

		

			[image: 9781409142522_FC.jpg]

		


	

		

			In Love and War


			Lesley Lokko


			

				[image: Orion-logo-NEW-black.tif]

			


			


		


	

		

			Contents


			Cover


			Title


			Contents


			Prologue


			Part One


			Part Two


			Part Three


			Part Four


			Part Five


			Part Six


			Part Seven


			Part Eight


			Part Nine


			Part Ten


			Part Eleven


			Part Twelve


			Part Thirteen


			Epilogue


			About the Author


			Also by Lesley Lokko


			Epigraph


			Acknowledgements


			Copyright


		


	

		

			Prologue


			November 2016, Sidi Aïch, Algeria


			A fat bluebottle with iridescent turquoise wings hopped impatiently from louvre to louvre, flinging itself desperately against the net curtain. Heaps of dead flies lay along the length of the sill, drifting en masse every time the door opened and a gust of cold winter air blew in. In the furthest corner from the door, a young woman with cropped blonde hair sat with her hands wrapped around a steaming mug. It was very early in the morning and the cafe was empty. A sad-eyed old man in a long embroidered white thawb manned the counter, looking up every now and then, clearly hoping for trade that no longer passed by. The minutes slowly ticked down; ten, fifteen, thirty … an hour. Her tea grew cold but she made no move to drink it. Finally, just before eight a.m., two stocky men in suits and dark mirrored sunglasses walked in. ‘Mademoiselle Sturkees?’ The shorter of the two pronounced her name with some difficulty.


			Lexi Sturgis, thirty-six years old, seasoned war correspondent for the highly respected network NNI, nodded. They were obviously professionals. She hadn’t even heard a car pull up. ‘Aiwa. Yes, that’s me.’


			‘You’re the reporter?’ He looked her up and down suspiciously, muttering something about her age and size, obviously not caring if she understood or not. His companion merely shrugged. ‘OK,’ he said decisively. ‘Come. We go now.’


			Lexi’s heart began to beat faster. She grabbed the bag that contained her camera, recorder, passport, money, mosquito repellent and a box of tampons – in these regions more useful than a gun and just as hard to find – and followed the men out of the cafe. ‘How long?’ she asked the one who was busy making preparations to bind her hands together. ‘How many hours until we get there?’


			He didn’t answer. He was no fool. He wasn’t about to reveal the location of the interview that easily. ‘Move.’ He gave the cord one last tug and pushed her towards the car. She caught a brief glimpse of an old white Peugeot 504 – no dents or marks that she could see – and then she was bundled into the back seat, where a third man was waiting. He quickly shoved a hood over her head and the world abruptly disappeared. The driver took off at speed. Left, right, left, tyres squealing in protest. For a brief, gut-wrenching second she thought of home. She saw again the look on Magnus’s face whenever he saw a suitcase on the bed. ‘Mummy’s going away.’ It wasn’t even a question. She pushed the thought to the back of her mind. She couldn’t afford to think about him. Not now. Not until she’d got the interview and was on her way back home.


			No one spoke to her. There was the occasional brief, terse exchange between the men in a dialect she couldn’t follow, and once a mobile rang but no one moved to answer it. From the sound of the engine, she could tell they were climbing, either into the hills that ran south of the city, towards Guelma and Sedrata; or into those that lay to the east, in the direction of Souk Ahras. She’d done her homework all right. There wasn’t a town within a couple of hours of Sidi Aïch that she couldn’t locate. But after climbing steadily for half an hour or so, they suddenly began to descend. It grew colder inside the car. There was another short climb, then an abrupt turn, and then another descent. She was confused. They were now somewhere in the Atlas Mountains. But where were they headed? As far as she remembered, there were no big towns nearby, only small villages and tiny hamlets, none of which seemed likely destinations for the man she’d flown all the way here to meet.


			Another half an hour passed, during which she lost all sense of direction and distance. It was no use panicking, she told herself, over and over again. The security arrangements they’d asked her to make had been so thorough and complex; it didn’t make sense to go to all that trouble if they intended to harm her. She tried to concentrate on the interview ahead. Was she being unduly reckless? When her contact had called her to confirm the details, she’d agreed to everything he’d asked without checking with Donal first. If she hadn’t, she quickly pointed out afterwards, he would simply have gone to someone else – Al Jazeera or Sky. Unthinkable.


			‘I couldn’t take the chance.’


			‘Yes, fine. You had to make the call. But you don’t know these people, Lexi.’


			‘I know Marwan. And he said they’d asked for me. Why would they do that if there was something fishy about it? They know who I am.’


			Donal said nothing. He just looked at her in that maddening way of his that said everything anyway. What about Magnus?


			She bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. It had been years since she’d followed a lead without being absolutely sure of its source. It was the sort of risk she’d have taken in her twenties, when she was first starting out and had no one to think of but herself. Now she had a husband and a child. She had responsibilities.


			‘You’ve already made up your mind, so there’s no point me telling you not to go. But be careful, Lexi. I know what they asked for, but I’m going to send Jim out with you, just in case. I don’t want you out there completely on your own.’


			‘Fine. He can wait for me in Algiers. I’ll be gone for a day, no more,’ Lexi lied. She had no idea how long she’d be gone, but the opportunity to interview the group who were behind a string of recent attacks on Western interests right across the region, from Morocco to Sudan, was too good to pass up. Although there’d been little loss of life at any of the oil refineries or pipelines the organisation had targeted, damages ran into the billions. They had no known affiliations, no political ties, made no statements. They were as capable of blowing up a refinery or destroying a pipeline as they were of shutting down an entire network. Speed, precision and the ability to disappear without a trace were their calling cards. They were high on Washington’s ‘most wanted’ list, sought by half a dozen foreign intelligence agencies, including Interpol … but all to no avail. No one had ever seen them or heard them speak. And then one day, out of the blue, one of Lexi’s contacts from Algiers had called. The group’s spokesperson wanted to talk. To her.


			‘OK.’ Donal sighed. It was as close to a compromise as he was likely to get. Donal understood: of course he did. Lexi Sturgis went where the story was. End of story. It was a standing joke at Network News International that eight out of Lexi’s nine stone were composed of her guts.


			‘I’ll be fine,’ she’d said, as lightly as she could. ‘I always am. You know that.’


			Now, heading into the unknown on her own with three strangers, she wasn’t quite so sure. A tremor of fear rose in her throat. She swallowed it as quietly as she could. She mustn’t show fear. Above all, she knew, she mustn’t show fear.


			Suddenly the car made an abrupt U-turn and skidded to a halt. For a split second, her weight was thrown against the man next to her. Something of his own nervousness communicated itself to her in the abrupt touch of their forearms. He jerked away immediately and got out. Someone opened her door, reached in and pulled her out. Still blindfolded, she was handed down a line of waiting hands and pushed through a doorway. Finally she was shoved awkwardly into a chair. A door opened and closed somewhere behind her. All around her were the sounds of footsteps, hushed conversations, whispered instructions. After a few minutes, someone approached and abruptly lifted the hood off her head. She blinked slowly, dazed. After what seemed like hours of near total darkness, the light was blinding. She looked around. Across from her sat a young boy; next to him, a man – his father perhaps – who drank slowly from a glass of tea, his little finger crooked fastidiously, elegant as a matriarch in a Kensington tea room. The boy’s eyes, wide with surprise, were fixed on Lexi, but the man’s glance landed for a moment then quickly slid away.


			She was in a room with high clerestory windows, grubby pale blue walls and an intricately patterned tiled floor. There was a single door to the outside, guarded by two armed men, and in the far corner, behind a desk, a second door, also guarded. A refrigerator hummed loudly in the background. The man opposite continued sipping his tea, smoking quietly. The boy continued to stare at her.


			After a few minutes, the door behind the desk opened. The guards stiffened to attention. Two men came into the room and scanned it quickly. They barked out a sharp command to the pair sitting on the bench. The man jumped up, grabbed hold of the boy’s arm and hurriedly left the room. Seconds later, a tall, lean figure appeared in the doorway, a black-and-white checked scarf bound all the way around his head and neck, obscuring most of his face. He took a seat behind the desk and motioned to the guards to bring Lexi forward. She was hauled upright and led to one of the two white plastic chairs in front of the desk. The man jerked his head at the guards in dismissal. They withdrew, closing the door behind them with a sharp, disapproving click, and suddenly they were alone.


			The silence in the room was so profound it was another element, like water, or air. The man began to slowly unwind his scarf. Lexi’s eyes widened as his bearded face emerged. Her heart began to thump wildly. A small muscle moved at his temple, a faint but discernible tremor beneath the surface of his skin. He looked at her, his gaze steady.


			‘Lexi.’ He smiled. ‘Ah, Lexi. I knew you’d come.’


		


	

		

			PART ONE


			November 1991


		


	

		

			1


			Lusaka, Zambia


			Amongst the stragglers walking up the hill in the full glare of the midday heat was a white schoolgirl in a red-and-white gingham dress, her blonde hair pulled into two untidy pigtails. She dragged her satchel along the dusty ground. Her socks lay in untidy heaps around her ankles and her face was flushed and sweaty. It was a long walk from her school on Busuma Road to her home on Sable Road, on the other side of the golf course where her father played at weekends and her mother sat with all the other wives on the shady veranda, sipping their sweating G&Ts. She’d refused the offer of a lift from Mrs Bates, who sailed into the schoolyard in her big air-conditioned car and looked at her pityingly from behind the steering wheel. ‘Hop in, darling. It’s not far. We’re practically going that way anyway.’


			Lexi shook her head obstinately. ‘No thanks. My mum’ll be here any minute.’ She looked at Mrs Bates without blinking. It was a lie and they both knew it. Mrs Bates shook her head and drove off.


			Vincent, the school watchman, had looked at her warily from the shaded interior of the sentry box. He was quite used to seeing Lexi Sturgis sitting under the shady acacia trees for hours and hours on end until someone finally remembered to fetch her. But today it looked like she’d decided to walk.


			‘I’m going home now,’ she told Vincent sternly. He looked at her uncertainly. The vertical crease of worry between his eyes was lost on her. He was powerless to stop her and they both knew it. She picked up her satchel, walked out of the schoolyard and disappeared up the road.


			At last she reached the white picket fence with the plaque that announced, grandly, Hightops: Residence of the British High Commissioner. Home. She pushed open the gate and let it bang shut loudly behind her. The shiny black ambassadorial Rover was parked underneath the portico at the front of the house. She peered into it curiously as she walked past. There was no one inside, not even the driver.


			She wandered into the house, sniffing the air for signs of danger, alert as any animal out there in the bush beyond the city. The house was eerily silent. She dumped her satchel on the console in the hallway and wandered down the corridor to the kitchen. Anna, the maid, was at the sink, dreamily washing up. She turned as Lexi walked in.


			‘Where’s Mummy?’ Lexi asked, eyeing the fruit bowl that stood on the table. She was hungry. She’d opened her satchel at break time to find it empty. Her mother had forgotten to pack her mid-morning snack. Again.


			Anna’s hands flashed magenta-painted nails through the suds as she shook them free. She picked up a cloth and began drying the dishes with the absent-minded attention of a lifetime spent repeating the same tasks. She didn’t answer at first. Lexi picked out a green tangerine from the bowl. They were her favourites, sharp, not sweet, with papery skin that shucked off with ease.


			‘Your mummy is sleeping,’ Anna said finally. ‘You mustn’t disturb her.’ You maasen distab ha. When the family had first arrived in Lusaka, Anna’s almost impenetrable accent had been the source of much amusement between Lexi and her younger brother.


			‘Where’s Toby?’ she asked.


			‘Toby, he’s at his friend’s house. Your daddy says I must go at four o’clock to fetch him.’


			‘From David’s?’


			Anna giggled. ‘Me, I don’t know any David. I only know Master Cunningham. Yes, he’s at that house. Will you come with me, lovey?’


			Lexi sighed. Nora Cunningham was the wife of the Deputy High Commissioner, a nervous, weak-willed woman whose energies were largely taken up ensuring the proper degree of deference was paid to her by servants, colleagues, friends and visitors alike. In the tiny diplomatic community in Lusaka, she was universally disliked, even by the children. ‘All right,’ she said reluctantly. ‘What’s Daddy’s car doing here?’ she asked through a mouthful of soft citrus flesh.


			‘Your daddy’s home,’ Anna said slowly.


			Lexi’s eyes widened. ‘Daddy’s home?’


			‘Yes, but lovey … don’t go to him. Not just yet.’


			‘Why?’


			Anna carried the stack of dried dishes to the cupboard. Her mouth was working as though she didn’t know what to say. ‘They was fighting,’ she said after a moment. ‘I think he’s angry. Yes, he’s coming very, very angry.’


			Lexi picked another tangerine from the bowl and walked out of the kitchen. She tiptoed past her father’s office and crept upstairs. Her parents’ bedroom was at one end of the long upstairs corridor and hers was at the other. In between was Toby’s room and the two spare rooms, neither of which was ever used. When they’d first arrived, her mother had set one of the rooms up as a sewing room, where she’d tried unsuccessfully to teach Lexi the difference between a running stitch and a cross stitch. Now her big woven basket of beautiful scraps of material that she’d collected in all their foreign postings lay untouched, like everything else of hers in the house – her books, her paintbrushes, her scrapbooks. Nothing interested her any more, least of all her children. It was all on account of the affair. The word was a whispered, shameful secret, even though everyone knew. ‘What’s an affair?’ Ellen McIvor asked in class one day, and Olga Marjanovic, the Yugoslav ambassador’s daughter, couldn’t help herself and blurted out, ‘It’s when your mum loves someone else’s dad!’ and everyone laughed except Lexi. Because it was true.


			She shut her bedroom door and dropped her bag on the floor. She pulled her school uniform over her head, freed her feet from her sandals and took off her socks with relief, then found a pair of shorts and the T-shirt she’d been wearing the previous day and hurriedly put them on. She pulled her hair out of its pigtails and shook it free. At last she was divested of everything girlish and constraining.


			It was nearly three p.m. She had an hour until she and Anna would walk down the road, across the golf course and up the short hill that led to the Cunninghams’, where she would endure Mrs Cunningham’s inquisitive gaze and her probing questions over an orange juice, and then she, Toby and Anna would walk home together, Anna and Lexi swinging seven-year-old Toby in between them, squealing with delight. It was anyone’s guess whether their parents would make it down for supper. Deep down, secretly, she hoped neither of them would. She couldn’t bear the sight of her father’s angry, broken face, his fingers picking desultorily at whatever Anna put in front of him, or the sound of her mother’s peculiarly cheery voice, asking them about school and homework and all the things she thought she ought to be interested in but clearly wasn’t.


			She walked over to her bedroom window, hoisted it open and looked out. The gardens sloped away from the house down towards the jacaranda trees, huddled together in a storm cloud of mauve and violet flowers. In the other corner, wide blood-red flamboyants spread their branches over Anna’s quarters. In the middle, a gigantic mnondo tree sat over the flower beds like a serene Victorian glass bell. Jethro, the gardener, was weeding. She watched him for a moment, his thin dark arms rising and falling, rising and falling, the steel of his blade catching the sunlight, scoring a flash across her eyes. Next year she would leave all of this behind. She was going to boarding school in England. Whenever she thought about it, a bodily pain gripped her in her solar plexus, making her short of breath. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go. In many ways, whatever strangeness awaited her there was preferable to the strangeness that held their entire household in its hot, tight grasp.


			


			‘Lexi?’ A little while later, Anna stood below her window, squinting up, shielding her face from the sun. She’d tied her scarf properly and carried a basket slung over one arm.


			Lexi pushed open the window and leaned out. ‘It’s not four o’clock yet,’ she called down.


			‘Eggs is finished. I’m going to buy some. Are you coming?’


			Lexi nodded vigorously. She slammed the window shut, grabbed her flip-flops and ran downstairs. There was a Portuguese greengrocer down the road where Anna went two or three times a week. Tiago, the owner, was a short, rotund man whose smile matched his girth. He liked Lexi, called her moranga – on account of her strawberry-blonde hair, he told her – and often made her the gift of a peach or a smooth yellow apple, whose price he would impatiently wave away.


			It was another world at the greengrocer’s, far from the regimented order of the International School and the hierarchy of the British Club, which were the only other spheres Lexi knew. Barefoot neighbourhood children curled protectively around the legs of their mothers, hankering after chewing gum or a packet of sweets; middle-aged white women, some with their hair in rollers, having dashed out to buy a bottle of wine before a dinner party, waltzed frantically up and down the short aisles, looking for this or that. Nannies and housegirls, like Anna, some with their little mzungu charges in tow, bought vegetables, clucking authoritatively over the price or the firmness of a piece of fruit. Outside, black men like Jethro and Chilonga, the nightwatchman who came at dusk and left at dawn, lounged on car bonnets or sat around in groups, cigarettes rolled between thumb and forefinger, African-style, gossiping like old women. Lexi’s eyes and nostrils widened pleasurably as she took it all in.


			Anna bought the eggs and a loaf of the sweet, doughy sugar bread that she ate every morning whilst Lexi and Toby struggled over half-finished bowls of cereal, and, clutching Lexi firmly by the hand, negotiated their way through the small knot of men at the entrance, who called out greetings and jests in the language that Lexi did not understand. Anna’s body jiggled with laughter as she threaded through them. Lexi tripped along after her, humming to herself, the warm, sandy earth beneath the thin soles of her flip-flops as soft as cream.


			2


			Something woke her, deep in the middle of the night. She sat bolt upright in bed, her heart racing. There was a sudden thud, then a muffled noise, halfway between a shriek and a scream. She held herself very still, straining to hear what was going on. They were arguing, of course, but something was different this time. There was an unfamiliar quality to the air. It had been there all week, sharp and brittle, like the atmosphere before a storm. The previous day, a Saturday, she’d wandered into her mother’s bedroom and watched her put her face on in front of the mirror, utterly absorbed in the task: powder, mascara, lipstick, pressing her lips together, and then the bit Lexi loved most, the way she dabbed a wafer-thin tissue against her lips and the glossy imprint came away, perfectly shaped.


			‘Mum,’ she’d begun, wanting not so much to tell her anything as to have, even for a minute or two, her mother’s undivided attention.


			‘Hush, darling,’ her mother said, carefully brushing her eyelashes, one after the other. ‘I’ve got to concentrate.’


			‘But—’


			‘Alexandra! Will you please just shut up? I can’t hear myself think these days!’


			Lexi’s mouth fell open in stunned protest. It was the oddest thing to say. I can’t hear myself think? There’d been nothing but silence in the house for weeks … months, even. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d had anything like a proper conversation. She could barely remember when her mother had last been in the house for more than half an hour. She was always either on her way out, or just come back in and already preparing to leave again, all because of the affair. Lexi felt the by-now-familiar hot sting of tears behind her eyes. She’d stored up weeks and weeks of things to tell her mother, waiting desperately for that moment when she’d look up and see her eyes on her again, properly, the way they used to be. Now there was a vacant, distracted look in them that meant only one thing: her children were already – always – out of mind. She’d stared resentfully at her for a moment, then slipped out of the room. Her mother didn’t even notice her going.


			There was another muffled yell. Lexi’s skin shrank. Her bedroom door creaked. It was Toby. ‘Come on,’ she whispered, lifting up the sheet. ‘Hop in. Quickly.’


			He ran across the floor and clambered into bed with her. His thin little body was shaking. ‘They’re fighting again,’ he whispered. She could hear his teeth chattering, despite the warm night.


			‘No, they’re not fighting. They’re just talking.’


			‘I heard Daddy say a bad word.’


			‘No, you didn’t. They’re just talking. It’ll be all right in the morning,’ Lexi lied. ‘Shall I tell you a story?’


			He nodded. His chin was sharp against her arm. ‘Yes please. But make it a good one, Lexi. Make it one with a happy ending.’


			She swallowed hard on the lump in her throat. She was eleven, and already she knew there was no such thing.


			


			The next morning, the house was quiet. At some point during the night, Toby must have woken up and gone back to his room, though his warmth and scent were still there. She pushed back the thin cotton sheet impatiently and got up. It was a Sunday. One more luxurious, do-as-you-like day, then school again. She slipped her cotton nightdress over her head, pulled on her shorts and T-shirt and tiptoed down the corridor to the bathroom. Toby had already been in, she noticed, wrinkling her nose. His sodden pyjamas lay in a heap by the toilet. At seven, he still regularly wet the bed, though thankfully generally only his own bed. She cleaned her teeth and brushed the sleep out of her hair, then went downstairs to make breakfast. Sunday was Anna’s day off, and although Lexi hadn’t quite mastered the art of making an omelette to Anna’s exceptionally high standards, scrambled eggs was easy.


			Toby was in the living room, watching a video. His face turned towards her as she came through. She felt her heart tighten painfully. These days, his expression was one of permanent confusion, as though he was unsure not just of himself, but of the whole of the world around him. Over the past few months she’d watched helplessly as the two sides of his nature – one free and sunny and inquisitive, the other dark and sad – struggled with each other, the end result a caged wariness, as though he couldn’t quite trust the world as he saw it. She knew why. It was simply his response to their parents’ mercurial changes of temperament. Her mother’s impatience to be somewhere else, even when she was present, was overwhelming, settling over the house like dust. Her father’s anguish was palpable, tangible, as were his attempts to pretend that everything was normal, as though having a wife who came home at midnight smelling of alcohol and another man’s aftershave was an everyday occurrence. They all knew who the other man was – in the small, tightly bound diplomatic community in which they lived, there were no secrets – but Lexi couldn’t remember ever seeing him. In her mind’s eye he was tall and blonde, with pale blue eyes and fair, sun-pinked skin, but she had no way of knowing. To ask a question or utter his name would have been to make it real and therefore true – and she didn’t want that.


			‘Hul-lo,’ she said, reaching down to ruffle Toby’s hair. ‘Have you had breakfast?’


			Toby shook his head, his eyes returning impatiently to the screen. The make-believe world of Captain Daredevil was infinitely preferable to theirs. ‘Not hungry,’ he murmured.


			‘If I make pancakes, I bet you’ll be hungry,’ Lexi teased. She chewed the inside of her lip. She’d watched Anna make pancakes the previous Saturday … it couldn’t be all that difficult.


			She straightened up and wandered into the kitchen, pulling open the heavy fridge door and surveying the contents. Everything was kept in the fridge, protection against the humidity as well as the tiny red and black ants that devoured anything and everything left in their path. Flour, eggs, milk … oh, and sugar, of course. She took out the heavy glass jars, one by one. Mixing bowl, whisk, frying pan, oil … she lined everything up neatly and was just about to begin cracking the smooth, pale brown eggs into the bowl when she heard someone coming down the stairs.


			‘Mum?’ she called out hesitantly. ‘D’you want some pancakes? I’m just making some—’ She stopped, looking at her mother in fright. ‘What’s happened to your face, Mum?’


			‘What?’ Her mother stood in the doorway, feigning surprise. ‘Oh, that … it’s nothing. I … I banged it last night.’


			‘How?’


			‘I don’t know, darling. It … it just happened. I must’ve hit something.’


			Lexi looked at her mother’s cheek. A bruise the size of an orange was forming underneath the pale, freckled skin.


			‘Where’s Toby? Is he up yet?’ Her mother changed the subject.


			Lexi pointed wordlessly to the living room. She swallowed hard and turned back to the pancakes, hoping the bruise would disappear.


			But it didn’t. It deepened and spread. All morning when she looked at her mother, it was like looking into the face of someone she didn’t know. A damaged face that wasn’t just to do with the stain that dominated it. There was an evasive, distracted look in her mother’s eyes that frightened her. Her father didn’t come downstairs, and later, after she’d given Toby his pancakes and made her mother a cup of tea that she didn’t drink, her mother went back upstairs to bed.


			


			The next morning, neither her mother nor her father was anywhere to be seen. Anna accompanied her and Toby to school. Lexi spent the day in a state of distracted nervousness, absently chewing one of her plaits, worrying about something she could sense, but not see. When she came home at lunchtime, her father’s car was in the driveway. She knew at once that something dreadful had happened. She looked into her father’s face, made stiff with dread and anger and defeat, and something inside her cracked.


			His words made no sense. ‘She’s gone to make another life.’


			Lexi stared at him uncomprehendingly. What did that mean? She already had a life, didn’t she? Here in Lusaka, their fifth posting, with her husband and her two children? Or had she decided that that life wasn’t worth keeping? She looked past him to where Toby sat on the living room floor, trying not to hear. She would be all right, she knew, with a fierce certainty that almost frightened her. But what about Toby? What would happen to Toby without their mother?


			3


			Southcote, Reading


			In the next-door room, the one with the bay window looking out on to the garden and the neat row of terraced houses that began where the flowers and the grass ended, her mother lay dying. The terrible fact of it gave shape to their days, which had previously centred around other things – meals, school, work, evenings in front of the television, the soft murmur of her parents’ conversation the backdrop to her homework, night after night, during the week. Now the routine of the house was given over to others – nurses, health workers, neighbours. Her mother no longer cooked and there were days when her father did not go to work, but hung around the house trailing whichever nurse or neighbour had been appointed to administer the never-ending supply of pills, ointments, creams, medicines, liquids and needles that marked out the passing of the day.


			The routine was unchanged and unvarying. One of the nurses – either the loud, cheerful Australian one, or the quiet, serene-looking Irish one – came in at six to dispense the early-morning drugs that made it possible for her mother to face the day. After a wash and a change of sheets and clothing, Jane was allowed in. For the past month, her mother’s meals had been reduced to a bland, smooth mush that had to be spooned into her like a baby. Jane perched on the edge of the bed, trying not to notice how little space her mother’s legs now took up, barely more than twigs under the brightly patterned coverlet. It was impossible to fathom how those once-sturdy limbs, encased in shiny nylon stockings in winter or lightly tanned in summer, had, like the rest of her, simply wasted away. At eight, just before leaving for work, her father would come in, signalling that it was time for Jane to go to school. He often brought out a packet of mints from his pocket, surreptitiously slipping her one to disguise the scent of decay.


			Her mother was dying. The fact of it was still a slap in the face, a stiff shock of surprise when she opened her eyes each morning and heard, through the thin wall of what had once been her parents’ room and was now occupied by her mother’s mechanical medical bed, that living, breathing battery of machines that ran on continuously, day and night, mysteriously keeping her alive. Sometimes, when she leaned in to hear a whispered wish, she would feel her mother’s skin against hers, papery and thin, like an insect’s wing, changing and preparing itself for death.


			But today was a Saturday, and there was no school. She could hear her father shuffling from the room where he now slept to her mother’s room, bringing magazines and the Saturday papers that her mother was too weak to hold. ‘Shall I make you a cup of tea?’ She heard his voice through the partially open door.


			Perched awkwardly on the edge of the bath, she brought the hand-held magnifying mirror to her face. She lifted the scissors with her left hand and gingerly began to cut her fringe. It was something her mother had always done. Every fortnight or so, for as long as she’d had a fringe, she’d sat on the edge of the bath as her mother ran a steady, practised hand across her eyes … snip, snip, snip … it was done. Not any more. As her mother slipped further and further away, Jane sat alone on the porcelain edge and tried, unsuccessfully, to cut it herself.


			


			‘Who the hell cut your fringe?’ It was the first thing Becky Alperton said to her when she walked into school the next morning. ‘Was she blind?’


			‘Shut up!’ hissed Amanda Hodges, avoiding Jane’s anguished, nervous glance. ‘Don’t you know her mother’s dying?’


			Her mother’s dying. Her mum’s got cancer. Her mum’s really, really sick. The words were like an echo, a shadow that followed her everywhere she went. In a terrible way that she would never, ever be able to express to anyone, her mother’s illness had earned her some respite from the dreadful comments that were otherwise the backdrop to her life at school, though even daring to think about herself at a time like this was enough to slice a clean, clear pain through her ribs. How could she be so selfish? But she couldn’t help it. No one knew what it was like, no one. She’d been there for nearly two years and nothing had changed. She hated it. After nearly ten years of scrimping and saving, denying themselves holidays, a new washing machine, a new car, her parents could finally afford to send their only daughter to St Augustine’s, the private girls’ school in Caversham, across the river and a whole world away from the two-up, two-down semi-detached house in Southcote where Jane Elizabeth Marshall, aged sixteen, had lived her entire life. It was the culmination of their dreams, the moment her father, a postal worker who’d risen to mid-level management through dint of sheer graft and tenacity, had been waiting for his whole life.


			She sat the entrance exam, passed easily and was awarded a small bursary to boot. The day the letter came, her father excused himself from the breakfast table and, according to her mother, went upstairs to cry in private, the expression of an emotion he would never, ever allow himself to show in front of his wife and daughter.


			Peter Marshall wasn’t like the other fathers in Southcote. To begin with, his real name wasn’t even Peter Marshall. Jane was six or seven years old when she came across a letter on the doormat addressed to a Mr Piotr Marszalek. She stared at it for ages, then took it into the living room. Her mother looked at it for a few minutes before taking down the Polish–English dictionary that stood in the cabinet next to the fireplace. It was a thick, heavy book with a cracked leather spine and faded gold lettering.


			marszalek: marshal, denoting anything from a high court official, a field marshal, or the chairman of the Polish parliament, to a servant in a great household.


			Jane looked at the explanation, struggling to read the unfamiliar words. She knew her father wasn’t English in the way her friends’ fathers were. He had odd little habits, a slight hesitation before pronouncing certain words, and – the dead giveaway – there were no relatives on his side – no grandparents, uncles, cousins. Her maternal grandparents had long since died, and although there was an uncle and cousins somewhere in Leeds, her mother’s family had never seemed particularly close-knit. It was just the three of them, and it seemed to suit them fine.


			Peter Marshall never spoke of his life ‘back there’. It fell to Jane’s mother to explain why he always ate his food so fast, and why he preferred spending hours outside in the garden, coaxing vegetables – never flowers – from the stony ground. It was to do with hunger, she said, and the fact that the first eight years of his life had been spent more or less on the run, along with fourteen other boys who later made the crossing to England. He ate as though there would never be enough, though he was as thin and lean as Penny, Jane’s mother, was round and soft. ‘It’s because of the war,’ her mother whispered to her. ‘It affected him.’


			The war. A distant, far-off event in a distant, far-off place – her father’s childhood – that cast its long, ugly shadow over 7 Ashampstead Road, where the curtains seemed permanently drawn and sunlight never ventured in. Their one ray of hope was Jane, and it would have killed them both to know that she’d never been unhappier in her life than the day she earned a place at the school where she would never, ever belong.


			Her mother’s dying. It was this fact that momentarily put a halt to the sideways glances, the snobbish looks, the snide whispered comments that put her firmly in her place. Not one of us. You couldn’t say that to a girl whose mother was wasting away. Mandy Hodges knew, because she was one of three girls who’d been instructed by their form mistress to visit Jane one weekend, and the only one who’d actually turned up. The brief visit was torment for everyone concerned, not least Jane, who’d had no idea that she was coming, or that anyone at St Augustine’s even knew where Southcote was.


			‘Oh,’ was all she’d said, opening the door to find Mandy Hodges standing outside.


			‘Oh. Er, hi. Miss Griffiths … she thought … well, she thought it would be nice if … if …’ Mandy trailed off, embarrassed. Behind Jane, the sitting room door was open. Her father was dozing in his armchair.


			‘Who is it, love?’ her mother called from upstairs.


			‘It’s … just … just someone from school,’ Jane said weakly. Shame washed over her in waves.


			Her father woke up, startled by the noise, and then she had to invite Mandy in, and it was all exposed – the mean and shabby little sitting room with the TV in one corner, the bookcase in another and the Formica-topped dining table where Jane still did her homework every night. Two sets of mismatched curtains and a loud shag-pile rug in front of the gas burner. Mandy Hodges stood in the hallway, a wilting bunch of flowers in her hand, her eyes wide with surprise as she took it all in. Jane wished the ground would open up and swallow her whole. She took Mandy upstairs to see her mother, and hung around in the doorway as they made small talk, then led her back downstairs in complete silence.


			‘Um, thanks … thanks for coming,’ she mumbled, practically pushing Mandy out the door.


			‘Oh. You’re … well, it was Miss Griffiths really … I didn’t … my mum said … Well, I … I hope your mum feels better soon. I’d … I’d better go.’ And she ran across the road before either of them was forced to say another word.


			That was a month ago. If there was something other than withering condescension in Mandy Hodges’ eyes after the visit, Jane chose not to see it. She withdrew even further into her shell and refused to meet their eyes. Only two more terms to go, she whispered to herself on the bus to school every morning. Her mother was dying. Nothing could be worse than that. Not even two more terms at St Augustine’s. No, not even that.


			4


			‘We give thanks for the life of Penelope Mary Wilson, beloved wife of Peter Marshall, devoted mother of Jane. We give thanks for Our Lord’s grace and His favour in …’ The priest’s soft voice droned on. Jane gripped the wooden pew in front of her and tried to stop herself slipping forwards. Next to her, his lips moving awkwardly, silently, her father stood stiffly to attention. Across the aisle were a smattering of neighbours and old Mrs Denning from the Marshalls’ Kennington days, before Jane was born, with whom Penny had kept in touch once a month, religiously, either by letter or by phone. Mrs Denning was in her eighties, her face buried behind her hat, which was probably just as well, since she hadn’t managed to stop crying since she’d arrived that morning by taxi.


			St Michael’s Church in Tilehurst, a few miles from Southcote, was her mother’s choice, though neither Jane nor her father really knew why. It turned out she’d been in touch all along with the rector, a tall, kindly-looking man named the Right Reverend Richard Rodgers – an alliteration that would in other circumstances have made Jane giggle – who seemed to know more about Penny Marshall’s last wishes than either her husband or daughter did. The cremation, a simple, dignified ceremony that lasted half an hour, had taken place earlier that morning. Now there was the matter of the service to get through, and then the day would be over.


			At the altar, the silver urn containing her mother’s ashes stood surrounded by flowers and wavering, flickering tea lights. The priest raised his arms, gathering the small circle of family and well-wishers into his benevolent embrace, his voice rising above Mrs Denning’s choked sobs. He brought his hands together in one final prayer and then, abruptly, it was over.


			It took a few minutes for people to exit the pews, stopping before Jane and her father to express their sympathy with a word or two or a hand laid softly on an arm; then she felt her father’s hand on her back and together they followed the last guests out of the church. She got into the car between Mr Spaulding, her father’s boss, and his wife, who kept up a steady, inconsequential patter of words all the way home, to which Jane muttered alternately ‘yes’ or ‘no’, which seemed to satisfy her.


			One of the neighbours had been round to the house before the service and helped Jane lay out coffee, tea and cake for the handful of mourners making their way back to Southcote. She moved amongst her mother’s best china cups and saucers as though in a dream, refilling the two teapots and the tall nickel-plated coffee pot and making sure there were cakes and biscuits for all.


			After what seemed like an eternity, it was suddenly five o’clock, and the sun sank behind the trees. The house grew cold, the teacups were abandoned, and finally the last neighbour closed the door and Jane and her father were alone. They washed up together in silence, Jane taking care to dry the plates as thoroughly as if her mother were still standing over her, watching. By seven, everything was back in place and the kitchen and tiny dining room were returned to their usual quiet emptiness.


			The long evening stretched before them. How, she wondered, watching her father settle himself in his armchair, would they fill it, and the one after that … and all the long days and evenings ahead? Her father was nearly sixty-five; he had another few months until retirement. Aside from work and his vegetable garden, he had no hobbies that Jane knew of, no friends other than the neighbours and work colleagues who’d come to stand awkwardly beside him as he buried his wife. What would he do now? Jane had never been close to him, not out of any difference of opinion or adolescent tension, but because he’d never really encouraged it. There was a distance in her father that only her mother seemed able to cross. It had always been that way. But now … how would it be now?
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			Lamu, Kenya


			It was raining. Not the tearful spittle-lick of an English summer, but the hammering, fist-sized blows of a tropical downpour. Coming back up the beach with the awkward slow-motion gait of someone walking in sand, Lexi was caught out. She was wearing a bikini top and a pair of denim shorts, and soon she was soaked through. She hadn’t seen the storm coming. For three days now the skies had been clear and smooth, a taut sheet of cobalt stretched overhead, moving from iridescent blue to smoky lilac at dusk in the time it took her to polish off a G&T at the bar. But not now. Now the sky was the brooding, bruised colour of plums.


			She staggered the last few yards to her cottage and pushed open the unlocked front door. She stood for a few moments in the doorway, looking around, water pooling at her feet. The room was immaculate. It had been swept and cleaned as soon as she left that morning. She found it unsettling. It reminded her of her aunt’s Holland Park flat, buffed and polished hourly by her invisible staff. She blew out her cheeks. Relax, Lexi. Just relax. You’re on holiday. An enforced holiday, granted. Jane had practically frogmarched her on to the plane. ‘Donal’s instructions. Go. Take a holiday. Go!’ She woke each day to the yawning in-and-out sound of the ocean, the shoreline a few hundred yards from where she slept. A cool early-morning breeze blew in through the shuttered windows, filtered light turning the bedroom into a dancing play of shadow and light.


			Mustafa, the young butler-cum-cook, for whom she was the only guest, came every morning just before eight with a tray of perfectly sliced fresh fruit and a still-steaming Italian-style coffee pot. ‘Habari, missus. Habari ya asubuhi.’ His greeting was delivered with a smile so wide and impossibly sincere it seemed to belong to another age. On her first day, still dazed after her overnight flight from London and an uncomfortable three-hour bus journey to the coast, she’d watched him walk back up the beach to the hotel, his skin very black against the pale sand, legs and arms in stark contrast to the starched-stiff whiteness of his uniform. Every now and then he stopped, gazing out at the sea as it stretched away to hazy infinity. A group of children shyly showed him something in the curved palms of their hands. When they wandered off again, bored by his response, he continued dreamily on his way as if no interruption had taken place.


			She looked down. The water at her feet had gone cold. She kicked off her flip-flops and walked through the small living room to the bedroom, untying her bikini top as she went. She wriggled her way out of her shorts and looked around for a towel. Suddenly, the rain stopped. She lifted her head in surprise. For the past half-hour she’d been deafened by the roar. Now, as quickly as it had started, the fierce drumming of raindrops was gone. She smiled to herself, a slow, private smile. Africa. She was back in Africa again. She turned on the shower and stepped inside.


			


			He spotted her as soon as she walked in. In her faded denim shorts and loose white T-shirt she stood out like an angry, beautiful thumb amongst the oiled, tanned flesh and yards of trailing diaphanous garments. She hesitated in the doorway, scanning the room for an empty seat, then walked over to the bar, sliding on to an empty stool close by. It was the third or fourth time he’d seen her in the past couple of days. She was small, compact and lithe, with the sort of self-possession that hinted at days, weeks, perhaps even months spent on her own. He’d watched her walk down the beach earlier that morning, his attention caught by the strong, slim tendons of her ankles, hollowed away delicately on either side. Her blonde hair was cut short, and now, as he stole a sideways look at her, he saw that her profile was just as striking – the deep cave of her eye marked by a strip of glossy eyebrow and long dark eyelashes, a combination at odds with the smooth fairness of her skin and hair.


			‘Drink, miss?’ Goodwill, the barman, was upon her in a flash.


			‘A gin and tonic, please.’ It was the first time he’d actually heard her speak. She was English. Her voice was unexpectedly low and husky. He felt his pulse quicken with interest.


			‘Ice and lemon?’ Goodwill was solicitous, as he always was with lone women, beautiful or not.


			‘Mmm, thanks.’


			Goodwill looked up and caught Mark staring at her. The two men grinned briefly at each other. Mark watched as the alcohol swirled oilily at the bottom of the glass. There was the satisfying hiss of tonic over the crushed ice, and then Goodwill laid a thin, translucent slice of lemon triumphantly across the top and slid the drink across the counter with a flourish. She took a sip, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a crumpled packet of cigarettes, tapping one out against the counter. Someone sidled up to her immediately. Mark recognised Philippe, the hotel’s resident Lothario.


			‘D’you need a light?’ he asked hopefully.


			She turned round. ‘No,’ she said shortly, in a tone of voice that would have sent most people running.


			But Philippe wasn’t so easily put off. He flicked open his lighter, holding the flame steady in front of her. ‘You’re here on holiday?’


			There was a second’s pause. She bent her head to accept the flame. ‘Thanks,’ she said calmly, straightening up. ‘Do me a favour, though, will you? Piss off.’


			Philippe’s mouth dropped open, but before he could reply, she’d picked up her drink and her cigarettes and moved off further down the bar. Mark’s mouth twitched. Ballsy, too. He winked at Goodwill and followed her.


			‘A tad brutal,’ he murmured, turning his head to where Philippe stood staring glumly into his drink. ‘Phil’s a bit of a pest, granted, but he’s harmless enough.’


			She turned towards him. ‘Do I know you?’ she asked coldly.


			‘No. I’m Mark.’ He held out a hand.


			She eyed him cautiously. ‘Alexandra,’ she muttered finally, blowing smoke out of the corner of her mouth. She had a nice handshake: firm, brief, to-the-point.


			‘Really? You don’t look like an Alexandra.’


			She looked faintly amused. ‘Whatever.’


			‘Bad day?’ he asked mildly.


			She frowned and shook her head. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered finally. ‘Long one.’


			‘Come off it. You’ve hardly stirred from your cottage.’


			‘How would you know?’


			‘I’ve been watching you,’ he said simply, as if it was something she should know.


			She turned her head to look at him properly, her eyes narrowing. Hazel eyes, he noticed, distracted by the freckles across her nose and cheeks, burnished where the sun had caught her. Lioness eyes. ‘Why?’ she asked finally. ‘Why’ve you been watching me?’


			He shrugged. ‘Why not?’


			‘Is that how you spend your holidays? Watching lone women?’


			He laughed, amused. ‘Three things, lady. First of all, I’m not on holiday. I live here. Secondly, you’re hard to miss.’ He picked up his beer and on impulse, in a move that was surprisingly bold even for him, laid the still-cold neck on her arm, tracing a line from elbow to wrist. There was a pause.


			‘What’s the third?’ Her voice was suddenly unsteady.


			He drew in his breath sharply. ‘Wait and see.’


			And suddenly, there it was. Desire. Overwhelming desire.


			


			He was very tall, a rangy, strong, restless body. Walking alongside him in the dark, back to her cottage, she was conscious of barely reaching his shoulder. Was she mad? A rest, Jane had said to her sternly. Get some rest. Not meet-a-stranger-in-a-bar-and-take-him-home kind of rest. She nudged the front door open with her foot.


			‘Nice,’ he murmured, dipping his head as he followed her in. She walked over to the couch and switched on a lamp, watching him warily as he looked around. He was certainly good-looking. Tanned, with lovely strong arms and long, muscular legs in baggy khaki shorts; wavy dark brown hair that fell to his shoulders, deep blue eyes and a permanent humorous slant to his mouth. ‘Don’t have much, do you?’ he said finally, his eyes coming back to rest on her.


			‘I’m only here for a couple of days.’ She pulled her T-shirt over her head and wriggled out of her shorts. ‘Bedroom’s in here,’ she tossed over her shoulder as she walked towards the door.


			‘Steady on,’ he laughed, suddenly sounding oddly taken aback. She turned in surprise. Suddenly, for all his boldness, he was the one ill at ease, his demeanour at odds with the easy, confident swagger he’d displayed earlier. ‘Don’t you want a drink first?’ he asked.


			Lexi looked up at him impatiently. ‘Why? We’ve already had a drink. Three, as a matter of fact.’ She stood in the doorway to the bedroom.


			He walked towards her, still nervous, but when his hands went around her back, pulling her towards him, he found his ground again. ‘You smell nice,’ he murmured against her hair. She pushed her face into his white shirt, breathing deeply. There was nothing like it; that heavy, heady mixture of sweat, aftershave and cigarettes that was so specifically male. She tilted her head back slightly to look at him. Yes, blue eyes, the colour of a summer sky. He was tanned all over, she noticed approvingly as she peeled back his shirt. She ran her hands down his stomach, following the line of silky hair until it disappeared beneath the waistband of his shorts. He was rock hard already.


			It took him less than a second to divest himself of his own clothes. She moved first, pushing him gently back on to the low double bed, feeling the mattress give way underneath the unaccustomed weight. There was no time to waste. A knee on either side of his torso, her lips on his, her tongue stiff and seeking … She swallowed him, literally, drawing his soft lips into her mouth, biting him, just as her body pulled and sucked his penis inside her. If he was surprised, he made no protest, meeting her hunger with his own. It was exactly what she needed: wild, urgent sex. They fought a little. She didn’t want him on top of her, the way it usually was for first-time lovers and one-night stands. She preferred it the other way round. She won, of course.


			


			‘Jesus,’ he groaned, half an hour later, one hand padding about on the small night table for his cigarettes. ‘Are you always this … this …?’ He seemed lost for words.


			‘This what?’


			‘This direct?’


			She grinned. ‘Always. Here, gimme one.’ She reached out a hand for a cigarette, pushing her face into that splendid, solid chest once more, taking the scent of him all the way down into her lungs. ‘Thanks.’ She took the lit cigarette and inhaled gratefully, and they smoked together in easy, shared silence. When she made to switch on the bedside lamp, he put out a hand and stopped her.


			‘I like the darkness,’ he murmured, his free hand going around the nape of her neck, his thumb coming to rest gently on her skin. He stroked the cropped hair absently, almost fondly. She closed her eyes. An unexpectedly tender blast of warmth stole over her, and she had to hold back from pulling him inside her again. ‘So, where’re you from, Alex? I mean, where are you really from?’


			She stiffened. ‘What d’you mean?’


			He chuckled softly. The sound reverberated deep in his chest. ‘You sound English enough but there’s something else there … I can’t put a finger on it. I don’t know, just a hunch. An army brat, maybe?’


			She blinked. He was surprisingly perceptive. She shook her head. ‘No, not an army brat.’ She took another drag. She was used to being recognised, and she was certain he hadn’t recognised her. She hesitated for a second, then shrugged. What the hell … she wouldn’t be seeing him again. ‘My dad was a diplomat.’


			‘Ah. A diplomat brat. Well that explains it.’


			She was silent for a moment, then she suddenly rolled off him and walked to the bathroom, closing the door firmly behind her. She leaned against it for a second, then turned on the tap, scooped a little water into her palm and washed herself between her legs. She wiped herself dry and picked her kikoi off the floor. Wrapping it tightly around herself, she opened the door. He’d switched on the light and was sitting up, thumbing through the book she’d been reading. ‘Good book?’ he asked mildly, holding it up.


			‘If you don’t mind.’ She reached across him and plucked it from his hands.


			‘So, now that we’ve established that we’re both colonial brats, what do you do for a living, Alex?’ he asked, making himself more comfortable. He patted the space beside him.


			She ignored the gesture and walked over to her discarded shorts, fished a cigarette out from the pocket and lit it. ‘Look, Mark,’ she began slowly. ‘I had a really good time tonight and I’m sure you’re a great guy, but I prefer to sleep on my own and I’m actually really tired. Could we just—’


			‘Could I just shove off, you mean?’ he interrupted gently.


			‘Yeah, something like that.’ She smiled faintly, hoping he wouldn’t take offence.


			‘Sure.’ He took the news without pique, swinging his legs easily out of bed. He really was beautiful, she thought as she watched him pull on his clothes, putting his gorgeous olive-skinned body out of reach. He buttoned his shirt and ran a hand through his hair, tucking it behind his ears unselfconsciously. Then he walked over to her and lightly kissed the top of her head. ‘See you around. How long’re you here for?’


			She shrugged. ‘Couple more days.’


			‘Cool.’ He pulled open the flimsy wooden door and stepped out, closing it behind him. The cottage suddenly seemed very empty.


			She tucked her kikoi under her armpits and turned to the window. She pushed open the shutters, which Mustafa had clearly closed on account of the rain, and perched rather awkwardly on the sill. She smoked quietly, watching the moon dance across the surface of the water, carving a solid bobbing line of light all the way to the horizon. She leaned her head against the window frame and closed her eyes. In the morning, she’d be gone. It was too complicated to explain, too difficult to change. What was the line from that film she’d seen and liked so much? Have no attachments. Allow nothing in your life that you cannot walk out on in thirty seconds flat if you feel the heat coming round the corner. Robert de Niro. She smiled wryly to herself. Have no attachments. Yeah, well … no fear of that.


			


			‘Gone? What d’you mean, gone?’ He stood in front of the hotel receptionist, struggling to take it in.


			The young woman inspected her nails with a bored air. ‘She left this morning. Checked out.’


			Mark scratched his head. ‘But … she … wasn’t she supposed to stay a few more days?’


			The receptionist shrugged. The woman had paid for a week’s board and lodging, in full, up front. The fact that she’d left after only three nights was of absolutely no consequence to her. She’d already rented the cottage for the following night. Everyone won. Everyone, it seemed, except the man in front of her. She stifled a yawn. ‘I think she caught the early bus. To Nairobi.’


			He stared at her as though she’d gone mad. ‘Sawa, asante,’ he said finally, and walked off. She went back to filing her nails.


			Gone? He sat down at a table, confused, struggling to understand what he’d just been told. Was it something he’d said … or done? Or not done? They’d had a good time; he was sure of it. She wasn’t the type to fake it, he’d sensed that about her the minute he saw her. She wasn’t really his type: small, short hair, boyish-looking … no, not his type at all. But there was something about her … the way she held herself, held her own. She was alone, but unlike most women he knew, she wasn’t lonely, setting herself very clearly apart from the other tourists. He knew next to nothing about her, other than the fact that she was a diplomat’s kid. He didn’t know where she lived, or what she did for a living. There was an intensity about her that burned its way through her skin; something in her eyes that bothered him. What could someone like her have seen to provoke such a troubled look?


			He shook his head in amazement. It had been a long time since he’d met someone he wanted to know more of, rather than less. ‘Fuck it, you’re getting soft, Githerton,’ he murmured aloud.


			Looking up, he caught the waiter’s eye and ordered coffee. As if to reprimand himself, he added sternly, ‘No sugar.’


			The coffee, when it came, was good, thick and strong. He stirred the little demitasse slowly, breathing in its scent. In his mind’s eye, he pictured Alex as he’d seen her last night, her slim, pale body on top of his, small pink-tipped breasts swaying slightly as she bent forward, the smooth skin of her stomach and the taut, round swell of her hips, her closed, dreamy face with the light smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose …


			He swallowed the coffee in a single mouthful. What the hell had he done wrong? He liked her. With a petulant, exasperated sigh, he pushed the empty cup away from him and stood up. He was aware of a faint shadow of gloom hanging over his day, like a bruise beneath the skin of a particularly lovely and delicious piece of fruit. He left a handful of notes on the table and walked out.


			


			She pushed her way through the usual throng of tourists, travellers, and friends and relatives of passengers returning to Britain, America, Canada, Germany. A handful of big-bellied uniformed men patrolled the entrance, pushing back non-ticket-holders with nervously twitching sjamboks. A bored-looking policeman glanced at her ticket and passport and stood aside to let her pass. It was crowded inside the terminal building. Long queues formed around solitary islands of officialdom: passport check; baggage check; ticket check; weight check. She took her place in each, shuffling patiently forward, seemingly no closer to completion.


			At last she was through. She handed over her small bag and watched it disappear along the worn black tongue of the luggage belt. On her way up to the departure lounge, she stopped at the restrooms. As she opened the door, she almost fell over an elderly blind woman holding out a pannier full of coins. ‘Any shillings, madam?’ She fished in her pocket and deposited the last of her local currency. She had no need of it: she wouldn’t be coming back.


			An hour later, she was again in a line. This time she put out a hand to grasp the metal rail of the steps that had been wheeled to the aircraft. ‘Welcome aboard.’ The smiling flight attendant’s head bobbed this way and that, left and right. ‘Welcome aboard.’ Lexi took her place at the rear of the hot, airless plane, threw her rucksack into the overhead locker and pulled out her earphones. It was a nine-hour flight to London. She would spend the rest of the weekend with her aunt, which was about all she’d be able to stand, and then her enforced leave, which she’d cut abruptly by three days, would be up. She would go into work on Monday morning bright and early. By evening, with any luck, she’d be back on a plane again.


			The engines growled into life and the plane was pushed slowly away from the stand. She leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. Overhead, the speakers crackled and pinged. There was a momentary pause as the plane steadied itself, then it began to gather speed, throbbing and shuddering as it lifted into the sky. She looked out of the window. Below her, spreading out like a dense blanket of stars, Nairobi began to slip away. They circled the city gracefully, and turned northwards. Far below she could see the inky darkness of Lake Victoria, the inland lake that was as vast as a sea. Away to her right was the coast, and the island she’d left early that morning. Somewhere on that island, she knew, was a rather bemused man, probably at that very moment knocking on her cottage door. Not her problem.


			She plugged her headphones into her iPhone, switched it to flight mode and settled herself as comfortably as the seat would allow. The mellow sounds of Zero 7 flowed over her. Within seconds, a habit born out of a lifetime of overnight flights, she was fast asleep.
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			Clerkenwell, London


			There was a faint click as the front door closed. Jane’s eyelids flew open. At last she could stop pretending to be asleep. She pushed her hair out of her eyes, sat upright and looked across her vast Clerkenwell loft to the front door, now firmly shut behind the man who’d just vacated her bed. He hadn’t even said goodbye. For a brief, scary moment, she thought she might actually cry. He’d seemed so … well, nice. Normal. Interesting and interested. An entertainment lawyer. She’d met him at a cocktail party after work on Thursday; it was now Saturday. A wait of two days. Rubbish by anyone’s standards except hers, of course. She drew in a deep breath and reached for the phone.


			Lexi answered it on the third ring. Bless her. A lone tear trickled down Jane’s nose. She couldn’t help herself. ‘Where are you?’ she asked, hoping Lexi wouldn’t be able to make out that she was crying. ‘You sound as though you’re underwater.’


			‘I’m in a cab. I’m on my way back.’


			‘Back from where? Oh, shit … yes, sorry. Your holiday. How … how was it?’


			There was a derisive snort. ‘Fine. What’s the matter? Why are you crying?’


			No such luck. Typical Lexi. Straight to the point. Jane sighed. ‘Nothing. Well, no, not nothing … Oh, it’s … look, d’you want to meet for coffee? I … I need to talk to you.’


			‘You’re talking to me now,’ Lexi pointed out mildly.


			‘Yes, but it’d be easier in person.’


			‘Why? What’s happened? What have you done now?’


			Jane sighed. It was impossible to hide anything from Lexi. ‘N-nothing. Well, it’s not exactly nothing … Look, I’d much rather talk about this over coffee.’


			‘Fine, but I’ve only just got in. Give me a couple of hours. I’ll meet you in Soho. And before you ask, no, I’m not coming out to the East End. Soho or nothing. Your choice.’


			‘All right. Bar Italia. See you there at ten.’


			‘Cool.’


			Jane hung up the phone and sat with her chin propped in her hands, a glum expression on her face as she looked out across the mezzanine to her lovely loft below. Usually the sight of it never failed to put a smile on her face, but not now, not today. Thank God Lexi was back. No one understood her like Lexi.


			


			It was two years since Alexandra Sturgis had walked into Network News International’s offices, just off Old Street, surprising the hell out of everyone by quitting her job at the BBC to join Donal Pearson’s risky new venture. Although there were few people in the news industry who hadn’t heard of Donal, his bold move to take a group of news correspondents out of the big, established networks and consolidate them into a small, tightly knit crew whom he sent into the riskiest places on earth was considered mad by some, irresponsible by others and professional suicide by the rest.


			NNI opened for business on 9 March 2004. Two days later, at 7.37 a.m., the peak of rush hour, ten explosions rocked the city of Madrid, killing nearly two hundred people. Six months after Madrid and two days after suicide bombers detonated another string of bombs in an Egyptian holiday resort, Donal scored another coup. He persuaded Jane Marshall to leave her comfortable, well-paid job as a producer at ITN and join NNI, with the promise of company shares and a slice of future profits to compensate for a substantial drop in salary. Jane and Donal had worked together at ITN ‘back in the day’, starting out within weeks of each other when both were fresh out of college. Jane had begun as a studio assistant and Donal, several steps ahead of her, as a trainee producer. After nearly a decade of climbing (and occasionally clawing) their way up the proverbial ladder, both had had enough. The persuasion process entailed several phone calls, two dinners and an evening of drinks at a Soho bar which might have ended up elsewhere – Jane’s flat in Clapham, for example – had Donal not had the presence of mind to drink water rather than whisky.


			‘That’s the funny thing about old Jane,’ he told someone a few weeks later, when the deal was signed and Jane Marshall, Associate Producer, ITN, became Jane Marshall, Creative Director, NNI. ‘She’s fucking hopeless when it comes to blokes, but when she’s at work she’s a different beast, I tell you. She can come up with a brilliant idea in less time than it takes you to blink. She’s shit hot. Always has been. We’re lucky to have her.’


			The move paid off. It took NNI three years to move out of the red, but when they did, Jane’s first bonus was her deposit on a cavernous empty loft in Saffron Hill and a year’s fees at the expensive residential home in Oxfordshire where her father now lived. She loved her loft and she loved her job. When Lexi Sturgis joined them a year later, the two women slowly began to realise that they would not only be good colleagues, but also good friends.


			In many ways, it was an unusual friendship. Lexi was six years younger than Jane, and on the surface, they couldn’t have been more different. Jane, for all her anxieties about fitting in, finding a group to which she could properly belong, was an extrovert, a smiling, eager-to-please and friendly face who was forever being let down or disappointed in friendship as well as love. She had one friend from university – Amanda – whom she met once or twice a month for coffee and the occasional dinner, but the truth was, at thirty-seven, she was single and childless while most of the girls she’d known over the years had settled more or less happily into marriage and motherhood and their lives had diverged. She and Amanda still liked one another enough to keep in touch, but Jane found it increasingly difficult to summon up the enthusiasm required to pore over each of Amanda’s three children’s school reports or keep up with who was who at the couples-only dinner parties to which she was no longer invited. ‘There’s nothing more dangerous than an attractive single woman,’ Donal always said breezily whenever she complained. ‘And you’re more single than most, darling.’


			‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’ Jane asked indignantly.


			‘Nothing. Now, where are we on ratings?


			At first, Jane was put off by Lexi Sturgis’s air of self-possession. Her steely independence was impressive to witness. She came out of her interview with Donal, long blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, her mouth a slash of glorious bright red lipstick and her bright, lively green eyes completely free of make-up (unlike Jane, who didn’t dare leave the house without her armour of eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, powder, eyebrow filler and YSL Touche Éclat). Bare-faced, impossibly fresh and sharp as nails, Lexi looked exactly as she did on camera: tough, uncompromising and totally in control. Jane’s first reaction was to be afraid. No one could possibly be that self-sufficient, could they?


			It wasn’t long before Jane saw another side to her. Lexi had been in Iraq for a couple of weeks, one of the first Western reporters on the scene in the town of Kataniyah, near Mosul, where a string of bombs had gone off, killing nearly six hundred people, one of the war’s single most deadly attacks. She covered its aftermath, hour by hour, day by day. After almost a week without sleep, she was pulled off the story and brought back to London for an enforced rest. Sitting in a bar on the far side of Old Street a few days later, Jane watched as Lexi raised a glass of neat whisky to her lips. Her hands were shaking slightly. Donal was outside, smoking and talking on his phone.


			‘You OK?’ she asked quietly.


			‘Yeah,’ Lexi muttered after a second. For some reason – quite out of character, it had to be said – Jane didn’t press her any further. She took a sip of her own drink and waited. Lexi said nothing more.


			As they got up to leave, Jane suddenly blurted out, ‘Tell you what, if you’re free tomorrow, why don’t you come round to mine? I’ll make supper. Nothing fancy. I’m a rubbish cook.’


			Lexi looked up in alarm. ‘Supper?’ she echoed. ‘At yours?’


			‘Yeah. I’m literally round the corner. I know you’ve got a meeting with Donal at five … you could come back with me afterwards.’


			There was a moment’s silence. ‘Yeah, all right,’ Lexi said finally. ‘Er, thanks.’ And that was it.


			


			As they drove back together to Jane’s flat the following night, both women were quiet. The streets were slick with rain. It was Tuesday. On Friday, Lexi would be heading back to Baghdad. Jane had just OK’d the idea of a story following the lives of an ordinary Iraqi family whose father and two sons had been killed in the assault on Fallujah. ‘I’m itching to do something different,’ Lexi had said to Donal as soon as she arrived back. ‘Something with a bit more depth. I’m sick of blood and guts and gore.’


			‘Fine. Come up with an idea and pitch it to Jane. If she likes it, I’ll go with it.’


			So she did. A half-hour story, covering an ordinary family caught up in extraordinary circumstances. It ticked all the right boxes – compassion, drama, redemption, hope – and the fact that Lexi had picked up a little Arabic didn’t hurt either. Jane liked it. ‘Yeah. Run with it. Let’s see where it goes.’


			No one was more surprised at their friendship than Jane. In the six years she’d been at NNI, the only one of her work colleagues to make it past her front door had been Donal, and even then, only a handful of times. The truth of the matter was that Jane had few friends. Almost none, in fact. She’d never quite been able to put her finger on why. It had always been that way. She was easy to get on with: easy-going and easy to please. At work, she was well liked in a light-hearted, superficial kind of way. At school, she’d never had the close, girlie sorts of friendships that she’d seen others enjoy – there was always the matter of being in the wrong school, or with the wrong crowd, or the fact of her mother’s early death and her father’s painful withdrawal from the world.


			At St Augustine’s, after Penny died, she’d thrown herself into her studies, winning almost every term prize going and surprising everyone by turning down a place at Cambridge to study economics at LSE instead. Three years later, with a string of short-lived, unhappy liaisons under her belt, she’d left without making any more proper friends than the two she’d had almost from the start, Amanda and Paul. They’d all met at Freshers’ Fair in their first week and were in the same halls of residence together. When college ended and Jane walked across the road to Bush House and into an internship at the BBC, Amanda moved into a flat in Shepherd’s Bush with her boyfriend, Rory, and Paul went overseas. Apart from the sporadic postcard, Paul more or less dropped out of her life. A year later, Amanda and Rory got married and their first child was on its way. And that was pretty much it. Two more children quickly followed, Amanda gave up her job as a primary school teacher and the family moved to Victoria Park. When Jane followed her eastwards a few years later, buying the unfinished building on Saffron Hill, she hoped briefly that it might mean a renewed closeness. It didn’t. Amanda took one look at the dusty, empty space that Jane had set her heart on and grimaced. ‘You’re mad. How on earth are you going to turn this into a home?’


			Lexi Sturgis displayed no such qualms. ‘This is it?’ she asked incredulously as the taxi pulled away from the kerb and Jane fished out her keys. She looked up at the facade of what had once been a timber merchant’s yard. The lettering – J. G. Biglow & Sons – was still a ghostly yellow shadow imprinted into the brickwork.


			Jane nodded. ‘Yeah. I bought it last year. It’s not quite finished … well, you’ll see.’ She opened the door and switched on the light.


			Lexi clapped a hand to her mouth. She stood in the doorway and gazed up and around her. The dramatic double-height space unfolded in front of them, painted in Farrow & Ball’s gentle Cornforth White, with the reclaimed wooden balustrade that ran alongside one wall leading up to the mezzanine-level bedroom. The floor was a sea of shimmering polished concrete, sealed with a high-gloss resin that had been far more expensive than Jane had anticipated – nearly three times what it would have cost her to carpet the place – but it was money well spent. Light poured in from the enormous south-facing windows and bounced off the floor, sending gleaming rivers dancing all the way across its surface, instantly lifting the mood and feel of the whole apartment. She’d deliberately kept it as empty as she dared; a low charcoal-grey Molteni & C L-shaped couch that was big enough for six – not that she’d ever had six people over – a classic Noguchi sculptural glass coffee table and a long wall of bookcases were practically the only pieces of furniture in the living room portion of the loft. There was an old, slightly bowed French wooden kitchen table that served as a dining table, with six – that odd number again! – Hans Wegner Wishbone chairs, a staple of almost every interiors magazine she’d ever opened, and a sleek white kitchen partially hidden behind the three enormous wooden posts that held up the mezzanine.
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