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To Luke and Ethan: welcome.




Prologue

Summer at the Villa Millefiore 1933

At the villa, they were supposed to be resting. Both Mama and Mrs Hamilton believed it good for the constitution to lie down after lunch. Tessa thought resting a waste of time, so she found her sun hat and went outside.

The Villa Millefiore had been built in the early years of the nineteenth century. Its plastered walls had faded to a soft ochre; wisteria and vines rambled along the back of the house. Inside the villa, the marble-floored hallway was dark and cool on the hottest days. The doors leading off from it were always left open in summer to allow the air to flow.

Tessa was seventeen. She, her mother, Christina, and her sister, Frederica, who was twelve years old, had lived at the Villa Millefiore for the past four years, since their father, Gerald Nicolson, had died. It was the longest Tessa and Freddie had lived in any one house. Gerald Nicolson had been an artist, and his search for success and recognition had driven them from place to place. After his death, Mrs Hamilton, who was an old friend of Christina’s, had invited the family to the villa. Somehow they had remained there. When they had first arrived, Tessa and Freddie had been so unnerved by the massive dark cupboards and the small barred  windows and the owls that hooted from the nearby woodland that they had chosen to share a bedroom.

Mrs Hamilton was an Englishwoman in her mid-sixties. Rumour said that her husband had been forced to leave England after an indiscretion with a handsome footman. The Hamiltons’ union had been a mariage blanc, an attempt to confer respectability, and the couple had had no children. After Mr Hamilton’s death, his widow had remained in her vast, sprawling villa on a hillside overlooking Fiesole, where she gave luncheon parties to the English residents of Florence at which a thin soup was served, followed by a stew of doubtful origins.

The late Mr Hamilton had been a collector, though not, unfortunately for his impoverished widow, a clever one. The villa was full of strange and unsaleable treasures: the marble bust of a man, larger than life-size and missing his nose; a portrait of a boy playing a mandolin decorated with coloured ribbons; and a framed photograph of a parrot on which someone had written in faded spidery ink, ‘Darling Bobo, a friend in adversity.’ The public rooms displayed a decayed grandeur. The silk-upholstered sofas had faded, the windows were hung with moth-eaten damask and the walls were painted with peeling allegorical frescoes. The high ceilings were now so riven with cracks that sometimes chunks of plaster descended in a puff of powder to the floor. In the outermost reaches of the house, decay had almost completely overcome grandeur. Unused for many years and ignored by the maid, the rooms seemed to have come to terms with the soft blanket of dust that had settled over them.

From the terrace behind the house, Tessa could see the terracotta roofs and domes of Florence, shimmering in a heat haze. Later, in the evening, the chimes of church bells would drift up the hillside to the villa. She ran down the stone steps from the terrace and then headed along a path walled by box and cypress  trees. To one side of the garden was the vegetable plot and an orchard; to the other lay ilex woods, banded by laurels. Beyond the garden were vineyards and olive groves, once the property of the villa but long since sold to pay the bills.

Tessa adored the garden of the Villa Millefiore. Turn a corner, duck beneath an archway, and you might come across something extraordinary: an allée lined with tree peonies; a border of huge white lilies, fat bronze moths hovering above them like hummingbirds; or a pond where carp flickered gold and a fountain in the shape of a conch shell flung tassels of water high into the sky. The sound of water was everywhere, falling in a flat curtain in front of the mermaid in her grotto, rushing along narrow channels, finally gathering in a deep circular pool where a stone sea monster coiled its scaly tail as water gushed from its open maw.

Tessa took off her sandals and walked barefoot around the top of the wall that surrounded the pool. A series of statues stood by the perimeter of the wall. They were Muses, perhaps, or nymphs, she could not remember. Scraps of marble clothing slid from their white breasts and plump buttocks. Their fingers grasped ineffectually at the escaping fragments of cloth. She thought their faces bland and stupid-looking.

Beneath her summer dress Tessa was wearing her bathing suit. She pulled the dress over her head and dropped it on the wall. Then she dived into the water.

The pond was deep, twenty feet or so. Mrs Hamilton had told her that in times of drought the household had drunk its water. Tessa hoped they had boiled it, because it was thick with weed. She had always to dive in without thinking, on impulse almost, before she had time to dread the soft, sticky grasp and the way that strands of weed caught like webs between her fingers and toes. Beneath the surface, the water was a dark, clouded green. In its centre was the stone column that supported the statue of  the sea monster. When the Zanettis had last visited they had had a competition to see who could swim round the column the most times before returning to the surface for air. Guido had won; Tessa recalled his lithe, dark body flickering beneath the water.

The Zanettis – twenty-two-year-old Guido, his eighteen-year-old-brother Alessandro – Sandro for short – and his sister Faustina, who was fourteen – were friends of the Nicolsons and the Hamiltons. Guido’s father, Domenico, was Tessa’s mother’s lover. Guido had told Tessa this last year, and Tessa had in turn told Freddie. Neither Tessa nor Freddie minded about Mama and Domenico. Domenico made Mama happy, in a way that their father, who had had a short temper and a sharp tongue, had not. Tessa was protective of her mother, whom she loved deeply.

Domenico Zanetti was the owner of a silk-manufacturing workshop in the San Frediano district of Florence. His wife, Olivia, was long-faced and flat-chested. Her brown and cream gowns, though of good quality, did not sit properly on her tall, thin frame – a collar gaped over angular shoulders, a rumpled sleeve fell over knobbly fingers. If asked, Tessa would have recommended a soft coral pink or perhaps sea green, which would have been kinder to Olivia’s sallow complexion. Tessa suspected that Guido had told her about her mother and his father to shock her – if so, he hadn’t succeeded. Brought up among the shifting population of painters and poets who had fled to Italy to escape the constricting gloom of their native northern countries, little shocked Tessa.

Her lungs were screaming, so she made for the emerald light above her. As her head burst through the surface she gasped for breath. She floated on her back, treading water, her eyes closed. They were to dine with the Zanettis that night. Tessa would wear her new violet silk frock, and Freddie would wear her almond pink. Domenico Zanetti had given Mama the silks, which had been woven in the Zanetti workshops, and Mama and Tessa had made  the frocks. Tessa adored nice clothes, devoured fashion magazines whenever she had the chance and was a skilled seamstress. She decided to ask Mama if she might wear the Wakeham garnets tonight. The garnets had belonged to Mama’s grandmother and had been one of the few pieces of jewellery to survive Christina’s marriage to Gerald Nicolson. They would match her new frock wonderfully.

A voice said, ‘You have pondweed in your hair.’

Tessa opened her eyes. Guido Zanetti was standing at the edge of the pond, one foot resting on the wall.

‘Your housekeeper told me everyone was asleep,’ he said, ‘so I thought I’d go for a walk in the garden. Come here, Tessa.’

‘Why?’

‘So I can get the weed out of your hair.’

There was laughter in his eyes. He looked pleased with himself, Tessa thought. Guido’s profile was Roman, his curling hair was black and his eyes were a deep, dark, smouldering brown. He was wearing a light-coloured linen suit with a pale blue shirt beneath. He was a vain man, aware of his good looks – Tessa imagined him tweaking his jacket lapels into place before he left the Zanetti palazzo and smoothing his hair with his hand. He liked to keep himself aloof from the rest of them – they were children, he seemed to imply, and he was a man.

Tessa swam to the edge of the pond. Guido sat down on the wall. The touch of his fingers as he disentangled the length of weed sent a jolt through her. She sensed his awareness of his power as he looked down at her – his looks, his height, his age. She wanted to bring him down a peg, to knock him from his pedestal.

‘Come for a swim,’ she said.

‘I can’t, I’m afraid. I don’t have my bathing things.’

‘I meant,’ she said, ‘like that.’

‘My clothes . . .’

‘I dare you.’

She swam away from him, rolling on to her back, kicking the water with her legs. ‘I dare you, Guido!’ she called out.

He grinned, then took off his shoes and jacket and dived cleanly into the water. Guido swam a fast, powerful crawl. Tessa laughed as he caught up with her.

‘There,’ he said, spluttering water, ‘I’ve won.’ His shirt clung to him, a darker blue now. ‘Now I’ll have my reward.’

‘I’ll treat you to an ice at Vivoli.’

‘That’s not what I want.’

‘What would you prefer, Guido?’ she asked. The heat in his eyes excited her; she knew what he would say.

‘I want a kiss,’ he said.

‘What if I don’t want to give you one?’ She was treading water, laughing.

‘Then I’ll take it anyway.’

She swam away from him as fast as she could, but he was faster, and as he caught her round the waist, she shrieked.

‘A kiss,’ he said. ‘A kiss, my beautiful Tessa.’

His lips brushed against hers. They were face to face, bobbing in the water. Then his arms were around her and their mouths locked together, and as she closed her eyes, they sank beneath the surface.

The dim light, the soft brush of weeds. Dark shapes in the water, like the ruins of a submerged city, and her laughter fading to delight as his mouth explored hers.

She ran out of breath and he steered her to the surface. Gulping air, they both heard the sound of a door slamming as the Villa Millefiore woke up.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Quickly.’

He climbed on to the wall and gave her his hand to help her  out of the pond. They thrust their feet into their shoes and he scooped up his jacket and her dress. Then they ran, hand in hand, Tessa holding her fingers against her mouth to stifle her laughter, across the gravel to the grove of laurels that grew to one side of the garden. Beneath the dark green canopy, their kisses became urgent, their wet bodies pressing together as the sunlight fractured into diamonds between the leaves.

She was seventeen years old and the summer of their love affair was one of desire and delight. Of his fingers threading through hers as they walked along a path, and his foot stroking her calf beneath the dinner table. Of tiptoeing through the villa at night, between chairs and tables that loomed in the darkness like rocks in a river. A tall, square armoire stood against a wall, like a black gateway to another world; a sound, and Tessa stood motionless, all her senses alert, but it was only a mouse, scurrying to its bolthole in the panelling. When, very quietly, she opened the door to the terrace, she was struck by the warm fragrance of the night. With the light, sure steps of a dreamer, she ran across the terrace and down to the path.

Guido was waiting for her: a crunch of shoe on gravel as he turned to her. They were hidden from the house by the cypresses that stood like sentinels to either side of the path. He did not speak, but took her in his arms and kissed her. His hand stroked her hair and she felt the heat of his skin. They walked to the laurel grove, where they lay down on the soft leaf-mound. His fingers ran along the curve of her calf and the straight, narrow length of her thigh. When he stroked her belly, a fire burned inside her, and she drew him into her, welcoming him.

Afterwards, a cool breeze drifted over them as they lay in the darkness. The splash of the fountain was like distant music. She thought then that they would love each other for ever and that their joy would never end.




Part One

A Kind of Enchantment 1937–1938




Chapter One

There was a pond behind Freddie’s school: in cold winters the pupils were sometimes allowed to skate there. That afternoon, when they were in a tea shop in Oxford, Freddie told Tessa about it.

‘If you’re in the Fifth and Sixth, you’re allowed to skate for half an hour before prep. And an hour at weekends.’

‘Do you remember,’ said Tessa, ‘when we were living in Geneva, and we used to go skating on the lake?’

‘Mama used to watch,’ said Freddie. ‘She used to sit in the café, drinking hot chocolate.’

They often talked about their mother; had decided to, mutually and silently, three years ago, the spring after they had left Italy, after they had been told that she had died during an acute asthmatic attack. That was how you kept someone alive.

‘We were staying in that funny little pension,’ said Freddie. ‘What was the landlady’s name? Madame . . . Madame . . .’

‘Madame Depaul.’Tessa smiled. ‘We had toasted cheese for supper every night. Madame Depaul thought that was what English people liked to eat. In the morning, after breakfast, Mama used to put on her fur coat and we’d all go down to the lake.’

Tessa had inherited her mother’s fur coat. When it had first arrived from Italy, Christina’s scent had lingered. Tessa had put on the coat and closed her eyes and breathed in Mitsouko and had cried, her grief and loneliness soaking the soft fur of the collar. The scent had faded a long time ago, but if Tessa shut her eyes and concentrated, she could still recall it.

‘Hot chocolate’s never tasted so good as it did in Switzerland,’ she said.

‘They make it at school but it’s watery.’ Freddie, who always seemed to be hungry, had wolfed down eggs on toast and since moved on to cakes.

Tessa smiled. ‘Slow down, darling, we’ve plenty of time.’

‘Sorry. It’s because if you’re not quick, you don’t get second helpings. Don’t you remember?’

Tessa did, now she thought about it. She had remained at Westdown School, where she and Freddie had been sent by their mother in the autumn of 1933, for only six weeks. She had known on the first day it would not do, but had stayed there long enough to be satisfied that Freddie would be all right without her. Now, a little over three years later, her memories of the school were of having to rush everywhere, of doing pointless things at great speed.

Since leaving Westdown, Tessa had lived in London, where she had established a career as a model. To begin with she had taken a room in a lodging house, but then, as her career had flourished, she had rented a series of flats, each one more beautiful than the last. Her current flat, which was in Highbury, was splendid, with an enormous drawing room and a luxurious bathroom. Most of the time Tessa adored London, but every now and then something sparked off a memory and she felt an intense longing for her old life. Now, she recalled skating on the frozen lake in Geneva, gliding along on one blade, her arabesque drawing a thin trace on the ice.

Glancing at the plate, she saw that only the dreary cakes – a currant sponge and a slice of Madeira – were left, so she ordered more. They had a fresh pot of tea, too, and Tessa lit a cigarette.

Freddie was eyeing the chocolate eclair, so Tessa said, ‘Go on, have it.’

‘It’s yours really.’

Tessa shook her head. ‘I mustn’t. I have to think of my figure. Can’t have a fat mannequin.’

‘Can I have a cigarette?’

‘No, darling. When you’re seventeen.’

‘Can I drive your car, then?’

‘On the country roads, perhaps, if it’s not too icy.’

Later, as they were heading back from Oxford, Tessa let Freddie drive her little red MG along the narrow, winding road and up the driveway to Westdown School. Though she sympathized with Freddie’s impatience to try everything – to drive, to smoke, to drink champagne, to go to a nightclub – she was very protective of her. After all, they only had each other in the world. Mama’s last words to her, when they had left for England, had been ‘Look after Freddie for me, darling.’ Like some horribly mawkish Victorian novel, Tessa sometimes thought wryly to herself, but all the same a promise was a promise, and she meant to keep it.

In the school cloakroom, Freddie hung up her coat and hat.

Tessa said, ‘If there’s anything you need . . .’

‘Nothing, thanks.’

‘I’ll send you some shampoo and talc. I’ve got masses from the Coty campaign.’

‘Smashing.’

‘And something from Fortnum’s.’

‘Please, or I’ll die of hunger.’

A bell rang. Freddie immediately turned back into her Westdown School self, smoothing down the pleats of her gymslip.

‘Prep, I’d better dash.’ She hugged Tessa. ‘Thanks for coming. Thanks for the tea.’

Freddie’s ice skates were in the wire rack beneath her coat peg. Tessa said, ‘May I borrow your skates?’

‘Course you may. Put them back afterwards, though, or I’ll get a black mark.’

They hugged again, and then Tessa watched her younger sister, cool, organized, dark and skinny in her navy-blue uniform and chunky indoor sandals, head out of the cloakroom and down the corridor.

Tessa took the skates out of the rack and walked round to the back of the school. The sky was a dusky mauve and the full moon was haloed by a pale wash of light. The pond lay in a grassy hollow behind the playing fields and tennis courts. A band of trees meant that the school buildings could not be seen from the pond; on its far side the downland rose up in a frosted grey-green wave.

Tessa sat down on a bench and laced the skates. Then, with stilted steps, she walked to the pond and placed a blade on the ice. It soon came back to her, the glide and balance, how you leaned your weight into each sweep of the skate. A couple of circuits of the ice and her confidence returned.

There was a glorious freedom in being alone in the twilight. She was wearing a close-fitting black woollen jacket, edged in rabbit fur, and a matching calf-length flared skirt – perfect for skating. On her head was a black velvet beret. Her long hair spun out from beneath it as she pirouetted. Skating, she forgot everything else – her work, her dinner date that evening with Paddy Collison – and was lost in her solitary dance on the ice.

 

Milo Rycroft preferred to be out of the house when his wife, Rebecca, was preparing for a party. She made him feel in the way,  was short with him. And he disliked the dust, and the moving of things.

He decided to take the dog for a long walk across the fields. The day was bright but cold. He liked to walk; he enjoyed the exercise and the changing scenery, and often, if he had had a frustrating morning, a walk released his thoughts and gave him new ideas and inspiration. Some writers gardened; he walked. This was something he had once mentioned in an interview, and the journalist, an unimaginative fellow whom Milo had met a few times at his club, had suggested they take his photograph on the footpath. The photographer had grumbled, hauling tripod and camera up the muddy track, but the image that had accompanied the interview in the Times Literary Supplement had been appealing, and ever since, taking the dog over the hills, Milo had sometimes liked to picture himself as he had looked then – long black coat, fairish hair tousled by the wind (though Rebecca nagged him about it, he rarely wore a hat), striding ruggedly through copse and over stile, the spaniel darting ahead.

It was mid-January, and they were in the middle of a cold snap. Milo’s route took him alongside ploughed fields that rose in a shallow but steady swell. The thick corduroy ridges of dark brown earth were rimed with frost. Ice, yellow-grey in colour, had formed in the ditches, and each pale stem of reed and grass was fringed with crystals. The spaniel, Julia, had a long, silky chestnut and white coat. Her breath made little puffs of smoke.

Milo, who felt that somewhere inside him was a harsh, muscular poem about Oxfordshire in midwinter, tried to think of a first line as he climbed the path, the field to one side of him and a grove of silver birches to the other. The volume of poetry on which he was working was a new venture; he had so far published only novels. At length, the trees fell away and the path reached the high downland. Pausing, he lit a cigarette as he looked around.  This view always raised the spirits. The hills hung high above the blue haze of the valleys, where the spires of the churches gleamed silver. He’d do a six-miler today, he decided. He imagined saying it casually at the party that evening – ‘Yes, I dashed off a poem this morning and went for a six-mile walk in the afternoon.’ He liked to think of himself as a bit of an all-rounder, a modern Renaissance man – some writers had a tendency to be round-shouldered and rumpled; he had promised himself never to end up like that.

One of his favourite walks took him to the grounds of Meriel’s school. Milo was always careful to keep to the footpath and to avoid anywhere where he might encounter Meriel herself. She was a difficult old trout and she could be abrasive. It was hard sometimes to believe that she and Rebecca were sisters. Milo always tried to be kind to Meriel because he could see that she’d been dealt a rough hand – the plain sister, the charmless one. Her fiancé had been killed in the war, scuppering her only chance of marriage. Milo was relieved that Meriel’s work meant that she would not be able to come to his birthday party that night.

The high point of this particular stretch of countryside was known as Herne Hill. Milo, who enjoyed rummaging around in odd scraps of mythology, had found nothing to link the area with the Celtic god, but all the same the rounded hilltop had a mysterious air. It always seemed colder here, and on some days a fierce wind rushed round in circles. The opening line of his poem was almost there, just out of reach – Herne’s home: the horned god hovers . . . No, too much alliteration, like second-rate Gerard Manley Hopkins. But he had a title for his collection: Winter Voices. Yes. Milo smiled, then frowned. Or should it be midwinter? He had given the first dozen poems to his secretary, Miss Tyndall, to type up the previous day. Miss Tyndall, who was in her fifties and had bushy eyebrows and a hairy mole, was marvellously  efficient. It had been Rebecca who had chosen her from half a dozen applicants.

A few years ago he had suggested they move from the countryside into Oxford, but Rebecca had refused to consider it. She loved their house, which had been converted from an old mill. It was in just the right place, she had pointed out, conveniently near Meriel and not too far from (or near to) her mother. And besides, people enjoyed coming to the Mill House. It wouldn’t be the same – they, the Rycrofts, wouldn’t be the same – if they moved into Oxford. The Mill House was part of them: people remembered their dinners and parties. I’ve been invited to the Mill House, Milo had once overheard one of his students announcing triumphantly to another. Rebecca was right, he had conceded, they might lose some cachet if they moved into Oxford. And so they had remained where they were.

As it was, he enjoyed working in Oxford once or twice a week, where a friend who lived abroad part of the year allowed him to use his study. In some ways, Milo reminded himself with a stirring of guilt, it was preferable to live out of town. Away from the Mill House, he had more freedom. He had more leeway, one might say, with the present arrangement. His thoughts drifted to the half-finished novel at home – stuck, stranded, not a word added for the last three weeks, and yet it was promised to his publisher in only four months’ time. Perhaps if he lived in Oxford he would be able to get down to it. Perhaps the constantly changing scenery a town provided would be an inspiration.

Milo had travelled a long way to reach the Mill House. The only progeny of older parents, his beauty and precociousness had delighted and astonished his mother and father. The household had revolved round his needs; his parents had eaten dull food and deprived themselves of amusements and excursions so that they could educate their clever only son privately. The family home  had been a small red-brick villa in a lifeless suburb of Reading. Milo’s favourite outing had been to the public library a few streets away. Whenever journalists asked him about his background, he edited it somewhat, knowing that it was far too dull to be allowed unimproved into print.

After the end of the war, a scholarship had taken him to Oxford, where he had been socially brilliant and only a little less academically impressive. He had been a postgraduate research student, mired in an obscure aspect of the metaphysical poets, when he had written, in stolen moments, Penelope’s Loom. When the novel had been published it had been an instant success. The Times reviewer had opined that the novel had ‘cleverly interwoven myth and modernity – a triumph’. A second, equally successful, novel had followed. By then Milo had been able to abandon his neglected research and had begun to give a series of lectures on modern poetry for the Workers’ Educational Association in Oxford, lectures that came to be immensely popular and well attended. He knew he was a good teacher – he never used notes, and often, inspired, the hour’s talk branched out in a direction completely different from that which he had originally intended.

Milo still gave a course of lectures twice a year and they were still well attended. He had noticed from the beginning that there was a decidedly female slant to his audience and that his students were by no means all poor shop or office girls hungry for culture. All sorts of people – all sorts of women – attended his literary talks. Some were married, as he himself had been by the time the lectures had begun; others were spinsters or widows. Some were students from Somerville or St Hilda’s; others were living at home with their parents, waiting for Mr Right to come along. At the end of each lecture they crowded round him, asking questions. A select group then accompanied him for a drink in the Eagle and Child in St Giles’. Rebecca had christened his female students Milo’s  Maenads, after the wild female devotees of the Greek god Dionysus. When she had first come up with the nickname she had had a certain expression in her eye, so Milo had laughed and said yes, that was about right, his female students were noisy, ill-dressed and not always terribly feminine. And then he had kissed Rebecca before she could say anything else.

Milo strode on across the downs. His path took him along the tops before slowly descending into the woodland that lay to one side of Meriel’s school. He liked to loop through the trees before heading back to the Mill House.

Beside the wood was a small, circular pond, which in summer often dried up. Glimpsing a blur of movement through the trees, Milo walked to the edge of the copse and peered through the naked winter branches.

A girl was skating on the pond. She was dressed entirely in black, and from beneath her close-fitting black hat her long fair hair flared out like a banner. Milo stood motionless, watching her. This was not, he found himself thinking, as he gazed at her, entranced, an English scene, or even a contemporary one. The girl was absorbed in her solitary dance on the ice. He thought he detected in her glide and arabesque a rapture – one could only call it that.

He’d thought she hadn’t seen him, but then she called out, ‘The dog – is it yours?’

‘Yes.’ Milo walked to the bank. ‘She’s called Julia.’

‘That’s a pretty name.’

Her feet together, she glided across the ice towards him, and he saw that she was startlingly lovely. Her complexion was cream and roses, pinkened by the cold, and her eyes were framed by long dark lashes and straight brows.

He said, ‘Do you have a dog?’

‘I’m afraid not.’ She smiled. ‘I travel too much, but I should  like to one day.’ Stooping at the edge of the ice, she patted Julia. ‘You are lucky. She’s gorgeous.’

‘Rather lively, though. She needs a long stretch each day. It’s a good thing I like walking. I often come out this way. The footpath goes through the woods, you know.’ Milo waved a hand in the vague direction of the Mill House. ‘I live in Little Morton, about three miles away.’

‘Perhaps you should be going home, then. Won’t it be hard to find your way in the dark?’

‘Not at all. I know these hills like the back of my hand.’

In the dusk, he could not tell the colour of her eyes. Grey, perhaps, or hazel. He said, ‘When I saw you, I thought I’d been transported back in time to old Russia, perhaps, or turn-of-the-century Vienna. I thought for a moment that you were a ghost.’

She laughed. ‘I’m no phantom, I’m afraid. I’m utterly real and boringly modern.’

He considered her and was once again awed by her beauty. ‘When you were skating,’ he said, ‘you looked as if you were in another world.’

‘I do so love skating.’

She seemed about to head back across the ice, so he said quickly, ‘I’m afraid I spend far too much time sitting at a typewriter. I’m a writer, you see. My name’s Milo Rycroft.’

He held out his hand; she touched it briefly. ‘Oh yes, I’ve heard of you,’ she said. And then she moved away, taking small, swaying backward steps. Her retreat was an unexpected arrow to his heart; he felt as if he was losing her.

He cried out, ‘What’s your name?’

‘Tessa Nicolson.’ Looking back at him, she smiled. ‘Goodbye, Mr Rycroft. I must go and get changed. I have to drive back to London.’

 

The caterers had sent the wrong sort of cake – fruit instead of lemon, and Milo hated fruit cake – and the wretched vacuum cleaner had stopped working. And where was Milo? He could have fixed the vacuum cleaner while she phoned the caterers, and he needed to sort out the drinks.

Rebecca Rycroft picked up the phone and dialled the caterers. A brief conversation ensued – ‘Lemon sponge, I particularly asked for lemon sponge,’ and, ‘So you’re telling me it’s fruit or nothing?’ – and then she put the receiver down with a crash, and the hired maid who was polishing the glasses gave her a nervous glance.

Part of her enjoyed the preparation for a party and part of her loathed it. The part she enjoyed most was making up the guest list. The Rycrofts had a great many friends, and once she and Milo had decided to give a party, Rebecca spent a long time poring over her address book. It was so important to get the mix right. She enjoyed the mingling of people, the wondering whether this person or that person would make the evening go well, lifting it out of the ordinary. Sometimes she made introductions that led to a friendship or even to a love affair. You needed some quieter people too, of course – inviting only show-offs would be disastrous. And you needed new people, interesting people, not just the silly little girls who attended Milo’s lectures, though they were useful, Rebecca conceded, in providing glamour.

If the drawing-up of the guest list was fun, the hours leading up to the party were always frightful. No matter how many days in advance she began her preparations there never seemed to be enough time. If she could have done everything herself it might all have worked out perfectly, but she could not. Maids must be hired and food must be got in. And so often the maids the agency sent were lazy or incompetent. This maid was weepy. Say the slightest thing to her and she threatened to burst into tears. Rebecca had ended up polishing the cutlery herself because when she had  pointed out a speck of dried food on a fork the girl’s lip had trembled.

She had Mrs Hobbs to help her too, thank God. Mrs Hobbs was the Rycrofts’ daily. At present, she was briskly sweeping the hall rug with a broom because of the broken vacuum cleaner. After a party, Rebecca and Mrs Hobbs always shared a cigarette and a cup of tea in the kitchen. They were usually too tired to talk much, but Rebecca knew that they were bonded together by a mutual relief that it was over and that everything had gone well.

If it went well. She felt nervous every time, she reminded herself, and yet their parties were always a great success. But this time might be the exception. This time she had reason to worry, as her doubting self pointed out: Milo would fuss about the cake and the maid might have hysterics halfway through the evening, and she wasn’t at all sure about the dress she had bought. It was red – not scarlet, but a proper, intense red, her favourite colour. She had bought it from her favourite little shop in Oxford, which was called Chez Zélie. It was made of a fine, fluid wool that moulded to the figure. At thirty-eight, was she too old for a red dress that moulded to the figure?

As she sat on the floor and took the vacuum cleaner apart, Rebecca ran through lists in her head. Cocktails, then champagne, then the men might like a whisky later on. They were to have an informal cold buffet, far simpler than a hot meal, and guests preferred to be able to pick and choose. Cold chicken, ham, volau-vents, savoury sandwiches, Russian salad, olives, potato crisps, salted almonds. Music – she must think about music. Milo usually chose the records. Rising, Rebecca tweaked a curtain and looked outside. It was almost dark – where on earth had he got to? With an irritated sigh she went back to the vacuum cleaner, holding up the hose and peering down it. Something seemed to be wedged  inside, too far away for her fingers to reach. She could pull it out with a toasting fork, perhaps? No, too short.

She went outside. It was freezing, but a beautiful night nonetheless, the clear, crisp sky speckled with stars. Frosty grass crunched beneath her feet. She took a lungful of icy air and felt calmer. Another misgiving entered her head as she opened the garden shed to search for a pea stick. January was always a rotten time to give a party – supposing people cried off because of the icy roads? Or if they had a cold or flu? No one had rung to say they wouldn’t be able to make it, but then some people, especially Milo’s friends, could be lax about these things.

She unearthed a pea stick from the corner of the shed and returned indoors. Delving inside the hose of the vacuum cleaner she dug out one of her stockings, enclosed inside a grey ball of dust and dog hairs. She put the stocking aside for washing, then reassembled the vacuum cleaner and called out to let Mrs Hobbs know that it was fixed. Then she walked from room to room, checking that everything was in place, adjusting a candle here, a lampshade there, tutting when she discovered, behind a chair in the hall, a discarded sweet wrapper. She had a quick peek inside Milo’s study to made sure it was tidy, or at least untidy in an attractive way. While she was straightening the books and papers on his desk – just a little tidying; Milo hated anyone to touch his things – she noticed that the typescript of the new novel was still stuck at page 179. Poor Milo, he was always so miserable when his work wasn’t going well. She pulled down the blind, and, leaving the room, shut the door behind her.

In the dining room, plates and cutlery were piled up on one end of the table. The sketches she had made that morning were still on the desk of her little bureau, so she gathered them up. She rarely drew nowadays, but that morning, with the glorious winter sunshine pouring through the window and Milo working  in his study, she had had a sudden impulse to draw the bunch of snowdrops she had picked the previous day. She leafed through the sketches. She’d throw most of them away, but one wasn’t too bad. She put it inside the bureau and crumpled up the failures. Really, she shouldn’t have wasted her time.

Glancing at her watch, she saw that it was gone six. The guests would arrive in less than an hour. Rebecca poured herself a gin and lemon, then hurried upstairs to run a bath. Lying in the hot water, sipping her drink, she felt herself relax, and detected the first flickerings of pleasurable anticipation of the party. It was an effort to get out of the bath and dry herself – she would have liked to have stayed there longer – but she hauled herself out and briskly towelled herself dry. Wrapped up in her bathrobe, she went back to the bedroom. The red dress, on its padded hanger, was draped on the wardrobe door. Rebecca stared at it doubtfully and ran her hands over her hips. A handful of Milo’s Maenads were invited to the party. Milo had insisted; ‘They come faithfully every week and sit patiently listening to me talking nonsense,’ he had said to her. Rebecca had not yet met these particular Maenads, but their predecessors had so often been slim, boyish girls. Rebecca herself hadn’t been slim or boyish since she was fourteen.

She sat down on the stool at her dressing table and looked into the mirror. With her hair tied up in a scarf to protect it and no make-up on, her face had a peeled, vulnerable look. She pulled at the skin at the corner of her eyes, wondering if it was becoming slacker. Then she raised her chin to inspect her neck. Both Rebecca and her sister Meriel dreaded ending up with a neck like their mother’s. On Mrs Fainlight’s neck the tendons stood out like taut strings beneath the crêpey skin.

Rebecca’s mood sank again and she took a large swig of gin. She and Meriel were to visit their mother tomorrow. The monthly visits, the dreadful routine of them – sitting in the dimly lit  detached Edwardian house while their mother prepared for the outing, and Mrs Fainlight’s inevitable criticism about her daughter’s driving, whichever daughter drove – were lowering to the spirits. She and Meriel might not have much in common, Rebecca had once said to her sister, but they knew that they were both, in their different ways, a disappointment to their mother. Mrs Fainlight would unfailingly be dissatisfied with the restaurant, and afterwards they would return to the house in Abingdon, where the silence, the tension, the creaking footsteps of the elderly maid, and the tea, which always tasted odd even though it was Ceylon, were all utterly oppressive. And at some point in the day, Mrs Fainlight would say, ‘As neither of my daughters has seen fit to provide me with a grandchild . . .’ a comment that, because of its inevitability, sometimes provoked in Rebecca and Meriel a snort of hysterical laughter that must be hastily suppressed, and yet at the same time had the power to wound.

It was, in every way, a cruel thing to say to poor Meriel. Meriel was two years older than Rebecca and her hopes of motherhood had died in 1916, at the battle of the Somme, along with David Rutherford, her fiancé. Meriel had been one of that generation of women for whom there had simply not been enough men to go round. She had loved only one man since David: Dr Hughes, who attended the girls at Meriel’s school. Dr Hughes was married and, as far as Rebecca knew, had no idea of Meriel’s feelings for him. Rebecca had met him only once. In his late forties, he was quiet, balding and red in the face, and she had found it hard to understand Meriel’s secret passion. She had once, when she had had too many martinis, told Milo about Meriel and Dr Hughes, and had regretted doing so. Milo had thought the whole thing screamingly funny, and Rebecca, who was fond of her sister, had felt ashamed of herself for sharing Meriel’s secret. She lived in fear of Milo thinly adapting the situation and putting it into one of his novels.

She and Milo had never wanted children. No, that wasn’t entirely true. Milo had never wanted children, wasn’t remotely interested in them, but back when she had been in her early twenties and they had first been married, had he said, ‘I’d like a family of six’, she might just have gone along with it. She had been so completely in love with him that anything he had said had seemed wise, and it had been important to her that they had always been in perfect agreement.

But really, it had been the right decision. They had been very poor at first, and a child would have meant financial struggle, and then, after Milo had become successful, would there have been room in their lives for a baby? Being Milo and Rebecca Rycroft, the glamorous and envied couple, took up a lot of time and energy. Somewhere along the line they had grown careless about preventing a child, yet still no babies had appeared.

Recently, Rebecca had sometimes found herself regretting that they had not had just one child. She imagined a son, bright and handsome and intelligent like Milo. He would have her green eyes, which had bewitched Milo all those years ago at the Chelsea Arts Ball. He would be called Oscar, perhaps, or Archie, and he would be an independent sort of boy, happy to go off to boarding school at the beginning of each term but equally keen to come home to his parents.

Where was Milo? Rebecca glanced at her watch again. Mixed with her irritation was unease. These days she always felt uneasy when she did not know where he was. Early on in their marriage, when she had caught him giving too much attention to another woman, they had had the most tremendous rows. They had yelled and cursed and thrown things – once, she had thrown a butter dish at him and it had caught him on his temple and had left a bruise, and she had felt enormously guilty. Yet there had been something enjoyable about such depth of feeling, something  arousing, and during their reconciliations their lovemaking had been at its most passionate, more than making up for her agonies of jealousy, binding him to her.

But that was in the past, and for some time now their quarrels, instead of clearing the air, had left a sour taste. She was afraid that Milo did not want her as much as he once had. In the early years of their marriage, he would have done anything for her. Throughout their first summer together he had given her a red rose every day. They hadn’t had any money then, and some of the roses had looked as though they came from someone’s garden rather than a florist’s shop, but it had been such a romantic gesture.

As the years had passed, their lives had changed. The triumph of Penelope’s Loom and its successors had enabled them to buy the Mill House. At first, they had planned the house’s improvement together, and had done some of the work themselves. Some of Rebecca’s happiest memories were of the two of them painting skirting boards and pasting wallpaper.

But as Milo’s career had gathered pace, he no longer had time to spare for the house, so it was Rebecca who chose the wallpaper and called the plumber when a pipe sprang a leak. The Mill House had a large garden, almost a third of an acre, and this was also Rebecca’s province. These days, a substantial portion of Milo’s life went on without her. He went to London lunches and parties to which she was not invited. Newspaper articles were written about him and he was now and then asked to talk on the Home Service. It sometimes seemed to Rebecca that she had not kept up with him.

She knew that on the surface her life looked very enviable. But four years ago, Milo had had an affair with one of his students. He had broken it off as soon as Rebecca had found out, had sworn to her that it had been unimportant, a spur-of-the-moment thing – the girl had thrown herself at him, he’d had a couple of drinks too  many, that was all. All. Milo’s unfaithfulness had rocked her world. Their falling-out had been awful, blistering, scarring. For a month she had hardly spoken to him, and for a long time after that she had been afraid to let him out of her sight. Her confidence in her own powers of attraction had been badly shaken. Though, in time, men’s glances and compliments had reassured her that she was still attractive (admiration only, never so much as a kiss, because she had only ever wanted Milo), there remained inside her a vulnerability. If she was shaken so again, she just might break. There had been no talk of divorce, but she had been terrified by the thought that he would leave her. She loved him, adored him, needed him. What would she be without him? She had always known she was not as clever as Milo – nor, obviously, as famous – and if her only assets, her looks and her sexual magnetism, were waning as she grew older, why then should he stay with her?

Somehow they had picked up the pieces and carried on. Milo had been penitent and Rebecca had eventually accepted the genuineness of his contrition. Six months after her discovery of his betrayal, they had taken a long holiday in France, and, in the sunshine and tranquillity of the Lot, had rediscovered some of their former fire. On the surface, they had gone back to being the old Rycrofts – successful, envied, in love. But Rebecca knew that something had changed. And in time Milo’s penitence had been replaced by resentment. She kept an eye on him. She was always watchful, though she knew how much he hated it. But she couldn’t help herself.

Rebecca made herself concentrate on her make-up. In her twenties, she hadn’t bothered with foundation and powder, but she felt she needed them now. She never wore eye make-up, knowing that her curling sooty lashes required no artificial improvement. She took the red dress from the hanger, slipped it over her head, smoothed the fabric over her hips and twitched the shoulder  straps into place. A slick of lipstick, and then she untied the scarf and her thick dark hair fell in luxuriant waves to her shoulders.

Downstairs, a door slammed. Milo’s voice called out, ‘Hello, darling! Where are you?’

Getting ready for our party, which will start in fifteen minutes, she thought furiously.

She heard him bound upstairs. The bedroom door was flung open. He stood on the threshold. Looking at her, his eyes widened.

Where have you been? It was on the tip of her tongue to say it, but he beat her, saying instead:

‘My God, you look wonderful.’

‘Do I? Do you like it?’

‘Love it.’

Her doubts about the dress fell away. When he kissed her, she flinched. ‘Milo, you’re freezing!’

‘It’s perishing out there.’

‘What on earth were you doing?’

‘I went for a walk.’ He gave a wolfish smile. ‘Thought I’d work up an appetite.’

His cold mouth nuzzled her neck. She made a sound between laughter and pleasure. ‘My frock . . .’ she said, but he had taken her in his arms. He smelled of winter and the outdoors. His hands reached inside the two open halves of her dress and Rebecca gave a contented sigh.

They both heard the doorbell. He went on kissing her, though, until she murmured, ‘Darling . . .’

‘Damn,’ he said. ‘It’ll be Charlie and Glyn. Always early.’

And they exchanged a glance of mutual understanding and amusement, the Rycrofts against the world.

 

Charlie and Glyn Mason were always the first to arrive and the last to leave. Milo had met Charlie during the war. They had been  in the same regiment and had both initially had the same great good fortune in being stationed well behind the lines while the bloodbath of Passchendaele was taking place. The day before their regiment was due to be moved to the front line, Milo had been involved in a car crash. His injuries had led to him being shipped back to England to a hospital and then a convalescent home. He still had the fine white ghost of a scar on his forehead – ‘I was injured in the war,’ he said, if anyone asked. So it was Charlie who had experienced trench warfare and battlefield combat, and not Milo. Occasionally Milo envied him, but not often.

Now, Charlie owned three car dealerships, one in Oxford and two others in London. Though their paths through life had diverged, the two men had remained friends. Charlie had married Glyn a few years before Milo had married Rebecca; they had been each other’s best man. Milo had always thought there was something a little masculine about Glyn Mason – the name, shortened by her from the more feminine Glynis, her cropped, curly ash-blond hair, sunburned face and taut, wiry body, which had little in the way of hips or breasts. When she was wearing slacks or tennis shorts (Glyn was a demon tennis player), you might almost have mistaken her for an adolescent boy. Milo had often wondered what it would be like to go to bed with Glyn – fun, he suspected, though not as cushioned and comforting as Rebecca. He had never tried to, of course, because he would never do that to Charlie. The Rycrofts and the Masons frequently had suppers together. The girls were supposed to be friends too, though Milo sensed that they were not really, that Rebecca and Glyn were too different and got along together for convenience’s sake. And Rebecca had never been one for female friends.

Milo was beginning to regret having had a last whisky with Charlie after the other guests had left. Whisky gave him a headache. And something Charlie had said during their conversation had  bothered him. Charlie had asked Milo if he and Rebecca would come to Sunday lunch to celebrate his elder daughter Margaret’s birthday. ‘It looks as if we’re going to have to ask her boyfriend, too,’ he had added. Boyfriend, Milo had repeated, before he could stop himself. ‘It’s hard work getting a sentence out of him,’ Charlie had gone on. ‘He sits there looking like a frightened rabbit.’ Boyfriend, Milo had said again, stupidly, and Charlie had given him an amused glance and reminded him that Margaret was seventeen, and that Glyn had been only a year older when they had married.

Milo had recovered himself and had managed a few sensible comments. But it had shocked him that Margaret Mason, whom he still thought of as a little girl, should have a boyfriend. In a year’s time, Charlie might give Margaret away in marriage – good God, another year and Charlie could be a grandfather. And as he and Charlie were the same age, the same could have applied to him, had he and Rebecca had children. In two years’ time, he would turn forty. Yet he still thought of himself as a young man.

Now, cleaning his teeth in the bathroom at half past one in the morning, he found himself thinking, well, thank God we didn’t have children, then. The arrival of the next generation underlined the passing years like nothing else did. Parenthood aged people – he knew he looked younger than Charlie, who was already going grey.

Milo spat toothpaste into the sink and rinsed his mouth. Then he ran the cold tap and scooped up the water, splashing it on to his face. Rebecca always liked to make love after a party, and though a substantial part of him would have preferred to be alone so that he could reflect on the events of the day, he knew that would not do. Rebecca had been a bit funny earlier about him talking to Grace King, though God knows, she had no reason to be; Grace, who sat in the front row during his lectures, had a silly laugh and teeth like a rabbit.

Milo went back into the bedroom. Rebecca was still wearing the red dress. She was sitting at her dressing table, rubbing cold cream into her face. Crossing the room, he squeezed her shoulder. She pressed her cheek against his hand, leaving a small greasy smear.

‘Tired?’ he asked.

‘Mmm. Exhausted. It went well, though, didn’t it?’

‘One of our best, I thought.’

‘I almost had to push them out of the door at the end.’

‘Keeps ’em begging for more.’

He eased down the zip at the back of her dress. She stopped tissuing off the cold cream, and gave a soft sigh as she closed her eyes. There was an anxious moment when he wondered if he’d be able to work up enough interest – he was tired, and he had drunk too much – but as he reached inside the front of Rebecca’s dress to caress her breasts, an image of the girl skating on the pond came into his mind and he felt the first stirrings of desire.

And then, it was marvellous, a wonderful end to a successful evening. Rebecca had always been a passionate and responsive lover. Fifteen minutes later they lay side by side on the pillows, spent and replete.

When he had got his breath back, he glanced at her. Her eyes were shut; he thought she was sleeping. He climbed quietly out of bed and put on his dressing gown.

As he opened the door, he heard her say, ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’ve an idea for my book.’

‘The poems?’

‘No, no, the novel.’

‘Oh. Good.’ She curled up on the pillow, closing her eyes.

Milo went downstairs. He ran himself a glass of water in the kitchen, recalling some of the events of the party as he did so. He had had an argument with Godfrey Warburton, who believed  that the racial purity of the English was degenerating because of the influx of refugees from Europe. He had reminded Godfrey of the various waves of peoples who had made their home in England over the centuries, and Godfrey had looked at him smugly and said, ‘But that’s history, dear boy. That’s different.’ The degenerate race that Godfrey had been referring to had been, of course, the Jews. Milo would have preferred to have taken Godfrey Warburton off their invitation list – the man was a bigot, and patronizing as well – but unfortunately Warburton was an influential man. He wrote articles in the Listener and often spoke on the BBC. It was through Godfrey Warburton that Milo had been asked to take part in talks on the wireless.

Milo took the glass of water into his study and sat down at his desk. Throughout the evening, a part of him had been waiting for this time, when he could at last be free to think through the events of the day. If he could have solidified a single instant in time and kept it frozen like the ice, he would have chosen the moment he had looked out from the trees and seen the girl skating alone on the pond. Something had hurt inside him. She had seemed to point out a lack in his life.

After she had said goodbye to him, she had skated across the pond and walked with careful steps over the grass to a bench, where a pair of fur-trimmed boots had stood. Jamming his hands into his pockets – he had been by then very, very cold – Milo had made his way round the pond to the bench.

‘I come up to London quite often,’ he had said. ‘Would you like to meet up for a drink, perhaps?’

She had been unlacing her skates. Her hair had tumbled over her face and he had been unable to see her expression.

Then: ‘Yes,’ she had said. ‘I’d like that.’

He had felt a rush of triumph and pleasure. ‘Where shall I find you?’

She had stood up, tucking the skates under one arm. ‘Oh, you’ll find me. Do you read Vogue, Mr Rycroft?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Perhaps you should.’ Then she had walked away across the frozen grass.

Milo had watched her until she had disappeared out of sight, and then he had whistled for Julia and started the long slog back to the Mill House. Tessa Nicolson had been right: it had been hard to find his way in the dark. He had twisted his ankle in a rabbit hole and become caught up in a thicket of thorns. His hands and feet had been so cold he had begun to worry about frostbite. The prospect of becoming lost in the darkness had been alarming and he had been relieved when eventually he had seen the lighted windows of the Mill House below.

The memory of the girl skating alone on the ice had remained with him throughout the evening: her rapture, her changeable, lovely face, her absorption in her solitary dance. She had looked so beautiful, so alive. A few years ago, holidaying on the west coast of Scotland, he had watched a golden eagle soar over the cliffs. Tessa Nicolson had reminded him of that.

And yet, even now, in a different part of his mind, words were forming, pushing the girl’s image aside.

Milo took the top dozen pages from his manuscript, ripped them in half and dropped them in the waste-paper bin. Then, unscrewing the cap of his fountain pen, he began to write.

 

Tessa had driven from Freddie’s school to London at great speed and so had been only three quarters of an hour late for her dinner with Paddy Collison. After dinner, they had had a drink, and then half a dozen friends had joined them. Then they had all gone on to a Piccadilly nightclub.

Now it was three o’clock in the morning, and because it  was hot in the nightclub, Tessa had slipped outside to smoke a cigarette. Others might consider an evening complicated – overcomplicated, perhaps – if two or three of their old lovers were present at the same time, as well as a number of admirers, but Tessa thrived on that sort of thing. She liked her lovers to feel as she did, that love was a delightful and exhilarating game and was not to be taken too seriously.

This was why the men she went to bed with tended to be older than her. Raymond Leavington, for instance, had been thirty-three, fifteen years older than Tessa herself, when they had become lovers. She had met him a few months after she had left Westdown School and had come to live in London. At the same time, she had embarked upon her career as a model.

Tessa’s affair with Ray had lasted for six months. Back then, Raymond had been unhappily married to Diana, his second wife. Though Tessa knew that many would condemn her for going to bed with a married man, her conscience was clear. She had never tried to seduce a happily married man. In fact, she never tried to seduce anyone. She never thought of herself as a temptress, she was just Tessa, and though it would have been disingenuous of her to pretend that she did not know that men were attracted to her, and that she did not enjoy their pursuit, she left the chasing to them. She always made it perfectly clear from the outset that she was not looking for anything lasting. She would have hated to have been pinned down. She knew that going to bed with a man involved a certain amount of risk, tried to remember to take precautions, but had had a few pregnancy scares, though luckily they had not come to anything.

Ray was a dear, sweet man, and after their affair had ended, they had continued to be friends. Tessa preferred it that way, found it hard to take seriously what she called to herself ‘scenes’ – protestations of undying love, declarations that without her, life was not  worth living. She liked to remain on good terms with her exlovers: it was more civilized that way, she thought. She intended neither to hurt nor to be hurt. Parting from Guido Zanetti had hurt her; that he had not responded to the letters she had written him from England had hurt her more. She had poured out her love for him in those letters, but after a while, receiving no reply, had stopped writing, had hardened herself and begun to see the affair more clearly. Domenico Zanetti’s elder son would never have been allowed to marry Domenico’s mistress’s daughter. Never, ever.

Three and a half years ago, leaving Italy, she and Guido had not even been able to properly say goodbye. The end of the affair had been shockingly quick. Mama had told her and Freddie that they were to go to school in England; at the same time, Domenico had sent Guido away on an extended business trip. Their farewells had had to be made in front of their two families.

It had not taken much insight to work out that Mama and Domenico must have found out that they had fallen in love. Mama had sent her and Freddie away to school in England because of Guido. That last Italian summer, absorbed in each other, they had not been careful. Each day they had shared the same single ambition: to be alone together. Five minutes stolen from beneath the watchful gaze of mothers and chaperones had been a delight. Half an hour had been ecstasy. On picnics and family outings they had crept away from the others to kiss and caress in the shelter of a secret valley or the shade of a crumbling Etruscan wall.

By that time, her mother’s asthma had been chronic, her struggle for breath visible, so Tessa had not argued with her. And anyway, she could not have allowed Freddie to make the journey to England alone. Leaving Italy, she had felt a dreadful emptiness and a sense of dislocation in being taken away from so much that she held dear. She had hated the school, a place of mist and rain and falling  leaves. She had hated being treated like a child, had had nothing in common with the other girls, and silently, at night, in the dormitory she had shared with five other pupils, she had wept for Guido.

And so, to London. She had continued to miss Guido; one reason why she had gone to bed with Raymond Leavington had been because she had thought it might help her to forget. There had been other reasons – Raymond’s kindness, his ebullience and love of life, his generosity. After Raymond, there had been André, whom she had met when in Paris for a photo shoot. André had been very rich, good-looking and amusing. He had kept a yacht at Cannes and a racing car at Le Mans. It had been André who had given her the MG, for her nineteenth birthday. They both had busy lives and André was married, so there had been a need for discretion. Their affair had lasted intermittently for eighteen months.

Tessa was very good at being discreet. She disliked gossip, had never seen the need for tittle-tattle. She knew that people talked about her – well, let them talk, she didn’t care – but she never discussed her love affairs with anyone, not even Freddie. What happened between lovers was private, she believed. She had become good at keeping the curious guessing.

After she and André had parted, there had been others. She had met Max Fischer a year ago. Max had been a celebrated photographer in Berlin until the rise of the Nazis to power in 1933. He was Jewish, and had not kept his dislike of the new regime to himself, and had been forced to flee Germany in 1935 to avoid imprisonment or worse. Max had quickly become Tessa’s favourite photographer. He was intelligent and entertaining and in many ways the ideal lover: considerate, imaginative and just a little detached.

But she had discovered that there was in Max a bedrock of  melancholy. Sometimes he drank too much – a lot of men did that, but Max drank alone, locking himself into his flat and emerging days later, white and shaking. His cynicism hid a profound disillusion, and for once Tessa had found herself out of her depth. She had glimpsed a despair in Max that she could not reach, though they continued to be friends and now and then went to bed together, for old times’ sake.

A couple of months after she had finished with Max, Tessa had met Julian Lawrence. Divinely handsome and utterly adoring though he was, Tessa had to admit that Jules had been a mistake. He had a habit of sending her ridiculously lavish presents that she knew he could not afford and always returned. All too soon he had wanted an engagement, a wedding, children. He had not even tried to understand when she had turned down his proposal, and their conversation had dissolved into anguished recriminations. Too young and too earnest, he had made an enormous scene the night Tessa had ended the affair.

A man like Julian Lawrence would probably think her a hardfaced bitch if she told him the truth – that her career was more important to her than any man – but that was how it was. Tessa loved her work and knew she was good at it. She had always loved clothes, knew that they were important because they gave a woman the confidence to make her own way in the world. She knew how to show a frock to its best advantage and how to switch on that inner light that would illuminate a photograph and make it seize the onlooker’s attention. She loved everything about her job; most of all, she loved to travel. She had sailed to New York three times on an ocean liner, and worked in Paris for several months of the year. On her last visit she had flown there in a tiny plane that had landed on the runway of Le Bourget aerodrome, bobbing like thistledown.

Tessa’s career had been successful almost from the moment she  had signed on at the agency. She had begun by working as a mannequin in department stores and at fashion shows. She had modelled for Chanel, Molyneux and Schiaparelli, and was now much in demand as a photographer’s model. She continued to do fashion modelling, but preferred photographic work, which appealed to the theatrical in her. London, Paris and New York Vogue had featured her in fashion articles. She appreciated the way in which a clever and creative photographer such as Max Fischer was able to make her into something other than she was.

Her life was glamorous, exciting and varied. She had a good income; the previous year she had earned more than a thousand pounds. Dress designers gave her beautiful gowns, and cosmetic houses offered gifts of scent and lipstick. She spent freely, saved little, saw no reason not to live for the moment. Though she had received many proposals of marriage, she had never been tempted to accept any of her suitors. Why should she want marriage when she had everything she desired and her independence besides? Living with someone else would involve compromise and sacrifice, and she had never been remotely interested in either. She wanted to be successful, rich and famous, to travel and to have lots of lovely clothes, and she believed that marriage would get in the way of all that. Husbands liked telling their wives what to do, she had noticed. Tessa didn’t intend ever to let anyone tell her what to do.

Her current lover was called Paddy Collison. They had met at Newmarket racecourse – Paddy loved horse-racing. He was tall and strong-looking, with reddish hair, watchful hazel eyes, a firm jaw and a hard mouth. He had lived abroad for much of his life, managing tea plantations first in India and then in Kenya. He had the confidence that went with his colonial background and an unconventional streak as well.

One of the qualities that had attracted Tessa to Paddy was his  fearlessness. He courted danger, thrived on it. It was Paddy who had flown her to Paris. He loved to fly, to ride, to hunt, to sail a boat, to swim in a stormy sea. There was nothing he wouldn’t pit himself against.

Tessa recognized a corresponding quality in herself. Other girls complained of butterflies in their stomachs before a fashion show, but she never felt nervous. She had enjoyed driving André’s racing car round the track at Le Mans just as much as she had enjoyed the flight to Paris.

Tessa looked up at the stars. She, who was so often surrounded by people, found a delicious liberty in being alone. She let her mind roam back to the pond behind Freddie’s school. She had revelled in her solitude, drawing circles in space as the night folded round her and the sky became peppered with stars.

She thought about Milo Rycroft. An attractive man, with his tousled fair hair and hooded eyes. When I saw you, I thought I’d been transported back in time to old Russia, perhaps, or turn-of-the-century Vienna. I thought for a moment that you were a ghost. How ridiculous, but at the same time, the image had captivated her.

Tessa dropped her cigarette end on to the paving stones of the tiny courtyard and crushed it beneath the sole of her high-heeled shoe. As she went back into the club, she wondered whether she would see Milo Rycroft again. She couldn’t help hoping she would.
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