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Foreword


I always felt that writing The Spoils of Time was a piece of total self-indulgence. I had long wanted to write a trilogy because the worst thing about finishing a novel is saying goodbye to the characters; and I thought if I could carry on for two more books, I wouldn’t have to. And it was marvellous, creating those characters, and watching them fall in love and get married and have the babies: who two books later were major characters in their own right. I loved the way the family grew, along with the story, and how a small decision or chance meeting in the first book could lead to a hugely important event in the second, and then the third. I enjoyed the tangled threads of the different generations, the criss-crossing of the different branches of the family.


And I savoured the great span of time I could cover, the Lyttons moved from the luxury of Edwardian house parties to the poverty-wracked slums of London, were involved in the suffragette movement, savoured the excesses of both the twenties and the thirties, fought in two World Wars, escaped from war-torn France, and throughout it all, carved out a success for their publishing company on both sides of the Atlantic.


Most of all I loved the Lytton family; and especially, of course, Lady Celia Lytton, the difficult, despotic glorious matriarch, her lovers, her children and her greatest love of all, the publishing house. I do not feel I invented Lady Celia; I felt she was there, waiting for me to write about her. From my first meeting with her when she was a young girl, to my last when she was a great-grandmother, she held me spellbound; fortunately, if I miss her too much I can pick up one of the books and discover her all over again.


As I very much hope you will do too.





Penny Vincenzi, London 2006
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Chapter 1


June 1935





Cassia Tallow was scrubbing the altar steps when she heard that she had inherited half a million pounds. She often thought afterwards, given the storybook nature of the whole thing, that it could not have been more auspicious; had she been doing one of the other things that typically filled her life – like bathing her children, or tending to her garden, or presiding over her dinner table, or seeing to the rota for the Women’s Institute, or taking one of the hundreds of phone calls that came into her house every week, requesting her husband’s presence at some sickbed or other – then it would not have made nearly so poignant a story. However, the juxtaposition of those two events, being down on her knees, scrubbing stone steps, for heaven’s sake, and hearing that she had suddenly become extremely rich: that was really very intriguing indeed, worthy of the highest drama.


Of course it hadn’t been quite as dramatic as she afterwards remembered it: Edward had simply arrived at the church with her godmother’s solicitor, Mr Brewster, who had been very agitated to find her not at the house, given the importance of the news he had to impart. She had in fact arranged for him to come, only she had forgotten, and Edward, irritated by her inefficiency as usual, had brought Mr Brewster down to see her.


‘Mr Brewster said it was vital he spoke to you himself, showed you the will, in fact. He’s come all the way from London. I do think it’s too bad of you to have forgotten,’ Edward said.


Cassia apologised, and went to sit in the church porch with Edward and Mr Brewster. He was an extraordinarily dull-looking caricature of a solicitor, dressed in a dark grey suit, dark grey tie, black bowler, and carrying a rather battered black briefcase. His voice was equally dull, monotonous and slightly whining, but Cassia listened to it attentively while he read her the relevant section of the will, and explained it to her carefully. And when he had finished, when she had heard the extraordinary words, when she had told him that yes, she did understand, and asked him if there was anything she should do immediately, and he had said there was not, she asked if he would mind if she just finished washing the steps. Mr Brewster, who had clearly long ceased to be amazed by any behaviour, however eccentric, said that of course he would not, but Edward followed her down the aisle and stood over her as she started wringing out the cloth again.


‘You did realise what he said, didn’t you?’ Edward said. Cassia sat back on her heels and studied him. ‘I mean the amount. You did hear him?’


‘Yes. Yes, of course I did. Thank you.’


‘Right. I just wondered. Your reaction does seem a little . . . odd.’


‘I’m sorry, Edward. What did you think I should do?’ she said, smiling at him. ‘Burst into song, or perhaps utter a fervent prayer of thanks?’


‘No, of course not. You just seem so calm. I . . . well, I don’t feel very calm, I must say.’


‘Sorry,’ Cassia said, not quite sure for what.


‘And I do think you should come back to the house.’


‘Is there any huge hurry? I mean I ought to finish this. Really. If you take Mr Brewster back and ask Peggy to give him a cup of tea, I’ll be back very soon.’


Edward stared at her, then pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose. He always did that when he didn’t know how to react. ‘Cassia,’ he said, ‘I really do wonder if you’ve actually grasped—’


‘Edward, I’ve grasped it perfectly. Thank you. I’ve been left half a million pounds. By my godmother. But it’s not going to go away, and Mrs Venables will be furious if I leave this unfinished. There’s a wedding tomorrow. And as Mr Brewster’s come all this way anyway, I’m sure he won’t mind waiting another ten minutes or so.’


‘Yes,’ Edward said, staring at her, as if he wasn’t quite sure who she was any more – rather accurately as it happened. ‘Yes, all right.’ Then he turned his back on her and walked rather quickly back to the porch. She heard him talking to Mr Brewster, and then their footsteps slowly fading as they walked down the path.


Cassia squeezed out the cloth, and wiped the steps very carefully, making sure there were no streaks left on them, then she carried the dirty water out into the vestry and tipped it down the sink.


It was a lovely day; an appropriately lovely day, she thought, as she walked slowly back to the house, and then thought how silly that she should expect the weather to fit in with her extraordinary news. If it had been an unseasonably horrible day – or seasonably perhaps, given that this was June and England – wet and windy, that might have seemed quite appropriate too, for she could tell herself they could all go somewhere warm and sunny for a holiday, to the south of France for instance, and that might even be rather better.


Cassia wondered why she didn’t feel more odd. Maybe she was in shock; shock did strange things to people. When she had worked in Casualty, she had seen people quite literally with their fingers or toes cut off, sitting calmly waiting for the doctor, discussing the weather with whoever was sitting on the next chair. On the other hand, she didn’t feel as if it had been a shock, and nor did she feel it couldn’t be true, or that there had been a mistake.


The nearest she could get to defining how she felt, finding something to compare it with, was . . . what? When she heard she had passed her finals with exceptionally high marks? No, because that had been down to her, a result of her own work and cleverness. When Edward had asked her to marry him? Or rather told his father she was going to marry him? No, because that had been a rather more complex state of affairs. When Bertie was born? Or even William? No, that had been a pure wild happiness, nothing to do with this calm, warm acceptance.


Perhaps, though, when they had told her Delia was a girl. A nice quiet little girl, she had thought, smiling up at them through the clearing pain, a contrast to the awful, noisy, lovable little boys. That had been a sense of simple straightforward pleasure (not knowing, of course, that Delia was to be the noisiest of the lot). That was nearer, but it did seem rather awful to compare the arrival of a much longed for daughter with that of a large sum of money.


Cassia gave up. This wasn’t like anything she had ever known, and how could it be? She didn’t feel anything really, anything at all. Not yet.





It was a very nice walk from St Mary’s to their house: Monks Ridge House it was called, being built high on the ridge above the village of Monks Heath, with its view right over the small valley, of the winding river, the tight complex of houses round the picture-book green, the church set at the back of it. Square, redbrick early Victorian, it was a classic West Sussex country house, with a very dark slate roof and an exceptionally pretty fanlight over the front door. However tired Cassia was, however discouraged by her failure to perform as the perfect doctor’s wife, however cross or anxious over her unruly children, her heart lifted as she turned the last corner in the lane and looked at Monks Ridge. It was like seeing a friend standing there, waiting for her, uncritical, undemanding, pleased to see her. There was so much that was critical and demanding in her life, she found the house extraordinarily soothing.


Cassia had loved it from the first moment she had set eyes on it. Edward had said they should look at others, but she had known this was the house she wanted. You move in here, it seemed to say, and you won’t get any trouble. And they hadn’t. It was warm in winter, cool in summer; its pipes never froze, its fires burnt beautifully; its rooms were neither too large nor too small, its garden good tempered and undemanding.


There was a large extension at the side, not beautiful, added in the last year of the old Queen’s reign, which made a perfect surgery for Edward, and at the back, a small conservatory with a black and white tiled floor and arched windows, where Cassia had managed to grow a vine, and where on summer nights when she couldn’t sleep (usually because she was trying to soothe a crying baby) she would sit in her rocking chair, watching the stars.


Cassia had always loved the stars: one of her very early memories was of standing in the garden at night, holding her father’s hand and gazing up at the sky while he showed her the constellation after which she had been named. She could never actually work out the shape of a lady sitting in a chair, holding out her arms, but she pretended she could to please him. She liked too the story he often told her of how Cassiopeia had been sent to the heavens for boasting about the beauty of her daughter Andromeda.


Cassia loved the conservatory – it was known as her room – although Edward said it wasted heat and space. She could see his point about the heat, but the other objection was clearly nonsense: there was at least half an acre of garden beyond it, mostly grass, studded with shrubs and fruit trees and sloping gently down to the valley.


Oddly (significantly even, she thought), she found Edward sitting in the conservatory now, with Mr Brewster.


‘Hello. Sorry I was so long. Is Peggy making tea?’


‘Yes, and I really should be on my way. Lot of calls this afternoon. Can you manage now?’ Edward said.


‘Yes, of course. We can manage, can’t we, Mr Brewster? I don’t suppose there’s a lot to manage. You can tell me a bit more, I expect, and I can listen.’


‘Yes, indeed,’ said Mr Brewster.


As Edward left them, Peggy came in with the tea tray, looking flustered. Strangers in the house unsettled her, made her nervous.


‘Thank you, Peggy. Mr Brewster, would you like a piece of cake?’


‘That would be delightful. Thank you.’


The cake wasn’t delightful at all, of course, as Cassia had made it. It had sunk in the middle and the icing had streaked down the sides, but Mr Brewster ate it uncritically and accepted a second piece.


‘Now then, perhaps we should go over this again. So that you are quite clear about it all.’


‘Yes, I’d like to look at it properly. Was anyone else left anything?’


‘Only a few small bequests to servants and so on. Lady Beatty obviously felt you were the most worthy recipient.’


‘Yes. I’m sure I wasn’t, though.’


‘Well, clearly she made up her own mind on that matter. And having no children, and being estranged from Sir Richard . . .’


‘Does he know about this?’


‘Not yet. I will be informing him, as a courtesy, as they were married for many years.’


‘Yes. I wrote to him when Leonora – Lady Beatty – died,’ Cassia said.


‘You were notified of her death by her brother, I imagine?’


‘Yes. Well, actually by her brother’s wife. Cecily Harrington. We have remained quite close. Nothing for any of them in the will?’


‘Only a small bracelet for the eldest child. Here, see.’


‘Oh, yes, Fanny. Dear little thing, she is. Well, not so little now, she’s nearly ten. I’m sorry, Mr Brewster, not very interesting for you.’


Mr Brewster smiled at her. ‘Fortunately, I do find other people’s families of endless fascination.’


Cassia stared at the will, at the words: ‘I exercise my power of appointment in relation to the Maple Trust, in favour of my goddaughter, Cassiopeia Blanche Tallow . . .’


‘It doesn’t say how much money it is, though,’ Cassia said.


‘No. That is because the money was invested by the trustees, and at the time the will was drawn up, it was not possible to say how much it would be worth. As it happens, it is worth a little more than five hundred thousand now, five hundred and eleven to be precise.’


‘Goodness,’ said Cassia. ‘It grows, doesn’t it, money?’


‘Well invested, yes. Of course it can also shrink.’


‘Why didn’t she just leave it to me? I mean, why the trust and everything?’


Mr Brewster cleared his throat. ‘I believe Lady Beatty was a little . . . extravagant. She explained to me that it was thought best to put the money in trust for you.’


‘Yes, well, that’s certainly true. I see. And the Harringtons, they don’t know about this either?’


‘No indeed. I visited your godmother in Paris last March, at her request, to draw up the document. You are naturally the only person to have had sight of it. You and your husband, that is.’


‘That was at the apartment in Passy, I suppose?’


‘Indeed so. Very beautiful it was, I must say.’


‘Yes, I heard it was very nice. She must have been quite ill then?’


‘She certainly did not appear to be in robust health, no,’ said Mr Brewster, ‘although she was clearly being very well taken care of.’


‘Was she alone?’


‘Yes, I saw her quite alone. Apart from the staff in the apartment, of course, and I understood there was a resident nurse.’


‘I see.’ So at least Leonora had lived out her last days in comfort. Cassia had wondered – wondered and feared. ‘Well, what happens now, Mr Brewster?’


‘There are certain formalities. The money is not available for your use quite yet. As the executor, I have to obtain grant of probate, but you need have no concerns about it. Oh, and here is a letter, also lodged with me, from your godmother.’


Cassia took the slightly worn-looking envelope from him, opened it very carefully. It felt odd, almost as if Leonora had come suddenly into the room, and was holding it out to her. Reading the extravagant writing, slanting loopily across the thick cream paper, was like hearing her voice, her husky, amused, voice.


‘My darling Sweet Pea . . .’ Oh, that stupid name, Cassia thought, that ridiculous name, and suddenly she was back there, on the terrace at the Ritz, twelve years old, led in by Benedict . . . 





Cassia had come to London for the Peace March, invited to stay with Leonora, her rich and glamorous godmother. She had only met Leonora a few times at that stage, and not at all for the last three years. Although she was very excited, she was also extremely nervous as she stood on the platform at Euston, trying to spot Leonora in the crowds of people, all arrived for this great national celebration.


After a very long hour it had been Benedict Harrington, Leonora’s brother, who had appeared beside her, charmingly apologetic for his lateness: ‘Leonora has been held up, God knows how. She phoned me out of the blue and asked me to come and fetch you. I came the minute I could, but it must have seemed a very long wait, I’m so sorry.’


Benedict was tall and slim, golden haired and rather unusually brown eyed, very handsome, Cassia thought, and most beautifully dressed in a dove-grey suit and very soft leather shoes. She had smiled at him, and assured him she had been perfectly all right. He said she must, in that case, be extremely brave, that he would have been terrified at being all alone in London at her age. He had been instructed to take her to meet Leonora at the Ritz hotel, where she was having tea with some friends. ‘She thought that would be more fun for you than just going back to the house.’


Cassia had said politely that it did sound great fun, although she was beginning to feel increasingly shy and would actually have preferred tea at home with Leonora.


As they travelled through the streets of a London turned red, white and blue, Benedict took out a gold cigarette case with a slightly shaking hand, and proceeded to smoke all the way to the Ritz, while pointing out to her the various London attractions they were passing. She wondered why he should be nervous, and decided it must be the thought of the march the next day, in which she knew he was to lead his regiment. Nervous or not, she liked him very much: he handed her out of the taxi when it stopped, as if she was an adult; picked up her shabby brown leather case and ushered her through the swing doors into the Ritz.


Inside, Cassia stopped and gasped aloud. Nothing she had ever seen could have prepared her for this place, with its tall, tall ceilings, its gilt chairs, its chandeliers, the unbelievably smart people everywhere.


‘Come along, through here,’ Benedict said. ‘Oh now, there she is, look,’ and there Leonora was, coming towards them, smiling and holding out her arms.


‘My darling!’ she said, giving Cassia a kiss. ‘How incredibly lovely to see you, come with me.’ She led her up a couple of steps on to a wide terrace, set with tea tables and large palms, to a table where several other ladies were sitting. They were all dressed most wonderfully, Cassia thought, in pastel-coloured afternoon dresses with elaborate hats. Leonora’s dress was apricot silk, and her hat a wonderful confection of roses and feathers. But it was the ladies’ stockings that Cassia noticed first, for they were not black or even dark brown but very very light beige. She had never seen stockings like that, had not even known they existed.


Leonora put her arm round her as they reached the table, and looked down at her. She was tall like her brother, with the same golden hair and brown eyes. ‘How pretty you are!’ she said. ‘And very tall for your age. Now what am I to call you? Cassiopeia is a bit of a mouthful.’


‘Most people call me Cassia,’ said Cassia, smiling at her, ‘but—’


‘I don’t like to do what most people do. Cassia sounds very dull to me. I shall call you – let me see – Sweet Pea. How will that do? A little bit of your name, and that is how you look: one of those flowers, very curly and colourful and delicate. Everyone, I want you to meet my goddaughter, Cassiopeia Berridge, but we shall all call her Sweet Pea. Benedict, darling, sit down and have some tea with us, won’t you?’


‘No, Leonora, thank you, I have to go. I have a great deal to do before tomorrow.’


‘Oh, very well. Sweet Pea, go and sit down there, darling, next to the lady in yellow.’


Benedict smiled at Cassia, bowed briefly over her hand. ‘Goodbye,’ he said. ‘I shall see you tomorrow after the march.’


‘Goodbye and thank you,’ she said, ‘and good luck tomorrow.’


‘So divinely handsome, your brother,’ said one of the ladies.


‘Still not engaged, then?’ said another.


‘No, not yet,’ said Leonora quickly. ‘Now, Sweet Pea, have a cup of tea, and would you like a cake or some sandwiches?’ and she waved at a waiter.


And then, to Cassia’s absolute horror, Leonora rummaged in her small bag and drew out a very pretty cigarette case and picked out a cigarette. The waiter was hurrying towards them, and Cassia felt sure he was going to ask her to put it away at once, or even to tell her to leave the restaurant. Smoking in public was the most terrible thing a lady could do, she knew that. However, he did nothing of the sort, but produced a book of matches from his pocket and lit Leonora’s cigarette for her.


In the corner of the terrace a pianist was playing ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’. Cassia sat listening to it and gazing at these ladies in their light stockings smoking their cigarettes, and knew she had entered an utterly and most wonderfully different world.





Cassia wrenched her mind back from her memories, forced it on to her letter.


My darling Sweet Pea,


By the time you read this, I shall no longer be with you. Nasty thing that I’ve got, there is no hope at all, the doctors say. I just hope it carries me off quickly.


You are to have the money and to spend it not wisely – heaven forbid, darling – but well. Do anything at all you like with it – even what I might have done, although that would probably be a waste – but have fun with it. Lots of fun. You were my dearest child, the one I never had. I’ve missed you horribly, more than any other person or thing since leaving England. Watching you grow up, having you to live with us, presenting you at Court, all those things made me terribly terribly happy. This is to say thank you.


Bless you, darling.


Best love, Leonora.





The letter swam, blurred as she read it, read it again.


‘Are you all right, Mrs Tallow?’ Mr Brewster’s voice was concerned.


‘Oh, yes. Yes, thank you,’ she said, fumbling for her handkerchief, wiping her eyes. ‘It was a bit of a shock, that’s all. Reading the letter. It brought her alive again. I did love her very much.’


‘Of course. She was a friend of your mother’s, I believe?’


‘Yes. She was much younger than my mother, but their mothers were great friends, and my mother used to treat Leonora like a doll– push her around in her dolls’ pram, carry her about, dress her, bath her. Leonora adored her.’ She really couldn’t imagine Mr Brewster would be interested in this, but she wanted to explain just the same. It seemed important, to set Leonora in context in her life. ‘Right to the end, they were friends – well, till my mother died – although their lives were so different. Leonora married twice, both times to terribly rich men in London; my mother to a very modestly paid librarian in Leeds.’


‘I lived with Leonora and Sir Richard all the time I was doing my medical training. She gave a dance for me, presented me at Court, oh, all sorts of wonderful things, but I first went to stay with Leonora in 1919, for the Peace March. She invited me down. I thought I’d landed in Wonderland. I was a little girl from the provinces, very unsophisticated, only twelve years old, and there I was, in this great house, with servants, meeting all these wonderful exotic people . . . More tea, Mr Brewster?’


‘Yes, please. Do go on. Tell me about the Peace March. My father was involved in that, but I didn’t see it.’


‘Oh, it was amazing. How sad you missed it. I shouted and shouted until I was completely hoarse. It went on for hours, all the noise and colour and pageantry. The King marched, of course, and the princes, and all the Heads of State, Haig, Admiral Beatty, Sir Roger Keyes, Field Marshal Smuts, the Old Contemptibles, all the bands, and horses, great groups of men, all marching down Whitehall, past the temporary Cenotaph, saluting it, saluting the glorious dead. And I thought, we all did that day, that to have died for your country was truly the next best thing to living. I’d lost three uncles in that war, and just for that day I felt it was somehow worth it. Only of course it wasn’t . . .’


‘My father lost both his legs,’ said Mr Brewster quietly. ‘Fortunately for him, for all of us, he had a small private income. But so many of those wretches have spent the next ten or fifteen years selling matches. It’s a disgrace.’


After another silence he smiled at Cassia again, then said, ‘Well, this won’t do any good, will it? I mustn’t take up too much of your time.’


‘It’s me taking up the time, Mr Brewster. I’m sorry. It just seemed . . . appropriate somehow. To talk about Leonora, and those days.’


‘Of course.’ He patted her hand. He really was a very nice man, Cassia thought, not nearly as dreary as she had first thought. ‘Now, if you have any more questions, do ask me. As soon as the money becomes properly available to you, then I will notify you. Otherwise, I should be getting back to London. I wonder if I could telephone for a taxi to the station?’


‘Yes, please do. I’m sorry I can’t take you, but Edward needs the car for his rounds.’


‘Naturally. No, a taxi will do splendidly.’ His face eased suddenly into a conspiratorial smile. ‘You might consider buying a little car of your own now. Just a suggestion of course.’


‘Goodness,’ Cassia said, ‘yes, I suppose I might. We’ll have to see. Anyway, I’ll just go and phone.’


As she stood in the hall, waiting for the local taxi service to answer its phone, she thought how very odd it would be to be able to consider buying anything, anything at all for herself, of her own volition, without asking Edward, without having interminable discussions first.


It did seem a rather agreeable prospect.


After Mr Brewster had gone, Cassia went out to the kitchen and did a bit of clearing up. She never managed to get the kitchen properly clear, because it was like the Forth Bridge, and as soon as one end was tidy, the mess spread to the other side, but she did like to keep trying. Actually, she didn’t like it, she loathed it, as she loathed any kind of domestic work, but she knew it had to be done. Monks Ridge was much too big really for her to look after with only Peggy’s rather incompetent help, especially with three small children. ‘How you manage without a nanny, Cassia, I can’t imagine,’ Cecily had said once, and Cassia had replied quite briskly that she managed somehow, like everyone else who couldn’t afford one.


She looked at the clock: almost two. Delia had been asleep for much too long. She’d never sleep tonight – or rather she’d sleep even less tonight. She’d have to wake her up and perhaps take her for a walk – that might be a good idea, because then she could think. Bertie wouldn’t be back from his little school until four, and William had gone to play at the vicarage, so she and Delia could have the afternoon to themselves. Delia was always better when the boys weren’t there.


She went to find Peggy, who was ironing Edward’s shirts. Peggy liked doing that: she didn’t do them nearly as well as Mrs Briggs, the daily, but it made her feel important.


‘Peggy,’ Cassia said tactfully, ‘Peggy, do leave those, I’d much rather you got on with the supper. I thought we could have fish pie and I won’t have the time to make it. I’ve got to collect William and—’


‘It’s all right, Mrs Tallow, I can do both,’ said Peggy, smiling at her and pushing her straggly mouse-coloured hair back from her face, ‘and I know the doctor’s particular about his shirts.’


‘Er . . . yes, he is, but—’


‘Don’t you worry, Mrs Tallow. Is everything all right? That wasn’t bad news from that man, was it?’


‘No, Peggy. Just a bit of . . . well, family administration.’





Cassia walked slowly up the stairs and into the nursery. Delia was still very firmly asleep, her small bottom stuck into the air, her thumb stuck into her rosebud mouth, her fair curls coiled damply on to her head. She was so lovely when she was asleep, it seemed a terrible shame to wake her. But it had to be done. Cassia moved about the room, carefully noisy, humming to herself. Delia squirmed, moved, opened her large dark blue eyes – her mother’s eyes – and promptly started to grizzle.


‘Darling!’ said Cassia, deliberately cheerful. ‘Hello. Want a cuddle?’


Delia shook her head, buried herself deeper into her corner and grizzled more loudly.


‘Come on. Time to get up. I thought we’d go for a walk.’


She shook her head again.


‘Well, I’m going,’ Cassia said, feeling rising irritation, trying to fight it down, ‘and you’ll have to come with me. We can go to the woods, might see a bunny . . .’


Cassia carried Delia downstairs, gave her a drink, then strapped her in the battered old pram which stood in the porch. She told Peggy to take any calls very carefully, then called Buffy, a basset hound of quite extraordinarily sweet temper, and set off down the lane, thinking about Leonora. She sang ‘One Man Went to Mow’ loudly, trying to drown the sound of Delia’s wails. She didn’t feel very much like a half-millionairess.





Cassia was twenty-eight. She was arresting to look at, rather than conventionally pretty, with rich corn-coloured hair, very dark blue eyes, and a sensuously full mouth that curved upwards at the corners. She was slim and very tall – five foot ten – a factor which she claimed had had a great effect on her personality, leading people to assume from her earliest years that she was older than she really was.


She had been born in 1907, exactly nine months after her parents’ marriage. Duncan Berridge and Blanche Hampton had fallen passionately in love over an overdue library book, and been married only eighteen months later, a rather hasty courtship by the standards of the time. It was a love affair that had never faltered in any way: each adored and admired the other equally, and despite some rather dark prognostications by Blanche’s father, who felt that the only daughter of a prosperous solicitor could have done rather better for herself than marrying someone he persisted in labelling a clerk. However, since Blanche was rather serious and didn’t have a capacity for attracting large numbers of young men, and he had very little money to settle upon her, he agreed to Duncan’s request for her hand.


Serious Blanche might have been, but she was beautiful in a quite unconventional way, with heavy dark hair drawn back from a pale, oval face, and the startlingly dark blue eyes she had passed on to her daughter. Repressed by her four brothers and an oppressively dictatorial mother, she blossomed in her happy marriage and became, besides a supportive wife and talented housekeeper, a champion of women’s rights. Some of Cassia’s earliest memories were of her mother reading to her father reports from the paper of the Suffragettes and their battles, and expressing her admiration for them – an admiration which, most unusually for a man of his generation, he shared.


Cassia’s birth, so soon after their marriage, had led Duncan and Blanche to expect a large family, but in fact for many years there were no more babies. This had a profound effect on Cassia: the absence of brothers led her to assume that there was nothing remotely superior about the male sex, and the absence of any rivals for her parents’ affection gave her a serene self-confidence. Her parents were proud of her, but did not spoil her. She was also, as a result of spending a great deal of her time in their company, very mature for her age.


She was educated initially at boarding school. It was fairly unusual for a small girl in 1916 to be sent away to school, and it was in some ways Cassia’s misfortune that her parents, who both loved her dearly, were so anxious to see her well educated. Her father had had to leave school at the age of fourteen, on the death of his own father, and although he was well read and musically accomplished, frequently performing on both the piano and the clarinet, he had no professional qualifications, and felt painfully disadvantaged in the company of those who did. Blanche, who had been the only member of her family deprived of a decent education, purely on account of her sex, felt her own daughter deserved better, so when Cassia was only nine and there was no good prep school of any kind in their neighbourhood a solution was found in a small boarding school thirty miles away. A few decades later she would have been transported there and home again each day by a rota of parental chauffeurs, but in 1916 only the very rich had cars, and boarding school fees of twenty pounds a term seemed more affordable.


And so Cassia became a pupil of Hammond House, a large rather forbidding Victorian house on the outskirts of Leeds, filled with a lot of other generally friendly and jolly little girls. Miss Hammond, the headmistress, was an enlightened and warm-hearted woman, educated under the wonderful aegis of Miss Beale and Miss Buss at Cheltenham Ladies’ College. She held a passionate belief that girls were not only as clever as boys, but could and should do as well in their chosen careers, and indeed many of her students went on to the excellent Leeds Girls’ High, Cassia among them. She also loved her girls and wanted them to be happy, and held tea parties every Sunday afternoon in her study, where the children sat on the floor in front of the fire toasting teacakes on long forks and drinking hot cocoa and were allowed to talk to her about anything at all. In Cassia’s case, this was very frequently of her absolute and unswerving determination to become a doctor.





When Cassia was ten, Blanche had enlisted as a VAD and worked as a nurse in a hospital just outside Finchfield. She had always wanted to nurse, and she wouldn’t say she was exactly grateful to Kaiser Bill for giving her the opportunity, because that would have been unpatriotic, but in some ways she had never been happier than she was then, setting off early in the morning on her bicycle for the three-and-a-half-mile ride, and returning late at night, her back aching, her legs throbbing, to tell Duncan of the sometimes rewarding but more frequently dreadful events of her day. Blanche found herself totally unsqueamish, and with a genuine talent for her new task: she could change a dressing, soothe a fretful patient, distinguish between a genuine need for pain-relieving medication and an irritable demand for it, and anticipate a deteriorating condition more easily and swiftly than many more experienced and fully trained nurses. She saw things which horrified her, heard things which broke her heart; but overall she felt properly fulfilled for the first time in her life.





The war had not really entered Cassia’s consciousness very strongly. Of course she knew it was going on: their prayers every day, and in church every Sunday, were for its satisfactory conduct and the welfare of the men at the Front. Every so often a girl would be called out of a lesson and into Miss Hammond’s office, and would emerge weeping at the news that a brother or uncle or, most dreadfully, a father had been killed or injured.


Cassia knew also that the fighting was very terrible, but that our men were very brave and were winning the war steadily and indisputably under the superb direction of their generals. She knew also that bombs were dropped by Zeppelins over London and the big dockland cities like Hull, but that there was very little likelihood of that happening anywhere near Leeds. Three of her mother’s brothers were at the Front.


She was deeply grateful that her father was not fit enough to have to go to France, and glad too that he looked quite old, as it meant he wouldn’t be handed a white feather in the street for being a coward, a terrible fate that had befallen several men in the town. Most of them were physically unfit, but two of them were pacifists, and although they worked very hard at the same hospital as Blanche, they were still considered outcasts.





One afternoon in the summer holidays in 1917, Blanche asked Cassia if she would like to come to one of the hospital concerts and sing for the men. ‘Poor things, they have very little to live for, some of them, and these concerts cheer them up so much. I’ve asked Matron and she is more than happy for you to do so. Your father will play for you.’


Cassia was more than happy too. She had a very pretty voice, and had performed in several concerts at Hammond House. She practised a few of the favourite war songs, like ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ and ‘Pack Up Your Troubles In Your Old Kit Bag’, and a couple of more romantic favourites, like ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’ and ‘Daisy, Daisy’.


Blanche told Cassia to wear her new white muslin dress with the frills and white stockings and shoes, and tied a white ribbon in her dark gold hair. The three of them set off together in the governess cart that one of Blanche’s brothers had lent them, along with a rather lazy pony, for the duration of the war.


The concert was to take place in the early evening, and Cassia, who had never seen the hospital, felt suddenly nervous as they drew up outside its great, grim walls. The grounds were full of men, some of them in wheelchairs, others sitting with their eyes bandaged, or walking slowly about on sticks or crutches, all dressed in the dark blue flannel suits of the wounded. Most of them looked at the cart and its occupants and smiled, and even waved at Blanche whom they recognised, but a few remained motionless, staring blankly in front of them with white, gaunt faces. Cassia knew they were suffering from shellshock. Blanche had explained it to her, and how its sufferers lived partly or totally withdrawn in a dreadful, haunted, half-real world, unable to communicate with anybody much of the time: ‘In time, it is hoped, with good nursing and the love of their families, they will return to a proper life and rediscover themselves, but meanwhile, poor things, they are in a terrible way.’


Far worse, Cassia thought, were the men sitting in wheelchairs, with both legs amputated; and she was amazed to hear two of the blind men laughing raucously. It seemed almost impossible to her that anyone should ever smile, let alone laugh, with so much to endure. She would rather have died. But she smiled and waved back to them all, and followed her mother over to a few of them and said ‘How do you do?’ and shook their hands; ‘Bless her’ she heard several times and ‘Pretty little angel’, and she stopped being nervous and when it came to her turn in the concert, she greatly enjoyed standing on the stage and singing her songs, and when they were all cheering and shouting ‘Encore, encore’ and Duncan beamed at her and nodded and started to play ‘Are There Any More At Home Like You?’ and they clapped even before she had sung the first note, she felt she had done something properly useful for the first time in her life.





Afterwards, Blanche left Cassia with Duncan while she had a discussion about her duties the next day with Matron. They were standing in a corridor, waiting for Blanche to return, when they heard a dreadful groaning coming from a small side room. Cassia, drawn to it, she felt, quite against her will, ran over to the room and opened the door.


A man lay there in a high-sided bed, clearly in agony. He was writhing about, tossing his head like a terrified horse. His eyes were bandaged, his breath rasping, but as he heard the door open, he turned towards her. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘please, I can’t stand it. Please, for God’s sake, help me.’


Cassia looked at him for a moment, then said, ‘Wait, I’ll come back, I promise,’ and turned and collided with her mother who was standing in the doorway.


‘Mama, Mama,’ Cassia said, clasping her mother’s hands, pulling her into the room, ‘this poor man, you must help him, he is in the most dreadful pain. Give him something for it, please, please.’


‘Cassia, I can’t possibly give him anything,’ said Blanche. ‘That is not for me to do.’


‘But you’re a nurse! You must, you’ve got to, please, listen, he’s crying—’


The man uttered a strange mixture of groan and sob, calling out again for help.


Cassia burst into tears. ‘What is it? Why won’t you help?’


‘Cassia, he has gas poisoning. It’s a dreadful thing. He’s only just been brought here and—’


‘But he is here, and you must be able to help him. That’s what this place is for.’


Blanche looked at the man’s notes, hanging at the foot of his bed, then drew Cassia outside the room, and closed the door on the man. His cries were stronger, could still be heard as loudly.


‘Mama, please. You’re cruel, it’s horrible. Why won’t you—’


‘Cassia, listen. It is not for me to decide what drugs he has. Only the doctors can do that. They know best, and they have decided he cannot have anything more until the morning.’


Cassia looked at her for a moment, trying to ignore the dreadful sound of the man’s pain, and then turned and walked very determinedly towards her father who was standing talking to the matron: a tall, imposing woman, rather beautiful, with dark red hair and a very long, elegant neck. ‘Ah, Cassia! What a pleasure your singing was. I was just telling your father how much you must have pleased the men—’


‘Please,’ said Cassia, ‘please go and help that man in there.’ She pointed towards the door. ‘He’s in such pain, and my mother says—’ She stopped, tears spilling over her lashes, frightened horrified tears.


‘Yes? Your mother says what?’


‘That only the doctors can do anything, decide what he can have.’


‘That is quite right. A doctor saw him only an hour or so ago, and prescribed what he must have. He has had it, and is much better for it.’


Cassia stared at her. ‘He’s not better for it at all. He’s suffering terribly, you know he is!’


‘Cassia!’ said Blanche, shocked.


‘Cassia,’ said Matron, kneeling down and taking her hand, ‘I know how it must seem to you. And it’s not that I won’t help. I can’t. We are doing all we can for that poor man. I’m sorry you should have had to see him.’


‘It doesn’t matter that I’ve seen him,’ said Cassia, pulling her hand free, ‘just that he’s in such a lot of pain. Surely you could give him some more? The doctor must have got it wrong, not realised how bad he was. I think you should tell him—’ She brushed the tears from her eyes again.


‘I’m afraid that’s not how it works,’ said Matron. She was beginning to look a little less patient. ‘We all work together here, and it is not for us to question the doctors’ decisions.’


‘Well, I think you should,’ said Cassia staunchly.


‘Cassia, be quiet immediately!’ said Blanche.


‘Cassia,’ said Matron, ‘you are obviously a very kind, caring person. I admire your courage in all sorts of ways, but you really do not understand this situation. Perhaps one day you can come back here and learn for yourself. And put your courage and your kindness to good use. As a nurse.’


Cassia looked at her. ‘No,’ she said, ‘not a nurse. I really don’t want to be a nurse. I want to be able to decide things for myself. I’m going to be a doctor.’





Only, in spite of that moment of vision, a passionate determination to succeed, and her graduation from one of the finest medical schools in the country with the highest possible marks, the nearest she had come to medical practice was acting as unpaid secretary to her husband, giving unofficial advice to pregnant and recently delivered young women, and making up cough mixture and bandaging the occasional knee as its owner sat wailing in the surgery. And that hurt, hurt very badly, every day of her life.




Chapter 2


‘This is very good fish pie, Peggy.’ Edward smiled at Peggy over his empty plate. ‘Is there any more?’


‘A bit, Dr Tallow. I’m glad you like it.’ Peggy blushed. She was devoted to Edward, and his praise was not easily won. ‘Brain food, my mother always said it was, fish.’


‘Goodness,’ said Cassia quickly, seeing that this statement was not going to get a very good response from the pedantic Edward, ‘I had no idea.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Peggy, ‘most definitely. I’ll go and see if there’s a bit more.’


She disappeared. She wasn’t actually a very good housekeeper – which was what she liked to be called – but she was devoted to the Tallows. She didn’t mind what she did, not even cleaning or washing nappies – although Mrs Briggs did most of the heavy work – and that, Cassia supposed, made up for a lot of her deficiencies. Peggy came back in with the dish and ladled more pie on to Edward’s plate.


‘Daddy doesn’t need to feed his brains. They’re absolutely huge already, aren’t they, Daddy?’


‘I hope so,’ said Edward, smiling at Bertie, ‘but I’m not overconfident about their size.’


‘They must be, otherwise you couldn’t be a doctor. Could he, Mummy?’


‘No, of course not,’ said Cassia. She smiled determinedly at her husband and her elder son, so staggeringly alike, with their straight brown hair, their brown eyes, their long faces, their thin bodies. Bertie already had hands that were too big for his body, fixed to the end of skinny wrists, and bony ankles and big feet. He was already the tallest boy in his class, already clumsy. William on the other hand was still slightly chubby, blond and blue eyed like his mother and baby sister.


‘Oh God, there’s the phone. Not another baby, please! Not tonight,’ said Edward with a sigh.


‘Are any due?’


‘Maxine Foster is. Almost. Yes, Peggy?’


‘It’s Mr Harrington for Mrs Tallow.’


‘Oh, tell him I’ll call him back, could you? Explain we’re having supper. And find out if he’s in Devon or London.’


‘Yes, Mrs Tallow.’


‘What’s he calling about?’ said Edward.


‘I’ve no idea,’ said Cassia shortly. She wondered if Benedict had phoned about the will – he was Leonora’s brother after all. They had been terribly close, he must have known about it.


She was beginning to feel extremely strange. Her prime emotion, she realised, was not excitement, not even surprise, but a great sadness. She had not known how ill Leonora had been, that she was dying, and so had not been to see her. She had missed the funeral in Paris, quiet, hastily arranged, and had consequently felt an appalling remorse as well as grief at the time. Somehow the day, the bequest, above all Leonora’s letter, had made her freshly aware of it. She sat thinking of Leonora, of her courage, her silliness, her beauty, her capacity for fun – and realised afresh that she was gone, quite quite gone . . . 


She lifted her head and saw Edward looking at her, sympathetic, concerned, and half smiled at him.


He smiled back, and said, ‘Why don’t you go and sit down? Have a rest.’


Sometimes, just sometimes, she remembered why she had married him.


As she sat by the fire, flicking through the Telegraph, Delia’s wails trailed down the stairs. It was no use, no one else could calm her. She’d have to go to her.


She went and made Delia a bottle, gave it to her, settled her down again, then walked down the stairs. Edward was in the hall.


‘I’m just going to phone Benedict back,’ she said.


‘Oh, all right. Don’t talk too long, will you? I’m half expecting a call about that baby, and anyway, trunk calls are—’


‘Expensive?’ she said, amused, looking at him very levelly. ‘Don’t worry, Edward. Maybe I can help with the bill.’ She always regarded that afterwards as an absolutely definitive moment.


Cecily answered the phone. ‘Cassia. How nice. How are you?’


‘I’m fine, Cecily, thank you. And you?’


‘Oh, pretty well. Awfully busy, of course. It’s Ascot next week and we’re taking a house down there, and then soon after that we’re off to the south of France, with the children and some chums. Actually, Cassia, why don’t you all come and join us? It would be such fun.’


‘Cecily, I really don’t think we could. Much as I’d love to. Edward doesn’t get what you might call holidays, and—’


‘Well, come without him. Just for a few days. It would do you good. You looked so tired last time I saw you.’


Yes, I probably did, thought Cassia, I always do. I always feel tired, my life is totally, unrelentingly tiring. She had a sudden vision of lying by a pool in the south of France, somewhere near Nice probably. Benedict and Cecily took a villa there every July, filled it with friends, with amusing, good-looking people. Cassia had gone once, the year before she had got married, the year of her finals. She had lain there in the sun, sipping cocktails, talking and listening to nonsense, playing bezique and backgammon, dancing at night by the pool to the gramophone, or going down to Nice to some nightclub or other, and once to the casino. Leonora had been there, had arrived on Cassia’s last day, full of gossip about Paris and Le Touquet, demanding gossip about London. It had been a magical, hedonistic, enchanted time and, like so much of her past life, seemed now an unbelievable, impossible dream.


‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘Edward does like to have me here, he works so hard, but thank you for asking me. Um, could I speak to Benedict? He phoned me earlier.’


‘Yes, of course. Just hold on a minute. And do think about coming to France. I’d love to have you there. It’s going to be such fun.’


Dear Cecily: she was so genuinely affectionate, so irresistibly optimistic. She needed to be, of course: she might have a lot of life’s goodies, but she certainly earned them.


‘Cassia, hello. It’s Benedict. Thank you for ringing back. Baby all right?’


‘As all right as she ever is. Little beast. Anyway, what can I do for you?’


‘I just wanted to let you know we’re having a memorial service for Leonora. So many people missed the funeral, and it seems so shabby somehow, not to do what we can for her. We thought the end of this month. How would the twenty-eighth sound to you?’


‘Fine.’


‘Good. I’m organising some speakers, and I thought you might have an idea about music.’


‘Yes, I might, I suppose. Where will it be?’


‘St George’s, Hanover Square. It’s a lovely church and the vicar is a friend of mine. I don’t suppose Richard will come, although naturally I shall ask him, and so many of Leonora’s old friends have somehow disappeared – but a lot of the old crowd will be there, and Harry of course. In fact I’ve asked him to speak. He said he would.’


‘Oh good,’ she said carefully, ‘and what about Rollo Gresham?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Benedict, almost too quickly. ‘He’s very elusive these days.’


‘But he was her . . .’ How did you describe exactly Rollo Gresham’s role in Leonora’s life? Her lover, yes, but more than that: she had lived with him for years, and although they had parted, it had been on amicable terms, Leonora always said. He had left her very well provided for . . . very well indeed, it seemed. ‘I just thought he’d want to be there,’ Cassia finished lamely.


‘We shall see. Naturally I shall make every attempt to notify him.’ Benedict sounded irritable. ‘And I thought it would be nice if Rupert Cameron came. Leonora was awfully fond of him. Only I don’t have an address or phone number for him, so if you could—’


‘Yes, of course. It’s a Brighton number, 427.’


‘Marvellous. Do you think he’d speak? Or read something? That marvellous voice of his, it would be wonderful. What do you think?’


‘It’s a very good idea. And he’d like it, he was very fond of her too. He’s resting at the moment, as they say in his profession, so I’m pretty sure he’d be able to be there.’


She smiled at the thought: Rupert would indeed like it. He had adored Leonora as she had him. And it would be lovely to have him there – she would feel very much alone otherwise, as Edward would inevitably make some excuse, as he always did on such occasions.


Benedict cut into her rambling thoughts. ‘Good. Well, I think that’s all for now. I’ll get on to Cameron. Oh, and I heard Cecily asking you down to France. It’s a nice idea, we’d love to have you.’


‘I’ll think about it, but I really can’t see how—’


How what, Cassia? she thought. How to get away, afford the fare, buy some clothes, leave Edward without his support system? But she could. At least consider it: it was all suddenly so much less impossible. Just for a few days. Not for the first time since Mr Brewster’s arrival she experienced the heady, almost shocking realisation that she could, actually now, do what she liked. She crushed it firmly: it wasn’t fair; nothing had changed, not her relationship with, her loyalty to, Edward. Just because she had some money. That wasn’t going to change anything important. She wouldn’t allow it.





She went back into the drawing room where Edward was listening to a concert on the wireless. He turned the volume down. ‘What did Benedict want?’


‘They’re going to have a memorial service for Leonora. He wanted to talk to me about it.’


‘That’s a nice idea.’


‘Yes. You’ll come, won’t you?’


‘Of course, if I can get cover that day. Not that it would matter much if I didn’t.’


‘It would matter to me.’


‘Would it?’ he said and smiled at her, the slow sweet smile that was there less and less frequently these days. ‘Well, I’m pleased to hear it. But all those people – her friends, that lot. I won’t be a very valuable addition, will I?’


‘Oh, Edward, don’t be silly. Please. Such a cracked record, that one.’


‘I’ll come if I can. All right?’ There was a silence, then he said, ‘Did Benedict know about you? And the money?’


‘He didn’t mention it, and I didn’t feel it was appropriate to. Anyway, what was I going to say? Guess what, Leonora’s left me half a million pounds?’


‘Half a million pounds,’ Edward said. ‘It is an awful lot of money. I hope it’ll be all right.’


‘Edward, of course it’ll be all right,’ she said, half amused, half irritated. ‘Why shouldn’t it?’


She sat in an armchair; and thought about Leonora, wondering against the background of the music what happened to people that they could take a lovely, loved and joyful life, and fill it with fear and greed and distress? What had driven Leonora to do that? To throw everything away, in that dreadful madness? And it had been a madness. A sickness.





‘It’s an addiction,’ Benedict had said to Cassia, on the dreadful day when Leonora had finally run away to France, away from Sir Richard, who had changed from loving husband to bitter jailer, away from safety and security, and into her new, empty, wretched life.


Cassia had been living with them, in the middle of her medical studies, and had come home to find the house silent, dead, Sir Richard locked in his study. She had gone round to Benedict and Cecily for comfort, had sat crying, staring at Benedict as he struggled to explain. ‘She’s an addicted gambler. It’s as much a sickness as cocaine or alcohol addiction; she can scarcely help it.’ He had tried to help: first by trying to stop Leonora, to warn her against the associates who saw her and her wealth coming; then by bailing her out endlessly, paying off casinos, private gambling clubs, all her debtors; then when he could do no more, when Richard discovered what she was doing, standing by her as she faced her husband and struggled to redeem herself.


The final showdown had come when an antiquarian friend of Sir Richard’s had come to dinner and asked if he might borrow a tiara that had belonged to Richard’s grandmother, worked in India and worn at the maharaja’s court. ‘I’ve never forgotten it, it really is the most perfect example of worked gold, and the settings of those rubies, quite extraordinary.’


‘Of course we’ll lend it to you,’ said Sir Richard. ‘Leonora has it now, but it would be an honour, wouldn’t it, my dear?’


‘Yes, but . . . that is . . . when did you say . . .’


‘Not until November, only I would like to have sight of it before then, so that it can be catalogued, and so on.’


‘Well, no time like the present,’ said Sir Richard. ‘We’ll get it and—’


With a loud crash, the chair Leonora was leaning on slipped from under her and she fell to the floor in a dead faint.


It had all come out: the tiara had been sold; all Leonora’s jewellery had been sold, much of it heirlooms belonging to Sir Richard’s mother. She had had very good copies made, and worn those, and paid her debts with the proceeds. It had been a dreadful, wretched time, and Cassia had never quite got over it.


Sir Richard had moved Miss Monkton into the house, to keep an eye on Leonora. Nominally a companion, actually a spy, Miss Monkton, with her thin wispy hair and her halitosis, was paid to watch her charge, to listen to her conversations, to go everywhere she went. Cassia had watched Leonora disintegrate under her misery, grow quiet, colourless, fat as she ate too much, her only remaining self-indulgence. Deserted by her friends – for who, after all, would wish to be associated with such very open disgrace? Cassia had had to endure living in a house that had become silent, miserable, full of hostility and harsh words. And to be denied an understanding of the reason, for Leonora would not speak of it, and Sir Richard could not. Finally, almost two years later, she had come home to find Harris, Leonora’s maid, weeping, Richard locked in his study, and Leonora gone.


Cassia had been to visit Leonora in Paris several times. She lived in a very grand penthouse apartment on the Avenue Foch – ‘We can almost reach out and touch the Arc de Triomphe, look,’ she had said, leading Cassia out on to the balcony – with Rollo Gresham, a dreadful great slob of a man whom Cassia loathed. How could she? Cassia had wondered, before she came to recognise that Leonora needed money more than anything in the world, money from a source that understood her addiction – and Gresham had a very great deal. For five years they had lived together, while Sir Richard divorced her and remarried the blessed Margaret, as Rupert irreverently christened her. Although finally Rollo Gresham left Leonora, she had been extraordinarily well provided for, and he had gone to enormous lengths, it seemed, to see that she had the best possible medical care. He had clearly been a much kinder, better man than she had given him credit for, Cassia thought now, thinking of poor Leonora, so brave, so lovely, so generous – so very, very generous . . . 





Edward switched off the radio, and said, ‘Let’s go up, shall we? Come on, you look exhausted.’


‘I’m not in the least exhausted,’ she said, irritable.


‘Well, it would be nice anyway.’


The smile again; the sweet smile. She knew what it meant, that smile, in conjunction with bed; that he wanted to make love to her. Well, that was all right. It happened less and less these days, and it was seldom more than just nice any more; but she still enjoyed it, still felt closer to him, more loving, more forgiving. Forgiving: why, for heaven’s sake, did she need to feel forgiving? It was nonsense. It wasn’t Edward’s fault that he was a doctor and she wasn’t; not his fault that she was a lousy housekeeper and only a tolerable wife; not his fault that she was deeply, uncomfortably, discontented. If it was anyone’s, it was hers.


‘Yes,’ she said, smiling back. ‘Yes, it would be nice.’ She lay in bed watching him as he undressed, folded his clothes neatly, brushed his hair and his teeth, got into bed naked, turned out the light. She was naked too; acknowledging, by the nightdress still in its case on the bed, that she was ready for him, wanted him. She was ready, very ready: she could feel herself reaching out to him, from hungry, unsatisfied depths, hoping, yearning that tonight, as there had not been for a while, there would be time, that he would wait for her, let her climb, soar, come. Often now, Edward’s needs, suddenly, urgently felt, did not allow for patience, for her. She felt wrongly used in bed, as she was in the rest of their marriage: necessary, an important, a crucial requirement even, but not a recipient of proper consideration or care.


He took her in his arms, began to kiss her, slowly, carefully, as he did everything. Her emotions intensified by the events of her day, she suddenly wanted him very much. She responded, with her mouth, her hands, her voice, telling him she loved him, wanted him. He didn’t like that usually, was embarrassed, half afraid someone would hear, but tonight he seemed pleased, told her he loved her too.


He began to smooth her body with his hands, slowly, rhythmically, caressing her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. She rose within herself to meet him, feeling herself clenching, tautening, releasing in a smooth, mounting delight. It would be good this time, she told herself, it would be good, the long, sweet unfolding, her body would take its due from him. Even as she began to know within her the brilliance, the high peaks of pleasure, began to reach for them, to feel for them, to ride, she felt him change, tense, and knew he wouldn’t wait, wouldn’t take her with him, that yet again he would go on alone, leaving her behind, calling out to him, that it would be over for him, and she would be left there, disappointed, still hungry, and terribly, horribly alone. Well, she said to herself later, sitting in the kitchen drinking a cup of tea (having left him snoring, smiling beatifically), perhaps that was what marriage was. That was what became of passion, became of the bright, brilliant thing that once was there; and then she thought (because such thoughts turned her to honesty) that there had never been any bright brilliance with Edward. It had always been sensible, warm, affectionate reason.





She had met Edward when she was still at the university. He was two years ahead of her, doing his clinical studies, actually working in the hospital. It was such a huge step up from the three years of theory that preceded it. She could still remember seeing some of the students on ward rounds on her first day, distinguished from the real doctors by their short white coats, talking to patients, allowed to examine them even, under the watchful eye of their Honoraries. She remembered thinking how unimaginably far away even so modest an achievement seemed. That first day had been the most terrifying, as well as the most wonderful of her life, she thought now with a smile. She remembered her seventeen-year-old self, standing in a vast room stretching into what seemed to be infinity, filled with large glass-topped tables, and on them, rows and rows of white-swathed objects.


The Dean had been standing in the doorway, directing Cassia and the other new medical students inside. ‘Ah, Miss Berridge,’ he had said, when she reached him, ‘you go to table number twenty-four and take the left leg.’


The sense of nightmare had grown: these were the corpses, the cadavers, the Dean had just urged them to respect. Dead bodies, once people: and she had been given the left leg of one of them. She advanced to table twenty-four, looked at her body. The smell was awful, formaldehyde, she supposed. More awful still, the veins stood out, dark and red. For a ghastly moment, she thought she was going to be sick. She took a deep breath, then another.


Everyone around her had looked perfectly normal, cheerful even. A couple had already picked up their scalpels and were cutting into their corpses: Cassia had stood there, helpless, unable to move, wondering if it would be braver to leave then, to go home, or to stay and do what she was told.


‘It’s only dye,’ an amused but kindly voice said. ‘Don’t worry. Come on. I’ll show you what to do.’


Cassia looked up and saw another girl standing in front of her, smiling. She was short and slightly plump, with a riot of red curly hair. ‘I’m Jenny Porter. You all right? You look terrible.’


‘I feel terrible,’ said Cassia.


‘This is the worst bit, apparently. My father told me about it. He was—’


‘Don’t tell me, a student here. I must have the only father who wasn’t. I’m Cassia Berridge. OK, let’s get it over with,’ said Cassia, picking up her scalpel. She wondered if it was possible to cut into a vein successfully with your eyes shut.





Some weeks later, she was sitting in Casualty with a badly sprained ankle, sustained from slipping on a piece of liver, hurled by one of her fellow students across the lab at another.


Casualty wasn’t too crowded, it being a weekday afternoon. Jenny and Tom Cavanagh, who had brought her over, had left her to find themselves a cup of tea. The nurse in charge had a look at Cassia’s ankle, prodded and twisted it and pronounced it a sprain.


‘It’ll need strapping up. Here, you.’ She waved imperiously at someone Cassia recognised from his short white coat as a student. ‘Come and strap up this ankle.’


The owner of the short white coat came over. Cassia was bent over her foot, rubbing it to try and relieve the pain, and the first glimpse therefore that she got of Edward Tallow was of a pair of very nice hands, slender, with very long fingers. He had bony wrists, and wore a rather battered gold watch on a shabby leather strap, and she noticed that his shirt cuffs were frayed. Not a rich student, then: maybe on a scholarship, like herself.


‘Hello,’ he said. His voice was very nice too, light, slightly diffident. ‘I’m—’


‘I can see,’ she said, looking at his badge. ‘Mr E. Tallow. How do you do? Cassia Berridge. First year.’


‘Fourth. What have you done to your foot?’


‘I slipped in the lab.’


‘Oh dear. Liver or frog?’ He grinned at her. He had nice teeth too, Cassia thought (why was she noticing all this?), a bit crooked, but very white. She took in the rest of him – slightly long face, wavy brown hair, hazel eyes, freckles, nice, smiley expression – then pulled herself back to reality with an effort.


‘Liver.’


‘Dear, oh dear, these medical students,’ he said. ‘Right, then, let’s get this on.’ He started winding on the bandage, his head bent over her foot.


Cassia said, ‘So is it fun, doing Clinical?’


‘Yes, it’s wonderful. I’m really enjoying myself.’


‘Was your father here?’ she said.


‘No, although my grandfather was. Was yours?’


‘No. This must be a first, two students meeting, neither of them with fathers here.’


‘Mine’s a teacher,’ said Edward Tallow, tucking in the end of the bandage and putting the safety pin into place. ‘Prep school in Sussex. Yours?’


‘Librarian. In Leeds.’


‘Ah. So where do you live, in one of the hostels?’


‘No, with my godmother and her husband.’


‘Oh. Nice for you, that. Bit of homeliness. Digs are awful.’


‘Yes,’ said Cassia, thinking of the vast house in Grosvenor Gardens where she lived, the servants, the lavish meals; homely was hardly the right word for it.


‘Well, there you are, that’s done. How does it feel, if you put your weight on it?’


‘Fine. Much better. Thank you. Now I have to wait for my friends.’


‘Right-oh. Would you like me to get you a cup of tea? I can say you’re suffering from shock, if you like.’ He grinned at her.


‘Oh, no. I’ll just sit out there and watch. See what it’s like to be a Casualty doctor.’


‘It’s okay,’ he said. His voice was considered, careful. Cassia thought if you asked him if it was going to rain, he would give the matter a great deal of attention before answering. ‘As I said, I’m enjoying it all very much.’


‘What branch do you intend going into?’


‘Oh surgery, I think,’ Edward said.


‘Me too! I—’


‘Mr Tallow! Over here, please. If you have a moment . . .’ Sister’s voice was terse, sarcastic.


Edward Tallow gave Cassia a last, quick smile and hurried off. She sat looking after him thoughtfully. He seemed an awful lot nicer and an awful lot less arrogant than most of the male students.





She had almost forgotten about him when the sergeant on the reception desk at the university building called her over as she left one evening. ‘Miss Berridge! I have a note for you. Left by a young gentleman.’


‘Thank you.’ He was holding the note out to her with his one hand – he had lost an arm at Ypres.


‘Very nice young gentleman, he was. Student at the hospital. Aren’t you going to open it?’


The message was written in a well-formed, neat hand: an invitation to the medical students’ Christmas ball from Edward Tallow. Cassia wondered if her coming-out dress, almost two years old now, would appear seriously out of date. She decided Edward Tallow would be most unlikely to notice even if it did.





‘You look absolutely beautiful,’ said Edward Tallow and blushed. He blushed a lot, and Cassia rather liked it. She liked everything about him: his rather untidy good looks (greatly enhanced by his dinner jacket), his slow, gentle voice, the slightly serious interest he showed in everything she had to say, his lack of arrogance, his passion for his medical career, his extremely old-fashioned good manners.


Edward had insisted on collecting her from the house on the evening of the ball, and had a taxi cab waiting outside; it was only much later that she discovered he had walked all the way to Grosvenor Gardens from Camden Town, where his digs were, that being the only way he could possibly afford a cab to take her home again.


He was very respectful, without being obsequious, to Sir Richard, who had insisted on meeting him, and charmingly courteous to Leonora. He was clearly taken aback by the house.


The dance was held at the Students’ Union. The organisers, who included Edward, he told her proudly, had worked extremely hard, dressing it up in the Christmas spirit with great branches of holly and yews and an extravagance of red ribbons in garlands and bows. The tables were decorated with holly and Christmas roses, and at suppertime the central lights were turned down and candles lit on the tables.


Edward introduced Cassia rather formally to some of his friends, and then set her down at a table with them and went to fetch her a drink. He asked her very seriously if she would like to dance.


‘Of course I would!’ said Cassia. ‘Isn’t that why we’re here?’


He was not – inevitably, she supposed – a good dancer, which she did mind a bit, because she was very good herself. However, he was extraordinarily generous about allowing her to dance with his friends, although when she and one of them gave what amounted to an exhibition of the Black Bottom, and everyone stopped to watch, he stood on the edge of the floor looking rather lost, and she promptly felt rather mean.


He saw that her glass was carefully topped up, his own remaining at a steady level (again, she discovered later, because he could not afford more than one additional bottle of wine, the ball ticket covering the price of one half), and asked her several times if she was warm enough.


‘I’m very very warm, Edward, thank you. Even in this rather revealing dress. It was my . . . well, I first wore it in the summer. Not this summer either,’ she added hastily, for she had a terror of him thinking her rich, ‘last.’ Which was when he had told her she looked beautiful.


‘Thank you,’ said Cassia lightly, and smiled into his hazel eyes.


He looked at her intently for a moment and then said, ‘I mean it, you are, I’m not just saying it. I don’t just say things.’


‘No,’ she said, serious herself now, ‘I can see you don’t.’ It was an oddly potent moment.


It seemed mean now to do the showy numbers with his friends, so she sat them out and took to the floor only with Edward and only for the safe dances – the waltz and the occasional quickstep.


‘You’ve obviously done a lot of dancing,’ he said, as they sat back at the table for a while.


‘Oh, well, I learnt at school, and I went to a few dances last year.’


‘So where do your parents live?’


‘My father lives in Leeds. My mother died a long time ago,’ she added quickly, before it became awkward, thinking at the same time how much Blanche would have liked Edward.


‘And is your father as rich as your godfather?’ Edward said, suddenly awkward.


‘Goodness, no, he’s very hard up. I’m on a scholarship. It was just that my mother and Leonora were friends as children. Father was happier about me being in London if I was safely under Richard and Leonora’s roof.’


‘My father isn’t rich either,’ Edward said, after a long, careful pause.


‘No,’ she said lightly, ‘I can tell,’ and could have bitten her tongue out, for he flushed and looked down, taking a rather large sip from his almost empty glass.


‘I’m sorry,’ Cassia said, for it was too big a gaffe to ignore, and put her hand on his. He pulled it away and cleared his throat, and began fiddling with his cufflinks. ‘Edward,’ she said, ‘please forgive me. You misunderstood what I meant.’


‘I hardly think so,’ he said. ‘You meant it was extremely obvious that I was hard up. I’m sorry, I’m not what you’re used to, I’m sure.’


‘Of course it’s what I’m used to,’ said Cassia, in exasperation. ‘Just because I stay in that . . . that silly house in term time doesn’t mean our house is like that. Our house is a very ordinary one in Leeds and my father lives in fear and trembling of losing his job, and I went to the local girls’ high school, where my very best friend lived over her father’s greengrocer shop.’


He turned to her then, and smiled his slow, careful smile, and after another pause said, ‘I know it’s silly of me to be so sensitive about it, but—’


‘Very silly,’ said Cassia, ‘when it couldn’t matter less and nothing bores me more than rich people and their silly nonsense and—’


And then it happened, absurdly, melodramatically on cue.


‘Cassia! Darling! How lovely to see you. I thought it was you, and in your coming-out dress too, how too sweet.’


She looked up, recognising the voice. It was Edwina Fox-Ashley, dazzling in a silver dress and silver shoes, a tall silver feather in her gleaming dark hair, hanging on to the arm of a red-faced boy who was clutching a bottle of champagne in his other hand. ‘Why are you here, darling, who brought you?’


‘Edwina, can I introduce Edward Tallow, a fellow medical student. I’m doing my first year here, I thought you knew.’


‘Good Lord, are you really? I do remember you were rather serious, but I didn’t think it was going to come to anything. Archie Symington, by the way, he’s a student here too. Hates it, don’t you, Archie? Only doing it to keep his pa happy. Listen, darling, we have to go now, but I’ll catch up with you later. Kiss kiss. And you, Edward. Lovely to meet you.’


Cassia turned back to Edward Tallow and saw, as she had known she would, an expression very close to distaste in his eyes.


‘Your coming-out dress?’ he said. ‘Did you do all that?’


‘Well, yes, I did,’ said Cassia reluctantly, ‘but only to—’


‘Keep your pa happy?’ said Edward. His voice was very cold. Cassia knew there was nothing she could say or do to restore the evening to its earlier happiness: absolutely nothing at all.





Months had passed, and Cassia had put Edward out of her head, worked hard, had fun. And then her father had died – a dreadful, unexpected, unforeseen shock – of lung cancer. Only it wasn’t really lung cancer, or so Cassia had always felt. It was the result of the long, lonely years, struggling to bring her up and keep his job without the help and support of his beloved Blanche – to manage without the help Cassia could, and she felt should, have given him.


She had been at dinner with Cecily and Benedict when the news came, listening to a lot of silly gossip about the Prince of Wales.


The worst thing had been the shame and the guilt. Shame that she hadn’t noticed how ill he was – or had she been careful not to notice? – guilt that she had left him when he was so patently frail.


‘How could I have done that?’ she said to Leonora, who had come up to Leeds with her. ‘How could I have just gone off, back to my stupid, beastly, selfish life, not noticed how ill he was?’


‘Because, my darling – come over here, sit down, come on, have a cuddle, that’s right, that’s better – because that was what he wanted.’


‘But he didn’t. He wanted me to stay at home and be a companion to him, and I just turned my back on him. I was impatient with him at Christmas – he was getting deaf, you know, and you had to say everything quite loudly, or else twice, and in the end I didn’t say anything much because it was so irritating. And on my last evening I promised to sit with him and listen to a concert on the wireless and he was so looking forward to it, and then some of the girls from school turned up and asked me to go out with them for a meal, and he said go on, off you go, I’ll be fine. And I did. And when I left that last morning, I knew he was ill, he was coughing and coughing and I should have stayed, I should, Leonora, and I—’


‘Sweet Pea, stop it. Listen. He had cancer. Lung cancer. He would have died whether you’d been here or not. And of course he didn’t want you to stay at home with him, he would have hated it. And he was lucky: he died suddenly and really quite painlessly. Very often it’s months, months of terrible pain—’


‘Leonora, don’t try and make me feel better,’ said Cassia, pulling away from her in a flash of anger. ‘I don’t deserve it and it’s impossible. Do you really think he wasn’t in terrible pain anyway? I could have helped him, given him so much care and love, and made him comfortable. But I was down in London, doing exactly what I wanted and— Oh God! I hate myself.’ She got through the funeral somehow. There was a small gathering at the house afterwards. Cassia looked round the drawing room, over-neatened for the occasion, and thought it would never again seem like home, and thought too that she had never felt so alone. Only Rupert, standing at her side throughout, holding her hand, seemed to be properly with her, as he always was; the rest, even Leonora and Sir Richard, were distant, almost unfamiliar figures.





Her father’s death did one thing for her: it reunited her with Edward. He had seen Cassia standing in the reception area of the hospital, waiting for Tom Cavanagh who had come to find his houseman elder brother. Edward told her how sorry he had been to hear of her loss. ‘It must be terrible.’


‘Yes,’ she said simply, ‘it is. But one just has to come to terms with it.’


‘Yes, of course. Well, I’m glad I was able to speak to you. I thought of writing, but . . .’


‘It was very nice of you to speak to me about it,’ said Cassia. ‘Most people are too embarrassed. They pretend nothing’s happened, or that I’ve had a cold or something.’


‘Really?’ He looked genuinely surprised. ‘Oh, dear, that sounds rather odd to me.’ There was a long, agonising pause, then, ‘I was perhaps a bit foolish that night. At the ball. About your family.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Cassia, carefully. ‘I could quite see how you felt. How it seemed.’


‘Could you?’ he said, blushing again. ‘I do hope so. Anyway’ – the words were rushing out now – ‘anyway, maybe you’d like to go to the cinema one night. Or don’t you like the cinema? If you don’t, we could have a meal or—’


‘I love the cinema,’ said Cassia. ‘Thank you.’


‘That’s all right. Saturday, then? I’ll pick you up. It would be nice to see your godparents again. I liked your godfather particularly. He seemed a jolly nice chap.’


‘He is,’ said Cassia, ‘jolly nice.’





Cassia had been in love before, with Rupert Cameron, so she knew what she felt for Edward Tallow was not that. It wasn’t painful, it didn’t leave her heart thudding and her stomach churning, and so far he had had no real effect on her senses. But then the nearest they had come to sexual contact had been a few rather hesitant, tentative kisses after visits to the cinema or Lyons Corner House when he had bought her supper, and, as summer wore on, after the picnics they had in Hyde Park by the Serpentine. What she did feel in his company, however, was a clear, easy happiness; for the first time in her life she was close, properly close, to someone who felt about life as she did, with the same concerns, interests, ambitions and hopes. They shared political views too, being gently socialist in their views, behind the miners, against the more rigorous manifestations of the English class system, anxious to see the poor and disadvantaged taken better care of. They were both determined that when they were practising as doctors they would support any scheme for bringing medical help to those who at the present time feared to seek it because of its cost. Edward was even fiercely supportive of the infiltration of women into the medical profession.


‘I think you’ll make a marvellous doctor,’ he said earnestly to Cassia one lovely summer’s evening, as they walked beside the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens, ‘really marvellous, and whether you’re male or female is neither here nor there. Why should it be?’


‘No reason at all,’ said Cassia, ‘but tell me, Edward, how would you feel if you actually had to work for a woman? I mean, have her telling you what to do?’


‘That would be different,’ he said.


‘Why?’


‘Well, because I feel . . .’


‘Men really are the more important sex?’ she said, smiling up at him.


‘Not more important, but perhaps more naturally in command. I mean that is nature, isn’t it? The male of every species is dominant.’


‘That’s mostly for physical reasons,’ said Cassia. ‘You don’t think they’re dominant because they’re cleverer, I hope?’


‘No, of course not, but more – well – authoritative.’


‘I see. So in twenty years’ time, when I’m an Honorary and I have medical students following me on my rounds, and I’m instructing them what to do, should I only take the female ones? Because I couldn’t be authoritative enough for the males?’


‘No, but—’


Cassia laughed suddenly. ‘It’s all right, Edward. I’m only trying to catch you out. I do happen to think there will be lots of women Honoraries, and they will be very authoritative, but we can wait and see.’


‘Tell me,’ Edward said, slightly awkwardly, ‘if you were married . . .’


‘Yes? This isn’t a proposal, is it, Edward?’


‘No. No, of course not,’ he said, blushing furiously.


‘Sorry, just teasing. If I was married . . .’


‘Would you go on practising?’


‘Yes, of course,’ she said, astonished by the question.


‘What, even if you had children?’


‘Yes. I hope you’re not telling me, Edward, that if you were married to a doctor and she had children, you’d expect her to give it all up. Why should she? And what a waste.’


‘Yes,’ he said, slightly doubtfully, ‘yes, I suppose so. It would be a bit hard on the children, though, wouldn’t it?’


‘Oh. I don’t know. Obviously I’d have help. But a miserable, frustrated mother isn’t going to be any good to anyone, is she?’


‘Why should she be miserable and frustrated?’


‘Because she’s not doing what she wants to do,’ said Cassia impatiently.


‘Surely looking after children is more important, more fulfilling, than anything else?’


‘I don’t agree with you at all, I’m afraid. No, I’d be a doctor first and a mother second. My husband would just have to recognise that.’





She and Edward were, by the end of June, accepted as a couple. Cassia herself was slightly surprised to find this, so informally and easily had it happened.


The occasional letter from Rupert, who had gone to Hollywood to seek his fortune and had found only a succession of starlets with whom he was having a succession of apparently disastrous affairs, reminded her what passion actually felt like, but served to make her grateful that its discomfort was no longer a constant companion. She was very fond of Edward, and since she was hardly looking for a husband or even a lover, he suited her admirably; indeed, she sometimes wondered if he was capable of becoming a lover at all; so gentle and passionless did he seem. And then something happened which changed everything.





‘I’ve failed. I’ve failed my finals.’


Cassia sat looking up at Edward; at his white face, disbelieving that this thing could have happened; at his hands, clasped together in some kind of supplication – and could think of nothing that she could say to comfort him.


‘I told my father,’ he said. ‘I telephoned him straight away, and he was very nice about it. He said he’d get Grandpa to have a word with the Dean, just to find out how bad it had been. It’s so hard on him, on both of my parents – they’ve made such sacrifices to keep me here. My mother was sweet, really sweet, as mothers are, just worried I’d be so upset. She said I must go home and see them, and I will, I think, straight away. I have to sort things out, decide what to do, and . . .’


She had never heard Edward talk so much. It was as if he was afraid of stopping because then he would have to do something else, take his first steps into the terrible unknown that lay outside the world of the hospital and the operating theatre and indeed everything he cared about.


‘Edward,’ she said, ‘Edward, come here. Come and sit down here. Please.’


She was sitting on his bed, in the small room where he lived. She had spent a lot of time in that room over the past year. She was now a fully fledged medical student herself (having passed her Second MB top of her year), and it had become a kind of second home to her, with the encouragement of his rather liberal landlady who liked her and took a most motherly interest in Edward. Cassia had studied there with him, read, chatted, listened to concerts on Edward’s tinny radio there; eaten mountains of sandwiches, drunk gallons of tea; welcomed Edward back, grey with exhaustion, from forty-eight-, sixty-, seventy-two-hour stints in Casualty, Obstetrics, Surgical; helped him with his notes, his thesis, his revision.


Edward came over to her and she held out her arms. He sat down on the bed beside her and buried his head on her shoulder, and then suddenly got up and started punching the door with his fist. She was so startled by this most unusual display of aggression from the normally gentle Edward, and so afraid he would hurt his hands, that she told him quite sharply to stop. He sat down again and stayed there in total silence for quite a long time.


‘I worked so hard,’ he said suddenly, sitting up, ‘so terribly, terribly hard. It’s so unfair; lots of people who didn’t work passed. I suppose I must just be very stupid. Is that the explanation, do you think? Just not clever enough, as simple as that.’


‘Edward,’ Cassia said, ‘of course you’re clever, everybody says so. You’re just bad at exams. You get these dreadful awful nerves, it can’t be helped—’


‘No,’ he said, ‘it can’t be helped, and look what’s happened, as a result of that: I’ve failed, and I’ll go on failing.’ He was growing angry again now, his voice rising, angry with her. ‘It’s all right for you,’ he said. ‘You’re good at exams, you thrive on them. You don’t know what it’s like, sitting there with your brain like bloody scrambled egg, trying to make sense just of the questions. You have no idea, and you ought to have. It’s easy for you and—’


Cassia stood up. ‘I’m sorry, Edward, but I don’t think there’s much future in this conversation. Not now. I’ll come back later. When you’re feeling calmer.’


‘No,’ he said, panic in his voice, ‘don’t go, Cassia, please. I’m sorry, don’t go. I need you here, I really do. I love you so much and—’


There was an absolute silence, and the room was very still. Cassia stood there, not moving, just staring at him.


Edward stared back at her. ‘Did I say that? Did I really say that?’


‘Yes, you did,’ she said quietly. ‘You really did.’


‘Good Lord,’ he said, and his slow smile began to break. ‘I can’t believe it. I’ve been wanting to say it for so long, and I couldn’t. Every time I saw you I would screw myself up and tell myself that this time I would, and then I couldn’t, and all the time in between I’d be cursing myself and promising I would next time.’


There was another silence, then he smiled, for the first time that day.


‘I love you very much. Very, very much. Oh God. Now I’ve embarrassed you, haven’t I?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘not at all. It’s lovely.’


‘Cassia, you don’t think, do you, that you might love me too?’


‘Yes, Edward,’ she said, realising with something of a shock that she might think that, think that she did love him. ‘Yes, I really think I might.’


And then because she wanted to comfort him and make him feel better, she lay down on the bed and held out her arms to him. Everything became very confused after that: he was kissing her, kissing her and caressing her, and telling her how very much he loved her, and then he turned away from her on to his back with a great sigh and said, ‘No, no this is wrong, I can’t do this.’


‘Oh Edward, but you know what I think about it,’ she said, for they had had several fierce arguments, in which she had outlined her view that sex was about love and not marriage.


He said that whatever she thought, it didn’t change what he thought, how he felt, which was precisely the opposite; and they lay there for a long time quietly, just holding hands.





The Dean said Edward could resit the exams in a year. ‘I told you so,’ Cassia said, ‘especially as your grandfather was here.’


‘Yes, but it’s so hard on Father, another year of keeping me, and he was hoping to retire soon. He’s desperately disappointed. I have to pass next time, and really well; I have to.’


His father was hoping Edward would take over the local practice. The GP, a great friend, was retiring shortly; it was a point of issue, Edward said.


‘He just doesn’t understand how much I want to do surgery. But after this perhaps I should give in, do what he wants.’


‘On something as important as that,’ said Cassia firmly, ‘you must do what you yourself want.’


Edward was going home for a couple of months: he couldn’t start again until September.


‘And I can spend some time with David Martin, that’s the GP, accompany him on his rounds, help in the dispensary. It’ll be good experience. I shall miss you terribly,’ he said.


‘I’ll miss you too,’ Cassia said and meant it.





Halfway through August, she got a letter from Edward: his parents had asked to meet her (‘I’ve told them so much about you’) and had invited her down for the coming weekend. ‘It’s lovely here, I so want to show it all to you. The weather is perfect, bring a tennis racket – we can use the school courts, as of course the school is empty at the moment – and a bathing suit, just in case we get to the seaside. I could meet you on Friday night at Haywards Heath. Do come. I love you. Edward.’ Cassia wrote back that she would love to.





The Tallows lived in a rather forbidding small house, just on the edge of the school. Every wall was covered with photographs of small boys, in groups, with Desmond Tallow.


Desmond Tallow was a deeply serious man, pompous in the way of schoolteachers, openly proud of his son, although clearly embarrassed by his temporary failure. Mrs Tallow was quiet and shy, welcoming to Cassia, and seemed almost nervous of her.


‘We had hoped so much,’ Desmond Tallow said, on the very first evening, at the very first meal, ‘that Edward would have qualified by now, and that I could have retired at Christmas. But it was not to be, and I feel I must support him until he wins through, which I trust he will.’


‘Of course he will,’ said Cassia firmly, smiling at Edward across the table, thinking that if this was the kind of thing he had to contend with, it was not surprising he found exams an almost unimaginable ordeal. ‘He’s going to pass next time. He does so well generally, he’s extremely highly thought of—’


‘Is that so, Miss Berridge?’ Barbara Tallow leaned forward, her pale blue eyes anxious. ‘So it really is only a temporary problem, you think?’


‘Of course it is, Mrs Tallow, and please call me Cassia. The Dean wouldn’t have allowed him back otherwise. Everyone is convinced he’s going to be a marvellous surgeon.’


‘That’s very nice to hear,’ said Barbara, ‘isn’t it, Desmond?’


‘Yes, although we are actually not quite so keen for Edward to be a surgeon, Cassia. We were very much hoping that he might go into general practice, here in the village. It’s such a marvellous way to serve the community. The present doctor is a close friend of ours and it would be very good to feel that Edward was the link between the past and the future.’


‘General practice is excellent,’ said Cassia carefully, ‘but surgery is much more exciting.’


‘I did not realise one went into medicine for excitement,’ said Desmond Tallow drily.


‘Oh, Mr Tallow, it is the most exciting thing in the world. Getting a diagnosis right, solving a problem, saving a patient . . .’


‘Indeed? I had certainly not seen it quite like that. Edward is not quite as articulate as you are.’


Edward smiled slightly awkwardly at his father, then at her.


‘Cassia is extremely articulate,’ he said. ‘I wish I shared that gift. But yes, that is why I want to go into surgery, for the drama, the—’


‘Good gracious,’ said Barbara Tallow, ‘you make it sound all very different suddenly, both of you. I had always thought the whole point about medicine, family medicine at any rate, is a lack of drama, simply a good, solid contribution to the community.’ She looked at Cassia rather piercingly. ‘And you, Cassia, surely you don’t see yourself as a surgeon? Not the sort of field a woman would want to enter, I would have imagined.’


‘I do, actually,’ said Cassia, smiling at her. ‘I would very much like to do surgery. Probably obstetrics.’


‘Indeed! How very admirable. It must be quite unusual, even these days, for a woman to be at medical school and with such ambitions.’


‘Very. Only six in my year. Seven in the following one. Of course it’s getting better all the time.’


‘Whether better is the word is a matter open to discussion, I would have thought.’ Desmond Tallow spoke mildly, but his eyes were probing as he looked at Cassia. ‘I happen to think this new desire among women to have careers, rather than regarding marriage as their vocation, could be a little destructive. Society is built on the family, as I’m sure you would agree, and the woman, as wife and mother, is the lynch pin that holds it together. Too many women neglecting that role, and we shall be in very serious trouble.’


‘I think we can do both,’ said Cassia carefully. ‘Work and support the family.’


‘Oh, now there I would have to disagree with you,’ he said. ‘Marriage is a full-time job, and it cannot work any other way.’


‘We mustn’t get Cassia on to this subject,’ said Edward, unexpectedly. ‘She is inclined to become very excited.’


Cassia stared at Edward, faintly shocked, not wishing to be rude, but feeling an absolute compulsion to continue to state her case. ‘The thing is,’ she said finally, ‘the world is changing. I think we have to be open minded about these things. Don’t you?’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Barbara carefully, and then visibly seeking to change the subject, ‘I believe your own background has been quite unusual, Cassia. That you lost your own mother when you were very young. So sad.’


‘Yes, it was. She died in childbirth when I was thirteen. She was a wonderful woman,’ she added. ‘She managed to instil in me a belief that women should lead their own lives, follow their own hearts.’


Cassia felt disproportionately upset suddenly, the memory suddenly vivid, of being there in the tiny room at the hospital looking at her mother’s body, trying to relate this still, silent being, so remote and so peaceful, to the vibrantly busy, indefatigable person who had loved, disciplined, inspired and supported her; who had been a companion and friend as well as a mother; who had shared jokes and fun with her; who had above all made her feel there was nothing she could not do, nothing at all, if she wanted it enough . . .


‘Much of what I’ve achieved, I’ve achieved for her,’ Cassia explained rather lamely into the slightly awkward silence, and blew her nose hard.


‘Indeed?’ said Barbara Tallow. ‘How very nice.’


Silly, buttoned-up woman, thought Cassia.


Then Desmond Tallow said, ‘You live in London with your godmother and her husband. Quite well-off people, as I understand?’ His eyes were suddenly sharper. Ah, thought Cassia, he likes the thought that his son has found someone with rich connections. ‘Yes,’ she said carefully, ‘yes, my godfather has a large industrial company.’


‘He was knighted, I believe?’


Now why on earth would Edward have told them that? ‘Yes. For services during the war, manufacturing munitions and so on.’





Next day, Cassia and Edward went on a picnic. She listened as Edward talked for a long time about his parents, about their life at the school, their position in the local community, about how important it was to them that he should live up to what they saw as their own high standards.


Finally she said, ‘Edward, this is very interesting, but let’s stop talking for a bit, shall we?’ and lay down on the bracken carpet of the woods while he kissed her for a long time, with his long, slow, careful kisses.


‘I love you,’ he said, ‘very much. You do love me too, don’t you?’


‘Edward, you know I do,’ said Cassia warily. She was beginning to understand how deep his insecurity must be, why he minded so much about such things as her background, her life with Leonora and Sir Richard, people like Edwina Fox-Ashley. And Harry Moreton.





The Tallows went out that evening – ‘to a party at the Manor House,’ said Barbara Tallow, clearly anxious that Cassia should understand that they did indeed mix with the very best people in the neighbourhood. ‘Edward, Doris has prepared a meal for you and Cassia. Only cold, I’m afraid, but—’


‘I’m sure it will be delicious,’ said Cassia. ‘Thank you.’


The cold meal was not at all delicious: slices of lamb, salad, and bread, followed by extremely small portions of trifle, and then biscuits and cheese. School food, thought Cassia, adequate, sustaining, dull. The memory came to her, unbidden, halfway through the trifle, of the wonderful meals at Grosvenor Gardens, and she was horrified to hear herself sigh.


‘Are you all right?’ said Edward, and yes, she said, of course, just a bit tired. And then he said what was he thinking of, he hadn’t even offered her a glass of wine. He would get a bottle from the cellar. ‘Father won’t mind, he’s very generous like that.’


Cassia found it hard to imagine Desmond Tallow being generous about anything, but she smiled and said how very nice.


The wine was a nondescript red – but it had the desired effect, cheering her up and relaxing her, and after a while, when they had cleared away and washed up, she asked if they could go and play some gramophone records.


There were a few rather old-fashioned dance records amongst them and they danced. After another couple of glasses of wine, they started kissing rather enthusiastically on the sofa, but after a few minutes Edward sat back, clearly feeling awkward.


‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I think they might be back quite soon.’


‘Well, let’s go upstairs. To your room. Or mine.’


Edward flushed. ‘Oh, well, I don’t know. I mean—’


‘Mummy wouldn’t like it. Edward, for heaven’s sake. You’re a grown-up. Anyway, she won’t know we’re both in there. She’ll just think we’ve gone to bed early – which we might . . .’ She was rather drunk, she realised. She smiled at him, leaned forward, kissed him very hard on the mouth, her tongue searching for his.


He pulled back from her. ‘Cassia, you know—’


She felt a stab of irritation. ‘Oh, Edward. Yes, I do know, and sometimes I wonder if you really want me at all.’


‘You know I do,’ he said.


‘I don’t know anything of the sort. Actually. Prove it to me.’


‘Yes, all right,’ he said, and his face changed suddenly. ‘Yes, I will.’


And thus it was that somehow they were lying on Edward’s bed, and he was kissing her, and she was returning the kisses, and great shards of desire were moving through her, and she was feeling for him, feeling into his trousers, feeling his erection, hard, trembling, and she wanted it, very badly, wanted it in her, and she told him so, and no he said, no it was wrong. ‘It’s not wrong, Edward,’ she cried out in a passion of frustration, and pulled him down on to her again, kissing him hard, frantically, and then he was kissing her back, one hand up her skirt, searching, feeling for her, the other on her breast, caressing it, working at it, and then just as he raised his head, looked into her eyes, said, ‘Oh, God, I love you,’ the door of the bedroom opened, and over Edward’s shoulder, she saw Desmond Tallow’s face staring at her in a mixture of disbelief and distaste. And then heard, incredulous, Edward’s voice as he rolled off her, struggled into a sitting position, Edward’s voice saying, ‘Father, I’m sorry, sorry if you’re upset, but – well, we are going to be married.’





She would have thought, had she been asked, that she would have denied it herself, then and there, said no we’re not, that has nothing to do with it, but she was so taken aback, so humiliated, so absolutely diminished in herself by what had happened, that she went along with it.


Desmond said he was shocked that a son of his could behave in such a way, that he would like to see him downstairs, and left them.


Edward looked at Cassia awkwardly, sheepishly, and said nothing while she looked back at him, wanting to argue, to ask him why he had made his announcement, why he had not asked her first, wanting to say that they were not going to be married, it was not true, but not liking to in the face of his embarrassment and distress.


Finally he said, ‘Perhaps we should tidy up and go downstairs.’


‘No, Edward,’ she said, ‘I am not going downstairs. I’m sorry to leave you to face them, but I feel upset. I am going to bed. Please explain.’


He said he would and left the room, looking utterly dejected. Cassia heard him in the bathroom and went herself along to her own room, where she crawled rather miserably under the covers. Greatly to her surprise, she slept.





In the morning she awoke to a very nasty headache and a strong sense of remorse, mingled with panic. Things had to be resolved.


She got up and had a bath, dressed and then packed her case. The best thing, she felt, would be to leave the Tallow household as soon as possible, first making clear that Edward’s announcement of the night before had been in error. She went downstairs cautiously and into the dining room. Desmond and Barbara were not there but Edward was standing at the sideboard helping himself to bacon. He turned and smiled at her.


‘Cassia. Good morning! Did you sleep well?’


‘Yes. Thank you. Surprisingly so. Edward—’


He interrupted her. ‘I had a very good conversation with my parents last night. They’ve been marvellous, quite marvellous. Very broadminded, even my mother. I think they think – well –’ he smiled, slightly bashfully – ‘that I’m just a red-blooded young man. Doing what comes naturally.’


‘But we weren’t doing anything.’


‘I know, but we were alone in my room, lying on the bed with the door closed. It was obvious what might have happened.’


‘I see,’ she said, her voice cool. ‘And what am I if you’re a red-blooded young man? A trollop?’


‘No, of course not. They said, once they’d calmed down, they liked you very much. They are very impressed by you.’


‘How nice,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ he said, clearly missing the irony in her voice, ‘and they said long engagements did put young people under a lot of strain. That they could remember what it was like to be young.’


‘But there hasn’t been a long engagement.’


‘I know, but it helped to imply that there had. Unofficially, of course. And they seem quite happy about it.’


‘Edward, there isn’t anything to be happy about. We’re not—’


The door opened, and Desmond Tallow came in. He nodded at her briefly, said good morning and that he and Barbara were going to church. ‘It would be nice if you would join us.’


‘I will, of course,’ said Edward. ‘Cassia? Will you?’


He looked so desperate, so pleading, that she said she would. When they got back, she could sort things out.


The church was packed. After the service various friends came up to the Tallows. To her surprise they introduced her to all of them, very courteously, and in Barbara’s case quite proudly; told them she was at the hospital studying with Edward.


‘A couple of years behind him, of course,’ Barbara added carefully each time, as if it was unthinkable that they should be at the same stage.


Desmond said each time, ‘Very unusual for a woman to be studying medicine, of course.’


It began to occur to her that in the intellectually snobbish world in which the Tallows moved, a woman medical student, and moreover a woman medical student who was their son’s girlfriend, was something rather impressive.


When they got back to the house, Desmond and Barbara disappeared.


‘Edward,’ Cassia said urgently, ‘we must talk and then I want to go.’


‘Go! Go where?’


‘Back to London. I can’t stay here. It’s too difficult for me, and besides—’


‘Ah, there you are.’ Desmond Tallow was almost smiling. ‘Come into the drawing room, we’d like to say a few words.’


Again the panic rose. She looked desperately at Edward, but he was smiling encouragingly, had taken her arm, was ushering her into the room. Barbara stood by a side table; there was a bottle of champagne on it, and four glasses. Desmond went over and opened it with a flourish, poured it out, handed her one. It was warm, and very sweet; she tried to look enthusiastic.


‘Well,’ Desmond said, still looking at Edward, ‘congratulations. To both of you. Of course we have our reservations. You’re very young, but you’re obviously very serious about each other.’


‘Mr Tallow—’ Cassia began.


‘No, don’t say another word,’ Desmond said. ‘Of course you have a long wait ahead of you. There can be no question of marriage until Edward is fully qualified. And –’ he gave her a look that was almost conspiratorial – ‘I dare say your views on working women and marriage will change. So here’s a toast. To the two of you. And the future.’


‘The future,’ said Barbara, and flushed.


It seemed impossibly cruel to say there wasn’t going to be a future. Or not of the kind they envisaged.


Edward took Cassia to the station later that day; Desmond lent him the car. They were early and sat waiting for the train.


Cassia took a deep breath. ‘Edward, we’re not engaged, and you know we’re not. You should never have—’


‘But we could be. We should be. All I’ve done is bring it forward a bit. I love you. Very much. And you love me.’


‘Edward . . .’


‘You do, don’t you?’ he said, and he looked so hurt, so anxious, that she was frightened. ‘You said you did, anyway. You said you loved me.’


‘I do love you, but—’


‘Well, then. What could be more wonderful and more natural than getting married? Cassia, if I have you, I can do anything, I know I can. I love you so much, and I’m so happy.’ He smiled down at her. ‘You know, it was just as well it happened like it did. I’d never have plucked up the courage to ask you in cold blood, so to speak. Oh, look, here’s the train now. Let’s find you a seat. Come on.’


There was a friend of his parents on the platform, a bluff, noisy man Cassia had met outside the church. He said he’d join her if she didn’t mind. Cassia said of course she didn’t, and gave up all hope of explaining to Edward until she saw him again in London.


And that had been the fatal, irrevocable mistake.




Chapter 3


‘My darling, you look simply wonderful.’


Cassia smiled up at Rupert, thought how untrue it was; thought he on the other hand did look rather wonderful, and how unfair that men, even when they were in their mid-fifties as Rupert most definitely was, could still be so extremely attractive while women at the same age were old.


And oh God, he was attractive. The silvery blond hair was as thick as ever, the blue eyes as brilliant, the wonderful, chiselled features as sharp, the tall body as slim. Somehow he always managed, even though he had never had very much money, to look as if he was in the hands of a good valet and a fine tailor. It was all part of his gift, part of his charm: the actor’s charm. Just as he bestowed upon any gathering pleasure and humour, so he bestowed upon his surroundings an interest and a kind of grace. Today, he was wearing a dark grey pinstripe suit, which would have looked very ordinary without the striped black and pink silk tie – tied in the Prince of Wales knot, of course.


Cassia stood drinking him in, thinking how much she still loved and missed him. She kissed him gently on the cheek. ‘Oh, Rupert,’ she said simply, ‘it’s so lovely to see you.’


‘And you, my darling. And I mean it, you look quite marvellous. I love that hat.’


‘Do you? I bought it early this morning. I was a bit frightened, I haven’t bought anything to wear for so long, but I thought I couldn’t let Leonora down, so I went to Harvey Nichols as a sort of memorial gesture to her. Is it really all right?’


‘It’s perfect. It looks expensive.’


‘It was. Very,’ she said, and smiled at him. It was a reckless smile. She had felt reckless as she wrote the cheque, glancing constantly at the hat as it lay, still untissued, in its box: black straw, shallow crowned and huge brimmed, with a wide red ribbon, tied in a most outrageously theatrical bow.


‘Where’s Edward?’


‘He couldn’t come. Emergency after emergency yesterday and then a breech baby this morning. He was exhausted. He really didn’t want to come anyway . . .’


‘Well,’ Rupert said, bending to kiss her, ‘I shall play the role of husband-by-proxy. With the greatest of pleasure, I might add. Not to mention pride. How would that be?’


‘It would be lovely, Rupert, thank you.’


‘Right, then. Take my arm. Now shall we go inside, or are you waiting for Benedict and Cecily? I am very nervous about my reading, I can tell you.’


‘Rupert, you don’t know what nerves are,’ said Cassia, laughing, ‘but it’s lovely that you are going to do it. What have you chosen? Or did Benedict do it for you?’


‘No, he asked if I had any suggestions. I chose the lovely thing from Revelation, you know?’


Cassia shook her head. ‘No. I’m not very godly, I’m afraid.’


‘Well, it will be a nice surprise for you. Ah, here is Benedict now. And Cecily. Will you excuse me a moment, darling, I just want to have a final look at my reading. I’ll join you inside. Keep a place for me.’


‘Cassia, my dear,’ said Benedict Harrington, kissing her. ‘How nice you look. Doesn’t she, Cecily?’


‘Marvellous,’ said Cecily. ‘Lovely hat, Cassia.’


‘Do you like it? I thought it might be a bit frivolous.’


‘Well, if it was, which it isn’t, no matter. This is a memorial service, not a funeral,’ said Cecily firmly, ‘and Leonora’s life was dedicated to frivolity.’


Cassia smiled at her, bent to kiss her. Cecily was at least six inches shorter than Cassia, deliciously, voluptuously pretty, her capacity for prattle a dazzling disguise for a sharp, clear intelligence.


Benedict was a most vivid evocation of Leonora: they were– well, had been – almost Shakespearean in their brother-and-sister alikeness. And Leonora had been tall and imposing, Benedict slight for a man. As she looked at him, Cassia drew back, shut out the associations, the memory of Harry Moreton at her coming-out dance, telling her the unspeakable, the shocking, spoiling what had until then been so perfect, so magical an occasion. She smiled at Benedict now, determinedly blotting out the memory. ‘This is a wonderful occasion, Benedict. I’m so glad you thought of it.’


‘She deserved it,’ he said simply. He looked very sad suddenly.


‘Yes, she did,’ said Cassia, and surprised herself by kissing him again. She tended to forget, they all did, how much he had loved Leonora.


Benedict smiled down at her, then turned as he heard his name.


It was the Fox-Ashleys. Sir Marcus tall and elegant in his morning suit, perfectly and gently mannered, his wife dangerously chic, utterly self-confident, her voice rising above the rest of the rather subdued chatter that was going on.


‘Benedict, dear, what a turn-out. Of course people never can resist this sort of thing, can they?’


‘Can’t they?’ said Benedict, smiling at her with his unfailing courtesy. ‘Well, I’m very pleased you couldn’t, Sylvia. How lovely you look.’


‘Don’t flatter me, Benedict, please. I look at least a hundred, as one of my dear little great-nieces told me yesterday. Feel it too.’


‘Of course you don’t,’ said Benedict. ‘You look hardly older than your daughter. Where is Edwina, by the way?’


‘Oh, somewhere over there,’ said Sylvia, ‘and don’t say that to her, for heaven’s sake: nothing makes her more annoyed, and she’s in a frightful bate already. Harry insisted on riding this morning. Edwina was simply furious with him, but don’t worry, he’ll be here, won’t miss an opportunity of showing off. He’s frightfully tickled about being asked to read, sweet of you.’


‘He was Leonora’s cousin, after all.’


‘Yes, I suppose. So complex, your family. Oh, Cassia, I didn’t see you. Lovely hat, dear.’


‘Thank you,’ said Cassia. ‘Benedict, shall we go in?’ She had only one wish in that moment: to be in her place, safely settled with the Harringtons, before Harry Moreton arrived.





The church was packed. She was surprised, as was Benedict; ‘I didn’t think so many would come. It’s marvellous. Oh, Cassia, good heavens, it’s Richard.’


Cassia felt tears, the first of the day, sting behind her eyes. ‘I’m so glad,’ she said, staring at Sir Richard, with his new wife, Margaret, so unlike Leonora, so uncompromisingly sensible and clever, so staunchly behind him in everything he did.


Sir Richard came over to the pew, bent down and kissed her.


‘Good morning, my dear. Lovely to see you.’


‘Lovely to see you too, Godpa. I’m so pleased you’re here.’


The organ began to play the wonderful lyrical ripples of ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’. He patted her hand. ‘See you afterwards.’


‘Thank God,’ said Benedict suddenly in her ear. ‘Harry’s arrived.’


With an extraordinary effort of will, she didn’t look round.


There were prayers, hymns, the twenty-third psalm, then Rupert stood at the lectern and began, in his low, resonant actor’s voice, the lovely lines from Revelation: ‘And behold, I saw a new heaven and a new earth.’


As he finished, reading, ‘There shall be no more death, neither sorrow nor crying,’ Cassia felt her grief fill her, wound her. She bit her lip until it almost bled, to silence the rising sobs, grasped Cecily’s hand, scarcely realising she did so, and she watched Harry Moreton walk to the nave, and turn to look at the congregation, through a great veil of tears. His dark eyes fell on Cassia; recognised but did not acknowledge her, did not look away either. He stood there completely still, for a long time, and then finally opened the book he was holding, and began to read.


‘Ecclesiastes,’ he said, ‘chapter three,’ and paused for another long while. ‘To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven. A time to be born, and a time to die . . .’


His deep heavy voice was immensely moving. Cassia sat, her eyes closed now, remembering when their strange, dangerous, difficult relationship had begun; thinking of that tall, sulky boy brought to have tea and to play with her on her first visit to London.





‘Harry is my second cousin,’ Leonora had said that morning. ‘You’ll get on with him awfully well.’


It didn’t seem very likely, Cassia thought looking at Harry, dressed so oddly she had thought in a silk shirt and short trousers, his dark curls too long, his brown eyes heavy with distaste both for her and the occasion.


She had gone forward, smiling, holding out her hand, and said, ‘Hello, I’m Cassia.’


Harry had shaken her hand but not returned the smile. He sat down in a chair and stared out into the garden.


‘What would you like to do?’ Cassia said.


‘I really don’t care,’ he said, pulling up his stockings, not looking at her.


‘We could play Ludo. Or a card game. If you like.’


‘I hate games,’ he said, picking up a copy of the Illustrated London News and flicking through it.


‘We could go for a walk in the garden.’


‘It’s raining, isn’t it?’


She had given up at that, become cross. She sat down at the jigsaw-puzzle table and started to do one. After a while Harris, Leonora’s maid, had come in and said would they like tea. Sitting at the table in silence, watching Harry eat his way silently through a pile of sandwiches, she tried again.


‘This is very nice cake, isn’t it?’ she said through a mouthful.


‘It’s all right.’


‘Are you on holiday from school, like me? Where do you go to school?’


‘I don’t go to school,’ he said. ‘I have a tutor. Until I go to Eton, of course.’


‘Isn’t that a bit dull? Lonely?’


‘Not at all. I prefer adult company.’


Cassia had had enough. ‘Aren’t you a little old,’ she said, ‘to have a nurse?’ He had arrived with a uniformed nanny.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Someone has to take care of me.’


‘What about your mother?’


‘I don’t have a mother. She died when I was born.’


Compassion filled Cassia. ‘I’m so sorry, Harry,’ she said, ‘how dreadful for you.’


Harry Moreton looked at her, his expression more hostile still. ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘I never knew her, after all.’


‘No, but what about your father? I suppose you spend a lot of time with him.’


‘I don’t have a father. He was killed at the Battle of the Marne. When I was eight.’


Cassia looked at him in silent horror for a moment, then stood up and walked out of the room.


‘I just couldn’t bear it,’ she was to explain to him, years later, ‘that you had to endure this awful thing, live in this awful way, and nobody had thought, bothered to tell me something so important.’


When Leonora came to find her on her return much later that night, she was extremely angry. ‘Cassiopeia –’ and that was a measure of her anger, using her full name – ‘how dare you treat Harry so rudely? I understand you left him at the tea table, never to return.’


‘He was very rude to me. Very rude and unfriendly.’


‘However he behaved, he was a guest in this house, and it was your duty to be courteous.’


‘I did try. Honestly, Leonora, I tried and tried. And why didn’t you tell me that he has no parents?’


‘I didn’t think it would matter to you,’ said Leonora, ‘one way or the other.’


‘Of course it matters,’ said Cassia, indignant herself now. ‘It matters terribly, that someone of my age should have no parents, no one to love them and care for them. It explains such a lot. Who does look after him anyway?’


‘Oh, servants,’ said Leonora. ‘There are plenty of people in the house.’


‘No grandparents even?’


‘Well, there is the old man, Harry’s maternal grandfather, but he’s quite dreadful. He does live there, but he has nothing to do with Harry. He has never forgiven Harry for killing his daughter, as he sees it. As soon as Harry goes to school, his grandfather will move back into his own house.’


‘And he’ll live alone? Just with servants?’


‘He does more or less already.’


‘Oh,’ said Cassia. Her mind was whirling at the horror of it, of Harry’s wretched, lonely, unloved life. ‘Leonora, I’m sorry if I was rude. I’ll – I’ll write to him, if you like, make my apologies.’


‘It might help, I suppose,’ said Leonora, slightly mollified.


Cassia had written to Harry, a stumbling, awkward note. He had not replied, and she had not seen him again for two years.





‘A time to be born and a time to die.’ Harry had read the words again at the end of his text, to make it the more poignant; he closed the Bible now, stood looking at them again, and then walked slowly back to his place by Edwina. As he passed Cassia, he looked at her thoughtfully, as if he did not know quite what to make of her. She met his eyes, those deep dark eyes, steadily, and did not look away.





A buffet luncheon was set out in the dining room at Eaton Place, the french windows open to the warm golden air. The garden was studded with small tables, which were filling now with groups of people, all chattering, laughing, kissing. Staff moved through the hundred-strong crowd with trays of canapés, filling and refilling glasses with champagne. Vintage, thought Cassia, studying the labels with open curiosity, marvelling at the extravagance, the sheer, absurd generosity of it all.


‘Godpa, hello,’ she said, going up to Richard.


‘My darling child, how lovely to see you. And how well you look. Although a little thin. Margaret has had to leave, one of her charity committees, you know. I would have preferred to go home, but I didn’t want to appear unfriendly. I was quite saddened, you know,’ he said, his fierce old face softened suddenly, ‘by Leonora’s death. I had been so very fond of her, and I felt perhaps I handled it all badly. I don’t know.’


‘You did what you thought best,’ said Cassia.


‘Indeed, but what we think the best can be actually the worst. I think I was the wrong husband for her all along. Sadly.’


‘Godpa, you weren’t. She loved you very much. I know she did.’


‘Not as much as she loved you, though. You really were the light of her life. The child she never had. Poor Leonora . . . My dear, I must be going now. Come and see me some time, won’t you?’


‘Yes . . . Um, Godpa?’


‘Yes, my dear?’


‘Leonora . . . I expect you know, she left me some money.’ She felt she ought to tell him, that it would be somehow wrong not to; and then she looked at him, as she told him, and was disconcerted by what she saw: an expression of – what? Shock? No. Surprise? Yes. Disbelief ? Almost. And then a careful ironing-out, a smooth, bland smile.


‘How very nice. I’m delighted. I told you, you were the child she never had. Well, don’t waste it, my dear. And spend it on yourself. Put it towards a holiday, or some clothes, or a little car of your own perhaps. That’s what she would have wanted.’


She felt awkward now, unable to go on, to say no, that he didn’t understand, it had been a lot of money, but that felt tasteless, impertinent. Ridiculous, but there it was. She reached up to kiss him. ‘It’s been really lovely to see you. Give my regards to Margaret.’


She stood watching Sir Richard’s tall, beautifully dressed figure moving across the buzzing room, between all the other beautifully dressed figures, thinking how very different this was from her life now; from what she had come to expect, to see as normal.


‘Cassia?’ It was Harry Moreton’s voice behind her.


She turned round slowly, reluctantly, knowing that she had to face him, talk to him, answer his questions, respond to him.


‘How are you?’


‘I’m very well, thank you, Harry. And you? I liked your reading very much.’


‘Good,’ he said carelessly. She felt, unwillingly, the tug, hard, harsh, deep within herself, towards him and his sexuality; tried and failed also to avoid his eyes. He smiled, recognising it, clearly savouring it.


‘It’s extremely good to see you,’ he said after a charged silence. ‘I was so pleased you could come.’


‘Of course I came. And I thought the service was wonderful. I thought perhaps that Rollo Gresham might have been here.’


‘Well, you were wrong,’ Harry said shortly. He was hostile to Gresham, as well as Benedict, and Cassia wondered why. ‘Is the doctor not here?’ he said suddenly. He always referred to Edward as the doctor.


‘No, he had a baby to deliver,’ she said shortly.


‘How very exemplary. Well, now, tell me how it’s all going: life in the country, the family, all of it.’


‘It’s all going very well,’ she said, ‘and the family’s fine.’


‘I’m delighted to hear it. And what are you doing with yourself? Any medicine?’


‘Oh, there’s no time for that,’ she said, quickly. ‘I have the house to run, and I’m very involved with village life, of course, the various committees and so on.’


‘Oh, dear,’ he said, ‘that sounds a little worthy.’


‘Harry,’ she said, ‘there is nothing wrong with worthiness.’


‘I think I would disagree with you there,’ he said, smiling, his eyes malicious. ‘I think there is a great deal wrong with worthiness. Worthiness is tedious, dull, self-congratulatory. And unattractive.’


‘And I suppose,’ she said, ‘that unworthiness has great virtues in your eyes, does it?’


‘Oh, indeed it does. It’s amusing for a start. Its practitioners have a certain charm. It could even be called challenging. And it certainly isn’t self-congratulatory.’


‘It isn’t of much value either,’ she said.


‘I would disagree again. There is great value in amusement. And charm.’


‘This is a ridiculous conversation,’ she said; and then saw that he was grinning at her.


‘Oh, I’d forgotten,’ he said, reaching out his hand, patting her arm, ‘I’d forgotten how wonderful it was to tease you.’


‘It’s nice to see you,’ she said suddenly, forgetting to be careful, surprised at herself.


‘It’s nice to see you too. Well, I’m glad you’re happy now with the doctor.’


‘Yes, I am. We have a wonderful life down there.’


‘And you have no regrets about anything? Like your lost career, or—’


‘No, of course not.’


‘Oh, Lord. Edwina’s coming for me. We have to go. What a pity, when you’ve finally been allowed out for a day.’


‘Of course I’m allowed out,’ she said irritably. ‘I just don’t have that sort of time. Life in a country practice is very busy.’


‘I see. Well, we had better part, I suppose.’ He took her hand, and bent and kissed her cheek, then stood back studying her. ‘That is a most wonderful hat,’ he said finally, ‘and it looks quite horribly expensive. I’m surprised a doctor’s salary can run to such a thing.’




Chapter 4


‘Cecily and Benedict have asked us to go and stay with them,’ said Cassia.


‘What, in London? Bertie, don’t fidget like that,’ said Edward.


‘No. In the south of France.’


‘France?’ said Bertie. ‘Can we go? I’d love to go to France. We just started French at school and—’


‘Bertie, of course we can’t go. Any of us. Least of all you.’


‘Yes, he could,’ said Cassia quickly. ‘He’s invited. We all are.’


Edward flushed. ‘Clearly it’s out of the question. Nice of them to ask us, but—’


‘Why is it out of the question?’


‘Cassia, please! I can’t possibly leave the practice. I can’t afford a locum, and anyway, the fare to France for all of us would be very expensive. I—’ And then he looked at her, and she knew what he was thinking: that she could pay for them, could pay for anything now. She had this strange sudden freedom to do what she wanted. Only you don’t want to, that look said, you wouldn’t couldn’t want to . . .’


‘Yes,’ she said quickly, ‘you’re right, I should have thought.’


‘We could go, Mummy, just with you,’ said Bertie. ‘It’d be such fun. Daddy’s always saying oh for a bit of peace and quiet.’ He smiled seraphically at Cassia. ‘He’d have lots without us. Specially without Delia.’


Delia picked up her cue and started to wail from her highchair, hurling pieces of sticky bread mingled with orange juice on to the floor.


Edward looked at Delia with something close to distaste and said, ‘I must go. I have the real world to contend with. Surgery’s already filling up. I’ll see you later.’ He left the room without a glance at any of them.


Bertie looked at Cassia. ‘Please, Mummy?’ he said.





Later that morning, surprising herself, she phoned Mr Brewster. ‘I just wondered how long it might be before I could have access to the money. A bit of it, that is.’


‘A couple of months, I should have thought. Why, did you have something particular in mind? That car, for instance?’ She could hear him smiling down the phone.


‘Oh no. I just wondered, that’s all. I mean, we might be doing some work on the house and—’


‘Mrs Tallow, any bank would make you a loan on the basis of the will. You have only to put them in touch with me, no need to wait. Really.’





Edward came in at lunchtime in a bad temper. ‘Cassia, I would be grateful if you could be more available when I’m doing a big surgery like that. I know you can’t be sitting in there constantly, but twice I wanted something made up and you weren’t around. It can’t be so difficult to spend your mornings in the house, surely.’


‘Edward, I had a lot to do this morning,’ said Cassia.


‘I can’t see why any of that could not have waited,’ said Edward. ‘It’s just a matter of organisation, surely. You used to be so good with your time.’


Cassia counted up to ten and then, feeling it was best got out of the way, added that she wouldn’t be in the house the following morning either because of the dentist.


‘For God’s sake,’ said Edward, ‘is it really beyond the bounds of possibility for you to arrange such things in the afternoons? It doesn’t seem so much to ask. I cannot run this practice without your help – I would have thought you would be able to see that very clearly. You know everything that’s involved and— Look, I have to go, I’ll see you later.’





‘Mrs Venables, I won’t be able to do the flowers next week, I’m afraid. I’m going away.’


‘Away, Mrs Tallow? Where to?’


‘France.’


‘Good gracious. The doctor didn’t mention it when I saw him last night.’


‘The doctor isn’t coming.’


‘Oh, I see,’ said Mrs Venables.


You don’t, you don’t see at all, thought Cassia, putting down the phone and gazing at the threadbare carpet. She seemed to have spent a lot of time looking at that carpet over the past few days, concentrating on it rather hard as she had made all her phone calls: to Cecily, to Mr Brewster, to the travel agent, to Harrods – Harrods for heaven’s sake, ordering holiday clothes for the children. It was easier than taking them all shopping, dreadfully easy in fact. She had just opened an account, and given their sizes, and asked for a selection of shirts and shorts and swimsuits and sunhats, which had all arrived four days later. Then she had gone up to London for a dizzy day, feeling sick with guilt and excitement, to buy things for herself: a couple of linen dresses, some of the new wide slacks and loose knitted silk jersey tops, sandals, a new bathing suit, a huge-brimmed sunhat and a long pale pink crêpe dress for the evening, just in case they went into Nice. It seemed an awful lot of clothes for six days, more than she had bought in six years.


Mrs Venables couldn’t possibly see what those six days represented, and indeed Cassia was trying very hard not to see it for herself: not just the taking of a well-earned rest, not even just a bid for independence, but a blow, a harsh, swift blow at the soft underbelly of her marriage, the first time in its six-year history that she had defied Edward, done what she wanted and what he did not want her to do. Edward would be fine: he would still have Peggy to look after him, and Mrs Briggs, and the whole village would rally round; there was even a strong possibility that any of his patients who felt they could wait until she got back would do so, just to be helpful.


But of course it was to do with the money. That was what the row had been about: not that she was going, not that Edward would be left on his own, not that he had accused her of wanting to get away from him; not even, in his words, that he did not know why she should want to go without him. It was to do with the money. And Edward, sitting quietly, anxious to be conciliatory after his initial hostile outburst, at last said that he thought she did actually deserve a break, agreeing that yes, it was a good idea, had also known that it was to do with the money.





‘Isn’t it lovely?’ said Cecily. She was standing by the pool with Cassia and Fanny.


Fanny was sunburnt, her little face flushed. She was enchantingly pretty, with her mother’s dark hair and liquid eyes, but tall and slender like her father.


‘It’s beautiful,’ said Cassia, smiling, ‘quite, quite perfect.’


The pool was built into a white-tiled terrace edged with olive trees and trailing bougainvillaea about a hundred yards below the house. The staff were preparing the area for the evening, lighting lanterns, setting small tables, carrying out glasses, cocktail shakers, a gramophone, records. Below the pool terrace a lawn reached out towards the sea, edged with tall pines and oleanders; the air was thick with the heavy scent of flowers, mingled with the lighter one of herbs.


‘We usually have drinks here,’ said Cecily. ‘Our neighbours from the next villa are joining us this evening, terribly nice. Nothing formal. Then we have dinner up there.’ Cassia looked up: more staff were setting a long table with linen, silver, glasses, ice buckets, on a second wide terrace. The house was ravishing: palest pink, with curving balconies and an almost flat tiled roof.


Bertie appeared on one of the top balconies and waved. ‘Mummy! Come up here, it’s like a boat.’


‘I’d better go back to them,’ said Cassia. ‘Delia’s probably screaming her head off and—’


‘Nanny will deal with Delia,’ said Cecily. ‘Fanny darling, you go and bring Bertie and William down here. They’d probably like a swim to cool off before they go to bed. Now, Cassia, sit down here and have a drink. Cocktail, champagne . . . you say.’


‘Oh goodness. Champagne, please. If you’ll join me.’


‘Of course I will, although I mustn’t drink too much. Doctor’s orders.’


‘Really? Why?’


‘I haven’t told anyone else yet, but I’m in the club again.’


‘Oh Cecily.’ Cassia leaned forward and kissed her. ‘How lovely. I’m so pleased. How do you feel?’


‘Oh, not too bad. I just hope that this time it’s a boy. Keep Benedict happy.’ And there’s a piece of irony, Cecily thought, reaching for her cigarette case and lighter. What a thing to say. How horribly, hideously appropriate.


She was lucky, Cecily knew, to have conceived again. The opportunities were few enough. Mostly she was very patient, never tried to force it, but one night, a few months ago, she had become very upset. She hadn’t said anything, of course, but she had heard him on the phone, having what seemed a rather odd conversation. As it turned out, it was perfectly innocent, but he had known why she was upset, had come to her room, had tried, silently, to comfort her, and she had suddenly wanted him very much and he had responded to her, greatly to her surprise. He had lain beside her afterwards, holding her in his arms, telling her how much he loved her, how lucky he knew he was. Which, of course, he was.


When she had told him a few weeks later she was pregnant, he had been, as always, wonderfully, overwhelmingly happy. Of course there was more than one reason for his happiness: it wasn’t just because he loved his children, loved fatherhood – it was the fact that he could prove to the world yet again that here he was, a happily married, family man.


Oh God, thought Cecily, throwing back her head, smiling carefully at Cassia, a suddenly slightly blurred Cassia, how hard she earned all this: the beautiful houses, the servants, the luxurious background to her difficult, dangerous life. Not many women would be able to manage it. Not many women at all.


‘It’s not easy, you know,’ she said suddenly, ‘what I have to live with. Always worried, always afraid. Thinking people know—’


‘Cecily, I’m sure they don’t.’


‘There was gossip. I just hope that—’ She visibly shook herself, smiled at Cassia. ‘That it really is all over. That he’s all right now.’


‘You can’t talk about it to him?’


‘Oh, good heavens, no. It’s always been my cardinal rule. Ignore it, pretend it was never there. That’s the only way he – we – can be safe. And I think it’s all right. I think he’s happy, don’t you?’


‘I think he’s very happy,’ said Cassia, ‘thanks to you.’


‘And you, Cassia, are you happy?’


Cassia was startled, almost shocked by the question and its unexpectedness; called her face, her voice under careful, steely control. ‘Of course I am. Terribly happy. How could I not be?’


‘Oh, I just wondered. Not everyone is. And you do have quite a difficult life,’ said Cecily quickly.


‘Nonsense, it’s not difficult at all. Oh, I know we don’t have lots of money, and . . .’ she paused, wondering if this was the moment to tell Cecily, or at least to find out if she knew, then changed her mind, ‘ . . . money and help and things, but that doesn’t bother me. I didn’t grow up to it, as you did, and it’s all just the best fun. I’m very lucky and very happy,’ she finished, hoping the speech didn’t sound too carefully written, over rehearsed.


‘Good,’ said Cecily lightly, ‘that’s marvellous. What I hoped you’d say. It’s lovely to have you here. Thank you for coming.’


‘I’m loving it. Thank you for asking me.’





The days slid past: golden, idyllic, hedonistic days. Three were gone before Cassia had begun to grow idle. However, she woke on the Sunday to find it already eleven, and the villa strangely quiet. She got up and went out to her balcony. The children were not in the pool, the adults not on the terrace, the only sound endless church bells filling the hills. She put on her bathing suit under her robe and went down to the first terrace.


Smith, one of the maids from the London house, smiled at her. ‘Good morning, madam. Mrs Harrington asked me to tell you they have gone to meet friends from the railway station, down in Nice. And Nanny has taken the children for a walk. Would you like some breakfast, madam?’
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