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      Chapter One

    


    ‘Amanda Wallington, the first of our “New Stars”, is studying Fine Art at the University of East Anglia. The daughter of David Wallington MP and his wife, Julia, who is a barrister, Amanda spends as much of her vacations as she can in Florence.’


    The girl in the photograph was slender and long-legged with a square-chinned, bony face that looked both intelligent and seductively sulky. Her dark hair was long and straight and her eyes, ringed with black make-up and fringed with false lashes, looked enormous. Dressed in a minute skirt of blackberry-coloured wool and a clinging yellow sweater, she was lying along the golden-stone balustrade of a garden overlooking Florence. One of her arms was lifted above her head so that her hand could hold the heavy mass of hair away from her face.


    Felicity Suvarov stared down at the photograph of her goddaughter and wondered what she was really thinking as she lay there faintly smiling. She looked languid and sophisticated and entirely confident; yet as a child she had been both passionate and angry. Felicity had often thought that Amanda might have been rather lonely as well, but if so she had had far too much pride to tell anyone.


    Thinking of her transformation from difficult child to moody adolescent and then to the stunning, self-satisfied beauty of the photograph, Felicity was conscious of sympathy mixed with dislike and even fear, which surprised her. Reluctant to examine the fear, she tried to concentrate on the sympathy, knowing that although Amanda had the world at her feet for the time being, there was a lot that fate could do to her in revenge.


    Felicity felt as though she was battling with that revenge herself. For twenty years she had had almost everything anyone could want and had never considered what might happen if it were to be taken away. She dropped the glossy magazine back on her desk and turned to stare out of the window at the leafless trees in the park, trying as so often before to concentrate on the happy past or even the possibly bearable future instead of the grim present.


    Her hands clenched as she tried to remember. For a while she could not until, listening to the emptiness of the big house around her, she forced herself to think of it as it had been for so long. What she remembered most clearly was the dark, slender figure of her husband, around whom the whole glorious circus of sound, colour, scent and happiness had revolved.


    ‘Happiness,’ she said to herself. ‘What a funny little word for something so powerful!’


    The house had been so full of it in the old days that it was almost as obvious as the scent of the flowers and pot-pourri she had kept in every room. Their sweetness had been mixed with the spiciness of beeswax polish and the warm smell of yeast lifting sticky dough for the bread she had always made herself because Peter liked it so.


    There never seemed to be enough time to make bread any longer, even though three of her four children were away at boarding school and the fourth at university. The food she cooked for herself when she was alone was the quickest and cheapest she could find, and the house seemed to smell of little but dust. Flowers were too expensive a luxury and the pot-pourri had lost its scent long ago.


    With an immense effort of will, Felicity stopped herself thinking of the present and went back again to the past. There had been characteristic sounds as well as scents, she reminded herself: the children’s music thumping down from their bedrooms, usually punctuated with screams of laughter or rage; and Peter’s never-to-be-forgotten voice – slightly drawling, faintly accented, utterly seductive – as he called for her to tell her the latest joke that had tickled his cynical fancy, to arrange another party or, more gently, to tell her how he loved and wanted her even after twenty years of marriage.


    In the waves of misery that washed over her, she could not hold on to the past any longer. Her hands gripped the cold iron of the radiator as she tried to force back the useless, rasping tears she hated. Peter was dead. The house was full of dust and loneliness. There were debts to grapple with and work to be done. Refusing to surrender, she straightened her back, tucked her hands inside the sleeves of her fur coat to warm them up again and returned to her desk.


    As she was pulling out her chair, she heard the sound of a key in the front door and her lips lifted into a smile. The only person it could possibly be was Andrew, her elder son. Running to the door, she pulled it open, ready to call out. Before she could even say his name, she heard his voice.


    ‘Put it there, Fred. I’ll go up and see if my mother’s in.’


    Her delighted smile died and with it much of the excitement at his unexpected return. She stood for a moment, one hand on the blackened brass door handle and the other at her throat.


    ‘Andrew?’ she called when she had got her voice under control. ‘Can you come up here a moment?’


    Heavy feet pounded up the stairs and then he stood in front of her. For a moment delight resurfaced at the sight of him, tall and slender, dark-haired like his father and with the same flashing eyes and fine bones. Felicity held out her arms and he walked forwards. Bending his head, he kissed her forehead. At the touch of his lips, she smiled and stroked his clean and floppy hair.


    As he straightened up, Andrew left his hands on her thin shoulders.


    ‘Hello, Mama,’ he said, considering her and noticing that her blonde hair was dishevelled and her dark blue eyes were damp. ‘You look slightly worn.’


    ‘I am a bit,’ she admitted, almost amused by the understatement. She hugged him again, feeling a moment of pure pleasure as he let her hold on to him. ‘Come in here for a minute,’ she said as she released him.


    ‘But I’ve…’ he was beginning as she seized the ravelled wool of his sloppy jersey and urged him into her study, shutting the door firmly behind them. Before he could say any more, she added as quietly as she could, ‘Andrew, I’m sorry but I cannot have any more draft dodgers in the house.’


    He stood in the bright winter sun that streamed through the smeared window, squinting slightly against the glare, wondering why she sounded so sharp. Her sympathy with his views on the war in Vietnam had always been a matter of satisfaction and some pride.


    ‘But you agree with us,’ he said slowly. ‘You always did. What’s changed?’


    Felicity took a long, slow breath.


    ‘I do agree with you. I hate the war and I have unlimited sympathy for the young men you bring here, but I cannot house any of them any longer.’


    She looked at him, seeing the surprise and the hurt in his long, dark eyes.


    ‘It’s not just that tripping over their rucksacks in the hall drives me mad,’ she said as lightly as possible, ‘or that they tend to wear filthy sandals to breakfast and read their books at the table, or…’


    ‘Mama, you’ve got this enormous, empty house. Can’t you put up with little things like that for something that matters so much?’ Andrew’s eyes were puzzled and his voice tentative, but the twist of his beautifully cut mouth made him look yet more like his father. Felicity took a grip on herself and made herself say what had to be said.


    ‘I could put up with it easily if I could afford to keep feeding them and letting them have all the hot water they need. The horrible truth is that there is no more money.’


    Andrew looked round the elegant room in which his mother had always written her invitations and done her household accounts. The white wallpaper with its fine gold trellis was the same as it had always been and the flat-topped French desk was still there at right-angles to the window, but half the paintings had gone, leaving dust marks on the paper, and it seemed to him that there had once been a gilded clock on the empty chimney-piece. The smears on the window had not struck him before, nor the fact that, despite the sun, the room was bitterly cold. The significance of his mother’s wearing her old fur coat and a pair of thick woolly socks in the house began to dawn on him.


    ‘I think we need to talk,’ he said, sounding more cautious than he had earlier. ‘But I can’t leave Fred in the hall.’


    ‘I suppose not. Go and tell him that he’s not going to be able to stay here and make him a cup of coffee or something and then come back. He can always go to the youth hostel for tonight and then think again if he’s planning to stay in England.’


    Andrew left the room and his mother sat down in one of the squashy chairs that stood on either side of the empty fireplace. Her head had started to ache, but it was such a familiar condition that she hardly noticed it.


    ‘Now tell me,’ said Andrew a minute later from the doorway.


    As he walked towards the other chair, his mother looked carefully at him. She knew that his father’s death had affected him badly, but she did not know exactly how. Discussions with her friends had taught her that Andrew told her far more than did their sons, but anything that touched on his feelings seemed to be out of bounds.


    Felicity’s turmoil of loss and growing anger made her afraid for him, but she was reluctant to force his confidence and perhaps destroy whatever it was that kept him functioning – and affectionate. The knowledge that one day soon she would have to lose him, too, was always with her.


    ‘There’s not much to tell, and it’s very simple: I do not have enough money to run the house and feed and clothe the children.’


    Andrew, thinking of the size of the huge Kensington house, the thickness of his mother’s furs, and the lavishness of the life she and his father had always lived, asked simply, ‘Why not?’


    Felicity, who thought that she had already explained their situation to him, was puzzled.


    ‘Did Papa leave a lot of debts?’ Andrew asked when she said nothing.


    ‘No. But all he did leave was a tiny pension that just about clothes the younger ones and pays for a little heat during the school holidays.’


    ‘I don’t understand. There always seemed to be stacks of money.’ Andrew flushed slightly. ‘It used to bother me, actually.’


    Felicity raised her eyebrows and managed to smile.


    ‘Well, it needn’t bother you any more,’ she said drily. ‘It turned out to be only a life interest in capital that has reverted to Connie Wroughton. But you knew all this, surely?’


    ‘I don’t think I did,’ said Andrew slowly. ‘Did you tell me? I can’t have understood.’ He bit the left-hand corner of his lower lip as he had done since babyhood whenever anything worried him. ‘Then why are we still living in this vast house?’


    ‘Because there are only fifteen years of the lease left to run,’ said his mother patiently. ‘I can’t afford to buy another fifty years yet and if I tried to sell what’s left it would not raise enough to buy anywhere else into which we’d all fit. For the duration of the lease we’ll be safe here, if cold, provided that I can earn enough to pay the rates. By the time the lease runs out even Nicky will have left school and you and the girls will be earning your own livings.’


    Andrew’s face changed and he got up to walk slowly towards the window. Felicity remembered the magazine that still lay open on her desk and hoped that he was too shocked to notice it.


    ‘What about the school fees? And my allowance?’


    ‘Connie pays those, which is remarkably kind of her, given that our only connection with her is that Papa was once married to her sister.’


    At that Andrew came back to stare down at his mother. He looked angry and she hoped that he was not going to try to argue with her. She loathed conflict with her family and could never help taking seriously and personally – anything that was said.


    ‘She says that she’s paying them so that I can concentrate on work and ensure that there is at least one more woman in the House of Commons,’ Felicity went on. ‘But I think it’s probably more personal than that.’


    ‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’ asked Andrew, thinking of the times he had taken girls out to dinner instead of eating in hall, and the books he had bought, the clothes and the records. ‘There’s not much I could have done, but it would have been a bit.’


    ‘Oh, Andrew, darling!’ Felicity stretched out her hand. He took it and rubbed his fingers over the roughness of hers.


    ‘Did you know?’ he asked, looking down at their hands. ‘While he was alive, I mean.’


    ‘Know what?’


    ‘That it was only a life interest?’


    ‘No,’ said Felicity, clamping her lips shut so that none of the rage, none of the doubts, should escape.


    ‘Didn’t that make you… cross with him?’


    ‘Andrew,’ she said helplessly, broke off and then decided that the truth might hurt but that it would be less destructive than any kind of lie, however well-intentioned: ‘Yes, it did. It does. It’s probably unfair of me to say that, but I’m so tired of being fair. And while we’re on this horrible subject, Andrew, another thing I can’t afford is all those telephone calls to Paris.’


    He looked self-conscious and muttered that he was sorry.


    ‘I know you’ve still a lot of good friends at the Sorbonne, but it would help if you could do most of the keeping in touch by letter.’


    ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise. Look here, I’ll take Fred round to the youth hostel and then come back for lunch.’


    ‘All right,’ she said, thinking of the two boiled eggs and lump of cheese that she had planned to eat.


    ‘I won’t be long.’


    He was back twenty minutes later, by which time she had decided that a tin of soup would make her proposed lunch fit for him. They ate in silence at the scrubbed wooden table in the kitchen until he started to peel his boiled eggs.


    ‘I wish I’d understood all this properly before.’


    ‘Don’t think about it now,’ said Felicity. ‘You’ve schools at the end of next term and you need to concentrate all your energies on your work.’


    She saw a hint of a smile on his lips as he shook his head and her own eyes narrowed in amusement.


    ‘I know your dons have all told you that you’re safe for a first, but the last thing you ought to do is let complacency trap you into making a clot of yourself.’


    Andrew’s lean face creased into a real grin as he watched his mother turn back into the familiar, beautiful, teasing, safe person she had always been.


    ‘I won’t do that,’ he said. ‘I promise. By the way, last week I accepted the BBC traineeship.’


    ‘But that’s wonderful news,’ said Felicity, relieved of one pressing anxiety. ‘Darling, I am glad.’


    ‘They don’t pay at all well to start with. If I’d known about the money, I could have gone for something more profitable like … oh, like accountancy.’


    Felicity lost all control of herself and for the first time for ages had to wipe tears of laughter out of her eyes.


    ‘I don’t see what’s so funny.’ Andrew sounded rather dignified and even a little hurt.


    ‘My dearest boy.’ Felicity had stopped laughing, but her face was warm with love and amusement. ‘Anyone less like an accountant would be hard to imagine. It’s not just your grasp of Russian, which Professor Grainger was going on and on about last time we met…’


    ‘Glad to hear the old buzzard’s noticed it, given that his own grasp of everything is distinctly peculiar.’


    ‘But your politics,’ she went on as though he had not spoken, ‘and your general… oh, I can’t think of a word – your excitement. The thought of you sitting at a desk in some dim office adding up columns and columns of figures is just absurd. If that’s what you’d have done, I’m glad you didn’t know about the money.’


    Andrew grinned at her again and, having finished his eggs, took out a packet of cigarettes. He shook one half out and offered it to his mother, who shook her head. She had decided long ago that she simply could not afford the habit. He lit his and she winced slightly at the smell, finding it half unbearably tantalising and half disgusting.


    ‘How are you managing to keep going at all?’ he asked, watching her through the pale grey cloud of smoke. ‘There may not be an election for another three years and everything you do in the constituency before that must be unpaid, unless Diseholme is giving you something. Is he?’


    ‘He pays my expenses and fees for any research I do for him. Apart from that your aunt Gerry and Julia Wallington have guaranteed my overdraft until the election,’ said Felicity, closing her eyes briefly as she thought of the crushing weight of obligation she carried. Then she opened her eyes again and smiled. ‘And I earn useful sums of ready cash from organising these dances and things. It’s not too bad and I’ve not many debts apart from the bank, but there’s nothing left over for fripperies.’


    ‘I see,’ said Andrew again, frowning as he drew deeply on his cigarette. ‘You must have… I must have seemed horribly selfish.’


    At that Felicity reached across the table to touch his bony wrist.


    ‘You’ve had a lot to cope with this year, too,’ she said gently.


    Andrew looked away, breathing raggedly, unable to talk even to her about his father’s death. After a moment he regained control. Stubbing out his half-smoked cigarette, he said: ‘Well, whatever the BBC do pay me can go towards the, family pot until the election; that is, if you don’t mind my going on living here.’


    Felicity closed her eyes for a minute to hide the mixture of relief and anxiety that his offer gave her.


    ‘For a bit it would be lovely, but you ought to move out and build up your own life when you can,’ she said doggedly. ‘I’ll be all right. Everyone says that this is a safe seat and Michael Diseholme is easing me into the constituency very nicely so that when he retires there ought not to be any difficulty.’


    ‘Exploiting you, more like. He just makes you take his surgeries and do all the dreary work in the constituency while he props up the bar in the House of Commons.’ Some of Andrew’s contempt was caused by his politics, which were the opposite of his mother’s, but more came from his personal dislike of the sitting Member of Parliament.


    ‘Well, whatever his motives, the net effect is the same, and I am learning the job.’


    ‘Yes, but you hate it, don’t you?’


    At that piece of unexpected percipience, Felicity’s resolution almost crumbled.


    ‘No,’ she said, holding it together as best she could, ‘although I do find it difficult. Never mind. All new jobs are hard. I am truly glad about the BBC; I was half afraid that friends of Papa’s might try to get you to work for them.’


    Andrew lit another cigarette.


    ‘They did actually. I didn’t say anything at the time because of all those fearsome injunctions to secrecy, but since you were once involved with them, too, I expect you’re a safe confidante.’


    ‘Much as I detest secrets,’ said Felicity crisply, ‘theirs I do keep. What happened?’


    Andrew’s eyes were brilliant as he smiled at her.


    ‘I decided to turn them down when they set me a very clumsy test.’


    ‘Oh?’ Felicity stood up to switch on the kettle and spoon instant coffee into two cups.


    ‘They gave me a telephone number in case I were ever approached by the other side – as they called it. Two days later a highly dubious Russian appeared with a proposition. Crass, don’t you think? I obediently rang the number, reported what had happened and declined their charming offer of employment on the grounds that if they could be so stupid in their dealings with me, it would be far too dangerous to give myself up to them entirely. They were pretty irritated actually.’


    ‘I’ll bet they were,’ said Felicity, her ready smile surfacing again. ‘Well, my darling, I’m dreadfully glad you’re not going to be a spy.’


    ‘Me too.’


    ‘Have…?’ Felicity bit off the question before she could finish it. If her son had already been reporting to some home-surveillance team on the behaviour of his fellow student activists, he would never tell her, and if he had not the question would be an insult he might not be able to forgive. She made the coffee.


    ‘Did you see those pictures of Amanda?’ Andrew asked casually, as though he were simply changing the subject out of politeness and picking a topic that did not matter to either of them.


    ‘Yes, I did. I thought she looked very glamorous. Have you been in touch since the last vac?’


    ‘Of course. But she’s frying some remarkably celestial fish these days and has little time for me.’ His voice was light, but not light enough for her to miss his anger.


    ‘Don’t let her hurt you, Andrew. She’s… she’s not frightfully careful of people’s feelings.’


    ‘Easier said than done.’ He drank some coffee, grimaced, and then burst out: ‘It’s such a waste! All that talent and character being frittered away on being a star of the magazines and the party set. Admiration means more to her at the moment than anything else and she has no time for people who care about the person and not the star.’


    ‘I know,’ said his mother, aching for him. ‘But it’s not really surprising: there she is at just twenty, earning a fortune from the modelling, and apparently just as safe a bet for a first as you.’


    ‘Fine Art,’ he said with contempt.


    ‘You’re as bad as Julia,’ said Felicity, amused. ‘It’s a perfectly reasonable subject and she seems to do it very well.’


    Andrew laughed. ‘I must say I never expected to be bracketed with the terrifying Mrs Wallington.’


    ‘Does she frighten you? How interesting!’ Felicity thought of her old friend, whose many vulnerabilities she had often tried to protect.


    ‘Goodness, yes. Whenever we meet she fixes me with a basilisk stare and I turn to stone.’


    ‘Amanda will probably be the same,’ said Felicity, not averse to warning him off the girl. ‘After all, she does look exactly like her mother.’


    ‘God forbid,’ said Andrew, laughing again. ‘It’s good to be home, Mum, even for an hour. Thank you.’ He stretched out his hand across the table and she clasped it for a moment.


    Andrew got up from the table as soon as he had finished his second cup of coffee to announce that he ought to get back to Oxford. Felicity did not protest, completely faithful to her determination never to cling to him. Out in the hall, he took her in his arms again.


    ‘Don’t worry too much, Mama,’ he said, patting her back with slightly clumsy tenderness. ‘We’ll all be all right in the end, you know.’


    ‘I know we will. And you mustn’t worry about things like the money. You’ve enough to do with your own work. How are you getting back?’


    ‘Hitching,’ he said briefly, knowing that she disliked the habit but even more determined than usual not to waste any of his grant or allowance on train fares.


    ‘Well, be careful.’


    ‘I shall. But it’s okay. We all do it – even the girls. I’ll see you at the end of term.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Amanda was examining her latest published photograph with all the critical judgement she applied to her work. The background of Florence did not seem quite clear enough to dispel a possible suspicion that it was merely a photomontage, which would have detracted from the atmosphere of international success she liked to create around herself, and she thought the details of her several successful careers ought to have been fuller.


    She also felt that a more distinguished Christian name would have been desirable for the caption, or perhaps a whimsical nickname like Gibby or Golly or even Toby. Her father occasionally called her Blackberry, but that was wholly unsuitable, and all the possible diminutives of Amanda sounded positively suburban. Once or twice she had considered changing her name to Artemisia, but it seemed too late to do it without arousing snide amusement among her detractors.


    Some aspects of the photograph were good, she decided. The colours were interesting and the pose the photographer had chosen was nicely judged: casual, free, young, and yet elegant, too. All the boredom and discomfort of lying on the cold, hard stone, rearranging her limbs to his rudely phrased instructions and then waiting for him to adjust his lenses and his filters seemed worthwhile.


    ‘All in all it’s not too bad,’ she said aloud as she tucked the magazine’s cheque into her bag so that she could take it to the bank. She entered the amount of it neatly into her accounts, adding it to the running total she always kept. That was not bad either.


    She put the red account book back among the dictionaries that were stacked on her desk between a pair of antique bronze lions her Italian grandmother had once given her, and riffled through the rest of her letters.


    Her room was small and functional, and it had one of the most desirable views on the campus. The leafless trees and distant water were drear in the grey March light, but at least she was spared the sight of loitering undergraduates, bicycles and depressing lines of grey rain-streaked concrete buildings.


    To the basic modern furniture supplied by the university Amanda had added only the lions, a variety of Indian bedspreads, a black jar filled with pale yellow tulips and a series of drawings by her godfather, Tibor Smith. She had considered hanging one of his oil portraits of her but decided that the ink drawings of strange towers in violent imaginary landscapes would provide a more subtle statement about herself, and their bleakness fitted better with the grey concrete than would an oil.


    The tulips went remarkably well with her yellow velvet trousers and black polo-neck sweater, but that was merely coincidence. Amanda dressed to please herself and not to fit in with anyone or anywhere else.


    The first letter in the small pile of post was from her mother, which she slid to one side to reveal a blue envelope addressed in Andrew Suvarov’s writing. Pushing that away, too, she found a long, thick white envelope addressed in an eccentrically attractive, black italic hand that she had never seen before. Curiosity banished the slight petulance from her face and she opened the envelope and looked immediately at the signature: Comfort Gillingham.


    Amanda stared at the name in surprise. It was familiar, of course. No one, however uninterested in modern painting, could have failed to know of Comfort Gillingham, and art was Amanda’s subject. She also knew that her mother had once been married to the painter’s brother and she had always been curious about them.


    Neither of her parents had ever been willing to answer questions about the Gillinghams, and she had ceased to ask, assuming that there was something about them that was too important to be told. To have received a letter written by one of them gave Amanda a physical thrill. Intrigued by her own reaction, she turned the sheet over to read:


    

      Dear Miss Wallington


      Having seen your remarkably interesting face in several magazines lately, I have decided that I should like to paint you. Could you be persuaded to sit for me? The modelling fees I pay could not match anything the magazines offer, but it is possible that you might find other, less obvious, rewards from sitting for me.


    


    Amanda smiled, rather liking the self-conscious conditional Comfort Gillingham had used since the rewards of being painted by so famous a woman were obvious: publicity, the chance to watch one of the most distinguished modern figurative painters at work, and the opportunity of meeting an entirely new circle of useful people. Amanda also approved of the painter’s tact in making no mention of the peculiar family connection between them.


    

      I shall be coming to Norwich for the opening of the new exhibition at the Castle Museum next week. I gather that your term ends the previous day, but if you were still to be in the university, I should like to call on you before the show.


    


    Amanda sat at her desk, weaving plans, and for once allowing herself to sink into a series of pleasant fantasies. She had already planned to go to the opening of the exhibition and knew that she would accept Comfort Gillingham’s proposition, but she did not want to seem too eager and so she put the letter to the side of her desk to be answered later, when she had read the rest of her post.


    Her mother’s letter was the usual friendly, dutiful account of her latest case, the dinners she had attended, and interesting things she had seen and heard, but it seemed cool. Sighing, Amanda wrote a quick, careless answer and then opened Andrew‘s envelope.


    She began to smile almost as soon as she started reading. Witty, as most of his letters were, it seemed for once not to be about his feelings for her. She settled back more comfortably to read it in pleasure.


    As a child she had believed him to be a bit of a hero, but since he had decided to fall in love with her she had found his company difficult to enjoy. Unsatisfied and searching for something hugely important into which she could fling her considerable energies, she had tried for a time to match his feelings, but it had not worked. The extraordinary, overmastering something that she felt must be waiting for her only just out of reach remained elusive.


    It had eluded her at Norwich, too. She had had expectations of both the city itself and the university that she had discovered to be unrealistic almost as soon as she arrived there, laden with books and luggage on a wet autumn day four terms earlier. The newly built concrete towers, blocks and walkways depressed her, although she had wanted to be impressed with the architecture, and made her think of a nuclear power station or an experimental science laboratory.


    As soon as she had unpacked her luggage in the room she had been allocated and reassured her father enough for him to leave her, she had taken a bus into Norwich itself, hoping to find glorious buildings and a welcoming atmosphere that might soothe her unexpected depression.


    All she had found was an ordinary, muddled city centre, packed with people, traffic and many of the chain stores that had been familiar all her life. On later visits, she had discovered a few pleasant, quiet, attractive streets, one or two lovely buildings, and the delights of tea in the Georgian Assembly Rooms, but she had never quite got over that first disappointment and had built up an incorrigible prejudice against the place. Her pride had not allowed her even to suggest to anyone else that she was less than content and she did her best to bury her feelings in seeking pleasure.


    One of the tutors in another subject had flattered her in her first few weeks by pursuing her quite vigorously and begging her to sleep with him. She enjoyed his attentions more than those of any of her contemporaries and thought that she might well find what she was looking for in sex. Unfortunately, as she explained to him, rather enjoying the misquotation and assuming that she was the first to have thought of it, although her flesh was splendidly willing, her spirit was woefully weak. He seemed to be amused and had spent several evenings talking to her about the astonishing way that sex could illuminate a person’s inner life, until eventually Amanda had succumbed hopefully to his blandishments.


    The supposedly transfiguring experience had proved to be messy, rather uncomfortable and, as far as she could discover, entirely meaningless. When it was over the tutor had said something to her casually that had hurt her so badly she had refused to listen to any other seductive propositions and had taken immense care to avoid meeting him ever since.


    Drugs had been offered to her, too, in words that were almost the same as the concupiscent tutor’s and she had accepted the offer of a ‘freak pill’from one of the besotted young men she had met on campus.


    Swallowing half the violet-coloured tablet, she was told that it was LSD and hoped for Coleridgean visions and insights as well as colour and truth about her self and her identity. All she had achieved were a slight nausea, a sensation that whenever she moved her hand trails of long detached hairs with blobs on the end waved after her fingers, and some interesting pictures of her mind being attached to the rest of her with thick springs covered in tan leather and lying on the surface of a swimming pool.


    Later, recovering and admitting the uselessness of the trip, she did wonder whether the springs might be easily detached from their moorings. There could, she decided, have been some kind of message in that, but it did not thrill her.


    Giving up interest in what seemed to be the two chief preoccupations of some of her fellows, she had tried to find satisfaction in her work, but there, too, she had been disappointed. She had arrived at the university with a far greater knowledge of both modern British painting and the development of Italian art than any of her fellow undergraduates. Her annual holidays with her grandmother in Fiesole had given her an easy familiarity with the paintings of the Uffizi and the Pitti Palace and the sculpture of the Bargello, and she had taken in a large amount of knowledge about them without even realising that she was doing so.


    Unfortunately the first two terms of her course gave her little scope to use her knowledge as the course concentrated on French, German, philosophy and the history of the History of Art. She found the work dull and was upset to discover that her favourite period was not covered in any of the available courses. Having fought her parents so hard to be allowed to read Fine Art at East Anglia, it had been difficult to admit even to herself that she loathed the place, most of the people and the work she had to do.


    Once she had admitted it, she gritted her teeth and set to work to extend her horizons beyond the confines of the university. After several rejections, she managed to get articles accepted in one or two of the glossy art magazines and Tibor Smith had introduced her to the editors, journalists and photographers who were beginning to seek her out, but none of it seemed quite real or important enough.


    Vaguely dissatisfied with herself, she reached for the notes she had written the previous day for an essay on the increasing feeling that appeared in late Gothic manuscript painting, and settled down to work.


    As she went through the motions of collecting references and regurgitating what she had read and heard, she let part of her mind wander over her godfather’s possible reactions to the news that she might sit for Comfort Gillingham. Tibor had never spoken of her work to Amanda, but they must have been rivals. For a moment or two it occurred to Amanda to ask his advice about the Gillingham portrait, but she dismissed the impulse as childish and went back to her essay. Before she had reached the end of the first page there was a knock at her door.


    ‘May I come in?’


    Opening the door, Amanda grinned at the inquiring face of her one good friend in Norwich.


    ‘Naturally. Coffee, Iris?’


    ‘Please.’


    Iris Fowlins, who had arrived at the university the same year as Amanda, was reading English and seemed incapable of being impressed by anything. The daughter of an oil-company director, she, too, had had a cosmopolitan childhood, and Amanda’s tales of Florentine society moved her to no more than sympathy, which was attractive to someone who both longed for admiration and yet despised it when it was offered too easily.


    Iris had none of Amanda’s glamour; she was plump, had perennially untidy long hair and dressed badly, and yet there was a sexiness about her that was appealing. On that day she was wearing a pair of old black corduroy trousers so loose that they looked as though they might fall off her wide hips and an equally loose tunic made of black jersey splattered with purple flowers. She looked comfortable and quite at ease with her sloppy clothes.


    Amanda liked her for her cynicism, her jokes, her refusal to accept anyone’s pretentions, and for her enviable emotional sophistication.


    ‘Another letter from your infatuated Oxford admirer?’ she asked, pointing to the blue envelope as Amanda handed her a scarlet mug of instant coffee with undissolved crumbs of dried milk clinging to the edge.


    ‘Yes. It’s such a pity.’


    ‘What, exactly?’ Iris took a mouthful of coffee and grimaced. ‘Bugger! You’ve gone and boiled the kettle again.’


    ‘It’s the way I was brought up. You ought to remember that,’ said Amanda, who never apologised for anything, even to her friends. ‘The pity of poor Andrew is that he writes the most marvellous letters. They’re funny, clever, entertaining – and uncomplicated.’ Amanda stretched out her long yellow legs and leaned back in her chair.


    ‘Unlike him, you mean? Then that is a pity; not least because he’s so good-looking. It seems such a waste.’


    ‘Don’t.’ Amanda laughed. ‘Actually his looks probably strike me less than you because I’ve known him so long.’


    Iris got up and carried her mug to the basin, where she slopped some of the coffee down the drain and refilled her mug with cold water from the tap.


    ‘Some people have all the luck. That’s better,’ she said, swallowing some coffee. ‘What is it about him that turns you off so badly?’


    ‘This and that. How’s Benedict?’


    Iris looked sideways at her friend and silently accepted her refusal to answer questions. She had her own views on why Amanda found Andrew Suvarov tiresome but had decided to keep them to herself unless she were specifically asked for them.


    ‘Ben’s fine,’ she said easily. ‘He brought me a huge bunch of elegant bare branches yesterday.’


    ‘Lovely!’ The sarcasm in Amanda’s voice brought a smile to Iris’s warm brown eyes.


    ‘They are actually. In that white pot I’ve got they look terrific against the Klee poster. But I can’t imagine where he got them. There just aren’t enough trees to have shed that many branches naturally. I’d been moaning about the lack of big, deep, dark woods round here the day before and he must have gone off to get them for me.’


    ‘Romantic.’ Amanda sipped some of her hot coffee.


    ‘Yes, but touching too. On the scale I’d say it was well above five, wouldn’t you?’


    ‘Perhaps.’


    The two of them had worked out their ‘acceptability scale’by the second week of their first term as young men, faced with hundreds of available women for the first time in their lives, began to stake out their claims and territories. Very few of their gestures passed the halfway mark of five. Privately, Amanda would have put Andrew Suvarov’s letters at about nine and his actual physical presence, despite his looks, at nearer two and a half.


    ‘Do you actually like sex?’ she asked abruptly, remembering all his fruitless pleas during the Christmas vacation.


    ‘Depends. Sometimes it’s foie gras to the sound of trumpets. Usually it’s cold porridge to the sound of a Methodist hymn.’ Iris wriggled slightly in pleasure at her own joke and drank the remains of her coffee. ‘Why?’


    ‘I was just curious. People go on about it so.’


    ‘Wanking’s usually better. I’ve got an essay. I’d better go.’


    Amanda watched Iris wave casually from the doorway, thinking admiringly that never in a million years could she have said anything like that. She tried to practise it, imagining herself saying it to her mother. It was not convincing.


    She finished her essay, read it through to make certain there were no glaring mistakes or patches of naïvety and then wrote politely to Comfort Gillingham to suggest that they should go to the exhibition together. She would, she wrote, be ready at six o’clock.


    In fact she was not ready. Having spent the afternoon fending off the advances of one of her more persistent admirers, she was late getting into the bathrooms. She had to wash her hair, which was so long and thick that it took about three-quarters of an hour to dry. Alternately painting her face and checking her watch, she was still standing in front of the wholly inadequate mirror in her room, making up her face, at six o’clock.


    Hurriedly pulling on a new dress, so that she would at least be decent when Comfort Gillingham arrived, she went back to her make-up, carefully sticking on her false eyelashes. When everything was done, she checked each aspect of her appearance in the mirror.


    The dress was made of thin black wool printed with maroon swirls and it exaggerated both her height and her slenderness. It had a round-edged collar, a high waist and very tight sleeves, and its hem hung ten inches above her knees. Her dark hair fell, sleek and glossy, over her shoulders and she had made herself up to look very pale to set it off. Almost the only colour in her face was provided by her dark-ringed eyes and the maroon lipstick she had used. She had just decided that all was well when she heard a knock at the door.


    Pausing only to spray some Hermès Calèche behind her ears, she opened the door to her visitor.


    Comfort Gillingham’s extraordinary face, with its bony nose and hooded, glinting, slate-coloured eyes, was familiar from innumerable photographs, but Amanda had expected neither her smallness nor the extraordinary impression of power that she carried with her.


    ‘Do come in,’ Amanda said, stepping backwards and feeling unaccountably shy.


    ‘Thank you,’ said the painter in a slightly hoarse voice that retained the faintest trace of an American accent. She looked Amanda up and down and laughed.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ Amanda was slightly affronted.


    ‘I’ve been watching the development of your face in Tibor’s paintings since you were about six. You’ve now reached the stage where your real individuality is beginning to show at last and yet you get yourself up like any trendy shopgirl. May I sit down?’


    Amanda pulled up the only spare chair and gestured to it, unable to think of a suitable answer to a statement that had shocked her, and at the same time titillated, with its mixture of criticism and surprisingly familiar knowledge of her past. Comfort unbuttoned her wide aubergine-coloured coat to reveal emerald silk beneath and sank gracefully down into the chair.


    ‘I didn’t know that you knew him,’ said Amanda at last. ‘He hasn’t sold any of the things he’s done of me – except to my parents.’


    ‘I’ve always seen them in his studio as he was working on them. Tibor and I know each other well. Has he never told you that?’


    ‘I don’t think he’s ever even mentioned you. How bizarre!’


    Comfort Gillingham shrugged.


    ‘If I’m to paint you,’ she said, watching Amanda, ‘I shall strip off all that make-up and have you as you are. Are you prepared to risk that?’


    ‘Is it so dangerous?’ Amanda was beginning to relax. She had never met anyone quite like Comfort before, but her peculiar manner was appealing.


    Comfort smiled at the question and raised one flying eyebrow.


    ‘If I do my job properly, I’d say it was quite a considerable risk. You may see things you don’t expect.’


    ‘Such as?’


    ‘I can’t tell yet. Only the preliminary drawings will give us a due. Well, are you prepared to try?’


    ‘Yes, please.’ Amanda could hear an unsuitable eagerness in her voice and damped it down. ‘When shall you need me?’


    ‘What plans have you got for the vacation?’


    ‘Nothing except for some scattered modelling jobs in the middle two weeks. I’m not going to Fiesole this vac because I’ll be there for most of the summer working on my dissertation.’


    ‘Then I suggest daily sittings for next week,’ said Comfort, displaying a most unusual lack of awe in Amanda’s plans. ‘That will give me time to decide how I’m going to proceed and after that we can fit sittings in with your other work. Shall we go? I have a car waiting downstairs.’


    As they walked together from Amanda’s room to the windswept car park, Comfort shuddered.


    ‘How can you bear it? It’s exactly like a prison.’ She waved one long-fingered hand towards the entrance to one of the residential buildings, where labels marked ‘Floor 01’, ‘Floor 02’ and so on were the only decoration.


    ‘I find it rather exciting actually,’ said Amanda, gesturing gracefully towards the stepped apex of the building that overlooked the lawns and trees. ‘The mixture of stark lines and natural curves is rather pleasing.’


    Comfort looked amused and changed the subject back to Tibor Smith, whom she appeared to know surprisingly well, until they reached the car she had hired. Amanda thought of the tedious bus ride that would have been her alternative and smiled.


    The gallery was already full when they arrived. Comfort stood for a moment at the edge of the noisy throng and then turned, held out her hand and smiled in sudden brilliance as Amanda took it.


    ‘Thank you for saying yes,’ Comfort said. ‘I think we might both enjoy it. I shall see you at four o’clock the day after tomorrow. It’s the same address as on my letter.’


    Amanda nodded, feeling the strength of Comfort’s hand.


    ‘Thank you for bringing me here,’ she said. Comfort nodded and moved into the crowd.


    Slightly shaken by the whole episode and by Comfort’s strange familiarity with her childhood, Amanda took a glass of champagne and a handful of nuts from a tray and waited for someone to notice her. In the short interval before they did, she watched Comfort Gillingham receiving the homage of a great many important critics, connoisseurs and scholars and for the first time asked herself why such a celebrated painter should have wanted her as a model. The doubts did not persist for long once Amanda’s own admirers began to flock round her.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The telephone bell shrilled in Felicity’s ear, waking her from a heavy sleep. Blinking and licking her dry lips, she pushed herself up against the pillows and reached for the receiver.


    ‘Hello,’ she said, becoming aware that she had woken an hour or so earlier and must have fallen into a second, much deeper, sleep. Her brain felt slow and useless and there was a dryness about her mouth that made forming words uncomfortable.


    ‘Flixe, is that you?’ Julia Wallington’s voice was urgent enough to wrench Felicity’s thoughts from her uncomfortable headache. She remembered going down to the kitchen to make a cup of hot chocolate at about two in the morning and adding a slug of cooking brandy to help her sleep.


    ‘Yes, what’s up, Julia?’


    ‘Amanda. She’s excelled herself this time. She danced in here yesterday evening to announce triumphantly that Comfort Gillingham of all people has invited her to sit for a portrait, and the wretched child’s gone and agreed.’


    There was a pause while Flixe tried to make her mind work properly. Memories of the things Julia had said about her first marriage years earlier warned Flixe to take the announcement seriously. She was wryly amused to think of her son’s vision of Julia as a terrifying basilisk when she was so ready to ask for help and solace for her various wounds.


    ‘That doesn’t sound too disastrous,’ Flixe said, her voice warmed by her amusement. ‘After all Amanda’s quite accustomed to being painted by Tibor. I can see why you’re bothered at the idea of the two of them in contact, but I honestly don’t think Amanda will get into any kind of trouble. There’s nothing Comfort can do to her after all.’


    ‘You don’t know her. She could make trouble out of a simple walk in the park. Besides, if she didn’t want to get at me, why on earth would she want Amanda?’


    Flixe laughed. Back in her familiar role of confidante and adviser, she felt a shadow of the old security.


    ‘Come off it, Julia,’ she said easily. ‘Amanda’s been in the news a lot lately; I suspect your erstwhile sister-in-law merely wants to establish her credentials among the trendy set by painting one of its newest and youngest stars. And she is highly paintable. You must see that.’


    As she spoke, Flixe thought with satisfaction that if Amanda were preoccupied with having her portrait painted she would not have much time left in which to torment Andrew, who had arrived back from Oxford the previous day laden with bags of books. With his final schools the following term he needed to work undistracted.


    ‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Julia slowly, ‘but I can’t help feeling that something dreadful will come out of it.’


    Flixe thought then that she understood what was worrying her old friend. Her headache forgotten, she concentrated on Julia’s tricky relations with her daughter.


    ‘Perhaps you’re bothered that the two of them will get together to conspire against you?’ she suggested. When Julia said nothing, Flixe went on as gently as possible: ‘It’s not very likely you know. Comfort behaved badly to you twenty-odd years ago, and I know that Amanda is difficult, but I don’t think you need worry. Amanda at least is very fond of you.’


    ‘If she is, she never shows it.’ Some of the habitual humour was creeping back into Julia’s voice. ‘You’re right, of course, Flixe. I hadn’t seen it, but that could well be what’s behind my certainty of disaster. I suppose I don’t trust Comfort and there’s no doubt that Amanda delights in doing things she knows I dislike, whatever she does or doesn’t think about me.’


    ‘I think that’s because—’ Flixe began and then stopped, reluctant to say something that might upset Julia.


    ‘Because what? Come on, Flixe, don’t leave me in suspense.’


    ‘I just wondered whether that might be a kind of double-bluff. If you’re angry with her – which you often are – then at least she’ll know it’s because she’s done something you disapprove of. D’you see what I mean?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Julia after another silence, ‘but I think it’s a bit over-subtle… not something I’d accept in court. I can just imagine opposing counsel’s objection: “Supposition, m’lord. There’s no corroborative evidence at all for what m’learned friend has just suggested.”’


    Flixe laughed dutifully, thinking that everyone had a defence against too much difficult emotion. Hers might be other people’s problems; Julia’s was definitely her work and the success it had brought her.


    ‘Talking of court, I’d better run,’ said Julia. ‘Thank you, Flixe. You always do manage to cheer me up even when you give me a wigging.’


    ‘And even when I make you cross?’


    ‘Even then. But, Flixe, we’ve talked enough about me. Before I go, will you tell me how you are – really?’


    ‘Bearing up.’ Flixe’s voice had changed. While she was consoling Julia it had been warm and backed with affectionate amusement. When their positions were reversed, it seemed to cool and harden in defence. ‘Thanks for ringing, Julia. Good-bye.’


    ‘I wish I could do something to help,’ said Julia urgently.


    ‘You have, Julia. Without your guarantee at the bank I couldn’t have screwed enough of an overdraft out of them to carry on.’


    ‘That’s not exactly what I meant.’


    ‘I know, but I don’t think anyone can do anything about the rest. Time, no doubt, will help.’


    ‘I hope so, Flixe, You know we all—’


    ‘I know. Thank you, Julia.’


    As soon as her friend had rung off, Flixe threw back the blankets and hurried to the adjoining bathroom to run herself a bath. She noticed that her headache had gone completely.


    ‘Why can’t I find consoling the constituents as refreshing as doing it for my friends?’ she asked herself as she mentally listed the things she had to do that day.


    Her three younger children would be breaking up for the holidays in a week’s time and then she would need to concentrate on them. Before that she had to complete arrangements for the first of the deb dances she was being paid to organise that season and make sure that all the outstanding constituency matters had been settled. The sitting Member of Parliament had graciously agreed to take all his own surgeries for the school holidays but Flixe knew that he expected her to leave a desk clear of problems.


    If his goodwill had not been so important to her future, she thought as she got into her bath and started to wash, she might have been tempted to tell him exactly what she thought of his handing on to her all the work he most disliked but for which he still got the salary.


    She was honest enough to recognise that a large measure of her resentment was caused not by the money but by the depressing effect of listening to his constituents’problems. So many of them were insoluble that offering encouragement and comfort seemed hypocritical and yet not to offer anything was worse.


    No Member of Parliament, however consciertious and effective, could make the stupid intelligent, the poor rich, the criminal law-abiding, or turn noisy, malicious, difficult people into ideal neighbours. Only when the constituents’ difficulties were caused by idle or obstructive officials did Flixe feel she had any chance of sucessfully helping them. Then she pursued their claims with a vigour that Michael Diseholme occasionally mocked but more often applauded, and she even enjoyed doing it. For the rest of the time she felt helpless in the face of the constituents’misery and all too aware of her own.


    Trying, as always, to ignore it, she dressed and made up her face carefully so that she would look perfectly in control for her first meeting of the day.


    Ann Kirkwaters had been at school with Flixe but they had never been particular friends, and she had been quite surprised when Ann had telephoned a month earlier to ask her to arrange a dance at the very beginning of the season. Ten minutes into their first discussion, Flixe had quickly understood why Ann needed help. She and her daughter Jemima had such different ideas about the ideal dance that they needed an independent umpire. Despite feeling guilty about taking money for something so simple, Flixe had accepted the job at once.


    Since then they had managed to agree that the dance would be held in a marquee in the huge garden of the Kirkwaters’house in Berkshire rather than in London. They had chosen the band and the discotheque, the caterers and the florists, but they still had to agree on where the discotheque should be and how it was to be decorated.


    Ann wanted another, smaller, tent decorated like a flower garden, but Jemima was determined to have something more unusual. Flixe had produced several ideas, which neither of the two warring Kirkwaters liked, and she had notes and sketches for three more in her briefcase as she drove to the small Knightsbridge house that Ann had rented for the season.


    Ann opened the door herself, looking as neat as usual in a short, stiff, scarlet dress, white tights and black patent-leather shoes. Her blonde hair was cut in a short, feathery style that Flixe irreverently thought made her look just like a Pekinese. Her nose was small, her cheekbones prominent and her darting eyes very dark brown, which added to the impression. She was small with fine bones and a once-perfect complexion on which she still lavished enormous care and expense.


    Her daughter Jemima was the opposite: large, clumsy and with a greasy skin that tended to break out in spots. Ann despised her looks far too obviously and Flixe felt very sorry for her.


    ‘Flixe, darling,’ said Ann, presenting her with a well-powdered cheek to kiss. ‘What a relief. We had another scene over the breakfast table this morning. Jemima howled and Simon announced that he was going to stay at his club until she could control herself.’


    ‘Really? How odd!’ Flixe followed Ann into the minute drawing room and put her briefcase down on the chintz-covered sofa. ‘I thought they got on so well.’


    ‘Usually. But he hates tears and scenes.’ Into Ann’s face came an odd expression of mixed contempt and satisfaction that Flixe pretended not to see. ‘But at least his absence means we can live more easily without his mania for punctuality, and I can telephone my… my friends in peace. I only hope he stays away for more than his usual twenty-four-hour sulk.’


    ‘Goodness!’ was all Flixe could think of to say in answer.


    ‘Don’t look so disapproving,’ said Ann, with a conspiratorial smile. ‘When he’s not here with his mental stopwatch, I can have my breakfast in peace while Jemima lies in bed. She can stumble down as soon as she knows I’ve finished. That way we can both have a bit of peace before the battles begin.’


    ‘Poor child,’ said Flixe before she could stop herself. ‘It’s all right, Ann, I didn’t mean it. Where is she?’


    ‘Sulking in her room. “Stupid child” would be more accurate. Now, what on earth are we going to do about this discotheque?’


    ‘I can’t see why she shouldn’t have it in the summer-house, Ann. Couldn’t you simply give way on that? It would save you money on a second marquee after all.’


    ‘That is a consideration. Honestly, Flixe, you’d have thought she’d be grateful that we’re spending thousands on her like this. But she isn’t. She talks as though I’m torturing her by forcing her to do things she hates.’


    ‘I expect she will be grateful one day. All right then, can I take it that the summer-house is settled?’


    ‘What if it rains?’ Ann flung one perfect leg over the other and looked as satisfied as though she had just said something terribly clever. ‘They’ll get soaked between the disco and the marquee.’


    ‘Not being God, I can’t answer for the weather. But I can make sure there’s a host of huge golfing umbrellas at hand in the summer-house just in case. Would that satisfy you?’


    Ann wrinkled her nose, looking more than ever like a little dog.


    ‘All right. It would be different, I suppose. Oh, there you are.’ Her voice had sharpened into a snap and Flixe looked up to see poor lumpy Jemima standing in the doorway.


    ‘Hello, Jemima,’ said Flixe cheerfully. ‘I like the new hair.’


    ‘Do you?’ The girl went to peer at herself in the large mirror over the fireplace. ‘I can’t think why. I hate it. Mummy told the man how to cut it.’


    Ann drew in a breath, but Flixe glared at her and she said nothing.


    ‘You’ll get used to it. Now, your mother has agreed to the summer-house for the discotheque and I thought we could decorate it like the classic orangery: orange and perhaps lemon trees and statues. I’ve made a drawing.’ She took it out of her briefcase and handed it to the girl.


    ‘That sounds appallingly expensive,’ said Ann, ignoring the brightening of her daughter’s dull grey eyes.


    ‘Not necessarily. We can hire the trees and I thought we could have life-size models made of the statues, either three dimensional or if necessary flat. I’ve talked to a theatrical-design company who have given me estimates for both sorts and assured me that even the flat ones would look all right. If you agree, we’ll work out the details and get a proper quotation for you.’


    ‘It would be nice if we could have something extra,’ said Jemima, her eyes gazing yearningly at Flixe, ‘something funny that will make people laugh and talk approvingly for once. Couldn’t you do something like that, Mrs Suvarov?’


    ‘I can try,’ Flixe promised and was rewarded by a smile that made the girl look really pretty. ‘Now the caterers: here are their figures, Ann.’ Flixe took a sheaf of papers out of her briefcase and handed them over.


    Twenty minutes later all the arrangements had been made and the estimates agreed.


    ‘Go and make some coffee, darling,’ Ann ordered and, as soon as her daughter was out of earshot, she added: ‘Flixe, that was wonderful. You’ve actually managed to perk her up a bit. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’


    A little surprised, because she had actually done very little, Flixe thanked her client.


    ‘And I’ve been wondering if I could persuade you to come and be part of the house party for the dance. You see, you can do so much more with poor Jemima than I can and I do want her to be reasonably cheerful at her own dance.’


    ‘Well, it would be awfully convenient if I could stay,’ said Flixe, ‘because then I can keep an eye on everything, but I don’t need to be part of the party. It would mess up your numbers for one thing, and for another Simon doesn’t really approve of me, does he?’


    ‘Nonsense,’ said Ann, looking a little pink. ‘He only thinks that I ought to be able to do all that you’re doing for us, but I can’t. No, do come. I’ll find a handy older bachelor to balance you. It won’t be hard and it’ll do you good, Flixe; you‘ve been in purdah for too long. Do say yes. I’d like you to have some fun for a change. You’re looking awful.’


    Touched by the idea that her notoriously selfish friend should care enough about her to want to do her good, Flixe accepted the invitation.


    ‘Excellent. Then I’ve nothing more to worry about,’ said Ann with a greater degree of relief than seemed warranted. ‘Thank you, darling. That looks lovely.’


    Jemima looked surprised at the warmth of her mother’s voice as she carried in a heavy tray and set it down on the glass-topped table in front of the sofa.


    ‘Shall I pour?’ she said. ‘You do have it white, don’t you, Mrs Suvarov?’


    ‘Yes, thank you, Jemima. How are you getting on with the tea-parties?’


    It was obviously an unlucky question for Jemima flushed and knocked the cup she was holding on the edge of the table. Coffee spilled over the saucer on to the table, splashing Ann’s expensive-looking red dress. She glared at her daughter and berated her for the clumsiness.


    ‘Sorry,’ said Jemima, obviously near to tears. ‘I’ll get a cloth.’


    As she rushed out of the room, Flixe asked: ‘What on earth is the trouble?’


    ‘The silly child went and got herself drunk at the last tea-party and made a fool of herself. She’s refusing to go to any more, but she’ll have to do it. It’s important to meet the girls and get all their addresses – not to speak of making sure she’s invited to their parties.’


    ‘Drunk? At a deb’s tea-party? It’s not possible.’


    ‘Alas it is. Some of them have started having Irish coffee, if you can believe it. Jemima swears she didn’t know there was whisky in the coffee and went on drinking it because she was thirsty. She really is too idiotic; she didn’t even notice that it tasted of whisky.’


    ‘Poor child,’ said Flixe, unaware that she was repeating herself. ‘What happened?’


    ‘A very sensible – and nice – girl offered her a lift home and brought her back before she could do any real damage.’ Ann leaned forwards to pour the coffee herself. ‘A doctor’s daughter,’ she added airily. ‘You’ll meet her at the dance. She’ll be staying with us, too. She could be a really good influence on Jemima if only the silly girl would stop sulking.’


    ‘I’m not sulking, but I don’t like her,’ said Jemima from the doorway with a cloth in her hand. She wiped up the coffee that had spilled on to the table. ‘She’s dull and gives herself ridiculous airs, considering that she’s nobody special or particularly glamorous. I can’t think why you keep wanting to invite her to things. The chaps don’t like her either.’


    She took the cloth away to the kitchen and did not reappear. Flixe finished her coffee, refused to listen to Ann’s complaints about her daughter and left only half an hour later than she had meant. She was due at her younger sister’s house in Holland Park at half past twelve and had wanted to go to the constituency office to sort out her papers before that, but calculated that she would not have time.


    Driving round Holland Park, she hoped that Ming had not invited lots of other women. Occasionally she did, but Flixe needed a respite from politeness and conversation. The thought of sinking back into Ming’s undemanding company in her remarkably comfortable house was alluring. There were no strange cars outside it when Flixe drew up and she began to feel hopeful.


    ‘Is anyone else coming?’ she asked as soon as Ming had kissed her and led the way into the big coral and grey drawing room that set off her collection of modern paintings so well.


    ‘No one except Gerry. I thought it was time we had an orgy of sisterly chat without having to be polite to anyone,’ said Ming cheerfully, pouring out two glasses of cold white wine. ‘This is one of Mark’s discoveries: quite a dry German one. Tell me what you think.’


    Flixe drank and raised her eyebrows.


    ‘It’s nice. I’ve always had a bit of a prejudice against German wines, but this is good.’


    ‘I thought so, too. You’re looking a bit better, old thing.’ Ming always said something like that when they met, although she thought Flixe was still looking exhausted and far too thin.


    ‘Am I? I suppose I must at last be getting used to doing without Peter; and Andrew’s home.’ Her eyes brightened. ‘I try not to use him for solace, but it is lovely having him to chat to at meals.’


    ‘I’m sure it is,’ said Ming warmly. ‘He’s a nice boy, and so like Peter. I don’t think you need worry about enjoying having him at home. It’s natural.’


    ‘Perhaps.’ Flixe fell silent. Ming looked sideways at her, thinking of the luxurious confidence she had had throughout her married life and saddened by the changes in her.


    ‘Don’t fight it,’ said Ming gently. ‘If anything helps, let it. Just because it’s helping, you surely don’t need to mistrust it.’


    Flixe looked startled, having momentarily forgotten her younger sister’s ability to understand things without being told about them.


    ‘Do you think I’m hanging on to the misery?’ she asked suddenly. ‘Out of some kind of loyalty to Peter.’


    ‘I suppose it’s possible,’ answered Ming. She drank a little more wine as she considered the question. ‘I haven’t thought about it before. But it wouldn’t be surprising; you always were intensely loyal to him when he was alive. Do you remember that evening when he and Mark were arguing about the Cold War?’


    Flixe’s dark blue eyes looked blank for a moment and then she smiled the old smile. She ran her fingers through her blonde hair and for a little while looked herself again.


    ‘When Mark was objecting to the government’s spending so much on spying when he said we rarely learned anything at all interesting and simply laid ourselves open to betrayal? Yes, I do remember.’


    ‘Peter was as nearly angry as I’ve ever seen him,’ said Ming, ‘and you waded in and fought on his behalf.’


    Flixe laughed, transported back to the past. ‘And Peter was so amused that he stopped the battle and then insisted on taking everyone to make pancakes for pudding. We didn’t finish clearing up the kitchen until about two in the morning. Yes, I remember. Oh, Mingie, we did have fun, didn’t we?’


    ‘Fun and glamour and grandeur. I used to envy you so much.’


    ‘Did you? During all that gloomy time you had before you met Mark?’ Flixe’s face grew serious again. ‘I suppose all this is fair payment for what I had then. Perhaps you did it better having the bad bits first.’


    Ming said nothing, wishing she could help.


    ‘How are the children?’ asked Flixe conscientiously. Ming had hardly begun to describe the latest antics of her eight-year-old twin sons, who were being educated at a London prep school, when Flixe interrupted her.


    ‘I do envy you having them at home,’ she said. ‘Nicky loathes going back to school, even though he’s in his third year. I wish… But I can’t and it’s probably better for him to be with lots of other boys.’


    ‘Perhaps,’ said Ming, who had doggedly fought her husband’s assumptions that his sons should be educated exactly as he had been. ‘What about the girls?’


    ‘I don’t think they mind so much. Sophie’s always tearful when she goes back, but her letters are full of excitement, and Fee will be leaving pretty soon anyway.’


    The doorbell rang before Ming could answer and she went to let in their elder sister. Gerry had the same delicate bone structure as the other two, as well as the big dark blue eyes that they had all inherited from their mother, but she was far more carelessly dressed in navy corduroy trousers and a thin green jersey, and her hair looked windblown and very grey. Ming brought her into the drawing room, poured her a glass of wine and left her with Flixe, saying: ‘I’ll go and deal with lunch. It’s so unseasonably warm that I thought we could eat outside. Will you both come down in five minutes?’


    ‘Okay,’ said Gerry. ‘Now, Flixe: how’s it going? Have you managed to get Diseholme’s agent under control yet?’


    ‘Not entirely,’ said Flixe, sounding tired. ‘He’s intensely against the idea of a female candidate for the constituency, despite Michael’s assurances that he chose me himself. But we’ve time, and Robinson has at least admitted that I’m conscientious and useful. Whenever Michael refuses to open a school fête or talk to the Mothers’Union, Robinson now knows he can rely on me. Provided Wilson doesn’t call an election tomorrow, I should manage to bring him round in time to make sure he doesn’t scupper my chances of getting elected.’


    ‘I can’t think why Robinson’s being so difficult. In the old days you could always charm anybody into doing anything for you. It can’t just be that you’ve lost a lot of weight and are a bit mis. Couldn’t you flirt with him? That always used to be one of your greatest talents.’


    Flixe sighed, recognising that Gerry was trying to do no more than Ming – or indeed Julia – had done. Their techniques of comfort were different, but their intentions were the same. It was simply bad luck that Gerry’s was so much more difficult to accept than Ming’s.


    ‘I’m afraid I’ve lost the knack,’ said Flixe, trying to smile. ‘How’s life with you?’


    ‘Not bad. I’m having a bit of a fight with the publishers of this new translation. They’ve got a most annoying copy-editor who doesn’t seem to understand that a translation must faithfully reflect the original text, even if she doesn’t like it. I wish she could read Russian – that would solve a lot of the arguments.’


    ‘Lunch!’ Ming’s voice floated up from the basement kitchen. ‘Come on, you two. Stop gassing.’


    They walked down the steep stairs into the huge, white kitchen that led through french windows on to a small, sunny terrace, which was edged with pots overflowing with pink, white, dark red and lavender-coloured flowering shrubs. Ming had laid a table there and was waiting for them with a large dish of eggs baked with cream and prawns and another bottle of the cold German wine.


    ‘Golly, Ming, if we drink all that, I’ll find myself promising the constituents the earth,’ said Flixe. The others laughed and watched as she helped herself to a single egg and a few prawns.
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