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Prologue

London, May 1985

ROSAMUND EMERSON LOOKED across the room at her stepmother and her father’s mistress and decided he couldn’t possibly have loved either of them.

Not to have subjected them to this; to have insisted that they met, under these circumstances. She found the thought comforting.

Just for a moment, just a brief moment, it was almost worth all her own pain, her sorrow that he had died, to witness theirs: and the added distress they were feeling by being forced to be in the same room, observing a degree of social nicety.

They were sitting, the two of them, on either side of the heavy marble fireplace, in the first-floor boardroom of the family solicitors’ office in Lincoln’s Inn, both formidably quiet and still, neither looking at the other; occasionally Camilla would shift in her chair, and turn another page of the magazine she was reading (Ms, Roz noted with a stab of vicious amusement, such inappropriate reading for a mistress, so deeply symptomatic of Camilla’s earnest American feminism) but Phaedria stared fixedly into the fire, almost unblinking; she seemed barely conscious.

Roz felt an almost overpowering urge to go over and wave her hand in front of her face, to say ‘boo’. This personification of grief, the latest of the many roles she had watched Phaedria play over the past two and a half years – ranging from child bride to wronged wife, via media cult figure – was probably, she thought, the most pathetic. She was doing it well though; as she had done all of them. God in heaven, why had her father not seen through her earlier? She sighed, her own unhappiness surfacing again, fiercer for the brief respite; the pain made her irritable, impatient. What the hell was going on? Why wasn’t anything happening? Why did she bother being punctual, when half the family – well, a good third of it – still hadn’t arrived?  And what was Henry Winterbourne doing? He was so hopelessly inefficient; just because Winterbourne and Winterbourne had looked after the family since 1847 (when old Sir Gerald Winterbourne had offered his services to his friend Marcus Morell in settlement of a gambling debt) nobody ever seemed to question his tendency to behave as if Queen Victoria was still on the throne and his inability to recognize the close association between time and money. Well, Roz was about to question it, and to find herself a lawyer of her own: someone young, hungry, and who appeared to be a little more au fait with the existence of such late twentieth-century aids to efficiency as the word processor, the motorbike messenger and the fax machine; Roz was always mildly surprised to find Henry using a telephone and not signing his letters with a quill pen.

She walked over to the large Georgian window, and looked down briefly on Lincoln’s Inn in the late spring sunshine, trying to distract herself, take in what she saw, but it was all meaningless: barristers striding about in their court robes and wigs, pink ribbon-bound papers under their arms (why pink, she wondered idly – such a frivolous, unsuitable colour – why not black?) sober-suited solicitors making a business of hurrying, bustling along, some ordinary people – clients she supposed – walking more slowly, a pair of extremely elderly looking judges, heads together, in earnest discussion. All those people with happy straightforward lives, and here was hers a complex nightmare. And quite possibly about to become more complex, more of a nightmare. She turned and looked back into the room; her husband was hovering rather helplessly in the doorway, trying to look purposeful, as if he was actually doing something.

‘C. J.,’ she said, ‘Would you get me a drink please, not coffee, something stronger. And while you’re about it, could you ask Jane why we’re being kept waiting like this. I have a meeting at two-thirty, I can’t spend the entire day here. I do think it’s too bad of Henry not to get things properly organized. And also is there any news of the others? Have they got the wrong day or something? I just don’t understand why nobody in this family can get themselves together without being hours late for everything.’

C. J. Emerson, christened Christopher John, but nicknamed by his initials in the good old American tradition when he was  only two years old, turned obediently to go in search of Jane Gould, Henry Winterbourne’s secretary, and almost collided with her as she walked in with an armful of files.

‘Oh, Jane,’ he said apologetically, ‘I’m sorry to bother you when you’re obviously very busy, but do you have anything stronger than coffee on the premises? My wife particularly is feeling the strain, and I think we could all do with something to lift our spirits.’

Jane Gould looked at him with immense sympathy. She had rarely seen a man more miserable: like a dog, she thought, who has been thoroughly whipped already, and is waiting in the certain knowledge of a second onslaught. She wondered, and was not alone in wondering, why C. J. stayed with Roz, how he had ever got mixed up with her in the first place; he was so gentle, and charming too, and so good-looking, with his brown eyes, his freckly face, his floppy hair.

‘Well,’ she said, her usual irritation at being treated like a waitress by clients eased by her sympathy for him, ‘we’ve got some sherry. Would that do? Nothing stronger, I’m afraid.’

‘No, no,’ said C. J., anxious to be as little trouble as possible. ‘I’m sure sherry will be just fine. Thank you so much. Oh, and Jane –’

‘Yes, Mr Emerson?’

‘Jane, do you have any idea what this delay is about? Is Henry going to be very much longer? Eleven, he said, and it’s so unlike him to be unpunctual.’

Jane’s face went instantly and loyally blank. ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t possibly tell you,’ she said. ‘I have no idea what can be delaying Mr Winterbourne. But I’m sure he’ll be with us as soon as he possibly can.’

Roz appeared at C. J.’s side. ‘Jane, dear, I’m afraid that isn’t good enough,’ she said. ‘Just go and find Henry, will you, and tell him we need to get on. We are all – well, most of us,’ she added with a ferocious glance at Phaedria, ‘busy people. We can’t afford to sit about for hours on end just because Henry hasn’t prepared things properly. And is there any news of my mother and Lord Garrylaig, or Mrs Brookes? I suppose they’re all held up in the traffic?’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Emerson,’ said Jane calmly. ‘It isn’t quite hours, of course, only about twenty minutes. But I can see it’s  irritating for you. Mr Winterbourne is just on the phone to New York. He really won’t be very long, I’m sure. And yes, I was just coming in to tell you, Mrs Brookes has just telephoned from her car. She is, indeed, in a dreadful hold-up on the Embankment. No news from your mother, I’m afraid, but I expect it’s the same kind of problem. Anyway, I’ll get you your drink. Would Lady Morell like some sherry do you think? And Miss North?’

‘I really can’t speak for them, I’m afraid,’ said Roz smoothly. ‘I suggest you ask them yourself. I daresay Lady Morell would like anything that’s going. That’s her usual style.’

C. J. looked at her nervously. She was wearing a black crepe Jean Muir dress, which skimmed over her tall slim body; her long, long legs were encased in black tights; she wore no jewellery at all, her dark hair was cut very short. She looked dramatic, almost severe. Roz was not beautiful and certainly not pretty, and the fact caused her much anguish; and yet she was striking-looking, she turned heads, with her white skin, her very green eyes, her strong mouth, her straight if rather large nose. And men liked Roz; they were drawn to her in preference to her prettier sisters, she was better fun, she was direct, she was sharp and clever. She was also extremely sexy.

‘Roz,’ said C. J., who spent much of his life wishing she was less direct and who did not benefit greatly from the fun, nor even the sexiness, ‘please don’t start saying things we could all regret.’

‘C. J.,’ said Roz, with quiet savagery, ‘I shall say what I like and about whom I like, and I have no intention of regretting any of it. I am finding it very hard to endure the sight of Phaedria sitting there like a queen of tragedy when it’s patently obvious she’s got exactly what she’s been after ever since she married my father. All I can hope is that she will get a few unpleasant shocks when his will is read. Clearly she isn’t going to be homeless or penniless – unfortunately, in my opinion – but maybe she won’t get quite as much as she has clearly been hoping for. As for Camilla North, well I really cannot – oh, Jane dear, how kind, but I really don’t like sherry. Haven’t you got anything else at all?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ said Jane, irritation breaking into her bland tones. ‘We don’t stock a full bar. I can get you some more coffee, of course.’

‘Oh, forget it,’ said Roz, turning back into the room.

‘Here Jane, I’ll have the sherry,’ said C. J. hastily, stifling the thought of the bourbon he had been planning to ask for. ‘That’s very kind, very kind indeed. Would you like me to ask the others what they’d all like? Save you the trouble?’

‘Yes, thank you Mr Emerson,’ said Jane Gould, ‘that would be kind. I’ll see if I can hurry Mr Winterbourne along.’

C. J. went back into the main room, and across to the fireplace. ‘Phaedria, can I get you anything to drink? A sherry, or maybe something stronger?’

Phaedria Morell looked up at him and smiled. ‘That’s sweet of you, C. J., but what I’d really like is something hot. Coffee or something. And C. J., could you possibly ask Jane if she could bring in a heater of some kind, it’s so cold in here.’

C. J. looked at her in astonishment; the temperature in the room was a good seventy-five; he had already removed his jacket and was now glowing profusely in his Brooks Brothers shirt. Phaedria, who was huddled deep into the folds of her sable coat, her hands in the pockets, was clearly, he decided, suffering from shock.

‘I will if you like,’ he said, ‘but the fire is doing its best for you. Try the coffee first.’

Phaedria looked at the flames leaping in the gas-fired fake coal in apparent surprise. ‘Good heavens,’ she said, ‘do you know I hadn’t noticed it was alight? Don’t worry, C. J., I’m sure the coffee will do the trick. Oh, and do we have any idea why this is taking so long? We seem to have been here for ever. And where are the others?’

‘Not really,’ said C. J. carefully. ‘Apparently Henry is on the phone to the States. And Susan, and presumably Eliza and Peveril as well, are stuck in traffic. Now be sure to shout if the coffee doesn’t warm you up. Er, Camilla, would you like anything?’

Camilla North looked up slowly from her magazine, shaking back her heavy gold-red hair, brushing a speck of dust disdainfully from her cream silk dress; she looked immaculate, cool and in command, not in the least as if she had just made the flight from New York, and if she was fazed by being confronted by much of the Morell family, including her lover’s  widow, she certainly did not show it. She appeared to consider the question very carefully.

‘I’d like a mineral water, C. J., if that’s not too difficult. But still, not sparkling.’

‘Fine,’ said C. J. ‘Ice?’

Camilla looked at him in apparent astonishment. ‘Oh, no thank you,’ she said, ‘not ice. Not with water.’ She made it sound as if ice was as unsuitable an addition to water as gravy or black treacle. ‘In fact, C. J., unless it’s room temperature I won’t have it at all, thank you.’

‘Why not?’ said Phaedria curiously. They were the first words she had ever spoken to Camilla.

‘Well,’ said Camilla, seriously courteous, ‘iced liquid of any kind is very bad for the digestion. It predisposes the system towards gall bladder disease. Or so my yoga instructor tells me.’

‘Good heavens,’ said Phaedria, ‘I had no idea. I love it iced. Only the sparkling sort though.’

‘Well really, you shouldn’t drink that at all,’ said Camilla, ‘it is very seldom naturally sparkling, as of course you must know, and it often has a considerably higher content of salts.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Phaedria, ‘well that’s a shame. I hate the still sort.’

C. J. held his breath. He had been watching them warily all morning, half expecting them suddenly to hurl a stream of abuse at one another, fearful at the way they had settled together, either side of the fire, and here they were, discussing the relative virtues of mineral waters. Deciding that room temperature in Henry Winterbourne’s boardroom had to be practically boiling – why did the wretched man have to have that fire alight almost all the year round: tradition he supposed – he moved off in search of further orders.

‘Letitia,’ he said, crossing the room to another large wing-backed leather chair set at the end of the large mahogany table. ‘Would you like a sherry?’

Letitia Morell, Roz’s grandmother and one of the few people in the family C. J. felt properly at ease with, had also been reading a magazine; it was Tatler, as appropriate to her tastes as Ms was to Camilla’s, and she was totally engrossed in the social section, her eyes moving swiftly from captions to pictures and  back again. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘Roz’s school friend Rosie Howard Johnson. Did you ever know her, C. J.?’

‘Er no,’ said C. J., ‘no, I don’t think so.’

‘Well she’s just got married. To Lord Pulgrave. I always liked her so much. Such a lovely dress. Where is Roz? I’d like to show her.’

‘Er, I think she’s in the rest room,’ said C. J.

‘The what, darling? Oh, you mean the lavatory. Such a curious name they have for it in your country. Well anyway, never mind. Yes please, C. J., I’d love a drink. But not sherry; I do hate it, especially in the morning. I always think it’s rather common. I don’t suppose Henry has any champagne?’

‘I shouldn’t think so for a moment,’ said C. J. ‘Jane did say only sherry. I’m sorry, Letitia. Shall I go and see if I can find some for you?’

‘Oh, good gracious, no. Sweet of you, but I wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Letitia. ‘I’ll have the sherry. It will be better than nothing. Oh dear, I seem to have been drinking much too much ever since Julian died. It’s the only way I can get through a lot of the time.’

C. J. looked at her tenderly. She was very old, eighty-seven, but until the death of her son three weeks ago she had very rarely looked anything near that age. Suddenly now she seemed smaller, frailer than she had been, a little shaky. But she was beautifully dressed today in a vivid red suit (from Chanel, decided C. J., who was clever at such things), sheer black stockings on her still-shapely legs, black low-heeled shoes; her snowy hair was immaculate, her almost-mauve eyes surprisingly sparkly; she was courage incarnate, he thought, smiling at her in a mixture of affection and admiration.

‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll buy you some champagne at lunch time if you like. Will that do?’

‘Of course. Thank you, darling. Oh, how nice, here’s Eliza. And Peveril. Oh, thank goodness. C. J., go and tell Roz her mother is here, it will calm her down a bit.’ C. J. thought this was very unlikely, but went off obediently in search of Roz; Letitia patted the chairs on either side of her and beamed at the new arrivals being propelled gently into the room by Jane Gould. ‘Come in, you two, and sit here with me. I was just  saying to C. J., Eliza, Rosie Howard Johnson has just got married. Did you go to the wedding?’

Eliza, Countess of Garrylaig, crossed the room and bent and kissed Letitia. ‘Hallo, Letitia, darling, how are you? We’ve had the most dreadful journey from Claridge’s, haven’t we, Peveril? It took almost as long as the entire trip from Scotland. We hardly moved at all for about forty minutes. No, no we didn’t go to Rosie’s wedding. Peveril doesn’t like weddings, do you, darling?’

Peveril, Ninth Earl of Garrylaig, half bowed to Letitia, and settled down thankfully in the seat beside her.

‘Morning, Letitia my dear. God, I hate London. Dreadful morning . . . dreadful. No, I don’t like weddings. The service always makes me cry, and the receptions bore me to tears. Saves on handkerchiefs to stay away.’

He beamed at her and patted her hand. He was tall, white-haired, charmingly courteous and acutely vague, and only came properly to life when he was pursuing some animal, fish or bird – and presumably, Letitia thought, his wife. He was dressed as always in extremely elderly tweeds; he looked, she thought, amongst the collection of people in the room, like a wise old buzzard settled briefly but very deliberately among a gathering of feckless birds of paradise. Quite why the dashing Eliza, then the Vicomtesse du Chene, formerly Mrs Peter Thetford and once Mrs Julian Morell, had married him only a few years earlier was something that probably only she herself and Letitia really understood. Even Letitia found it difficult entirely to accept; Peveril was nearer her own age than Eliza, and they seemed to have absolutely nothing in common. But then Eliza had always had a predilection for people considerably older than herself, and a talent for charming them; beginning with Julian Morell, so many years ago. And there was no doubt she was very fond of Peveril and was making him extremely happy. Letitia smiled at them both.

‘I’m afraid the only thing on offer is sherry, but after being stuck in that traffic, perhaps even that would be welcome. Or would you rather have coffee?’

‘Oh, I think coffee,’ said Eliza. ‘I do hate sherry. What about you, Peveril, darling?’

‘What’s that? Oh, no, not coffee, thank you. Dreadful stuff. I’ll just have a glass of water if I may.’

‘I’m sure you may,’ said Letitia. ‘I’ll ask Jane.’

Peveril looked round the room and his eyes rested on Phaedria. He beamed happily and went over to her; he had always liked her.

‘Morning, Phaedria my dear. How are you?’

Phaedria looked up at him and smiled back. ‘I’m fine, Peveril, thank you. It’s lovely to see you. And you, Eliza. I’m sorry you’ve had such an awful journey.’

Peveril studied her more closely.

‘You don’t look fine, my dear, if you don’t mind my saying so. You look a bit peaky.’

‘Oh, Peveril, don’t be so tactless,’ said Eliza. ‘Of course she’s looking peaky. Poor angel.’

She walked over to the fireplace and kissed Phaedria. ‘It’s lovely to see you, darling. I wish you’d come up and stay with us for a bit. It would do you so much good.’

‘I will,’ said Phaedria, clearly trying to sound enthusiastic. ‘I will. But not just yet. Thank you,’ she added dutifully.

Eliza patted her hand. ‘Well, when you’re ready. Ah,’ she added, a thick ice freezing over her bright voice, ‘Camilla. Good morning.’

‘Good morning, Eliza,’ said Camilla, smiling calmly back at her. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m extremely well, thank you. I don’t think, Camilla, you have ever met my husband. Have you?’

‘No, I don’t think I have,’ said Camilla. Her smile became more gracious still; in deference to Peveril’s age she stood up.

‘How do you do. I’m Camilla North.’

Only Peveril, Letitia thought, watching this cameo with a sort of pained pleasure, could fail to appreciate the fine irony of this tableau: the two wives of Julian Morell grouped with the mistress who had usurped them both.

He smiled, half bowed over Camilla’s outstretched hand.

‘Heard a lot about you, my dear. How do you do. Nice to meet you at last.’

‘Peveril,’ said Eliza briskly, ‘come along, let’s go and sit down with Letitia.’

‘I’ll sit down when I’m ready, Eliza,’ said Peveril firmly. ‘Been sitting much too long this morning as it is. Nice to stand up for a bit. Do sit down again, Miss North. You must be tired,  I believe you’ve only flown in this morning. I expect you’ve got that jet jag or whatever it calls itself.’

‘Jet lag,’ said Camilla, smiling at him again, ‘but no, I don’t suffer from that at all. I have discovered that providing I eat only raw food and drink nothing but water, I’m perfectly all right.’

‘Good lord,’ said Peveril, ‘who’d have thought it? Raw food, eh? So do you ask them to serve you your lunch uncooked? What an idea; I expect they’re pretty grateful to you, aren’t they? Saves them a bit of trouble. Raw food. Good heavens.’ He smiled at her benignly; Camilla, most unusually at a loss as to what to say, smiled back at him. Eliza turned rather irritably and looked out of the window.

Letitia smiled at Peveril and wondered if she dared make a joke about Camilla making off with Eliza’s fourth husband, as well as her first; she decided it would be in too bad taste even by her standards, and that Eliza would certainly not appreciate it; for want of anything else to do, she returned to her Tatler.

‘Eliza, can I get you a sherry? And you sir?’

C. J. had come back into the room, and witnessed the tableau also; he smiled rather nervously at Eliza as she blew him a kiss. He was always rather afraid of what she might say or do. She was phenomenally tactless. And still so beautiful, he thought. What a mother-in-law to have. Poor Roz, no wonder she had all those hang-ups about her looks with a beautiful mother and grandmother. Eliza was forty-nine years old, awesomely chic, (Jasper Conran, who adored dressing amusing middle-aged ladies, travelled up to Garrylaig Castle twice a year with his designs and to stay the weekend), beautifully, if a trifle heavily, made up, her silvery blonde hair cut in a perfectly sculptured bob, her body as slender and supple as it had been thirty-one years ago when she had married Julian Morell.

‘No thank you, darling. Just some coffee,’ said Eliza. ‘And some water for Peveril, please. And C. J., what on earth is going on? I thought we were late. Nobody seems to be here. Where’s Henry? And what’s Roz doing?’

C. J. was beginning to feel like an air steward, nursing his passengers through an incipient disaster.

‘Roz is on the phone to her office. She’s worried about some meeting she has this afternoon. Susan is on her way. And I  don’t know what’s happened to Henry, I’m afraid. I’m sure its nothing to worry about.’

‘Well, let’s hope not.’ C. J. went off again with his orders. Eliza looked after him. ‘Poor C. J.,’ she said, apparently irrelevantly.

‘I do wish Susan would arrive,’ said Letitia fretfully. ‘She always makes me feel so much better. And Roz too, which is probably more to the point.’

‘Where is she?’ said Eliza.

‘She’s looking at houses with Richard. He has this plan to move down to the country. Wiltshire. Such a mistake, I think, when you’ve lived in London all your life. Of course everyone in Wiltshire is terribly nice.’

‘Everyone, Granny Letitia?’

It was Roz; she had come back into the room and heard her grandmother’s words; she was smiling for the first time that day. Letitia smiled back up at her.

‘Why don’t you come and sit here with me, darling? Yes, everyone. So many of the very best people live there.’

‘Granny Letitia, you’re such a snob.’

‘I know, darling. I’m not ashamed of it. In my young day it was a virtue. It was called having standards.’

‘Ah. I see.’

‘I was just saying,’ said Letitia, ‘that I wished Susan would arrive.’

‘So do I. And I really don’t want her to go and live in Wiltshire, with the best people.’

‘Well,’ said Letitia quietly, ‘it will suit her. She is one of the very best. Oh, Susan darling, there you are. I was just saying you were one of the very best people.’

Susan Brookes had hurried into the room; she smiled at Letitia and bent and kissed her cheek. ‘Not by your standards I’m not. I’m surprised at you, Letitia. Letting the side down like that. And me only an honorary member of this family. Sacrilege.’

‘Oh, Susan, don’t be difficult,’ said Roz. ‘And come and sit by Granny Letitia. She’s in a naughty mood. She needs keeping in order. And if I can find C. J. I’ll ask for a drink for you. What would you like?’

‘Tea, please,’ said Susan. ‘I haven’t missed anything  important, have I? And I don’t suppose there’s anything to eat, is there? I’m famished.’

Roz looked at her and smiled again, leant forward and kissed her gently on the cheek. Susan was a tall, thin woman with bright brown hair, heavily flecked with grey; she was not classically good-looking but with a strong humorous face, a clear beautiful skin and startlingly bright blue eyes. She was in her mid sixties now, and in some ways she looked older, as her face tended to gauntness. But she had a style of her own: she was beautifully and very simply dressed in a navy wool suit and cream silk shirt, her only jewellery a pearl necklace and earrings, which no one, with the exception of Letitia, could ever remember seeing her without.

‘Oh Susan,’ said Roz, feeling much better suddenly, restored to something near normality, ‘can any of us think of an occasion when you didn’t feel famished? I’ll get C. J. to find something for you.’

She walked out of the door again; Susan and Letitia looked after her.

‘How is she, do you think?’ asked Susan quietly.

‘I think she’s in a terrible state,’ said Letitia. ‘Eaten up with hatred of Phaedria, who she seems to blame in some way for Julian’s death, desperately unhappy, wretched that she didn’t say goodbye to him – oh, I know it was her own fault –’

‘Poor Roz,’ said Susan. ‘Poor, poor Roz. I’ve known her all her life, and I’ve never felt sorrier for her than I do now. What on earth can we do to help her?’

‘God knows,’ said Letitia with a sigh. ‘God knows. She will persist in making things worse for herself. She always has, of course. And Phaedria too, I feel so sorry for her. She looks dreadful, poor child. So alone. Well, perhaps today will help in some way. Although I can’t imagine how.’

Absolutely on cue, Henry Winterbourne suddenly appeared in the room, followed by Jane with yet more files (I bet they’re just for show, thought Roz) and C. J. bearing a tray and looking like a particularly inept waiter as he hurried round trying to deliver his complex order.

Henry took up his place at the head of the table, his back to the window. ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I am extremely sorry to  have kept you waiting. A very tedious call from New York. Do forgive me.’

He opened the top file on the table, took a large envelope out of it and set it firmly in front of him. Everyone slowly, very slowly, as if in a badly directed play, took up new positions. Phaedria got up and sat with her back to the fire at the end of the table, pulling her coat more closely round her. Peveril sat next to her, assuming an oddly protective role. Eliza settled in the chair next to him. Camilla stood up and walked round to take up the chair nearest to Henry. Letitia and Susan stopped talking. Roz took up a challenging position, standing alone by the door, every ounce of her formidable energy focused on Henry’s face.

Henry smiled faintly round the room, catching everyone’s eye in turn with the right amount of sadness and sympathy, bestowing a smile here, a conspiratorial look there. Smooth bastard, thought C. J., finally divesting himself of the tray and moving over to sit next to Susan.

‘Lady Morell, are you all right?’ said Henry suddenly.

Everyone looked at Phaedria; she was resting her head on her hands on the table. She appeared to be about to faint.

‘Phaedria, let me take you outside,’ said C. J.

‘I’ll take her,’ said Eliza, getting up and crossing over to Phaedria, putting her arm around her shoulders. ‘She needs some air.’

‘No, no really I’m all right,’ said Phaedria, ‘I’m sorry, just a bit dizzy, that’s all. Perhaps I could have a glass of water.’

‘I’ll get it,’ said C. J. quickly, grateful for something to do.

‘C. J.,’ said Roz from where she was standing, ‘do settle down, you’ve been rushing round with drinks all morning. Jane will fetch Phaedria a glass of water, I’m sure. Jane dear,’ she called through the doorway, at Jane’s back, ‘could you fetch Lady Morell a glass of water, please? The strain of the occasion is proving a little too much for her.’

She watched Phaedria carefully as she took the glass of water, sipped at it half-heartedly, put it down, leant back in her chair, shaking the dark waterfall of hair from her face. Looking at her, Roz did have to admit she looked ill. Her skin was starkly white, rather than its usual creamy pale, and she seemed thinner than ever, shrunk into herself. God, she hated her. So  much, Phaedria had taken from her, so much that should have been hers, and what were they all to learn now, how much more was to go Phaedria’s way, away from her, Julian Morell’s daughter, his only child, his rightful heir? Roz swallowed, fixed her eyes on Henry’s face. She must concentrate. The words she was to hear, had to hear, were what mattered just now, not her thoughts, her emotions. Time for them later.

‘Very well,’ said Henry. ‘Perhaps I could begin. Now as you may appreciate, this is an out of the ordinary occasion. These days, public readings of wills are very unusual. Although, of course, perfectly legal. And it was at Sir Julian’s request that it should be conducted in this way. In the presence of you all. He particularly specified that you should all –’ His gaze fell briefly, unbidden, on Camilla, then shifted hastily again. ‘All be here. There are of course minor beneficiaries, staff and so on, who were not required to attend. So – perhaps the best thing now is just for me to read the will. If any of you have any – comments, or questions, perhaps you could save them to the end.’

Christ, thought Roz, what on earth is the old woman going on about?

She shifted her weight slightly on to the other leg, took a sip of her drink, and fixed her eyes on Henry’s face again.

Henry began to read: ‘I, Julian Morell, of Hanover Terrace, London, N.W.1, Company Director, hereby revoke all previous wills and testamentary dispositions . . .’

It began slowly, with a trickle of small bequests; it was like the start of a party, Roz thought, with only one or two guests arrived, making stiff and stilted conversation. The atmosphere was cold, tense, uncomfortable.

There were five-thousand-pound legacies for minor staff: the housekeeper and the gardener at the house in Sussex, the part-time secretary Julian had employed in Paris for ten years, and elderly Mrs Bagnold who had directed the cleaners of the offices in Dover Street for longer than anyone could remember.

Mrs Bagnold was also bequeathed a set of ‘Victorian watercolours she had once admired, to do exactly what she likes with, she may sell them tomorrow if she wishes, without fear of incurring my displeasure from wherever I may be.’

As Henry read out this part of the will, Phaedria looked up  and caught Letitia’s eye, in a sudden flash of humour. He is still fun, that look said, he is still making life good.

‘To Sarah Brownsmith, my patient and very loyal secretary, I bequeath £10,000, both early Hockneys, and the use of my house on Eleuthera in the Bahamas, for at least one month a year, at a time mutually agreeable to her and my wife. This is in the devout hope that as she lies in the sunshine, she will think kindly of me and forgive me the many years of exasperation and overwork I have inflicted upon her.

‘To the head waiter at the Mirabelle Restaurant, the chief wine waiter at the Connaught Hotel and my good friend Peter Langan, the sum of £5,000 each for the great happiness and gastronomic good fortune they have brought me.

‘To Martin Dodsworth, my trainer, £10,000, my three Stubbs, and my brood mare Prince’s Flora, and to Michael O’Leary, my jockey, £5,000 and a yearling of his choice from my stable. To Tony Price, my groom, the same.

‘To Jane Gould, secretary to my solicitor, Henry Winterbourne, I bequeath my Hispano Suiza because I know how much pleasure it will give her, and a £1,000 a year maintenance allowance with which to care for it.’

Jane, sitting quietly at the back of the room, beamed with pleasure; she and her husband belonged to the MG Club and were staunch followers of the London to Brighton rally, but the possession of such a car was quite beyond the dreams of her own personal avarice. Roz wondered briefly and rather irritably where the rest of the Morell vintage car stable would go; her father had known how much she loved them. It would be very sad if the collection was to be broken up and scattered piecemeal. If this was a taster of the rest of the will, she didn’t like it at all.

‘To my good friend Peveril, Earl of Garrylaig, my Holbein, and the two Rembrandts, which will hang so happily in the gallery at Garrylaig, and my grandfather’s guns, which have always deserved better hands than mine to rest in.’

‘I say, how kind,’ murmured Peveril, flushed with pleasure (more at the contemplation of the guns than the Rembrandts). Eliza smiled at him fondly and patted his hand.

The party had begun now; the room was humming with tension and nervous energy.

‘To my first wife, Eliza, Countess of Garrylaig, in appreciation for the gift of my daughter Rosamund, and for several interesting and entertaining years –’ Henry at this point cleared his throat, reached for a glass of water and paused a moment ‘– I bequeath my collections of Lalique glass and Chiparus figures, and my apartment in Sutton Place, New York, all of which I know will give her immense pleasure and be put to excellent use.’

‘That’s true,’ said Eliza.

There was a brief silence.

‘To Camilla North, in recognition of many years of tolerance, companionship and wisdom, I bequeath the following: my apartment in Sydney, my hunter, Rose Red, and my collection of Sydney Nolans, as a memento of the expertise and pleasure she gave me in the course of their collection.’

That’s a lot, thought Roz, illogically pleased. A lot for a mistress. Even a long-standing one. That’s a smack in the eye for Phaedria. Without even realizing she was doing it she smiled at Camilla; Letitia reflected it was the first time she had probably ever voluntarily done such a thing, and shuddered mildly at what she could only assume was the reason.

Camilla’s beautiful face was expressionless; she sat with her eyes fixed on Henry, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. No one was to know that she was concentrating with some fervour on her relaxation therapy, and that if she gave up for one moment, stopped breathing deeply, chanting her mantra silently to herself, she would be in grave danger of bursting into tears, hysterical laughter or both.

‘To my very dear friend Susan Brookes, who has worked with me for so many years on this company, and without whom I would not be where I am today, I bequeath my house in Nice, and the sum of £5 million free of tax.’

Good God, thought Roz. He isn’t leaving anyone else that sort of money. What on earth has he done that for?

Then she saw Susan looking at her: flushed, her eyes suspiciously bright. Watched her as she unmistakably winked at her and realized why: to give Susan pleasure to be sure, but also to burden her, discomfort her in her passionate, between-the-wars socialism, leave her wondering what on earth to do with it. They had been such good friends, such affectionately  life-long opponents, Susan and her father, and she was the one person he had never quite been able to get the better of. Until now.

Oh well, thought Roz. No doubt the Labour Party and Mother Teresa will be benefiting considerably from that. She was wrong.

‘This bequest is for the sole benefit of Mrs Brookes, and is not to be passed on to anyone with the exception of Mrs Brookes’ two daughters; should the house in Nice be sold, the monies realized should pass to her daughters also.’

Oh God, thought Roz. Oh God, he was a clever awkward bastard. She looked at Susan and smiled, winked back. She felt briefly better.

‘To my son-in-law Christopher John Emerson, I bequeath my two Monets, my collection of Cartier cufflinks, all the shares in my property company in the Caribbean, my hotels in the Seychelles, and the Bahamas, neither of which would have been so successfully built without his commercial and visual skills, and the 1950 Rolls Corniche which he has always so admired. Plus the entire contents of my wine cellar, in recognition of the knowledge and appreciation he will bring to it. I expect it to be added to with wines which will grace and indeed improve it.’

Suddenly, Roz felt, her father was back with them, in the room, charming, witty, civilized; she saw him looking at her, smiling, trying to win her over, make her do what he wanted, she could hear his voice, see his graceful, deceptively relaxed figure, feel herself being pulled into the wilful web he spun around everyone who was close to him. She swallowed hard, blinked away the rising tears; tried to concentrate on the present.

Phaedria was sitting very upright now, her dark eyes fixed on Henry’s face; she had taken off her coat at last. She was wearing a dress of brilliant peacock blue, as bright, brighter than Letitia’s red suit, but what on Letitia looked defiant, courageous, on Phaedria seemed odd, shocking, inappropriate.

And now it was Letitia’s turn: ‘To my mother, my best and dearest friend, I bequeath £3 million free of tax from my Guernsey bank account, the whole of which may be spent at Harrods should she so wish, my hotel in Paris, in recognition of  her great love for the city, and my entire collection of historic cars, with the exception of the Hispano Suiza and the Rolls Corniche already mentioned, knowing how much she will love and enjoy them. And what an adornment she will be on the occasions she drives any of them, which I trust will be frequently. Should she wish to dispose of them for any reason, I would only request that a Motor Museum should be established in my name and the entire collection should be placed within it. Also, my first edition prints of Jungle Book, and an oil painting of Edward Prince of Wales by Sir James Holbrooke, in acknowledgement of the important part she played in his life.’

There was a long silence; Susan reached out and took Letitia’s hand; Letitia looked down into her lap. Then she smiled bravely at Henry.

‘Do go on, Henry dear. Although,’ she added, sparkling through her tears, ‘as Queen of England manqué, I wonder if I might ask for another small glass of sherry.’

‘Of course,’ said Henry. ‘Jane, would you . . .’

Jane did.

Henry waited until everyone was quiet again, and then cleared his throat, rather loudly.

‘To my granddaughter, Miranda Emerson, I bequeath £2 million free of tax from my Guernsey bank account, to be held in trust for her by her mother, until Miranda reaches the age of twenty-one. The trust to be administered for her by my firm of solicitors, Winterbourne and Winterbourne. I also bequeath her the sum of £100,000 free of tax, to be spent entirely on horses, in recognition of her already apparent talent for horsemanship, and their upkeep, training, and any related activities she herself might wish to pursue.’

‘How old is that child?’ said Letitia quietly to Susan. ‘Three? Well, that should buy her the odd pony.’

‘Er – if I might continue. To my beloved daughter Rosamund –’ again a pause. Roz tensed, closed her eyes briefly – ‘I bequeath the following: £5 million free of tax, all of the horses in my stables at Marriotts Manor, with the exception of the aforementioned Rose Red (That was cruel, thought Letitia, Phaedria loved those horses) and’ – Henry paused, looking at Roz carefully, for a brief second – ‘forty-nine per cent of the shares in Morell Industries.’

There was a long, hurtful silence. Roz clenched her fists, folded her lips; whatever she did, she knew, she must not move or make a sound, otherwise everything would break out, she would scream, punch the air, Henry, Phaedria, anyone. She looked at the floor, at her feet; they suddenly looked very far away. Then she managed, with a supreme act of courage, to meet Phaedria’s eyes.

The expression in them was thoughtful, concerned, almost kind; but still triumphant. I have won, that look said. I have won and you have not.

Henry paused again, then perceptibly straightened and continued reading.

‘To my dear wife, Phaedria Morell’ – only dear wife, thought Roz savagely, her rage and misery lifting just for a moment, I was his beloved daughter, she is only his dear wife – ‘I bequeath the following: £10 million free of tax, my house in Hanover Terrace, Regent’s Park, London; Lower Marriotts Manor, in the County of Sussex; Turtle Cove House on the Island of Eleuthera in the Bahamas, and my entire collection of paintings, with the exception of the two Stubbs, the Rembrandts, the Hockneys and the Sidney Nolans already mentioned.’

There was yet another silence. That’s funny, thought Roz, who is getting his plane? He loved that plane.

Henry looked round the room again with an expression almost impossible to interpret; there was a challenge in that look and amusement, much apprehension, a sort of triumph even, and as it brushed over Phaedria, tenderness and concern. He took a long drink of water, cleared his throat, shifted in his chair – anything, thought Roz, anything rather than continue. Finally he looked back at the document on his desk.

‘I also bequeath my wife Phaedria forty-nine per cent of the shares in Morell Industries.’

The mathematical implication of this bequest hit the room slowly; the silence grew heavier. Phaedria was no longer pale, she was flushed, she could feel sweat breaking out on her forehead. Roz was standing almost to attention now, her eyes very bright in her white face, her fists clenched. C. J. was looking with equal apprehension from Roz to Phaedria; Camilla was no longer relaxed but taut – tense, thought C. J.,  who had always rather admired her, like a race horse under starter’s orders, hardly able to contain herself and her nervous energy. Eliza broke the stillness; she got up suddenly and walked over to the window, turned to face the room from behind Henry’s chair, intense interest on her face.

‘Do go on,’ she said. ‘I imagine there must be more.’

‘Yes,’ said Henry, and looked down again at his desk. ‘Finally, I bequeath the remaining two per cent of shares in Morell Industries to Miles Wilburn, in the hope and indeed belief that he will use them wisely and well. I also bequeath my Lear jet to Miles Wilburn, as he may find a need for greater mobility in the future, together with the residue of the estate. There remains only for me to bid you all farewell and to say that I hope you will in time see the wisdom of what I have done.’

The first sound to break the silence again was of Eliza laughing; it began as a smothered chuckle and became a gorgeous, joyous peal. ‘He did have style,’ she said, to no one in particular, ‘real style.’

Almost simultaneously Phaedria fainted, simply slid out of her chair and on to the floor.

Living the events of the next hour over and over again in her mind, Roz could only remember nightmarish oddly inconsequential fragments: of C. J. and Henry helping Phaedria into another room; of her own loud and inappropriate demand for a stiff drink; of Letitia suggesting to her that they should go outside together and get some fresh air, and her irritable wretched refusal; of her mother asking inane questions of Peveril, of Letitia, of Susan, of C. J., if any of them had ever met or heard of a Miles Wilburn, and even more inane suggestions that he might be the son, cousin, brother, uncle of various men she had known or that Julian had known; of Camilla, become suddenly part of the previously hostile gathering, offering to go through her old address books and diaries (all predictably stored and filed in date order) in search of some kind of clue; of Henry, fussily important, returning to the room and professing as much ignorance of Miles as the rest of them, while volunteering the strangely relevant and unexpected information that he had not drawn up the will, or even set eyes on it until Julian had died and Phaedria had found it in the safe and  sent it over to him; of her own savagely swift personal revelation as to the cause of Phaedria’s faintness; of Henry’s insistence, largely she felt for her mother’s benefit, that no whisper of the will must reach the outside world, and particularly that part of it centred in Fleet Street; of the departure of the family, in small, disparate groups, oddly subdued (with the exception of Phaedria, glassily pale, but possessed of a strange almost feverish excitement); and lastly the sound of her own voice, the panic and despair she was feeling disguised in a harsh brightness, declaring that she knew that whoever and wherever Mr Wilburn might be, she would personally hate him unreservedly for the whole of the rest of her life.

‘Miles,’ said the girl from the depths of the bed. ‘Miles, you just have to get up. It’s almost seven, and you have that meeting with your uncle this morning. And you know how important it is. Miles, please wake up.’

Miles put out his hand, his eyes still closed, and traced the outline of her breasts, moved down over her abdomen, rested tenderly for a moment on the mound of pubic hair; then moved on, gently, relentlessly probing her secret places, feeling her soft moistness, parting her; she could feel his penis hardening, rising against her, and her own juices obediently, delightfully, start to flow.

‘Miles,’ she said, in a last desperate effort to divert him. ‘Miles, please.’

‘You don’t have to ask,’ he said, smiling into her eyes, deliberately misunderstanding; and for a while everything was forgotten, the debts, the lawsuit, the trap closing in on him, all lost in a tangle of hair and skin and pleasure and desire.


Chapter One

Wiltshire, France, London, 1939–1948

JULIAN MORELL’S ENEMIES often said he could never quite make up his mind who he loved more, his mother or himself.

This judgement, pronounced as frequently in company boardrooms as at dinner parties, might well have been considered just a little harsh; but there was certainly sufficient truth in it to ensure its frequent repetition. And certainly anyone observing the two of them dining together at the Ritz one evening in the autumn of 1952 would have been irresistibly reminded of it – watching Julian looking alternately fondly at his mother, and almost as fondly into the mirror behind her.

They looked alike to a degree; they were both dark-haired, both tall and slim, but Julian’s eyes were brown and his face was long and already threatening to be gaunt. Letitia had deep, almost purple, blue eyes and the kind of bone structure that would look good for another fifty years: high cheekbones, and a very slight squarishness to the jaw. She had the sort of mouth possessed by all great beauties of the twenties and thirties: a perfect bow, neither full nor thin; and a nose of classical straightness. But the most remarkable thing about her (and this would not have seemed quite so remarkable to anybody who had not known she was fifty-four years old) was her skin. It was not only much admired, Letitia’s skin, it was hugely commented upon; it not only inspired admiration, it defied science. It was soft and dewy, and extraordinarily unlined, and one of her more florid admirers had once said (rather unfortunately for him) that as he sat looking at it, it seemed to him to be more and more like looking into a rose petal.

Everything else about Letitia Morell’s extraordinary beauty could be explained away by face lifts (she was rumoured to have had three already), expensive skin treatments, skilled maquillage, and the attentions of the best cosmetic chemists in the country placed permanently at her disposal, but the fact was  that Miss Arden and Madame Rubinstein, with many of the same advantages, did not look nearly as young as she did.

Julian, on the other hand, could easily have been older than his thirty-two years; he had the kind of looks that settle on a face in their owner’s mid twenties, and stay, relatively unchanged, for thirty years or more. He was conventionally good-looking; he had his mother’s straight nose, and rather sharply defined mouth, but his eyes were very dark. They were remarkable eyes, curiously expressionless for much of the time, but with a capacity to light up and to dance when he was amused or setting out to charm (which was frequently) and to disturb, particularly women; they held an expression that was almost insolent, probing, amused, shrewd; they were hard eyes to meet, without feeling threatened, in some way or another, pleasurably or otherwise. His hair was a little longer than the current vogue; and his clothes bore the unmistakable mark of much attention and a strong sense of style. His dark grey suit, beautifully and clearly hand made, nevertheless had lapels just fractionally wider, the jacket a touch longer, flaring only a little more at the back, than the classic style his tailor would have offered him; his shirt was not white or cream, but very pale blue; his red silk tie was tied in a Windsor knot; and his shoes (hand made for him by Lobb) were softer, and lighter-looking, than those on most of the feet under most of the tables in the room. His watch was a classic gold Cartier, on a black leather strap; on the little finger of his left hand he wore a heavy gold signet ring; and although he did not smoke himself, he always had with him a slim gold cigarette case, permanently filled with the oval Passing Clouds cigarettes so beloved by the stylish of the fifties, and a gold Dunhill lighter. These lay between them on the table now; Letitia, who had been young in the twenties (and had once most famously danced the Charleston with the Prince of Wales in the Glass Slipper Nightclub, an event she was given to reliving in ever greater detail after a glass or two of champagne), and had seen the cigarette as a symbol of emancipation and sophistication, still occasionally smoked before or after a meal through a long black cigarette holder. She was using it now, as she studied the menu, reaching out to cover Julian’s hand with her own as he lit it for her, smiling at him through the cloud of smoke; certainly they did not look, the  two of them, like mother and son at all, but a wonderful-looking couple amusing and interesting one another intensely.

‘Mother,’ said Julian fondly, ‘you do look particularly amazing. How long have you spent with Adam Sarsted this evening?’

‘Oh, darling, hours,’ said Letitia, smiling at him and stroking his cheek appreciatively, ‘he takes longer and longer every single time. He’s got a marvellous new foundation he wanted to demonstrate and I do have to say I think it’s extremely good. But I had to listen to him extolling its virtues for at least twice as long as it took to put it on.’

‘Well, he works on his own,’ said Julian, ‘he needs to talk about the things he’s been doing from time to time. Listening to him is an investment. He was talking to me about that foundation. I’m glad it’s good. He’s a clever chap. Worth all that money I pay him. Or don’t you think so?’

‘Mmm,’ said Letitia thoughtfully. ‘Just. Yes, I suppose so. But I do keep telling you, darling, the very best cosmetic chemists are in New York. You really should think about finding some people over there. Next time you go I might come with you and talk to a few, if you won’t.’

‘Well, maybe I will – when I go,’ said Julian, ‘and I’d love to have you with me. But I honestly don’t think you’re going to find anyone better than Sarsted. The man’s a genius.’

‘No, he’s not a genius,’ said Letitia, ‘he’s a very good chemist and that’s all. He hasn’t got any creativity. He isn’t inspired. He doesn’t have any ideas.’

‘Mother, darling, we have enough ideas between us to keep a dozen cosmetic companies afloat. Stop fussing. What do you want to drink?’

‘Gin and french. And I’m hungry. Do let’s order quickly. Last time we had dinner here I seem to remember eating so much melba toast I scrunched when I moved. So common, nibbling.’

‘Mother,’ said Julian, laughing and signalling at the waiter, ‘you could never look common. However much you nibbled. Not in that dress, anyway.’

‘Do you like it, darling? Good. Cavanagh. Such a clever man.’ She glanced over her shoulder into the mirror behind her and smiled briefly at her reflection; white crepe dress,  accordion pleated from the shoulders, swathed across the bosom and drawn into a tiny waist with a narrow, pale suede cummerbund; her dark hair was swept back, around her neck she wore the fabled treble-stranded Morell pearls given to her by her mother-in-law on her wedding day, and the overtly fake cluster of beads and diamante in her ears gave a style and wit to the discreet taste of the rest.

‘Where on earth did you get those Christmas trees?’ said Julian, touching one of the earrings. ‘I’ve never seen anything like them in my life.’

‘I’m very glad to hear it. I’d have thought it was a fearful waste of twenty pounds if you had. I got them at the Dior boutique in Paris. It’s a heavenly place. Full of all sorts of wonderful things. Next time you want an amusing present for someone, I suggest you go there.’

‘Ah,’ said Julian, ‘I’ll remember. Thank you. It’s no use looking at me in that hopeful way, Mother, you’re not going to get any gossip out of me about anyone I might or might not want to find an amusing present for. Now just tell me what you want to eat.’

‘I’m not looking hopeful,’ said Letitia, ‘quite the reverse. I find it much more restful when you aren’t in love with anybody. I just thought it must be about time, that’s all. Quails’ eggs, I think. And the turbot. Lovely. Lots of potatoes and spinach. To give me strength for tomorrow.’

‘What are you doing tomorrow?’

‘Meeting the accountants.’

‘There’s nothing to worry about, is there?’ said Julian sharply.

‘No, of course not. Don’t fuss. You’re more of an old woman than I am, Julian, when it comes to money. It’s just that I dislike the new man rather, and I know they’re going to query the investment budget.’

‘Are you sure it’s the right way to go? Should we talk about it?’

‘Absolutely, and no we shouldn’t. We’ve talked about it quite enough already. We need the new factory and we need a complete new range of filling machinery. Don’t worry about it, I’ll deal with them. That’s my department, you stick to cosmetic concepts.’

‘Don’t patronize me, Mother. I don’t like it.’ The lighthearted  look left his face briefly; his eyes grew darker and he pushed his hair back from his forehead with a rough, impatient gesture. It was an act that his fellow directors and his mistresses came to know swiftly; it meant trouble and got him his way. ‘Do you want another drink?’

‘Yes, please. And I’m not patronizing you. The secret of success, as you’re so fond of telling everybody else, is knowing what you’re good at and doing it. I’m good at sums. You’re good at concepts. Although . . .’

‘What?’

‘Well, that brings me back to the chemist. Julian, you really do need someone better than Sarsted. The truly great cosmetic chemists are artists as well as scientists. They think laterally. They don’t just look at a formula and mix it; they look at a formula and dream or they dream and then look at formulas.’

‘So where are we failing, Mother?’ said Julian, pushing his hair back again, crumbling a bread roll to pieces and pushing it round his plate. ‘Just tell me that. Everything seems fine to me. We’re doing brilliantly. Snapping at Arden’s heels, worrying Rubinstein. I had lunch with Norman Parkinson yesterday. He said that every model he’s worked with for the past three months was using Juliana make-up. Audrey Withers told me only last week they keep permanent sets of it in the Vogue studios. We can’t meet the demand for Je. I just can’t see what basis you have for criticism.’

‘Julian, do calm down,’ said Letitia. ‘I’m not criticizing you. I’m simply saying we could do even better with a truly inspired chemist.’

‘And I’m saying we’re quite inspired enough,’ said Julian, ‘I don’t want any more creativity in the company.’

‘No,’ said Letitia tartly, ‘you wouldn’t like the competition. Now get on with your food. Perhaps it’s time you did have a new girlfriend. It might improve your temper. Or even,’ she added, looking at him thoughtfully, ‘a wife. Thirty-two is far too old to be a bachelor.’

She looked at him with amusement as he tried not to show how ruffled he was; pushing his food around his plate just as he had when he was a small boy and she thwarted him taking huge gulps of milk – rather as the hugely expensive sancerre was going down now.

Letitia had always loved Julian in a curiously unmaternal way, and they had both of them known it; his elder brother James had been the perfect textbook little boy, exactly like his father, serious, quiet, blue-eyed, fair-haired, fascinated by farming as soon as he could walk, tramping round in his wellington boots after the cowman, up at dawn with his father every day, keeping logbooks of milk yields and stock prices as soon as he could write.

Julian, three years younger, was extraordinarily different; with his dark hair and eyes, his passion for reading, his sociable nature (at five he was already pinning party invitations on to the wall in his bedroom and counting the days to each one). He took a polite interest in the farm, but no more; he was more likely to be found reading in the drawing room, or listening to the radio, or best of all chatting to anybody at all who was prepared to listen to him, than outside or in the barns, or even the stables. He did have a considerable passion for his pony, and rode her extremely well, if rather showily: ‘Like a girl,’ James said more than once rather scornfully, and indeed he was far more likely to win the show classes than the children’s gymkhana games like Walk, Trot and Gallop or an Obstacle Race. He was clever, quick and very funny, even as a small boy, full of amusing observations and quick sharp comment; he and his mother became very early friends, companions and confidants. His father, Edward, kind, good-natured and absolutely conventional, adored James, but found Julian hard to understand.

The difference between the two little boys was the subject of much gossip in Wiltshire; and nobody ever understood in any case why a nice, straightforward man like Edward Morell had married someone as patently unsuited to the life of farmer’s wife as Letitia Farnworth, but there it was, he had brought her down to meet his parents, having met her at a party in London, quite literally blushing with pride, in 1915, and married her a year later.

The reason for that was perfectly simple and straightforward, of course: he had fallen deeply in love with her, and remained so until the day he died. The real puzzle, and one recognized by the more discerning, was why Letitia should  have married Edward; beautiful, sparkling, witty as she was, and he so quiet, so shy, so modest. It was on Julian’s twenty-first when, given that this was London in 1941, she still managed to orchestrate a very good birthday party for him (supper and dancing at the gallant Savoy, which like most of the great London hotels was resolutely refusing even to acknowledge that the war was much more than a minor inconvenience), that she told him: ‘You’re old enough to know now, my angel, and I don’t want anyone giving you a garbled version.’ She had been engaged to and much in love with a young officer in the Guards, Harry Whigham, who had gone to France, and been blown to pieces before even her first letter had reached him. Confronted by this and the almost equally appalling fact that virtually every other young man in England was facing the same fate, and terrified at seventeen by the prospect of spinsterhood, she had seen salvation in Edward Morell. He would not be going to France because he was a farmer; he was good-looking, he was kind, and he was modestly well off. Still in shock from Harry Whigham’s death, she accepted Edward’s proposal of marriage only three months later; they were married two months after that, this being wartime and the normal conventions set aside, and it was only after the birth of James that she properly realized what she had done.

‘But Julian, darling,’ she said, filling her champagne glass and raising it to him for at least the dozenth time that night, ‘I don’t want you to think it was a bad marriage. I made Edward, your father, very happy, he never knew for an instant that he wasn’t the great love of my life, and to the day he died I was certainly his.’

She said this not with any kind of conceit, but a serene conviction; Julian looked at her and leant forward and kissed her on the cheek.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but what about you? Were you happy? It sounds like hell.’

‘Oh, not at all,’ said Letitia lightly, ‘I’m not the going-through-hell sort. You of all people ought to know that. Positive, that’s what we are, my angel, both of us; I made the most of it, and I was perfectly happy. There was you, and there was James, and Edward was the sweetest man on God’s earth. The only really sad thing was when your little sisters died. But  you know all about that, and you were a great comfort to me at the time. Even though you were only two. Now let’s dance, this is getting maudlin, and then we’d better – oh, hell, there’s the siren. Shall we go to the shelter or dance?’

‘I’d like to dance,’ said Julian, slightly reluctantly, for he had often longed to talk to her about the death of his small twin sisters, and had always been briskly discouraged, ‘with the bravest and most beautiful woman in the room.’

Edward Morell had died in 1939. For the duration of the war, James ran the farm, while Julian enlisted in the Signals (rejecting the infantry regiments as too predictable), and spent a frustrated two years in England, rising to the rank of captain; finally by a combination of shameless string-pulling on the part of Letitia’s cousin, a colonel in Intelligence, and some sheer bloody-minded persistence on his own, he managed to gain an interview with the SOE, the Special Operations Executive directing the British leg of the Resistance movement.

Julian had a considerable talent for languages, he was a brilliant radio operator, and he was immensely self-confident; he was sent for the preliminary selection for F Section, and passed with distinction. He then went to Scotland where he learnt such assorted skills as living off the land, handling explosives, dropping off a train moving at 40 mph and killing competently in a wide spectrum of ways. His instructor in this was a venerable-looking, white-haired gentleman who looked like a particularly benevolent academic; he personally taught Julian a Chinese method of stifling a man to death, leaving no traces whatsoever of violence. A pamphlet was produced by the Germans in 1942 describing this and some of Syke’s other methods, the ultimate tribute to their efficiency.

Finally Julian was sent to an establishment in the New Forest where he was trained in the more conventional skills of espionage, ciphers, secret inks and, perhaps most crucially, of withstanding interrogation.

He was one of the youngest men on the course; permanently under suspicion because of it, he never cracked, never did anything remotely to suggest that he would be unable to deal with any of the demands made of him; he was just twenty-two when he was finally sent to France after a personal interview  with the famous commander of F Section, Maurice Buckmaster.

He was not required, to his inevitable disappointment, to set lines of explosives across the Normandy countryside, or personally scale the walls of German prison camps in order to free his comrades, but what he did have to do required in its own way as much courage, as much ice-cold determination and steadfastness, and it was certainly as essential.

His task was to gather information – perfectly basic, simple information in the area around Chartres – about such unremarkable things as bus and train routes, and timetables, stamp prices, curfew regulations, and relay these things, so crucial in the planning of covers and escape routes, to SOE in London by radio. His cover was as tutor to the small son of a French countess, herself an extraordinarily brave member of the Resistance; her husband had been a colonel in the French artillery and killed in the first three months of the war. Julian’s code name was Philippe Renard, his age on his forged papers given as eighteen; the image he set out to project was of someone effete, a little fey, possibly homosexual, certainly timid. It was the first time in his life that he could give rein to his considerable talents as an actor, to display his ability to climb inside another person’s skin, however briefly, and he played the part brilliantly; even Amelie Dessange was half inclined to believe in it, and regarded him with a mixture of tolerance and contempt. Her small son Maurice, on the other hand, adored him and was permanently tagging along behind him, a small devoted slave. This provided further useful cover; it was easy to stand unsuspected in shop queues, at bus stops and in post offices, chatting pleasantly to the locals and asking them how best to reach such and such a place on which bus or train, with a small boy clinging to his hand.

His radio transmitter, smuggled into the Comtesse’s house in the gardener’s wheelbarrow, was kept in an upper attic; the door to the tiny room, leading out from one of the servants’ bedrooms, was covered by a huge trunk, filled with the dead Comte’s uniforms, medals and sword. Every night Julian would read to Maurice until he fell asleep, dine alone in the kitchen and then climb the stairs for his appointment with London. Sometimes there was little information, sometimes a lot; in any case he had to make contact to let them know he was safe.

He lived with Amelie Dessange for over a year, in a curious mixture of closeness and detachment. She was to him a remote, unsmiling figure, who occasionally asked him if he had enough to eat, or how Maurice was getting along with his lessons, always hurrying about the house, leaving it for brief spells, supposedly to visit her mother in the next village, or to take some of her garden produce to the market. He did not like her particularly, but he knew how brave she was, and how clever, and he admired her; she was not exactly beautiful, she had rather strange, strong colouring, very dark red hair and white, immensely freckled skin; her eyes, which snapped at him impatiently while she talked, were brown, dark dark brown, without a fleck of green, and her mouth was narrow and tense. But she had a certain grace, and a tension which made him very aware of her sexually; in other circumstances he would have talked to her, made her laugh, flirted with her, as it was he kept quietly to himself and allowed her to think of him whatever she wished.

One night, the Germans had come to call, as they put it, a routine visit; he was passing along the upper landing on his way to his room, and he heard them come into the hall. They meant no great harm, and there were only two of them, they were simply obeying orders and making sure nothing overtly out of order was taking place at the chateau, but Amelie was exceptionally rude that night; she shouted at them to leave her house, and when one of them put his hand on her arm, she spat at him. The other grabbed her, shouting at the old man who had opened the door to fetch the boy; Julian, racing down the stairs, watched her, panting struggling in the soldier’s arms while little Maurice was led down from his bedroom in his nightgown. For a long time they all stood there; nobody spoke, nobody moved. Then the soldier tipped his gun under Maurice’s chin, his eyes on Amelie’s face. ‘You should learn some manners, Madame la Comtesse,’ he said, ‘otherwise we may have to teach some to the boy.’

He flung her aside, motioned the other soldier to release Maurice, and they left, clanging the door shut behind them. Julian moved towards Amelie as she stood weeping quietly, held out his arms; she moved into them. Maurice joined them, and they stood there, the three of them holding one another in the cold dark hall, for a long time.

‘Come, Maurice,’ she said in the end, ‘you must go back to bed. The Germans have gone, they did us no harm, and you were very brave. Jean-Michel,’ she added to the old man, who was sitting silent and shaking on the stairs, looking at her helplessly like a child himself, ‘you too, are you all right?’

‘Yes,’ he said, getting wearily to his feet, ‘I’m all right. Let me take you up to your room, Maurice.’

‘Maman, you come with me, please.’

The boy was white-faced, sobbing quietly, shaking with fear and cold.

‘It’s all right, Jean-Michel,’ said Amelie, ‘I’ll put him back to bed. Go and take a brandy for yourself and try to sleep.’

They started up the stairs together, and Maurice looked back, holding out his hand to Julian. ‘Can Philippe come too, Maman, and read me a story?’

‘Of course, and I will come and hear the story too.’

Julian was reading a translation of the Just So Stories to Maurice. He found the stories soothing, their humour refreshing, and when he was homesick comforting, and Maurice adored them all. Tonight he read the story of The Elephant’s Child, for a long time, unwilling to relinquish the mood of closeness and tenderness that bound them together; finally Maurice fell asleep and Amelie led Julian out of the room and into her sitting room.

‘Brandy?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Thank you for all you did tonight. You are so good for Maurice. I should have said so before. I’m sorry. And I’m glad you are here.’

‘I am too,’ he said, smiling at her.

‘Are you really only eighteen?’

‘No. A little more.’

‘I thought so.’

They drank the brandy. ‘Come and sit here by me,’ she said, and started suddenly to cry.

‘Don’t,’ he said, ‘don’t. It’s all right. You’re so brave.’

‘I’m lonely,’ she said, ‘so lonely. And so hopeless.’

‘Don’t be. You’re not alone. And we can’t afford to lose hope,’ he said. And he took her in his arms, simply to comfort her, and suddenly there was another mood between them,  urgent, almost shocking in its violence. He turned her face to kiss it.

‘No,’ she said, ‘not here. Maurice might come. Upstairs.’

It was the first time he had slept with anyone so sexually accomplished. He was not totally inexperienced, but the things Amelie showed him that night, a blend of gentleness and almost brutal passion, stayed with him always. They made love over and over again, until the dawn had broken, and they were both exhausted, and the world for both of them had narrowed entirely to one room, one bed; to piercing desire, to tender exploration, and again and again, the surging roar of release. In the morning she looked at him as they lay there, unable to feel anything any more but a sweet weariness, and she kissed him, all of him, first his lips, then his shoulders, his chest, his stomach, buried her face in his pubic hair, tongued his penis gently, and then raised herself on her elbow and smiled at him.

‘I haven’t done much of this sort of thing,’ he said, taking her fingers and kissing them tenderly, one by one, ‘not with anyone who – well, who knew so much. I’m not very practised.’

‘You did very beautifully,’ she said, in English, ‘you are a fine lover. Now,’ briskly, getting up from the bed and pulling on her robe, ‘get up. This is not a good idea. It would get out and they would be suspicious. It must not happen again.’

It never did.

In time Julian did more challenging and dangerous work. He became, amongst other things, quite a formidable forger, and spent a year in the house of a country postman, who produced a large percentage of the documents issued to escaping prisoners en route to the South or to England.

He developed a love of Northern France and its curiously English, lush countryside; he was captured, interrogated and escaped; he spent three months of the German occupation hiding, his cover finally blown, living rough, killing wild animals, catching fish; he made himself extremely ill eating poisonous fungi he mistook for mushrooms and lay for days in a cave, too weak and in too much pain even to crawl from his own vomit. But he recovered. And he escaped from all of it, returning home in 1945 hugely changed; the charming,  flippant boy a complex man, his courage and his brilliance unquestionably established. He had learnt to live with solitude and with fear; he had learnt to fix his mind absolutely on the end and to disregard the means; he had learnt to be ruthless, cruel, devious and totally pragmatic; he had learnt to trust no one but himself; to set aside sentiment, personal loyalty, and perhaps most crucially self-doubt.

Letitia looked at him as he sat before the fire in the drawing room at Maltings the night he came home, his initial joy and pleasure lost in exhaustion and hurtful memories, and realized that he had aged not five years but a lifetime.

Before her sat an old man who had seen and faced the very worst and now had to remember and live with it for the rest of his life; and the fact that he was only twenty-five years old was absolutely irrelevant.

He had lost innocence, he had lost faith in human nature, he had lost trust and to a degree he had lost happiness. And what, she wondered, gazing into the fire with him, and trying to imagine what he saw there, had he found?

Julian turned to her and smiled suddenly; aware, as he always had been, of the drift of her thoughts. ‘It’s all right, Mother, I’m not going to crack up on you. You mustn’t worry about me. It’s not all been bad.’

‘Hasn’t it?’

‘No. A lot of it has been good.’

‘In what way?’

‘Oh, the loyalty, the friendship. And seeing the sheer power of people’s courage. People were so brave. They risked not just death, that was the easy option; they risked terrible things: prison, torture, the capture of their families. But they went on. It was extraordinary.’

‘It’s a powerful thing, hope,’ said Letitia. Her eyes were bright with tears.

‘Yes, it is. So powerful that it worked. In the end. But it was a long time. And we couldn’t forget, any of us, ever.’

‘Will you go back, will you see any of them again?’

‘I don’t know. I might. It’s hard to know. Nothing would be the same. After being so close, knowing such trust, such – well, love I suppose. Could you go back just on an idle visit? I don’t think so.’

‘Maybe not.’ She was silent. ‘Where did you live? How did you live?’

‘Oh, all kinds of places. All over Northern France. With Amelie Dessange, I told you about her, for a long time. I stayed on a farm for a while, labouring, towards the end. I lived rough for a while, as you know. Most recently I was further up the coast, quite near Deauville, lodging with a funny old chap. You’d have liked him. He was a chemist. Still is, of course. He escaped. God knows how. Only one in his family who did.’ He was quiet suddenly, his jaw tightening; he took a gulp of whisky and then looked at her and tried to smile.

‘Knowing him was very good for me. It’s given me lots of ideas. In fact I know what I want to do now. With my life, I mean.’

‘What, my darling?’ said Letitia, turning the evening determinedly back into a positive occasion. ‘Tell me. I’ve thought about it so much, I do hope it’s not a career in the Foreign Office. Or the army.’

‘God forbid,’ said Julian, ‘they both require a degree of self-abnegation, and I’ve had quite enough of that. No, I want to go into the pharmaceutical business. And possibly cosmetics.’

‘Julian, darling,’ said Letitia, half amused, half astonished, ‘whatever gave you that idea?’

‘Oh,’ said Julian, his eyes dancing, enjoying her slight unease with the situation and this rather unmasculine notion. ‘This old boy. I worked in his lab with him quite a lot. You know I loved chemistry at school. I’d have read it at Oxford if the war hadn’t happened.’

‘Do you think you’ll ever want to go now?’ said Letitia. ‘They said they’d keep your place.’

‘No. Fooling around with a lot of kids. Couldn’t possibly.’

‘It’s a pity in a way.’

‘So are lots of things.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Well, anyway, you’d be surprised what I learnt. I can make all kinds of things. A jolly good cough mixture. A sleeping draught. Anti-inflammatory medicine. All sorts. And then I started fiddling around with creams and lotions and that sort of thing.’

‘Do you mean skin creams?’

‘Yes.’

‘Darling,’ said Letitia, patting his hand, ‘I’d sell my soul for something like that. All you can buy now is Pond’s Cold Cream. Too awful. You didn’t bring any of your creams back with you, did you?’

‘Fraid not. But I have got the formulas. And when I’ve settled down a bit I thought I’d fix up some sort of lab in one of the outhouses and play about a bit. It’s fascinating stuff, Mother. I know it’s an odd thing to bring back with you from the war, but there it is. I think I could make a business of it. It must be better than an addiction to pornography, or the burning desire to write a manual on fifty-five new ways to kill a man. So many of the chaps got bitter and defeated.’

‘Weren’t you afraid of that?’ said Letitia.

‘No, not at all. I knew I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t allow it.’

It was an extraordinarily revealing remark. Letitia took it in, put it temporarily aside, and then turned back to the future.

‘I love the idea, Julian, but how are you going to get started? It’s not a world that either of us knows a lot about.’

‘No,’ said Julian, accepting her involvement without question, ‘but we can learn. Would you like to help?’

‘Of course I would. I’d love to. But I haven’t got any money. Not on the scale you’d need, anyway. And James certainly hasn’t. It’s no use looking here for backing. And I can’t imagine there will be any about for quite a long while.’

‘I didn’t mean money. You can always find money if you’ve got ideas. And I’ve got lots. And anyway there’s going to be a big boom in a year or two, you see. People will be spending money like there’s no tomorrow. Or rather there was no yesterday. To annihilate. To forget.’ Another silence. ‘So I do think it’s an excellent time. Both to raise money and to start new ventures. And I really would appreciate your help. I know you’d be very good at it all. Where are you going?’

‘To get a bottle of wine. To toast your future.’

‘Our future,’ said Julian firmly. ‘Our company.’

He was right: there was a boom. But it was a little longer coming than he had anticipated. The first two years after the war were almost as austere as the preceding five. Companies were manufacturing as fast as they could but the Attlee  Government was obsessed with economic recovery and everything worth having was being exported. One of the more enraging sights of 1946 was a windowful of desirable things bearing the message ‘for export only’. Everything the heart and indeed the stomach could desire was still rationed; and without the patriotic fervour of war to ease the pangs, people were growing immensely irritable.

One night James Morell, who had become increasingly estranged from his brother, came in from the farm, sat down and ate his supper without a word, and then, taking a deep breath, announced that he would like Julian to move out of Maltings; he was planning on getting married, he said, and sharing a home with anyone, however agreeable, was not a good beginning to any marriage. The house was his, he ran the farm, Julian had been talking for months about how he was going to start his own business; it was time, James felt, that he went and got on with it. He had some money, after all; James was tired of supporting him.

Julian, first amused, became irritable; his outrage increased when Letitia took James’ side and said she quite agreed, that he should go, and that she had no intention of encroaching on James’ marital status either.

‘We shall go to London together, and start a new life,’ she said, somewhat dramatically, adding that James was perfectly right in his view, that Julian had been talking about his plans for quite long enough and that it was time he put them into practice.

‘It’s all very well,’ said Julian, reeling slightly at this double onslaught, ‘but I don’t have any money, I can’t get a house in London. Or start a business. There’s no money to be had anywhere.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said Letitia, ‘have you not heard of the mortgage? And you have some money your father left you. You said yourself only the other day that it was melting away, as if that fact had nothing to do with you. Very silly. I’ve thought so for a long time. And anyway, I’ve got a little money. We’ll manage.’

James, relieved that the interview with his mother and brother had been less embarrassing and painful than he had  feared, said he thought he would go and visit Caroline Reever Smith, the noisily good-natured object of his affections, and hurriedly left; Julian looked at Letitia over the supper table a trifle darkly.

‘Thanks for your support,’ he said. ‘I hope you realize you’ve just talked us out of a home.’

‘Oh, Julian, don’t be so ridiculous. You sound like a spoilt child. Of course I haven’t. Where is your spirit of adventure? I’ve talked us into a new one. It’ll be the greatest fun. I’ve been thinking about it for quite a long time, as a matter of fact. Now, I think we should live in Chelsea. In fact I don’t want to contemplate living anywhere else. Goodness, I can’t even begin to believe it after all these years. Just off Walton Street, I think: Harrods round the corner, Peter Jones down the road, Harvey Nichols, Woolland’s.’

‘You sound as if you’re reciting a litany,’ said Julian, laughing.

‘I am. I feel exactly like someone who’s been excommunicated, and just been allowed back into the fold.’

‘All right, I don’t care where we go. Lots of pretty girls in Chelsea anyway.’

‘Lots. Now darling, you’ve also got to think about premises. For your business. Let’s forget about starting big and waiting for the banks, and just start. All you need is something very modest, a big garage even would do for now, which you could fit out as a lab. I expect you could contract out any kind of bottling and labelling. The thing to do at this stage is get the biggest mortgage available on the house, and keep your capital for the business. You’ll find that harder to raise money for, and you’ll get a bigger tax concession on a personal mortgage than anything. Anyway, I’ll put in any money I can rake up. I’ve been meaning to sell a few shares anyway, they’re just beginning to recover nicely. Only I’ll leave it as long as I can.’

‘Mother, you really are full of surprises,’ said Julian looking at her in genuine admiration, ‘first cash-flow forecasting for the farm, then capital investment programme for Morell Pharmaceuticals, all in one evening. You will be financial director, won’t you? And my factory manager as well?’

‘Until I get a better offer,’ said Letitia. ‘Of course I will, Julian, I’ve always loved the idea of money and business and  making more. It excites me. Only it’s something I’ve never had much of a chance to do anything about in the wilds of Wiltshire. I’ve often tried to suggest improvements and investment on the farm, but James and your father would never listen to me.’

‘Well, I’ll listen. Gratefully. And as often as I can. And now while we’re in such communicative mood, Mother, and I’ve sat so politely while you put me just ever so gently in my place, will you tell me something? Something I’ve always wanted to know?’

‘I can’t imagine what,’ said Letitia, just a trifle too lightly.

‘Yes, you can. The twins.’

‘What about the twins?’

‘Well, I don’t know, I just know there was more to that than you’ve ever admitted. Some mystery. Something strange.’

‘Nonsense. Nothing of the sort. They were born . . . prematurely. They died. Nothing more to tell than that.’ But her eyes shadowed, and her jaw tightened; Julian watching her felt the emotion struggling in her.

‘Mother, please tell me, If it’s something that concerns me in some way, I have a right to know what it is. And I can find out anyway. I think James has some idea about it.’

‘Why?’ said Letitia sharply.

‘Oh, the odd thing he’s said. One night, when we were talking, just after I got home. About how there seemed to be a mystery about it all. How various people still gossiped about it. About all of us. He clammed up after that, wouldn’t say any more. But I shall just pester him if you won’t tell me.’

Letitia looked at him for a long time. Then she sighed and stood up.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To pour myself a stiff drink,’ she said. ‘And one for you. I will tell you. If only to stop you worrying James with it. I had no idea that gossip was still going on. Of course he would never ask me, he’s much too shy. You do have a right to know, I suppose. And it does concern you. You, but not James. So I would much rather you didn’t talk to him about it. Will you promise me that, Julian?’

‘Of course.’ He watched her as she sat down again. ‘I’m very intrigued now, Mother,’ he said, as lightly as he could, knowing, sensing what he was to hear was hugely important for both of them. ‘I can’t imagine what you’re going to tell me.’

‘No,’ she said, ‘no you couldn’t possibly.’

He listened, as she told him, in complete silence; afterwards he sat for a long time, just holding her hand and watching the fire, marvelling at her courage and at the human capacity for love and its power to keep silent.


Chapter Two

London, 1948–51

JULIAN AND LETITIA Morell settled into life in London with a kind of joyous relief, falling hungrily on its pleasures and feeling they were both for the first time in their proper habitat. They bought a pretty little terrace house in First Street, just off Walton Street (‘I can smell Harrods,’ said Letitia contentedly), four tiny floors, one above the other. Property prices were just setting off on their dizzy postwar course and they got it just in time; it cost two thousand pounds and they were lucky. It was charmingly shabby, but quite unspoilt; it had belonged to an old lady, who had resolutely refused to leave it until the very last All Clear sounded, when she had finally agreed to join her family in the depths of Somerset and promptly died. They acquired much of her furniture along with the house, some of it treasures, including some extremely valuable Indian and Persian carpets, but for the most part rather too heavily Victorian for the light sunny little house. Almost everything at Maltings was too big and although James was guiltily generous, urging them to take anything they wanted, neither of them felt they should bring too many remnants of their old life into the new. Letitia brought the Sheraton escritoire and four exquisite eighteenth-century drawing room chairs left to her by her grandmother and Julian salvaged a Regency card table which had belonged to his father before his marriage and an ornate seventeenth-century bracket clock which had always looked rather overdressed on the fireplace at Maltings. ‘It’s a towny clock,’ he said to Letitia, ‘we should take it where it will feel more at home.’ Apart from that, he left everything, except a set  of first-edition prints of the Just So Stories which had been a present from his godfather, and which he said reminded him of one of the happier episodes in the war.

They managed to find a few pretty things – a brass-headed bed for Letitia, who said she had always longed for one, a small Hepplewhite-style sideboard, and an enchanting love seat for the drawing room – all at country-house sales. The London shops were beginning to look a little less stark, but there was nothing either Julian or Letitia really felt right for their playhouse, as Letitia called it, so they hunted for curtains and fabrics as well. Letitia rescued her old Singer machine from Maltings and set to work, cutting down and adapting huge dusty brocades they acquired at a sale, and hanging them at her new drawing room windows.

They were altogether perfectly happy: it was Royal Wedding Year and Princess Elizabeth was planning her wedding to the dashing Prince Philip; London was in party mood, and very busy in every way; bombed theatres (most notably the Old Vic) were being rebuilt, and galleries and museums reopened, holding out their treasures proudly for inspection again, after years of fearful concealment. The social scene was frantic, as people struggled to re-create a normal pleasurable life; Julian and Letitia lunched, shopped and gossiped, went to the theatre (Letitia daringly bought seats for A Streetcar Named Desire, but actually confessed to preferring Brigadoon), and the cinema (Julian’s own special favourite being The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, which he saw three times), and listened to concerts. Julian also launched himself on a lifetime passion for cars, and bought himself a prewar Wolseley saloon, scorning the Utility-style modern models, and feeling, as he settled into its soft deep leather seat, and behind its huge steering wheel, that this was for him precisely what First Street and the proximity of Harrods was for Letitia: a wholly desirable place to be.

And they entertained and were entertained tirelessly, a charming if slightly eccentric couple, providing in one deliciously simple package a single man and the perfect excuse to invite him anywhere. No hostess need fear she might appear herself to be pursuing Julian Morell, so charming, so handsome, so delightfully available, but still not quite yet a properly known commodity, or to be hurling him rather precipitately at  her single women friends, when he could so easily and without any embarrassment be invited to dinner with his mother. And then such was Mrs Morell’s grace, wit and beauty that no dinner table could be other than adorned by her, no young people could consider her an assault on their fun.

It became a game in the early days, before the Morells were properly well known in London, for a hostess to tell her guests that she had invited a charming, single man to dinner, but that she had been obliged to ask his mother as well, as she was all alone in London; and then to watch the faces of her guests – particularly the men – braced with bright smiles, soften into pleasure, admiration and undisguised relief as Letitia came into the room. Another version of the same game, and one Letitia and Julian tacitly joined in, was for them to be introduced as Letitia and Julian Morell and to leave the rest of the gathering to try to fathom quite what their relationship was. Sometimes when the stakes were high, and there was a particularly pretty girl or attractive man at the table (for Letitia was enjoying her new social success quite as much as Julian), they would draw the thing out until well into the second or third course, waiting for precisely the right moment to drop the words ‘my mother’ or ‘my son’ into the conversation, and then savouring the various degrees of amusement, pleasure and irritation that followed. It was hard to say which of them was enjoying themselves more.

Letitia, looking back at the long, lonely years at Maltings, the stiff country dinner parties, the boring conversations about cattle and yield, land and horses, stock prices and servants, the red-faced men, stuffy when sober, lecherous when drunk, and their loyal, large braying wives, wondered how she had borne it. Suddenly the world was full of charming, amusing people and gossip; she would sit at supper, quite unable to swallow sometimes for pleasure and excitement and fear of missing a gem, or better still the opportunity to pass one on. She had a genius for gossip herself, she filed things away neatly in her head, cross-referenced under people and places, a treasure trove of meetings, conversations, glances, jokes, and she would produce a piece of it at exactly the right moment, knowing precisely how to silence a table with a wicked announcement, or how to intrigue a group with a perfectly innocent observation.  She did it not only cleverly, but with great charm; she flattered those whose reputation she was shredding, bestowing virtues and beauty upon people who possessed neither and giving her conversations a deceptively benign air.

‘That little Serena Motcombe,’ she would say, ‘such a lovely girl, you know she paints quite beautifully, I saw her at lunch last week with Toby Ferranti, he was looking quite marvellous and did you know that Lady Brigstocke is learning to ride, she looks wonderful, I saw her in the Park on Tuesday with David Berner, I believe he’s trying to get back into polo, and of course William Brigstocke is the most marvellous player . . .’ and so it went on and on, a glittering wicked chronicle. But it was not malicious; Letitia had a shrewd eye and a tender heart and where she saw true love, real pain, she was friend, confidante, ally and counsel; she would provide alibis, divert suspicion, and even provide venues for meetings that could take place absolutely nowhere else.

She was having a glorious time.

So was Julian. He was now twenty-seven, with that ability to disturb that truly sexually accomplished men possess; another dimension beyond good looks, attractiveness or even ordinary sexuality. His entry to a room caused women to fall suddenly into confusion, to lose the place in their conversation, to glance at their reflections, to smooth their hair; and men to feel threatened and aggressive, to look sharply at their wives, to form a closer group, while greeting him at the same time most warmly, shaking his hand and inquiring after his health and his business.

With good reason; Julian was a most adroit adulterer, seducing quite ruthlessly wherever he chose with a careless skill, and he greatly preferred the company and attentions of married women, not only because of their greater experience in bed but because of the excitement and danger of getting them there. There was more than one marriage in London in the savage winter and glorious spring of 1948 ripped apart as a wife found herself propelled by a force she was quite unable to resist into first the arms and then the bed of Julian Morell.

There was nothing original about Julian’s approach; but he was simply and pleasurably aware of the fact that women became suddenly and uncomfortably sexually tautened by the  most mundane conversation with him, and that by the end of a dinner party at his side or even an encounter at a cocktail party, or a theatre interval, would feel an extraordinarily strong urge to take their husbands home to bed and screw them relentlessly. (Indeed, husbands in the early stages of their wives’ affairs with Julian Morell had rather more reason to be grateful to him than they would ever know.) This made his progression into lunch and from there into long afternoons in bed extraordinarily easy. He knew exactly how to distract and discomfort women, how to throw them into a passion of emotional desire; long before he turned his attention to their physical needs, he would talk to them, and more than talk, listen, laugh at their jokes, look seriously on their concerns, encourage their thinking. He would send flowers with funny, quirky messages, make outrageous phone calls pretending to be someone else should their husbands answer the phone, hand-deliver silly notes, and give small thoughtful presents: a record of some song or piece of music they had heard together, a tiny antique pill box with a love letter folded up tightly inside it, a book of poetry with some particularly poignant piece carefully marked – the kind of things, in fact, that most women eating out their hearts in the sweet agony of an illicit love affair yearn for and which most men entirely fail to give them or even consider.

He was a brilliant lover in precisely the same way: it was not just his sexual skills, his capacity to arouse, to deepen, to sharpen sexual pleasure, to bring the most tearful, the most reticent women to shatteringly triumphant orgasm; it was his tenderness, his appreciation, his patience that earned him their gratitude, and their love.

The gratitude and the acquiescence were one thing, the love quite another; in his early days Julian found himself in quite extraordinarily delicate situations as poised cool mistresses suddenly metamorphosed into feverish, would-be wives, ready to confess, to pack, to leave husband, children and home and follow him to whichever end of the earth he might choose to lead them. It took all Julian’s skills to handle these situations; gently, patiently, through long fearful afternoons in slowly darkening bedrooms (it was another factor in Julian’s success that he was at this point in his life partially unemployed) he  would persuade them that they would be losing infinitely more than they would gain, that he was making a sacrifice just as big as their own, and he would leave them feeling just sufficiently warmly towards him to prevent them speaking too harshly of him, and just humiliated enough to be unwilling to reveal the extent of their involvement to any of their friends.

For his first six months or so in London this was the high wire he walked, permanently exhilarated by his success, his only safety net his own deviousness. After that, he grew not only more cautious but busier, involved in the birth of his business and the development of his talents in rather more conventional and fruitful directions. It was a perfect time for him; the boom he had prophesied had finally arrived, and there was a bullish attitude in the country. Investment was available for sound propositions, ideas were the top-selling commodity.

Perhaps most happily for Julian, fashion was being reborn. Not just clothes, not foolish frivolity, nor even a burgeoning industry, it was a serious matter, one worthy of sober consideration and artistic merit. The Royal College of Art had opened its school of fashion design in 1948 with Madge Garland, an ex-editor of Vogue, as its professor. People talked about fashion and the design of clothes as something seriously important. Moreover, it was big business. The effect of M. Dior’s New Look had been staggering. Not only was it revolutionary in look, but in attitude. In three dizzy hours in the February of 1947 it spelt the end of economy as a virtue and of fashion as a sin; after six years of skimpy skirts and square shoulders, here were clothes that caressed the body, clung to the waist and swirled around the ankles in glorious extravagance. Women didn’t just like it, or even want it, they yearned for it, they demanded it, they had to have it. The rich flocked to Paris; the ready-to-wear houses copied it within days and it sold and sold and sold.

It was considered unpatriotic, which only lent it more glamour; questions were not quite asked in the House, but Sir Stafford Cripps called a meeting of the major British designers to try to persuade them to keep the short skirt popular, and another of fashion editors to tell them to instruct women to ignore the long; and Mrs Bessie Braddock, the stout and aggressively unfashionable Labour MP, took women to task for  caring so passionately about something so frivolous. Princess Margaret promptly negated any impression Mrs Braddock might have made by appearing constantly in the New Look. It all added up to a defiant, almost reckless approach to anything to do with clothes and looks; and made it an excellent time to be involved in cosmetics.

The Morell empire began life as a cough mixture. It was a perfectly ordinary cough mixture (called unimaginatively, if graphically, Morell’s Cough Linctus), in three flavours: lemon, cherry, and blackcurrant, but it had two important selling points. The first was that it tasted extraordinarily good, and children therefore loved it; the second was that it worked. Given to tired children in the night by tireder parents, it had them asleep again in ten minutes, their coughing silenced, their throats soothed. The reason for both factors was in the formulation, for which the parents and the children had to thank an old man working in the back room of a pharmacie in a small town near Deauville, but this was long before a Trades Description Act could prevent anybody from saying anything very much, and Julian had an ingenious and laterally thinking mind. Thus the linctus bore the legend ‘specially formulated for night-time coughs’.

There was no question of there being any money for advertising, and the labels stuck on the bottles by the hands of the bored housewives of West Ealing, where Morell Pharmaceuticals had its headquarters in an ex-WRVS canteen, were simply printed in white on red, with no embellishments of any kind except a border of medicine spoons twisted together, which was to become the Morell company logo. Nevertheless, the simple message was successfully and powerfully conveyed.

Julian sold the product into the chemists’ shops himself, driving huge distances in his Wolseley saloon, its big boot and passenger seats crammed with samples. The pharmacists, used to being fobbed off by crass young salesmen, were charmed by the intelligent, courteous man who could discuss formulae with them and who would always meet orders, even if it meant him personally driving hundreds of miles overnight to do so; originally reluctant to stock the medicine, those who did so invariably came back for more, and because of the conversations  they had had with Julian about formulae, would recommend it to distracted mothers and worried grandmothers and anxious nannies with rather more confidence than usual.

The worried mothers, having experienced its considerable effectiveness and coughs being a constantly recurring problem in the pre-antibiotic era, came back for more and still more, recommended it to their friends, and took to keeping a spare bottle permanently in their medicine cupboard, a suggestion added to the original label as a result of one of Julian’s overnight delivery drives, the time he always had his best ideas.

They trod a delicate path, he and Letitia; their capital had all gone and they lived very much from hand to mouth. The pharmacists were slow to pay, and he had difficulty getting credit for his raw materials. They fortunately had paid cash for their factory building, and had First Street on a mortgage; but for two months they were unable to meet the payment on that. ‘It’s too ridiculous,’ said Letitia cheerfully, over breakfast one morning, looking up from a pained letter from the building society, ‘here we are, dining out every night with the very best people in London – just as well or we’d be quite hungry a lot of the time – and we are threatened with having the roof removed from over our heads.’

Julian looked at her warily. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What I say, darling. The building society are threatening to repossess the house.’

‘Oh God,’ he said. ‘What on earth do we do now?’

‘You don’t do anything,’ said Letitia firmly, ‘just get on with delivering today’s orders and pressing them all for payment. I’m the financial director, I’ll go and see the bank.’

Which she did; Julian never quite knew what she said to the manager, but he saw her leaving the house, a suddenly much smaller and drabber figure in her oldest clothes, her face devoid of make-up, a plentiful supply of lace-trimmed handkerchiefs in her shabbiest handbag, and returned to his duties as sales manager feeling the future of the company and the home of its directors were in very safe hands.

Before going out to dine with the Countess of Lincoln that night, they drank to their modestly generous new overdraft facility in gin and tonic minus the gin, and Letitia assured him they had a breathing space of precisely two months and one  week before their cash-flow situation became critical once more.

‘And now I am going to go and get ready; I’ve bought a most lovely new dress, with a hundred yards of material in it and a pair of those marvellous platform soles exactly like Princess Margaret’s, just wait till you see them.’

‘Mother, how can you possibly afford new clothes when we can’t buy gin or pay the mortgage?’ said Julian, laughing.

‘Oh, darling, I have my account at Harrods and they are dreadfully patient about payment, and we certainly can’t afford to go round looking as if we haven’t got any money.’

‘Mother,’ said Julian, ‘I don’t know what you’re doing working for this company. I’m surprised you’re not chairman, or whatever a woman would be, of the Bank of England.’

‘Oh,’ said Letitia, ‘I very likely will be one day. I’m just doing my apprenticeship. Now, what you have to do, Julian, is take a very hard look at those customers of yours and which ones aren’t paying you quickly enough. We can’t afford charity.’

Julian was certainly not over charitable with his customers, nor was he yet in a position to refuse delivery to slow payers (although he had learnt which of his customers warranted more time and attention than others); but he was learning pragmatism in places other than the bedroom. One of his very first orders came from an old man called Bill Gibson in a small chemist shop in North London; he had taken two cases of the cough linctus and paid Julian on the spot; moreover he had told other friends in the business to see him and take some of his wares as well. Julian owed him a lot and he knew it. Bill had a struggle to keep his shop going, but it was the only living he had, or knew how to manage, and he had no pension to look forward to, it was literally his lifeblood. Besides he loved it, and was proud of it, it gave him a footing of immense respectability and responsibility in the neighbourhood and since the death of his wife it was literally all he had. He lived in permanent dread of his landlord realizing the asset he had and selling his premises over his head.

Six months after launching his company, Julian had still not managed to break into any of the big or even even medium-sized chemist chains; he knew that not only would it make all  the difference to his cash flow as well as his order books, it would give him a stature in the industry that so far he lacked.

One night over dinner he met a man called Paul Learmount, who was building up a nice line of business in outer London, buying run-down shops at cheap prices and converting them into cut-price chemist shops; he was looking for another in Bill Gibson’s area, did Julian know of any? Julian said he did, that he happened to know a place that exactly fitted Paul’s description, and moreover he could put him in touch with the landlord. Four weeks later, Bill Gibson was served notice on his premises, a brash young manager arrived to refurbish the shop, and Julian got a huge order from Learmount’s central buying office.

He took Bill Gibson out to lunch, commiserated with him over his bad luck and insisted on giving him a cheque for fifty pounds to keep him going ‘until you find your feet again. I’ll never forget what I owe you, after all, Bill.’ To his dying day, Bill Gibson spoke glowingly of Mr Morell and the way he never forgot to send him a card at Christmas time.

Within another three months demand was exceeding supply to an almost worrying extent; Julian failed to meet a couple of orders, nearly lost a crucial account, and realized he had to double both his manufacturing staff and his sales force.

This meant hiring two people: a salesman, to cover the half of the country he couldn’t efficiently reach himself, and a second pharmacist. His original pharmacist, a laconic Scotsman called Jim Macdougall, worked tirelessly, twice round the clock if necessary, performing the extremely repetitive task of filling up to five hundred bottles of linctus a day without complaint on the most primitive equipment imaginable, as well as working in his spare time on Morell Pharmaceuticals’ second product, an indigestion tablet.

The assistant Julian presented him with was a pretty young war widow called Susan Johns.

Corporal Brian Johns had been parachuted into the woods near Lyons late one night while Julian had still been living at the chateau. He had been involved in the pick-up and was responsible for arranging Johns’ transport to a nearby farm, and his liaison with another agent. Johns was only twenty,  nearly two years younger than Julian, married with two little girls, and a brilliant radio operator; he was bringing forged papers from London with him for French agents.

Julian was looking forward to his arrival; he had been feeling particularly lonely and homesick, his work had grown increasingly tedious and futile-seeming, and the thought of some English company was very pleasant.

He waited where Johns was to come down; it was a horribly bright night, but the drop had been postponed three times, and the need for the forged papers was desperate. Fortunately a bombing raid just south of Lyons had distracted the patrolling Germans for most of the night; Corporal Johns reached the ground unobserved by anyone except Julian. That was, however, the last of his good fortune. He landed awkwardly and fell heavily on some rocks; Julian heard him swear, then groan, and then nothing. He had broken both his legs; he was, for a while, mercifully unconscious. He came to in agony to see Julian bending over him.

‘Johns?’

‘Yes.’

‘Sorry, but I have to do this. Is your aunt still alive?’

‘She is, and has moved down to Nantes,’ said Johns, answering the coded question, and promptly passed out again.

Julian managed to get him to the farm. It was a mile and a half away, half carrying and half dragging him, and it took a nightmare three hours. He had never seen anyone in such pain, never personally felt such fear; the woods were frequently patrolled and he knew if they were caught they would face, at the very best, death. Johns was unbelievably brave, but from time to time a groan escaped him and once, when Julian tripped into a rabbit hole and let him fall to the ground, he screamed. They lay in the undergrowth for what seemed like hours, sweating, listening, shuddering with fear; Julian, glancing at Johns’ face in the moonlight, saw tears of pain on it, and blood on his lip where he had bitten it almost through in an effort to control himself, and for the thousandth time since he had arrived in France marvelled at the power of human courage and will.

He found more of it at the farm, which was already under surveillance; they took Johns in without a moment’s hesitation,  hid him in a barn, poured a bottle of brandy into him, and did what they could with his poor, shattered legs. They dared not get a doctor, but the farmer’s wife had some nursing skills; she made some splints and set them as best she could. Julian, forcing himself to watch as Johns endured this fresh agony, reflected that if his horse had been in such hopeless pain, he would have shot her without hesitation.

For two days Johns lay in the barn; Julian spent a lot of time with him. Plans were being made, an escape route being established, for his safe removal from the farm, and from France, but it meant danger for a lot of people, and Johns knew it. The Gestapo had already searched the farm twice in the past week and every peaceful hour that passed merely led them inexorably towards the next time.

Johns was plagued by guilt as much as by pain. ‘I’m so fucking bloody stupid,’ he kept saying, ‘so fucking, fucking stupid.’

Julian, unable to offer any relief from either the guilt or the pain, except ceaseless administration of the rough French brandy which only succeeded in the end in making Johns violently ill, encouraged him to talk, listening for long hours to rambling stories of Johns’ childhood (not long behind him), of his marriage to his childhood sweetheart, Susan, and the birth of their two little girls. In the three years since the beginning of the war, they had spent six weeks together. He gave Julian her address and made him promise to go and find her ‘in case I don’t get back.’

‘Oh, don’t be so bloody stupid,’ said Julian, ‘of course you’ll get back. They’re working on the final details now. Another day or two and you’ll be back in a British hospital with an endless supply of morphine.’

‘Sure,’ said Johns, and Julian knew he didn’t believe him.

He was silent for a bit, and then he said, ‘Do you know what I’d really like, sir?’

‘A bit of crumpet?’ said Julian in what he knew was a horribly inappropriate bit of flippancy.

‘Well, that too, sir. Don’t think I’d do anyone much justice, though. But even more than that, sir, I’d like a cup of tea. Strong, and lots of sugar. Could you manage that for me, do you think? I’d be very grateful.’

‘Of course,’ said Julian, relieved to be able to do anything so constructive.

He came back to find Johns looking calm and composed, almost peaceful. ‘Feeling better?’

‘Yes, sir, yes I am. In a way. You’ve been very good to me, sir. I do appreciate it. I’m a bit of a liability, aren’t I?’

‘Well,’ said Julian, smiling at him, ‘I can’t pretend you’re an enormous help at the moment. But don’t worry, Johns, you will be. We’ll get our pound of flesh. And I expect one hell of a bender at your expense when we finally get back home.’

‘Right you are, sir. You’re on.’

He looked at Julian, and Julian looked at him, and they both could see with awesome clarity what the other was thinking.

‘I think I might have a nap,’ said Johns, suddenly brisk. ‘I think I’d like to be alone for a bit, sir, if you don’t mind.’

‘Sure,’ said Julian. ‘Sorry to keep rabbiting on.’

‘Oh, no, don’t apologize, I’ve enjoyed this evening.’

Jesus God, thought Julian, the poor sod’s in absolute fucking agony, shitting himself with pain, and he manages to tell me he’s enjoyed himself.

‘Good,’ he said, ‘anything else I can get you?’

‘Well, yes, sir, there is. My rucksack. There’s just a few things in it I’d like to go through. Pictures of Susie, and the little ones. Odds and ends. Would you mind? It’d help me to settle.’

‘Of course. I buried it at the back of the barn. Won’t be a tick.’

He gave it to Johns; he knew what was in it, what Johns really wanted, and Johns knew that he knew. ‘Good night, Johns. God bless you.’ He was surprised to hear those particular words come out; it was not a phrase he was in the habit of using. But it meant comfort and home; it was childhood and happiness; it was safety and courage.

Johns smiled. ‘I hope so, sir.’

Julian heard the pistol go off before he reached the house; he stumbled as if he had been hit himself, and felt hot tears in his eyes. ‘Stupid fuckers,’ was all he could say, ‘stupid, stupid fuckers.’ And he said it over and over again in a kind of blind, hopeless fury as he dug a grave and buried Johns. When he had finished he sat and looked at the sky for a long time, and  promised himself that the very first thing he would do when the war was over was find Susan Johns and tell her that her husband had been the bravest man in the whole of France. He wrote when he returned to England and told her that her husband had been shot by the Germans and hadn’t known anything at all about it; it seemed the only way he could salvage any comfort for her, and indeed even when he knew her quite well, he never told her the truth.

He had quite a lot of trouble finding her when he came home. The street she had lived in, the address Johns had given him, had been completely levelled, but he doggedly followed a trail which the woman at the corner shop gave him, and finally found her living in Acton with her two little girls, doing shift work at a soap factory. He kept in close contact with her; he liked her, she was pretty and immensely brave. She was also very bright. When he first found her she was deeply depressed, due as much, he thought, to her enforced cohabitation with an appalling mother as the loss of a husband she had hardly known; he would take her out to tea at Lyons’ Corner House where she ate hugely and unselfconsciously (‘You would too,’ she said when he first commented on her enormous appetite, ‘if you had to live on what my mum produces. A hundred and one ways with dried egg, and they’re all the same’), and encouraged her to talk about her life, about her two little girls and the hopelessness of her situation, and what she would have liked to do if things had been different; surprisingly it was not to live in domestic bliss with her Brian (or another Brian) for evermore, but to get a job working as a pharmacist.

‘I liked chemistry at school, and I always fancied playing around with all those bottles, and mixing medicines.’

‘Well, why don’t you try to do it now?’ he said, watching her with a mixture of admiration and amusement as she spread jam on her fourth toasted teacake.

‘Because I couldn’t cope with all the drama,’ she said. ‘Mum would go on and on, saying I’d got a perfectly good job already, and what did I want to change it for, and moan because it would mean more work and worry for her while I was getting it together, and anyway I might not be any good at it, and then where would I be? On the National Assistance. No, ’fraid it’s  not to be. But I would have liked it. Can I have one of those cream cakes, please?’

‘Of course. Well, I promise you one thing, Mrs Johns. I may have just the job for you myself one day, when my company gets off the ground, and then I shall come and offer you riches beyond the dreams of avarice to do it for me.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ she said, grinning at him, and pausing momentarily in her task of choosing precisely which of the four cakes before her was the jammiest and the sickliest. ‘Pull the other one.’

Julian was surprised by how hurt he felt. ‘I mean it. Just you wait and see.’

‘OK. I’ll have the doughnut, please.’

It was with a degree of self-satisfaction therefore, and a strong temptation to say that he had told her so, when he took her out (to the Kardomah this time) and offered her the job as laboratory assistant in Morell Pharmaceuticals. But if he was expecting her to be impressed and grateful, he was disappointed.

‘Thank you for asking me,’ she said, spreading her teacake with honey and tipping half the sugar bowl into her cup (her mother’s cooking had not improved along with the raw ingredients available to her), ‘but I really don’t think so. I don’t think I could.’

‘Oh, nonsense, of course you could. It’s not difficult and it’s a lot more interesting than putting soap into boxes –’

‘Cartons,’ said Susan pedantically.

‘– and you’d enjoy it.’

‘Oh, I don’t mean I couldn’t do it, of course I could, and I daresay yes, I would enjoy it, but how would I ever get there every day? And how do I know you won’t go bust and leave me out of a job? And what would I tell Mum? She wouldn’t like it.’

‘Tell Mum she isn’t going to get it,’ said Julian lightly, and was vaguely surprised and pleased when she laughed. ‘You can get there on a bus, it’s not far, and whenever I can I’ll give you a lift, I can easily come your way. You don’t know I won’t go bust, but if you work your backside off and help me, I probably won’t. Come on, Susan, it’ll cheer you up and it’s a terrific opportunity for you. You could end up as managing director of Morell Pharmaceuticals.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Susan, ‘and pigs might fly. Girls don’t get to be managing directors, Mr Morell, at least not if they went to secondary mods and have two kids to worry about.’

‘Well, that’s just where you might be wrong. I believe in women. I think they’re terrific.’

‘Yeah, I bet you do. Between the sheets.’

‘No, Susan.’ Julian was angry suddenly. He pushed his hair back and stirred his tea so hard it slopped into the saucer. ‘That’s very unfair. If I thought women were only good for sex, I wouldn’t be offering you a job, would I? I’d be looking for a man. And trying to seduce you instead of employing you.’

Susan looked him very straight in the eyes. ‘You wouldn’t bother seducing me,’ she said. ‘Girls like me don’t belong in your world.’

‘Susan,’ said Julian, ‘I would very much like to bother seducing you. I think you’re lovely. I think you’re brave and pretty and clever. But I wouldn’t insult you, that’s the point. I want you to do something much more important than going to bed with me. I want you to work for me. How do I make you understand?’

Susan smiled suddenly. ‘You just have. And thank you. That’s the nicest thing anyone ever said to me. Ever. Except for Brian when he first asked me to marry him. All right, let’s get down to business.’

‘Does that mean you’ll come?’

‘I don’t know. How much are you going to pay me?’

‘Four pounds a week.’

‘Not enough.’

Julian was impressed.

‘It’s the going rate.’

‘Yes, but it’s a risk.’

‘All right. Five pounds. But that’s bloody good and you’ll have to earn it.’

‘I will. Don’t worry.’ She was silent for a bit, thinking. ‘OK. I’d like to come very much. Thanks. Now I must go and collect Jenny and Sheila. They’re with the child minder.’

‘Is she good?’

‘She’s OK. I don’t have much choice. She’s kind enough. You can’t hope for much more.’

‘And how are they?’

‘All right. Jenny’s a bit delicate. She’s got a cough. It keeps both of them awake at night. And Sheila has a lot of tummy upsets.’

Julian handed her two bottles of Morell’s Cherry Linctus. ‘Try this. I think you’ll find it’ll help.’

‘Thanks. When do I start?’

‘Monday week. That’ll give you time to give in your notice. Honestly, Susan, you are doing the right thing. Shall we drink to our association?’

‘Not with alcohol, I hate what it does to people. So let’s stick to tea.’

‘All right,’ said Julian. ‘I don’t think the Kardomah has a very good wine list, as a matter of fact.’ He smiled at her and raised his cup. ‘To you. And me. And Morell Pharmaceuticals. Long may we all prosper.’

Susan clinked her cup against his. ‘Cheers. And thank you. Especially for saying you’d rather I worked for you than went to bed with you. That’s really nice.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Julian, slightly surprised by the pleasure she took in what she might well have considered a rather dubious compliment. ‘I promise you, Mrs Johns, that I will always maintain our relationship on that basis.’ He wondered if it was a promise that he would regret making.

Susan Johns proved to be a moderately good chemist and a brilliant administrator. From the day she arrived at the lab, everything fell into a state of perfect order. Jim Macdougall, who had gone into paroxysms of anxiety at the news that Julian had hired a woman, and a young one at that, was by the end of the first week grudgingly acknowledging that she had her uses, and by the end of the second totally, and by his own admission, dependent on her.

‘The lass is a marvel,’ he said, ‘she has a complete inventory of all our stock, she has tabs on what we need to replace; she has a new ordering system, she has every invoice cross-referenced under product and outlet – she worked out that system with your mother, by the way – she seems to understand exactly what our priorities should be, and she works unbelievably hard. And doesn’t even stop for a lunch break.’

‘What a paragon,’ said Julian, laughing, careful not to  remind Jim that he had given Susan a week and prophesied endless disasters as a direct result of her arrival, including the botching of formulations, loss of customers, and the clear possibility of the whole place being burnt down. ‘Does she have any vices at all? Don’t you think she might be making off with the tea money, or smuggling out cases of cough linctus to sell on the black market?’

‘Oh, aye, she has her faults,’ said Jim, quite unmoved by this attack. ‘She’s a clock watcher for one, which is one thing I can’t abide. Off on the stroke of five, no matter what has to be done.’

‘Yes, but she has to collect her children from their child minder,’ said Julian, ‘and you just said yourself she worked through the lunch hour. So you can’t really complain about that.’

‘I’m not complaining,’ said Macdougall indignantly, ‘just telling you how the lassie works. And then she does eat a lot of the time. She may not take a lunch hour, but she’s always picking at something. If it’s not sandwiches, it’s crisps, and if it’s not crisps, it’s sweets. It’s a marvel she’s not the size of a house. Little slip of a thing, you’d imagine she lived on air.’

‘Well, neither of those things sounds very serious to me,’ said Julian. ‘And I’m delighted she’s working out so well. Do you like her? Is she nice to work with?’

‘Oh, aye, she’s very nice. Not much of a talker, keeps herself to herself, but then that’s rare enough in a woman, and something on the whole to be thankful for. No, I’ll admit I was against the idea, but I was wrong and I’m delighted to say so.’

‘Good,’ said Julian, ‘she likes you too. She says you’re a good bloke. Which is high praise, I can tell you. She certainly wouldn’t say that about me. Now, Jim, I want to talk to you about something else. How’s the indigestion tablet coming along?’

‘It’s fine. Real fine. I have the prototype ready now, and we could start selling it into the pharmacies in a month or two, I reckon.’

‘How are we on the packaging? Are those boxes really going to be adequate, or should we go into bottles?’

‘Well, bottles will be safer, and will keep the tablets in better condition. But they’ll cost twice as much.’

‘We’re up to our necks in debt already. Can’t we get away with paying those wretched women a bit less to pack the stuff?’

‘No, you bloody well can’t.’ It was Susan’s voice; she had come back, to collect some order books she had promised Jim to go through that night, and which he’d been unable to give her earlier; she had one child in her arms, and was trailing the other by the hand. All three looked half asleep.

‘Susan,’ said Julian, ‘what on earth are you doing here with those children at this time of night? It’s nearly seven.’

‘I know, and I was going to do it tomorrow, but then I thought the orders were so important, and Mum’s out tonight, so I’ll have a bit of peace and quiet and I could really make a big impression on them.’

‘Have you trekked all the way back here from Acton? On the bus?’

‘Yeah, well, it didn’t take that long. I saw the bus coming, so I thought what the hell, might as well. Sheila was asleep anyway. And I’m glad I did come back, otherwise I wouldn’t have heard you plotting to do those poor bloody cows out of their money.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Susan,’ said Julian in exasperation. ‘Nobody’s planning to do anybody out of anything.’

‘Planning to try, though.’

‘Not at all. Simply trying to make the company a little more cost effective. And Susan, this really is none of your business. I don’t think you should get involved in wage negotiations. You can’t begin to understand any of it.’

Susan eyed him contemptuously. ‘Don’t lie to me, Mr Morell. And don’t insult me either. I understand all about it and I think it’s disgusting. There you sit, you and your mother, in your charming little house in your posh little street, driving around in your smart cars, complaining that you can’t get any decent champagne, and that Harrods won’t deliver before nine o’clock in the morning, and you begrudge a few women the chance to get their kids a new pair of shoes before the last ones actually fall to pieces. Some of those bloody women, as you call them, haven’t had a decent meal in months; some of them are doing two jobs, filling your rotten bottles in the day, and doing factory cleaning at night, just so they can stay in their homes and not get turned out for not paying the rent. Some of them have got three kids and no husband, they either didn’t come home because they’d been killed, or they went off with some popsie they met while they were away, while the poor stupid  loyal wives stayed at home, minding the baby and saving themselves for the hero’s return. Just do me a favour, Mr Morell, and find out what life’s really like. Try living on a quarter, an eighth of what you’ve got, and see how you get on. You wouldn’t last a day. Come on, Jenny, we’re going home.’

She turned and walked out; Julian looked after her appalled, and then turned to Jim, who had a strange expression of admiration and trepidation on his face. ‘What the hell do I do with her now? Fire her?’

‘I don’t think you’ll get a chance to fire her,’ said Jim. ‘Your problem will be persuading her to stay.’

‘I don’t want her to stay,’ said Julian, scowling. ‘That was bloody, outrageous, rude, inexcusable behaviour. How dare she talk to me like that?’

‘She’d dare talk to anybody like that,’ said Jim. ‘She’s got guts, that girl. And besides, it was true. All of it. Those women do have a dreadful life, some of them. And you don’t even begin to know what it’s like for them.’

‘Oh, rubbish,’ said Julian wearily. ‘Who created the opportunity for them to work in the first place? Me. Who risked everything, to get the company going? Me. Who works all night whenever it’s necessary? I do. Who drives the length of the country, until I’m practically dead at the wheel? Don’t you take up all that pinko claptrap, Jim. Someone should give people like me some credit for a change.’

‘Why?’ said Jim. ‘Why should they? You enjoy it. Every bloody moment of it. And she’s right, that girl, you may work very hard, but you enjoy a standard of living most people can’t even begin to imagine. And you have the satisfaction of knowing all the work you put in is building up your own company. You don’t need any credit. You have plenty of other things. Now if you’ve got any sense you’ll go after the lass and apologize. Or you’ll lose one of the two best people you’ve got in your company.’

He grinned suddenly. Julian scowled at him again.

‘Oh, all right. But she can’t go on talking to me like that. Well, not in public anyway. She’s got to learn to draw the line. I won’t have it.’

‘Oh, stop being so pompous, man, and get a move on. She’ll be on her bus by now and you’ll never see her again.’

Susan was indeed on the bus, but Julian’s car was waiting for her outside the shabby little house in Acton when she struggled wearily along with the children an hour later. He got out and walked towards her.

‘Piss off.’

‘Look,’ said Julian, ‘I came to apologize, to say I’m sorry I offended you. There’s no need for that.’

‘There’s every need. I don’t want to talk to you.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I don’t want to have any more to do with you. I should never have got involved in the first place. I don’t like your sort and I never will. So just go away and leave me alone. And pay me for the work I’ve done this week.’

‘Susan,’ said Julian, surprising himself with his own patience, ‘my sort, as you put it, is giving you the chance of a lifetime. To get out of this miserable dump and make something of yourself.’

‘Don’t you call my home a dump.’

‘It’s not your home, and it is a dump. Working for me, you can have your own home, and lots of other things too. A career. A life of your own, that you can be proud of. Think of Jenny and Sheila. A good education.’

‘If you’re suggesting I’d want to send them to some bloody private school you can forget it. I wouldn’t have them associating with those sorts of kids.’

‘No, of course I don’t,’ said Julian, encouraged that she had moved outside her outrage and into a more abstract argument. ‘But you can live in the sort of area where the schools are better. You can buy them books. Send them abroad in due course. Let them choose their own destinies. And,’ he added with a dash of inspired deviousness, ‘show them what women can do. On their own. Make them proud of you. Set them an example.’

Susan looked at him and smiled grudgingly. ‘You’re a clever bastard. All right. I’ll stay. But only if you give the outworkers a rise.’

‘Can’t afford it.’

‘Of course you can.’

‘Susan, I can’t. Ask my mother.’

‘OK. But as soon as you can then.’

Julian sighed. ‘All right. It’s a deal. But I certainly didn’t think I’d find a trade union in my own company at this stage.’

‘Well, you didn’t think you’d be working with someone like me. Do you want to come in and have a cup of tea?’

‘No thanks. I’m –’ He had been about to say ‘going out to dinner’ but stopped himself. ‘Going home. I’m late already, and I’ve got a very early start. Good night Susan. See you tomorrow.’

‘Good night. And –’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, thanks. Sorry I was rude.’

‘That’s all right. You’d better get those children to bed.’

He drove away feeling curiously disturbed. It wasn’t until he was getting into bed after an excellent dinner with Letitia and an old school friend that he realized that the intense outrage and anger Susan had caused him had been mingled with another sensation altogether. It was sexual desire.

Morell’s Indigestion Treatment, as Julian finally called it (the name implying something more medically ethical and ongoing in its benefits than simply an antacid tablet), was a huge success. All the chemists who already stocked the cough linctus took it immediately, recommended it to their customers, and ordered more. Printed on the cardboard pill boxes, under the name, was the message ‘Keeps the misery of indigestion away’ and on the bottom of the box was a helpful little paragraph instructing sufferers to take the tablets before the pain struck, not to wait until afterwards, as it doubled the efficiency of the medication that way.

Within weeks orders had doubled, trebled, quadrupled; Julian was physically unable to deal with the deliveries, and hired two salesmen/drivers (in whom he invested sufficient time and money to enable them to talk to the chemists with at least a modicum of authority), and Jim and Susan were equally unable to cope with the manufacture, and to oversee the filling and packaging arrangements. The company acquired a second building in Ealing, twice the size of the first, and invested the whole of the year’s profits paying builders and laboratory outfitters double time to get it operational in a month. Over half the women outworkers were taken on full time in the new  factory and Susan Johns became, at the end of her first year, factory manager. It meant she no longer did much of the laboratory work, but Jim had two other assistants working almost full time on research and manufacture, and Susan’s real talent was for administration, not formulation.

She and Letitia were a formidable team; Letitia found Susan not only interesting but challenging to work with, she had a mind like a razor, a great capacity for hard work and, even more unusually, an ability to exact a similar dedication from other people. Letitia liked her, too; she found her honesty, her courage, and her absolute refusal to accept anything without questioning it, interesting and engaging, and she was slightly surprised to find herself amused, rather than irritated by the way Susan regarded Julian with just a very slight degree of contempt. This was entirely missing from the attitude Susan had towards her. She liked Letitia enormously, and rather to her own surprise found her blatant snobbery amusing and unimportant; probably, she told herself, because it was so blatant. ‘She’s honest about it,’ she said once to Julian when he teased her about it, ‘she’s not a hypocrite, she doesn’t go round patronizing everyone, pretending she thinks everyone’s equal, she really believes they aren’t. Well, that’s all right. She’s entitled to her own opinion.’ Julian laughed, and told her she was a hypocrite herself, but she was unmoved; Letitia was her heroine, she admired her brain, enjoyed her guts and her sense of fun and was constantly delighted by the fresh thinking and innovative approach Letitia brought to the company. Letitia was fascinated by new financial systems; she spent hours reading reports from big companies, she lunched with financial analysts and accountants, and hardly a week went by before she introduced some new piece of sophisticated accountancy, and drove Julian almost to distraction by constantly updating and changing her methods.

‘I really can’t see what’s wrong with the way you’ve done things so far, Mother,’ he said slightly fretfully one evening, as he arrived home exhausted after a long session with the buyer for a chain of chemists in the West Country and found her deep in conversation with Susan over the latest refinements to her system and the effect it was going to have on the next year’s wage structure. ‘I spend my life trying to follow your books and  work out fairly crucial basic things like how much money we’ve got in the bank and I have to plough through three ledgers before I know if it’s OK to buy myself a sandwich.’

‘Well, I can always tell you that,’ said Susan briskly. ‘I understand all the financial systems perfectly well. And buying anything, even sandwiches, is my job, not yours. So there really isn’t any problem.’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Letitia. ‘Susan’s quite right, Julian, you just stick to your part of the operation and let us worry about ours. If Susan can cope with my systems, then it doesn’t matter if you can’t.’

‘Well thanks a lot,’ said Julian tetchily, pouring himself a large whisky. ‘I had no idea I played such a small part in this organization. You two seem to have something of a conspiracy going. Do let me know when I’m to be allowed to do something more challenging than planning the salesmen’s journeys.’

‘Oh, don’t be childish,’ said Letitia, ‘you’re obviously hungry. It always makes him fractious,’ she added to Susan. ‘Why don’t you take both of us out to dinner? Then we can try and explain whatever it is you don’t understand, and I can put in my request for a new accounts clerk at the same time.’

‘Dear God,’ said Julian, ‘your department will be the biggest in the company soon, Mother. What on earth do you need a clerk for?’

‘To do a lot of tedious repetitive work, so that I can get on with something more constructive.’

‘I think you’re just empire building,’ said Julian, laughing suddenly. ‘It’s a conspiracy between you and Susan to get more and more people employed in the company, and keep my wages bill so high I never make a profit. Isn’t that right, Susan?’

‘Well, people are the best investment,’ said Susan, very serious as always when her political beliefs were called into a conversation. ‘And there’s no virtue in profit for its own sake.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Julian. ‘Come out to dinner with Mother and me and I’ll show you the virtue of spending a bit of it.’

‘No, honestly I can’t,’ said Susan, ‘I must go home. It’s getting late.’

‘Well at least can I give you a lift?’

‘No, it’s all right, thanks.’

‘Well, let me get you a taxi.’

‘No. Really. It doesn’t take that long from here by bus.’

‘Susan, it takes hours,’ said Letitia. ‘For heaven’s sake, let Julian take you home.’

‘Oh, all right. I would be grateful.’

Julian looked at her. She seemed terribly tired. She was basically in far better health than she had been, and was altogether strikingly changed; she had filled out from her painful thinness, she had been able to buy herself a few nice clothes, she had had her hair cut properly, the cheap perm was gone and so was the peroxide rinse, and she wore it swinging straight and shining, a beautiful nut brown, just clear of her shoulders; her skin looked clear and creamy instead of pasty and grey. But the biggest change in her was the air of confidence she carried about with her. He could see it in her clear blue eyes, hear it in her voice, watch it as she walked, taller, more purposefully.

‘That girl,’ Letitia had said, looking at her across the factory one day, ‘is turning out to be something of a beauty.’

‘Yes,’ said Julian, ‘I know.’

She had looked at him sharply, but his face was blank, his attention totally fixed apparently on some orders. Thank God, she thought, that would never, ever do.

‘Tell you what,’ said Julian as the car pulled out into the Brompton Road and headed for Hammersmith Broadway, ‘how would you like a car to use? You could have one of the vans, we’ve got a spare, and it would make such a difference to you.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly,’ said Susan. ‘Company car? Not my sort of thing, Mr Morell.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, why not?’ said Julian irritably. ‘I’d like it even if you didn’t. I’m always either worrying or feeling guilty about you, or having to drive you home.’

‘Good,’ said Susan, ‘helps keep you in touch with reality.’ But she was smiling.

‘Look,’ said Julian, ‘if you like, if it’ll make you feel any better, you can pay me for the use of it. A bit. Give me what you pay on bus fares. And do the odd delivery, if it fits in. You work such long hours, Susan, you really do deserve it. And it would help with getting the kids to the minder in the morning. Go on.’

‘No,’ said Susan, ‘honestly I couldn’t. I may deserve it, but I  can’t afford it. I can’t afford to buy a car for myself, I mean. And so I don’t think it’s right for me to have one I’m not paying for. It would make me feel uncomfortable. And what would the other girls think?’

‘They’d think you were bloody sensible,’ said Julian, ‘and if they could hear this conversation they’d think you were bloody silly.’

‘Well, I can’t help it. It feels wrong.’

‘Look,’ said Julian, ‘how about this. I want you to have a rise. Have the van instead.’

‘I’ve just had one. Anyway, I can’t drive.’

‘You can learn. I’ll teach you myself. Oh, for Christ’s sake, you are the most ridiculous woman. Here I am trying to improve your standard of living and you throw it back in my face. Don’t you want to get on in the world?’

‘Not if it means moving out of the bit of it I belong to. Losing touch with my own sort of people. That’s the most important thing in the world to me, Mr Morell. I can’t sell out on that.’

‘But you’re already doing a lot for your own sort of people as you call them, by getting on yourself. Surely you can see that. And I think it’s time you started calling me Julian.’

‘Oh. Oh, OK. But not in the office.’

‘All right. If you say so. But please think about what I’ve said.’

‘I will. And thank you.’

She came into his office a few days later, looking slightly awkward. ‘Mr Morell, I’ve thought about everything you said. I agree. I’ve been very shortsighted. I’d like to take the van, please. On one condition.’

‘What’s that? There can’t be many executives who lay down conditions for accepting their own perks.’

‘You put the girls’ overtime rates up, just a bit.’

‘Dear God,’ said Julian, ‘so your company car costs me about six times what it would have done. Why on earth should I do that?’

‘Because it’s fair. Because you can afford it. And because you won’t have to waste so much of your time and energy worrying about me on the bus.’ She was smiling at him now, a confident, almost arrogant smile; but there was, for the first time, real friendship in her eyes.

Julian didn’t smile back; he looked at her very seriously and sighed and buzzed through to Letitia who sat in a small anteroom outside his own. ‘Could you ask that infernal financial system of yours if we can afford to put the overtime rates up very slightly? Say two bob an hour?’

By the beginning of 1950 Morell Pharmaceuticals had expanded sufficiently for Julian to launch into his next phase.

He had sold both the factories for a sufficiently large amount of money, in the first of the great property price booms, to purchase a building in a small industrial estate near Hounslow. It housed two laboratories, a filling plant, a storage area and management offices. Management now incorporated a sales force of four.

His pharmaceutical range had extended to include six more simple, effective products, including a successful antiseptic lotion which incorporated a very mild topical anaesthetic in its formulation and therefore was far less unpleasant when dabbed on a grazed elbow or knee than other products on the market; it was no longer necessary to persuade chemists to stock Morell products, he was permanently bombarded with requests for them, and for information on any new ones which might be in the pipeline. Indeed he had received the unique accolade in the pharmaceutical industry of being approached by the head office of Boots the Chemist, rather than being forced to wait patiently in line for the honour of being granted an appointment.

Nevertheless, he stayed with his basic principle of knowing what he was talking about and knowing that his sales force knew it too; it was not only the thing which earned him the industry’s respect and custom, it was the way he kept tabs on what was happening in other companies, and it gave him some of his best ideas. A chance remark from a pharmacist over a cup of coffee, about how a customer had said she wished there was a toothpaste that would persuade children to clean their teeth, led with dazzling speed to Morell raspberry flavoured toothpaste; another over how most of the laxatives on the market were so unpleasant to take, and Morell Pharmaceuticals had come up with Herbal Tea Laxative, ‘the Comforting Way to Regularity.’

But Julian was wearying of patent medicines; he wanted to move into the field that had excited him more from the very beginning: cosmetics. And the cosmetic market was ready for him. There was as much excitement and interest in what women wore on their faces as on their bodies; fashion in make-up had changed as much as in clothes. During the war the only cosmetics a woman carried in her make-up bag were a powder compact and a lipstick, and possibly some ‘lick and spit’ mascara; now suddenly make-up had become much more complex. Foundation had become thicker, and less naturally coloured; rouge was being applied more skilfully and artistically (and was suddenly more respectable); lipsticks were no longer just pink and red, but every shade of coral, lilac and crimson in between; and eyes had become the focus of the face, with the dramatic, doe-eyed look, prominent feature of the high-class glamour peddled in the pages of Vogue by such high-class peddlers as Barbara Goalen, Zizi Jeanmaire and Enid Boulting. There was also (in keeping with the new extravagance in the air) a strong movement towards skin care in all its mysticism; women long urged (in Miss Arden’s immortal words) to cleanse, tone and nourish their skins, were now feeding it with different creams for night and day, relaxing it (with face masks), and guarding its youth (with formulae so complex it required a degree in chemistry to make head or tail of it, but you could put it on your face anyway, and believe). And belief was what it was really all about.

Julian Morell’s talent for understanding women, what they wanted, and above all what they could be made to believe, found itself suddenly most gainfully employed. What he knew women wanted above everything else was to feel desirable. Not necessarily beautiful, or clever, but desirable. To feel, to know that they could arouse interest, admiration and above all desire was worth a queen’s ransom. And those were qualities which he knew could not, should not, be bought cheap. The more rare and luxurious a cream, a look, a perfume was, the more rarity and luxury it would bestow. Anoint your skin with ultra-expensive oils and creams, surround yourself with a rich, expensive fragrance, colour your lips, your eyes, with unusual, expensive products, and you will feel and look and smell  expensive. The other thing about cosmetics (and what distinguishes them from clothes) is that every woman personalizes them, makes them her own. A moisturizer, a fragrance, a colour becomes, in however small a way, changed, part of a woman’s own chemistry and aura and sex appeal. No colour, no perfume is precisely the same on any two women. It was this concept, together with that of desirability, that went into the formulation and personality of the first products in the Juliana range.

He started boldly. He knew if there was to be an impact of any magnitude on the market, it could not be achieved in the same quiet way as he had launched his medicines. There had to be a noise. The range had to have a personality. There did not have to be many products, initially, but there did have to be an advertising campaign. Women had to know it was there in order to buy it.

Formulating the range was the least of his problems. He knew exactly what he wanted in it – an expensive and complex skin-care range, with a strong selling concept, a streamlined colour collection, and a fragrance that was not only individual and sophisticated, but long-lasting. Everyone tried to talk him out of the idea of doing a perfume; the only ones with any cachet (everyone said) were French, and he would be wasting his time and money launching an English one. ‘It won’t be English,’ said Julian, ‘it will be French. And the range needs it.’

He hired, to help him create all these things, a man called Adam Sarsted, a brilliant lateral thinker and chemist, who had gone into pharmaceuticals from Cambridge, and spent a few months working for Beecham’s on their new toiletries division; he had heard Julian was looking for someone, went to see him, fell in love with his entrepreneurial approach and took a drop in salary to work with him. Together they created Juliana, not just the products, but the concept. The concept was Julian’s, born of a chance remark of Adam’s.

‘Christ,’ he said, late in the lab one night, after a prolonged session with Julian earnestly rubbing skin food and face masks into one another’s faces and studying the results. ‘All this, just for a lot of bloody silly women, with nothing else to worry about, and who think it’s essential they spend masses of their husbands’ money on their faces.’

‘My God, Adam, that’s it!’ said Julian, pausing in his study of himself in the mirror with peach kernel treatment on one side of his face and cucumber on the other. ‘Christ. How fantastic. I thought I’d never get it. You’re a genius. Wonderful. Thank you.’

‘What for?’

‘For a singularly great thought. I was waiting for a concept. A selling point for this range. You’ve just given it to me.’

‘I have?’

‘You have. Don’t you see, you just said it. What Juliana is or will be is essential to women. They’ll have to have it. Won’t be able to get on without it. It kind of knocks the rest, ever so slightly, makes them feel they’re depriving themselves if they don’t buy it. God, it’s brilliant.’

‘Christ,’ said Adam, ‘sometimes I know I should have stuck to ethicals. Can I have a rise?’

‘Absolutely not. But I’ll buy you dinner. And we can drink to your concept. Come on, I’m sick of this. Let’s go and talk some more.’ He pulled on his coat, held Adam’s out to him. ‘Let’s treat ourselves, this is a great occasion. It isn’t often a great new cosmetic range is born. I’ll take you to the Savoy.’

Adam looked at him and grinned. ‘Fine. I’d like that. The only thing I’d suggest, Julian, is that you might get a better table if you wipe Peach Kernel off your face first, and possibly Mauve Madness off your eyelids as well.’

Julian’s biggest problem, and he knew it, was selling Juliana into the stores. The rest seemed comparatively easy. He raised the money (through a merchant bank, impressed by his record over the past two years); he saw Adam’s occasionally undisciplined formulation safely into perfectly ordered ranges of cleansers and moisturizers, tonics and masks; and he created an advertising campaign with the help of a brilliant team at Colman Prentice and Varley, who took his concept of Essential Cosmetics and turned it into one of the great classics of cosmetic advertising, called the Barefaced Truth, a series of photographs of an exquisitely unmade-up face, the skin dewily, tenderly soft, the implication being that with the help of Juliana and its essential care, any face could be as lovely; the advertisements appeared on double page spreads in all the  major magazines and on posters over all the major cities and made the elaborate make-up of the models advertising other ranges look overdone and tacky. He packaged the range, against the advice of his creative team, in dark grey and white; it looked clinical they said, not feminine enough, it did not carry any implications of luxury. But set against the pale creams and golds and pinks of the competition on the mock-up beauty counter Julian kept permanently in his office, the Juliana range looked streamlined, expensive and chic; the creative team admitted it had been wrong.

The perfume, which Julian named simply Je, researched outstandingly. Adam Sarsted went to Grasse and worked for weeks with Rudolph Grozinknski, an exiled Pole, one of the great Noses (an accolade awarded to few) of his generation, and together they created a fragrance that was rich, musky, warm: it exuded sex. ‘Je,’ ran the copyline under a photograph of a woman in a silkily clinging peignoir, turning away from her dressing table and looking into the camera with an unmistakable message in her eyes, ‘for the Frenchwoman in you’.

When it was researched, over ninety per cent of the women questioned wanted to know where they could buy Je.

But all this was effortless, set against getting the range into the stores. The most exquisite colours, the most perfectly formulated creams, the most sensational perfume, will never reach the public unless they can buy it easily, and see it displayed extensively in the big stores. In London Harrods, Harvey Nichols, and Selfridges are de rigueur stockists for any successful range; in Birmingham Rackhams, in Newcastle Fenwick, Kendals in Manchester and in Edinburgh Jenners. A newcomer imagining he can impress the buyers for these stores and persuade them to give away a considerable amount of their invaluable counter space can only be compared with a ballet student expecting a lead role at Covent Garden, or an unseeded player staking a claim on the Centre Court at Wimbledon.

Nevertheless Julian knew he had to do it; his first advantage was that, with a very few exceptions, his prey were women. His second was that he had a strong gambling instinct. He took the buyers out to lunch, individually, and rather than risk insulting them by attempting to charm them in more conventional ways,  he asked their advice on every possible aspect of his range; on its formulation, its positioning, its packaging, its advertising, and then paid them the immeasurable compliment of putting some bit of each piece of their advice, in however small a way, into practice. It was to the buyer at Harrods that Je owed its just slightly stronger formulation in the perfume concentrate, to the buyer from Fenwick Newcastle that the night cream was coloured ivory rather than pink, and to the buyer from Selfridges that the eye shadows were sold in powder as well as in cream form. He then told them that if they would give him counter space, in a modestly good position (not demanding the prime places, knowing that would alienate them), he would remove himself and his products if they were not meeting their targets after eight weeks. The buyers agreed; Julian then gave several interviews to the press explaining exactly what he was doing, and what a risk he was taking, and the women of Britain, moved by the thought of this handsome civilized man (who talked to them in a way that made them feel he knew and understood them intimately – not only through his advertising campaign and his public relations officer but in his interviews with Mrs Ernestine Carter in the Sunday Times and Miss Anne Scott James of Vogue, to name but a couple) placing his fortune on the line in this way, went out in sufficiently large numbers to inspect the range, to try it, and to save him from financial ruin. By the end of its first week in the stores Juliana had doubled its targets and by Christmas it had exhausted all its stocks.

‘Where’s Susan?’ said Julian irritably to Letitia one morning in the following July. ‘The cosmetic factory is still only running at eighty per cent capacity, and I want to know when she thinks it’s going to be at full strength.’

‘She’s just come in,’ said Letitia, ‘in something of a tizz, I would say. Very unlike her to be late. Something must be wrong.’

Susan was sitting in her office eating a doughnut with savage speed. Julian looked at her anxiously.

‘You OK?’

‘I’m just furious, that’s all. I’m sorry I’m late, Julian, but I had to go and see Mum’s landlord. She had a letter this morning, saying she had to be prepared to move out within three months, as he wanted to sell the house.’

‘Well, that’s nonsense. Surely she’s protected by law.’

‘No, she isn’t. The house used to belong to his father, he was a dear old chap, came round every week for the rent, nice as pie. But he died, and the son’s been looking at all the tenancies, and because his dad never worried about making things official and proper leases, and Mum was just glad to get the place after the war, she just signed something without going into it very thoroughly. All it is is a tenancy agreement with a one-month-notice arrangement. I went and shouted at him, but he said he was doing her a big favour giving her three months, and told me to get the hell out and stop wasting his time.’

‘Brave chap,’ said Julian, grinning at her. ‘Sorry,’ he added hastily, watching her face freeze. ‘Can I help?’

‘I don’t think so. I just can’t think what she can do. It sounds awful, I know, but I just don’t want her with us. But I don’t see any option to her living with us again unless she goes and shares with her sister, and they can spend just about fifteen minutes together before they start bickering.’

‘It doesn’t sound awful at all,’ said Julian, who had met Susan’s mother and felt he had never come across such an unpleasant woman with the possible exception of a female commandant in the Gestapo who had conducted his preliminary interrogation when he had been captured during the war. (‘And the Gestapo woman had the mitigating virtue of being rather beautiful,’ he said to Letitia, when describing his early encounters with Meg Tucker. ‘This woman isn’t just unattractive, she’s positively repellent. I cannot imagine how she produced Susan.’)

‘Look, Susan, I really do need to talk work to you now, but let’s have a drink after we’ve finished and I really will do anything I can to help. Will the kids be OK for half an hour?’

‘Oh, I think so. Anna next door will have them in if I ring her. Thank you, Julian. I really do need someone to discuss it with.’

Susan had moved out of her mother’s house a year earlier, and bought a tiny little terrace house in South Ealing, with the help of a sudden and rather suspiciously timely payment from the War Office. (Not even Susan could see how Julian could have forged a letter on War Office paper; she underestimated what he had learnt in the Resistance movement.)

Jenny and Sheila were now ten and eight years old  respectively, pretty but rather surly little girls – probably, Julian thought, as a result of spending too much time with their grandmother. They went to school within walking distance of the house, and Susan generally found life quite astonishingly easier. It took her just ten minutes to drive her van to the factory in the morning; she was earning, despite her strenuous efforts to keep her salary in line with what she considered equitable, quite a lot of money; she could afford to pay the girl next door to look after the girls after school and in the holidays, and was currently planning a package holiday with them on the Costa del Sol. She was endlessly teased about this, not only by Julian and Letitia, but Jim and Adam as well, who never missed an opportunity to point out to her that there were hundreds of people all over the country who couldn’t even afford a weekend in the Isle of Wight never mind jetting off (as they all put it) to the Mediterranean, but for once she was not even contrite. ‘I’ve never had a holiday, and we all need it,’ she kept saying defiantly, poring over her travel brochures.

A week after the disagreeable Mrs Tucker had first been served with notice to quit her flat, Susan came flying into Julian’s office, flushed and radiant.

‘You’ll never believe this,’ she said, ‘but we’ve had another letter from the landlord, telling Mum she can stay. He’s even sent her a new lease offering her a tenancy for an unlimited period. I just can’t believe it. Isn’t it marvellous?’

‘Marvellous,’ said Julian, smiling at her, just a little complacently.

‘Did you –’ Susan stood very still, looking at him in awe. ‘Did you have anything to do with this?’

‘A bit.’

‘But you couldn’t have.’

‘OK then, I didn’t.’

‘Well, what did you do?’

‘Talked to a few people.’

‘What sort of people?’

‘Oh, you know, mildly influential people.’

‘Like?’

‘Well, like a friend of mine who belongs to the local Freemasons’, which our chum the landlord is desperate to join. A reporter on the local paper. Those sort of people.’

‘But what did you actually –’

‘Susan, darling, I think the less you know about it the better. Otherwise you might say something to your entirely charming mother, or perhaps to anyone who might be interested in your knowing anything about it all.’

Susan looked at him thoughtfully. ‘It all smacks of corruption a bit, if you ask me.’

‘I’m not asking you. And hopefully nobody else will. Now if I were you I’d just help your mother sign the lease and get it back to the landlord quickly before he changes his mind.’

‘Oh, Julian . . .’ She stopped, and looked at him very seriously. ‘I do know how good you are to me. And I never seem to thank you properly. How can I?’

‘Have dinner with me tonight.’

They were both surprised, shocked almost, by the invitation. Julian, who had been subconsciously avoiding any kind of close contact with Susan for as long as he could remember, and had planned to spend the evening with an old friend looking at horses at a stable in Buckinghamshire (he felt he deserved some slight reward for his unstinting labours of the past three years) wasn’t sure if he was pleased or sorry he had issued it, but having done so saw it determinedly through. ‘Please, Susan. I’d really like it.’

Susan flushed, looked down at her hands, and then very directly at him. ‘I don’t really think it’s a very good idea.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well – because – well, people might talk.’

‘Angel, people have been talking about us for years. We might as well give them at least something worth talking about. Besides, I only want a bit of peace and quiet with you so we can discuss Letitia’s wretched new costing system and how much we want the sales force to use it.’

‘Oh, well,’ she said, choosing to accept this arguably unflattering explanation, ‘that’s all right then. Thank you, I’d like it very much.’

‘Do you want to go home and change? Or shall we go from here?’

‘If we’re only going to talk about costing systems,’ said Susan briskly, ‘I don’t need to get all dolled up, do I? I’ll phone Anna and see if she can babysit. If she can’t I’ll have to ask Mum.’

Julian devoutly hoped that Anna would be able to oblige.

‘Where are you off to, darling?’ said Letitia as he came into her office at half past five to say goodbye.

‘Oh, I’m taking Susan out for a bite to eat. We’re discussing the sales people’s return sheets.’

Letitia looked at him very seriously.

‘Julian, don’t. Please.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said, irritably defensive. ‘Mother, just leave me alone, will you? Good night. I won’t be late.’

‘You do know. And I sincerely hope you won’t be.’

Julian slammed the door of her office and wondered, not for the first time, if perhaps he ought to think about getting a house of his own.

Susan was waiting for him in the car park.

‘Before we have dinner,’ said Julian, ‘I want to take you somewhere else. To meet a friend. Won’t take long. I tried to put her off but I couldn’t. Out near Slough. I need to be there by seven. But we should make that.’

‘What sort of a friend?’ said Susan, ever so slightly sulky. ‘What does she do?’

‘Runs around.’

‘I see.’

It was a perfect July evening: the sky was that peculiarly clear light turquoise that follows slightly hazy days, and spangled with tiny orange and grey clouds. It had been hot, but there was a breeze tossing the air about; Julian rolled back the sunroof of his new four wheeled toy, a cream Lagonda, and smiled briefly at Susan.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘if you look in that pocket there, you should find a map. Can you map read?’

‘Course.’

‘Good. Now it’s near Stoke Poges, this place. Near Burnham Beeches. Got it?’

‘Yes. You want to head out of Slough on the A4. I’ll tell you after that.’

‘OK.’

They pulled into the drive of a large, low house just after seven.

‘Damn,’ said Julian, ‘I think he’s gone.’

‘I thought it was a she we’ve come to see.’

‘It is. But there’s a chaperon involved. Ah, there he is. Tony, hello. Sorry we’re late.’

‘That’s OK. Traffic’s awful, I know. She’s round here, your lady friend. She really is gorgeous. You’re going to love her.’

‘Perhaps I’d better stay here,’ said Susan crossly.

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’ said Julian, ‘you’ll like her. Tony, this is Susan Johns. My right-hand woman in the company. Susan, Tony Sargeant.’

Susan nodded slightly coolly at Tony. She felt increasingly silly and miserable as she followed the man into a stable yard.

‘There,’ said Tony, stopping by a bay with a very dark mane, ‘this is She. Gloriana. Absolutely made for you, Julian. Superb hunter, very strong, but graceful too. She’s a honey. I’d love to keep her myself, but I don’t need another mare.’

‘She’s got a very nice head. Lovely expression,’ said Julian, ‘let’s have a look at the rest of her.’

Tony led the mare out into the yard. She was restive, dancing about at the end of her rein. ‘How old is she, did you say?’

‘Four.’

‘She looks younger.’

‘No, just four. She is quite slightly built. But she’s terrifically fast. And strong. She’d make a superb National Hunt horse, if you wanted her for that. Do you want to ride her now?’

‘No. I haven’t got any of the stuff with me,’ said Julian, eyeing Susan who had wandered off down the other end of the yard. Her initial relief at discovering the mysterious female was a horse had given way to boredom and irritation. ‘Anyway, I can’t stop now. But she is beautiful, I agree. I’ll come back and ride her at the weekend, if that’s OK. And thank you very much.’ He stroked the horse’s neck tenderly; scratched her ear. She snorted with pleasure. ‘He’s got a way with women,’ said Tony to Susan, laughing.

‘I daresay,’ she said shortly. ‘It’s not a side of him we see much of at work.’

‘Oh, come on, you misery,’ said Julian, taking her hand. It was the first time he had ever touched her. She shivered; she couldn’t help it. He noticed, and dropped her hand again, quickly. ‘You must be hungry.’

‘Sorry about that,’ he said, as the Lagonda swung out into the lane. ‘Very boring for you, I’m afraid.’

‘It was a pretty cheap joke,’ said Susan. ‘Making me think we were going to meet some woman.’

‘Susan!’ said Julian, ‘I do declare you were jealous.’

Susan looked at him very seriously. ‘Not jealous, Julian. But I don’t like being made a fool of. Even in very small ways. OK?’

‘OK. Sorry. Now get that map out again, and find somewhere called Aston Clinton. That’s where we’re going. To a restaurant called the Bell. You’ll like it. And I won’t make a fool of you ever again. Promise.’

The Bell was not very full. They sat outside in the garden to savour the evening and the menu, and Julian ordered a bottle of champagne.

‘I don’t know how you think you’re going to drive home,’ said Susan, ‘I’m not going to have any of that, and you’ll get awfully drunk.’

‘Oh, go on,’ said Julian, ‘just this once. For me. Try it. You’ll love it, honestly you will.’

‘No,’ said Susan.

‘All right. But you’re missing one of life’s great pleasures. Tell you what, I’ll get some orange juice and have it as Bucks Fizz and then maybe you’ll be persuaded to try it.’

‘Maybe. But I don’t think so. Tell me, what would you say life’s other great pleasures are? For you?’

‘Oh, horses. Cars. Women. Making money.’

‘What a corrupt list.’

‘I’m a corrupt person. You should know that by now.’

‘No,’ she said, very serious. ‘I don’t. Not personally. I’m prepared to believe it, but I don’t have any evidence of my own. Could I have some crisps?’

‘I’ll try,’ said Julian, wondering if they knew about crisps at the Bell.

The barman looked disdainful but provided a bowl of nuts, which Susan demolished in minutes, and while she was waiting for a second, and a replenishment of her orange juice, took a sip of Julian’s Bucks Fizz.

‘Yes,’ she said, savouring it carefully, ‘it is quite nice. It’s a little bit like orange and soda, isn’t it? You should try that, you know. Much better for you.’

‘Well, I suppose I might,’ said Julian, allowing himself for a moment to contemplate the terrible prospect of drinking orange and soda at parties. ‘Now shall I get a glass for you to have a bit more?’

‘No, thank you. I’ll just have the occasional sip of yours. I didn’t know you liked horses.’

‘You don’t know a lot of things about me. I love horses. Always have. Until we came to London, I rode all the time.’

‘I suppose you went hunting and that sort of thing.’

‘That sort of thing.’

‘I see.’

‘Do you disapprove?’

‘Yes, I do. But it’s nothing to do with me.’

‘True. And your disapproval is nothing to do with me, so I won’t try to convert you.’

‘No, don’t. You’d be wasting your breath.’

She took another sip of his drink. ‘I could get to like this, though.’

‘Be careful, Susan. One vice leads to another. Talking of vice, when are you off to the Med?’

‘Oh, I’m so tired of everyone going on about that. In a fortnight. The girls are so excited.’

‘I bet. Are you – is anyone going with you?’

‘What, Mum do you mean? No, just the three of us.’

He hadn’t meant Mum, but he was strangely relieved that nobody else was going either.

‘Also, could I have a week off in October?’

‘Good God, woman, your life is one long holiday. What on earth for?’

‘Well, it’s the Labour Party Conference, and I want to go.’

‘What, up to Blackpool?’

‘Yes.’

‘What an extraordinary girl you are.’

‘Not at all. You’d be surprised how many perfectly ordinary people go to party conferences. More than go hunting, I would say.’

‘OK. Yes, of course you can have the week off. Can anyone go? I might come with you.’

‘Of course you can’t come. They wouldn’t let you over the  threshold. And anyway, you have to be a delegate from the Management Committee of your Ward.’

‘And are you?’

‘Yes. I’m not doing very much, but I would really like to get involved with the women’s side of it. They’re a very strong force in the Labour Party, you know.’

‘Indeed?’

She flushed. ‘I didn’t mean to bore you.’

‘You didn’t,’ he said, ‘not in the least. I like listening to you talk. I like trying to understand you. The only thing I don’t like is the thought of you getting too involved with the Labour Party and having no time left for me. For us.’

‘I don’t think there’s a serious danger of that.’

‘Good,’ he said, ‘because I should miss you more than I could say. Now then,’ he went on, deliberately moving the mood away from the sudden tension he had created, ‘what do you want to eat?’

Susan took another sip of Bucks Fizz, partly to please him, and partly because it was making her feel pleasantly relaxed, and picked up the menu. ‘A lot.’

She ate her way through a plate of parma ham and melon, and then some whitebait, before turning her attention to the main course; they shared a chateaubriand, and she ate all of Julian’s vegetables as well as her own and worked her way through three bread rolls and a packet of bread sticks.

‘You really have got the most extraordinary appetite,’ said Julian, looking at her in admiration. ‘Have you always eaten that much?’

‘Always.’

‘And never got fat?’

‘Never.’

‘Strange.’

‘I sometimes wish I could be a bit more – well, round,’ she said, ‘men like it better that way.’

‘I don’t,’ he said, ‘I like thin ladies. Preferably with very small bosoms.’

‘Then I should please you,’ she said, laughing.

‘Yes, you would.’

There was a silence.

‘And what else do you like in your ladies?’

‘Oh, all sorts of things. Long legs. Nice hair. And minds of their own.’

‘Husbands of their own, as well, from what I hear.’ She meant it lightly, but he scowled. ‘I’m sorry, Julian, I didn’t mean to be rude. I shouldn’t have said that.’

‘Well,’ he said, pouring himself another glass of wine, ‘I daresay I deserved it. It certainly used to be true. I don’t have time for any kind of ladies these days, married or otherwise. Except my mother. And you of course.’

‘Tell me why you like married ladies.’

‘More fun,’ said Julian lightly. ‘Less of a threat.’

‘To what?’

‘My bachelor status.’

‘And what’s so great about that?’

‘Not a lot,’ he said with a sudden, small sigh. ‘It gets bloody lonely at times. Don’t you find that? Don’t you still miss Brian?’

She looked at him, very directly. ‘Actually, no. I know that sounds awful. He was very sweet, but we never had a life together. I don’t even know what it might have been like. Living with him, I mean.’

‘And since then? Anybody?’

‘Nobody. No time. No inclination either.’

‘None at all?’

She looked at him sharply, knowing what he meant. ‘Not a lot.’

‘I see.’

‘I don’t think you do. But never mind.’

She wondered if he would think she was frigid, devoid of desire, and if it mattered that he did; whether she should try to explain, make him understand that the only way she could cope with her aloneness, the stark emptiness of her most private, personal life and her fear that she would forget altogether how to feel, how to want, how to take and be taken, was simply to ignore it, negate it, deny its existence; and decided it was better left unexplored as a subject between them, that she did not trust either herself or him sufficiently to take the risk.

‘What I’d really like now,’ she said briskly, ‘is some pudding.’

He called the waiter over. ‘Pavlova, please,’ she said, and upset the waiter visibly by ordering ice cream with it. ‘And could I have another Bucks Fizz, please? I’m thirsty.’

‘There is a possible connection,’ said Julian, laughing, ‘between the fact you’ve now had three of them, and your thirst. But never mind.’ He raised his glass to her. ‘It’s been a lovely evening. Thank you.’

‘It’s me that should be doing the thanking. As usual. I wish I could do more for you.’

‘My darling girl, you do a monumental amount for me. That company runs entirely on your efficiency. We would all be absolutely lost without you. I am deeply indebted to you. I mean it.’

A very strange feeling was running through Susan. It was partly being called Julian’s darling girl, and partly the effect of the Bucks Fizz; but more than anything, she realized it was simply a sort of tender intimacy that was enfolding both of them, a mixture of friendliness and sexual awareness, and a feeling of being properly close to him and knowing him and liking what she knew. The big low-ceilinged room was full now, there was a low hum of conversation and laughter surrounding them, candlelight danced from table to table, an entirely unnecessary fire flickered in the corner, and outside the sky was only just giving up its blue. She felt important, privileged, and strangely confident and safe; able to be witty, interesting, challenging.

This, she suddenly realized, was much of what having money was about; not just the rich smell of food, your glass constantly refilled; a waiter to bring you everything you wished. It was warmth, and relaxation; a shameless, conscienceless pursuit of pleasure; and it was having time to talk, to laugh, to contemplate, to pronounce, and all of it smoothed and eased by a mood of self-indulgence and the suspension of any kind of critical faculty for yourself and what you might say or do.

She looked across the table at Julian, graceful, relaxed, leaning back in his seat, smiling at her, his dark eyes dancing, moving over her face, utterly relaxed himself, his charm almost a tangible thing that she could reach out for and she felt an overwhelming urge to kiss him; not in a sexual way, not even flirtatiously, but rather as a happy child might, to express its pleasure and its gratitude at some particularly nice treat. She smiled at the thought.

‘What are you smiling at?’

‘I was thinking,’ she said with perfect truth, ‘that I’d like to kiss you.’

‘Oh?’ he said, smiling back, ‘well do go ahead.’

‘I can’t. Not here.’

‘Why not?’

‘The waiters wouldn’t like it.’

‘The waiters,’ he said, and they chanted together enjoying their old joke, ‘aren’t going to get it.’

‘Am I?’ he said, suddenly serious, pushing the thought of Letitia firmly from his mind.

‘Oh, Julian, don’t spoil a lovely evening.’ She spoke simply, from her heart; she was suddenly very young again, very vulnerable.

‘Well,’ said Julian, his eyes dancing, ‘I’ve had some put-downs in my time, but most of them were a bit more tactfully expressed than that.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’ said Susan irritably, upset at the fracture of her magic mood, ‘as if you cared what I said to you.’

‘Susan,’ said Julian, suddenly taking her hand, ‘I care very very much what you say to me. Probably more than anything anyone else says to me. Didn’t you realize that?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘no I didn’t,’ and an extraordinary charge of feeling shot through her, a shock of pleasure and hunger at the same time, confusing and delicious, turning her heart over, and leaving her helpless and raw with desire.

She looked at him, and he saw it all in her eyes; and for a moment he wanted her more than he had ever wanted anyone. He looked at her eyes, soft and tender in the candlelight, at the frail, slender, sensuous body, the tough, brave, hungry mouth; he contemplated having her, taking her, loving her; and he remembered the promise he had made to her so long ago, and in one of the very few unselfish acts of his life he put it all aside.

‘Come along, Mrs Johns,’ he said lightly, ‘we must get you home. It’s late, and we both have a long day tomorrow. I’ll get the bill.’

Susan stared at him, staggering almost physically from the pain of the rejection, and what she saw as the reason for it. Her eyes filled with tears; the golden room blurred.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, standing up, ‘I must go to the toilet.  The lavatory as you would say. I’d never get it right, would I, Julian?’

‘Probably not,’ he said with a sigh, ‘and it wouldn’t matter in the very least. Not to me. Maybe to you. You’ve got it all wrong, Susan, but you’d never believe me.’

‘I’d be a fool if I did,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

It was weeks before she would talk to him alone; months before their friendship was restored. But finally, she came to understand. And she was grateful for what he had not done.
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