’ve arranged for the gentlemen to join us in the drawing room for port and coffee. We don’t see Ticky very often and don’t want to waste him.’ She smiled at Ticky, who laughed (brayed, really, Teddy thought).

Nobody else smiled. Reggie’s face showed a conflict of emotion. He had been looking forward to a men’s drinking session but, on the other hand, it was clear that he had nothing at all to say to Ilchester. He shrugged the rich red-velvet shoulders of his smoking jacket and made some show of getting to his feet.

The library drum table was laid out with coffee and three tiny glasses of port; no sign of a bottle. Teddy saw Reggie shoot his wife a look of pure hatred, but he said nothing, busied himself offering gigantic cigars to Ilchester, who refused, choosing a herbal cigarette from a gold case. It smelt awful – rather like poor-quality hash.

‘Do, everybody, help yourselves to coffee.’ And Pearl took up her needlework. The coffee cups were tiny, like the port glasses – a doll’s set, Teddy thought – and while Pearl was bent over her awful cushion cover, he managed to slip Reggie his port – the eyebrows went ultra-benevolent then. Emboldened by a third glass – he had swiped Ilchester’s while he was lighting another herbal cigarette – he embarked upon a cross-examination of Ilchester about his politics. What did he think about all these cheap homes the government were planning to build?

Clearly taken aback, Ilchester said, ‘First I’ve heard about it. Are they really? Where’s the money to come from? Out of our pockets, you can be sure of that.’

‘My friend – he’s a junior minister in the government – takes a poor view of it all. What’s your view? I don’t see the House of Lords likely to welcome it.’

‘I don’t suppose they will much care for it, no. My chaps are all in tied cottages, you see, so the problem doesn’t arise. ‘Fraid I don’t know much about that sort of thing.’

The rest of the evening was predictably awful, Ilchester went early, which should have been a relief but it allowed Reggie to take sweet revenge on his wife. ‘Where are you going, Reggie?’

‘None of your business, but as a matter of fact I’m off to my study. Goodnight, all.’ His eyebrows were in angry mode. She wasn’t going to stop him drinking – not she.

His behaviour clearly upset Mrs F. Shortly afterwards, she packed up her sewing and left them, telling Sabrina that she should go to bed after the early start that morning.

‘She’s gone to hunt him down. They’ll have a ghastly row.’

‘Oh, darling, do you mind?’

‘Not much. Only I don’t want Daddy to be in a bad temper tomorrow because I still haven’t asked him for the money I need. But if he goes shooting with you, he’ll probably get into a better temper.’

This was going to be difficult. ‘I haven’t had a chance to tell you, but I’m leaving tomorrow after breakfast. Of course you can come with me, darling.’

There was a silence. ‘Why?’ she said. ‘You never said you were going to do that! And you know I can’t!’

‘Why can’t you come back with me?’

‘Teddy, I’ve told you. I can’t go back to London until Daddy has given me some money. Anyway, why are you going?’

He decided to tell her: ‘Your mother’s been so offensive to me that I have to go.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She said, “If you think you can worm your way into this house in order to form some liaison with my daughter, you are very much mistaken.”’

‘When on earth did she manage to say that?’

‘She came to my room before dinner, knocked on the door, said it, and went. Satisfied?’

She burst into tears. ‘It’s not my fault they’re so awful!’ she sobbed. ‘It’s not my fault that they won’t let me do the only thing I might be good at – that they’ve brought me up to be useless, only good for marriage and breeding!’

Teddy took her in his arms (she always let him do that when she cried), and he did his best to soothe her. ‘As soon as you’re old enough we’ll get married, and if you still want to go to university, you shall.’

This prospect pleased her; when he pushed her hair out of her eyes and kissed her, she did not resist.

‘I think your father quite likes me. I told him I wanted to marry you, and he said that as long as I was earning enough to keep you in the manner to which you’re accustomed, he might consider it. But,’ he added quickly, ‘it might take me some time to do that.’

‘Oh, you mustn’t bother about it. I can cook eggs, and we could go to very cheap restaurants and we could do without a car and just take taxis.’

He let her chatter herself into some optimism about the future while revealing her frighteningly shaky grasp of reality and any of the practices it required.

He decided to leave before breakfast. It would mean that he need not see either of the Frankensteins again and go through the farce of thanking them for a lovely weekend.

He was so anxious to escape undetected that he rose at six thirty. He left a note under Sabrina’s door and slipped out of the house. It was almost dark when he left and extremely cold – the massive trees that lined the drive, still darker than the sky, dripped rain portentously on the roof of his car and a few reckless rabbits ran wildly across his headlights.

He had to stop for petrol, and it was then that he wondered where he was going – where he ought to go. He had been going to spend the evening with Sabrina in the Frankensteins’ flat, but that was out of the question now. All the same, he couldn’t face returning to his dismal flat in Southampton; he decided instead to go to Louise and tell her his troubles. She might know more than he about what was happening to Cazalets’. Anyway, she would cheer him up.

She took a long time to answer the doorbell, and he was just about to give up when she opened the door. ‘Oh, Ted! How lovely! I hadn’t got up because I hate dreary Sundays on my own.’ She was wearing men’s pyjamas of grey silk, and her blonde hair was in a thick plait hanging down her back. They climbed the three flights of stairs to the top floor, which contained a kitchen and a violently painted dining room, walls of a deep Suffolk pink and scarlet woodwork. ‘Matthew Smith came to supper and loved it,’ she said, when he whistled.

‘Some décor!’

They settled at the small kitchen table and she made some very good coffee. ‘Joseph is taking me to Paris again next weekend, so I’m in a very good mood. How was your weekend with the Frankensteins?’

‘Very Frankensteinian. I came back this morning because I couldn’t stand it any longer.’

‘Oh, do tell. It sounded pretty grim when you first told me about them.’

So he described some of what it had been like. ‘She was not simply a snob, as Sabrina had warned me, she was a poisonous bitch.’

‘And what about Sabrina? You haven’t said anything about her.’ There was a pause while he thought what to say, but she interrupted, ‘Have you been to bed with her, Ted?’

He felt himself going red. ‘No. No, I haven’t. The bitch of a mother has put the fear of God into Sabrina about sex. She has to be a virgin until marriage. She’s a lapsed Catholic, but she’s kept the awful parts. You know, hellfire and all that. It’s awful, but I’ve learned that I can’t do anything about it.’

‘Do you love her?’

‘Of course I do!’

‘Because sometimes one thinks one loves somebody because one can’t have them.’

‘Is that how you are with Joseph?’

She looked away from him then. ‘That’s sharp of you. Yes, I expect it is. I didn’t think I wanted to marry anyone after making such a mess with Michael, but I seem to be changing about that. I can’t do anything about it. Joseph will never leave his wife. They both have affairs and keep up the happy family life – have it both ways, in fact. That’s why I asked you whether you loved Sabrina.’

‘I told her father that I wanted to marry her when she was old enough, and he didn’t seem entirely against that. Said his wife would be, of course. And said I would have to be earning enough to keep his daughter in the manner to which she’s accustomed. Which I’m certainly not doing now. He also said that there were rumours that Cazalets’ is in trouble. Do you know anything about that?’

‘Well, according to Joseph, it is. He tried to advise Dad and Uncle Hugh, but they wouldn’t listen, or Uncle Hugh wouldn’t. Now he says it’s too late. The firm will go bankrupt.’

‘Oh, Lord! I’ll be out of a job, then.’

‘It looks like it. I’m sorry, Teddy.’

There was a silence while he absorbed the shock. ‘It makes me bloody angry,’ he said at last. ‘They haven’t told me anything – even when I tried to ask. The most Uncle Hugh said was that I might be moved to London. I’ve been expected to manage a wharf and sawmill, which I was afraid I wasn’t up to, but I have tried and I’ve got better at it. But they’ve never taken me into their confidence. It’s like flying a Spitfire and not being able to vote.’ A thought struck him then: ‘They’ll be out of a job! All those men – mostly with families to support. It’s a disaster!’

‘I’m going to make us some lunch. Scrambled eggs and smoked salmon do you?’

‘Lovely.’

While she cooked, she told him that of course he would get another job; that in all probability a rival firm would take over and would want him to continue.

‘But I couldn’t possibly do that! Dad and Uncle Hugh would regard that as treachery. They would insist on the family sticking together.’

‘Ted, what nonsense. The family will have nothing to stick to. And Dad and Uncle Hugh will be worse off than you. Who’s going to give them a decent job after this? How is Dad going to keep Diana in mink dressing gowns and feather-boa-encrusted tops?’ (They’d always joked about Diana’s requirements.)

‘Not to mention the little tiara she’d set her heart on for Christmas. And Rupe! What will he do? He’s got a mortgage and two children. It’s much worse than I thought.’

‘Eat your nice lunch. It’s not so awful being poor. I often am.’

‘I’m sure your Joseph would get you a nicer flat.’

‘He’s tried to, but I don’t want one. I may be a mistress, but I won’t be a tart. I get a certain number of free clothes, and if I don’t like them, I flog them and buy things I do like. Stella says I’m wicked, but with integrity.’

During lunch he asked if he could stay the night so that he could confront the bosses in the morning, and she replied that he could, but he’d have to stay on the top floor when Joseph arrived. ‘He comes straight up from the country after an early dinner and we go to bed for a bit and then he goes home.’

‘When do you have dinner? Couldn’t I take you out? If you’ll lend me the money.’

‘I don’t usually have dinner on Sundays. And, no, you can’t take me out because I never know when he’s coming.’

After lunch, she fetched a Li-lo, which he blew up while she got him blankets and a pillow. ‘Afraid there aren’t any sheets. Stella and I have only got two pairs each. I’ll leave a note for Stella to warn her you’re here. I could give you a key and you could go out to eat, or to the cinema in Baker Street. I’m going to have a long, hot bath now. Have you got any money?’

‘I’m always borrowing money off you,’ he said sheepishly, as he shook his head.

‘But you always pay me back, darling Ted. Will a fiver do?’

‘Marvellous. Oh! Have you by any chance got a novel by Jane Austen?’

‘I don’t know. All the books I have are on that shelf. Why do you want one?’

‘Sabrina likes them, and I thought it would be good if I had a go.’ A fiver wasn’t really enough for the cinema and supper, and he thought he could read while he ate. He found a battered paperback, Pride and Prejudice. ‘I’ll read it however boring it is,’ he said to himself.

As he left the flat, the smell of turkeys pervaded the bottom flight of stairs, and their singed feathers were everywhere.

I might easily end up living somewhere worse than this, he thought, and his respect for Louise increased. It was still early for dinner, so he went to a pub in Marylebone High Street, got himself half a pint of beer and began to tackle the book. It turned out not to be boring at all.




RUPERT AND ARCHIE

‘It’s happened.’

‘You were afraid it might.’

‘I was sure it would. Just a question of when.’

They were in Archie’s studio, which was unusually warm because he had a sitter that afternoon who wanted to be painted in evening dress.

Rupert was unwrapping the two baguettes he had bought. He handed one to Archie.

‘God! You have to have a jaw like an alligator to bite through all this.’ Small ribbons of tired lettuce began escaping from his initial effort. ‘There’s some ham somewhere if you keep at it.’

‘Have you had any ideas about what you want to do?’ Archie asked this question carefully: he didn’t want to harass his old friend.

‘As a matter of fact, I’ve had an enormous idea, but I’m not sure what you will think about it.’ He put his baguette down on the nearest surface – a table covered with dried paint. ‘Will you just hear me out before you say anything?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘I had a long talk with Zoë last night, and she’s all for it. Of course I don’t know how Clary will feel about it.’

‘It?’

‘You said you wouldn’t interrupt.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You see, I don’t want to hurt your feelings – but we have a house that is far too big for us and we shan’t be able to afford it. And I imagine it’s getting to be a pretty tight squeeze for you in your flat. So, we thought, how would it be if you moved in with us and you and I ran painting courses? You could have the whole top floor to yourselves and we’ll share the rest of the house with you. The children can go to Georgie’s school, and the girls can sort out the domestic arrangements. You could either sell your flat or, better still, rent it, so if things didn’t work out you wouldn’t have burned your bridges. That’s what I – we – thought. So will you at least think about it?’

He was already thinking about it. It was true that his flat was too small; the children had to share a bedroom and that was making friction. They couldn’t afford to move somewhere larger: although Clary’s play was getting a tour of the provinces, a return to London was far from certain, and therefore it was not yet producing a serious income. The children adored Georgie and his zoo, and Clary and Zoë were undoubtedly fond of each other. It would be wonderful to have a students’ class with Rupe; they had always enjoyed painting together, talking about it and having the occasional argument. On the other hand, sharing a house was known to be tricky – particularly for the women. He found himself hoping that Clary would think it a good idea. He said as much to Rupert, who looked relieved that his scheme had passed the first post. ‘We could use the enormous drawing room on the first floor as a teaching studio.’

Then Archie’s sitter arrived, and Rupert had to go.

When Archie got home, Clary was washing up last night’s supper and the morning’s breakfast. Strands of her hair had escaped the elastic band that was supposed to hold it back. Sounds of Elvis Presley streamed down from above. ‘It’s one thing they agree about,’ Clary said. ‘I’m afraid I’m a bit behind.’ She nearly always said that because she nearly always was. ‘And all they want for Christmas is a dog and a cat. That would be all we need. Oh, Archie! I haven’t got them to bed, and I haven’t done the potatoes or the cabbage, and we’ve run out of eggs because I forgot. Sorry I’m such a rotten wife.’

‘I’ve brought a bottle of wine,’ he said, as he stooped to kiss her hot face. ‘I’ll settle the horrors, and then we’ll have a lovely drink. I’ve got some interesting news for you.’

‘Oh, do tell!’

‘No. Not till we have some peace and quiet.’

‘Gosh!’ she said when he did tell her. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said, of course, that I must consult you.’

‘And here you are consulting me.’ This clearly pleased her. ‘They’ve got a washing-machine,’ she said. ‘Would we have any private time?’

‘Of course we would. Rupe said we could have the whole of the top floor to ourselves.’ He told her about the idea of him and Rupert running student courses. ‘And we could let the flat so if it didn’t work we could always come back.’

‘We’d have to pay them rent,’ she said.

‘Of course. But we’d have the rent money plus what I earn.’

‘What we both earn.’

‘What we both earn, darling.’

She held out her glass for more wine. ‘You won’t fall in love with Zoë, will you?’

‘As long as you promise me not to fall in love with your dad.’

She blushed. In spite of how good he had been about the ‘affair’ with Quentin, she still felt ashamed. She looked at him now across the table; he could see her eyes filling with tears. ‘I’ll never fall in love with anyone excepting you.’

‘I’m delighted to hear it. Do you want to sleep on this idea, and tell me in the morning what you think?’

‘I want to sleep,’ she said.

When they were up from the table, he untied her very dirty apron.

‘It’s funny,’ she said, ‘how this apron always seems to have tomato sauce on it – even when I’m not using it. It’s like toast crumbs in bed when you’re ill and only having soup.’

So they went up, and he said, ‘Well, I could in truth say, “Here is Mrs Lestrange. She looks much better without any clothes.”’




RACHEL

Ever since they had come for the weekend to tell her, she had existed in a kind of frozen panic. She had never imagined that Home Place would be wrested from her. Her father had bought it in 1928 because the Duchy had so much hated London. That had been in the days when she had run the Babies’ Hotel, when she had travelled by train three days a week with him to work and back on the four thirty to Battle.

That had been when she’d met Sid, through Myra Hess, as Sid’s sister had been her secretary, and brought her down for a weekend when Myra and the Duchy had played duets. It had been the beginning of her and Sid falling in love, although at the time she had not known that. Then there had been the war, and the Babies’ Hotel was evacuated well before the Blitz had razed the original establishment in the East End to the ground. It had been a time when more and more of the family had moved into the house, when Sybil had had one twin and lost the other. A time when Sid had declared her love and she had thought she reciprocated … How little she had known then about love!

In spite of the war it had been a happy time; she loved her brothers and their wives, and adored the children, and the house had welcomed them all. It had been easier then, because only one brother, Rupert, had been the right age for combat. There had not been the constant agony that they had endured about Hugh and Edward although there were losses enough: Sybil dying, Hugh’s anguish, the destruction of the London sawmill and wharf, her growing fears for Sid who had driven an ambulance all over London, it seemed, but certainly where the Blitz was worst. The Duchy’s three heroes – Toscanini, Mr Churchill and Gregory Peck – had sustained her serenity and teasing her about them was a merciful way of lightening the atmosphere. The Brig had given her the latest gramophone, the one with the enormous horn and wooden needles that could be reused if you pared them with a knife. The Duchy had immediately asked the young Jewish girls, training to be nurses, whom Myra had somehow got out of Germany to come for evenings of Toscanini, Beethoven symphonies and piano concerti. They would have tea and Marie biscuits for refreshment. They made good nurses, Matron had said, but the Duchy felt that they must be homesick. Rachel had tried asking one girl – Helga – if she missed her home and how she had got here. ‘A man came one morning very early to our apartment and spoke to my mother when I was in bed. She came and made me put on two sets of clothes, vests, shirts, sweaters and my winter coat. Then she put her arms round me and said it wasn’t safe for me there any more, and that a kind friend was going to put me on a train, that I was to say nothing and do everything he told me. I am lucky to be here,’ she’d finished, as her tears fell. Rachel had hugged her and tried to find comforting things to say, but she could not think of any. There had been rumours of terrible and widespread ill-treatment of Jews but, to her, being torn from your family and not knowing when you might see them again was horrible enough. The remembrance of that time pricked her already painful conscience. What she had to bear now was nothing to what those poor girls and, no doubt, countless others had gone through.

For the first few days Rachel had been so stunned at the thought of abandoning the house where she had lived for so long, where her mother and then her dearest Sid had died, that she had not begun to consider what was to become of her. She was naturally frugal, for years had spent her money on other people, and she had never given money a thought. But now she might have to. She had no idea what Sid’s house (if she sold it) would bring her. She had no idea what was in her bank account. She had not even a very clear idea of what it cost to run Home Place, since Hugh paid all the expenses from the fund provided in equal shares by him, Rupert and herself. Now she might have to take paid work. When Sid had told her to find some work to fill her life, she had naturally thought of a charity she could support. But what could she do that anyone would pay her for? She could type with one finger – nobody would be interested in that. She could not cook, she could not drive; she had absolutely no qualifications, and this made her feel really frightened …

Just then, Hugh rang from London, which was a welcome relief. But her relief didn’t last long. He had rung to say that the receivers had given them a month to get out of Home Place. He hated saying it, but she had to know. In fact, he’d managed to get them to agree to the 2nd of January, because he’d thought it would be good if they could have one last family Christmas there, but he wanted to know whether that was something she would like, or whether she felt it would be too much for her. If they came for about a week, it would enable him to discuss her future, which he particularly didn’t want her to worry about. She did not hesitate. Of course she would love them to come for Christmas – all of them.

The moment he rang off, she remembered that she had meant to ask Hugh what would happen to Eileen and the Tonbridges. This had been worrying her ever since the bombshell had fallen. They were too old to get new jobs and as Eileen slept in the house, and the Tonbridges had the cottage above the stables, she was afraid that they would be not allowed to stay there. After their years of service to the family, she felt responsible for them. Eileen had a younger sister, a retired lady’s maid, who lived in a flat in Hastings, and they occasionally had holidays together. But the Tonbridges! She wanted to buy them a cottage and she had already pledged to pay for Mrs Tonbridge’s operation. She must find out how much money she had in her account.

She rang her bank, and found that she had nearly fifteen thousand pounds. Greatly cheered – it seemed an enormous amount – she rang Villy and asked if, sent a key, she would be kind enough to get a house agent round to value the Abbey Road house. As she lived so near, she might know which agent to go to, but not if it was too much trouble. Villy sounded so low, so unhappy, and at the same time so grateful to be asked that Rachel changed her mind, and ventured to wonder whether Villy could put her up for a night. ‘Of course! Oh, Rachel, I’d simply love to see you!’

And so, dreading more bitter recriminations about Edward and ‘That Woman’, she went.

Villy looked awful. She wore cyclamen lipstick that made her complexion seem sallow and the dark circles under her swollen eyes look worse. They kissed warmly, and Villy led the way into the sitting room, which had a fireplace and drinks on a table in front of it.

‘Something’s the matter?’ Rachel said, accepting a large drink.

‘Yes. Miss Milliment has died.’

‘Oh dear! I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s much worse than that. She died in a nursing home – I had to put her there because it got too dangerous to leave her on her own in this house, even for half an hour. She was demented, you see, hardly knowing me in the end. But she loathed it in the home, and she blamed me my cruelty, my being uncaring for putting her there. Every time I visited, she cried and railed at me for my wickedness. The last time I saw her she recognised me and said, “Viola, you have betrayed me. I have loved you all my life, and I was wrong. You have never loved me. I do not know how to bear it. I cannot bear it.” She was sobbing, and when I tried to hold her in my arms, she tore herself away. “Don’t touch me – you devil. No love – no love at all. Go away, don’t ever come back!”’

Tears were streaming down Villy’s face, and Rachel knelt before her and held her shaking shoulders. ‘She was demented, darling. You said that. And you were angelic to her. You gave her a home and looked after her. Of course she didn’t mean all those horrible things she said. Of course you loved her and somewhere inside her she knew that. Oh, darling Villy, how awful for you!’ And then, somehow, the thought flashed across her mind: supposing Sid had been demented, had said such things to her? Poor Villy, to be rejected for the second time in her life! And she was not bitter – she was only sad. How much easier that made it to try to comfort her. But where was the comfort? Miss Milliment was dead; there could be no reconciling conversation – and, in any case, if someone was out of their mind, it was almost impossible to get them back into it. However, she tried to make Villy feel better, and in some part succeeded.

‘Oh, Rachel! You’re such a tower of strength! Enough about me. Tell me your news.’ She had taken a paper handkerchief out of a box lying beside her chair and Rachel noticed that the wastepaper basket was already full of them. Villy offered her a cigarette, and she took it, in spite of only liking her Passing Clouds. ‘You’ve decided to sell Sid’s house.’

‘Yes. As you know, I went back, and I discovered that I could not bear to live there. It was too full of sad things – the beginning of Sid being so ill and the time when we weren’t talking about it. I don’t know – I found that I just wanted to escape from it.’

‘I do understand, darling. You want to stay in Home Place where you have always been happiest—’

‘It seems that I cannot do that. I suppose you haven’t heard what is happening with Cazalets’?’

A trace of the old bitterness: ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ she said coldly.

So Rachel told her. And Villy, always practical and intelligent, seemed to understand at once. ‘Are they all losing their houses?’

‘No. Luckily some lawyer or accountant advised my brothers to put their houses in their wives’ names. But Home Place was bought by the Brig in the firm’s name. I have to get out in the New Year.’ Her voice was trembling as she tried to smile.

‘Well, darling, I really do see how awful that is for you, but if you sell Abbey Road you’ll be able to buy a little house in Sussex, and with all your shares you’ll be able to live comfortably.’

‘There won’t be any shares. The firm is bankrupt. I shan’t have an income from it – I’ll have to get a job of some sort. But who is going to employ a woman of nearly sixty, who can’t drive, or cook, or type?’ She was silent for a moment, trying to quell the panic she always felt when she thought about it – which was almost always now.

Villy reached out and took her hand. ‘Well, we must see how much you can get for the house. And you know you can always stay here as long as you want.’

The ‘stay’ hit her: she would still have nowhere to live, which was entirely different. But she said thank you, it was really kind.

They sat for a while with a second gin, which Rachel did not want, and while compassionate for each other, their own plight seemed worse now to each of them. Villy was grieving about Miss Milliment and lonely: Lydia had left some weeks ago to tour in Clary’s play, so she was alone again, struggling to think how she might make Christmas less boring for Roland. And I’m sixty-two, she thought, too old for anything interesting to happen.

Rachel felt – although, of course, she was glad of it – that at least Villy had her own house and the income to live in it. And she had Roland, which must be lovely. She had lost the person she loved most in the world (and Sid had been only fifty when she died), whereas Villy’s anger and resentment about Edward leaving her seemed the result of pride, rather than love.

But these thoughts were entirely concealed. They ate macaroni cheese and stewed pears by the fire, and were kind to each other, as they smoked a last cigarette.

The next morning they went to Sid’s house, and Villy, appalled by its abandoned state, tactfully suggested that she should ask her daily, Mrs Jordan, to clean it before showing it to an agent. Meanwhile, she also thought that it might be a good idea for Rachel to clear the house of things that she wanted and that then they could decide what to do with the residue.

‘The rest of Sid’s clothes,’ Rachel said. ‘I’d be awfully grateful if you would stay with me while I do that. There’s one old suitcase upstairs and I’ll take it back to Home Place.’

So that happened. Villy asked her to stay another night, but Rachel said she had arranged to be met at Battle and so must catch the four thirty at Charing Cross. Villy said that she would deal with the house-cleaning and appoint an agent.

She could not have been kinder, Rachel thought, as she settled into her train. The main reason she wanted to get back was because she had the enormous Christmas party to deal with, and she felt very sad that Villy would be excluded from it.

Villy, emboldened by Rachel’s courage, spent an awful evening clearing out Miss Milliment’s clothes and few possessions: her lock-knit knickers, her woollen vests, washed until they were stiff and prickly, her battered egg-stained cardigans, her two smart outfits – bottle-green silk jersey and her fearful banana jacket and skirt. She packed her mac, which had not kept out rain for decades, and her pathetically jaunty hats adorned with pheasant’s feathers or artificial poppies, her sensible stockings that never stayed up, and her lace-up shoes, some with holes in their soles. Her possessions consisted of her wristwatch, an album full of photographs – there was a bearded tyrant who was clearly her father, her brothers, in sailor suits, in Oxford bags and V-necked pullovers, in army uniform; and then, by itself on a page, a tiny faded picture of a very small man with a fine head of hair and an anxious expression … She had no idea who he could have been. Then there were her books – poetry collections: Tennyson, Keats, Wordsworth, Walter Savage Landor, Blake and Housman. ‘Eleanor Milliment’ was written in each of them. Her prayer book contained notes of all the children she had taught, their birthdays and subsequent marriages, and sometimes their deaths, all written in a tiny black-ink hand.

It was dark by the time she finished, tired, dispirited, but also relieved; she would keep the books, and the album, but the rest had to go. The house was silent, so quiet that, from Miss Milliment’s room, she heard a log fall from the fireplace in the sitting room. She missed Lydia very much: her theatre gossip, her excitement about the success of Clary’s play. She had bought two chops for herself and Rachel, in case she had agreed to stay; she shut the door of Miss Milliment’s room, with its chilly stale air, and went to the kitchen to grill her chop, which she decided to eat with bread and butter, and turned on the wireless for company. They were talking about Britain’s first motorway, just opened by Mr Macmillan – an eight-mile bypass of Lancaster, ‘a token of what was to come’. And the Queen, in Bristol, made the first trunk call, to Edinburgh where the Lord Provost was waiting to speak to her. The weather was expected to get colder, with periods of light rain and frost in some areas. There was just enough gin left for one small drink and she improved it with some dry Martini.

The news was followed by a concert of Mahler and Shostakovich; she did not care much for either of them, but it was better than silence.




PART TEN

NOVEMBER–DECEMBER 1958




EDWARD

On Monday morning the news about Cazalets’ was out.

‘I’ve asked for them to come to my office at eleven o’clock,’ Hugh said to Edward. ‘I was hoping you’d do the wharf in the afternoon. You’re much better with the men than I am. Remember that strike you stopped when you went and talked to them? The powers that be have given us five weeks from now and I have negotiated three months’ salary for senior staff. In the case of the staff at the wharf, I think you could tell them that there is a fair chance of some of them at least being taken on by whoever buys that set-up.’ There was a pause, and then he said, ‘I had young Teddy in here at nine o’clock. He seemed to know that things were on the blink and was angry that he had not been told. I’ve sent him off to Southampton with a note for McIver. I’ve told our accountant to come for this meeting in case there are questions about finance that we can’t answer.’

‘Right.’

The poor old boy looked dreadful – as though he’d been up all night. Which was almost true. His weekend with Diana had been a nightmare. It had taken until Saturday for her to understand that he had no money in the bank, and had only his salary – which he was also about to lose – to live on. In the end he had taken her by the shoulders and literally shaken her, yelling, ‘I’ve got no money left! None!’ The penny had finally dropped then. She had shrugged his hands off her shoulders – not difficult since he at once felt ashamed of assaulting her – and said coldly, ‘Well, you’ll have to get another job, won’t you? And pretty damn quick.’

‘Of course I’ve got to. But it won’t be so easy at my age. I’m afraid we’re going to have to sell this house and find somewhere more modest.’

‘You seem to forget that this is my house, and I have no intention of selling it.’

A bombshell. Something awful that he had never expected, and the implication chilled him to the bone. ‘Diana! You can’t mean that. We’re a partnership – married! If you refuse to sell this house, I shall become bankrupt.’

There was a silence. She had walked away from him to the French windows that looked onto the garden. Then, in a much softer, despairing voice, she said, ‘I simply cannot understand how you have got into this awful mess so suddenly. It frightens me. It feels as though nothing is safe any more.’

He wanted to say, ‘We have each other,’ but the words died in his throat. That did not feel safe any more. Nevertheless, it was up to him. ‘Darling,’ he said carefully, ‘I know this is an awful time for you. I know how much you love this house. I am determined to get another job. But I have debts to pay off – an overdraft at the bank, which is entirely my fault. I don’t see how I can do that and pay for the upkeep of your house. I have wanted to give you everything, you see, and I’ve overreached myself.’

And, at that moment, the telephone rang, and Diana answered it.

‘For you,’ she said. ‘A woman for you.’ Her voice was dangerously calm.

‘It’s Rachel,’ he said to Diana, who indicated that she knew. She helped herself to a cigarette and settled down to listen to the telephone conversation. This, he could sense at once, was going to be deeply embarrassing. Rachel always talked louder on the telephone than she did at any other time; she dropped her gentle drawl and became quite military.

‘It’s about Christmas! This house belongs to the firm, so I shall have to leave it in the New Year. So we’ve decided to have one last family Christmas, and I was wondering whether you and Diana would like to join us.’ He glanced at Diana: it was clear that she had heard every word.

‘That’s extraordinarily sweet of you, darling. Could I think about it and let you know?’

‘Well, yes, but could you not be too long about it? I have another idea I should like to put to you.’

‘Of course. I’ll ring you tomorrow morning.’ The moment he had rung off, he realised that he had said nothing sympathetic about her having to leave Home Place. It must be horrible for her, and the least they could do would be to rally round.

‘Poor Rachel,’ he said. ‘She’s having to give up Home Place, which really has been her home for most of her life. So, you see, we’re not the only ones.’

‘But she has another house in London, doesn’t she? The one that her little lesbian friend left her.’

‘Yes, she has. But Hugh says she doesn’t want to live in it.’

‘Well, there you are. We are the only ones.’

‘Oh, come on, Diana. I’ll make us a Sunday special – it’s nearly lunchtime so I’m calling a truce.’

‘Oh, all right.’ She rang the bell, and a flustered Mrs Atkinson answered it, wiping her hands on her apron.

‘Mr Cazalet would like the juice of two oranges squeezed and some ice. Oh, and two cocktail glasses.’

But when he’d made the drink, he found that he didn’t want it. He felt vaguely rotten, with a distant pain that he couldn’t locate.

Lunch was worse. It was roast guinea fowl with Calvados, a purée of Jerusalem artichokes and creamed spinach. He tried a mouthful and gave up.

‘What’s the matter, darling?’

‘Don’t know. I just feel rotten. I’ll take a couple of Alka Seltzers and lie down for a bit.’

‘Want me to come?’

‘No, no. You have your nice lunch. I’ll have a kip.’

Diana explained that Mr Cazalet was not feeling well, and Mrs Atkinson rushed upstairs with a hot-water bottle and woke him up giving it to him. But he did sleep heavily until about six in the evening when Diana brought him a cup of tea and a ginger biscuit. ‘Poor old boy,’ she said. ‘I’ve brought you a ginger biscuit because you liked them last time you had a tummy upset.’ She was behaving as though there had never been a quarrel of any kind and he was grateful. He fell asleep again, and woke at two in the morning to find a cup of cold consommé by his bed and a note from her: ‘Sleeping next door. Didn’t want to wake you. Alarm set for seven. Love D.’ His pain was gone, thank God, and he settled himself for more sleep. But sleep evaded him, and he began at once to worry. He started to tot up the possessions he could sell that would bring in a fair amount of cash. The Brig’s guns, his Asprey watch, his gold and sapphire cufflinks, the Bentley, and finally his Gagliano violin. If he could find the right place to sell them, there should be enough money to tide him over. He began to think about what on earth he could do when he stopped being a timber merchant. His strong points, he thought weakly, were getting on well with practically anybody, and selling – he was certainly good at that.

The meeting in Hugh’s office had been exactly as awful as they had expected. The office boy had been deputed to get the requisite number of chairs, but he hadn’t and several of the men had had to stand. Edward had sat beside Hugh behind his desk. They had all filed into the room on time and sat or stood with resolutely expressionless faces.

‘I’m afraid I have very bad news,’ Hugh began. He went on to say that it was with great sorrow he had to tell them that Cazalets’ was forced to go into receivership, which meant that six weeks from today everyone would be out of a job. He explained briefly why this was so. The bank would not honour any further loans and was calling in the money already loaned. Everybody would get one extra month’s salary when the six weeks were up, and those who had been with the firm for more than ten years would get three months’. He could not begin to describe how he and his brothers had tried to avert this disaster, but they had failed. Here his voice nearly broke, and Edward saw that two of the secretaries were in tears. Hugh finished by saying what a wonderful team they had been, and that everyone could be sure of getting an excellent reference. Now, they might have questions and he would do his best to answer them.

There was an uneasy silence. Then Crowther, from Accounts, asked whether Cazalets’ would be bought by another timber firm. Hugh replied that he had no knowledge of this, but that of course it was possible. Miss Corley, the senior secretary, rose to her feet to say that she spoke for everyone in the room when she said what a pleasure it had been working for Mr Hugh, Mr Edward and Mr Rupert. There was a wave of weak clapping – not from all – and Rupert observed that his new secretary, Doris, did not join in. He had spent most of the meeting looking out of the window at the motionless plane trees, and wondering if he could paint the vista: the elegance of the bare branches against the weary grey sky … a sombre picture.

People were shaking hands with his brothers, then turning to him. He wondered whether he was the only person in the room who felt a certain relief that all this was coming to an end. Life would be tougher from now on, but exciting. Archie and Clary were putting their flat on the rental market immediately, and planning to move in before Christmas.

For Christmas they were all going down to Home Place – the last Christmas there. Poor Rach! But she did have Sid’s house in London. Unable to face a gloomy lunch with his brothers, he decided to give Archie a ring to see when he could meet him at the studio flat to make a list of what he and Clary needed to take to Mortlake.


‘If I’m doing the wharf today, I’ll just grab a sandwich.’ He looked at Hugh, who had been rubbing the side of his head with his good hand – a sure sign that it was aching badly. ‘Why don’t you pack it in for the day, old boy?’

‘Out of the question. I have a great many letters to write, and I’ll have to go down to Southampton tomorrow. I feel pretty bad about McIver and must see him.’

Alone, Hugh took a couple of painkillers, washed down with an old, rather dusty glass of water, and lay back in his chair to give them a chance to work. He still felt awful. As though he had been put in charge of a whole small world and let down every single person in it. Fragments of this anxiety kept coming to the fore, confronting him with his hopeless inadequacy. It was true that, unlike Edward, he had been careful with his finances, had taken out the right insurances and always saved. But Rachel! He did not have enough money to give her a steady allowance. For one wild moment he had thought of buying Home Place, his family living there with her. But even if he did that, there would not be enough money to keep it up. The new roof had taken every penny in the pot contributed to by himself, Rachel and Rupert. He was sixty-two and, apart from serving in the Army during the First World War, he only had experience in timber. It just might get him a job of a humbler sort in another timber firm, but at the moment he had neither the heart nor the will to continue speculating.

After a while, when his headache had temporarily subsided, he got out his cheque book and wrote a cheque to Rachel for fifty pounds towards Christmas at Home Place.

Then he put in a call to Polly, and told her the bad news. He asked – almost begged – her to join the family at Christmas. She said she would have to discuss it with Gerald, but she thought it would be all right. ‘And Simon, of course,’ he said.

‘Of course. One thing. I might have to bring Nan because she can’t stay here on her own. She’ll help with the children – she loves that. Poor Dad! What an awful time you must be having. I’m coming! Got to go, Dad. I’ll ring you this evening.’

Cheered by this, he rang for Miss Corley, who arrived with a plate of egg sandwiches and a pot of coffee. ‘I realised you didn’t go out to lunch. I cancelled your appointment with Colonel Marsh and made a list of the people you’re most likely to want to write to.’ Her pale grey watery eyes were rimmed with red, but she was all set to be businesslike now.

He thanked her for the sandwiches and began to eat them while he looked at the list. ‘We can send the same letter to a good many of these.’

‘Perhaps you’d rather have your luncheon in peace.’

‘No, thank you, Miss Corley. I’d rather get on with it.’

He realised, almost at once, that he felt better with something to do. He started by dictating the more general letter, and ticked the names that were to receive it. The more personal ones would be more difficult. The Timber Trades Journal rang to speak to Mr Cazalet, and the telephonist put them through. They had, of course, heard the sad news about Cazalets’ and wondered whether Mr Cazalet would like to make a statement.

Hugh, who hated this sort of thing, said that naturally everyone connected with the firm was most concerned, and that when the business was sold, he very much hoped that many of his excellent staff would be re-employed. He had no further comment.

He put back the receiver to realise that tears were coursing down Miss Corley’s peach-powdered cheeks.

‘Oh, Mr Hugh! So many years I’ve worked for you. I could never work for anyone else now! Never ever! I feel as though my life is coming to an end.’ Here she began sniffing and blowing her nose. ‘I’m ever so sorry – I had a good cry in the ladies’, but there was a queue so I couldn’t stay. I’m ever so sorry, please disregard me – I hope I’ve always given satisfaction?’

‘Always, Miss Corley. I couldn’t have had a better secretary and helpmeet. I shall give you a reference that makes all that clear.’

She gave a great gasp, but managed not to succumb to a second outburst. Instead she blew her nose again and spoke far more quietly: ‘I don’t need one. I’ve got too old to cope with those young girls in the office. Always chattering about their love life, and most of them can’t spell for toffee. In my day, work was work, and play was play.’

She didn’t look as though she had had much of the latter, Hugh thought. He was feeling dreadfully sorry for her.

‘I suppose,’ she went on, tentative now, even shy, ‘that when you start your new occupation, you will need someone, and then perhaps you would bear me in mind?’

‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘I most certainly shall. And now I think the best thing would be for you to type all the formal letters while I make rough drafts of the others.’

When she had gone he reflected upon the ways in which she had irritated him for years: her exaggeratedly quiet speech and movements when he had one of his heads coming – this was entirely unreasonable of him, he knew; the way in which she always picked up his telephone and made it clear to the caller that it would be difficult to talk to Mr Cazalet as he was extremely busy, even when he wasn’t. And the maddening nursery voice she had put on to his children on the rare occasions that they had come to the office. But in so many ways she had been the perfect secretary: never forgot anything, was always tactful at reminding him when deadlines fell due; her impeccable letters, her punctuality, her general reliability. He could not recall her ever being off sick … She must have been on holiday when he had employed Jemima. That had been a piece of extraordinary luck. It made him smile to remember it now. A need to go home to her came over him; to have tea with her and pretend to help Laura with her homework … He had invented a cunning ploy to make her do her arithmetic by getting her to ask him a question: ‘What are three nines?’ And he would say, ‘Seventy-four.’ And then she would laugh at him and get the right answer. He longed now to be home for that. But it was only half past three, and he always worked until five … He pulled a piece of headed paper onto his blotter and began to write.




RACHEL AND EDWARD

‘Edward! How absolutely lovely! There’s a fire in the morning room, although it isn’t going very well. Would you like a drink?’ He kissed her, and her body underneath the thick cardigan and shawl felt like a bird’s.

‘I’d love some whisky, if you have it.’

‘Oh, yes! I’ve been getting in the drink for Christmas.’ She rang the bell, and Eileen, who had heard the car, arrived.

‘Hello, Eileen. How are you?’

‘Keeping nicely, Mr Edward.’

They all loved Edward, Rachel thought. She ordered the whisky and asked him to stoke the fire. A flurry of little frowns came and went on her face – ‘her monkey face’, her brothers had called it – when she had something difficult to say.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t talk more on the telephone, and you said you had something to tell me, so I thought I’d pop in this evening. So, fire away, darling.’

‘Well. As you know, this is going to be the last family Christmas here, and I wanted everyone to come. Villy has been most kind helping me with the sale of Sid’s house, and it occurred to me that she might like to come down to Home Place and bring Roland for Christmas. I haven’t asked her yet, because I wanted to know how you and Diana would feel about it. That’s what I wanted to ask you.’

Here, Eileen brought the drinks and Rachel asked him to pour them. ‘A very small one for me.’

‘Will Mr Edward be staying for dinner?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ he said. ‘Say when.’

‘Oh, stop there. That’s the most enormous whisky.’ She offered him a Passing Cloud.

‘No, thanks. I’ll stick with my gaspers. We wouldn’t be able to stay with you,’ he began carefully. ‘Susan has a friend from school staying with us. Her parents are in India. Perhaps we might come to lunch or something. Anyway, if you’re having all the rest of the family, you really won’t have room, will you?’

‘Most of the children are bringing sleeping-bags but, yes, even then we shall be a tight fit. But what do you think of my asking Villy? With Miss Milliment gone – oh, yes, didn’t you know? – I think she will be rather on her own.’

‘I don’t know – Diana—’

But she interrupted him: ‘I don’t want to know about Diana. I want to know about you – how you would feel.’

He felt cornered. He was cornered. He knew he would feel guilty seeing Villy again after such a long time. He would feel guilty about Roland, whom he hardly ever saw since she had done her level best to make it awkward for him to spend much time with him; those dutiful lunches during school terms – the same questions asked, the same replies given – smoked salmon being the highlight for Roland, his formal gratitude for a ten-shilling note being the – rather dimmer – highlight for him.

‘We couldn’t stay anyway,’ he repeated. ‘Diana – well, she’s naturally upset about the firm going bust, and we may have to sell our house if I don’t land another job pretty fast. It’s frankly not the best time for her to have to face Villy. And, of course, we don’t know how Villy will react.’

‘I think I’ll ask her. And of course I’ll let you know.’ She could sense that he wanted to go. Poor Ed. He had never liked facing up to difficult situations, and now he seemed to have to cope with so many at once.

They both stood up, and he put his arms round her to give her a hug, and kissed her cold face. ‘Thank you for the drink, darling. I’ll let you know about my end.’

‘It’s been lovely to see you.’ She could not bring herself to send love to Diana, simply could not like her after her behaviour towards Sid.

She saw him out into the freezing cold, waited to hear his car start, then went back to the shabby little morning room. These days she always felt stabbed by loneliness when people left.




THE CHILDREN

Georgie: ‘I could easily take practically all my zoo to Home Place. Laura will help me. We could go by train with crates. Except for Rivers, of course. He travels with me. You know, Mum, I can’t help thinking that it would be better if Laura’s family came to live with us. Harriet claims not to like pythons. Claims!’ he repeated, with scorn at such an unlikely dislike.

Eliza: ‘The main reason why we don’t like staying with people is the milk.’

Jane: ‘It always tastes different from our milk. It’s nasty. So, if we have to go, could we ask for orange squash?’

Andrew: ‘Well, I want to go. I love exploring new places and it’ll be good practice as I’m going to be an explorer when I grow up. I shall discover the East Pole and be extremely famous. Milk is just girly-whirly stuff.’


‘Mum, he’s so stupid! How can you bear him?’

Harriet: ‘Mum! How will he know we’ve changed our address?’

‘Father Christmas always knows that sort of thing.’

‘OK, but how?’

‘Well, as a matter of fact, we tell him. And don’t ask me how or the magic might not work.’

Clary had spent the whole afternoon making a Christmas cake. She now took it out of the oven for the fourth time and plunged a skewer into it. At last, it came out clean. She tipped the cake out of its tin and put it on a rack to cool. Thank goodness she wouldn’t have to make more Christmas stuff: Zoë and Jemima were contributing too.

She had already made the marzipan, about which her household was divided. Archie loved it, but Bertie said even the word made him feel sick. Harriet, her fears about Father Christmas allayed, took the lofty attitude, saying that Bertie was simply too young to understand about marzipan. Both children were excited: about Christmas at Home Place, about going to live with Georgie, and having their own bedrooms for the first time in their lives, and about the thrilling uncertainty of what they would get in the way of presents, and the prospect of there being about eleven other children for the holiday.

Laura was in the same state, but she was also agitated about the presents she would be giving. She had embroidered a white handkerchief with a rather crooked J for her mother, but the linen had become grey and blood-spotted from her exertions, and she decided that Hugh must stand guard at the bathroom door while she washed it. She had saved up all her pocket money to buy presents, seven and sixpence, and she had made a list of the recipients. Against her parents on the list she had simply written ‘Ha Ha!’ ‘It means that you and Mummy simply can’t find out about your presents.’ Against Georgie she had written ‘rabbit, parrot, Komodo Dragon (if small enough), tortoise, two goldfish, and small snake’. Due to her large handwriting, this had left almost no room for possibilities for anyone else on the list. Hugh suggested that she give Georgie just one of the things she’d written down – but there was a very good pet shop in Camden Town, she’d retorted. ‘I want to give him everything that’s on the list. I love him, you see.’

‘I think you’ll find there is a marked shortage of dragons,’ Jemima said comfortingly, as she saw them off.

It was a difficult morning. Laura felt so rich, that she could not understand why she could not buy everything she wanted. She wanted to give Henry and Tom penknives and was aghast to discover that this would use up five shillings of her bounty. ‘That only leaves half a crown for Georgie!’

‘Never mind. The penknives are a brilliant idea. If the worst comes to the worst, I can help you with Georgie.’ He was touched by her unbridled generosity. It reminded him of Polly buying a little writing desk for Clary.

‘I’m afraid we’re clean out of dragons,’ the man serving in the pet shop said to Laura. He winked at Hugh, and she noticed.

‘Rather a rude man,’ she remarked – intentionally audible – to her father.

‘I’m sure he didn’t mean to be.’

‘That’s what I don’t like. People being what they don’t mean to be. They should be what they are.’

She was getting tired, Hugh knew. All the buses they had taken, the searching they had done in Selfridges, and now having to scale down her plans for Georgie. ‘He hasn’t got a single goldfish,’ he prompted.

Laura thought this was a good idea. She chose two. ‘One would be cruel. He’d die of boredom. And I want a proper tank for them – not a silly bowl. A tank with sand at the bottom, and green weed growing out of it.’ She chose the fish after agonising uncertainty: one nearly all black and a gold one with black marks on it.

‘They look more rare than the plain golds, don’t you think?’

Eventually, with fish caught and ensconced in a polythene bag in the tank, and smaller bags with sand and the weed, and a very small bag for food, they had finished. Laura had used up all her money, and Hugh had helped with the equipment. ‘Dad, you’re so kind. You try to be secret about it, but it shows.’ She pulled his good arm so that he bent down for her to kiss him, and they went in search of a taxi.

‘My mother is the best,

She never gets a rest,

She says I am a pest,

But I know she loves me best.

‘There! That’s my poem for Mum for Christmas. It just came to me.’

Harriet, who was feeling anxious anyway, had been knitting a scarf for their mother for ages – mostly because she could only do it in secret, but also because she was a slow knitter. Now she was afraid that she’d forgotten how to cast off – and she felt decidedly jealous of Bertie writing a poem, which had only taken him a minute, and boasting about it. ‘It’s not a good poem,’ she said. ‘It’s not even true. Mum loves me just as much as she loves you. There’s no “best” about it.’

Bertie looked disconcerted. ‘I’ll copy it out in my most grown-up writing and she’ll love it – you’ll see.’

‘And what are you going to give the others?’ She knew he’d spent all his money on Dinky cars for himself. ‘Or are you going to write silly poems for everyone?’

‘Of course not. You can only write poems if they come to you. It’s more like laying an egg. I shall ask Mum to bring her Magic Hat.’

Clary, one wet weekend when they had both been bored after a freezing walk in Regent’s Park, had had a brainwave. She had a cloche hat that Rupert had said had belonged to her mother. She had never worn it as it was too old-fashioned – beige felt with a little emerald and diamond arrow placed at one side – not real jewels, but still extremely precious. For years she had kept it wrapped in tissue paper. That day, she had emptied all the packets of beads she had got for them to string, piled them in the hat, and then, in front of them, lifted it so all the beads fell out. Bertie and Harriet were deeply impressed. ‘We could make necklaces for everyone!’ they cried.

‘Although I should think that Archie would look pretty silly in a necklace,’ Bertie remarked, as they were each laying out beads on a tea tray. They always called him Archie after he had said he didn’t mind.

‘We can’t both give necklaces to the same person,’ Harriet said now. She loved the laying out of the beads, sorting them by putting good colours together, and they were friends again as Bertie had thrown his jacket over Harriet’s knitting, and she had stood sturdily in front of him when Clary came into the room while he hid his poem.

‘Shouldn’t we keep the hat, Mummy, in case we run out of beads?’

‘No. I’m afraid it will only produce one load a day, and it will only do it for me. It needs a nice rest now.’ She left them making a list of the lucky receivers of bead necklaces.

‘She still doesn’t know?’

‘She doesn’t. And it’s fun for her not knowing. Don’t you remember?’

‘Honestly, Mum, it was such ages ago I’ve forgotten.’

Henry and Tom had emerged from their bedroom at noon, hot, sleepy and famished. As Henry started cutting wedges of bread to make toast, Jemima said, rather hopelessly, ‘Boys! It’s only an hour till lunchtime. If you start making toast now you won’t want any lunch.’

‘Mum! Have you ever known us not want lunch? It’s just that if we don’t have a snack now, we might die of hunger before it.’

‘Well, you’ve cut that bread too thick for the toaster.’

‘We’ll have plain bread then. We’re not fussy.’
 
Jemima, realising that she’d rather lost the thread about Laura believing in Father Christmas and her warning the boys not to give the secret away, returned to it.

‘Of course we won’t breathe a word. But it does seem a bit childish to me.’

‘Well, you’re grown-up. But she is still a child. Hugh’s out with her now, doing her shopping for Christmas.’ She finished pinching the top and edge of her pie together and put it into the oven. ‘One of you could lay the table.’

‘We’ll both lay it,’ one of the twins said, as though this would be twice as kind. The bread had all but disappeared, except for crumbs on the floor.




RACHEL

‘I think the best plan would be for Tonbridge to pour the drinks because you know what everyone likes.’

Some of what I like, thought Mrs Tonbridge, but she thought it fondly: it was Christmas, after all.

‘And, Tonbridge, large drinks, please.’

They were in the drawing room where Rachel had lit the fire. Steam was rising-from the two large sofas: Eileen had washed the covers but it was difficult to get heavy pieces of linen to dry in the current weather, and they had shrunk again, with the result that they could not be thoroughly zipped or hooked up. By the time the drinks had been poured, the room, which had also been steadily filling with smoke, became impossible: it was choking coughs all round.

‘We’ll have to move to the morning room.’

Rachel led the way, followed by Eileen, who had kindly helped Mrs Tonbridge off the sofa, and Tonbridge brought up the rear with the tray of drinks.

‘We haven’t lit that fire all autumn, Miss Rachel, and they usually smoke a bit at first.’

‘It’s that new sweep. He was in and out of here like a dose of salts and eating my rock cakes in the kitchen.’

Eileen tittered, but Mrs Tonbridge quelled her with one of her Looks. Rachel asked Tonbridge to fill everyone’s glass, which he did. Port and lemon for the wife, gin and lime for Eileen, and a whisky and ginger ale for himself. Miss Rachel had refused – still nursed a nearly full glass of sherry.

She offered cigarettes, and everyone accepted. But only Tonbridge smoked his.

It could be put off no longer. Rachel told them about the collapse of the firm, about the house belonging to it, about the fact that they would all have to get out – in about three weeks’ time. ‘Don’t worry too much about the time to get out being so short. I’m renting a cottage in Battle where you may all stay until you have decided what you want to do next. You may want to retire, or you may want to go on working. Whoever buys this house will possibly want you to work for them.’

There was a very long silence.

Tonbridge cleared his throat. ‘If it isn’t out of place, madam, may I ask where you are intending to reside?’

‘I don’t know, Tonbridge. I know that I shall have very little money. London, possibly. I’m selling Miss Sidney’s house there, which will bring me some capital, but I’ve no idea how much. I shall have to get some kind of job.’

This seemed to shock them more than anything else she had said.

‘You’ll need a driver.’

‘Tonbridge, I doubt if I shall be able to afford a car.’

‘Well, you can’t cook your own food. Starve to death you would, Miss Rachel, left to yourself. I can’t see you making beds with your back and all, madam,’ Mrs Tonbridge added, in case Rachel thought she was being cheeky. They all looked at her quite crossly, and she suddenly wanted to cry.

‘Of course we can talk about this again – as much as you want. But meanwhile I do want to say that I would like this Christmas to be the best the family have ever had. And I know I can count on you to help me.’

The room became brimful of reliability.

‘Do you have the numbers, madam?’

‘Roughly speaking I think we may be eleven children and eight or nine grown-ups. The children will bring sleeping-bags, and the Fakenhams will also be bringing their nanny as she’s too old to be left alone. I thought that perhaps you and I should do some housekeeping to make lists of what will be needed.’

‘Yes, m’m. I’ll just fetch my book.’

Eileen went with her. ‘It’s lovely that Lady Polly is coming with her family. We’ve had sirs before but never a lord.’

As he got to his feet, Tonbridge unexpectedly remarked that it was a long lane that had no turning. Recognising that this was meant to make her feel better, Rachel thanked him and asked him to remove the drinks tray. Well, at least I’ve told them – not very well, I’m afraid – but it’s done. Although it wasn’t good news, which it could have been if she knew how much money Sid’s house might fetch.

Although it was the expensive time, she rang Villy.

‘We’ve spruced the house up a lot and I got the agent round to see it. He thinks that it might sell at about eight thousand. He says it needs a lot doing to it, but that St John’s Wood is going up in the world and that he would put it on the market for eight thousand nine hundred and fifty. I had to sign a form on your behalf to get things going, and you’ll get a copy in the post, which you must sign and send back to him.’

Rachel said she must pay for the cost of the sprucing. ‘But thank you so much for all the trouble. Oh! Villy! I’ve been wondering whether you and Roly would like to join us for Christmas. It’s the last family one here and I – we – should so much like you to be there for it.’

There was a short silence before Villy said, ‘Will Edward be there? And his wife?’

‘He won’t be staying here, but he might come over for a meal.’

‘With her?’

‘He said he’d let me know, but I somehow think not. It would be nice for Roly, don’t you think?’

And Villy, after a pause, said, yes, it would. ‘You are an absolute angel,’ she added.

Then Mrs Tonbridge came back with her book. ‘It’ll mean two turkeys, m’m,’ she said. ‘And we usually get them from York’s farm. I’ll have a word with him when he brings the milk tomorrow.’

‘Do sit down, Mrs Tonbridge.’

She lowered herself heavily into a chair with obvious relief. ‘I’ve postponed my operation until after the New Year,’ she said. ‘I’ve been making enquiries, and you can’t work for a week after it.’

‘That is most helpful of you. I don’t know what we would do without you.’

‘You’d have a funny old Christmas without me. I’d have to laugh.’ She liked to think that ladies were no good at most things – barring arranging flowers and ordering meals. ‘We’ll need three pounds of sausage-meat, two pounds of chestnuts, and I’ll order two extra loaves for stale bread. I’ve made four puddings and six dozen mince pies. I’ll need brandy for the butter, and we shall need twelve packets for everyday use. Potatoes and sprouts we have in the garden. And onions, but not much else. Six dozen eggs and four pints of cream. And what other meals had you in mind, Miss Rachel? We can get two meals at least off the turkeys,’ she added encouragingly.

‘Fish, do you think? And toad-in-the-hole. The children love sausages. Irish stew, then, and the toad. And perhaps you could do a nice macaroni cheese for a lunch.’

She was still on wartime food, Mrs Tonbridge thought.

‘I was thinking, madam, that perhaps we should have some game for Christmas Eve. I could get three brace of pheasant and stew them with apple and cream.’

‘Won’t that be a bit rich for the children?’

‘I wasn’t thinking of the children for that, m’m. I was thinking I could do stuffed pancakes for them. They’ll have it earlier in the hall. You won’t want yours till near nine, by the time the children are settled in bed. And I thought my trifle after the pheasant. I’ll need to order two more pints of cream for that. And Mrs Senior always liked the sponge cakes to be soaked in Grand Marny as well as the sherry.’

Rachel, remembering her battles with this fiendishly rich and alcoholic pudding, said, ‘Oh, Mrs Tonbridge, I was thinking of your delicious port wine jellies with macaroons after the game. Perhaps you could do the trifle for Boxing Day.’

‘I could, m’m, as you wish. There’s not much body to jelly. It’s what I call light.’

‘Yes, but I think everybody will be very tired after all the packing up and travelling so the jelly would be just right.’

‘Very good, Miss Rachel. The cake has only to be iced. I’ll order the fish by the telephone so that I can be sure of what I want. I’ll send the menus in to you when I’ve made them up. Will that be all?’

It was.

‘I’ll send Eileen to see to that fire for you now. And Tonbridge will do the drawing-room fire. If it goes on smoking, I’ll give Ted Lockhart a piece of my mind.’

Alone again, Rachel decided to wrap her presents. The way in which the servants had all seemed to throw themselves into the immediate present touched her. It was probably the only way to live, she thought, since looking ahead seemed only to paralyse her. She would get Tonbridge to drive her into Battle and visit a house agent about a cottage for all four of them.




JOSEPH AND STELLA

‘Louise is out, is she?’

‘That’s why I answered the door.’

‘Sorry to interrupt you, only I’m quite glad to see you.’

‘If you want to talk to me you’ll have to come up. I’m in the middle of cooking.’ She wore an apron, and her face was red behind her round, heavy spectacles.

He followed her up to the top floor where dozens of chocolate truffles lay on a tray on the kitchen table waiting to be rolled in cocoa powder. She took a tray out of the oven that contained large brown sizzling splodges on it. ‘Let me just do this batch and then I’ll pay attention to you.’

He watched while she carefully loosened a splodge from the tray, then wound it round the stem of a wooden spoon.

‘A brandy snap,’ he said, with some respect.

‘I make brandy snaps for my pa and chocolate truffles for my ma and aunt.’ She wound five more snaps, then poured more mixture onto the tray and put it back in the oven.

‘I’m most impressed,’ he said.

‘I suppose you want to talk about Louise.’

‘Well, yes, I do. She’s been very difficult of late, cross and snappy, and when I ask her what’s wrong she won’t answer.’

‘Perhaps she thinks you ought to know without her telling you.’

‘Well, I don’t.’

‘Oh, Joseph! She’s in love with you and naturally that means she wishes she could spend Christmas with you. And last year you took her shopping for presents, kept asking her whether each was a good choice, and then it turned out that they were all presents for your wife!’

‘I admit that was a bit of a mistake.’

‘You didn’t give her anything!’

‘I took her to Paris for a weekend. That was her Christmas present.’

‘You know perfectly well that that’s not true. You take her to Paris, or wherever, when you have business there.’

He didn’t reply. Stella turned back to the oven. ‘You’re never going to marry her, are you?’

‘I am married. I’ve never said I would marry her.’

‘And that lets you off the hook, doesn’t it? I bet you’ve never told her that you can’t or won’t marry her.’


He did not like women in a ‘no-nonsense’ mood, and he was tired of her bets. But she went on: ‘Louise is thirty-five. When she’s about forty, chances are that you’ll drop her for someone younger, and what happens to her then?’

Stella thought about these things because – let’s face it – she was plain, heavy glasses, breasts not bad, but bum far too large: no one was going to be crazy about her. She’d probably marry the first man who asked her, if anyone ever did. Feeling sorry for herself made things easier. More gently, Joseph said, ‘Do you think that all women want to be married, then?’

‘I think that most women want children and, clearly, marriage is an obvious route to that end.’ She had finished rolling the second batch of snaps, and now pulled off her apron and sat at the kitchen table opposite him.

He said, ‘She has been married and had a child whom she abandoned.’

‘She didn’t know about love until Hugo—’

‘Who’s Hugo?’ he interrupted sharply.

‘Sorry, I thought she would have told you. Hugo was someone she fell in love with during the war. He was killed. He wrote her a letter before he died, but they never let her have it. Her husband and her mother-in-law. Between them, they nearly broke her heart.’

He offered her a cigarette and lit one for both of them. ‘I didn’t know,’ he said.

‘I assumed you did. Please don’t tell her I told you.’

‘I won’t,’ he reassured her gently. Having a secret with her softened things between them.

‘What I’ve been trying to say is, please don’t entirely break her heart.’

‘So – what do you think I should do?’

‘I think you should leave her.’

There was a pause. Then she added, ‘Of course, I see that that would be hard on her, but not as hard as spinning it out until she becomes a cast-off mistress.’

‘And what about me?’ he asked, with some bitterness. ‘What do you think I would feel? Having to lie to her about not wanting her, when I do?’

‘I think you will have a hard time. You could lie to her, of course, tell her that there’s someone else, or your wife has found out. But it might be better to tell her the truth. The truth would be cleaner.’ Her calm clear-headedness both impressed and frightened him.

‘Only don’t tell her before Christmas,’ she said. ‘They’re having a big family do and she wouldn’t be able to cope.’

He got up to go. ‘By the way, I have got her a present this time.’ He pulled a small square box out of his pocket. ‘Do you think she’ll like this?’

It was a necklace of large green stones set at intervals in a delicate gold chain. ‘It’s eighteenth-century paste,’ he said; ‘I know she likes that sort of thing. There’s a card in the box. I wondered whether you could possibly wrap it up for me.’

‘I possibly could,’ she said. He could be the most charming man.




HUGH’S FAMILY

‘Sorry we’re late, darling.’

‘We’ve had a wonderful, lovely morning. I got three presents, Mummy, but I need to put Georgie’s in the sink if we’re going to have lunch immediately.’

Henry and Tom had heard them come in, and now clattered down the stairs and into the dining room, where the table was raggedly laid.

‘What is for lunch?’ one of them asked.

‘Steak and kidney pudding,’ Jemima replied, as she lifted the napkin-topped bowl from the saucepan.

‘Goody goody gumdrops! One of our best things.’

‘It’s not gumdrops for me at all. I loathe kidney. Loathe it,’ Laura repeated, with relish.

Hugh proceeded to cut wedges from the bowl using a spoon to add the gravy. Jemima was frying thin strips of cabbage.

‘Mum! You know we don’t need green food. It isn’t proper food for a start, and we don’t actually like it.’

‘I loathe it.’

‘That’s enough! All of you. Mummy’s made you a lovely lunch and all you do is criticise her. Come to that, I loathe all three of you, but here I am, having lunch with you without complaining.’

‘But you don’t loathe the boys as much as me, do you?’

‘Of course not. You’re easily the most loathsome. This cabbage is delicious, Jem. What have you done to it?’

‘Fried it with butter and a spot of Marmite.’

When he was with the family, Hugh could put all his business troubles out of his mind; shopping with Laura had been physically exhausting, but he had loved the whole morning, and to come home to his family for lunch was a rare treat.

Laura picked out her kidneys and presented them to the twins, who also had second helpings.

‘What’s for pudding?’ they asked, as the last morsels of the first course disappeared.

‘Treacle tart.’

This was approved of by all. Immediately it had been eaten, the twins leaped from the table saying that they were going skating at the rink in Queensway. Laura said at once that she wanted to go, too, but Hugh pointed out to her that she must plant her aquarium. ‘Oh, yes, I have to. I’m sorry I can’t come with you.’

‘We’re sorry, too,’ they replied, but it was only politeness: having Laura simply meant that they could have no fun at all, as she kept falling down, trying to learn her edges and do her figures-of-eight, crying and wanting sweets to cheer her up.

Hugh helped Jemima with the washing-up while Laura waited impatiently to get on with her planting.

‘I meant for those wicked boys to do the washing-up,’ Jemima said. ‘I’ll do the fish tank with Laura, and you put your feet up for a bit, darling. The bed’s warm – I put on the blanket just before you came back.’

She thinks of everything, Hugh thought gratefully, as he divested himself of jacket, tie, shoes and trousers. He had been afraid that all his miserable anxieties would loom, when he was alone, the chief one being what to do about Rachel. But the moment that thought occurred to him he remembered the Brig’s study – untouched since his death. It might contain some valuable objects that could be sold to build up some capital for her. When probate had been declared on the Brig’s estate, they had not taken more than a cursory look at the study, and although he knew that Edward had quietly removed the famous stamp collection there might still be other things. He fell – quite suddenly – into a dreamless sleep.

Jemima had a very different afternoon. She found, as she had so often found before, that it was perfectly possible to look after a lively and demanding child while continuing to worry about grown-up problems. Hugh would need to get something to do, but what? It was becoming more difficult to get any sort of job when you were over sixty. And, besides, his health was not good although he would never admit it. He had never worked for anybody else in his life – he had gone out to France in the Great War as an officer, and come back to be a director, and ultimately chairman, of the firm. A firm that had now gone bust.

‘Well, I do think you should ring Georgie.’

‘I want him to have a surprise.’


‘So you have said several times.’

‘Because I seriously do want it to be one.’

‘You’re not thinking of the poor goldfish at all. How would you like to be stuffed back in a polythene bag for a very long journey, taken out again for a few days and then stuffed back again for the journey to Georgie’s home?’

There was a long, thick silence while Laura battled with her nature. Virtue won. ‘It’s only because I don’t actually know whether goldfish get car sick.’

Jemima offered to do the telephoning.

‘Only don’t tell anyone what it is. Then at least it can be a surprise here and I can see him being surprised.’

It turned out that Archie was taking a load of stuff from their flat over to Rupert and Zoë; he would pick Laura up and bring her back.

Jemima helped her take half the water out of the fish tank and then balanced it carefully between Laura’s knees as she sat in the front of the car.

She saw them off quite thankfully; it would give her time to finish the packing. But as soon as they were gone, there were the twins back from skating, raging for tea.

‘You can have hot buttered toast and finish the ginger cake, but don’t, I implore you, eat anything else.’

‘She implores us.’ Henry turned to Tom.

‘It’s just hysteria. All right, Mum, we’ll only have what you say. What’s for supper?’

‘Cold ham, salad and baked potatoes. I’ve scrubbed them so you can put them in the oven for me now, before your tea.’

She went upstairs with some relief. There should be time to do practically everyone’s packing in peace. Hugh was still fast asleep.




TEDDY

‘I quite see that you have to go, but why can’t I come with you?’

‘I’ve told you, darling, it’s only family, and, anyway, there are so many of us there wouldn’t be room.’

‘I took you to see my family.’

‘That was different. And it wasn’t exactly a howling success, was it?’

‘How long will you be away?’

‘I don’t know. Four or five days, I should think.’

He pushed her hair away from her face. ‘Darling, do stop being difficult about it. You’ve got your family to go to. Don’t spoil our last evening together.’

‘What do you mean “our last evening”?’

‘Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. I have to be down for that.’

‘Oh,’ she said, in a very small voice. ‘I thought you meant for good.’

No, she didn’t. He had come to know all her tricks by now, and he didn’t like them. It wasn’t what she was feeling, it was what she wanted him to think she was feeling. It flashed through his mind that perhaps he would prefer it to be for good, but that was mad: he was in love with her, wasn’t he?

‘I’ll take you out for dinner.’




ARRIVALS

‘That’s all the flowers for the bedrooms – mostly berries, but the sprig of wintersweet in each vase will provide enough scent. If you take them up, I’ll start on the bedrooms.’

But the bedrooms were proving tricky. There were not enough of them for a start, but the children liked sharing. The snag was that she had forgotten how many children were now grown-up. She started to make a list.

Polly, who had not been here since her marriage, should have Hugh’s old room. And presumably Spencer would be with them in the old cot that had been kept for babies. Zoë and Rupert could have their usual room – the one with peacocks on the wallpaper. Hugh and Jemima could have Edward’s old room. Archie and Clary could have the Duchy’s room. Juliet and Louise could share the small room they’d had last year. The day nursery, which was large, could just about take Teddy, Simon, Henry and Tom. That would use up all the camp beds. Harriet, Bertie, Andrew and Polly’s twins could share the night nursery and she could put Polly’s nanny in the Brig’s old dressing room. That left Georgie and Laura. She’d had a surprising postcard that morning: ‘Plese arnt Rachel I want to sleep with Georgie, because I unnerstan him and I love him very MUCH. And I love Rivers. Love from Laura.’

She had left out Villy! And Roland. Well, he could go in with the other boys, but Villy must have a nice room. She had better have mine, she thought, and I will sleep in Sid’s. She had not been able to do this since Sid’s death, but now it was simply something that had to be faced, like so much else.

At five o’clock the house had been quiet, still, encased in the frost that had arrived with the dark. She had wandered restlessly through the rooms, drawing curtains, putting logs on the fires. But after a few minutes she’d heard a car and, wrapping a shawl round her, she went out to meet the first arrivals. It was Polly and her family. The three children scrambled out. ‘Eliza and Jane were both sick in the car, but I wasn’t,’ the boy declared. ‘I was definitely not sick at all.’

Polly hugged her aunt. ‘Oh, Aunt Rach, it’s lovely to be here. This is Gerald,’ and Gerald unexpectedly kissed her.

‘It is,’ he said shyly. ‘Eliza, Jane, Andrew, come and say hello to your great-aunt.’

‘Hello, Aunt Rachel,’ they murmured.

Gerald took Spencer from Nan, and helped her out of the car. She looked like a tiny bird in her nest of warm, sensible clothes. Eileen appeared and offered to help.

‘Come in, children.’

After that there was a steady stream of family arrivals. Laura rushed up and, in a kind of shouted whisper, asked whether her postcard had arrived. Rachel said, yes, it had, but she must talk to Georgie and his parents first, whereupon Laura gave her a very black look. Rupert and Zoë set about unpacking sleeping-bags, and Georgie brought in Rivers’s belongings and allowed Laura to give him some of his supper.

Then Clary, Archie and their two arrived. ‘It’s like coming home,’ Archie said, as he hugged her.

Juliet, who had just extricated her case from the pile in the boot, said, ‘Where am I sleeping, Aunt Rachel?’ No greeting, and she had developed a new drawly voice, as though addressing everyone from a pinnacle of indifference.

‘Hello, Juliet. You’re in the same room as before and you’re sharing it with Louise.’ She was wearing a thick sweater embroidered with white sheep and one black one. She looked stunning – and sulky.

‘Come on, Jules! Help me with the car,’ Rupert called, but she took no notice, simply stalked into the house.

Minutes later, Teddy, Simon and Louise arrived, packed rather tightly into Teddy’s small car. They all seemed pleased to see Rachel.

Clary felt touched to have been given the Duchy’s bedroom. It looked as it always had – white walls, white muslin-covered dressing table, the two Brabazon water-colours of Venice and two sepia photographs of the Duchy’s parents in their late eighties, sitting on a bench in their garden at Stanmore. The blue linen curtains were ragged, and the patchwork quilt that had always covered the bed since Rachel had made it – of blue and white silks – now had gaping holes where some of the blues had rotted. Clary looked at it all, and tears pricked her eyes. It seemed an honour to be there; eddies of grief for the Duchy came and went. It would be awful for her if she was still here, with her whole world crashing round her, she thought.

Villy and Roland arrived: Tonbridge had fetched them off the train at Battle. Villy was clutching a large tin, and Roland carried a sleeping-bag and two cases.

‘You’re having my old room, darling. I’m so glad you’ve come. Hello, Roland, I haven’t seen you for ages. You’re sleeping in the day nursery with the other boys.’

He looked bewildered. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know where that is.’

‘I’ll show him. Are we sharing?’ Villy asked.

‘No, no. You’re in my room. I’m in Sid’s.’ It was awful, she thought, that Roland didn’t know his brothers or cousins. He was much taller than his mother, and did not look like Edward at all. He was of an age when he was practically always in the way, with a great anxiety to get out of it.

She went down to see that the drinks were in the drawing room and met Andrew on the stairs.

‘I’ve explored the house,’ he said. ‘It didn’t take me long. Not much good for hide-and-seek, I shouldn’t think. Everybody would be found in a minute.’

‘Perhaps you’d go and tell the girls that supper will be in the hall any minute now.’

‘Oh, good! I will.’ And he sped happily back upstairs.

Supper in the hall, beneath the glass dome that largely lighted it, was for Bertie and Harriet, Jane and Eliza, Georgie, Laura and Andrew, and consisted of scrambled eggs on fried bread with one rasher of bacon per child followed by jam sandwiches and a Victoria sponge. Eliza and Jane got their orange squash, which meant that everyone else wanted it too, so it ran out. The meal was presided over by Nan, who kept order with miraculous ease. Georgie asked people to save their bacon rind for Rivers. When Andrew picked the top half off a sandwich, Nan was after him at once. ‘That’s no way to behave, your lordship – just for that you’ll get no sandwich at all. Hand me your plate. You’ll wait to have your cake with the others.’

‘Why does she call you “lordship”?’ Laura asked.

‘She only does it when she’s cross. I am a lord, actually.’


‘He’s got a horrible name,’ Eliza said, and Jane added, ‘He’s Lord Holt. He wanted to be Lisle like us, but Daddy said he couldn’t be. He has to stay Lord Holt until Daddy dies when he will be Lord Fakenham, like Daddy is now. Me and Jane are called “Lady”,’ she finished smugly.

‘That’s enough of that. You’re no better than the next person, any of you. We’re all the same,’ Nan finished sternly, although she thought nothing of the sort.

In the drawing room the fire blazed, giving such a convincing impression of warmth that nearly everyone felt they must be, and this was aided by the strong Martinis that the older set were drinking. There was a divide here that required tact. Roland, as Villy now saw, seemed very shy and his large Adam’s apple slid up and down his throat like mercury in a thermometer. Rachel had tried with him – asking what he was most interested in, and he had said something that clearly floored her. Villy watched him anxiously until Archie came up to give her a hug, and said, ‘Don’t worry about him, he’ll be fine,’ and filled her glass from the jug he was taking round.

The Christmas tree, potted by McAlpine, stood gaunt and majestic in the bay window, its decorations stacked in tatty old cardboard boxes round it.

The children were all in bed, but audibly not asleep. Rachel clapped her hands, and everyone became silent. ‘I just want to say two things. One, wouldn’t it be a good idea not to discuss our – difficulties, until after Christmas? Let’s just enjoy it.’ There was a murmur of agreement. ‘Second, this room must be out of bounds until Christmas morning – for the children, I mean.’

‘Well,’ Archie said briskly, ‘Rupe and I have always done the tree, and since we’re both rotten at the lights system, it would be good to have Roland: he knows all about electrical things, don’t you?’

‘I could certainly install the lights on the tree,’ Roland said, then blushed, so that his acne stood out even more fiercely, like little pilot lights in a sunset sky.

Rupert said that that would be a great help, and Villy glowed.

Clary slipped out of the room to see if she could help Eileen.

The kitchen was an inferno. Even Mrs Tonbridge’s sallow complexion was suffused to a more classic red, and kirby-grips clattered – like dwarfs’ ninepins – onto the stove. Eileen was draining beet spinach; only Nan sat quietly, knitting a shawl. She and Mrs Tonbridge approved of one another, and Nan had had a good day, as far as her memory went, and she was reminiscing about her long service with the Fakenham family, while Mrs Tonbridge was able to contribute a few things about Polly’s early life. Eileen was so entranced by this that Mrs Tonbridge had to keep shouting at her to get on with the vegetables, while she removed a large dish of stewed pheasants from the oven. ‘And you’re to take them pies one at a time into the dining room.’ Clary, who had turned up to help, said she would carry one. She was still wearing the clothes she had arrived in – jeans and a fisherman’s sweater.

‘In my day, they all changed for dinner. Even if his lordship dined alone, it was always in his dinner jacket.’

‘Times have changed, Miss Smallcott,’ Mrs Tonbridge offered uneasily. Changing like that in this household had only been for celebrations, and had meant a four-course dinner, although since the war they had made do with two.

Clary and Eileen now returned to take the vegetables. ‘Come back for the sauce, Eileen.’ Mrs Tonbridge had been stirring it in its saucepan. Her vigour made the kirby-grips even more precarious.

‘Everybody help themselves,’ Rachel said. Even so, it took a long time. We shall have to have two rooms for Christmas lunch, she thought, as she looked round the room with pleasure. And another leaf in the hall table. How her parents would have liked this!

‘I hardly eat pheasant,’ Juliet said to Teddy, when he exclaimed over her tiny helping. ‘And I never eat potatoes.’ But when the sauce came round she poured a selfish amount onto her plate.

Gerald was enjoying everything immensely. Originally, he had not wanted to come, but he had known that Polly was really keen, and it was a joy for him to please her about anything. He looked at her now, talking to Archie Lestrange, who’d married her best friend, and whom, she had told him, she had had a crush on when she was very young. ‘He was so kind to us – treating us as grown-ups when we weren’t quite. We both loved him because he listened to us seriously, and he was a very good tease. And nearly as funny as Uncle Rupert,’ she’d added.

They were a good-looking lot, but no one was a patch on Poll. Her copper hair was not as burnished as once it had been, and she was no longer the slip of a girl he had married, but maturity became her, and whatever she was doing, feeding babies, cleaning the house, looking after dear old Nan, her beauty was always apparent. She caught his eye across the table and blew him a kiss. Her clothes became glamorous because she was wearing them: tonight it was a long woollen skirt with a scarlet silk shirt. He was grateful for her mere presence. He was very good at gratitude.

‘Perhaps, Miss Smallcott, you’d care to partake of some supper in my sitting room. I’ve fed Tonbridge, because of his ulcer, so it will be just the two of us.’

They repaired to her room where Tonbridge had made a nice fire. There was a small fish pie for them, and the supper was such a success that by the end of it (with a nice strong cup of tea), they had progressed to Christian names, Mabel and Edith. Mabel had been able to say that ordinarily she would not dream of working in her carpet slippers, but she was due an operation and could not possibly do her present work in her shoes. Edith had told her then of her memory lapses which her ladyship had said did not matter in the least, and were simply due to age. ‘Not that I’ve ever told her my age. I don’t tell anyone my age.’ She did not add that this was chiefly because, most of the time, she had no idea what it was. The evening ended because Edith said she must go and listen for Spencer. She wondered whether Eileen would show her up to her ladyship’s room as its whereabouts had slipped her mind. Eileen, who had had a lonely dinner at the kitchen table, and had now been washing up for a good hour, escorted her. Spencer had woken up, and Lord Fakenham was walking up and down with him in his arms. ‘If you’ll take him, Nan, I’ll get his mother.’

Nan took the baby, who gave her a token smile of recognition, and then got down to the serious business of yelling for food.

Polly’s appearance excited him to operatic strength, but as she sank gratefully into an armchair and took him, his cries ceased in midstream as he found what he wanted.

‘Nan, dear, you go to bed. It’s long past your bedtime.’ And as she hesitated, Polly said, ‘Gerald will take you there. It’s the fourth door on your left.’

‘And show Nan where the bathroom is,’ she called after them as they left the room.

Alone with her baby, she could indulge in a passionate adoration that she imagined she concealed from everyone. His eyes, that had turned from slate-blue to brown like his father, were fixed trustfully on hers, his copper-gold hair was damp from his exertions, and she gently smoothed his curls from his forehead. ‘You are the most perfect, beautiful baby in the world,’ she told him. ‘I love you – passionately.’

She knew that she was taking far too long to wean him, but she clung to this special intimacy: this was her last baby, so it was an intimacy she would never have again.

‘The thing is,’ Harriet said, ‘we’re more likely to get snow if we all want it. Couldn’t we just say, “Let there be snow” – like God – and there will be?’ You had to hold your own against the twins, since there were two of them and they always agreed with each other.

Eliza and Jane both had their hair in pigtails and they were all snug in their sleeping-bags. The space they’d made for Laura was unoccupied, and they found out that she was sleeping with Georgie. This, they thought, was very unfair, and they all agreed that Laura was spoiled. ‘She’s too young for us, anyway,’ Eliza had said. ‘I mean, I often read in bed, and she can’t read without a grownup helping her. Andrew is awful, too. I think all very young children are pests. I shan’t have babies when I get married. I shall wait for them to be at least seven before I have them.’

Harriet was aghast. ‘Eliza, you can’t just go about with a seven-year-old baby inside you. You’d explode – like a balloon.’ She could not suppress a slightly hysterical giggle at the thought.

‘Goodness, Harriet, of course I couldn’t. I’d have it at the normal time and then lend it to people until it was old enough.’

There was a silence while Harriet digested the snub. ‘Are we staying awake for Father Christmas?’ she asked rather timidly.

She saw the twins exchange a look. ‘I think it would be best if we all went to sleep,’ Jane said, adding kindly, ‘and please don’t worry about birth and all that. I can quite see that as you don’t live in the country you couldn’t know much about that sort of thing. Do you want to go on reading, Lizzie?’

‘Not specially.’ She shut her book with a snap; she’d only been pretending to read it. They were all tired – being sick on the journey had meant the twins had had a rather small supper, and Nan had made them have baths.

The light was turned off by Eliza, who said, ‘I’m going to undo my plait: Nan made it far too tight.’

‘Me too. You’re lucky to have such lovely thick hair, Harriet – ours is far too mingy.’

Harriet lay in the dark, savouring this compliment. Nobody had ever said anything like that to her before. She decided to remember it all her life.

Roland, having successfully installed the Christmas lights, packed up his tool case and said he would go to bed. He found Teddy, Tom, Henry and Simon in the nursery trying to play records on a pretty ancient machine. One of them was also struggling with a wireless that emitted constant crackles and small bursts of jazz. ‘We’ve not to make too much noise,’ one of them was saying.

‘Roland will know what to do,’ Simon said. He was dealing with the gramophone.

It was marvellous to feel so useful and informed, Roland thought.

Louise and Juliet had soon got bored by all this, and had gone to bed, where they were exchanging important confidences – Louise about Joseph, and Juliet about the new love of her life. They were most honourable about dividing the time spent on discussing Joseph and Tarquin, while at the same time going through the elaborate process of cleaning and nourishing their skins for the rigours of the night. ‘Tarquin’s at a drama school, on a scholarship, so he must be frightfully good. My best friend at the school I used to be at took me to the end-of-term play they were doing, and he played a very old man in it, and I thought he must actually be very old, but when we met and he was taking off his make-up, he wasn’t – at all. He’s twenty – the perfect age for me. So we fell in love. He says I ought to be an actress, which I’d far rather do than go to France. He said that being a model was just mucking about. Oh! I’m sorry I said that because it’s what you do – I didn’t mean that you muck about because you’re at the top, aren’t you?’ She had dropped her drawl now they were alone, and her faint blush made her look even more beautiful.

‘Oh, no. I don’t mind you saying that in the least. I think I do muck about. Ought to find something more interesting to do.’

In the drawing room, they had finished filling the golf stockings, and had laid all the other presents under the tree. Gerald had returned to say that Polly was putting Spencer back to bed, and that he had told her to go too. ‘But are we missing anyone?’ Rachel said.

‘We’re missing Lydia because she has to do panto with her rep company.’ This was Villy. ‘I rang her before leaving and she sent her love to everyone.’

‘Wills wanted to spend the time with his girlfriend’s family. Fair enough,’ Hugh said, but he looked sad.

‘Well,’ Rupert said. ‘I think I can beat you all with Neville’s excuse.’ He took a piece of paper out of his jacket pocket and read out a message: ‘Sorry can’t be with you. Am working in Cuba where I shall probably get married.’

‘Good Lord!’

‘The “probably” is a typical Neville touch. I didn’t want to produce it at dinner, because I wasn’t sure how Juliet would react. She’s had a bit of a crush on him.’

‘She’s over it now,’ Zoë said quickly. ‘She’s found an actor to be in love with.’

‘Right.’ This was Archie. ‘Let’s do the stockings and call it a day.’

So, some time later, they filed upstairs with the creaking stockings, which Gerald, Archie and Hugh deposited in each of the bedrooms.

Clary could well remember pretending to be asleep, listening out all the while for the stocking to be laid carefully on her bed. Louise and Polly would be fast asleep, but she – especially in the war years when Dad was missing – always just opened her eyes a slit so that she could see who it was. The drawing room had been out of bounds then; this evening she had been examining it with a grown-up eye. The lovely curtains that Aunt Rachel had insisted on – dark green chintz with creamy white roses – were now in tatters; you had to draw them very carefully not to split them more. The sofas and upholstered chairs were also worn and shiny on the arms. The lampshades had darkened with time so that they were almost the colour of coffee, and the immense carpet that had covered the room was now full of dangerous if familiar rents.

Her play was hopefully coming back to London some time in the New Year. She had not earned very much money from it so far, but an agent had written to her saying he would be happy to represent her. Archie had said that would be a good thing and meant she would not have to worry about money. So she was to see him in the New Year. What did worry her was the alarming fact that she did not have a notion of what to write next. She had started trying to compose a new play several times, but all the scraps that she had managed to put onto paper remained scraps – incoherent and pointless. She was looking forward to living with Rupert and Zoë and kept deciding that she would postpone trying to write again until they had settled in. Saying goodbye to Home Place was the immediate thing. She and Archie were the luckiest members of the family: Hugh and Edward and Rachel were the hardest hit, and Rachel faced the bleakest future. When she thought of Rachel, she began to imagine awful things. Supposing Archie died as Sid had, and she did not have Bertie and Harriet, and she had no qualifications for any decent kind of work, but had lost all her money and needed to make some …

‘What are you crying about?’

She told him.

‘My darling, you must be deliriously happy if you have to invent things to cry about. I am extremely well, and so are the children. And you are now a playwright. I do agree that we have to worry about the others, but now, as Rachel said, we’re here to enjoy Christmas. I’m going to put my lovely healthy arms round you and you’re going to go to sleep at once.’

Rivers, although he had been dozing round Georgie’s neck, was immediately awake when Hugh came in with the stockings. He had learned to lie low when people who weren’t Georgie turned up, and scurried under the blanket until they had gone. He had no intention of spending the night in his cold cage, and as Hugh did not put on a light, he would not know that he wasn’t in it now. Awake, he felt like a snack and luckily discovered half a digestive biscuit under the pillow near to Georgie’s hair. He nibbled this very quietly, so as not to wake his friend.

Rachel undressed quickly. She was cold to the bone: her hands had gone that horrid mauve colour and her feet were blocks of ice. She had kept telling herself how well everything was going, how funny Laura could be, that adorable baby of Polly’s – she had always loved babies, each one seeming more charming than the last – how wonderful Mrs Tonbridge had been with so many people to feed, how kind and supportive her brothers and darling Archie were being, how welcoming and nice they had been to Villy, how clever Roland had been with the lights for the tree, how thoughtful Zoë and Jemima, Clary and Polly were with their determination to help, how they all seemed to get on together … This made her think of Edward, from whom she had not heard, and she could not help praying that Diana would decide not to come to Boxing Day lunch with him. It would be so much easier for Villy.

Now, she lay in the dark with two hot-water bottles – and tears were streaming down her face. She allowed herself a brief sob before telling herself to pull herself together. Tonight would be the anniversary of Sid’s death.

‘I don’t suppose he meant it, darling. You know Neville – he’s always enjoyed teasing people.’

‘It isn’t that I mind him getting married. I mind his not telling us properly. He really is a master of the flippant message. Still, it might have been difficult for Jules if he was here.’

‘Jules has fallen for someone else. She thinks I don’t know, and it’s best to keep it like that.’

‘Who has she fallen for?’

‘A student at an acting school. But you don’t know, either.’

‘All right.’ He had got into bed. ‘Be quick, darling, it’s so cold.’ She always took ages. He had taken to reading to stop himself getting impatient, and he now dived into his paperback volume of Chekhov’s short stories.


Jemima was undressed in a matter of seconds; Hugh always took longer. Tonight he seemed to be taking longer than usual: he had gone down the passage to the bathroom and, after nearly ten minutes, had not returned. She got out of bed and went to find him.

He was sitting on the bathroom stool, and turned to her when she came in. He looked shaky. ‘Got a bit stuck,’ he said, in a slurred voice. ‘Dropped my toothbrush and when I bent down to pick it up, it was too far away. Felt dizzy – couldn’t reach … Not drunk,’ he said, looking at her with frightened eyes.

She put her arms round him. ‘You’re just tired. Never mind about the toothbrush. Come with me.’ She spoke calmly, but she did not feel calm at all.

Snow fell in the night, large flakes as big as feathers, and after a while it began to settle. The bare trees became heavy with it; it thickened on the ground so that it became like the icing on a cake, then a satisfactory three inches of dazzling crunch. Spiders’ webs sparkled with icicles; the sky was the colour of dirty pearls and the air smelt of snow.

Simon, who had decided to clean out and lay the fires, had to brush the snow off the logs before he wheeled the barrow into the house. The only other person up was Eileen, who was amazed and grateful that he was doing this chore for her. She showed him where the newspapers and kindling were to be found, and offered him a cup of tea. It meant that she could also have one, which she badly needed – it was perishing. They drank their tea standing in the kitchen, then he raked out the kitchen stove and she counted the cutlery for laying the two tables in the dining room and hall.

Simon loved doing fires. He had felt rather out of it last night, with Teddy constantly steering the conversation round to girlfriends and, in particular, his own. ‘Haven’t you got one?’ he had asked, and Simon had said, no, he hadn’t. He felt himself blushing then because he thought of the gardener’s boy who worked on a neighbouring estate and with whom he had quite unexpectedly but deeply fallen in love. He had met Roy at a nursery garden centre some months back, and to begin with they had talked about trees. Roy was collecting a lorry load of fruit trees while Simon was picking up stuff for the avenue. He came from Glasgow, but his father was Italian, had been a prisoner of war and had met Roy’s mother then. After the war, Roy’s father had not wanted to return to Italy, and the family of the farm he had worked on as a prisoner offered him a job. He found and wooed Maggie, their young cook, and Roy had been the result. He was wonderfully good-looking – with abundant curly black hair, melting brown eyes, and a smooth olive skin that never seemed to change. They had agreed to go to the cinema together on their day off. They sat side by side in the dark, and Simon kept looking at Roy and his lovely profile. And then, after about an hour of this, Roy had put out his hand and rested it upon Simon’s erection.

He had given a little grunt of triumph and then he’d leaned over and kissed Simon’s mouth. Simon had been unable to contain himself and was flooded with shame. Roy had responded by taking his hand and leading him out of the cinema to his lorry. The back had a tarpaulin that covered it. Roy let down the tailboard and sprang into the lorry. He held out a hand to Simon and hefted him up. It was dark in the back, and for some reason this had made them whisper.

‘You not done this before?’

No, he hadn’t.

Roy undid one of the lashings of the tarp, which let in a little light. Simon could see that the lorry had been swept clean and that a sleeping-bag lay in one corner. For a second he wondered whether Roy had planned everything, but this only excited him more. Roy was speedily stripping himself bare, until he stood before Simon, naked. He was smiling – a teasing, inviting smile. Then, with a swift, elegant movement, he knelt, in front of him and began taking off his clothes. ‘Good,’ he said, when Simon was also naked. ‘You have a nice body.’

‘Nothing like yours.’

‘No, no. Mine is the best. But you have good cock. Let me …’

There ensued the most amazing time of Simon’s life. After a furious, sometimes painful, sometimes ecstatic session Roy drew away from him. ‘I need a fag. Half-time,’ he added, as he found his packet and lit up. He offered one to Simon, who didn’t smoke, except now he felt he wanted to do everything that Roy did.

‘I love you,’ he said, as they lay together on the sleeping-bag; the cigarette made him cough, and he gave it up. ‘I love you,’ he repeated, willing Roy to say it too. But he didn’t. He stubbed out his cigarette.

‘We have a good time together. We don’t need more. We have good sex – it’ll get even better for you. And now, as they say in pubs, one for the road.’

There had been more times, and then Roy had said he was off to Scotland for Christmas and, more importantly, New Year. And here he was, in the house where he had been born, back to say goodbye to it. And more in love with Roy than ever. In his dreams he imagined Roy returning to tell him that he was in love, too. They would live together and perhaps run a nursery garden. A blissful dream, for Simon still found it impossible that such a degree of physical intimacy could exist without love.

‘I don’t think books should count as presents.’ Georgie and Laura had raced unwrapping their stockings and were eating their tangerines. ‘I think anything except them could be a present. Except sand or earth,’ she added, after thinking about it. She had privately loved her stocking. ‘You couldn’t have had a live animal in a stocking. It would have died in the night. And you’ve got things that are useful for your zoo. It’s a pity you didn’t get a book on how to look after your goldfish,’ she added pointedly. She felt that Georgie had not been quite grateful enough for her splendid present.

‘I know perfectly well how to do that. The bowls for the rabbits and mice are useful.’

‘And your penknife, and your torch. And that notebook that says “Reports on my Collection”. I think that’s a lovely present.’

‘Do be careful, Laura. You’re beginning to sound like a grown-up.’

‘Am I? I didn’t mean to. Honestly, Georgie, nothing was further from my mind.’ She was secretly delighted at the idea.

Rivers, who did not care for tangerines, scampered inside his owner’s pyjama jacket to keep warm.

Laura had got out of bed to see if there was snow and, passing Rivers’s unoccupied cage, suddenly saw something. ‘Oh, look! A lovely little stocking specially for Rivers!’

‘Give it to me.’ Georgie was clearly delighted.

It was in fact one of Laura’s socks, and she sat on Georgie’s bed while he opened it. It contained a little bag of Good Boy Choc Drops, a partially stripped drumstick, a really beautiful little brush and comb for his fur, a tiny tin that had mixed biscuits in it, and an envelope full of scraps of ham. ‘A very thoughtful stocking,’ Georgie said. He was almost laughing with pleasure. ‘Look, Rivers!’

Rivers, who had smelt the ham and the chicken, emerged, his whiskers twitching.

‘I’m going to give him the chicken first, and it means we can eat our chocolate money. He loves chicken, and he’s never really cared for chocolate.’

That was how the three of them were occupied when Zoë and Jemima came to get them up.

‘Now, this is what’s going to happen,’ Polly said. ‘You get dressed and have breakfast. Then Daddy is going to take you for a walk—’

Andrew interrupted. ‘I don’t like to be taken. I like to do my walks by myself.’

‘Well, today, you’ll have Daddy. He’s never been here before, so you can show him round.’

‘He doesn’t know anywhere here,’ Eliza said.

‘Well, I can explore him round. Oh, I do hope I get a dog for Christmas. It will be my dog and nothing to do with you.’ He and Bertie had swapped a good many of their stocking presents, and resented the girls’ invasion of their room.

Polly, who had arrived with an armful of clothes, was laying them out on Andrew’s bed. ‘And after your walk it will be presents in the drawing room. Then it will be lunch – Christmas lunch. And after lunch there will be a competition for the best snowman.’

Clary arrived then, wearing Archie’s dressing gown as she had forgotten to pack her own. ‘You are to wear exactly what I have laid out for you,’ Polly warned Andrew, ‘or I shall send for Nan.’

This threat proved most effective, and Andrew did as he was told.

‘I shall skip breakfast,’ Louise said, when they woke up.

‘Me too.’ Juliet was actually ravenous, but she knew this was childish, and she was no longer a child. After a moment, she said, ‘I suppose we could both have black coffee. People on diets are always drinking it.’

‘Yeah, we could. You wouldn’t be an angel and fetch us some?’


‘Of course I will.’ Juliet slipped on the very old peach-coloured kimono that had belonged to her mother and sped away.

Alone, Louise decided to open the present Joseph had left for her. She had been saving it up for Christmas Day, but she wanted to open it when she was by herself. It was a small box wrapped in gold paper with a little label that said ‘L. from J.’ The tag had ‘Happy Christmas’ printed in red with a sprig of holly. He wouldn’t have wrapped it himself. Inside the paper there was a dark red leather box, and inside that, gracefully coiled on its velvet, lay an eighteenth-century paste necklace of a delicious watery green. Each piece of glass was backed with gold, and small golden links joined them together. It was extremely beautiful. She lifted it out of its box and put it round her neck. It was a necklace for wearing at parties, and she had to push away her longing for something she could always wear – like a ring. It wasn’t. But it was her first Christmas present from him. He must have touched it. She undid the clasp, and put some stones into her mouth. If he was with her they would kiss.

Rachel got up in time to go to the eight o’clock service, and as she trudged down the lane towards the church, she saw Villy ahead of her. In church they knelt side by side and went up for Communion together. Afterwards, Rachel said that she had picked a few hellebores for Sid. They would not last, but that was all there was. At least the Duchy’s grave still had a vase of berries next to it. Rachel planted the flowers in the thick snow, and swept away the drifts that had stuck to Sid’s gravestone. She shut her eyes and said a prayer, but Villy could not hear it. As she got up – she had been kneeling – Rachel brushed the snow from her skirt and took Villy’s arm. It was very good to be with someone without having to speak. As they walked back up the lane together, the snow began again – large graceful flakes that quickly covered their previous tracks.

‘The children will love this,’ Rachel said.

‘It’s all very well on Christmas cards,’ Mrs Tonbridge grumbled. She was frying eight eggs in a huge shallow pan for the dining-room breakfast. The rest of them had had cornflakes or porridge and bread and butter and marmalade. ‘But to my mind it’s otherwise nothing but a nuisance.’

‘It’s ever so pretty,’ Eileen offered.

‘You get that warmed dish out of the oven, Eileen. The snow has nothing to do with you.’ She slid the eggs onto the proffered dish and set about separating them with her spatula. She could feel her feet ache already, but she would soon be able to take the weight off them with a nice strong cup of tea, as the turkeys, stuffed, were already in the slow oven. She wondered whether Edith would be wanting breakfast in the kitchen, but Eileen reported that she was presiding over the hall breakfast. Spencer was in his high chair having Farex spooned into him by Nan, an expert’s job, since he was fascinated by everyone else at the table. And when he didn’t feel up to a spoonful, he would turn his head away at the last moment, plunge his hands into the bowl and slap the tray with his palms, which sent the stuff everywhere. Another time, he would run his sticky, laden fingers through his hair. He was no longer hungry, he did not particularly like Farex and, in any case, if it was there, he wanted to feed himself, like all the others were doing. In the end, after some sharpish demands, Nan mopped him up and gave him a rusk.

Roland got up at his usual time, but the others were all dead asleep. They had started a game of poker late at night and had asked him if he wanted to join in, but he had been tired and it wasn’t a card game that he knew. He was starting to enjoy the visit and wondered why Mum hadn’t brought him here before. The food was terrific, and all the older men had been very nice to him. The only slightly sad thing was that at home he would have had a stocking, but on the other hand it was good to be considered too old for that kind of thing. He dressed in his flannel trousers and the thick navy blue jersey that Mum had knitted for him, then slid down the banisters to the hall for breakfast.

‘Let’s have a spot of Christmas love,’ Archie said. So they did, and just managed to finish before Bertie rushed into the room, saying that Andrew had been beastly to him. ‘He wanted my torch for exploring, and when I said it was too important for him, he simply grabbed it. He really is horrible. I don’t like him.’

‘We’ll get it back. And you know you’ve done that sort of thing to Harriet, so now you know what it feels like.’ But as she said this, Clary had put her arms round him to give him a hug. ‘Happy Christmas, darling.’ And immediately he felt much better. Clary said she must go and see to Harriet, and he and Archie must get each other up.

Jemima had slept badly; she had got Hugh back to bed where he almost immediately fell asleep, but she’d lain in the dark worrying about him. Had he had a stroke? If so, it must have been very minor, but he might have another – more serious – one. Should she get a doctor? Could one get a doctor on Christmas Day? And Hugh would be furious with her if she did. This fear prevailed: he would be angry because everyone would know, and he loathed being what he called mollycoddled. It would effectively spoil not only his Christmas, but the whole family’s too.

So she was immensely relieved when he woke up, rolled over to kiss her, and was his gentle smiling self, asking how the Monster was doing.

‘She hasn’t turned up yet. I think you have rather a rival in Georgie.’

‘Well, I’m not prepared to consort with a white rat to get her affection.’

At this moment, the door burst open and Laura took a flying leap onto the bed, landing on his chest.

‘Oh, Dad! Happy Christmas! I’ve brought your presents for you both so you can open them now.’

‘How was your stocking?’ Hugh asked, while she struggled to get the presents out of her dressing-gown pockets.


‘I got a book, but otherwise it was lovely. And Rivers got a stocking all to himself so Georgie was pleased.’

‘What was your book?’ Jemima asked. She wanted to know whether Laura had even looked at it.

‘It was called The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Honestly, Mummy, what on earth good is that for me? I don’t even want to be one.’

‘It might come in handy if you wanted to fly on a broomstick.’


Laura rolled her eyes. ‘Now, Dad, sit up and have your present.’ She moved and sat cross-legged on the far end of the bed, to watch how pleased he would be.

It was a tiny diary of pink leather. ‘It’s for you to write all your business things in. It will fit in your pocket and it even has a pencil here for writing things down. The pencil will often need sharpening, but I can lend you my sharpener whenever you want. You do like it, don’t you, Dad?’ She was beaming with anxious generosity.

‘It’s just what I wanted. Couldn’t be better.’ He gave her a hug, but she wriggled away from him to present Jemima with her limp little package. The handkerchief, washed and ironed.

‘I’m afraid there is a bit of blood left on it, as I pricked myself, and it wouldn’t all come out when I washed it.’

‘Darling, you did all the embroidering by yourself? It’s really beautiful.’

‘It is, isn’t it? I put a J on it, so you’ll know it doesn’t belong to Dad or Tom or Henry.’

Jemima smoothed the crumpled lace edging with her fingers. ‘Oh, no! I shall never do that. Thank you, darling, for such a thoughtful present.’

After a pause, Laura said, ‘And what about me?’

‘I’m afraid you’ve got to wait until the present opening before lunch.’

‘Oh, Mummy! It’s so many hours away! Couldn’t you give me just a little clue of what it is?’

‘Yes,’ said Hugh, promptly. ‘It’s long and thin and very good for riding on to go out and do wicked things.’

‘A broomstick? Oh, no, Dad, it can’t be that. I don’t want to go out and do wicked things!’

‘Of course you don’t. Dad’s teasing you. Now, let’s get dressed, sweetheart, and start the day.’

The day – that day – proceeded much as Polly had told her children it would. For the lunch, a sofa table was placed at one end of the dining room for the children and Nan, who kept wishing people many happy returns of the day. The glamour, the excitement, the secret disappointments about unsuccessful presents would follow tradition. Simon had offered to take the children for the walk: he wanted to go back to the wood with its stream and the place where he and Christopher had made their secret camp. Only the few burned bricks remained, and he thought of Christopher in his monastery, wondered what sort of Christmas he was having.

Harriet found a small clump of snowdrops in the wood; there was less snow among the trees. The return to the house was delayed by a snowball fight. Georgie found a dead robin on the way home, which distressed him, and he decided to make a huge Christmas lunch for the birds.

‘It’s not important,’ Andrew said. ‘On grown-up expeditions whole people get frozen to death.’ Nothing he said was very popular.

‘What will you give them for lunch?’ Laura enquired.

‘Stuff off people’s plates and I shall ask Mrs Tonbridge for things. You can help me if you like.’

And Laura, who had just finished crying because a snowball had hit her in the face, cheered up like anything.

Eventually, when the drawing room had become a sea of paper almost obliterating the careful clumps of people’s booty, the children were sent off to wash their hands before lunch; a really stupid rule, someone said, and most of them agreed.

Jemima asked Villy whether she would carve the turkeys; she was famous for her carving. ‘Won’t Hugh want to do it?’

‘He’ll want to, but he’s so tired that I’d rather he didn’t.’ Villy gave her a quick look and said that of course she would.

Harriet gave Rachel the bunch of wilting snowdrops she’d picked in the woods (she had hidden them next to her chest when they were snowballing). ‘I thought you might like them for your dead person,’ she said, and Rachel, deeply touched, said that she would.

‘She always used to carve for Christmas,’ Jemima said to Hugh, ‘so wouldn’t it be nice for her to be asked to do it today?’ And Hugh said she was a kind, thoughtful creature and of course.

Rupert and Archie fetched the turkeys – they were too much for Eileen, who followed with dishes of vegetables. Zoë and Jemima dished out Brussels sprouts, mashed potato and gravy onto each plate of turkey and stuffing, and Clary took them to the children’s table, where Spencer, who had illicitly consumed more tissue paper than was good for him and been colourfully sick, now sat depressed, but lordly, watching Nan mix an egg into mashed potato for his lunch.

Everyone had dressed up, many of them sporting presents that they had been given, but Louise and Juliet outdid them all: Louise in a low-cut dress of olive-green velvet with her paste necklace, her hair piled up at the back of her head; Juliet in a pale yellow satin frock that she had persuaded Zoë to buy her for Christmas, with strings of faux pearls wound four times round her neck.

They were really in evening dress, but had assumed that since lunch was the main celebration, this was the time to dress up. Villy had put on the dress that Louise had helped her find for the occasion: a black velvet affair with a long skirt and a black sequined bolero. She had not had anything new for years, and found it really exciting. With it she wore the garnet necklace that Edward had given her when she had had Roly. After all, Edward – if he came – would be here tomorrow, with or without Diana. This did not cause her the resentment and misery she had once felt: she told herself that she was merely curious to see the woman who had succeeded in marrying Edward, and made a martyr out of her. But, of course, she had made her own martyrdom … She remembered now Miss Milliment saying that martyrs did not make very good company and found herself blushing. She must have been intolerable. Responses, Miss Milliment had suggested, were the thing. It was possible to have power over them, and she realised she was beginning to find that out.

Hugh had given Jemima a canary-coloured twin set, a collar of pearls and a fur hat. ‘There,’ he had said. ‘If you don’t like them you will have to sing that A. P. Herbert song, “Take back your mink, take back your pearls, What made you think that I was one of those girls?”’

And Jemima, delighted that he seemed so much better, retorted, ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. I am one of those girls.’ And wore everything at lunch.

All Rachel’s presents had been designed to keep her warm. A splendid cardigan, two scarves, a sheepskin hat and slippers, mittens and a quilted bed-jacket (far too grand for her, she thought). She wore the cardigan over her best blue woollen dress for lunch and was far too hot in no time.

When everyone was full of Christmas pudding the children were raring to start on the snowmen. Teddy and Simon were leaders of the two teams, and took turns to pick their henchmen. Both pairs of twins were split up, and the last person to be chosen was Andrew. ‘I was thinking of not playing,’ he said, but nobody took any notice.

The point was, the captains said, they could not just be any old snowmen, they had to be special, have a profession, that sort of thing. People were full of suggestions. A burglar, a pirate, a wicked sultan, a clown, an explorer. ‘Who’s going to judge us?’ Henry asked. It was to be Rupert, Archie and Gerald. ‘Nobody from my family!’ Laura wailed. ‘It isn’t strickerly fair!’

‘Yes, it is,’ Simon said firmly. ‘Now, each snowman can have up to three props but no more.’

‘Better hurry up, teams. It’ll be dark by half past four.’

So everybody worked hard, and the result was one pirate snowman with a black patch over one eye and a red cotton bandana on his head, and an explorer wearing goggles and smoking a pipe. After the judges’ deliberation (they all said it was a really difficult decision), the pirate won, rather controversially.

Hugh and Rivers spent a peaceful afternoon in their beds.

After tea everyone played with their presents. Archie and Clary had given Harriet a large jigsaw puzzle of the picture When Did You Last See Your Father? She loved jigsaws and this was not only huge, the pieces were made of proper wood.

Roland made a wireless for Tom and Henry, who were deeply impressed.

Louise and Juliet spent the afternoon watching Mrs Tonbridge’s television: after lunch, she had gone back to her cottage where she could soak her feet in hot water.

Poker was resumed from the previous night and raged until supper.

The grown-ups collapsed with books they had been given, and also listened to the record that Roland had bought his mother: Horowitz playing Rachmaninoff’s third piano concerto. ‘Marvellous tune, that opening,’ Rupert said. ‘Nearly as long as the Schubert posthumous sonata.’

The four wives cleared up the drawing room, and Simon brought in more logs before joining the poker gang; Laura and Georgie went to their bedroom to feed Rivers, who was crossly glad to see them. ‘You wouldn’t have liked it, making snowmen,’ Georgie said, and Rivers, after nibbling his ear rather sharply, settled for a game in which he rushed round the room and Georgie was supposed to try and catch him – a game Rivers invariably won and that restored his good temper. Laura looked on, but she was so thrilled by the grown-up watch her parents had given her that she couldn’t stop looking at it. ‘Ask me what’s the time,’ she kept saying to Georgie, until he was sick of it and escaped with Rivers.

Word had got about that Uncle Rupert could be very funny. ‘We’ll make him be it,’ Harriet had said.

‘What sort of funny?’ Eliza and Jane asked.

‘Oh, dogs being sick, sea lions being fed – we throw him old socks – and pigeons landing on a branch that isn’t strong enough for them, various things like that.’

‘Let’s make him be it, then.’ And they marched to the drawing room.

At first he said it was out of the question, but they were good at pestering and wore him down. He said he would do only two things, and they settled for the dog being sick and the sea lions. Clary and Polly exchanged glances: they had pestered him in their day and still enjoyed the acts.

After that, the mothers decreed bed. ‘There’s not a lot of hot water, so you’ll have to share baths. Youngest first.’ The children all stood, looking mutinous, and as tall as possible.

‘Laura, Georgie, Harriet, Bertie and Andrew first.’ Zoë and Jemima were dealing with them.

‘What about supper?’ Andrew asked, when he had run out of other objections.

‘You can each have an apple in bed. You’ve had quite enough to eat today.’

Eventually all the younger set were bathed, had been read a story by their fathers, and the grown-ups could collapse in the drawing room. Edward rang to say that he couldn’t manage lunch tomorrow but would love to come for a drink at noon. Rachel, who took the call, looked anxiously at Villy when she returned with this news, but Villy smiled at her calmly. ‘Is Diana coming?’ she asked, but Rachel said he hadn’t told her.

‘He seemed in a hurry,’ she added.

The rest of the evening passed peacefully. Gerald said he had brought some champagne, which he had thoughtfully buried in the snow, and wouldn’t this be a good time to have it? It would. Supper, Rachel said, was going to be bits and pieces, as she felt that Mrs Tonbridge had done enough for one day.

Clary offered to go and help with it and found Mrs T, as she called her, sitting in her housekeeper’s room with her feet up, watching television and eating Black Magic chocolates. So when Clary said that they would just have sandwiches in the drawing room and that she didn’t have to do any more, she realised how tired she was, and when Miss Clary carried the trays for her, she made herself a turkey sandwich, boiled water for her hotty, put all her presents into a basket then walked over to the cottage and plodded upstairs to the attic. She was going to eat her sandwich in bed and start one of the Barbara Cartlands that Miss Rachel had given her for Christmas. What could be more luxurious than that?

Simon, Henry and Tom came down from the poker room for provisions. ‘How many sandwiches each?’ Henry asked, and Jemima answered three. ‘Do you mean three of those triangles, or three whole rounds?’

Hugh said they could have four triangles and after that they must make do with mince pies, and because it was Hugh, they agreed. When Jemima said they were taking too many sandwiches, Tom replied that they needed enough for five, as Louise and Juliet were joining in the poker game. ‘Don’t stay up all night,’ Jemima said rather hopelessly: she knew that they would stay up just as long as they wanted to.

On their own, unencumbered by the young, people said what a lovely day it had been and how beautifully Rachel had arranged everything. They were clinging to the present, but some of them were finding it increasingly difficult to ward off bleak and anxious thoughts of the future. They were leaving the house that had been their home for so long. A few more days and it would be over. Nothing would be the same again.

Polly found it quite a relief when she had to go and put Spencer to bed. She found him with Nan in her bedroom and there was Nan choking back tears. ‘I don’t know where I am, my lady. Nothing to eat all day and a strange woman in my kitchen. I don’t think this is my home at all, you know, because my bed is facing the wrong way and I couldn’t do my crochet for the baby.’

Polly made Nan sit on the bed and explained that they would all be going home in a few days. Nan always cried when she forgot how to crochet, which was happening more and more often now.

‘When Spencer is settled, I’ll get you some Horlicks, and when you’re ready for bed we’ll do the crochet together. Look, Nan. Isn’t he sweet?’

Nan’s face had softened and she wiped her face with a Harrington square.

‘You had lunch, you know, with all of us in the dining room, and you gave Spencer a little bone to chew and he loved it. You’re so good with him, Nan. I don’t know what I should do without you.’

A spot of appreciation did the trick, and Polly could see her remembering.

In bed at last with Gerald – she had not gone back to the drawing room because it had taken her ages to get the Horlicks and then show Nan how to do her crochet – she said how good the family were being about their misfortune. ‘You have a wonderful family,’ he replied. ‘I really admire them. Particularly your aunt. Hugh was telling me what dire straits she’s in.’

‘I know. And nobody has enough money to help her.’

‘I was wondering if you’d like her to come and live with us.’

‘Oh, my darling, how good and kind you are! Oh, Gerald!’ She turned to him and he felt her warm tears on his face.

‘I’m pretty dull, though. You get that with people who mean well. It’s a real danger.’

She kissed him.

‘You see?’ he said, when she had finished. ‘You’ve been kissing me for years now, and I’ve not turned into a prince, just stayed a plain old frog.’

‘My own most interesting frog,’ she said. ‘Mind my breasts – they’re a bit sore.’

Of course, she’ll be hunting tomorrow, and won’t have another thought in her head, Teddy realised. His parting from Sabrina had not been happy, and he was almost relieved to be without her for a few days. The poker game had broken up with Roland winning. They had only been playing with matchsticks, but these were to be converted to cash when they finished the final game. Teddy had enjoyed the male camaraderie of it. Perhaps he could get a pilot’s licence and then an interesting job, even in Africa. Rather a thrilling idea.

‘He’ll be in bed now, but in the dressing room. He doesn’t share a room with her any more. He said that she’d asked him to go to bed with her twice during the last four years, and both times she got pregnant. He’ll have given her very expensive presents, though, and I expect she’ll have given him the same, and his sister will stay and it will be a nice family Christmas. Without me.’ Louise had returned the necklace to its box and put the box under her pillow. Juliet was already asleep.

Simon thought of his love – whooping it up in Glasgow, going to pubs, getting stoned, probably nipping into bed with someone if he fancied them. That hurt: he didn’t want to think about that. Better leave it that he – he was two years older, after all – had seriously fallen in love with somebody who was only just learning about love. He would be back in exactly seven days. Meanwhile, it felt good to be in the old house – especially if it was for the last time. The other, absolutely marvellous thing was that Aunt Rachel had given him the Duchy’s piano as his Christmas present. At first he’d thought that she wanted him to play her something – he had played when the family sang carols: ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’, ‘I Saw Three Ships’, and ‘The Holly and the Ivy’. Later, Laura had come up to him and asked what the holly bear was like. ‘I just thought I ought to know, in case he came suddenly out of a wood, or something.’ He’d explained about there not being a holly bear – to her great relief. ‘I only wondered.’

‘You said just the right things,’ Aunt Rachel had told him later.

And now it became clear that she was actually giving him this lovely old piano: a Blüthner drawing-room grand. It was old, but that meant it had the Schwander action, made in France before the factory had closed during the First World War. The felts needed pricking, but otherwise it was perfect. He tried to express his thanks, but it was so much the most amazing present he had ever had in his life that he became lost for words and ended up hugging her, screwing up his eyes to forestall tears. ‘I’m very glad,’ she said, ‘that it means so much to you. Your grandmother would have been so pleased.’

Rachel went to bed in a far more peaceful state of mind than she’d experienced the night before. They were a very close-knit family, and she was so grateful for that. It was true that they had not accepted Zoë at first, but gradually, during those long war years, she had become enfolded and welcomed, and the Duchy had always stood up for her. Perhaps, in time, Diana will become like that, she thought. Rachel was always optimistic about potential goodness.

Tomorrow, early, she would take dear little Harriet’s bunch of snowdrops to Sid’s grave. The thought that she might be forced to live many miles away in the future pierced her yet again, but she pushed the pain deeper into her heart.

Villy lay in the dark thinking how much better it was to be back with the family, and how Roland was enjoying his siblings and cousins. He seemed happy and she had noticed that his wretched acne – the bane of his life – was definitely better. The doctor she had taken him to had said that it would clear up in its own good time. She had no idea what he felt about meeting his father in the company of his new wife, but there was nothing she could do about it now, except to be calm and absolutely unemotional. Which she was determined to be.

‘Dearest Hugh, I will not have you worrying about Rachel. I would love her to stay with us as long as she’d like.’

‘That would be marvellous, but we simply haven’t got room, have we?’

‘Yes, we have. I’ve thought it through. Laura goes into your dressing room, the boys go into Laura’s room, and Rachel can have the boys’ room. You would have to dress and undress in front of me but I’m sure we could get over our embarrassment in time.’

‘I’m afraid it might be followed by a frenzy of lust. Darling Jem, it would be a load off my mind. I’m sure we could find her some little job to do – working for a charity, perhaps – so she wouldn’t be in your hair all day. Do you mean all this, darling? Have you really thought about it?’

‘Yes,’ she replied patiently. ‘I’ve really thought about it. Rachel has always been so very kind to me and the boys. She’s treated us as family from the first time we came here, and now I want to treat her as family back. Let’s go to sleep.’

‘Not quite yet.’

Roland, who had had a smashing day, waited till the others were settled and lights were out before he smeared his face with camomile lotion. Mum had said it would help, and the spots certainly didn’t seem quite so noticeable. She had been wonderful. She had given him a cheque before Christmas so that he could buy the tools and equipment needed for an experiment he was doing with his friend. Others had given him book tokens, a squash racquet, and a very superior torch – and other things that he was too sleepy to remember. And tomorrow Dad was coming for a drink with That Woman, as Mum used to call her. He hated his father; he sometimes said this to himself to keep the hatred going. He’d ruined Mum’s life, and on the few occasions when they were together, they had nothing to say. The fatuous questions! ‘How are you getting on at school?’; ‘Looking forward to the holidays?’; ‘Made some good friends, have you?’ God! It made him sick. It was only for something to say – to get through the once-a-term hotel lunch he was taken out to. On one occasion he had brought Louise, the older sister he hardly knew, and she’d livened things up a bit, but she’d only come the once. Well, he was due to go up to Cambridge: he’d won a scholarship to Trinity next autumn, and he’d planned to get some sort of job before that to help Mum with the fees. The scholarship would only go so far, was not designed to cover everything, and his blasted father had indicated that he was unable to help. I really do hate him, Roland thought before he fell asleep. He’s not a proper father at all.

‘I think, after all, that I will come with you tomorrow. I don’t feel it’s fair for you to face them all on your own.’

‘Splendid.’ He spoke as heartily as he could manage. Far from being an escape, the drink at Home Place was going to be an ordeal. He had sold his guns and his cufflinks and this had provided him with some money to buy Christmas presents. Diana had done the rest. She had a small income of her own, derived from her Army widow’s pension, and the rent from a flat she’d inherited from her parents. She had jazzed up Christmas quite a bit on it, buying a large tree, and on Christmas Eve they had had a cocktail party for about twenty neighbours, who had drunk them clean out of vodka and gin. Edward hardly knew any of the guests, and spent most of what seemed a very long time going round and filling everyone’s glasses. He used to love parties and meeting people, but somehow he hadn’t the heart for it any more. The fact was that he’d got himself into a hell of a mess, and didn’t see how to get out of it. He had let it be known at his club that he was in the market for almost anything, but although several friends there had said they would bear him in mind, nothing had so far materialised. Early days, he said to himself, but his membership ran out in March and he would be unable to renew it.

Diana seemed to have put the future firmly out of her mind; she had been more upset when Jamie had said that he was going to spend the holiday with his grandparents and older brothers in Scotland. Comforting her about that had gone down very well – almost too well from his point of view as she had gone all out to seduce him in bed after the cocktail party. In the end, he’d managed to make enough love to satisfy her, and she’d whispered to him that, with their mutual love, nothing else mattered.

So when, on Boxing Day morning, she said she was coming with him, he wasn’t surprised but warned her that Home Place was freezing compared to their house, ‘So wrap up, darling.’ He was terrified that she would choose some revealing attire but, no, she put on a navy blue jersey dress with a polo collar, and a pair of sapphire and diamond earrings he had given her long before their marriage. This, with an old squirrel-fur jacket, completed her outfit.

‘How do I look?’

‘Perfect, as always.’

Hugh met them at the front door, and Diana presented her cheek to be kissed. ‘Such a long time since we met. Happy Christmas!’

Hugh touched his brother on the shoulder in greeting, then Waited while Diana got out of her jacket.

Most of the family were already assembled in the drawing room, Villy on a sofa with Roland standing behind her. Rachel was sitting in an armchair near the fire, but got up to kiss Edward and then to greet Diana when they came in. Rupert and Teddy were serving drinks; Clary was on her knees helping Harriet transfer her half-done jigsaw to a large tray, ‘Then you can do it anywhere, but not here,’ she was saying. Simon was stoking the fire, and Gerald had been talking to Rachel. When Polly came in bearing a tray with canapés he introduced her proudly to Diana: ‘This is my wife, Polly.’

‘Yes,’ Harriet said crossly. ‘And they’ve got a boy called Lord Holt. He’s not very nice, actually.’

Clary said, ‘Shut up, Harriet! That’s not at all a kind thing to say.’

‘I only mean he’s very unpopular with us. There may be people in the world who would love him, but I doubt it.’

‘I love him,’ Gerald said.

‘That’s different. Fathers have to love their sons.’

‘Not necessarily.’

Everybody looked at Roland then, who blushed scarlet but continued to stare pointedly at Edward. Villy put a hand on his elbow as though to check him, but he – gently – shook her off.

Edward and Diana, drinks in hand, now advanced towards Villy. Edward introduced them while everybody tried to take no notice. Diana saw a small, rather faded woman, unexpectedly well dressed, whose heavy dark eyebrows contrasted dramatically with her nearly white hair. It was pulled back severely from her face and secured with a large black bow.

‘Hello, Villy, my dear. You do look well. This is Diana.’

Villy saw a tall woman wearing a dress that was a size too small for her, and a great deal of make-up. She had large, rather ugly hands encrusted with rings. ‘How do you do? I believe we met once before – during the war.’

‘Oh, yes! Ages ago. I’d almost forgotten. And is this your son? He looks almost the age of my – our – Jamie.’

This was intended to wound, Villy knew, and the most irritating response was to show the opposite. So she smiled. ‘We all had babies in those days,’ she said. ‘I suppose it was to make up for all the poor young men who were getting killed. Don’t you think?’

‘Hello, Roland, old boy.’ Edward was getting unnerved by Roland’s stony stare.

‘Before you ask me some fatuous question about school, I’d like to tell you now that it was a beastly place. For the first year a gang of older boys used to bully me, tie me in a bath, turn on the cold tap and leave. And I never knew whether they’d come back before I drowned. One of their little escapades – just for the record,’ he ended bitterly.

‘How dreadful!’ Diana exclaimed. ‘I don’t think they did that sort of thing at Eton. Jamie went to Eton, like his brothers.’

Archie quickly came to the rescue: ‘You need a top-up, Diana, and you, too, Edward. Roland, get your mother a drink.’

Roland took his mother’s glass from her trembling hands (the bath story was news to her) and collided with Archie at the drinks table. ‘No more of that,’ Archie said to him sternly. ‘You’ll upset your mother. It’s only a drink, and they’ll be gone before lunch, so show a little more of the white flag. You could try feeling a bit sorry for your father, you know,’ he added gently.

‘Could I?’ The idea seemed incredible.

Gerald had diplomatically enticed Diana to the far side of the room to show her the snowmen and talk about gardens.

Louise and Juliet, who had decided to try the drinks on offer, eyed Diana with mild contempt. ‘I met her once before they were wed, at Dad’s club. I never for one moment thought he’d marry her.’

‘She doesn’t know the first thing about make-up,’ Juliet said. ‘Her face is like a dog biscuit, and look at that awful lipstick!’

‘Older women tend to overdo the make-up. It’s something to watch out for when you get older,’ Louise informed her. But Juliet felt she was unlikely to get as old as that and, anyway, she knew.

Sounds from outside indicated that the children were getting fretful and hungry; then Nan appeared in the doorway, clearly distressed.

‘Oh, your lordship, his lordship’s playing up something awful. He’s broken some of the twins’ toys and they went for him and that palaver upset everyone.’

Polly stopped talking to Clary and went over to comfort her. ‘Gerald, I think you’d better deal with Andrew.’

And Gerald, who had found in Diana’s remarks the all-too-usual blend of competitive showing off, was grateful for an excuse to go.

He left her triumphant: her garden was not only larger, but contained plants that he had either failed to grow or had never even heard of. She was on her third cocktail by now, and was taking in the shabbiness of the room; it really looked as though nothing had been done to it for years. She glanced about for Edward, and saw him talking to Villy (again!), standing next to two very pretty girls: Louise, whom he kept maddeningly describing as his second favourite woman, and a younger girl of startling beauty, who reminded her of Vivien Leigh.

She worked her way towards them, but her heel got caught in a rent in the carpet, and if Rupert hadn’t been close enough to seize her arm, she would have fallen over. Rachel rose from her chair to apologise.

‘Don’t bother. I’m sure it was my fault.’ She was seething with humiliation. As Diana reached them, she heard Villy saying, ‘Do you remember that Christmas when Edward put the wrong stockings on Teddy and Lydia’s beds? The outcry!’

‘Until you rushed in and put it right.’ Edward was smiling. ‘Always quick off the mark, your mother was.’

‘Edward, I’m afraid it’s time to go. Susan will be frantic for her lunch.’

‘Right you are.’ He picked up Louise’s hand and kissed it, then Juliet’s too. He saw Villy watching him, and smiled affectionately. ‘Goodbye, ol’ boy,’ he said to Roland, who made no response. Diana stopped at the open door of the drawing room, as Hugh and Jemima saw them out. ‘It’s been so nice to see you all.’

In the car, she exclaimed, ‘Phew! Glad that’s over! It’s a pity Roland was so rude to you. And that disgusting story about his school. Quite out of place, I thought. I suppose he’s spoilt.’

‘Poor chap, I haven’t been much of a father to him.’

‘I’ve never stopped you seeing him.’

Yes, she had, he thought. She had more than once suggested that it might be kinder to leave Roland to his mother, and at the beginning, after he had left Villy and before she’d consented to a divorce, Villy had said that Roland was not to meet Diana, and he, at the time, had been in anything-for-a-quiet-life mode, and had simply gone along with whatever either Villy or Diana wanted …

‘Edward! Wake up! I’m talking to you! I said, what did you think of Villy?’

‘What do you mean what did I think of her?’

‘Oh – you know. Did she look much older? Does she still care about you? That sort of thing.’

He thought for a moment, and spoke very deliberately: ‘No, she didn’t look older – younger, I’d say. She looked better than she’s done for years. And, no, I don’t think she is still carrying a torch for me.’

‘What were you laughing about, you and Villy and the girls?’

‘We were reminiscing about earlier Christmases, actually.’

He was thinking of them again now: so many since the twenties, when the house had been spanking new, painted and papered, the Duchy machining curtains from morning till night. Hardly anything had been changed since then. Even the claw marks that Bruce, the Brig’s Labrador, had made on the doors were still there. And this was the last of them and, now, the last of the house for him: he would never see Home Place again.

‘I suppose Rachel is selling the house. It’s far too big for her alone.’

‘It is being sold, but since it belongs to the firm, Rachel will get nothing out of it.’

‘Oh. Poor her.’ Her indifference maddened him – a new and horrible feeling.

‘Could we please stop talking about my family? I know you don’t like them much, but I do. I’m very much attached to every single one of them.’

‘Even Villy? You’re still attached to her?’

‘For God’s sake, Diana, will you stop? Of course I have affectionate feelings for Villy. She’s had four of my children. I was glad to see her this morning. And apart from being glad, of course I feel guilty about what I’ve done to her and Roland. So do me the kindness and shut up.’

And Diana was so surprised – shocked – by his outburst that she remained silent for the rest of the drive.

Lunch was followed by an extremely cold game of Ogres, where the old outdoor kennel was the prison in which the captured were put to wait for someone to rescue them. The trouble was that the youngest always got captured first and the adults got tired of rescuing them. Jemima, who had been worried about Laura, went out to find her sobbing in the kennel. ‘Oh, Mummy, let me out. I hate this game and want to not play it.’

Jemima took her back to the house. She was blue with cold. ‘There’s even snow in my Wellingtons.’

‘I’m going to pop you into a hot bath and then you can have tea in your dressing gown. Special treat.’

‘I can stay up while all the others are having theirs.’ The idea pleased her enormously.

Much later, when the children had had their high tea, and had finally been coaxed to bed, it was discovered that they all wanted Uncle Rupert to continue his story about a bear and a tiger who start by fighting but become friends and decide to steal a small aeroplane and fly to England. Tonight he described how they came down in the gardens of Buckingham Palace where the Queen was very kind to them and offered them tea and sausage rolls – the tiger ate twenty-four – and Mars Bars – the bear ate sixteen but then he felt a bit sick …

‘No more tonight,’ Rupert said firmly. ‘And you all go to your beds at once or there won’t be any more adventures tomorrow.’ So they went.

‘Although, you know,’ Georgie said to Laura, ‘the whole thing is most improbable. Bears and tigers wouldn’t get on at all, in real life. They would avoid each other.’

‘It’s not meant to be real life. It’s a story. Stories are better than real life. In my opinion.’

‘I prefer real life.’

There was a coldness in the room, until Laura said, ‘I’ve had an idea. I bet you Rivers would simply love a Mars Bar.’

‘Yes! I think he might. Good idea, Laura. Just a small bit, though – we don’t want him feeling sick …’

‘All done,’ said Rupert, rather smugly. ‘I could do with a strong drink.’

Rachel, who had been toying with a dry sherry that she did not really want, straightened herself in her chair. ‘Listen, all of you. I want to be practical this evening. This house is full of family furniture. I shall not need very much of it, so I want you all to choose what you would like to have. Please stick a label on it with a name and address so that the carriers can deliver everything correctly. I expect you know that I’ve given the Duchy’s piano to Simon as he’s the musical one, and Gerald has kindly said that he can house it. I have sorted out some linen and kitchen things that I shall need, otherwise it’s a free-for-all. I’m telling you now because you may need time to make your choices. I should like to keep some of your pictures, Rupert, and the drawing you made of the Duchy playing the piano, Archie. In fact, I’ve already put labels on those. And, finally, don’t any of you thank me, because I don’t want to burst into tears. The labels are on the desk.’ She took a swig of her sherry – too much – and it made her choke.

It was Hugh who patted her on the back, and Clary who said, ‘You are the most thoughtful person in the world.’

Then Juliet said, ‘Do I count, Aunt Rachel? And if I do, could I have the beautiful little silver teapot?’

‘You do, and you may.’

A new poker game was ongoing, and as soon as supper was over, Louise, Teddy, Simon, Roland, Henry and Tom and Juliet went off to the boys’ room to resume it.

Until now everybody had refrained from talking about Edward’s visit, with the dreaded Diana. But now, because they were not talking about what was going to happen to them any more, they fell upon the gossip. Archie said he thought that Edward had looked awful, grey and as if he’d shrunk.

Zoë said she didn’t think Edward loved Diana, but was frightened of her, whereupon Rupert observed, unsurprisingly, that one had to look at the other person’s point of view. Clary told Villy that she thought she had been wonderful, so calm and dignified. Villy apologised that Roland had been so hostile, and Hugh said that he rather admired him for it and, anyway, Edward had earned it. Rachel pointed out that he had married Diana, and this had to be accepted. ‘Let’s face it,’ Jemima countered, ‘she doesn’t like women very much. They seem to bring out the worst in her.’

Whereupon Polly bitchily observed that all that meant was that the worst of her was usually out. Gerald said that he didn’t think Diana was actually very happy.

‘I bet she’s not!’ Hugh exclaimed. ‘She thought she was marrying a rich man, and there he is, out of a job, and he told me he’d spent everything he’d saved on her. He’s even sold his guns and some cufflinks to buy them Christmas presents.’



‘Oh, poor Uncle Edward! No wonder he looked so awful!’

Clary’s eyes filled with tears and Archie put his arm round her. ‘She cries for England,’ he said.

Zoë began to say how stupid Diana had looked, bulging out of that dress … but Rupert intervened: ‘I think we’ve all been unpleasant enough for one evening, and I, for one, am longing to be in bed with my vituperative wife.’

That was Boxing Day over. Rachel was glad. It had been a long day for her, starting at seven when she had gone up to the churchyard with the snowdrops. She had been appalled at how much she didn’t like Diana. And she’d had no idea that Edward was so poor. If only he’d told me when he came for a drink, I could have given him something. But she knew she couldn’t have given him much. There were the servants to think of. As she was unable to give them large retiring presents, she must find them somewhere to live. And there was Mrs Tonbridge’s operation. I shall be gone in a few weeks now, Rachel admitted to herself. I shan’t be able to look after Sid’s grave. That seemed like yet another parting from her. But that is what I have to do, somehow. And find some work that will pay me money. I’m glad I told everyone to choose things. I’ve got that bit over at least.

It was a small congratulation, but it would have to do.

The next two days – the last two days – were occupied by the family making their choices. The linen, for instance: the wives all wanted some. A great deal of it was threadbare, very fine linen, marked in Indian ink that registered its date of birth, so to speak. In the end, it was divided between Zoë and Clary, as Jemima said she didn’t really need it. Polly, after consultation with Gerald, asked if they might have the hall table, four of the single beds and two chests of drawers. None of the others wanted these things. Teddy said he would like the Brig’s desk. He had nowhere to put it yet, but he suddenly very much wanted something of his grandfather’s. Georgie wanted the cabinet that contained the Brig’s collection of beetles. (This had been Rupert’s suggestion, and had deflected Georgie from wanting to unscrew the mangers in the horseboxes in case he ever got a horse.) Louise chose a very pretty set of Wedgwood coffee cups while Rachel urged Simon to take all the sheet music to go with the piano. Clary asked Mrs Tonbridge’s advice on kitchen equipment for the new flat at Mortlake: she had a small batterie de cuisine at home, but most of it was in a poor state.

Hugh, Rupert and Archie were all invited to share the silver – when Archie protested that he was not really family, Rupert and Hugh said he certainly was. Laura, unsupervised, rushed to the nursery with a sticky label, which she attached to the battered old rocking-horse. ‘I shall paint his face better and the spots on his back and ride him to do wicked deeds at night.’ Polly’s twins asked for the dressing-up box, which was stuffed with feather boas and beaded dresses, while Tom and Henry wanted all the tennis and squash racquets. Bertie mysteriously found a top hat in a cupboard that he said he’d need in case he was a magician when grown-up.

‘What can I have?’ Andrew wailed. ‘This house is full of things I simply don’t want.’

Rachel came to the rescue with The Times Atlas and a pair of binoculars. ‘Essential for an explorer,’ she said.

Bertie was easy. The only thing he longed for, apart from the top hat, was a very large stuffed pike in a glass case from the Brig’s study.

By the end of the second day everyone had chosen, excepting Villy, Roland and Harriet.

Rachel suggested that Villy have the set of garden tools that had been the Duchy’s. ‘I should love to think of you using them.’ Harriet finally admitted to wanting a patchwork quilt sewn in cotton of many different blues, some rather faded now from the sun. ‘Why didn’t you say so, darling?’

‘I thought it might be too precious for me. That you would want to keep it.’

‘No, I’d love you to have it. Here is a label for you. Put your name and address there. I’m glad you like it. This quilt was made by your great-grandmother during the war.’

‘Oh! So it’s very, very old!’ This seemed to add to its charms, so Rachel agreed on its advanced antiquity.

And so the only person left who had chosen nothing was Roland.

‘Surely there’s something you would like,’ Villy said. Roland said there was, but it would be inconvenient for Aunt Rachel if he took it. ‘It’s that marvellous old telephone in the study. I’ve never come across one like that before, only seen them in films.’

Rachel, on being asked, said that she certainly wouldn’t want to keep it, but that she might need it until she left.

‘Oh, good! And do you want the Remington typewriter, by any chance?’ Rachel, who could only type with one finger, didn’t. ‘And there’s a very early camera I’m rather keen on. Or is that too much?’

‘No, Roland, it’s helpful, thank you. Put your labels on everything.’

When word got round that Roland was getting several things, some of the others wanted more too. ‘We can’t just leave all those poor old bears and monkeys and golliwogs to be got rid of, Mummy. I could look after them,’ Harriet offered coaxingly.

‘It seems a bit silly to leave all the board games, Mum,’ Polly’s twins said. ‘Aunt Rachel is really too old to want to play them.’

‘You’ve got lots of games at home.’

‘Not all of these. And then supposing four people want to play a game that’s meant for two? They’d have to wait for hours.’

Georgie said, ‘I wonder if I could have those stuffed pheasants as well. The Lady Amhurst is quite rare and the Golden Pheasant is too. I could have them in the museum part of my zoo, with the beetles.’

Parents apologised profusely to Rachel for this surge of acquisitiveness, but Rachel said she found it priceless. In fact, she thought of more things they might like.

The Choosing Game, as the children got to call it, proved a blessing. It kept everybody active with things to do. ‘Oh dear!’ the children kept saying. ‘The last two days!’ But Georgie was longing to get home because his best Christmas present would already be there, while Bertie and Harriet were excited by their impending move, and Laura was pretty sure that the present held back for her in London would be either a bicycle or a cat, both of which she really needed.

No, it was the older ones who were stricken: too reliant on an effortful reminiscence, effortful because each memory too easily provoked grief and anxiety.

Rachel told stories of the Brig, which were safe to laugh at: ‘Do you remember the way in which he would ask you if you had heard the story about the elephant he was given in India, and you said – rather bravely – that you had, and he would simply say, never mind, he would tell you again?’

‘And when rabbit’s fur came out of the well tap, he said we must not bother our pretty little heads about that.’ (This was Villy.)

‘And the terrifying way he would drive on the right-hand side of the road, and when the police stopped him, he said he had always ridden on that side and was too old to change now.’

There was a respectful silence after stories about the Brig seemed to have run out, and everyone reverted to private thoughts. Hugh was remembering Sybil – her giving birth to Simon; her terrible cancer, and how good Edward had been to him after her death. He had thought he would never get over it, but his darling Jemima had given him a whole new life. Villy thought of the good times she had had in this house, the days when Edward had seemed happy and devoted …

All over now. She had been shocked at the sight of him on Boxing Day. In some way, Diana’s brash uneasiness had confirmed the good realities of her own marriage to Edward. It had been happy; she knew now that sex had been the only problem. It had eventually occurred to her that pretending to like it was not good enough. It was a bit like what Miss Milliment had said about martyrs being dull to love; her distaste for sex must have communicated itself to Edward, who probably thought that ‘nice’ women were generally like her so went elsewhere for satisfaction. He had clearly married Diana for sex: she looked the sort of woman who might actually like that kind of thing. Villy wished – not for the first time – that Miss Milliment had not died, particularly had not died mistrusting her …

Clary looked round her. Anxiety, unhappiness, was like a fog in the room, slowly enveloping everybody. ‘I want to say something. I think it would be far better if we all expressed what we’re feeling. I know, Aunt Rachel, that you said not to talk about it during Christmas, but Christmas is over, and this is our last night here, and we’re all fearfully sad about that. But most of us are even more worried about what’s going to happen to us next. I think we ought to talk about that. And as I’ve introduced the subject, I think I’d better begin.’

In the short silence that followed, a log fell from the grate onto the hearth, and Rupert got up to retrieve it. Nobody took the slightest heed of this: everyone’s attention was on Clary.

‘This house,’ she began bravely. ‘I shall always love and remember it because this was my first home. And it was where I really got to know Polly. And you, Zoë, who I was determined to dislike because of my mother’s death and you marrying Dad. And you, darling Archie, most of all. All through the awful time when Dad was lost and I remained the only person who believed he was alive and would come back, you were here. You became my family, too. But the house stayed the same through that time. If I shut my eyes, I could still tell you the detail of any room, and outside, the orchard and the fields and the wood with the stream running through it. I could walk blindfold and still tell you where we were. What I’m trying to say is that this is the same for all of us. This house is inside us and we shall never forget it. I think we’re lucky to have somewhere so dear to remember in our hearts.’


A murmur of approval spread throughout the room. But that had been the easy part and Clary took a deep breath and began again: ‘The other thing we’re not talking about is what is going to happen to us when Cazalets’ has gone. I know you may think it’s all very well for Archie and Dad and Zoë and me, because we’ve decided to live together so Dad and Archie can start some art classes together. Archie and I are going to let our flat rather than sell it so that if the Mortlake idea doesn’t work we’ve at least got somewhere to live. Also, I hope I’ll be earning some money from writing. So, in a way, I feel we’re the luckiest people here. Gerald and Polly have their own problems, but luckily they’re not affected by Cazalets’ demise. But Uncle Hugh, you and Aunt Rachel are, and I suppose poor Uncle Edward too, but he’s not here.’ She looked expectantly at Hugh, who cleared his throat.

‘I don’t think any of you should worry about me. I have some money saved that should tide me over until I get some sort of job. Jemima has a small inheritance from her parents that should see the twins through university, and she owns our house. So you needn’t worry about me,’ he repeated, almost irritably this time.

All eyes then turned upon Rachel. She shrank from their gaze, but could not escape it. She had been sitting with her hands clenched round a small white handkerchief. She was incapable of lying, of dissembling at all, but she dreaded the prospect of exposing her real terror at the future now facing her.

‘As you all know, I’m selling Sid’s house so I shall have some money, but I’m told it will not be enough to live on. So I shall have to try and get a job, although goodness knows who would ever want to employ me. But I shall find something, I’m sure.’ Rachel looked up at her family before continuing: ‘I’ve had four incredibly kind invitations from you, Hugh, from you, Rupert and Zoë, from you, Villy, and from Gerald and Polly to come and stay.’ Her voice cracked at this point, her knuckles turning white as she clenched the handkerchief. ‘I’m just so grateful to all of you, but I know how busy your lives are. An elderly spinster aunt is hardly a brilliant addition to any household.’ She tried to smile – quite unsuccessfully, as her eyes were now full of tears – as she muttered, barely audible now, ‘I really am not needed any more.’

Hugh went to her, then knelt by her chair and put his arms round her. ‘You are loved and needed by all of us,’ he said. ‘You’re talking a lot of sad nonsense. Of course it’s worse for you, you’ve lived in this house for forty years—’

‘Forty-one.’

‘Forty-one, then. It’s been your home all this time. Miserable to leave it.’

‘I would need you awfully, Aunt Rach,’ Polly said. ‘With four children and all the wedding stuff we’re struggling with, not to mention our rather large house, I could keep you occupied from morning till night.’

‘She’d wear you out if you weren’t careful,’ Gerald added jokingly.

The others all made practical cases for her staying with them, too, excepting Villy, who wanted Rachel desperately to come and fill her silent little house with her company. So she simply said, ‘You know I’d love you to come – any time,’ and left it at that.

All this somehow made it all right for Rachel to cry now, which she did until Hugh gave her his handkerchief. ‘That silly little thing you have in your hands wouldn’t even mop up the tears of a mouse.’

And then Gerald suggested that he open a valedictory bottle of champagne – which he did to good effect – and even Rachel drank her small share, relieved that the evening was over at last.

‘Jolly good, my little playwright, the way you made them talk,’ Archie said, when they were in their bedroom.

Down the passageway upstairs, Hugh discovered that he could not reach his shoelaces. Rather, he could reach them but he couldn’t seem to grasp them – even in normal circumstances no easy matter if you had only one hand. It made him feel dizzy trying, and in the end he called Jemima. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter, but I don’t seem able to get my shoes off.’

Jemima took one look at him, and her heart sank. He looked exactly as he had in the bathroom. ‘You’re just tired, darling,’ she said. ‘I’m going to undress you – I love doing it.’ She got him out of his clothes and into his pyjama top without his having to get up from the stool he had been sitting on. She eased on the bottoms, then said, ‘Hold on to me, darling, while I pull them up. Then I’m going to lead you to bed.’

He sank upon his pillows with a sigh of contentment and held out his arms for her. She kissed his forehead and said, ‘Now you’re going straight to sleep.’

He did, almost at once, but for a long time Jemima lay awake full of fears for him. She must call the doctor and get him to London without fail as soon as possible.

‘It really is hard for Rach,’ Rupert said, as he ripped off his clothes, leaving them in a trail from the window to the bed. ‘Do be quick, darling, I want us to have one last comforting roll in the hay before we leave.’

Polly said, ‘It would be pretty difficult. I think we’d have to get her home first so she could see all the things she might do there. We’re going to have to pay for more help as Nan gets worse anyway. She won’t be able to look after Spencer or lend a hand with the cooking for much longer.’

‘It crossed my mind that perhaps the Tonbridges would come.’

‘Gosh! That’s an idea. But Mrs T may be wanting to retire. Her feet are awful these days. Rachel says she’s arranged an operation for her bunions.’

‘Well, of course it would be after her convalescence. But she’s devoted to Rachel, and if she was with us, I think there’s a fair chance that Rachel would come, too.’

‘What about Tonbridge?’

‘He can be in charge of all the cars for the weddings. He could even drive that ghastly white Daimler we have to have.’

‘Gerald, I think you are very, very clever.’

Tomorrow, Rachel thought, I’ll move back into my own room. She was so exhausted with emotion that she slept the moment she put out the light.

Mrs Tonbridge padded across the courtyard – the thaw had made it very slushy – and when she reached the cottage she announced to Tonbridge (who was ominously reading a newspaper) that she was off to bed. She knew if she stayed down for a cup of tea, he would read her bits from the paper about the state of the world and the politicians who seemed to make a mess of everything. Half of what he read she simply didn’t understand and the rest bored her. If she retired, as Miss Rachel seemed to think she would want to do, she’d have to endure those readings morning, noon and night …

She had made a vast kedgeree for their farewell breakfast. It would only need to be heated. There was the old boy coming upstairs to bed. She rolled over onto her side and shut her eyes.

The plan was for everyone to leave after breakfast, but the packing took a long time. Teddy, Louise and Simon were the first off as they were the least encumbered. Even so, it had taken time finding the others to say goodbye. Polly was in the girls’ room supervising the packing of everyone’s presents into one suitcase, a process that nobody liked. The twins wanted to include all the board games, and Andrew complained that this left no room for him. Polly said that they couldn’t pack the board games, only their Christmas presents. Andrew, triumphant and still in a rage with the foul twins, tipped up the suitcase and then kicked it, whereupon, draughts, Peggity pegs, Monopoly cards and dice were spilled all over the floor. Eliza burst into tears. ‘Say goodbye to everyone, and then pick everything up. I’m very cross with you, Andrew.’ Polly felt weary already. She had packed all Spencer’s things, then found that Nan had unpacked them again but could not remember where she had put them. Gerald had dealt with that.

Jemima had asked Rachel to engage Hugh in conversation about how the house was to be finally cleared. ‘He’s awfully tired, and I don’t want him struggling with suitcases.’ Laura was at her worst. She cried because she couldn’t take the rocking-horse back with her; she cried because she wanted to live with Georgie. And finally she refused to wear the clothes that her mother had put out for her. ‘If you try to make me wear that silly red skirt and stupid pretending Scotch jersey, my arms and legs will go all heavy and slippery, like seaweed,’ she’d sobbed. And Jemima was so desperate to get Hugh to London that she weakly allowed Laura to choose her own wardrobe for the day, which included a gold-paper crown she had got from a cracker.

They were the next to go. Laura hugged everybody – the Tonbridges, Eileen, Aunt Rachel and Georgie. She even tried to hug Rivers, but he didn’t like the idea. ‘I’m driving,’ Jemima said firmly to Hugh. ‘It will stop me bursting into tears.’

Georgie shook hands politely with everyone. He had witnessed Laura’s display with distaste, although he had admitted to Zoë that she was better than most girls.

Rupert gave Rachel a long hug. ‘It’s been so lovely. You can’t imagine the pleasure and happiness you’ve given us all. Don’t forget that we all want you, darling Rach.’ Zoë also hugged her – not something she usually did – and Rachel stood at the white gate by the drive and waved them goodbye.

It was Villy and Roland next.

‘I’ve had a super time. Best Christmas of all. Thank you so much for having me.’ Rachel kissed him and his face went bright red, but she noticed that his acne was better.

She and Villy embraced warmly, and Villy said how welcome she would always be at Clifton Hill.

The house was emptying; fewer footsteps up and down the stairs, less opening and banging shut of the front door. Archie was loading their car, and Clary kept bringing extra things that hadn’t been packed. Bertie said, ‘I hope you’ll come and stay with us one day. We’re moving to an enormous house so there’s sure to be room.’

Harriet clung to her. ‘Do stay here, Aunt Rachel, because this is the best place.’ They took a long time to go.

Polly and Gerald, meanwhile, had finished putting luggage in their Daimler; Polly had to lead Nan to the car and put Spencer in her arms. He fell at once into a stertorous sleep. The twins were herded in, and finally Andrew, who refused to kiss Rachel because he said he hadn’t had a nice enough time. ‘The food was very good, though,’ he added grudgingly.

‘Please come and stay with us,’ Gerald said. ‘We should so much love to have you.’

And Rachel heard herself saying that she would like that very much. A final hug from Polly, and they were gone. She watched their car slowly disappear down the drive, and out of sight. Then she shut the small white gate, walked past the two melting snowmen, and back into the silent house. Eileen had lit the fire in the morning room, and soon appeared bringing her a cup of Bovril. It was all done: the last Christmas was over. The first Christmas without Sid, she thought, and found that she was able to be calmly sad about it; there was less of a weight on her heart. Harriet had whispered to her that she had found a very small primrose out in the hedge behind the monkey puzzle tree. She hadn’t picked it yet, but she thought it might go with the snowdrops. She would pick it after lunch and take it up to Sid. She loved all the children, but Harriet and Laura had touched her most, and, of course, she adored Spencer as she had adored all of them when they were babies. Andrew made her laugh in much the same way that Neville had used to do. And she felt very warmed by all the adults’ love for her. If only, she thought, I could be really needed again.

The rest of the day slowly passed. She had lunch on a tray – fricassee of turkey and a mince pie – then put on several of the warm things she had been given for Christmas, and her galoshes, and found the single brave primrose. It was still thawing outside – little streams of water were running down the sides of the lane – the sky was a clear blue, and the trees were dripping in the churchyard. Again, she scraped the snow from Sid’s grave; the snowdrops had remained intact, and she put the primrose beside them. Usually she would say a short prayer for Sid; this time she talked to her.

‘I am going to do what you said, my darling. I am going somehow to make a life without you, as you told me I should. I shall never, never forget you. You will always be my only love. You were so brave about dying, and it’s time for me to have a little courage about living. I’m going to start by staying with Polly. I shall write to her tonight.’

She caressed the stone that had Sid’s name on it, knowing that this was another farewell.

But I shall always have her in my heart, she thought, on the walk home. My dearest Sid.

When she was in the middle of her letter to Polly, the telephone rang.

‘Oh, Rachel! Hugh’s had a heart attack. He’s in hospital and I so want to be with him, but the boys have gone to stay with friends and there’s Laura. I wondered whether you could possibly—’

‘Of course. I’ll take the first train tomorrow morning. Or, better still, get Tonbridge to drive me up to town. Is there anything you want me to bring?’

And Jemima said no, only to bring herself. She sounded as though she was crying. ‘He’s at the heart hospital, and they’re being very good. Oh, Rachel, thank you so much. It will make all the difference having you. Laura loves you, and I didn’t want to send her away – she’s distressed enough anyway because she was there when it happened. I must ring off now because the hospital might want to contact me. But thank you again, Rachel. I can’t think of anyone better to help. We’re in such safe hands.’ And she rang off.

All the while Rachel was telling the servants that Mr Hugh had had a heart attack and she needed to go to London early next morning – would Tonbridge drive her, and would Eileen help her pack a case this evening? – she felt completely in command. She had obtained leave for the Tonbridges to stay in their cottage until the end of the month, and suggested that they took Eileen in, to help with cleaning the house. After that, and after Mrs Tonbridge had had her operation, she had found two possible cottages to rent in Battle. She had the three months’ rent ready on whichever they might choose. But, of course, she would be in touch with them as soon as she found out the situation with Mr Hugh.

Mrs Tonbridge was speechless with emotion. Rachel had never seen her near tears before, and Eileen asked whether this meant that Miss Rachel would not be coming back to the house. For the first time she realised that she probably wouldn’t. However, she said nothing, just asked for a plain omelette for her supper. Then she would pack and have an early night; she wanted to leave as soon after eight as possible.

Of course it will be my last night here, she thought. Better to have it like this, without my moaning and grieving and making the worst of it. I have Hugh to worry about now, and Jemima – and poor little Laura come to that.

All the same, after her supper, and packing with Eileen, and saying goodnight to her, she got into her dressing gown and walked slowly through all the rooms upstairs. There was the Brig’s dressing room, where he had slept because his snoring was of a volume that even the loyal Duchy could not endure. The room where Sybil had had Wills and lost his twin, where Sybil had died, her own room where Clary, so lonely, had come to sleep on her bedroom floor. Then she summoned the courage to enter the Duchy’s room where she had peacefully gone, and the room where her darling Sid had spent her last weeks.

She had always been the recipient of confidences – even this Christmas there had been one that shocked and disturbed her. She had found Louise weeping on the attic stairs. ‘Oh, Aunt Rach, I don’t know how to bear it, but I know now that I must.’ It turned out that she had been having an affair with a married man who, she had now realised, would never leave his wife.

So she must leave him – get over it, somehow. Her misery was so intense that Rachel had stopped feeling shocked and simply gone to comfort her. Louise was doing the right thing, she said; the unhappiness would eventually go away, and she would find someone more worthy to love her.

Sid’s room was still full of her things. Rachel took the little woolly hat she used to wear when her hair was falling out, and the long silk scarf that had been her last present. Tomorrow she would tell Eileen to clear everything else and give it to a charity. From the nursery she took a box of dominoes, and The Brown Fairy Book, her favourite when she had been a child; she had coloured all the black and white Henry Ford illustrations; all the princesses had long golden hair and the dragons were bright green. She would be able to read it to Laura now, and also teach her to play dominoes.

Then she went to bed, in her own room, which Villy had left immaculate. She knew she was tired, as her back was hurting, but she felt infinitely warm from all the love she’d received. And now – better still – she was going to be needed.
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