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      Author’s Note

    


    Apart from the facts of the Kesselring case (which are clearly set out in The Kesselring Case by A. P. Scotland, Bonn, 1952, The London Cage by A. P. Scotland, London, 1957, and in contemporary newspaper reports), everything that happens in this novel is a product of the author’s imagination, as are all the characters, who bear no relation to any real people, living or dead.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ yelled Mark over the heads of the crowd between them. In all the din, Julia could not hear what he said, but she could see his face and read his lips. Pushing her way towards him through the packed, sweating, embracing bodies of her fellow-Londoners, she shouted back:


    ‘At least it’s over. We did it. Thank God.’


    Someone’s Union Jack slapped her face in a sudden breeze and someone else trod heavily on her right foot as a new sound began to float across the great circle in front of the palace.


    ‘What’s that tune?’ asked Mark more quietly as she reached him at last.


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Julia, listening to the sound of a jazz band thumping up from the Mall. ‘It’s familiar, though.’


    ‘It’s High Society, you poor, middle-aged miseries,’ said Mark’s son, Richard, leaning on his stick and laughing at them. He looked younger by years than he had since he had been repatriated from France the previous year. ‘I’ve just been told the trumpeter’s Humphrey Lyttelton.’


    Not wanting to add to his picture of a ‘middle-aged misery’, neither Julia nor Mark asked any more questions. Another heavy foot mashed down on Julia’s as an excited group of hatless girls and half-drunk men in uniform danced past and her patience gave out.


    ‘Let’s get on,’ she said to the others. ‘It’s all very wonderful, but it’s damned uncomfortable. Oh, good, here’s George. I thought we’d lost you in all this. I’m heading off. Are you coming?’


    ‘Rather. It’s all a bit much, isn’t it? I can’t think what they’re all hanging around here for. The royals aren’t likely to appear again,’ said George Wilson, gesturing to the red-draped balcony in the centre of the palace’s smooth, grey-stone façade. ‘I’ll push a way, Julia, if you stick close behind. Mark and Richard can look after each other.’


    George Wilson, tall, thin and asthmatic, headed off into the dense, shifting crowd and Julia followed, wishing that she could share the ecstasy she saw on the faces all around her. She felt detached from the crowd and rather unreal, as though an important part of herself had been mislaid somewhere early in the war and she had only just noticed the lack.


    ‘Come on darling, give us a kiss.’


    A large navvy pushed his red face towards her as she fought her way through towards Green Park. When she gave him her famous cold stare, he made a rude face and yelled after her:


    ‘Nothing to be sour about any more, ducks. Haven’t they told you? We won the war. Hitler’s dead!’


    ‘I know,’ said Julia under her breath. ‘And thank God for it.’


    A space opened up in front of her and she saw a vast mass of flames crackling and spitting on the grass. Above them, through the new leaves that were shrivelling and turning brown in the heat, she could see searchlights sweeping and meeting across the darkening blue of the twilit sky. Fireworks exploded somewhere close by, splattering the sky with coloured fragments that looked like the hundreds-and-thousands she had sprinkled on her bread and butter as a child.


    For a moment Julia forgot her troubles and her dislike of crowds and let herself share the triumph. A pair of golden fountains shot upwards, spread and began to fall, their sparks fading and dying. In the light of the fire she saw faces that looked happy as well as mindlessly excited; a young woman with a toddler in her arms watched the fireworks with an expression of such abandoned relief that Julia could feel it too. A major in uniform who was standing close behind the woman put a hand on her shoulder and she dropped her head slightly to stroke his hand with her cheek. They were happy; the war was truly over for them; they were beginning again.


    The stick of a rocket plunged back to earth with the kind of whining whistle all Londoners had come to dread, and Julia tried to cling to the faith that had kept her going for so long.


    ‘Think of the good things,’ she apostrophised herself. ‘Look for the good things.’


    That was an exercise that she had practised increasingly often as the war dragged on and on, and it had helped her to keep up the appearance of stoic calm for which she was well known among her colleagues. There were plenty of good things to look at in the crowds around the leaping, dazzling fire and Julia gradually fought down the memories of the Blitz and the Vis, which the fire and the lights and the explosions had brought so vividly to mind.


    She felt an arm across her shoulders and looked round expecting another Bacchanalian reveller. All she saw was Mark’s familiar worn face, full of concern.


    ‘All right, Julia?’ he asked. ‘You look pale.’


    She nodded and then explained about the fire and the bangs and the searchlights, and the avid excitement on some of the faces in the crowd. There had always been some who had looked like that at any ‘incident’in the Blitz, people who had loved the drama of watching bodies being carried up out of the rubble and apparently found it easy to ignore the agony.


    

      Think of the good things.

    


    ‘Don’t they look happy?’ she said to Mark, gesturing towards a couple embracing under a tree as completely abandoned to each other as though they were in their own bedroom.


    ‘Perhaps, but I think it’s a bit much, carrying on like that in public,’ he said severely. Julia managed to laugh at his dry voice.


    ‘Well at least they don’t look as though they’re trying to remember the bombs,’ she said.


    ‘I don’t suppose any of us who were here will ever forget, do you?’ said Mark, remembering the night the Temple was bombed. He and Julia had arrived for work the following morning to find half their chambers blown apart, their carefully hoarded library burned and the remains of confidential trial documents blowing in the street.


    ‘Quicker than those poor devils in Cologne and Dresden, I expect,’ answered Julia, thinking of the horrific newsreel films she had seen. Then she remembered those other newsreel films of what had been revealed when the Nazis’concentration camps were opened and she shuddered. She sometimes thought that the sick horror she had felt then would never leave her. Mark squeezed her shoulder and then removed his arm.


    ‘Don’t think about any of it,’ he said firmly. ‘Tonight it’s over. Tonight it’s reasonable to forget and to celebrate. The courts are closed. The bells have rung; the lights are up. Tonight we ought just to let rip like the rest of them. What did the old man say in Whitehall? Someone told me … Richard, wasn’t it you?’


    ‘Something about giving ourselves a short period of celebration. I can’t remember exactly. Father, we’re going to be late if we don’t get a move on, and you know what Mother’s like,’ he said.


    Mark looked at Julia in the dusk and gave her a small, unhappy smile that seemed to hold an apology for his wife and a plea for Julia to understand her, and perhaps a hint of nostalgia too. Then he turned back to his only-surviving son.


    ‘Yes, I know. You go on ahead. George and Julia and I will follow on in our middle-aged way,’ he said.


    ‘Speak for yourself,’ said Julia, falling into a teasing voice as though determined to join in the celebration. ‘I don’t admit to middle age, myself.’


    Mark laughed and they walked up the hill towards Piccadilly in deliberate cheerfulness.


    Sylvia Heathwood was indeed waiting for them in the restaurant Mark had chosen for their celebration. They found her tapping her foot in irritation as she sipped a cocktail. They had agreed not to dress, but Sylvia was wearing a beautifully draped silk frock in her favourite lavender colour with an immense diamond brooch on the left shoulder. As always, Julia was amazed by the other woman’s immaculate clothes and hair, and by her apparently inexhaustible supply of silk stockings and cosmetics. It was as though for Sylvia the war with all its terrors and readjustments and shortages had never happened.


    Julia herself eked out her own miserable supply of stockings and lipstick for as long as she could by going unpainted to court every day and wearing thick, ugly lisle stockings for all but the very best occasions. Her own dark-grey utility suit and well-washed pre-war blouse looked decidedly shabby beside Sylvia’s elegance.


    ‘How sweet you look, Julia dear,’ said Sylvia, holding out a scented, creamed hand for Julia to shake. ‘But Mark must be working you far too hard,’ she went on. ‘You look exhausted – and far too thin. And he really ought to give you time off to get your hair properly done. It’s too bad of you, darling,’ she said, turning to her husband and displaying her ownership of him with a minatory pat.


    ‘It isn’t Mark, Mrs Heathwood,’ said Julia, wrily noticing Sylvia’s need to place her as an unalluring, ill-dressed bluestocking, ‘but my clerk who insists on giving me too many cases and works me far too hard. As for being too thin, thank God for it! At least the war’s meant that there’s been no need for banting. I always tended to put on weight in the old days.’ She laughed, but Sylvia ignored her, turning her impeccably dressed silvery-blonde head towards her son and waiting to be kissed.


    Richard obliged and then called a waitress over to order drinks for them all. In the confusion Mark whispered to Julia:


    ‘Sorry about all that.’


    ‘It couldn’t matter less, Mark,’ she said. ‘She feels at a disadvantage – understandably – and is trying to turn the tables. It’s not important.’


    ‘A son is such a comfort, Julia,’ Sylvia called across the little group as she noticed Julia and Mark talking quietly with their heads close together. Julia felt Mark flinch beside her.


    ‘Richard’s a dear,’ she said with as much sincerity as tact. ‘You’re very lucky.’ Richard grinned at her and raised his glass in a silent toast.


    ‘Well, here’s to peace,’ said Mark suddenly, raising his own glass. They all echoed his toast and then George made one of his own:


    ‘And to absent friends,’ he said quietly, looking at Julia. She saw his expression and smiled shakily in gratitude for his remembering. To control her sudden childish urge to cry, she took a large gulp of her cocktail and almost choked as the spirit burned her throat. She hoped passionately that somewhere, anywhere, Anthony might benefit from the toast.


    ‘Shall we go in?’ said Sylvia, getting up to lead the way into the high, pink-and-gold dining room. Julia followed obediently. She was only twelve years younger than Sylvia Heathwood, but whenever they were together Sylvia behaved as though she were a great lady and Julia a cross between a poor relation and a skivvy. Having had plenty of practice in dealing with her mother’s disdain for her appearance, Julia usually managed to ignore both the patronage and the sneers, and almost always allowed Sylvia her petty triumphs. The only things she had that Julia envied in the least were the presence of her husband, safe and well in London, and her son.


    ‘Won’t it be wonderful to have new clothes again?’ Sylvia said as she was shaking out her napkin and laying it on her silken lap. ‘And proper shoes and hats.’


    ‘And hot baths,’ said George Wilson, entering gamely into the spirit of her conversation. ‘What about you, Julia? What things – material things – have you missed most?’


    ‘Since 1939?’ she said to give herself time to think of anything other than Anthony. ‘Um, fresh butter, I think. Lots and lots of melting butter on crisp, hot crumpets for tea after a long, cold, winter’s walk.’ In fact, almost more than any food she longed for inexhaustible supplies of sanitary towels and lavatory paper, which had at various times during the past five years been almost impossible to buy in adequate quantities. She turned to Mark Heathwood. ‘What about you, Mark?’


    ‘Petrol – the freedom to get in a car and go anywhere that takes my fancy,’ said Mark with a grin that transformed his thin, serious face into an almost boyish mask. Most of the time it looked much older than his forty-eight years.


    ‘But darling,’ protested his wife in her most irritating drawl, ‘you never – ever – went anywhere of your own free will. Don’t you remember, Richard? I always used to have to drag Daddy off to Cassis in the summer or Scotland for the shooting. All he ever wanted to do was work and sweat out the summers in chambers even out of term time.’ She directed a venomous look at Julia as she spoke, although before the war Julia had been far too junior a member of chambers to have had much influence on Mark Heathwood KC.


    ‘Holidays!’ she exclaimed to deflect Sylvia’s attention. ‘Just think: we’ll be able to go abroad again.…’


    ‘Yes, and swim in the sea without risking bumping up against a mine,’ said Richard cheerfully. He had been horrified by the change in his mother when he had been invalided home the year before, but he had become accustomed to her new character by then and was quite used to jollying her along and ignoring her attempts to provoke arguments. ‘No more barbed wire on the cliffs either – or mines on the beaches.’


    ‘Back to innocence, perhaps,’ said George more seriously. ‘Ah, food. Thank you.’


    He looked down at the plate a waitress had put in front of him and then raised his eyes again.


    ‘What I look forward to most is proper meals again. None of this. “If you have bread with your soup, you can’t have pudding” nonsense. Game and burgundy on a winter’s evening after Julia’s crumpets …’


    ‘Caviare and vodka,’ said Richard with a beatific expression on his face. Julia rather doubted whether he had eaten much caviare before the war, which had, after all, broken out when he was seventeen.


    ‘Vulgar!’ said his mother, lifting up her knife and fork.


    Through all the lighthearted discussion that followed of what they planned to do in the new world of peace and plenty, Julia thought of her husband. Until she knew where he was she could not bring herself to make any plans at all, even the most trivial. It was only when the conversation turned to what each of them most dreaded about life after the war that she came to life again and joined in their frivolity.


    ‘That all the things I’ve missed so far because of it, and longed for, will turn out to be dull after all,’ was Richard’s contribution, which raised a laugh from his elders.


    George, who had been exempted from conscription because of his weak heart and his asthma, said seriously:


    ‘That we’ll mess things up. There’s such a chance now to put right everything that was wrong before the war, let alone during it, but can we do it?’


    ‘I doubt it,’ said Mark. ‘Not everything.’


    ‘Here or internationally?’ asked Julia, interested.


    ‘Both, I suppose,’ answered George, having drunk a spoonful of his depressing-looking soup, ‘but I really meant here: employment, housing, education and so forth. But what about you, Mark? What do you most dread?’


    ‘Much the same as you, I suppose,’ he said, carefully not looking at his wife, ‘finding that nothing has really changed despite the horror and the sacrifices. Julia?’


    Knowing that what she most dreaded was not a suitable matter for conversation on such a night, she buried it again and smiled disarmingly at her two colleagues.


    ‘All the men coming back from the war and competing for briefs. I can see it now: that wretchedly misogynist clerk of mine will give me nothing but contracts and arbitrations and written opinions; I’ll never see the inside of a court again; my wig will fall to pieces through lack of use; and my sharply honed advocacy skills will be blunted by time and boredom; and I’ll be forced into premature retirement and have to learn to cook.’


    Everyone except Sylvia laughed at Julia’s mock-tragic tone. Mark looked as though he was about to speak, but George started first.


    ‘Even Bill Tomkins is too sensible to let his well-known views on girl barristers make him waste the talents of one of the best juniors of either sex,’ he said.


    Julia was touched and her face took on a gentleness it rarely wore in the company of any of her fellow-barristers.


    ‘Thank you for that, George,’ she said seriously.


    Two weeks later Mark walked into her room in chambers and asked her if she had a minute to spare. Laying aside the brief on which she was working and closing her copy of Archbold, Julia leaned back in her revolving chair and waited for what he had to say. When it came it surprised her.


    ‘I’ve been asked to go to Nuremberg for the UN trials,’ he said abruptly, ‘and I’ll need an assistant. Would you come if I asked you? We’d probably have to leave in July or August.’


    ‘I can’t, Mark,’ she said, without even thinking about the pros and cons of his proposition.


    ‘Why not?’ he asked, his head on one side as he examined her face. ‘Surely you’re not one of these people who don’t believe that the Nazi leaders must be tried?’


    ‘Good Lord no!’ she said, ‘and I should think it would be a fascinating job … if rather horrible. It’s good of you to think of taking me with you. I’m flattered.’


    ‘But you won’t come,’ said Mark, ignoring her politeness and answering the tone of her voice. ‘You’re not really worried about your career at the bar when the men come back, are you? George was right on VE night: you of all people have no need to worry.’


    Julia smiled at that and shook her head, although it was a real concern to her.


    ‘Then what?’ asked Mark.


    ‘Mark, how could I leave London?’ she said. ‘Now at last there’s a real possibility of getting news of Anthony. If I were to go away and he came back home, what would he feel? What would you feel if you were in his position?’


    Mark sat straighter in his chair and grasped the lapels of his jacket as though they were the edges of his gown. His face settled into the familiar persuasive seriousness with which he always addressed juries on difficult points in a case. Julia looked out of the window at the plane trees in the middle of the square. Their leaves were heavy with dust. She did not want to hear what she knew he was about to say, but she could not stop him. All she could do was detach herself by looking away from him as he said it.


    ‘Julia, you mustn’t pin your hopes on his coming back. If there were any chance that he was still alive I’d urge you to stay; you know that. It’s not for my own selfishness that I want you to come away – although it would make life there much … Never mind that now – but because I just don’t want you to be living here on your own, waiting for news that’s never going to come.’


    At that piece of pessimistic common sense Julia’s normally well-controlled temper snapped. She stopped looking patiently at the plane trees and faced him across her desk.


    ‘There is no more reason to suppose him dead than there is to believe that he is alive,’ she said as coldly as she had ever spoken to Mark. He winced and so she tried to moderate her voice as she went on: ‘You should know that. It’s our job to weigh up evidence. Anthony is missing. There is nothing to prove any more or less. He escaped from the camp when Italy surrendered to us in 1943. He’s probably been in hiding somewhere, unable even to get to Switzerland ever since. You know what it‘s been like in Italy since they changed sides.… Remember that piece I showed you from The Times last year about the British, American and Australian ex-prisoners who have been running partisan groups in the mountains?’


    ‘I don’t know what it’s been like in Italy and nor do you,’ said Mark. ‘Julia, God forbid that I should make you unhappier than you already must be: I just cannot bear the thought of your being strung out on unrealistic hope for years to come. You have to get on with your life. It’s two years since Anthony escaped from that camp. Don’t you think that if he had either been recaptured or successfully evaded capture for so long you would have heard by now?’


    ‘Not necessarily,’ answered Julia stubbornly. She got out of her chair and walked across the room to the long mahogany bookshelves that lined the wall opposite her desk. Squinting sideways at the dull gilt titles of the books, she went on:


    ‘You and I have meant a lot to each other in the last couple of years, and I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me or cease to thank you for it. I’ll always care about you more than anyone except … but I can’t let you take my last hopes away.’ She looked away from the books and addressed the back of Mark’s greying head. ‘They’re all I have now.’


    ‘Oh my dear,’ he said, sighing. He turned in his chair so that he could look at her and balanced himself with his hands on the chair back. Julia stood with her back against the bookshelves and watched his face. The misery in it dispelled some of her residual anger.


    ‘Mark, you seem to think that I’m clinging to a forlorn hope. It isn’t like that. Now that the war is over, there is a real chance of news. Until now there have been all sorts of reasons why I might not have heard anything. I’m not mad enough to spend the rest of my life waiting for him,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget that it’s been only two years – the law doesn’t allow a presumption of death after so short a time. Why should I?’


    Something about the way she lifted her chin as she made her declaration touched Mark Heathwood and he could not protest any more. He had admired Julia Gillingham ever since she had come to his chambers as a shy but determined pupil ten years earlier, and he had watched her coming to terms with the intensely masculine and competitive world she had entered and gradually beating back its prejudices against her.


    Somewhere on her journey to her present security in that world Mark had fallen in love with her: not with her face, which was no more than pleasantly attractive with its good bones and warm brown eyes, nor with her charm, which she rarely exercised. At times he had asked himself almost despairingly what he could possibly see in her to arouse such depths of feeling in himself. In the end he had decided that it was her gallantry, the courage with which she met difficulty and tedium and the horrible moral choices that their job threw up from time to time.


    But there was more to it than that. Despite Julia’s determined avoidance of sentimentality, there was a tremendous fund of warmth in her, and it was on that he had drawn so heavily during the excruciating misery he had suffered when his elder son had been killed in Crete. Without Julia’s unfailing if rarely expressed sympathy, he sometimes thought he would not have been able to go on. Sylvia had dealt with their tragedy by pretending that it had never happened and that she had never had another son but Richard.


    There had been times in the months after the telegram when Mark had watched his wife endlessly prinking before her looking glass and wanted to throttle her. He could not even remember what it had been about her that made him believe himself in love with her twenty-five years earlier. His hands clenched on the back of his chair.


    ‘Mark?’ Julia’s cool voice broke into his thoughts. His eyes focused and he relaxed his grip on the back of the chair, untwisted his back and stood up.


    ‘Sorry,’ he said abruptly. ‘I was dreaming.’


    Julia’s pale face broke into a smile of such affectionate sympathy that he almost lost control of himself and told her again that he loved her, that if her husband could be proved to have died, he would divorce Sylvia and beg Julia to marry him. But they had fought that battle long ago and had agreed to ignore the temptation that each represented for the other.


    ‘What were we talking about?’ he said, feeling exhausted almost beyond bearing by the struggle to keep going, to forget his anguish for his dead son and his anxiety for Richard, crippled at twenty-one; to ignore his frustrated love for the sensible, rational, kind, intelligent woman in front of him, and his growing loathing for the beautiful, unintelligent one that he had married so long ago.


    ‘You were trying to persuade me again that Anthony is dead,’ Julia said drily. ‘Please don’t.’


    He shook his head.


    ‘No, it was Nuremberg. Are you really sure, Julia? It would do your career no harm at all. It’s the most important trial I can imagine happening in my lifetime or yours …’


    ‘I can’t leave London,’ she said again, walking back towards her laden desk. ‘Not until I know what has happened and …’ Her voice almost broke and she took a deep breath before ending the sentence: ‘whether he is alive or dead.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Two weeks later, Julia was in Bristol, defending a man who had been discovered to have two wives, one living in Bristol and one in Southampton. It had appeared at first sight to be a case of the utmost simplicity. The man had two wives, and he was therefore guilty of bigamy, either deliberate or accidental. Julia’s intention was to prove that it had been accidental. Her client had told his solicitor that he believed the first Mrs Smith had died in one of the bombing raids on Southampton and neither the solicitor nor Julia had any evidence to prove that he was lying. But he had not waited the necessary seven years to have her death presumed and his apparent ignorance of that part of the law was no defence.


    The house the Smiths had rented in Southampton had been bombed to smithereens, and when Mr Smith was able to go back there on leave from the aircraft factory where he worked as a skilled mechanic, he had not been able to find any trace of his wife. None of the neighbours had seen her since the bomb, but he alleged that none of them had told him that they had not seen her for months before it either.


    The prosecution alleged that Smith knew perfectly well that his wife had been staying with her parents in a farmhouse well inland in the middle of Hampshire at the time of the raids on Southampton, and that he had not even bothered to write to his parents-in-law to ask if they had any news of her. What complicated the case was that both of Mrs Smith’s parents had since died and could neither confirm nor deny the defendant’s story that he had in fact written to them.


    The prosecution’s evidence took most of the first day to present, and Julia began her cross-examination of the first Mrs Smith in the late afternoon. She looked scared, which was not particularly surprising, but she looked malevolent, too, and that aroused Julia’s suspicions. She had a reputation at the Bar for being able to find the weak links in any chain of evidence quicker than most, but her greatest skill was probably her talent for seeing past the improved character a witness presented in the box to the hidden reality with all its inadequacies and petty lies. She was known around the Temple as Boadicea, because she cut such a swathe through her opponent’s witnesses.


    ‘Now, Mrs Smith,’ said Julia in a voice that betrayed no emotion other than a mild sympathy, ‘please don’t be alarmed. Could you tell the jury in your own words just how you and your husband communicated during the war?’


    ‘He didn’t do no communicating,’ answered Mrs Smith with a satisfied glance at the prosecuting counsel.


    Julia smiled kindly.


    ‘And you, Mrs Smith? Where did you address your letters to him?’ she asked.


    ‘I didn’t know where he was, Miss,’ answered Mrs Smith, looking less satisfied. ‘It’s his fault. He knew where I was but he never did no communicating.’


    ‘Do you mean, Mrs Smith, that from 1942 until January 1945 you never even tried to get in touch with your husband? How did you live? Did you not expect him to send you any of his pay?’


    ‘Not him,’ answered the woman, clutching her scuffed black handbag. ‘He wasn’t never a good provider. When he disappeared I thought Good riddance! That’s what I thought.’


    Julia cast a sideways glance at the prosecuting barrister and saw his thick black eyebrows twitch together in an unusually frank expression of irritation with his witness.


    ‘And you never tried to write to him at the factory?’


    ‘I didn’t know he was at any factory,’ she said. ‘One day I came home to get his tea ready and all I found was this note saying he was leaving me. I’ve never had a word from him since.’


    ‘And have you got the note?’ asked Julia in a voice of the utmost reasonableness.


    ‘I burnt it.’


    ‘Now, Mrs Smith,’ said Julia. ‘Are you really asking the jury to believe this story? And to accept that you never asked for information at your husband’s place of work? After all, they knew perfectly well that he had been sent to Bristol.’


    When Mrs Smith had eventually been persuaded to admit that she had never tried to track down her husband, the judge leaned forward from his high, red-leather chair to adjourn the court for the day. Julia had a word with her instructing solicitor and their client, packed up her papers and retired to the hotel where her clerk had booked her a room. She shared a depressing dinner of thin soup and horse-meat stew with the solicitor and went early to bed to console herself with a new book she had bought at the railway station.


    The next day she set about demolishing the prosecution’s case. Gradually, with the skill she had developed over the years, Julia cast doubt on each piece of evidence they had tried to establish, showed the first Mrs Smith’s actions to have been eccentric at least, and built up a picture of her client as a patriotic man genuinely believing his wife to be dead, who had buried his grief in hard work producing aircraft for the RAF and in the innocent affection of a young woman who worked for him at the factory.


    With her own long wait for news of her husband at the back of her mind, Julia did not find it at all difficult to produce a moving plea on her client’s behalf and towards the end of the second day the jury acceded to her plea for clemency and refused to convict him.


    Later, when she had removed her wig and gown in the room that had been set aside for her when it was discovered that Mr Smith’s barrister was to be a woman, Julia went to get herself a cup of tea before leaving for London again. On her way to the tea room she ran into the barrister who had been acting for the prosecution.


    ‘Nice work, Mrs Gillingham,’ he said with a wry smile. Julia had not appeared in a case with him before and hardly knew him; it was pleasant to be complimented when she had inflicted a galling defeat on him.


    ‘Thank you, Mr Hands,’ she said and asked him whether he was on his way to the tea room. He looked quickly down at his watch.


    ‘No, I’m afraid I must run if I’m to catch the four-forty back to London. My wife worries if I’m late. Aren’t you …?’ Julia shook her head.


    ‘It’s too much of a rush,’ she said. ‘I’m going to take the later train. Goodbye.’ They shook hands and parted.


    Three minutes later, Julia was sitting in front of a cup of milkless tea in the almost empty canteen, envying her late adversary his desire to get home. Hers was almost the last place she wanted to be. She sipped the scalding, bitter tea and tried to remember her home as it had been when they had all been happy there.


    It was a big house in one of the shabby Georgian squares that made up so much of Bloomsbury, and Julia had bought it with her husband and his sister in the autumn of 1936 soon after she had completed her pupillage.


    She and Comfort had become such close friends at Oxford that they had decided to share rooms in London when they had finished their last exams, protecting each other from the pains and difficulties of emerging from the chrysalis of university life. They had shared their fears, their early failures and their slowly increasing successes, and when Julia and Anthony fell in love the three of them formed such a close alliance that after the wedding it would have seemed unthinkable to any of them that Comfort should be excluded.


    They had spent months searching for a house close enough to the hospital where Anthony worked and big enough to contain a studio for Comfort as well as rooms for them all to live and entertain in and yet not so vast that they would need armies of servants to run it.


    Eventually Comfort had found a house in Brunswick Square and shown it to the others with a tentativeness that was rare in her. Julia saw its possibilities at once and joined her sister-in-law in trying to persuade Anthony that he would like it as soon as the horrible decorations had been changed and the grime scoured from the windows and the paintwork. He had stood in the dusty drawing room and put one arm around each of them, she remembered, and told them that if they liked it so much, he would do his best to learn to appreciate it, too.


    Julia had then watched in admiration as Comfort had transformed the house, ignoring both the conventional rules of interior decoration and the cold excesses of the modernists. When she had finished, it was light and elegant, but comfortable, too, with room for them all to live and work without getting in each other’s way.


    They had moved in soon after the New Year and been happy. Trouble was brewing in Europe and the possibility of war loomed, but it did not seem to affect any of them then. They had behaved as though they had time for everything they wanted to do and the means with which to do it. Comfort had painted better than ever, Julia had battled to persuade her clerk to give her briefs, and Anthony had pursued his dangerous, brilliant, experimental surgery at the children’s hospital. Then the war had come, he had volunteered at once and been sent straight out to the Middle East.


    Julia had kept her doubts about his action to herself, believing that she had no right to interfere in a decision of such importance, but Comfort had shown no reticence at all. There had been terrible scenes in which she had demanded that he think of his patients if not of her and Julia. There was no need for him to go to war, she had told him over and over again. The work he was doing in London was essential. He would be wasting himself, possibly throwing his life away for nothing. At thirty-five he was years older than the other volunteers or conscripts.


    Julia had tried to keep them from hurting each other, but she had failed. They had parted in furious anger and it was clear that Comfort blamed her for it. Rationality had never been Comfort’s strongest suit, and whenever she was unhappy she tended to look for someone to blame. Julia had always known that and accepted it as part of Comfort’s character. It put a high price on their friendship, but it had been a price that Julia had been prepared to pay, because she cared for Comfort and because their friendship gave her so much that she had lacked throughout her lonely childhood.


    Comfort was the first person Julia had ever met who had seen through her gaucheries and naïvety to the person that she really was, or might become. Comfort’s encouragement and freely expressed affection had given Julia the confidence to believe in her own abilities and to aspire to far greater achievements than she had thought possible.


    She would never be able to forget the debt that she owed to Comfort for that invaluable gift, whatever Comfort did. But Comfort had begun to change once Anthony had left England and she became progressively antagonistic as the months of the war dragged out into years. By the time the last of the maids had left, the two sisters-in-law no longer even ate together. They had drifted apart in the big house until they hardly ever saw each other. Comfort had a double gas ring in her studio and she cooked for herself up there; and she moved her clothes and possessions up into one of the spare bedrooms on the floor above Julia’s. They communicated mainly by notes left beside the telephone in the hall. Only during the Blitz and the doodlebug attacks had they come at all close, huddling in the basement working or reading immensely long nineteenth-century novels until the all-clear rang out. At times they had managed to discuss the books they were reading and talk with as little constraint as they had in the heady weeks they had spent at Oxford, before Julia had even met Anthony, let alone fallen in love with him. But all too often they kept their thoughts to themselves.


    At one time life in Brunswick Square had become so difficult that Julia had bought the lease of a much smaller house in Kensington so that she would have a refuge if she ever had to leave Bloomsbury. It was a mad thing to do when so much of London had been bombed and she would probably never be able to sell the house if she decided she did not need it, but its presence was a comfort and knowing that she owned it made it possible to carry on.


    A shadow fell across the table in front of her. Julia looked up, so startled that she almost dropped her cup and splashed cooling tea over her hand.


    ‘Hello, Michael,’ she said as she recognised an old friend. She put the cup down in the slopped saucer and carefully dried her hand on her handkerchief. ‘I didn’t know you were here.’


    ‘Or I you, Julia. I’ve been prosecuting a grimy black-market spiv for stealing petrol and nylons from the local Yanks, and I need to take the taste of it out of my mouth. Can I get you another cup of tea? That looks horrible.’


    ‘It does, doesn’t it?’ she said, looking down at the grey-brown scum that lined the thick white pottery cup. ‘Yes, I’d love another. Thank you.’


    ‘What have you been doing?’ he asked when he came back with two fresh cups of tea.


    ‘A bigamist. Defending,’ said Julia, putting out a hand for her cup.


    ‘Get him off?’


    Julia just nodded with a small, pleased smile. Whatever life was like in Bloomsbury, however desperate she felt about her missing husband, at least she had huge satisfaction in her work; and in her friends, she reminded herself, smiling across the table at Michael Hendrick. He had been called to the bar a year after she had, and unlike some of the older barristers had always taken her presence for granted. They had met often and he had occasionally asked her advice. Over the years they had become friends. Like George Wilson, he had not been fit to go to war, and there had been many times when Julia had blessed the ailments or weakness that had kept both of them at home.


    They discussed their cases and crowed over their particular triumphs for a while, but eventually Julia’s enthusiasm dwindled as she thought more and more about the big house that seemed full only of solitude and anger.


    ‘Are you all right?’ asked Michael, stirring the last dregs of his tea round and round. ‘You look a bit down in the mouth.’


    ‘As one of my grandmother’s American friends used to say, “I feel so low I’d need a ladder to look into a snake’s eye”,’ Julia confessed.


    ‘Why? You should be rejoicing. The war’s nearly over. We’ll get … Oh God, I’m sorry,’ he said, remembering at last. ‘Is there still no news?’


    Julia shook her head.


    ‘But it’s not just that. In a way, I’ve learned to live with that. Provided I don’t let myself think of all the awful things that might be happening to him, I can contain my feelings about it. After all, there’s nothing I can do except wait to hear, and so I wait …’


    ‘Except, presumably to write to the Red Cross, the prisoner-of-war department at the War Office,’ said Michael, ‘and –’


    ‘I’ve done all that,’ said Julia. ‘Long ago, and I badger them at intervals. No, what’s been making me gloomy is the thought of Comfort.’


    ‘A most inappropriately named female, I’ve always thought,’ said Michael bravely. Julia’s brown eyes narrowed and the first signs of the celebrated cold stare began to harden her pale face.


    ‘Don’t do it to me,’ said Michael as he recognised the phenomenon. ‘I’m not a hostile witness or a misogynist judge. I’m on your side.’


    ‘So you are,’ said Julia, deliberately letting her face relax. She put both elbows on the table and rubbed her forehead with both hands as though she could rub away the nagging headache that seemed to have settled over her left eyebrow. She looked up. ‘Things have just been very difficult with Comfort recently, and yet …’


    ‘I know: she’s your best friend,’ said Michael, swallowing the last of his well-stirred tea. ‘That’s better. I can’t decide which is worse: rationing or the black marketeers it spawns. And there’s no sign of an end to it.’


    ‘It’s a bit more than just being friends,’ said Julia, ignoring his attempt to cover his gaffe. Working as she did almost entirely with men, she had hardly any women friends except for Comfort. Until the war had destroyed their utterly satisfying affection, she had never needed any others.


    ‘I know. I’m sorry. I should never have said it. I know how fond you are of her. But look, we’d better drink up or we’ll miss the train. You are coming back tonight, I take it?’


    ‘Yes, I suppose so.’


    ‘Wake up, Julia,’ said Michael, wondering what it was that was really the matter with her. He had never seen her so distraite or so vulnerable before. Throughout the war she had kept going apparently undaunted by the enormous amount of work they all had to do, the miserable food, the lack of heat or reliable transport, the endless news of the death of friends and the fears they all tried to ignore. ‘Where’s your bag? This it? Come on.’


    She got up obediently and followed him out of the room as he carried the red bag containing her wig and gown and the clothes she had worn to travel down to Bristol.


    They caught the train easily and sat opposite each other in chilly discomfort as it rattled its way across the south of England. Their carriage was full until Swindon, where all the other passengers except for one very old man got out. As the train pulled slowly out of the station, Julia noticed the well-lit sign and commented on how pleasant it was to be able to read the names of stations again.


    ‘Yes,’ said Michael judiciously, ‘but I’ll be happier when they manage to have restaurant cars again. Eating real food on trains is one of the things I miss the most.’


    Julia laughed.


    ‘After the dinner I had in the hotel last night,’ she said, ‘I’d say that eating real food at all is what I miss.’ The old man in the corner coughed and Julia thought she heard him mutter some kind of agreement.


    ‘Hasn’t Comfort any relations who can send you delicacies from America?’ asked Michael, ignoring the third passenger.


    ‘There is her mother, and she has been sending us parcels whenever she could. It’s ungrateful of me to have moaned, because they have always been splendid: tinned ham, chocolate, tinned butter –’


    ‘I hope you had your fair share of it all,’ Michael said, interrupting briskly.


    Julia frowned.


    ‘I know that you’ve never liked Comfort much, but that was unjust,’ she said severely. ‘We have our difficulties, but she’d never hog something like that to herself.’


    ‘Glad to hear it. What are you reading?’


    Julia held out her book, Time Must Have a Stop by Aldous Huxley.


    ‘Have you read it?’ she asked. ‘It came out in February, but I haven’t had time until now.’


    Michael shook his head.


    ‘I’ve never got on with his books. I like something with fewer ideas and more grip. What’s this one like?’


    ‘Odd,’ said Julia shortly. ‘But interesting. It’s less funny than the old ones, but … oh, I can’t make my mind up about it yet. I’m only halfway through.’


    ‘I’d better stop distracting you from it then,’ said Michael cheerfully, pulling out his own book. Julia, squinting at the cover, saw that it was the new Margery Allingham and smiled. She had a weakness for detective stories herself.


    They got into London just over an hour later and parted on the platform, knowing that they would run into each other pretty soon in one or other of the courts. Michael set off for his rooms on foot while Julia took the tube to Tottenham Court Road and walked the rest of the way back to Brunswick Square.


    There were no lights in the house when she put her key in the front-door lock and she thought with a mixture of sadness and relief that Comfort must be out to dinner. As she walked into the hall, she sniffed and noticed that the house smelled musty and a little damp despite the warmth of the June day. The long cracks in the Wedgwood-blue walls seemed wider than they had the last time she had looked at them and the black-and-white floor dustier. She dumped her bag on the floor and pushed open the double doors into the drawing room that neither she nor Comfort had used since the earliest days of the war.


    All the furniture was covered in the old, pre-war dustsheets and cobwebs were festooned along the cornice. Just as the evergreen swags that Comfort had tied with red ribbon and hung in the rooms each Christmas had celebrated hospitality and warmth and generosity, so these grey, sticky-looking garlands pointed up the emptiness and coldness of the house.


    They had used the room chiefly when they were entertaining and its silver-grey walls had proved an ideal background to a room full of people. Now, empty, cold and dusty, it seemed horribly depressing. Julia thought of her small, dark-green study upstairs and retreated. Once there was news of Anthony she would be able to do something to make the grand downstairs rooms habitable once more. Until then, there seemed to be no point.


    She collected her bag and carried it upstairs to unpack. That done, she changed out of her suit into an old but comfortable pair of flannel trousers and a jersey and went down to see whether there was anything edible in the larder. Neither she nor Comfort had much time to queue for food and so they depended on the basic rations and what Comfort’s American mother could send across the Atlantic.


    A crock of eggs sent by one of Comfort’s admirers and carefully preserved in waterglass looked tempting, but Julia did not feel justified in raiding it. There was, however, plenty of bread and the end of one of the American tins of ham and so she made herself a thick, butterless sandwich and ate it at the kitchen table with a cup of ersatz coffee. Her depressing meal over, she felt restored enough to go and see whether Comfort had left any of her curt messages by the telephone.


    They both used old envelopes on which to write their notes instead of squandering untouched sheets of paper and from the top of the basement stairs Julia could see a small stack of them beside the telephone. Half reluctantly she went to pick them up.


    As usual Comfort had timed and dated them and Julia ran through them from the top. Her clerk had telephoned apparently, hoping that she would be back from Bristol in time to talk to him that afternoon; a man from whom Comfort bought her paints and canvasses had told her that he could lay his hands on some paint for the house and she wondered whether Julia was interested; the plumber Julia had been hoping to persuade to repair the leaking cistern in her bathroom had telephoned to say that there was no chance ‘this side of Christmas’. Julia shrugged – she had not really expected anything else – and turned to the last note.


    

      The War Office telephoned to say that Anthony is alive and well in the Italian Alps. We should be hearing from him presently.


    


    At first Julia could do nothing but stare down at Comfort’s elegant black italic handwriting, reading and rereading the words in case they did not mean what she thought they meant.


    She had waited for two years for the news, never allowing herself to fantasise about what she would feel when it came, and yet always believing that one day it would come. Now that it had, she was surprised that she felt no terrific euphoria. Instead she felt slightly sick and rather unsafe, a little as she felt in lifts that plunged downwards too fast. She sat down on the stool beside the telephone and waited for the odd sensations to pass.


    While she was waiting, she looked again at the note and saw that the message had been written the previous afternoon at five-thirty. Furious anger displaced the sickness in her mind. That Comfort could have left her to read such news more than twenty-four hours after it had come seemed worse than anything else she had done. It would have been so easy for her to get a message to Bristol and she had not bothered. Julia suddenly felt as though the battle to remember the magical days of Comfort’s affection was the hardest she had ever fought.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Anthony Gillingham was sitting at the table that served as both desk and dining table in the rooms he had taken in Venice, struggling to write a letter to his wife. The warm July evening was muggy and the canal that moved so sluggishly outside his windows stank of corruption. He was hot, desperately tired and unable to make his mind work properly.


    What he had to tell Julia was simple, but he had to find a way of making her understand it, and that was not simple at all. If he could only remember her properly, he thought, it might be easier to find the words he needed. Put baldly, his message was: ‘Dear Julia, I am not coming home. After six years of war, I am going to stay on in Italy, working in an orphanage. I do not know when the job will end or when I shall see you again.’


    Unless she had ceased to care for him, that announcement would hurt her intolerably, and he had never wanted that. Somehow he had to find a way to explain to her what he did not fully understand himself: that the thought of returning to the life he had lived with her and his sister before the war made him feel as though he were suffocating. He was aware of some of the reasons for his reluctance to go back, but was not prepared to look below the obvious ones to the others that might be revealed beneath them.


    The door opened and his housekeeper came into the room, carrying a tray with his meagre dinner on it.


    ‘Dottore,’ she said, scolding him as she so often did, ‘you must not sit by an open window in this weather. It’s so bad for you.’


    ‘It won’t do me any harm, Annunziata,’ he said, looking up and trying to smile at her. She gave him a look from beneath her half-closed eyelids that told him just what she thought of his views on medicine and health and put the tray down on the table in front of him.


    ‘How were the poverini today?’ she asked, not having seen him since he came in from his long day’s work at the orphanage.


    ‘The same,’ he said sadly. ‘Hungry, damaged, afraid, full of infections, needing food and drugs and clothes and homes and hope – all the things that Europe won’t see for months yet … years perhaps.’ He looked at her and saw that she was not even listening to him. He knew what she was going to say next and he braced himself to give her the horribly familiar answer.


    ‘Dottore, is there any news?’


    ‘No, Annunziata,’ he said as kindly and patiently as possible, ‘there is no news yet, but you mustn’t give up hope. There are hundreds of thousands of people trying to get home, waiting in camps, trying to get news of their families. It will take time.’


    ‘I understand. Thank you,’ she said with great dignity and left him to eat his cooling pasta without appetite.


    Before the war Annunziata had been the wife of a modestly successful Roman craftsman. They had had three children: one son who had escaped from Italy to England after getting into trouble with the Fascists even before the war broke out, and two daughters. One of the girls had married a German Catholic in the days when Italy and Germany were still allies and had gone back to Germany when he was posted away from the Italian front. At first she had written to her mother as often as she could, but there had been no letters for some time. The other daughter had run away to join the partisans in 1944 at the age of sixteen and had disappeared.


    Annunziata’s husband had died three months before the end of the war and she had had no news of her children since then. Anthony had come across her when he was in Rome at the end of the war and had persuaded her to become his housekeeper when he took the job in Venice. Since then he had been doing what little he could to find out what had happened to her children and nearly every day Annunziata asked him for news. It was the pain he could see in her black eyes that made him so wary of hurting his own wife.


    Julia was in a happier position than Annunziata, for she had known by then for nearly a month that he had survived the war. He had written to her and she to him. He had tried to tell her a little of what had happened to him and had read her accounts of her own war with disquiet. They, and his sister’s version of the same story, had aggravated the anxiety in his mind that they would never be able to understand what had happened to him and what he felt about the people who had sheltered him and the others with whom he had fought for two dangerous, uncomfortable years.


    He sometimes wondered whether it would be easier if he could get back to London and tell Julia what he had decided face to face. But that was not possible. Roads and railways all over Europe had been bombed and mined and sabotaged. The only practical form of transport was by air, and it would be a long time before anyone could hop on an aeroplane for private reasons. Besides, talking directly to Julia might not have helped at all. He was afraid that despite their marriage they would be virtual strangers to each other again.


    When he had left England, they had been married for four years. Now they had been apart for six. He had left her when she was a barrister not long out of pupillage struggling to make her mark in a demanding profession. Now, as he knew from Comfort’s first letters, his wife was an established and successful common law junior. For six years they had lived lives that could hardly have been more different. How could he expect her to understand and not be hurt?


    Opening his wallet he picked out the small, creased photograph of Julia that he had carried throughout the war. It was a picture he had always liked, because it showed her at her most relaxed. The two-by-one-inch rectangle of grey and black card could give no idea of the depth of her brown eyes or the rare warmth of her dear creamy skin, but it showed the alert carriage of her head, the strength of her square-jawed face and the generosity of her smile as she tossed her thick long hair back with one hand. It had been a hot summer’s day when Comfort had taken the photograph, and Julia had been wearing a short-sleeved linen shirt with an open neck, which showed off the fine lines of her throat and shoulders.


    Looking down at her photograph, Anthony found himself smiling involuntarily. They had been friends in those days. Whatever might have happened to the passion that had briefly flowered between them, that friendship might have survived even the war. He pushed aside the supper tray and picked up his pen again to write to the girl in the photograph; the girl whose common sense and straightforwardness he had always trusted, whose intelligence had never been tainted with arrogance; the girl he had learned to love.


    

      My dearest Julia [he wrote carefully],


      Your letter filled me with delight. After so long without news, it is wonderful to know that you and Comfort are well and safely through all the things about which we have only dimly heard here. It seems strange that the three of us, who once did everything together, should have lived such completely different lives for so long. I can hardly imagine yours and I don’t see how you could possibly imagine mine.


      I could write you pages and pages of descriptions of fighting in North Africa, of life in prison camp, of the exhilaration and utter terror of the escape … of the misery of being on the run, the desperate cold and hunger we all lived with in the partisans, the thrilling moments of a successful raid, the bitter battles with disease and wounds that I had to treat without drugs or equipment, the amputations I had to carry out without anaesthetics, the terrible choices we all had to make all the time, and you would still not be able to imagine any of it. One day, perhaps, we’ll be able to talk about it all together.


      But that can’t be for some time. You were right when you wrote in your letter that we oughtn’t to be too optimistic about an early demobilisation, although I think this time they’ll do better than after the last war. Whatever happens I won’t be coming home just yet.


      I have accepted a job running a hospital and orphanage here in Venice. Julia, try to understand if you can: there are 10,000 orphans of partisans in Venezia Giulia alone. They are malnourished and ill and many of them have terribly neglected wounds, too, from shells and bullets and mines. Life here has been completely disrupted first by the Fascists and then by the war. They haven’t enough doctors. I have to stay.


      Much as I want to come home to you and Comfort, I cannot leave this country until I’ve done my small bit to help it on its feet again. I am sure you would understand if you could only see the children …


    


    He broke off then, wondering how to end the letter. He had already begged her to understand. To tell her that he knew she would be disappointed would be presumptuous: she might well be relieved to have more time to herself. To tell her that he was disappointed would be a lie: he had, after all, chosen to stay.


    

      Will you tell Comfort? I’ll write to her in a few days’time [he wrote]. ‘I long to see you. Is London very battered? You say the house has had its windows blown out once or twice. If that’s all, it sounds as though you were lucky.


      Anthony.


    


    Having read the letter through, he thought that it would just do, put it in an envelope and addressed it to Julia at her chambers. He knew that Comfort did not subscribe to conventional ideas about the privacy of other people’s letters and it was possible that if she saw a letter addressed in his handwriting she would open it, irrespective of the name on the envelope. He wanted Julia to have the news of his delayed homecoming first. That seemed to be the least he could do for her.


    The letter reached Julia two weeks later when she went back to her desk in chambers after losing a case. Her client had been convicted of grievous bodily harm and sentenced to three years’ imprisonment. She had been feeling as depressed and inadequate as she always did when she had failed to prevent a client being sent down, but the sight of the letter lying in the middle of her blotter brought a smile to her wide mouth. She had recognised her husband’s writing from the door.


    Pulling off her wig with one hand as she ran to her desk, she seized the envelope and ripped it open. The delighted smile on her face stiffened as she read, and slowly died. When she reached the end of the letter she let her hands fall into her lap, still holding it, and swivelled in her chair to look out of the dusty window over the square. She closed her eyes and tried to deal with the unacceptable emotions that were bombinating in her mind.


    When the buzzing in her head had stopped and every last trace of resentment had been scoured away, Julia stood up and went to hang up her gown. She then combed her hair, brushed a few stray hairs from the shoulders of her black suit, pulled the seams of her stockings straight and went to see whether Mark Heathwood was in his room.


    He looked up from his papers when she walked in and the quick, intimate smile that flooded his face gave her a moment of intense pleasure, which dismayed her.


    ‘Hello,’ he said, gesturing to the chair on the opposite side of his desk. ‘What can I do for you?’


    Julia sat down, keeping her long back very straight.


    ‘I just wondered,’ she said, ‘whether you have found anyone to go to Nuremberg yet?’


    Mark took off his spectacles and rubbed his eyes with his right hand, ending up gripping the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb.


    ‘Yes,’ he said, taking away his hand and looking back at her. ‘The appointment was approved last week. Have you changed your mind? Why?’


    ‘Anthony,’ she started to say with a faint smile and then found that she could not go on.


    Mark got out of his chair and came to stand very close to her. He put one hand on her shoulder.


    ‘Have you had bad news after all?’ he asked quietly. ‘I thought he was all right.’


    ‘No, nothing like that,’ said Julia, finding that she could speak calmly so long as she kept her mind detached from her rebellious feelings. ‘But he has decided that he cannot desert the Italians. He has accepted a job running an orphanage in Venice and has no plans …’ Her voice cracked again. She took a deep breath: ‘And he has no plans to come back at all.’


    ‘Oh my dear,’ said Mark, still holding her shoulder.


    ‘Yes,’ she said, answering his tone rather than his few words. ‘I find that it is absorbing all my energies to take it philosophically. Perhaps it’s just as well that I can’t come to Nuremberg with you.’


    Mark removed his hand then and went to the corner cupboard where he kept a bottle of sherry for emergencies or very important clients. There was just enough left to give them each a small glassful and he poured it out.


    ‘Here, Julia,’ he said, handing her a glass. When she accepted it, he said: ‘It probably is. I’m not sure that I could spend much time with you and go on ignoring it all as we’ve done these last two years.’


    ‘I know,’ she said. ‘And yet it would be a waste of that whole battle if we succumbed now.’


    ‘Shall you tell Anthony about any of it?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Julia. ‘It so much depends on what happens, why he has really decided to stay away. But I might. He’d understand, I think. You never really knew him, but he is kind and very … very sensible … not possessive at all. Did you ever tell Sylvia?’


    Mark shook his head.


    ‘I didn’t have to.… By the time I realised what had happened to me I’d talked far too much about you at home for her to be under much illusion, and when I suddenly stopped doing that and no doubt exhibited all kinds of peculiar reactions to her she understood at once.’


    ‘No wonder she dislikes me so much,’ said Julia with a small regretful smile. ‘I never wanted … One of the reasons … Oh, never mind that now.’


    ‘And yet,’ said Mark looking down at his sherry, ‘it’s not as though she has any feelings for me or wants …’ He, too, broke off. They had never had to put everything into words, even at the time when she was trying to explain to him why she would not become his mistress.


    ‘It’s all such a waste,’ said Julia with an unusual hopelessness in her voice. ‘All the affection one’s capable of giving: and the people one’s allowed to give it to don’t want it, and the ones who do aren’t allowed it.’


    ‘I’m sure Anthony does want it,’ said Mark, trying with some difficulty to be fair to her husband. ‘He probably realises that he’s unlikely to be demobbed for ages and decided to do something useful while he’s stuck in Italy.’


    Julia smiled and the self-knowledge in her eyes reminded him that she was no sentimental adolescent demanding to be comforted, but a woman of independent mind who could take care of herself perfectly well.


    ‘What will you do?’ he asked.


    ‘Carry on, I suppose, and “keep smiling through”,’ she quoted with a derisive note in her usually smooth voice. ‘And first do as he asks and tell his sister. That won’t be easy. If she blamed me for his going to war, she’s not going to be able to forgive me for this. I suppose I’d better go and tackle it now.’


    ‘Well, don’t forget to vote, will you?’ said Mark, as she pulled her long body out of the chair. She looked at him over her shoulder.


    ‘Surely it’s hardly necessary?’ she said. ‘Churchill could carry the whole party back into Parliament, let alone enough members to keep a majority.’


    Mark considered for a moment and then, with his head slightly tilted to the left, he smiled his familiar smile.


    ‘Don’t you think after everything women went through to get the vote you ought to exercise the right?’ he asked.


    Julia laughed.


    ‘You’re right, of course, dear Mark. I’ll go on my way home. So long.’


    He was laughing when she left his room and she was grateful for the small respite he had given her. She called in at her local polling station on the way back to Brunswick Square and cast her vote for the Conservative candidate. Folding the paper and sliding it into the splintered ballot box she said a silent word of thanks that she had been born in 1914 and not thirty years earlier. At least she had been spared the dilemma of whether to join the marches and the smashing of windows, and the hunger strikes in prison that had led to all the horrors of forcible feeding.


    Walking back to Brunswick Square, she tried to plan the best way of telling Comfort that Anthony would not be coming home. It crossed her mind that simply leaving a note by the telephone would be fair retribution for Comfort’s having left her to discover the news of his survival like that, but she dismissed the impulse as petty and unnecessarily cruel.


    She let herself into the house and, without waiting to change or even take off her hat, she climbed up the increasingly steep stairs to the attic, where the maids had once slept. Comfort had transformed a series of warren-like rooms into one vast studio with skylights in the roof and windows at either end. She had filled it with some of the best and most comfortable furniture from the rest of the house. There were paintings on the walls, her own and other people’s, and a fine Persian carpet lay under the model’s couch. A handsome screen covered in blue-and-green tapestry hid the gas ring and sink at the opposite end of the huge room from the dais where her easel stood.


    When Julia opened the door, she saw that the canvas on which Comfort was working had been covered with a dustsheet and had a moment’s impulse to retreat. Only when Comfort was working satisfactorily could she be relied on to see difficulties in any but the most melodramatic light.


    ‘Is that you, Julia?’ Comfort’s voice came from behind the screen and sounded a little warmer than usual.


    ‘Yes,’ she said, keeping up her courage. ‘I’ve heard from Anthony.’


    Comfort emerged from her screen with a cup in one hand and a drying-up cloth in the other. Her eyes were alight with happiness and her lips were curled upwards in pleasure. She had obviously been working on a drawing, for there were charcoal smudges on her fine-boned cheeks and between her eyebrows.


    ‘Tea?’ she said with an easier voice than Julia had heard for a long time.


    The first thing anyone ever noticed about Comfort’s face was that it was beautiful. It was only later, after they had taken in the brilliance of her slate-grey eyes, the exciting curve of her lips and the delicacy of her pink-and-white complexion that people wondered about her nose. Like her brother’s it was both large and bony. On him it looked exactly right, austere and slightly noble; on Comfort it looked extraordinary, but it saved her face from being merely pretty, which she would have hated. Her hair was as fair as his, but it was rarely disciplined into the tidiness that was one of his most characteristic features. On that evening the tangled blonde mass hung in wild curls about Comfort’s dusty face: not for her the patriotic dullness of the ‘liberty cut’ or the severity of the chignon Julia always wore.
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