




[image: images]










CONFUSION


Volume Three of The Cazalet Chronicles


ELIZABETH
JANE HOWARD


 


 


 


 


 


[image: image]









For my brothers,
Robin and Colin Howard









CONTENTS


The Cazalet Family Tree


The Cazalet Family and their Servants


Foreword


PART ONE


Polly: March 1942


The Family: Spring 1942


Clary: Summer 1942


The Family: Late Summer–Autumn 1942


Louise: Winter 1942


PART TWO


The Family: New Year 1943


Polly and Clary: Spring 1943


The Family: Summer 1943


Louise: October 1943


The Family: December 1943


PART THREE
 

The Family: January 1944


Clary: May–June 1944


The Family: April–August 1944


Louise: Winter 1944/5


Polly: 1945


The Family: April–May 1945









THE CAZALET FAMILY TREE
   

[image: image]









THE CAZALET FAMILY AND THEIR SERVANTS


WILLIAM CAZALET, known as the Brig


Kitty Barlow, known as the Duchy (his wife)


Rachel, their unmarried daughter


HUGH CAZALET, eldest son


Sybil Carter (his wife)


Polly


Simon


William, known as Wills


EDWARD CAZALET, second son


Viola, known as Villy (his wife)


Louise


Teddy
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Roland, known as Roly


RUPERT CAZALET, third son
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Isobel (first wife; died having Neville)


Clarissa, known as Clary


Neville


JESSICA CASTLE (Villy’s sister)


Raymond (her husband)


Angela


Christopher


Nora


Judy


Mrs Cripps (cook)


Ellen (nurse)


Eileen (parlourmaid)


Peggy and Bertha (housemaids)


Dotty, Edie and Lizzie (kitchenmaids)
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FOREWORD


The following background is intended for those readers who have not read The Light Years and Marking Time, the two previous volumes of this Chronicle.


William and Kitty Cazalet, known to their family as the Brig and the Duchy, are spending the war in Home Place, their country house in Sussex. The Brig is now virtually blind and hardly goes to London any more to preside over the family timber firm. They have three sons and an unmarried daughter, Rachel.


The eldest son, Hugh, married to Sybil, has three children, Polly, Simon and William (Wills). Polly does lessons at home, Simon is at public school, and Wills is four. Sybil has been very ill for some months.


Edward is married to Villy and has four children. Louise is succumbing to love – with Michael Hadleigh, a successful portrait painter, older than she, now in the Navy – rather than an acting career. Teddy is about to go into the RAF. Lydia does lessons at home and Roland (Roly) is a baby.


Rupert, the third son, has been missing in France since Dunkirk in 1940. He was married to Isobel by whom he had two children; Clary, who does lessons with her cousin, Polly, (but she and Polly are eager to get to London and start grown-up life), and Neville, who goes to a prep school. Isobel died having Neville, and subsequently Rupert married Zoë who is far younger than he. She had a daughter, Juliet, shortly after he disappeared, whom he has never seen.


Rachel lives for others, which her great friend, Margot Sidney (Sid), who is a violin teacher in London, often finds hard.


Edward’s wife Villy has a sister, Jessica Castle, who is married to Raymond. They have four children. Angela, the eldest, lives in London and is prone to unhappy love affairs; Christopher has fragile health and now lives a reclusive life in a caravan with his dog. He works on a farm. Nora is nursing and Judy is away at school. The Castles have inherited some money and a home in Surrey.


Miss Milliment is the very old family governess: she began with Villy and Jessica, and now teaches Clary, Polly and Lydia.


Diana Mackintosh, a widow, is the most serious of Edward’s affairs. She is expecting a child. Both Edward and Hugh have houses in London but Hugh’s in Ladbroke Grove is the only home being inhabited at present.


Marking Time ended with the news that Rupert is still alive and with the Japanese attacking Pearl Harbor. Confusion opens in March 1942 just after Sybil has died.
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POLLY


March 1942


The room had been shut up for a week; the calico blind over the window that faced south over the front garden had been pulled down; a parchment-coloured light suffused the cold, stuffy air. She went to the window and pulled the cord; the blind flew up with a snap. The room lightened to a chill grey – paler than the boisterous cloudy sky. She stayed for a moment by the window. Clumps of daffodils stood with awful gaiety under the monkey puzzle, waiting to be sodden and broken by March weather. She went to the door and bolted it. Interruption, of any kind, would not be bearable. She would get a suitcase from the dressing room and then she would empty the wardrobe, and the drawers in the rosewood chest by the dressing table.


She collected a case – the largest she could find – and laid it on the bed. She had been told never to put suitcases on beds, but this one had been stripped of its bedclothes and looked so flat and desolate under its counterpane that it didn’t seem to matter.


But when she opened the wardrobe and saw the long row of tightly packed clothes she suddenly dreaded touching them – it was as though she would be colluding in the inexorable departure, the disappearance that had been made alone and for ever and against everyone’s wishes, that was already a week old. It was all part of her not being able to take in the for-ever bit: it was possible to believe that someone was gone; it was their not ever coming back that was so difficult. The clothes would never be worn again and, useless to their one-time owner, they could only now be distressing to others – or rather, one other. She was doing this for her father, so that when he came back from being with Uncle Edward he would not be reminded by the trivial, hopeless belongings. She pulled out some hangers at random; little eddies of sandalwood assailed her – together with the faint scent that she associated with her mother’s hair. There was the green and black and white dress she had worn when they had gone to London the summer before last, the oatmeal tweed coat and skirt that had always seemed either too big or too small for her, the very old green silk dress that she used to wear when she had evenings alone with Dad, the stamped velvet jacket with marcasite buttons that had been what she had called her concert jacket, the olive-green linen dress that she had worn when she was having Wills – goodness, that must be five years old. She seemed to have kept everything: clothes that no longer fitted, evening dresses that had not been worn since the war, a winter coat with a squirrel collar that she had never seen before . . . She pulled everything out and put it on the bed. At one end was a tattered green silk kimono encasing a gold lamé dress that she dimly remembered had been one of Dad’s more useless Christmas presents ages ago, worn uneasily for that one night and never again. None of the clothes were really nice, she thought sadly – the evening ones withered from hanging so long without being worn, the day clothes worn until they were thin, or shiny or shapeless or whatever they were supposed not to be. They were all simply jumble sale clothes, which Aunt Rach had said was the best thing to do with them, ‘although you should keep anything you want, Polly darling,’ she had added. But she didn’t want anything, and even if she had, she could never have worn whatever it might have been because of Dad.


When she had packed the clothes away she realised that the wardrobe still contained hats on the top shelf and racks of shoes beneath the clothes. She would have to find another case. There was only one other – and this time it had her mother’s initials upon it, ‘S.V.C.’ ‘Sybil Veronica’ the clergyman had said at the funeral – how odd to have a name that had never been used except when you were christened and buried. The dreadful picture of her mother lying encased and covered with earth recurred as it had so many times this week; she found it impossible not to think of a body as a person who needed air and light. She had stood dumb and frozen during the prayers and scattering of earth and her father dropping a red rose onto the coffin, knowing that when they had done all that they were going to leave her there – cold and alone for ever. But she could say none of this to anyone; they had treated her as a child about the whole thing, had continued till the end to tell her cheerful, bracing lies that had ranged from possible recovery to lack of pain and finally – and they had not even perceived the inconsistency – to a merciful release (where was the mercy if there had been no pain?). She was not a child, she was nearly seventeen. So beyond this final shock – because, of course, she had wanted to believe the lies – she now felt stiff with resentment, with rage at not being considered fit for reality. She had slid from people’s arms, evaded kisses, ignored any consideration or gentleness all the week. Her only relief was that Uncle Edward had taken Dad away for two weeks, leaving her free to hate the rest of them.


She had announced her intention of clearing out her mother’s things when that question had been mooted, had refused absolutely any help in the matter – ‘at least I can do that,’ she had said – and Aunt Rach, who was beginning to seem marginally better than the rest of them, had said of course.


The dressing table was littered with her mother’s silver-backed brushes and a tortoiseshell comb, a cut-glass box containing hairpins that she had ceased to use after having her hair cut off, and a small ring stand on which hung two or three rings, including the one Dad had given her when they were engaged: a cabochon emerald surrounded by small diamonds and set in platinum. She looked at her own ring – also an emerald – that Dad had given her in the autumn last year. He does love me, she thought, he simply doesn’t realise how old I am. She didn’t want to hate him. All these things on the dressing table couldn’t just go to jumble. She decided to pack them in a box and keep them for a bit. The few pots of cold cream and powder and dry rouge had better be thrown away. She put them in the waste-paper basket.


The chest of drawers had underclothes and two kinds of nightdresses: the ones Dad had given her that she never wore, and the ones she bought that she did. Dad’s ones were pure silk and chiffon with lace and ribbons, two of green and one of a dark coffee-coloured satin. The ones she had bought were cotton or winceyette, with little flowers on them – rather Beatrix Potter nightdresses. She ploughed on: bras, suspender belts, camisoles, camiknickers, petticoats in locknit Celonese, all a sort of dirty peachy colour, silk stockings and woollen ones, some Viyella shirts, dozens of handkerchiefs in a case Polly had made years ago with Italian quilting on a piece of tussore silk. At the back of the underclothes drawer was a small bag, like a brush and comb bag, in which was a tube that said Volpar Gel and a small box with a funny little round rubber thing in it. She put these back in the bag and into the waste-paper basket. Also in that drawer was a very flat square cardboard box inside which, wrapped in discoloured tissue paper, lay a semi-circular wreath made of silver leaves and whitish flowers that crumbled when she touched them. On the lid of the box was a date, written in her mother’s hand. ‘12 May 1920.’ It must have been her wedding wreath, she thought, trying to remember the funny picture of the wedding on her grandmother’s dressing table with her mother in an extraordinary dress like a tube with no waist. She put the box aside, it not being possible to throw away something that had been treasured for so long.


The bottom drawer contained baby things. The christening robe that Wills was the last to have worn – an exquisite white lawn frock embroidered with clover that Aunt Villy had made – an ivory teething ring, a clutch of tiny lace caps, a silver and coral rattle that looked as though it had come from India, a number of pale pink unworn knitted things, made, she guessed, for the baby that died, and a large, very thin yellowing cashmere shawl. She was at a loss; eventually she decided to put these things away until she could bring herself to ask one of the aunts what to do with them.


Another afternoon gone. Soon it would be tea-time, and after that, she would take over Wills, play with him, bath him and put him to bed. He is going to be like Neville, she thought – only worse, because at four he’ll remember her for a long time, and Neville never knew his mother at all. So far it had not been possible to explain to Wills. Of course they had tried – she had tried. ‘Gone away,’ he would repeat steadily. ‘Dead in the sky?’ he would suggest, but he still went on looking for her – under sofas and beds, in cupboards and whenever he could escape, he made a journey to this empty room. ‘Airplane,’ he’d said to her yesterday after repeating the sky bit. Ellen had said she’d gone to heaven, but he had confused this with Hastings and wanted to meet the bus. He did not cry about her, but he was very silent. He sat on the floor fiddling listlessly with his cars, played with his food but did not eat it and tried to hit people if they picked him up. He put up with her, but Ellen was the only person he seemed to want at all. In the end he’ll forget her, I suppose, she thought. He’ll hardly remember what she looked like; he’ll know he lost his mother, but he won’t know who she was. This seemed sad in a quite different way and she decided not to think about it. Then she wondered whether not thinking about something was the next worst thing to not talking about it, because she certainly didn’t want to be like her awful family who, it seemed to her, were doing their damnedest to go about their lives as though nothing had happened. They hadn’t talked about it before, and they didn’t now; they didn’t believe in God, as far as she could see, since none of them went to church, but they had all – with the exception of Wills and Ellen who stayed to look after him – gone to the funeral: stood in the church and said prayers and sung hymns and then trooped outside to the place where the deep hole had been dug and watched while two very old men had lowered the coffin into the bottom of it. ‘I am the Resurrection and Life,’ said the Lord, ‘and he who believeth in me shall not die.’ But she hadn’t believed, and nor, as far as she knew, had they. So what had been the point? She had looked across the grave at Clary who stood staring downwards, the knuckles of one hand crammed into her mouth. Clary, also, was unable to talk about it, but she certainly did not behave as though nothing had happened. That awful last evening – after Dr Carr had come, and given her mother an injection and she had been taken in to see her (‘She is unconscious,’ they said, ‘she doesn’t feel anything now,’ announcing it as though it was some kind of achievement), and she had stood listening to the shallow, stertorous breaths, waiting and waiting for her mother’s eyes to open so that something could be said, or at least there could be some mutual, silent farewell . . .


‘Give her a kiss, Poll,’ her father said, ‘and then go, darling, if you would.’ He was sitting on the other side of the bed holding one of her mother’s hands, which rested, palm upwards, against his black silk stump. She stooped and kissed the dry, tepid forehead and left the room.


Outside it was Clary who took her by the hand and led her to their room, flung her arms around her and cried and cried, but she was so full of rage that she could not cry at all. ‘At least you could say goodbye to her!’ Clary kept saying in her search for comfort of some kind. But that was the point – or another of them – she hadn’t been able to say goodbye: they’d waited until her mother was past recognizing or even seeing her . . . She had extricated herself from Clary, saying that she was going for a walk, she wanted to be alone, and Clary had agreed at once that of course she would want that. She had put on her gum boots and mac and walked out into the steely, drizzling dusk, up the steps in the bank to the little gate that led into the copse behind the house.


She walked until she reached the large fallen tree that Wills and Roly used for some mysterious game and sat upon a piece of the trunk nearest the torn-up roots. She had thought that here she would cry, would give way to ordinary grief, but all that came out of her were loud, gasping sighs of fury and impotence. She should have made a scene, but how could she have done that in the face of her father’s misery? She should have insisted upon seeing her that morning after Dr Carr had left and said that he would come back in the afternoon – but how could she have known what he would do when he came? They must have known but, as usual, they had not told her. She should have realised that her mother was going to die at any moment when they got Simon back early from school. He had arrived that morning, and he had seen her, then she had said that she wanted to see Wills and they had said that that was enough until later in the day. But poor Simon hadn’t known that it was the last time for him either. He hadn’t realised; he simply thought she was terribly ill, and all through lunch he had told them about one of his friends’ mothers who had almost died of an appendix and miraculously recovered and after lunch Teddy had taken him out on a long bicycle ride from which they hadn’t yet returned. If I had spoken to her – if I had said anything, she thought, she might have heard me. But she would have wanted to be alone with her to do that. She had wanted to say that she would look after Dad, and Wills, and most of all, she had wanted to say, ‘Are you all right? Can you bear to die, whatever it means?’ Perhaps they had cheated her mother as well. Perhaps she would simply not wake up – would never know her own moment of death. This awful likelihood had made her cry. She had cried for what seemed a long time, and when she got back to the house they had taken her mother away.


Since then, she had not cried at all – had got through the first, awful evening when they had sat through a dinner that nobody had wanted to eat, watching her father trying to cheer Simon up by asking him about his sports at school until Uncle Edward took over and told stories about his school; an evening when everyone seemed to be searching for safe ground, for wan and innocuous little jokes that you weren’t meant to laugh at, but were rather to get them through from minute to minute with the trappings of normality; and although underneath this she could detect the oblique and shallow shafts of affection and concern, she had refused to accept either. The day after the funeral, Uncle Edward had taken her father and Simon off to London, Simon to be put on a train to go back to school. ‘Must I go back?’ he had said, but only once as they had said of course he must, it would soon be the holidays and he mustn’t miss the end-of-term exams. Archie, who had come down for the funeral, proposed after dinner that they play Pelman Patience on the floor in the morning room, ‘You too, Polly,’ and of course Clary joined them. It was freezing cold because the fire had gone out. Simon didn’t mind – he said it was just like school, everywhere except the san, which you only got into if you were covered with spots or nearly dead, but Clary fetched cardigans for them, and Archie had to be dressed in an old overcoat of the Brig’s, the muffler Miss Milliment had made that had not been considered up to standard to send to the Forces and some mittens that the Duchy used for practising the piano.


‘The office I work in is boiling hot,’ he said, ‘it’s turned me into an old softy. Now, all I want is a walking stick. I can’t sit on my haunches like you lot.’ So he sat in a chair with his bad leg stretched out stiffly, and Clary turned the cards he pointed at.


That had been a kind of respite; Archie played with such ferocious determination to win that they all became infected, and when Simon did win a game he flushed with pleasure. ‘Damn!’ Archie said. ‘Dammit! One more go and I’d have cleaned up.’


‘You’re not a very good loser,’ Clary had observed lovingly; she was no good at that herself.


‘I’m a wonderful winner, though. Really nice about it, and as I usually win hardly anyone sees my bad side.’


‘You can’t win all the time,’ Simon said. It was funny how Archie behaved about games in the kind of way that made them say grown-up things to him, Polly had noticed.


But later, when she was coming out of the bathroom, she found Simon hanging about in the passage outside.


‘You could have come in. I was only cleaning my teeth.’


‘It’s not that. I wondered if you could – could you come to my room for a minute?’


She followed him down the passage to the room that he usually shared with Teddy.


‘The thing is,’ he said again, ‘you won’t tell anyone, or laugh or anything, will you?’


Of course she wouldn’t.


He took off his jacket and began loosening his tie.


‘I have to put something on them, otherwise they hurt against my collar.’ He had unbuttoned his grey flannel shirt and she saw that his neck was studded with pieces of dirty sticking plaster. ‘You’ll have to take them off to see,’ he said.


‘It will hurt.’


‘It’s best if you do it quickly,’ he said, and bent his head.


She began cautiously, but soon realised that that wasn’t kind, and by the time she’d got to the seventh piece, she was holding down the skin of his neck with two fingers and tearing quickly with the other hand. A crop of festering spots was revealed – either large pimples or small boils, she didn’t know which.


‘The thing is, they probably need popping. Mum used to do it for me, and then she put some marvellous stuff on them and sometimes they just went away.’


‘You ought to have proper plasters with a dressing under them.’


‘I know. She gave me a box to go back to school with, but I’ve used them all up. And of course I can’t pop them – can’t see them to do it. I couldn’t ask Dad. I thought perhaps you wouldn’t mind.’


‘Of course I don’t. Do you know what she put on them?’


‘Just marvellous stuff,’ he said vaguely. ‘Vick, do you think?’


‘That’s for people’s chests. Look, I’ll go and get some cotton wool and proper plasters and anything else I think might be good. Won’t be a sec.’


The medicine cupboard in the bathroom had a roll of Elastoplast that had yellow lint on one side of it, but the only stuff she could find to put on the spots was friar’s balsam with hardly any left in the bottle. It would have to do.


‘I’ve got another stye coming as well,’ he said when she got back to him. He was sitting on his bed in his pyjamas.


‘What did she put on that?’


‘She used to rub them with her wedding ring and sometimes they went away.’


‘I’ll do the spots first.’


It was a disgusting job, made worse because she knew she was hurting him; some of the spots were oozing, but some simply had hard, shiny yellow heads that eventually spurted pus. He only flinched once, but when she apologised, he simply said, ‘Oh, no. Just get all the stuff out you can.’


‘Wouldn’t Matron do these for you?’


‘Lord, no! She hates me anyway, and she’s nearly always in a bate. She really only likes Mr Allinson – the PT master – because he’s got muscles all over him, and a boy called Willard whose father is a lord.’


‘Poor Simon! Is it all horrible there?’


‘I loathe and detest it.’


‘Only two more weeks and you’ll be home.’


There was a short silence.


‘It won’t be the same, though, will it?’ he said and she saw his eyes fill with tears. ‘It’s not my foul school, or the beastly war,’ he said as he ground his knuckles into his eyes, ‘it’s my wretched stye. They often make my eyes water. I often get that with them.’


She put her arms round his stiff, bony shoulders. His awful loneliness seemed to be boring a hole in her heart.


‘Of course, if one has been used to getting a letter from the same person every week, and then one isn’t going to get them any more, it stands to reason it would feel a bit funny at first. I think anyone would feel that,’ he said, with a kind of bracing reasonableness as though he was minimizing somebody else’s trouble. Then he suddenly burst out: ‘But she never told me that! She seemed so much better at Christmas and then all this term she’s been writing and she didn’t say a word!’


‘She didn’t tell me. I don’t think she talked about it to anyone.’


‘I’m not anyone!’ he began and then stopped. ‘Of course you aren’t either, Poll.’ He took one of her hands and gave it a little shaking squeeze. ‘You’ve been wizard about my beastly spots.’


‘Get into bed, you’re freezing.’


He fished in the pocket of his trousers, which lay on the floor, brought out an unspeakable handkerchief and blew his nose.


‘Poll! Before you go, I want to ask you something. I keep thinking about it – and I can’t—’ He stopped and then said slowly, ‘What happens to her? I mean, has she just stopped? Or has she gone somewhere else? It may seem idiotic to you, but the whole thing – death, you know, and all that – I can’t think what it is.’


‘Oh, Simon, I can’t either! I’ve been trying to think about that too.’


‘Do you think,’ he jerked his head in the direction of the door, ‘they know? I mean, they never tell us anything anyway, so it might be just another of those things they don’t see fit to mention.’


‘I’ve been wondering that,’ she said.


‘At school, of course, they’d go on about heaven because they pretend to be frightfully religious – you know, prayers every single day, and special prayers for any of the Old Boys who’ve got killed in the war, and the head gives a talk on Sundays about patriotism and being Christian soldiers and being pure in heart and worthy of the school and I know when I get back he’ll mention heaven, but anything they say about that seems to me so idiotic that I can’t think why anyone would want to go there.’


‘You mean, all the harp playing and wearing white dresses?’


‘And being happy all the time,’ he said savagely. ‘So far as I can see, people simply grow out of happiness, and they’re against it anyway, because they keep on making one do things that are bound to make one miserable. Like being sent away to school for most of your life, just when you might be having a good time at home. And then wanting you to pretend you like it. That’s what really gets me down. You have to do what they want all the time and then you have to pretend to like it.’


‘You could tell them, I suppose.’


‘You couldn’t tell anyone at school!’ he exclaimed, aghast. ‘If you said anything like that at school they’d practically kill you!’


‘Surely not all the masters are like that!’


‘I don’t mean the masters. I mean the boys. Everybody’s trying to be the same, you see. Anyway,’ he said, ‘I just thought I’d ask you about – you know, death, et cetera.’


She had given him a quick hug and left him after that.


Now, she thought, even before she played with Wills, she would write to Simon, having silently resolved then to take over the weekly letter to him at school. She pulled down the blinds in her parents’ room, picked up the box with the trinkets and took it to the bedroom she still shared with Clary. As she walked along the passages to the gallery over the hall, she could hear the variously distant sounds of the Duchy playing Schubert, the gramophone in the day nursery playing the now deeply scratched record of ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’, a work that neither Wills nor Roly ever tired of, the Brig’s wireless that he used whenever he didn’t have anyone to talk to, and the spasmodic rasping of the old sewing machine, being used, she supposed, by Aunt Rach sides to middling sheets – an interminable occupation. It was Friday, the day when Dad, and Uncle Edward, now that he was back in the firm, usually came down for the weekend, only this time they wouldn’t as Uncle Edward had taken Dad away to Westmorland. Except for that, everybody was getting on with their lives as though nothing had happened, she thought resentfully, as she searched for some writing paper for Simon’s letter which she decided to write in bed as it was slightly warmer than anywhere else could possibly be (the fire was not lit in the drawing room until after tea – another of the Duchy’s economies).


She decided that the best thing was to give Simon as much news as possible about everyone. ‘Here is news of people in order of their age,’ she wrote: this meant beginning with the remaining great-aunt.




Poor old Bully went on againx about the Kaiser at breakfast – she’s in completely the wrong war. Apart from him – the Kaiser, I mean – she talks a lot about people who nobody even knows who they are, which makes any sensible response difficult. And she spills even valuable food like boiled eggs all down her cardigans so Aunt Rach is always having to wash them. It’s funny, because we’re all used to Miss Milliment’s clothes being like that, but it seems pathetic with Bully. The Duchy gives her little jobs to do but she usually only does half of them. [She was going to put ‘she misses Aunt Flo all the time’ but decided not to.] The Brig goes to London to the office three days a week now. He tried not going at all, but he got so bored, and it was so difficult for Aunt Rach to think what to do with him that now she takes him up in the train and then to the office, and once a week she leaves him there and goes off to shop and things. The other days he plans his new plantation of trees that he’s going to plant in the big field on the way to where you and Christopher had your camp and listens to the wireless or gets Miss Milliment or Aunt Rach to read to him. The Duchy doesn’t take much notice of him (although I don’t think he minds), she simply goes on practising her music and gardening and ordering meals although there are so few things left to have on our rations that I should think Mrs Cripps knows them all by heart. But old people don’t change their habits, I’ve noticed, even if to you or me they seem to be very boring ones. Aunt Rach does all the things I’ve already said, but in addition she’s awfully nice to Wills. Aunt Villy is plunged in Red Cross work and also does some nursing at the Nursing Home – I mean, real nursing; not like Zoë who simply goes and sits with the poor patients. Zoë has got quite thin again and spends all her spare time altering her clothes and making Juliet new ones. Clary and I both feel really stuck. We can’t think what to do with our lives. Clary says if Louise was allowed to leave home at seventeen, we should be too, but I’ve pointed out to her that they’d only send us to that stupid cooking school that Louise went to, but Clary thinks that even that would broaden our minds which are in danger (she says) of becoming unspeakably narrow. But it also seems to both of us that Louise has become more narrow-minded since she’s been in the world. She thinks of nothing but plays and acting and trying to get a job in radio plays for the BBC. She behaves as though there isn’t a war or at least not for her. Between you and me, she is pretty unpopular with the family who think she ought to go into the Wrens. There is fuel rationing now – not that it can make much difference to us, as the only coal is used on the kitchen range. Simon, when you come back I’m going to take you to see Dr Carr because I bet you he could get your spots better. Must go now because I promised Ellen I would bath Wills as she finds bending over the bath very bad for her back.


Love from your loving sister, Polly





There, she thought. It wasn’t a very interesting letter, but better than nothing. It occurred to her that she didn’t really know much about Simon as he had always been away at school and in the holidays had gone about with Christopher or Teddy. Now, with Christopher working on a farm in Kent, and Teddy having this week joined up with the RAF, there would be nobody for him in the coming holidays. His loneliness that had struck her so hard the evening after the funeral struck her again; it seemed awful that the only things she knew about him were those that made him miserable. Ordinarily, she would have talked to Dad about him, but now this felt difficult, if not impossible: one of the things that had happened in the last few weeks had been that her father seemed to have got further and further away from anyone until by the time her mother actually died, he seemed shipwrecked – marooned by grief. Still, there was always Clary, she thought, she was full of ideas – even if a good many of them were no good, their sheer quantity was exhilarating.


Clary was in the nursery giving Juliet her tea – a long and rather thankless task: crumbs of toast and treacle lay thickly on the tray of her high chair, on her feeder and little fat, active hands, and when Clary tried to post a morsel into her mouth, she turned her head dismissively. ‘Down now,’ she said again and again. She wanted to join Wills and Roly who were playing their favourite game called accidents with their toy cars. ‘Just have some milk, then,’ Clary said, and proffered the mug, but she simply seized it, turned it upside down onto her tray and then smacked the mess with the palms of her hands.


‘That’s very naughty, Jules. Give me a nappy or something, could you? I do think babies are the end. It’s no good; I’ll have to get a wet flannel or something. Watch her for me, would you?’


Polly sat by Juliet, but she watched Wills. She had seen how he had looked up from his cars when she opened the door and his face had changed from sudden hope to a lack of expression that was worse than obvious despair. I suppose he does that every time someone opens the door, she thought – how long will it go on? When Clary returned she went and sat on the floor beside him. He had lost interest in the game and sat now with two fingers in his mouth and his right hand pulling the lobe of his left ear; he did not look at her.


She had been thinking earlier that, really, her mother dying was perhaps worst for Simon because his particular loss had not seemed to be recognised by the family; now she wondered whether it was not worst of all for Wills who was not able to communicate his despair – who did not even understand what had happened to his mother. But then I don’t either – any more than Simon – and they just pretend that they do.


‘I think that all religions were invented to make people feel better about death,’ Clary remarked as they were going to bed that night. This – to Polly rather startling – statement came after they had had a long discussion about Simon’s unhappiness and how they could make his holidays better.


‘Do you really?’ She was amazed to find that she felt slightly shocked.


‘Yes. Yes, I do. The Red Indians with their happy hunting grounds – paradise or heaven, or having another go as someone else – I don’t know all the things they have invented, but I bet you that was why religions started in the first place. The fact that everyone dies in the end wouldn’t make any single person feel better about it. They’ve had to invent some kind of future.’


‘So you think that people just snuff out – like candles?’


‘Honestly, Poll, I don’t know. But the mere fact that people don’t talk about it shows how frightened they are. And they have awful phrases like “passed away”. Where the devil to? They don’t know. If they did they’d say.’


‘You don’t think then . . .’ she felt rather hesitant about the enormity of the suggestion, ‘you don’t think they actually do know, but it’s too awful to talk about?’


‘No, I don’t. Mind you, I wouldn’t trust our family a yard about that sort of thing. But people would have written about it. Think of Shakespeare and the undiscovered bourne and that being the respect that makes calamity of so long life. He knew far more than anyone else, and if he’d known he would have said.’


‘Yes, he would, wouldn’t he?’


‘Of course, he might have made that just what Hamlet thought, but people like Prospero – he’d have made him know if he’d known.’


‘He believed in hell, though,’ Polly pointed out. ‘And it’s a bit much to go in for one without the other.’


But Clary said loftily, ‘He was simply pandering to the fashionable view. I think hell was just a political way of getting people to do what you wanted.’


‘Clary, lots of quite serious people believed in it.’


‘People can be serious and wrong.’


‘I suppose so.’ She felt that this conversation had gone wrong several minutes ago.


‘Anyway,’ Clary said, tearing her rather toothless comb through her hair, ‘Shakespeare probably did believe in heaven. What about “Goodnight, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest”? – that wretched Jules has got treacle into my hair – unless you think that was merely a courtly way of saying goodbye to your best friend.’


‘I don’t know. But I agree with you. I don’t think anyone else really does. And it has worried me rather. Lately.’ Her voice shook and she swallowed.


‘Poll, I’ve noticed something quite important about you so I want to say it.’


‘What?’ She felt defensive and suddenly extremely tired.


‘It’s about Aunt Syb. Your mother. All this week, you’ve been sad about her for her – and for your father, and Wills, and now for Simon. I know you mean all that because you are kind and much less selfish than me, but you haven’t at all just been sad for yourself. I know you are, but you aren’t letting yourself be because you think other people’s feelings are more important than your own. They aren’t. That’s all.’


For a moment Polly caught the grey eyes regarding her steadily in the dressing-table mirror, then Clary resumed tearing at her hair. She had opened her mouth to say that Clary didn’t understand what it was like for Wills or Simon – that Clary was wrong – before a warm tide of grief submerged any of that; she put her face in her hands and cried, for her own loss.


Clary stayed still without saying anything and then she got a face towel and sat opposite her on her own bed and simply waited until she had more or less stopped.


‘Better than about three handkerchiefs,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it funny how men have large ones and they hardly ever cry, and ours are only good for one dainty nose blow, and we cry far more than they do? Shall I make us some Bovril?’


‘In a minute. I spent the afternoon clearing up her things.’


‘I know. Aunt Rach told me. I didn’t offer to help, because I didn’t think you’d want anyone.’


‘I didn’t, but you aren’t anyone, Clary, at all.’ She saw Clary’s faint and sudden blush. Then, knowing that Clary always needed things of that kind to be said twice, she said, ‘If I’d wanted anyone, it would have been you.’


When Clary returned with the steaming mugs, they talked about quite practical things like how could they – and Simon – all stay with Archie in the holidays, when he only had two rooms and one bed.


‘Not that he’s asked us,’ Clary said, ‘but we want to be able to forestall any silly objections on account of room.’


‘We could sleep on his sofa – if he has one – and Simon could sleep in the bath.’


‘Or we could ask Archie to have Simon on his own, and then us at another time. Or you could go with just Simon,’ she added.


‘Surely you want to come?’


‘I could probably go some other time,’ Clary answered – a shade too carelessly, Polly thought. ‘Better not talk about it to anyone or Lydia and Neville will want to come as well.’


‘That’s out of the question. I’d rather go with you, though.’


‘I’ll ask Archie what he thinks would be best,’ Clary replied.


The atmosphere had changed again.


After that, she found herself crying quite often – nearly always at unexpected moments, which was difficult because she did not want the rest of the family to see her, but on the whole, she didn’t think they noticed. She and Clary both got awful colds, which helped, and lay in bed reading A Tale of Two Cities aloud to each other as they were doing the French Revolution with Miss Milliment. Aunt Rach arranged for her mother’s clothes to be sent to the Red Cross, and Tonbridge took them in the car. When her father had been away with Uncle Edward for a week, she began to worry about him, about whether he would come back feeling any less sad (but he couldn’t be, could he, in just a few days?) and, above all, about how to be with him.


‘You mustn’t,’ Clary said. ‘He will still be very sad, of course, but in the end, he’ll get over it. Men do. Look at my father.’


‘Do you mean you think he’ll marry someone else?’ The idea shocked her.


‘Don’t know, but he easily might. I should think remarrying probably runs in families – you know, like gout or being shortsighted.’


‘I don’t think our fathers are at all alike.’


‘Of course they aren’t completely. But in other ways they jolly well are. Think of their voices. And the way they keep changing their shoes all day because of their poor thin feet. But he probably won’t for ages. Poll, I wasn’t casting aspersions on him. I was just taking human nature into account. We can’t all be like Sydney Carton.’


‘I should hope not! There would be none of us left if we were.’


‘Oh, you mean if we all sacrificed our life for someone else. There’d be the someone else, silly.’


‘Not if we all did it . . .’ and they were into their game, founded on the rhetorical question that Ellen used constantly to ask Neville when he behaved badly at meals. ‘If everyone in the world was sick at the same time it would be very interesting. I should think we’d all drown,’ he had said after consideration, thereby, as Clary had pointed out, neatly making a nonsense of the whole notion. But almost as soon as they embarked upon playing it, they both – separately – recognised that it had lost its allure, their sallies were feeble and they no longer collapsed in giggles over them. ‘We’ve outgrown it as a game,’ Clary said sadly. ‘Now all we have to look forward to is being careful not to say it to anyone else, like Wills or Jules or Roly.’


‘There must be other things,’ she said, wondering what on earth they could be.


‘Of course there are. The end of the war and Dad coming back and being able to suit ourselves because we’ll be too old for them to boss us about and white bread and bananas and books not looking old when you buy them. And you’ll have your house, Poll – think of that!’


‘I do, sometimes,’ she answered. She sometimes wondered whether she had outgrown the house as well, without, so far as she could see, growing into anything else.
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‘Are you going to London, Aunt Rach?’


‘I am. How on earth did you guess?’


‘You’re wearing your London clothes,’ Lydia answered, and then after careful scrutiny added, ‘I honestly think you look nicer when you aren’t in them. I do hope you don’t mind my mentioning the fact.’


‘Not at all. You’re probably right. It’s ages since I had any new ones.’


‘What I mean is, I don’t think you ever looked your best in them. You would probably be the kind of person who ought to wear a uniform so that you were the same all the time. Then one could just notice whether your eyes were happy or not.’ She was hanging about in the passage by the open door to Rachel’s room watching her as she packed an overnight suitcase. ‘Clothes age you,’ she said finally. ‘Unlike Mummy. I think clothes youthen her – her best ones, that is.’


‘Don’t kick the skirting board, darling. The paint will come off.’


‘A lot of it’s off already. This house is getting most dilapidated. I wish I was going to London.’


‘Darling, what would you do when you got there?’


‘Go and stay with Archie like the lucky others. He’d take me to the cinema and out to a huge, exciting dinner and I could wear my christening present jewellery and we could have steak and chocolate cake and crème de menthe.’


‘Are they your best things?’ She was trying to decide whether she needed to pack bedroom slippers or not.


‘They would be if I ever had them. Archie said they had meat in his ship every day. It’s bad enough being a civilian, but being a civilian child . . . In restaurants it’s bound to be different. It’s ghastly bad luck to be living in a place where there aren’t any. You don’t wear make-up either, do you? I shall. I shall wear very black-red lipstick like film stars and a white fur coat, except in summer. And I shall read frisky books.’


‘What kind?’


‘You know. It’s French for not very nice. I shall tear through them by the dozen in my spare time.’


‘Talking of spare time, oughtn’t you to be with Miss Milliment?’


‘It’s the holidays, Aunt Rach. I should have thought you would have noticed that. Oh, yes. And I shall ask Archie to take me to the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussauds. I suppose you’ve seen them?’


‘I must have, I suppose, but years ago.’


‘Well, what kind of horrors are they? Because I’d rather know before I went. Neville pretends he’s been. He says the floor is running with blood, but I’m not tremendously interested in blood. And he says there are moaning sounds of torture but he is not at all a truthful boy so I am none the wiser. So what are they?’


‘It’s ages since I went there, my duck, I don’t remember – except a tableau of poor Mary Queen of Scots being executed. But I expect Mummy will take you to London some time during the holidays.’


‘I doubt it. She only takes me to Tunbridge Wells – for the dentist. Do you know something silly about Mr Alabone? When you go into his room, he’s always standing by the chair, and he takes two steps forward to shake you by the hand. Well, the carpet has two worn-out places where he takes the steps and they really look squalid and if he varied his gait it wouldn’t happen. You’d think that someone intelligent enough to make holes in people’s teeth would know that, wouldn’t you? I did mention it to him, because with the war the chances of his being able to get a new carpet are rather slim, if you ask me. But he simply said, “Quite, quite,” so I knew he wouldn’t take any notice.’


‘People seldom take advice,’ Rachel said absently. The times that she had begged Sid not to live on sandwiches, to take a lodger who would at least contribute to the household expenses and perhaps do a little cooking were foremost in her mind. ‘I like to have the house to myself. Then, when you come, my dear love, we can have it to ourselves,’ was all that Sid would say to that. Today, tonight, would be one of those – increasingly rare – times. Perhaps I ought to learn to cook, she thought. Villy has learned, after all, but then Villy is so good at tackling entirely new things.


‘Why are you taking so many handkerchiefs? Are you expecting to be awfully sad in London?’


‘No. But the Duchy always made me take six for a weekend, and a dozen if I was going away for a week. It has just become a habit. One had to have a clean one every day, you see, even if one hadn’t used it.’


‘So if you went away for a month you had to have forty-eight handkerchiefs. If you went away for three—’


‘No, no, then they would get washed. Now go and see if you can find Eileen for me.’


‘Okey-doke.’


Alone, she looked at her list. On one side of it were the things she had to see to before she caught the train. On the other, the things she must try to get done in London, when she’d finished her day at the office where she sat in a black little room doing accounts and listening to the repetitive woes of the staff, who had early found her the perfect repository for all their troubles. At least she would not be accompanied by the Brig, who had had a cold that had turned into bronchitis and had been forbidden by Dr Carr to leave the house until he was better. Miss Milliment would keep him occupied. He was editing an anthology on trees, and she was doing so much of the work that really, Rachel thought, she deserved to be part-author. But Aunt Dolly was to be looked after by the Duchy and Eileen which meant Eileen, as Aunt Dolly preserved an entirely fictitious independence in front of her sister and would admit no help. It would be Eileen who would have to stand around for hours, searching for garments that Aunt Dolly wished to wear. Rachel felt she must warn Eileen that many of the searches would be fruitless, since Aunt Dolly often chose clothes that she could not have possessed for many years. ‘The best thing is to say that they are in the wash,’ she told Eileen. ‘Poor Miss Barlow’s memory is not what it used to be. And just choose whatever you think most suitable.’


‘Yes, m’m.’


‘And her medicines. She’s frightfully keen on taking them, which means that when she forgets, she’s liable to have a second dose. It’s best if you give them to her with her breakfast and then take them away – you may put them in my room. She also has one yellow pill at night.’


‘And what about her bath, m’m? Will she be wanting me to draw that for her?’


‘I think she will prefer to wash in her room.’ Rachel felt she could hardly expose Aunt Dolly’s deep aversion to baths – she alleged that they were dangerous and that her father had forbidden her to take more than one a week. ‘She will go to bed after the nine o’clock news, so you need not be late. Thank you, Eileen. I know I can rely on you.’


That was another thing done. What a fuss just for two nights, she thought, but then, when I am in the train, I shall be able to look forward to two lovely evenings. She and Sid had been dogged by bad luck for weeks now. First, of course, because of poor Sybil, and then the Brig falling ill, and the Duchy had had a frightful cold which meant she could not go near him. And then Simon had come back for the holidays and Polly had been worrying her – altogether, it had been impossible to leave the house for more than her hours at the office. But somehow Sid didn’t seem to understand that she had obligations to the family – and to the house, come to that – that had to come before pleasure. Their last argument about this, in a tea shop near Rachel’s office where Sid had come for a miserable sandwich, had been really rather painful, and afterwards, although of course she had never told Sid, she had cried. The only place to do that had been the very nasty ladies’ lavatory at the office, on the sixth floor of the building where the usual lav paper was pieces of the Evening Standard cut into squares and attached to the wall by a piece of string, and the pipe leading to the cistern leaked. Sid either assumed that she wanted to go back to Home Place to look after Wills and Aunt Dolly and the Brig (which, in a way, was true because she wanted to do what she felt was right), or worse, she accused Rachel of not caring about her – sometimes, as on the tea-shop occasion, both. She knew that Sid was lonely, missed her teaching at the boys’ school, although she had recently taken one or two private pupils which helped her precarious finances, and found the ambulance station extremely boring a good deal of the time but, after all, one could not expect life to be anything but dull and tiring in wartime. And that was the least of it. When she thought of Clary’s vigil for her father, from whom, of course, nothing had been heard since the little Frenchman Pipette O’Neil had brought those scraps of paper back with him, and of the degree to which poor Hugh was shattered by Sybil’s death, of Villy now having to face her son becoming a fighter pilot and seeing less and less of Edward; when she thought of poor little Wills and Polly and Simon each in their different way trying to come to terms with the loss of their mother . . . when she thought of all or indeed any of these things she felt that being bored or lonely or actually rather often exhausted was hardly comparable, or deserving of complaint. She does not always think of others, she thought, reverting to Sid: it was a serious indictment. She went in search of the Duchy whom she found in the drawing room, mending china at the card table, which was spread with newspaper.


‘I’m off now, Duchy dear. Anything I can get you in London?’


‘Not unless you can find a new kitchenmaid.’


‘Is Edie leaving?’


‘Mrs Cripps tells me she wants to join the Women’s Air Force. She is so cross about it that Edie’s petrified and bang went another of the Copeland plates. As she says, Edie only breaks the best.’


‘Have you spoken to Edie?’


‘Not yet. But in any case I shouldn’t feel justified in asking her to stay. I rather admire her for wanting to serve her country. She came straight from school to us. She has never left the village. I think it’s rather brave of her. But, of course, Mrs Cripps is beside herself. I shall have to find a replacement, drat it, but goodness knows how. Is Mrs Lines still operating, do you know? That rather good agency – in Kensington, wasn’t it? They might have someone. After all, kitchenmaids are usually below the call-up age. You go, darling, or you’ll miss your train. But you might see if Mrs Lines is still going, and ask them. If you have time.’


‘I will. And don’t forget to remind Tonbridge to pick up the piano tuner.’


‘I won’t.’


At least she didn’t ask me to go to the Army and Navy Stores to get anything, she thought. The Duchy patronised very few shops and was convinced that any others were no good. She bought household linen from Robinson and Cleaver, her own clothes, acquired very occasionally, from Debenham and Freebody, material from Liberty, and practically everything else from the Army and Navy, which, being in Victoria Street, was not near anything else. As she had not been to London since the war began she relied upon her daughters-in-law and Rachel to provide her with her modest but none the less exacting requirements.


‘Have you your gas mask, Miss?’


‘Thank you, Tonbridge. It’s packed.’


As she settled into the back of the car, with Tonbridge tucking the old felt-lined fur rug over her lap, she thought how extraordinary war was; the juxtaposition of the gas mask and the fur rug seemed precisely to mirror what most of life was now like. Or like for the useless, stay-at-home people like me, she then thought. I do nothing to help end the war; I do nothing useful except trivial things that anyone else would probably do better. The depression that had descended upon her when she had finally realised that her beloved Babies’ Hotel had had its day descended yet again. The hotel had returned to its London home briefly after the Munich business, but then a combination of shortage of funds and shortage of girls who wished to train as nurses had gradually overwhelmed the whole enterprise. Matron had retired to look after an aged father, the replacement had been unsatisfactory, and by the time the blitzes on London began the whole thing had come to an end in the nick of time, since the premises – then mercifully empty – had received a direct hit. But it had been the last, indeed the only time when she had felt she had some sort of career. Now she was forty-three, too old to be called up and unable – or unwilling – to volunteer for anything more than supporting her parents and any others of the family who might need her. And then, one day, eventually her dear parents would die, and then she would be free to live with Sid. Then she would be able to look after Sid, make her happy, put her first, share everything with her. When, as now, she was by herself, it seemed sad that she could not talk about this future with Sid, but when they were together, the fact that this future depended upon her parents’ death somehow made it impossible to mention, let alone discuss.


In the train, she decided that she would buy Sid a gramophone, something she had never been able to afford. This idea made her feel suddenly far happier: they would have such fun choosing records together, and Sid would have it to assuage her loneliness. She would get a good machine, one of the ones with a large horn and thorn needles that were supposed to be less hard on records than the steel ones. She would go to HMV in Oxford Street in her lunch hour to choose one, and might very well be able to take it straight to Sid that evening in a taxi. It was a splendid idea – almost a solution.
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‘Honestly, darling, as soon as I’ve had this baby, I’ll simply have to find somewhere else to live. Apart from the fact that the cottage is far too small for the boys, it isn’t even really large enough for Jamie and a baby. And poor Isla can’t have anyone to stay.’


She did not add that her sister-in-law was driving her mad, because she knew that people not getting on with each other simply embarrassed him.


They were lunching in a small Cypriot restaurant off Piccadilly Circus which he had described as convenient and quiet. Its convenience escaped her, but it was certainly quiet. Apart from a couple of disconsolate-looking American officers, there was nobody there. For lunch they had had rather tough chops surrounded by rice and tinned peas. It wasn’t at all the sort of place he usually took her to and she wondered, as she had when they walked in, whether he was embarrassed at taking somebody so conspicuously pregnant out to lunch. She had said she could not drink wine, and now, after the meal was over, the waiter brought her a carafe and poured some water into her glass. It was tepid, and tasted of chlorine. The hard chair on which she was sitting was extremely uncomfortable. On the wall – painted a rather dirty yellow – in front of her was a poster with an impossibly blue sky, a mountain with a ruin on top and in the foreground a ferociously smiling Greek Orthodox priest. The waiter arrived with small cups of Turkish coffee, upsetting the three paper carnations that stood in a vase on the table. He righted them with a flourish and then laid a saucer with two lumps of Turkish delight upon it in front of her with a benevolent smile directed at her belly. ‘On the house,’ he said, ‘for Madam.’


‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t much of a lunch. But I thought we’d rather go somewhere quiet, where we could talk. This coffee is perfectly beastly. I shouldn’t drink it.’


But they hadn’t talked much, she thought.


‘What about Scotland?’ he now said.


‘I couldn’t live there! They wouldn’t want me.’


‘I thought you said that they did.’


‘That was only immediately after Angus died. They felt they had to offer. They’d have been appalled if I’d agreed.’ She felt panic rising. He couldn’t – surely he wouldn’t – try to ditch her now.


‘I thought it might be a temporary solution for the older boys,’ he said.


Burying anything else he might have thought, she said, ‘Well, it would be, in a way. But it means I wouldn’t see them.’


There was a pause.


‘Darling, I feel so utterly useless. It’s just a bloody awful situation. I ought to be looking after you – and I can’t.’


Relief flooded over her. ‘I know you can’t. I do understand.’


His face brightened. ‘I know you do. You’re a marvellous person.’ He started to tell her, for the hundredth time, how he could not possibly leave Villy, but luckily the waiter came with the bill and he became occupied in paying it while she went in search of the lavatory. As she repaired her face – she really wasn’t looking her best, had overdone her make-up in the morning – she felt self-pity besieging her like a fog. They had nowhere to go, nowhere where they could quietly spend the time until she had to catch her train; the perm that she had had that morning in Brook Street (her excuse to Isla for escaping to London) looked tight and artificial and not at all as though it would ever be a success; her back ached from the uncomfortable chair and her best shoes had made her feet swell. The thought of being driven to the nursing home by the local taximan when the time came to have the baby, possibly unable even to tell him that she was going and then being visited by Isla who would go on and on about its likeness to Angus and indeed the whole Mackintosh family, filled her with a kind of irritable despair.


And then the awful uncertainty of what to do next – where to live and how to find the place; she was nearly in her eighth month and would have to get on with that. It all seemed too much. She seemed to be surrounded by discretion and loneliness and lies . . . This would not do; she must not give up; she decided to be confident and sanguine, but just a touch helpless over practical matters. She gave her nose a final admonishing dab of powder and went to rejoin him.


‘I was thinking,’ she said brightly, ‘that the best thing would be for me to find a flat in London. Or possibly, even, a small house. I don’t quite know how to go about it but I’m sure that it would be the solution. Where do you think I should look?’


They discussed this with animation while he drove her to Vigo Street where he parked outside Harvey and Gore and took her in to buy her a present.


‘Amethysts,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you could find us some nice amethysts, Mr Green.’ And Mr Green, who thought the only thing wrong with Mr Cazalet was his not having a title, rubbed his hands and produced an array of battered leather cases, inside the bruised velvet of which lay various brooches, pendants, necklaces and bracelets of amethyst set in gold, sometimes with pearls or diamonds, and one with tiny turquoises that Edward particularly liked. ‘Try it on,’ he said.


She did not want a necklace – when on earth would she wear it? – but she unbuttoned her coat and the top of her blouse and bared her neck which fortunately, humiliatingly, turned out to be too large for the necklace. Mr Green said that some chain could be put at the back to enlarge it, but Edward said no, try something else. What she wanted was a ring, but she sensed that this would be the wrong thing to ask for. The time he had driven her from Lansdowne Road and dumped Villy’s jewel box on her lap and, because it was not locked, all the jewellery spilled out, came suddenly into her mind, and she felt envious and desolate. For a moment she wondered quite madly whether he had strings of women who had had his children – whether the unctuous Mr Green was utterly used to visit upon visit with different women . . .


‘Darling? Look! What about this?’


It was a collar of graduated oval stones set and backed in gold, heavy and simple and handsome. She sat, and it was fastened on her and admired and he asked her whether she liked it and she agreed that she did.


‘If Madam is not absolutely sure . . .’ Mr Green had years of experience of ladies being bought things that they did not like or want, or being bought one thing when they would much rather have something else.


‘The only thing is that I don’t know when I would wear it.’


But he simply said, ‘Nonsense, darling, of course you’ll wear it.’ And when Mr Green retired to wrap it up, he leaned over her and whispered, ‘You can wear it in bed with me,’ and his moustache brushed her ear.


‘Well, it certainly makes a glamorous alternative to Utility nightgowns,’ she managed to say.


‘Darling, you don’t have Utility nightgowns!’


‘No, but I soon shall have. The Government has said no more embroidery on lingerie.’


‘Rotten bastards. Perhaps we’d better buy you some of that before the shops run out.’


‘They need coupons, darling, and everybody’s short of them.’


He had finished writing the cheque and Mr Green returned with a carefully sealed white package. ‘I hope Madam has much pleasure wearing it,’ he said.


Outside the shop she said, ‘Darling, thank you so much. It’s a marvellous present.’


‘Glad you like it. Now, I’m afraid, I’d better take you to your train.’


They drove down Bond Street to Piccadilly past the bombed church, round the boarded-up statue of Eros and into Haymarket. ‘Malta gets the George Cross!’ was the main headline on the billboards. The buildings round Trafalgar Square had sandbags piled against their lower windows. Outside Charing Cross station an old man was walking slowly up and down with a board strapped to his back that said: ‘The End of the World is Nigh.’ Starlings intermittently clouded the air. They arranged for her to come up the following week and he would give her lunch and help her to find a flat.


‘Darling, I wish I could take you down myself. But Hugh expects to go with me on Fridays – you know how it is.’


‘That’s all right, darling. Of course I understand.’


She understood, but it didn’t stop her minding.


‘You’re the most understanding girl in the world,’ he said, as he put her in the train and handed her the paper he had bought for her. ‘Afraid there wasn’t a Country Life.’


‘Never mind, I can read all about Malta getting the George Cross.’


He bent to kiss her and then, as he straightened up, began fumbling in his pocket. ‘I nearly forgot.’ He put three half-crowns onto her lap.


‘Darling! What’s this for?’


‘For your taxi because I can’t take you home.’


‘It’s far too much. It won’t be more than five bob.’


‘The third one is the Edward medal for bravery,’ he said. ‘For enduring that really ghastly lunch – and everything. I must fly, I’m late for Hugh already.’


Her eyes filled. ‘Fly,’ she said.


After he had gone and the train had begun to lumber slowly over the river, she sat looking out of the window (there were other people in the carriage by then) trying to sort out the confusion she felt about him. Resentment, anger, even, that she should have to have this baby without his public support, that she should have so much financial anxiety, all the business of having to find somewhere to live, setting up there by herself with four children to worry about – she didn’t know how on earth she would be able to pay the school fees for the three boys, let alone this new one. Angus’s parents had offered a small sum for the eldest, but they had no money either, simply the same ideas as Angus had had about Eton being the only suitable school. Frustration: here she was after a four-year affair – more than four years, actually – and no nearer getting him to leave his wife and marry her, although I didn’t always want that, she thought. When she had first met him she had simply fallen head over heels; he had seemed the most attractive man she had ever met, and Angus, she had recognised then (how funny that it hadn’t occurred to her before), was absolutely no good in bed at all. He had been rigidly romantic, had taken up with her because she had reminded him of an actress he had seen and adored in a play by Barrie, but when it came to sex he embarked upon it seldom, apologetically and as speedily as possible in the dark, as one displaying an unfortunate but undeniable weakness which he wished to involve her with as little as he could contrive. Edward also seemed to consider that sex was largely for men, but, when the first fine rapture had worn off, although she had had to admit that he did not seem to apprehend her feelings with the attention to detail that would have been satisfying, he enjoyed himself so openly and so much that she had fallen back upon a kind of maternal indulgence with him. He undressed and admired her, he never failed to say afterwards how marvellous it had been for him and how wonderful, in every way, she was, that she had found it quite easy to lie back and think not of England but of him. And he had given her a very good time in other ways. Apart from the restaurants, the dancing, the presents, and the feeling that being with him was like one of the birthdays he always claimed to be having, she was attracted by his desire for her – by the obvious fact that he was attractive to nearly every woman he met but had stayed with her, which gave her a sensation of power and identity. Of course there had been times when she had wondered how faithful he was, but here her slowly growing long-term ambitions about him intervened. To be broad-minded about any possible – although unconfirmed – lapse seemed the best policy. Since Angus had died the reasons for wanting to be married to Edward had become so diffused and so uncomfortably complex that, when any of them arose, she bundled them up into dark corners beneath the protective umbrella of what she evolved to herself as her undying love for him. Of course he was her great love: she had had one if not two of his children; she had spent four years patiently being available for him whenever he wanted her; her entire life had revolved round his presence, his absences, his needs and his restrictions. She had never looked at anyone else, and she was forty-two and so, she felt, was unlikely to start now. She was deeply, irrecoverably devoted to him. When, as now, some demonic shred of doubt tried to voice itself – that there was something, somehow, not quite right about the affair – she banished it: if there was anything wrong she was determined not to find out what it was. She loved him, that was all that she was prepared to know.
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‘Did you tell her?’


‘I couldn’t, old boy – I really couldn’t. I fully intended to, but for various very good reasons, it simply wasn’t practicable.’ Then seeing his brother’s face, which was full of accusing incredulity, he said, ‘She’s having a baby any minute, for God’s sake—’


‘You never told me that!’


‘Well, I’m telling you now. I simply can’t upset her. Anyway,’ he said, moments later, ‘she knows the form. I’ve never lied to her.’


There was a silence. He had managed to get as far as Lee Green without having this conversation by talking feverishly about an office matter where they were not in agreement, but he had known that Hugh would ask him. Just as he knew that any minute now he’d ask the next question.


‘Is it yours?’


‘Yes.’


‘God! What a mess!’ Then he noticed that his brother, extracting a cigarette from the packet with one hand while he gripped the steering wheel with the other, was shaking and, with an effort, he added, ‘Poor old boy! It must be a nightmare!’ and with a further effort, for he could not imagine that one would have someone’s baby if it was not so, he said, ‘You must be very much in love with her.’


And Edward answered gratefully, ‘You bet! I have been for a long time.’


After that, as they drove back to the house that did not have Sybil in it, Hugh said no more on the subject.
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‘My dear Miss Milliment! When did this happen?’


‘Oh – a little before Christmas, I think. I know there was still quite a remarkable display of berries on the holly, and those snowdrops outside the stable door were not out, so I think it must have been about then. I used my suitcase as a prop and it seemed to serve quite well for a while, until, as you can see, it has unfortunately given way under the strain.’


It had indeed. The moment Villy had entered Miss Milliment’s room in the stables’ cottage, she had realised that it was not only her bed (the breakdown of which was the reason for her visit) that needed attention, it was all the furnishings, indeed, practically everything that Miss Milliment possessed. The wardrobe door hung drunkenly on one hinge and was open to reveal Miss Milliment’s clothes, the same clothes that she had arrived with two years ago and that were not only palpably in need of cleaning but she expected were, in many cases, beyond repair. The room had been hurriedly furnished then; the Duchy had arranged it, but her Victorian attitude about the bedrooms that were occupied either by grandchildren or servants meant that it had never contained more than the barest necessities and they had been composed of furniture that would, in any other circumstances, have been thrown out. Villy remembered that she had asked Miss Milliment whether she had a bedside lamp and a table to write at, and, when Miss Milliment had admitted that she had neither, had had these things sent over to the cottage. But she had never come to see for herself. She was ashamed.


‘I am so sorry, Viola dear, to be such a nuisance.’


‘You aren’t at all. It is my fault.’ She was kneeling by the bed trying to prise the jagged broken leg out of the suitcase whose lid it had penetrated, leaving the mattress sloping uncomfortably almost to the ground. ‘It must have been most dreadfully uncomfortable – I can’t imagine how you slept a wink.’ She was unable to shift the broken leg and guilt about the whole situation made her say: ‘You really should have told me before!’


‘I expect I should. In any case, it is not your fault, Viola. I cannot allow you to feel that.’


And Villy experienced the fleeting sensation of being back in the schoolroom on those occasions when she had said one thing and felt another, and it had always been perceived.


She spent the rest of that day reorganizing Miss Milliment’s room. This entailed first tackling the Duchy. There was plenty of furniture stored from Pear Tree Cottage that she could easily have taken without saying anything to her mother-in-law, but for another most embarrassing fact that had gradually emerged, which was that the servants had not been cleaning Miss Milliment’s room, had done no more for her than place clean sheets at the bottom of the narrow cottage stairs each week. Her other laundry had been ignored, and Villy found the dank little bathroom full of stubbornly damp bloomers, vests and stockings that had been washed by Miss Milliment in the bath, but her capacity for housework, due to her age, bulk, short-sightedness and inexperience, had been negligible: the room was extremely dirty and smelt of old clothes.


‘I’ll clean out the room, Duchy dear, but I really think one of the maids ought to make her bed and dust, et cetera.’


The Duchy was angry and rang for Eileen. ‘Servants have always been naughty about governesses,’ she said.


‘I shouldn’t have thought that either Dottie or Bertha was old enough to have experienced a governess before.’


‘No, but it is tradition. They will have heard about them from Mrs Cripps or Eileen. But don’t you bother, darling. The maids can spring clean the room.’


‘As a matter of fact, I’d rather do it myself.’ She did not say that she couldn’t bear Miss Milliment’s pathetic squalor to be exposed to them, but the Duchy understood.


‘Perhaps that would be best,’ she said. ‘Ah, Eileen, would you send Dottie and Bertha to me, please?’


Dinner-time that day in the kitchen was a tense affair. Dottie and Bertha were full of defiant and martyred excuses: nobody had told them to clean in the cottage, how were they to know? Nobody had told her to cook for a governess, either, Mrs Cripps retaliated, but it stood to reason that anyone living in had to be catered for. Eileen said a number of times that it was nothing to do with her and she believed in minding her own business, but she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor old lady. Bertha burst into tears and said whatever happened it was always her fault. Tonbridge reminded them that there was a war on, as a consequence of which, although moving furniture was not his place, he had naturally lent a hand with it when asked. Edie said nothing at all. If she so much as opened her mouth these days, Mrs Cripps snapped her head off or made sarcastic remarks about people who left other people in the lurch simply for a bit of excitement and to doll themselves up in a uniform. She’d be gone in four weeks, she said to herself, and then they wouldn’t see her for dust. Apart from Madam’s plate, she’d broken a pudding basin, two cups and a jug that Madam used for flowers, as she jumped every time Mrs Cripps called her and things just slipped from her hand. Tea was drunk and very few remarks were passed.


By lunch-time Villy had emptied the room of everything; Miss Milliment’s possessions were laid upon a dust sheet on the floor of the small neighbouring bedroom, she procured a bar of soap, a scrubbing brush and a pail. It was then that she discovered that the electric water heater in the bathroom had broken down and realised that poor Miss Milliment had been doing without hot water for goodness knows how long. She went back to the house and rang the builder for an electrician, borrowed Ellen’s electric kettle from the nursery and set about the fairly unpleasant business of sweeping and then scrubbing the floor. The state of Miss Milliment’s wardrobe appalled her, and she resolved to take her to Hastings or Tunbridge Wells to replenish it. She must have accumulated a number of clothes coupons by now, and if shops no longer contained garments that would fit her, they could buy some material and get it made up. Sybil would have helped in this, she thought, recognizing yet again how much she missed her. She had never been able to have much of a relationship with Zoë, and of course she was fond of both the Duchy and Rachel, but with Sybil she had been able to gossip, discuss their children and their own youth, their early married days and sometimes reminiscences that stretched back to before they had become Cazalets. Sybil’s brother had been killed in the war; her mother had died in India when Sybil was three and she had been brought up almost entirely by a devoted ayah and her father’s household servants until she reached the age of ten, when their father took her and Hubert back to England and left them there in the charge of his married sister, who despatched them both to boarding schools where both were profoundly homesick. The holidays had only been better because they had each other, never getting on with their cousins: ‘We had our secret language, Urdu, which, of course, they couldn’t understand, and so they hated us and my aunt blamed us for not getting on with them.’ She remembered Sybil’s rather flat, very English voice when she said this, and had added that they spoke it far more than they did English, which they regarded as a foreign, boring grown-ups’ language. But when she asked if Sybil could still speak it, she had said no – never since her brother died. He had died just before the Armistice; she had been in the throes of her grief when she had met Hugh.


She had become very close to Sybil in the last weeks, ever since the morning when she had gone into her room to see if she wanted breakfast in bed and found her sobbing.


‘Shut the door!’ she had cried. ‘I don’t want anyone to hear.’ Villy did so and sat on Sybil’s bed holding her until she had finished and said: ‘I thought I was getting better – but I’m not.’ There was a silence, and then, with eyes fixed upon Villy in such a way that she could not look away, she said: ‘I’m not, am I?’ Before Villy could bring herself to reply, she said suddenly: ‘No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I promised Hugh that – just because I’ve had a couple of bad nights . . . for goodness’ sake, Villy, don’t tell him I’ve been so low. Don’t say anything – to anyone.’ And she, who knew that Hugh knew but had had a similar promise exacted from him, could only acquiesce in the marital labyrinth. She had talked to Dr Carr – trying to get him to get them to talk to each other, to face reality, she remembered she had said because he had instantly replied: ‘Oh, Mrs Cazalet, they’re each facing reality. But they each think they are doing that for the other one. I wouldn’t dream of interfering in that. They each think it’s the last thing they can do for the other, you see.’ She was silenced. He had added that he could see she was doing a good job with the nursing.


She’d done her best. The one day a week that she had worked in hospitals for the Red Cross before the war had taught her much that was of use. Blanket bathing, turning the patient in bed and bedpans, all things that gradually became necessary, and Sybil preferred her to any other anxious, amateur kindness . . .


She had felt useful as, indeed, and of course to a lesser degree, she supposed she did now. Her thoughts then turned to Miss Milliment – would she have told anyone else about her bed or the lack of hot water? But then she felt her mind begin to drift towards her husband – how different might her life have been if she had not become a Cazalet? Edward would certainly have married someone who would have had his children, engaged servants, ordered meals and gone to parties with him. Except now there were no parties to go to, and when she saw Edward, which was not even every weekend, they were hardly ever alone. Not that she particularly wanted that; one of the things she had noticed during this last year had been that Edward seemed less keen on all the bed stuff, which had been something of a relief. It did happen occasionally, of course, but she could see that there would come a time when it would probably hardly happen at all. When they retired for the night these days they seemed to have little to say: there were desultory conversations about the children; she had tried several times to get him to give Louise a good talking-to about how irresponsible it was to go on trying to get work in the theatre – a grossly overcrowded profession if ever there was one – when she ought to be doing something for the war effort. He made excuses, tried to change the subject and once, when she got cross about it, simply said that Louise would be called up anyway when she was twenty, which was only a year away, and why shouldn’t she have some fun while she could? Which seemed to her to be a thoroughly frivolous attitude to have about one’s daughter.


Louise . . . She was really becoming quite out of hand. She insisted upon living in London, where, although she said she was always to be on the point of getting some theatre job, it never actually happened – she had done one or two small parts in broadcast plays, but otherwise she was always talking of the auditions she went to, and the people she met who were considering her for a part. She went about London with her hair streaming down her back, in trousers, most of the time wearing far too much make-up. Villy had had what seemed to her the extremely sensible idea of Louise living with Jessica in the grandparents’ house in St John’s Wood but, much to her chagrin, neither Louise nor (more surprisingly) Jessica had seemed at all keen on the notion. Jessica had made all kinds of excuses, the main one being that she did not want the responsibility, and Louise had declared that she simply couldn’t bear to: she was going to share a flat with her friend Stella and be free to do as she liked. And before she could object to this, Edward had antied up the thirty shillings for rent and Louise had moved in. And goodness knows what they get up to, Villy thought – staying up all night probably and not making themselves proper meals. And then there was Michael Hadleigh. His mother, Lady Zinnia, had rung up once enjoining her not to allow Louise’s heart to be broken by her son, which, she had added, was constantly happening with girls. ‘But what on earth can I do about it?’ Villy had asked herself. She felt ambivalent about Michael: on the one hand, Louise was far too young to be seriously pursued; on the other, he was a damn sight better than those awful actors she had got involved with in Devon. But he was far too old for her, and in any case she was not old enough for anyone – yet. More likely to turn her head than break her heart, Villy reflected bitterly: hearts were secretly (and rather horribly) a sore subject for her and, like most sore subjects, one that she dwelt upon a very great deal. There had been an incident in London that she had found so shocking that even now – weeks later – she was quite unable to think clearly about it, as when she tried she seemed prey to a kind of double vision, of how something would be that she had imagined wonderful, and what had actually happened.


It was to do with Lorenzo, of course. He had sent one of his rare postcards (inside an envelope), inviting her to a concert he was conducting in a church in London where, he said, a small choral piece of his own was to have its first performance. She was enthralled at the prospect. He had, rather surprisingly, asked her to ring him at home to say whether she could come – ordinarily it would have been out of the question as the jealousy (unnecessary, of course) of poor Mercedes was invariably inflamed by the most innocent telephone calls to her husband. But Mercedes turned out to be in hospital ‘so I am able to invite you to supper after the concert,’ he had said. This meant staying the night in London. Her first thought had been to stay with Jessica who she felt was rattling about in their parents’ house in St John’s Wood, but when she had rung once and got no reply, she had second thoughts. If she stayed there, Jessica might say she wanted to come to the concert as well and that would spoil everything. Hugh would have her. She would go up in the morning, do some shopping, perhaps have lunch with Hermione and then go to Hugh’s house to bath and change for the concert. She arranged with Rachel and Zoë that between them they would do everything that Sybil required, obtained a latchkey from Hugh and settled to a few days of glorious anticipation of her treat. An evening with Lorenzo, a concert, supper alone with him (they had only ever managed one tea together when he had so enchantingly accompanied her half-way to Sussex in the train), time, at last, in which they could discuss all the romance and despair of their attachment, their previous and lifelong commitment and their mutual integrity. She spent two evenings trying on her clothes to see what would be most, as she put it to herself, suitable, decided that nothing would really do, and planned a delicious excursion to Hermione’s shop. After all, she had not had anything new to wear since before Roly. She rang Hermione who said, what perfect timing, she had just got her summer collection into the shop, and added that she would provide lunch. Those days of waiting until the Thursday made her realise how entrenched she had become in routine and duty, how beset by insignificant but necessary detail and how tired it had all made her feel. For those three mornings she woke full of energy and resolution, looking forward to each day that brought her meeting with Lorenzo nearer. She told Edward, of course, that she was coming to London, and exactly what she was going to do and he was nice about it – said he hoped she’d have a splendid time and gave her twenty-five pounds to buy ‘the dress you’ll want but feel you can’t afford’. But everyone was nice about it. ‘I must say you’re extremely sparkly,’ Lydia remarked when Villy was trimming the split ends of her long hair. ‘I always thought grown-ups had fun all the time, but you don’t, do you? You hardly have a speck of fun. I suppose having such a good character is a bit of a drawback. Mum! You know that awful very, very old lipstick you only used to wear for going to the theatre, the very dark red one in a gold case that there’s only about a quarter of an inch of left?’


‘How do you know so much about my lipstick?’


‘I just happened to see it. One day. When I happened to be near your dressing table. Well. I wondered if you would sort of lend it to me. You never wear it any more and Louise said it was the wrong colour for your skin anyway.’


‘What do you want it for?’ Even Louise’s remark did not irritate her in her present mood.


‘To practise with. I mean, one day, quite soon really, I’ll be wearing all that kind of thing and when I do I definitely don’t want to look like a beginner. So I just thought I could practise, you know, in the evenings when nobody would notice.’


Why not? she thought. The children did not have much fun either: no parties with conjurors and crackers or treats about London. ‘But you must only do it in the evening before you have your bath,’ she said.


‘I absolutely, faithfully promise.’ It would mean having more baths than she cared for, she thought, but it was worth it.


Eventually, at last, it was Thursday morning. ‘You deserve a treat,’ Sybil had said when she slipped in to say goodbye to her. ‘It’s sad you won’t be dining with Hugh, but you’ll have breakfast with him. And you’ll be able to tell me truthfully whether Mrs Carruthers is looking after him properly.’


‘You’re not to worry about anything,’ Rachel had said. ‘Just enjoy yourself.’


‘I shall!’ she had exclaimed. She felt joyful – and quite unlike her usual self.


It was a beautiful day: the sun shone, the sky was clear with small, skittish white clouds, forsythia glistened in back gardens. She caught the train that people working in London caught and it was full of people reading their morning papers. PRINCESS ELIZABETH REGISTERS FOR WAR SERVICE, she read over someone’s shoulder. I must buy some scent, she thought. Her old bottle of Coty’s L’Origan had gone dark brown and smelt only as though it had once been scent. She wore a very old black and white printed frock that she had bought from Hermione before the war; for some reason, she always felt that when she went to buy clothes there she must wear something previously bought from her. She didn’t have a decent pair of stockings, but had packed some old beige silk ones in case she was unable to buy any new. Beige went with anything, she thought, a trifle uncertainly; pale stockings had always been the thing when she was young, and she had found it difficult to change. Her mother had always said that the peachy shades favoured before the war were extremely common: it was palest beige for the young, and pale grey for the old. Hermione wore flesh-coloured stockings, but she was the kind of person who could have worn any stockings – even black ones – and look both glamorous and well bred. She thought – not for the first time – of the occasion when Diaghilev, tapping one of her knees with his cane, had said, ‘Pas mal, ma petite, pas mal.’ This, considering that he thought a woman’s knees the ugliest part of her anatomy, had been praise indeed. But, of course, it was usually ankles that people went on and on about and hers were definitely not good. But Lorenzo, who never seemed to take his burning eyes off her face, would not notice them. Their relationship, she thought happily (then), was literally on a higher plane.


The session with Hermione was utterly enjoyable, bounded only by how many clothes coupons she had, although Hermione mentioned in passing that they might be able to make the coupons go a little further than they had been designed to do. ‘Of course, we only do it for our favourite customers, don’t we, Miss MacDonald?’ and Miss MacDonald, who must hardly ever have needed any clothes coupons at all since she seemed always – for years now – to be wearing the same tailored pinstripe coat and skirt, smiled obediently and said, ‘Of course we do, Lady Knebworth.’ She tried on dozens of things – well, probably about a dozen, but some things she put on twice so it seemed like dozens. Hermione seemed to know how starved she’d felt for new clothes, and encouraged her to try things, even when she knew they would not really suit. ‘I must be sensible!’ she kept saying as she stroked the most beguiling dark blue chiffon blouse that tied in a large floppy bow at the neck.


‘Well, darling, if you had the navy suit – and really you must, you look a dream in it – you could have the blouse which would see you right through the summer, and then somewhere – fetch it, would you, Miss MacDonald – we have a perfectly divine shark-skin shirt, rather manly with cufflinks, that you could wear with the suit in the autumn. And after that, any old cashmere . . .’


She bought the suit. And a crêpe dress that was a kind of mushroom colour trimmed with a dull orange velvet ribbon with padded shoulders and a cape sleeve. She bought both blouse and shirt, and finally a summer jacket or short coat made in a soft silvery colour that was neither blue nor grey. And Hermione gave her two pairs of stockings that were as fine as cobweb; they were made of nylon, she said, and had been sent from America. ‘Americans are so amazingly generous – I get absolutely deluged with them,’ she had said. She also most kindly showed her how to put them on which was helpful as they were so thin that Villy had felt they would snag if she touched them. ‘You turn the foot part inside out, like this, and whatever you do sit down when you put them on. But they’re marvellous: they last far longer than ours. I’ve never understood the patriotism of bare legs – especially with the ghastly regulation length of skirts these days.’


The morning cost her forty-four pounds – Hermione’s clothes were always priced in guineas – but she felt elated rather than extravagant. ‘Miss MacDonald will pack them up for you while we have lunch.’


Lunch was at a little restaurant that Hermione described as her standby. They seemed to know her very well there, and rushed to serve them. ‘Don’t bother with the menu,’ Hermione said. ‘They’ll bring us much nicer things if we don’t.’


They began with some sort of pâté, ‘It’s probably made of field mice or hedgehogs, but it tastes delicious,’ followed by grilled trout and a salad. Hermione made them wrap up the trout carcasses for the shop cat, a stray that she had found weeping, she said, in Hyde Park. ‘Riddled with worms and covered with fleas, but such a darling. She gives poor old Miss MacDonald fearful hay fever but it can’t be helped.’ Hermione was known for being kinder to animals than employees although she inspired devotion in both.


‘Is Edward taking you somewhere nice tonight?’ she enquired when they got to coffee.


‘He’s away, in Liverpool, I think, looking at a shipment of wood. I came up for a friend’s concert,’ she added, as airily as she could manage, but felt herself beginning to blush.


Hermione regarded her with cool grey eyes. ‘What a good thing,’ she said.


After lunch she said she would like to do a little shopping in Bond Street and collect her clothes in a taxi afterwards. She bought make-up and a new swansdown powder puff in a chiffon handkerchief and a stick of solid eau-de-cologne for Sybil to rub on her forehead. There wasn’t any scent to be had except lavender water, the only scent that her mother had approved of for girls. But I feel like a girl, she thought. It was strange and delightful not to find that a visit to London must entail a wearisome family shopping list: Start-rite shoes for Wills and Roly, summer vest for Aunt Dolly, esoteric haberdashery for the Duchy (fearful things like dress preservers), BBs for Clary and Polly, a hunt for razor blades for the men who were always short of them these days – oh, all that stuff that would have taken the whole day and left her exhausted. She was not going to survey the dusty house in Lansdowne Road; she was not going to have an uneasy lunch with Louise when the conversation would have consisted of her asking questions that Louise did not wish to answer. She was not going to see Jessica in St John’s Wood, which would have entailed criticism of her sister – Jessica seemed to have a series of small voluntary jobs that she could do when she pleased and not when she didn’t – and would have ended in resentment and envy . . . none of any of that. Instead, she bought presents: a café-au-lait straw hat for Lydia with a wreath of corn-flowers, buttercups and poppies round it. Jacqmar scarves for Rachel and Zoë, lavender water for the Duchy, a box of chocolates for Aunt Dolly and Dinky cars for Wills and Roly.


In the taxi, after she had picked up her clothes from Hermione and was bowling along Bayswater Road thinking how much prettier Kensington Gardens looked now that they had taken all the little railings away from each side of all the paths, she remembered that she had bought nothing for the girls: she would have to do that in the morning.


The taximan helped her into the house with her boxes and parcels. ‘I can see it’s Christmas for some,’ he said. ‘We don’t know what the hubby’s going to say to all that, do we? Oh, well, it’s what women are for, isn’t it? Men make it, the ladies take it. I don’t know. Thank you, madam.’


Hugh’s house was tidy, and reasonably clean, but it had the neglected air of a house hardly used. The spare room was on the top floor and there was a bathroom on the half landing below it. When she had bathed and dressed in the navy suit and chiffon blouse, she decided that she wanted, needed, a drink. As the time to go to the concert drew nearer, and therefore seeing and subsequently being with Lorenzo, she had begun to feel nervous. Hugh would not mind her taking a drink, indeed he had said how sorry he was that he couldn’t get back in time to have one with her before her concert.


The shutters were closed in the drawing room and the drinks cupboard contained a number of bottles that had clearly not been used for some time, and were mostly almost empty, but she found a little gin left in one and a sticky bottle of Angostura, so she made herself a pink gin and took the glass back upstairs to fill with water from the bathroom. Armed with this and a cigarette, she tackled the business of her new make-up. She overdid it, wiped it all off with cold cream and started again. Her second attempt was not much better; she realised that she had not really looked at her face for some time (and for her, looking meant criticism). Now she could see that her lips had become much thinner, which she supposed must have happened when she had had to have practically all her teeth out; that the lines that ran down from each side of her nose to her mouth were not only more pronounced but reached down below it which in repose gave her an air of discontent. She smiled, but the smile seemed artificial, which it was: she could find nothing to smile at. Her eyes and her cheekbones were the same and, of course, she still had her widow’s peak which grew maddeningly a little off centre. Her hair was whiter, which was an improvement on the oyster-shell colour it had been for years, and it was comfortingly thick and naturally curly. Her face was one which was better when animated. She was not, never had been, the classic beauty that Jessica was. These unsatisfactory reveries were interrupted by a sudden fear that she would not get a taxi at the rank in Ladbroke Grove, and would be late for the concert.


But she did, and she wasn’t.


The concert was well attended; the church was nearly full and the choir – about sixty of them, already in place – were sitting in three rows in a semi-circle round the space where the orchestra was to be situated. They all wore white shirts and long black skirts or trousers according to their sex. They all looked tired, but since nearly all choirs were amateur they would have done a full day’s work before coming to sing and, in any case, the light shed from the high brass chandeliers was not flattering. She looked at the thin piece of paper with the programme Roneoed in purple ink upon it. Purcell, Bantock, Clutterworth, she read, The Temptations of St Anthony. The players – not very many of them; it was a chamber orchestra of minimal size – were taking their places, and then he appeared in his black tailcoat and white tie. There was a small flurry of applause and as he turned to the audience to acknowledge it she thought he saw her, but she was not sure.


‘Indeed, I saw you at once,’ he said, ‘my Good Angel,’ and he squeezed her hand again so that her rings hurt. They were sitting in a taxi by then – alone at last.


‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked, full of excitement at the thought of their candlelit supper in some discreet restaurant.


‘Aha! You will see, you will see,’ he replied, and she smiled indulgently – he seemed as excited as a boy, or as she was.


When the taxi stopped and he was paying it off, she recognised that they were in fact in Curzon Street, very near Hermione’s shop, at the entrance to Shepherd Market. It would be too odd, she thought, if he was to take her to the same restaurant where she had had lunch.


‘Give me your darling hand.’


He led her through the wide arch into a narrow little street – everything was dark – through a doorway that seemed to be open, since he used no key, and up two flights of narrow and steep stairs.


‘Where are you taking me to?’ she had said, trying to sound merely curious and amused, but she could hear her voice and it did not sound like either of those things.
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