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About the book


The Dark-Eyed Girls is an unforgettable novel of three young girls, so different, yet inseparable friends.


Sweet, gentle Liv, seeking perfect love, marries the man of her dreams, who almost crushes the life out of her. Cynical, pragmatic Katherine, who throws herself into her career in order to avoid domesticity, embarks upon a risky affair and is suffocated by the very dependence she has fought to avoid. And Rachel, dearly loved Rachel who wants for nothing throughout her young life, marries against her parents’ will, and then meets tragedy …


The bond between Liv and Katherine weakens over time, but as Katherine uncovers the awful truth about Rachel, and Liv begins to put together the pieces of her shattered life, their friendship is reaffirmed and their lives go forward with dark-eyed girls of their own.




To Danielle, remembering those times




PART ONE


The Further Shore


1960–1969




Chapter One


Liv searched among the pebbles for pieces of coloured glass. When she was very little, she had believed they were jewels: emeralds, sapphires, diamonds, and – a rare find – a red stone, like a ruby. Her father, Fin, had explained to her that they were glass, polished by the sea. Liv imagined the waves scooping up broken bottles and shattered window-panes and rubbing them with a cloth, until they acquired the soft lustre of the string of pearls Thea wore round her neck.


Ahead of her, Fin and Thea walked along the beach. The pebbles crunched as they walked, and their heads were bent. Fin’s overcoat billowed out into a great, dark cape, and Thea’s silk scarf rippled like a pale pennant in the breeze. Gulls swooped and shrieked, echoing the angry rise and fall of their voices. Their hands were dug into the pockets of their coats and, as they walked, their paths diverged, Fin tending towards the sea, Thea heading almost imperceptibly back to land. Liv looked at neither her parents nor at the waves, but kept her gaze fixed on the narrow swathe of stones, searching for rubies and diamonds.


A year later, leaving the coast, travelling inland, it rained the length of their journey. Like tears, thought Thea, absently watching the drops slide down the window of the bus. She glanced at her daughter, sitting beside her. ‘Nearly there,’ said Thea encouragingly, smiling.


Liv did not smile back. Neither did she speak; in the eight months since her father had left home, Liv had increasingly rationed her conversation, and her dark brown eyes had acquired a shuttered appearance. Once more Thea attempted reassurance. ‘We don’t have to stay if we don’t like it, darling.’ Though where on earth they would go if Fernhill didn’t work out, she had absolutely no idea.


It was still raining when they reached their stop. The horse chestnuts dripped, and the silky petals of the poppies on the verge had been bruised by the storm. The wheels of the bus made curls of brown water as it drew away, leaving mother and daughter alone at the side of the road. Thea recalled Diana’s instructions. ‘Turn right at the bus stop, away from the village. We’re just over the brow of the hill.’


Thea’s head was bowed as she walked, and her legs ached. The fierce, crackling energy that had sustained her throughout this last awful year seemed to have deserted her. She tried to remember when she had last seen Diana. At Rachel’s christening, of course, but that must have been ten years ago. They had met since, surely. She rubbed her wet forehead with wet fingertips.


At the top of the hill she paused, gazing breathless at the patchwork of field, stream and knoll that marked the Cambridgeshire and Hertfordshire border. Alongside the road was a wall, into which were set gates of splendidly wrought iron. Thea read the lettering on the gates: Fernhill Grange, and saw the large, red-brick house, set in landscaped gardens. ‘Goodness,’ she said, taken by surprise, unable for a moment to imagine the bossy, jolly Diana Marlowe of her memory the chatelaine of such an imposing country house. But Diana, Thea reminded herself as she opened the gate, had come from a good family, and had married well. Henry Wyborne was now a Member of Parliament. And, besides, Diana had the knack of always falling on her feet.


They squelched up the driveway. At the front door Thea paused, looking down at her daughter. ‘I had no idea it would be so splendid,’ she said. Gently, she reached down and coaxed Liv’s wet black fringe out of her eyes.


Over tea and cakes, Diana reminded her, ‘You came to the reunion in ‘fifty-three, Thea. That was the last time.’


‘Seven years ago? So long?’


‘You should have come last year.’ Diana smiled. ‘It was terrific fun. Bunty Naylor was there – you remember Bunty, she was a scream. That time she …’


Diana continued to reminisce. Thea half listened, her gaze flitting round the large, comfortable room. The two little girls were kneeling on the window-seat. Rachel chattered; Liv, as was her habit these days, remained mute. Rachel was only a few months older than Liv. Thea remembered the christening: Rachel, the perfect baby, her dark eyes peering out serenely from beneath a froth of old lace. Now, ten years later, Rachel was still perfect. Taller than Liv, she was – there was no other word for it – beautiful, her hair a rich, wavy chestnut, her eyes a clear, calm brown. She radiated health and confidence. Thea’s gaze moved from Rachel, in her crisp, bright cotton dress, to Liv. There were darns in the elbows of her cardigan, and her hunted, haunted eyes were shadowed by the overlong fringe. Thea had to swallow down her sudden rush of bitterness and love.


‘Thea?’


Thea’s head jerked up. Diana was staring at her. She tried to pull herself together. ‘Sorry, Diana. It’s just that – well, it all seems so long ago.’ She twisted her strong pale hands together. ‘The war, I mean. The FANYs. That frightful place where we were stationed.’


What she wanted to say was, I don’t think I’m that person any more. I can hardly remember that person.


Diana said sympathetically, ‘Of course. You’ve had the most ghastly time, haven’t you? Don’t take any notice of me, darling, I just chatter on. I always did, didn’t I?’ She paused and, looking at their daughters, said softly, ‘Our dark-eyed girls, Thea.’


Thea bit her lip, pressing her nails into the palms of her hands. She heard Diana say, ‘Rachel, why don’t you show Olivia your bedroom?’ and was able to wait just long enough for the door to close behind the two girls before the first choking sob escaped her.


Once she started she couldn’t stop, not until Diana gently folded her fingers around a glass, and said, ‘Works much better than tea, I always think.’ Thea took a large shuddering gulp of whisky, and sat back in the chair, her eyes closed. After a long while she opened them and whispered, ‘Sorry.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Thea. Why shouldn’t you howl?’


‘It seems an imposition—’


‘Nonsense. That’s what friends are for.’ Thea had forgotten how kind Diana was. Bossy and sometimes slightly ridiculous, but always kind.


‘You haven’t heard anything …?’


Thea shook her head. ‘It’s been eight months. And he left a note on the kitchen table.’ So sorry. You’ll be better off without me. I won’t insult you by offering explanations or begging forgiveness. Love, Fin.


‘He won’t come back,’ she said firmly. ‘My marriage is over. Coming here – it’ll be the best thing. A clean break.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Tell me about the cottage, Diana.’


‘It’s frightfully small.’ Diana looked dubious. ‘But rather sweet. There’s a drawing room and a kitchen and two bedrooms, so it should be fine for …’ The words tailed off.


Thea completed Diana’s sentence. ‘For just the two of us.’ Once there had been three, now there were two. She was almost used to it. ‘Is there a bathroom?’


Diana grimaced. ‘There’s a lavatory, but it’s outdoors and rather grim. And the Seagroves used a tin bath.’


Mrs Seagrove, the previous tenant of the cottage, had been Diana’s daily help. She had recently gone to live with her daughter in Derby.


‘The rent …’ Thea forced herself to swallow her pride. The Wybornes’ opulent room exuded money.


‘It’s very reasonable, I believe.’


Thea gave a small, private sigh of relief. Then Diana added tentatively, ‘It might be easier, Thea, if …’


‘Yes?’


‘It might be easier for you if you let people assume that you are a widow. Fernhill’s a small village, and rather old-fashioned in some ways. And the cottage is owned by the Church. The vicar is a terribly good friend of ours, and …’ Diana’s voice trailed away.


Thea was unsure whether her sudden flare of anger was directed at Diana, or at Fin. She said coldly, ‘I won’t embarrass you, Diana.’


‘I didn’t mean—’ Diana was pink.


Thea felt suddenly ashamed. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. You’ve been so kind. And you’re right, of course.’


Diana glanced at her watch. ‘We could go and look at the cottage, if you like. Mrs Nelson will keep an eye on the girls. We’ll take the car – why on earth you didn’t let me meet you at the railway station, Thea, instead of getting soaked to the skin …’


‘And this is my collection of dolls,’ said Rachel, opening yet another cupboard door. ‘Daddy buys me one whenever he goes abroad.’


Liv stared at the dolls: Miss Holland, Miss Italy, Miss Japan in her pink kimono. Rachel said, ‘This is my newest one,’ and held out to Liv Miss France, who was wearing a Breton coif. Liv touched the doll gingerly, afraid of disturbing her rigid perfection.


‘We could play ludo,’ said Rachel. There was a hint of desperation in her voice that Liv recognized, and understood. She knew that she was being boring, she knew that she had hardly spoken a word since Rachel had taken her upstairs, and had shown her the toys and ornaments and books and clothes in her vast bedroom. She knew that she should make friends with Rachel, that if they were to live at Fernhill, her mother would expect her to make friends with Rachel. Yet the pink and white splendour of the room, and Rachel’s own self-assured prettiness, overwhelmed her, deepening the feeling that had seized her since her father had gone away: that everything familiar had been kicked aside, that nothing could be depended on.


‘Or shall we play in the garden?’ Rachel peered out of the window. ‘It’s almost stopped raining.’


Liv nodded. They went outdoors. There, they tramped across wet lawns and knelt beside the pond, with its waterlilies and fat goldfish. They played on the swing, and ran between long lines of rosebushes. Red tulips bloomed confidently in vast flower-beds; magnolia trees dropped waxy petals to the close-cropped grass. It reminded Liv of the municipal gardens by the sea front at Great Yarmouth.


Rachel took Liv to see her pony. ‘Do you ride?’ she asked. Liv shook her head.


‘I love riding,’ said Rachel. ‘Though I hate gymkhanas.’


‘Because of all the people?’


‘People?’


‘Like going to a new school. Walking into the classroom … not knowing anyone … people staring at you.’ The words, and Liv’s fears, pent up for too long, tumbled out.


‘I’ll be your friend,’ said Rachel, kindly. ‘And so will Katherine.’


‘Who’s Katherine?’


‘She’s my best friend. What’s your best friend called?’


‘I haven’t got one.’ Afraid of sounding pathetic, Liv explained, ‘I’ve been to lots and lots of different schools. And sometimes I didn’t go to school – sometimes Dad taught me at home.’


Rachel’s eyes widened. ‘Lucky you. Not having to go to school.’


‘But I’ll have to go now, I suppose.’


‘Because your daddy’s gone away?’


Liv nodded miserably.


‘Perhaps he’ll come back.’


She said logically, ‘I don’t see how he can come back if we’re living here. He won’t know where to go.’


Rachel frowned. ‘We could do a spell.’


Liv stared at her. ‘A spell?’


‘To make him come back.’


‘A real spell?’


‘Katherine knows how to. She’s got a book. We did a spell to make Miss Emblatt ill so Katherine wouldn’t get into trouble about her needlework, and she sprained her ankle. And when Katherine wanted a new bicycle we did another spell.’


‘Did she get one?’


‘No. So we’re going to try again. My daddy says, if at first you don’t succeed, then try and try again.’ Rachel giggled. ‘That’s the trouble with gymkhanas.’ She smoothed her pony’s mane. ‘I never win, and can’t be bothered trying again. Prizes and cups and rosettes … I can’t see the point, can you?’


‘I suppose,’ said Liv, ‘that it shows you can do something better than everyone else.’


‘That’s what Daddy says. But I don’t mind, you see. I don’t care whether I can do things best.’ Rachel seemed untroubled. ‘Daddy says it’s not the winning, it’s the taking part. Then he laughs and says, “Well, actually, darling, it’s the winning that’s important.”’


The sun had come out at last, and the wet fields and the distant roofs of the houses gleamed. Liv circled slowly, shading her eyes from the light.


‘What are you looking for?’


‘The sea.’ Liv squinted. ‘I’m trying to see the sea.’


‘It’s an awfully long way away. Daddy drove us there in the summer, and it took hours. But if you do this –’ Rachel outstretched her arms ‘– you might be able to see it. It makes everything sort of tilt.’


Rachel began to spin round and round. Liv, too, straightened her arms, and turned, slowly at first, then faster and faster. In the whirl of dizzying colour as field, garden, house and tree blurred together, she could believe that she saw, far away, a thin strip of silver sea.


Then, like spinning tops losing momentum, they lost their balance and collapsed to the ground, a tangle of arms and legs, breathless with giddiness and laughter.


‘What do you think?’ Diana had asked, ‘Is it too frightful?’ and Thea had been able to reply, honestly, that the cottage wasn’t frightful at all. It was tiny, but Thea didn’t mind that because it would be cheap to heat and, besides, they’d rattle about less.


Now, alone at last (Diana had driven back to the Grange to fetch the girls) she moved silently around the little house, pacing through the rooms, imagining it her own. In the garden, the lavatory (well scrubbed, its wooden walls almost obliterated by seaside scenes cut from magazines) stood next to the coal bunker. The well in the centre of the small lawn rewarded Thea’s efforts with a thin stream of ice-cold water. The garden was long and narrow and unexpectedly magical, with twisting paths and tiny courtyards. Thea wove through tangled dog-roses and early honeysuckles. Closing her eyes, she breathed in their scent. Tall trees met overhead, enclosing her in a dark green cave where the first shoots of bluebell and wild garlic pushed through the earth. At the end of the garden, a stream ran through a steeply banked ditch. Beyond, the view opened out to fields.


The journey, and her tears that afternoon, had left Thea exhausted, so she sat down on a fallen log, revelling in the silence, the peace. The jangling, relentless anger that had consumed her since Fin’s departure had begun at last to ebb. She thought, I shall remember him just once more, and then I shall forget him. She thought of the day they had met. It had been during the Blitz; she had just joined up – twenty-one years old, her first time away from home – and she had been travelling to her first posting. The train had been crowded; she had been crushed into the middle of the carriage, her face the height of the soldiers’ coat buttons, sandwiched between damp khaki uniforms that gave off a smell of wet dog, and at such a pitch of excitement and terror at the prospect of her new life that she had begun to feel faint. Then, just when shame had seemed inevitable, strong hands had swept her up, a voice had said, ‘Room for a little one,’ and she had spent the rest of the journey sitting in the luggage rack.


His name, he had told her, was Finley Fairbrother. Far too many syllables, he had said, just call me Fin. He had black curling hair and eyes as dark as peat pools, and, like the other men in the carriage, he had been in uniform. Thea still remembered how the string of the luggage rack had dug into her stockinged legs. She still remembered how his eyes had hypnotized her.


Fin had changed her. He had spied some streak of eccentricity in the vicar’s daughter, and had teased it out. Thea had never been able to go back to the conventional creature she had once been. They had met intermittently throughout the war years. He told her about the places he had seen, the things he had done. His life, with its adventure and colour and travelling, seemed an antidote to the greyness of wartime Britain. Thea had lost her virginity in a dingy hotel room in Paddington, with the wreckage of the city scattered around them, and the two of them the only constants in a world falling apart.


Friends had warned her about Fin. ‘Of course, he’s utterly sweet and gorgeous, but he’s not a stayer, darling. He’s not the sort of man you marry.’ Yet she had, of course, married him. In 1947, Fin had returned from the Far East; the wedding had taken place the following year. Throughout the first few years of their married life, they had travelled continuously, living nowhere for more than a few months at a time. It had been a wonderful, exciting, unsettling time; they had herded sheep on a Welsh hillside, had made pots in a London basement, had taught at a school in Lincolnshire. Nothing had lasted, but there had always been new adventures and new horizons to look forward to, so at first Thea had been untroubled. It had been Fin’s originality and energy and carefreeness that had first attracted her.


Yet she began to realize that she was missing something: a home. The vague feeling of unease intensified when she discovered that she was pregnant. The thought of hauling a newborn baby from one unsuitable house to another appalled her. They rented a house in Oxford, where Olivia was born. Thea liked the house, and adored her tiny, dark-eyed daughter. She hoped the baby would settle Fin. Instead, when Liv was six months old, he went away, leaving a note on the kitchen table that said, ‘Back in a few days. All love.’ He was absent a fortnight. Returning, he begged forgiveness, and they moved house and made another new start. The following year he disappeared again, for a month. Travelling, he explained on his return. Just travelling.


So had the pattern of their lives continued. Partings and reunions, different jobs, different houses, a tightening spiral. They had moved steadily away from the centre of England, reaching, at last, the Suffolk coast, as though, in the sea, Fin had seen his escape. The pink, pebbledashed house they had rented struggled to contain their unhappiness. On grey shingle beaches, Fin had looked out to the horizon. Thea had sensed his desperation; in her, anger boiled and bubbled. ‘It’s not that I don’t love you’, he had said, and she had screamed at him, pummelling him with her fists. It had not surprised her to wake the following morning and find him gone. A month had passed – two – three. Thea could not quite recall the exact moment when she had accepted the permanence of his absence.


Her anger and defiance had prevented her at first from facing up to the practical difficulties of their situation. Then, when in the same week one letter had arrived from the bank and another from their landlord, telling her that the lease on the house would run out at the end of the month, she had been forced to search for solutions. During her peripatetic years with Fin, Thea had lost touch with most of her friends. Her parents had been dead for a decade. There were a few disapproving cousins she hadn’t seen in years, but, Thea resolved, she would rather sleep in a ditch. Then she thought of Diana. Diana, whose friendship had helped her survive her first few months in the FANYs; Diana, whose life – army, love, marriage, daughter – so closely mirrored her own. Diana, who had fallen in love with Henry Wyborne, a hero of Dunkirk. During the war, they had confided to each other their hopes and fears. Since then, Diana’s regular letters, with their reassuring narrative of domestic detail, had comforted Thea during the fraught years of her marriage. Desperate, Thea wrote to Diana.


She remembered their conversation earlier that afternoon. ‘I should visit the school, perhaps,’ she had said, and Diana had screwed up her face and replied, ‘The village school? Outside lavs and they don’t know their times tables. Olivia must go to Lady Margaret’s in Cambridge, with Rachel. I had a word with the Head. There are scholarships.’


Uprooting herself, transplanting herself and Liv from the shifting, silvery remoteness of the East Anglian coast, confirmed the end of her marriage. And Lady Margaret’s School – a place, Thea guessed, of uniforms and rules – might provide Liv with the security she so desperately needed. Might also provide a counterweight to the impulsiveness and romanticism that Thea sometimes feared Liv had inherited from her father.


They moved into the cottage a week later. Liv took the exam for Lady Margaret’s School and passed, and Thea gritted her teeth and muttered thanks when presented by Diana with a bundle of secondhand school uniform. In the summer the pupils at Lady Margaret’s wore red candy-striped dresses and red cardigans, which suited small, dark Liv.


Thea took a job at the village newsagent. The work was undemanding and oddly soothing; she liked the sugary scent of the dolly mixtures as she measured out quarters for schoolchildren, and she liked the shiny magazines, with their recipes and knitting patterns and comforting little stories about the young princes and princess. Working at the newsagent’s enabled Thea to get to know people in the village. Once a week she attended an evening class at a local school, where she made huge, bright, boldly patterned pots. In the village, her widowhood was assumed. It had occurred to Thea, of course, that Fin quite likely was dead. He had never been particularly careful of his own safety.


They had been living in Fernhill for three months when Thea met Richard Thorneycroft. Mr Thorneycroft came to the counter in the newsagent’s and handed Thea a sixpence and a card to put up in the window. ‘A fortnight,’ he barked, and left. Mrs Jessop, who owned the shop, said, ‘Won’t get no one, not if we put it up for a year. Mabel Bryant tried, and so did Dot Pearce, and she couldn’t stand him for more than a week, though she’s the patience of a saint.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Lost his wife and kiddie in the Blitz, see. Terrible shame, but that’s no excuse for bad manners, I always say.’


Thea read the card. It said, ‘Housekeeper needed, three hours per day. Must be quiet and hardworking. Idiots need not apply.’


Later that day, she knocked at Mr Thorneycroft’s door. ‘My name’s Thea Fairbrother,’ she said. ‘I’ve come about the housekeeping job.’


He peered at her. He was tall and thin, and wore battered tweeds. In his right hand he gripped a walking stick. ‘You’d better come in, then.’


She followed him into the house. It was Queen Anne, Thea guessed, one of the nicer houses in the village, though its dusty austerity did not do justice to its quiet beauty.


‘What would my duties be?’


‘Light housework. A girl comes twice a week to mop the floors. Shopping. Three hours each morning, four shillings an hour.’


‘Two hours each afternoon, five shillings an hour. I have to fit this in between my other job and my daughter’s school hours, Mr Thorneycroft.’


He frowned, but said, ‘Beggars can’t be choosers, I suppose.’


During her first month as Mr Thorneycroft’s housekeeper, Thea was greeted each morning at the shop by Mrs Jessop saying, ‘Left the old bugger, then, have you?’ to which Thea would shake her head. ‘I like working there,’ she’d say, and she meant it. She liked the house, which was quiet and graceful and reminded her of the Dorset vicarage in which she had spent her childhood. Her new employer’s tongue was no sharper than her father’s, nor that of her commanding officer in the FANYs. She respected Mr Thorneycroft: he had a tenacity that, in the end, Fin had lacked. A landmine in southern Italy had left him with a right leg two inches shorter than the left, yet he never complained, though Thea suspected that he must often be in pain.


Mr Thorneycroft was writing a book about the Dardanelles campaign. His study was a gloomy treasure-cave of books and records. The first time Thea cleaned it, he stood at the door, making sure she left nothing out of place. She picked up a framed picture to dust it. It was a sketch, in crayon and ink, of flower-scattered cliffs leading down to a turquoise sea. ‘Where’s this?’ she said, expecting a dismissive reply.


But he said, ‘Crete. I was there before the war.’


‘It’s lovely.’


He said, ‘It was like paradise, I thought,’ and limped away, leaving her to her housework.


That Liv settled quickly at school was largely due, Thea knew, to Rachel. Rachel had inherited the generosity of spirit that Thea still saw in Diana, and that enabled Thea to put up with Diana’s bossiness and clumsy attempts at patronage. Rachel who so easily might have been the archetypal spoilt only child miraculously was not. She attended her ballet lessons, music lessons and riding lessons with a sunny lack of interest that secretly amused Thea. Rachel remained contentedly somewhere in the middle of her form at Lady Margaret’s, not because she lacked intelligence but because she had no ambition. Rachel, Thea concluded, literally wanted for nothing. Sometimes Thea found herself wondering what would happen if Rachel ever found out what it was like to long for something.


Rachel shared everything with Liv: books, clothes, paints and crayons. She also shared Katherine. Katherine Constant was lanky, fierce and clever, with straight sandy hair that escaped in erratic shards from her spindly plaits, and brown eyes the colour of toffee. Thea wondered at the unlikely pairing, and eventually concluded that in Katherine Rachel found the enthusiasm and intensity that she herself lacked. There was a hunger, a scornful impatience in Katherine’s dark gaze that initially startled Thea. Then, one afternoon, she had taken Liv to Katherine’s home in a nearby village. She had seen the large, ugly, untidy house from which Katherine’s father, a doctor, ran his general practice, and she had met exhausted Mrs Constant and Katherine’s three brothers. There was Michael, the eldest, Simon, Katherine’s twin, and Philip, the youngest. Complications following an attack of measles when he was a baby had left Philip both mentally and physically handicapped. Thea would have liked to have said to Katherine, ‘Be patient, and what you want will come to you’, but Katherine, she sensed, despised patience. She would have liked to have given Katherine the hugs that Thea guessed she rarely received at home, and did so sometimes, but felt Katherine’s bony frame flexing beneath her arm, as if even that fleeting stillness alarmed her.


As the months passed, Thea and Liv made the cottage their own. They decorated plain walls and empty mantelpieces with seed cases and skeleton leaves gathered on country walks, and with pebbles and shells collected during their years beside the sea. They made curtains and blinds to cover the small-paned windows, and loose covers and cushions to brighten their old sofas and dining chairs. Thea could trace the story of Olivia’s childhood in the sitting room’s patchwork curtains: a scrap of an infant’s romper suit in one corner, a square from a flowered summer dress in another. In the garden, geraniums and lobelias sprang from Thea’s pink and orange pots; inside the house, plates and bowls painted with gods and goddesses – Pomona, Diana, Apollo – bore heaps of windfall apples and plums.


Two years after they moved to Fernhill, the landlord built a bathroom on to the back of the cottage. Thea and Liv gave a party to celebrate the dismantling of the outside privy. They drank cider and Tizer and lit a bonfire, on which they burned the wooden planks and seat and the curling cut-outs of tropical beaches. Diana and Rachel and the Constant twins came to the party, as well as Thea’s friends from her pottery class and Mrs Jessop from the shop.


In 1964, the Conservatives lost the general election. Hiding her indifference, Thea consoled Diana. ‘At least Henry kept his seat.’


‘But a Labour government – too dreadful.’


Privately, Thea suspected that things would jog along much as before. She went to the window and leaned her palms on the sill, looking outside to where the three girls strolled across the lawn in the sunshine, their arms linked. She heard a peal of laughter. And she thought, I haven’t done too badly, have I? Wherever you are, Fin, I haven’t done too badly. We’ve a home, and I’ve work. And Olivia is laughing.




Chapter Two


Katherine had seen the advertisement in the local newspaper. ‘Extras,’ it had said, ‘wanted for film to be made in local area.’ She had shown the newspaper to Liv and Rachel. ‘A film! We might be famous!’ She had brushed aside any objections. Liv and Rachel had a free period last thing on Wednesday; Katherine herself had Latin with Miss Paul, who was an old dear. It would be easy.


Liv fantasized about the audition: the film director would be tall and dark, with a foreign accent, perhaps. He would pick her out of a crowd of people. ‘She is the one,’ he’d say. ‘She must be my muse.’


They were late, so they had to run. They took off their red berets and ties and hid them in their bags, and rolled up the waistbands of their skirts to shorten the hems. Katherine had brought mascara and eye-liner and Miner’s foundation, in an orangey-brown shade, the colour, Liv thought, of her mother’s clay pots before they hardened. Rachel had a pale pink lipstick and a bottle of Patou’s Joy, which they squirted on their necks and wrists as they walked. It was February, and there was frost on the shadowed bits at the inside of the pavement, and Liv’s fingers, as she paused fleetingly to daub a persistent and depressing spot, were numb with cold. She wasn’t sure the foundation helped: she was rather afraid that it just gave her face a mottled appearance – blue nose, pale skin except for tawny dabs of makeup.


The queue from the church hall where the auditions were to be held spilled out into the street. There were about ten times as many women as men, mostly girls like themselves in their late teens. Some were combing out their long, straight hair, the sort of hair Liv longed for and never achieved, no matter how much Creme Silk she poured on her thick, dark curls. Most of the girls were wearing ordinary clothes rather than school uniforms.


‘I heard someone say,’ muttered Katherine, ‘that it’s War and Peace.’


‘They’d want men … for battles.’


‘I asked Simon, but he thought it would be boring.’


Liv often thought that Simon was Katherine in reverse: pale eyes and dark hair to Katherine’s dark eyes and pale hair, indolent where Katherine was always busy. She imagined that they had lain face to face in the womb, making of each other a mirror image.


The following October, Katherine and Simon would go to Oxford. Liv had also applied to university, largely because she could not think what else to do, and she had chosen Lancaster on impulse, because it sounded exciting and new and rugged and cold and hilly. She imagined herself striding across moorlands, or battling to lectures through snowstorms. She longed for remoteness and bleakness and for something – a cause, a person, or an art – to absorb her entirely. She needed to find a resolution to the boredom that increasingly dogged her. Her small bedroom was crammed with the results of her latest enthusiasms – tapestry, paper sculpture, smocking, paper-making – many half finished. Nothing lasted, nothing satisfied.


Rachel said, ‘Did I tell you? I’m going to Paris in September. Daddy’s fixed it up.’


‘Paris,’ said Katherine enviously.


‘Finishing school, though. Learning how to make soufflés, and how to write thank-you letters.’


They were slowly shuffling up the small run of steps into the hall. Rachel glanced at Liv and Katherine. ‘You won’t forget me, will you?’


‘Why on earth should we forget you?’


The ends of Rachel’s red cashmere scarf flapped in the breeze. ‘When you go away to university. All those new people. So exciting. You’ll phone, won’t you? I’m afraid I might feel … left behind.’


‘We’re blood sisters,’ said Liv. ‘Remember?’


‘Our spells.’ Rachel smiled. ‘I’d forgotten.’


Liv remembered the spell they had cast to make her father come home: the moonlight shifting through the willows at the end of the garden, and the scent of bonfire smoke.


They went into the hall. Two men and a woman sat at a desk, clipboards in hand, and a second man cupped his hands around his mouth and called for quiet.


‘It’s been such a good turnout that I only need one more, for a particular scene.’ He began to walk slowly around the room, peering at face after face. Katherine glared into the middle distance, and Liv gave a quick tug at her fringe to hide the spot. Her heart seemed to pause. She thought, If he chooses me … and imagined the photographs in the colour supplements: Eighteen-year-old Olivia Fairbrother, the shining new star of 1968 …


He stopped opposite Rachel. ‘You,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’


All the other girls went limp with despondency, and began to walk slowly out of the room. Liv heard Katherine mutter, ‘Rachel. Always Rachel.’ Outside, sitting on the low wall that circled the church, Katherine searched in her pockets and brought out the remains of a tube of Polos: little pieces of red fluff from her cardigan clung to them, but they ate them anyway.


‘It wasn’t as though we wanted to be actresses,’ said Liv comfortingly.


‘Anything,’ said Katherine fiercely, ‘I’d do anything to get away from home! Sometimes I have this awful fear that I’ll end up like Mum – a housewife.’ She stared at Liv. ‘At least your mother gets paid for looking after Mr Thorneycroft. My mother does it for free.’


‘You can’t expect to be paid for looking after your own children, can you? You do it for love, don’t you?’


‘Love!’ said Katherine scornfully. ‘You fall in love with some man, and get married in a drippy white dress, and you end up having endless dribbling babies, and scrubbing floors and cooking! Well, all I can say is, no, thank you!’


‘But don’t you think,’ said Liv, ‘that it would be different if they were your children, and your husband? That then you wouldn’t mind?’


Katherine’s eyes narrowed. ‘My mother minds. She never says she does, but she does. I’m never going to be like her. Never, ever.’ She looked up as Rachel came out of the church hall. ‘So is it a starring role, Rachel? Your name in lights?’


‘I said I couldn’t do it.’


‘Rachel—’


‘They’re filming at the end of March. But we’re going to Chamonix so I can’t.’


‘But, Rachel—’


‘It sounded awful, anyway. A musical comedy set in medieval England.’ Rachel began to walk to the bus stop. Katherine, with one more exasperated sigh, followed her.


A few weeks later, Liv arranged to meet Katherine at a youth-club disco in a nearby village one Saturday evening. The hall in which it was held was cavernous and draughty, and the boys, who had acne and patchy little Zapata moustaches, skulked against the walls, furtively watching the girls, who danced alone, their handbags on the floor between them.


Liv perched on the wall outside, waiting for the Constant twins. It was past nine o’clock when they appeared. ‘Sorry we’re late,’ said Katherine. ‘Jamie Armstrong gave us a lift. He had to wait for his dad’s car.’


Simon looked round the hall. ‘Do any of these yokels actually dance?’


Katherine hissed, ‘Where’s the loo? I had to wash up the supper things so I haven’t had time to do my makeup.’


In the cramped ladies’ room, Katherine spat into her mascara and glared wide-eyed at the fly-bitten mirror, brushing furiously. Liv glanced at her. She was wearing a minidress of layered grey-green chiffon.


‘New dress?’


‘Rachel lent it me. It’s Mary Quant. Isn’t it fabulous?’


‘It’s a pity she couldn’t come.’


‘Rachel? Go to a village disco?’ Katherine’s voice was sharp. ‘Just think what one might catch. Just think who one might meet.’


‘It’s not her fault.’


‘I know. It’s Mummy and Daddy. But she should stand up to them.’


Liv thought of pointing out to Katherine that Rachel did as her parents asked because she loved them and didn’t want to upset them, and that Rachel’s parents were over-protective because they loved their daughter more than anything in the world, and that Rachel, using charm and good-humoured persuasion, always got whatever she wanted anyway. But she said instead, ‘Anyway, her parents are having a party, and they wanted Rachel to be there.’


‘Your hair,’ said Katherine suddenly, staring at Liv.


‘I dyed it. It’s supposed to be chestnut.’


‘Beetroot, more like.’


‘I think I left it on too long.’ Liv glanced at her reflection. ‘Perhaps I could rinse it off in the basin.’


‘Don’t be daft.’ Katherine applied pale lipstick. Her tawny brown eyes, outlined in black, stared out from a white face. ‘It’s dark in there. No one’ll notice.’


They went back into the hall. Katherine slid into Jamie’s arms. Simon Constant held out his hand to Liv. ‘Liv?’


‘Yes?’


‘Don’t look so surprised. I’m only asking you to dance.’ When she was in his arms, he looked down at her. ‘It’s that nunnery, I suppose. Lady Margaret’s School. So unnatural, keeping girls cooped up like that. All those seething hormones. Even poor old Kitty hasn’t lost her cherry yet, though I know she’s dying to.’ He smiled. ‘You’re blushing, Liv.’


‘It’s hot.’


‘Does it embarrass you, talking about sex?’


‘Of course not.’ The important thing was that he did not detect the depth of her ignorance. She knew, of course, about the mechanics of sex, Thea had explained all that to her ages ago, but how one went about it, what it felt like, and why people made such a fuss about it, was unclear to her. She had never, for instance, even kissed a boy. The boys who offered to kiss her were not the sort of boys she wanted to kiss. Liv wanted her first kiss to be breathtaking and rapturous, something she would remember for the rest of her life.


When the music ended and the lights came on, Simon’s arms were still around her. Liv looked up. He was staring at her intently. He said, ‘What happened to your hair?’ Her hands fell away from him, and she reddened, mortified.


Katherine said, ‘It’s beetroot colour, isn’t it, Simon?’


‘Magenta. Rather rococo,’ said Simon, grinning. He looked at his watch. ‘Let’s head off. Liv?’


‘Where are you going?’


‘Cambridge. Before the pubs shut.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Just for an hour?’


‘I promised Mum I’d catch the last bus.’ She glanced at the clock.


‘Don’t be a bore, Liv.’


‘If she says she can’t, Simon, then she can’t,’ Katherine snapped. They drove off, still squabbling, with a skirl of wheels on gravel. Liv searched for her cardigan and carrier-bag, and ran down the road. Turning the corner, she saw the bus draw away from the stop. Though she waved and shouted, it disappeared into the darkness. She peered at the timetable. The twenty-to-ten was the last bus; there wouldn’t be another until Sunday morning.


After the first blank panic had subsided, she began to walk. It was four miles to Fernhill. If she walked fast, she thought, she could be home in an hour, perhaps. Heading out of the village, she left the street-lamps and the lights of the houses behind. She fumbled in her bag for the torch Thea insisted she always carry. Its small, watery circle of light wavered on the road ahead of her. It had begun to drizzle. At least, she thought, the rain might wash out the wretched hair-dye. She tried not to think of Thea, who always pretended to be sleeping when she came home, but who always, Liv knew, waited up for her. She wished for the hundredth time that they had a telephone. Though she could imagine Thea’s alarm if she explained her predicament. Walking home? On your own? In the dark?


She sang to herself to keep up her spirits. ‘You Can’t Hurry Love’ and ‘Pretty Flamingo’ and ‘House of the Rising Sun’. When she had run out of songs, she thought of her favourite characters in books: Max de Winter in Rebecca, and Heathcliff, and Mr Darcy, of course. And all the handsome, brooding heroes of all the historical romances she had lately begun to feel embarrassed about still enjoying.


Her imagination comforted her, allowing her a refuge, yet she was uneasily aware that fantasy had not yet been replaced by real adventure, real love. She needed excitement and challenge; she needed to feel at the centre of things, instead of always at the periphery. Yet now, surrounded by leaves that rustled, and branches that creaked, and unidentifiable rustlings in the grass, she longed only to be home. Her legs ached and her chest felt tight, and every now and then she would mistake the thumping of her heart for footsteps, and would look back, certain that someone was following her. But the road was always empty.


Liv had been walking for about twenty minutes when a car passed her. There was a squeal of brakes, and then it reversed, snaking back towards her. The pounding of her heart speeded up as the window was wound down, and a young man peered out.


‘I’m sorry to trouble you, but I’m a bit lost.’ He put on the light inside the car. His metal-rimmed spectacles slipped down his nose as he peered at a map, and a lock of fair hair flopped over his forehead. He held out the map to Liv. ‘Could you tell me where I am?’


She squinted in the darkness. ‘Just there.’


‘Oh. Miles off course,’ he said cheerfully. He glanced at her. ‘Where are you heading?’


‘Fernhill.’ She pointed to the dot on the map.


‘It’s on my way. Hop in.’


Liv stood motionless for a moment, paralysed with indecision and anxiety. She could almost hear Thea’s voice. Never accept lifts from strangers, Liv. Yet this stranger had nice blue eyes and a pleasant voice and, besides, it was late and she was very tired. And if she took the lift she could be home in ten minutes instead of an hour.


As she opened the car door, she imagined the headlines in the newspapers. Girl’s Battered Body Found in Ditch. Yet the footwell and the passenger seat were cluttered with books and maps and empty spectacle cases. The chaos reassured her a little: surely a rapist wouldn’t own such a homely, untidy car.


He swept up the clutter from the front seat and flung it into the back. As he started up the engine, he said, ‘Never been to this part of the country before. All these little villages – one looks much the same as another if you’ve never seen ’em before.’


‘Where do you come from?’ As soon as she had asked the question she regretted it. Too personal, she thought. He’d reach over and pat her thigh, and say, How about if I take you there, little girl?


But his hands remained on the steering-wheel, and he replied, ‘Northumberland. Ever been there?’


‘No. Never.’


‘You should do. Loveliest place on earth.’ He glanced at her. ‘There’s some fruit pastilles in the glove compartment. Want one?’


And never take sweets from strangers. ‘No, thanks.’


‘I know what you mean. Rather scratchy. Can’t stand them myself, but I’m trying to give up smoking. Filthy habit – got into it at school, and—’ He broke off, frowning. The car had begun to lurch. ‘Drat,’ he said. ‘I think we may have a puncture.’


He braked, and drew to a halt at the side of the road. Liv bit her lip. Now he would lunge at her. Wildly, she stared outside. The verges were treeless and empty, and there wasn’t a house in sight. In the moonlight she could see the smooth shapes of the chalk knolls that dotted the landscape. She thought, If he touches me I shall scream. She knew that bad things could and did happen: her own father had gone away, and just think of poor Philip Constant. Only people like Rachel led charmed lives, where nothing ever went wrong.


But she heard him say, as he opened the driver’s door, ‘I’m frightfully sorry about this. I do apologize, but I won’t be a tick. I’m quite nifty with punctures.’


Liv climbed out of the car. The boot opened and tools clunked. Liv heard him singing to himself, and was once more illogically reassured. When he had repaired the puncture, he held up to her a long iron nail.


‘This was the blighter.’ He frowned. ‘My hands …’ They were covered with oil.


She offered him her handkerchief. ‘Seems a shame …’ he said. The handkerchief was clean and white and embroidered in the corner with the letter O. ‘Let me see …’ He looked at her. ‘Olga? Oonagh? Ophelia?’


She smiled. ‘Olivia. Olivia Fairbrother.’


‘My name’s Hector Seton. I’d shake hands, but you’d get oily.’


They drove on. As they neared Rachel’s house, Liv thought quickly. ‘Could you drop me here, do you think, Mr Seton?’ It might be difficult to explain to Thea the sound of a car drawing up outside the cottage.


Fernhill Grange was lit up like a fairytale castle. The Wybornes were giving a party. There was a marquee, and strings of coloured lights crisscrossing the garden. Couples meandered around the lawn, and in the distance, Liv heard music.


Then she saw Rachel. She was wearing a dress Liv had not seen before, of pale, shimmering stuff. Standing on tiptoe, one hand clutching the filigree iron gates, Liv called her name.


Years later, she thought how it must have been for Hector. The scent of spring flowers after a rainstorm, and the moonlight, and Rachel turning and smiling and walking towards them, a silvery flame in the darkness.


Katherine was in the back of Jamie Armstrong’s car. Jamie said, ‘God, that was fantastic,’ and slid off her.


There was a second’s pause, and then Katherine said, ‘Yes, wasn’t it?’ and wriggled upright, pulling her clothing back into place.


‘Cigarette?’


‘Please.’ He lit it for her. There was a long silence while they smoked. Then she said, ‘I’d better get back soon or Mum will fuss,’ and he said, in a relieved sort of way, ‘Of course,’ and they shuffled into the front seats.


When they reached the Constants’ house, Jamie gave her a quick embarrassed peck on the cheek. ‘Next weekend, perhaps?’ Katherine smiled, and walked into the garden, shutting the gate very quietly behind her.


Indoors, she made her way through the clutter that always littered the hall. She did not go immediately to her room, but took a glass of milk from the fridge and sat in the living room, looking out at the moonlit garden. Though the Constants’ house was substantial, it never seemed quite big enough for the six of them. Things – fishing-rods and football boots and Philip’s toys – seemed to burst out from everywhere, so there was never a surface free of clutter. Just now, Katherine shared the sofa with two teddy bears, Simon’s cricket sweater and her mother’s knitting bag. It mystified Katherine that her mother worked in the home for fourteen hours each day, every day, and the house still looked like this. It just showed what an utter waste of time housework was.


She rinsed the glass in the kitchen, and went upstairs. Inside her small bedroom, the walls were covered with the posters Katherine begged from travel agents – the Eiffel Tower, the Tivoli fountain in Rome, the Empire State Building – or photographs of Caribbean beaches and Swiss mountains, cut from the National Geographic magazine, which was, along with Punch, the staple of her father’s waiting-room.


Undressing, Katherine looked down at herself, aware of a sudden pang of disappointment and bewilderment. She had thought that she would look different. She squinted in the mirror. She had expected – what? Radiance … womanly mystery, perhaps? She giggled to herself, and her reflection stared back, her brandysnap eyes unaltered by the loss of her virginity, her pale skin framed by curtains of straight, sandy hair. For the hundredth time she wished that she had Rachel’s wavy chestnut hair, Rachel’s unfreckled, creamy complexion. Everything was so easy for Rachel.


Sitting down on the bed, hugging her knees, Katherine confronted her bewilderment. She simply could not understand what all the fuss was about. A few moments’ discomfort and embarrassment, and people wrote poems about it! When Jamie had gasped and quivered and then rolled off her, she had almost said, ‘Is that all?’ but had just managed to hold her tongue. He, after all, had seemed to enjoy it; it must, therefore, have been her fault. All the books, all the songs, said that sex was glorious.


But along with the confusion, she was aware of triumph and relief. She had promised herself two things before she became eighteen in August. New clothes, and the loss of her virginity. She had saved eleven pounds from her Saturday job towards clothes (the rest she had put aside for her trip around the world; she had started her going-round-the-world fund when she was eight) but her unwanted virginity had hung around her neck like an albatross. Only very plain girls, or good girls like Rachel, or hopeless romantics like Liv were still virgins at eighteen. So she had crossed a bridge. That it hadn’t been much fun was unimportant. It was having done it that mattered.


Hector Seton was waiting outside Liv’s house when she came home from school on Tuesday.


‘I wanted to give you this back.’ He held out to her her handkerchief, laundered and ironed. ‘I asked at the post office … where you lived … the Fairbrothers …’ He ran his fingers through his untidy hair. ‘I wondered whether you’d a minute. There’s something else …’


She offered him a cup of tea, and he followed her into the house. In the kitchen he paused, smiling, touching the strings of threaded shells that served as a window-blind. ‘What a splendid idea. So much jollier than flowered chintz.’


Liv put the kettle on the hob. Hector said, ‘That girl you introduced me to the other night …’


‘Rachel?’


‘Yes. Is she – does she – has she— The thing is, I can’t stop thinking about her.’


‘Oh.’ Liv stared at him. So Hector Seton was in love with Rachel. It didn’t surprise her in the least that someone could fall in love with someone so suddenly: it was always happening in books.


‘I wondered whether there was anyone … whether she was engaged, for instance.’


‘Rachel hasn’t a boyfriend. Not,’ Liv added quickly, ‘that loads of boys haven’t wanted to go out with her. She just hasn’t met the right person.’ She handed him a mug of tea. ‘Shall we go into the garden?’


He opened the door for her. There was a small clearing half-way along, with two rickety chairs and a table.


‘I say, this is rather stunning.’ Hector admired the table.


‘I made it.’


‘Did you? Jolly clever.’ He peered at the surface. Smooth pebbles of coloured glass were set into plaster.


‘I found them on the beach. We used to live at the seaside. When I was little, I thought they were jewels.’


‘I used to collect things from the beach at home. Fossils and shells and bits of driftwood. I filled almost an entire room with them.’


Liv remembered their conversation in the car. ‘In Northumberland?’


Hector blinked, owl-eyed beneath his glasses. ‘I haven’t lived there for ages. I’m in London now. But I still think of it as home.’ He looked at Liv. ‘Rachel …’


‘She liked you.’


His expression, his entire stance altered. He seemed lit up from inside. ‘Really?’


‘Yes. She said so.’ Though that was not quite what Rachel had said. I kept thinking, Liv, that I’d met him somewhere before. When I spoke to him, it was as though I’d known him for years. But I’ve thought and I’ve thought, and I don’t think we’ve ever met. She had seemed puzzled.


‘Her parents … what are they like?’


‘Auntie Diana’s very kind. Mr Wyborne …’ in her mind’s eye, Liv pictured Rachel’s clever, ambitious father ‘… he’s a Member of Parliament.’


‘Oh. That Henry Wyborne.’ Glancing at her, he smiled. ‘Scary?’


‘A bit.’


There was a silence, and then Hector said, ‘I have to see her again.’ Not, Liv noticed, ‘I’d like to see her again,’ nor ‘It would be nice to see her again.’ But, ‘I have to see her again.’


Katherine had made herself a large, messy revision chart, the three subjects divided into topics and marked in differently coloured felt-tips. There were only six weeks remaining on the chart, and so far, not one of the gaudy categories was crossed off. Her hands over her ears, Katherine stared at her copy of The Aeneid, trying to shut out the crying and the telephone’s insistent ring, and, most of all, the shouting of her name. ‘Tendebantque manus ripae ulterioris amore?’ she muttered: they reached out their hands in longing for the further shore.


Knuckles rapped on her bedroom door. ‘Kitty!’ More thumping. ‘Kitty!’


She flung open the door. ‘What?’


‘Ma wants you,’ said Simon. ‘The brat’s being a pain in the neck, and the phone needs answering.’


‘Why can’t you?’


‘Driving lesson,’ said Simon smugly, and sauntered down the corridor, hands in pockets, whistling.


‘I’ve exams!’ she yelled.


He glanced back. ‘Worth it if I pass. Then you won’t have to rely on Jamie, will you, Kitty?’ She felt herself go red. It was over a month since she had seen Jamie Armstrong. He had not phoned. She was almost relieved: she needed to concentrate on her schoolwork, and she was secretly glad to be spared the disagreeable tussle in the back of the car. Yet, walking home one afternoon, she had passed Jamie at the bus stop. He had not acknowledged her; he had continued to talk to his friends. She had caught a word or two of their conversation. Tart, she had heard. Easy. Katherine had walked on, willing herself not to blush. Yet just the memory of those two muttered words made her go cold inside.


Barbara Constant was in the kitchen with Philip, spooning food into his mouth. Philip was twelve now, but the brain damage he had suffered after a severe attack of measles as a baby had left him with the mental capacity of a much younger child. It had seemed to Katherine recently that as Philip grew bigger, her mother seemed to shrink, her hair greyer, her clothes untidier, her face wearier.


Barbara looked up when Katherine came into the room. ‘He’s rather tetchy – won’t feed himself. He may be sickening for something. And the washing-up’s not done, and the potatoes not scraped. And the phone’s ringing nineteen to the dozen.’


‘I’ve got homework,’ said Katherine truculently. ‘Can’t Michael …?’


Yet she saw that Philip’s face was blotched red with tears. When he held out his arms, Katherine hugged him, and his bright, bristly ginger hair rubbed against her cheek. He looked up at her, his eyes, the same warm brown as her own, focusing on her, looking for reassurance. He took a great, shuddering breath, and sat back in the chair as she gently patted his back.


Mrs Constant scooped up more dinner, but Philip batted the spoon out of her hand, spattering food on to the tiles.


‘Dear God—’ The words shook with tension. The telephone began to ring again.


Katherine said quickly, ‘It’s all right, let me.’ She picked up the spoon and rinsed it under the tap.


Her mother left the room. It’s always the same, Katherine thought, as she scraped up the last of the potato and stew. The boys mowed the lawn and washed the car, but the potato-peeling, the ironing, the tablelaying, vacuuming and dusting, all these were Katherine’s tasks. She had to fight to have any time to work, she thought resentfully.


But as she popped the spoon into Philip’s mouth, she found herself acknowledging that her lack of revision was due more to lack of interest than to lack of time. Dismally, she admitted to herself that she loathed Latin, Greek and Ancient History. She wasn’t even looking forward to going to Oxford. An all-girls’ college would be just like school.


After she had wiped Philip’s face, Katherine coaxed him from his chair to the battered old sofa, and sat, her arm around him, rocking him, singing to him. After a while, his eyes closed and he slept. Gently, she swept his fringe from his forehead. She remembered the day he had been born. She had tiptoed upstairs to see her new baby brother. She had wanted a sister – an ally in this male household – but she had quickly come to love him. He had been a bright, happy, healthy baby. And then, along with Michael, Simon and Katherine herself, he had caught measles. Katherine remembered being in bed, itching, miserable and bored. Her mother rushing from room to room with cold drinks and calamine lotion, and her father saying irritably, ‘It’s nothing to worry about, Barbara. Half the children in my surgery have measles just now.’


Katherine could not quite pinpoint the moment when the tenor of the house had changed from tiresomeness and tedium to anxiety and fear, but she could remember the arrival of the ambulance. The siren had woken her up, and she had cried for her mother. Only six years old, she had felt neglected and confused. She had been told that Philip had been taken to hospital, but when eventually he had come home again, she had believed for a while that her baby brother had been stolen and replaced by this unfamiliar, floppy-limbed, dull-eyed child. It had been years, literally years, before she had properly understood what had happened to him. She had been flicking through a medical textbook in her father’s study, and she had read, ‘Encephalitis is a rare complication of measles, and may lead to epilepsy, brain damage, deafness and blindness.’ It was only then she had understood, with a finality that had made tears trail silently down her face, that Philip would never be able to say more than a handful of words, that he would always walk slowly and for no great distance, and that, most alarmingly, he would continue to suffer from fits.


Katherine tucked Philip’s old comfort blanket around him, then rose and went to the sink, which was crammed with dirty saucepans and smeared tumblers. She was about to plunge her hands into the tepid water when she heard a tap on the window. She spun round, smiling when she saw Rachel and Liv. She ran outside.


They wound through gloomy laurels and dusty choisyas before reaching a small clearing, where they flung themselves full-length on the ground.


‘Go on,’ said Katherine, ‘tell us, Rachel.’


The previous evening, Rachel had been out on another date with Hector Seton.


‘Did he kiss you?’ asked Liv.


Rachel, who was sitting with her knees pulled up and her arms folded round them, nodded.


‘What was it like?’


‘Lovely. Just lovely.’ Rachel fell silent, and Katherine was aware of a flicker of irritation. Perhaps Rachel felt about Hector Seton as she felt about her pony and her ballet lessons and her lovely clothes: they were something she took as her due and expressed thanks for, but she did not long for them in the way that Katherine longed for so many things.


Then Rachel said suddenly, ‘I need you to help me. I have to think what to do.’ Her serenity had gone, dropped like a mask. She picked a daisy, piercing it with her thumb. ‘Hector wants to show me his house in Northumberland. He wants me to go there for a weekend.’


‘Your parents?’


‘Wouldn’t let me, of course.’


‘Have you asked?’


‘There’s no point. I told Hector I’d ask, but I haven’t.’


There was a silence. Then Liv said, ‘You could tell Auntie Diana that you’re staying with me for the weekend.’


Rachel picked another daisy. ‘I suppose I could.’


Katherine looked up, shocked. Rachel – good, obedient Rachel – was planning to lie to her parents.


She frowned. ‘Liv’s too close – they’d find out. Tell them you’re staying with me. Yes. That’s what you must do.’


Sunlight gleamed on the hills of Northumberland, and the air smelt sharp and sweet.


‘Like it?’ Hector turned to Rachel.


‘It’s glorious.’


‘You should see it in winter. All black and white, like a pen-and-ink sketch.’


They had driven up from Cambridgeshire that morning. Rachel still winced when she thought of the lies she had told her mother. Now, she looked out through the passenger window at the stone walls that delineated the fields, and the sheep that dotted the purplish slopes. She had never been so far north before. She had travelled, of course, but to places like Cannes and St Moritz, never to the north of England.


They had driven for a few more miles when Hector said, ‘There’s my house. There’s Bellingford. Behind those trees.’


High stone walls, pierced with narrow windows, rose from a fringe of beech trees.


‘Hector, it’s a castle!’


He smiled. ‘Just a little one.’


They left the road, turning up a driveway edged with trees. More trees grew in a great dark curtain around the house, and beyond it soared the Cheviot hills. Braking in the courtyard, Hector did not immediately climb out of the car.


Rachel placed her hand on his. ‘Darling?’


‘I haven’t been back since my father’s funeral. I’ve never seen it empty.’


She squeezed his hand. ‘It won’t be empty. I’m here.’


Hector unlocked the front door, and Rachel followed him inside. She had an impression of gloom and solidity; the hallway had a musty, disused smell. When she shivered, Hector slipped off his jacket, and draped it round her shoulders.


‘I should have warned you, the place is always like an icebox. The walls are six feet thick.’


A vast fireplace dominated one end of the room, and huge, dark, carved pieces of furniture loomed from the walls. The paintings on the wall were dimmed by a patina of age and time. Rachel placed her palm against the cold stone, and tried to imagine what it would be like to belong to such a place. You would know, she thought, every hill and every stream. Other people’s memories, other people’s loves and hates and betrayals would have sunk into the stone.


‘How long has your family lived here, Hector?’


‘Oh, centuries,’ he said vaguely. ‘One of the Plantagenets – a Henry, I can never remember which one – gave the land to one of my ancestors. Services rendered and all that.’


‘Are there ghosts?’


He laughed, said, ‘I’ve never seen one,’ and took her hand. He led her through room after room. When he drew back the curtains, sunshine poured into the musty darkness, and motes of dust danced. Rachel peered at sepia photographs of heavy-jawed, unsmiling Setons, and ran her fingertips along oak tables whose centuries of polish had hardened into a dark crimson lacquer. In the tower, the stairs curled narrowly around the circular walls, clinging like ivy. The windows were cold arrow-slits, as though a knife had cut through the fabric of the building.


They picnicked in the courtyard. Sheltered by three high stone walls, the sunlight gathered, warming them. Hector had brought prawns, encased in their coral-coloured shells, and a piece of Brie, ripe and oozing. They washed the food down with champagne, Rachel’s favourite drink: she liked the way the dry, sharp little bubbles bounced against the roof of her mouth.


They had almost finished the picnic when Hector, looking up at the house, said, ‘I’m trying to decide what to do with it, you see. That’s why I wanted to bring you to Bellingford, Rachel. I have to decide whether to come back and live here, or whether to let it moulder, or whether to sell it.’


She stared at him. ‘Hector, you can’t sell Bellingford!’


‘It would be difficult – there’s all sorts of trusts and things. But it would be the sensible thing to do.’


‘It would be the wrong thing to do. It belongs to you, Hector. You’re part of it.’ Rachel looked around. ‘It’s just that it’s so beautiful.’


‘I’m pleased you think so, but there are death duties to be paid, and not much money in the bank. And I live in London, after all.’


‘You could move. Though your job—’


‘I hate my job.’


‘Well, then.’


‘Just look at it, though. It’s a huge white elephant. What on earth would I do with it?’


‘We could have a riding school. Or we could keep hens. Or,’ Rachel giggled, ‘we could have a tea shop.’


Hector became very still. ‘We?’


‘I think so, don’t you?’ She felt shaken, knowing for the first time in her life what she wanted, and how much she wanted it. She looked up at him. ‘You did mean to ask me to marry you, didn’t you, darling?’


He looked dazed. ‘Of course – it’s why I brought you here, but …’


‘But what?’


‘Rachel, we’ve only known each other a few months. And I’m twenty-six – eight years older than you. You may think you love me now, but how will you feel in a year’s time, or in five years’ time?’


‘I’ll feel just the same. I love you, Hector.’ She looked up at him. ‘And you? Will you still love me?’


‘I shall love you in ten years’ time, and in twenty,’ he said simply. ‘I loved you the first moment I saw you, Rachel, and I shall be yours till I die.’ He drew her to him, and began to kiss her.


Coming home from her Saturday job, Liv saw the car parked outside the cottage. Diana Wyborne was sitting in the driver’s seat. Liv’s stomach lurched.


‘Olivia?’


‘Yes, Auntie Diana?’ She felt herself smiling desperately, ingratiatingly.


‘A word, please.’ Diana Wyborne stepped out of the car. Clumsily, Liv fitted the key to the lock. She had shut the door behind them when Diana said, ‘I am right, aren’t I? Rachel is with that man.’


Liv’s heart was hammering wildly. When she did not reply, Diana cried, ‘At least have the courtesy to tell me I need not phone the police!’ The words, raw and anguished, echoed in the small room.


‘Rachel’s with Hector.’


‘Ah.’ Just a small exhalation of breath, like a sigh. There was a silence, then Diana said, ‘And you girls, you knew about it?’


‘Yes.’


Diana’s face was white. ‘No doubt it was Katherine’s idea to tell me that Rachel was staying with her.’


‘Mine,’ Liv whispered. She stared at the floor.


‘I see.’ Diana fumbled in her handbag for cigarettes. ‘Where have they gone?’


‘To Northumberland. To Hector’s house.’ There was a silence, interrupted only by the flick of Diana Wyborne’s lighter. Liv gathered up her courage. ‘They’re in love, Auntie Diana. Rachel and Hector are in love.’


‘And I suppose,’ hissed Diana, ‘that you think that makes it all right?’


Faced with such anger, she had to force the words out. ‘Yes. Yes, I do.’


Footsteps crunched on the gravel path. The front door opened. Thea said, ‘Diana, what a nice surprise,’ and then, looking from one to the other, ‘Is something wrong?’


‘Rachel has gone away for the weekend with a man.’ Diana almost spat the words out. ‘Your daughter arranged it.’


Thea blinked. ‘Is this true, Liv?’


Miserably, Liv nodded. Diana added, ‘And is fool enough to think that being in love excuses it.’


‘Could we start at the beginning?’ Thea filled the kettle. ‘And a cup of tea would help, perhaps. Rachel has gone away,’ she repeated, ‘with …?’


‘With Hector Seton, Mum.’


‘Olivia introduced them.’ Glaring at Liv, Diana flicked ash into the sink.


‘Hector Seton? I don’t know the name. Is he at the boys’ school?’


Abysses opened for Liv, and chasms yawned. ‘He’s grown-up. He lives in London and works in a bank.’


‘I wouldn’t have let him near Rachel,’ muttered Diana furiously, ‘but he told me that he was one of the Northumberland Setons.’


Thea, eyeing Liv, said, ‘And you met him where?’


Her mouth had gone dry. She mumbled, ‘He gave me a lift.’


Thea was still clutching the kettle. ‘A lift?’


‘In his car. I missed the bus one night, and he was driving home and he offered me a lift.’


Now the expression in Thea’s eyes echoed that in Diana’s.


‘He was very nice!’ Liv said wildly. ‘He didn’t …’ The words trailed away as Thea plonked the kettle heavily on the hob.


Diana cried, ‘And when I telephoned Barbara Constant about Rachel’s slippers, only to find out that Rachel wasn’t there – well, you can imagine what I thought!’


Thea took a deep breath. ‘It must have been very upsetting for you, Diana. But now that we’ve established that Rachel is safe—’


‘What do you think they’re doing?’ hissed Diana scornfully. ‘Picnicking? Bird-watching?’


‘She’s safe, and that’s what matters most. And if Hector loves her, as Liv says, then no doubt—’


‘Love!’ Diana’s voice rose in a shriek. ‘Why does love excuse everything? You of all people, Thea, should know the folly of depending on love!’


There was a long, appalled silence. After a while, Thea said, her voice small and tight, ‘I think you should go to your room, Liv.’


In her room, Liv slumped on the bed, feeling miserable and guilty. After a few moments she heard the front door slam, and the sound of a car engine starting up as Diana drove away. Hearing footsteps on the stairs, Liv sat up. Thea came into the room. ‘Tell me what happened, Liv.’


So she told her. Missing the bus and meeting Hector and Hector seeing Rachel, and, six weeks later, Rachel, with that curiously intense look in her eyes, saying, ‘I need you to help me.’


‘I didn’t think,’ wailed Liv, ‘that it would cause so much trouble!’


‘You didn’t think,’ said Thea crisply, ‘that anyone would find out.’


She bit her lip. ‘What will happen?’


‘Oh, I should imagine that Diana will rage and protest for a while longer and then she’ll remember that Rachel is a grown woman and accept the situation.’ Thea’s eyes were unforgiving. ‘But meanwhile, Liv, you are gated. Till half-term. You will not go out in the evenings, you will go to school and you will go to work on Saturdays. And that’s all. Because I can’t trust you, you see.’ Thea’s mouth was set in a thin line. ‘Accepting a lift from a stranger. Dear God, it makes my blood run cold.’


Rachel and Hector drove back south on Sunday. At the gates of the Grange, Hector paused. ‘May I come in? I should talk to your parents.’


Rachel began, ‘Hector, I didn’t—’ and then she caught sight of her father walking down the drive towards them.


Henry Wyborne flung open the gate. Hector had gone to take her case out of the boot. Rachel said, ‘Daddy—’ and Henry Wyborne, ignoring her, said to Hector, ‘I think you’d better go.’


‘Daddy—’


‘Rachel, be quiet.’


‘Mr Wyborne, I’d like to speak to you.’


Rachel heard herself wail, ‘Hector, I didn’t tell my parents I was going away with you!’ but her words were obliterated by her father’s voice.


‘As I said, you’d better go, because if you don’t, I may do something I’d later regret.’


Hector went white. Rachel whispered, ‘Please do as he says, please.’ Hector, irresolute, turned and looked at her. She whispered again, ‘Please, darling. For me.’


He said, ‘If you need me …’ and touched her face, pressing the tips of his fingers against her cheek. Then he climbed into the car and started up the engine.


Rachel picked up her case and walked up the drive to the house. The door was open; she saw her mother. Diana said, ‘Rachel, how could you?’ and burst into tears.


In the drawing room, Rachel sat down in an armchair. Her legs felt peculiar, aching and wobbly. ‘How did you find out?’


‘I telephoned Mrs Constant.’ Diana blew her nose loudly. ‘You’d left your slippers behind, and I wasn’t sure whether Katherine would have any spare.’


‘I’m sorry I lied to you. But you wouldn’t have let me go if you’d known, and I had to go.’ Rachel took a deep breath. ‘Hector and I are going to get married, Mummy.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Rachel. Married – what nonsense! You hardly know him.’


She knotted her hands together, looking from one to the other, trying to make them understand. ‘Mummy – Daddy – I love him.’


‘You’re only eighteen,’ said Henry Wyborne coldly. ‘Not old enough to know your own mind.’


‘I’m not a child, Daddy.’ Rachel’s voice was quiet and dignified. ‘I want to marry Hector.’


‘Do you? I doubt if you’ll feel the same in six months’ time.’


‘You knew, Daddy,’ she pleaded. ‘You knew you loved Mummy.’


He stood up. She watched him take a cigarette from the case on the sideboard and light it. ‘I was twenty-six when I married – your mother was twenty-seven. Nine years older than you, Rachel. Those nine years make the devil of a difference.’


In her father’s expression she saw no sympathy, only anger and obduracy. ‘I’m old enough to marry, Daddy,’ she whispered.


‘We have given you everything, Rachel, and protected you from everything. What experience of the world do you have? What makes you think your judgement is better than mine?’ Henry Wyborne’s lip curled. ‘You may think you’re an adult, but let me tell you that I know that at eighteen you’re not old enough to decide the course of the rest of your life.’


His voice was like ice, and what she saw in his eyes frightened her: a dark unchangeable hardness, a limiting of affection and understanding that she had never before encountered. She wanted to cry; she wanted, for the first time in her life, to shout at him. But instead she stumbled out of the room, running upstairs to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


In the small pink bathroom that adjoined her bedroom, Rachel ran the bathwater and stripped off her clothes, one by one. Then she sat on the cold tiles, pressing her face against her knees. She could still smell him on her skin. She whispered, ‘Oh, Hector,’ as tears trickled down her face then on to her legs.


After a while, she got up and stepped into the bath. She felt as though she was washing him away. Her eyes ached; rubbing them, she saw through the steam and the thick cloud of bubbles her collection of china rabbits and glass birds on the window-ledge. All this – the ornaments, the jars of bath salts with their flower motifs, the fluffy pink dressing-gown – seemed unrelated to her, to belong to a different Rachel, a Rachel she had half forgotten. She could not imagine being that Rachel again.


There was a tap on the door. Her mother called, ‘Can I come in?’


‘Yes, Mummy.’


Diana sat down in the Lloyd Loom chair. She said, ‘Do you have to get married?’


It took a few moments for Rachel to understand what her mother was asking her. Then she reddened. ‘No. It’s not like that, Mummy.’


‘You’ve shared a bed with him, though.’


She remembered the four-poster bed at Bellingford, hung with faded cretonne, and the way his body had fitted into hers. Rachel said defiantly, ‘Yes. It was lovely.’


Diana’s eyes sparked. ‘Was he the first? Or have there been others?’


Rachel found herself breathless with anger. She said, ‘How dare you? How dare you?’ the choked words sharp and small, like arrows.


There was a short, tense silence, and then Diana muttered, ‘I’m sorry, darling, I shouldn’t have said that.’


Rachel clutched the sponge to her chest. ‘He didn’t know I’d lied to you. It wasn’t his fault. And we didn’t mean to make love, it just happened.’


‘I think we’d better keep it from Daddy, though, hadn’t we, darling? Better to let him think Hector was a gentleman.’ Diana dipped her hand into the water. ‘Brrr! You’re getting goose-pimples. Hurry up and get dried or you’ll catch a chill.’ She left the room.


Rachel remained in the cooling water. Her limbs felt heavy. The bubbles had dispersed, and she moved her hand slowly through the tepid water, watching the ripples as they swelled against the side of the bath. She seemed to hear doors shutting, gates clanging shut. She climbed out of the bath and, wrapping herself in her dressing-gown, went into her bedroom. For the first time, its pink and white luxury seemed both oppressive and demeaning, a pretty cage that trapped her. She stood for a while at the window, watching the rain, her gaze moving from the garden and the road, to the low, rolling fields, and then she lay on her bed, and fell asleep. She dreamed she was climbing up the pele tower at Bellingford. The stairs seemed to spiral up and up for ever.


In the evening, there was a knock at the door. Rachel opened it. Her father was holding a tray.


‘Thought we should talk, pumpkin.’ The old childhood nickname reassured her.


He came into the room, and placed the tray on the table. ‘Cocoa,’ he said. ‘I made it, I’m afraid. Hope it’s not too frightful.’


‘Where’s Mrs Nelson?’ Mrs Nelson was the Wybornes’ housekeeper.


‘Her daughter’s producing another sprog, so she had to dash home. And Mummy’s got one of her heads, so I’m holding the fort.’


‘Oh, Daddy. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to cause so much trouble.’ Tears ached at the corners of her eyes.


‘There, there.’ He hugged her. Then he said, ‘I had a word with Hector. He called. You were napping. He seems a decent chap. And he obviously cares a great deal about you, poppet.’


She began to hope again. ‘He loves me.’


‘Yes.’ Henry put down his cup. ‘But there are other considerations, darling.’


She whispered, ‘Other considerations?’


‘Yes.’ He grimaced. ‘Money, I’m afraid. Hector has inherited a sizeable estate, but there’s death duties to pay and not much in the way of saleable assets.’


She must have looked bewildered, because he explained, ‘Paintings, antiques, agricultural land. That’s the sort of thing people sell when they have to pay off the taxman. Or they give the estate lock, stock and barrel to the National Trust. But Hector told me that you mean to live there, so that’s not an option.’


She said wildly, ‘I’d live anywhere, Daddy, if it means Hector and I can be together. In a bungalow – or on a council estate, anywhere.’


‘But I don’t want you to live “anywhere”, darling.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘I’ve something put aside for you, Rachel, for when you marry, only we want to be sure you’re doing the right thing. That’s not unreasonable, is it? Both Mummy and I would like you to see a bit more of the world before you settle down. So we’d like you to agree to wait a year. After all, you’ve only known the chap a few months. A year isn’t much to ask, is it, pumpkin? To please Mummy and me.’


‘But I’ll be able to see him?’


‘We think it’d be better if you didn’t.’


‘But, Daddy—’


‘All I’m suggesting is a year’s separation. But no letters or phone calls. Better that way – a clean break – and kinder, don’t you think? And if at the end of it you both feel the same, well, then, you may marry with our blessing.’


She cried, ‘But what will Hector think? What will he think?’


‘He’ll understand. And it’s the best solution, don’t you agree, darling? It’ll mean that Mummy and I won’t worry, and Hector, if he really cares about you, will be prepared to wait.’ Henry took the cup out of Rachel’s clenched hands and placed it on the tray. ‘Is it a bargain, then?’


She nodded mutely.


‘Promise?’ he said.


‘I promise.’ The words were just a whisper.


‘Good,’ he said briskly. ‘Then Mummy and I have decided that the best thing would be for you to go to Madame Jolienne’s now, instead of waiting for the autumn.’


She stared at him, bewildered. Madame Jolienne ran the finishing-school in Paris. ‘But Lady Margaret’s?’


‘Only one term left, darling. We won’t worry about those silly exams. They don’t matter, do they?’ Her father smiled. ‘Better write to Hector and explain, then. Just a short note. I’ll post it for you. You’re a good girl, Rachel. You know that Mummy and I only want the best for you. Now, why not get an early night? You look exhausted, pumpkin.’


Early one morning Rachel was bundled off to Heathrow, and Paris. With Rachel’s departure, it seemed to Liv that everything had changed. The bad feeling between Thea and Diana lingered, unresolved and unvoiced. Liv missed her long conversations with Rachel at the weekend or after school, lounging on the wicker chairs in the Wybornes’ sunroom or curled up among the pictures and books in her own bedroom. She missed their walks, their cycle rides, their afternoons spent trying on each other’s clothes, or experimenting with makeup.


In a thrift shop in Cambridge, she bought ragged velvet skirts, Victorian lace blouses and long strings of beads. In the village, people stared. With her earnings from her Saturday job, she bought shampoos and hair-dyes, eyeliners and lipsticks to draw on the blank canvas of her face. Nothing had quite the effect it promised: no matter what she put on her hair, it still tangled into a bird’s nest, and her mascara always ran, trailing black tears down her cheeks.


The cottage had become small and cramped, and the friends and neighbours she had known for years now seemed irritating and dull. Worst of all, an invisible wall seemed to have grown up between herself and Thea. She seemed no longer capable of the uncritical love of her childhood. Now, she saw Thea with an older, colder eye. Part of her – a part she did not much like – took in Thea’s eccentric, home-made clothes, and her greying, straggling hair, which she cut with the kitchen scissors, and the narrowness of her life, and judged her harshly. In a small corner of her mind something unkind and condemnatory said, ‘Well! No wonder he left you. You could at least try.’


She threw away her historical novels, and read Jack Kerouac and Vladimir Nabokov, Iris Murdoch and Margaret Drabble instead. Reading, she escaped. At school, each day lasted an age. School had become restricting and irrelevant, like an old garment she had grown out of. A seed of rebelliousness uncoiled inside her, and entire lessons passed by as she sat in the back row of class, doodling on a pad, her boredom a tangible, rather frightening thing. For the first time in her life she was in trouble at Lady Margaret’s: for work not handed in, for lack of co-operation. She and Katherine formed a small, disaffected coterie, separate from the other girls.


When her form teacher wrote a letter to Thea, expressing concern at the falling standard of Liv’s work, Liv gave sulky, uninformative replies to Thea’s questions. Thea’s patience made her feel both angry and guilty. Thea, struggling to understand, said kindly, ‘You don’t have to go to university if you don’t want to, darling. You can stay here and get a job, if that’s what you’d prefer.’


Liv hissed, ‘Stay here? What on earth would I do in this dump? There’s nothing to do, and everybody’s so boring,’ and retreated to the place at the end of the garden with the willows and the stream, the place where years ago they had cast their futile, childish spells. Hunched on a log, she covered her face with her hands. She hated school, she hated Fernhill, but most of all she hated herself. Her miseries were small. She was not starving in India. She was not a Vietnamese refugee.


After a while, she went back to the house. In the kitchen, she hugged Thea and mumbled apologies, then went up to her room, got out her books and worked for hours. University was her escape: she could not afford to fail. And then, at the beginning of May, the unfolding events in Paris replayed themselves on television. The demonstrations and arrests at the Sorbonne, the barricades, the clashes between students and police. Liv, watching the flickering black and white pictures, felt a sudden stab of optimism. As though anything might happen. As though, if she were patient just a little longer, anything might happen to her.


Washing up that evening, she saw Hector Seton’s sports car draw up outside the house. Thea was in the garden; Liv wiped her hands on her jeans and ran outside.


‘Hector!’


‘Liv. How are you? Don’t fancy a spin, do you?’


‘I can’t. I’m gated.’


‘Oh.’ He ran his fingers through his unruly hair. ‘I wanted to talk to you.’


‘About Rachel?’


‘Am I so transparent?’


She smiled. ‘Well, yes, you are, actually.’


‘She’s in Paris, isn’t she?’


‘At a finishing school run by someone called Madame Jolienne. It sounds awful.’


He looked at Liv. ‘Her father told me that Rachel chose to go to Paris early. Was that true?’


‘No, of course not.’ She stared at him, shocked. Henry Wyborne had lied to Hector. Rachel’s letters from Paris drooped with misery, and were blotted with her tears.


‘Hector,’ said Liv firmly, ‘Rachel didn’t choose to go to Paris. Her father made her go.’


He blinked. ‘Do you know where she is?’


Rachel had written to her, Daddy has made me promise not to contact Hector.


She told him the address.


Rachel hated Paris. She could see that, under different circumstances, she might have felt otherwise, but just now, exiled and disgraced, she hated it. For the first time in her life she discovered what it was to feel lonely. She missed Fernhill; she missed Liv and Katherine. Most of all, she missed Hector.


She did not fit into the school, quickly discovering that though in the small milieux of Fernhill and Lady Margaret’s, she might have been perceived as both special and privileged, here she had no such status. Compared to the other girls at Madame Jolienne’s – the daughters of ambassadors, of displaced European princelings – she was small fry indeed. She could not trace her ancestry back four hundred years, she could not discourse with equal facility in five languages. A week at Madame Jolienne’s taught her that she did not know how to dress, and that her beauty routine – a ribbon to tie back her hair, and a lick of lipstick – was derisory. The school year was into its third term by the time Rachel arrived. Many of the other students had known each other for years, fellow-pupils at expensive Swiss boarding-schools. Little cliques had formed, cliques that excluded Rachel.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Girl s

An unforgettable -
story of three
inseparable friends .





OEBPS/images/lg2.jpg





OEBPS/images/lg1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
JUDITH LENNOX

THE
DARK-EYED
GIRI.S





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline
review






OEBPS/images/author.jpg





