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      Chapter One

    


    Gold has no smell. All the other materials Helena used in her work had their own comfortingly familiar scents, from the throat-catching pungency of the chemicals and varnishes to the warm mustiness of sawdust and the freshness of the water-based fillers and paints. Only gold left no evidence of itself in the air.


    She bent forward to touch the dampened parchment size she had applied over the repair to her client’s eighteenth-century girandole. It was a lovely piece, with holders for a trio of candles in front of an oval mirror in a delicately carved and gilded rococo frame. Having checked that the size was properly tacky against her fingertips, she took a sheet of twenty-four-carat gold leaf from its cardboard envelope and laid it lightly on the size.


    There was a long buzz from the front door bell. Helena paid no attention, not even raising her eyes to the screen over her workbench. The sheets of gold leaf were so fragile that it always took all her concentration to apply one without tearing it or leaving any wrinkles. It was far too expensive to waste.


    When she was at last satisfied with the smooth perfection of the patch, she did look up at the screen and smiled at the sight of the man patiently waiting under the wisteria that hung around her door. The grey and white image was sharp enough for her to identify her half-brother but not much more than that. It smudged his features and made him look much squatter than he was, almost ordinary; and if there was one thing Ivo was not, it was ordinary.


    Reaching across to the intercom, Helena pressed a switch and said: ‘Ivo? What a treat! Sorry about the wait. I’m in the shed, gilding. I’ll buzz you in.’


    He looked up towards the discreet camera over the door and nodded. ‘Great, thanks,’ he said into the grille beside the bell.


    Having stripped off the old-fashioned cream linen carpenter’s apron she wore over her loose khaki shorts and black T-shirt, Helena brushed some of the dust from her espadrilles and removed a blob of size that was stuck in her hair.


    By the time she reached the door of the shed, Ivo was already opening the french windows. He waited at the top of the iron steps, standing in full sunlight between cascades of frothy-looking white and pink Clematis montana, which grew entwined with climbing roses. He was an inch or two under six foot, but he had had the luck to inherit the best features of both his parents. With his mother’s thick dark hair, expressive black eyes and almost golden skin, he also had his father’s infinitely more delicate bones and slim, straight figure. He was dressed, as usual, in faded jeans and an old cotton shirt that had been washed and worn to a silky softness that was much more important to him than its fraying collar and cuffs.


    Helena was different from him in everything but their shared disdain for expensive clothes. She took after her mother, and was slight and fair, with the kind of thin skin that freckles easily and large greenish-grey eyes. Her slithery blond hair was casually bunched out of the way on top of her head in a rubber band the postman had left around a bundle of letters that morning. There was no makeup on her face to disguise the freckles, and the old army-surplus shorts she was wearing had been chosen for their comfort and the ease of movement they gave her as she worked. Her slender legs were bare and she had black canvas espadrilles on her narrow feet. She wore no jewellery of any kind and her nails were cut very short.


    ‘Are you very busy,’ Ivo asked, sounding almost wistful, ‘or might you have time to knock off for a bit?’


    Helena locked the door of the shed without bothering to answer. They both knew that he had not needed to ask; she had always given him everything he wanted and would have dropped the most urgent piece of work in order to spend time with him.


    ‘Let’s go indoors,’ she said, pocketing the key. ‘It’s too hot and bright to sit out here; at least it is for me. And you must be boiled if you’ve come all the way from Oxford. What are you up here for?’


    ‘Helena,’ he said, mock severity banishing all the softness from his voice. ‘Come off it. You know perfectly well I’m going to this dinner the parents are giving for Geoffrey Duxford. I thought you were, too.’


    ‘I suppose I am,’ she said, sighing. ‘I’d managed to forget it for a blessed few minutes. Silly of me. Never mind. You must be thirsty. What would you like to drink? There’s plenty of beer in the fridge or fizzy water, orange juice, elderflower cordial – but perhaps that’s too girly for you.’


    ‘Not at all. It sounds great. You know, I think you really had forgotten the dinner. What a very good thing I dropped round in time to remind you!’


    Helena laughed and brushed past him on the way into her narrow kitchen. The fridge provided a welcome blast of cold air as she opened its door, and she stood gratefully in the coolness for an extravagant minute before reaching to the back of the bottom shelf for the bottles she needed.


    ‘I hadn’t really forgotten. But I have been trying not to think about it – or the rows it must have been generating.’


    Ivo casually stroked her thin back as she poured their drinks. She wished she was not so sweaty and hoped her T-shirt did not feel damp under his hand. If it did, Ivo showed no signs of revulsion, and his voice was as lightly friendly as usual when he said: ‘You take the parental fratching far too seriously. You’re as bad as Jane. Be like me and ignore it.’


    Helena turned with the two cool tumblers in her hands.


    ‘But how can you? Don’t they try to suck you in when they start savaging each other?’


    ‘Sometimes,’ said Ivo with all the confident tolerance she envied so much. He took one of the glasses from her. ‘I just don’t let them.’


    Helena drank some of the prickling, sweet elderflower cordial and then said: ‘I wish I knew how you managed that.’


    ‘It’s not exactly hard. You just have to remember that they choose to carry on like that. When something happens to make them want to stop, they will. You didn’t make them start …’


    Didn’t I? thought Helena, but she did not say it aloud. ‘… and nothing you could possibly say or do would make them stop. You’d do much better to keep out of it all. They don’t really want you involved – whatever they say – and it wouldn’t get to you so much if you left them to it.’


    ‘Perhaps,’ said Helena, envying him his detachment almost more than any of his multifarious talents.


    Everything seemed to come easily to him. He had been born with brains as well as confidence, and he had learned to make the most of them. Helena had watched his smooth progress through life with amused admiration, not in the least surprised when he had come top in every exam he had ever sat or when the dons had positively begged him to stay up at university to take a second degree after his stunning success as an undergraduate.


    Like almost everyone else, she loved him. She had done so from the moment she first saw him, when she was a skinny, anxious seven-year-old, admitted to her stepmother’s room only a few hours after his birth.


    ‘They did tell you the dinner was to be black tie, didn’t they?’ she said in a ludicrous attempt to assert her seniority.


    Ivo’s glinting smile told her that he knew exactly what she was doing and did not mind it in the least. She slid back in her chair and smiled with him.


    ‘Yes, dear,’ he said as though to a fragile, elderly relation, ‘and I washed behind my ears this morning.’


    ‘Oh, shut up!’


    ‘That’s better. You really do need to lighten up, old girl. What are you going to wear tonight?’


    ‘A rather glamorous long skirt,’ she said, obediently trying to relax. ‘I think it’s going to look pretty good.’


    ‘I’m sure it is. In the charming phrase of a well-known crime writer whose novel I was reading the other day, you always do scrub up well. What’s the skirt like?’


    ‘Sort of triangular, made from some spectacularly over-the-top ancient Florentine damask – black and grey. I bought it at a textile auction when I was in Amsterdam, meaning it for some chairs I was doing up.’ She laughed again. ‘It turned out to be much too flamboyant for them, but I thought it would do for me. I’m planning to wear it with a black scoop-neck body and that gold locket Geoffrey gave me for my christening. I hope it’ll all go down all right.’


    ‘Don’t be such a wimp. Why shouldn’t it? And anyway, why should you care? I never have understood why you mind so much about what other people think of you.’


    ‘Haven’t you?’


    ‘No. You need to remember that you’re an independent woman with your own thoroughly successful business and, I may say, a surprisingly high reputation among people who matter.’


    ‘What on earth do you know about my reputation?’ she asked, sitting up straighter.


    ‘Aha!’ he said. His black eyes looked thoroughly mischievous. ‘Quite a lot actually. There are some important antique dealers who think you’re positively brilliant at what you do and, in their words, “bizarrely honest” about it. I’m not quite sure what that means, but it sounds pretty good.’


    ‘Well, maybe. But how did you hear it?’


    ‘I’ve been spying on you for weeks,’ he said casually.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Don’t look so horrified. It was what we frivolous chaps call a joke, Helena. You know, one of those things that’s supposed to make people laugh.’


    ‘Ah.’ She manufactured a smile, feeling uncomfortable. Ivo’s jokes were usually much funnier than that. ‘But where did you come across these gossiping antique dealers?’


    ‘At an auction I was at last month.’


    ‘You?’


    ‘Don’t sound so surprised,’ he said. ‘I know chemists are supposed to be boringly wedded to their labs, but it’s not an essential qualification.’


    ‘No, I suppose not. All the same …’


    Her voice dwindled, but it did not matter. Ivo was already starting to say, ‘In fact it was having seen how peculiar some of my colleagues had got that made me realize I must get away from the test tubes sometimes. Those who don’t seem to end up like stale specimens themselves: deeply unattractive, rather smelly, and not much use to anyone.’


    Helena laughed, feeling better.


    ‘I can’t stand sport,’ Ivo went on cheerfully, ‘and I can’t sing a note, so it was going to have to be either acting or art of some kind. I thought I’d try the latter first and get my eye in by doing all the available exhibitions and auctions.’


    ‘Well, good for you, Ivo. I had no idea.’


    ‘No? Well, I’ve been to quite a few sales now, and I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m not all that keen on pictures or silver, but I think I might seriously enjoy collecting old furniture.’


    Helena raised her fair eyebrows. Successful and charming Ivo might be, but it was going to be some years before he was rich enough to start buying antiques.


    ‘In fact,’ he went on, ‘that’s what’s made me come up so early this afternoon. I was wondering if I couldn’t commission you to do something for me.’


    ‘Of course I will,’ she said at once. ‘I’d happily bid for anything you want, but, Ivo, anything good is going to be frightfully expensive.’


    ‘I know that,’ he said, looking amused. ‘And I’m not asking you to bid for anything. I’m quite capable of doing that myself, thanks. Anyway, I’ve already acquired my heart’s desire. But it does need some restoration. I hoped you’d help.’


    ‘Acquired it? What?’


    ‘A desk. I think it’s rather a find, but it’s pretty tired and needs a fair amount of work. Will you come out and have look at it and see what you think?’


    ‘You mean you’ve got it with you?’ said Helena, feeling as though her mind were working much more slowly than usual.


    ‘Yes. I borrowed a van from a mate at Oxford. It’s parked out there. Come on.’


    ‘All right. Let me get rid of these first.’ She took both glasses back to the kitchen and then followed him out of the house. A shabby white van was parked behind her much neater, smaller, red one.


    Ivo unlocked the dented back doors and leaped nimbly up into the van. Helena followed him hardly less agilely and squatted down in front of the desk, which was swathed in coarse grey blankets and strapped to the struts that ran along the side of the vehicle. She peeled away the blankets and caught her breath at the sight of Ivo’s heart’s desire.


    It was a simply shaped walnut kneehole desk in the style of those made during the reign of Queen Anne. Helena could not believe that it could possibly be genuine, although she noticed at once that the veneer had the right soft and silky look with appropriately faded markings. The proportions gave it a kind of unshowy elegance, and, as she ran her fingers over the beading and pulled out one of the drawers, she saw that it was exceedingly well made.


    She made a quick visual check of the usual danger points. The veneers were thickish, nearly an eighth of an inch, and correctly quartered on the top. There were three drawers beneath the top and three on either side of the kneehole.


    ‘Well?’ Ivo said, sounding as though he thought she had had quite enough time to come to a conclusion and was bored with her silence. ‘What d’you think of it?’


    ‘Superficially it looks good, but real ones are frighteningly rare and I’d hate to give you any false hopes. I don’t quite …’ She looked up at him over her right shoulder, frowning and worried. ‘Ivo, I don’t understand. Even fakes of this quality cost a fortune. How are you going to pay for it?’


    He laughed, leaning against the side of the van with his hands in his pockets. ‘You sound terribly worried. Are you mixing me up with my spendthrift, debt-ridden sister?’


    ‘No,’ said Helena, twisting right round so that she could see his face properly. ‘You couldn’t be as irresponsible as Jane if you tried. But I don’t understand where you’re going to get the money to buy something like this.’


    ‘Unlike poor old Jane,’ he said, ‘I ‘m lucky enough to have an understanding bank manager.’


    ‘But what collateral could you possibly offer him? You didn’t pretend that Father would … ?’


    ‘Helena, don’t be silly. I’m not completely mad. I went to my bank with a business proposition and they thought about it and eventually accepted. The desk is its own security. They could see that it was worth a great deal more than I paid.’


    She was still frowning.


    ‘Look,’ he said, ‘a rather philistine friend of mine with a juicy job in the City inherited it from some batty spinster aunt and had it delivered to his flat. As soon as he got it there, he realized it looked absolutely ghastly with all his modern Italian stuff and so he decided to flog it. When he told me what he was thinking of asking for it, I knew I couldn’t pass up the chance. Between the two of us and my bank manager, we came to an arrangement.’


    Helena was silent for a moment, thinking that the purchase of the desk was yet another piece of the astonishing luck that had always been visited on Ivo. She had been trawling antique and junk shops for years, attending many of the big auctions and looking in at antique markets all around the country, and she had never seen anything so good that was not priced at its full value – or more.


    ‘If it’s what I think it is, you’ve done well. You’ve obviously got a good eye, Ivo. But I’m still puzzled about the bank manager. For someone not yet earning, it’s …’


    ‘Now, stop it, Helena. You are not responsible for my finances and you don’t have to worry about them. You’ve got plenty of other things to worry about, God knows. If you must know, I’ve been doing some tutoring since the autumn and accumulated just about enough for the bank man to think I’m a fair risk.’


    ‘Oh, I see.’ She reminded herself that even though Ivo was her younger brother his financial affairs were no business of hers. If he got himself into debt, he was probably quite capable of getting out again. ‘And did he just accept your view of what it was worth?’


    ‘Of course he didn’t. He’s not a fool. I got a valuation from an Oxford dealer.’ Ivo looked at her with a smile of indescribable affection. ‘I thought it would be better not to involve you at that stage. I can just imagine the state you’d get in if you thought you might’ve been leading me astray.’


    ‘You know me too well,’ she said, reaching out to touch his arm. ‘That was generous.’


    ‘So you will patch it up for me then?’


    ‘I’d love to. I won’t be able to get to it straight away, I’m afraid. I’ve got quite a few things stacked up and I don’t want to antagonize faithful clients, even for you. Shall you mind waiting?’


    ‘Not at all. But have you got room to hang on to it until you can do it? I don’t want to lug it all the way to Oxford, only to bring it back again.’


    ‘Sure. Let’s take it in now.’


    When the desk was safely stowed at the back of the carefully damp-proofed workshed, once again wrapped in its blankets, Ivo looked at his watch.


    ‘I suppose I’d better get going; and you ought to start the scrubbing-up. It looks as though it may take some time.’


    ‘Wouldn’t you rather change here and stay the night?’ Helena said, ignoring his insult. ‘Mike won’t be here and there’s plenty of room.’


    ‘Sweet of you,’ said Ivo, blowing her a kiss. He was already halfway out of the door of the shed. ‘But I’d better not. I told my mother I’d be with her as soon after seven as I could manage and with rush-hour traffic I’ll be pushed to make it before half past. See you later.’


    He had gone, moving as gracefully as ever and leaving as big a gap. Helena reluctantly went upstairs to wash her sticky, dusty hair.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Irene Webton stopped on the steps of her gloomy house in Herbert Crescent in Knightsbridge. She had been out to the hairdresser to have her long dark hair put up for the dinner that evening and she still had a great deal to do, but for a moment or two she could not force herself even to put her key in the lock.


    She had always, disliked the look of the house with its clumsy gables and pillars, all built in the ugliest of ugly red brick. It was, she thought, like cheap tinned tomato soup gone stale and edged with dirt. The inside was little better, in spite of all the things she had done to cheer it up over the years. The long hall was still panelled in dull, coarse-grained oak, which seemed to drink up what little light reached it, but her husband had always refused even to consider having it removed or painted.


    He was the only child of intensely ambitious parents, who had driven him unmercifully throughout his childhood. They had been determined that he should climb out of the frustrating, poverty-stricken world they had had to inhabit, and he had done everything he could to fulfil their dreams, except allow himself to be known as Godolphin, the Christian name they had chosen to fit his future eminence. He had changed it to Fin on the day he first went to school, and no-one had ever persuaded him to change it back, even when he was called to the Bar.


    His steady climb towards success had pleased his parents, he had once told Irene, but they had never expressed real satisfaction in anything he did until he had scraped together enough money to get a mortgage for the house in Herbert Crescent. He had achieved it only just in time; four months after he had moved in his mother had died.


    Irene understood something of what the house must have meant to him then, but she thought he ought to have grown out of it. He was in his sixties and had been a High Court judge for years, unassailably secure in every way. In the early days of her marriage she had sympathized with his need to keep the house decorated in the fashion his parents had found so satisfactorily grand but which to her seemed not only stifling but ugly. As the years passed her sympathies became less easily aroused, and for some time she had been doing her best to introduce subversive bits and pieces to dilute the closed-in pomposity of the place.


    She had concentrated on richness of colour and texture rather than trying to pretend that any of the rooms could ever be light or pretty, and she had improved things a little, but she would infinitely rather have lived in her stepdaughter’s much less luxurious but almost luminous house.


    Pushing her key into the lock at last, Irene felt a familiar swoop of envy at Helena’s life. There she was, aged thirty but still blissfully alone and independent. She had a small, beautiful, easily run house that was positively drenched in light on all but the gloomiest of winter days. Her income was not large but it was absolutely her own; she had earned it all, and no-one had the right to ask how she spent it or criticize her extravagances. Her whole life was her own. Never subject to anyone else’s whim, she had a lover who came and went without asking anything of her that she did not want to give, and she had no-one to tell her what she should or should not be doing. Irene did not grudge her any of it, but there were times when she had to work hard not to think it seriously unfair.


    The air inside the panelled hall was fresh with scent from the artlessly arranged bowls of lilies and roses she had put there earlier in the day. It was also much cleaner than the dust-laden stuffiness of the street, and yet Irene hated it. Reluctantly she let the heavy door shut behind her and listened to it bang, allowing herself to think melodramatically of cells and clanking chains and gaolers’ keys because only by laughing at her life could she make it bearable.


    She had no responsibility for the food that evening; it was being cooked by two old friends of hers who had a catering business. The tables were already laid, but she had still to concoct a seating plan that would not offend her husband’s sensibilities or put any of the well-known enemies next to, or opposite, each other. She also wanted to give Ivo at least one person who might be interesting to talk to, and herself one of the few men who was not a lawyer.


    Geoffrey Duxford would have to sit on her right since the dinner was in his honour. That would be pleasant enough, since he was always an entertaining talker and should be on particularly good form that evening, but it would be good to have someone who knew nothing of the law on her other side.


    As she thought of Geoffrey, Irene grimaced, hoping that Fin’s liking for him would survive what had just happened. They had been called to the Bar together and they had taken silk at the same time fifteen years later, but Geoffrey had been made a judge earlier than Fin and was probably now out of his reach. Irene shrugged. Even Fin could not blame her for that.


    She risked getting in the way of the caterers to make herself a cup of tea and took it into the dining room with a pad and a list of the twenty-two expected guests. The dining room table had been dismantled and stored in pieces in her study to make room for two round tables she had hired, which would take twelve guests each. It meant the study was unusable, but that did not matter much. Her own work had been in limbo for weeks and could not get any further until after an important meeting the following day.


    The plans for each table took more than half an hour to get right, but eventually she finished.


    ‘What a waste of time!’ she said aloud.


    Normally she loved entertaining. Filling the house with interesting people, dressing up, producing lavish food and wine and talking for half the night were among her greatest pleasures. But any more than eight people meant that it was not possible to talk to them all; hiring caterers took most of the pleasure out of offering food to friends, and the whole thing became an expensive exercise in conventional flag-waving. Worse than that: the dinner had been designed to show the people who mattered in the legal world that Fin did not mind having failed to become a Law Lord himself. They all knew quite as well as Irene that he minded like hell.


    Wanting to be dressed and out of their bedroom by the time he came home, she carefully checked the two tables, aware that Fin would dislike the vibrant red flowers as much as the ruby-coloured goblets she had recently bought to cheer up the chilly white and silver of their usual dinner tables. There were pristine crystal glasses for each of the three wines they would be drinking, but she thought that the guests could damn well drink their water out of something more colourful, whatever Fin thought about it.


    As she went upstairs to dress, Irene did ask herself whether she might perhaps be being unnecessarily provocative, but by the time she reached her first-floor bedroom she knew that she was not. It was essential for her to stand up for herself if she were not to be completely wiped out by Fin, whose strength of will was phenomenal and whose visceral belief in his own superiority had been reinforced by his years in the High Court.


    She had moved in with him when she was only eighteen and he thirty-four. In the early days she had let him order her about and tried to pretend that she did not mind. But those days were long over. At forty-six she was determined to become her own woman at last. She had taught herself to challenge Fin whenever he started talking to her as though she were a skivvy or a pupil, and she kept her end up pretty well, but it could be wearing. There were times when she wished that they did not have to argue about every trivial subject that arose, but she was going to carry on fighting until he acknowledged that she was not subject to his control, and that her ideas and wishes were quite as important as his even when they did not coincide.


    If he did not like that – and he demonstrably did not – he would have to learn to put up with it. Irene knew that she could not spin out the rest of her days in quiet obedience. After all, she might survive another forty years or more, and she would go mad if she did not find a way to live as herself: not for herself, she often said when she was working it all out in the privacy of her mind, but as herself.


    She had recently been noticing small physical changes and believed that she must be on the brink of the menopause. That was something she was eagerly awaiting, in spite of all the horror stories she had been told of lunacy, night sweats, insatiable sexual appetites, and ungovernable rage and misery. Not at all sure whether she believed the stories, she was entirely convinced that once the change was over she would have become a tough, confident woman who said what she meant, did what she wanted, felt fulfilled, and – with luck – scattered the irritating before her in abject terror. It had never crossed her mind that to outsiders she already appeared to be exactly that; it had often occurred to Helena.


    Irene turned on her bathtaps and undressed, no longer avoiding the long mirror as she had done for so many years after her children were born. As part of her journey towards her ideal of confident and forceful serenity, she was trying to train herself to accept both her body and her character as they were, and she no longer pretended that her waist was not disappearing and her upper arms swaying when she moved. Her thighs could be described as fleshy at best, and, however much she reminded herself that they were thinner than those of Rubens’s models, she could not quite manage to share his taste for such dimpled amplitude.


    Sticking her tongue out at her reflection, she admitted that there was no doubt at all that she looked a great deal better in clothes.


    ‘So what?’ she said out loud as she stepped into the hot water. ‘No one but Fin sees me without them and he doesn’t count. Anyway, he couldn’t care less.’


    She lay back in reasonable contentment, soaping her arms and breasts and wondering whether it was a sign of good maturity or bad pessimism that she no longer fantasized about demon lovers or felt a frisson of tingling delight when she half-accidentally tweaked one of her nipples.


    ‘Oh, Mum, get real!’


    She could almost hear her daughter’s derisive voice and felt a treacherous moment of relief that Jane had decided she could not afford either the time or the money to come south from Durham for the dinner. Irene had never believed she would come, but Fin had insisted that she should be asked, pointing out quite reasonably that Jane would have a justified cause of resentment if she discovered that Ivo was going to be there when she had not been invited. Accepting that, and not in the least wanting to hurt her difficult daughter, Irene had written at once. Jane had left it until the last possible moment to ring up and say casually that she would not be coming. Irene could not help thinking that she must have done it on purpose to cause the maximum inconvenience.


    It was extraordinary how different her two children were, she thought, making certain that the water was not creeping up between her back and the bath to spoil the expensive arrangement of her hair. They looked fairly similar, although Jane went out of her way to disguise her attractiveness in baggy, uncomplimentary clothes, whereas Ivo, however casual his jeans and shirts, always managed to make himself look good. But in character they were completely different. Ivo was all ease and funniness and sensitive gratitude. Jane was spiky, difficult, argumentative, always in debt, resentful, interfering, and – not to put too fine a point on it – a nuisance; even a bloody awful nuisance sometimes.


    Irene often reminded herself that she loved her daughter, and she usually managed to believe it, although she was honest enough to admit that it was much easier to love her from a distance than face to face. When Jane was at home, the irritation she set up in her mother was hard to ignore. Even when she was away she could still cause trouble.


    Irene was dreading the scene that was bound to blow up when Fin read their daughter’s latest letter. Since it was addressed to him, she had not opened it, but she knew from Ivo’s last telephone call that it was likely to contain yet another plea for more money. He had told Irene that Jane was in quite serious debt again and would need at least a thousand pounds to bail her out.


    Hearing the unmistakable sound of Fin’s car drawing up outside the house, Irene sloshed water over herself to rinse off the soap and got out of the bath, glad that she could still move as easily as she had always done even though she was probably much too heavy. She did not approve of scales and so she had no idea what she weighed, considering that while her bigger skirts and trousers still fitted that was all that really mattered. She heard Fin unlock the front door and knew that he was turning aside into the small cloakroom to change his shoes. He always did that when he came in, even if he were about to change them again for the patent leather ones he wore with his dinner jacket.


    He had come out of the cloakroom and was standing still, probably eyeing her huge bowls of flowers and disapproving of something about them, the extravagance probably. He walked a few paces and stopped again. He must have been picking up Jane’s letter, which Irene had left for him beside the lilies on the hall chest. There was silence for a moment, then a sigh, and then his footsteps as he started up the stairs.


    Irene put on her dressing gown and sat at her dressing table to deal with her makeup. She was still good-looking. There was no doubt about that and it would be silly to pretend otherwise, she decided, peering at her face. With its heavily marked brows, the flashing dark eyes that both Ivo and Jane had inherited, broad cheekbones, wide mouth and firm chin, it had a look of strength and generosity. At least she hoped it did. Her skin was reasonably good, too, even if it did tend to sallowness in the winter. Luckily the first sun always tanned it to a smooth fine gold, and that year it had been sunny since early April. Her nose was less satisfactory, being rather bulbous about the nostrils, but the way the hairdresser had piled up her hair took attention away from that.


    Altogether, she admitted as she patted moisturizer into her skin, her face was coarse; magnificent perhaps in some moods, but coarse and best seen from a distance. It would have looked good on a sculpture, or even a stage. She felt the usual sharp regret at the sacrifices she had made before she had any idea how much they were going to cost her.


    ‘Good day?’ she asked, smiling politely as Fin’s reflection loomed at her in the mirror.


    He blinked and turned down the corners of his mouth in an expression that was so excruciatingly familiar that she wanted to swear. ‘It could have been worse,’ he said as usual. ‘Yours?’


    ‘Busy but all right. They took ages doing my hair, but I think I rather like it.’


    ‘Good,’ he said, deliberately withholding the compliment that she thought was her due.


    ‘What do you think?’ she asked, sternly telling herself that if she wanted something she must, ask for it directly and not try to cheat it out of him. She should have been much too old and sensible to flirt. ‘About my hair, I mean. Attractive?’


    ‘It looks fine.’ He sounded surprised. ‘Quite restrained.’


    She wished she had not bothered to ask. Restrained indeed. She leaned nearer the mirror and stroked foundation over the moisturizer. He did not move. She could see that there was no letter in his hand.


    ‘Ivo here yet?’


    ‘No, not yet,’ she said. ‘But there seems to be a hell of a lot of traffic and so he was probably held up on the M40.’


    Fin frowned and she knew that it was because he hated her swearing. Tough, she thought. Get real, Fin, or bugger off. It was hard to suppress a smile but she managed it.


    ‘Isn’t he coming by train?’ said Fin as though Ivo’s lateness must be her fault.


    ‘Apparently not. He’s borrowed a van to take some piece of furniture or other to Helena for mending.’


    Fin grunted and pulled off his tie. Irene, still waiting for him to mention Jane’s letter, was determined not to raise the subject first. That would give him an advantage in the battle that was undoubtedly to come. She painted smooth, fine black lines above her eyelashes, before highlighting the browbones with barely coloured shadow, and then turned her attention to her lips.


    She liked her face again by the time she had finished making it up and was hooking some heavy Victorian garnet and gold earrings into her ear lobes. Fin had given her the earrings when they were first married, and there was a matching pendant. The whole set had seemed too big and ornate in the old days and she had not worn it then. Feeling that she had grown into it at last, she had had a dress made especially to go with it. When she was ready, she stood for a moment in front of the mirror admiring herself.


    Made of heavy satin the colour of redcurrants, the dress was cut with a high waist and very low neck. A plaited rope of the satin mixed with flat gold cord joined the bodice to the long, tulip-shaped skirt. There was one thing to be said for the gradual sagging of a woman’s flesh after forty, Irene thought as she settled her breasts within the dress; given an efficiently uplifting bra, it produced a wonderful cleavage.


    She hung the pendant around her neck and straightened it against her skin. Letting her shoulders relax, she lifted her head and smiled regally at herself as Fin emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in his towel.


    ‘What on earth are you wearing?’


    Irene’s shoulders stiffened again, but she hoped she was managing to keep the regality as she turned slowly away from the mirror.


    ‘Isn’t it good? I had it made to go with your glorious garnets. Look.’ She touched the heavy pendant.


    Fin grunted.


    He could never understand why she had to get herself up so theatrically. She had given up all thoughts of acting when she married him and the fact that she had written a play that was about to be staged did not seem to him to be a reasonable excuse to drape herself in suggestively cut, exotically coloured frocks that showed off far too much of her front.


    He rubbed his thin frame energetically, shaking his head slightly and wishing that he could fathom what it was that drove her to cause him so much trouble. He supposed that other people might say that it was his fault for having married someone so much younger than himself, but he knew that was nonsense. None of his colleagues’wives had ever been as embarrassing as Irene, even when they were her age.


    ‘What’s the matter with it?’ she said in the all-too-familiar belligerent voice she had taken to using whenever she intended to make a scene.


    Fin tried not to sigh. The last thing he wanted was a wholly unnecessary, manufactured quarrel before their guests arrived. He straightened up.


    ‘Didn’t it occur to you that it might be a little flamboyant?’ He saw her mocking expression and, stung, said sharply, ‘All right, if you must know, I think it’s an absurd thing for you to be wearing at your age, far too brightly coloured and immodest. It looks like fancy dress.’


    He turned his back and started to pull on his clothes.


    ‘For a man who gets himself up in the sort of idiotic sub-medieval frocks and breeches and patent leather pumps that you wear, my dear,’ she said, pretending to sound amused, ‘not to speak of your ludicrous wigs, I think that’s pretty rich.’


    ‘Judicial dress is completely different, as you very well know,’ said Fin coldly, keeping his back to her.


    She said nothing and a moment later he heard her leave the bedroom. He hoped that she was going to behave herself during the evening and not talk too much, too loudly, or too unsuitably. That was probably past praying for. He decided that he would settle for her avoiding both smutty jokes and the customary diatribes about the alleged failings of the judiciary.


    There had been many occasions on which he had tried to believe that it was not Irene’s ludicrous flamboyance and unsuitable conversation that had blocked his career, but he still could not quite manage not to blame her for it. When he looked at Geoffrey Duxford – whom he liked and respected; he really did – he knew that there was nothing Geoffrey had that he, Fin, did not have except for a well-behaved, modest, calmly dressed wife.


    Elizabeth Duxford was enchanting. Fin realized that he was smiling as he thought of her. She was getting on, of course; she must be nearly sixty herself, but she was still so pretty with her slender figure, sweet face and impeccably controlled silvery hair, and she never put a foot wrong. Everyone liked her, even Irene, who did not like many of his friends’wives. Elizabeth never caused trouble or made too much noise or showed off, and her clothes were always perfect for the occasion. It was not that she was a goody-goody either; she could flirt with the best of them, but always in such perfect taste, so gently teasing and sweetly affectionate that no-one could take exception to it.


    Fin shook his head again and sat on the edge of the bed to pull on his shoes. He hated the fact that his bunions made the patent leather shoes hurt, just as he hated the worsening of his digestion, his increasing inability to sleep properly, and all the rest of the evidence that he was getting old.


    After all, he was only sixty-two, and that was no age nowadays. And he still had a memory as sharp as it had ever been. There were some of his colleagues whose difficulties with names and facts made them almost as embarrassing as Irene, but he was still perfectly all right. He heard the sound of a well-used but not at all well-maintained engine outside and walked stiffly across to the window to look down into the street. A battered, filthy, once-white van was being parked just behind his gleaming Rover. His lips tightened in annoyance until he saw Ivo emerging from it and then he smiled. He could not help it. Everyone smiled when they saw Ivo.


    He closed the front door without the bang the rest of the family could never resist. Even from the bedroom Fin could hear the boy’s traditionally kind greeting to his mother.


    ‘Mama! My God, you look stunning. What a superb dress!’


    Irene was standing at the foot of the staircase, glowing under one of the few lights in the hall. She forgot her anger, the following day’s meeting, and her dislike of pompous entertaining.


    ‘Your father doesn’t like it at all,’ she said lightly.


    ‘He’ll come round when he sees everyone else fainting in admiration,’ said Ivo more quietly, leaning forwards to kiss her. ‘You smell delicious, too. What is it?’


    ‘Madame Rochas. I decided it was suitable to my age and station.’ Irene laughed at herself. ‘It’s nice, though, isn’t it?’


    ‘Very.’


    ‘You’d better get on and change. They’re due any second, Ivo.’


    ‘Yes, I know. Sorry to be so late. I got hung up in traffic coming from Helena’s.’


    ‘How is she?’


    ‘Fine, I think. This new bloke of hers seems to be doing her well. Have you met him?’


    ‘No, not yet. She’s keeping him firmly under wraps; I’m not sure why. What makes you think it’s working?’


    ‘She was looking prettier than usual,’ he said with a dryness that was unlike him. He laughed. ‘Almost sleek, actually. But she’ll be here in no time and you can judge for yourself. I’ll look in on Father on my way up, see how he is.’


    Irene smiled at Ivo and patted his lean, golden cheek. He bounded off upstairs and she went into the kitchen to make sure her two catering friends were happy with all the arrangements. Later the front door bell rang and she went to open it herself.


    Helena was standing on the step, looking surprisingly glamorous in a stunning skirt of baroque-looking damask and a clinging smooth black top. Irene thought she saw what Ivo had meant and held out her arms.


    ‘You look lovely,’ she said and was pleased to see Helena’s thin, serious face lighten into one of her best smiles.


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘So do you,’ Helena answered, coming into the house. ‘Glowing and glorious, Irene. Oh, it is good to see you.’


    Mindful of her makeup, Irene hugged her stepdaughter instead of kissing her and felt all the usual pleasure when Helena leaned against her and squeezed.


    ‘You feel lovely, too.’


    ‘What, soft and squidgy?’ suggested Irene in amusement.


    ‘Just that,’ said Helena, with a laugh. ‘Heavenly. I don’t know how you do it, but you can always make a girl feel safe and wonderful.’


    ‘Not all girls,’ said Irene, less cheerfully. She thought of the angrily demanding letter Fin was probably re-reading upstairs. ‘I seem to make Jane feel quite the opposite. Come on in and have a drink.’


    As they walked together into the big, dark green and gold drawing room, Helena stroked her stepmother’s arm and said: ‘It’s probably just Jane’s age. She’ll get over it.’


    ‘I hope so, but it’s been going on a long time now. And you never went through a stage like that, even though if anyone had the right to be difficult it was you.’


    ‘Wasn’t I?’


    ‘You know you weren’t.’ Irene did ignore her makeup then and kissed Helena, carefully wiping away the lipstick smear afterwards. ‘You’ve been nothing but ease, delight and joy ever since I first saw you. It was the biggest surprise of my life, and one of the most satisfying.’


    As Irene smiled at her, Helena looked back with all the passionate gratitude that had been with her for so long. She had been just three when Irene had first picked her up and surrounded her with safety. Until then she had been subject to the frightening ministrations of a variety of disapproving relations and the temporary nannies who had been employed after her mother’s disappearance. Her father had been kind in an irritable, preoccupied fashion, but he had never played with her or read to her, still less touched her except when he was inexpertly and impatiently trying to button up her coat or tie her shoelaces. There had been days at a time when he had never smiled and hardly spoken. Helena had been frightened of him then, and, absurd though it was, she knew that she was frightened of him still.


    When Irene had appeared in the house, she had changed him almost overnight into a laughing, cheerful, happy man, just as she had transformed Helena herself. From that first day, Helena had been hugged even before she knew she needed it, and all her fears had been taken seriously. Food, which had always been the subject of threatening battles, had become delicious; outings had been planned with full consultation, books bought, games played, and endless stories read.


    She could never quite pinpoint the moment when things had changed between Fin and Irene, but as a child she had feared that it must have been her fault. Irene had certainly not done anything to deserve it.


    ‘How are you?’ Helena asked. ‘You look a bit tired under all the magnificence. Is everything all right?’


    ‘Pretty much. I’m battling on, you know.’ She saw that Helena was looking doubtful and then gave in to honesty: ‘To tell you the truth, I’m more than a little scared of meeting Richard Orleton tomorrow.’


    ‘You shouldn’t be,’ said Helena, deeply relieved that for once it was not Fin who had upset Irene. ‘He’s the most important director working in London at the moment, and the only one who could possibly take a new playwright’s work straight to the West End.’


    ‘Precisely! Although West End is stretching it a bit.’


    ‘Well, London anyway. He chose your play, Irene. It must be good. He never picks a loser. It’s the most enormous compliment. But you know all that. You don’t need me to reassure you.’


    ‘Yes, I do know that, but … Damn, there’s the door. Here we go. Be nice to your father when he comes down, won’t you? He’s in a state about all sorts of things just now, not least Jane’s latest debts, and he’s tetchy.’


    ‘I’ll try,’ said Helena, hearing the sound of voices approaching the top of the stairs. She smiled. ‘But actually, I’m not sure it’s going to be necessary. I think Ivo may already have sorted him.’


    While one of the caterers’waitresses was opening the front door and taking the first guest’s coat, Irene and Helena both listened to Ivo and his father. Fin’s voice was entirely different from the pinched, angry tones in which he had been talking earlier. It almost sounded as though he was enjoying himself. The two women looked at each other in satisfaction.


    ‘Ivo is wonderful,’ said Helena so that Irene did not have to say it and could preserve her pretence of maternal detachment.


    The dinner went reasonably well. The food was good, if richer than Irene liked and much too conventional for her, and the conversation unbroken. Elizabeth Duxford and Helena both worked hard to support her and make sure that any taciturn guests within reach were stimulated into doing their share of the talking. Geoffrey was becomingly restrained in his self-satisfaction, and he and Fin had a lovely time reminiscing about their early days in chambers when they vied for dreary briefs that hardly paid their train fares to court.


    It was half past twelve by the time the last guests had gone and Ivo had disappeared to his own room at the top of the house. Irene was longing for her bed, but it was at that moment that Fin chose to show her Jane’s letter and announce that this time, whatever Irene said, he was going to stand firm. Jane was incorrigible and she had to learn the value of money. He was not going to increase her allowance or pay any of her debts. He added in quite unnecessary provocation that if he found that Irene was sending Jane extra money behind his back he would be seriously displeased.


    ‘How can you even say that?’ she asked, stung by the injustice. ‘I am not deceitful, in spite of all your attempts to make me so.’


    ‘You’ve always done everything you could to undermine my authority with the children, haven’t you?’ he said as though she had not spoken. ‘I sometimes think that for some bizarre and twisted reason of your own you want them to grow up as feckless and spendthrift as you are yourself.’


    She considered holding her tongue, but the implications of his accusation were so outrageous that she had to answer it.


    ‘If you had any idea how hard I’ve always worked to stop them complaining about you, you wouldn’t dare say that. You are a shit, you know, Fin. All it would take to free Jane is a thousand pounds. That’s nothing to you and it means the whole world to her at the moment. If I had it, I’d send it straight away, but as you very well know, until I get paid the next tranche of play money, I haven’t got anything except the housekeeping.’


    ‘Thank God for that,’ he said nastily. ‘Jane needs to be shocked into seeing what it is she’s risking by this stupidity. She needs the fear to cure her extravagance before it’s too late.’


    ‘No-one needs fear,’ said Irene passionately, thinking of the completely destructive terror that Fin could still induce in his elder daughter. Jane had inherited enough of her mother’s character to ensure that she tended to anger rather than terror, but there was no guarantee that she could not be made to feel afraid.


    ‘On the contrary. It’s the only thing that keeps most people in line,’ Fin said in a voice that brooked no argument.


    Irene shook her head, almost giving up. After a moment she realized she could not leave it there or he would think he had won.


    ‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘I know you can’t bear to admit that, but you should. Being afraid is foul, and it does nothing but harm. It makes people stupid and irrational. We mustn’t do that to Jane. I want her to have some money, but please don’t let’s argue about it now. We can deal with it tomorrow.’


    ‘You simply will not discuss anything in a reasonable manner, will you?’ thundered Fin, glaring at her. ‘You throw out these statements about what you think we should do and if I show any sign of disagreement you sulk and refuse to listen. We have to—’


    ‘Yes, I know we do,’ said Irene quickly, ‘but tomorrow, Fin, please. I’ve got my first meeting with Richard Orleton about the play in the morning. I must sleep or I’ll be stupid and not operate properly and waste this opportunity.’ She did her best to keep any hint of victimhood out of her face and voice as she added: ‘It’s seriously important to me. Please let me sleep.’


    They were still arguing at a quarter to two.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    At half past three that morning Helena woke with a headache and a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. Neither was the result of a hangover. She rarely drank enough to have any effect at all and never in her father’s company. One and a half glasses of wine could not have made even a teetotaller tight.


    She lay for a moment, wondering what had woken her. It could, she supposed, have been either the heat or indigestion from all the rich food. There was certainly an uncomfortable tightness in her gut. Rolling over on to her front to ease it and turning her head to the left, she decided it was not so much what she had eaten as the tension that gripped her whenever she saw that her father and Irene were on the brink of one of their battles.


    Ivo had worked wonders, but the way Fin had looked at Irene throughout the evening, and the coldness with which he had spoken to her after the guests had left, had made it all too clear that he was furiously angry about something. When Helena had tried to sympathize with Irene as they said good night, Irene had shrugged and said something about his complete unreasonableness, adding: ‘I sometimes think it’s impossible to believe that he managed to produce a daughter as kind as you. No two people could be less alike.’


    Giving up hope of a quick return to sleep, Helena pushed back the light duvet, intending to fetch a glass of water. Just as she swung her legs to the ground, she heard the sound of angry sobbing through the thin party wall and then a loud male voice, shouting: ‘Oh, stop snivelling, you maggot-faced bitch.’


    Franny and Jack Thompson, who had lived next door for the past two years, had once been the best of good neighbours. Helena liked both of them. She had always fed their two fat tabby cats whenever the Thompsons were away and watched their house for damage or burglars, and they did the same for her. Franny was a potter and Jack a teacher, and until recently they had seemed entirely happy with their life and with each other.


    All that had changed in the last few months, and the sound of their rows was becoming an almost daily occurrence. Ordinary conversation came through the wall as a kind of low buzzing sound with indistinguishable words, but raised voices were easily audible. Helena tried never to listen to what they were shouting at each other, but it was not always possible to avoid it. That night, without even any traffic noise to compete, their argument might have been taking place in her bedroom.


    Helena had always detested loud voices even when they were not angry, and real arguments, laced as the Thompsons’usually were with tears and the sound of a fist crashing into the wall, filled her with a mixture of irrational fear and a flooding anger of her own. If she had been able to do anything to help them it might not have been so bad, but she knew perfectly well that there was nothing she could do. She went downstairs to drink a glass of water in the kitchen.


    It should have been possible for her to ring the Thompsons up and tell them that she could hear everything they were yelling at each other, to knock on the front door and ask whichever of them appeared to keep a little quieter, or even to bang on the wall to remind them how thin it was, but she could not bring herself to do any of it. Ashamed of her ludicrous over-sensitivity to something that was no threat to her, and of her cowardice in not telling her neighbours how much their noise disturbed her, she fetched her duvet and wax earplugs and lay down on the drawing room sofa. From there she could still just hear them, but once she put in the earplugs she had peace again.


    Even so, she could not get back to sleep until well after five and then she was disturbed by wildly tangled dreams, in most of which she was trying to grab hold of Franny to save her from some agonizing fate but unable to make her hear or catch up with her. Eventually, some time after eight, Helena gave up trying to sleep and made herself some coffee. There was complete silence from next door.
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