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Chapter 1


September 1891


Spindrift House, Cornwall


In the darkest hours of the night, a storm thunders inland from the sea, carrying with it the sharp tang of salt and seaweed. It howls over the rocks and buffets the Bronze Age standing stone on the cliffs. Blustering across the grounds of Spindrift House, it batters the slate-roofed outbuildings and slams the garden gate against the wall. Russet leaves whirl through the air, twisting and turning like a flock of migrating birds, and the branches of the great copper beech dance wildly in the tempest, reaching out in the dark to scrape and tap the farmhouse’s windows.


The stone house creaks and groans in its sleep, bracing itself against the storm. Wind moans down the chimneys, rekindling the embers in the hearths. Whistling through the attic windows, it flurries down the staircase, sighs along the passages and mingles with distant echoes of the tears and laughter of people long gone.


Upstairs, widowed Hester Tremayne, who has lived at Spindrift House for over four decades, is dreaming of happier times.


The wind of change is blowing through the house. Dark times may be coming but Spindrift House is reawakening, waiting for the light.
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The harsh cry of a seagull scattered Hester’s dream.


She lay with her eyes shut, clinging to her memory of a golden sunset over a murmuring sea, the touch of his hand in hers and the sand gritty beneath their feet. She caught her breath on a sob, aching to hear his voice again. That perfect day had been half her lifetime ago. Thirty-five years since they were young together: skimming stones across the shining sea, laughing as they ran through the waves. There had been so much shared laughter over the years and the sheer joy of their love had sustained them against all difficulties.


A sudden gust rattled the window, dashing it with rain as hard as pebbles. Hester eased herself out of bed to draw the curtains, her heartbeat skipping irregularly as it often did nowadays. Great black clouds raced across the lowering sky and the sea sounded angry, roaring as it smashed against the rocks in the cove below. She stared at the handsome mansion up on the headland. Cliff House. The house where her beloved Jago’s body now lay, waiting to be conveyed to the churchyard at St Endellion.


She wondered how she’d find the strength to go on. Her fingers shook as she twisted her thin plait of white hair into a knot but she resisted the urge to creep into bed and bury herself under the eiderdown. When she was dressed, she stiffened her spine and went downstairs to the warmth of the farmhouse kitchen.


Mrs Gloyne, her ancient housekeeper, lifted the teapot off the range, the swollen joints of her fingers trembling under the strain. ‘I’ll warrant you’ll need a good brew to get you through today, Mrs Tremayne. Sit you down.’ She poured the tea, strong and bracing, into Hester’s rose-patterned cup.


‘Sit with me awhile?’ said Hester.


Mrs Gloyne lifted the teapot again, filled a plain white cup and sat at the opposite end of the table. ‘Shall you go?’ she asked.


‘I’ve changed my mind a dozen times,’ said Hester.


‘You’ll regret it if you don’t.’


‘I daresay.’


Mrs Gloyne drained her cup. ‘Best get on. I’ve a fruitcake to bake before your nephew comes tomorrow. And I’ll make chicken soup. You don’t want to catch a chill.’
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The rain had thinned to a fine drizzle by the time Hester arrived at the churchyard. The sexton was laying lengths of sacking around the freshly dug grave in a vain attempt to conceal the mud. Hester waited to one side of the church, back ramrod-straight. Her mind whirled with memories of Jago; their first breathtaking kiss, their passionate arguments and the love that had lit them from within, right to the end. Bowing her head, she bit the insides of her cheeks, staving off tears. Once she wept, she’d never stop.


The mourners began to arrive and then came the grinding of carriage wheels. Hester peered out from beneath the brim of her bonnet to see a pair of jet black horses drawing up by the gate. The hearse was glass-sided and her stomach clenched when she saw the velvet-draped coffin within. How could her Jago, once so full of vigour, now lie cold and still inside that narrow box?


She pressed her back to the wall while the pall-bearers hoisted the coffin onto their shoulders. Jago’s wife, Morwenna Penrose, heavily veiled and leaning on her son’s arm, took her place behind the coffin and headed the procession into the church.


Fighting back nausea, Hester waited behind a yew tree. After what felt like an eternity, the mourners came out of the church and gathered around the grave. The wind snatched away the vicar’s words but she watched the coffin being lowered into the ground. First Morwenna and then her son threw a handful of soil into the grave. And then it was over. Hugh and his mother led the funeral party towards the waiting carriages.


The wind whisked Hester’s silk scarf up into the air and she reached out to catch it as Jago’s widow walked by. Morwenna lifted a corner of her black crepe veil and stared directly at her. The malevolence in her glare made Hester quake.


Once the carriages had rolled away, Hester hurried to the graveside, her heart thudding. Opening her reticule, she withdrew a crimson rose plucked from the gazebo at Spindrift House where she and Jago had often sat. Inhaling its rich fragrance, she kissed the velvet petals, then dropped it onto the coffin. ‘Goodbye, my love,’ she whispered.


The sexton, spade in hand, walked towards her. ‘Has the funeral finished, Missus?’


Hester gave the crimson rose a last, lingering look. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it’s finished.’
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By the following morning the stormy weather had blown itself out. The air was warm and moist when Hester climbed down the rocky steps to Tregarrick Cove. They were too steep for her these days and the effort made her breathless. She meandered along the sand but Jago would never come here with her again and she couldn’t bear the thought. Stumbling down to the water’s edge, she wanted to scream and rage and tear her hair. The sky was overcast and sullen, while the sea, a threatening steel grey, rumbled its discontent and slapped choppy waves onto the rocks. How long, she wondered, would it take to drown if she walked into the water? Perhaps not long, if she didn’t fight it.


Abruptly, she turned her back on the siren-song of the waves and walked unsteadily towards the steps.
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Hester had composed herself by the time Benedict arrived. Her favourite nephew was tall and broad-shouldered; he filled the spacious drawing room with his amiable presence.


‘Dear Aunt Hester!’ He enfolded her in a hug and planted a smacking kiss on her cheek. Her drooping spirits lifted a little. ‘Father and Mother send their best wishes,’ he said. Too restless to sit, he rested one elbow on the great stone mantelpiece while he chattered about the family.


Throughout his childhood, he’d exasperated his father, Hester’s youngest brother, not only with his lack of intellectual rigour but by the way he cheerfully flitted from one interest to another. Schooled in Truro, Benedict had frequently spent his holidays with Hester. She finally captured his attention by sharing with him her love of painting and now he was studying at the Slade School of Art.


‘And what were you doing this summer that meant you had no time to visit me?’ said Hester.


‘There were so many invitations to balls and parties, I barely spent an evening alone.’


‘I imagine a young man such as yourself would be very popular.’


‘I’ve never lacked for dancing partners,’ he said, a gleam in his hazel eyes. His expression grew serious. ‘But there’s a girl who’s different from the others. One morning I was outside the Slade when a hansom cab hurtled through a puddle, splashing me with mud …’


‘How unpleasant!’


‘It would have been, if a vision of loveliness with ebony hair and the most glorious green eyes hadn’t offered me her handkerchief.’


‘Does this paragon have a name?’


‘Edith Hammond, a fellow student. Father once told me there are two kinds of girl: one for fun and the other for marriage. Aunt Hester, I’m going to marry Edith.’ Benedict raked his fingers through his curls. ‘I went to see her father but he sent me away with a flea in my ear, insisting I wait until I’m earning enough to support her.’


‘Quite right, too!’


Benedict groaned. ‘But how long will that be? I shan’t graduate until next summer.’


‘All the more incentive for you to work hard and start earning.’


‘But Edith’s such a prize, some other fellow will snap her up before then.’


‘She’ll wait for you, if she loves you enough.’ It wasn’t the time to tell him she’d left him everything she owned, including Woodland Cottage. Much as Hester loved her nephew, his mother had spoiled him. He must learn patience and self-discipline.


Benedict was on his second slice of Mrs Gloyne’s fruitcake when Hester told him that it might be his last visit to Spindrift House. He stared at her. ‘But why? My happiest childhood memories are of this house.’


‘I doubt I’ll be able to extend my tenancy. My landlord has died,’ Hester said, attempting to steady her voice.


‘Jago Penrose? Oh, Lord! I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Benedict. ‘I liked him. I remember him looking at my sketchbook and helping me when I couldn’t get the perspective right.’


Hester nodded. ‘He was an architect so he knew about perspective. He built Cliff House and then rented this one to your Uncle Cador and me.’ She closed her eyes, remembering how, newly married, she’d fallen under the welcoming spell of Spindrift House at first sight: the stone walls clad in Virginia creeper, the stately copper beech and the hydrangeas bordering the lawn that undulated down towards the sea. But more than anything, the moment she went inside and walked through the rambling, sunlit rooms freshened by sea breezes, she’d known it was destined to be home to her. Widowed young, she’d stayed on, finding comfort within the sheltering walls of Spindrift House.


‘I believe Jago’s widow will wish her son to reside here, now Hugh’s family is growing,’ Hester said.


‘But you can’t leave!’


She glanced at the panelled walls, the bookcases crammed with her favourite books, the seascapes she and Jago had painted, and on the mantelpiece the china dogs he’d brought her from Truro. These things were impossibly dear to her but she couldn’t take them all with her. ‘There’s a little cottage in the woods where I might go.’ She blinked back the hot tears that stung her eyelids.


Benedict hurried over to hug her. ‘I thought you looked glum. I wish you’d told me earlier, instead of letting me rattle on.’


She clung to him. ‘It’s been a shock to lose my old friend. I wish to sit quietly for a while. Why don’t you go and unpack?’


After he’d gone upstairs, she leaned back in her armchair and stared out of the window at the lush green fields, the huge Cornish sky and wide expanse of sea. She’d bought Woodland Cottage years ago, as a secret bolt hole where she and Jago could snatch a few precious hours together whenever they could, but of necessity it had been secluded and there were no views. Overwhelmed with heartache, she closed her eyes.


She must have dozed because she started when the doorbell jangled. Mrs Gloyne’s footsteps tapped along the passage and a moment later the drawing-room door burst open. Hugh Penrose, a fair, stocky figure, stood on the threshold, fists bunched.


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Tremayne,’ said Mrs Gloyne, peering around him. ‘He pushed right past me.’


Hester stood up. ‘Thank you, Mrs Gloyne. It seems Mr Penrose has something urgent to say.’


‘Damn’ right I do!’ He stepped into the room, a muscle twitching visibly in one cheek. ‘My mother is in a state of such distress we’ve had to call the doctor. She might have had an apoplexy. It would have been your fault if she’d died!’


Hester’s pulse began to race. ‘Perhaps you should explain …’


He thrust his chin towards her. ‘That’s rich, coming from you! As if you didn’t know … Well then, I’ll explain, shall I?’


She stared at him, experiencing a terrible premonition.


‘But of course you must already know about Father’s new will,’ he said, through gritted teeth.


Heavy footsteps clattered down the stairs.


An ache blossomed in Hester’s jaw and she couldn’t catch her breath. ‘But I didn’t …’


‘Shut up! When the will was read, my poor mother fainted dead away. Now she’s had to tell me the truth, the painful truth she’s borne with great dignity and in complete silence for over thirty years.’ Hugh’s face was flushed an angry red.


Benedict strode into the room. ‘Aunt Hester?’


Hugh ignored him. ‘As if it wasn’t bad enough to discover you were my father’s whore, you persuaded him to leave you Spindrift House and a significant portion of his wealth, all of which should have been mine!’


A crushing pain in Hester’s chest made her sink down onto her armchair. ‘I didn’t ask him …’ Jago had said he wanted to leave Spindrift House to her but she’d utterly forbidden him to do so.


‘Don’t lie to me!’ shouted Hugh. He made a visible effort to compose himself. ‘Much as it sickens me, I’ve come to appeal to your better nature, if you have one. I’m asking you to forfeit my father’s bequest to you, in favour of my mother who has been so sinned against.’


‘I didn’t ask or want your father to …’


Hugh bent over her, hands planted either side of her on the arms of the chair. ‘You’re lying!’


‘You don’t understand,’ gasped Hester.


‘On the contrary, I understand perfectly.’


Benedict stepped forward. ‘Leave her alone, Penrose!’ ‘You’ve destroyed my family, you old bitch!’ Hugh’s voice rose. ‘You wheedled your way into Father’s affections for your own financial gain.’ His angry face was so close to Hester’s that spittle sprayed her cheeks. ‘You cheated Mother out of her husband’s love.’


‘I never intended …’


Hugh jabbed his forefinger at Hester. ‘I will make it my personal mission to have your name dragged through the mud at every possible opportunity,’ he said, his voice low and malevolent now.


‘Penrose, stop this!’ Benedict gripped Hugh’s arm and pulled him away.


He shook himself free and glared at Hester. ‘There won’t be a soul left in the neighbourhood who will pass the time of day with you, none of the shops will allow you credit and, by God, you’d better keep your doors locked at night.’


Frightened by the hatred in his eyes, she cowered away, her hands pressed to her ears.


‘How dare you terrify and insult an old lady?’ Benedict shouted.


Taking no notice of him, Hugh continued to harangue Hester. ‘You will visit my father’s lawyer tomorrow and return what is rightfully ours. And when you’ve done that,’ he sneered, ‘why don’t you take a walk into the sea and never come back?’


‘Enough!’ bellowed Benedict. ‘Get out of this house!’


Hugh pushed him against the wall. ‘It’s my house!’


Benedict barged Hugh with his shoulder. Grunting with the effort, the two men wrestled each other, knocking over a side table and sending a vase of roses crashing to the floor.


Benedict forced Hugh’s arm up behind his back, making him yell in pain. ‘It’s quite different now the boot’s on the other foot, isn’t it, Penrose?’ he said. ‘Aunt Hester, I’ll escort this piece of filth off the premises and then we shall report the matter to the police.’


‘It is I who will be reporting you!’ shouted Hugh. He struggled violently, lashing out and kicking Benedict’s shin.


Hester heard them go, scuffling and cursing their way along the passage, with Benedict eventually dragging Hugh outside. The front door crashed back on its hinges and bounced against the wall.


Mrs Gloyne hurried to Hester’s side, her toothless old mouth trembling with shock and outrage. ‘Thank goodness Mr Benedict was here. Look at you, bone-white and your lips all blue! Shall I fetch the smelling salts and a nip of brandy?’


Gradually, the pain in Hester’s chest eased but still she trembled.


Benedict returned, brushing his hands together. He gave Hester a grim smile. ‘He won’t bother you again.’


Hester wasn’t so sure.


Mrs Gloyne removed herself to the kitchen and Benedict refilled his aunt’s glass and poured a brandy for himself. ‘Well, aren’t you the dark horse, Aunt Hester?’ There was more than a hint of amusement and admiration in his voice.


Unable to look him in the eye, she rubbed at the pins and needles in her arm. Although her love affair with Jago had been secret, it had never felt sordid to them, only pure and beautiful. ‘It wasn’t how Hugh thought it was,’ she said. ‘I was already widowed and his parents lived separate lives before Jago and I became close. And I told Jago my husband had left me well provided for. I didn’t want the Penrose money.’


‘Well, Hugh doesn’t deserve any of it, not after the way he threatened you.’


‘He was such a sweet child, once.’ She remembered her delight on meeting him with Jago in the cove one day when he was small, a breeze ruffling the child’s fair hair and his face alive with excitement when he showed her a sea anemone in his long-handled fishing net.


‘You look done in, Aunt Hester,’ said Benedict. ‘I’ll help you upstairs to rest.’


She sighed. ‘Perhaps everything will look better tomorrow after I’ve seen the solicitor. I shall, of course, make sure Spindrift House is returned to the Penroses.’


Benedict supported her up the stairs but dizziness overwhelmed her and she clung to the banisters. She felt herself being lifted up in her nephew’s arms and leaned gratefully against his chest. He laid her upon the bed and tucked the eiderdown around her.


‘I’m worried about you,’ he said, an anxious frown on his forehead. ‘I’ll fetch the doctor.’


‘Don’t leave me,’ she said, her breath coming in harsh gasps. Turning her head on the pillow, her gaze sought out Jago’s watercolour of Tregarrick Cove that had hung on her bedroom wall for twenty-five years. How she loved that picture! The sea shimmered under a cerulean sky and a man and a woman watched a small boy with a fishing net peering into a rock pool exposed by the retreating sea.


‘I must fetch the doctor,’ said Benedict.


She was tired, so very tired, and all she wanted now was to sleep. ‘It’s too late, my dear,’ she whispered. She gazed again at the painting, remembering the smell of the seaweed glistening in the sun, the love in Jago’s eyes and the little boy’s excitement. How blissfully happy she had been on that day.


‘Aunt Hester?’


But the darkness was already crowding in and Jago was waiting for her. ‘I’m coming, my darling,’ she murmured.


And then there was only peace.




Chapter 2


July 1892


Kensington


On the morning of her wedding, Edith stood in her nightgown before the looking glass, wondering what Benedict would look like, naked. Over the past three years she’d seen many naked men but none of them had been young and some had been positively peculiar. There had been that nameless sailor whose entire body was inked with writhing sea serpents and then there was the hunchback with the sad, beautiful eyes. Once she’d overcome the shock of so much nakedness, she saw those men only in terms of light and shade, their skin merely draping the muscles, bones and sinews beneath, while her charcoal raced over the paper to capture their images.


A naked Benedict, however, would be an entirely different matter from the artists’ models at the Slade. A foot taller than herself, well-built and with curly bronze-coloured hair, he’d only to look at Edith with laughter in his sleepy eyes to make her melt. From the first day she met him, he’d dazzled her. Showering her with compliments, flowers and small presents, he’d made her feel special and beautiful. Her family never made her feel like that. Mindful of her mama’s warnings, Edith hadn’t allowed him to take any liberties, apart from a few stolen kisses, but her self-control didn’t mean his presence left her unaffected. Her friend Clarissa had whispered that Edith’s new husband would expect her to remove her nightgown in the marital bed. Shocked, she hadn’t believed it, even though Clarissa assured her it was true.


Slowly, Edith loosed the ribbons of her nightgown, exposing her breasts. She believed they were a good shape. Although full, they didn’t sag like those of some of the models in the Life Class.


There was a tap at the door and, without waiting for permission, Mama swept into the room, followed by the maid carrying a breakfast tray set for two.


Edith hastily retied the ribbons at her neck. Heat flooded her face but her mother didn’t appear to have noticed.


‘Good morning, Edith.’


She pulled on her dressing gown as the maid set the breakfast things on the round rosewood table and discreetly left the room.


‘I wanted a word with you,’ said her mama, sitting down and spooning kedgeree onto Edith’s plate. ‘Are you still sure you wish to marry Benedict? You made such a fuss until Papa allowed you to attend the Slade that I imagined you’d want to follow your artistic ambitions for a while before becoming a wife. You must understand that in sickness and in health, until death parts you, marriage is for life. Once the wedding has taken place, there’s no going back. Ever.’


‘Of course I’m sure! I thought you liked my husband-to-be? Even Papa is happy with the match now that Benedict has his inheritance from his aunt.’


‘He’s charming and it’s a relief he’ll take you on. I’d been worried you were so set on painting you’d remain a spinster for evermore. Marrying another artist is probably the best outcome for you.’


‘I could never have married a man who didn’t understand that I must paint.’


Mama sighed. ‘I always expected my darling Amelia would marry first.’


Edith didn’t want to talk about her elder sister, not on her wedding day. A gifted pianist with the singing voice of an angel, Amelia had taken three years to die of consumption. Her memory haunted the house, leaving their mother still grieving eight years later, and it seemed impossible for Edith ever to live up to the level of perfection Amelia had acquired in Mama’s eyes. Benedict’s proposal had opened up the promise of a new life, one where Edith would be cherished and loved for herself. If she worked hard and achieved her dream of having a painting exhibited in the Royal Academy, perhaps then Mama would love her as much as she had her elder daughter.


‘Eat your kedgeree. We can’t have you fainting in church.’ Mama stared out of the window overlooking Bedford Gardens, her fingers restlessly tapping the table. She glanced at Edith and looked away again. ‘Normally I’d never dream of discussing such a delicate subject but, after my own honeymoon, I vowed that, if I had daughters of my own one day, I’d counsel them before the event, no matter how awkward it was.’


Edith put down her fork.


‘A bride may find her wedding night a little …’ Mama hesitated momentarily before continuing ‘… surprising.’


‘In what way?’


Edith’s mother twisted her wedding ring around her finger. ‘A bride must expect her husband to …’ Her cheeks became suffused with pink. ‘To touch her. Remember, there’s no shame in this. On the contrary, it’s her duty to do her husband’s bidding, however unusual his wishes may seem.’


‘I shall always do my duty to Benedict.’ Edith suppressed a shiver of longing as she imagined his eager kisses.


Mama rose to her feet, leaving her own breakfast untouched. ‘I’m glad we’ve had this chat. I shouldn’t have wanted you to imagine afterwards that some outrage had been committed upon your person.’


Edith frowned at this baffling statement and watched her mother close the door behind her. The bride ate her breakfast, including all the kedgeree. Her mother was quite right; it wouldn’t do to faint in church.
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Tightly laced, Edith lifted her arms while Colette, Mama’s maid, tied her petticoat ribbons. Outside, the sun shone. She sighed, yearning to be at the church already with Benedict at her side. In a few hours’ time they would be properly alone for the first time. Imagining his embraces then, given without any need for restraint, made her feel quite overheated.


‘Miss Edith?’ Colette held out the cream silk wedding dress. She hooked together the mother-of-pearl buttons down the back of the bodice.


‘Et voilà!’ said the maid. ‘I will inform Mrs Hammond you are ready for the veil.’


Edith slipped her feet into new satin shoes and inspected herself in the mirror. The wide leg-of-mutton sleeves emphasised her narrow waist and the heavy silk of the bell-shaped skirt clung to her hips before it flared out into an elegant train at the back.


Mama, wearing a vast hat adorned with feathers, entered the room with the veil laid over her outstretched arms. Even on Edith’s wedding day she’d chosen to wear lavender silk, half-mourning in memory of Amelia.


‘Grandmama’s Brussels lace veil,’ she said. ‘I’d always imagined darling Amelia would wear it next.’


The bitter disappointment in her voice made Edith feel second best again. It irked her even more since Amelia hadn’t always been as saint-like as Mama imagined.


Her mother arranged the veil over Edith’s dark hair and secured the coronet of wax orange blossoms with pearl-topped hatpins. She studied her through narrowed eyes before nodding approval.


Edith’s mouth was dry. She followed Mama along the passage and paused at the top of the stairs. Papa and Uncle Toby waited for them in the hall below.


Mama called down, ‘Edward!’


Papa and Uncle Toby looked up expectantly.


Mindful of her long train, Edith carefully descended the stairs.


‘Enchanting, my dear,’ said Papa, kissing her cheek. ‘The carriages are at the door,’ he said. ‘Shall we?’


The servants lined the hallway and bowed or bobbed as Papa led her outside. Mama set off with Uncle Toby in the first carriage, while Papa handed Edith into the second.


‘We’ll drive in the other direction, around Kensington Gardens,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t do to arrive early and make young Benedict think you’re overeager. Keep him on his toes!’ He reached for Edith’s hand. ‘Nervous? You’ll soon settle into the way of married life. Though I could wish Cornwall were a little closer. Still, I daresay you’ll write to your mama and let us know how you go on.’


Edith rarely spent any time alone with her father and lapsed into awkward silence, hardly knowing what to say to him. The Bayswater Road was teeming with carriages and their progress was slow. She gripped her bouquet of pink roses and white freesias and prayed they wouldn’t be late.


Her corset pinched and she felt nauseous; perhaps it hadn’t been sensible to eat Mama’s breakfast as well as her own. Staring out of the carriage window, Edith kept her gaze fixed on the park, watching the horses and the nannies wheeling perambulators. To take her mind off her nervousness, she imagined how she’d capture the scene in watercolour, concentrating on the vibrant shades of green and the patterns the sunlight made filtering past the park railings.


Before long they were drawing up outside St Mary Abbots. Clinging to her papa’s arm, Edith stepped down from the carriage.


Benedict’s little nieces, adorable in frilled dresses with pink sashes, waited by the church door with their governess. She chivvied her charges into position, one holding Edith’s train and the others ready to strew rose petals at her feet.


Edith’s knees trembled as an echo of Mama’s voice reverberated in her head: ‘Once the wedding has taken place, there’s no going back.’


The organ music swelled and Papa guided Edith out of the sunshine and into the shadowy cavern of the church. The air inside smelled of freesias, incense and mould. Faces turned to stare as they made stately progress down the nave and Edith glimpsed Clarissa, chic in sky blue, and dear Dora, her freckled face smiling encouragingly.


And then there was Benedict, standing before the altar painted with a kaleidoscope of cobalt and crimson from the light slanting through the stained glass. Tall and impossibly handsome, he was waiting for her. Edith’s momentary uncertainty evaporated like mist in the sun.
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Later, she hardly remembered the ceremony at all, except for the scent of freesias and Benedict’s hazel eyes looking into hers as they made their responses.


Then they were in the carriage together with rose petals and rice on their shoulders.


Benedict pulled her against him and kissed her until she had to turn aside to catch her breath. ‘What a shame it’s such a short journey to Bedford Gardens,’ he murmured, his hand caressing her waist.


Edith straightened her coronet, her pulse skipping. This was the beginning of her new life. No more failing to live up to Amelia’s perfection. She’d spend the nights in her husband’s arms, whispering words of love, and during the days they’d paint, side-by-side. Wonderingly, she touched Benedict’s cheek. ‘I love you so much,’ she whispered.


He gave her a dazzling smile and kissed her nose.


The carriage halted outside Edith’s home in Bedford Gardens. No longer my home, she thought, as her husband led her inside. Her home now was Spindrift House in Cornwall, a place she’d never seen except in drawings in Benedict’s sketchbook.


Both sets of parents waited to greet them. Edith’s mother-in-law’s eyelids were pink from weeping. She had an exceptional fondness for Benedict, her last, very late baby. He made no secret of the fact his mother had indulged him, allowing him to study art instead of following his father’s footsteps into Harley Street where he was a renowned surgeon. Just as well, Benedict had said, because he loathed Latin and the sight of blood made him queasy.


The afternoon passed in a blur of congratulatory speeches, an endless meal of several rich courses and Champagne bubbles fizzing in Edith’s nose. And, all the time, Benedict was at her side, his knee pressing against hers under the starched white tablecloth, his arm draped along the back of her chair, his fingers making her shiver when they caressed the nape of her neck.


Clarissa, Dora and Wilfred, fellow students from the Slade, came to hug her and offer Benedict their congratulations. Wilfred shook his hand.


‘You look so beautiful today, Edith,’ said Dora. She blushed, the expression in her grey eyes suddenly worried. ‘Not just today, of course – you’re always beautiful.’


‘Positively radiant,’ said Clarissa, amusement at Dora’s awkwardness written across her face. ‘Now, Benedict, don’t forget,’ she pressed one manicured finger to his chest, ‘our boat train leaves Victoria at ten o’clock sharp tomorrow morning. There’ll be no time for lingering in bed.’


‘But there’s every reason to linger, don’t you think?’ He gave Edith a smouldering glance and a tremor of anticipation tingled down her back.


‘Isn’t it exciting?’ said Dora, wide-eyed. ‘I’ve never been to France.’


‘So you’ve told us, at least, oh …’ Clarissa tapped her cheek and pretended to look puzzled ‘… twenty times today.’


‘Don’t tease her,’ said Edith.


Soon it was time to change into her going-away outfit of pink silk. Mama came to supervise and clasped a string of pearls around Edith’s neck. ‘My father gave these to me upon my marriage to your own father,’ she said.


‘Thank you, Mama.’ Edith kissed her cool, perfumed cheek, knowing she’d intended them for Amelia.


‘Your luggage has been sent on to the Savoy and the doorman will arrange for a cab to take you to Victoria tomorrow morning.’ Her mother sighed. ‘I still find it odd that you and Benedict wish to take your friends with you on your honeymoon.’


Edith hadn’t been happy about it either, at first, but he’d promised her they’d have plenty of time alone together at Spindrift House later on. ‘Benedict says it will be a summer-long party. Wilfred’s cousin Pascal is an artist, too. His parents will be away so we’ll have the house in Nice to ourselves.’


Downstairs, Benedict escorted his wife to their carriage and the wedding party gathered in the street to wave them off.


Mrs Fairchild clutched her son’s hand through the carriage window, smothering it with kisses. ‘Look after my precious boy, Edith!’


‘Of course, Mrs Fairchild.’


Impatiently, Benedict loosed his mother’s grip. The carriage rolled away amongst a flutter of handkerchiefs and a chorus of goodbyes.


‘That was the most wonderful day of my life,’ Edith said, sinking back against the seat cushions.


‘It isn’t over yet.’ Benedict gave her a sideways glance and kissed her again.


The Savoy was bright and new and unimaginably luxurious. A dignified porter escorted them to the electric lift and Edith’s eyes widened as it sped them upstairs to the honeymoon suite, where flowers, exotic fruit and more Champagne awaited. She ran from light switch to light switch, flicking them on and off, and exclaimed with delight at the marble bathroom with its shiny taps and constant hot water.


‘Why don’t you have a bath?’ called Benedict from the sitting room. ‘I’ll open the Champagne.’


A short while later, the bathroom was full of steam and Edith slid into the perfumed water. It was such a relief to be free from her corset, even though she’d have to put it on again for dinner. The bath was so vast her toes didn’t reach the end.


A sudden draught made her glance over her shoulder. Water sloshed over the side of the bathtub as she reared up in shock, clasping her knees in an attempt to conceal her nakedness. Benedict stood behind her, wearing only a silk dressing gown.


‘I’ve brought the Champagne.’ He placed two glasses and a bottle on the marble bath surround.


She glanced at her peignoir, hanging on the bathroom door and impossible for her to reach.


‘Don’t be shy,’ he said. He lowered the window blind to dim the light. ‘Shift forwards and I’ll climb in behind you.’


She hesitated, then remembered Mama saying it was a bride’s duty to do her husband’s bidding, and wriggled towards the bath taps. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Benedict’s dressing gown drop to the floor. He got into the bath and extended his legs, one either side of her hips. She stared at his calves, all covered with hair, and his feet, so large beside her small ones. There was a great deal about being married that Edith must become accustomed to.


He shifted and water slapped the rim of the tub. ‘Lean back against me.’


Tentatively, she rested against his chest. His bare chest.


Gently, he lifted one of her tightly folded arms away from her breast and placed a glass in her hand. ‘Better?’


She nodded and tried not to flinch as he laid one hand across her stomach. She gulped her Champagne but the bubbles made her choke.


Benedict took the glass until she’d recovered. ‘You’re nervous,’ he said, pouring more wine for her, ‘but I’m not going to hurt you.’


After her third glass Edith became drowsy and stopped worrying. ‘I think,’ she said carefully, ‘perhaps I’ve had a bit too much to drink.’


Benedict chuckled. ‘I think you’ll find you’ve had just the right amount.’


Lazily, she watched drops of condensation running down the tiles and listened to the slow dripping of a tap in the peaceful, steamy silence. She giggled as Benedict stretched out a foot and turned on the hot tap with his toes.


Caressing her shoulders, he dropped tiny kisses on the nape of her neck while Edith sighed with pleasure. One by one he removed the pins from her hair until it tumbled down her back and floated upon the water. He buried his face in her dark curls. ‘I’ve waited a long time for this.’


‘Have you?’ she whispered.


‘You nearly drove me mad imagining it.’ His hands stroked her throat and lightly brushed her breasts, making her gasp. ‘You were always so prim and proper but I guessed there was a sensual little heart beating somewhere under all that tight-lacing,’ he murmured.


Edith closed her eyes and, when he rolled one nipple between his finger and thumb, there was a sharp, sweet ache inside her. She wondered for a moment how he knew exactly where and how to touch her, to make her melt. His fingers stroked over her stomach and then reached lower, towards her private place. Involuntarily, she pushed his hand away.


‘Don’t think!’ whispered Benedict, gently loosening her grip.


She closed her eyes again and allowed herself to relax while he stroked her. It was quiet, except for the sound of their breathing and the gentle lapping of the water between her thighs. The bathroom was a warm, steamy sanctuary far away from the rest of the world and what happened in it was their private business. Time didn’t exist anymore and the tingling inside her grew stronger until she was taut with longing. She held her breath, knowing something momentous was going to happen. And then a great heat exploded within her and she cried out in astonishment as wave after wave of exquisite sensation washed over her.


Benedict lifted her out of the bath, her wet hair clinging to his chest as he carried her into the bedroom and laid her on the bed. Hurriedly, she dragged the eiderdown over their nakedness. He lay beside her, his hands sliding over her back and breasts as he kissed her, his mouth hot and urgent. After a while, he turned her on her back, threw off the eiderdown and kneeled between her thighs.


She caught her breath in shock. The loins of the Life Class models had always been muslin-draped and Benedict’s manhood didn’t look anything like that of the classical statues she’d studied. It certainly wouldn’t fit behind a fig leaf.


‘I’ll be careful, Edith,’ he whispered.


Careful or not, he did hurt her but it was only momentary and his rising excitement aroused her again. She clung to him, wrapping her legs around his waist and surrendering herself entirely to the intensity of their pleasure. Finally, he gasped and shuddered to a climax.


Afterwards, he kissed the tip of her nose. ‘Well, Mrs Fairchild,’ he said, ‘now you are truly my wife. And I was right, wasn’t I?’ He ran a fingernail down the swell of one breast and circled her nipple. ‘Your demure exterior conceals a wonderfully passionate nature. We shall suit each other well, you and I.’ He yawned and closed his eyes. A second later he was asleep.


Disappointed he didn’t want to talk about such an extraordinary happening, she studied her husband’s face, learning every handsome contour and plane of it, while her heart ached with love for him. She had given him her trust, relinquishing all modesty and shame, and he had made her truly his forever. Edith smiled to herself. Mama had been right; her wedding night had been most surprising.




Chapter 3


A fly bumbling against the windowpane awoke Clarissa. The carriage of the Méditerranée Express was stiflingly hot and the hills and valleys outside a parched ochre in the harsh sunlight. It had been a long journey south from Paris and her companions’ excited chatter had dwindled as the heat grew more intense. One by one, the train rocked them to sleep.


Edith was encircled in Benedict’s arms, her head nodding on his chest with every lurch of the carriage. Clarissa noted the dark shadows beneath her eyes. The poor girl was probably short of sleep but at least she hadn’t seemed too shocked after her wedding night. She’d gazed adoringly at Benedict ever since they’d arrived, late, at Victoria. Idly, Clarissa wondered if it was Edith’s undeniable innocence that had so inflamed Benedict’s lustful infatuation with her that it had driven him to the surprising step of taking her to the altar.


Clarissa contemplated his sleeping face, remembering their own brief affair two years before. Her aunt Minnie, with whom she’d lodged while she studied at the Slade, was a New Woman and had afforded Clarissa a great deal of freedom. Benedict hadn’t been her first, not by a long chalk, but she’d discovered he was an ardent and skilful lover. It had taken her aback, however, that unlike most of the men she’d amused herself with, he hadn’t fallen in love with her.


‘We’re too alike, you and I,’ he’d said, when she’d quizzed him about it.


Of course, they weren’t alike at all. He’d been seeking sexual adventure, while she … Clarissa didn’t want to think about that.


The train juddered to a standstill.


Wilfred yawned and unfolded his lanky figure. He leaned out of the window, a breeze ruffling his fair hair. ‘Not long now,’ he said. Sitting down again, he eyed the creases in his linen trousers with disfavour and attempted to smooth them flat. Even in his painting smock, he always took trouble to appear immaculate.


Dora blinked awake like a startled baby owl and knuckled sleep from her eyes.


Edith disentangled herself from Benedict’s embrace and stretched as elegantly as a cat. ‘I’m hungry,’ she said.


Dora rummaged in her basket. She offered a piece of shortbread to Edith and passed the rest around.


‘How frightfully resourceful of you, Dora,’ said Clarissa.


Dora glanced at her, clearly wondering if she was being teased, which she was.


The train emitted a piercing whistle and a great hissing cloud of steam, before jolting on its way again.


Benedict plucked the last morsel of Edith’s shortbread out of her fingers and kissed the crumbs off her mouth when she protested.


Half an hour later, they arrived at Nice.


The platform was crowded and everyone had to bellow over the noise of the engines, wailing children and chattering passengers.


‘Look out for my cousin Pascal,’ shouted Wilfred. ‘He has dark brown hair.’


Since almost all the Frenchmen visible had dark hair, Clarissa didn’t find that particularly helpful.


‘There he is!’ Wilfred waved wildly. Then the two men were shaking hands and slapping each other on the back. A moment later Wilfred drew Pascal over to meet the rest of them.


Clarissa held out her hand. Pascal kissed it and, with a flash of his dark eyes, said how enchanted he was to meet her. Of medium height, he was still tall enough for Clarissa to look up at him from under her eyelashes. He had a narrow face with interestingly high cheekbones and an aquiline nose. Rather disappointingly, he turned away to greet Dora and showed her exactly the same courtesy. Lastly, he greeted Edith. Clarissa thought he held her hand slightly longer than necessary.


Pascal shepherded them out of the station, followed by a porter who complained as he pushed their overladen trolley. Outside, Pascal flipped a coin to a boy holding the reins of a horse hitched to a wagon.


‘How delightfully … rustic,’ said Clarissa, making a face as she climbed into the wagon. It looked as if it had been used to transport dung-matted straw.


Benedict swung Edith up off the ground and onto the bench beside Clarissa. Wilfred directed the porter, in perfect French, to stow the luggage in the cart he’d hired to follow them.


‘Where’s Dora?’ said Edith.


Clarissa sighed and shaded her eyes against the sunshine. ‘Surely she can’t have got lost already?’


‘There she is!’ Wilfred waved and Dora dashed towards them, holding onto her hat.


She squeezed herself down on the seat next to Edith. ‘Sorry. I had to pay a visit,’ she mumbled. Her sandy hair had come loose and Edith helped her to tuck it back under her hat.


Half an hour later, they arrived at Bellevue, Pascal’s family home in the hills above Nice.


A young woman opened the wrought-iron gates for him to steer the wagon onto the forecourt’s neatly raked gravel.


Feeling pleasantly surprised by their destination, Clarissa studied the house. Colourwashed a soft pink, it had green shutters and terracotta roof tiles. The sun-warmed courtyard was shaded by chestnut trees and the path to the front door lined with billowing clouds of fragrant lavender, humming with bees.


‘It’s charming, isn’t it?’ said Edith.


‘And much grander than I’d expected after being conveyed here in a pig cart,’ whispered Clarissa.


Pascal linked his arm through the young woman’s. ‘May I present my sister Delphine.’


Clarissa shook her hand. Delphine was pretty and shared Pascal’s dark colouring but she was a fraction too plump and her mouth was sulky.


Wilfred kissed her on both cheeks in the French fashion. ‘Still enjoying married life, Delphine? How is Édouard?’


She shrugged, pouting a little.


They followed her into the drawing room where they refreshed themselves with glasses of lemonade.


‘The maid will show you to your rooms,’ said Delphine. ‘Dinner is at eight o’clock, when my husband returns from the office.’


‘Then there’s time for a little nap first,’ said Benedict, eyeing Edith with a wolfish grin.


Clarissa and Dora shared a room with a view over the garden. Clarissa kicked off her shoes and flopped down on one of the beds.


Dora hummed as she unpacked her small case. Placing a bible and her sketchbook on the night table, she gave a contented sigh. ‘We’re going to have such a lovely time here, I can tell.’
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It was dusk when Clarissa joined her friends in the loggia for dinner. The heady perfume of jasmine scented the air and warmth still radiated from the flagstones. Glasses and silverware glimmered in the candlelight.


Dora was chatting to Wilfred at one end of the table. Neither of them had quite fitted in at the Slade but during their studies there the baker’s daughter and the aesthete had formed an unlikely friendship.


Edith sighed in contentment. ‘The air is as soothing as a warm bath,’ she said.


Benedict laughed softly. ‘I do so enjoy a warm bath.’ He nuzzled Edith’s neck and she flushed bright pink and fiddled with her bracelet.


Clarissa guessed he’d used that old trick to deflower his bride, then. She seated herself opposite Pascal since he was the most interesting man at the gathering. ‘Wilfred tells us you trained to paint in Paris,’ she said.


‘Yes, I attended the École des Beaux-Arts there.’


‘And did you spend your student years drinking and carousing, like some I know?’ She glanced at Benedict, who raised his glass to her with laughter in his eyes.


‘Some carousing was essential, bien sûr,’ said Pascal. ‘Afterwards, I worked in a number of ateliers in Montmartre.’ A mischievous smile illuminated his face. ‘That was a completely different education.’


‘We stopped in Paris,’ said Benedict, ‘and watched the artists painting in the open air.’


‘These are interesting times for artistic expression,’ said Pascal. ‘Once, the Impressionists shocked the traditional art world. Now,’ he shrugged, ‘Impressionism itself is passé.’


Clarissa sighed. She’d hoped for a little flirtation, not a sermon on new movements in art. Benedict, also clearly bored, juggled with three pieces of bread, and she covered her mouth to disguise a smile when he winked at her.


‘I wanted to see one of the entertainments at the Moulin Rouge,’ said Benedict, ‘but Edith wasn’t keen.’


‘Naturellement,’ said Pascal. ‘They are not suitable for a lady.’


‘There were some posters for the Moulin Rouge by an artist called Toulouse-Lautrec,’ said Wilfred. ‘Startlingly original, I thought.’


‘That one will achieve great things,’ said Pascal, ‘if he does not drown in absinthe first.’


Édouard Caron arrived then, mopping his face with a silk handkerchief. His waistcoat buttons strained across his prominent stomach, his hair was neatly pomaded and his shoes highly polished. ‘I apologise for my tardiness,’ he said. ‘I had important matters to attend to in the office.’


Clarissa disliked him instantly. She never could abide pompous men and he reminded her far too much of her father.


Pascal introduced the guests and Édouard made a small bow to each of them. Delphine, unsmiling, offered her cheek for his kiss.


As soon as he was seated, the maid carried in the soup.


‘We were talking about changing fashions in art, Édouard,’ said Pascal, speaking in French.


‘Isn’t there something more interesting to discuss? Pass the bread – I’m ravenous.’


Clarissa raised her eyebrows at Edith, who met her glance with a shrug. Dora merely stared at her plate.


The soup was followed by an excellent duck stew, a platter of cheeses and grapes, coffee and Armagnac.


Benedict topped up the glasses. ‘So, what are we planning for tomorrow?’


‘We could go into Nice and walk along the Promenade des Anglais,’ said Wilfred.


‘All I want,’ said Clarissa, ‘is to sit quietly in the sunshine. I have absolutely no intention of working for at least a week.’


Benedict raised his glass to her.


‘I must begin the sketches for Mr Rosenberg,’ said Edith.


Dora turned to Pascal. ‘Edith’s end-of-year exhibition was marvellous. She was approached by a Mr Rosenberg on the very first day. Tell him, Edith!’


‘He was very complimentary about my work,’ she said, eyes modestly cast down. ‘When I mentioned I was visiting the South of France, he said he’d like to see my sketchbook when I returned.’ She glanced up and her eyes shone. ‘If he likes one of my sketches, he’ll commission a painting.’


‘Bravo!’ said Pascal.


‘My wife is extremely diligent,’ said Benedict, ‘and also talented. She’s far better than any of us mere mortals will ever be.’


Clarissa looked at him over the rim of her glass. ‘Do I detect a trace of jealousy, Benedict?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said, with no trace of humour whatsoever in his voice.


‘He might not like any of my ideas,’ said Edith, glancing anxiously at her husband.


‘Of course he will!’ said Dora.


Benedict yawned. ‘Shall we have an early night?’ He pulled his wife to her feet.


‘You look tired, Edith,’ said Clarissa. ‘Do try to get some sleep tonight.’ She gave Benedict a knowing look and his lips twitched in amusement.


‘Love’s young dream,’ said Clarissa, noting how Pascal’s gaze followed the couple as they went indoors. ‘Still, there’s plenty of time for them to settle down into uncomfortable domesticity. I believe the glamour wears off after a year or two.’


Delphine shot a glance of pure dislike at Édouard.


So that was how the land lay, thought Clarissa.


‘That’s a horrible thing to say!’ said Dora. ‘You only have to look at them to see how in love they are.’


Clarissa sighed, suddenly tired and dispirited. ‘You’re a much nicer person than I, Dora. Really, I wish them every happiness.’


‘And you, Dora?’ asked Pascal. ‘What will you do tomorrow?’


‘I’ll take my sketchbook into the garden for inspiration. Like Wilfred, I hope to be an illustrator.’


‘Dora and I have very different styles,’ he said, ‘but we advise each other on where we’re going wrong.’


Édouard drained his glass and pushed back his chair. ‘All this talk of art! I’m going to bed. Come, Delphine.’


Lips pressed together sullenly, she followed him.


Wilfred yawned and stood up. ‘Goodnight, all.’


‘So that leaves the three of us.’ Clarissa reached for the Armagnac. ‘A nightcap, Pascal?’ Her voice was husky and she hoped Dora would toddle off to bed and leave them alone together.


He shook his head. ‘I must work tomorrow.’


Disappointed, Clarissa pushed the bottle away and they went inside.


Later, Dora’s sleeping breaths were steady and even in the adjacent bed. Clarissa lay staring into the dark, too warm to sleep. Voices murmured through the wall from Edith and Benedict’s room, soon followed by a rhythmic knocking. She heard Edith cry out and then all was quiet again.




Chapter 4


Sunlight was creeping through the gaps around the shutters when Dora woke up. Clarissa was still asleep with her forehead resting on one slender arm and a waterfall of flaxen hair flowing over the edge of the bed. Dora sighed. She’d never have Clarissa’s sophistication or Edith’s beauty. When she was younger, Ma had always said she was ‘perfectly serviceable’ and that, once she’d grown up, she’d blossom into a beautiful swan. Well, now she was grown up but her reddish hair still went frizzy in the damp and her face, prone to blushing and freckling, hadn’t changed at all.


Tiptoeing across the floorboards, she eased back the shutters. Beyond the garden wall was a hodge-podge of terracotta roofs and cypress trees on land that sloped steeply down towards the sea.


Carefully, Dora closed the shutter again so the light wouldn’t wake Clarissa. She dressed, pinned her hair into some semblance of tidiness, then collected her sketchbook and went downstairs.


The aroma of coffee drifted towards her and she saw Pascal crossing the hall with a bundle of baguettes under his arm.


‘Good morning, Dora! Will you join me for breakfast?’


He poured her coffee as black as sin and the hunks of crusty bread, thickly spread with butter and apricot jam, were the most delicious things she’d ever eaten. She didn’t speak a word of French so they chatted in English while they looked out over the garden.


‘May I see your sketchbook?’ asked Pascal.


Slightly embarrassed, Dora pushed it towards him. ‘I bought it especially for coming to France.’


She watched him closely as he leafed through the pages, studying her sketches of Victoria Station, alive with porters and passengers. There was a cartoon of a guard, his cheeks puffed out as he blew his whistle. He smiled at a drawing of Edith in the railway carriage, fast asleep in Benedict’s arms. ‘You have caught her likeness exactly.’


‘Benedict woke up before I had time to draw any more than his outline,’ she said. It wasn’t true, though. Edith had looked so sweet, all rosy with sleep, that she hadn’t thought of including Benedict at all.


‘Ah! La Tour Eiffel. What did you think of it?’


‘It’s taller than Notre-Dame. That feels … sacrilegious.’


‘But the view from the top is magnificent, don’t you agree?’


‘We didn’t go up,’ said Dora. ‘Most of our time in Paris was spent in the Louvre.’


Pascal returned her sketchbook. ‘You are an illustrator?’


‘I hope to find work with a publisher or a magazine but I have to expand my portfolio first,’ she said, experiencing again that familiar niggle of worry about the future.


He nodded. ‘It’s a precarious life, making a living as an artist, especially for a woman. Do you live with your parents?’


‘I have to, until I can earn enough.’ She was desperate to escape from the cramped terraced house in Lambeth. ‘My father wants me to paint the pictures they use on biscuit tins.’


Pascal laughed. ‘Biscuit tins?’


Dora tipped up her chin. ‘I’m not like the others. My family isn’t wealthy. Pa’s a foreman in a biscuit factory.’ She expected Pascal to react scornfully but he simply waited for her to go on. ‘When I was fifteen, Pa found me a job in the office. Filing, making the tea, running messages and the like. I’d always been ever so interested in drawing, right from when I was no more than a tiny tot. One day the owner caught me sketching when I should have been dusting the ledgers.’


‘Was he angry?’


‘That was the strange thing. He looked at my sketchbook and said I should have lessons. I was that shocked, I didn’t know what to say. Anyway, he said I could join his daughter for her art studies. The drawing master taught me for two years and then said I should go after a scholarship at the Slade.’


‘I see you have a natural talent,’ Pascal said.


Dora was unable to hide her delight. ‘Pa didn’t want me to take up the place at first because the expenses – materials and the like – were too much. But then my nan gave me some money. She said she was going to leave it to me in her will but it’d be more use to me to have it before she’d gone. She died last year.’ Dora sipped her coffee abruptly, the pain of Nan’s loss still sharp.


‘But you finished your training?’


‘I did.’ She didn’t say how nerve-wracking she’d found it to be amongst a group of posh students who never had to think where the next tube of paint or stick of charcoal was coming from. But making friends with dearest Edith and, later, Wilfred, had changed all that. She’d even grown to like Clarissa, though she had a tongue as sharp as a knife, because surprisingly enough Dora felt a little sorry for her. She never seemed quite happy.


‘To be here in France is beyond anything I dreamed of,’ she said. ‘Pa couldn’t understand why I wanted to come. But stepping outside what’s known and safe makes the colours seem brighter and my heart beat faster. Fear spurs me on to find out who and what I am.’ She stopped, uncomfortably aware she’d blurted out things she’d never said aloud before.


Pascal nodded, as if he understood. ‘I stayed with my parents’ friends while I studied but I wanted to see the other side of Paris. That is why I went to Montmartre. My mother, always so elegant and with such cultured tastes, would be shocked if she knew my friends there were alcoholics, artisans and,’ he hesitated, ‘dance-hall girls.’


‘Most mothers would be shocked,’ said Dora.


‘I met an artist called Suzanne Valadon,’ said Pascal. ‘Her mother was a laundress. She never knew her father, left school at eleven years old and was working in a circus as a trapeze artist at fifteen. She had a child when she was eighteen but no husband. Suzanne earned her living as an artist’s model but she taught herself to paint.’
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