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Prologue

The heat was so heavy it weighed everything down. The city seemed to be sleeping. On the bank of the sluggish Mississippi river a car drew up so close to the water that the backwash from a passing steamer lapped around its front wheels. The driver, having checked the windows, locked the doors and headed away, leaving the engine quietly ticking over. Anyone watching might have seen from the slight shift that the handbrake wasn’t on but, at four in the afternoon, there were very few people about. In New Orleans they take a lengthy siesta.

The water was dense and grey with mud as the heavy Buick inched itself slowly forward. Because of the slope it gained momentum until it nosedived beneath the surface. Within the car, two small stricken faces were just perceptible against the glass. Four tiny hands with scrabbling fingers raked the closed windows as it sank.

Beneath the trees, still as a heron, the driver watched till the ripples had ceased then turned and walked briskly away.
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Even this early the heat was wicked and Judge Dee Saunders groaned as she buttoned her jacket and steeled herself for the ordeal that lay ahead. In her years as part of the state judiciary she could not recall any case that repelled her more; a mother, supposedly legally sane, on trial for the slaughter of both her children in a particularly blood-chilling way. The fact she wasn’t a native of the state in no way detracted from the horror of the crime; if anything, made it worse. For this was no trailer park trash to contend with but premeditated murder by a middle-class Brit who was so far showing no remorse.

‘Honey, I’m off now,’ she called up the stairs to Jackson, rehearsing in his vibrant bass as he spruced himself up for the Union. Tonight was a church supper at which he’d sing solo. She prayed that she would be there in time to provide the support he so richly deserved. In the pecking order of candidates for sainthood, her husband was right there at the top.

‘Good luck, baby. Up and at ’em! Show ’em what yo’re made of, girl!’ Razor in hand and suspenders dangling, he stood on the landing, his face half-eclipsed by foam. Dee’s whole career had been heading towards this day. Having listened with patience to her account of the accumulated evidence, her husband knew just how much this trial meant to her. To consign a sane woman to the certainty of death or else find some way to reprieve her; Jackson Saunders was heartily glad that such a burden did not rest on him. He bounded down the stairs to embrace her, creasing her jacket and mussing her hair.

‘The best you can do, hon, is listen to your heart. The Lord will show you the way.’

If only. She smiled and wiped away the suds then stretched to kiss him full on the mouth. ‘I know that,’ she said, with more confidence than she felt. ‘Now finish getting dressed, lover boy, or else they are gonna whup yo’ ass.’

On the road into town, she ran the sparse facts once more through her overtaxed brain. Two children had drowned in the family car while alone with their mother one afternoon. There had been no witnesses; they had not been seen again till their sad little bodies were dredged from the river and their mother had been arrested for murder. No other person seemed implicated. Their father had not been there. He had been, as usual, at his place of work which several of his colleagues could confirm. Cut and dried; in cases like this it was, more often than not, a domestic affair. And the mother was offering no kind of defence; had, by her total silence, declared herself guilty. All that was lacking was a motive. It didn’t add up.

The headlines worldwide were virulent, a witchhunt was under way. There were crowds besieging the courthouse building while mounted state troopers, batons at the ready, warned them to keep the peace. A lynch-mob in the making, Dee sensed, as four armed guards escorted her from her car. What kind of a monster could have acted that way? It went against all the laws of instinct and nature.

She certainly didn’t look like a monster as she stood there frailly in the dock. Slimly built with a boyish figure, she appeared to have shrunk since her first appearance in court. Susan Victoria Lockhart (née Palmer), thirty-nine, a UK citizen currently domiciled in New Orleans where the incident had taken place. No sign today of the quiet, supportive husband who had ended his visits so abruptly. Yet together they had lost two tiny children and the marriage was relatively new. A tragedy of such immensity should have drawn them closer together instead of driving them apart.

‘Name and occupation?’ intoned the court official, robotic as a speaking clock, perhaps out of selfdefence. She went through the familiar legal procedure of checking in the prisoner who just stood there, showing no emotion, engulfed in the regulation overalls. Susan Victoria Lockhart (née Palmer) looked nice in an understated way, or would have done before the nightmare began. Short brown hair with natural sun-streaks and skin that, despite the sultry heat, was still only slightly tanned. Wide hazel eyes that had glinted with laughter until the cops came and took her away, and a generous mouth, well accustomed to smiling, compressed now into a tight line. No matter what the prisoner had done, Dee’s heart went out to her. To have lost her children must be punishment enough without the additional agony of a trial.

But the court’s business was Dee’s domain. On her lay the task of seeing that justice was done. A bailiff called the assembly to order and the prosecutor took the stand. The facts presented were both stark and brief; a mother had perpetrated the most heinous crime of all, motivated, it would seem, by petty vengeance. Two helpless children, too young to fight back – Holly, two, and her baby brother, Jonah – had been left to drown in the Mississippi river because of a marital spat.

Medea could not have been hated more; the public gallery erupted into anger, and were sharply called to order. From outside, the rumblings of the crowd could still be heard, with the occasional whine of a siren. There was nothing worse than the murder of a child, even here, in Louisiana, where such things were not unheard of.

This, thought Dee grimly to herself, was the toughest case she’d encountered yet. She prayed for the strength to see it through and ensure that true justice was done.

‘I’m afraid that poor soul is destined to die,’ she confided to Jackson as they sat on the porch. She’d arrived at the church minutes before he sang but with little appetite for the supper. The day’s events had sickened her. Sometimes she wondered why she had chosen this path.

Her husband leaned over and gripped her hand. ‘Honey,’ he said, ‘you are not to fret. The Lord knows you’re doing your level best to save this miserable sinner. Thankfully, soon it will be out of your hands and up to the jury to decide.’

To his mind any mother who harmed her own children deserved to be strung up on the nearest tree. A God-fearing man, he abided by the rules by which his ancestors had run their lives. An eye for an eye, so the Good Book said, though in this case it was a double whammy. Two bitty children, too young to understand, not even when the waters sucked them down. At least by now they would be with the angels. But Dee was in no mood for theological debate. Jackson pulled her on to his knee and set about the process of relaxing her.

Andrew Lockhart was deeply sedated, his spirit completely broken. One moment he’d been the happiest man on earth, the next he was sunk into such black despair that only the doctor’s intervention had stopped him following his children into the river. Luckily there had been another person there who’d assessed the situation and called for help. Now he sat passively in his chair, blankly accepting whatever was offered, unable even to think. His life was over; deep down he knew that, but the sedatives stopped him from totally falling apart.

Of course the Palmers had offered to come, despite their personal agony, but Andrew had known enough to put his foot down. Family they might be but he couldn’t face them now, had even asked his own parents to stay away. Until he could come to terms with the truth, he wouldn’t see anyone at all. Except, of course, for the obliging friend who vowed to stay at his side till the trial was over. That agreed, the doctor ticked it off, and swiftly and gratefully took his leave. His casebook was crammed as it was.

In any case Gwen could not possibly have travelled; that was out of the question. She’d already experienced once in her life something so dreadful she had feared for her survival but this, she had to admit, was infinitely worse. So bad she could not properly take it in but clung to her husband instead.

‘Tell me it hasn’t happened,’ she begged. ‘This cannot be going on. My darling daughter, she could never have done that. There has to be some other explanation.’

Guy, her husband, merely shook his head. It was finally beyond him. All he could do was hold her close and watch her endlessly crying. Yet again he felt he had let them all down and this time there could be no going back.

The defence attorney was a mild-mannered man, not at his ease in a high profile murder trial. He wore a formal vest and old-fashioned spats, uncomfortably overdressed for a hot spring day. From his watchchain dangled his Phi Beta Kappa key, which he absentmindedly fidgeted with as he talked. Silver hair sloped in wings above his ears; he had the long-nosed look of an amiable hound. Despite, however, his flowery oratory, Horace Cutts was stumped to come up with anything convincing. There had been some kind of an altercation, after which the defendant’s husband had left the house.

‘And did not return?’ Dee’s gavel was poised in case of further interruption.

‘Apparently not.’ He referred to his notes, then slowly removed his glasses and eyed her squarely. A neighbour had reported voices raised in anger and the sound of a car driving off. Nothing else.

‘Do we know where he went?’

‘To his office, I’m told.’ Having replaced his glasses, the lawyer was back in his notes. ‘Where, he claims, he passed the rest of the night alone.’

‘And what is his profession?’ asked the judge.

‘A botanist, ma’am,’ was the reply. ‘Mr Lockhart, I am reliably informed, is a world famous expert on trees.’

The hint of a snigger ran round the crowded courtroom; not what many would have thought of as man’s work.

‘Silence,’ rapped Dee, ‘or I’ll have you all for contempt. A serious crime has been perpetrated. We are here to establish the truth.’

The facts, it transpired, were unnervingly simple. When her husband had failed to return the next day, the defendant had driven the children to the river and drowned them. Their children, mind, not anyone else’s. Or so the prosecutor claimed. He was younger, more famous and far more flash but, had they known it, not remotely as experienced as the defence attorney. Dee knew it, though, and so did the bailiffs.

‘Old Horace takes his time,’ whispered one, ‘but usually gets there in the end.’

Dee’s gimlet eye was instantly upon him. Reprimanded, the man closed his mouth and settled back to hear what was coming next.

When it came for her to take the stand, the defendant mumbled and stared at the floor, unable to meet the prosecutor’s eye. From her blank expression and lack of emotion it seemed she might be on drugs, though Dee knew for certain that not to be the case. She was under a twenty-four-hour suicide watch; they refused to allow her the more humane option of seeking her own way out. The State of Louisiana took homicide seriously, evidenced by its draconian penal laws.

She answered monosyllabically, as though lacking the energy to fight. The court reporter would interpret this as indifference but the judge, with her deeper compassion, detected more. The prisoner was crushed by the loss of her children as any parent was bound to be. Face to face with her at last, even Dee was having doubts.

‘Speak up,’ she directed, gavel poised, ‘and let the court hear what you have to say.’

Which wasn’t much. She barely responded to the barrage of questions thrown at her so that, time after time, her elderly counsel was obliged to struggle to his feet in protest. The prosecution was too hard, he claimed, on a mother deranged by shock.

‘Have pity,’ he urged when his turn came to speak. ‘And imagine yourself in her shoes.’ Thus provoking further hissing from the crowd which obliged Dee to bring them to order. Any more interruptions and she’d clear the courtroom.

Patiently Horace drew answers from his client; there had been a row, she had lost control. Such things were not unheard of in a marriage. She was tired, she was fraught after many sleepless nights, the result of having a child with persistent earache who almost never stopped crying. The rest of what happened that night she had blanked. Understandable in view of what happened next.

‘It sure doesn’t look very hopeful for her,’ Dee told Jackson that night. The absence of any kind of defence, apart from her unstable state of mind, was likely to go against her. Unless a reliable witness could be found to throw light upon what had occurred.

‘Was he playing around?’ Jackson was curious. He had rarely seen his wife so ignited.

‘So the oily Orville would have us believe. Horace seems less convinced.’

The police had been in there in their usual clumsy way, yet turned up no dirt about Lockhart. At the botanical gardens, of which he was director, he could not have had a better press. Dedicated – almost visionary – he had brought real flair to the job. New Orleans was lucky to have him, he came so well qualified.

‘Which still don’t mean he ain’t screwin’ around.’ The guy, after all, was only human and two small babies, only months apart, had probably driven him to his limits.

‘Maybe. Yet still there is no hard evidence.’ No illicit sightings, nor lipstick smudges; no phoney alibis, zilch. Apart from which, a woman like that, so calm, so controlled, so ultra-British, was unlikely to act out of character, even if provoked.

She’d been making quite a name for herself with her delicate paintings of flowers. Did this fit the profile of a hardbitten killer? Dee still had her doubts.

‘Yet she’s not talking?’

‘Not a word. She appears to be utterly shell-shocked. I doubt she knows what happened herself. I don’t believe she is bluffing.’

‘And how about him? What does he have to say?’ Surely he should be up there, at her side.

‘He seems scarcely more compos mentis than she is.’ Although he could be faking it. Dee had not yet been able to talk to him. The doctor had him heavily sedated and under round-the-clock care.

‘Then you can’t convict her.’ Jackson rolled himself a spliff. He always reasoned best when he was mellow.

‘Only with proper evidence,’ she said. There were still things that didn’t quite add up. ‘It’s those children I can’t get out of my mind. What kind of crazy lunatic could have done it?’
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In London Rabbi Deborah Hirsch stood in her Belsize Park kitchen, straining the beans. It was a glorious golden Friday evening and she was preparing the Shabbat supper while listening to Sean Rafferty on Radio 3. They were just returned from their Easter vacation and the kids were scattered about the house, supposedly writing their holiday essays, due in on the first day of term. Neville had not yet resurfaced from the office.

‘Why go there at all?’ she had asked, once he’d brought in the luggage.

He needed to sort out his desk, he explained. The first day back was always chaotic. So she’d left him to it and got on with the meal, aware she would face a backlog herself when she turned up at the synagogue next week. Besides, life at home was inclined to be simpler without him under her feet.

The programme broke for the news which was when she heard it. Loud and clear and it froze her to the core; one of her former classmates from school was in trouble. Prize-winning artist Suzy Palmer – surely there couldn’t be more than the one – was accused of murder in New Orleans, facing trial for her life. Horrified, Deborah flicked on the TV in time to see it confirmed. The family had only been gone two weeks; how had she missed the brouhaha that accompanies such a press story? There was a blurry shot of someone who might have been Suzy, almost eclipsed by a wall of meaty armed cops. All that muscle to control one frail woman; the Americans always did take things to extremes.

Rinsing her hands, Deborah grabbed the phone and punched out the number of Lisa Maguire, still, after all these years, her closest friend.

‘You’re back!’ said Lisa, who was on the point of trying to get through to her.

‘Last night,’ said Deborah. ‘Too late to call. There were hold-ups at the airport. I was going to ring you in any case and then I heard the news. Tell me it can’t be our Suzy, can it?’

‘I’ve checked already,’ said Lisa, ‘and it is. I’m afraid there isn’t any doubt. I’ve been following the case through a New Orleans website and it’s starting to look pretty bad. Which,’ she added, ‘doesn’t just mean the kids.’ In the American south they took the crime seriously; it was one of the last places in the world to put murderers to death.

‘No way is she guilty, not our Suzy.’ She had to be one of the gentlest creatures alive. And how she had doted on both those babies, having waited so long to conceive. It had taken her till her mid-thirties to meet Mr Right.

‘What does Andrew have to say? Have you spoken to him?’ At least Suzy had a fine strong man at her side. Andrew Lockhart was the answer to her prayers; they had met by chance at Kew where he was working, hit it off immediately and were married within a few months. A happy ending for a lovely couple; everyone who knew them had agreed.

‘That’s the strange thing, I’ve tried repeatedly to reach him but he seems not to be picking up. Once someone answered but didn’t speak, simply replaced the receiver.’ Lisa was worried; it didn’t make sense, though, of course, you could never be sure. It was possible that a fly legal adviser had warned him not to speak off the record. They were in trouble enough without talking to the press. She could not disagree.

‘Poor man, he must be out of his mind.’ Deborah still hadn’t quite grasped all the implications. ‘And so must her parents. I’ll ring them right now.’ At such a time they might well feel the need of some pastoral propping up. Although of a different faith, if they had one, Guy and Gwen Palmer were wonderful people with whom Deborah and Lisa had spent much of their formative years. She thought fleetingly of Kit, with the familiar pang, then shoved him out of her mind. All these occurrences in one family; it didn’t bear thinking of. ‘And after that I will email Helen. It is only fair she should know.’

‘Probably does already,’ said Lisa. ‘Even in South Africa, these days, they do have television.’

‘The Famous Five’ they had styled themselves, after the Enid Blyton books, the year they first met at school aged eleven, to bond for the rest of their lives. Suzy was slightly younger than the rest, and had come up from the junior school; the others were part of the eleven plus intake and, within months, they had all become close friends. Intense, dark-haired Deborah, fiercely bright, and perky Lisa with her wild Irish blarney. Serious Helen, nose forever in a book, and ethereal Miranda who was not quite of this world, sang like an angel and looked like one too; perhaps just a little too perfect, they later agreed.

Helen Kruger had indeed heard the news, was as shaken as the others. Was even thinking of flying over to give what support she could to poor Guy and Gwen. One major tragedy in their lives had surely been more than they deserved but now this too; there weren’t enough words to describe it. ‘Or should we all be going to New Orleans?’

Lisa was the one with the legal training. ‘It wouldn’t make any difference,’ she said. ‘They would never permit us to see her. Not at this stage.’ If she was to be convicted it would mean death row, which was notoriously hard to crack, especially by a bunch of out-of-towners whose presence would simply cause aggravation and do nothing to forward the case.

‘I’ll do what I can,’ Lisa promised Helen, ‘by taking things right to the top.’ Before they could pass sentence, she meant, which might be uncomfortably soon. Since President Bush had been in the White House, the judicial processes had speeded up. The world now knew that the man was a killer; after the invasion of Iraq, things didn’t look promising for Suzy.

The school had taught them from an early age that if one were in trouble, the others would be there for her. It was an ethic that they all shared, like telling the truth and putting their friendships first. They’d been taught to believe there was nothing they couldn’t do; one of their number, after all, had been the first woman up Everest.

The following week they met for lunch, the two who still lived in London. Deborah had cancelled her afternoon appointments while Lisa, by a stroke of luck, was not due in court that day. She looked very trim, thought Deborah with envy, as she strode into Christopher’s in her well-cut black suit and cripplingly stylish high heels. As slim and toned as she had been at school and at least ten years younger than her actual age; not, of course, that anyone was counting. Her auburn curls formed a halo round her head and her ivory skin was luminous, without a perceptible wrinkle.

‘I hate you,’ hissed Deborah, giving her a hug. No matter how drastic her own regime might be, she still had a very long way to go to catch up with her friend. Also, she’d lately been indulging herself; the point of any holiday was to unwind.

‘It’s the bike,’ explained Lisa cheerfully, ‘plus trying to keep up with the boy.’

‘How is he?’ asked Deborah, studying the menu. ‘Is everything in paradise still perfect?’

Lisa grinned and asked for the wine-list. ‘I wouldn’t go quite as far as that,’ she said. In recent years, she’d preferred younger men and these days lived on a painted canal-boat with a jazz musician she had picked up at Ronnie Scott’s. She rode her bicycle daily to her chambers and worked out rigorously three times a week. How she fitted in all that work as well remained a mystery to Deborah.

‘I don’t know where you find the energy,’ she sighed, wilting at the thought. ‘These days I fall asleep straight after the news.’

‘It’s sex,’ said Lisa, with a complicit wink. ‘The fact is, he can’t get enough.’

‘Lucky you.’ Deborah pondered the merits of salmon carpaccio then gave in and ordered the pasta.

‘Go for it, girl,’ said Lisa approvingly, ordering the same. No matter how much she indulged herself, she seemed never to put on so much as an ounce. ‘How are the kids getting on?’

‘They’re fine and really enjoyed the trip. As well they might; it cost us a bomb.’ Instead of Israel, this year the Hirsches had splashed out and gone to Mauritius. More relaxing and less of a headache, with all that was happening in the Middle East. And lately Deborah had been worrying about Neville, whose working hours seemed to be growing so much longer that these days she hardly ever saw him at all. They had definitely needed that break together; besides, could hardly describe themselves as hard up.

‘Abby must soon be doing her GCSEs.’ The daughter had followed the mother to the school.

‘Next year.’

‘God, I can’t say I envy her. All those tedious hours of revision. How many subjects is she taking, poor kid?’

‘Nine,’ said Deborah, secretly proud. ‘They are all so brainy these days.’ The fact she’d got four As with distinction herself was something she now seemed to overlook. And she’d gone on to Cambridge to get a first, which was what her fond father had expected.

The pasta arrived, with salad on the side, plus a bottle of chilled Pinot Grigio.

‘Usually I try not to drink in the day,’ said Deborah, helping herself liberally to cheese. ‘But this counts as an exception, wouldn’t you say?’

Which brought them sharply to the subject of the lunch: what could they possibly do to rescue poor Suzy?

‘I am horribly afraid they’ll go through with it,’ said Lisa, who was now in regular contact with a Louisiana law firm. ‘Unless some new piece of evidence emerges to put her firmly in the clear. If only she would be more forthcoming; it seems she has genuinely blanked. Not surprising, considering what happened; losing two babies would drive anyone insane. She won’t even open up to her own legal team. Not good.’

‘Have you any idea who’s in charge?’ Deborah asked.

‘Someone called Horace Cutts,’ said Lisa, who’d been hot on the case since the news had first broken.

‘An old-style radical, now semi-retired but in whom my American colleagues have absolute faith. He’s inclined to be slow and a tad pedantic but gets there in the end, they say, and, more than that, believes in Suzy’s innocence.’ The only reason he had taken the case; everyone else approached had refused to commit.

‘Ought we go out there and interfere?’

‘And end up in the clink ourselves? You’re joking.’ It had been Helen’s suggestion but what did she know? Her bright, incisive mind was fogged with research, though she claimed to have a theory that might just hold water. ‘All we can try to do is talk to Andrew who, it appears, isn’t answering his phone.’

Andrew Lockhart, the most decent man on earth, had always been so amenable in the past, seemingly not threatened by their closeness. They had known him only a comparatively short time but what they had seen, had all liked. He’d had the intelligence to marry Suzy which showed he had excellent taste. Why wasn’t he, then, beside her now, holding her hand?

‘There could be any number of reasons,’ said Lisa, though without much conviction. ‘By the way,’ she asked, ‘did you manage to reach the parents?’

Deborah nodded. ‘As you might expect, they are devastated with worry and pure terror. Can’t take in what is going on and, as usual, blaming themselves.’

‘For what?’

‘They feel they have somehow let her down. Like Kit, all those years ago.’ Suzy’s brother had died in his twenties and his name wasn’t mentioned much these days. Deborah fell silent, having disinterred his ghost. ‘Do you realise he’d be in his forties by now? I’d really love to know how he’d have turned out.’

Lisa considered it thoughtfully. ‘I hate to say it,’ she eventually said, ‘but probably paunchy and balding. You know how those tall athletic types go to seed.’

Sacrilege, the Palmers would have thought, but at least it had helped to improve the mood of the meal.

Christopher Palmer, golden boy, star of the local cricket club and one of the reasons, though they’d die before admit it, that Suzy’s friends had so much liked visiting her home. The Palmers lived in a rambling house with crooked oak beams and whitewashed walls, in Pinner, a prosperous North London suburb, just thirty minutes from the school. Behind the neatlytrimmed privet hedge lay a wilderness garden with a frog-infested pond, the whole place a riot of dragonflies and wild flowers. Suzy’s mother, the inestimable Gwen, had presided over it like a magic kingdom, encouraging her children, from the time they were small, to develop their own imaginations. A teacher herself before her marriage, she had thrown her energies wholeheartedly instead into being an exemplary parent. She thought up exciting holiday projects to entertain and inspire them and also help develop any latent talent. It was she who had been responsible for encouraging Suzy to draw and she’d also helped Kit with his maths and Latin when boning up for exams. She’d imbued both children with a sense of fair play, along with consideration for others. She encouraged them both to bring home their friends, was at her most fulfilled baking cakes for their tea.

‘Your mum’s a marvel,’ was the general consensus and, indeed, she seemed very content. A close family unit, happy and secure, was all she aimed for once she’d made the decision to put her teaching career on hold and allow her children to come first. At the time it had seemed the right thing to do; later she may have been less sure. But her husband had his own accountancy practice so that money was never a problem and the children thrived from knowing she’d be there when they came home for their tea. Neither was ever sent away to school; one of the benefits of where they lived was access to the very best education.

‘I wonder if she resented it,’ said Deborah. ‘Sacrificing her career to put family first.’ It wouldn’t ever happen now, certainly in the Hirsch ménage where Deborah ruled and made most of the major decisions. But she also worked long hours, like her husband, repeating the precedent set by her own mother.

‘I don’t know,’ said Lisa, who still kept in touch. ‘She has certainly never said so. It was Gwen’s example that influenced Suzy, another reason I can’t believe this has happened.’

They had all loved Gwen who’d been like a second mother, one with the time to listen to what they said. At her instigation, they had started their regular teas on the final day of every holidays, before they went back to school. ‘The Eve of Waterloo’ Guy had dubbed it and, right up until their final year, they never missed out on it once. But only ever at Suzy’s house, under the watchful eye of her caring mother.

‘Did anyone think of contacting Olivia?’ asked Lisa as the bill arrived. They hadn’t made any decision yet as to how they should proceed except that Lisa would take care of the legal side while Deborah would do all she could to comfort the Palmers. They would keep in email touch with Helen who’d be over in a flash if she were needed. She had offered to come but Lisa had told her to wait.

Deborah was startled by the mention of Olivia; hadn’t thought of her in years. She remembered now she had seen her at the wedding and on one occasion since. For reasons she wouldn’t go into now, they had never really got on. Lisa, aware of the situation, tried firmly to push home her point. Like it or not, she’d been part of their set and had every right to know what was going on.

‘She was one of us, you can’t exclude her.’ She dropped her credit card on the bill; they took it in turns to pay. ‘And, furthermore, whatever you may think, in a way she was Suzy’s closest friend.’
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‘What does the poor child look like?’ thought Gwen Palmer the first time Olivia came to the house. The occasion was Suzy’s thirteenth birthday party; Olivia had only been at the school a couple of weeks.

The teacher had had a quiet word with Gwen. ‘Her father’s away in the forces,’ she’d explained, ‘and her mother, sadly, is dead.’

Whoever was now taking care of the child had decked her out like a yellow meringue in layers of couturier organdie on a stiflingly hot afternoon. Teamed with white socks and brown Clarks sandals, the outfit looked more appropriate for a garden party than for just a school chum’s birthday tea. It was a Saturday in mid-September at the end of the hottest summer in two hundred years. Gwen’s usually luxuriant garden was looking decidedly droopy, despite the recent lift of the hosepipe ban. But the front door stood invitingly open and someone had laced fairy lights through the trees. The Palmers were good at this sort of occasion, each one a lavish celebration.

‘This is Olivia Fernshaw,’ said Suzy, still not certain why the new girl was there. Her mother, where lame ducks were concerned, was a law unto herself. Outside a cab was pulling away as Deborah’s father’s Daimler drew up and deposited his daughter on the doorstep. Deborah was wearing the statutory jeans, with one of her mother’s exotic silk shirts knotted below her impressive cleavage, and sporting new contact lenses. With large hoop earrings and hair piled high, she looked at least seventeen. As the only child of indulgent parents, she succeeded in staying one jump ahead. Her classmates crowded around her now, ignoring the new girl completely. ‘Can you really see as well as with glasses? Don’t you find it yucky sticking them in?’

‘Let’s go and find you a glass of fruit punch,’ said Gwen, propelling Olivia by the shoulder. It wasn’t just that the dress was dreadful but also it didn’t fit. It was far too loose for her scrawny body and, against the pallor of her complexion, the colour killed her stone dead. Her mousy hair hung lank and straight; no effort at all had been made to pretty her up. And her spectacles, which were National Health, were mended on one corner with sticky tape.

‘Have you come far?’ Gwen manoeuvred her away from the shrieking throng still besieging Deborah.

‘From Stanmore,’ said Olivia politely. Twenty minutes’ taxi ride along the Uxbridge Road. Her voice was low with a Scouse inflection that instantly betrayed her roots. Poor little soul, thought Gwen with compassion, she could hardly be more of a misfit. But the school was adept at bringing them on, an excellent meltingpot. And she must be bright to have got in at all, though they certainly wouldn’t give her an easy ride.

A trestle table had been set up under the trees where Suzy’s father, whom they rarely saw, was ladling out alcohol-free punch. Wearing a long white apron like a chef, he was playing the role to the hilt. A mildmannered man with a diffident smile, he threw himself into this kind of occasion provided he wasn’t expected to do too much. By the time he came home from the office most nights the kids had been fed and were doing their prep. They’d emerge around nine for Rock Follies, Suzy’s favourite, or Starsky and Hutch, which was Kit’s.

‘In my day,’ he was always telling them, ‘we weren’t allowed to watch at all on school nights.’

Things, however, had changed fundamentally, as demonstrated by the arrival of Lisa Maguire. She and Deborah were sparring partners when it came to hogging the limelight. Today she was dressed in true punk style, complete with torn T-shirt, fishnet tights, and strategic safety-pins. Her normally pretty ginger curls were contorted grotesquely into ugly spikes and her face was plastered with flat white makeup from which her eyes burned like coals. If pretty Deborah looked seventeen, Lisa could pass as a tacky twenty-five.

‘Gracious,’ thought Gwen, almost doing the unthinkable and inquiring if Mrs Maguire was aware that her daughter was out dressed like that. Instead she simply asked Lisa how she’d got there, not on a bus she hoped.

‘My brother dropped me off on his bike.’ The older, tearaway brother that would be who, from all they had heard from Suzy, managed to stay just this side of the law. Which, since his father was a cop, must involve him in treading a very fine line. Though Gwen tried never to be judgemental. Other people’s children weren’t her business.

‘And will come to collect me if I call him at the pub.’ Lisa had the number scrawled on the back of her hand.

‘No need for that, dear,’ Gwen said hastily. ‘Suzy’s father will happily drive you home.’

These girls. They had all been so sweet when she first knew them, endearing in their tunics and flannel blouses, in those days obsessed with lacrosse and netball and comparing their collections of Barbie dolls. But now they had reached the cusp of their teens; what a difference a couple of years made. Gwen looked from Deborah and Lisa to the new girl, and could scarcely credit they could be the same age or even the same generation. One thing they had in common, though; they were all quite exceptionally bright.

There was a sudden commotion from within the house and Miranda Sinclair came tripping out, face lit up and all aglow with excitement. She flew like a frail little bird to Gwen, burying her face in her skirt. ‘I wanted to bring the pony,’ she whispered, ‘but Mummy wouldn’t let me.’

‘Probably all for the best, dear,’ said Gwen, fingering the child’s amazing hair. ‘Think what the neighbours would have said if he’d started eating their hedges.’

Miranda giggled but kept her face hidden. Despite the off-the-shoulder top and scarlet bandanna worn Woodstock-style, she might have been several years younger than the rest, even as little as ten. Gwen was fond of the delicate child who looked like a porcelain figurine. Exquisitely pretty and bright as a button, she possessed the most amazing voice which was always much in demand. Also she could dance like a dervish. There seemed to be no limit to her talent.

‘Are you going to sing?’ asked Gwen, privately fearing that too much use might strain the child’s vocal chords. But the parents, both out-of-date showbiz professionals, loved to show her off, decking her out like an old-style hippie, which was where they were permanently rooted.

‘I’ve brought my Abba tapes,’ said Miranda, ‘so everyone can join in.’

All too soon, thought Gwen with regret, it would get to be boys and dating. Let them remain at this innocent stage at least for another few years.

*      *      *

Olivia stood at the edge of the group, observing them all with mistrust. Another posting, yet another school; she was sick of having to move around and never putting down roots. Of course they’d worn jeans but her aunt wouldn’t listen, thought for a party she ought to dress up. And although Aunt Sarah worked in fashion, she still made horrendous mistakes. Like this yellow monstrosity she’d brought home from the shop without first checking Olivia’s size or if the colour would go with her sallow skin. Olivia cringed when she saw the pity in Suzy’s mother’s eyes. Still, she supposed, her aunt and uncle had been good to take her in though she still hadn’t figured out why.

She had only been with them a couple of weeks, knew them no better than this bunch of new classmates, and assumed that before too long she’d be moving on. This was the fifth school she’d been at already because of her father’s lifestyle. Whenever she started to make a friend, off he would go to another distant posting, trailing her behind like unwanted baggage. Usually he stuck her in boarding-schools where the other pupils were snooty and posh. It might have done things for her speech and veneer but had not made her feel secure.

This time things were different, though. Her aunt had opted for a day school. Suddenly, out of a clear blue sky, her dead mother’s sister had intervened despite the fact that they’d hardly met and had had little contact in years. She had no idea what had caused the change of heart, except that Stanmore was convenient for the school which, as her aunt kept reminding her, was one of the best in the country. But now she was with them it was only too plain that they hadn’t really wanted her at all. If they had really cared about children, they’d have surely had some of their own.

She was sick of having to make new friends, though Suzy’s mother seemed nice enough and Suzy was more approachable than the rest. They didn’t seem interested in getting to know her, being far too involved with themselves. She wished she could slip away and go home but her aunt would not be pleased. She insisted Olivia should try to fit in and, while she was living beneath her roof, her word was what went.

‘Now, just you behave,’ her father had told her, forgetting to kiss her, just patting her head. He never had shown her much affection but, then, she saw him so little. These days she hardly knew him at all, his absences abroad were so extended. And this time he hadn’t worn uniform, just gone off as he was, in his tracksuit, with his few possessions in a canvas roll.

‘Come away from that window,’ Aunt Sarah had said sharply when the unmarked van came to pick him up and he hadn’t even turned for a final wave. Olivia knew little about his profession; he was some kind of jobbing soldier, she thought, who seemed to be always on the move. Sometimes she fantasised that perhaps he was a spy which might account for his reticence when he was home.

The house was quite nice, she granted them that, close to the common with spectacular views, though it did mean having to trudge up the hill after school with a heavy satchel. She even had her own room, a first, furnished for her specially with a built-in desk, a bookcase and a reading-lamp. She had lined her glass animals along a shelf to make it feel more like her own. There was a spacious closet, though she hadn’t many clothes, as well as a chest of drawers. And downstairs two television sets, one in the kitchen they said she could watch after she’d finished her prep.

Aunt Sarah and Uncle Gerald worked hard, running their own exclusive dress shop. They had given Olivia her own set of keys and each afternoon, when she got home from school, she had to get her own tea. There was usually something left in the fridge – her aunt took seriously her role of guardian – but Olivia was growing bored with healthy eating. Her classmates often went out after school for pizzas or burgers, which sounded more fun, but Aunt Sarah said that was vulgar. They weren’t spending all this money, she said, to raise Olivia like a guttersnipe. She had left all that behind in Merseyside.

Occasionally she asked about her mother but her aunt’s responses were oddly vague. They had never really kept in close touch, had always lived too far apart and, besides, there was the age gap. Olivia had been born in Liverpool after her uncle and aunt had left. These things happened in families, said Aunt Sarah. People went their separate ways; you couldn’t expect to live in each other’s pockets.

Which wasn’t at all how things seemed with the Palmers who were close and obviously liked each other a lot.

Guy lit the barbecue then, while he was fanning the flames and the girls were crowding round to watch, Suzy’s brother and a bunch of his pals came strolling into the garden, clutching beer cans.

‘Hi!’ said his father. ‘Are you going to join us? I could certainly use some extra hands.’

‘Sorry,’ said Kit, with an engaging smile. ‘We have just dropped by on our way to the Rose and Crown.’

Olivia had heard the girls giggling about Kit, who was five years older than Suzy. Tall and athletic with sun-bleached hair, he looked more like his father than his sister. Suzy was more or less average height with freckles and a happy-go-lucky grin. She grabbed her brother by the arm to stop him leaving.

‘Stay,’ she begged. ‘Miranda’s going to sing.’

Olivia saw the way Kit looked at Miranda, with growing warmth in his light blue eyes. She might be childish and young for her age but there was something about her fragile prettiness that hinted at what would come in a handful of years. Envy gripped Olivia; she was sick of being ignored, by boys, in particular, who never seemed to see her.

‘She is awfully pretty, isn’t she?’ said Helen, with frank admiration. The nice thing about Miranda was her seeming unawareness of her charm, one reason people took to her so quickly. When they made Miranda, they broke the mould; that’s what the other girls said.

‘So what are you singing?’ asked Kit fondly, ruffling her shimmering hair. To him, like Suzy’s other friends, she was little more than an endearing kid but he’d known her most of her life and found her cute.

‘“Dancing Queen”,’ said Miranda. ‘And “Waterloo”.’

Kit glanced round at his friends for approval and they shrugged. The pub could wait; they had all evening and the real action wouldn’t start for a couple of hours.

‘Have you got enough food?’ Kit looked at his father.

‘Enough to feed an army, old chap.’

After they were done with the sausages and burgers, Gwen popped inside for the cake. Pink and silver with thirteen candles, which Suzy blew out in one breath. Everyone clapped and kissed her then and Miranda led them in singing ‘Happy Birthday’. There were gifts to be opened but not till later, to avoid embarrassment.

Suzy’s friends, the so-called Famous Five, were grouped around her in a huddle. All were outgoing with an ease of manner Olivia doubted she could ever attain. Most of her life she had felt invisible; people tended to look round her rather than at her.

‘Dance with me,’ said Deborah provocatively, swaying in front of the boys, arms outstretched. With her luscious body and undulating hips they could hardly take their eyes off her. That one’s going to be trouble, thought Guy, relaxing with a beer having finished his chef ’s bit. He had known them all for the past two years and was watching, with interest, them growing up. Not his little Suzy, though, who continued entirely unspoilt. Perhaps because of the older brother, she had so far shown no interest in boys. The house was invariably full of them so that they were an integral part of her life.

‘I am sure that’s the right way to bring them up,’ Gwen was always saying. ‘Let them rub along together and develop at their natural pace. There’s time enough in the future for that sort of thing.’

She was surprised when, on Wednesday afternoon, she had a phone call from Olivia, the sad little shrimp in the ghastly yellow dress.

‘Aren’t you in school, dear?’ It was not yet threethirty. Normally they didn’t let them out till four.

‘It’s a study period. I’m allowed to work at home.’ She had, she explained, rung to thank Gwen for the party. ‘I really love your house.’

‘Then you must come again,’ said Gwen, wondering how Suzy would take it. At this age they were inclined to be territorial; she was never quite sure who was in and who was not.

‘What on earth was she thinking about, ringing you?’ asked Suzy, predictably indignant.

‘Being polite,’ said her mother crisply. ‘It would do you no harm to pick up some manners from her.’ It said a lot for the child who appeared to be otherwise neglected. ‘Why not ask her for the weekend?’ she said. The uncle and aunt worked Saturdays, which meant she’d be all alone in the house. Not a nice way to bring her up; Gwen wondered if they knew what they were doing.

Reluctantly Suzy did as she was bid though a stranger would ruin the cosiness of her home. Olivia arrived in a taxi, as before, wearing an ugly unfashionable dress at least two sizes too large.

‘I wonder if she even looks at her,’ thought Gwen, stirred to pity once again. The aunt had formerly been a model which was why, in middle age, she still looked good. But the dress was dreadful and the child looked really unhappy. ‘Lend her some jeans and a T-shirt,’ she said. ‘She might as well be comfortable while she’s here.’

Olivia’s visits became regular; she’d phone Gwen, sounding fragile and dejected, and get invited to lunch. She wasn’t much fun and desperately needy, seeking Gwen’s attention all the time. She even helped in the kitchen, which made Kit and Suzy groan.

‘Be kind,’ warned Gwen when she heard them mock her. ‘Remember she’s not had much of a life of her own.’

Despite her affection for Gwen, however, Olivia was reserved towards Guy and Kit. It was clear she wasn’t used to male company, seemed relieved when both were out of the house. Yet Kit, when he was around, was friendly and generous with his time. He really enjoyed their girlish chat and taught them underarm bowling on the lawn. In the street, however, it was a different matter; he would walk straight past as if he didn’t know them. Boys his age would not be seen dead acknowledging little girls. Suzy, well-used to it, hardly noticed but Olivia’s pride was stung.

‘That’s just boys for you,’ Gwen explained. ‘Wait till you are a few years older and you’ll have them eating from your hand.’

‘Can’t you get rid of her?’ asked Deborah ruthlessly, who wouldn’t have stood it for a second. An only child, she was used to being indulged.

‘No,’ said Suzy miserably, ‘my mum would never allow it. Olivia’s taken a shine to her which she’s just too stupid to see.’

They were lazing around in the memorial garden, teaching themselves to smoke. Lisa was posted on staff alert, perched on the back of the bench. Should anyone in authority approach, she’d be able to see them in ample time.
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