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Old sins cast long shadows . . .

POWER: Two clever, stylish and ambitious women are fighting for control of a multi-million cosmetics empire.

MYSTERY: What is the secret that lies behind its charming, ruthless, mysterious creator, Julian Morell – and why when he dies does he split the family inheritance between his family and a complete stranger?

GLAMOUR: Here are the designer interiors, the jewels, pictures, cars and to-die-for couture of the rich and the super-rich – the glittering, fabulous world Julian created for himself, and the six powerful women who loved him.

PASSION: A love story, poignant, sexy, tempestuous, spanning thirty years, a mother, a mistress, a wife and a daughter, but always overshadowed by . . . Old Sins.
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Prologue

London, May 1985

ROSAMUND EMERSON LOOKED across the room at her stepmother and her father’s mistress and decided he couldn’t possibly have loved either of them.

Not to have subjected them to this; to have insisted that they met, under these circumstances. She found the thought comforting.

Just for a moment, just a brief moment, it was almost worth all her own pain, her sorrow that he had died, to witness theirs: and the added distress they were feeling by being forced to be in the same room, observing a degree of social nicety.

They were sitting, the two of them, on either side of the heavy marble fireplace, in the first-floor boardroom of the family solicitors’ office in Lincoln’s Inn, both formidably quiet and still, neither looking at the other; occasionally Camilla would shift in her chair, and turn another page of the magazine she was reading (Ms, Roz noted with a stab of vicious amusement, such inappropriate reading for a mistress, so deeply symptomatic of Camilla’s earnest American feminism) but Phaedria stared fixedly into the fire, almost unblinking; she seemed barely conscious.

Roz felt an almost overpowering urge to go over and wave her hand in front of her face, to say ‘boo’. This personification of grief, the latest of the many roles she had watched Phaedria play over the past two and a half years – ranging from child bride to wronged wife, via media cult figure – was probably, she thought, the most pathetic. She was doing it well though; as she had done all of them. God in heaven, why had her father not seen through her earlier? She sighed, her own unhappiness surfacing again, fiercer for the brief respite; the pain made her irritable, impatient. What the hell was going on? Why wasn’t anything happening? Why did she bother being punctual, when half the family – well, a good third of it – still hadn’t arrived?  And what was Henry Winterbourne doing? He was so hopelessly inefficient; just because Winterbourne and Winterbourne had looked after the family since 1847 (when old Sir Gerald Winterbourne had offered his services to his friend Marcus Morell in settlement of a gambling debt) nobody ever seemed to question his tendency to behave as if Queen Victoria was still on the throne and his inability to recognize the close association between time and money. Well, Roz was about to question it, and to find herself a lawyer of her own: someone young, hungry, and who appeared to be a little more au fait with the existence of such late twentieth-century aids to efficiency as the word processor, the motorbike messenger and the fax machine; Roz was always mildly surprised to find Henry using a telephone and not signing his letters with a quill pen.

She walked over to the large Georgian window, and looked down briefly on Lincoln’s Inn in the late spring sunshine, trying to distract herself, take in what she saw, but it was all meaningless: barristers striding about in their court robes and wigs, pink ribbon-bound papers under their arms (why pink, she wondered idly – such a frivolous, unsuitable colour – why not black?) sober-suited solicitors making a business of hurrying, bustling along, some ordinary people – clients she supposed – walking more slowly, a pair of extremely elderly looking judges, heads together, in earnest discussion. All those people with happy straightforward lives, and here was hers a complex nightmare. And quite possibly about to become more complex, more of a nightmare. She turned and looked back into the room; her husband was hovering rather helplessly in the doorway, trying to look purposeful, as if he was actually doing something.

‘C. J.,’ she said, ‘Would you get me a drink please, not coffee, something stronger. And while you’re about it, could you ask Jane why we’re being kept waiting like this. I have a meeting at two-thirty, I can’t spend the entire day here. I do think it’s too bad of Henry not to get things properly organized. And also is there any news of the others? Have they got the wrong day or something? I just don’t understand why nobody in this family can get themselves together without being hours late for everything.’

C. J. Emerson, christened Christopher John, but nicknamed by his initials in the good old American tradition when he was  only two years old, turned obediently to go in search of Jane Gould, Henry Winterbourne’s secretary, and almost collided with her as she walked in with an armful of files.

‘Oh, Jane,’ he said apologetically, ‘I’m sorry to bother you when you’re obviously very busy, but do you have anything stronger than coffee on the premises? My wife particularly is feeling the strain, and I think we could all do with something to lift our spirits.’

Jane Gould looked at him with immense sympathy. She had rarely seen a man more miserable: like a dog, she thought, who has been thoroughly whipped already, and is waiting in the certain knowledge of a second onslaught. She wondered, and was not alone in wondering, why C. J. stayed with Roz, how he had ever got mixed up with her in the first place; he was so gentle, and charming too, and so good-looking, with his brown eyes, his freckly face, his floppy hair.

‘Well,’ she said, her usual irritation at being treated like a waitress by clients eased by her sympathy for him, ‘we’ve got some sherry. Would that do? Nothing stronger, I’m afraid.’

‘No, no,’ said C. J., anxious to be as little trouble as possible. ‘I’m sure sherry will be just fine. Thank you so much. Oh, and Jane –’

‘Yes, Mr Emerson?’

‘Jane, do you have any idea what this delay is about? Is Henry going to be very much longer? Eleven, he said, and it’s so unlike him to be unpunctual.’

Jane’s face went instantly and loyally blank. ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t possibly tell you,’ she said. ‘I have no idea what can be delaying Mr Winterbourne. But I’m sure he’ll be with us as soon as he possibly can.’

Roz appeared at C. J.’s side. ‘Jane, dear, I’m afraid that isn’t good enough,’ she said. ‘Just go and find Henry, will you, and tell him we need to get on. We are all – well, most of us,’ she added with a ferocious glance at Phaedria, ‘busy people. We can’t afford to sit about for hours on end just because Henry hasn’t prepared things properly. And is there any news of my mother and Lord Garrylaig, or Mrs Brookes? I suppose they’re all held up in the traffic?’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Emerson,’ said Jane calmly. ‘It isn’t quite hours, of course, only about twenty minutes. But I can see it’s  irritating for you. Mr Winterbourne is just on the phone to New York. He really won’t be very long, I’m sure. And yes, I was just coming in to tell you, Mrs Brookes has just telephoned from her car. She is, indeed, in a dreadful hold-up on the Embankment. No news from your mother, I’m afraid, but I expect it’s the same kind of problem. Anyway, I’ll get you your drink. Would Lady Morell like some sherry do you think? And Miss North?’

‘I really can’t speak for them, I’m afraid,’ said Roz smoothly. ‘I suggest you ask them yourself. I daresay Lady Morell would like anything that’s going. That’s her usual style.’

C. J. looked at her nervously. She was wearing a black crepe Jean Muir dress, which skimmed over her tall slim body; her long, long legs were encased in black tights; she wore no jewellery at all, her dark hair was cut very short. She looked dramatic, almost severe. Roz was not beautiful and certainly not pretty, and the fact caused her much anguish; and yet she was striking-looking, she turned heads, with her white skin, her very green eyes, her strong mouth, her straight if rather large nose. And men liked Roz; they were drawn to her in preference to her prettier sisters, she was better fun, she was direct, she was sharp and clever. She was also extremely sexy.

‘Roz,’ said C. J., who spent much of his life wishing she was less direct and who did not benefit greatly from the fun, nor even the sexiness, ‘please don’t start saying things we could all regret.’

‘C. J.,’ said Roz, with quiet savagery, ‘I shall say what I like and about whom I like, and I have no intention of regretting any of it. I am finding it very hard to endure the sight of Phaedria sitting there like a queen of tragedy when it’s patently obvious she’s got exactly what she’s been after ever since she married my father. All I can hope is that she will get a few unpleasant shocks when his will is read. Clearly she isn’t going to be homeless or penniless – unfortunately, in my opinion – but maybe she won’t get quite as much as she has clearly been hoping for. As for Camilla North, well I really cannot – oh, Jane dear, how kind, but I really don’t like sherry. Haven’t you got anything else at all?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ said Jane, irritation breaking into her bland tones. ‘We don’t stock a full bar. I can get you some more coffee, of course.’

‘Oh, forget it,’ said Roz, turning back into the room.

‘Here Jane, I’ll have the sherry,’ said C. J. hastily, stifling the thought of the bourbon he had been planning to ask for. ‘That’s very kind, very kind indeed. Would you like me to ask the others what they’d all like? Save you the trouble?’

‘Yes, thank you Mr Emerson,’ said Jane Gould, ‘that would be kind. I’ll see if I can hurry Mr Winterbourne along.’

C. J. went back into the main room, and across to the fireplace. ‘Phaedria, can I get you anything to drink? A sherry, or maybe something stronger?’

Phaedria Morell looked up at him and smiled. ‘That’s sweet of you, C. J., but what I’d really like is something hot. Coffee or something. And C. J., could you possibly ask Jane if she could bring in a heater of some kind, it’s so cold in here.’

C. J. looked at her in astonishment; the temperature in the room was a good seventy-five; he had already removed his jacket and was now glowing profusely in his Brooks Brothers shirt. Phaedria, who was huddled deep into the folds of her sable coat, her hands in the pockets, was clearly, he decided, suffering from shock.

‘I will if you like,’ he said, ‘but the fire is doing its best for you. Try the coffee first.’

Phaedria looked at the flames leaping in the gas-fired fake coal in apparent surprise. ‘Good heavens,’ she said, ‘do you know I hadn’t noticed it was alight? Don’t worry, C. J., I’m sure the coffee will do the trick. Oh, and do we have any idea why this is taking so long? We seem to have been here for ever. And where are the others?’

‘Not really,’ said C. J. carefully. ‘Apparently Henry is on the phone to the States. And Susan, and presumably Eliza and Peveril as well, are stuck in traffic. Now be sure to shout if the coffee doesn’t warm you up. Er, Camilla, would you like anything?’

Camilla North looked up slowly from her magazine, shaking back her heavy gold-red hair, brushing a speck of dust disdainfully from her cream silk dress; she looked immaculate, cool and in command, not in the least as if she had just made the flight from New York, and if she was fazed by being confronted by much of the Morell family, including her lover’s  widow, she certainly did not show it. She appeared to consider the question very carefully.

‘I’d like a mineral water, C. J., if that’s not too difficult. But still, not sparkling.’

‘Fine,’ said C. J. ‘Ice?’

Camilla looked at him in apparent astonishment. ‘Oh, no thank you,’ she said, ‘not ice. Not with water.’ She made it sound as if ice was as unsuitable an addition to water as gravy or black treacle. ‘In fact, C. J., unless it’s room temperature I won’t have it at all, thank you.’

‘Why not?’ said Phaedria curiously. They were the first words she had ever spoken to Camilla.

‘Well,’ said Camilla, seriously courteous, ‘iced liquid of any kind is very bad for the digestion. It predisposes the system towards gall bladder disease. Or so my yoga instructor tells me.’

‘Good heavens,’ said Phaedria, ‘I had no idea. I love it iced. Only the sparkling sort though.’

‘Well really, you shouldn’t drink that at all,’ said Camilla, ‘it is very seldom naturally sparkling, as of course you must know, and it often has a considerably higher content of salts.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Phaedria, ‘well that’s a shame. I hate the still sort.’

C. J. held his breath. He had been watching them warily all morning, half expecting them suddenly to hurl a stream of abuse at one another, fearful at the way they had settled together, either side of the fire, and here they were, discussing the relative virtues of mineral waters. Deciding that room temperature in Henry Winterbourne’s boardroom had to be practically boiling – why did the wretched man have to have that fire alight almost all the year round: tradition he supposed – he moved off in search of further orders.

‘Letitia,’ he said, crossing the room to another large wing-backed leather chair set at the end of the large mahogany table. ‘Would you like a sherry?’

Letitia Morell, Roz’s grandmother and one of the few people in the family C. J. felt properly at ease with, had also been reading a magazine; it was Tatler, as appropriate to her tastes as Ms was to Camilla’s, and she was totally engrossed in the social section, her eyes moving swiftly from captions to pictures and  back again. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘Roz’s school friend Rosie Howard Johnson. Did you ever know her, C. J.?’

‘Er no,’ said C. J., ‘no, I don’t think so.’

‘Well she’s just got married. To Lord Pulgrave. I always liked her so much. Such a lovely dress. Where is Roz? I’d like to show her.’

‘Er, I think she’s in the rest room,’ said C. J.

‘The what, darling? Oh, you mean the lavatory. Such a curious name they have for it in your country. Well anyway, never mind. Yes please, C. J., I’d love a drink. But not sherry; I do hate it, especially in the morning. I always think it’s rather common. I don’t suppose Henry has any champagne?’

‘I shouldn’t think so for a moment,’ said C. J. ‘Jane did say only sherry. I’m sorry, Letitia. Shall I go and see if I can find some for you?’

‘Oh, good gracious, no. Sweet of you, but I wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Letitia. ‘I’ll have the sherry. It will be better than nothing. Oh dear, I seem to have been drinking much too much ever since Julian died. It’s the only way I can get through a lot of the time.’

C. J. looked at her tenderly. She was very old, eighty-seven, but until the death of her son three weeks ago she had very rarely looked anything near that age. Suddenly now she seemed smaller, frailer than she had been, a little shaky. But she was beautifully dressed today in a vivid red suit (from Chanel, decided C. J., who was clever at such things), sheer black stockings on her still-shapely legs, black low-heeled shoes; her snowy hair was immaculate, her almost-mauve eyes surprisingly sparkly; she was courage incarnate, he thought, smiling at her in a mixture of affection and admiration.

‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll buy you some champagne at lunch time if you like. Will that do?’

‘Of course. Thank you, darling. Oh, how nice, here’s Eliza. And Peveril. Oh, thank goodness. C. J., go and tell Roz her mother is here, it will calm her down a bit.’ C. J. thought this was very unlikely, but went off obediently in search of Roz; Letitia patted the chairs on either side of her and beamed at the new arrivals being propelled gently into the room by Jane Gould. ‘Come in, you two, and sit here with me. I was just  saying to C. J., Eliza, Rosie Howard Johnson has just got married. Did you go to the wedding?’

Eliza, Countess of Garrylaig, crossed the room and bent and kissed Letitia. ‘Hallo, Letitia, darling, how are you? We’ve had the most dreadful journey from Claridge’s, haven’t we, Peveril? It took almost as long as the entire trip from Scotland. We hardly moved at all for about forty minutes. No, no we didn’t go to Rosie’s wedding. Peveril doesn’t like weddings, do you, darling?’

Peveril, Ninth Earl of Garrylaig, half bowed to Letitia, and settled down thankfully in the seat beside her.

‘Morning, Letitia my dear. God, I hate London. Dreadful morning . . . dreadful. No, I don’t like weddings. The service always makes me cry, and the receptions bore me to tears. Saves on handkerchiefs to stay away.’

He beamed at her and patted her hand. He was tall, white-haired, charmingly courteous and acutely vague, and only came properly to life when he was pursuing some animal, fish or bird – and presumably, Letitia thought, his wife. He was dressed as always in extremely elderly tweeds; he looked, she thought, amongst the collection of people in the room, like a wise old buzzard settled briefly but very deliberately among a gathering of feckless birds of paradise. Quite why the dashing Eliza, then the Vicomtesse du Chene, formerly Mrs Peter Thetford and once Mrs Julian Morell, had married him only a few years earlier was something that probably only she herself and Letitia really understood. Even Letitia found it difficult entirely to accept; Peveril was nearer her own age than Eliza, and they seemed to have absolutely nothing in common. But then Eliza had always had a predilection for people considerably older than herself, and a talent for charming them; beginning with Julian Morell, so many years ago. And there was no doubt she was very fond of Peveril and was making him extremely happy. Letitia smiled at them both.

‘I’m afraid the only thing on offer is sherry, but after being stuck in that traffic, perhaps even that would be welcome. Or would you rather have coffee?’

‘Oh, I think coffee,’ said Eliza. ‘I do hate sherry. What about you, Peveril, darling?’

‘What’s that? Oh, no, not coffee, thank you. Dreadful stuff. I’ll just have a glass of water if I may.’

‘I’m sure you may,’ said Letitia. ‘I’ll ask Jane.’

Peveril looked round the room and his eyes rested on Phaedria. He beamed happily and went over to her; he had always liked her.

‘Morning, Phaedria my dear. How are you?’

Phaedria looked up at him and smiled back. ‘I’m fine, Peveril, thank you. It’s lovely to see you. And you, Eliza. I’m sorry you’ve had such an awful journey.’

Peveril studied her more closely.

‘You don’t look fine, my dear, if you don’t mind my saying so. You look a bit peaky.’

‘Oh, Peveril, don’t be so tactless,’ said Eliza. ‘Of course she’s looking peaky. Poor angel.’

She walked over to the fireplace and kissed Phaedria. ‘It’s lovely to see you, darling. I wish you’d come up and stay with us for a bit. It would do you so much good.’

‘I will,’ said Phaedria, clearly trying to sound enthusiastic. ‘I will. But not just yet. Thank you,’ she added dutifully.

Eliza patted her hand. ‘Well, when you’re ready. Ah,’ she added, a thick ice freezing over her bright voice, ‘Camilla. Good morning.’

‘Good morning, Eliza,’ said Camilla, smiling calmly back at her. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m extremely well, thank you. I don’t think, Camilla, you have ever met my husband. Have you?’

‘No, I don’t think I have,’ said Camilla. Her smile became more gracious still; in deference to Peveril’s age she stood up.

‘How do you do. I’m Camilla North.’

Only Peveril, Letitia thought, watching this cameo with a sort of pained pleasure, could fail to appreciate the fine irony of this tableau: the two wives of Julian Morell grouped with the mistress who had usurped them both.

He smiled, half bowed over Camilla’s outstretched hand.

‘Heard a lot about you, my dear. How do you do. Nice to meet you at last.’

‘Peveril,’ said Eliza briskly, ‘come along, let’s go and sit down with Letitia.’

‘I’ll sit down when I’m ready, Eliza,’ said Peveril firmly. ‘Been sitting much too long this morning as it is. Nice to stand up for a bit. Do sit down again, Miss North. You must be tired,  I believe you’ve only flown in this morning. I expect you’ve got that jet jag or whatever it calls itself.’

‘Jet lag,’ said Camilla, smiling at him again, ‘but no, I don’t suffer from that at all. I have discovered that providing I eat only raw food and drink nothing but water, I’m perfectly all right.’

‘Good lord,’ said Peveril, ‘who’d have thought it? Raw food, eh? So do you ask them to serve you your lunch uncooked? What an idea; I expect they’re pretty grateful to you, aren’t they? Saves them a bit of trouble. Raw food. Good heavens.’ He smiled at her benignly; Camilla, most unusually at a loss as to what to say, smiled back at him. Eliza turned rather irritably and looked out of the window.

Letitia smiled at Peveril and wondered if she dared make a joke about Camilla making off with Eliza’s fourth husband, as well as her first; she decided it would be in too bad taste even by her standards, and that Eliza would certainly not appreciate it; for want of anything else to do, she returned to her Tatler.

‘Eliza, can I get you a sherry? And you sir?’

C. J. had come back into the room, and witnessed the tableau also; he smiled rather nervously at Eliza as she blew him a kiss. He was always rather afraid of what she might say or do. She was phenomenally tactless. And still so beautiful, he thought. What a mother-in-law to have. Poor Roz, no wonder she had all those hang-ups about her looks with a beautiful mother and grandmother. Eliza was forty-nine years old, awesomely chic, (Jasper Conran, who adored dressing amusing middle-aged ladies, travelled up to Garrylaig Castle twice a year with his designs and to stay the weekend), beautifully, if a trifle heavily, made up, her silvery blonde hair cut in a perfectly sculptured bob, her body as slender and supple as it had been thirty-one years ago when she had married Julian Morell.

‘No thank you, darling. Just some coffee,’ said Eliza. ‘And some water for Peveril, please. And C. J., what on earth is going on? I thought we were late. Nobody seems to be here. Where’s Henry? And what’s Roz doing?’

C. J. was beginning to feel like an air steward, nursing his passengers through an incipient disaster.

‘Roz is on the phone to her office. She’s worried about some meeting she has this afternoon. Susan is on her way. And I  don’t know what’s happened to Henry, I’m afraid. I’m sure its nothing to worry about.’

‘Well, let’s hope not.’ C. J. went off again with his orders. Eliza looked after him. ‘Poor C. J.,’ she said, apparently irrelevantly.

‘I do wish Susan would arrive,’ said Letitia fretfully. ‘She always makes me feel so much better. And Roz too, which is probably more to the point.’

‘Where is she?’ said Eliza.

‘She’s looking at houses with Richard. He has this plan to move down to the country. Wiltshire. Such a mistake, I think, when you’ve lived in London all your life. Of course everyone in Wiltshire is terribly nice.’

‘Everyone, Granny Letitia?’

It was Roz; she had come back into the room and heard her grandmother’s words; she was smiling for the first time that day. Letitia smiled back up at her.

‘Why don’t you come and sit here with me, darling? Yes, everyone. So many of the very best people live there.’

‘Granny Letitia, you’re such a snob.’

‘I know, darling. I’m not ashamed of it. In my young day it was a virtue. It was called having standards.’

‘Ah. I see.’

‘I was just saying,’ said Letitia, ‘that I wished Susan would arrive.’

‘So do I. And I really don’t want her to go and live in Wiltshire, with the best people.’

‘Well,’ said Letitia quietly, ‘it will suit her. She is one of the very best. Oh, Susan darling, there you are. I was just saying you were one of the very best people.’

Susan Brookes had hurried into the room; she smiled at Letitia and bent and kissed her cheek. ‘Not by your standards I’m not. I’m surprised at you, Letitia. Letting the side down like that. And me only an honorary member of this family. Sacrilege.’

‘Oh, Susan, don’t be difficult,’ said Roz. ‘And come and sit by Granny Letitia. She’s in a naughty mood. She needs keeping in order. And if I can find C. J. I’ll ask for a drink for you. What would you like?’

‘Tea, please,’ said Susan. ‘I haven’t missed anything  important, have I? And I don’t suppose there’s anything to eat, is there? I’m famished.’

Roz looked at her and smiled again, leant forward and kissed her gently on the cheek. Susan was a tall, thin woman with bright brown hair, heavily flecked with grey; she was not classically good-looking but with a strong humorous face, a clear beautiful skin and startlingly bright blue eyes. She was in her mid sixties now, and in some ways she looked older, as her face tended to gauntness. But she had a style of her own: she was beautifully and very simply dressed in a navy wool suit and cream silk shirt, her only jewellery a pearl necklace and earrings, which no one, with the exception of Letitia, could ever remember seeing her without.

‘Oh Susan,’ said Roz, feeling much better suddenly, restored to something near normality, ‘can any of us think of an occasion when you didn’t feel famished? I’ll get C. J. to find something for you.’

She walked out of the door again; Susan and Letitia looked after her.

‘How is she, do you think?’ asked Susan quietly.

‘I think she’s in a terrible state,’ said Letitia. ‘Eaten up with hatred of Phaedria, who she seems to blame in some way for Julian’s death, desperately unhappy, wretched that she didn’t say goodbye to him – oh, I know it was her own fault –’

‘Poor Roz,’ said Susan. ‘Poor, poor Roz. I’ve known her all her life, and I’ve never felt sorrier for her than I do now. What on earth can we do to help her?’

‘God knows,’ said Letitia with a sigh. ‘God knows. She will persist in making things worse for herself. She always has, of course. And Phaedria too, I feel so sorry for her. She looks dreadful, poor child. So alone. Well, perhaps today will help in some way. Although I can’t imagine how.’

Absolutely on cue, Henry Winterbourne suddenly appeared in the room, followed by Jane with yet more files (I bet they’re just for show, thought Roz) and C. J. bearing a tray and looking like a particularly inept waiter as he hurried round trying to deliver his complex order.

Henry took up his place at the head of the table, his back to the window. ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I am extremely sorry to  have kept you waiting. A very tedious call from New York. Do forgive me.’

He opened the top file on the table, took a large envelope out of it and set it firmly in front of him. Everyone slowly, very slowly, as if in a badly directed play, took up new positions. Phaedria got up and sat with her back to the fire at the end of the table, pulling her coat more closely round her. Peveril sat next to her, assuming an oddly protective role. Eliza settled in the chair next to him. Camilla stood up and walked round to take up the chair nearest to Henry. Letitia and Susan stopped talking. Roz took up a challenging position, standing alone by the door, every ounce of her formidable energy focused on Henry’s face.

Henry smiled faintly round the room, catching everyone’s eye in turn with the right amount of sadness and sympathy, bestowing a smile here, a conspiratorial look there. Smooth bastard, thought C. J., finally divesting himself of the tray and moving over to sit next to Susan.

‘Lady Morell, are you all right?’ said Henry suddenly.

Everyone looked at Phaedria; she was resting her head on her hands on the table. She appeared to be about to faint.

‘Phaedria, let me take you outside,’ said C. J.

‘I’ll take her,’ said Eliza, getting up and crossing over to Phaedria, putting her arm around her shoulders. ‘She needs some air.’

‘No, no really I’m all right,’ said Phaedria, ‘I’m sorry, just a bit dizzy, that’s all. Perhaps I could have a glass of water.’

‘I’ll get it,’ said C. J. quickly, grateful for something to do.

‘C. J.,’ said Roz from where she was standing, ‘do settle down, you’ve been rushing round with drinks all morning. Jane will fetch Phaedria a glass of water, I’m sure. Jane dear,’ she called through the doorway, at Jane’s back, ‘could you fetch Lady Morell a glass of water, please? The strain of the occasion is proving a little too much for her.’

She watched Phaedria carefully as she took the glass of water, sipped at it half-heartedly, put it down, leant back in her chair, shaking the dark waterfall of hair from her face. Looking at her, Roz did have to admit she looked ill. Her skin was starkly white, rather than its usual creamy pale, and she seemed thinner than ever, shrunk into herself. God, she hated her. So  much, Phaedria had taken from her, so much that should have been hers, and what were they all to learn now, how much more was to go Phaedria’s way, away from her, Julian Morell’s daughter, his only child, his rightful heir? Roz swallowed, fixed her eyes on Henry’s face. She must concentrate. The words she was to hear, had to hear, were what mattered just now, not her thoughts, her emotions. Time for them later.

‘Very well,’ said Henry. ‘Perhaps I could begin. Now as you may appreciate, this is an out of the ordinary occasion. These days, public readings of wills are very unusual. Although, of course, perfectly legal. And it was at Sir Julian’s request that it should be conducted in this way. In the presence of you all. He particularly specified that you should all –’ His gaze fell briefly, unbidden, on Camilla, then shifted hastily again. ‘All be here. There are of course minor beneficiaries, staff and so on, who were not required to attend. So – perhaps the best thing now is just for me to read the will. If any of you have any – comments, or questions, perhaps you could save them to the end.’

Christ, thought Roz, what on earth is the old woman going on about?

She shifted her weight slightly on to the other leg, took a sip of her drink, and fixed her eyes on Henry’s face again.

Henry began to read: ‘I, Julian Morell, of Hanover Terrace, London, N.W.1, Company Director, hereby revoke all previous wills and testamentary dispositions . . .’

It began slowly, with a trickle of small bequests; it was like the start of a party, Roz thought, with only one or two guests arrived, making stiff and stilted conversation. The atmosphere was cold, tense, uncomfortable.

There were five-thousand-pound legacies for minor staff: the housekeeper and the gardener at the house in Sussex, the part-time secretary Julian had employed in Paris for ten years, and elderly Mrs Bagnold who had directed the cleaners of the offices in Dover Street for longer than anyone could remember.

Mrs Bagnold was also bequeathed a set of ‘Victorian watercolours she had once admired, to do exactly what she likes with, she may sell them tomorrow if she wishes, without fear of incurring my displeasure from wherever I may be.’

As Henry read out this part of the will, Phaedria looked up  and caught Letitia’s eye, in a sudden flash of humour. He is still fun, that look said, he is still making life good.

‘To Sarah Brownsmith, my patient and very loyal secretary, I bequeath £10,000, both early Hockneys, and the use of my house on Eleuthera in the Bahamas, for at least one month a year, at a time mutually agreeable to her and my wife. This is in the devout hope that as she lies in the sunshine, she will think kindly of me and forgive me the many years of exasperation and overwork I have inflicted upon her.

‘To the head waiter at the Mirabelle Restaurant, the chief wine waiter at the Connaught Hotel and my good friend Peter Langan, the sum of £5,000 each for the great happiness and gastronomic good fortune they have brought me.

‘To Martin Dodsworth, my trainer, £10,000, my three Stubbs, and my brood mare Prince’s Flora, and to Michael O’Leary, my jockey, £5,000 and a yearling of his choice from my stable. To Tony Price, my groom, the same.

‘To Jane Gould, secretary to my solicitor, Henry Winterbourne, I bequeath my Hispano Suiza because I know how much pleasure it will give her, and a £1,000 a year maintenance allowance with which to care for it.’

Jane, sitting quietly at the back of the room, beamed with pleasure; she and her husband belonged to the MG Club and were staunch followers of the London to Brighton rally, but the possession of such a car was quite beyond the dreams of her own personal avarice. Roz wondered briefly and rather irritably where the rest of the Morell vintage car stable would go; her father had known how much she loved them. It would be very sad if the collection was to be broken up and scattered piecemeal. If this was a taster of the rest of the will, she didn’t like it at all.

‘To my good friend Peveril, Earl of Garrylaig, my Holbein, and the two Rembrandts, which will hang so happily in the gallery at Garrylaig, and my grandfather’s guns, which have always deserved better hands than mine to rest in.’

‘I say, how kind,’ murmured Peveril, flushed with pleasure (more at the contemplation of the guns than the Rembrandts). Eliza smiled at him fondly and patted his hand.

The party had begun now; the room was humming with tension and nervous energy.

‘To my first wife, Eliza, Countess of Garrylaig, in appreciation for the gift of my daughter Rosamund, and for several interesting and entertaining years –’ Henry at this point cleared his throat, reached for a glass of water and paused a moment ‘– I bequeath my collections of Lalique glass and Chiparus figures, and my apartment in Sutton Place, New York, all of which I know will give her immense pleasure and be put to excellent use.’

‘That’s true,’ said Eliza.

There was a brief silence.

‘To Camilla North, in recognition of many years of tolerance, companionship and wisdom, I bequeath the following: my apartment in Sydney, my hunter, Rose Red, and my collection of Sydney Nolans, as a memento of the expertise and pleasure she gave me in the course of their collection.’

That’s a lot, thought Roz, illogically pleased. A lot for a mistress. Even a long-standing one. That’s a smack in the eye for Phaedria. Without even realizing she was doing it she smiled at Camilla; Letitia reflected it was the first time she had probably ever voluntarily done such a thing, and shuddered mildly at what she could only assume was the reason.

Camilla’s beautiful face was expressionless; she sat with her eyes fixed on Henry, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. No one was to know that she was concentrating with some fervour on her relaxation therapy, and that if she gave up for one moment, stopped breathing deeply, chanting her mantra silently to herself, she would be in grave danger of bursting into tears, hysterical laughter or both.

‘To my very dear friend Susan Brookes, who has worked with me for so many years on this company, and without whom I would not be where I am today, I bequeath my house in Nice, and the sum of £5 million free of tax.’

Good God, thought Roz. He isn’t leaving anyone else that sort of money. What on earth has he done that for?

Then she saw Susan looking at her: flushed, her eyes suspiciously bright. Watched her as she unmistakably winked at her and realized why: to give Susan pleasure to be sure, but also to burden her, discomfort her in her passionate, between-the-wars socialism, leave her wondering what on earth to do with it. They had been such good friends, such affectionately  life-long opponents, Susan and her father, and she was the one person he had never quite been able to get the better of. Until now.

Oh well, thought Roz. No doubt the Labour Party and Mother Teresa will be benefiting considerably from that. She was wrong.

‘This bequest is for the sole benefit of Mrs Brookes, and is not to be passed on to anyone with the exception of Mrs Brookes’ two daughters; should the house in Nice be sold, the monies realized should pass to her daughters also.’

Oh God, thought Roz. Oh God, he was a clever awkward bastard. She looked at Susan and smiled, winked back. She felt briefly better.

‘To my son-in-law Christopher John Emerson, I bequeath my two Monets, my collection of Cartier cufflinks, all the shares in my property company in the Caribbean, my hotels in the Seychelles, and the Bahamas, neither of which would have been so successfully built without his commercial and visual skills, and the 1950 Rolls Corniche which he has always so admired. Plus the entire contents of my wine cellar, in recognition of the knowledge and appreciation he will bring to it. I expect it to be added to with wines which will grace and indeed improve it.’

Suddenly, Roz felt, her father was back with them, in the room, charming, witty, civilized; she saw him looking at her, smiling, trying to win her over, make her do what he wanted, she could hear his voice, see his graceful, deceptively relaxed figure, feel herself being pulled into the wilful web he spun around everyone who was close to him. She swallowed hard, blinked away the rising tears; tried to concentrate on the present.

Phaedria was sitting very upright now, her dark eyes fixed on Henry’s face; she had taken off her coat at last. She was wearing a dress of brilliant peacock blue, as bright, brighter than Letitia’s red suit, but what on Letitia looked defiant, courageous, on Phaedria seemed odd, shocking, inappropriate.

And now it was Letitia’s turn: ‘To my mother, my best and dearest friend, I bequeath £3 million free of tax from my Guernsey bank account, the whole of which may be spent at Harrods should she so wish, my hotel in Paris, in recognition of  her great love for the city, and my entire collection of historic cars, with the exception of the Hispano Suiza and the Rolls Corniche already mentioned, knowing how much she will love and enjoy them. And what an adornment she will be on the occasions she drives any of them, which I trust will be frequently. Should she wish to dispose of them for any reason, I would only request that a Motor Museum should be established in my name and the entire collection should be placed within it. Also, my first edition prints of Jungle Book, and an oil painting of Edward Prince of Wales by Sir James Holbrooke, in acknowledgement of the important part she played in his life.’

There was a long silence; Susan reached out and took Letitia’s hand; Letitia looked down into her lap. Then she smiled bravely at Henry.

‘Do go on, Henry dear. Although,’ she added, sparkling through her tears, ‘as Queen of England manqué, I wonder if I might ask for another small glass of sherry.’

‘Of course,’ said Henry. ‘Jane, would you . . .’

Jane did.

Henry waited until everyone was quiet again, and then cleared his throat, rather loudly.

‘To my granddaughter, Miranda Emerson, I bequeath £2 million free of tax from my Guernsey bank account, to be held in trust for her by her mother, until Miranda reaches the age of twenty-one. The trust to be administered for her by my firm of solicitors, Winterbourne and Winterbourne. I also bequeath her the sum of £100,000 free of tax, to be spent entirely on horses, in recognition of her already apparent talent for horsemanship, and their upkeep, training, and any related activities she herself might wish to pursue.’

‘How old is that child?’ said Letitia quietly to Susan. ‘Three? Well, that should buy her the odd pony.’

‘Er – if I might continue. To my beloved daughter Rosamund –’ again a pause. Roz tensed, closed her eyes briefly – ‘I bequeath the following: £5 million free of tax, all of the horses in my stables at Marriotts Manor, with the exception of the aforementioned Rose Red (That was cruel, thought Letitia, Phaedria loved those horses) and’ – Henry paused, looking at Roz carefully, for a brief second – ‘forty-nine per cent of the shares in Morell Industries.’

There was a long, hurtful silence. Roz clenched her fists, folded her lips; whatever she did, she knew, she must not move or make a sound, otherwise everything would break out, she would scream, punch the air, Henry, Phaedria, anyone. She looked at the floor, at her feet; they suddenly looked very far away. Then she managed, with a supreme act of courage, to meet Phaedria’s eyes.

The expression in them was thoughtful, concerned, almost kind; but still triumphant. I have won, that look said. I have won and you have not.

Henry paused again, then perceptibly straightened and continued reading.

‘To my dear wife, Phaedria Morell’ – only dear wife, thought Roz savagely, her rage and misery lifting just for a moment, I was his beloved daughter, she is only his dear wife – ‘I bequeath the following: £10 million free of tax, my house in Hanover Terrace, Regent’s Park, London; Lower Marriotts Manor, in the County of Sussex; Turtle Cove House on the Island of Eleuthera in the Bahamas, and my entire collection of paintings, with the exception of the two Stubbs, the Rembrandts, the Hockneys and the Sidney Nolans already mentioned.’

There was yet another silence. That’s funny, thought Roz, who is getting his plane? He loved that plane.

Henry looked round the room again with an expression almost impossible to interpret; there was a challenge in that look and amusement, much apprehension, a sort of triumph even, and as it brushed over Phaedria, tenderness and concern. He took a long drink of water, cleared his throat, shifted in his chair – anything, thought Roz, anything rather than continue. Finally he looked back at the document on his desk.

‘I also bequeath my wife Phaedria forty-nine per cent of the shares in Morell Industries.’

The mathematical implication of this bequest hit the room slowly; the silence grew heavier. Phaedria was no longer pale, she was flushed, she could feel sweat breaking out on her forehead. Roz was standing almost to attention now, her eyes very bright in her white face, her fists clenched. C. J. was looking with equal apprehension from Roz to Phaedria; Camilla was no longer relaxed but taut – tense, thought C. J.,  who had always rather admired her, like a race horse under starter’s orders, hardly able to contain herself and her nervous energy. Eliza broke the stillness; she got up suddenly and walked over to the window, turned to face the room from behind Henry’s chair, intense interest on her face.

‘Do go on,’ she said. ‘I imagine there must be more.’

‘Yes,’ said Henry, and looked down again at his desk. ‘Finally, I bequeath the remaining two per cent of shares in Morell Industries to Miles Wilburn, in the hope and indeed belief that he will use them wisely and well. I also bequeath my Lear jet to Miles Wilburn, as he may find a need for greater mobility in the future, together with the residue of the estate. There remains only for me to bid you all farewell and to say that I hope you will in time see the wisdom of what I have done.’

The first sound to break the silence again was of Eliza laughing; it began as a smothered chuckle and became a gorgeous, joyous peal. ‘He did have style,’ she said, to no one in particular, ‘real style.’

Almost simultaneously Phaedria fainted, simply slid out of her chair and on to the floor.

Living the events of the next hour over and over again in her mind, Roz could only remember nightmarish oddly inconsequential fragments: of C. J. and Henry helping Phaedria into another room; of her own loud and inappropriate demand for a stiff drink; of Letitia suggesting to her that they should go outside together and get some fresh air, and her irritable wretched refusal; of her mother asking inane questions of Peveril, of Letitia, of Susan, of C. J., if any of them had ever met or heard of a Miles Wilburn, and even more inane suggestions that he might be the son, cousin, brother, uncle of various men she had known or that Julian had known; of Camilla, become suddenly part of the previously hostile gathering, offering to go through her old address books and diaries (all predictably stored and filed in date order) in search of some kind of clue; of Henry, fussily important, returning to the room and professing as much ignorance of Miles as the rest of them, while volunteering the strangely relevant and unexpected information that he had not drawn up the will, or even set eyes on it until Julian had died and Phaedria had found it in the safe and  sent it over to him; of her own savagely swift personal revelation as to the cause of Phaedria’s faintness; of Henry’s insistence, largely she felt for her mother’s benefit, that no whisper of the will must reach the outside world, and particularly that part of it centred in Fleet Street; of the departure of the family, in small, disparate groups, oddly subdued (with the exception of Phaedria, glassily pale, but possessed of a strange almost feverish excitement); and lastly the sound of her own voice, the panic and despair she was feeling disguised in a harsh brightness, declaring that she knew that whoever and wherever Mr Wilburn might be, she would personally hate him unreservedly for the whole of the rest of her life.

‘Miles,’ said the girl from the depths of the bed. ‘Miles, you just have to get up. It’s almost seven, and you have that meeting with your uncle this morning. And you know how important it is. Miles, please wake up.’

Miles put out his hand, his eyes still closed, and traced the outline of her breasts, moved down over her abdomen, rested tenderly for a moment on the mound of pubic hair; then moved on, gently, relentlessly probing her secret places, feeling her soft moistness, parting her; she could feel his penis hardening, rising against her, and her own juices obediently, delightfully, start to flow.

‘Miles,’ she said, in a last desperate effort to divert him. ‘Miles, please.’

‘You don’t have to ask,’ he said, smiling into her eyes, deliberately misunderstanding; and for a while everything was forgotten, the debts, the lawsuit, the trap closing in on him, all lost in a tangle of hair and skin and pleasure and desire.


Chapter One

Wiltshire, France, London, 1939–1948

JULIAN MORELL’S ENEMIES often said he could never quite make up his mind who he loved more, his mother or himself.

This judgement, pronounced as frequently in company boardrooms as at dinner parties, might well have been considered just a little harsh; but there was certainly sufficient truth in it to ensure its frequent repetition. And certainly anyone observing the two of them dining together at the Ritz one evening in the autumn of 1952 would have been irresistibly reminded of it – watching Julian looking alternately fondly at his mother, and almost as fondly into the mirror behind her.

They looked alike to a degree; they were both dark-haired, both tall and slim, but Julian’s eyes were brown and his face was long and already threatening to be gaunt. Letitia had deep, almost purple, blue eyes and the kind of bone structure that would look good for another fifty years: high cheekbones, and a very slight squarishness to the jaw. She had the sort of mouth possessed by all great beauties of the twenties and thirties: a perfect bow, neither full nor thin; and a nose of classical straightness. But the most remarkable thing about her (and this would not have seemed quite so remarkable to anybody who had not known she was fifty-four years old) was her skin. It was not only much admired, Letitia’s skin, it was hugely commented upon; it not only inspired admiration, it defied science. It was soft and dewy, and extraordinarily unlined, and one of her more florid admirers had once said (rather unfortunately for him) that as he sat looking at it, it seemed to him to be more and more like looking into a rose petal.

Everything else about Letitia Morell’s extraordinary beauty could be explained away by face lifts (she was rumoured to have had three already), expensive skin treatments, skilled maquillage, and the attentions of the best cosmetic chemists in the country placed permanently at her disposal, but the fact was  that Miss Arden and Madame Rubinstein, with many of the same advantages, did not look nearly as young as she did.

Julian, on the other hand, could easily have been older than his thirty-two years; he had the kind of looks that settle on a face in their owner’s mid twenties, and stay, relatively unchanged, for thirty years or more. He was conventionally good-looking; he had his mother’s straight nose, and rather sharply defined mouth, but his eyes were very dark. They were remarkable eyes, curiously expressionless for much of the time, but with a capacity to light up and to dance when he was amused or setting out to charm (which was frequently) and to disturb, particularly women; they held an expression that was almost insolent, probing, amused, shrewd; they were hard eyes to meet, without feeling threatened, in some way or another, pleasurably or otherwise. His hair was a little longer than the current vogue; and his clothes bore the unmistakable mark of much attention and a strong sense of style. His dark grey suit, beautifully and clearly hand made, nevertheless had lapels just fractionally wider, the jacket a touch longer, flaring only a little more at the back, than the classic style his tailor would have offered him; his shirt was not white or cream, but very pale blue; his red silk tie was tied in a Windsor knot; and his shoes (hand made for him by Lobb) were softer, and lighter-looking, than those on most of the feet under most of the tables in the room. His watch was a classic gold Cartier, on a black leather strap; on the little finger of his left hand he wore a heavy gold signet ring; and although he did not smoke himself, he always had with him a slim gold cigarette case, permanently filled with the oval Passing Clouds cigarettes so beloved by the stylish of the fifties, and a gold Dunhill lighter. These lay between them on the table now; Letitia, who had been young in the twenties (and had once most famously danced the Charleston with the Prince of Wales in the Glass Slipper Nightclub, an event she was given to reliving in ever greater detail after a glass or two of champagne), and had seen the cigarette as a symbol of emancipation and sophistication, still occasionally smoked before or after a meal through a long black cigarette holder. She was using it now, as she studied the menu, reaching out to cover Julian’s hand with her own as he lit it for her, smiling at him through the cloud of smoke; certainly they did not look, the  two of them, like mother and son at all, but a wonderful-looking couple amusing and interesting one another intensely.

‘Mother,’ said Julian fondly, ‘you do look particularly amazing. How long have you spent with Adam Sarsted this evening?’

‘Oh, darling, hours,’ said Letitia, smiling at him and stroking his cheek appreciatively, ‘he takes longer and longer every single time. He’s got a marvellous new foundation he wanted to demonstrate and I do have to say I think it’s extremely good. But I had to listen to him extolling its virtues for at least twice as long as it took to put it on.’

‘Well, he works on his own,’ said Julian, ‘he needs to talk about the things he’s been doing from time to time. Listening to him is an investment. He was talking to me about that foundation. I’m glad it’s good. He’s a clever chap. Worth all that money I pay him. Or don’t you think so?’

‘Mmm,’ said Letitia thoughtfully. ‘Just. Yes, I suppose so. But I do keep telling you, darling, the very best cosmetic chemists are in New York. You really should think about finding some people over there. Next time you go I might come with you and talk to a few, if you won’t.’

‘Well, maybe I will – when I go,’ said Julian, ‘and I’d love to have you with me. But I honestly don’t think you’re going to find anyone better than Sarsted. The man’s a genius.’

‘No, he’s not a genius,’ said Letitia, ‘he’s a very good chemist and that’s all. He hasn’t got any creativity. He isn’t inspired. He doesn’t have any ideas.’

‘Mother, darling, we have enough ideas between us to keep a dozen cosmetic companies afloat. Stop fussing. What do you want to drink?’

‘Gin and french. And I’m hungry. Do let’s order quickly. Last time we had dinner here I seem to remember eating so much melba toast I scrunched when I moved. So common, nibbling.’

‘Mother,’ said Julian, laughing and signalling at the waiter, ‘you could never look common. However much you nibbled. Not in that dress, anyway.’

‘Do you like it, darling? Good. Cavanagh. Such a clever man.’ She glanced over her shoulder into the mirror behind her and smiled briefly at her reflection; white crepe dress,  accordion pleated from the shoulders, swathed across the bosom and drawn into a tiny waist with a narrow, pale suede cummerbund; her dark hair was swept back, around her neck she wore the fabled treble-stranded Morell pearls given to her by her mother-in-law on her wedding day, and the overtly fake cluster of beads and diamante in her ears gave a style and wit to the discreet taste of the rest.

‘Where on earth did you get those Christmas trees?’ said Julian, touching one of the earrings. ‘I’ve never seen anything like them in my life.’

‘I’m very glad to hear it. I’d have thought it was a fearful waste of twenty pounds if you had. I got them at the Dior boutique in Paris. It’s a heavenly place. Full of all sorts of wonderful things. Next time you want an amusing present for someone, I suggest you go there.’

‘Ah,’ said Julian, ‘I’ll remember. Thank you. It’s no use looking at me in that hopeful way, Mother, you’re not going to get any gossip out of me about anyone I might or might not want to find an amusing present for. Now just tell me what you want to eat.’

‘I’m not looking hopeful,’ said Letitia, ‘quite the reverse. I find it much more restful when you aren’t in love with anybody. I just thought it must be about time, that’s all. Quails’ eggs, I think. And the turbot. Lovely. Lots of potatoes and spinach. To give me strength for tomorrow.’

‘What are you doing tomorrow?’

‘Meeting the accountants.’

‘There’s nothing to worry about, is there?’ said Julian sharply.

‘No, of course not. Don’t fuss. You’re more of an old woman than I am, Julian, when it comes to money. It’s just that I dislike the new man rather, and I know they’re going to query the investment budget.’

‘Are you sure it’s the right way to go? Should we talk about it?’

‘Absolutely, and no we shouldn’t. We’ve talked about it quite enough already. We need the new factory and we need a complete new range of filling machinery. Don’t worry about it, I’ll deal with them. That’s my department, you stick to cosmetic concepts.’

‘Don’t patronize me, Mother. I don’t like it.’ The lighthearted  look left his face briefly; his eyes grew darker and he pushed his hair back from his forehead with a rough, impatient gesture. It was an act that his fellow directors and his mistresses came to know swiftly; it meant trouble and got him his way. ‘Do you want another drink?’

‘Yes, please. And I’m not patronizing you. The secret of success, as you’re so fond of telling everybody else, is knowing what you’re good at and doing it. I’m good at sums. You’re good at concepts. Although . . .’

‘What?’

‘Well, that brings me back to the chemist. Julian, you really do need someone better than Sarsted. The truly great cosmetic chemists are artists as well as scientists. They think laterally. They don’t just look at a formula and mix it; they look at a formula and dream or they dream and then look at formulas.’

‘So where are we failing, Mother?’ said Julian, pushing his hair back again, crumbling a bread roll to pieces and pushing it round his plate. ‘Just tell me that. Everything seems fine to me. We’re doing brilliantly. Snapping at Arden’s heels, worrying Rubinstein. I had lunch with Norman Parkinson yesterday. He said that every model he’s worked with for the past three months was using Juliana make-up. Audrey Withers told me only last week they keep permanent sets of it in the Vogue studios. We can’t meet the demand for Je. I just can’t see what basis you have for criticism.’

‘Julian, do calm down,’ said Letitia. ‘I’m not criticizing you. I’m simply saying we could do even better with a truly inspired chemist.’

‘And I’m saying we’re quite inspired enough,’ said Julian, ‘I don’t want any more creativity in the company.’

‘No,’ said Letitia tartly, ‘you wouldn’t like the competition. Now get on with your food. Perhaps it’s time you did have a new girlfriend. It might improve your temper. Or even,’ she added, looking at him thoughtfully, ‘a wife. Thirty-two is far too old to be a bachelor.’

She looked at him with amusement as he tried not to show how ruffled he was; pushing his food around his plate just as he had when he was a small boy and she thwarted him taking huge gulps of milk – rather as the hugely expensive sancerre was going down now.

Letitia had always loved Julian in a curiously unmaternal way, and they had both of them known it; his elder brother James had been the perfect textbook little boy, exactly like his father, serious, quiet, blue-eyed, fair-haired, fascinated by farming as soon as he could walk, tramping round in his wellington boots after the cowman, up at dawn with his father every day, keeping logbooks of milk yields and stock prices as soon as he could write.

Julian, three years younger, was extraordinarily different; with his dark hair and eyes, his passion for reading, his sociable nature (at five he was already pinning party invitations on to the wall in his bedroom and counting the days to each one). He took a polite interest in the farm, but no more; he was more likely to be found reading in the drawing room, or listening to the radio, or best of all chatting to anybody at all who was prepared to listen to him, than outside or in the barns, or even the stables. He did have a considerable passion for his pony, and rode her extremely well, if rather showily: ‘Like a girl,’ James said more than once rather scornfully, and indeed he was far more likely to win the show classes than the children’s gymkhana games like Walk, Trot and Gallop or an Obstacle Race. He was clever, quick and very funny, even as a small boy, full of amusing observations and quick sharp comment; he and his mother became very early friends, companions and confidants. His father, Edward, kind, good-natured and absolutely conventional, adored James, but found Julian hard to understand.

The difference between the two little boys was the subject of much gossip in Wiltshire; and nobody ever understood in any case why a nice, straightforward man like Edward Morell had married someone as patently unsuited to the life of farmer’s wife as Letitia Farnworth, but there it was, he had brought her down to meet his parents, having met her at a party in London, quite literally blushing with pride, in 1915, and married her a year later.

The reason for that was perfectly simple and straightforward, of course: he had fallen deeply in love with her, and remained so until the day he died. The real puzzle, and one recognized by the more discerning, was why Letitia should  have married Edward; beautiful, sparkling, witty as she was, and he so quiet, so shy, so modest. It was on Julian’s twenty-first when, given that this was London in 1941, she still managed to orchestrate a very good birthday party for him (supper and dancing at the gallant Savoy, which like most of the great London hotels was resolutely refusing even to acknowledge that the war was much more than a minor inconvenience), that she told him: ‘You’re old enough to know now, my angel, and I don’t want anyone giving you a garbled version.’ She had been engaged to and much in love with a young officer in the Guards, Harry Whigham, who had gone to France, and been blown to pieces before even her first letter had reached him. Confronted by this and the almost equally appalling fact that virtually every other young man in England was facing the same fate, and terrified at seventeen by the prospect of spinsterhood, she had seen salvation in Edward Morell. He would not be going to France because he was a farmer; he was good-looking, he was kind, and he was modestly well off. Still in shock from Harry Whigham’s death, she accepted Edward’s proposal of marriage only three months later; they were married two months after that, this being wartime and the normal conventions set aside, and it was only after the birth of James that she properly realized what she had done.

‘But Julian, darling,’ she said, filling her champagne glass and raising it to him for at least the dozenth time that night, ‘I don’t want you to think it was a bad marriage. I made Edward, your father, very happy, he never knew for an instant that he wasn’t the great love of my life, and to the day he died I was certainly his.’

She said this not with any kind of conceit, but a serene conviction; Julian looked at her and leant forward and kissed her on the cheek.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but what about you? Were you happy? It sounds like hell.’

‘Oh, not at all,’ said Letitia lightly, ‘I’m not the going-through-hell sort. You of all people ought to know that. Positive, that’s what we are, my angel, both of us; I made the most of it, and I was perfectly happy. There was you, and there was James, and Edward was the sweetest man on God’s earth. The only really sad thing was when your little sisters died. But  you know all about that, and you were a great comfort to me at the time. Even though you were only two. Now let’s dance, this is getting maudlin, and then we’d better – oh, hell, there’s the siren. Shall we go to the shelter or dance?’

‘I’d like to dance,’ said Julian, slightly reluctantly, for he had often longed to talk to her about the death of his small twin sisters, and had always been briskly discouraged, ‘with the bravest and most beautiful woman in the room.’

Edward Morell had died in 1939. For the duration of the war, James ran the farm, while Julian enlisted in the Signals (rejecting the infantry regiments as too predictable), and spent a frustrated two years in England, rising to the rank of captain; finally by a combination of shameless string-pulling on the part of Letitia’s cousin, a colonel in Intelligence, and some sheer bloody-minded persistence on his own, he managed to gain an interview with the SOE, the Special Operations Executive directing the British leg of the Resistance movement.

Julian had a considerable talent for languages, he was a brilliant radio
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