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For James, the kindest of military philosophers, 
and for Alan, with my love.






      
      


Whether we fall by ambition, blood or lust, 
Like diamonds, we are cut with our own dust …

      John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi






      
PROLOGUE
Paris
1959

      The authorisation was for two million dollars. It was the last letter of the day.

      He read through the paragraphs carefully, checking each line and taking his time. Across the desk from him, his senior secretary
         waited patiently, nothing in her manner betraying the fact that she was newly engaged, very much in love and very anxious
         to go home. He glanced up at her and smiled. Outside the plate glass windows the sun still shone, and from the street below,
         insulated and muffled by the glass, came the hum of the Paris traffic. It was six o’clock.
      

      Paris in the summer; the Seine on a warm evening. He had known once, he thought, how the end of the day felt, when the evening
         was full of promise. Not now. He bent his head to the papers once more, picked up his platinum pen, and signed. Edouard de Chavigny.
      

      He slid the white paper across the black desk, and then, taking pity on her, said: ‘You may go now.’

      Her head lifted at once; she looked startled. Then the colour rushed into her cheeks, and her eyes lit.

      ‘It’s only six o’clock.’

      ‘I know that. I suggest you go now. Before one of the telephones rings.’ His voice became dry. ‘Before I change my mind.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      She needed no more prompting. As she gathered the papers, Edouard rose. He moved across the room and stood with his back to
         her, looking out of the windows. The commercial sector of Paris. Below him, in the street, the traffic was heavy; he saw it move forward, stop, move forward again. He rested his forehead
         for a moment against the glass. Across the street, a long way below, the wind caught the leaves of a plane-tree; they were
         the dull heavy green of midsummer, but just for a second, as the air lifted them, and the light caught them, they danced.
      

      ‘I’m leaving soon, in any case.’

      She had reached the door, but when he spoke she stopped. He could feel the curiosity in her gaze, a curiosity that was understandable
         since he rarely left the de Chavigny building before eight.
      

      ‘So early?’

      She could not keep the surprise out of her voice, and Edouard turned back with a lazy smile.

      ‘Why not?’ he said. ‘It’s a fine evening.’

      He knew then, even as he spoke, even as he smiled, that the need was coming back, as strongly and as abruptly as it always
         did, just as if the past three weeks of uneasy celibacy had never happened.
      

      The door closed, and with a sense of despair he turned back to the window and this time pressed his forehead hard against
         the glass. The need possessed him; it infiltrated, blackly, into every corner of his mind, clouding his vision, smothering
         any ability to think. The need, and the despair in the need; they came always together. He turned angrily away from the glass.
      

      He wanted a woman. Women, for a time, always made him forget.

      There were other palliatives, he had learned that. Music. Speed, for he liked to drive fast. Alcohol, sometimes. Work, often.
         But none of them was as swift and none of them was as certain as sex; sex freed him for a while – until the next time the
         pain came back.
      

      He despised the need, and he had come to hate the remedy, and so – as he always did – he tried to fight it. Leaving his offices,
         dismissing his driver, he took his own car, the black Aston Martin Grégoire had so loved. It was powerful, and fast; he edged
         it through the crowded streets holding the great engine in check, and then made his way out of the city, where he could accelerate.
         He switched on the radio and turned up the volume. Music and speed; the combination sometimes worked.
      

      He felt as if the Beethoven fuelled the car, as if he travelled on sound – and, for a time, he grew calmer. He knew why this
         had happened, knew precisely what had provoked the need now. Memories, of course – which he could never keep entirely at bay,
         no matter how hard he contrived to fill every second of every day. Memories which came at him when he least expected them,
         out of the calm of a summer evening, out of the expectation seen in a woman’s face: images of his past, the recollection of
         happiness which could never be recaptured.
      

      The music began a small angry crescendo, then tumbled away. He thought, resigning himself: Very well; a woman, then. And at the next intersection he turned off.
      

      The Right Bank, past expensive houses and expensive shops. He passed the showrooms of the de Chavigny jewellery division,
         the celebrated windows. From the corner of his eye, he glimpsed black velvet and the bright ice of diamonds. He, so notorious
         for his gifts to women, had never given diamonds. Sapphires, rubies, emeralds – yes; but never diamonds. He had never even
         been tempted; something made him hold them back.
      

      ‘A perfect stone, Edouard.’ His father’s voice. Holding the diamond to the light. ‘Do you see? Perfect coloration. Without
         flaws.’
      

      He spun the wheel, heading towards the Pont-Neuf. He was not seeking perfection now, he told himself. Nor absolutes. Life
         was without absolutes, and without certainties. Except, of course, death – and he glanced down at the Seine, which sparkled.
      

      The Left Bank. He took the Quai des Augustins, then swung right into the Boulevard St-Michel. There he slowed, and began to
         look for a woman.
      

      The streets were crowded. People milled and pushed outside the shops, the Métro, the corner tabac. The evening air was still and balmy. From the cafés, as he passed, came the sound of the breathy love-song he had heard
         played everywhere, all summer.
      

      He could feel the impulsion mounting now, and the despair gathering force, and he slowed the car, letting it cruise past the
         cafés. A great many tourists, and – in this quarter – students. He caught the sound of their voices in the hot still air:
         English, American, Italian, Swedish. He saw heads turn as he passed; saw women’s faces. They glanced at the powerful car,
         they glanced at the driver, then leaned forward again over their little cups of café noir, fumbling for a Gauloise, glancing back more lingeringly, giggling.
      

No one I know, or need know, he thought; a stranger, a foreigner, a woman here in Paris today and elsewhere tomorrow. Two girls caught his eye as he
         slowed at an intersection. They were sitting out on the terrasse. One – a redhead; as he glanced in her direction, he saw her throw back her head and laugh. A beautiful, slender neck; full
         breasts; the milk-white skin of redheads. Her companion could have been French: a Juliet Greco lookalike, of whom there were
         many. Wearing black, of course, with long mournful black hair, a dead white face, eyes ringed with heavy black liner. She
         looked nervous, not quite at ease in her coffee-bar existentialist uniform; she fiddled with her coffee spoon.
      

      He hesitated for a second, then touched the accelerator. He always avoided women with red hair, because they reminded him
         of a part of his past he preferred to forget, and the girl’s boldness alienated him. The other looked like the kind of woman
         who went through life getting hurt; if that was her fate, he did not want to contribute to it.
      

      He turned down a narrow side-street, past the dark walls and jutting gargoyles of the Eglise St-Sévérin. Past a Moroccan restaurant,
         and the scents of cumin and meat roasting on an open grill; past huge jagged graffiti: Algérie française. He averted his eyes from the words, and turned the wheel abruptly.
      

      Two more streets, narrow, winding: a tramp, out cold, lying across the vents of the Métro; two lovers, arm in arm, laughing
         together as they came out of a cinema. A tight bend, and then right, into the rue St-Julien le Pauvre.
      

      Ahead of him, on the left-hand side, there was a small park, and beyond it the tiny church of St-Julien, one of the most ancient
         in Paris. In the park, children were playing; he caught for an instant the sound of their voices above the murmur of the traffic
         on the quai beyond. He caught a flash of colour from their clothes: navy, white, scarlet – French children’s colours; liberation colours.
         And then he saw the woman.
      

      Afterwards – eight, ten, twelve years later – that moment would come back to him with absolute precision. Just as it was then:
         the cries of the children; the sound of the cars; the rustle of the gravel as the children ran; the sensation of colour in
         the corner of the eye; the mounting urgency and simultaneous despair in his own body; and then – the woman. The girl.
      

      When he saw her there was suddenly nothing but her. All sound was silenced; space narrowed to the space she occupied. He saw only the woman, bright space, and her face, lifted.
      

      She was standing outside the small church, and looking up at it, her face raised and outlined against the light, her back
         to the road. She had hair of an extraordinary pale gold, reaching just to her shoulders, the ends cropped bluntly, as if she
         had taken the scissors to it herself. As he looked, the breeze lifted the hair away from her face, creating a halo of light
         around her profile.
      

      She turned then, for an instant, with a half-frown, as if she had felt his gaze, or someone had called to her. But he had
         not called; he had not moved; the powerful car stood stationary, twenty feet away. She drew her brows together, looking down
         the road in the direction of the quai, and he was close enough to see that her brows were dark, and straight above wide-spaced grey-blue eyes of exceptional beauty.
      

      She did not appear to see him, and she turned back again to inspect the church. Edouard stared at her. His pulse had slowed;
         the insistent hammering of the senses had stopped; he was conscious, dimly, of a dream-like sense of power, a hallucinatory
         clarity, as if he moved towards her while he remained still.
      

      She was perhaps nineteen, maybe a little older. Tall. Very slender. Wearing the international uniform of the young: blue Levi
         jeans; flat canvas shoes; the plainest white T-shirt, which clung to the contours of her high rounded breasts. There were
         a thousand other girls in St-Germain wearing clothes almost exactly similar. There had been dozens in the cafés he had just
         passed. But this girl resembled none of them. He looked at her and saw physical perfection; beauty as undeniable, as assertive,
         as perfection in any other form: he saw it in the girl as he would have seen it in the heart of a diamond. So he hesitated
         only a fraction, and then – as he had known he would – eased the car forward, pulled into the kerb, and stopped. He had meant
         to get out of the car to approach her, but she forestalled him. As he reached for the door-handle, she turned and looked at
         him: a long, straight, quantifying look, without flirtatiousness, without coyness. She looked at him as if she were memorising
         his face for an identity parade, and Edouard looked back at her. Then, before he could move, she walked over to the car.
      

      She stood there, at the end of the long black bonnet, and looked at him gravely, still with that slight frown knitting her
         brows, almost as if she half-recognised him, and were trying to place him in her memory. Her stance was calm and graceful, and he could see the quality in her face now, as well as the beauty: the intelligence
         in her eyes, the character in the set of her lips. Her face silenced him; the need and the despair left him, leaving his mind
         washed clear and extraordinarily calm.
      

      He looked at her, and felt a shock of recognition: a woman who was at once familiar to him; a woman he had never seen before.
         Her eyes met his levelly, and then, quite suddenly, she smiled. There was a certain mockery in the smile, a teasing quality,
         as if she had just decided to make something easy for him.
      

      ‘I’m sorry. I thought I recognised you.’

      She spoke in French, the accent correct, but not quite perfect. English, he thought, or American.

      ‘I thought the same.’

      ‘Then, we’re both mistaken.’

      ‘Or both right.’

      He smiled at her then, and then stopped smiling abruptly because he realised he must do something and say something quickly
         – and he had no idea in the world what it might be. His mind was locked into a cadence of such calm that it was very difficult
         to think of words at all. Especially words that could so easily be misinterpreted; he was suddenly appalled by the possibility
         that she might misunderstand.
      

      To give himself time, as much as anything else, he opened his door, got out of the car, and walked round to stand at her side.
         As he did so, he felt a certain amusement. He knew his own reputation; he knew people spoke of his charm, and claimed that
         he turned it on and off at will. He knew he was judged cold and unresponsive, and that people who did not know how much it
         cost him spoke enviously of his self-possession.
      

      He felt no self-possession now, and he certainly did not feel cold or unresponsive; he felt disarmed – a man of thirty-four,
         and at the same time a vulnerable boy.
      

      She was tall for a woman, but he was taller still. She lifted her face, and looked up into his eyes. There was a silence,
         which seemed to him to go on for several hours, or possibly several lifetimes. Then he said – something had to be said – ‘I
         think you ought to have dinner with me’. He supposed he said it with charm, he certainly tried to, but to say anything at
         all seemed so absurd that he instantly wished he had said nothing. He felt a moment’s dissociation, in which he saw them both with a third person’s eyes: a tall dark-haired man in a beautifully cut, very formal black suit which resembled
         in every respect all the other suits he wore, and a slender fair-haired young woman. It was instantly obvious to him that
         she would refuse. Probably indignantly.
      

      ‘Ought?’ She frowned very slightly again, and then her face cleared. ‘I think so, too,’ she said firmly and, without waiting
         for him to open the door of the car, opened it herself and climbed in.
      

      Edouard returned to the driver’s seat. He started the engine. He released the brake, let in the clutch, engaged the gears
         – he supposed he did all these things, though he was not conscious of any of them. The car moved forward. As they passed the
         arched doorway of St-Julien, she glanced at him.
      

      ‘It’s such a beautiful church. And it was locked. Can one ever go in?’

      She spoke as if she had known him all her life; Edouard instantly felt the wildest elation.

      ‘You can. I shall take you,’ he answered, accelerating.

      It was then, he thought later – then that the obsession began. He was wrong, of course, and he came to realise that eventually.
      

      It had begun before, long before – many years before he met her. A great gap of time, and all of it speeding forward to one
         place: that street, that church, that woman, and that still summer evening.
      

      Pure chance. Sometimes he found that fact calming; at other times he found it frightening.






      
Part One






      
      
      EDOUARD
London
1940

      
      The house in Eaton Square was in the centre of Thomas Cubitt’s celebrated terrace, built on the south side, and more elaborate
         in design than its neighbours. Tall Corinthian pilasters framed the windows of the first-floor drawing-room, and a graceful
         balcony ran the width of the building.
      

      
      Edouard liked the balcony; it was an excellent position from which to snipe at the heads of the Nazis at present occupying
         the air-raid wardens’ sheds in the Square gardens. However, the balcony was now out of bounds. It had been damaged, his mother
         decreed, in the last raid. He looked at it scornfully. It did not look damaged to him.
      

      
      Eaton Square was the jewel of the Duke of Westminster’s London estates, and Hugh Westminster was an old friend of his mother.
         The instant he had heard that she was leaving Paris, he had put this house at her disposal. For this, Edouard was grateful.
         He would have preferred, naturally, to stay in France, with Papa at St-Cloud, at the château on the Loire, or at the summer
         house at Deauville. But since that was impossible, and England it had to be, then it was better to be right in the middle
         of London. Here, he had a truly excellent view of the war. The daily fighter attacks of the late summer had given way now
         to night bombing raids, but in August there had been a spectacular dog-fight between a Spitfire and a Messerschmitt Me 110,
         of which he had had, from the balcony, a grandstand view.
      

      
      He had feared, when Papa had announced that they must leave, that his mother would bury them deep in the country somewhere,
         for safety’s sake. But, luckily, she seemed not to have considered that possibility. His brother, Jean-Paul, had to be in London,
         of course, because he had a very important job. He was on General de Gaulle’s personal staff, organising the activities of
         the Free French Army which would, one day soon, with a little assistance from the Allies, liberate France. His mother had
         always bowed to the needs and demands of her elder son – Edouard wished the same were true of his own demands – and, besides,
         she loved London. Sometimes, Edouard thought, as she swept in in her beautiful furs and jewels, as she left for another party,
         sometimes he thought his mother was enjoying the war almost as much as he was.
      

      
      He leaned against the tall windows now, and breathed against the glass. The square panes were criss-crossed with sticky tape
         to safeguard against bomb blast. In one of the misted triangles, he wrote his name, idly. Edouard Alexandre Julien de Chavigny. It was such a long name – in the end it took two triangles. He paused, then added: Age – Quatorze ans.
      

      
      He frowned, and looked out across the square. On the far side he could see the house that had received a direct hit a few
         nights ago. Its remains gaped blackly: tilting side walls and a pile of burned timbers and rubble. His valet said no one had
         been killed, that the house had been empty, but Edouard suspected he had been instructed to say that. He himself was not so
         sure. He wished he were not fourteen. He wished he were ten years older, like Jean-Paul. Or eighteen. Eighteen would be enough.
         You could join up then. You could do something useful. You could fight the Boches. Not sit around at home like a stupid girl,
         and do lessons, lessons, lessons.
      

      
      One of the air-raid wardens came into view, and Edouard aimed at his tin helmet, squinting down the length of his arm. Pe-ow!
         Got him in one!
      

      
      He felt a moment’s satisfaction, then a quick annoyance. With an angry gesture, he turned away from the window. He was too
         old for such games, he knew that really. He was fourteen, almost fifteen. His voice had broken, or had started to break. There
         was soft down on his cheeks now; quite soon he was going to need a razor. There were other signs, too: his body stirred, and
         hardened, when he looked at some of the maids. He had dreams at night, long glorious frenetic dreams, which left his sheets
         damp in the morning – sheets that his valet, not the maids, removed with a knowing smile. Oh, yes, his body was altering; he wasn’t a child any more; he was almost – almost – a man.
      

      
      Edouard de Chavigny had been born in 1925, when his mother, Louise, was thirty. Several miscarriages had punctuated the years
         between the birth of Jean-Paul and this son, her second and last child. During her final pregnancy Louise had been very ill,
         nearly losing the baby on several occasions. After the birth, a hysterectomy was performed, and slowly – first at the Château
         de Chavigny in the Loire, and then at her parents’ home in Newport – she recovered. To those who knew her only slightly, who
         encountered her only at parties, or balls, or receptions, Louise then seemed exactly as she had always been. A celebrated
         beauty, famed for her elegance and exquisite taste; the only daughter of a steel baron, one of the richest men in America;
         brought up like a princess, her every whim catered for by an adoring father, Louise was – had always been – lovely, demanding,
         and irresistible. Irresistible even to Xavier, baron de Chavigny – and he had long been regarded as one of the most elusive
         bachelors in Europe.
      

      
      When he first went to America in 1912, to open the Fifth Avenue showrooms of the de Chavigny jewellery empire, Xavier became
         instantly the toast of the East Coast. Society matrons vied for his attendance at their parties. They paraded their daughters
         before the handsome young man without subtlety or shame, and Xavier de Chavigny was charming, and attentive, and infuriatingly
         noncommittal.
      

      
      To East Coast mothers he embodied the advantages of Europe: he was electrifyingly handsome, highly intelligent; he had perfect
         manners, a fortune, and an ancient title.
      

      
      To East Coast fathers, he had the additional advantage of a superb business head. This was no idle French aristocrat, content
         to let his fortune dwindle away while he had a good time. Like most Frenchmen of his class, he understood the importance of
         land; he held on to, and built up, his already vast estates in France. Unlike most Frenchmen of his class, he had a thoroughly
         American taste for commerce. He built up the de Chavigny jewellery empire, founded by his grandfather in the nineteenth century,
         into the largest and most renowned enterprise of its kind, rivalled internationally only by Cartier. He enlarged, and improved,
         his vineyards in the Loire. He extended his investments into banking, steel production, and the diamond mines in South Africa
         which provided the raw materials for the de Chavigny jewellery – jewellery that had bedecked the crowned heads of Europe, and now bedecked the uncrowned heads of rich
         and discerning Americans.
      

      
      Oh, yes, the East Coast fathers remarked in their clubs, de Chavigny was smart; he had American virtues as well as European
         ones; sure, he called his racehorse trainer every morning, but he called his stockbrokers first.
      

      
      Xavier met Louise in London, when she was nineteen and he twenty-nine and she was being introduced to English society. It
         was late in 1914. Xavier had been wounded in the early months of the war, and – to his fury and disgust – invalided out of
         the Army. They met at one of the last great coming-out balls of the war years: she was wearing a Worth dress of the palest
         pink silk; he wearing the uniform of a French officer. His leg wound had healed sufficiently to permit him to dance with her
         three times; he sat out three more dances with her. Next morning he presented himself to her father in their suite at Claridges
         with a proposal of marriage. It was accepted a decorous three weeks later.
      

      
      They were married in London, spent their honeymoon on the Sutherland estates in Scotland, and returned to Paris with their
         two-year-old son, Jean-Paul, at the end of the war. In Europe, Louise quickly became as celebrated for her charm, her taste
         and her beauty as she had been in America. Their hospitality, their generosity and their style became a byword on two continents.
         And the baron de Chavigny proved to have one quality no one had expected in a Frenchman: he was a devoted, and entirely faithful,
         husband.
      

      
      So, seven years later, when Louise de Chavigny recovered from the difficult birth of her second son, and began to appear in
         society once more – those who did not know her well assumed the charmed life continued. There had been a sad episode, a difficult
         period, but it was over. When, in 1927, the baronne de Chavigny celebrated her return to Paris from Newport by purchasing
         Coco Chanel’s entire spring collection, her female acquaintances smiled: Plus ça change, plus c’est le même chose …
      

      
      Those who knew her better – her ageing parents, her husband, Jean-Paul and the little boy whom she never nursed and infrequently
         saw – found another Louise. They found a woman whose capriciousness increased year by year, a woman given to swift and sometimes
         violent changes of mood, to sudden elation, and to equally sudden depression. This was not discussed. A series of physicians was hired and fired. The baron de Chavigny did everything in his
         power to please her. He gave her new jewels: a set of perfectly matched sapphires; a magnificent necklace of rubies made by
         de Chavigny for the last tsarina which had found its way back to the baron in the wake of the Revolution. Louise said the
         rubies made her think of blood; they made her think of a cellar in Ekaterinburg. She refused flatly to wear them. The baron
         bought her furs – sables of such quality that each pelt could be drawn through the circumference of a wedding ring. He bought
         her race horses: a superb Irish hunter, for she liked to ride to hounds. He bought her cars: a Delage, a Hispano-Suiza, a
         Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, a sports car built to order in Bugatti’s factory. And when these bagatelles failed to please her he took her travelling. To England; to the West Coast of America, where they were guests at Pickfair,
         and her spirits revived, briefly. To India, where they stayed in the Viceroy’s palace, and shot tiger with the Maharaja of
         Jaipur. To Italy, where they had an audience with the Pope. Back to England. Back to France.
      

      
      Each night he would escort her to the door of her bedroom.

      
      ‘Ça va mieux, ma chérie?’
      

      
      ‘Pas mal. Mais je m’ennuie, Xavi, je m’ennuie …’
      

      
      Then she would turn away from his kiss, and close the door.

      
      In 1930, when his wife was thirty-four, and the baron was forty-five, he finally took the advice his male friends had been
         giving him for some years, and took a mistress. He made sure Louise found out and, to his delight, her interest in their marriage
         revived. Physical jealousy revived her. It also excited her, he observed with a sinking heart, when, in bed together once
         more, she questioned him feverishly, obsessively, about his affaire.
      

      
      ‘Did she do this, Xavi? Or this?’

      
      She leaned back on the lace pillows, her thick black hair tumbling around her perfect face, her dark eyes glittering, her
         full lips rouged. The baron had torn the lace of her négligée in his impatience, and that had pleased her. She had high, rounded,
         childish breasts, which he had always loved, and her slender creamy body was still as lithe as a young girls. She lifted her
         breasts in her hands now, and offered them up to his seeking mouth.
      

      
      ‘Calme-toi, reste tranquille, je t’aime, tu sais, je t’adore …’
      

      
      He took the small pointed nipples between his lips, and kissed them gently. He would be slow, this time, he promised himself. Very slow; he could hold back, and he would, bringing her to
         climax once, twice, three times before he came himself – and she would tremble, and cling to him, the way she used to. The
         memory made him hard, and she felt his body stir against her belly. She pushed him, feverishly, quickly, lifting his head.
      

      
      ‘Not like that. I don’t want that.’

      
      She spoke in English now when they made love; before it had always been in French.

      
      ‘Put it in my mouth, Xavi. Go on. I know you like it. Put it there. Let me suck you …’

      
      She pulled him up in the bed, manoeuvred him, so his stiff shaft was poised above her lips. She smiled at him, touched the
         tip of him once, twice, with a little snake-like flick of the tongue.
      

      
      ‘Your cock tastes of me. It tastes salty. I like that …’

      
      Her eyes shone up at him darkly. She opened the full red lips, and he shuddered as he felt the warmth of her mouth, the steady
         sucking. He shut his eyes. She was good at this, she always had been. She knew how to tease, to draw her tongue softly around
         the line of his retracted foreskin; she knew how to quicken his response, sucking him just hard enough, so he thrust against
         the roof of her mouth, sucking him sweetly, moistly, rhythmically. Now she drew her hands slowly down over his buttocks, slipped
         them between his legs, massaged him there where the skin was loose and damp from their lovemaking. She cupped his balls in
         her delicate hands and tilted her head back, so he felt as if he were driving at the back of her throat. He felt the surge
         begin, start to build.
      

      
      Then suddenly she stopped sucking. She let the full penis slip from between her lips and looked up at him.

      
      ‘Did she do this for you, Xavi? Did she? Can she suck you like I can? Tell me, Xavi – say it into my ear while you do it –
         I want to know. What else did you do with her, Xavi? Did you just fuck her, or more than that? Does she like it up the arse?
         Xavi, tell me, tell me …’
      

      
      Her coarseness both repelled and excited him. He felt his erection start to fade as he looked down into those dark eyes, that
         rapacious mouth. He shut his eyes, and pushed her back on the pillows. Then he shifted position, parted her legs, thrust up
         inside her desperately. She arched her back, and cried out. Xavier began to thrust: deep, then shallow, deep once more. The
         hardness was coming back into his penis. He drove it into her, pulled out, then thrust again. To his own surprise, the image of his mistress came into his mind.
         He saw her plump accommodating body, her large breasts with their dark nipples, heard her panting breath. That image brought
         him to climax. He groaned, and spilled himself into his wife’s still body, hating himself, hating her.
      

      
      When he withdrew, she pulled her nails sharply down his back.

      
      ‘You bastard. You were thinking of her then, weren’t you?’

      
      Xavier looked down at her.

      
      ‘I thought that was what you wanted,’ he said coldly. Then he left her, and went to sleep in his own room.

      
      In the years after that he made love to his wife on occasion, and to a succession of other women with greater frequency, and
         with growing desperation. With a sense of despair he realised that, more and more, he was drawn to young women, women who
         resembled his wife as she had looked when he first saw her, and first fell in love with her. Sometimes, when the resemblance
         was too slight, and he had difficulty maintaining his erection, he would close his eyes and conjure up the image of his wife
         when she was young. Her rose-scented flesh; her mixture of shyness and ardour; the certainty of her love for him. This image
         never failed him. It brought him to orgasm even in the arms of a Les Halles whore.
      

      
      In private he drew back into himself, cutting himself off deliberately from his oldest male friends, immersing himself, when
         the women were insufficiently diverting, in the complexities of his business and his estates. In public, he and his beautiful
         wife remained as they had always been: devoted, extravagant, generous, everywhere seen, everywhere envied, everywhere admired.
         If tongues wagged occasionally – even the most perfect marriage needed certain divertissements eventually, and both the baron and the baronne were so commendably discreet – he ignored them. His wife had taught him one
         thing at least, he told himself. She had taught him the true meaning of ennui, shown him what it meant to live out your days in a prison of greyness. It was one of the few gifts he wished had never been
         bestowed on him.
      

      
      He foresaw the coming war quite clearly, several years before most of his friends and business acquaintances. In 1933, when
         Adolf Hitler became Reich Chancellor, he warned his friends that it would mean war, and they laughed at him. He sold his interests
         in the German steel industry in 1936 at a profit, and bought into the British and American industries instead. After the occupation of the
         Rhineland the same year, he transferred all his holdings, and a substantial part of his capital, from France to Switzerland
         and New York. Ownership of the de Chavigny company was transferred from his private hands to those of a holding company registered
         in Lucerne, in which he held ninety per cent of the shares, and his son Jean-Paul ten. His personal collection of jewels,
         his paintings, his silver, the most valuable and least replaceable of the furniture from three houses in France were packed
         up and sent likewise to Switzerland, where they were stored. In 1937 he began planning the arrangements necessary for his
         family to leave France, should the invasion he feared take place. By the time of the annexation of Czechoslovakia and Austria
         in 1938, these plans were complete. Their efficiency was proven eighteen months later. Louise and her two sons left France
         in May 1940, shortly before British troops were evacuated from Dunkirk. By 14 June the same year, when the Germans reached
         Paris, the de Chavigny showrooms were still open, but Xavier de Chavigny had apparently stripped himself of almost all assets.
      

      
      When called upon to do so, he made himself and his showrooms accessible to the officers of the German High Command, and through
         this polite compliance often provided information of considerable assistance to his fellow members of the Sixth Cadre, Paris
         Resistance. He gave up women, and tried not to think of his wife.
      

      
      To his surprise he discovered that he missed neither Louise nor his mistresses, and that the ennui which had dogged him for so long had gone. He had a purpose in life again, a raison d’être, all the more intense because he knew his life was in constant danger. He was not fearful for himself, but he was fearful
         – still – for Louise and for his children. He would have felt safer, much safer, if they had agreed to his original plans,
         and gone to America. England, he knew, as he watched the progress of war, was not far enough.
      

      
      The reason for this was simple: his wife Louise was half-Jewish. Her mother Frances had been born a Schiff, and had grown
         up within the confines of German-Jewish New York society, in which the distinction of being, originally, from Frankfurt –
         like the Rothschilds and the Warburgs – counted for a great deal. Frances grew up within the charmed circle of the ‘One Hundred’,
         and she numbered among her uncles, aunts and innumerable cousins, a formidable roster of Warburgs, Loebs, Lehmans and Seligmans. She was expected to make a dynastic marriage; and when, at the age of nineteen, she
         eloped with John McAllister, her family cut her off, and the reverberations of shock from that mixed marriage continued for
         decades.
      

      
      Frances turned her back on her childhood, on that world of Fifth Avenue mansions, and worship at the Temple Emanu-El. John
         McAllister was rich when she married him, for he had inherited an empire in steel from his Scots émigré father. He invested
         in the Northern Pacific Railroad, and became richer still. Frances McAllister concentrated her energies on being assimilated,
         and – since she was beautiful, clever, and charming, as well as very rich she succeeded to a very large extent. Frances graced
         the McAllister box in the Diamond Horseshoe at the Metropolitan Opera, boxes from which her Jewish relations were excluded;
         she built a house at Newport, not, of course, at Elberon, where her uncles and aunts maintained their mansions. She brought
         up Louise very carefully; her own Jewish origins were not hidden, but reference to them was not encouraged. Louise, aware
         as she grew older that her mother’s background marked her out from the rest of her contemporaries, became extremely careful
         never to refer to it at all. Like the newness of her father’s wealth, it became a subject that was, quite simply, barred.
         She converted to Catholicism and, once she married Xavier, she bent her considerable energies to a new role, that of being
         the baronne, and more French than the French themselves.
      

      
      So fierce were her efforts in this respect that Xavier de Chavigny, who was without racial prejudice, almost forgot the question
         of his wife’s ancestors. Since their race was a matter of indifference to him, he assumed, negligently and slightly grandly,
         that they were also a matter of indifference to everyone else. Until 1938: then, he knew, they could no longer be ignored.
         For if Louise were half-Jewish, his children were therefore one quarter Jewish. With an enemy prepared patiently to trace
         heredity back through eight, nine generations in their search for Jewish blood, a half-Jewish mother, a Jewish grandmother,
         was a terrible threat. So the plans had been thorough, and the baron was in no doubt of their necessity. But still he worried.
         Had they been thorough enough?
      

      
      Edouard lay back on the silk brocade-covered sofa, propped a cushion under his feet, opened the book on his lap, and stared
         into the fire. He felt extremely comfortable, and slightly somnolent, as he often did after finishing an English tea.
      

      
      Tea, he decided, was one of the meals the English understood. The other was breakfast. He disapproved of porridge, that was
         too disgusting even to consider; but grilled bacon, coddled eggs, devilled kidneys, or kedgeree – these were splendid, a great
         improvement on a simple croissant and café au lait. Edouard was already tall; he had inherited his father’s looks, and closely resembled him, with his almost jet-black hair,
         and startlingly deep-blue eyes. Like his father he had the build of a natural athlete: wide shoulders, long legs and narrow
         hips. He was growing fast – five feet eleven already – and he was always, always hungry.
      

      
      Now he had just consumed an excellent tea, brought in on silver trays by the butler, Parsons, and by the senior parlourmaid
         and solemnly laid out for him before the fire on several small tables. Hot buttered crumpets with English honey; tiny cucumber
         sandwiches, three different kinds of cake, his favourite tea, Lapsang Souchong, with its delicate smoky taste.
      

      
      Edouard read The Times each morning; on sorties around the city he had glimpsed the long queues outside food shops, and the limited stock on sale.
         He was perfectly well aware that the kind of meal his mother took for granted would be served in her household was now, in
         wartime, exceptional – possibly even unpatriotic. But he knew the household had been carefully stocked before the war and,
         besides, he was always so hungry. Was it really going to help the war effort if he refused a second slice of filet de bœuf en croûte or a second spoonful of Sevruga? He thought not. It would only offend the cook.
      

      
      He glanced down guiltily at the book on his lap. His Latin prep. He was supposed to have translated at least five pages of
         Virgil before tomorrow morning; so far he had completed only two. In France he was taught Latin by an elderly Jesuit, who
         was given to dozing off most conveniently as Edouard stumbled through the Aeneid. But his English tutor was another matter.
      

      
      He had been hired by Edouard’s mother on the recommendation of a friend, and Edouard was perfectly sure that his papa would
         have disapproved of him deeply. Hugo Glendinning was a man of uncertain age, too old to be called up, and probably in his
         mid-forties, though he could look older. He was very tall, very thin, and very elegant in a raffish kind of way. He had greying
         hair, worn slightly too long in Edouard’s conservative opinion, and he would run his hands through it before uttering the melodramatic groan that signified
         Edouard had just committed another appalling solecism. He was an Old Etonian, an Oxford Classics scholar, his eyes were habitually
         vague, and he had a mind like a razor. On the day of his arrival he had confounded Edouard by chain-smoking Black Russian
         cigarettes throughout their tutorial. Of his family background, and his academic qualifications, Papa would have approved
         – Edouard had no doubts about that. But of his politics? Edouard was more doubtful. Hugo Glendinning had fought in the Spanish
         Civil War; it had become rapidly obvious to Edouard that he was a political radical – something Edouard had never encountered
         before; more than that, he was probably a socialist.
      

      
      His tutorials were unconventional, to say the least. The first day he had tossed two books at Edouard: the first was the Iliad, the other the dreaded Aeneid.
      

      
      ‘Right.’ He put his feet up on the table in front of him and stretched. ‘The first page of each. Read them. Then translate.’

      
      Edouard groped his way through the texts, while Hugo Glendinning leaned back with closed eyes and a pained expression around
         the mouth. When Edouard fumbled to a halt, he sat up abruptly.
      

      
      ‘Well. You’re not a total dunce, which is something, I suppose.’ He looked at Edouard keenly. ‘There might be some glimmerings
         of intelligence there. Deeply buried of course, but latent. I could do a great deal better than that when I was nine. I wonder
         … Are you lazy?’
      

      
      Edouard considered this possibility, which had never been put to him before.

      
      ‘I do hope not.’ Hugo extinguished one cigarette, and lit another. ‘It’s extremely boring, laziness. I detest it above all things. Now …’ He leaned forward suddenly, and fixed Edouard with his gaze. ‘What is the Iliad about?’
      

      
      Edouard hesitated. ‘It’s about – er – well, the Greeks and the Trojans …’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘The Trojan War.’

      
      ‘Precisely so.’ Hugo smiled. ‘War. You have possibly observed that there is a war going on at present?’

      
      Edouard rallied. ‘A very different war.’

      
      
      ‘You think so? Well, literally, yes, you are right. Homer is not going to describe the activities of tanks and aeroplanes.
         However. War is war. Killing is killing. The Iliad is perhaps not the remote and irrelevant document you seem to consider it. I suggest you compare – let me see – book sixteen,
         The Death of Patroclus, with this morning’s account in The Times of yesterday’s aerial battles over the south coast. The one is bellicose propaganda of the most unimaginative kind, and the
         other is – the other is art.’ He paused. ‘Possibly, if you heard it read with slightly more correct pronunciation, and a genuine
         attempt to honour the rhythms of Homer’s verse structure … Let us see …’
      

      
      He leaned back in his chair again and shut his eyes. Not once looking at the book before him, he began to recite in Greek.
         Edouard sat silently.
      

      
      At first, he resisted. Hugo Glendinning seemed to him dreadfully arrogant and extremely rude: none of his French tutors would
         have dared to speak to him in this way. He had no intention of being impressed or interested. Then, gradually, in spite of
         himself, he began to listen. And it was extraordinary, that liquid, fluid, impassioned language, so very different from the
         dry halting way it sounded when his Jesuit tutor read it, stopping every two lines to construe them.
      

      
      He began to listen more closely, looked down at his own book, and the words – already familiar to him – began to take new
         shape and life of their own: he saw the battlefield, saw the light glint on the weapons, heard the cries of the dying men.
         From that moment, he was hooked. For the first time in his life, Edouard looked forward to lessons, and worked. One day, one
         day, he was going to force Hugo Glendinning to pay him a compliment; if it killed him, he’d do it.
      

      
      When they came to Latin, Hugo tossed Caesar’s Gallic Wars aside. ‘Good clear pedestrian stuff.’ He sniffed. ‘Ditches and ramparts. We’ll stick to Homer for war, I think. Now … what
         about love? Sexual attraction? Passion? You’re interested in that, I presume? I was, at your age …’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you now?’ Edouard put in slyly, and Hugo smiled.

      
      ‘Possibly. That is beside the point. We shall read the Aeneid, naturally. But also Catullus, I think. You’ve read Catullus?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Edouard felt a pulse of excitement. As far as his Jesuit teacher was concerned, Catullus was most definitely not on
         the curriculum for fourteen-year-old boys.
      

      
      
      ‘Then, let us begin.’ Hugo paused. ‘Catullus is a wit, and a cynic. He mocks his own passion, but at the same time acknowledges
         his enslavement. We may usefully compare some of these poems with certain of Shakespeare’s sonnets. In both cases the emotions
         described may be a little difficult for a boy to understand. Are you able to imagine how a man feels when he is obsessed,
         physically and spiritually, with a woman? A woman whose character and moral worth he despises?’
      

      
      Edouard hesitated. He thought of his mother and father, and of certain scenes, certain conversations overheard.

      
      ‘Possibly,’ he said cautiously.

      
      Hugo’s eyes turned dreamily to the window.

      
      ‘Sexual infatuation – and that is what we are talking about, of course – sexual infatuation seems to me a very interesting
         condition. A great deal more interesting than romantic love, with which it is often confused. It is powerful, and it is deadly.
         It is also, alas, commonplace. As commonplace for us as it was in Rome in 60 BC, or in Elizabethan London.’ He smiled dryly.
         ‘I have no doubt you will experience it yourself at some time. Then you will no doubt assume, as we all do, that your experience
         is unique. Of course it is not. Let us begin, then. By the way, did you know Cattulus was thirty when he died?’
      

      
      And so it went on. No matter how hard he tried, Edouard could never predict the course of the next day’s lessons. Sometimes
         they would dart about in history – not carefully working their way through the French kings and learning their dates as he
         had always done before, but leaping centuries and continents. The French Revolution; the Russian Revolution; the American
         Civil War. Suddenly, Hugo would pounce.
      

      
      ‘Why was that war fought, do you think, Edouard?’

      
      ‘Well, to free the slaves in the South.’

      
      ‘Nonsense. Yankee propaganda. It was no such thing. It was fought primarily for commercial reasons, because the Northern States
         regarded the wealth of the South with acquisitive eyes. It improved the lot of the Negro slave only marginally. You are aware,
         I take it, that a black man in the Southern States of America still does not possess the vote?’ He paused. ‘Not that the English
         have any cause for smugness in that respect, of course. Next week we will look at the lamentably slow extension of suffrage
         in this country, the abolition of property requirements, which previously protected the interests of the ruling classes, and the extension of voting rights to women.’ He stopped. ‘You find that amusing?’
      

      
      Edouard shrugged. ‘I’ve read about Suffragettes. I can’t see that women need to vote. Papa says he never met a woman who was
         remotely interested in politics. Maman never bothers to vote.’
      

      
      Hugo frowned. ‘Do women have minds?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘Then, do you not think they should exercise them? As you should yours. It is the mark of a lazy mind, Edouard, to rely on
         idées reçues. Question. Always question. And think …’
      

      
      Edouard tried. He could see the logic of Hugo’s arguments, but it was often very difficult to apply those arguments to life.
         It was all very well to talk about Suffragettes, and women’s minds, but Edouard found it exceedingly difficult to consider
         their minds at all. How could you think about that when, he found, his eyes were always drawn to their slim ankles, to the
         whisper of their petticoats, to that sweet line between the soft curve of their breasts?
      

      
      He shut the Virgil midway through Dido’s impassioned pleas to Aeneas. Damn, damn – he could not concentrate. He could feel
         that stirring, that tension between the legs; his head was filled with rapturous and confused images: breasts and thighs,
         pillows and tumbled hair, moistness and mounting pleasure. He knew what he wanted to do; he wanted to go up to his bedroom,
         and lock his door, and shut himself up with those images, touch himself, slowly, rhythmically bring his body to shuddering
         and guilty release. Guilty, because the priests’ lectures about the evils of self-abuse, the temptations of the Devil made
         flesh, had begun years ago, when he was eight or nine, and he continued ever since. Jean-Paul said that was all rubbish, that
         all adolescent boys masturbated – it was a stage you went through, that was all. Once you started having women, you needed
         it less and less. Edouard was sure he was right; he hoped he was right; he thought that, if he dared to ask Hugo, Hugo would
         certainly agree. But still he couldn’t quite shake off the warnings of the priests.
      

      
      Father Clement said it made hair grow on the palms of your hands, even if you only did it once. ‘It will be there, my child,
         like the mark of Cain, for all to see. Remember that.’
      

      
      Edouard surreptitiously looked down at his palms. There was no hair there as yet, and if Father Clement was right there certainly
         ought to be. Surely it couldn’t be true? But Father Clement also said masturbation was a sin; it had to be acknowledged in the confessional, and Edouard had acknowledged it. The conversation had
         been hideously embarrassing.
      

      
      ‘Were you alone when you did this thing, my son?’

      
      ‘Yes, Father.’

      
      ‘You are sure of that, my son?’

      
      ‘Yes, Father.’

      
      That confused Edouard. Who else would he have been with? he wanted to ask. But he didn’t dare. Each time resulted in thirty
         Hail Marys, and an admonition never to commit the sin again. Yet he was hardly out of the confessional before he felt the
         need more strongly than ever. He sighed. What he had really wanted to ask the priest was why the fact that it was forbidden
         seemed to make him want to do it more. But he didn’t dare to ask that, either.
      

      
      He stood up, and looked at the clock. Then opened the Aeneid again, because distraction was the best remedy, he knew that. When fifteen lines of Latin translation had taken effect, and
         the stubborn erection had finally faded, he felt the satisfaction of virtue triumphant. He looked at the clock again. Nearly
         six. At six, Jean-Paul was due back and, with luck, if Jean-Paul hadn’t forgotten all about it, he might have news for him.
         Important news – the most important there could possibly be. If he had been in Paris, Papa would have arranged it, as he had
         for Jean-Paul. But, since he wasn’t, Jean-Paul had promised him, sworn, that he would take on the responsibility. Jean-Paul, this very day, was going to arrange Edouard’s first woman.
      

      
      From Edouard’s earliest childhood, Jean-Paul had been the most important figure in Edouard’s life. He loved his papa, and
         admired him greatly, but his father, though always kind, was remote. As a small child, Edouard saw him, as he saw his mother,
         at appointed times. He would be brought down to the drawing-room from the nursery wing at St-Cloud, at precisely four each
         day, accompanied by his elderly English nanny. There he would sit, trying not to squirm about or make too much noise while
         his parents either questioned him politely about his day and the progress of his lessons, or, occasionally, seemed to forget
         he was there at all and simply talked to each other.
      

      
      At four-thirty he was returned to the nursery, and made to eat a horrible English nursery supper, because his nanny had made
         it quite clear from her arrival that her word was law, and her charge would be brought up in the proper English manner. So Edouard would eat loathsome over-boiled eggs from an egg-cup, or – even more horrible
         – bread and milk from a bowl; and all the while the most delicious smells would drift up the back staircase from the kitchens
         below: roast partridge in autumn, grilled salmon in summer. Oh, the delights of that kitchen! The huge bowls of thick cream;
         the mountains of freshly picked raspberries and wild strawberries. The tiny shrimps; the dark blue lobster that turned clear
         pink when the cook boiled them. The freshly baked bread; the pale butter; the rows of cheeses laid out on little straw mats
         in the larder. Occasionally, on Nanny’s one afternoon off a week, he would creep down to the kitchen, and Francine, the cook,
         would sit him at the long deal table and gaily feed him little titbits – tastes of the glories destined for the Baron’s dining-room,
         of whose secrets she was fiercely proud.
      

      
      But those were the special days. Ordinarily, he had his nursery supper, presided over unsmilingly by Nanny, then he was bathed,
         and then he was put to bed. Once or twice a week his father or mother would make the journey to the nursery wing to kiss him
         goodnight. His mother would sparkle with jewels, the silk of her dress would rustle, she would smell of roses, and he would
         hear her laughter on the stairs before she came into the room. She only came up to him when she was happy, so she always seemed
         to be laughing. She had a high brittle laugh; when Edouard was young it used to frighten him a little: she sounded as she
         looked – frail, as if she might break.
      

      
      His papa smelt of Cologne, and sometimes of cigars, and it was more fun when he came, because he stayed longer than Maman,
         and could sometimes be persuaded to do imitations, or to talk. Edouard liked to talk to his father. He was interested in what
         Papa did. His father explained to him about grapes, and vines and vintages; about diamonds, and the secrets of their cutting.
         Sometimes, at the four o’clock visits when his mother was out, Papa would dismiss Nanny and take Edouard into his study. Then,
         if he was in a good mood, he would unlock his safe and show Edouard jewels, teaching him about settings, about design, about
         quality. By the time he was seven Edouard could see at once if a diamond was flawless, even without a glass, just by holding
         it against the light. But those were rare days, special days, hedged in by rules and formalities. It was to Jean-Paul that
         he was close, to Jean-Paul that he could talk.
      

      
      One of his first memories of his brother was of his glorious return for the holidays from his école militaire. He must have been about four or five, his brother about fourteen. He wore the uniform of the college, a uniform that was
         plain, but to Edouard magnificent. He ran to his elder brother, and Jean-Paul gave a whoop of welcome, and lifted him up in
         the air and perched him on his shoulders. It had seemed to Edouard then, and ever since, that his brother was a model of everything
         a French gentleman and a soldier ought to be.
      

      
      He was handsome, but in a very different way from Edouard himself, being shorter and more heavily built. He took after his
         American grandfather, with his Scots ancestry, being fair-skinned, with thick reddish-blond hair and eyes of a paler blue
         than his brother’s. His beard was red, or would have been had he ever allowed it to grow, which he did not; but he had to
         shave twice a day, and that seemed to Edouard the epitome of manliness.
      

      
      He was always, unfailingly, good-tempered. Edouard never had to worry with him, as he did with his mother, that his mood might
         suddenly change, or that his temper would spark. Edouard had hardly ever seen him angry, unless his horse had gone unexpectedly
         lame in mid-hunt, or he had had a poor day’s shooting. Even then, his anger was brief and soon forgotten. He was easygoing
         – lazily, irrepressibly so: it was the great source of his charm, to men as well as to women.
      

      
      Nothing could persuade him to do anything that bored him: as a boy he disliked lessons, rarely read a book, never attended
         a serious play, although he was fond of chorus girls. He liked popular music – easy tunes, which he could whistle or hum;
         the only paintings he liked in his father’s collection were those by Toulouse-Lautrec. The Cézannes, the magnificent Matisse,
         the Gauguins, the Monets – these interested Jean-Paul not at all. The Lautrecs, Edouard suspected, found favour only because
         of their subject-matter. Jean-Paul preferred champagne or beer to the complexities of wine; horses to art; certainties to
         questions. The de Chavigny jewellery empire, which he would one day inherit, frankly bored him. It was useful to have expert
         family advice when he wanted some pleasing trifle for a woman, but that was all. Apart from the difference in price, Jean-Paul
         couldn’t tell garnets from rubies, and he had no intention of learning.
      

      
      He was so certain of everything – that was what he most admired and envied in his brother, Edouard sometimes thought. Perhaps it was because
         he was the elder, the heir. Jean-Paul had grown up safe in the knowledge that without lifting one finger or exercising one
         muscle of his brain he would one day be one of the richest men in Europe. He would be the baron. He was born to a role, a position in
         life, and it would never have occurred to him to question it.
      

      
      Edouard, too, would be rich; that went without saying. But he would not inherit the title and, if he was not to fritter away
         his life, he would have to find some function, some purpose – and he had no idea what it might be. He felt himself, in contrast
         to his brother, to Jean-Paul’s massive sureness on every matter from politics to the bedroom, to be insubstantial, shot through
         with uncertainties and doubts. He knew he was more intelligent than Jean-Paul. He knew he saw things and understood things
         more quickly and more acutely – but that ability seemed to him useless. Jean-Paul simply didn’t bother, and Jean-Paul was
         happy. That was the other source of his charm – his capacity to enjoy life, to revel in the moment, and never once to worry
         about the past or the morrow.
      

      
      Also, Jean-Paul was not stupid. Anything that interested him, he mastered; he had always wanted to go into the army, and his
         military record was exemplary. He was without physical fear, Edouard knew that, whether he was on horseback or battleground.
         He was one of the finest shots in France; he was unexpectedly graceful on a dance-floor. He could drink his fellow-officers
         under the table, and had never been known to experience a hangover. And he was irresistible to women.
      

      
      According to Jean-Paul, he had his first woman when he was thirteen – it was one of the maids at the château in the Loire
         – and had not looked back since. When he was fifteen his father had, as was customary in their class, arranged for him to
         be initiated into the pleasures of the act of love by a Frenchwoman renowned in Paris for her tact in such matters.
      

      
      Jean-Paul had not admitted to his father his previous experiences, and the woman in question had – according to Jean-Paul
         – been pleasantly surprised by his accomplished performance. Jean-Paul had, from the first, been only too delighted to explain
         to his eager younger brother exactly what a man’s requirements were, what he did, and what he could expect the woman to do
         in return. His descriptions were couched in the language of the barrack-room, and were marvellously exact.
      

      
      He needed a fuck a day, he said negligently, as Edouard’s eyes rounded. Sometimes more, but on average one a day. The time
         of day didn’t matter, though he himself favoured the afternoon – that way the evening could be given over to drinking, and after drinking a man performed less well. All kinds of women were delightful
         to fuck: experienced women, inexperienced women, young ones, old ones, beautiful ones, plain ones, thin ones, fat ones.
      

      
      ‘Plain ones?’ Edouard looked at him anxiously. The women of his dreams were always beautiful.

      
      Jean-Paul winked.

      
      ‘It’s nice to kiss a pretty face. I admit that. But for a good fuck it’s not the face that counts. You’re not looking at their
         faces then, I can assure you, little brother.’
      

      
      What constituted a good fuck? That was what Edouard wanted to know. Did that mean there could be bad ones also? Here Jean-Paul
         was annoyingly less exact. The question seemed to puzzle him.
      

      
      Virgins were a bad fuck in general, he conceded eventually. He would advise Edouard to steer clear of virgins – until it came
         to his own wife, naturally. With a virgin, sex could be messy and unpleasant, and they were nervous, and didn’t know what
         to do, and frightened of getting pregnant, which was absurd. Virgins were a responsibility, and best avoided.
      

      
      Married women – now, they were a much better bet. Half of them – especially here in England, where the men were so under-sexed
         – were desperate for it. They knew what to do and when, and with the correct tutelage from the man could become highly imaginative.
         Jean-Paul then described some of their more inventive methods, and some of his tried and proven techniques, and Edouard listened
         in astonishment. Jean-Paul assured him that women’s mouths could be as pleasurable as their cunts, in some cases more so,
         because certain women could be a little unresponsive at the crucial moment of a conventional fuck.
      

      
      ‘Some of them can’t come,’ Jean-Paul explained obligingly. ‘God knows why, but they can’t; and, frankly, you’ve got other
         things to worry about without fretting too much about that. If they do come, all well and good. It feels wonderful – you remember,
         in the Loire, watching the cows being milked when you were small? Well, it feels like that. Like being milked. Their muscles
         retract – inside, you see. But, if that shows no sign of happening, forget it, press on. That’s the answer, little brother.
         And, if you fancy it, try the other end. They all pretend to be shocked to begin with, say they can’t, turn up their eyes
         and so on. Doesn’t mean a thing. They love it.’
      

      
      
      ‘Do they … I mean, if you do that …?’ Edouard hesitated. ‘I mean, what do they do, when it comes out? Do they spit it out?’

      
      Jean-Paul gave a shout of hearty laughter.

      
      ‘Sometimes. The prissy ones. The good ones swallow it.’

      
      ‘Swallow it?’ Edouard stared. ‘Do they like the taste?’
      

      
      ‘God knows.’ Jean-Paul shrugged. ‘I’m not worrying about that then, I can assure you …’

      
      And so it went on, an endless narrative. This position versus that one; the advantages of a slow fuck, and the occasional
         pleasures of a quick one. Lying down; standing up; dressed; undressed; from the front – the missionary position, Jean-Paul
         said – or from behind, curved together like spoons, the way animals did it. Contraception; the disadvantages of the sheath,
         the capote anglaise; how to time the moment of withdrawal for coitus interruptus; how, at certain times in a woman’s monthly cycle, you could fuck quite safely with no danger of pregnancy at all.
      

      
      Edouard’s head spun with it all. Jean-Paul assured him it was all terribly simple, and that when the moment came he would
         know just what to do – men just did, that was all. But it didn’t sound simple to Edouard. It sounded terribly, terribly complicated.
         He was not at all sure that he’d manage it; he was certain he’d get it all wrong, and make a mess of it. And there was one
         other thing which bothered and perplexed him very much. Finally, plucking up his courage, he raised the matter.
      

      
      ‘What about love, Jean-Paul?’ he asked. ‘I mean, do you love them, when you’re making love? Is that why it’s called that?
         It seems as though it would be a little difficult. With so many. Is it possible to love them all?’
      

      
      Jean-Paul threw back his head with laughter.

      
      Love? Love didn’t come into it – he should have explained. That was lesson number one, the first essential. He put his arms
         around Edouard’s shoulders, and his face became serious.
      

      
      ‘We’re talking about pleasure, little brother. About sex. Not love. Put love out of your mind; it will only confuse you. You
         have to be quite clear about what you want. You take pleasure from the woman. With luck you give her pleasure. That’s all.
         Sometimes you like them – some women can be very good company, very charming, even intelligent. I’ve had good talks with women as well as good
         fucks. Some you don’t like – and that’s rather different. But love is not involved. Take my advice. A hint of the first symptom, and move on. Another woman will quickly cure you of all that nonsense.’
      

      
      ‘But wouldn’t it be better,’ Edouard persisted, ‘wouldn’t it feel better if you loved them? When you did it?’
      

      
      ‘I really couldn’t say. I’ve never been in love.’

      
      ‘Never? But people do fall in love, don’t they? In books. In poems. Papa fell in love with Maman, at first sight. He told me once.’
      

      
      ‘Did he?’ Jean-Paul’s face clouded. ‘Well, obviously the condition exists. I distrust it, that’s all. It’s a snare. A trap.
         You’ll find women talk about it a good deal – far more than men. And why do they talk about it? Because they want you to marry
         them. It’s part of the game they play. Admit you love them – never do it, believe me, Edouard – and they start expecting a
         proposal. Any man will tell you the same.’ He paused. ‘Did Papa really say that, about Maman? You’re not inventing it?’
      

      
      Edouard shook his head. Jean-Paul frowned. It was one of the few times Edouard ever saw him look uncertain. It was also one
         of the few times he chose to disregard his brother’s advice. Naturally, Jean-Paul ought to know, but Edouard none the less
         refused to believe him. He did not tell his brother, but he continued to think about love. He continued to believe, as he
         had always believed in his romantic and innocent heart, that to love and to make love must be one of the great human experiences,
         one that would change a man’s life for ever. He was impatient to have a woman, yes; but he was also impatient to love one.
         Soon, he would say to himself. Let it be soon.
      

      
      The conversation about love, as opposed to sex, had taken place in France some three years before. It had not been repeated.
         Now, as Edouard heard steps outside, the sound of Parsons opening the front door, Jean-Paul’s deep voice, and the clear light
         ring of a woman’s, Edouard smiled to himself.
      

      
      Things had changed in those three years. Now Jean-Paul was engaged to be married. His fiancée was English, young, and extremely
         beautiful. Jean-Paul must know by now that he had been wrong, Edouard thought a little smugly. He was engaged. He had fallen
         for the snare after all. And so even Jean-Paul must be in love at last.
      

      
      Lady Isobel Herbert, eldest daughter of the Earl of Conway, was eighteen, dazzling, and imperiously aware of it. She came
         into the Eaton Square drawing-room now as she always entered a room – quickly, gracefully, restlessly, tossing aside a silver-fox cape before Jean-Paul could assist her, and throwing it negligently
         over a chair. Before she was halfway across the room, she was already reaching for her cigarette-case and holder, and turning
         to Jean-Paul impatiently.
      

      
      ‘Darling, light this for me. And make me a cocktail, would you? I’m exhausted. I’m dying for a drink. Make me something wicked,
         and extremely intoxicating. I’m quite worn out with decision-making – how I hate decisions, too beastly.’ She flung herself down on to
         the sofa and stretched out decoratively, full-length. ‘Edouard. Darling. How are you?’
      

      
      Edouard gave her a half-bow, and retreated to the window-seat from which he could stare at her unobserved.

      
      All his life, he had been used to beautiful women. His mother was famed for her looks; many of her friends were equally lovely.
         But Isobel Herbert was unlike any woman Edouard had ever known. She had been débutante of her year, and it was rumoured, though
         unconfirmed, that she had turned down one prince, a duke, two sons of lesser peers, and one importunate Italian count, before
         accepting the proposal of the baron de Chavigny’s heir. Edouard knew that she had a reputation for what the English called
         being ‘fast’ and, if that were so, he admired it. She was quite unlike the demure Catholic daughters of the French aristocracy
         whom Jean-Paul had occasionally, unwillingly, escorted. She had bright red hair, which flamed like red gold in sunlight and
         deepened to chestnut in shadow. It was shingled shorter than a man’s at the back, falling forward over her lovely capricious
         face at the front. She painted her face blatantly – tonight her lips were bright scarlet; even her nails were painted, which
         Edouard’s mother would never have countenanced. She was tall, and slender as a boy, and tonight she was wearing a short-skirted
         black sheath of silk which was superbly and insolently understated. It was a Schiaparelli; Edouard, who had an expert eye
         in such matters, knew that at once. Both slender bare arms were weighted with heavy ivory bracelets from wrist to elbow. The
         celebrated Conway pearls were slung around her neck, and she fiddled with them negligently while she waited for her cocktail
         as if they were Woolworth beads. She was never still: that was one of the things that most fascinated Edouard. She reminded
         him of something exotic and swift: a hummingbird, or an exquisitely figured butterfly.
      

      
      Now she swung round to Edouard, stretching out her hand for inspection.

      
      
      ‘We’ve got it. I chose it this afternoon. Goodness, it was difficult! It gave me quite a headache. It’s rather sweet, I think.
         Tell me, Edouard. You’re the expert, Jean says. Do you approve?’
      

      
      Silently Edouard crossed the room. He took the hand she proffered him, and looked down at her fingers. The ‘sweet’ ring was
         very simple. A square-cut emerald almost an inch across. It was dark green, mounted in twenty-four-carat gold. Since Edouard
         recognised it at once, he knew also that it was flawless and unique. It had been mined in South America, cut in the de Chavigny
         workrooms by his grandfather’s greatest gem-cutter, and had belonged to Kaiser Wilhelm, whose family had sold it back to his
         father between the wars. It was exquisite, and it was widely regarded as unlucky. He stared at it for a moment in silence,
         then he released Isobel’s hand.
      

      
      ‘I approve. It’s very beautiful. It matches your eyes.’

      
      Isobel gave a delighted laugh. ‘How charming you are, Edouard! Jean, you hear? Edouard is charming – not like you at all.’
         She glanced up at Edouard from under her lashes. ‘And for such a young man he’s very cunning. He says exactly what he knows
         a woman will like to hear. Not like you at all, Jean …’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but I make very good cocktails.’ Jean smiled and placed a glass in her hand. ‘Edouard hasn’t learned to do that. Not
         yet.’
      

      
      ‘Cocktails! Cocktails!’ Isobel tossed her head. ‘What kind of an accomplishment is that? The barman at the Four Hundred can
         make cocktails – and I don’t intend to marry him.’
      

      
      ‘I have other accomplishments as well, my darling.’ Jean held on to her hand and kissed her fingers lightly.

      
      ‘You do? I shall make you list them for me at once, and then I shall learn them by heart. Now, quickly – paper, Edouard, and
         a pen …’ She was on her feet again. Edouard silently found her some writing-paper and a fountain pen, and Isobel sat down
         again, frowning in mock concentration.
      

      
      ‘Now, this is very serious! No mocking. I need to know this. In fact, I realise now I should have done it weeks ago. If the
         list is too short, I warn you, Jean – I shall leave you. Break off the engagement, just like that …’ She snapped her fingers,
         and Jean-Paul groaned good-naturedly. He stretched back in his chair and attempted to concentrate.
      

      
      ‘I’m very rich,’ he began slowly.

      
      ‘Rich? Rich?’ Isobel frowned. ‘That’s an exceedingly bad beginning.

      
      
      It’s very vulgar of you to think I would be interested in such a thing. And, besides, lots of men are rich. Try again.’

      
      ‘I shall be baron de Chavigny …’

      
      ‘Worse and worse. Papa says French titles are at best suspect and at worst absurd. Again.’

      
      Jean-Paul smiled. ‘I shall give my wife everything her heart desires …’

      
      ‘I have most of it already.’

      
      Jean frowned, and Edouard leaned forward eagerly. ‘He’s very good-natured,’ he prompted. ‘Very. He almost never loses his
         temper. And he never sulks.’
      

      
      ‘Never sulks? That’s good. I’ll write that down.’ She paused. ‘I’m not sure about the temper, though; that might be a little
         dull. I find men charming when they are in a rage.’ She tapped the paper with the pen. ‘Go on.’
      

      
      ‘He’s handsome,’ Edouard put in again. ‘You can’t expect him to say that, but I can.’

      
      ‘Oh, very well. Handsome.’ The emerald eyes flicked up at Edouard. ‘I think you will be more handsome one day, but that’s
         beside the point. So what do we have, Jean? Good looks and a refusal to sulk. It’s not a great deal.’
      

      
      Jean-Paul stretched and put his hands behind his head. To Edouard’s surprise he looked slightly irritated.

      
      ‘I am a jealous and demanding lover,’ he said firmly. ‘Or so I’m told.’

      
      Isobel ignored the slight edge in his voice. She scribbled on the paper.

      
      ‘Jealous is good. Demanding sounds good. Are you romantic, though?’ She wrote the word, and then crossed it out. ‘No, I don’t
         think you are, not at all.’ She glanced up at the clock. ‘We’ve been engaged just three days, and it’s at least an hour since
         you last kissed me. I don’t think you’re romantic at all.’
      

      
      ‘Then, I shall have to change your mind.’

      
      Jean-Paul stood up, crossed the room, leaned over her chair and kissed her. Edouard watched for a second uncomfortably, then
         turned away to the window. He had the oddest feeling that that kiss had been provoked, and for his benefit, not his brother’s.
         He turned around as Jean-Paul drew back, and the emerald eyes flashed up at him for a second, as if Isobel were amused, as
         if she shared a secret with him from which his brother was excluded. To his horror and distress he felt his body start to respond, to stir. He turned
         away miserably.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got prep to do. Latin. I’d better go and do it …’

      
      He started to move to the door, but Isobel sprang up.

      
      ‘No – don’t do that. We’re going to stop this silly game now. It’s too boring. If we go on, I shall end up with five words
         on a piece of paper, and then I’ll have to give Jean back this emerald. And I don’t want to do that. I’m attached to it. And
         to you, Jean darling. Now, don’t frown. You know I love to tease you. I shall go up to see your mother – she won’t mind, will
         she, Jean? I want to show her this. And we’re going to start making marvellous lists. Women adore list-making, did you know that, darling? We can’t have a proper wedding without lots of them, which will be
         sheer heaven. Now. There! I’m going …’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘I shall leave you two to talk …’
      

      
      When the door closed behind her, there was a little silence. Edouard had gone bright red. He stared at his brother accusingly.

      
      ‘Oh God. She knows. Isobel knows. You didn’t tell her? You can’t have told her?’
      

      
      ‘I might have mentioned it.’ Jean shrugged. ‘Why shouldn’t she know? She thought it was a fine idea. She said it was sweet.’

      
      Edouard glanced at his brother doubtfully. He inflected the word ‘sweet’ with a sarcasm he did not trouble to hide.

      
      ‘I’m embarrassed, that’s all. I’d just rather she didn’t know. I – I thought it was something private. A secret just between
         you and me.’
      

      
      ‘So it is. So it is. Now, come on. Cheer up.’ Jean smiled. ‘I’ve good news. I’ve arranged it.’

      
      ‘Arranged it? You have?’

      
      Jean pulled a small pasteboard card from his uniform pocket and slipped it into Edouard’s hand.

      
      ‘Tomorrow afternoon, at three. Maman will be out all day. I checked. Glendinning only takes you in the mornings on Saturdays,
         yes? So you’ve plenty of time to get there. The address is on the card.’ He paused. ‘She’s perfect, Edouard. Perfect in every
         respect. Not too young, not too old. Very experienced. A delightful woman. French – I thought that might help. Not a tart
         – nothing like that. Very clean. She has – well, she’s kept, if you understand me. But the gentleman in question is elderly
         and often away, and she likes younger men.’ He shrugged. ‘She’s a good fuck, Edouard. I can recommend her personally.’
      

      
      ‘You can?’

      
      ‘But of course. You don’t think I’m going to send my little brother off without checking the services provided?’ Jean smiled.
         ‘I had her the other afternoon.’
      

      
      ‘The other afternoon? But, Jean, you’re engaged now.’

      
      Jean-Paul grinned. He glanced at the door, then back at Edouard. ‘Oh, little brother,’ he said slowly. ‘You didn’t seriously
         imagine that would make any difference? Did you?’
      

      
      Célestine Bianchon had first come to England in 1910, at the age of sixteen, to appear as a dancer and singer in Henry Pelissier’s
         Alhambra Follies. She was very pretty, with just the degree of plumpness then considered essential for beauty; she danced
         gracefully, and – untaught – sang with a naturally sweet, high, clear voice. She rapidly acquired her quota of followers,
         stage-door Johnnies who would fill her dressing-room with flowers, and who competed furiously for the privilege of wining
         and dining her after the show at the Café de l’Europe in Leicester Square. They would eat and drink champagne until three
         in the morning, surrounded by the writers, actresses and young men of good family who made up this demi-monde, and then Célestine would return in a hansom to the less glamorous environs of Finsbury Park: sometimes alone, more often
         not. She still looked back on those years of her life, which continued until the outbreak of the Great War, as the high point
         of her existence.
      

      
      But Célestine, of French peasant stock, was also a realist. Unlike some of her friends at the Alhambra, she accepted bouquets
         and presents, but did not expect proposals of marriage; such elevations, it was true, did occasionally occur, but they were
         rarities. Célestine was happy with a series of protectors; she had no wish to return to France. As the years passed, and the
         first bloom of her beauty faded, the protectors became less distinguished and less young, but Célestine accepted this. It
         was natural; inevitable; it did nothing to affect her spirits. As a girl she had numbered English peers among her admirers.
         Now, in 1940, she was forty-six, and her gentleman was a retired business man, living in Hove, who had invested his meagre
         capital in a series of lodging-houses in different parts of London and the Home Counties. This suited Célestine, because it
         meant he visited her only once or twice a week. And, besides, he rarely questioned her as to how she spent the rest of her time. He was sixty-four,
         and Célestine was fond of him. He was less virile, but much kinder, than many of her past lovers; he paid for her small flat
         in Maida Vale; he bestowed on her a small allowance, from which she was able to save a little each week against her old age;
         and he bothered to talk to her – she appreciated that.
      

      
      It had never occurred to Célestine that she was deceiving him. She regarded her afternoons with other gentlemen as something
         quite apart from this central arrangement, occasions which could cause no harm because they would never be discovered. Célestine
         had realised early that the less men knew, the better it was. They came to her for one purpose, and she fulfilled it to the
         best of her considerable abilities. It was good fortune for her that the war had brought so many Frenchmen to London, and
         that an afternoon with one French officer had since brought her a steady stream of satisfied military customers.
      

      
      Her small pasteboard card was now in the wallets of a number of General de Gaulle’s staff, and that pleased Célestine. It
         brought her a little extra money; a certain spirit of patriotism was involved; and, besides, after all these years, it was
         pleasant to speak French again in the boudoir. When she passed the headquarters of the Free French, Célestine never failed
         to blow a kiss in its direction, and to wish the young men there a silent bonne chance.
      

      
      She had been honoured to accommodate the dashing young heir to the baron de Chavigny. She had been flattered when, at the
         end of some rampant lovemaking, he had explained to her as only a Frenchman could the predicament of his younger brother.
         It was by no means the first time that she had performed such a role, and she agreed to it at once. She was curious to meet
         this young Edouard, and with a smile to herself she wondered if, with her assistance, he could not become a far more accomplished
         lover than his energetic but unsubtle brother.
      

      
      She prepared for him carefully, knowing from experience that the kind of clothing – tight-waisted corselets in black lace
         that lifted her full breasts and left them exposed, suspenders, fine stockings, a thin négligé – which appealed strongly to
         her older clients was likely to terrify a boy. When she had finished preparing herself, she was pleased with the costume:
         it was erotic without being blatant, white rather than black, adorned with pretty ribbons and lace, the whole ensemble discreetly hidden beneath a wrapper of pale blue crêpe de Chine. She arranged her hair carefully, and slipped her
         tiny pretty feet into blue high-heeled slippers decorated with maribou feathers. Jean-Paul had thoughtfully provided a bottle
         of champagne for the occasion, and it was ready on ice. She also set the kettle to boil: some young men preferred tea the
         first time. Then she sat down to wait.
      

      
      Edouard had taken a taxi-cab to the unfamiliar area of Maida Vale. He arrived there at two fifteen and spent forty-five minutes
         pacing the streets in an agony of nerves and indecision. Several times he almost called another cab and returned home, but
         he knew that would have been cowardice, and he couldn’t have faced Jean-Paul. So, in the end, he presented himself at the
         door at precisely three o’clock, and nervously pressed the bell.
      

      
      Jean-Paul had said five pounds. That seemed to Edouard not just mean, but graceless. So he had removed from the stores in
         Eaton Square a large box of French hand-dipped chocolates – impossible to obtain such things in London now – and had placed
         a ten-pound note inside it, then carefully rearranging ribbons and wrappings. He had also purchased a small bunch of roses
         from a flower-seller, and he juggled roses and chocolates as he waited.
      

      
      He had never felt so uncertain and inadequate in his life, never so little inclined even to look at a woman. That feeling
         disappeared at once when Célestine opened the door, tripped up the stairs before him in her maribou slippers, and led him
         into her sitting-room. Chattering away gaily in French, she put him at ease at once. She poured him a glass of champagne,
         which he drank in one gulp, and then, to his great relief, she simply sat down, as if they were old friends, and began to
         talk.
      

      
      Edouard looked at her, and he thought that she might not be young, but she was enchanting. She reminded him of certain Renoir
         paintings in his father’s collection, with her reddish-blonde hair piled on top of her head, and the wisps that curled around
         her ears, and her soft throat. She had clear blue eyes, and the tiny wrinkles around them only increased the warmth of her
         smile. She needed, and wore, very little make-up, and her complexion still had the clarity and the delicate colouring of a
         much younger woman.
      

      
      He stared, riveted, as she gently swung one smooth leg, and twisted her ankle as if to admire her blue slippers. When she
         leaned forward to offer him a second glass of champagne, and he politely refused, her dressing-gown fell open a little, and he glimpsed
         the luscious curve of her full breasts. That was enough; to his delight he felt his body start to respond. And Célestine seemed
         to know, because she stood up and gently led him into her bedroom, where, to his increasing delight, she first undressed him
         and then allowed him to remove her robe. With sudden rash confidence, he pushed her back on to the clean white sheets, and
         began to kiss her passionately. Less than five minutes later, to his shame and mortification, he burst into tears.
      

      
      Célestine lay back on the pillows, and held the boy close in her arms. He wept angrily against her breasts, and gently Célestine
         stroked his hair as a mother would, until the first spasm of anger and grief left him, and he lay more quietly in her arms.
         She looked down at the dark bent head, and her warm heart was filled with compassion. If only he knew, this handsome young
         boy, that it was almost always like this, the first time; that he was neither the first nor the last man to weep like an angry
         child at what he believed was his unique failure. Very gently, stroking his thick hair all the while, she began to talk.
      

      
      ‘Vas-y, mon petit. There’s no need for tears now. The first time it’s always like this, believe me. You are excited, you are impatient, it
         is only natural. Don’t worry. So you come quickly – too quickly, you think. You imagine I will be offended, maybe? I can assure
         you that is not the case. I take it as a compliment, mon chéri, a compliment – you hear me? It is good to know, when you are my age, that you can still please a young man so much. And,
         besides, we have plenty of time, as much time as you want. And you will find, mon chéri, that at your age such an event is a trifle, over and forgotten the next minute. The next time – and there will be so many
         next times – it will be better, and then better and better, until eventually you will teach me; it is you who will dictate, you who will – how do they say it here? – call the shots?’
      

      
      She smiled, and continued the soft stroking. ‘Do you imagine, chéri, that to make love is a skill we are all born with? That we know, men and women both, exactly what to do, and the best, the
         most pleasurable way of doing it, the very first time? I assure you that is not the case. One must learn, chéri. Gradually. It is a little like a lesson in school, hein? Only, in this case, it is a pleasurable lesson. One everyone enjoys …’
      

      
      
      She smiled against his hair as she felt his strong young body grow less tense. Soon, she thought, in a minute, much more quickly
         than he realises, he will be hard again, and ready to make love a second time. But, meanwhile, she must not rush him. He was
         like a young animal, she thought, a young shy animal; anything too sudden, too direct, and she would startle and frighten
         him. No, she must be gentle and slow, very slow. And he was so beautiful! So beautiful. She had almost forgotten how beautiful
         a very young man’s body could be: the smoothness of the skin, like a girl’s, the tautness of the muscles, the tight curve
         of the buttocks, the flatness of the stomach, the strength of the thighs. She felt a slow pleasurable ripple of desire. Such
         eyes – that extraordinary deep blue; and that black, black hair … She stroked the wide shoulders: he was more relaxed now.
      

      
      Carefully she drew them both up to a sitting position. A certain practicality now, she thought. Yes, that might be the thing.
         ‘Chéri …’ She lifted his hands, making her request quite casual and matter-of-fact. ‘It seems a little unfair. You look so comfortable,
         so beautiful, and I – I am still in this stupid thing. And besides …’ She teasingly caught his eye. ‘It is a little damp,
         hein? Would you help me to undo it? At the back there, that’s right, all those little hooks and eyes, so difficult to reach. And
         my stockings! Really, I think I have no need of my stockings …’
      

      
      He slipped the stockings off first. Then, with fumbling fingers, he undid the white lace corselet. Célestine was naked. She
         smiled at him, and Edouard gazed, enraptured. He had seen pictures, of course – Jean-Paul had shown him some – but he had
         never seen a woman naked before. He could never have imagined such opulence of flesh, such loveliness. Célestine had full
         heavy breasts with wide rosy-pink nipples. Her hips curved out from a still-small waist; between her legs there was a triangle
         of reddish-gold hair, curly, springy to the touch, startling against the creamy curve of her thighs. Almost without thinking,
         he touched her there, very lightly, feeling the crisp hairs, and to his astonishment and delight Célestine gave a little moan
         of response.
      

      
      He looked up at her, startled, and her lips curved, the blue eyes sparkled.

      
      ‘But, yes – that surprises you? It shouldn’t. It feels nice when you touch me there. It might feel nice, too, I think, if
         you kissed me. Just a little kiss, chéri …’
      

      
      
      Somewhat awkwardly Edouard put his arms around her, and bent his face to hers. He gave her a chaste kiss on her closed lips,
         very gently, and Célestine gave a deep sigh.
      

      
      ‘Oh, so good. I like your kiss. A little more, I beg you …’ This time, as his lips touched the soft warmth of hers, she parted
         them. Edouard touched them softly with his tongue, and she sighed again, and moved closer to him.
      

      
      ‘Comme ça, chéri. Oh, oui, comme ça …’
      

      
      She drew his tongue into her mouth, gently, persuasively, holding him in her arms so that he did not press too hard or too
         close, and just their mouths were joined. Edouard felt a shudder of delight pass through his body; she began to caress his
         neck and shoulders and back, and at once, immediately, he felt his penis leap and harden. He felt Célestine’s lips curve into
         a smile of triumph. She gave a low laugh, and drew back from him just a little, looking down.
      

      
      ‘Ah, but you see what has happened? So quickly? An instant and you are big again. So big and hard and strong. You are quite
         a man, chéri, you know that? With this, you can give a woman such pleasure, chéri, such pleasure …’
      

      
      She was careful not to touch him, and when he tried to push her back against the pillows again she gently stopped him. She
         shook her head reprovingly, and to her delight she saw a teasing light come into his eyes. He could be amused. Good! Then,
         his confidence was growing.
      

      
      ‘Wait?’ He smiled. ‘Not too fast?’

      
      Célestine took his hand.

      
      ‘For my sake,’ she said softly. ‘You know that for a woman to make love is a wonderful thing. She wants it to last, to be
         slow. She cannot always be as quick as a man. She cannot always be as quickly aroused as a man. He has to help her.’
      

      
      She lifted his palm, and pressed it against her breast. ‘Touch me there, chéri. Oh, how I want you to stroke me, there, you see? Like that. Yes, like that …’
      

      
      Edouard slipped his hands under her breasts, and felt their full weight. Then, almost before he knew what he was doing, he
         did the thing he had been longing to do, had dreamed of doing. He lowered his mouth, kissed the smooth flesh. Then he buried
         his head between the mounds of her breasts, lifted them, caressed them, took the soft pink nipples in turn between his lips.
         He teased them with his tongue, and felt their points grow hard. A tremor ran through his body, and Célestine held him.
      

      
      ‘Doucement, doucement, mon chéri. Pas trop vite … doucement.’ He steadied, paused, felt the tremor subside. Then he looked up at her.
      

      
      ‘Comme ça? Comme ça tu aimes?’ He took the nipple between his lips once more, and sucked. This time it was Célestine who trembled.
      

      
      ‘Mais oui. Tu sais bien. Comme ça, Edouard, comme ça …’
      

      
      Célestine could feel her own body responding, the pulse beating up through her blood, as if an invisible chain of nerves connected
         her breasts and her womb, and every one of those nerves sang out with pleasure. She felt herself grow moist, and it was harder
         for her to keep still. She wanted to part her legs, to let him touch her there. He was learning fast, she thought, very fast
         …
      

      
      He lifted his mouth from her breasts, and kissed her.

      
      ‘Mais, que tu es belle, si belle …’ He muttered against her mouth, his breath coming fast, and Célestine fought with her own instincts, fought to make the
         kiss slow and gentle. Not too passionate, not too deep, not too long, not yet, not yet. His penis was hard against her stomach,
         and she moved slightly, delicately, to free him, frightened that the pressure might make him come.
      

      
      ‘Doucement, Edouard.’ She let her hands stroke the fine hard curve of his buttocks, and moved a little so their two bodies lay side by side.
         When she judged he was a little calmer once more, she took his hand and raised it to her lips.
      

      
      ‘You are so good. It feels so good when you touch me. You know that? You can feel, I think, that I like it, yes? You see –
         it makes my nipples go so hard when you touch me, when you kiss me there. That is the first sign, Edouard, but there are others
         …’ Very slowly she drew his hand down, over the curve of her stomach to the triangle of gold hair. She let it rest there a
         while, then she parted her legs.
      

      
      ‘You see? A woman’s secret place, the part of her only her lover knows. You see, chéri – how soft, how moist? That is because you make me want you, Edouard, want you very much …
      

      
      Edouard let his hand be drawn down to the softness, the moistness. He parted the two soft lips, and felt a place of mystery,
         of folds and crevices, felt one tight hard bud. He touched it delicately with his forefinger and, to his wonderment, Célestine
         arched back with a little cry. He leaned forward and kissed her, a long slow sweet kiss, and all the time his hand gently
         stroked, gently explored. Célestine moved beneath him; she lifted her knees and parted her thighs wider, and she seemed to Edouard infinitely soft, infinitely
         pliant, infinitely and wondrously open. He withdrew his hand, and Célestine took it and kissed it, and for the first time
         in his life Edouard smelt the honied scent of a woman ready to make love, musky, slightly salt, like a sea-creature.
      

      
      He slipped his hand down once more, Célestine moved slightly, and his finger slipped easily, gently, inside her. He groaned
         then, and Célestine knew she must be quick.
      

      
      With the deftness of experience, she moved so he was between her thighs. She withdrew his hand gently, and guided the full
         head of his penis to the soft entrance. One tiny lift of her lips, and he was inside her. She knew better than to move then;
         she kept still and quiet, though she was very aroused, by his beauty and his gentleness, and she longed to move, to draw him
         down deep inside her. But she stayed still, and let him thrust; three, four, five times. Then he came inside her with a shuddering
         cry, and Célestine wrapped her arms tenderly and protectively around him.
      

      
      Less than an hour later, he was hard again, much more relaxed, clearly proud of himself. Célestine felt proud, too. And she
         liked him, she thought, as she looked fondly down at him while he sucked at her full breasts. She liked the absence of bravado,
         the instinctive care and delicacy of his touch. Oh, he would make a fine lover, this man, she thought – perhaps even a great
         one, an extraordinary one, and there were very few of those. He would not be like some of them, such greedy animals, so coarse,
         so quick, and afterwards so furtive. No, he would be sure, giving pleasure as well as taking it – open, responsive …
      

      
      ‘Tu seras … exceptionel, tu sais …,’ she murmured, and the boy lifted his head. The compliment pleased him, but it also amused him, and she liked that. She
         liked his quick intelligence, his capacity for amusement. After all, lovemaking was not always a serious affair; that was
         very dull. Passion, yes, women wanted that, but also a little teasing.
      

      
      ‘Teach me – show me …’ He hesitated. ‘I want to give you pleasure in return …’

      
      Célestine sighed, and stroked his hair. Like many women of her kind she found it difficult to reach orgasm with a man. She
         had long ago accepted this. She enjoyed lovemaking and the absence of climax never worried her greatly. She found fulfilment enough
         in embraces and caresses, and if she did not, then it was easy enough to relieve the tension in her body after the man had
         gone. To give pleasure was her pleasure; when she had been younger, with her first lover, her second, it had been different.
         They had been able to bring her to a peak of excitement quite easily. But they had left, and it had become more difficult;
         she thought sometimes that her own mind held her back, refused to let her give everything to men who were – more and more
         often – strangers.
      

      
      But she was touched by the boy’s request, so she smiled up at him.

      
      ‘Watch – let me show you.’

      
      Gently she slipped her hand between her legs, one finger between the lips; she moved.

      
      ‘You see? Where you touched me before, chéri. If you touch me there – not too hard, quite softly, there’s no need to be quick …’
      

      
      She withdrew her hand, its fingers glistening. Edouard touched her as she had touched herself, felt the small hard swelling
         of her clitoris between the soft lips, and then, on impulse, knelt, and bent his head, and kissed her. That heady moist salt
         scent; he touched the little swollen bud gently with his tongue, and the effect was instantaneous. Again she arched, her hands
         came down to cradle his head as he lapped, his hands reached for the swell of her breasts, and Célestine moaned.
      

      
      ‘Like that?’ He paused for an instant, and she quickly drew him back.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, Edouard, yes. There. Like that …’

      
      Célestine trembled. It was not that he was perfectly expert, but someone more expert could have left her unmoved. It was him,
         she realised with surprise, as she felt the waves of heat start to build in her groin. It was something about him, a little
         magic, the fact that he wanted to please her, the way he looked at her body – lustfully, of course, but also tenderly, shyly.
         It reminded her of the past, and it felt good, so good … And, yes, it was going to happen after all, she knew it would happen
         now: she felt her body poise, wait for the sudden rush of sensation, and, as if she sensed that, he stopped the soft rhythmic
         motion of his tongue, the pressure of his lips, so she cried out in an agony of sudden want. Then he touched her again, his
         mouth moist, his hands clasping her hips and lifting her up to him, and she cried out as the tide of heat took her. Edouard
         felt the fierce sudden pulse against his lips. He moved, thrust hard up inside her, and felt to his great joy the soft contraction and relaxing
         of her body against his flesh.
      

      
      This time there were more than four or five thrusts. He discovered, triumphantly, how fine, how extraordinary, how tantalising
         it felt to withdraw almost out of her body, and then to push so deep he felt he touched the neck of her womb; to alter his
         rhythm from slow to fast and back to slow. And he discovered how it felt when Célestine, too, moved, slowly at first, and
         then more insistently, circling as he pulled back from her, circling again as he thrust. He came with a sharp agonising sweetness,
         and afterwards she lay along the curve of his arm, and they both slept a little, their bodies entwined.
      

      
      When he woke, Célestine lifted his chin in her hand, and looked down with amusement and understanding into his eyes.

      
      ‘You learn fast. So fast. Soon, I shall have nothing to teach you …’

      
      Edouard laughed, and slipped his arms around her. He was covered in silken sweat, his body heavy with a sweat languor.

      
      ‘I want to see you again. Soon. And then again and again. Célestine. Célestine …’

      
      ‘I should like that,’ Célestine answered simply.

      
      That night, Edouard dined at home with his mother and Jean-Paul, the only guest being Isobel. Such occasions when they were
         en famille were rarely a success. Jean-Paul chafed at them, and itched to be off to a nightclub. Louise, perhaps because she sensed
         this, perhaps simply because she, too, wished for more brilliant company, was often irritable. Usually, Edouard would try
         hard to cheer them both, and to supply some of the spirit and gaiety there was at family meals in France, when his father
         was present.
      

      
      But tonight, seated at the long table, wearing evening dress, he was dreamy and abstracted. Try as he would, he could not
         concentrate on what was being said, or who was saying it. His mind was miles across London, in a little room in Maida Vale.
      

      
      These dinners were never brief affairs, for Louise insisted on rigorous standards. They were served by Parsons and two immaculate
         footmen; there were never less than six courses; the wine was always exceptionally fine. Tonight, the evening seemed to Edouard
         interminable. The foie gras was without taste; the grilled sole was cardboard; the pheasant he pushed away scarcely touched.
      

      
      
      This unusual loss of appetite did not go unremarked. Once or twice Edouard looked up to find Isobel, who was seated opposite
         him, regarding him mischievously, her emerald eyes glinting, a little smile curving her bright scarlet lips. She, too, said
         very little. The conversation dragged, and Louise became peevish. When peevish, she complained, and tonight she grew quite
         eloquent – nothing suited her. She found London dull, she told Isobel: it was quite amusing at first, but now, more and more,
         she missed Paris. The same faces, again and again; and really, though Englishmen could be charming, Englishwomen were so odd, so dowdy most of them, and so lacking in chic – here she gave Isobel a sharp glance. And then there was their passion for
         animals, their obsession with dogs; it was charming to stay the weekend in the country, yes, but then to be leaped upon by
         Labradors – to be expected to go for long walks, even when it was raining – truly the English were a curious race, quite unlike
         the French, quite unlike Americans. And then – well, of course, she missed dearest Xavi so terribly. So little news got through,
         and she worried constantly.
      

      
      ‘He should have known how much I would worry.’ Her voice rose slightly. ‘To have packed us off here, and left us to fend for
         ourselves … I know you won’t agree with this, Jean-Paul, but really, on reflection, it seems to me a little selfish. Dearest
         Xavi can be so terribly obstinate. I’m perfectly sure he could have come with us if he had wished. He can have no idea how
         difficult life is. One can’t buy petrol, which seems to me perfectly absurd – how on earth is one supposed to motor out of
         London? I live in dread that one of the servants will give notice, because – well, you will know this, Isobel – it’s quite
         impossible to find replacements. The men are all in the Army, and the women are all making ball-bearings in factories – what
         can they be doing with all those ball-bearings? And these wretched sirens. Just when one is about to go out, they always sound, and then the streets are cleared. I don’t think Xavi understands how wearing it all is …’
      

      
      ‘There is a war on, Maman.’ Jean-Paul looked up. He winked at Isobel, and Louise, who saw the wink, flushed.

      
      ‘Jean-Paul, please, there is no need to take that attitude. I know that. I’ve just been explaining that I know that. I must say that neither you nor Edouard helps, you know. Both of you tied up with your own affairs, you
         never seem to give a second thought to my feelings –’
      

      
      
      She broke off. At the word ‘affairs’, Jean-Paul had given a snort of laughter. Louise’s face grew tight; her dark eyes glared
         down the length of the table.
      

      
      ‘Have I said something to amuse you, Jean-Paul? Please explain. We should all like to share the joke.’

      
      ‘Forgive me, Maman.’ Jean-Paul gave her his most winning smile. Edouard glanced up, waiting to see how he would extricate
         himself. Louise could never be angry with him for long – she always succumbed to his charm – and sometimes Edouard thought
         Jean-Paul was contemptuous of her for that.
      

      
      ‘It’s just that you know what you say isn’t true. Edouard and I are devoted to you. You know that …’

      
      ‘You might make it a little more obvious, occasionally.’ Louise gave him a reproving glance, but she was mollified.

      
      Jean-Paul rose to his feet with a masterful air and the discreetest glance at his watch.

      
      ‘Dearest Maman.’ He came to her side and lifted her hand in his. ‘You’re tired. You should rest more, you know. Come, why
         don’t you let me show you to your room? I’ll have your coffee brought up to you there. I’ll send your maid to you. No arguments
         now. I promised Papa to look after you. You shall have a really good night’s sleep …’
      

      
      It worked like a charm. Louise rose and leaned on his arm. She left them without protest. At the door, Jean-Paul looked back,
         and gave Edouard and Isobel another wink.
      

      
      Isobel rose restlessly to her feet the moment the door was shut. She tossed her napkin on the table. Edouard, returning with
         difficulty from the room in Maida Vale, looked at her uncertainly.
      

      
      ‘Does he always manage your mother like that?’ The green eyes met his for a second, curiously.

      
      Edouard rose.

      
      ‘Usually.’ He shrugged. ‘She adores Jean-Paul. She always has. He can do anything with her …’ He paused. ‘She doesn’t mean
         everything she says, you know,’ he added defensively, for his mother often made him ashamed. ‘It’s just her way of speaking.
         And she gets very strung-up …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, never mind anyway.’ Isobel moved off impatiently. ‘Let’s play some music. I want to dance …’

      
      She reached for his hand, and dragged him out of the dining-room into another room which they sometimes used in the evenings.
         It had a smooth parquet floor, and sometimes Edouard would patiently wind the gramophone and play records while Jean-Paul and Isobel
         danced together dreamily in the centre of the room. He had never danced with Isobel himself, but tonight she selected a record,
         she wound the gramophone, she pushed aside the rug.
      

      
      ‘Come on …’ She stood in the centre of the floor, and lifted her arms to him, scarlet lips smiling, emerald eyes glinting
         with amusement and challenge. ‘You can dance, I suppose? If you can’t, I’ll teach you …’
      

      
      ‘I can dance.’

      
      Edouard stepped forward and took her in his arms. In fact, he danced rather well, and felt eager to demonstrate that fact,
         but when he attempted to waltz Isobel pulled him closer.
      

      
      ‘Not like that. Don’t let’s be ambitious. Let’s just shuffle; it’s more peaceful …’

      
      They shuffled. The music was soft and low, the record pleasantly scratchy; Isobel felt light in his arms, and after a while
         Edouard relaxed. They stepped and turned, turned and stepped; his mind drifted away again to the afternoon, and to Célestine.
         He began to feel extraordinarily happy.
      

      
      Once or twice, Isobel lifted her face and looked at him. The record ran down, she replaced it, rewound the handle, and drifted
         back into his arms with a little smile on her lips.
      

      
      ‘You’re laughing at me …’ Edouard looked down at her.

      
      ‘No, I’m not. I’m laughing at myself. It’s a long time since I’ve felt so invisible. It’s good for my vanity.’

      
      ‘Invisible? You?’

      
      ‘Oh, Edouard. So gallant. There’s no need to pretend. You’re miles away. That’s all right. I don’t mind. I quite like it.
         It’s restful.’
      

      
      She sighed, and after a while, as they continued to circle, she rested her face gently against his shoulder. Edouard was a
         little surprised at this, but he said nothing; they were still dancing in this way when Jean-Paul returned to them. He stood
         and watched them for a while, leaning against a chair and smoking a cigarette. Isobel ignored him. When, finally, the record
         ran down again, Jean-Paul rewound it, and then he cut in.
      

      
      ‘My turn, I think. My fiancée.’

      
      He danced with Isobel for the remainder of the evening, and it was only after she left and they were alone together that Edouard
         noticed his brother was not in a very good temper. Jean-Paul removed the record from the gramophone irritably, scratching it as he
         did so. Then he paced up and down the room, as if he found it confining.
      

      
      ‘Was Maman all right?’ Edouard looked up at him.

      
      ‘What? Oh, yes. She was fine. She just wanted some attention paid her. Like all women.’ Jean-Paul slumped in a chair; one
         foot tapped the carpet.
      

      
      ‘I expect she does miss Papa,’ Edouard began hesitantly. ‘It can’t be easy for her …’

      
      ‘You think so?’ Jean-Paul gave a bark of laughter. ‘Well, you may be right, but I doubt it. I’d say it was simpler than that
         – she wants everyone at her beck and call, running round her in small circles, paying court to her. Isobel’s precisely the
         same. I tell you, little brother, it wears me out sometimes. Women.’ He frowned. His face had taken on a sullen expression,
         and Edouard was puzzled. He felt a little embarrassed that Jean-Paul should speak in this way; it seemed to him disloyal.
         As if sensing that, Jean-Paul looked up. He stretched, and then grinned.
      

      
      ‘Still. They have their uses, eh? We wouldn’t be without them. So tell me, let’s get down to something more important. How
         did you get on this afternoon? Good, was she?’
      

      
      Edouard was aware he was blushing. He looked at the carpet. Jean-Paul was adopting a man-to-man tone that he usually found
         flattering; now, for the first time, something in him resisted it.
      

      
      ‘It was fine,’ he said stiffly, after a pause. ‘Thank you, Jean-Paul, for arranging it.’

      
      Jean-Paul threw back his head, and gave a bellow of laughter.

      
      ‘He’s embarrassed. I do believe my own little brother is embarrassed. “Fine”? What kind of a report is that? Don’t I get a
         few more details? I went to a lot of trouble, you know, Edouard, to fix this …’
      

      
      Edouard stood up. He looked at his brother, and he thought of Célestine, and for the first time in his life two loyalties
         conflicted. He knew, quite suddenly, that he couldn’t bear to tell Jean-Paul what had happened. He couldn’t bear to tell anyone;
         it belonged to himself and Célestine.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you know.’ He shrugged, hesitated. ‘I don’t really want to talk about it.’

      
      ‘I see.’ There was a pause. ‘That bad, was it? Oh, well …’ Jean-Paul yawned and stretched once more. The smile on his face
         broadened, as if he supposed Edouard had failed, and the supposition of failure pleased him. Edouard looked at him in confusion.
         Why should that be?
      

      
      Jean-Paul stood up, and put his arm around Edouard’s shoulders.

      
      ‘Well, well, happens to everyone. Better luck next time. Don’t worry about it, eh?’ He chuckled to himself. ‘You won’t be
         seeing her again, then? Well, there’s plenty of others – just let me know when you want another address. Maybe she just didn’t
         suit you. I shouldn’t worry. Not yet, anyway, little brother …’
      

      
      He went off to bed then, humming the dance tune to, himself, obviously in a high good humour. Edouard watched him go with
         a sense of puzzled dismay. Beneath the bonhomie he had detected resentment, even rivalry – had it not been Jean-Paul, he might
         even have thought jealousy. It perturbed him, then he pushed it out of his mind. It was a ridiculous idea, and a disloyal
         one: Jean-Paul was his brother, he was the most generous of men …
      

      
      Still, a certain caution remained, a slight wariness. The next afternoon, he returned to Célestine and spent a rapturous two
         hours with her.
      

      
      When he returned to Eaton Square, Jean-Paul was there, and quizzed him on his absence.

      
      ‘I – was walking in the park,’ Edouard replied before he could stop himself.

      
      He had walked through the park, on the way to Célestine’s flat, but none the less it was a lie, designed to mislead, and Edouard
         knew it.
      

      
      He felt guilty afterwards, and ashamed. It was the first time in his life that he had ever lied to his brother.

   



      
      
      HÉLÈNE
Orangeburg, Alabama
1950

      
      Out back behind the trailer there was a tree. She didn’t know what kind of tree, and Mother didn’t know, either: it was an
         American tree, she said; they didn’t have trees like that in England. It was real big – very big, she corrected herself carefully – and its branches hung down low. If she took a chair out and balanced on it carefully,
         she could pull off long strands of the stuff that grew on it. Spanish moss, Mother said it was called; it looked spooky when
         the light was fading. But not now. Now it was the middle of an August afternoon, and very hot, and she had made a little pile
         of it in the dirt in front of the trailer. Lovely soft crinkly grey moss. And some little rocks that Mother called pebbles,
         and some daisies. She was making a garden, an English garden, for when Mother came home.
      

      
      The window of the trailer was open, and she could see the big round face of the clock that stood on top of the ice-box. She
         could see the little red stickers Mother put on it by the four and the twelve. She couldn’t read the time yet, not quite,
         but when the hands were pointing at those two stickers Mother would be home. They were nearly there; not long now. The garden
         was all finished, and she had three crackers left. Maybe she’d eat them now.
      

      
      She broke a corner off and handed it to Doll politely, the way Mother had shown her. But Doll just stared up with her painted
         eyes, so Hélène ate it for her. Then she ate the other biscuits and carefully brushed the crumbs off her dress. She looked
         down at her skirt anxiously. The dust was a horrible red-brown. It left marks everywhere, and Mother said to stay put and not to get into trouble, not to move from right there in front of the trailer. Not to get
         dirty.
      

      
      You didn’t get dirty in English gardens. The grass grew properly there, and there were gardeners to keep it watered in summer,
         and the ladies sat in wicker chairs and the servants brought them iced lemonade in long cool glasses. Not nasty lemonade that
         came in bottles like Coke, but fresh lemonade, made with fruit and water and sugar, with a long silver spoon to stir it.
      

      
      She glanced over her shoulder guiltily. She’d like some lemonade. Making the garden had made her throat all dry and tickly.
         She’d even like some Coke, or that funny green tea Mississippi Mary made that tasted of mint like toothpaste. But she wasn’t
         allowed to talk to Mary. And, if the Tanner children came by, Mother said not to talk to them, either, but just to go and
         sit inside in the trailer and wait for her to come home.
      

      
      She pushed a long fair lock of hair back from her sticky forehead. The Tanner children wouldn’t come by anyway. She knew where
         they were; she could hear them shouting. They were down by the river, in the water-hole there, and they were skinny-dipping.
         She’d never done that, of course, but she’d crept up on them once and watched them. It looked nice. It looked fun. The boys
         and the girls, no clothes, and jumping in and out of the brown water and splashing. It looked so cool, that brown water, so
         cool and lovely. And, besides, it was interesting. All the Tanner girls looked like she did, but the Tanner boys were different.
         They had this funny thing between their legs, like a little pouch, and then, just when she was craning her head to get a better
         look, one of the Tanner boys spread his legs, and held this thing, and a big arc of water came out, right down in the pool,
         and all the other children laughed. She told Mother about that, and Mother got very cross. She slapped her, hard, on the arm,
         so there was a big red mark. She said the Tanners were common. ‘White trash or black trash,’ Mother said, ‘either way, you
         stay away from them.’
      

      
      ‘But why do they have that thing, Mother?’ she asked, when she’d stopped crying.

      
      ‘Because boys are different from girls.’

      
      ‘Do all boys have one? Did Daddy?’

      
      ‘Yes. All boys have them.’ Her mother sighed.

      
      ‘But what do they do with them? Why haven’t I got one?’
      

      
      
      ‘Because girls don’t need them. They’re dirty. Now, come and have tea.’

      
      Hélène stood up. She felt guilty. She shouldn’t be remembering that; Mother would be cross. Mother thought she’d forgotten
         all about it. But she hadn’t. She remembered, even though it was a very long time ago, last summer maybe. And she often thought
         about what she’d seen, when she was in bed at night, and Mother was sewing, and it was so hot she couldn’t sleep. Thinking
         about it made her feel good, and made her feel bad – and kind of funny, warm in between her thighs. Sometimes she’d put her
         hand there, in between her legs, and that felt nice, too. Then she went to sleep.
      

      
      But it was better not to think about that now. Now the hands of the clock were nearly touching the two stickers. She’d go
         and sit on the trailer steps. That way she’d see Mother the moment she reached the dirt track. She picked up Doll, and brushed
         down her frock, and seated her on the hot step beside her.
      

      
      From here, you could see the layout of the trailer park quite well, and Hélène liked that. Over behind her was the creek,
         and the creek led down to the river, and the river went on a bit and then it joined the Alabama river, which was really very
         big, though not beautiful like the rivers in England.
      

      
      In England there was the Thames, and that went through London, where the King and Queen lived in a palace, and where Mother
         had lived, too. And then there was the Avon, and the Avon went through another town whose name she forgot, which was where
         Shakespeare had lived. Shakespeare was English, and he was the best writer in the whole world, Mother said. Mother had acted
         in one of his plays once, in a lovely dress. And when Hélène was bigger Mother was going to teach her some of his poems to
         say, and that was why she had to be careful now, and talk properly, like Mother, and not do that horrible droopy drawl like
         the Tanner children, so when she said the poems she would say them right, like an English lady. A, E, I, O, U – lovely and
         open and soft; she should have practised her vowels this afternoon. She’d promised Mother, and then she’d forgot.
      

      
      She swung her legs back and forth now, mouthing the sounds, looking around the trailer park. Their trailer was one of the
         oldest, painted dark green, with the rust coming through. It had two rooms: a bedroom where she and Mother slept in little
         narrow beds, and the room where they ate their meals, and she did her lessons, and where they listened to the wireless in the evenings. Then there were the steps she sat on now, and the little yard where she’d made
         her garden. Round back by the tree there was a pump, and what Mother called the outhouse, which smelt nasty and was full of
         flies in the summer. There was a white picket fence round the yard, and a little gate, and a path. Then there were more trees
         – thank God, Mother said, because it meant they didn’t have to see the other trailers. There were eight of them, two of them
         occupied by the Tanners, who had seven children and another on the way, Mother said. Mr Tanner drank, and he beat Mrs Tanner
         up sometimes – they could hear her screaming – but Mother said to take no notice, there was nothing they could do. Men were
         like that, she said, and Mrs Tanner was an ignorant fool to put up with it.
      

      
      ‘Did Daddy hit you, Mother?’

      
      ‘Once. He hit me once. That was enough.’

      
      Then her lips went in a hard straight line, and she looked unhappy, so Hélène didn’t ask her any more. Daddy must have been
         a bad man, she thought sometimes, and, anyway, she didn’t remember him at all. He lived in Louisiana; she and Mother had lived
         there, too, for a little while, before they came here. She didn’t remember Louisiana, either. Daddy was a soldier, and Mother
         met him when he was fighting in the war. And now he was in Korea, which was a long way away, further than Louisiana: a good
         thing, Mother said, and she didn’t care if he never came back. Daddy didn’t know where she and Mother lived; if he looked
         for them – which he wouldn’t, Mother said with a sniff – he’d never find them, and that was good, too, because they were safe
         and happy just the way they were, and one day – one day soon – they would both go back to England together, which was where
         they belonged.
      

      
      Beyond the other trailers there was a field. It had been a cottonfield once, Mother said, part of the Calverts’ plantation,
         but they let it go during the war, when Major Calvert was away fighting the Germans. Now only a few coloured people lived
         there, in tarpaper shacks, and she was on no account to go down there, not even to see Mississippi Mary.
      

      
      Then there was the road, and down the road Orangeburg, where there was a gas-station, and the market and the bank and the
         hotel and Cassie Wyatt’s, where Mother did the ladies’ hair three mornings a week.
      

      
      
      Beyond Orangeburg, there was Selma and Montgomery, which was the State capital, and then Birmingham – but she’d never been
         there. Mother said not to worry, why should she care about Birmingham? When she was older they’d go to New York, and walk
         down Fifth Avenue, and go into all the lovely shops. And then they’d take a boat, or maybe even an aeroplane, and they’d go
         to London and Paris and Rome. London had been bombed by the Germans, of course, and Mother hadn’t seen it for nearly five
         years, but she said it would still be beautiful. There were parks there – big parks, not like the trailer park at all – with
         lots of green grass, and trees and flowers; and there were bandstands, where soldiers played marches and waltzes.
      

      
      When they had the money, Mother said. Then they would go. And they wouldn’t be stopping off to see Birmingham, Alabama – not
         them, no way!
      

      
      She turned her head. The hands on the clock were on the red stickers right now. Mother would be coming; she was never late.
         ‘Punctuality is the courtesy of princes,’ she said. And she’d be coming the other way, down the track that led from the plantation
         and the big house, because today was Saturday, and Saturday she did Mrs Calvert’s hair. Not at Cassie Wyatt’s beauty parlour
         – Mrs Calvert would never go there, Mother said – but right in her own bedroom.
      

      
      Hélène had gone there with Mother once, just once – to help hold the pins, Mother said to Mrs Calvert, but Hélène knew that
         wasn’t the reason. Mother wanted her to see the house: a proper house – tall and white, with pillars and a veranda. Mrs Calvert
         had a coloured butler, and proper servants, the way a lady should, and she fretted a lot, and said the sun made her head ache,
         so the blinds had to be kept down. It was cool and dark in her room, and very quiet, and there was just the smell of the hair-tongs,
         and of scent, and freshly ironed linen and flowers.
      

      
      It was lovely, Hélène thought. All those glittery crystal bottles beneath the looking-glass on her dressing-table, and big
         heavy silver brushes. Mrs Calvert herself was a disappointment, though. She was thin and scrawny, and when Hélène stood up
         close she could see where the powder had caked on Mrs Calvert’s sallow skin, and how her mouth turned down in little lines
         at the corners. She was a Yankee, Mother said, which meant she came from the North, New York maybe, or Boston. A lady, Mother
         said, and a good few years older than her husband, she added, with a little smile. She had grey hairs. Mother had to touch them up with some special
         stuff from a bottle that smelt horrid. They always called it ‘touching up’, but when Mother was home she’d laugh and wink,
         and say, ‘Better take along the dye-bottle’.
      

      
      When they left the big house that time, they met Major Calvert on the veranda. He was wearing a white suit; Hélène had never
         seen a man in a white suit before. He looked very tall and very suntanned and very handsome, and when he saw her he’d got
         to his feet and come over. He’d just stood there, looking her up and down, until Mother had introduced her. And then Hélène
         had known just what to do, of course; Mother had taught her. She held out her hand, and looked him in the eye, and said, ‘How
         do you do?’ just the way Mother had shown her. And Major Calvert had stared, and then he had laughed, a great burst of laughter.
         And then he had shaken her hand very solemnly, and said something to her mother that Hélène couldn’t hear.
      

      
      ‘What did he say, Mother?’ she had asked as soon as they were out of earshot. And Mother had smiled.

      
      ‘He asked how old you were, and I said five, and he said you were going to be a beauty.’

      
      Hélène had stopped in her tracks.

      
      ‘A beauty? You mean, beautiful? Like a lady?’

      
      ‘But of course.’ Her mother patted her fondly on the shoulder. ‘Haven’t I always told you?’

      
      And she had. Always. For as long as Hélène could remember. And that was nice, she thought as, looking up, she saw her mother’s
         figure come into view beyond the trees.
      

      
      Very nice. But not as nice as when Major Calvert said it, because Major Calvert was a man and a gentleman. He smelt of cologne,
         and the skin of his hands felt smooth, and when he took her hand he’d done something very unexpected, something Mother had
         never mentioned, never done when they practised shaking hands together. He’d pressed the tip of one finger into the damp curve
         of her palm; lightly at first, then a little more, and then he’d just scratched the surface of her skin, secretly, with one
         perfectly manicured nail.
      

      
      She hadn’t told Mother. She might have been cross, and then Hélène wouldn’t be allowed back to the big house, not ever. And
         she wanted to go again, very much. She wanted to see the big silver brushes, and smell the clean linen, and see Major Calvert again. Because when he touched her palm like that it felt nice.
         It made her feel warm and soft and breathless: the way she felt when she’d watched the Tanner boys in the water-hole.
      

      
      And that was odd. Because, although Major Calvert was a man, he looked very handsome and very clean. So why did he make her
         feel the same way the dirty things did, the things she was never to mention?
      

      
      She rose quickly to her feet. Better not to think of it; it was naughty, and Mother might notice something was wrong. She
         waved, suddenly happy to have a secret and happy to see her mother.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ she said. ‘I’ve made you an English garden.’

      
      After supper were the best times: Hélène loved them. Then the light grew soft, and the air was cooler; the little cotton curtains
         flapped in the breeze at the open window, and outside the grasshoppers sang. Then she had her mother to herself, and she had
         her special lessons, which weren’t like lessons at all – more like a game she was very very good at.
      

      
      And tonight was special. For her mother had come back with a surprise, a brown paper parcel that she’d hidden away at once
         in the bedroom, though Hélène had seen the excitement in her eyes. She would be allowed to look later, Mother said. If she
         did her lessons well.
      

      
      So they had what Mother called ‘nursery supper’. She was very specific on this point. The meal in the middle of the day was
         luncheon, never dinner, which was what the Tanner children called it, because they didn’t know any better. Then there was
         afternoon tea, not taken at the table, Mother explained, but in the drawing-room, assuming you had one, and as they didn’t
         they imagined it. Then there was supper, and when she was grown up there would be dinner instead, served at eight.
      

      
      For supper they had boiled eggs and white bread and butter, sliced very thin, with the crusts cut off. Never anything fried.
         Mother said fried foods were vulgar, and gave you a bad complexion. Then there was a little cheese, and then there was fruit,
         and the fruit was complicated, because you had to eat it with a knife and a fork, and an orange had to be peeled one way,
         and an apple another, and sometimes Hélène got them muddled up, and then Mother would frown.
      

      
      
      After that, Mother switched on the wireless, and they listened to the news broadcast, which was very boring, Hélène thought,
         and all about wars in places she’d never heard of except Korea. And then, when the dishes were washed, then came the best
         part. The lessons.
      

      
      Tonight she had to lay a place at the oilcloth-covered table, with all the knives and forks and spoons in the right place.
         It didn’t look very good, even Mother admitted, because all the cutlery was the same size, instead of different sizes, the
         way it should have been – but, still, the placing could be correct.
      

      
      When she had finished, she perched on a cushion on the chair and waited. Back straight. Arms tucked in by her sides, because
         when you went to a banquet or a big dinner you couldn’t stick your elbows out – it took up too much room.
      

      
      Mother smiled. ‘Good. Now, tonight you will be having a little soup. A clear soup, I think – consommé, you remember? And then
         fish – sole perhaps, or a little poached turbot. Then the main course, which might be chicken, or meat, or game, and there
         will be vegetables, of course, which will be brought round to you. On which side will the servant stand?’
      

      
      ‘On my left, Mother.’

      
      ‘Good. And the knives and forks – in which order do you use them?’

      
      ‘From the outside in, Mother.’

      
      ‘Good. And if there are little rolls, bread of some kind?’

      
      ‘Broken off, piece by piece, Mother. With the fingers. Never cut with the knife – that is for the butter.’

      
      ‘Excellent. And the wine-glasses?’

      
      Hélène looked down at the line of three thick glass beakers.

      
      ‘The same as the knives and forks. From the outside in. Even if the glass is refilled, never drink more than three altogether,
         and sip them slowly …’ She grinned. ‘Fingers round the stems, none sticking out.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ Her mother sighed. ‘Three glasses is not a rule, you understand, but it is prudent. Now … After the main course, what
         might you have then?’
      

      
      ‘Pudding, Mother.’

      
      ‘Pudding, precisely. Not dessert – that is the term for the fruit and the nuts which are brought in at the end of the meal. And certainly not “sweet”.
         There may be a savoury – do you remember what a savoury is?’
      

      
      
      ‘Devils in harness?’

      
      ‘On horseback.’ A faint smile. ‘There are others, of course. Now …’ She gestured to the glass pepper-pot and salt-cellar in
         the centre of the oilcloth that covered the deal table. ‘Those are?’
      

      
      ‘The salt and the pepper, Mother. And sometimes there might be mustard.’ She lifted her face proudly, pleased to be doing
         so well. ‘We don’t say “cruet”, but if someone did we’d pass them just the same and not smile.’
      

      
      ‘Excellent. And that?’ She gestured to the piece of paper towel that lay beside Hélène’s plate.

      
      ‘Is a napkin.’

      
      ‘And since we’ve already reached the savoury it should have been where, for some time?’

      
      Hélène’s hand flew to her lips.

      
      ‘Oh! I forgot. On my lap, Mother.’

      
      ‘With your hands, if I’m not mistaken.’

      
      The reproof was mild. Hélène’s hands quickly darted under the table.

      
      ‘Very good. One last thing. You have eaten your fruit – perfectly, of course, not dropping orange peel under the table, but we’ll forget about that. What happens next?’
      

      
      ‘Well …’ Hélène hesitated. ‘We will talk for a bit – and I must have made sure to talk to the person on my right and my left,
         and not allowed myself to be … to be …’
      

      
      ‘Monopolised. Very good. Go on.’

      
      ‘And then I wait for the hostess to look up. She might catch my eye, or lay down her napkin, but I must be ready. Then she
         stands up, and all the other women stand up, and we follow her out of the room. And the men stay behind and drink port. And
         tell funny stories …’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Yes.’ Her mother stood up. ‘What they do is of no concern to you. And anyway …’ She hesitated, looking a little lost
         for a moment. ‘That practice may be dying out now. I’m not quite sure. Since the war, you know. Things are more informal now,
         and of course I’ve been away a long time …’ Her voice trailed away. ‘But it’s best to know.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mother.’ She hesitated, raising her eyes to her mother’s face. ‘Did I do well?’

      
      ‘Very well, my darling. You may get down now.’

      
      Hélène clambered down, and ran to her mother.

      
      
      Her mother had seated herself in the one comfortable armchair they possessed. It was ugly, Hélène thought, with yellow wooden
         legs and a greasy red cover. But her mother had draped it with a beautiful old Paisley shawl she had brought from England.
         Now, as Hélène climbed on to her lap, and nestled her head against her shoulder, her mother let her head fall back against
         the shawl and closed her eyes. Tilting her head, Hélène looked at her carefully.
      

      
      Her mother was beautiful she thought. She was very thin, but, then, they often didn’t have very much to eat, especially if
         Cassie Wyatt was late paying her mother her wages as she was sometimes. But she always smelt clean and flowery, and she always
         made up her face, and set her hair in pins every evening. No one else round here looked like her mother, no one. She had soft
         brown hair, which she cut herself, and Marcel waves, so her hair rippled. She was pale, and never sat out in the sun because
         it burned her skin. Her eyebrows were plucked into two thin arches, and her eyes were large and widely spaced, like Hélène’s
         own. They were violet; that was how she came to be given her name, she said. She was Violet Jennifer Fortescue – or she had
         been when she acted on the stage in England. Here, she was Craig, Mrs Craig, because that was Daddy’s name, and Hélène was
         Hélène Craig. Hélène didn’t like the name Craig so much; it would be nicer, she thought, to be Hélène Fortescue, and when
         she was grown up she would be. She would act on the stage, like Mother, and then she could use any name she liked. Or maybe
         in the movies – the films, Mother said. There was a movie theatre in Selma, and her mother took her there sometimes for a
         treat. Hélène loved the movies. She sat there as still as a mouse. She thought her mother looked like Carole Lombard – only
         better, because Carole Lombard’s hair was dyed silver blonde, and Mother’s was its natural colour.
      

      
      Mother had a sister called Elizabeth; she sent her a card every Christmas, and some years Elizabeth sent one back. Their mother
         and father were dead, which was why it was especially difficult for them to go back to England, because where would they live?
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t we live with Elizabeth, just to begin with?’ Hélène asked.

      
      But Mother shook her head. She and Elizabeth did not get on very well, she said. Elizabeth was older, and she had always resented
         her, because their daddy made a favourite of her. Once he had taken Violet to Paris, just the two of them, and they had had
         the most wonderful time, because Paris was the most beautiful city in the world, even more beautiful than London. When they returned, Elizabeth
         had been horrid and sulked. She still lived in the house in Devon where they grew up, although she wasn’t married, and lived
         alone, and it was much too big for her. They couldn’t go back there, Mother said; Elizabeth wouldn’t want them, and it would
         make Mother too sad, remembering.
      

      
      ‘Elizabeth is jealous of me,’ Mother said. ‘I married, and she ended up on the shelf.’

      
      Hélène sighed. She knew what that meant. It meant Elizabeth was an old maid, and that was a terrible fate, the worst thing
         that could happen to a woman. It meant men didn’t like you; it meant you were plain and dull, and had to spend the rest of
         your life stuck up on a shelf like an old jam-jar. It made her very anxious sometimes, thinking about that. What if it happened
         to her?
      

      
      On the other hand, marriage didn’t seem too good, either. Mrs Calvert had married, and she looked sour and miserable. Mrs
         Tanner had married, and her husband got drunk and beat her up. Mother had got married, and when she talked about that, which
         she hardly ever did, it made her cry.
      

      
      Hélène wanted to know if she had been in love with Daddy, because that was the way it went, she knew that much. First you
         fell in love, and then the man asked you to marry him, and then he loved you and looked after you for always. Only sometimes
         it wasn’t like that, and she wanted to know why. Mother wouldn’t tell her. She just said it was wartime, and she had been
         very young, she had been a GI bride; then she changed the subject. She hadn’t worn a white dress or a veil – Hélène had discovered
         that. Because of the war again, Mother said. Hélène thought that might be the reason it had all gone wrong: Mother hadn’t
         done it the proper way; she’d worn a suit, not a special dress, and she’d gone to some office place, not to a church. It couldn’t
         have been a very good beginning, Hélène thought. When she got married, she wouldn’t make that mistake.
      

      
      She often wanted to ask Mother more about getting married, and about Daddy, because she would have liked to have known more
         about him. But it made Mother restless when she asked those questions, and tonight she looked tired, and a little bit on edge,
         as if she had something on her mind. So Hélène curled up on her lap, and asked her the questions she knew Mother liked. About
         the life Mother led when she was a little girl, and the house she lived in, and the dresses she wore, and the parties she went to, and how,
         when she was nineteen years old, she ran away from home to be an actress. Hélène had heard all the answers a hundred times
         before, but she still loved to hear them. Her mother would begin slowly at first, and she would have to coax the stories from
         her. Then, gradually, her violet eyes would light up, and two bright hectic spots of colour would appear in her cheeks, and
         then she would talk quickly, all the words spilling over one another.
      

      
      White satin and fox furs, and champagne for breakfast, and a place called the Café Royal, which had nearly been bombed one
         night when Mother was there dancing. Parties that began in dressing-rooms backstage and went on all night. Men who wore dinner
         jackets, and sometimes tails. A clever man who wore a silk dressing-gown, and played the piano and sang witty songs. Make-up
         by Leichner and Max Factor, which came in little greasy tubes with numbers on them – Mother had some still. Flowers. Mother
         always wore a rose pinned to her dress when she went out to supper. She had a lot of admirers, and her favourite dress, which
         she didn’t have any more, was made of mauve silk that emphasised the colour of her eyes. Cars – Daimler cars, with leather
         seats. And songs – lots of songs. Mother sang them to her sometimes, standing in the middle of the little room, her eyes bright,
         her cheeks flushed, the lamplight shining on her hair. Her favourite song was about lilacs.
      

      
      She sang it beautifully, in her high clear voice, and when she had finished Hélène clapped, and Mother curtsied and laughed,
         and Hélène said: ‘What are lilacs, Mother?’ And Mother said they were white flowers, or purple, and they smelt of springtime
         and England, and Major Calvert’s gardener grew them at the big house.
      

      
      Then she stopped suddenly, and she cried. She said it could be a very hard life, sometimes, being an actress. People didn’t
         take you seriously.
      

      
      Tonight, Mother didn’t sing, and she answered Hélène’s careful questions too quickly, as if she were worried about something.
         Money probably.
      

      
      So, after a little silence, Hélène pressed her Mother’s hand, and reminded her. The surprise.

      
      ‘Ah, yes! The surprise …’

      
      Slowly, her mother stood up, and then she took Hélène’s hand, and led her into the bedroom. In the middle of Mother’s bed was the brown cardboard box.
      

      
      Very carefully her mother undid the string round it, and lifted the lid. Hélène clasped her hands together in excitement,
         and watched.
      

      
      Very carefully, running her hands over the material, smoothing out the creases, her mother lifted out a dress. She held it
         against herself for a moment, and sighed. Then, very gently, she laid it out on the bed. Hélène stared at it. She could see
         the happiness on her mother’s face, and she didn’t dare say anything.
      

      
      The frock was made of some silky stuff. It was grey and white, with a smudgy sort of pattern on it that Hélène didn’t like.
         It had a big collar, and pads in the shoulders and a little belt of the same material that fastened around the waist. On the
         edge of the collar there was a small round black stain.
      

      
      They both gazed at the dress for a while in silence, and then, quickly, suddenly, her mother bent forward and touched the
         material. She smoothed back the collar.
      

      
      ‘You see, Hélène? Look! Bergdorf Goodman. On the label, right there. It’s a beautiful shop, Hélène. On Fifth Avenue. Very
         exclusive. Terribly expensive. This is pure silk – look. Feel. Isn’t that beautiful?’ For a second she buried her head against
         the folds of the skirt.
      

      
      ‘Pure silk. I haven’t touched a silk dress – haven’t worn one for …’ She broke off and laughed nervously. ‘For a long time.’

      
      Hélène stared at the dress. She swallowed.

      
      ‘It’s got a mark on it, Mother, look. Right there – on the collar. It’s dirty! It’s not new …’

      
      Her mother swung round, and the violet eyes flared.

      
      ‘Of course it’s not new. Do you think I could afford to buy a dress like this? I couldn’t buy it – not on a year of Cassie Wyatt’s wages …’ Her voice had risen. Then something made her change her tone. She met Hélène’s eyes, and her own
         dropped for a second, then looked up again, full of pleading. ‘It’s beautiful, Hélène. Can’t you see that? Oh, I know it’s plain, but beautiful things often are – you have to learn that. And it’s been
         worn, of course. There’s the mark but that’s nothing. I can get that out, you’ll see. And it’s too big – look. Mrs Calvert
         is taller than I am, so I’ll have to take it up. And she’s bigger in the hips – so, you see? I’ll take it in here, just a
         pinch, and what with that and the hem there’ll be some material over – just a bit. We can make Doll a new dress, I thought.
         A proper dress, for parties, and –’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s Mrs Calvert’s dress?’ Hélène stared at her mother She watched as the colour washed up over the pale cheeks. ‘She gave
         it to you? You mean it’s a hand-me-down – like the Tanners’?’
      

      
      ‘Not at all like the Tanners’.’ Her mother’s mouth snapped into a hard line, and she stood up. Her hands were shaking.

      
      ‘It’s a dress, that’s all. A beautiful dress. It’s hardly been worn. Mrs Calvert was throwing it out, and –’

      
      ‘Did Mrs Calvert give it to you?’

      
      Something made her ask the question again– she couldn’t stop herself. Her heart suddenly felt tight and hurtful, and somehow
         she knew, just knew, before her mother’s eyes fell, before she looked away, before she answered.
      

      
      ‘No.’ She turned her back, and bent over and began to fold the dress up again. ‘As a matter of fact, she didn’t. Major Calvert
         did. It was going out, with a whole lot of other things, and he saw it and he rescued it. For me. Because he thought I’d like
         it. Because he thought it would suit me. And it will.’ She slammed the box lid shut. ‘You don’t understand. You’ve never seen
         good dresses. Wait till I wear it – then you’ll see …’
      

      
      Mother was angry. Hélène could feel it. She was angry and she was upset. It was like there was a horrible current of wind
         swirling round the room, and her mother was caught up in it – slamming things away, banging drawers, telling Hélène to hurry
         up now, and fetch water and get into bed, she was only a little girl; not seven yet, and it was way past her bedtime …
      

      
      Silently Hélène washed and undressed and climbed into her narrow bed. Then Mother came over, and sat down, and took her hand,
         and Hélène knew she was sorry, and they just stayed there, not speaking.
      

      
      Finally, Mother stood up. She backed away off from the bed a little bit, and Hélène thought she was going to go out and close
         the door behind her, but she didn’t; she stayed.
      

      
      ‘Hélène …,’ she said at last. ‘You’re not asleep? You know it’s Sunday tomorrow?’

      
      Hélène yawned, and snuggled down further under the thin scratchy sheets. Tomorrow was Sunday; yes, she knew that. Sundays
         Mother did the washing, then they went walking together, down by the creek.
      

      
      ‘I … I have to go out, Hélène. Just for a bit. Not for long. In the afternoon.’

      
      Hélène sat up. ‘But we go walking in the afternoon!’

      
      
      Her mother sighed. ‘I know we do, darling. But not tomorrow – all right? Mother has to go out. She has to – to see a friend
         tomorrow.’
      

      
      Hélène stared, round-eyed. ‘A friend? Can’t I come? What friend? Is it someone I know?’

      
      ‘No. No.’ Her mother made soothing noises. ‘And you can’t come tomorrow. Another time, maybe. If you’re a good girl. And we’ll
         go walking just as soon as Mother gets back – the way we always do. All right?’
      

      
      Hélène began to cry. She didn’t know why, and she couldn’t stop. All she knew was that suddenly everything was going wrong.
         First, there was the surprise, which wasn’t a nice surprise at all, but a horrid one. And now this. The tears welled up in
         her eyes and plopped down her face and on to the sheets.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Hélène …’ Her mother crossed quickly to the little bed, and put her arms round her tight. Too tight. Hélène’s face was
         pressed up against Mother’s thin shoulders, and she could feel Mother was tense, all stiff and wiry – just like she wanted
         to cry, too.
      

      
      ‘My darling. Don’t cry. Don’t be silly now. You’re tired, that’s all. And you’re still a little girl, and …’ Mother broke
         off. She pulled back suddenly, with a kind of desperate lurch. And her voice was all funny, not soft and calm the way it usually
         was, but thin and choked.
      

      
      ‘I’m thirty-one, Hélène. Thirty-one. That’s not old. It’s young. I’m still young. And … Mother needs friends, darling. Everyone
         does. You wouldn’t want Mother to be lonely – to have no friends – would you?’
      

      
      Hélène looked at her carefully. Her own tears had stopped as suddenly as they started. But Mother hadn’t noticed; she had
         turned her face away.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said at last, and Mother sighed.

      
      She bent and kissed Hélène on the forehead, and settled her back down under the sheets. Then she turned out the lamp and moved
         to the door.
      

      
      ‘Mother?’

      
      ‘Yes, darling?’

      
      ‘Will you wear your new dress to meet your friend?’ There was a little silence, then her Mother gave a soft laugh.

      
      ‘I might do,’ she said. ‘I might do.’

      
      She sounded almost gay. Then she shut the door.

      
      She did wear the new dress. She must have been up half the night sewing it, and cleaning it and pressing it, because when she tried it on it fitted, and the stain had gone. She put it on,
         and looked at herself carefully in the cracked old glass in the bedroom. Then she laughed, and clapped her hands, and twirled
         around.
      

      
      ‘You see? Darling? It looks pretty, doesn’t it? Just the way Mother said?’

      
      Hélène stuck out her lip, and stared at her silently. Mother had washed her hair, too, so it shone in the sunlight, and she’d
         painted her face extra carefully. Her eyebrows were a bit more marked than usual, and her mouth was a scarlet Cupid’s bow.
         Her mother stopped her twirling and came over and gave her a hug.
      

      
      ‘Now, don’t sulk, darling – don’t. It makes you look ugly. Mother won’t be long – she told you. And look – I tell you what
         – why don’t we dress you up, too? In your special frock. And let Mother do your hair. Then we’ll both be fine ladies, and
         when Mother gets back we’ll go walking, yes? Down by the creek in our pretty frocks, and we’ll hold hands, and sing a bit,
         and pretend we’re in Regent’s Park in London, and we’re going to listen to the band. Shall we do that? Shall we?’
      

      
      Hélène said nothing, but Mother hardly noticed. She seemed very excited, and flurried. She pushed and pulled Hélène into her
         best dress. It was a pretty dress, and normally Hélène liked it. Mother had made it, and done the smocking on the front, and
         made a little lacy collar from an old petticoat. She wore it when they went to the movie theatre in Selma. But today it felt
         uncomfortable. Too tight and too hot, and scratchy under the arms. She could feel herself sweating, and the trailer felt airless,
         as if there were going to be a storm. Little beads of sweat stood out on Mother’s forehead and along her upper lip.
      

      
      Mother brushed Hélène’s long fair hair till it shone, too; then she got out the curling-tongs, and heated them up, and twisted
         the long fair locks into ringlets. Hélène could see she was trying to please her, and the more Mother tried the hotter and
         stiffer she felt.
      

      
      Finally, Mother looked at her watch, and then she said: ‘And now – something very special. You shall have some, too. Just
         this once.’
      

      
      Then she went and pulled out the little drawer in the cheap yellow chest by her bed, and rummaged around in the back, and
         drew out the box. The special box.
      

      
      It was plain white, with gold writing on it, and inside, in a little carved bed lined with yellowing white satin, was a bottle
         with a glass stopper. It was a very small bottle, and right down in the bottom of it there was a tiny bit of orangey-brown oily liquid.
         Very very carefully Mother tipped up the bottle, so some of the liquid went on the inside of the glass stopper, then she took
         the stopper out. She rubbed the stuff behind her ears, and on the pale blue veins on the inside of her wrists, and then she
         did the same to Hélène.
      

      
      Hélène wrinkled her nose.

      
      ‘It smells funny.’

      
      ‘It’s the most expensive scent in the world.’ Her mother was staring at the bottle. ‘You remember? I told you. It’s called
         Joy, and it smells like springtime.’ Suddenly her face went sad. ‘I’ve had that bottle seven years. And now it’s all gone.’
      

      
      Hélène thought she might throw the bottle away then, but she didn’t. She put the stopper back, put the bottle in its box,
         and placed it back in the drawer. She sighed.
      

      
      ‘Never let scent stand in the light, Hélène. It goes off. Remember that. And now …’ She looked at her watch again, and gave
         a little gasp. ‘I must go. I’m late. You’ll be a good girl now, won’t you? Stay right by the trailer now, the way you always
         do. And remember the stickers on the clock. When the hands reach the stickers, Mother will be home …’
      

      
      She kissed Hélène, and hugged her very tight, and then she went. Hélène watched her. She walked down the steps and across
         the yard. When she was beyond the fence, she broke into a little run.
      

      
      Hélène went into the kitchen and stood by the ice-box and looked at the clock. She frowned. The stickers had been moved. One
         was by the twelve, the way it always was. The other was by the six.
      

      
      She stared at the clock uncertainly. Did that mean Mother would be home sooner than usual – or later? She tried to puzzle
         it out for a bit, but it was hot and stuffy in the trailer, so in the end she gave up and went outside. She examined her garden.
         It looked horrid. All the flowers were shrivelled up in the sun, and the rocks were in the wrong place. She gave them a little
         kick with her shoe. Rocks; not pebbles. Maybe, if she got some water from the pump and put it on the flowers, they’d pick up again. Doubtfully, she fetched
         a bottle, filled it, and then, growing interested in her task, knelt down and carefully poured the water. It was difficult.
         It all ran about in the dust and didn’t soak in where she wanted it to. The moss shifted, and the shrivelled dandelions fell
         over.
      

      
      
      ‘What you doin’ that for? They’re dead.’

      
      Slowly Hélène lifted her head. It was one of the Tanners – Billy Tanner, she thought. She squinted up into the sun: yes, it
         was Billy Tanner all right. He was leaning on the little picket fence and watching her. She looked at him silently. He was
         very brown, and he had that ugly haircut all the Tanners had – a crewcut, Mother said it was called – so short that his scalp
         gleamed in the sun through the brown spikes. My, but he was ugly! He had no shirt on, and no shoes – but, then, the Tanners
         never wore shoes except to school – and he was wearing blue jeans cut off at the knee. They were so old they were almost white.
         She stared at him for a bit, but she didn’t answer him. Maybe if she kept quiet he’d just go away. She poured some more water
         into the dust.
      

      
      Billy Tanner gave a quick squint up at the trailer, then opened the gate, and came right into the yard. He stopped a few feet
         away, and began to scuff at the dirt. His feet were filthy: there was red dust all the way up around the ankle.
      

      
      ‘They’re dead. It won’t do no good, waterin’ ’em. Not when they’re dead.’ He paused. ‘You want me to get you some fresh ones?
         I know where there’s plenty. Better’n that. Real big ones. Down by the creek.’
      

      
      Hélène sat back on her heels, and looked at him cautiously. He made the offer casually, but it was a nice offer. Most of the
         Tanners would have jeered, or kicked the rocks all over. But Billy was nicer than the other Tanners, she remembered that.
         Once, when Mississippi Mary used to look after her, she fell over in the trailer park, and Billy Tanner picked her up, and
         washed the cut under the pump. She hesitated.
      

      
      ‘It’s an English garden,’ she said finally. ‘It looked pretty yesterday.’

      
      Billy grinned. He squatted down beside her in the dirt. ‘An English garden? You ever see an English garden?’

      
      ‘No. But my mother has. She told me all about them. They’re all green and they have lots and lots of flowers. Like the gardens
         up at the Calverts’, only better.’
      

      
      ‘Uh huh.’ He bent forward and deftly rearranged the rocks. ‘You want to do it like that – make a dam, see? Then the water
         won’t run out. You want to try it again now?’
      

      
      Hélène tried. She poured the water cautiously. It formed a pool right in front of the rocks, just the way she wanted. Gradually
         it drained away, and she smiled.
      

      
      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘ ’S all right.’ He shrugged. He was looking at her sideways, Hélène saw, looking at her hair, and the best dress, and her
         bare legs and sandals. It made her feel odd at first, to be looked at like that, but he didn’t touch her or anything, and
         after a bit she began to like it.
      

      
      ‘Your hair looks real pretty, you know that?’ He spoke suddenly, and to Hélène’s surprise she saw that he coloured up as he
         spoke. His face went beet red, and he wasn’t smiling. ‘I saw a girl looked like you, once. In a picture-book. In the schoolhouse.’
      

      
      Hélène looked at him uncertainly, wondering if this were a compliment. But, before she could answer, Billy wrinkled up his
         nose and laughed.
      

      
      ‘You smell real funny, though. Yuk – what a stink!’

      
      ‘What do you know? It’s scent. French scent. My mother gave me some. It’s the most expensive scent in the world, so there,
         Billy Tanner!’
      

      
      ‘It is?’

      
      ‘Yes, it is. It’s called Joy.’ She gave him a dignified glance, then held out her wrist. ‘Smell properly, there – see? It’s
         nice.’
      

      
      Billy hesitated, then bent awkwardly over her wrist. He sniffed.

      
      ‘You mean perfume? That’s some kind of perfume?’ His eyes were round with disbelief. ‘It smells like an old tomcat.’

      
      ‘It does not!’ Hélène snatched her wrist away angrily.
      

      
      ‘Suit yourself.’ He shrugged and stood up. He moved off a few paces, looked up at the sky, then down at the dirt, then back
         at her.
      

      
      ‘Your mama out? You want to do some swimming?’ He hesitated. ‘I know a good place. Round back of the old cottonfield. No kids,
         no niggers. It’s great.’ He paused. ‘I ain’t even taken my brothers ‘n’ sisters round by there.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not allowed. I have to stay here. Till my mother gets back. When the hands on the clock reach those red stickers – see,
         there, in the kitchen.’ Hélène paused importantly. ‘She’s gone out to see a friend.’
      

      
      Billy strode over to the trailer and stared in the window. Then he laughed.

      
      ‘Six! She ain’t comin’ back till six. That’s more’n three hours from now. What you goin’ do for three hours? Stick around
         in the dirt? You must be crazy. Come swimming. Your mama’ll never even know.’
      

      
      Hélène stared at him. She wanted to go. Suddenly she wanted to go very much. He was right. It was horrid just sitting here waiting, horrid and hot and lonesome. She bit her lip.
      

      
      ‘I … I can’t swim,’ she said eventually.

      
      ‘I’ll teach you. No problem.’ He began to whistle, then stopped. ‘How old are you, anyways?’

      
      ‘Seven. Nearly seven.’

      
      This seemed to surprise him, because he looked at her again, slowly, up and down, the way he had before.

      
      ‘I thought you was older than that. You look older.’ He paused. ‘You’re just a kid.’

      
      ‘I am not.’ Hélène stood up indignantly. ‘I can read and write, and –’

      
      ‘Letters? You mean you can read letters? Since when?’

      
      ‘Since I was five. My mother taught me. Before I started school.’ She paused, looking at him appraisingly. ‘Can you read letters?’

      
      ‘Sure. Sure I can. I read a book. Two maybe. With pictures, you know – like I said. My mama was real proud when she heared
         me spellin’ it out. It’s more’n my daddy can do, and he’s a grown man.’
      

      
      Hélène listened to this carefully. He didn’t seem to be ashamed of the fact that his father couldn’t read. She hesitated.

      
      ‘How old are you?’

      
      ‘Eleven. Twelve come Thanksgiving.’ He scuffed the dust.

      
      ‘You comin’ swimming – yes or no?’

      
      Hélène took a deep breath.

      
      ‘All right.’ She looked back anxiously at the clock. ‘But just for a little while.’

      
      ‘Sure.’ Billy laughed. He looked pleased, and vaulted the little gate. ‘Come on, then. You talk real funny, anyone ever tell
         you that?’
      

      
      The pool was in a little hollow, surrounded by cottonwood-trees. To reach it, they took the dirt track that led up to the
         Calverts’ plantation, and then cut off along a ditch that ran through the fields. Away over to their left Hélène could see
         the roofs of the tarpaper shacks where Mississippi Mary lived, and a curl of smoke drifting up into the lead blue of the sky.
         Away to their right were the cottonfields Major Calvert still worked, then a great line of swamp cypress that shielded the
         house and gardens from the fields.
      

      
      She followed Billy with difficulty, stumbling along over rutted mud, sharp grass and brambles catching at her dress. She felt
         hot and out of breath and filled with excitement and alarm all at once. Her skin was clammy, and the best frock clung to her body
         and itched her under the arms. After a bit, Billy came to a halt. He rolled some saliva around in his mouth, and then spat
         in the dust. He grinned at her, and she noticed for the first time how blue his eyes were against the tan of his skin. He
         held out his hand and gave a jerk of the head.
      

      
      ‘Through there. See?’

      
      Hélène stared, wide-eyed. He was pointing to the cottonwood-trees which grew down the sides of a small gully. They were right
         in behind the swamp cypress.
      

      
      ‘In there? But that’s so near the big house. It’s right by the gardens, isn’t it?’

      
      Billy winked. ‘Sure is. But we ain’t goin’ in the front way.

      
      He pulled her forward, over a ditch, and into some undergrowth. Right there in front of them was a barbed-wire fence. Billy
         put his fingers to his lips.
      

      
      ‘OK. I’ll hold the wire, and you squeeze under it. There’s a little bitty gap right there, see? Go on – what you waitin’ for?
         And keep your voice down, OK? We got to sort of creep round the edge of the gardens, then we get away to the pool. We’ll be
         just fine then – I told you. Ain’t nobody goes near that place …’
      

      
      Hélène hesitated, then, carefully holding her dress away from the wire, she crept underneath. Billy followed her and took
         her hand again. She felt glad. They were among thick overgrowth bushes now, and it was dark and scratchy. Every now and then
         there was a tiny gap in the branches, and through them she caught a glimpse of green grass, the end of some tall white pillars.
         Her heart was beating very fast, and she seemed to herself to be making a terrible amount of noise, though Billy could move
         ahead of her quite soundlessly. Once or twice he ducked down, and crouched, listening, and Hélène’s heart beat even faster.
         What if someone heard them? What if one of the gardeners found them or, worse, Major Calvert himself? What if he came striding
         through the shrubbery in his white suit, and …? She tugged desperately at Billy’s hand. He stopped. Hélène felt herself go
         crimson with embarrassment. She stood there, stock still, clutching her skirts.
      

      
      ‘Billy. Billy. I want to … I have to …’

      
      Billy’s face split apart in a wide grin. ‘It’s OK. I felt like that the first time I come through here. It’s the keeping quiet
         that does it. You can piss behind the bush right there. It’s OK. I won’t look.’
      

      
      
      Hélène stared at him in astonishment. He didn’t look embarrassed at all, and she’d just learned a new word. Not a word Mother
         would like, she was certain of it.
      

      
      She gave a little giggle. Billy raised his eyes to the sky. ‘Girls! Hurry …’

      
      So Hélène went behind the bush, and when she came out she felt a whole lot better. She took Billy’s hand again, and they went
         on, Indian file. Hélène stepped where he stepped; that way she made hardly any noise, and she felt pleased with herself. Piss,
         she said softly to herself under her breath. Piss. It was a nice word. She liked it. She was learning.
      

      
      Just on the edge of the gully and the cottonwood-trees, there was a little clearing. You couldn’t see the big house now, it
         was hidden by shrubs, and Hélène guessed they must be in back of it. In front of them there was some scrubby ill-kept grass,
         as yellow and brown as the grass in the trailer park. On their right she could just see a funny little wooden shack; surrounded
         by bushes. Billy paused. He looked to right and left. Hélène tugged his hand.
      

      
      ‘Billy, Billy, what’s that place there? That little shack?’

      
      Billy grinned. ‘That? That’s some kind of summerhouse, they call it. Nice and private, you know?’

      
      ‘Private?’ Hélène stared at him. He seemed to be amused by something, and she couldn’t imagine what. She knew what summerhouses
         were: they had them in English gardens.
      

      
      ‘Sure.’ Billy hesitated. ‘My mama says old man Calvert had it put up. Used to go there with the nigger ladies – you know?
         But I guess I don’t believe that. Just an old story, I guess …’
      

      
      Hélène’s eyes grew round.

      
      ‘Old man Calvert? You mean Major Calvert?’

      
      Billy laughed. ‘Not him! His old daddy, I mean. Died a long ways back – a real mean sonofabitch, my mama says …’ He pulled
         her hand. ‘Come on now – over here.’
      

      
      He pulled her quickly across the grass, into the gully and out of sight. Then down through the trees, a sharp steep drop,
         and there was the pool.
      

      
      They stopped, and Hélène looked at it silently. It was cooler in here under the trees, and the water was still and brown.
         On its surface two dragonflies darted and lit; their wings were iridescent.
      

      
      She frowned. ‘Nigger ladies?’ She’d never said that word before, and she knew her mother wouldn’t like it. ‘I don’t understand. Why would a white man take a nigger lady to a summerhouse?’
      

      
      ‘Well, now, it’s a mystery, I guess …,’ Billy drawled, and Hélène felt cross for a minute, because she realised there was
         something he knew and he wasn’t going to tell her. Then the next minute she forgot all about it, because Billy let go her
         hand and dived, clean into the water, jeans and all.
      

      
      He surfaced, spluttering. Diamonds of water ran down his face.

      
      ‘You comin’ in?’

      
      Hélène hesitated. The etiquette of this situation was beyond her. She didn’t know what she ought to do, and she didn’t much
         care. All she knew was that she was hot, and she wanted to be in that water.
      

      
      ‘I shall take my dress off,’ she said at last, with dignity. ‘I shall swim in my knickers.’

      
      ‘Suits me. Anyways you like.’ Billy ducked casually back under the water.

      
      Carefully and methodically, Hélène undressed. She took off her sandals, and folded her dress neatly on top of them.

      
      Then she tiptoed down to the edge of the water. Billy swam over, and stood up. He held out his hand to her.

      
      ‘Come on.’ He looked at her again, and again she saw that queer look in his eyes. They went very serious, and they seemed
         to turn darker. He looked at her like he wanted to go on looking for a long time, and couldn’t quite believe what he saw.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ he said again, more softly this time. Then he reached up, very gently took her hand, and helped her down into the
         water.
      

      
      Hélène gave a little cry. She could feel soft cool mud between her toes, and the water was so cold it almost took her breath
         away. She took a step forward, and the ground wasn’t there. Water was washing up over her hair and chin. She floundered and
         cried out.
      

      
      Billy caught her. She felt his arms come round her, and lift her up, and then, before she knew it, she was floating.

      
      ‘Isn’t it just great?’ Billy smiled at her, and she noticed he had a chip in his front tooth. ‘Isn’t that just the greatest
         feeling in the whole wide world?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, it is, Billy,’ she said. ‘It is.’

      
      Afterwards they sat on the muddy bank in a patch of sunlight to get dry. From time to time, Billy picked up little bits of
         rock and tossed them into the pool, and they watched the ripples widen. He’d become very quiet, Hélène thought.
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t very good,’ she said at last, in a small voice. ‘It’s harder than it looks.’

      
      ‘You done good,’ Billy sounded definite. ‘You swum three strokes. Four maybe. Near on four.’

      
      There was a little silence. Billy threw another stone.

      
      ‘You want to come here again?’ he said at last, his voice very casual and throwaway. ‘I’ll bring you, if you want to. Mornings.
         Your mama works some mornings over at Cassie Wyatt’s place, right? I’ll bring you then, maybe.’
      

      
      ‘Would you?’ Hélène turned to him with an eager smile. ‘I’d like that very much.’ She stopped and frowned. ‘I shouldn’t, though.
         My mother would be very cross if she knew.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell her. Why let on? Folks need a secret – everybody does, I remember my daddy sayin’ that.’ He paused. ‘This place
         is my secret. I like it here. It’s quiet and it’s pretty, real pretty. I come here sometimes – in winter even. Just to be
         by myself. When I get sick of the other kids – you know.’
      

      
      He hesitated, and she knew he was looking at her again in that way he did, though she didn’t turn her head.

      
      ‘It can be your secret, too, if you want.’ With a funny stealthy movement he look her hand, and then let it go again. ‘You’re
         pretty, too, real pretty. So it kind of makes sense, bringin’ you here. You know …’ He hesitated again, as if unsure whether
         to go on, and Hélène turned to look at him. ‘You know, the other kids, they don’t want to have nothin’ to do with you. Say
         you’re stuck up, that kind of thing. But I don’t think so. You talk funny, that’s for sure.’ He grinned. ‘But that ain’t your
         fault. And they say your mama has fancy ways, and she give you a stupid fancy name. But I think it’s a real pretty name, and
         I never even said it. Not to you.’
      

      
      Hélène looked at him uncertainly.

      
      ‘It’s French,’ she said at last, still not sure if he might not burst out laughing the way some of the other Tanner kids did
         once when she told them.
      

      
      ‘It’s really an English name, but you’re supposed to say it the way the French do. My mother likes it like that. She says
         it’s softer. Like – you know – sort of like a sigh.’
      

      
      ‘I like that. You’ve got a funny English voice and a funny French name, and they suit you. And your hair – you know, when the sun shines on your hair, it’s the same colour as corn when it’s
         ripe. I’ve seen corn that colour – all gold. I saw it up in Iowa once. Fields of it. I’ve got an uncle, up in Iowa …’ He broke
         off and stood up. He tossed one last little rock into the pool and watched the ripples. ‘So – you goin’ to come with me here
         again? Let me teach you to swim real good? Let it be our secret – just you and me?’
      

      
      Hélène got to her feet. She put on her sandals slowly, then pulled her dress on over her shoulders. Billy pulled up the zip
         for her. All the time she did that she was trying to think – knowing she ought to say ‘no’, and knowing she didn’t want to.
         She felt queer inside, all excited and happy somehow, like she wanted to dance.
      

      
      She looked up into Billy’s eyes, which were as blue as a kingfisher’s wing.

      
      ‘All right, Billy,’ she said.

      
      Billy leaned forward. He planted a dry quick kiss on her cheek. ‘That’s our secret, too,’ he said. His face had gone beet
         red again. ‘And don’t tell no one I did it, see?’
      

      
      ‘No, Billy.’

      
      ‘I don’t want no one saying I’m stuck on some kid, all right? We’re friends, OK? Now, let’s go home.’

      
      He helped her back up the steep gully, and through the cottonwood out into the clearing. Then he stopped, and she saw his
         head go up, like an animal’s, as he listened. She didn’t know why at first, then she heard it, too. A man’s voice, muffled;
         then a woman’s laugh; then a funny noise, a bit like a sigh, a bit like a groan. It was coming from the little wood shack,
         the summerhouse. She saw Billy glance at the shack, then back at her, then he grabbed her hand and started to run. He didn’t
         stop running, not even in the bushes, not till they were under the wire and out on the edge of the fields again. Then he stopped.
         They were both panting.
      

      
      ‘What was that, Billy – in the shack? What was it?’

      
      ‘Some folks. Nothin’ …’

      
      ‘Could you see them? I couldn’t see them. What were they doing?’

      ‘Just a little. Lovemakin’ – courtin’ – you know.’

      
      ‘I don’t – I don’t …’ He had moved off again, and she had to run to keep up with him. ‘Who was it? Could you see? Was it a
         coloured lady?’
      

      
      ‘No way. She was white.’ He stopped for a second, frowned, then shook his head. ‘None of our business, anyways. Come on home now. Look.’ He gestured up to the sky. ‘It’s going to rain real
         soon. Hurry.’
      

      
      But the rain held off. Billy got her back to the yard and left her there, and she sat outside in the heavy sun until her knickers
         and her hair were quite dry. That was a relief: no questions from Mother now; and, if there were, she’d just say she got wet
         over by the pump, getting the water.
      

      
      Her mother came into sight just as the first large drops of rain began to fall. Hélène saw her look up at the sky, and down
         at her dress, and then start to run. She ran awkwardly in her best high-heeled shoes, and her hair was mussed up from the
         wind, and she couldn’t have touched up her face because her lipstick was all gone. She ran in through the little gate, and
         scooped Hélène up, and ran into the trailer with her, laughing.
      

      
      ‘Just in time! It’s going to pour. And I’m late …’ She glanced at the clock and then at Hélène. ‘A little late. But I had
         such a nice time, and –’ She came to a stop.
      

      
      ‘Did you look after yourself, my darling? I missed you, you know, and now we can’t go for our walk – not in this downpour
         …’ She hesitated, and turned round, and Hélène thought she had never seen her mother’s eyes look so bright, nor her face so
         pale.
      

      
      Hélène sat down on one of the wooden chairs. She kept her back very straight.

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter about the walk,’ she said carefully. She paused. ‘Will you be going out to see your friend again?’

      
      Her mother was pleating the silk of her dress between her fingers, her head bent, but now she looked up.

      
      ‘Maybe. I might. Just sometimes – you know. Not often.’

      
      ‘Can I come, too?’

      
      ‘No, darling.’ She looked away. ‘Not for the moment. This is Mummy’s friend, you see. But one day, maybe … We’ll have to see.
         This is a special friend, you see. A sort of secret friend, can you understand that? You know how Mother hates gossip, and
         how she’s told you about the people round here, the Tanners and Cassie Wyatt …’ She gave a sudden angry gesture with her fingers.
         ‘Talk, talk, talk, all day long. Nothing better to do. Well, I don’t want them to talk about me, do I? So …’ She paused, and
         then knelt down and put her arm around Hélène.
      

      
      ‘So don’t mention this to anyone, will you, darling – you know, if you come in to Cassie Wyatt’s with me, the way you do sometimes. Or if anyone came to the trailer while I was away. Don’t
         mention Mother has a friend, will you, Hélène? It’ll be more fun that way. It can be our secret, do you see?’
      

      
      Hélène looked at her steadily. Her mother’s face was smiling, but her eyes were wide and anxious. Hélène knew, just the way
         she’d known with Billy, that her mother was leaving something out, that there was something she wasn’t saying. She felt that
         tight hurt feeling around her heart again. When her mother bent to kiss her, she turned her face away, so the kiss just brushed
         her hair.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ she said at last. ‘May I have a cookie now? I’m hungry.’

      
      Her mother jumped to her feet quickly. Too quickly. And she didn’t correct the word ‘cookie’ to biscuit, either. Hélène couldn’t
         understand it at all. It was like the times Mother lost her temper, and was sorry afterwards, and tried to make amends.
      

      
      She watched her mother coldly as she reached in the kitchen cupboards, and she was glad she’d gone to the swimming-hole, glad
         she’d been with Billy Tanner, glad she hadn’t told her mother. Let her have her secrets, she thought. She didn’t care. She
         hugged her arms around herself, and smiled.
      

      
      She had two secrets now. Going swimming with Billy, and the way Major Calvert shook her hand. That was a start.

      
      It might be nice to have some more.

   



      
      
      EDOUARD
London–Paris
1941–1944

      
      ‘Edouard. Edouard. I have the impression – misguided no doubt – that you are not concentrating. That you are in some secret
         world of your own, to which I, alas, do not have access.’
      

      
      Hugo Glendinning looked up suddenly from the book he had been reading aloud, and fixed Edouard with his blue eyes. Edouard
         jumped.
      

      
      ‘Edouard.’ Hugo sighed. ‘Have you heard a word of this? One word?’ He pushed the book away from him impatiently, and lit another
         cigarette. Edouard looked down at the account of the Napoleonic campaigns, and hastily tried to find the place where Hugo
         had left off. It could have been pages before. He had no idea.
      

      
      ‘Edouard.’ Hugo was attempting patience. ‘Two months ago now, on June 22nd to be precise, the armies of the Reich attacked
         Russia. It is possible – just possible – that this may be the turning point in this never-ending war. It thus seems a good
         moment, a reasonable moment, to examine the fate of Napoleon Bonaparte and his armies, when he attempted a similar enterprise.
         We shall look – we are looking – or I was – at the historical accounts of that campaign. We may then go on and compare them with the fictional account in Tolstoy’s
         War and Peace. This seems to me a timely – indeed, imaginative – choice. Certain of your own ancestors fought on those campaigns. Unless
         I am mistaken, the eighth baron de Chavigny, who seems to have ingratiated himself with the upstart Corsican very successfully,
         was killed at the battle of Borodino. You therefore have a personal reason for finding this subject as interesting and instructive
         as I do. You will shortly be celebrating your sixteenth birthday. It is not a particularly taxing subject for a young man of your age and ability. And yet I sense your
         interest is less than total. Would you like to tell me why?’
      

      
      Edouard did not look up. Why? he wanted to say. Why, Hugo? Because I don’t give a toss for Napoleon or Russia or even the
         Germans very much. Tolstoy can go hang, and take his interminable novel with him. All I want is to be left in peace and allowed
         to think about Célestine, Célestine, the most beautiful, the most adorable, the most heavenly woman who ever lived.
      

      
      He knew perfectly well, of course, that he would say, could say, no such thing; though he had a nasty suspicion, once he looked
         up, and saw Hugo’s expression, that Hugo had a keen idea of what he thought. His voice had been sarcastic, but there was a
         slightly tolerant smile on Hugo’s lips.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know …’ Edouard shut his book with a bang. ‘I just can’t seem to concentrate, Hugo. Do we have to do history
         today? Couldn’t we do something else?’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ said the unpredictable Hugo, taking Edouard totally by surprise. ‘What do you propose instead? Geography? Mathematics?’

      
      ‘Christ, no.’ Edouard groaned.

      
      ‘You’re very good at mathematics. Rather better than I. I find it quite difficult to keep up with you. But, then, it’s not
         my favourite subject, and never was. So. What else? Is there any subject of a remotely academic kind that you feel could engage
         your intelligence this morning?’
      

      
      ‘Poetry.’ Edouard shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t mind reading some poetry. ‘Very well, then. Poetry it shall be.’

      
      With every appearance of good humour Hugo turned to the high bookshelves of the schoolroom. He replaced the Napoleonic campaigns
         and drew out a slim volume.
      

      
      ‘We shall continue with the Metaphysicals. John Donne.’ He slapped the volume down on Edouard’s desk. ‘I shall speak, you
         will follow, then we shall discuss. Page sixteen. “The Anniversarie”.’
      

      
      Edouard dutifully opened the book; the words on the page danced before his eyes; then Hugo quietly began to speak, from memory,
         as he always did:
      

      
      

         ‘All kings and all their favourites,

         All glory of honours, beauties, wits,

         
         The Sun itself, which makes times, as they pass,

         Is elder by a year, now, than it was

         When thou and I first one another saw:

         All other things to their destruction draw,

         Only our love hath no decay;

         This, no tomorrow hath, nor yesterday …’

      

      
      Edouard shut his eyes. He thought, for a second, Oh God, he knows, somehow he knows, because it was almost a year since he first went to Célestine’s. Then that suspicion left him. What did he care what Hugo
         knew, or anyone for that matter? He let the words flow into his mind. And he thought: Yes! That’s right. Donne is right. He
         says it more beautifully than I could ever say it, but that is what I feel. I love her. I’ve loved her from almost the first
         moment I saw her, and I shall always love her.
      

      
      He bent over the book. Only our love hath no decay … Wasn’t that just what he had tried to say to Célestine, yesterday, when he lay in her arms? Oh, probably he had made a
         mess of it, and not said it very well, because it had mattered so much, and he had been longing to tell her for such a time
         – but that was what he had meant. That he loved her now and would always love her. That he simply couldn’t stop thinking about her. That she was in his thoughts
         every second he was apart from her. That during lessons, at night alone in his room, her image tortured him. He dreamed feverishly
         of her lips, and of her soft thighs, of her breasts and her kisses; her body seemed entwined in his thoughts as it was entwined
         in his when they made love. He wanted her, all the time. It was driving him insane; he felt possessed with whispers and caresses,
         the scent of her skin, the feel of her hair in his hands, glancing touches, bodies slipping together like silk – ah, Célestine!
         And it was torturing him, the uncertainty, never knowing what she felt, whether she cared for him at all …
      

      
      ‘Célestine, Célestine, dis que tu m’aimes …’
      

      
      ‘Ne t’inquiète pas, reste tranquille, bien sûr, je t’aime, mon petit …’
      

      
      But she turned her face away when she said it. And yesterday, when he made his great declaration, she had looked so sad. So
         terribly sad. She had taken his face between her hands, and looked down into his eyes.
      

      
      ‘Edouard, listen to me. It’s not right for you to say such things. Even to think them. I know you mean them, I know you believe
         them, but it’s not right. Be serious now, hein? Think. I am not young any more, and you are young – very young. You have your whole life ahead of you, Edouard, and – listen
         to me – there will be lots of women for you. Lots. Oh, you don’t believe me now, maybe, but when you are older, then you will
         see I was right. There will be lots of women – and then, one day, there will be a special woman, the woman you want to have
         your children, and you will know, when the moment comes. And then, Edouard, then you should say these things. Save them, chéri, never squander them. Save them for the woman you want to be your wife …’
      

      
      Edouard had wanted to cry with anger and frustration; he had wanted to cry out that he wanted her for his wife, Célestine,
         his goddess, his love – no one else. And damn what anyone else thought of them.
      

      
      But Célestine had stopped him from saying a word. She put her hand over his lips and shook her head.

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘No. I won’t let you say these things. You are not even to think them. What we have here is simple and good,
         and it is enough. If you say any more, I shall be angry.’
      

      
      Edouard clenched his fist under the desk. He would not be quiet! he resolved. He would not! The next time he saw Célestine,
         he would tell her, no matter how angry it made her.
      

      
      Hugo’s voice came to a halt. There was a silence. Then the door shut quietly, and both Hugo and Edouard looked up at once.

      
      Edouard’s mother was standing there, quite still, in the doorway. As they looked up, she smiled.

      
      ‘What a beautiful poem, Mr Glendinning. I’ve never heard it before. Forgive me – but I couldn’t bear to interrupt.’

      
      There was a second’s pause, then Edouard quickly rose to his feet. Hugo also rose, but more slowly, staring at Louise across
         the room.
      

      
      She looked very lovely, Edouard thought. She was wearing a pale pink dress of soft chiffon, with a loose jacket that seemed
         to drift on the air as she moved. Her slender neck was wound with pearls, and a faint flush of colour stained her cheeks.
         Edouard was thrown by her appearance: she had never visited the schoolroom before. Hugo, too, appeared, for once, nonplussed.
         He stood behind his desk as if transfixed.
      

      
      Louise lifted her lovely head, her eyes alight with mischief. She sniffed.

      
      
      ‘Why, Mr Glendinning, I believe you’ve been smoking! Do you always smoke during Edouard’s tutorials?’

      
      ‘I – well – yes. Sometimes.’ Hugo looked down at the brimming ashtray and blushed.

      
      ‘Oh, well – I’m sure Edouard doesn’t mind.’ Louise did not look at her son; she kept her eyes on Hugo. ‘You find it helps
         you concentrate perhaps?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Hugo, more strongly. ‘I do.’

      
      ‘I wonder …’ Louise’s brows drew together in a little frown. ‘Would it be very inconvenient, Mr Glendinning, if you let Edouard
         go now?’ She looked at the tiny de Chavigny watch on her wrist, gold, fastened in a way she had made fashionable, with a velvet
         ribbon. ‘I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you – ask you about Edouard’s progress – so many things. I feel I should try
         to plan ahead for him, for his further education, you know, but everything is so uncertain – this terrible war! I should be
         so very grateful for your advice …’
      

      
      ‘But of course.’ Hugo made what seemed to Edouard a ridiculous attempt at a half-bow. ‘I should be delighted. We had almost
         finished our work for today, in any case, and …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, good.’ Louise gave him an enchanting smile, as if she had expected him to refuse her request, even though all three were well
         aware that that was an impossibility.
      

      
      ‘Edouard, darling, run along now. I’m sure you have things to occupy you …’

      
      ‘I imagine so,’ Hugo put in drily, and for a moment, as Edouard moved quickly to the door, their eyes met. Edouard saw the
         mockery and the understanding in Hugo’s face. Then it was gone, and he simply stood there, looking donnish, elegantly rumpled,
         and totally trapped. Edouard shut the door.
      

      
      He had observed this mesmeric effect his mother had on men since his earliest childhood. It amused him, yet it also slightly
         irritated him, that Hugo should not be exempt. It did not occur to him for one moment that his mother’s arrival in mid-tutorial
         had been other than an accident of whim. She had evinced no interest whatsoever in his academic progress before; she never
         asked about Hugo. Edouard had assumed that, in her usual way, she had more or less forgotten his existence.
      

      
      Some forty minutes later, he discovered he must have been wrong. He returned to the schoolroom to find the copy of Donne’s poems. He would copy the one Hugo had read and take it to Célestine.
         There was no sound from the room, and he opened the door quietly.
      

      
      Hugo and his mother were locked in a fierce embrace. His mother had removed the filmy jacket. Hugo’s head was buried against
         her breast. Her back was to the door. Neither was aware he saw them.
      

      
      Edouard shut the door as silently as he had opened it, and returned to his room. He had, in some part of his mind, always
         suspected that his parents were not faithful to one another; he had half-known, but refused to contemplate, the fact that
         his mother took lovers.
      

      
      But this. How long? he thought. How long?

      
      There was a bottle of mineral water beside his bed, and a glass. He picked up the glass, and threw it with great savagery
         at the nearest mirror.
      

      
      The next morning, he waited until they were midway through their tutorial and there was a pause in the lesson. He picked up
         a pencil, and held it balanced between his fingers.
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ he said as Hugo looked up. ‘Tell me. Are you fucking my mother?’

      
      There was a brief silence. Edouard had chosen his term carefully, for maximum effect, but Hugo’s face betrayed no reaction.
         He opened the book in front of him.
      

      
      ‘Yes. As a matter of fact, I am.’

      
      ‘Has it been going on for a long time?’

      
      ‘Since I was first employed. More or less.’ Hugo passed his hand over his brow. ‘Does it make any difference?’

      
      ‘I just wondered. I thought I ought to know.’ Edouard paused; he felt astonishingly calm. ‘Are you in love with her?’

      
      ‘No.’ Hugo hesitated. ‘Not in the sense you mean.’

      
      ‘But you can’t stop?’

      
      ‘No.’ Hugo looked away. ‘I should find that very difficult – to stop.’

      
      ‘Does it make you feel guilty? Knowing my father is in France. That he could be killed at any moment?’

      
      There was a long silence. Eventually Hugo closed the book on his desk.

      
      ‘It makes me hate myself. If that’s any consolation to you.’

      
      ‘But you still do it?’

      
      
      ‘Yes. I still do it.’

      
      ‘I see.’ The pencil snapped between Edouard’s fingers. Carefully he aligned the two halves on the desk. ‘Well. Thank you for
         answering my questions. You did say once that questions should always be answered. Never evaded. As I recall.’
      

      
      ‘Did I say that?’ Hugo gave a slight smile. ‘Then, I’m sure I was correct.’ He paused. ‘Would you like to continue with the
         lesson, or would you prefer me to leave?’
      

      
      ‘I should like to continue with the lesson.’

      
      ‘Poetry?’

      
      ‘Perhaps not.’

      
      ‘Very well.’ He glanced out of the window, across the square. There were now two blackened gaps on the north side.

      
      ‘Then, let us turn to War and Peace, shall we?’
      

      
      ‘I’d prefer mathematics.’

      
      ‘As you like.’ Hugo flicked open his textbook. He looked up. ‘You’re quite right, of course,’ he said. ‘It is reassuring,
         isn’t it, even when you are not gifted at a subject, for it to be so precise? No paradoxes. No mess. Everything exact. Not
         like literature at all.’
      

      
      ‘Or life,’ said Edouard, and they smiled at each other.

      
      In the small study off his bedroom, Edouard had, when he first arrived in London, erected a series of maps and charts and
         calendars, on which he marked the progress of the war with pins and small flags. To begin with, he had noted advances and
         withdrawals, significant raids and battles, with great care. After his first meeting with Célestine, he had continued the
         practice, but less energetically. He also marked, on the same calendar, and using carefully coded references only he could
         understand, the glorious progress of his first affair. So the references to Célestine – always in red – were from the first
         side by side with the references to war – always in blue. Unconsciously at first, then with a sense of amused pleasure in
         the parallel, he began to associate the fate of Célestine with the fate of his own country.
      

      
      He hated to see the outline of France dominated by the German flag; he hated to think of Célestine imprisoned in that little
         flat in Maida Vale, dependent on the patronage of an elderly Englishman. He dreamed that one day soon they would both be free
         of tyranny. The armies of the Free French would one day liberate France; he himself would free Célestine. Once the war was
         over, he would take Célestine back to France, where she rightly belonged, and he would care for her. He would marry her one day, but the thought of confronting
         Papa with that proposition was chilling, and so he happily put it aside for the moment. Time enough to think of that: meanwhile
         he dreamed of the apartment he would buy her – overlooking the Jardins de Luxembourg, he thought – and the long long afternoons
         they would spend there, and the presents, the wonderful presents, that would be hers. This plan was at present secret. He
         had not quite dared to tell Célestine of it, in case he made her angry, or sad. And he could not tell Jean-Paul, who was the
         only other person he might have taken into his confidence.
      

      
      The problem was he could no longer talk to Jean-Paul, not with that easy and happy frankness he had always taken for granted.
         He could not quite have said why, except it was something to do with Célestine, but a certain shadow had come between himself
         and his brother over the past year. It was partly Edouard thought, that Jean-Paul was under strain. He worked hard, long hours
         at the Free French headquarters; the moment he could get away, he drank and caroused with equally desperate energy. Nightly
         bombing raids, and lack of sleep, living daily with the arbitrariness of injury or death – these affected everyone’s nerves,
         Edouard’s included, for he lived in fear that of all the bombs that fell on London one might fall on that little flat in Maida
         Vale. So perhaps it was just that they were both suffering from tension; but, if he was honest with himself, Edouard knew
         that was not the whole truth.
      

      
      The truth was that Jean-Paul resented Edouard’s seeing Célestine, and never lost an opportunity to tease his brother about
         it. At first, the teasing had been quite casual: coarsely put questions as to Edouard’s progress, which Edouard had carefully
         avoided answering. Then Jean-Paul had started plying him with other addresses and telephone numbers, and had been noticeably
         irritated when he discovered Edouard had used none of them.
      

      
      ‘You’re not still seeing her?’ he had said about two months after Edouard’s first visit. ‘Little brother, I’m beginning to think you didn’t
         listen to all those things I said …’
      

      
      So, to protect himself and Célestine, Edouard would lie. When the lies made him uneasy, he tried simply to be evasive. He
         didn’t deny he was seeing Célestine, but he didn’t volunteer the information, either. It made no difference. Somehow, Jean-Paul
         knew. His latest tactic was to refer to Edouard’s involvement in public, at every opportunity.
      

      
      
      ‘My little brother’s in love,’ he had said, the previous night, when he and Edouard and Isobel were alone. ‘Head over heels.
         Bouleversé. What do you think, Isobel – sweet, isn’t it?’
      

      
      The emerald eyes flashed across the room at Edouard. Isobel smiled a slow secretive smile.

      
      ‘Charming. Edouard has a heart.’

      
      ‘And with a tart, too. The original tart with a heart of gold. Forty-six, forty-seven maybe. And very experienced … So they
         say.’
      

      
      Edouard clenched his fists; the desire to hit his brother was almost overwhelming. He moved quickly to the door, aware, even
         through his anger, that he was being used. Jean-Paul seemed to want to hurt him, but his remarks were also being directed
         at Isobel in some way. Hostility was sharp in the air. Isobel stood up.
      

      
      ‘What do you understand of experience?’ Her voice was icy.

      
      ‘More than you, evidently.’ Jean-Paul shrugged.

      
      ‘Fumblings in taxi-cabs. Gropings. Darling, you really are a terrible peasant sometimes. I think I’ll go home.’

      
      She reached for her furs. Jean-Paul’s face took on a mulish look. He sat down, and put his feet up with conscious rudeness.

      
      ‘As you wish. I have plans for this evening. They don’t depend upon you.’

      
      Isobel swept out. On the stair she clasped Edouard’s arm.

      
      ‘Darling Edouard. My car’s outside, but I don’t want to drive. Be an angel. Take me home, will you?’

      
      The car was a Derby Bentley. They drove through the silence of the blacked-out streets, past shelters and roadblocks, past
         the great darkness of the park, to the grey bulk of Conway House at the foot of Park Lane. Isobel lit a cigarette; she said
         nothing until Edouard pulled up. Then she flicked the glowing stub of the cigarette carelessly out of the window.
      

      
      ‘When the war ends. If it ever ends …’ She paused. ‘That’s what we’re waiting for. The end of the war. Then we’ll get married.’
         She glanced down at the emerald on her finger, and twisted it. Then she looked up at Edouard over the collar of her furs,
         and smiled.
      

      
      ‘I won’t sleep with him. That’s the thing, you see. It wounds his vanity terribly. He says I’m cold. Heartless.’ She gave
         a low laugh. ‘I don’t think I am. Do you, Edouard?’
      

      
      Edouard had no chance to answer her. She leaned across and kissed him on the lips. A slow kiss. He smelt her expensive scent,
         tasted her lipstick, felt the furs brush his cheek. Then she drew back.
      

      
      
      ‘Darling Edouard. I’m so glad you’re in love. I hope you’re terribly happy.’

      
      Edouard walked back. He skirted the closed park and walked north to Maida Vale. He stood in the street and stared up at the
         window of Célestine’s bedroom. It was one of the nights when the gentleman from Hove visited London. According to Célestine,
         the old man wasn’t capable of making love any more. He liked to talk, very occasionally to kiss a little. It was nothing.
         It meant nothing. Edouard stared at the blacked-out window in an agony of doubt. Then he slowly walked home to Eaton Square.
      

      
      That had been a few weeks before. The incident had not been referred to again, and since then Edouard had avoided his brother.
         So he had not talked to him about Célestine, or Jean-Paul’s engagement, or the infidelities of their mother.
      

      
      Once he would have done so. Not now.

      
      Sunday, 7 December 1941 was the day the course of the war changed decisively. It was the day before Edouard’s sixteenth birthday.
         He knew that on the actual day of his anniversaire there would be no escape from his family. There would be a luncheon at Eaton Square. In the evening Jean-Paul and some of
         his cronies were taking him out; Jean-Paul had planned the expedition, with many accompanying winks and nudges, for months.
         Edouard knew he could not refuse.
      

      
      So he intended to spend the day before his birthday with Célestine: he would celebrate it then, in the way he wanted, with
         the one person in London who mattered to him.
      

      
      He wanted to take Célestine out to dinner, but she firmly refused. They might be seen; it would not be prudent; no, no. So,
         in the end, they agreed to spend the afternoon together. They would not stay in her flat, Edouard insisted; they would go
         out; they would go to Hampstead Heath. To Edouard, who dreamed of walking with Célestine through the parks of Paris, or –
         better still – through the chestnut-woods and water-meadows of his father’s estates in the Loire, this expedition, long planned,
         took on the prospect of an idyll. When he woke that morning and saw the sun shone, he was not surprised. On such a day, what
         else could it do?
      

      
      He met Célestine at her flat, and in her small sitting-room she pirouetted for him shyly.

      
      
      ‘You like it? You like my new costume? It took so many coupons. Say you like it, Edouard! I chose it for you.’

      
      Edouard looked at her. It was one of the very few occasions on which he had seen Célestine dressed, and with a lurchingly
         painful sense of guilt and betrayal he knew he was disappointed. Célestine’s body was made for undress; in lingerie, half-revealed,
         half-hidden with wisps of silk and ribbons and lace, she looked entrancing. Dressed, her mysteries were dulled.
      

      
      The new suit was bright blue – too blue, and of a cheap shiny utility material. It was a little too tight over her full breasts
         and wonderful hips; the seams of her black-market stockings were not straight; the blouse was fussy, and ill-cut; and her
         hat, perched jauntily on the pile of reddish-gold curls, was too young for her. In the same second Edouard felt disappointment
         and self-hatred for his own disloyalty. Quickly he kissed her, and at the touch of her lips he felt instantly reassured.
      

      
      ‘Célestine – my darling. It’s lovely. You are lovely …’

      
      He shut his eyes and buried his face against her neck. When he took her back to Paris it would be different. It was just that
         she was poor, that was all, which made his disloyalty all the worse. When she was in France with him, she would dress like
         a queen. He would take her to the collections, teach her; she would quickly learn.
      

      
      On the Heath it was windy, and Edouard’s spirits soared. It was like being in the country – almost like being in the country.
         There was a slight mist, and from here the desolation wrought by the bombing was almost invisible; they climbed the hill beyond
         the lakes, and stood looking out over the city; they could see through the mist the clusters of barrage balloons, and the
         dome of St Paul’s. Edouard wanted to run and jump and shout, and make the rooks rise from the bare branches, but Célestine’s
         shoes had heels that sank in the mud, and so they had to keep to the paths. By the time they reached the top of the slope,
         she was out of breath.
      

      
      ‘Mon dieu.’ She pressed her little hand to her heart. ‘Edouard, do you always walk so fast?’
      

      
      ‘Never. Only today. Because today I’m so happy.’ He put his arms around her and kissed her. Célestine smiled.

      
      ‘Then, in future I shall walk with you only when you are sad. Edouard. Stop that. Someone may see us …’

      
      ‘I don’t care. Let them. I want the world to see us, so there.’ He kissed her again.

      
      
      ‘Sois tranquille. Tu es méchant, tu sais?’ She reproved him, but she smiled. Eventually Edouard took off his cashmere overcoat and persuaded her to sit on it with
         him on the grass. They sat quietly, looking out over London. After a little while Célestine opened her handbag, and took out
         a small parcel. It was tied with pink ribbon.
      

      
      ‘For you.’ She pressed it into his hands, blushing. ‘For your birthday. I hope you like it. It was very difficult – I wanted
         to find you something you would like, and … well, it is the colour of your eyes. Not quite perhaps, but nearly.’
      

      
      Edouard unwrapped the parcel. Inside was a tie of very bright blue imitation silk. Quickly he pressed her to him.

      
      ‘Darling – it’s beautiful. How clever you are. You shouldn’t have. Look. I shall put it on at once.’

      
      He quickly pulled off the hand-stitched foulard silk bought by the dozen from Jermyn Street, and stuffed it in his pocket.
         Célestine helped him fasten the new tie around his neck. Then she looked at it doubtfully; against the pale grey of his Prince
         of Wales check suit the blue looked brighter than ever.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Edouard. I’m not sure. In the shop the colour looked very pretty. But now …’

      
      ‘It’s beautiful. Whenever I wear it I shall think of you. Thank you, Célestine.’

      
      Célestine smiled; she rested her head happily against his shoulder.

      
      ‘It’s nice here,’ she said at last. ‘I’m glad we came, Edouard.’

      
      ‘We’ll come here again. Lots of times.’ He pressed her hand tight. ‘And to other places, too. Oh, Célestine, when the war
         ends … think, just think, of all the places I could take you to then …’
      

      
      He paused, wondering if now was the moment, wondering whether he dared tell her about Paris, the little flat, the furniture
         he planned to buy. But Célestine sat up.
      

      
      ‘Don’t. Please, Edouard, don’t. Don’t talk about the future, not now. I don’t want to think about it. I just want to think
         about today, and being here, and feeling so happy …’
      

      
      ‘Why? Why, Célestine?’ He turned to her impulsively. ‘Can’t you see I want to talk about the future, and you always stop me? It makes
         me happy to think ahead, to plan, to …’
      

      
      ‘To dream.’ Very slowly she turned to him, and to his dismay he saw the contentment had left her face, and her eyes were full
         of tears.
      

      
      ‘Célestine – don’t. Please don’t. I can’t bear to see you cry, my darling, don’t.’ He tried to kiss the tears away, tried to kiss her lips, but Célestine stopped him gently.
      

      
      ‘Dearest Edouard.’ Her voice was very soft. ‘You know, it can’t go on. Not like this. It just can’t. If you think about it,
         you’ll know I am right.’
      

      
      Edouard stared at her, then quickly bent and buried his face against her breasts.

      
      ‘Don’t say that. Don’t. I love you. You know I love you. If you left me, if it ended, I’d die …’

      
      His voice shook with passion, and Célestine sighed. Her arms came around him, and she held him tight. She thought that she
         loved him, yes, she, a woman of her experience, forty-seven years old, loved a boy of sixteen, and she had known it for months,
         months. Last love and first love: both equally painful. She dried her eyes. It was important, she thought, that Edouard never
         know.
      

      
      ‘People don’t die of love.’ She lifted his face up to hers, and smiled, her voice growing brisker. ‘You think so now – but
         they don’t. Old age, sickness, rifle-shots – but not broken hearts. You’ll see one day. Look! I shall make you a prediction!’
         Her voice became almost gay. ‘One day – some years from now maybe – you’ll have to think quite hard to remember my name. And
         then it will come to you, and you’ll say, “Ah, yes, Célestine, that was it. I was fond of her once. I wonder what’s become
         of her now?” And by the time you do that …’ Her lips curved. ‘By that time, I shall be a very old lady, extremely respectable – a little ill-tempered perhaps, especially first thing in the mornings. With grey hair. And some memories –
         memories I shall discuss with no one, naturally – of when I was perhaps a little less respectable, a little less strait-laced
         …’
      

      
      She stood up, took his hand, and drew him to his feet. Edouard looked at her sulkily, and Célestine laughed and tucked his
         arm through hers.
      

      
      ‘Now. Stop looking so sad. I am happy again – you see? This is our special afternoon, and already you are cross with me. Come,
         Edouard. I have had enough of your fresh air. Take me home …’
      

      
      In her flat, in bed, Edouard made love to her feverishly, as if he could force the memory of her words away with every thrust
         into her flesh. When they both lay back, exhausted, he turned to her fiercely. He looked down into her flushed face; he looked
         at the red-gold hair tumbled across the pillow; he thought of his mother in Hugo Glendinning’s arms. He gripped Célestine’s shoulders very tightly.
      

      
      ‘Tell me. Tell me, Célestine. Tell me there is no one else.’
      

      
      Célestine looked up into his blazing eyes, into that fierce young face. The visits from other gentlemen she had terminated
         some months previously; her protector did not count. It was not a state of affairs she could allow to continue; she knew that
         in her heart. She pressed her lips gently against his throat.
      

      
      ‘There is no one else now.’

      
      ‘For how long? How long, Célestine?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Chéri, I don’t know …’
      

      
      He started to pull away from her angrily, and she clasped his wrist.

      
      ‘Edouard, please, don’t be angry. Don’t you see? I don’t want to lie to you.’

      
      He got up from the bed, and stood for a moment looking down at her, his brows drawn together in an angry scowl.

      
      ‘I wish you would, then, at least sometimes. It might be easier.’

      
      Then he pulled on his clothes, and flung out of the flat. It was their first serious quarrel.

      
      Edouard caught a cab home, slammed the front door savagely before the startled Parsons could reach it, and stormed up the
         stairs to the drawing-room. He flung open the door and found a crowd of people: his mother; Lady Isobel; Hugo; the French
         ambassador and his wife; a group of French officers; Jean-Paul. Jean-Paul advanced on him, his face flushed, a champagne bottle
         held aloft.
      

      
      ‘He’s back just in time. Little brother, come and join us. We’re celebrating … You haven’t heard the news? The Japanese attacked
         Pearl Harbor this morning. They bombed the American fleet …’
      

      
      Edouard stared at him in confusion. Jean-Paul put his arm around his shoulders, and laughed.

      
      ‘Don’t you understand, little brother? Don’t you see? It’s terrible news, of course, but America will come in now. It’s only
         a matter of time! We shall win the war after all …’
      

      
      Across the room, the French ambassador, in white tie and tails, rose with a flourish.

      
      ‘Madame …’ He bowed to Louise. With your permission? I shall propose a toast.’

      
      He lifted his glass, and everyone in the room stood up.

      
      ‘The Americans. Our new allies!’

      
      
      ‘The Americans …’

      
      ‘The Yanks. God bless them.’ Isobel drained her glass.

      
      ‘Such a relief, after all this time. Really, I feel quite proud …’ Louise smiled at the English banker who stood by her side.
         She rested one hand lightly and absentmindedly on his sleeve. Hugo Glendinning, watching this exchange, turned away to the
         window.
      

      
      Jean-Paul ruffled Edouard’s hair affectionately. ‘Little brother …’ He grinned. ‘Where the devil did you get that appalling
         tie?’
      

      
      The following evening, Jean-Paul set about celebrating Edouard’s birthday in the manner he considered appropriate. He organised
         a motley party of British and French officers, prevailed upon Isobel to rally a group of her prettier débutante friends, and
         booked seats for the new and undemanding hit at His Majesty’s Theatre: Lady Behave.
      

      
      ‘If there’s a bloody raid, we’ll just damn well ignore it,’ he announced to Edouard before he left. ‘On to the Café Royal
         for supper afterwards, and then – on to a few other places I have in mind. Minus the ladies.’
      

      
      He gestured around the group of men who were knocking back whiskies in the Eaton Square drawing-room. ‘Have to get a few in,
         before the women join us. You know everyone? Pierre. François. Blinky. Sandy. Chog.’
      

      
      Edouard looked around the group of young men. He was the only one in evening dress, the only one not in uniform. Jean-Paul
         moved away to supervise Parsons’s dispensing of the drinks, which he considered slow, and the man addressed as Chog came across,
         gazed at Edouard fixedly, then lifted his glass.
      

      
      ‘Tally ho. Down the hatch. Your birthday, Jean says. Jolly good show.’

      
      He swallowed the remaining whisky in one gulp, went red in the face, and moved off smartly in the direction of Parsons. It
         was at that point that the women came in. Edouard looked from them to the assembled men with a sinking heart. As if to spite
         Jean-Paul, Isobel, who had many decorative friends, had – this evening – selected the plainest. They stood bunched in a group
         by the door, living evidence that all Louise’s remarks about the dowdiness of London society women had merit. Five plump girls
         in unflattering frocks; one tall thin one, with a narrow clever face, her angular figure encased in a hideous brocade. Isobel,
         who was looking radiant and rebellious, had clearly chosen them with great care. They looked as dismayed by the men as the men clearly were by them: the two groups met with hostile stares. Jean-Paul flushed with anger.
      

      
      ‘Darling, I’ll do the introductions; leave it to me.’ Isobel sailed forward with a dazzling smile. ‘Harriet, this is Binky.
         Binky, this is Anne, and Charlotte, and Elizabeth – goodness, this is complicated, I’m sure you all know one another already.
         Chog, how simply lovely to see you. It’s been too long …’
      

      
      She held out her hand to Chog, alias Lord Vyvyan Knollys, but Chog to his friends since preparatory school. Her smile grew
         even more radiant, and Edouard suppressed a groan. Chog was one of Isobel’s pet hates; she could discourse on his failings
         – and often did – for hours.
      

      
      Across the room, Jean-Paul, his face set, was bowing over the hand of the tall thin girl, Lady Anne Kneale; both he and Edouard
         had met her before, for she was one of Isobel’s oldest friends. Jean-Paul disliked her, if that were possible, almost as much
         as Isobel disliked Chog. He was now making a steely and determined effort not to let that dislike show. Edouard turned away,
         suppressing a smile. The atmosphere, he felt, did not augur well for the evening.
      

      
      By the time they all reached the theatre in a fleet of cars and taxicabs, Isobel’s face had set in that fixed and glittering
         smile, and Edouard knew it meant trouble. He suspected Jean-Paul did, too, for he was more than usually assertive. They arrived
         late, and the show had already started. Jean-Paul interpreted this as an especial rudeness on the part of the management.
      

      
      ‘I’ve seen this show four times,’ he announced loudly as they all gathered in the foyer. ‘They know me backstage. You’d think
         they’d have the courtesy to hold the curtain for five minutes, damn it …’
      

      
      ‘Twenty minutes, darling.’ Isobel put her arm through Edouard’s. ‘And I can’t see that it matters in the least. It’s the silliest
         show in London, isn’t it, Anne?’
      

      
      ‘It has quite a lot of competition, but actually you might be right …’

      
      Anne Kneale drawled the words, in a way clearly designed to provoke. She and Isobel exchanged glances. Jean-Paul flushed.

      
      ‘Well, I like it. Edouard will enjoy it. Now, let’s get a move on, shall we?’

      
      ‘I wonder why Jean likes it so much?’ Isobel’s cheek brushed Edouard’s shoulder; the emerald eyes flashed up at him mockingly.
         ‘I can’t imagine, can you, Anne? Can you, little brother?’
      

      
      
      During the first half of the show the men in their party were loudly responsive and the women muted. Isobel hardly even bothered
         to look at the stage. She sat next to Edouard, and fluttered her programme, and stared around the house, and all the time
         she rested her thigh against his. At one point there were nudgings and muffled whisperings from the men as one young actress
         made her first entrance, and Jean-Paul lifted his opera glasses and focused them on the stage ostentatiously. Chog laughed,
         and Isobel put her hand with its emerald ring on Edouard’s thigh. She turned her head.
      

      
      ‘Do you know, Edouard, I really don’t think I can bear this,’ she said in a low distinct voice.

      
      To his own surprise Edouard took her hand in his, and pressed it. He held it until the interval came, and they all withdrew
         to the bar for champagne.
      

      
      ‘Jolly little piece, what?’ Chog propped himself against the bar, and smiled at Edouard with the kindliness derived from considerable
         quantities of alcohol. ‘Not too demanding, you know? I like that. Nothing too serious. Serious theatre makes my balls ache.’
      

      
      François and Pierre started a complicated argument in French as to whether or not such a play could be performed in Paris
         and, if so, whether or not it might appeal to a boulevardier audience. Isobel set down her glass of champagne untasted, and disappeared to the ladies’ room. After some hesitation her
         friends accompanied her. The minute the women had gone, the men relaxed.
      

      
      ‘You saw her?’ Jean-Paul turned to the man called Sandy, who was wearing the uniform of the Brigade of Guards. ‘The little
         one in the last scene – the one with the lovely eyes? She’s new. She wasn’t in it last time I came.’
      

      
      ‘I told you. I know her. Not worth the bother.’ Sandy sighed.

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘Tried it. No dice. Rather a prissy girl. Gets on her high horse at the drop of a hat. Frightfully boring.’

      
      ‘You’d like to bet on that?’

      
      Jean-Paul’s face had its mulish look. Sandy shrugged.

      
      ‘My dear fellow. By all means try. Maybe your Gallic charms will win the day. It has been known.’

      
      ‘Awfully thin.’ Chog outlined a more impressive female form with his hands. ‘I wouldn’t bother, old chap.’

      
      
      ‘I like her eyes.’ Jean-Paul was not to be swayed. ‘She has beautiful eyes. Violet eyes.’

      
      ‘She’s called Violet.’ Sandy yawned. ‘Not enormously original, is it?’

      
      ‘Violet eyes make my balls ache,’ said Chog, in the manner of one settling the matter.

      
      ‘Send your card round,’ said the one called Binky helpfully. ‘Never know your luck.’

      
      ‘My friend …’ Jean-Paul put his arm around him. ‘That is exactly, but exactly, what I plan to do.’

      
      He drew his card out of his uniform pocket, and was still in the process of writing something on it when François gave a cough
         and Pierre nudged him. Isobel had returned.
      

      
      She stood looking at them all for a moment, her friends hovering in the background. Then she gave them her most ravishing
         smile.
      

      
      ‘The most extraordinary thing has happened,’ she said brightly. ‘Do you know, I’ve developed an allergy to this play? I really don’t think I could possibly sit through the second half. In fact, by the oddest coincidence, we all
         feel the same way …’ She gestured to the group of young women behind her. Anne Kneale laughed, and Isobel glanced at her reprovingly.
      

      
      ‘So we’ve all decided to leave you, and just jump in the cars and go home. No! Don’t say a single word. This is Edouard’s birthday, and I wouldn’t have that spoiled for anything.
         So you just go back in and forget us altogether. Darling Edouard …’ She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. ‘Happy birthday.
         I hope you have a lovely evening …’
      

      
      She turned, disappeared through the throng of the bar, and was gone. There was a moment’s silence. The men looked at each
         other. Edouard looked at the floor.
      

      
      ‘Tant pis.’ Jean-Paul, unruffled, finished writing on his card. He beckoned to the barman; the card and a five-pound note exchanged
         hands. Jean-Paul turned round. He smiled.
      

      
      ‘And now, now – mes amis – we start to enjoy ourselves. Yes?’
      

      
      Jean-Paul was a habitué of numerous fashionable restaurants and clubs in the West End of London. Since he was who he was,
         and had a reputation as a big spender and lavish tipper, he was welcomed fulsomely, in spite of the fact that his parties
         often became a little wild. The places he favoured all had a clientele that was chic, rich and slightly louche. A mixture of officers, London society, black-marketeers, actresses and chorus girls – that was the sort of companionship
         Jean-Paul favoured. He haunted the Caprice, the Ivy and the Café Royal, and, if the evening went on, and promised well, the
         notorious Four Hundred. He was an easily satisfied customer. A good table, assiduous service, plenty to drink, beautiful women
         within view, tinkling piano music, if possible a small dance-floor – this was enough. Jean-Paul was content. He liked the
         Café Royal, he said, because he always had a good time there. With its elaborate mirrors and scurrying waiters, it reminded
         him of the Dôme, or the Couple – it reminded him of Paris.
      

      
      Tonight, as his party were obsequiously ushered to their table, he was in high good humour. He had won the first part, at
         least, of his bet. Trooping along with him were five fellow-officers, Edouard, and two women. The prettier, who had had three
         lines in Lady Behave, must be Violet, Edouard thought, for she had violet eyes. The plainer seemed to be there to give Violet moral support. She
         was, she confided to Edouard, in the theatrical profession herself, but just beginning. In Lady Behave she was a walking understudy. The war had hit the theatrical profession very badly, she told him, very badly indeed. The
         best you could hope for, really, was an ENSA tour.
      

      
      Jean-Paul was noisily determined that Edouard was going to have a good time. He insisted Edouard sit between the two young
         women, Violet on his left and Irene – a name he pronounced in the French manner, very gallantly – on Edouard’s right. Jean-Paul
         himself sat opposite them, and the other young men arranged themselves as they pleased.
      

      
      Irene giggled. ‘Oh, doesn’t it sound lovely the way he says it, Vi? Much more romantic. There’s a Frenchman for you.’

      
      ‘How do you say it?’ Edouard said gallantly, his spirits sinking.

      
      ‘I. Re. Ne.’ She giggled again. ‘Horrible, isn’t it? I never liked it myself, but there you are, you’re stuck with the name
         God gave you, aren’t you? Some’s lucky, some’s not. Take Violet now. I think that’s a lovely name, don’t you? Especially when
         you’ve got eyes to match. I said to the other girls, I said, “You shouldn’t call her Vi, you really shouldn’t”. It’s a crying
         shame. But what can you do? Vi she was, and Vi she stuck …’
      

      
      Edouard turned to look at Violet curiously. She had said nothing since she had joined them at the stage door, and she was now sitting silently. One thin hand was clutching the stem of her
         champagne-glass; the other was crumbling a bread roll. She was very pretty, he thought, though not the type Jean-Paul usually
         favoured. She was terribly thin, with small delicate bones, wrists he could easily have circled with finger and thumb. She
         had a tiny heart-shaped face, softly waved brown hair. She was pretty enough but not startlingly so, until she looked up and
         you saw the eyes that had attracted Jean-Paul’s notice. They were huge, thickly fringed with dark lashes, and the colour of
         pansies; they looked slightly dreamy, and also slightly afraid. Edouard looked at the eyes, the thin wrists, the slightly
         shabby frock of pale mauve silk, the wilting rose she had pinned to her neckline, and he felt pity rise. She looked a born
         victim; he hoped desperately that Jean-Paul would leave her alone.
      

      
      ‘I say, Miss Fortescue. Violet, isn’t it? May I call you Violet?’ On her other side Chog leaned forward. ‘That was a frightfully
         good show, you know. We all thought so. Frightfully good.’
      

      
      ‘Did you think so?’ The violet eyes lifted slowly to Chog’s face. Her voice was soft, well educated, quite different from
         Irene’s raucous tones.
      

      
      ‘I’ll say. And you, too, of course. Frightfully good.’ Chog’s fund of compliments exhausted, he cast around wildly for another
         topic of conversation. ‘Must be jolly good fun, being an actress. Frightfully hard. Never know how you manage it. Learning
         all those lines.’
      

      
      ‘Three lines isn’t terribly taxing.’

      
      ‘What? Oh, gosh. Yes. Well. Was it only three? Thought it was far more than that.’

      
      ‘How kind. I must have said them especially well.’

      
      Edouard glanced at her with renewed interest. There was not a hint of a smile; she appeared completely serious. Chog, unsure
         if he were being teased, hesitated, and then laughed. The champagne arrived, Irene claimed Edouard’s attention once more,
         and he heard no more of the fragments of conversation from his right.
      

      
      François, Pierre and Jean-Paul began a heated conversation about the progress of the war: exactly when the Americans could
         be expected to come in; whether the Boches would ever take Moscow; whether Rommel would take Tobruk; whether any of them would
         see France free again. Edouard joined in the conversation briefly, when Irene went off to dance with Binky, but no one was
         listening to anything he said, so after a while he gave up. He leaned back in his chair, and drank champagne, although he knew he had already had more than enough, and wished he was old enough to do something useful,
         wished the evening would end, wished he hadn’t quarrelled with Célestine. The quarrel had left him miserable all day; now
         the drink, and the stuffy air, the cigar smoke, the piano music, the flushed faces and loud voices, all made him long to be
         back with her, to lie in her arms, to be at peace in the quiet of her room.
      

      
      ‘Is he really the baron de Chavigny?’ Suddenly the girl called Violet turned to him, her question taking him by surprise.
         She nodded across the table at Jean-Paul, who was predicting the Boches would be driven out of France by the end of ’42. ‘Your
         friend. Is he?’
      

      
      ‘He’s my brother.’ Edouard returned to the room with difficulty. He was aware that his own voice was slightly slurred. ‘And,
         no, he’s not the baron de Chavigny. Not yet. He will be. Our father is – at present.’
      

      
      Viola’s delicate plucked brows drew together in a little frown.

      
      ‘Oh, I see. I just wondered. He wrote that on his card, you see. The one he sent round. And – well, I wondered if it was a
         joke. Men do play jokes like that sometimes, you know.’
      

      
      ‘They do?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes!’ She clasped her thin hands together. ‘If they want to persuade you to come out – that sort of thing. I usually
         say no, you see. But tonight I felt a little low. Tired. And I was intrigued. So I said yes.’
      

      
      ‘Women are always intrigued by my brother.’

      
      He was aware the moment the words were out that it was hardly the most polite thing to say. A slight flush rose over her cheekbones,
         but she seemed not greatly to mind.
      

      
      ‘Are you giving me a warning?’

      
      She arched her brows as she said it, and widened her eyes, her manner coquettish, but slightly amateurly so. Edouard felt
         impatient. He had been wrong, earlier; she was just like all the other women Jean-Paul picked up and discarded – silly, he
         thought.
      

      
      ‘Who knows?’ He shrugged. ‘Do you need one?’

      
      Her blush deepened then, so he felt boorish and instantly repentant.

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t been in London long. I was brought up in Devon.’

      
      Edouard knew that was a cue of some kind, that he ought to ask her about Devon or something, because she seemed quite anxious
         he should do so. But he had never been there, knew nothing about it, and – just then – his mind felt as if it couldn’t grapple
         with the problem of that county at all. There was an awkward silence, at the end of which the girl called Violet nervously
         lifted her champagne-glass.
      

      
      ‘Oh, well,’ she said. ‘It’s your birthday, isn’t it? Happy birthday.’

      
      It was the last thing she said to him. Shortly afterwards, Jean-Paul showed signs of impatience, and kept looking at his watch.
         Pierre had become lachrymose; the fate of la belle France was too much for him. Jean-Paul ushered them all out into a pitch-black Piccadilly Circus, and announced the night was still
         young.
      

      
      There were some dissenters. Pierre and François announced they were leaving. A brother officer had given them a bottle of
         marc, and they intended to return home, and drink it and continue their argument. Binky had to report for a briefing next morning,
         and thought he’d better call it a day. Edouard privately felt that the night was not young but hideously old, and the sooner
         it was terminated the better. But he could see the scowl of disappointment beginning on Jean-Paul’s face, and so he kept silent.
         Sandy announced that he was game; he felt like a bit of a spree. And at that Jean-Paul revived.
      

      
      Three men, one boy and two women piled into Chog’s Daimler, and set about the business of escorting the ladies home. This
         took longer than anyone had anticipated, because the ladies lived in digs in Islington, which Chog had never heard of, and
         insisted was near Basingstoke. They drove around in the blackout for what seemed to Edouard hours, with Chog announcing at
         intervals that they must almost be there now, and if the MPs got him this time he was done for. Sandy had thoughtfully brought
         along a bottle of brandy; the women sat on the men’s laps, and everyone except Violet and Edouard sang, untunefully but with
         gusto.
      

      
      ‘You silly boys! You’re mad – you are.’ Irene gave an ear-splitting screech. ‘We’re there! I told you so. Look, up there’s
         the Angel. Go right, and right again; that’s it! Anyone for a nightcap?’
      

      
      ‘Irene – it’s late. I don’t think that would be a good idea.’

      
      The girl called Violet had scrambled out of the car first; Irene fell out after her, with many gigglings and pinchings and
         shrieks.
      

      
      ‘Someone pinched my bum! They did! I swear I felt a pinch, Vi, right there. Oh, you’re naughty boys, you are. I told you,
         Vi. I said. Never trust a Frenchman …’
      

      
      ‘Mesdames.’ Jean-Paul had also extricated himself from the car. He bowed over their hands with a gallantry Edouard knew was designed to get rid of them quickly with the minimum of fuss. He
         held on to Violet’s hand appreciably longer than he did Irene’s. ‘I was honoured you could join us … A votre service … Au revoir …’
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