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	GENERAL ALDRIDGE
	Lord-Lieutenant of Larkshire – so boring he’s known locally as ‘General Anaesthetic’.



	COLIN CASEY ANDREWS
	England’s greatest painter, according to Casey Andrews. A Belvedon Gallery artist with exalted ideas of his own genius and sexual prowess. Long-term lover of Galena Borochova.



	ZACHARY ANSTEIG
	Zac the Wanderer. An American journalist of Austro-Jewish extraction, whose tigerish beauty and air of suppressed violence in no way conjure up cheery images of The Sound of Music.



	NEVILLE BAINES
	Vicar of St James, Limesbridge, predictably known as ‘Neville-on-Sundays’.



	JEAN BAINES
	His very tiresome, ecologically correct wife, known as ‘Green Jean’.



	RAYMOND BELVEDON
	An extremely successful art-dealer, owner of the Belvedon Gallery in Cork Street.



	JUPITER BELVEDON
	Raymond’s machiavellian eldest son, who, after Cambridge, joins him in the gallery.



	HANNA BELVEDON
	Jupiter’s blonde Junoesque wife, a very gifted painter of flowers.



	ALIZARIN BELVEDON
	Raymond’s second son, a genius tormented by a social conscience. Produces vast tortured canvasses no-one wants to buy.



	JONATHAN BELVEDON
	Raymond’s colossally glamorous younger son. A genius as yet unhampered by any conscience at all.



	SIENNA BELVEDON
	Raymond’s elder daughter. A truculent, talented wild child.



	DICKY BELVEDON
	Raymond’s youngest son – an artful dodger.



	DORA BELVEDON
	Raymond’s younger daughter and Dicky’s horse-mad twin sister.



	JOAN BIDEFORD
	A Belvedon Gallery artist and splendid bruiser with a fondness for her own sex. Unenthusiastically married to Colin Casey Andrews.



	MICKY BLAKE
	The Curator of the Commotion Exhibition at the Greychurch Museum in New York.



	GALENA BOROCHOVA
	An inspired and extremely volatile Czech painter with a fondness for sex.



	SAMPSON BRUNNING
	A brilliant QC, famous for keeping the Belvedon family out of gaol.



	RUPERT CAMPBELL-BLACK
	Enfant terrible of British showjumping, as beautiful as he is bloody-minded, later leading owner-trainer who dabbles idly in paintings.



	TAGGIE CAMPBELL-BLACK
	His adored second wife – an angel.



	ADRIAN CAMPBELL-BLACK
	Rupert’s younger brother – a cool and successful gallery owner in New York.



	XAVIER CAMPBELL-BLACK
	Rupert and Taggie’s adopted Colombian son.



	COLONEL IAN CARTWRIGHT
	Former commanding officer of a tank regiment, managing director of a small but very profitable engineering company in West Yorkshire.



	PATIENCE CARTWRIGHT
	His loyal wife – a trooper.



	EMERALD CARTWRIGHT
	Their elder adopted daughter, a sculptor as ravishingly pretty as she is hopelessly overindulged.



	SOPHY CARTWRIGHT
	Patience and Ian’s younger adopted daughter, a teacher of splendid proportions and great charm.



	NAOMI COHEN
	Zachary Ansteig’s lawyer, as ambitious as she is bright and beautiful.



	KEVIN COLEY
	A perfectly awful petfood billionaire, Chairman Doggie Dins. A collector of art as an investment and sponsor of the British Portrait Awards.



	ENID COLEY
	His overweight, overbearing wife.



	EDDIE
	Raymond Belvedon’s packer.



	

MR JUSTICE CARADOC



WILLOUGHBY EVANS



	A high court judge.



	FIONA
	Raymond Belvedon’s gallery assistant, a glamorous well-bred half-wit.



	

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR



GABLECROSS



	A super sleuth.



	SI GREENBRIDGE
	A mega-rich American arms-dealer and a serious collector of pictures.



	GINNY GREENBRIDGE
	Si’s trophy wife, a former Miss New Jersey.



	LILY HAMILTON
	Raymond Belvedon’s older sister.



	

DAME HERMIONE



HAREFIELD



	World-famous diva, seriously tiresome, brings out the Crippen in all.



	HARRIET
	A radiant henna-haired reporter from Oo-ah! magazine.



	ABDUL KARAMAGI
	An amorous Saudi with a penchant for saucy pictures.



	KEITHIE
	Somerford Keynes’s boyfriend, an exquisite piece of rough trade and sometime burglar.



	SOMERFORD KEYNES
	A malevolent gay art critic, known as the ‘Poisoned Pansy’.



	ESTHER KNIGHT
	Raymond Belvedon’s comely cleaner.



	MINSKY KRASKOV
	An unnerving Russian Mafia hood, who uses art as collateral to raise money for dodgy deals.



	JEAN-JACQUES LE BRUN
	A very great French painter.



	NATACHA
	A glamorous member of Sotheby’s Client Advisory Department.



	SIR MERVYN NEWTON
	A rather self-regarding dry-cleaning millionaire.



	LADY NEWTON
	His grander wife, given to gardening and Pekineses.



	ROSEMARY NEWTON
	Their daughter – an absolute brick.



	PASCAL
	An American interior designer.



	PATTI
	Another glamorous member of Sotheby’s Client Advisory Department.



	GERALDINE PAXTON
	A networking nympho, a mover and shaker in the art world.



	PEREGRINE
	Sampson Brunning’s junior.



	GORDON PRITCHARD
	A very exalted specialist.



	CHRIS PROUDLOVE
	The genial, indefatigable press officer at Sotheby’s.



	DAVID PULBOROUGH
	A Cambridge undergraduate employed to coach the Belvedon children in the vac. Later a highly successful art-dealer with his own gallery, the Pulborough.



	BARNEY PULBOROUGH
	David’s son – a seriously dodgy slug in a Savile Row suit.



	ROBENS
	Raymond Belvedon’s gardener/chauffeur whose wandering eye is overlooked because of his green fingers.



	MRS ROBENS
	His long-suffering wife. Raymond Belvedon’s cook and housekeeper – a treasure.



	ANTHEA ROOKHOPE
	A very tempting temp, who becomes permanent at the Belvedon Gallery in all senses of the word.



	TAMZIN
	Raymond’s gallery assistant in 1999 – the ‘Dimbo’.



	TRAFFORD
	Jonathan Belvedon’s unspeakably scrofulous best friend and painter-in-crime. A Young British Artist.



	SLANEY WATTS
	A glamorous New Yorker and PRO of the Greychurch Museum.



	HENRY WYNDHAM
	The charismatic Chairman of Sotheby’s.



	ZELDA
	An American art student.



	ZOE
	David Pulborough’s subtly understated assistant.
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1961

Raymond succeeded beyond everyone’s wildest dreams. After the excitement of liberating Europe and a brief stint at Cambridge, he found equal thrills in transforming the respectable but slightly sleepy family gallery, the Belvedon in Cork Street, into one of the most successful in London.

To begin with, he worked all hours to blot out the horror of Viridian’s death, but gradually he began to enjoy himself, developing a distinctly buccaneering attitude to art. Draconian export laws he felt deserved to be broken. Nor should one question too closely where a beautiful picture came from. Many a masterpiece was soon being smuggled abroad in the false bottom of his briefcase or brought home in the hold of the boat in which he took holidays each summer. Winter saw him with a permanent ski tan acquired while depositing illegal currency in the gallery’s Swiss bank account.

Back in London, collectors fainted when given the occasional peep at the Old Masters stored in the Belvedon vaults. Raymond knew where to find a treasure and where to place it. Each time he was invited to stay in some great house, he left a less faded square on the damask wallpaper, having gently convinced his hostess that this was the optimum time to part with the Velásquez.

As the gallery’s success increased, so did Raymond’s eligibility. Invitations poured in for dances, but as Raymond circled the ballrooms of the Hyde Park Hotel and Claridge’s, fluttering the hearts of the debs and their mothers, he made sure he got his name in the address book of the fathers: aristocrats who might want to flog a Gainsborough to pay for the season, nouveau riche businessmen who needed guidance on adorning the walls of their big new houses.

Raymond was such a charming chap, so unsnooty, he could be relied on to act as an advisor and to sell you something really good when it came along – even if sadly he showed no signs of marrying your daughter.

Only in the same area had Raymond disappointed his parents. At nearly thirty-seven, he had still failed to marry and produce an heir. Raymond’s mother had a weak chest and his father, who was champing to retire permanently to the house in Provence, was threatening to hand Foxes Court, the main family home, over to Raymond’s elder sister and her husband, who was thinking of leaving the diplomatic service, if Raymond didn’t get a move on. But Raymond was a romantic. He could no more marry a woman he didn’t love than exhibit an artist whose work he didn’t admire.

Raymond, who had a flair for anticipating changes in taste, had specialized not only in Old Masters and Pre-Raphaelites, which were beginning to rise in value, but also living artists. Two of the latter were a married couple in their thirties: Colin Casey Andrews and Joan Bideford. Casey Andrews’s huge part-abstract landscapes of the Cornish coast were already selling well and in early May 1961, Joan had just completed such a successful debut show at the Belvedon that she had felt justified in throwing a party to celebrate.

She chose a beautiful Saturday evening – Viridian’s birthday, in fact – Viridian the virile, who would have produced half a dozen heirs by now, had he not been blown to bits leading his men at Monte Cassino without even a grave on which to put flowers.

Having taken down Joan Bideford’s exhibition on the Friday before her party, Raymond and Eddie, his packer, had spent hours hanging the paintings of Raymond’s latest discovery, a Frenchman called Etienne de Montigny, for the private view on Monday. Was it deliberately to eradicate the memory of Viridian’s death that, at two o’clock in the morning, a sleepless Raymond had wandered down from the flat above the gallery and, deciding the pictures looked irredeemably garish and vulgar, had summoned Eddie the packer from the warmth of his girlfriend’s bed in Battersea to repaint the stark white walls behind them?

Against a background of two coats of Prussian blue emulsion, the pictures looked sensational, like lit-up liners in a night-dark sea. Nor had Eddie minded labouring all night and through Saturday. At seven shillings an hour, he could take his girlfriend out on the toot this evening, and sleep it off tomorrow.

And Raymond was such a lovely bloke to work for, even if he did have mad notions and was picky about pictures being hung a millimetre too far to the left. He was so appreciative. He never talked down, and the tales he’d told Eddie about the Gods and Goddesses as they rehung the paintings would make your hair curl.

‘That nymph being poked by that bull, Eddie, is actually the wife of the French Minister of Agriculture.’

Having showered upstairs and emerged beautiful as the evening star in his dinner jacket, Raymond had been distracted by a small oil of a languid youth admiring his white naked reflection in a pond.

‘Exquisite,’ he murmured.

‘He’ll get sunburn if he don’t put on his shirt, and you’re going to be late for that party,’ chided Eddie, taking a pale pink rose from the vase on the reception desk and slotting it into Raymond’s buttonhole. ‘I’ll lock up. Don’t let Joan and Casey Andrews bully you. Invitation said bring a bottle.’

‘Oh hell.’

‘Here, take the Jack Daniel’s that Yank brought you.’

‘Thanks, Eddie.’ Raymond gazed round happily. ‘That blue’s made all the difference. I can’t thank you enough. See you Monday.’

As he emerged from the white-fronted eighteenth-century terrace house, with the dark blue Belvedon Gallery sign swaying in the warm breeze, the prostitutes who plied their trade along Cork Street wolf-whistled.

‘Who’s the lovely toff?’ shouted a handsome blonde.

A pretty brunette started singing a pop song called ‘Wooden Heart’, imploring Raymond not to break hers.

Raymond laughed and danced a few steps with her before coiling his long length into his bottle-green E-Type. The girls were his friends, whom he often sketched and invited into the gallery on cold nights for a glass of brandy. Last Christmas they had clubbed together and given him a bottle of Armagnac.

As he drove towards Hampstead, he found the sudden heatwave had brought out good-looking couples, laughing outside pubs or wandering hand in hand along pavements strewn with pink and white blossom. Knowing she’d be desolate remembering Viridian, he’d rung his mother earlier.

‘You’re such a dear, Raymond,’ her voice had trembled, ‘you’d make such a wonderful husband.’

In the spring, the not-so-young man’s fancy, reflected Raymond heavily, turns to thoughts of love.

He felt as though he’d been imprisoned in the gallery for so long he’d missed the spring. The creamy-white hawthorns were turning brown in the parks, the chestnut candles already over. But as he passed houses garlanded in cobalt-violet wisteria and breathed in a heady scent of rainsoaked lilac, it was impossible not to feel optimistic. He had sold a Reynolds to the National Gallery and a fine Zoffany to a Canadian collector, and Joan Bideford’s nudes had gone so well that the big bumpy freckled nose of her far more famous husband was thoroughly out of joint.

Casey, as he was usually known, and Joan were such a repulsive couple: greedy, egotistical, sexually predatory, insanely jealous of one another and other artists, that, as an escape route, Raymond had arranged to dine at nine o’clock back in Mayfair with a rich collector and some of his friends – hence the dinner jacket. Later he would take them in wine-jolly strip-club mood back to the gallery for large drinks and a preview of Etienne de Montigny’s erotic pictures.
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Arriving at Joan and Casey’s red-brick Victorian house, Raymond tripped over bicycles and a CND placard in the hall. At a recent demo, Joan had been arrested for socking a policeman. It was rumoured that during a subsequent stint in Holloway, she had developed a taste for her own sex.

Judging by the uproar, the party had been going on for several hours. People were crammed into a double-roomed studio with big sash windows opening onto the Heath. Lights like striped snowballs had just been turned on. Even on their walls Joan and Casey slugged it out. The only paintings on view were Joan’s nudes and Casey’s lowering seascapes, bright yellow cliffs over Antwerp-blue seas.

Raymond had forgotten the party was fancy dress. He could hardly see the paint-stained floorboards for Whistler’s Mothers, florid Rembrandt self-portraits, Bardots, John F. Kennedys and Macmillans with drooping moustaches and winged grey hair. A famously drunken sculptor was causing howls of mirth because he’d arrived as Margot Fonteyn complete with white tulle tutu and ballet shoes but had refused to shave off his beard or wear tights over his hairy legs.

Raymond was desperate for a decent drink before he tackled the crowd, but the common denominator of the bottles lined up on the sideboard beside sweating cheese and greying pâté was their cheapness and nastiness. Some still had raffle tickets attached. Clinging to his bottle of Jack Daniel’s, Raymond searched for a glass, but his hostess saw him first.

‘Raymond Belvedon!’ she bellowed. ‘Have you come as a waiter, or are you pushing off somewhere else as per usual?’

Everyone swung round because they associated Raymond’s name with the gallery’s success. Then they stayed looking because of his height and beauty and the warmth of his smile, which was belied by the wistfulness in his big turned-down manganese-blue eyes.

As a jury had recently decided Lady Chatterley’s Lover was not obscene, Joan Bideford had dressed as Mellors the gamekeeper in breeches, lace-up boots and a tweed checked cut-away jacket with a fox fur slung over her shoulders. The fox’s eyes were marginally more glassy than hers.

On a plate, like some instrument of torture, she was brandishing a half-grapefruit bristling with cocktail sticks threaded with cubes of cheese and pineapple. Raymond could never look at her without thinking of Tennyson’s poem ‘The Revenge’, and Sir Richard Grenville’s wounded sailors: ‘Men of Bideford in Devon, And we laid them on the ballast down below.’

Raymond had no desire to lay Joan anywhere. Her big handsome face was carmine with drink. He decided against kissing her jutting oblong jaw.

‘Just dropped in to congratulate you,’ he said. ‘Exhibition went awfully well.’

‘Sold any more since yesterday?’ demanded Joan. ‘No? Well, my monthly cheque didn’t arrive this morning either.’

And I’ve just bust a gut flogging fourteen of your pictures, you avaricious bitch, thought Raymond, who had kindly paid her a retainer to live on while she produced enough canvasses for an exhibition. But it was no time to argue, Joan weighed more than he did and her beady bloodshot eyes had lighted on the Jack Daniel’s.

‘Casey and I like bourbon, don’t waste it on these gannets.’ Grabbing the bottle, she shoved it behind an African mask.

Fortunately she was diverted by the arrival of Somerford Keynes, the Daily Post art critic, who’d come as Oscar Wilde and who was nicknamed the Poisoned Pansy because of his lethal reviews.

‘Somerford,’ howled Joan, ‘did you bring a carbon of your piece?’

Raymond had managed to find a teacup and was just raiding the Jack Daniel’s bottle when he was accosted by two pretty girls who thought it hilarious that they’d both rolled up as Lady Chatterley. Recognizing them as the entwined nudes in Joan’s paintings, Raymond thought how much more attractive artists’ models looked with their clothes on.

‘Hello, handsome,’ giggled the first. ‘We’re not going to find any decent John Thomas here, and none of us are safe from Joan or Casey. Want to come to another party?’

‘You’d have much more fun with us,’ added the second.

‘What a pity, I’ve got to go out to dinner,’ sighed Raymond.

‘We know who you are,’ they chorused. ‘Will you tell your other artists we’re very good models? Casey and Joan are so tight.’

Then they went scarlet, because towering over them, resplendent as Neptune in a slipping loincloth, with sea horses and seaweed painted all over his mighty torso and massive thighs, was Casey Andrews.

‘Dance with you young women later,’ he boomed, whacking them on the bottom with his trident. ‘Now push off.’

With his jutting red-bearded jaw almost meeting his huge bumpy nose, his angry little eyes and vigorous russet curls, Casey looked more like Raphael’s drawing of Hercules wrestling with the Nemean lion than Neptune. But he was just as capable of causing storms.

It was strange, reflected Raymond, how the picture of Pandora, which had turned out to be by Raphael and which now hung at the top of the house at Foxes Court, influenced his judgement of people. Casey Andrews was guilty of at least six of the Deadly Sins: pride, wrath, envy, avarice, lust and certainly greed, as he devoured a huge Stilton sandwich washed down with red wine from a pint mug. Casey also felt it was his right to seduce every woman, and their privilege to capitulate. Raymond had nightmare visions of having to represent thousands of odious Casey Andrews offspring when he was a doddering old dealer.

Like Joan, Casey immediately got on to money. Had Raymond sold any pictures, had he heard from Rome and if not why not, and what about an American exhibition?

‘An American car company’s interested in that oil of St Mawes,’ countered Raymond and, when Casey looked bootfaced: ‘They’d like two more for the boardroom.’

But, as usual, Casey wasn’t happy with the price. Commercial concerns should pay twice as much.

‘Andras Kalman’s invited me to lunch,’ he said bullyingly.

‘You’ll enjoy it.’ Raymond just managed to control his anger. ‘Andras is a charmer, and runs a great gallery.’

Casey stormed off.

Nearby two art critics dressed as Roman senators were admiring Joan’s grapefruit hedgehog, which she’d abandoned on a sofa.

‘I didn’t know Bideford was tackling sculpture,’ said one. ‘That piece is very fine.’

Raymond suppressed a smile. He was so kind and courteous that the moment Casey abandoned him, the crowd moved in: artists who wanted to show him their work; collectors who wanted free advice or jobs in the gallery for their daughters; critics who wanted praise for a review. Casey returned for another row and, finding Raymond surrounded, shoved off again.

‘I can’t think how you endure those two,’ said a soft lisping voice.

It was the Poisoned Pansy, Somerford Keynes. Everything about Somerford seemed to flop downwards: his straight sandy locks from an Oscar Wilde middle parting, his droopy blond moustache concealing a large flapping upper lip, even his bow tie wilted in the heat. But he had knowing eyes, as if he were aware of secrets Raymond didn’t want divulged. Somerford’s taste for working-class louts was equalled only by his desire to be the darling of society hostesses, among whom he did not list Joan Bideford.

‘Thank you for giving Joan such a good review,’ murmured Raymond.

‘If I hadn’t been devoted to you, dear boy, I’d have annihilated her; so crude those lardlike bodies, I’ve perjured myself invoking the name of Gauguin.’

‘Stop, you’re driving me crazy,’ sang the record player.

A large tabby cat was thoughtfully licking the sardine pâté.

‘Can you chaps shove through to the next room?’ ordered Joan.

‘Got to go,’ said Raymond, meekly shuffling a few feet forward.

‘I’m meeting Francis Bacon at Muriel’s later,’ murmured Somerford, ‘why not join us after dinner?’

Raymond felt overwhelmed with tiredness, nor did he want to be sucked into Somerford’s underworld.

‘I don’t seem to have been to bed for days,’ he apologized. ‘Going to crash out the moment dinner’s over.’

But as he glanced briefly into the second room his exhaustion fell away, for lounging against the piano, dressed as a pirate, was the sexiest boy he had ever seen. He was about five foot nine, with straight dark hair hanging in a thick fringe and tied back by a black ribbon. His shoulders were broadened by the horizontal stripes of a matelot T-shirt, his hips narrowed by dark blue trousers tucked into shiny black boots. His face was dominated by long slanting sloe-dark eyes above very high cheekbones, with a black moustache and line of beard emphasizing a big sulky red mouth.

But it was the provocative thrust of his body and the disdainful lift of his head that made him so attractive, as if he were going to leap onto the deck of Sir Richard Grenville’s Revenge, cutlass hissing, and slay every man alive.

Oh dear, dear God, marvelled Raymond.

Then, as the pirate reached back for his glass on the window, the striped T-shirt tightened against a high breast and jutting nipple and Raymond realized that he was a girl, that her moustache and beard were of smudged cork and that several men who normally showed no interest in women were circling her as though she were covered in sexual aniseed.

‘“A queen, with swarthy cheeks and bold black eyes”,’ muttered Raymond, but this time there was no Viridian’s Tennyson in his breast pocket to shield his heart from Cupid’s arrow.

‘More like one of the waiters at La Popote,’ mocked Somerford. ‘Even I wouldn’t mind giving her a jolly roger.’

‘Who is she?’ asked Raymond.

‘Galena Borochova, playgirl of the Mid-European world, defected last year from Czechoslovakia, rumoured to have slept with half the secret police in the process, drinks too much to forget, been causing havoc in Paris. Casey and Joan are equally besotted and fighting over her. Rumoured to be a good painter. Needs a dealer’ – Somerford looked slyly at a spellbound Raymond – ‘to take her under his wing.’

The pirate was now emptying a bottle of Riesling out of the window, shouting, ‘Nothing good ever came out of Yugoslavia,’ and helping herself to more red.

‘That’s wasteful, Galena, sweetie.’ Appearing from behind, Joan Bideford lifted up the girl’s T-shirt and grabbed her breasts with huge red paint-stained hands.

‘Go avay, Joan.’ Galena’s voice was deep and husky like a cello played all its life in smoky nightclubs. ‘Just bugger off.’

Then, when Joan didn’t, Galena calmly stubbed out her cigarette on a groping finger.

‘You bitch,’ howled Joan. Tugging down Galena’s T-shirt, she kissed her bare shoulder. ‘But I love you for it.’

Galena shrugged then went berserk as a man dressed as Picasso tried to take her photograph. Screaming in Slovak, she snatched his camera, hurling it against the wall with a sickening crunch.

By the time Raymond had fought his way over, Casey Andrews had seen off the opposition and, armed with a refilled pint of red and another Stilton sandwich, his red beard smeared with butter and crumbs, was trying to persuade Galena to dance.

Closer up, Raymond discovered she looked older, perhaps thirty. He was also reassured to see a few grey hairs in her black fringe, and lines round the arrogant mouth.

‘Who is this?’ she demanded, then, examining Raymond’s face, ‘Ve have met before.’

‘We certainly haven’t.’

‘I am never wrong.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Bohemia.’

Raymond smiled. ‘That figures.’

‘Who are you?’ she asked impatiently.

‘Raymond Belvedon,’ snapped Casey, ‘Joan and I show at his gallery.’

‘You make a stunning pirate,’ stammered Raymond. God, how wet could one get?

‘I come from country viz no coast line,’ said Galena. ‘In England ven you feel trapped, you can run and run until you reach the sea. In Czechoslovakia you end up in Austria, East Germany or Poland. Now I am here, I can be pirate.’

Noticing a bacon-and-egg pie being carried past, she speared a big triangle with her cutlass.

Raymond couldn’t take his eyes off her huge sulky mouth. He longed to stand up the rich collectors and whisk her off to Annabel’s, but she probably wouldn’t get in without a tie.

‘Somerford likened my work to Gauguin,’ Joan was telling everyone. She and most of the men in the room were preparing to launch another attack on Galena, who was now arguing with Casey, wolfing bacon-and-egg pie, waving her cigarette around, coughing, taking gulps of red wine and all the time keeping her narrowed, appraising eyes on Raymond.

Finally the drunken sculptor dressed as Margot Fonteyn could bear it no longer and pirouetted up to Galena, arms, hairy legs and mug of Spanish Burgundy going everywhere. An outraged Casey shoved him away. Margot Fonteyn swayed and fell backwards on Joan’s grapefruit hedgehog with a bellow of pain.

‘Lucky thing,’ grumbled Somerford, ‘to have so many pricks in one go.’

‘Poor chap.’ Raymond struggled not to laugh.

Galena had no such reserve. Unrestrained guffaws seemed to bubble up from inside her like lava.

‘You said you were going ages ago, Raymond,’ said Casey pointedly.

‘I am.’

‘You must see my vork.’ Grabbing Casey’s sketchbook, left on the piano to be looked at, Galena tore off half a page.

‘I’ve drawn on that,’ bellowed Casey.

‘My signature will be more vorth than all your drawing one day,’ taunted Galena.

Scribbling down her name, a street which Raymond had never heard of and a Battersea telephone number, she shoved the piece of paper into his breast pocket, then removed the pink rose from his buttonhole.

‘In Czechoslovakia, it is unlucky to give people even number of flowers. One rose is OK.’

As Casey was about to run him through with his trident, Raymond fled.
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Raymond remembered nothing about dinner. Having downed two large dry Martinis and left all his Dover sole, he took no-one to see Etienne de Montigny’s erotic pictures. Making a lame excuse about having to get home to the West Country, he turned south at Hyde Park and drove over the river.

It was still terribly hot. He had removed his dinner jacket and his tie and rolled up his sleeves, but his shirt was dripping. Galena lived in a rough area. No-one was enjoying noisy after-dinner drinks in their back gardens. He located her room before the number of the house by the sound of Don Giovanni pouring out of an open second-floor window.

Raymond ran upstairs, hardly needing to hammer on the door, his heart was banging so loudly. Galena welcomed him, a glass in one hand, paintbrush in the other, her fringe drenched with sweat, paint all over her matelot jersey. She had kicked off her new boots and put them beside Casey’s sketchbook and the remains of Raymond’s bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the only chair.

‘Casey, vile peeg, vas swigging it from the bottle, then he give me great cheesy kiss, I slap his face and run away.’ She filled a tooth mug with whiskey for Raymond.

‘Perhaps you should give back his sketchbook? Those drawings are probably worth something.’

‘Good, I need money for paints.’

Galena’s room was dreadful, only large enough to contain a single bed, stacked up canvasses, an easel, a small rickety table for her tubes of paint, brushes and palettes, and an ancient gramophone. The LPs, apart from Don Giovanni, were by Slav composers: Suk, Bartók, Dvořák and Smetana. On top of the books piled up by the bed was a collapsing copy of Kafka’s Castle. In between big damp patches on the wall were rough sketches and far too many scribbled telephone numbers. Did they all belong to men? Donna Giovanna? Raymond was appalled by his jealousy.

Galena had gone back to her easel, thickly applying paint. Raymond edged towards the canvasses.

‘May I?’

‘Of course, that is vy you are here.’

And Raymond was overwhelmed by the same churning excitement he had felt when he first saw the Raphael Pandora in the flaming château. Galena’s subject matter was hideous. Farms and entire villages being sliced in half by the Iron Curtain. Humans and animals being blown to pieces or burnt to death on high-voltage electric fences.

‘As children,’ Galena said flatly, ‘we were tormented by the screams and bangs as foxes, hares, dogs and cats tread on mines.’

The pictures were made more sinister by homely touches: storks nesting in watchtower chimneys, window boxes filled with orange nasturtiums. As if in defiance against the horrors and the greyness of Communist life, Galena revelled like Matisse in the brightest, most exuberant of palettes.

One large canvas took Raymond’s breath away. On the Slovak side, from a watchtower above the electric fence, border guards were mowing down defectors in case the mines didn’t get them. Everywhere were screaming mouths, waving hands, terrified eyes, severed limbs. On the Austrian side, a bunch of grandees were blasting away at partridge against brilliant autumn colours. A horse and cart followed, weighed down by picnic hampers and crates of wine. The contrast made the behaviour of both sides more reprehensible. It had the power of a Guernica. Galena could capture sadistic arrogance in a brush stroke.

‘These are amazing, has anyone seen them?’

‘No. In Prague, I vas banned from college for protesting against Communists. The Volpos, secret police, vatch me and my friends. They close down my first two exhibitions.’ Galena had put on The Bartered Bride, side one, which was even more scratchy.

‘Things get too hot, my father vas arrested for political activity, he didn’t come home much, my mother die earlier.’

‘How did you escape?’

‘I get to know Volpos, who arrange for me and my sister to escape over border. She vas four years younger.’

Tears were trickling down Galena’s face as she went to the window.

‘As we get to other side, my sister tread on mine, it blow off her leg, and knock me unconscious. I came round to hear her last screams, border guards leave her to die.

‘I crawl to safety. A shooting party nearly shoot me instead of birds. Then they take me to people I know in Vienna. My last memory of Czechoslovakia is my sister screaming. That is the picture.’ She pointed to the huge canvas.

Raymond longed to comfort her. Her face was a wreckage of smudged mascara and burnt cork.

‘I betray artist friends by leaving Prague, but how can I show protest if no-one sees it? We live all our lives in Czechoslovakia under tyranny.’

‘The artist has a different loyalty,’ said Raymond gently. ‘To the future as well as the present. You were right to come here. I am so sorry about your sister.’

The music grew louder. Someone banged angrily on the wall. Galena promptly turned up the volume.

If she were happy, thought Raymond, she might paint happier pictures. Casey and Joan were like some foul witch and wizard. He was just dreaming of rescuing Galena from their clutches like an Arthurian knight when the telephone rang. Galena pounced on it, tears turning in a trice to fury. Even across the room, Raymond could hear the caller at the other end roaring as if dinner had been delayed in the lion house.

A grinning Galena held out the receiver.

‘I bought you those boots only yesterday,’ Casey was yelling.

Finally Galena caved in and hung up.

‘He’s coming over,’ she told a despairing Raymond, then she laughed: ‘So we must go. Take me to the sea.’

‘I’ll take you home to Limesbridge, there’s a river and a boat.’

Normally the great motorway being built to the west caused endless hold-ups, but tonight, as if conspiring to catapult him into committing himself more quickly, there were no roadworks nor traffic jams.

As they sped through deserted Farringdon and Lechlade, deeper into the country, it was like a film being played backwards. Candles once more lit the horse chestnuts, cow parsley frothed white along the roadside, hawthorn exploded in creamy fountains in the fields, and wild garlic rioted over the woodland floor mirroring the Milky Way streaming across the sky above.

Escaping from their velvet ribbon, tendrils of hair striped Galena’s face. As she took swigs of Jack Daniel’s, and sang drunken snatches of the Czech national anthem, her long muscular thighs spread at right angles, taunting Raymond to stroke them.

Never had the hundred-mile journey home passed more quickly. As they dropped into the Silver Valley, a full moon, ringed with pale flame, was shining down on the sleeping village of Limesbridge – so named because of the splendid avenue of limes on either side of the bridge over the River Fleet. There were also limes round the village green and the churchyard where all the Belvedon ancestors were buried except Viridian. Foxes Court, built in Queen Anne’s day, lay to the west of the village with two acres of walled garden, several cottages and barns and fields stretching down to the river.

Cherry trees forming a white guard of honour scattered their last petals like confetti on the E-Type as Raymond and Galena roared up the drive. Stone nymphs and cherubs peeped round yew corridors for a first glimpse. The stench of wild garlic from the churchyard next door overwhelmed the sweet delicate smell of the pink clematis which swarmed over pergolas and up the north side of the house.

Swaying like a pirate ship, a bare-footed Galena picked her way over the gravel. Inside the hall, the yellow Cotswold stone was covered in faded blue and crimson rugs, the walls with shiny dark panelling. Halfway up the stairs hung a Matisse of equally swaying green dancers.

Galena examined it closely, frantically trying not to be too impressed, nor as she reeled from room to ravishing room to get too excited over the Courbet flower girl, nor the Pissarro snow scene, nor the Leonardo drawing of a lion, nor Rossetti’s sly sketch of Tennyson, nor Rodin’s maquette of a female nude: enchantments even a dealer couldn’t bear to part with.

There was a patter of feet, and a yawning blue greyhound, claws sliding, spiny tail banging against the panelling, came bounding down the stairs.

‘This is Maud,’ said Raymond as the bitch circled him ecstatically. ‘She likes lazing on beds all day, so we spend our time yelling: “Come into the garden, Maud.”’

‘How beautiful she is.’ Galena fell to her knees, hugging Maud, smoothing her velvet ears. ‘Like Wenceslas’s dog on the Charles Bridge.’

She recognized the Matisse; she loves my dog. It was like Bassanio passing the tests set him by Portia with flying colours, thought Raymond.

The kitchen, painted cold air-force blue with fluorescent lighting, was less seductive than the other rooms. Galena, however, discovered rare delights in the refrigerator, and was soon wolfing vegetable pâté, made for tomorrow’s luncheon party, and sharing slices of chicken estragon with a delighted Maud.

‘How did you get this house?’

‘My parents live here, they’re coming back tomorrow.’

‘And the gallery?’

‘Some have greatness thrust upon them, my elder brother was killed in the war, so I inherited it.’

With her sloe-dark eyes beneath drooping eyelids and that luminous gold skin, Galena looked very like a Raphael, he thought. She was now attacking tomorrow’s pudding: pale yellow syllabub in six blue glasses, only awaiting a sprinkling of bitter chocolate.

Pondering on his next move, Raymond said, ‘Teach me some Czech.’

‘You should ask: mate znamost.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘Do you have a boyfriend?’

‘Well, do you?’

‘Not until now.’

As Raymond felt dizzy with happiness, Galena grabbed another blue glass. Out of the window, she could see a moonlit lawn as smooth as a pale grey fitted carpet disappearing into dark shrubberies.

‘This is big house with much land. Are you a lord?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘In 1949, when the Communists took over’ – another black mood swept over Galena – ‘the Czech aristocrats who lived in the big houses fetched coaches that hadn’t been used in years out of the stables, piling them up with their belongings – leaving in fine style – smiling bravely. I will never forget the silhouette of those coaches and horses going along the horizon to Austria.’

‘Why didn’t you go too?’

‘My mother vas housekeeper to one of these houses. She wouldn’t leave without my father who was away. The Communists stormed the house. They took chandeliers and central heating before starting on the wine in the cellar. Then the most drunken hurled our puppy down into the courtyard.’

Shaking violently, Galena huddled over Maud, convulsively stroking her sleek blue coat.

‘They play football with puppy, kicking him to death, laughing. Sylvie, my sister, vas such a pretty little girl that my mother hid her in our part of the house, but when she hear puppy’s howls, she rushed into the courtyard, kicking the soldiers.

‘The Cossack Colonel vas pervert, who didn’t bother with my mother. Even I vas too old at sixteen, but Sylvie vas only ten, so he raped her. My mother tried to knife him. The soldiers killed her.’

Embarrassed by such tragic outpourings, soaked with tears, Maud slid out of the room.

‘Christ, I’m so sorry.’ Removing the syllabub from Galena’s clutches, Raymond pulled her to her feet. Wailing helplessly, she collapsed against him.

‘I try to make it up to Sylvie. I sleep with Volpos, so we can escape. I thought if we reach Vest, I could paint and make a home for her. Why did she tread on mine not me?’

No wonder she had gone berserk over the photographer at the party, thought Raymond. Spying Volpos must have been behind every bush.

‘It wasn’t a millionth as bad for me.’ Raymond stroked her damp hair, trying to still her shuddering. ‘But my brother was blown up in North Italy. You feel so guilty you’re the one who survived.’

Gradually Galena’s sobs subsided enough for her to grab her glass and light a cigarette.

‘What did he look like, your brother?’

Raymond took her into the study. To the right of the fireplace was a portrait of Viridian by Rex Whistler, who had also been killed in the last war.

The Fates must have been jealous of anyone so clear-eyed and confident, thought Galena.

‘He is very handsome, like Sylvie,’ she observed, ‘but his face is not as kind, nor as clever as yours.’

Glancing up through lowered black lashes, she suddenly pressed a hand against Raymond’s cock and, pulling his head down, flickered a wine-darkened tongue along his lips.

‘Show me your bedroom, now!’
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Raymond led her up two flights of stairs and along dark winding passages, but when they reached the steep uncarpeted steps up to his turret bedroom, known as the Blue Tower, she bounded ahead, flaunting her delectably high bottom like a cabin boy climbing the rigging.

Moonlight silvered the bare floorboards. Above the crimson-curtained four-poster, the dark blue vaulted ceiling had been painted with stars. As Raymond turned on a bedside light, Galena noticed the walls covered in exquisite erotic paintings.

‘It was my parents’ love nest,’ explained Raymond, unbuttoning his cork-smudged dress shirt. ‘They believed if you had beautiful things to look at, you would produce beautiful children.’

But Galena was racing round the room, gazing out of the four windows, at the gold weathercock topping the church spire, at black yew rides and ivy-clad ruins, and over a cloud of apple blossom, down to a boathouse and a gleaming silver river.

‘It is good escape tower. Ve can hide ven Casey comes. Oh my God!’ The smile froze on her face as she caught sight of the Raphael. ‘Is it yours?’

Raymond nodded, gazing in wonder at her gazing in such wonder as she fingered the folds of Pandora’s sky-blue dress, examining each deadly sinner, stopping longest at Hope, shaking her head in bewilderment.

‘It is breath-tooking. Has it belong to your family for years?’

‘Well, quite a long time.’

Raymond had never identified so much with Lust in his vermilion coat, leering at Pandora. Unable to hold back any longer, he crossed the room; he tugged off Galena’s ribbon, so her dark hair fell like a weeping ash to her shoulders. As he took her lithe sinewy body in his arms, he could smell sweat, and feel muscles heavily developed by painting and lugging around huge canvasses. Her mouth tasted of cigarette smoke and Jack Daniel’s.

He could have picked her up in a dockland bar in Marseilles. It was illegal to prefer men to girls, and in those agonizing encounters with his own sex in the dark, when he was abroad, any ecstasy had been followed by a descent into a hell of guilt. But now there was only ecstasy.

There were no underclothes to rip off once he’d removed her hipsters and striped T-shirt. Terrified his erection might collapse, he delayed and delayed, laying her on the patchwork counterpane, kissing her big lascivious mouth, absurdly turned on by the faintest stubble where the cork moustache had been, kissing each breast and sticking-out rib. At the end of a sweep of white belly, her pubic hair rose spiky as a blackthorn copse in the snow. If there were no sea around Czechoslovakia, there was a river bubbling between Galena’s legs.

Once inside her, her muscles gripped him like an octopus, and her normally narrowed eyes stayed wide open.

‘My beautiful Raymond.’

The bed’s creaking grew faster, her gold cross bounced on her breasts, the smoky whispered endearments grew more incomprehensible. He felt she was gouging out his heart with her cutlass, as if he were a little sailing boat on the roughest sea as she bucked beneath him. Then, spitting on a nail-bitten finger, she reached round and plunged it deep inside him. Raymond gave a groan of pleasure and came. Very, very slowly, he returned to earth.

‘God, I’m so sorry. I meant you to come.’

‘I drink too much,’ mumbled Galena, ‘I’m too numb to come,’ and, laughing softly as she kissed him on the shoulder, she passed out.

Raymond was woken by the church bell ringing for early service, and the sun shining through the thickly cobwebbed eastern window. Galena, wearing only his dress shirt, was standing on the bed, gazing at the Raphael. On the bedside table was a large cup of black coffee and a half-eaten croissant smothered in butter and black cherry jam.

Grabbing her strong tawny ankle, sliding his hand upwards, Raymond apologized for sleeping so long. But Galena was preoccupied with the painting:

‘Hesiod describe Pandora as meddlesome Nosy Parker, who bring all evils of world on mankind, because she open box she vas told not to. So vot? Everyone open box. We got few presents at Christmas, but whenever my mother go out, Sylvie and I went through her drawer, to find out what we were getting. Without curiosity there is no art.

‘If Epimetheus’ – disdainfully Galena waved a hand at Pandora’s writhing, insect-covered husband – ‘had had the self-control not to marry Pandora – Prometheus, his brother had already warned him not to – none of these evils would have escaped and plagued the world.’

If Epimetheus had been overwhelmed with a quarter of my lust … thought Raymond, as his hand caressed the soft underside of her bottom.

‘Raphael also give La Fornarina’s face to Pandora,’ added Galena.

And Raymond was lost. No debutante he’d trundled dutifully round Claridge’s ballroom had ever heard of Hesiod or had known that La Fornarina was Raphael’s last beloved mistress.

‘“Let me not to the marriage of true minds …”’ he murmured.

Galena jumped triumphantly off the bed.

‘I know where I see you before,’ she cried. ‘It vas in Venice. On the left-hand side of Bellini’s Coronation of Christ, there is a portrait of Jesus, thin faced but strong jawed’ – she ran a finger down Raymond’s cheek – ‘and with thick hair that springs up if it is not keeped down with water, a beautiful mouth’ – she stroked his lower lip – ‘and the saddest eyes in the vorld. As you look at his face, you see the pain setting in. You know he’s going to suffer. It’s the only sexy Christ I ever see.’

Galena took a gulp of coffee, then, kneeling down, put her warm mouth round Raymond’s cock, sucking gently. Instantly Raymond sprang to life.

‘My God, where d’you learn these tricks?’

‘I need them to convince Volpos.’

The shadows were creeping over her face again.

‘It’s all right, darling, don’t think about them any more.’

Once again came the lightning mood switch. Running her finger along the top of her half-eaten croissant, Galena smiled wickedly: ‘I do even more exciting things with butter.’

The coffee went cold. Maud, unnoticed, pinched the rest of the croissant.

‘Will you marry me?’ asked Raymond.

Galena looked at him appraisingly.

‘I should like to live in this house, and for you to put on big exhibition of my vork and buy me my own dog. But I must be free spirit. If I paint all night, I cannot stop to cook your dinner. Don’t expect me to be housevife. Never trap me.’

Raymond pushed back her lank black hair.

‘“God gives us love”,’ he quoted slowly, ‘“Something to love he lends us”. You will always be free. No more electric fences, no watchtowers, no secret police nor mines. There’s the river.’ He pointed out of the window. ‘You can sail away whenever you want, as long as you come back.’

Raymond’s parents didn’t mind in the slightest about their ransacked lunch, and swept all their guests, including Galena, wearing another of Raymond’s shirts, out to lunch at the Lark Ascending on the Cheltenham Road.

They soon decided, particularly Raymond’s father, that Galena was adorable, and immensely talented, with just the right degree of vitality and realism to offset Raymond’s excessive kindness and dreamy romantic chivalry. Their critical faculties were slightly blurred by their relief that Raymond had finally taken the plunge.

Or as Somerford Keynes pointed out to a fulminating Casey Andrews: ‘Those desirous of grandchildren do not look a gift whore in the mouth.’

Casey was so angry he would have left the Belvedon and moved to another gallery, if it hadn’t meant less access to Galena.

‘There’s no way one man’s enough for her,’ he roared at Raymond. ‘You’ll be forced to share her.’

Joan Bideford, relieved that Galena hadn’t run off with Casey, was more philosophical.

‘Of course we can go on seeing each other, darling,’ she told Galena as she smothered poached salmon with Hollandaise sauce during lunch at the Ritz. ‘But try not to hurt Raymond, he’s a nice man, and we don’t want anything to distract him from selling our pictures. The only thing that worries me is the money. You’ve coped so brilliantly with being destitute, sweetie. I’m not sure how you’ll handle being rich.’

‘I must be free spirit,’ insisted Galena, waving for another bottle of champagne.
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Maybe it was the result of gazing at erotic paintings in the Blue Tower, but within a year, Galena had delighted Raymond and (almost more) her new in-laws by producing a beautiful heir, called Jupiter. A second son, Alizarin, named after Galena’s favourite colour, alizarin crimson, arrived two years later.

Raymond returned the compliment by ensuring Galena’s first exhibitions were both critical and commercial successes. After the monotony of the Czech countryside, Limesbridge and the surrounding Silver Valley haunted her like a passion. Wandering in a trance, she had captured the wooded ravines, mist from the river merging into white orchards, the locals in the Goat in Boots, Foxes Court serene and golden behind its armoury of ancient trees, in joyful light-filled paintings that Raymond sold as soon as she produced them.

The gallery profits soared throughout the Sixties. But as Joan Bideford had predicted, Galena coped with riches far less well than poverty. Professing a scorn for commercialism, she claimed no great painting had ever sold in its lifetime. Denied the need to work, she started drinking heavily, ranting at Raymond that he had taken away the hunger necessary to a great artist.

Even worse, during the crushing of the Prague Spring by the Communists in 1968, a young friend of hers had died setting fire to himself in protest against Russian brutality. Galena suffered appalling guilt, and her paintings became violent and tortured again.

Why, she stormed, had Raymond forced her to abandon her fellow artists? Why had Chamberlain sold the Czechs down the river in the first place? Why was she trapped in a gilded cage? Over and over she portrayed as prison bars the trunks of the trees round Foxes Court with herself screaming and anguished at every window. This gave her the excuse to escape to London, lounging around with Casey and Joan on big silk cushions smoking dope and – since she was now an extremely expensive spirit as well as a free one – gorging on caviare, foie gras and crates of priceless wine.

These days of lethargy and excess would eventually be followed by more guilt and frenzied work sessions when she would yell at anyone, particularly the little boys and Raymond, if they disturbed her.

The Belvedon Gallery in fact did spectacularly well in the Sixties because Raymond was working night and day to forget the horror of his marriage. For in addition to the drunken ranting, the ingratitude and the overspending, Galena was sadistically unfaithful.

From the first, she had deliberately picked Raymond’s gallery artists. These included not just Casey and Joan but also Etienne de Montigny, the handsome Frenchman whose semi-pornographic paintings Raymond had been hanging the night he met Galena. All of their revenue Raymond would have lost if he had refused to represent them any more. Plenty of other lovers soon joined the circus.

‘I need new men,’ shouted Galena, ‘I get tired of drawing the same one.’

Raymond might have retaliated in kind, if she hadn’t so demoralized him sexually.

‘Am I big enough for you?’ he had begged her on their honeymoon, to which she had mockingly replied:

‘If you have small villy, you must become genius at sucking off.’

A mortified Raymond had tried so hard, but, putting his mouth to Galena’s gaping red, not very well-washed gash, he found himself gagging, which Galena in turn construed as rejection, and their sex life deteriorated. Sometimes, to help him get it up, she would describe what another wonderful lover looked like or had done to her, which made Raymond come immediately and Galena in turn more scornful.

Most men would have cuffed her, or walked out, but it was the Sixties when everyone was far too cool to admit rage or heartbreak. And, like his hero, King Arthur, whose world collapsed because of his wife’s infidelity, Raymond still loved her.

For when she smiled, the flowers came out. She could be enchanting, funny, playful, affectionate. She was a glorious, imaginative cook. She painted wonderful murals in strong Slav colours all over the house, and she told marvellous stories to little Jupiter and Alizarin, who absolutely adored her. Raymond in turn doted on his boys. There was no way they were going to be subjected to a divorce. Finally he felt it his duty, like Theo Van Gogh, who had so heroically bolstered and bankrolled his mad tragic brother, to keep Galena on an even keel to create the masterpieces of which he knew she was capable.

One of the lowest points in his marriage was in early July 1970. At four o’clock in the morning, still trembling from a row the night before, he lay on the edge of the crimson-curtained four-poster listening to the piping of Tennyson’s ‘half-awakened birds’, and imagining the icicles of white light between the carelessly drawn dark blue curtains were being plunged into his heart.

For a start, he was convinced Galena had a new lover. He had left a bottle of champagne in the fridge, which was gone when he returned yesterday from a couple of days in Venice. The orchids in the drawing room had certainly not come from the garden. There was also a pretty new Lalique bowl on her dressing table.

As clinching evidence, she had been grumbling nonstop about Alizarin and Jupiter being home from school for an eight-week summer holiday, getting under her feet. After the over-excited little boys had been sent to bed, Raymond and Galena had had a drink outside in the twilight. A fresh soapy smell of meadowsweet drifted up from the river. White and pale pink roses cascaded frivolously over the dark green shoulders of the yews.

As he wandered round the terrace, deadheading geraniums and stepping over Maud, who was stretched out soothing her stiff old bones on the still warm flagstones, Raymond broke the good news, that he had employed an undergraduate for the summer to amuse the boys and teach them to draw, leaving Galena free to paint.

‘Vere did you meet him?’ asked Galena silkily as she topped up her third drink.

‘At Cambridge when I gave that lecture on the Pre-Raphaelites. This boy, David Pulborough, ex-grammar school, reading history of art at King’s, was assigned to look after me. Later, at dinner’ – Raymond swatted a midge on his forearm – ‘we talked about Arthurian legend, painting and the awful factory jobs he’s been forced to take in the vac to make ends meet. Parents live near Leeds. Sound a bit repressive.’ Fingering the dry earth in a tub of white agapanthus, Raymond reached for the watering can. ‘Father’s in local government, regards art as sissy, wanted David to read law or medicine.’

Raymond didn’t add that David Pulborough had wavy tawny hair to his shoulders, big navy blue eyes and a fair skin that flushed easily. Nor did he say how touched he’d been that David, obviously short of money, had tried to pay for dinner.

‘He’s a sweet boy. You’ll like him,’ Raymond went on, then, appealing to Galena’s fondness for comparing people in real life with those in paintings, he added, ‘Looks exactly like St John Evangelista in Raphael’s painting of St Cecilia.’

‘Ven does he arrive?’

‘Tomorrow in time for supper.’

At first he thought Galena’s silence was delighted assent. Then she went berserk. How could Raymond spring this surprise on her, then push off to London, probably abroad, leaving her to entertain some boorish youth in the evenings?

‘How dare you employ pop squeak to spy on me and to teach the boys to draw? Do you want their paintings to hang on Green Park fences?’

Maud, who loathed rows, beat a limping retreat into the house.

The intensity of Galena’s rage indicated that she had other mischief planned for the first weeks of the holidays, particularly when she yelled at Raymond that she was off to France first thing. No doubt to stay with Etienne de Montigny, thought Raymond despairingly.

‘And you can bloody vell stay down in country, to velcome your little queer when he arrives tomorrow,’ was her final shot. ‘Are you sure you’re safe leaving the boys viz him?’

As she slammed the french windows behind her, she had broken two panes.

It was now growing light in the Blue Tower. Raymond, listening to the rusty key-jangling cries of the jackdaws in the tall chimneys, was still shaking. Alizarin and Jupiter were almost more obsessed with the Raphael than with their mother, and, oblivious of grubby sheets that had harboured God knew who, took every opportunity to creep into their parents’ bed in the early mornings and wait for Hope, Pandora and the rest of the gang to creep out of the shadows. Raymond, who longed to make love to his wife, tried not to resent the boys.

He was amazed Galena could sleep so deeply after such a shattering row. Possessed of earthy charms that in early life don’t need much upkeep, she was a couple of stone heavier than the boyish pirate he had first married. But she still attracted him unbearably and he couldn’t resist putting a hand on her breast. Galena stirred, smiling sleepily, not yet identifying the hand. If only he could psych himself into getting it up … but the next moment there was a crash on the door and the boys charged in. Sighing, Raymond threw a towel over their mother.

Jupiter at eight had just finished his first term away from home at prep school, and was consequently tougher, steelier, more withdrawn. With his cool turned-down sage-green eyes, dark brown hair and thin freckled face, he was like Raymond, but without Raymond’s openness and generosity. As conniving but colder than his mother, Jupiter wished he had inherited her talent.

Alizarin, on the other hand, had Galena’s looks: black brows, slitty dark eyes, high cheekbones and straight dark flopping hair. Gangling and unco-ordinated, as tall as Jupiter, he had inherited his father’s sweet nature and anxiously commuted between his parents trying to keep the peace.

Knowing their mother would soon be off to paint, or, worse, to London, the boys always tried to waylay her and weave stories round the Raphael. This morning Jupiter collapsed on the bed snoring loudly.

‘Which deadly sin am I?’

‘Sloth,’ smiled Raymond.

‘Who am I?’ Alizarin put a finger under his long greyhound nose, pushing
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As Pandora is also a novel about art that belonged to the Jews being looted by the Nazis, I was unbelievably lucky just before I started writing to lunch with the mercurial, perennially innovative Tom Rosenthal, who was not only illuminating on the contemporary art scene but also dreamed up the way in which my picture could be looted. For further illumination I must thank Karen Pollock and Rosie Barton of the Holocaust Trust; Constance Lowenthal, Commission for Art Recovery, New York, and Eva Kurz, a solicitor specializing in looted art.

I am especially indebted to Ruth Redmond Cooper, Director of the Institute of Art and Law, and her team. On my way to their conference on Art, Law and the Holocaust at the Courtauld Institute in October 1999, I was involved in the Paddington train crash. Arriving at the conference, I couldn’t have been treated with more kindness and sympathy; and as the speakers in turn described how the Nazis had tried to eradicate not only a people but their art and culture as well, they put any horrors I had experienced earlier in the day into perspective.

I am extremely grateful too to British Transport Police for later retrieving early chapters of Pandora from the wreckage of the train.

The law surrounding the restitution of looted art is extremely complex, often involving the legal systems of several countries. I would never have been able to tackle a big court case had it not been for the advice of my dear friends, the Right Hon. Dame Elizabeth Butler-Sloss, President of the Family Division, and the Right Hon. the Lord Hoffman, Lord of Appeal in Ordinary, who also lent me a brilliant and famous judgement on a looted art case by the Hon. Mr Justice Moses, presiding judge at the Royal Courts of Justice. Lawyers John Davies, Elizabeth Jupp, Hetty Cleave, Martyn Daldorph, Graham Ogilvy, Gillian Geddes and Michael Flint also helped me.

In my travels, I was incredibly lucky to meet Jamie Tabor, QC, who, while wrestling with a long and gruelling case in Norwich, nobly spent his evenings reading my court case chapters for howlers. But as in every aspect of Pandora, I took his, or anyone else’s, specialist advice only in so far as it suited my plot. Any mistakes are mine and in no way reflect on their expertise.

I am also indebted to Stephen Burrows, Chief Security Officer at the Royal Courts of Justice, to Emma Macdonald, Bob Parry and the staff at the County and Crown Courts at Gloucester, and to Gil Martin, ex-Gloucestershire CID, for his encyclopedic knowledge of matters criminal.

Writers need geographical locations on which to anchor their stories. Since moving to Gloucestershire, I have been haunted and captivated by two beautiful, historic and adjoining houses flanking our local church. On them I have based Foxes Court and the Old Rectory in Pandora. I should therefore like to thank Simon and Mindy Reading and John and Elizabeth Cowan for allowing me to range freely round their glorious gardens, but would emphasize that they and their sweet families bear absolutely no resemblance to the Belvedons and the Pulboroughs in my story.

I must equally thank our former High Sheriff of Gloucestershire, Major John Eyre, for explaining the duties of and historical background to the appointment, but would again stress that as a man of great charm and integrity he bears no resemblance to my frightful High Sheriff in Pandora.

Everyone, in fact, in Pandora, unless they are so eminent, like Joanna Lumley or Sotheby’s Chairman Henry Wyndham, as to appear as themselves, is made up and in no way based on any living person.

My characters sometimes fall ill and make miraculous recoveries. It was invaluable to be able to seek medical information from Joe Cobbe, Sarah Morris, Pat Pearson, Graham Hall, Tim Crouch and Martin Joyce.

On a Ritzy front, interior designer Nina Campbell dreamed up a beautiful bedroom for my heroine’s glamorous mother, while Lindka Cierach, Mariska Kay and David Shilling were a constant inspiration for lovely clothes and hats. Aspreys, Tiffany’s, Alfred Dunhill and Robert Young the florists in Stroud were also a great help, and I must especially thank Denise Dean and David Risley of Zwemmers and Stephen Simpson of Hatchards for so tenaciously tracking down books I needed.

Writers do not always expect kindness from their own profession. Few, however, could have been more welcoming and helpful than Lesley Garner, Nigel Reynolds, Will Bennett, David Lee, Bevis Hillier, Lucinda Bredin, Peter Harclerode, Matthew Collings, the sublime Brian Sewell, Esther Oxford, John Hawkins of Gloucestershire News Service, Robert Pearson of UK Law News, Peter Davies, Philip Jones and Maria Prendergast. I am also grateful that the Art Newspaper, Art Review and the Jackdaw kept me up to date with events.

I should like to thank Chris Wood of Decca Records for permission to quote five lines from his translation of Richard Strauss’s Arabella, and also William Mann for permission to quote four lines of Hermann Hesse’s poem ‘Going to Sleep’, which form part of the lyrics for Richard Strauss’s Four Last Songs.

The press offices at Middlesex County Cricket Club, the British Show Jumping Association, the All-England Tennis Club, Wimbledon, Conservative Central Office, the Lord Chancellor’s Office, and the staff at the Public Records Office at the Angel, Islington, were wonderful, always stopping whatever they were doing to provide crucial helpful information.

Another theme in Pandora is an adopted child’s quest for her natural parents. I am eternally grateful to Marjorie Dent, who formerly ran the Phyllis Holman Richards Adoption Society, for her wisdom and constant support; to social workers Clodagh Howe, Sue Jacobs and June Sellars, and to Felicity Collier, Chief Executive of the British Agencies for Adoption and Fostering, for their advice and ideas and for providing helpful literature on the subject.

I am also much beholden to the authors of the following books, which provided illumination or factual background on looted art, the art world and adoption. They include The Lost Masters by Peter Harclerode and Brendan Pittaway, The Faustian Bargain by Jonathan Petropoulis, Portrait of Doctor Gachet by Cynthia Saltzman, Raphael by Roger Jones and Nicholas Penny, Blimey by Matthew Collings, Boogey Woogey by Danny Moynihan, Duchess of Cork Street by Lillian Browse, Sotheby’s by Robert Lacey, Groovey Bob by Harriet Vyner, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice by John Richardson, Birth Records Counselling by Pam Hodgkins, Adopters on Adoption by David Howe and Ithaka by Sarah Saffian.

My friends as usual came up with endless ideas. They include Dominique Bagley, Pussy Baird-Murray, Francis Burne, Ailsa Chapman, Sarah Collett, Mike Coppen-Gardner, Fran Cook, my stepdaughter Laura Cooper, Michael Cordy, Susan Daniel, Pam Dhenin, John Ferguson, Dorry Friesen, Glyn and Vanessa Hendy, Bill Holland, Ute Howard, Tidl Jefferies, James Johnstone, David Laurie, Bruce and Janetta Lee, Ava Myers, John Parry, Patrick Scrivenor and Heather Ross.

On my way home from the courts a couple of years ago I met a delightful and elated woman who told me about her daughter’s boyfriend who had longed to be married before he was forty and how the relevant families effected this. Leaping out at Stroud, I asked her if I could use the story in Pandora but failed to catch her name. Wherever she is now, I would like to thank her, and anyone else I may have forgotten.

Transworld, my publishers, have all been marvellous in every way, but I would particularly like to thank Mark Barty-King, their Chairman, to whom Pandora is dedicated, and my editor Linda Evans, who is simply a darling, who has constantly supplied me with comfort, joy, support and good advice. Richenda Todd has also been a terrific copy editor. Henry Steadman designed the wonderful hardback jacket, on the front of which is a beautiful painting of the myth of Pandora by Chris Brown. Henry has also designed the equally wonderful new cover for this edition. Neil Gower also drew a beautiful map.

I am extremely grateful to Steve Rubin, president and publisher of Doubleday, Broadway Publishing Group, and Jane Gelfman my agent in New York, for so kindly reading the chapters set in America.

I cannot thank my agent in London Vivienne Schuster enough for her kindness, enthusiasm and sympathetic encouragement in the many dark days when I thought Pandora would never be finished. Her colleagues at Curtis Brown, Paul Scherer and Jonathan Lloyd, and Euan Thorneycroft, her trusty lieutenant, were also always there when I needed them.

On the home front I am singularly blessed. My PA Pippa Birch is owed a huge debt of gratitude for typing the lion’s share of the synopsis and the penultimate draft, and for checking and seeking out endless facts and figures. Pippa came up with many ideas, as did Annette Xuereb-Brennan, Mandy Williams and Caterina Krucker, who heroically typed the rest of the manuscript and refused to go crackers over the endless corrections. To them all I am truly obligated – and also to dear Ann Mills, our housekeeper, for her sweetness and patience in keeping us all sane and comparatively tidy. Phil Bradley, of Cornerstones, drove me to endless places while I was writing the book and always got me there on time.

Most of all I want to thank my darling family, for putting up with shameless neglect for months on end. My husband Leo, who was encyclopedic on military matters, our son Felix and his wife Edwina, our daughter Emily, Bessie the Labrador, Hero the lurcher and our four cats, all provided their essential mix of good copy and endless cheer.
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