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More praise for Penny Vincenzi:

‘Like a glass of champagne: bubbly, moreish and you don’t want it to end. It’s fast paced, the characters are utterly believable and it’s as glamorous as you would expect. It’s a fantastic read. Can’t wait for the next’ Express


 



‘It’s high-class, well-structured . . . with enough juicy sub-plots and interesting minor characters to keep you gripped through many a chilly evening . . . Fans are in for a feast’ Val Hennessy, Daily Mail


 



‘Penny Vincenzi writes with verve and heart, immersing the reader in a world of engrossing and unforgettable glamour and passion’ Dominick Dunne

 



‘Deliciously readable. Penny Vincenzi’s novels are rollicking contemporary fantasies’ Mail on Sunday


 



‘Marvellously engrossing . . . perfect for curling up with on a rainy day. Or any day for that matter’ Barbara Taylor Bradford

 



‘Pick a location where you can be comfortable sitting still for hours . . . Once you start reading, you’re not going to want to move’ Heat


 



‘It should sell in lorry-loads - these pleasures may be wicked, but they won’t rot your teeth or make you fat’ Kate Saunders, Sunday Times


 



‘Every Penny Vincenzi is a guaranteed bestseller - this story of a girl in search of the mother who abandoned her as a baby is no exception. It’s got travel, romance, mystery and politics in one novel’ Grazia


 



‘The literary equivalent of a huge box of beautiful hand-made chocolate truffles - a total indulgence’ Ideal Home


 



‘A juicy page-turner’ Cosmopolitan


 



‘Penny Vincenzi has delivered an unputdownable family saga in her latest novel . . . A cross between Barbara Taylor Bradford’s A Woman of Substance and Anthony Powell’s A Dance to the Music of Time’  The Lady


‘Like an illicit lover, I have been sloping off all week to snatch another hour’s pleasure with Almost A Crime, Penny Vincenzi’s terrific new novel’ Jilly Cooper

 



‘A super read that will keep you guessing right until the end’  Company


 



Teeming with style . . . outselling Danielle Steel and Barbara Taylor Bradford . . . these are family sagas filled with tempestuous women, successful, sexy men and passionate plots . . . Readers will find every page irresistible’ Washington Post


 



‘Seductively readable . . . I carried on reading late into the night’  The Times


 



‘Penny Vincenzi writes with such flair and gusto that I defy any reader, once they’ve taken the smallest nibble, not to gobble it all down’  Sunday Express


 



‘With an unerring knowledge of the worlds she describes and the emotions that go with them, Penny Vincenzi has created another absorbing page-turner, packed with believable characters and satisfyingly extreme villains, eccentrics and manipulators’ Good Housekeeping
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The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked.

 



The Book of Jeremiah
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Prologue

None of Virginia Caterham’s children knew who their father was.

‘They think they’re my husband’s of course,’ she said, smiling rather defiantly at the psychiatrist. ‘They have no idea there’s anything remotely unusual about their background. I keep thinking I should tell them - and then losing courage. What do you think?’

Dr Stevens looked at her thoughtfully. He really had hoped she wouldn’t be back. She had been doing so well. But if it had taken a relapse to get her talking, to make her reveal the reason for the drinking, then perhaps it was worth it. They had never got this far before.

‘Lady Caterham - how old are your children now?’

‘Well - Charlotte’s thirteen. Georgina’s eleven. And Max is eight.’ She looked very frail, sitting there in the big chair, almost childlike herself, wearing a full skirt and a large loose grey sweater.

Her heavy dark hair fell forwards over her face; she pushed it impatiently back, her large tawny-coloured eyes - extraordinary eyes - fixed on his.

‘And - are you close to them?’

He was playing for time; trying to decide how to play it.

‘Yes, very. Of course Charlotte is a little awkward. Well, it’s a difficult age, you know. And I’m away quite a lot, with my work. It’s very important to me, my work. But - yes, I think we’re close.’

He changed tack.

‘Lady Caterham -’

‘Can’t you call me Virginia? You did before.’

‘Virginia. What was it that made you start drinking again? When you’d done so well for so long. Do you know? Can you tell me?’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘whatever makes you? It’s never just one thing, is it? There were lots of things. Too many to talk about now.’

‘But Virginia, that’s what I’m here for, to talk about them.’

‘Oh - I don’t know. I was lonely. Despairing.’

‘About what?’ he said, very gently.

‘Dr Stevens. Please answer my question. About the children. I need to know what you think. I really do. Before we go any further.’

‘Well,’ he said carefully, ‘well, it’s very hard for me to say. There are so many imponderables. Does your husband know that you - that there have been other men in your life?’

‘Oh Dr Stevens, of course he does.’ She smiled at him almost cheerfully. ‘I would say that’s almost the whole point of our marriage. That there were other men in my life.’




Chapter 1

Virginia, 1956-7

Nice girls still didn’t in 1956. And Virginia Praeger was a very nice girl.

What annoyed her, and most of her contemporaries, was that nice boys did.

She remarked on this fact to her brother, Baby Praeger, as he drove them both out of New York in the crisp April dusk and towards Long Island to spend Easter with their parents in the Hamptons: it was so terribly unfair, she said suddenly, she sometimes felt her major memory of her first year at Wellesley had been of pushing eager, sweaty hands up out of her bra and down out of her panties, and being made to feel guilty about it, and then hearing girls talking about however virginal you might be on your wedding night, of course you’d want a man with some experience, one who’d know what he was doing.

‘You’re allowed to sow your wild oats. Why can’t we sow a few?’

‘Because you’re female,’ said Baby, easing his new and infinitely beloved Porsche Spyder into fifth gear and a speed nudging 100. ‘Look out for cops, darling, will you?’

‘You won’t get caught,’ said Virginia irritably. ‘You never do.’

‘I might.’

‘Well anyway, that’s a really logical answer. Like Daddy saying girls don’t go into banking. It’s just so stupid.’

‘Which do you fancy more?’ asked Baby. ‘Banking or sex?’

‘Banking,’ said Virginia promptly. ‘How about you?’

‘Sex. We could discuss a swop,’ said Baby, laughing. ‘You’re a fraud, Virgy, deep down, wild oats don’t actually interest you. Now how about the bank? Do you really want to get into all that?’

‘Well - maybe not. But I’d certainly like the option . . . Look out, Baby, there’s a cop coming up.’

Baby swung over into the slow lane, the needle dropping with  formidable ease. The cop pulled up alongside him, gave him a look to kill and sat alongside him for several miles before pulling off fast after a Merc that had leapt out of the twilight behind them and vanished again ahead. And Baby didn’t get booked. Didn’t get caught.

 



It was true, what Virginia said, he never did. Right from the moment they had both been toddling about together, Baby had never got into trouble. If something got broken, if they were late back for tea, if they didn’t untack their ponies, if they didn’t write thankyou letters, if they got bad reports, if they forgot to walk the dog or clean out the rabbit’s cage, Virginia got into trouble and Baby, somehow, got off. It wasn’t that he lied, or pretended he hadn’t committed the crime; he was just lucky. Their father would have been out or away when he should have heard about the misdemeanour, or too busy to be bothered about it; or their mother would have been distracted, involved in one or another of her endless charitable causes; or Mrs Viney, their nurse, would have been doing something else as he scuttled in late; or the gardener would take pity on the rabbit and see to it instead of waiting for someone else to notice.

But whatever the reason, Baby never did get into trouble.

And Virginia did. In spite of being much loved, she was always in hot water. Especially with her father. And she was always permanently in Baby’s shadow: whatever she did, he seemed to do better. Which was strange, because she was cleverer. She knew she was. She was quicker than he was, faster on the uptake, her grades were consistently better, her successes more frequent, her failures fewer. Year after year she got straight As, while Baby’s results teetered between all right and mediocre. And yet, somehow, she always felt she’d failed. That was because of her father too; careless of, blind to, his daughter’s impressive talents and achievements, he would boast of Baby’s far less remarkable ones, and where there were none, would boast of that fact too. ‘Boy’s a lost cause,’ he would say, his eyes soft with pride as he looked at his son: and ‘No better at math than I ever was,’ looking to, waiting for, the laughing, flattering denial from his audience, and drawing attention to Baby’s talent for appearing to be clever, purporting to work, the dangerous, social skills that some feckless fairy had bestowed upon him in his cradle, making them seem a virtue, a skill in themselves. As indeed they were, and Baby knew they were, and he invested much time and trouble honing them, perfecting them, while Virginia watched, irritable, resentful, from behind the barriers of her own dutiful dullness.

And then Baby was easier than she was, more socially accomplished: Virginia had pretty manners, everyone said, but she did not actually have Baby’s charm, she didn’t sit at the centre of attention at parties, she wasn’t regarded as the one person who must be at a gathering to ease it into life, set a seal on it.

Of course she was popular: very popular. There was no shortage of young men trying to make their way into her bra and her panties, and her social diary was not exactly bereft of social entries. Her friends said that was because she was not only very pretty but nice; her enemies (few, but articulate) maintained it was because she was an heiress to a fortune so big that even in a college where real money was in no way a rarity it was impressive.

 



Frederick Praeger III was a banker. In the circles in which the Praegers moved, that meant he owned the bank. His father had owned it, and his grandfather had founded it, and it was confidently expected that in the fullness of time, Baby would take it on and be known no longer as Baby but as Frederick Praeger IV.

The seeds of the Praeger fortune had been sown in 1760 by a bright sassy young man called Jack Milton who worked as a clerk for a small bank in Savannah, Georgia. He kept hearing talk of the money to be made from financing the Golden Triangle, a chain of trade in which a ship would leave Liverpool, England, loaded with metal boxes, and tin spoons and forks, and sail to the west coast of Africa, where the goods would be exchanged for slaves. The ship would then sail on to Bermuda, where the slaves (destined for shipment to the Southern states of America) would be traded for molasses; the third leg of the triangle saw the sugar sold back into Liverpool. It was perfectly possible and indeed normal to make 150 per cent profit on each leg of the journey.

Jack Milton, who was a shrewd young man, talked to his superior at the bank about the feasibility of investing in the Golden Triangle at the American end; his superior, who was less shrewd, shook his head and said it sounded real risky to him. And there it might have ended, had Jack not found himself working late one night when the owner of the bank, one Ralph Hobson, had come back to his office, a little the worse for drink, to collect a box of cigars a client had given him. Seeing Jack at his desk, and impressed by his industry, and being in benevolent mood, he started talking to him, and Jack found himself discussing the Golden Triangle and its potential. Three months later, Hobson had invested in a small ship; nine months after that he saw his  money quadrupled. He repeated the exercise, watched the bank’s profits soar and, being a fair man, gave Jack shares in the bank. In the fullness of time he made Jack a partner. Milton Hobson prospered; young Mr Milton and young Mr Hobson succeeded their fathers, and their sons succeeded them. They lived on adjoining plantations in Georgia, made additional fortunes from cotton, and owned a great many slaves. Then, early in 1850, Douglas Hobson contracted cholera and died, childless; Jeremy Milton found himself sole owner of the bank, with only daughters to succeed him. His wife had died bearing their only son, and the child had followed her after a very few hours.

Jeremy was not strong himself; he had bronchial trouble, and doctors feared consumption. He looked, at thirty-five, a middle-aged man; he feared for the future of his bank.

His oldest daughter, Corinna, was a beauty, with great dark eyes and a cloud of massing dark red ringlets; moreover, being sole heiress to a considerable fortune, she was a great prize. No one could understand why she decided, therefore, not to marry any one of the handsome, charming boys who were paying her court, but a serious, albeit handsome young man with a stammer, no money and a desk at the bank, called Frederick Praeger.

They were married in 1852, Jeremy made Frederick a partner in the bank and the two young people settled down to a first year of rather stormy bliss, after which Corinna settled down as a young hostess in Savannah society. Frederick prospered on his own account, investing hugely both for himself and on behalf of his clients in the railroads that were being built the length and breadth of the country; Jeremy watched his progress and the development of the bank and was pleased with what he saw. Frederick was showing himself worthy of his position both as son-in-law and successor.

And then as the 1850s drew to a close the talk was all of war. Of war between North and South. The South was complacent, certain not only that it could, but that it would, win, that its generals - the mighty Beauregard, and Johnston and Lee - were unbeatable, that the Yankees were a bunch of upstarts who didn’t know how to fight. Most Southern citizens were unconcerned by the imminent prospect of the conflict; but Jeremy Milton had friends and associates in the North, and he knew they had superior weapons, communications and men certainly as brave, certainly as well trained as the Confederate Army. And they also had more money. Far more money.

‘I don’t like it,’ he said to Frederick, ‘I don’t like it at all. Oh, we shall no doubt do well out of it. Wars are great for banks. The buildup beforehand and the reconstruction afterwards. But I am fearful for the South. Fearful for this town. Fearful for you and my daughter. I think you should send Corinna to the North if and when the war starts.’

So Corinna and her father spent the war years in Philadelphia. Frederick joined the Confederates and did not rejoin them until early 1866 - thin, a little frail from continuous onslaughts of dysentery, but safely, wonderfully alive. The family had survived. It had also survived with much of its fortune intact. From the beginning of the war, Frederick had continued to invest in the railroads. And despite the defeat, the siege, the shelling, the burning of Atlanta, the great steel arteries had survived, and were now pumping lifeblood back into the South. What was more, he had for the two years immediately before the war sold huge consignments of cotton direct to Liverpool and had the money banked there, where no one could touch it. Now he reclaimed it; thousands of dollars. And then there was Atlanta to rebuild. The whole of the South to rebuild. New industries, and vigour. The Praegers had returned to Savannah, one of the few fortunate families who were not impoverished; on the phoenix-like rebirth of the South, they grew richer still.

In 1867 Corinna became pregnant; she was a little old at thirty-two to be bearing children, the doctor said, but she was strong and in good health, all should be absolutely well. The Praegers were delighted; perhaps at last the longed-for son was to be given to them. Jeremy was as excited as they; he had dreamed of a grandchild, a successor, ever since Corinna’s marriage.

And indeed, the son was born: a large, lusty child, with Corinna’s dark blue eyes and Frederick’s blond hair; but he brought grief in his wake, not joy. Corinna, who had seemed to weather a long, hard labour with her customary courage and stoicism, took him in her arms, gazed adoringly into his small, cross face and then abruptly and without warning haemorrhaged and died before anything could be done to save her.

Jeremy, already frail, had a mild stroke a week later, and never quite recovered his full faculties. Frederick was left with the responsibility of raising the baby.

He hired nurses, housekeepers, governesses, and in time the household was restored to order, but he was desperately unhappy himself; Corinna’s memory lived on in the house and haunted him, and the sight of his feebly shuffling father-in-law filled him with a bleak misery, from which there seemed no escape. He lived on in this  nightmare for four years, the bank his only refuge; in 1872 Jeremy died, the bank became Praegers and Frederick moved to New York.

The move was an immediate success.

Frederick had no serious business struggles; communications had opened up enormously, many of his clients had offices in New York and were delighted to find him there, and the economy was growing at a formidable rate.

The building, on Pine Street parallel to Wall Street, was beautiful, built in brownstone, with elaborate cornices on the ceilings, marble fireplaces in the larger rooms, carved shutters at the tall windows, and a great deal of fine panelling, and he furnished it charmingly, as much like a house as he was able, with lamps from Tiffany, furniture from the antique showrooms of both Atlanta and New York, Indian carpets; it was a point of pride at Praegers that there were always fresh flowers in every room, and the walls were lined not only with financial reference books but the works of Charles Dickens, Mark Twain, Walter Scott, Shakespeare. Clients liked to go there, it was a small, gracious world in itself, a pleasant place to be, and to pass time as well as receive excellent business advice.

New York was a heady place; the world’s first department store had been opened there by Alexander T. Stewart, followed by Lord and Taylors, Cooper-Siegel and Macys, developing slightly frenetically into what was known as Lady’s Mile. The building work was formidable; Frederick watched St Patrick’s Cathedral and Trinity Church go up, as well as a wealth of other fine commercial and civic constructions such as the Metropolitan Museum and Carnegie Hall. Accustomed to the gentle and genteel pace of Southern life, Frederick found the fast, acquisitive atmosphere of New York, and the potentially dangerous but heady multi-racial mix that lay beneath the city’s booming fortunes, inspiring and stimulating. His formidable capacity for work, his commercial foresight and his personal, rather serious charm brought him success both business and personal; realising early that he could not compete with the great giants of Wall Street, and that he had a genuine advantage in being able to give a more personal service than they, he specialized, taking as his clients companies in the publishing and the communications business, the flourishing cable companies along with book publishers and the growing magazine market. One of his first New York based clients was a young man called Irwin Dudley, who published romances and sold them to the young working-class women of America by the million; over dinner one night the two men conceived of a new publication for  their readers, a weekly story paper, many of the works being serials, thus ensuring a steady flow of readers. When Love Story was launched upon a hungry female public in 1885, the first issue had to be reprinted three times; a sister paper, Real Romance, purporting to be true stories and incorporating an advice column for the lovelorn, sold out so quickly that emergency paper supplies had to be rushed in from mills in the South as New York could not service the huge order at such short notice. Frederick, who had seen fit to underwrite Dudleys with Praeger capital, was a director of the company, and his own fortune increased gratifyingly as a result.

But he had many many clients; Praegers flourished, and so did he, as the more ambitious hostesses of New York discovered the rarest of rare social jewels: an unattached, attractive man. He was invited everywhere; as sought after at dinner tables as on the boards of the great flourishing building and railroad companies that were among his clients, admired, revered almost, happier again than he would have believed. But any of the dozens of young women who were settled at his side at dinner, who met him at theatres, concerts, summer garden parties, with matrimony in mind were set for disappointment. Frederick had only one love in his life (apart from his son and the memory of Corinna) and that was Praegers. The bank occupied not only his intellect, but his emotions; he viewed it not so much as a company but a favourite child, the subject of his first thought in the morning and his last one at night, and very frequently even of his dreams. In vain did the New York debutantes and their mothers hint that his baby son must need a mother, that the Upper East side mansion must seem large and empty without a mistress, that he himself must find his leisure hours empty and chill; he would smile at them all in the slightly sorrowful manner he had perfected and say that no, no, they were fine, that the baby’s nursemaids and governess were doing a wonderful job, that his housekeeper ran the house with energy and skill, that he was left no time by his friends to feel lonely.

His only concern was the small Frederick, increasingly naughty, even before his first birthday. Frederick was a beautiful, charming child; his nurse idolized him, and the young governess, specifically hired to teach him his letters and numbers, thought he was so wonderful that she managed to persuade herself that it must be her own fault, not Frederick’s, that he found the mastery of them rather more difficult than might have been expected.

A benign conspiracy built up over the years, concealing young Frederick’s just slightly limited intelligence; but by the time he was  thirteen and due to go to school, facts had to be faced. Of course he could go to the Collegiate school, and indeed Mr Praeger would add lustre to the parental roll, but young Fred was clearly not going to be one of the star pupils. He sat, comfortably and cheerfully, very near the bottom of the class for five years, popular, happy, a star on the sports field to be sure, with a particular talent for athletics and tennis, and managed, with the addition of some vigorous extra coaching, to just about scrape through his final examinations. His years at Yale were spent similarly, with sex added to the range of his accomplishments; but he was at twenty-one so good-looking, so amusing, so infinitely socially desirable, that it was comfortably easy for his father to ignore his limited intellect and install him in what came to be known as the Heir’s Room at Praegers (next to his father’s office), especially fitted out to young Fred’s specification, with antique furniture, Indian carpets and the very latest in modern technology, including a ticker-tape machine and a telephone on which he spent much of the day talking to his friends. He spent most of his time buying and selling his own stock, taking exceedingly long lunch hours and showing a great many young ladies around the bank, greatly overstating his own role in it.

Early in 1894 Frederick I died suddenly and unexpectedly, of a heart attack, still not entirely blind to his son’s shortcomings, but convinced that he had many years in which to improve young Fred’s banking skills. It was his one great folly; Frederick II was in fact rather less well equipped to run Praegers than the boys who ran messages all day long between the bank and the Stock Exchange in Wall Street. This did not greatly concern him; he looked at the assets of the bank, found it inconceivable that they should be in any way vulnerable, and proceeded to fritter them away (literally at times, so great was his penchant for gambling, both on and off the floor of the Stock Exchange) to rather less than 40 per cent over the next five years. Clients abandoned Praegers; portfolios shrank; partners resigned; returns on equity were down almost to break-even point. The senior partners were heard to remark to one another over luncheon that it was as well old Mr Frederick had died, it would break his heart to see what was happening.

Mercifully for everyone concerned, a happy event occurred. Young Frederick fell in love, with a wholly delightful young person called Arabella English. Arabella, whose father was employed (in quite a lofty capacity) in Morgans, understood banking, and had heard a great deal about the tragedy of what was happening at Praegers. On  receiving a proposal of marriage from Frederick II she accepted it with immense graciousness and pleasure, advised him to talk to her father the next day, and in the intervening twelve hours suggested to her father that he might, as tactfully as possible, suggest a more dedicated approach to the bank by her Frederick, if he genuinely desired to marry her. So in love was Frederick, so desperate to gain the approval of old Mr English, that he would probably have obeyed if English had told him to hang from the sixth floor by his ankles for ten minutes every morning in order to improve his business performance.

The reform was dramatic. Frederick II was in his office by ten each day, and stayed there until well after four (long hours indeed for those golden days), in growing command of the market; he lunched only with clients; he read only the financial papers (once breakfast was over); he managed to approximate as closely as was possible for a person of his abilities to a first-rate banker. When Frederick Praeger III was born in 1903, there was once again a considerable inheritance for the young princeling.

Frederick III was an interesting child; he had, along with the classic Praeger blond good looks, all the instinctive skills for making money displayed by his grandfather, combined with a formidable talent for politicking. Those around him became vividly aware of both qualities when at the age of seven he asked his nursemaid to give him a quarter to put in the school charity box. His mother, he explained, untruthfully but moist-eyed with earnestness, was too busy with her social arrangements to see to such minutiae, and the nanny, incensed (as any good nanny would be) by such a display of maternal selfishness, promptly gave him fifty cents. Frederick invested this in a packet of peppermint humbugs, bought on the way to school, the chauffeur having been persuaded to stop for a moment so that he could buy an extra apple for his lunch box. The peppermint humbugs were then sold for a penny apiece to the other children; Frederick returned at the end of the day one dollar fifty up on his initial investment. By mid-term he had made over twenty dollars. He did not need twenty dollars; he just liked the knowledge that he could earn them at will.

By the time he was twenty-five he was buying and selling the equivalent of peppermint humbugs at the bank with equal skill, and playing off the rather intense relationship he had with Nigel Hoffman - one of the senior partners who was also his godfather, his department head and a man of considerable brilliance - against the more  prickly one with his father, who was already uncomfortably aware that when it came to both skill and hunch, his son and heir was considerably his superior. Young Fred would eat lunch with Hoffman one day, tell him he felt his father was holding him back, treating him like a child; the next he would confide over dinner to his father that he felt Hoffman expected too much of him. As a result Fred II became overprotective, anxious not to burden him with too much responsibility, and Hoffman gave him an ever freer rein. If he made a mistake, young Frederick could blame Hoffman; if he did well, he could point out that he deserved more responsibility than his father gave him. He couldn’t lose.

 



By the time Fred-the-Third, as he was always called, fell in love with Betsey Bradley, who was working as a stenographer at Praegers, he was in a more powerful position than anyone at the bank, including his father, who had finally abdicated his position in everything but name, and was spending most of his waking hours on the golf course and playing backgammon at the Racquet Club.

Fred III had pulled off a particularly remarkable coup and secured Fosters Land as an account, thus greatly increasing his standing both within and without Praegers. Fosters was a vast, billion-dollar development company, whose awesomely young chief executive, Jackson ‘Jicks’ Foster, had been at Harvard with Fred, and had called him one morning and dropped his gift into Fred’s possession as casually as if it had been a pair of cufflinks. Outside the Praeger specialty as it was, Fred still managed the business superbly, and the friendship between him and Jicks Foster was never shadowed for a day by any professional cloud. When Frederick III brought Betsey home for the first time and announced that she was the only girl in the world for him, his mother was not happy. Arabella wasn’t unkind to Betsey, rather the reverse, she was charming and gracious and went out of her way to draw her out and encourage her to talk. Nevertheless, she confided to Frederick II that night that there was no way on God’s earth that she was going to allow young Fred to marry Betsey, she would wreck his future, and be no kind of a wife to him at all.

Arabella spoke very firmly to young Fred about his choice of bride, saying much the same things as she had said to his father; young Fred looked at her coldly and said he loved Betsey, she was the wife he needed, and if Arabella wasn’t going to accept her, then he would have to think very hard about severing connections with his parents altogether.

The rift between Fred III and his mother caused by his marriage was papered over, but never properly repaired; and its far-reaching effect on Fred was to send him out of his way to hire and promote young men from the less well-to-do and aristocratic families, partly to irritate his mother, but partly from a deep conviction that the streetwise and hungry would work harder and more cannily for him than the over-indulged upper classes. Which in turn had its effect on the personality of Praegers, giving it a rougher, tougher profile than most of its fellows on Wall Street. But perhaps the greatest irony of all, as Fred III often remarked, was that Betsey in the fullness of time proved to be just as big a snob as her mother-in-law, and spent long hours reading etiquette books and getting herself put on to charity committees as well - although never the same ones as Arabella.

The young couple settled down to a surprisingly tranquil existence; Betsey had been reared to look after her man, and look after him she did, in every possible way, running his home with an aplomb that impressed even Arabella. She was not only efficient, sharp and tough, she was warm and loving and a tender and caring mother to Baby Fred born in 1935 and Virginia in 1938. It was a source of great heartbreak to both her and Fred, who had planned for a huge family, that after the birth of Virginia, when Betsey very nearly died, the doctor insisted on a hysterectomy.

 



In lieu of more children Betsey demanded a new house. She liked the family home on East 80th into which they had moved, after the deaths of Fred’s parents within one year. But she had always hated the overgrown cottage Fred II had built near East Hampton, and she wanted something more substantial and to her taste.

‘All right, go and find yourself a mansion. Just don’t bother me with it until moving-in day. I’ll just sign things. All right?’

‘All right,’ said Betsey, and went and told the chauffeur she would be needing him that day to take her out to Long Island.

‘We move in tomorrow,’ she said to Fred one Thursday the following September. ‘You only have to let Hudson drive you out to the Hamptons in the evening, rather than come home here. I have clothes for you at the new house. I think you’ll like it.’

Fred did like it. Beaches stood proudly high on the white dunes, near a small inlet into which the ocean swung, creating two facing stretches of sand. It was a great white mansion of a place, built in the colonial style, with huge sweeping lawns at the back (studded with white peacocks, a long-time fantasy of Betsey’s ever since seeing Gone  with the Wind) dropping right down onto the white dunes. The house had three vast reception rooms, eight bedrooms, a playroom, a den; outside there was a tennis court, a pool and a pool house, a football patch for little baby Fred, a stable block, and a massive sun deck with a heated conservatory for when the breezes blew in a little too harshly from the Atlantic. Betsey had decorated the house with considerable restraint (given her natural rather excessive inclinations, to be seen in full flower in the gilded Louis Quinzerie of East 80th), and it was all shades of sea colours, pale blues and greens and every tone in between, with honey-coloured polished wooden floors, pale rugs, and a great deal of wicker and chintzy furniture. Fred and the children walked in and fell in love with it; and Fred told Betsey that night in bed as he tenderly began removing her nightdress, that if he had ever needed to be reassured that he had married the 101 per cent right person, Beaches and what she had done with it had clinched it for him.

 



Virginia in particular had always loved Beaches. It was a place where she and Baby and Betsey spent time on their own, in the school vacations, Fred visiting only at weekends, and she was removed from the relentless pressure of trying to please him, struggling to win his approval, to do better than Baby. She relaxed there, could be herself, enjoy quiet pleasures like walking by the sea, adding to her collection of shells, playing the piano, reading, riding sedately along the shore, without having to worry about her hands, her seat, her pony’s too slow pace. Virginia had two ponies, one she loved and was happy on, called Arthur, a round, placid little grey, and another she disliked and was afraid of called Nell, a dancing, prancing chestnut, a show pony whom Fred insisted she rode whenever he was there, alongside Baby on his equally spirited bay, Calpurnia. Fred would follow them on a huge chestnut hunter, watching them, urging them on: those rides were a nightmare. Virginia would sit, tense and uncomfortable, trying to convince herself that she had Nell under control, dreading Fred’s shout of ‘Come along then, off we go, come on Virgy, kick on, kick on’, the petrifying fear as Nell stretched out into the gallop, the dread of falling, the greater one of being run away with. Baby would fly ahead, whipping Calpurnia, whooping with pleasure; Fred would canter along beside her, urging her to keep up, and even in her terror she could sense his irritability, his contempt. She used to arrive back at the house shaking, sweating, grey-faced with exhaustion, often physically sick (refusing just the same to allow Betsey to know how afraid she was, lest she spoke to Fred about it), thankful only that it was over for  the day, perhaps even for the whole weekend. But during the week she would saddle up Arthur and set out alone, simply walking, or trotting easily and happily on the ocean edge and riding, she knew, a great deal better.

 



Baby, who would in the fullness of time become Fred IV, had been called Baby Fred from birth, and had become just plain Baby at Harvard, even though he was (fortunately for his reputation) six feet four inches tall and the most brilliant halfback of his generation. He was not, so far, showing quite every sign of being a worthy successor to the bank; he was clever, quick and charming, but he had a considerable aversion to hard work, only passed his exams by the time-honoured method of last-minute crash swotting, was permanently overdrawn at the bank, and spent a great deal of time not only on the sports field and the tennis court, but at parties, dances and the Delphic Club where his considerable dramatic talents found great expression in the Hasty Pudding Theatricals. He also was to be found extremely frequently in the arms (and the beds when he could accomplish it) of the very prettiest girls. He had his grandfather’s golden looks, thick, blond hair, dark blue eyes, wonderful, flashing, infectious smile, and something too of Fred II’s immense joie de vivre  and somewhat irresponsible dedication to the pursuit of pleasure. Fred III, who had vivid memories of his father, and had heard much folklore about the appalling mess he had thrown Praegers into during the early part of his rule, was haunted occasionally by seeing a similar pattern evolving for Baby. But his anxiety was tempered by a pride in and love for Baby that was literally blindingly intense. Virginia, arguably cleverer, certainly harder working, more responsible, morally impeccable, would have died happy for half such indulgence from her father.

Betsey would upbraid Fred for his insensitivity, and bend almost double over-praising everything Virginia did - but it didn’t help. Even her looks, which were stunning - her waterfall of thick, dark hair shot with auburn, her perfect heart-shaped face, straight little nose, sweetly curving mouth, and her extraordinary large, brown-flecked golden eyes (‘Like a lioness’s’ as Betsey remarked gazing into them enraptured soon after the baby was born) - did not please him. ‘Bad luck,’ he would say, ‘Baby getting the Praeger looks. Virgy takes after my mother.’

Her father’s dismissal of everything she did, every accomplishment, every talent, hurt Virginia every day of her life. In theory she  should have hated him and hated Baby; in fact, against all logic, she loved Fred more than anyone in the world, and tried to please him - and hero-worshipped Baby. It said a great deal about a certain insensitivity in Baby that he remained oblivious to much of her anguish.

 



Fred’s occasional anxiety over his son was currently greatly eased; Baby had fallen in love with a most suitable girl, who was having a gratifyingly sober effect on him. Mary Rose Brookson, whose father was in real estate, had an icy beauty, spoke five languages and had graduated Phi Beta Kappa in Fine Arts and English Literature; she would have had a sobering effect on anyone. Virginia found Mary Rose at best awe-inspiring and at worst dislikeable: Mary Rose went to a great deal of trouble putting her rather ostentatiously at her ease, and asked her slightly patronizingly about her studies whenever she saw her. But Virginia could also see that she was a most restraining influence on Baby and his excesses, and should she be given the opportunity, would be the perfect consort for Baby, queen over his dinner table, make all the right contacts and connections. And no doubt provide him with several very aristocratic heirs to the dynasty.

 



Virginia’s future too was not exactly unsettled; Fred III had drawn up a settlement on her that made dizzy reading for any prospective suitor. $1m when she was twenty-one, in stocks and bonds, a further $1m in trust until her twenty-fifth birthday and a 2½ per cent share in the bank’s profits when she was thirty or when Baby inherited it, whichever came later.

 



When Virginia was seventeen she came out, presented by her father at the Junior Assemblies Infirmary Ball. She was among the two or three most beautiful girls there (and even Fred went so far as to tell her she looked very pretty). But Baby, who was also there, was easily the most handsome man. Blond, blue-eyed, with a knee-weakening smile and shoulders broad enough to lay a girl on, as some wag had once said, he was, not unnaturally, the focus of the mothers’ attention as well as their daughters’. And although he got very drunk and spent half the evening trying to get Primrose Watler-Browne’s knickers off in the cloakroom, nobody ever heard about it; Virginia, who was quietly and discreetly sick in the ladies’ after her two glasses of champagne had mixed rather badly with the glass of Dutch courage in the form of a beer Baby had given her before they left the house, was  severely reprimanded by her mother who heard about it from another debutante’s mother.

But if nothing could shake Virginia’s adoration of her brother, at least the feeling was mutual. Baby might not have been aware of her problems, but he loved her dearly in return, and one of the most important things he had been able to do for her was make her early days at college happy. When she arrived at Wellesley, he went out of his way to take care of her, to introduce her to all his friends and to see she had a really good time. Virginia was not one of the stars of her year, but she was quietly happily popular; and removed from a constant position under Fred III’s heavy eye, happier and more confident than she had ever been.

 



Baby Praeger and Mary Rose Brookson became officially engaged at the end of August. There was a lavish party for them to celebrate, and Mary Rose stood hanging onto Baby’s arm in a rather predatory way throughout the evening. People kept saying how well matched they were, and what a perfect couple they made, but Virginia found it harder and harder to agree; Baby was so warmly, easily charming, and Mary Rose was tense and almost painfully formal. She was undoubtedly beautiful, but in a slightly chilly way; she had ice-blonde hair and pale blue eyes, and her fine, fair skin showed tiny blue veins through it on her temples. She was extremely thin, and very chic; she dressed for the most part in stark, rather severe clothes, but for the party she wore a dress from Oleg Cassini in navy silk chiffon, small-waisted and long-sleeved, draped from the waist; everyone said it was gorgeous but Virginia thought it was a middle-aged dress. Betsey had a very large photograph framed for the upstairs drawing room at East 80th; every time Virginia looked at it she felt depressed.

 



The wedding took place in June of 1957, at St Saviour’s East Hampton, and in a vast cream and peach marquee on the lawn of the Brookson house near the South Shore; Mary Rose wore cream silk with real cream roses in her hair and looked charming. Virginia, who was the only grown-up attendant, was totally eclipsed by the ten tiny flower girls, none of them older than six, dressed in cascades of cream and pink frills. Mary Rose had insisted that Virginia’s dress was exactly the same, despite her plea for something simple, and in all the wedding photographs she looked, despite her determined smile, uncomfortable and overdressed.

The best man, Bink Strathmore, Baby’s room-mate from Harvard,  had just got engaged himself and was so deeply in love he could hardly bear to stand away from his fiancée and close to Virginia for even the duration of the photographs; and when Fred III got up to make a speech (despite the irregularity of such an event) he made a great deal of how proud he was of Baby, a perfect son, and how equally proud of Mary Rose, her charm, her beauty and in particular her brains, and if ever a female was to persuade him that she be allowed to enter the board rather than the boardroom of the bank, it would be her. ‘Which is not to say that even in a hundred, a thousand years such a thing will happen,’ he finished to much laughter and applause.

Later, he led Baby to the piano, his tap shoes in his spare hand, and asked Virginia to come and dance with him. She was in fact a brilliant tap dancer; it was her one accomplishment that Fred III was truly proud of, and he made her teach him to tap dance too. Virginia and Fred Praeger doing ‘You’re the Tops’, accompanied on piano by Baby, was one of the more privileged sights of New York. Charmingly, graciously, but firmly this time Virginia refused. Fred had to do ‘You’re the Tops’ on his own.

It was the first time she had ever got the better of him; the pleasure of that slightly eased the pain she had endured all through the long, humiliating day.

 



Virginia went back to college feeling depressed. She felt she had lost Baby and it was time she had someone of her own. She graduated Phi Beta Kappa, in Fine Arts, and spent the summer attending the weddings of her friends. By October she felt she could have conducted a wedding ceremony and organized a reception for five hundred in her sleep.

 



‘So what did you think of Mary Rose’s apartment?’ said Charley Wallace to her at a drinks party in the Hamptons one golden autumn Sunday. Virginia had not intended to go to the party, she had promised Baby a game of tennis, but she had had a headache and pulled out of the game, and then been dragooned by Betsey into accompanying her to the party.

‘Well,’ she said carefully, for Charley was a close friend of Mary Rose’s, ‘it’s a very nice apartment. Very nice.’

‘Yes, but isn’t she just the cleverest thing to have found Celia before anyone else?’

‘Celia who?’ said Virginia, slightly absently. She was wondering if she could possibly persuade herself that Charley with his dropaway  chin and braying laugh was attractive (given that he was about the only unmarried or un-about-to-be-married) man in New York State and possibly the whole of the United States of America that autumn.

‘Celia del Fuego,’ said Charley, and then seeing Virginia’s blank look said, ‘Don’t say she didn’t tell you? Most people can’t stop boasting about using her.’

‘Charley,’ said Virginia, ‘this is very intriguing. Exactly who is Celia del Fuego? Some smart new shrink or something?’

‘No of course not,’ said Charley, ‘Mary Rose is far too together to need a shrink. Yet anyway,’ he added with a just slightly sharp twitch of his mouth; Virginia promptly decided she liked him more than she had thought. ‘Celia’s an interior designer. Really terribly smart. She’s done Bunty Hampshire’s house, and Sarah Marchmont’s apartment, weren’t you at college with her sister, oh and she might be doing Kenneth’s new salon, and they say that Mrs Bouvier, you know, Jackie’s mother, has been talking to her. And her stuff’s all over House and Garden, apparently.’

‘How on earth do you know all this?’ said Virginia curiously. Charley didn’t seem quite the kind of person to know about fashionable designer people.

‘Oh, my mother’s having her penthouse done,’ said Charley, ‘and Celia’s going to do it for her. That’s how I found out she did Mary Rose’s. Maybe Mary Rose doesn’t want you to know. Maybe she wants you to think she did it all herself. Promise you won’t tell her I told you.’

‘I promise,’ said Virginia absent-mindedly. She found the concept both of Mary Rose employing an interior designer and then keeping quiet about it highly tantalizing. It was very unlike her. Maybe it was because she felt as an expert on the visual arts she should be able to handle her own decor. Virginia stored the information away for future use; and resolved that on Monday morning, she would look up Celia in the classified section of House and Garden, and arrange to go and see her. She wasn’t sure why, but she found the prospect intriguing.

 



She met someone else at the party at the Hamptons that day: Madeleine Dalgleish, English and a distant relative of Mary Rose, but scarcely recognizable as such, and greatly more engaging. She was scatty, more than a little shy, and slightly odd-looking, very tall, and almost gaunt with dark, deep-set eyes and a large, hook-like nose; she had been charmed and touched by the attention and genuine interest shown in her by a young woman who she was assured by her hostess  was not only the greatest heiress of her generation but also inexplicably unattached.

Virginia had found her much the nicest person there and spent much of the party chatting to her, careful to avoid too much discussion on the subject of Mary Rose until Madeleine Dalgleish said, with the suggestion of a twinkle in her eye, that she was relieved to find all young American women were not as daunting as her own third cousin.

‘I was always rather frightened of Mary Rose,’ she said, holding out her glass to be refilled for the third time in the conversation (which was no doubt, Virginia thought, contributing to her frankness), ‘even when she was quite a little girl. She was always so extremely sure of herself. Although I’m sure she’ll make a wonderful wife for your brother,’ she added hastily.

‘I’m sure she will too,’ said Virginia, and changed the subject as soon as she decently could onto which parts of New York Mrs Dalgleish had and had not seen.

‘I’ll tell you where I’d really like to go,’ she said, ‘the Stock Exchange. My father was a stockbroker and I spent a lot of my childhood in the gallery at the London Stock Exchange. I’d love to compare notes.’

‘Well you must let me take you,’ said Virginia. ‘I spent a lot of my childhood in the one here. Why don’t we go along before lunch tomorrow? I don’t suppose it’s very different.’

‘How very kind,’ said Madeleine. ‘I’d love that, and you must let me buy you lunch afterwards.’

But the visit never took place; Madeleine had had to rush home to England to her young son, taken ill at Eton with appendicitis, and had missed the promised tour. She phoned Virginia, expressing genuine regret, and said when she returned, she would contact her again. Nine months later she was back, phoned the delightful Miss Praeger as promised and invited her to lunch at her hotel.

Virginia often reflected how frightening it was that her entire destiny had swung on the thread of fate that had given her a headache and sent her to that party.




Chapter 2

Virginia, 1958-9

‘There are two kinds of designer,’ Amanda Adamson said to Virginia, inspecting the patina on a Louis Quinze table closely as she spoke. ‘The major firms, like ourselves, and Macmillan and Parish Hadley, with a great many social clients and a considerable weight of staff, and then the small individual with the right contacts and a bit of luck.’

She straightened her sliver-thin body, in its Dior chemise-line dress in herringbone tweed, and glared at Virginia, her expression making it extremely plain what she thought of the smaller individuals and their dependence on luck. ‘Now if - and I do mean if - you join us, you will be a very small cog in a very large and powerful wheel. But that does not mean you will not be important. Our clients, coming as they do from the highest social spectrum, are used to everything, and I do mean everything, being The Best. From the china in which they are served their tea in this office, to the manners of the delivery drivers.’

‘Yes,’ said Virginia humbly. ‘Of course.’

Amanda Adamson sighed. ‘Most girls don’t of course recognize the good from the indifferent these days. I have to say that as your mother’s daughter, with your educational background, I am inclined to give you the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps you’d like to tell me why you want to pursue a career as an interior designer.’

‘Well,’ said Virginia simply, ‘I like beautiful houses and beautiful things, and I like people, and I - well I think it would be fun,’ she finished lamely.

Amanda Adamson looked at her more severely still.

‘My dear girl,’ she said, ‘this business is not, I assure you, about fun. Decorating is big business. I run this company like a Wall Street broker house. I have a staff of twenty. I have a highly complex  financial system. I never go over budget, I always deliver on time. I have furniture delivered here on memo, that is to say, on approval, worth thousands of dollars, and I have never returned anything even slightly damaged. I have clients right across the country. Only last week I arrived in Colorado with four forty-foot trailers of furniture. It may be satisfying, but it is not fun.’

‘No, I’m sure it’s not,’ said Virginia hastily. ‘I didn’t mean that. But I think it must still be wonderful, to see your ideas for a house, for a room, even, turn into reality. Like a picture coming to life. With people moving around in it, and liking it.’

Amanda Adamson’s face softened suddenly into humour. ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Yes. People. You know what drives people to me? Rather than saving thousands and thousands of dollars and getting it done themselves?’

‘No,’ said Virginia. ‘No I don’t.’

‘Terror,’ said Mrs Adamson. ‘Terror of appearing tasteless. Our role is to advise people and give them a house that stands up to the most minute examination from their friends. Or rather the people who come to their houses.’

‘Oh,’ said Virginia. ‘Oh, I see.’

‘People are very insecure,’ said Mrs Adamson. ‘Very insecure. It’s important to understand that.’

‘I think I know about insecurity,’ said Virginia, thinking of Mary Rose, so cultivated, so pretentious about taste and style, and yet driven to employ a decorator and then pass off the result as her own. ‘I’ve seen evidence of that very close to home.’

‘Oh really?’ said Amanda. She smiled at Virgina suddenly. ‘I think you’d do this job rather well. I have a good feeling about you. Would you like it?’

‘Oh I would,’ said Virginia. ‘I really really would.’

 



She found herself employed as a shopper at Adamsons; it was something of a misnomer, she felt, as most of the time she was not shopping at all, but tidying up the showroom, making coffee for clients, taking messages, picking up merchandise. But sometimes she was sent out to shop: to visit the wholesalers and pick out samples: ‘Six different blue linens, Virginia, different weights, for Mrs Macaulay’s cushions, and while you’re doing that, could you keep an eye open for lemon silk for the curtains.’ ‘Virginia, Mrs Blackhurst has changed her mind, she wants wool and silk mixture now, not slub, could you go and find the nearest to that green that she likes so much and if there’s a pattern,  try that as well.’ ‘Virginia, Mrs Waterlow wants red saucepans in her kitchen, not aluminium, could you try and track some down.’ ‘Virginia, Papp are sending three tables up on memo, could you just run in there and see if they have any silver frames we could use.’

This being in the days before the D. & D. building opened, and everything was more or less under one roof, the shopping was something of a challenge; many, indeed most of them, were contained more or less in the same area, around and about the Upper 50s and Third, but sometimes it was worth going down to the rag trade area and hunting there, and even to the Village; she was good at it, she often brought back something unexpected, witty, that delighted and charmed the spoilt, capricious women Adamsons spent its days making more spoilt and more capricious.

 



Virginia loved the new world she had found herself in; she loved its excesses, the shops like Karl Mann, who recoloured Monets to match clients’ carpets, and inserted people’s own pooches and/or ponies into reproductions of quite famous eighteenth-century paintings. She loved the flamboyant characters like Angelo Donghia and Joe Schmo, who had turned interior design into a branch of showbiz. She went to a party at Donghia’s house on 71st Street, taken by one of the designers at Adamsons; Donghia was a great champion of the young, a mentor of many young designers, and he was charming to her. She spent a starry evening talking to actors and fashion designers and journalists in the ballroom, with its white satin banquettes, and in the great mirrored hallway.

It was all new and glamorous and exciting, and yet she felt totally at home in it, absolutely in the right place; she knew she could make something of this world, and make something of it her own.

 



It was a potential client, the mother of her best friend at college, Tiffy Babson, who gave her the big idea. Mrs Babson said she had bought a cottage out at Connecticut, near Old Lyme, and she wanted help with the bedrooms. ‘The rest is just perfect, and I don’t want to change a thing, but the bedrooms are a nightmare. Could you ask Mrs Adamson if she would consider doing them?’

Virginia asked Mrs Adamson; Mrs Adamson said that she was extremely sorry, in tones that made it clear she was nothing of the sort, but she didn’t do bedrooms, as Virginia very well knew. ‘I would only consider doing a bedroom,’ she said, ‘for somebody extremely famous. Or of course the mother or the daughter of a very important client.  You can tell Mrs Babson that she won’t find anyone of any note at all doing bedrooms. I’m sorry.’

Virginia relayed this to Mrs Babson, as tactfully as she could; Mrs Babson was disappointed. Virginia looked at her.

‘Mrs Babson, I could - help a bit if you like. I mean we’d have to not tell Mrs Adamson, but I could certainly take a look at the cottage and make some suggestions, and maybe even get you some fabric for the drapes and so on.’

‘Virginia, that’d be wonderful!’ said Mrs Babson. ‘Come out this weekend and take a look.’

 



She went and took a look. The cottage was charming, right on the shore. Virginia drew up a colour board of blues and greens and whites, with some fabric samples she had hanging around the office, and did a sketch of each bedroom, complete with lights (brass ones, hanging on chains), white wicker furniture, and rugs on painted wood floors, marbled the colours of the ocean. Mrs Babson was enchanted, and asked her to take it a stage further; Virginia said she would shop around for the furniture and the rugs, but that it was more than her job was worth to actually make any purchases. ‘So it will have to be retail: expensive, I’m afraid.’

‘Never mind,’ said Mrs Babson. ‘I’ll be saving plenty on Mrs Adamson’s fee. Now Virginia, that doesn’t mean I expect you to do all this for nothing. You must bill me, just as if I was a regular client.’

Virginia said she wouldn’t hear of it, but that if Mrs Babson was happy with the end result, she could pass her name to her friends.

 



Mrs Babson did so; almost immediately a Connecticut neighbour, with a New York apartment as well, both in need of restyled bedrooms, approached her; and then another. Virginia liked doing bedrooms; they were more personal, less daunting than drawing rooms. She spent a great deal of time (as indeed she had learnt from Mrs Adamson) talking to her clients, establishing how they saw their bedrooms, whether they were simply somewhere to sleep, or somewhere to sit, chat, eat breakfast maybe, read. For one client she suggested a corner that was more than a corner, more of a study extension, separated from the main part of the bedroom with wicker screens; for another, a little girl who wanted to live in a tent, a four-poster with huge draped curtains; for a third she had an artist paint a trompe l’oeil of the ocean on a tiny bedroom wall in the Hamptons. What Virginia Praeger did with a bedroom, all the ladies said, was  make it speak louder for their personalities than the whole of the rest of the house put together.

And so VIP Bedrooms was born. Virginia said to Betsey that she had never thought to be pleased her middle name was Irene.

 



By the following autumn, Virginia felt the burgeoning of an altogether unfamiliar sensation: confidence. She had a growing list of clients, her appointment book was always full, the small study she had appropriated for herself on the garden floor of East 80th was swiftly proving inadequate as an increasing number of visitors stepped over the piles of fabric samples, paints, reference books to sit in front of her small desk and large drawing board and discuss their decor problems with her. At least one of her commissions, a small but enchanting studio apartment - strictly speaking beyond her bedroom brief - in the Village was being considered for inclusion in  Seventeen magazine. This was, she knew, due more to luck than anything; her client, a young designer, had a boyfriend who worked on the magazine. They were doing a supplement on single homes, and the assistant art director had been to see the apartment, loved its stark whiteness and its faithfulness to the studio style, and been impressed at the same time by the jokey trompe l’oeil on one huge wall of a door opening onto a close-up of the Statue of Liberty’s head. If that came off, Virginia knew she would be made. She told Fred III and Betsey about it over dinner one night; Betsey was immensely impressed and made all kinds of unsuitable offers of bringing flowers down to the apartment herself, and maybe even have Clarry the maid clean it.

‘Mother, you’re sweet, but I’m afraid Janey Banks - she’s my client - would see both those things as an insult. No, I’m sure if Seventeen  do it, they’ll be bringing in their own flowers and cleaners. It is exciting though, isn’t it?’

‘It’s wonderful,’ said Betsey. ‘And you are just the cleverest girl. Isn’t she, Fred?’

‘What’s that?’ said Fred, who was engrossed in a report in the Wall Street Journal on the relative effects on the Stock Exchange of Nixon or Kennedy’s arrival in the White House the following November.

‘I said Virgy was just the cleverest girl, getting her work into  Seventeen magazine.’

‘Well she hasn’t yet,’ said Fred. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it. And  Seventeen magazine, what’s so great about that? A broadsheet for teenagers. Wait till she’s in House and Garden, then I’ll be impressed.’

‘I’m afraid you won’t,’ said Virginia, getting up from the table. ‘Would you excuse me, Mother, I really have a lot of work to finish.’

‘Fred Praeger, you are just the pits,’ said Betsey, snatching the paper from his hands as Virginia closed the door rather slowly and quietly behind her. ‘How can you hurt her that way? She’s doing so well, and even if she wasn’t, don’t you think a little encouragement would be in order?’

‘I don’t believe in empty encouragement,’ said Fred. ‘If she’s going to run a business, she has to develop some guts, get a little thicker-skinned than that. Anyway, what’s she doing, telling a few people what colour their walls should be? Nothing very difficult about that. That’s not a career. She’s just filling in time as far as I can see, until she gets married. And frankly, Betsey, I’d a lot rather she did that. She’s twenty-one years old, it’s time she had a husband.’

‘Oh for heaven’s sake,’ said Betsey, ‘I never heard such old-fashioned nonsense. Why should she be in a hurry to find a husband?’

‘All girls should be in a hurry to find a husband,’ said Fred. ‘It’s what they’re here for.’

‘You’re wrecking her self-confidence. You always have.’

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ he said, ‘she’s just fine.’

‘She’s not fine.’

‘Well she seems fine to me. And when she gets a husband she’ll be even more fine.’

‘If you’re not careful,’ said Betsey, ‘she’ll get the wrong sort of husband. Just to put one over on you.’

 



Virginia was, in fact, although she would have died rather than admit it, looking out for a husband with increasing anxiety. Half her friends were married, the other half engaged; she was nowhere near either condition. She felt nervous, increasingly lacking in confidence about herself.

Her career had helped; the knowledge that she had succeeded in something, off her own bat. She no longer felt the complete no-no of a person who had left Wellesley more than a year ago. But she was surprised to find how little it really mattered. She was still uncertain of herself, or her ability to attract, to amuse - often, she thought, to feel. She looked ahead, sometimes, at her future, and saw herself growing older, unclaimed, undesired, increasingly desperate, and she was frightened. Then she would shake herself, tell herself she was only twenty-one, she was being ridiculous, she was successful in her  career, she had lots of friends, her life was full. Only it was full in the way she had never really wanted, her social life already slightly lopsided and awkward - fewer dinner parties, these days, more invitations to larger gatherings, where her singleness didn’t matter. Of course it was ridiculous, to be worried about such things at her age; but in 1959, in the circles in which she moved, they mattered. She didn’t necessarily have to be married, but she had to have someone she could be asked around with. And to have a sexual relationship with. Virginia knew that at her age she should have had some kind of sexual experience. It was very different from being a college virgin. And it was beginning to be embarrassing.

She had boyfriends; of course she did. But they were never right. Too brash, too quiet, too sporty, too dull. This one plain, this one a dandy, this one obsessed with money, that one with his career. None of them anywhere near perfect. And Virginia was a perfectionist. She was just not prepared to settle for anything mediocre, for compromise. What she wanted, she supposed, had to admit, was someone a bit like Baby: fun, charming, witty, attractive. That would be nice. Then she shook herself. ‘For heaven’s sake, Virginia Praeger. Can’t you do better than fall in love with your own brother?’

 



She had been going out for the past month or so with a banker, a solemn, rather intense young man called Jack Hartley. He was nice, in spite of his intensity, kind, interested in her, and good-looking in a dark, slightly heavy way. He took her to the theatre and to concerts, which he particularly enjoyed, and engaged her in long solemn conversations about politics and the state of the economy. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing. He kissed her a little earnestly when he took her home each night, and never tried to do any more. Then he got rather drunk one night, took her out to dinner and on the way home started caressing her breasts in the cab. Virginia sighed mentally and let him get on with it, thinking it was perhaps not such a high price to pay for having a reasonably acceptable escort. She wasn’t enjoying it, but it wasn’t unpleasant. As the cab pulled up outside the house, she said (more to show him she wasn’t shocked than for any more sexually acceptable reason), ‘Jack, do you want to come in for a nightcap?’

Jack Hartley looked at her and there was genuine surprise in his eyes.

She was puzzled but ignored it.

‘That would be nice,’ he said, ‘I’d like that very much.’

Up in her small sitting room, she handed him a bourbon, poured herself a glass of wine.

‘It’s been a really nice evening,’ she said, ‘thank you.’

‘I enjoyed it too. I - well, yes, I did.’

She sat down opposite him.

Jack looked at her a little nervously.

‘I - that is - would you -’

‘Would I what?’ said Virginia, her golden eyes dancing slightly mischievously.

‘Would you come and - and sit here? Next to me.’

‘Well - yes, all right.’

She knew what he was actually saying. She moved and waited. His arms went round her, the dutiful, almost automatic kissing began again. Virginia tried to respond. She wondered if there was anything she could think of that would make her feel more aroused. All she wanted was for it to be over, so she could get on with her wine, and then as soon as decently possible get rid of him and go to bed.

One of Jack’s arms was moving now, making its tentative way downwards. He stroked her breast for a while, then suddenly put his hand beneath her shirt and pushed it up towards its goal again, his fingers inside her bra, feeling for the nipple. Virginia kept her eyes tightly shut, her mind on the matter in hand. It was all right. There weren’t any of the darts of pleasure she had heard about, but it was all right. Then suddenly there was a darting violent pain, as the bracelet of his Rolex watch caught on the fabric of her bra, and pinched her flesh hard. She yelped, pushed him away, pulling her shirt down again.

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘sorry. It was -’ ‘hurting’ she had been going to say, but he didn’t give her a chance. He stood up suddenly, smoothing his jacket, straightening his tie.

‘It’s quite all right,’ he said, slightly harshly. ‘I should have expected it.’

‘Expected what?’ said Virginia, too intrigued to be embarrassed any more.

‘Oh - nothing,’ said Jack hastily.

‘Don’t be silly. What should you have expected? Jack, I want to know. Come on, if you don’t tell me I shall scream and my father will be down to horsewhip you.’

Jack looked genuinely terrified. ‘Really, Virginia, I didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.’

‘You didn’t offend me, Jack. But I still want to know what you meant just then.’

‘Oh - oh, hell, Virginia, it’s just that you have this rather strong reputation.’

‘For what?’

‘Oh - well, for being very - well, strict . . .’

‘Strict? Whatever do you mean?’

‘Well - oh, I don’t know. Old-fashioned. Er - moral, you know. There’s nothing wrong with that. Absolutely nothing. It’s a really good thing to be. A good reputation to have. Anyway, look, it’s late, I should go, I have a heavy day tomorrow. Goodnight, Virginia.’

‘Goodnight, Jack. Thank you for a really nice evening.’

She was too stunned to feel anything at all.

 



Later, lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, she felt alternately embarrassedly amused and humiliated. Here she was at twenty-one, rich, attractive and, in theory at any rate, a highly desirable proposition, and she was apparently a joke, a spinsterish by-word in frigidity, famous for her moral impregnability. It was a nightmare. She would never be able to confront her own social circle again. There she is, they would all be saying, all knowing nods and smiles, poor old sexless Virginia, locked into her chastity belt - funny that, when her brother’s so sexy, so terribly attractive; extraordinary really, they would be saying, she should have been married by now, all her contemporaries are, poor Virginia, what a shame, no one wanting her, everyone afraid of her, how did it happen, well at least she has her career, that’s something . . . on and on it went all night in her head, a dreadful litany of sexual failure. She was ready in the morning to get most publicly into bed with the first man she set eyes on. Whether she loved him, whether indeed she liked him or not.

In the event such drastic action was unnecessary. At ten o’clock her phone rang. It was Madeleine Dalgleish; she had returned to New York, and would very much like Virginia to lunch with her. Virginia walked into the Plaza, her head aching, her heart sore, miserably aware that she was doing nothing whatsoever to redeem her reputation by sitting down with a middle-aged lady from England, followed the maître d’ to Mrs Dalgleish’s table - and found herself gazing into the eyes of the most beautiful young man she had ever seen.

 



Virginia never ceased to wonder what would have happened to her life if she had met Alexander Caterham a day or two earlier, a week or two later; when she had been feeling less vulnerable, more composed. She would still have undoubtedly noticed his looks, admired his  clothes, enjoyed his charm; whether she would have reacted so strongly, so emotionally, was a matter for possible conjecture. In the event, she looked at him and her heart literally turned over: she fell in love. She had always doubted the feasibility of love at first sight; she had heard it described, discussed, debated, but she had not believed in it, had never experienced anything approaching it herself. Love to her was what she saw manifested by her parents, tenderness, loyalty, a high degree (in the case of her mother) of the setting aside of self, and a clear delight in each at being in the company of the other. She could not believe that anything so central to the complexities of two people could be accomplished, even recognized, in the space of a second. But that day, in the Palm Court of the Plaza, she felt she was at least partly wrong. Certainly for the very first time in her life she experienced a strong sense of sexual desire. Standing there, slightly nervous, looking at this man who had risen to greet her, she felt it, felt desire, a huge, hot bolt of pleasure lurching within her, and it was a physical shock, she was surprised by it, shaken, and (given the events of the past twelve hours) immensely relieved, almost amused by the timeliness of it, and she closed her eyes momentarily and waited for the room to steady, and then as it did, she took his outstretched hand and felt the heat and the shock again.

 



‘Alexander Caterham,’ he said, and his voice was quiet, resonant, Englishly musical. And so confused was she, so totally startled by her reaction to him that she quite literally forgot her own name and simply stood there, staring at him, trying to think of something intelligible to say.

Madeleine Dalgleish, amusedly half aware of what was happening, stood up too and said it for her: ‘Miss Praeger! How very very nice to see you again. I have told so many people in England how kind you were to talk at length to a boring old woman in a roomful of charming young people that your fame has spread the length of the country. Isn’t that right, Alexander?’

‘Indeed it is,’ said Alexander; and ‘What nonsense,’ said Virginia. ‘It was a pleasure, you were much the most interesting person at that dreary party, and I was so disappointed when you had to cancel me next day.’

‘Well,’ said Madeleine Dalgleish, ‘it is never too late, and Alexander and I would be delighted to be shown Wall Street and its environs whenever you have the time. Oh, how rude of me, Miss Praeger, this is Alexander Caterham. He had to come to New York on  business; his mother is an old friend of mine. I invited him to lunch, and then thought perhaps the two of you would not mind meeting.’

‘Of course not,’ said Virginia. ‘It’s very nice to meet you, Mr Caterham.’

He bowed slightly, his blue eyes exploring hers: ‘My pleasure entirely,’ he said.

‘Not Mr,’ said Madeleine quickly, slightly awkwardly, smiling. ‘Lord.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Virginia.

‘Alexander is the Earl of Caterham. Aren’t you, Alexander?’

‘I fear so,’ said Alexander. His eyes had still not left Virginia’s.

‘His mother and I came out together,’ said Madeleine Dalgleish with just a touch of complacency, ‘in 1920. We’ve been good friends ever since. Virginia dear, do sit down, and tell us what you’d like to drink.’

‘I think,’ said Alexander Caterham, ‘we should have champagne. To celebrate. I think this is a very special day.’

 



‘I don’t know New York,’ Alexander said to Virginia on the telephone next morning. ‘So you will have to forgive me if this is a crass suggestion. But I would really like to look at the city from the Empire State Building with you. And then perhaps I could buy you dinner. Would that be all right? Could you bear it?’

‘I think so,’ said Virginia, laughing. ‘The dinner sounds fine. The Empire State - well, we should maybe have a drink first. Let’s meet at the St Regis. In the King Cole Room.’

‘Very well. Thank you. Six thirty?’

‘Six thirty.’

He was waiting for her when she got there; she looked at him, in all his languid, English grace, and she wanted him even more, even harder, than she had the day before. Her anxieties, her insecurities about her sexuality had vanished as it they had never been; for the second time in twenty-four hours she felt a harsh stabbing deep within herself, a hot throb that was half pleasure, half pain. She closed her eyes, afraid he would see the hunger in them as he grazed his lips across her hot cheek, opened them to see his blue eyes tenderly exploring hers.

‘It’s extremely nice to see you again.’

‘Thank you. Did you - did you have a good day?’

‘It was all right. I spent most of it thinking about you.’

She was shaken, startled that he should say such a thing, a great  liquid wave of delight filling her, making her light-hearted, silly with pleasure.

‘What a waste of a day,’ she said quickly, flushing, thinking how awkward, how gauche she must sound.

‘Not at all. On the contrary. I can’t think of a more worthy way to spend it.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’ve ordered a bottle of champagne. I thought we’d need it.’

‘How lovely.’ Dear God, why couldn’t she say something intelligent, memorable?

‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘how many times have you been up the Empire State Building?’

‘Honestly,’ she said, ‘I don’t know. Probably about two dozen. Maybe more.’

‘How tedious for you.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘the company makes a difference.’

‘I’ll try to be good company.’

 



They stood on the eighty-sixth floor looking out at the electrically spangled sky of New York, the exquisite flowery shape of the Chrysler Building, the lights drifting down the river.

‘It’s beautiful,’ said Alexander. ‘I love it.’

‘I love it too,’ said Virginia. ‘And you should see it by day as well. It’s quite different. More startling.’

‘This is quite startling.’ He raised his hand, stroked her cheek.

Again, the stab of pleasure. She swallowed, then smiled.

‘I’m glad you like it. We’re surprisingly sensitive, we New Yorkers. We need to be admired.’

‘You must get a lot of admiration.’

‘Well. Some.’

‘Let’s go and have dinner. And I can admire you.’

She had suggested the Lutèce; in the absence of knowledge of anywhere else, he had agreed. It was a measure of her father’s standing in the city that she was able to get a table at twenty-four hours’ notice; Alexander was not to know that two weeks was more normal and could not be impressed, but he was charmed and pleased by the menu and the wine list.

‘This is as good as Paris,’ he said.

‘And why shouldn’t it be?’

‘Don’t be touchy.’

‘We are touchy, we Yankees. I told you. We like to be admired.’

‘I’m very admiring.’

He was easy to talk to; relaxed, interested, interesting. He talked a lot: he told her about his life in England (very feudal, he said with an almost-ashamed smile) in the great family house. He talked for a long time about the house with its parks and farmland, its lodges and its stables, its perfect eighteenth-century gardens: an exceptionally fine Palladian building, he said, designed by Robert Adam, gardens by Capability Brown, commissioned by the third Earl after he had burnt the original Elizabethan house down, smoking in bed in a drunken stupor; Hartest House, it was called: ‘And so lovely it still brings tears to my eyes, when I see it again after being away.’

She looked at him, surprised at such poetry; he smiled at her.

‘I’m very sentimental. Family failing.’

‘Do you have any pictures of it?’

‘No, nothing could do it justice. I like to carry its picture around in my head. But I could send you one, if you like.’

‘I would like. And is it yours, this beautiful house?’

‘Oh it is. Yes. All mine.’

‘What happened to your father?’

‘He died,’ he said shortly. ‘Two years ago. What about your father?’

She told him: how hard she tried to win her father’s praise; how he was always watching Baby, how occasionally, when she had been little, he had taken her on his knee and said, ‘You’re pretty good - for a girl’; how afraid she was of riding with him, how he ignored her school successes, despised her new career.

He listened, politely, smiling rather amusedly; after a while, when she was describing some particularly terrible defeat at Baby’s hands, he threw back his head and laughed.

‘Why are you laughing?’

‘Because it’s so silly. Because you haven’t had a hard time at all. Not really.’

‘I know it wasn’t hard exactly. But it mattered to me. Terribly. All things are relative, after all.’

‘Of course. But you see, I had a really hard time. What you had to endure sounds like paradise to me.’

‘All right, Lord Caterham, tell me about your hard time.’

‘Oh,’ he said, looking distant, ‘it doesn’t make very pretty hearing. I was sent away to school at seven. Got beaten a lot. Got bullied. Hardly ever saw my mother. Never got cuddled, loved, tucked up in bed at night. Except by my nanny, of course. And that was the good part.’

A wave of tenderness and sorrow swept over Virginia. She put her hand over his. ‘It sounds very sad.’

‘It was. A bit.’ He smiled at her suddenly, a sweetly sad touching smile. Virginia felt her heart wrung.

‘And nobody ever made it up to you?’

‘Not really. Not yet. I’m hoping to find someone who will. One day.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ said Virginia.

 



He stayed in New York for three weeks and saw her nearly every day. She showed him the city, introduced him to her friends, invited him to dinner at the house on East 80th, when Fred III had slightly grudgingly and half-heartedly taken to Alexander and invited him to spend his last weekend at the house in East Hampton. Alexander had accepted graciously. Betsey was in a ferment of anxiety - what should they eat, whom should he meet, what should they do? Baby and Mary Rose were invited, but Mary Rose had a big dinner party on the Saturday; she said graciously that they would drive out for Sunday lunch. ‘So what do you think for Saturday night?’ Betsey said anxiously to Virginia. ‘A formal dinner? Fork supper? Or should we just have a quiet evening, the four of us? And should we put him in one of the big double guest rooms, or a single one? I don’t want him to think we’re just dumping him in any old room.’

‘Mother, for a woman who’s entertained le tout New York for thirty years you’re behaving very strangely,’ said Virginia, laughing. ‘I’ll tell you what would be nice, why don’t we ask Madeleine Dalgleish? She’s still here, and I’m sure she’d be pleased to come. And of course put him in a single room. Just don’t worry about it. I can almost hear Daddy saying it: He’s only a friend of Virginia’s.’

 



She was in an intensely emotional state, feverish with excitement, dizzy with love, fretful at Alexander’s lack of action. He talked and listened to her a great deal, he phoned her three times a day, he told her she was beautiful, that he loved being with her, he kissed her goodnight in an almost chaste way after seeing her home: but that was all. Virginia thought of all the boys and their fumbling fingers, their over-enthusiastic kisses, and looked back in wonder at her own icy responses; here she was, melting (literally, she sometimes felt), shaken with desire, aware of her body and its behaviour, its hungers, in a way she had never known, or dreamt of knowing, and no release, no answer to any of it. She was in despair; Alexander obviously saw her  as a kind, sympathetic sister, or friend; probably he had some nobly born creature at home, waiting for him, and he was simply passing the time with her. She wondered if he realized how very much she wanted him, adored him: please God he didn’t. That would be utter, total humiliation. That would be dreadful.

She withdrew from him slightly towards the end of that last week, eager to appear cool, disinterested; she could sense his puzzlement, his desire to engage her attention again, and it pleased and soothed her. But she had decided that if nothing happened over this weekend, if he didn’t do or say something that indicated he regarded her in some way other than as an agreeable, albeit close, friend she would have to put him and her passion for him aside; she would die rather than appear to be chasing after him.

 



He arrived on Saturday morning; they had a long, boozy lunch in the garden, and then went walking on the South Shore. Alexander took her hand, raised it to his lips and kissed it; Virginia had to restrain herself by an act of sheer physical will from hurling herself into his arms.

‘This is a lovely, lovely place,’ he said. ‘And your parents’ house is beautiful. I love it.’

‘It can hardly compare with Hartest, surely,’ said Virginia.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s different. It’s like comparing you with - well, with the Queen of England.’

‘Thanks,’ said Virginia, laughing.

‘No, it’s not such a silly comparison. She’s regal and important and immensely steeped in tradition. Like Hartest. You’re young and lovely and unfettered and free. Like this place. I love you both.’

‘Me and Queen Elizabeth?’

‘No, you and this beach.’

‘Shore.’

‘Sorry. Shore.’

‘Did you ever meet the Queen?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said carelessly, ‘several times. I wouldn’t count her among my intimate friends. But yes, I have met her. At functions. The Derby once.’

‘You must,’ said Virginia, her eyes dancing, ‘tell my mother.’

 



‘Alexander has met the Queen,’ she announced at dinner.

Betsey had just taken a mouthful of chicken; she choked.

‘Queen Elizabeth?’ she said, a glass of water and a great deal of back-thumping later.

‘Both of them.’

‘Both?’

‘Both. The current one and her mum.’

‘And - and - what - well, how -’ Betsey was silenced, scarlet with awe.

‘What she means is,’ said Fred III mildly, ‘what is she like? Does she breathe in the normal way, walk by putting one foot in front of another, chew her food, go to the bathroom, that kind of thing.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Fred,’ said Betsey. ‘You’re making me sound like an American.’

‘Funny, I thought you were one.’

‘Not only Americans ask those questions,’ said Alexander, smiling. ‘The English are equally fascinated by her. Whenever I tell anyone I’ve met her I get bombarded by questions. She’s very nice. Much prettier than she looks in her pictures. A bit shy. Maybe a bit bossy. But then I suppose she would be. It’s her mother I really like. She’s a wonderful old bird. A bit vulgar, but wonderful.’

Virginia could see Betsey shaping up to ask how a queen could possibly be vulgar and looked across the table at Madeleine. ‘Mrs Dalgleish, how do you feel about a game after dinner? Shall we have a Scrabble match, England versus the United States? I warn you, I was Scrabble champion at Wellesley,’ she added to Alexander.

‘You never beat me and Baby, though,’ said Fred.

‘Baby cheats. He makes up words.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Fred. He scowled at her. Betsey turned quickly to Alexander.

‘Do they play Scrabble in your country?’ she said.

‘They do,’ said Alexander, ‘I don’t.’

‘Oh,’ said Betsey, confused.

‘I’m quite quite hopeless at any kind of board game. Especially Scrabble. But I’d love to watch you. Really.’

‘Oh no,’ said Virginia. ‘No of course not. Is there anything you’d rather do?’

He fixed his dark blue, intense eyes on hers. There was an odd expression in them that she couldn’t read; she looked away.

‘I’m sorry to be a party pooper,’ he said, ‘but I honestly think that I shan’t be good for much. I was working until three this morning, and that walk this afternoon, and this marvellous claret has made me rather sleepy. I’m so sorry . . .’

He went upstairs to bed at ten thirty; they all assured him they were tired too, and were delighted to have an early night. Fred waited  until he heard the door shut and then said what a pity Baby hadn’t been there, to make the evening go. Virginia, who had allowed herself to fantasize that Alexander might have been planning to get everyone into bed early, so that he could come and find her when they were all asleep, waited staring into the darkness for over an hour and a half and then cried herself to sleep.

 



Baby and Mary Rose arrived next day at lunchtime, late, and clearly in foul tempers. Betsey was tense, she had insisted on a formal four courses in the dining room, rather than a light lunch on the porch, and everyone pushed most of the food around their plates and returned it uneaten. Fred III was irritable because his golf game had gone badly; Madeleine Dalgleish had gone for a walk in the morning, got back late and was still flustered; Baby was morose; Mary Rose sat next to Alexander and flirted with him until Virginia thought she really might be sick; and Virginia herself was awkward, afraid to say anything in case it sounded crass or - worse - a piece of competing flirtation.

After lunch they all went and snoozed on the porch; Fred, miraculously restored, woke them all at four and said who was going to walk. ‘I will,’ said Alexander. ‘I’d like that very much.’

‘Good. Virgy baby, are you coming?’

‘No,’ said Virginia, closing her eyes again. She had an appalling headache.

 



They got back an hour later, beaming.

‘That was great,’ said Fred III happily. ‘Nothing like a walk. And you know what, Virginia? Alexander here has a real passion for Busby Berkeley movies. Well, why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I didn’t know,’ said Virginia, feeling foolish. Her headache was no better.

‘I told him we’d do “The Tops” for him. Go and get your tap shoes, honey. Baby, come on, to the piano.’

‘Oh Dad, I can’t.’

‘Course you can. Come on.’

Baby got up good-naturedly and stumbled sleepily towards the house. ‘Come on, Sis. Keep the old man happy.’

‘No,’ said Virginia. ‘No, honestly. I just don’t feel like it. Alexander doesn’t want to see me dancing. And don’t call me Sis. You know I hate it.’

‘Oh, I’d love to see you dance,’ said Alexander, smiling at her. ‘Really. Please, Virginia. It sounds as if it would be wonderful.’

‘It isn’t,’ she said, getting up reluctantly, seeing that giving in was easier than resisting. ‘But all right.’

 



She got through it. She felt stupid, ridiculous even, but she got through it. Baby played carefully, following her, seeing she was nervous; Fred III was in great form. Afterwards Alexander clapped and said, ‘That was wonderful. You have a real talent,’ and she felt sillier still. She was just bending down to undo her tap shoes when she saw Mary Rose lean towards him and whisper something in his ear. He smiled at her. Virginia froze, locked in a dreadful misery and jealousy. Babe gave her a gentle shove. ‘Go on, Blessed. Move.’

‘Don’t call me that,’ said Virginia furiously.

‘What did you call her?’ asked Mary Rose, intrigued.

‘Blessed,’ said Baby, who was still drunk from lunch. ‘With two syllables, as you can hear. It was a nickname from college, wasn’t it, darling?’

‘Baby, please shut up,’ said Virginia. ‘Please.’

‘How intriguing,’ said Mary Rose. ‘What did it mean?’

‘Oh, it was short for -’

‘Baby, please -’

‘The Blessed Virginia.’

‘Sounds all right to me,’ said Alexander politely.

‘No, that’s not all of it. The Blessed Virginia, our Lady of Tomorrows. It was a reference to Virginia’s extremely virginal state. At the time. She was famous for it. Of course nobody knows if -’

‘Baby!’ said Fred sharply. ‘That will do. Virginia, go and find Beaumont and ask him to bring in some drinks -’

But Virginia was gone. Flying out of the room, across the hall, up the stairs, hot, ashamed, blinded with tears, her humiliation total. She ran into her room, slammed the door, locked it, threw herself on her bed. Some great wave of hurt had caught in her throat, she couldn’t even cry. She just lay there, hurting, mortified, not knowing what to do. After what seemed like hours there was a knock at the door.

‘Virginia. It’s Baby. I’m sorry. Please let me in.’

‘No,’ said Virginia. ‘No. Go away.’

More silence. Baby’s footfalls receding. Then different ones, slower, more tentative. A gentle knock.

‘Virginia. It’s Alexander. Please open the door.’

‘No.’

‘Then I shall stay outside until nature drives you out.’

She lay for a moment, thinking. Then, half smiling blotchily, half shamefaced, she went to the door.

‘You’d have had a long wait. I have my own bathroom.’

‘Can I come in?’

‘I suppose so.’

He put his arm round her, walked her to the bed. She sat down heavily and he sat down beside her.

‘I don’t see why you’re quite so upset. It didn’t seem such a bad nickname to me. Rather sweet in fact. You should have heard some of mine.’

‘Oh,’ she said, smiling shakily again, ‘you and your childhood.’

‘Yes, well you know what I think about yours.’

‘It wasn’t just the name. It was - well, everything. Having to dance for you. Baby winning as usual. Vile Mary Rose.’

‘Vile?’

‘Vile. She always puts me down. She hates me.’

‘She seems all right to me. A little icy perhaps.’

‘Oh well. I can see you like her.’

‘Not particularly. The people I like best in your family are your mother and you.’

‘Oh,’ she said dully.

‘You’re not so - well, so sure of yourselves.’

‘Oh.’ There was a silence. Virginia wondered if this was the nearest she was going to get to a declaration of love. Probably.

He suddenly turned her to face him, looked into her eyes.

‘Are you still a virgin?’ he said.

Virginia was stunned, literally deprived of breath. She stared at him. ‘Why?’

‘I’d like to know.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s a very personal question.’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes it’s a personal question, or yes you are?’

‘Both.’

‘I thought you were,’ he said. ‘Look - there’s no real connection. But will you marry me?’




Chapter 3

Virginia, 1960

They were to be married the following April in New York. Betsey and Fred begged and pleaded with her to have the reception on Long Island, but Virginia refused. She didn’t explain why: that the wedding, however careful she was, would seem like a carbon copy of Baby’s to Mary Rose. If it had been possible, she would have married quietly in a register office, or run away to England, but Alexander said countesses had proper weddings, with their parents’ blessing. He appeared not to fully appreciate the oddness of his own mother’s missing the ceremony.

Alexander was a wonderfully attentive and considerate fiancé: he insisted on speaking to her father, on their talking to her mother together; he went along with Betsey’s insistence on an engagement party, flying back to New York after a brief trip home to see to matters there; he was charming to all the endless Praeger relatives; he took her to Van Cleef and Arpel’s to choose a ring (‘nothing flashy,’ she said, ‘nothing like Mary Rose’s,’ and the result was tiny rings of diamonds round tinier ones of ruby, and then still smaller ones of sapphire, specially commissioned to her rather rambling description), he went along with all Fred and Betsey’s suggestions for the wedding (service at St John the Divine, luncheon for four hundred at East 80th, the conservatory extended by a marquee).

Alexander’s contribution to the guest list was modest: immediate family none (he was an only child, his father dead, his mother, he explained carefully, eccentric, rather frail and virtually a recluse); he invited an ancient maiden aunt, his widowed godfather and two dozen close friends with their husbands or wives. ‘It’s either that, or we charter a jumbo jet and bring the whole of England,’ he explained to Virginia. ‘I am planning a huge party when we get home, two actually, one in London, one at Hartest to introduce you to everybody, and we  shall have to have a jamboree for everyone on the estate as well. Much better to wait.’

Virginia, mildly surprised, particularly by the non-attendance of his mother, agreed; she was too happy and too much in love to push him or question him on anything.

‘Can’t I come over before the wedding?’ she said. ‘Can’t I come and see Hartest? Meet your mother? I really would be much happier.’

‘I don’t want that,’ he said, kissing her. ‘I want you to come to it as my bride, as the Countess of Caterham, mistress of the house. I want it to be perfect. For you. And for me.’

‘Well,’ she said, kissing him back, ‘I like the sound of the mistress bit, at least. But your mother - surely, Alexander, if she won’t come to the wedding, I should go and meet her. It seems so wrong that she won’t set eyes on me even until after we’re married. I can’t believe she wouldn’t feel happier that way.’

‘Virginia, you must let me be the judge of my mother’s behaviour,’ said Alexander, and for the very first time she saw a chilliness in his eyes. ‘She is a difficult and very private person. She doesn’t like people. She certainly doesn’t like crowds. At the moment, I have to say, she is expressing a little - hostility towards the idea of my marriage.’

‘Hostility? Oh, Alexander, why?’ said Virginia, a cloud of anxiety drifting across her bright happiness. ‘Do you know? And don’t you think she’d be less hostile if she met me, if I made the effort?’

‘No I don’t,’ said Alexander. ‘I’m sorry, darling, but I really do urge you to trust me on this one.’

 



She never forgot her first sight of Hartest House. Alexander had brought a great stash of photographs from England for her and she had looked at it in silence and awe: a great, perfect palace of a house settled exquisitely into the lavish, rolling Wiltshire countryside.

‘Adam said what he worked for was movement in architecture,’ said Alexander, ‘a sense of rising and falling: Hartest for me does not just move, it flies.’ A wide house, it was, perfectly proportioned, built in the Palladian style, with curving porticos, wide terraces, tall windows, the whole centred around a rotunda which formed the heart of the house, echoed in the great dome on its roof; ‘and here, you see, in the rotunda, one of the most famous double flying staircases in England, people come from all over the world to see that staircase’; and the grounds were as exquisite, miles of parkland, studded with sheep and deer, a Palladian bridge set at one end of the lake - ‘there  are black swans on that lake as well as white’, a river curving languorously through woodland (‘the Hart, our own river’); ‘the photographs cannot do it justice,’ said Alexander, ‘the stone is pale, pale grey, the colour of fine mist, and even on a dark, rainy day it seems somehow to shine.’

‘I cannot imagine,’ said Virginia, laughing, ‘what my mother will say when she sees these. I think she’ll have a coronary.’

But Betsey didn’t. She looked at the pictures in silence and then at Virginia, and then she said quietly, ‘It’s a very big house for a little girl.’

She was very subdued for the rest of the evening. It was left to Fred to admire the house (and insist on putting a price on it) and for Mary Rose to exclaim over its ‘exquisite proportions’, its ‘magnificent grandeur’ and its ‘overwhelming vistas’. Baby was totally silent on the subject.

 



Baby was totally silent on the subject of the wedding altogether. He kissed Virginia when she told him, said he hoped she’d be very happy, and that Alexander was a lucky man, and never said another word about it, apart from discussing his role as best man (an extraordinary request, it was felt, from Alexander, who must have had a close friend of his own, but which Betsey insisted was an example of English charm and thoughtfulness, involving his new family) and initiating Alexander into such American marriage rituals as the Bridal Dinner (which was held at the Racquet Club) attended by the bride, groom, ushers and attendants, and where lavish gifts were exchanged. (Virginia gave her bridegroom a gold watch on a platinum chain from Cartier; the twelve small flower girls were all given gold link bracelets, the twelve ushers Gucci belts; Alexander presented Virginia with a small Victorian locket which had belonged, he said, to his mother. Betsey was a trifle embarrassed by the modesty of the present and kept telling Fred afterwards that the English were different.) The bachelor dinner for twenty-four, also thrown at the Racquet Club, was a subdued affair; Alexander promised to do his best to enter into the spirit of the thing, he told Virginia, but was done for by midnight. ‘The guy’s got no balls,’ Baby reported to Mary Rose in the morning; Mary Rose told him not to be disgusting.

 



As the months went by, Virginia felt herself in an increasingly dreamlike state. She tried to continue to work, but it was difficult; in any case she had to wind her business down. The initial intensely  romantic passion she had felt for Alexander did not fade; she was obsessed by him. But beneath the passion, the romance, just occasionally she felt an odd unease, a disquiet which however hard she tried, she could find no substance in, no reason for. It was certainly not because of any fault, any lack of tenderness or lovingness on his part: quite the reverse. He loved her, adored her even, and he told her so every day, often several times a day; he was almost absurdly romantic, writing her long letters whether he was in England or New York, sending her flowers on every possible pretence of an anniversary (a month since we met, a week since we became engaged, six weeks since we bought the ring, two months since you said you loved me). He was a passionate reader, and he liked to read aloud to her, particularly poetry; Donne, he told her, came closest to his heart, to describing how he felt. He had the beautiful elegy ‘On Going to Bed’ (the one containing the words ‘Oh, My America! My new found land’) written out most exquisitely by a calligrapher, and framed for her; he commissioned a portrait of her, in the dress she had worn when he met her, and had a miniature painted as well, which he carried with him everywhere, ‘in my breast pocket, next to my heart’. And yet, despite his undoubted and great love for her, despite her own intense feelings, there was this slight unease somewhere in her consciousness. Trying to analyse it one evening, after he had gone back to his hotel, she decided the nearest to it was a sense of fantasy, a lack of reality in their relationship. Then she stifled the thought, told herself not to be absurd, that the life ahead of her was indeed perfect, or as near to perfect as real life could be, and that she was crazy to be looking for flaws in it.

 



The other thing which disturbed her a little was his extraordinary passionate love for Hartest. He spoke of it as if it was a person, a woman, or perhaps a beloved child. His voice changed when he talked of it, became deeper, more resonant; and once, when she dared to criticize his attitude, even to tease him about it just a little, he became angry and cold.

‘Hartest is all the world to me,’ he said, ‘I love it more than I can possibly describe. You have to accept that, learn what it means to me.’

‘More than I do, I sometimes feel,’ said Virginia, ‘and what would you do if I didn’t like it?’

‘I have to tell you I think I would find it hard to go on loving you,’ said Alexander, smiling rather coolly at her.

‘And if you had to choose between us?’

‘I’m afraid that would be intolerable,’ he said. ‘You take me, Virginia, you take Hartest. It is part of me, part of my heart.’

‘So it would be Hartest, not me?’

‘This is a ridiculous conversation,’ he said, and his eyes were suddenly quite hard. ‘Absurd. But of course,’ he added hastily, his voice deliberately, amusedly lighter, ‘that would never happen, I would never have to choose. I love you, and you are going to be there, at Hartest, it will be your home as well as mine. You will love it, Virginia, I promise you that.’

The conversation was disturbing - almost, when she dwelt on it, alarming; but she crushed the emotions. She was hardly going to give up a wedding, a marriage, a bridegroom of such near perfection, for a few puny anxieties.

 



Virginia’s dress, made by Ann Lowe, who had made Jackie Kennedy’s, was a ravishing flood of white lace, the skirt composed of descending myriads of frills, each one trimmed with tiny pink rosebuds. The skirt became a train which followed her for almost twelve feet down the aisle of the cathedral; she wore a veil that covered her face as she came down the aisle, the diamond-drop tiara that had been in the Caterham family for two hundred years, woven with real pink rosebuds, and the look of love as she put back the veil and faced Alexander brought tears to the eyes of almost every woman in the church and a few of the men as well. Even Fred cleared his throat and blew his nose loudly.

Fred’s speech was surprisingly mawkish; he told several anecdotes about Virginia, extolling her talents and her charm, said she would always be his little girl to him, and that New York would be a sadder place without her. And then switched the mood and made everyone laugh by suggesting to Alexander that he might speak to the Queen of England and see about a royal warrant for the bank, and said he was thinking of buying a small tiara for Betsey and an ermine robe for himself to wear on special occasions in the future. Alexander promised to see what he could do, said he would pick out a tiara personally ‘although Betsey could hardly look more regal than she does today’ and then spoke so tenderly and movingly of his love for Virginia, and his immense gratitude to Fred and Betsey for giving her to him, that even Baby was mollified.

At seven, they went upstairs and changed; Virginia reappeared in a white Chanel suit, and what was known as a Jackie pillbox on her dark hair; they climbed into Fred’s Rolls and were whisked off to  Idlewild Airport on the long haul of a flight to London and thence Venice.

 



Virginia went to her marriage still a virgin; it was Alexander’s wish, and her body would have had it otherwise, but her heart was touched. She was impatient and hungry (and relieved at her own hunger) but she waited. Alexander had become more ardent, since their engagement; he kissed her passionately, desperately almost, he caressed her body, her breasts, her thighs, tenderly, deliciously, gently, he told her how beautiful she was, and how desirable he found her, and she liked and enjoyed it, responding urgently to the kisses, but too shy, too afraid of appearing awkward, of offending him even, to attempt to return the caresses. But she never felt he was in the slightest danger of becoming out of control, of breaking the discipline he had set upon them both; and even one night when they had lain for hours in one another’s arms on the couch in her sitting room at East 80th, and she had felt such soaring, stabbing hunger that she could hardly stand it, and had looked at him, her eyes huge and dark with sex, and said, half laughing at the situation, ‘Alexander, please, there is no need for this agony,’ he had set her away from him, and gazed into her eyes and said, ‘Virginia, there is. For me there is. I’m just an old-fashioned guy, as they say over here. I love you very, very much and I want you utterly utterly perfect on our wedding day. Please try to understand.’

 



They reached Venice exhausted. Virginia had not slept on the plane, or at least only very fitfully; her head throbbed, her back ached, her eyes were sore when she finally stepped out of the plane at Marco Polo airport. She was tired, fretful, hostile towards Alexander. Every time he touched her hand or tried to kiss her cheek she drew back; the magic of her wedding day, the love she had felt for him for the last six months, the desire that had been swooping through her increasingly strongly ever since she had set eyes on him, had all deserted her. She felt herself an icy, stony, exhausted shell.

And then as she stepped onto the landing stage where the water taxis waited, still silent, dull with tiredness, she saw it, the golden light of Venice, tipping onto the water, and she felt the gentle, pervading warmth of the Italian sun, touching her like a lover, and she looked out across the sea towards the tender, misty outlines of the city, and it touched her heart and she felt that in some strange way she had come home.

In the water taxi, following the white posts down the lagoon  towards the city, struck with a joyous almost physical delight as it took substance before her eyes, golden and terracotta and white against the blue water, the bluer sky, disbelieving, almost fearful of its beauty, she turned to Alexander and smiled. ‘You were right,’ she said. ‘Right to make me wait.’

He took her hand, smiled back at her. ‘And this is only the foreplay,’ he said.

 



He had booked a suite at the Danieli in the old part of the hotel.

‘Chopin stayed here,’ he said.

Virginia leant out of the window, gazing enchanted out at the lagoon, weak with weariness and pleasure. ‘How wise of him.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘he lacked one advantage I have. He didn’t have you. Are you happy?’

‘Very happy.’

‘Come here.’ He opened his arms; she went into them. ‘I love you so much,’ he said. ‘So much. Later we will explore. I want to show you everything, San Marco, the Bridge of Sighs, the Doge’s Palace. All the clichés. But I expect you want to rest.’

‘Oh no,’ said Virginia, ‘no, I don’t want to rest, Alexander. I feel I could never be tired again.’

‘Then -’ He looked at her, his eyes probing hers. ‘Then what would you like? Now?’ A smile played on his lips; he reached out and touched her face.

‘Well -’ and she looked down suddenly, confused, nervous, ‘well, I -’

‘You look nervous.’

‘Alexander, yes, yes I am.’

‘My darling,’ he said, leaning forward and kissing her gently, ‘there is nothing to be afraid of.’

‘No, of course not,’ she said, trying to smile. ‘It’s just that I - well, you wanted a virgin, Alexander. You have one. And we do tend to be a little fearful.’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I understand. And I am a little nervous myself. If that makes you feel any better.’

‘A little.’

There was a silence; she waited for him to make some kind of move, but he sat there, just looking at her, his eyes very tender.

 



There was a knock at the door. It was a waiter with champagne, and a huge dish of wild strawberries.

‘Put them there,’ said Alexander to him. ‘By the bed.’

‘Si, signore.’

He withdrew, closing the door silently. Alexander went over to the table, opened the bottle, poured two glasses. He held one out to Virginia.

‘Come and lie down on the bed with me,’ he said, ‘and just let me tell you how much I love you.’

She drank the glass quickly: too quickly. She felt dizzy, uncertain of herself. She looked at him, and then away, her eyes shadowy with tension. Alexander put his own glass down, quickly; it was an oddly decisive movement, he seemed suddenly less patient, less gentle. He pushed her back onto the pillows, stroking her hair, his lips moving down onto her throat. He began to unbutton her blouse, to caress her breasts; Virginia, filled with sweet, hot fire, lay, her head thrown back, her arms winding first gently, then more urgently round his neck. His lips were on her nipples now, kissing them, licking them; she felt the sensation travel down through her body, increasing the heat in her loins. She moaned, moved against him; he sat up and again paused, paused for quite a while, and then began to undress her, gently, carefully, kissing her as he went, moving down, caressing her stomach, his fingers moving tenderly across it, down, towards her thighs; he removed her skirt, her stockings, her panties; she could feel her own wetness, her own heat. She was naked now, quite naked; a long, slender white body, carved out of the rich red brocade of the bed cover. Alexander looked at her, studying her, touching her, kissing her; and she opened her arms again, smiled at him, a joyous, confident, reckless smile, the smile of love. ‘Come and join me,’ she said.

And he hesitated once more, just for a moment, and then began to kiss her again, harder than ever, his hands exploring her, there, there in the warmth of her, and she was throbbing with sex and love, frantic for him.

‘I love you so much,’ he said, and he sounded gentle, almost sad suddenly, ‘so very very much.’ And then he pulled away from her, and began, very slowly, to remove his own clothes, and his eyes never left her face, not for a moment, and then he walked over to the window and closed the shutters so that the room was in darkness and came back to the great bed and drew her into his arms.




Chapter 4

Angie, 1963

Angie hoped she wasn’t actually going to shit in her pants, but it was beginning to seem quite horribly likely.

She shifted on her chair, trying to ease her discomfort, and wondered how much longer she was going to have to wait. God, she was in agony. Maybe she wasn’t cut out after all to be powerful and successful, if this was what it did to your guts. What on earth was the silly woman doing there, behind that door?

Angie looked around the tiny room she was in, trying to distract herself. She supposed it must have once been some kind of servant’s room; no doubt the Countess of Caterham enjoyed keeping people waiting in it. It could hardly qualify as a room, it was more of a cupboard, nothing in it but a chair and a tiny low table, with neat piles of Vogues and House and Gardens. She was tempted by the Vogues, but knew she should be more interested in the House and Gardens; she had tried to concentrate on them, but her discomfort was too great. She started to count. Just as she reached fifty-five the door opened and a face that she recognized from photographs in gossip columns and magazines appeared, smiling at her.

‘Miss Burbank! I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting in this horrible little room. Long long call to a very tiresome client. Please come in.’ Her voice was low and very slightly husky, her accent soft and drawly, rather than the New York twang Angie had expected; she stood up, finding to her relief that her bowels had miraculously called themselves into order, and followed the Countess of Caterham into her office. On the threshold she looked around, stopped quite still by surprise and pleasure at what she saw: a room quite unlike anything she could even ever have imagined. If this was an example of her ladyship’s work, then Angie liked it.

What had amounted to the entire basement floor of the Caterham  house in Eaton Place had been converted into one great room, the supporting pillars cleverly masked by smoked-glass dividing screens in very dark greenish blue. The tiled floor was a pale pale icy version of the same colour and the walls - such of them as could be seen between endless framed antique architectural drawings, and a floor-to-ceiling set of shelves, stacked with what looked like open books with rainbow-coloured pages - were stark white.

The lights hanging low over the two smoked-glass and chrome desks were in beautifully worked wrought iron, painted white, and the chair behind what was obviously Lady Caterham’s desk was not a predictable chrome and leather affair, but an exquisitely carved wooden one, with a cane back and seat.

It crowned the room, that chair; Virginia saw Angie staring at it and smiled at her. ‘It’s nice, my chair, isn’t it? It’s Charles II.’

‘Really?’ said Angie, carefully nonchalant. If Lady Caterham was going to try and engage her in a discussion about antique furniture, then she would know she was in the wrong place, and she wasn’t going to stay and be made a fool of.

‘Yes. But I really like it because it’s unpredictable. Like the lights. I nearly had those stained-glass Tiffany jobs, but I thought that’s what everyone would expect. Especially my being American. So I had the blacksmith at Hartest, that’s where we live really, make these. Do you like them?’

‘Very much,’ said Angie carefully, thinking how much prettier stained-glass lights would actually look. ‘What are those book things on the shelves? With the coloured pages?’

‘They’re fabric sample books,’ said Virginia. ‘You show them to clients, help them make up their minds. To be treated with great respect - the samples, not the clients - they cost a fortune. So do the wallpaper books.’

‘I suppose they would,’ said Angie, trying to sound knowledgeable, and surprised that anyone as patently rich as the Countess should be concerned with cost. ‘That’s Hartest House, isn’t it? Behind you.’

She had prepared carefully for the interview. Suze had told her how important that was. She went to the big public library in Westminster and looked up the Caterhams in Who’s Who; Alexander Caterham, she learnt, was the ninth Earl, and had inherited the title and the house, Hartest House in Wiltshire, when he was nineteen years old. He had married Virginia Praeger (‘only da’ it said ‘of Frederick and Elizabeth Praeger of East 8oth St, New York and  Beaches, East Hampton, Long Island’) in April 1960. They had a daughter, Lady Charlotte Welles, born in January 1962.

‘Yes, it is Hartest,’ said Virginia, looking at her slightly surprisedly and then round at the original architect’s drawing and plans for Hartest which hung on the wall behind her desk. ‘How very clever of you to recognize it.’

‘Well,’ said Angie, giving her a quick, almost conspiratorial grin. ‘I looked it up, you know.’

‘What do you mean, you looked it up?’ said Virginia, intrigued.

‘Well I knew I was coming to see you, so I thought I should find out a bit about you.’

‘I find that very engaging,’ said Virginia, smiling at her; she had a nice smile, Angie thought, very warm and soft; it lit up her face, which could actually look rather sad. Angie had noticed that in several of the photographs. She also had to admit that the Countess was very beautiful. Far more beautiful than she had expected. The photographs, even if they could show her perfect heart-shaped face, her almost impossibly straight nose, her wide, curvy mouth, couldn’t begin to do justice to her colouring, to the dark, auburn-tinted hair, the pale pale creamy skin, and the amazing tawny eyes. She liked Lady Caterham’s clothes too: if this was class dressing, she couldn’t wait to join in. Virginia was wearing a pale pink suit, in slightly bumpy tweed, with navy braid edging to the neckline and cuffs and pockets, and large gold buttons. A white flower was pinned to her jacket, rather than a brooch; she wore pearl and gilt earrings and white and navy sling-back shoes. Angie didn’t know it, but she was looking at couture Chanel, in its purest form.

‘Well now,’ said Virginia, ‘sit down, Miss Burbank. Would you like a coffee?’

‘I’d love one,’ said Angie, who hated coffee and would have killed for a cup of strong sweet tea, ‘thank you. Black, no sugar,’ she added, as Virginia paused holding the cup. God, it was going to be horrible.

‘So,’ said Virginia, ‘let me tell you what I’m looking for. I suppose the proper name would be a secretary, and there would be some letters and things to type, but really I need more than that, or do I mean less, someone to be more of an assistant really, but in a very humble way, someone to run about and collect things, take swatches over to clients, pick up curtains when they’re made, that sort of thing. Would you mind doing that, Miss Burbank?’

‘No of course not,’ said Angie, trying not to sound too much as if she thought it was a daft question.

‘Well, you’d be surprised how many people would. Feel they’re trained to be secretaries, not messengers. Um - can you drive?’

‘Not quite,’ said Angie carefully. ‘I haven’t passed my test.’ Difficult to pass a driving test when you weren’t old enough to have a licence.

‘Well that’s a pity. But maybe you could manage in taxis and things. For now.’

‘Well, it might be better,’ said Angie, ‘I haven’t got a car anyway.’

‘Well that’s not a problem,’ said Virginia, slightly impatiently, ‘you could use mine. Obviously.’

‘Oh. Yes.’ Christ, this job was getting more jammy by the minute.

‘Well, now let’s see. Your typing and shorthand are obviously very good. The agency was really enthusiastic about you.’

‘Oh, that’s nice.’ Good old Suze; she’d done her proud; she hoped she could live up to it.

‘Er - how old are you, Miss Burbank? Are you really twenty? You don’t look it.’ The tawny eyes were amusedly watchful; Angie relaxed suddenly and grinned back. ‘No. No, I’m not. I’m only eighteen. Just eighteen actually. But it sounds so young, I didn’t think you’d even have seen me.’

‘I might. I must say I’d put you at eighteen. But anyway, it doesn’t really matter.’

Angie smiled at her. ‘Good.’ Silly cow. She might think it mattered if she knew she still wasn’t quite sixteen.

‘So tell me about yourself. What have you been doing up to now?’

Oh, thought Angie, not a lot; not much I could tell you about. ‘Well, I’ve been temping mostly,’ she said.

‘Really? That must be fun,’ said Virginia. ‘A different job every week.’ She sounded slightly wistful.

‘Not really,’ said Angie. ‘As soon as you find out how they do the filing, and how they all like their coffee, you have to leave again.’

‘I suppose so. And did you learn your shorthand and typing at school?’

‘No, evening classes,’ said Angie carefully. She didn’t want to be asked awkward questions about certificates. Anyway, the crash course she had been given by Suze and her own painstaking practising had turned her into a much more efficient secretary than all those snooty pieces like Marcie in the last place, who had been to Pitman’s and could hardly bear to risk their red talons on the typewriter keys. Suze had told her that, and the first temporary job she had done had certainly confirmed it: the man had told her she was wonderful, the best girl he’d had all summer. That obviously had something to do  with the fact she’d not thrown a mental when he pinched her bum behind the filing cabinets, and been careful to cross her legs particularly high on the thigh when she was having trouble with dictation, and had to ask him to slow down a bit; but the fact remained she was quick and neat, and she worked hard, and kept her filing tray empty. She couldn’t understand the other girl in the office who left hers until it spilled over the top; it just made it so much more work, and she was always looking for things halfway down the pile.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ said Virginia, smiling at her. ‘Do you live at home?’

‘Well - sort of. I live with my brother.’

‘And where are your parents?’

‘Well, my mother died last year.’

‘I’m sorry. That’s sad, when you’re so young. You must miss her.’

‘Oh I do,’ said Angie earnestly, recalling with sudden vividness standing at her mother’s graveside and looking down at the coffin with a cold blank where grief should supposedly have been.

‘And what about your father?’

‘He left us. Years ago. We live with our gran and grandad, Johnny and me.’

‘And what does your brother do? It’s nice you have him, at least.’ Virginia was obviously slightly thrown by this sad history, as she was meant to be.

‘Yes, we’re quite close. Johnny works in a shop.’ Well he did. Some of the time.

‘So why do you want this job?’ asked Virginia suddenly. Angie was thrown slightly off balance by this change of mood.

‘Well - I do prefer working for a woman.’

That was a popular one, Suze had said. And anyway it was true. ‘And I do like houses. I mean I’ve never lived in a really nice one. But I love reading about them. And I’d like to find out how they get that way. Nice. You know? And I’m always changing my own room round, redecorating and so on.’

‘It isn’t just discussing colour schemes, you know,’ said Virginia. ‘In fact that’s the easy bit. It’s dealing with a lot of rather particular, very capricious people.’

Angie looked at her politely. She wasn’t sure what capricious meant.

‘They spend an awful lot of time - expensive time - changing their minds. They don’t know what they want, or they’re not sure. But they like to think they do. Or they do know what they want and it’s - well,  not very nice, and you have to talk them out of it. So a great deal of the job is diplomacy. You know? Flattering them, charming them, trying to work out what they’re really saying.’

‘Like what?’

Angie was suddenly genuinely interested. This was the kind of thing she could handle.

‘Well, they say they want their room or flat or whatever to be very simple. Not fussy at all. And you look at their clothes, and they may have on one of those blouses with a huge bow, you know, and very fussy hair and lots of rings and things; and you know that what they really mean is maybe a simple colour scheme, but lots and lots of busy, pretty chintzes and things. Or a very complex colour scheme, shot silk wallpapers, two contrasting curtain fabrics, but just maybe plain upholstery fabric and some very modern-looking vases and things. You have to talk to them. And you’ll get them looking at swatches -’

‘What are swatches?’

‘Oh, bits of fabric, samples. Like the ones in those books. And if you’re lucky, they’ll say, yes, that’s exactly what they want, and you breathe a sigh of relief and then they’ll say, but could I get it with a blue pattern on it. So it really is quite difficult and you have to be extremely patient. And they get quite rude sometimes too, and you have to be terribly nice, not answer back - could you cope with that?’

‘Oh, I think so,’ said Angie, thinking of the innumerable times Johnny had sworn at her, blamed her for things, and she had stood there taking it, in case he decided to hit her.

‘Oh, yes, and there is one other thing,’ said Virginia. ‘I forgot. I need someone to do the accounts. I can hardly tell the time, I’m so innumerate. Can you do simple book-keeping, that sort of thing? And you’d have to do the invoices, work out the time we’d spent on each job, that sort of thing.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Angie, casually confident. ‘I did book-keeping as part of my course.’

‘Good. Well, look, I have to see a couple more people, and you are a bit younger than I’d - well, thought of. But I think we’d get on well. Anyway, thank you for coming, and I’ll ring the agency tomorrow or the next day. Is that all right?’

‘Yes of course,’ said Angie, trying not to show her disappointment. She had hoped to get it settled then and there, although Suze had told her it would be very unlikely. ‘Thank you for seeing me,’ she added politely, holding out her hand. The Countess’s handshake was interestingly firm; she had expected it to be rather limp and chilly.

Angie had spent her early years in a small terrace house in Bermondsey, just down the road from the Caledonian Market, with her mother, Stella, her grandparents, and her brother Johnny. She never knew who her father was; Stella didn’t have much of an idea either.

When Angie was five, Stella got married to Eric Dobson, who owned a large draper’s shop in Brixton. He seemed rather rich to Stella; the three of them moved into his house in Romford. The marriage ended when Angie screamed aloud one night, waking to find him sitting on her bed, with his pyjama trousers down; Johnny reported rather more serious abuse. They all went back to Bermondsey, where Johnny embarked on his career, nicking things from Woolworths and selling them down the market. Angie was sometimes allowed to help him with the nicking: she considered this a great honour.

When she was seven, Stella saw an advertisement for child models. She dressed Angie up in her party dress, put her unruly blonde curls into neat ringlets and took her along to the Lovely Little Ladies agency. Angie was hired and spent three very happy years being photographed in endless fluffy jumpers, holding endless kittens, or modelling clothes at fashion shows. She was known as Angel. When she was about eleven, the modelling agency work dropped off; she passed the eleven-plus, but they couldn’t afford the uniform for her, so she went to Secondary Modern. Angie minded quite a lot.

When she was fourteen she got her first boyfriend. He was twenty-five, his name was Guy, he owned a strip club, and he introduced her to sex. She found she liked sex. Very much.

He also suggested she left school and started modelling again. She was too small to be a proper fashion model, so she specialized in underwear. It wasn’t as nice as being Angel, but the money was good. And if the clients were allowed to come into the dressing room and supervise the fit of the bras and pantie girdles, she got tips as well. Her angelic little face, Bardot curls tumbling over her shoulders, adorned innumerable advertisements and showcards. It was around then that she changed her name from Wicks to Burbank. She got the name from one of her Picturegoer magazines; it was the name of a studio in Hollywood and it seemed to go with Angie. She had always hated Wicks.

When she was fifteen, she became pregnant. Guy gave her a handful of tenners and sent her off with one of his strippers to get  herself sorted, as he put it. She ended up in hospital and nearly died. The doctor told her she would be lucky if she was ever able to have another baby. Shocked and weak from loss of blood, Angie couldn’t see that was a great problem.

Soon after Angie came out of hospital, Stella went into it. Her smoker’s cough was diagnosed as lung cancer; she died six weeks later.

And then she met Suze. Suze had a flat in the same block as Johnny and his girlfriend Dee, in Kennington. Dee’s dad was rich; he lived in Spain most of the time, and paid for the flat. Johnny said he was on the run and couldn’t come back to England. Angie often stayed with Johnny and Dee, especially if she was working on their stall on Saturdays. She met Suze on the stairs one wet Sunday afternoon, and they went to the pictures together; it became a weekly event. Suze seemed to her the epitome of sophistication. She worked for a secretarial agency, and she had a fur coat, and a very refined accent. She talked a lot about the life of a secretary, and how the personal ones earned a lot of money and prestige. It sounded wonderful to Angie who was beginning to find modelling pantie girdles and selling stolen goods depressing, and she said so.

‘Well,’ said Suze, ‘no reason why you shouldn’t do it, Angie. I could teach you shorthand and typing. You’ve got a good brain, you could do very well.’

‘You’re kidding,’ said Angie.

Suze said she wasn’t kidding.

Eight months later, after a baptism of fire working for a rag trade firm where she had to do a bit of modelling in between answering the phone, typing and being touched up by the owner, Suze told her she was ready for a proper job and sent her for her interview with the Countess of Caterham. ‘You most probably won’t get it,’ she said, ‘but it’ll be good for you to practise your interview technique.’

 



Lady Caterham phoned Suze at the agency, and told her that she felt Angie was much too young and inexperienced for the job; Suze was still trying to work out how she was going to break this news to Angie without sending her into a fit of terminal depression when Lady Caterham broke into her thoughts, an amused lift to her voice, and said that even given that, Angie was so patently a worker, would clearly be the greatest fun to work with and that she had been so impressed by her taking the trouble to find out about her and Hartest before the interview that she would like to take the gamble and hire her.

No one else in her family was very pleased about Angie’s new job; her brother said there was no money in office work and how did she think she was going to pay the rent out of the eight pounds a week the Countess was paying her? Pretty mean, he reckoned, when she was clearly as rich as Croesus. Mrs Wicks, her grandmother, said she supposed it was all right, but the aristocracy were a funny lot, and wouldn’t a big office have been more fun? Only old Mr Wicks, struggling to get the words out between coughs, told her she was a clever girl and he was proud of her. Angie bought him a packet of best Old Holborn and told him to think of her every time he rolled a ciggy with it. The whole family had agreed there was no point taking the doctor’s advice and stopping him smoking now.

 



Angie went to Wallis and bought what they described as a Chanel-style suit in pink tweed, which she could see was very much the kind of thing the Countess would like, and then she went to Liberty and bought two very plain wool shifts, one navy, and one beige, with a label in them that said Jane and Jane. The girl in Liberty, who was exceptionally nice, told her she had made a very wise choice and that the designer of the dresses, Jean Muir, was going to be one of the great new names in English fashion. She suggested to Angie that exactly the right shoes for the dresses would be low-heeled pumps from Russell and Bromley. ‘Their end of season sale is on, you could get a bargain.’

Angie was surprised that her shoes should have low heels; to her, sophistication had always been synonymous with high, the more teetery the better. But she could see that the girl was infinitely more familiar with the look she was after than Suze, hitherto her mentor of style, and so she thanked her, told her that if she ever wanted her house done up at a bargain rate she had only to ask, and went obediently to Bond Street where she bought two pairs of the low-heeled pumps for ten pounds each, one black patent, one navy leather; she could always, she thought, wear her new white stilettos with the unbelievably pointed toes for going out dancing on Saturday nights with Suze; and finally as she was wandering up Bond Street past Fenwicks, she saw a classically plain navy coat in the window and spent her last twenty pounds on it. She didn’t particularly like any of the clothes, but she could see they were all absolutely right for her new life. The whole thing after all was a bit of play-acting; she had just acquired her costumes.

After about three weeks, she stopped feeling she was play-acting, and became totally absorbed in her job. She learnt fast; she had grasped by the end of the first day Virginia’s highly (and necessarily) complex filing system for the fabric and wallpaper samples, how much they all cost, and how to calculate the price of a set of drawing room curtains in both full and window length. By the end of the fourth she had also grasped which phone calls were idle inquiries and which genuine, and worth spending time and calculation on. Much of the time she was alone in the office while Virginia went out seeing people; in theory then she was catching up on her typing and filing, but in practice she was talking, endlessly talking, patiently and politely to clients, telling them that yes, Lady Caterham had been working on their colour board, or design, or room plan, that it was nearly ready, that she would be phoning them in a day or two, that she was waiting for a particular sample to come in before presenting them with her ideas, or for the architect to finalize some small detail.

Angie quickly discovered that, as Lady Caterham had said at her interview, finding the right fabric for the right sofa or whatever was only a tiny part of her job. ‘You have to find out what they really want. I mean a lot of people come to decorators because they simply can’t imagine the thing themselves. They want something and they don’t know what. They’re very insecure. And you’re not sure either. So I always say, “Look, why don’t we do this room, or even just the curtains, and then see how you like it? If you do, we can go further, if you don’t we can rethink.” We have to get their confidence, make them feel they’re happy with us. Very often they say, “Oh, I didn’t think it was going to look like that.” They may like it and they may not, but at least you haven’t frightened them. Then they’re happy to go along with you, because they feel they’re going in the right direction.’

‘And what happens if they want something and you can see it’s going to be horrible?’ said Angie.

‘Oh,’ said Virginia, laughing, ‘you say, “Oh, that sounds really nice.” Then you phone next day and you say, “I thought about your suggestion, and I thought it might be even better if we did so and so.” They nearly always agree. This whole thing is at least fifty per cent psychology. Some people come to a decorator rather than a shrink. And the more difficult they are, the more they seem to come to me. Maybe because I’m a woman, maybe because I’m American, I don’t know. But anyway, that’s what happens, and mostly I seem to make it work.’

Angie regarded her with ever-increasing respect; she had never been confronted by such a combination of creative, practical and psychological skills.

 



Virginia had only been running her London business for a little over a year, and she already had a large number of clients, all filed on the constantly whirling little Rolodex on her desk. ‘Never leave that out,’ she said to Angie, ‘if you leave the office unmanned during the day, put it in the safe. It’s worth more to us than everything else in the office put together.’

She told Angie she wasn’t sure why she had been so instantly successful. ‘It’s so different here, in New York you boast about your interior designer, they’re starry people, the big ones, here you’re more of a tradesman. Some people, in the country particularly, would die rather than admit they’d not done it all themselves. Obviously I’m not going to be working for many of them, although I did help a dear lady with her drawing room, she’d been married thirty-five years and only ever changed one cushion. But in London, well, it just took off so well.’

‘I suppose,’ said Angie carefully, ‘it’s got something to do with who you are. I mean, I don’t suppose Virginia Bloggs would have been quite so successful. Even if she had been as clever as you,’ she added hastily.

‘Well - yes, I suppose so,’ said Virginia, slightly reluctantly. ‘Now look, Angie, I have to go out now and I won’t be back. Mike Johns has promised to come back with the estimates for that hotel today. Chase him if he hasn’t rung by four, will you? We’ll lose it if we don’t quote tomorrow. And when he’s done it, could you slot the figure into the quotation, and be sure to get it mailed tonight. It’s vital.’

‘Are you sure you don’t want me to take it round?’ said Angie.

‘No, really, because then you’re out of the office. Just post it. It’ll be fine. And I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye, Angie. And thank you. You’re doing a great job.’

 



The afternoon was surprisingly quiet; it was late November, and the rich ladies of London were on the whole psyching themselves up for Christmas, resigned to their houses’ having to pass another party season without being redone. Most of the jobs now being quoted for were small: some curtains here, some loose covers there. Angie caught up with her filing, typed some letters and invoices (‘People not paying is the worst nightmare of this job,’ Virginia had told her on the  first day, ‘invoices have to go out soonest’), dealt with some fractious clients. At four she phoned Mike Johns, who was a builder Virginia often worked with, who was quoting for a job on a small but hugely luxurious hotel in Knightsbridge they were working on. The new owner, an American, Mr M. Wetherly Stern, wanted what he called a complete restyle for his South West Three Hotel, and Virginia had presented him with plans for what she called the English Country House (‘Only of course no self-respecting country house would ever look remotely like it,’ she said to Angie) with a reception area and a lounge bar full of library shelves, small tables covered with magazines, low leather sofas, fireplaces with marble surrounds, and alcoves. Mike was to build the shelves and alcoves, the bars and the reception desk, which was also to resemble a large library table. Mr Stern wanted his hotel open for the early spring and was growing impatient. ‘He’s a funny little man,’ Virginia had told Angie, ‘quite nice, and obviously terribly rich, very polite, but a bit greasy. I wouldn’t like to cross him.’ Mike’s quote was late; it looked as if Mr Stern might be crossed.

 



Mr Johns was out, said his secretary; he wouldn’t be back all afternoon. Did she have a quote to send Lady Caterham? Angie’s voice was slightly, ominously patient.

‘For who was this?’ Angie could almost hear her setting her nail polish aside, and sighing.

‘This was for Virginia Caterham,’ said Angie with an icy patience.

‘Would that be trade?’

‘It certainly would,’ said Angie, ‘and Lady Caterham has been waiting three days now.’

‘Well Mr Johns is a very busy man.’ The voice was growing defensive.

‘He could be a lot less busy if we don’t get this quote.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t like your tone,’ said the secretary.

‘I’m not smitten with yours either,’ said Angie, ‘but I have a job to do, and I’ve promised Lady Caterham and our client to get that quote in the post today. Now could you maybe shift your arse and look through your files, or maybe give Mr Johns a call. If it’s not too much trouble. Or should I get Lady Caterham to call him direct? She does know where he is.’

This was a lie, and she also knew she was running a big risk, talking to the girl this way, it was probably what Virginia would call counter-productive, a favourite phrase of hers, but she was genuinely agitated; the bluff paid off.

‘I’ll have to call you back,’ said the girl. ‘Just give me a few minutes. ’ She clearly wanted to finish her nails, thought Angie, get them dry.

She phoned back half an hour later.

‘I do have the quote, but it’s very rough. And I’ve no time to type it myself.’

‘Oh really? Well isn’t it lucky that I do. Just get it over here, put it in a taxi, and I’ll see to it.’

‘I don’t know that Mr Johns would like me using a taxi without permission.’

‘I’m sure Mr Johns wouldn’t mind you using his cock without permission, if it was going to get this job sorted out.’

‘I find your language very offensive,’ said the girl.

‘Yeah, well I expect Mr Johns would find your behaviour offensive,’ said Angie, ‘and if I don’t get that quote in half an hour, he’s going to hear about it. Now go and find a taxi, and get it over here, fast, the Eaton Place address, and then you can get off early and go to the hairdresser as planned.’

‘How did you - that is how dare you talk to me like that?’

‘I dare. Do you want Mr Johns to hear about the hair?’

‘Just give me the exact address.’ The girl sounded sulky. ‘You’ll get it.’

 



The quote, in Mike’s illegible handwriting, arrived three-quarters of an hour later; by the time Angie had deciphered it, typed it into Virginia’s estimate and made the necessary adjustments, the post had gone. She sighed. Well, she’d just have to deliver it in person. It wasn’t far. Just near Harrods, off Beauchamp Place. She was getting to know the smarter areas of London rather well. Shit, it was nearly six, she’d never get a taxi. If only she could drive. Well, she could hike it. The Russell and Bromley pumps were very comfortable. She put the Rolodex in the safe, locked up the office and half walked, half ran down to Sloane Square, up Sloane Street, round the back of Harrods and up Beauchamp Place, bumping endlessly into wearily irritable Christmas shoppers; by the time she reached the South West Three, she was flushed and flustered.

The glass door was wide open; a few plastic easy chairs and low splay-legged tables stood in the dingy reception area; the carpet which had once had a frenetic orange and beige print beneath years of grubbiness was worn threadbare, and the fake oils in gilt frames of beauty spots in the British Isles made the room infinitely more  depressing rather than less. It was cold and the blow-heater someone had helpfully placed in the middle of the room was doing no more good than if it had been belting out hot air into the middle of Knightsbridge. A short, stout man, with dark hair and bright, currant-like dark eyes, flanked by a pair of tall girls, was standing by the blow-heater. He looked at Angie, and glowered at her.

‘The hotel is closed.’

‘Yes, I know. Mr Stern?’

‘Sure. Yes, that’s me.’

‘I’m Angie Burbank. I work for Lady Caterham.’

‘Oh, do you now? Well, you can tell Lady Caterham she sure as hell isn’t working for me. No way, no way at all. That estimate is three days late. This is a hotel I want to open, I run a business, you know? Have you heard of business in this country?’

‘Some of us have, some of us haven’t,’ said Angie cheerfully. ‘Lady Caterham certainly has. She’s been working on your plans round the clock. I have them with me. And estimates.’

‘Too many clocks,’ said M. Wetherly Stern. ‘I wanted that estimate this afternoon latest. I’m talking to another decorator, and he’ll be here in thirty minutes. I’m sorry, Miss - what did you say your name was?’

‘Burbank,’ said Angie. ‘Angie Burbank.’

She saw one of the tall girls exchange an amused, eye-raised glance with the other over Stern’s head. As always when she felt at a disadvantage, adrenalin rushed to save her.

She put her hand out, touched Stern’s hand very gently.

‘Please, Mr Stern,’ she said, ‘I know these quotes are late. It’s my fault. I - I lost the original quote. Lady Caterham will probably fire me when she finds out. Please - please take a look at her plans. I know you’ll like them. Really.’

Stern’s eyes met hers: bright, burning dark eyes, surprisingly large, with very long eyelashes. Angie concentrated very hard, and felt tears rush to the back of her own large green ones. She had always been able to cry to order. She looked down, swallowed, then up again; Stern smiled at her suddenly, and rather slowly, and she became aware, with a swift sure rush of sexual instinct, that he was looking down at her, that there weren’t many people he could look down at and that he was enjoying it. She mentally thanked the girl from Liberty once again for making her buy the low-heeled shoes - in the stilettos, their faces would have been level - and smiled at him tentatively. He said nothing. She bit her lip, looked down again, waited. More silence. She sighed. ‘Very well. I don’t blame you. I’ll take them back.’

Stern suddenly laughed. ‘Well, I like honesty. Let’s take a look at them. You deserve that. That can’t have been easy. You girls -’ he looked up at the two brunettes - ‘you girls go find some coffee somewhere, and bring it back here while I look at Lady Caterham’s plans.’

‘Oh, thank you,’ said Angie, ‘thank you very much. Could we maybe put the plans down on that table, while I go through them, explain them just a bit. I know Lady Caterham would like me to do that. I really do think you’ll like them. They’re very - English. I do think it’s clever of you to have spotted the potential of this hotel.’

Stern still didn’t look at the plans. He was still staring at her, his large dark eyes exploring her face, her tangle of blonde hair, her tiny slender body. ‘You’re a very little girl,’ he said, ‘to be doing what seems to be quite a big job. No more than a schoolgirl, are you? How old are you, exactly?’

Angie took a deep breath and, for the first time that afternoon, told the truth. ‘I’m sixteen,’ she said, ‘well, nearly sixteen and a half.’

‘Well, Miss Burbank,’ said M. Wetherly Stern, ‘I find myself very impressed with you. Very impressed indeed. Now let’s have a look at these plans - how would you like to do that over a glass of champagne?’

‘I’d like that very much,’ said Angie. ‘Thank you.’

 



‘So he took me to the Hyde Park Hotel, where he’s staying, and plied me with champagne, which was lovely, and looked at the plans, and asked me to have dinner with him next week,’ she reported to Virginia the following morning. ‘So I said I would. And he definitely likes the plans. I’m sure he’ll phone any minute. He said he would, before ten. Oh, listen, that’ll be him now, I bet.’

She picked up the phone.

‘M. Wetherly, good morning. Yes, I’m very well. Thank you so much. Yes I enjoyed it too. Lady Caterham is here now, and she’d like to speak to you. Yes, I’ll see you next Wednesday. I’m looking forward to it already.’

Virginia was amused to hear a slightly more breathy, schoolgirly note in her voice than usual.

 



M. Wetherly Stern told Virginia he wanted her to do the hotel; he said he was very impressed with her plans. Virginia took Angie out to lunch at an Italian restaurant in Ebury Street to celebrate and to thank her. ‘But I’m worried about you. I fear he’s a dirty old man. Are you sure you’re not getting into rather deeper water than you can handle, Angie?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Angie, ‘I really like him. I like older men. My first boyfriend was twenty-five and I was only fourteen. And I don’t think he’s a dirty old man at all, actually. I think he’s sweet. He’s certainly not greasy. He’s got the most beautiful great dark eyes and incredible eyelashes, and he’s very polite and respectful, and his hair doesn’t have a smidgen of grease on it, and he has a really nice smile, and he doesn’t have bad breath, and he made me laugh a lot.’

‘Well, you certainly seem to have studied him,’ said Virginia. ‘Er - Angie, can I ask you something?’

‘Of course,’ said Angie, knowing what was probably coming. She picked up her wine glass, and took a large swig.

‘Angie, exactly how old are you? I know you told Mr Stern you were sixteen because you reckoned he had a Lolita complex, but is that the truth?’

‘Well - yes. Sort of,’ said Angie. ‘I mean, yes it is. Oh God, is that  awful? You’re not going to fire me, are you? For lying to you?’

‘Angie,’ said Virginia, ‘don’t be ridiculous. How could I fire you? I can’t imagine running the business without you now. But I wish you’d told me the truth at the interview.’

‘Well you really wouldn’t have hired me then,’ said Angie. ‘I mean eighteen was pushing it, wasn’t it? Be honest?’

‘Well - maybe. A bit. Anyway, here’s to you, and Mr Stern. Not as a couple, I hasten to add.’

‘M. Wetherly,’ said Angie, ‘that’s what he likes to be called. And why not a couple? I think it could be fun.’

 



It was fun; she enjoyed the company of M. Wetherly more than she had ever enjoyed any man’s. He was extremely funny; he was gentlemanly and considerate; he had a simple honesty which endeared him to her, and he was very very rich. He bought her endlessly beautiful presents, perfume, a Gucci watch, a gold bracelet, a pearl choker, silk shirts, cashmere sweaters; he took her to the theatre, and out to dinner, to places she had only ever dreamed of, but familiar to her as her own name, from her reading of the gossip columns, the Caprice, the Ritz, the Terrace Room at the Dorchester, Le Gavroche, and a wonderfully cosy, clubby place called the Guinea in Bruton Lane, off Berkeley Square. He also took her out shopping to buy evening dresses; his taste was a little different from the girl at Liberty’s, he liked very tight slinky black crêpe dresses, scarlet lace shifts, gold and silver lamé Grecian-style numbers. Angie loved them all; the only thing she was always careful about was staying in low-heeled shoes.  She discovered a designer called Jean Varon who made long high-waisted dresses with tiny bodices adorned with sequins, ostrich feathers, even smocking, in white crepe and red satin and black silk, and bought every one she could find. M. Wetherly took her dancing to Annabels which he belonged to, and plied her with champagne, and told her she was the most beautiful girl he had ever known. He was thirty-six and divorced, and Mrs Stern lived in some splendour in New Mexico; they had no children.

He had made his money from cement; had been a millionaire at twenty-three on the back of the building boom of the fifties in Europe. He had homes and mistresses in New York and Paris, he told Angie; he thought it was wrong to deceive her. He had never lived in London although he knew it well; now he was looking for a house there, to keep an eye on the hotel - the first, he hoped, of a chain. After he had taken her to dinner three times, he asked her if she would consider going to bed with him. Angie, who found him surprisingly attractive, said she certainly would; the experience was pleasant but not earth-shattering, M. Wetherly being nervous and very gentlemanly. As they lay in a companionable silence afterwards, sipping champagne, she asked him about his sexual fantasies. There was a long silence; then M. Wetherly turned towards her, circling her small firm breasts with his fingers, and said, slightly shamefacedly, that he had always rather liked the idea of schoolgirls. Angie, who had suspected as much from their first encounter, said nothing, but the next day she went to Daniel Neals and bought a gym slip, a shirt, a tie, a girdle and some dark green knickers, and after dinner that night she said she had something to show him. Up in his room, she told him to wait while she went and got ready in the bathroom; he settled excitedly on the bed, uncorking the champagne, and the expression on his face when she emerged, looking slightly shy, her long fair hair tied up in bunches, her slender legs encased in black stockings, tie slightly awry, a satchel hung on her right shoulder, was better, she told Dee, than all the presents put together.

‘Oh Angela,’ said M. Wetherly. ‘Oh Angela, how very sweet you look.’

‘Well,’ said Angie, sitting down on the bed beside him, ‘I’ve kept it all. I thought it might come in useful.’

‘And it has,’ said M. Wetherly fervently, ‘it has.’

‘But,’ said Angie, who had thought about this scene quite carefully, ‘I don’t think all my clothes are named properly. Marked, you know, with my name. I thought perhaps you should check. And you do  remind me of my headmaster so much. He was very strict you know. If we didn’t have all our clothes marked, he used to get very cross with us. Sometimes he even spanked us. Why don’t you start with my stockings, and work through everything?’

‘Angela,’ whispered M. Wetherly, as he tenderly began to unknot her tie, ‘I think I love you.’ The next day he bought her a staggeringly expensive diamond bracelet: ‘For the sweetest seventeen I know.’

 



Angie didn’t tell Virginia any of the details of her relationship with M. Wetherly. She thought she would be shocked. She just said he had bought her dinner two or three times, and as far as she was concerned, he was just a nice old sugar daddy who enjoyed her company.

She wasn’t sure if Virginia believed her, but it saved her from having to feel guilty or worry about her. She was happy, interested, doing well at her job. For Christmas, Virginia gave her an orange fun fur coat, a bonus of £100, and a rise of £5 a week. She took Angie out to lunch at the Caprice and told her she couldn’t imagine the business without her now, and that she hoped she would never leave. Angie said she never would.

 



It was two weeks before Christmas when she had her first proper conversation with Alexander. She had seen him innumerable times; he spent the middle of the week in London, with Virginia, travelling up on Monday evening and down on Thursday. ‘He doesn’t really like any of this, but he puts up with it. I’ll tell you why one day,’ Virginia said. He steered very clear of the office during the day, and was out a great deal; he was on the boards of several companies, and always seemed busy. But he would come down in the evening, to collect her, and as he put it ‘take her home’; it was a little joke, which he seemed to enjoy more than she did. Angie wasn’t quite sure if she liked him, and he seemed rather tense, fraught a lot of the time. But he was extremely good-looking; the first time she found herself looking up at him, Angie felt literally weak at the knees. She had been working one evening at about six thirty in the small outer room, sorting samples onto a colour board for a new client; she heard footsteps and didn’t even look up, thinking it was the butler, who often brought down a tray of drinks for Virginia.

‘My goodness,’ said a voice, ‘what devotion to duty!’ and she had looked up and found herself gazing into a pair of eyes that were so intensely blue, so amused, so appreciative that even the memory of M. Wetherly’s burning brown ones faded into nothing.

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Lord Caterham. I suppose,’ she added, feeling even more foolish every minute.

‘You suppose correctly. And you, I suppose, are Miss Burbank. I have heard so much about you, about how you have transformed my wife’s working day, but I had no idea how decorative you were. It is extremely nice to meet you. How do you do?’

He held out his hand; Angie jumped and took it. It was a very firm, but rather cold hand; she felt an odd desire to take it in both hers and warm it.

‘So is my wife in there? In the holy of holies?’

‘Sorry? Oh, yes, yes she is. Working on something we’re late with. I’m sure she’d be pleased to see you.’

‘I certainly hope so,’ he said, and she felt instantly foolish, cross with herself for saying anything so silly.

‘I’ve just arrived from Hartest,’ he said.

‘Ah yes. The lovely house,’ said Angie.

He looked pleased. ‘You know about Hartest?’

‘A bit. That it’s eighteenth century, built by - um, Adam, and that it’s considered very beautiful indeed.’

‘It is not only considered so, it is very beautiful indeed,’ he said, ‘you must come and see it one day. You would love it.’ Angie wondered how long it might be before a genuine invitation was issued: a very long time, she was sure. ‘Now if you will excuse me I must go and drag my wife away from her important work, we are going to be late for a very tedious dinner if we’re not careful.’

‘Of course. Do go in.’

She felt silly again, as if she was playing at being hostess to him in his own house; she stood up and watched him go into the room, and as he shut the door behind him, she heard him say, ‘Darling! What a funny, sweet little creature out there,’ and felt sillier still. It would be nice, she thought, to feel on a slightly more equal footing with the Earl. Then she shook herself. She had a long way to go before she could expect to do that.

 



The week before Christmas, he came up on the Wednesday; Virginia and he were attending some charity ball. He was in his dinner jacket, pacing up and down in the drawing room as Angie came through the house to leave; she felt shy suddenly, looking at his tense back, and tried to slip past him. She was in a hurry in any case; M. Wetherly was buying her dinner before departing for New York for Christmas. He had business there, he said, sadly neglected, that he should see to  after Christmas; and he had promised Sonia, his young lady in New York, to spend Christmas with her. ‘Although I have to confess, Angela, I would rather be here with you.’ He did not expand on this theme; Angie did not press him. She was very fond of him, but she didn’t want things to get too heavy. The more Sonias and Mariannes (the name of the Paris mistress) there were, the better she liked it.

‘Angie!’ Alexander was bestowing his most gracious smile on her: practising for the tenants for Christmas, thought Angie irreverently. ‘Are you trying to sneak past me? Let me wish you Happy Christmas. Come and share a glass of champagne with me. My wife is clearly going to be quite a while yet.’

Angie smiled at him and went into the drawing room. There was a bottle of champagne and two glasses on the black marble mantelpiece; one was already filled. Alexander handed her the other. ‘I was hoping to have a drink with my wife, but she doesn’t deserve it. And you do, from everything I hear.’ He poured the glass very full, smiled at her. ‘Happy Christmas, my dear.’

Angie felt belittled, more than ever on a par with the tenants by the ‘my dear’, but took the glass, sipped it and smiled up at him. ‘Thank you, Lord Caterham. And to you.’

‘Oh, please call me Alexander. I hate all that, and I know you and Virginia are on best-friend terms.’

She looked at him slightly surprised. Surprised that Virginia would consider her like that, and still more so that he should know about it.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘we do seem to get along very well.’

‘I’m pleased,’ he said, ‘she needs a friend. She doesn’t have very many.’

‘Really?’ said Angie. ‘She - you and she - seem to be always going to parties and things.’

‘Yes, yes, of course, but I don’t mean a social circle. I mean a friend. There is someone in the country she is quite fond of, a neighbour, Mrs Dunbar, but apart from that she hasn’t formed any very close relationships. She has found it very difficult, coming from America, having to settle down here, build a new life, more difficult than I expected.’ He sounded faintly exasperated; Angie looked at him sharply and then at the bottle and realized several glasses had already been drunk.

‘Well,’ she said carefully, ‘it can’t have been easy. Leaving her family and everything behind.’

‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘her family. Yes, well she certainly misses them. Especially her brother. Baby, have you heard about him? Ridiculous  names, these Americans have. Baby! I ask you. He’s six foot four, big as an ox.’

‘Well she seems quite happy now,’ said Angie, floundering slightly, not wishing to enter into any criticism of Virginia, her family or even her nation, ‘and the business is a great success. I’m sure it’s helped.’

She felt very foolish, all of sixteen years old, discussing the emotional stability of her employer with her employer’s husband.

He looked at her and his eyes were suddenly rather sad. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘yes, it has helped. You’re right. It’s done more than I could, more than any of us, even Charlotte. Ah, Virginia, darling, how lovely you look. I’ve been chatting to Angie, and given her your glass, as you were so late down. Can you forgo a drink, do you think, as we’re late?’

‘Oh, no, I’d like a drink,’ said Virginia quickly, ‘you know I need Dutch courage on these occasions, Alexander. Just a tiny glass, it won’t take a moment. Here, give me yours. How was the drive and how’s Charlotte?’

‘The drive was hell, the whole of Wiltshire, Gloucestershire and Berkshire was converging on the M4. Charlotte is fine. I told her I was coming to see you. She’s looking forward to spending some time with you.’

There was an edge to his voice. So that’s it, thought Angie; hardly surprising, really.

‘And I with her,’ said Virginia. She seemed suddenly more positive for her drink. ‘Now then, Alexander, let’s go.’ She was looking dazzling, even Angie who was used to her beauty was surprised by her; she was wearing a white crepe dress, off one shoulder, with long drifty sleeves, and a wide pearl choker at her throat; her dark hair was piled high Grecian style, and her great golden eyes were studded with fake lashes. She smiled at Angie. ‘Have a lovely evening, Angie, I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Thank you,’ said Angie. ‘Goodnight. Goodnight, Lord Caterham.’

‘Alexander. I told you. Goodnight, my dear. Happy Christmas, if I don’t see you again. Will you be spending it with your family?’

‘Yes, I expect so.’

‘How nice.’

And how impossible for you even to imagine, thought Angie, what my Christmas would be like; and how the opposite of nice it was going to be.

 



She did spend Christmas with the family; in an act of pure generosity, she went home to Mr and Mrs Wicks (Johnny and Dee having gone  to Marbella with Dee’s dad). Angie bought a Marks and Spencer lambswool sweater for Mrs Wicks, and a nice scarf for Mr Wicks, new slippers for them both, smart plaid ones for him, pink fluffy for her; she also brought two bottles of wine, one of champagne, and a bottle of port for Mrs Wicks, some crystallized fruits, a box of chocolates and a huge bag of mixed nuts all from Fortnum and Mason and a Christmas pudding, complete with its own bag of sixpences, from Harrods Food Hall. It was only when she had finished shopping that she realized she had gone automatically to those places without thinking about it, and felt almost irrationally pleased about it. Her social education, her journey towards being posh, was obviously coming along very nicely.

Mrs Wicks had cooked a capon for the three of them, which Angie kept saying was deliciously moist whenever the conversation ran out, which was fairly often. The pudding was delicious, they all wished over the sixpences and Mrs Wicks drank a great deal of the port. They both exclaimed over the champagne and told Angie she was much too generous, and who would have thought to see such a thing in their house, but neither of them liked it, so Angie finished up drinking the whole bottle over presents. Mrs Wicks asked her how Lord and Lady Caterham were spending Christmas, and said they couldn’t be having a more slap-up time than the three of them, and Angie said, no, they certainly couldn’t. Mrs Wicks gave her a nylon scarf, and Mr Wicks pressed a crumpled dirty fiver into her hand and told her to buy what she liked.

 



After Christmas, Virginia and she became very close. It was an odd relationship, but it worked. The business gave them a common base, and conversations that began in a discussion about the stupidity of one client, insisting on silk curtains in a kitchen, the appalling taste of another, covering exquisite honey-coloured parquet flooring with ankle-deep curly carpet, or the inadvisability of buying fifty yards of Sekers silk for a third, who would inevitably change her mind the minute it arrived at the office, would lead easily and naturally into long philosophical discussions and then revelations about their respective pasts. Virginia was often alone in the evenings; she stayed in town two or three nights a week, and if Alexander did not join her, if he had stayed at Hartest or was away himself on business, she would ask Angie to stay for a drink and a chat upstairs in the house. Virginia always enjoyed what she called the first drink of the day; she watched the clock, telling Angie she never allowed herself anything until after  six thirty, but then right on the dot, she would pull the cork on a bottle of white wine and drink at least two of the big goblets that she kept in the office. Angie, who didn’t care if she had a drink or not, would keep her company and noticed that Virginia became very relaxed very quickly as the wine went down.

‘Tell me,’ said Angie carefully one night, having observed the third goblet of wine fairly swiftly emptied, ‘tell me, what does your husband - I mean Lord Caterham - think about you working, doing this? I’d have thought he’d have wanted you to be at Hartest, being a good wife and mother, hostessing and riding to hounds and all that sort of thing?’

‘Oh well,’ said Virginia with a sigh, ‘he doesn’t exactly like it. But he puts up with it. Like I told you.’

‘Did you?’ said Angie carelessly. It wouldn’t do to let Virginia think she was especially interested in the subject; it was obviously very delicate.

‘Yes. He has to, really.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, you see, after I had Charlotte I was very depressed. It was awful. I still have nightmares about it. Postnatal depression it was; Mr Dunwoody, he was my obstetrician, said it was quite natural, especially after a difficult first labour. And it was difficult. Boy, was it difficult. I thought it would go on for ever.’ She hesitated, looked at Angie, smiled slightly shakily. ‘I’ve always been frightened of childbirth. Ever since reading Gone with the Wind. They promised me, absolutely promised me, I’d be fine, that I could have this wonderful drug called pethidine, that it was easy these days, that I wouldn’t feel a thing. I believed them and I shouldn’t have. I felt a great deal. Never let anyone offer you pethidine, Angie, all it does is make you feel out of touch with yourself, so the pain is worse. God, it was awful. I didn’t behave very well, I have to tell you.’ She smiled faintly. ‘I kept thinking this was no way for an English countess to behave, yelling and screaming, but I didn’t seem able to stop. Then finally she, Charlotte, was born, and they said it was a girl and I just couldn’t believe it. All that had kept me going through those awful hours, was the thought that soon it would be over and I’d never have to do it again. And then the baby was a girl, and clearly I would have to do it again.’

‘Why?’ said Angie.

‘Well, to give Alexander an heir, of course.’ Virginia sounded oddly cynical, bitter almost. ‘That’s what I was there for. Going through all that. And then, no heir. No heir to Hartest, to the title. When they said it was a girl, I just felt utter, utter despair; I wouldn’t hold her,  wouldn’t do anything. I remember saying to Mr Dunwoody, my husband would be so upset, he wouldn’t even want to know, and he said nonsense, he would be delighted, and when Alexander came in, I said I was sorry, and he said exactly that, he said nonsense, he was delighted, he liked girls, but I knew that even if it was true, he still needed a boy. Anyway, it went on and on, for weeks and weeks, an awful, dull, aching misery, and a sort of anger; Mr Dunwoody said it would pass in a day or two, that I’d be fine, and I wasn’t. I couldn’t imagine ever being fine again. I was still amazingly weak after two months, and I used to cry every day, for hours and hours, at the same time every day, after lunch. I looked forward to the crying, it was a kind of catharsis. I refused to nurse Charlotte after a bit, it was such a shame, it was one thing I could do, I had loads of milk, and she was such a pretty, good baby; Nanny, that is Nanny Barkworth, Alexander’s old nanny, who had always been in the house, she is such a dear, she lives at Hartest, has rooms at the top of the house, near the nurseries, started taking total care of Charlotte, giving her formula. That made me feel worse, even though I’d refused to do it myself. And then Alexander’s mother didn’t come. She never came to meet me after the wedding, I’ve never met her, can you believe that, she’s obviously extremely odd, virtually a recluse, Alexander says, and that upset me and I thought that now at last that I’d had the baby she’d come, but she didn’t. I decided that was because it was a girl, that it was my fault, as well.’
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