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This one’s for Eva, pint-sized diva.


It worked!
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‘We have all become people according to the measure in which we have loved other people, and have had occasion for loving.’
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PART ONE





Prologue


Celle, Germany, 2009


It was snowing; flakes fell in light, feathery circles, whirling slowly through the air. She had forgotten to put on her gloves. She brought her hands up to try and protect her face but it was pointless. He brushed them aside as if they were nothing more than a distraction. He grabbed her hair, twisting her head around so that she was forced to look up at him. His pale blue eyes flickered over her face without expression. Nothing. She could feel herself saying something … a word or two, a plea … perhaps even in her own language, she couldn’t tell. He took no notice. He slapped her lightly, almost teasingly and then he drew back his hand, correcting his aim. There was a moment’s hesitation and then the weight of his fist made contact with her cheek. She felt the crack of her own jaw and then the sickening rush of inky black pain. She saw stars. Her mouth filled with blood. A second’s pause, another awful wait, and then another punch, and another and another. Her mouth felt pulpy and warm. Suddenly there was ice on her teeth. It took her a moment to work out that the cold, sandy stuff in her mouth was grit, mixed with ice. She was on the ground. She was lying face down, brought there by the force of the blow. He was big, almost twice her size, and when he hauled her roughly to her feet again, she was as weightless as snow.


‘Cunt.’ The word hissed outwards, compressed between his lips and teeth. ‘You fucking cunt.’ He said it again and again, marking it with a blow, sometimes a kick. She could see his boots … polished black boots. She caught a glimpse of her own face reflected in the shine. She felt the steel cap prod her before he kicked her, hard and fast. The poker-hot stab of pain went all the way up to the roots of her hair. He bent down, his face very near to hers as he pulled her coat from her shoulders and tossed it to one side. She was already cold – colder than she could ever have imagined but there was a chill on her bare skin that had nothing to do with the wind. He grabbed the material of her skirt, tearing it as he yanked it off her hips.


‘No … please, no.’


‘Cunt.’


‘No, no.’


‘Shut your fucking face.’ The exchange lasted less than a second. Another slap to the side of her face and then he was on top of her, smothering her with his bulk and weight. He wrapped one thick, meaty hand around her neck and pushed her knees apart. She’d never felt anything like it. He was splitting her in two. The pain was overwhelming. She could feel herself sliding in and out of consciousness as his hand closed around her throat, choking her, cutting off her breath. The growl that came out of his throat seemed to have come from something else … an animal, perhaps. Human beings didn’t make that sort of sound, she thought wildly to herself as she struggled desperately underneath him. Who could do this? No human being, surely. No one. Not even him.


She’d been with him once before – not like this, not out here in the open with the snow all around them and him tearing the clothes off her, choking her, but she’d known that first and only time that he was capable of anything. That was why she’d refused to go with him. ‘Let one of the other girls take him,’ she’d whispered to Birgit. ‘I don’t want to. I’m afraid of him.’ Birgit nodded; she was a good worker, a good earner … she rarely made a fuss. If she really didn’t want to go with him, she wouldn’t be made to. It was one of the unspoken rules at Judy’s, which was why she’d wound up staying there. It was safer there than anywhere else. Birgit had offered him someone else but he’d turned and walked out instead. They’d all breathed a sigh of relief as they watched him go. They were a strange bunch, those British soldiers, even though bars like Judy’s relied on them. No trouble, for the most part, but every once in a while an odd one would come along with an anger that was so raw and desperate and unknowable buried inside them that no number of visits could release. Those were the ones to watch out for. Awful things could happen; the girls sensed it somehow and if they were smart, they walked away, turned the job down. Judith knew it; she made sure the bookers knew it too. If a girl felt the fear – it came off some of them like a sweat – then she wouldn’t be made to go back. But he’d come after her anyway. That was the other thing she’d seen in him that time. He wasn’t the sort to take ‘no’ for an answer. She should have known.
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SAM


Notting Hill, London, 2009


7.01 a.m. Sam Maitland opened one bleary eye and glanced across the room. In the dark her alarm clock glowed a luminous, digital blue. 7.02 a.m. In exactly three minutes she would push back her warm duvet and get out of bed. She closed her eyes, trying to claw back the last few minutes of her dream but it was gone. The clock slid soundlessly on. She burrowed her toes into the sheets … 7.04 a.m. One last, blissful minute and then it went off, signalling the end of sleep. She sighed and reluctantly swung her legs out of bed. She stumbled across the bedroom floor to the bathroom and switched on the light, catching sight of her reflection on the way to the shower. Tangled hair, smudged mascara, a crease across her left cheek … thank God it was Friday. She’d been out drinking with two of her colleagues the night before. Fortunately not a heavy session, just a couple of glasses of red wine (and a single shot of whisky and a mouthful of someone’s tequila) to finish off an unusually long and hard week.


She opened the glass door to the shower and switched it on. Within seconds, the room was filled with steam. She gave herself up gratefully to the hot, pummelling jets of water. Ten minutes later, her thick, blonde hair washed and combed, she was finally awake. She wrapped herself in her white robe and walked into the living room. She flicked on the TV, listening with half an ear to the news as she made herself a bowl of cereal. Her mind was already skipping several hours ahead to the meeting that Peter Linman, her boss, had scheduled with a group of new clients – Americans, generally twice as demanding as everyone else with a keen eye for what they called ‘the bottom line’. It was a line that always made her smile. She carried her cereal over to the couch and leaned across to her answering machine to play her messages.


‘Hi, Sam. Peter here. Just a reminder that we’re meeting Mark Silverman and his team at nine forty-five tomorrow, not ten. We’ll have a quick coffee in the boardroom on the eleventh floor before we go in. Hope the view’ll soften them up. See you tomorrow.’


‘Hey, Sam … it’s me. Give me a ring back when you can. This week, preferably. Oh, it’s my birthday on Friday. In case you’d forgotten.’


‘Good afternoon, Miss Maitland. It’s the concierge from Chepstow Road. You’ve got two packages …’


‘Hi, Sam … it’s me again. Call me tonight when you get in, will you? I’ve got something to tell you. Doesn’t matter how late.’ She smiled as she erased the messages. Two were from Paula – best friend, extraordinary jewellery-maker and the most scatter-brained, hopelessly disorganised and yet brilliant person she’d ever met. No, I haven’t forgotten your birthday, she mouthed silently at the phone. As if. Paula rang every year to remind her and at thirty-eight, there’d been a fair few reminders. She finished her cereal and switched off the TV. It was 7.45 a.m. Time to get moving.


Fifteen minutes later, she was ready. She quickly checked her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail at the nape of her neck, held in place with a tortoiseshell comb. She was wearing her favourite black Armani suit with the knee-length skirt that flared just a little at the back and a fitted jacket. A stiff white shirt with a discreet ruffle at the collar, a thin gold chain and two large gold hoop earrings, killer heels (Blahnik, of course) and the heavy, antique gold ring she always wore on the third finger of her left hand – defiantly, her friends teased her – good to go.


She locked her front door and ran down the stairs. Her little silver sports car was parked outside. She pressed the alarm, opened the satisfyingly heavy door and slid inside. The smell of new leather never failed to thrill her. She loved her car. It had been a thirty-fifth birthday present to herself. A little expensive, granted, but definitely worth it. There was nothing quite like coming home in it after a long, tough day at work. She slung her briefcase onto the back seat, started the engine and pulled smartly into the thickening stream of traffic heading towards the Bayswater Road. Her offices were on North Row, just off Park Lane. On a good day, less than a five-minute drive. She really ought to walk to work or take the bus. But she’d worked so long and bloody hard to get to where she was that a short drive to and from the place she spent nearly every waking hour seemed a luxury definitely worth having.



*


‘Morning, Miss Maitland.’ Jim, the young, good-looking parking attendant turned up the full wattage of his smile as she opened her door. It was an open secret in the firm that his brightest, toothiest grins were reserved for her.


‘Thanks.’ She handed him the keys and quickly made her way to the lifts. She’d no desire to stop and flirt with Jim – or with anyone for that matter. Flirting made her uncomfortable. She’d never been any good at it, either. Too serious by half, according to most.


‘Morning, Sam. Peter’s already gone up.’ Claire, her PA, looked up as she walked into her office. She handed her a large mug of black coffee and a stack of files. ‘He said to let you know that Sue Walsh’ll be joining you shortly.’


Sam’s heart sank. Sue Walsh was the head of legal counsel in their New York office. Sue Walsh joining them could mean only one thing: the case would neither be as clear-cut or short as they’d all hoped. Well, everyone except Peter Linman, that was. He would be delighted. The longer the case, the more billable hours the firm could rack up. Having just spent the best part of the previous year on a similar case, Sam was praying for a quick end to this one. In three days’ time she was going on holiday – her first proper holiday in almost five years. Six days at a luxury spa just outside Marrakech and there was no way she was giving it up or even postponing it, Sue Walsh or no.


She made her way towards the lift, her coffee and the stack of files in hand, her mind already on the meeting ahead. She hadn’t had time to go through the files in as much detail as she normally did, or would have liked. From what she’d gathered, it seemed to be a pretty straightforward example of rights having been assigned to the wrong party – nothing unusual in that. The plaintiff – an English writer living in LA – had signed away an option on a screenplay at a ridiculously low rate. Now that the studio intended turning it into a film, they’d tried to muscle him off the job. It happened all the time. The firm Sam worked for – Bellitte, Hazelby, Forman, Lazards – were one of the top entertainment law firms in the world. If there was anyone who could sort out that sort of mess, it was them. She briefly wondered how an impoverished screenwriter could afford their legal fees but that was Peter’s problem, not hers. She gulped down another scalding mouthful of coffee and pressed the lift button.


‘See you later,’ Claire called out as the lift doors opened. ‘Don’t forget … you’ve got dinner with Soltermann and Jim Burns later on. I’ve booked The American Grill at the Savoy.’ She laughed at Sam’s expression. ‘Ah. I take it you forgot?’ Sam nodded frantically. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll nip out at lunchtime and get you a shirt. Pink?’ she hazarded a guess, looking down at Sam’s heels. Sam nodded again.


‘Thanks, Claire, you’re a star.’ Claire’s reply was lost as the doors closed and the lift moved smoothly upwards. Sam gulped down the rest of her coffee, made sure her hair was in place and turned her attention to the meeting ahead. If there was one thing Peter relied on her for, it was her ability to focus on the issues at hand. There were other lawyers in the firm who were either much quicker or able to think more laterally than her – but there were few with her diligence. She was rarely the one to put forward an argument that no one had thought of, or try an angle that others might view as risky – no, her skill lay in focusing on the details, seeing things that others in their haste might have forgotten. She was dogged and determined and there was little she missed. She’d been like that since school days – never the best or the brightest or even the one others thought most likely to succeed. That honour had always gone to her twin sister, Kate. Kate was quick off the mark, silvertongued and flighty. Sam wasn’t. A slow burner, everyone said, although she herself had her doubts. She wasn’t one to burn full stop – that was the point. She was careful and considered and in her area of law those were the skills required. It was why she’d chosen it. She’d long ago come to the realisation that life was best lived according to one’s skills, not one’s weaknesses. It was the sole reason she’d been made a junior partner at BHFL ahead of her peers – she knew what she was good at and she stuck to it. In her teens, she’d tried desperately to be somebody she clearly wasn’t and although it had been twenty years since then, the memory of the pain it caused her still stung. She wouldn’t make that mistake again in a hurry. Once was quite enough, thank you very much.


‘Ah, Sam … lovely. Glad you could make it a little early. Sue, you remember Sam Maitland? She worked with us on the Napster case.’


‘Absolutely. Good to see you, Sam. Now, are we all here? Let me bring you up to speed …’


Sam quickly took her seat at the end of the table, pulled out her notebook and banished all thoughts of her unhappy teenage years and the thought of her upcoming holiday out of her mind.
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Three days later, almost at the end of the day, she filed away the same stack of case notes, not quite as clear as she would have liked to be about their strategy, but for once in her professional life, she didn’t care. It was almost four p.m. In approximately fifteen minutes her car would arrive and she’d be whisked away to Heathrow. Fifteen minutes; a quarter of an hour. It had been years since she’d watched the clock at work but today was an exception. She couldn’t have picked a better day to leave London. It was raining, of course, a thin, watery drizzle that had lasted for almost a week and showed no signs whatsoever of abating, the sort of weather that made you want to weep in sympathy. Wasn’t spring supposed to be on its way? She began organising her desk, tidying things away. There were a couple of loose sheets lying next to her keyboard – she glanced at them hesitantly.


‘Come on.’ Claire’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Put ’em away. Hand ’em over. Every last one.’


Sam looked up guiltily. Claire was standing in the doorway, grinning knowingly at her. ‘But what if—’ Sam began.


‘No. No “what ifs”. You’re going on holiday, Sam. Come on … that one too.’


‘But—’


‘No “buts”, either. If there’s anything earth-shatteringly important, we’ll call.’


‘Promise?’


‘Promise. Ah.’ Claire glanced at the flashing phone. ‘Looks like your car’s here.’


Sam held up her hands in defeat. ‘OK, you win. Call me if anything urgent crops up.’


‘We will. Don’t you worry. And for God’s sake enjoy yourself!’ Claire said sternly. ‘You do know how, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do!’ Sam protested, picking up her neat, compact little suitcase. ‘I’ll … I’ll send you a postcard.’


‘You do that. And here’s hoping you find a nice young man whilst you’re out there.’ Claire laughed. ‘Just for fun, nothing else,’ she added hastily, seeing Sam’s face. ‘A fling, that’s all. It’d do you good.’


Sam could feel her cheeks reddening. She was the last person on the planet to go on holiday and have a fling. In fact, she was just about the last person on earth with whom to have a fling in the first place. She was no good at flirting and she was most certainly no good at flings. Another area in which she was ‘too serious by half’, according to Philip, her best (and only) male friend. She mumbled a hasty reply, grabbed her coat and made her way out of the office before Claire could say anything further on the subject and embarrass her even more.


‘Terminal Five, please,’ she instructed the driver as she clambered into the back of the cab. She looked at her watch. Her flight to Marrakech was at seven p.m. – plenty of time. She would go upstairs to the plush business-class lounges, have a soothing glass of wine and get started on her holiday reads … perhaps stop off at duty-free on the way to the gate and get herself a pair of sunglasses? She looked out the window and gave a little shiver. The latest weather report had the temperature in Marrakech at 24°C. Given that it was currently 4°C in London, the thought of the warmth and sunlight to follow was nothing short of a relief. She looked down at her tickets. Claire, ever efficient, had organised everything. Business-class tickets on BA, her favourite airline, never mind the rest of the world; a week at a small, exquisite-looking boutique hotel, Dar les Cigognes, and drivers to pick her up from the airport on both legs of the journey. Dear Claire. She made a mental note to herself to get her something nice to say thank you.


She leaned back against the seats and closed her eyes. It had been a long, hard week. Peter had almost had a heart attack when she told him she was going on holiday. ‘You’re doing what?’ He’d stared at her in disbelief. ‘You’re going on holiday?’ The emphasis wasn’t lost on her. Although she was hardly the only lawyer at BHFL who wasn’t either married, engaged or firmly partnered, she was probably the only one who’d never brought anyone other than a friend to any of the countless social events that the firm laid on. No one at BHFL had ever seen a ‘significant other’, as the spouses and partners of BHFL’s employees were known. It was no secret that Sam Maitland, one of the firm’s most successful and well-liked lawyers, had never had a ‘significant other’. Neither, to Peter Linman’s knowledge, had she ever gone on holiday. ‘A holiday?’ he repeated disbelievingly. ‘You?’


She’d nodded firmly though she’d felt anything but firm. ‘It’s only a week, Peter,’ she’d said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. ‘I’ll be back before you know it. Fighting fit, too.’ He made no comment, simply twisted his lips in the manner that she knew only too well and stalked off.


Well, here she finally was, en route to Marrakech. It had better be worth it, she thought to herself as the taxi pulled up in the drop-off lane. She collected her bags from the boot, tipped the driver and carried her things through to check-in. Ten minutes later, she was on her way up the escalators to the lounges, trying somewhat unsuccessfully to banish all thoughts of Peter Linman and her current case load from her mind.


The flight to Marrakech was short and smooth. She accepted a glass of Sancerre from the friendly flight attendant and picked up one of her four holiday novels. After a few minutes she put it down, unable to concentrate. She was too excited. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had time to read anything other than a case file or one of the heavy legal tomes that sat on shelves around her office. She owned a share in a cottage in one of those gorgeous little French villages in the countryside of the kind that only exist in films or books until you actually go there and see it for yourself. She’d been talked into it by a group of colleagues at work and although they’d bought it almost two years earlier, aside from the initial trip to see it, she’d never actually spent a night there. There was something about the long drive from Paris or Avignon all on her own that was too depressing to contemplate. Staying in a luxury boutique hotel was different; there was always someone on hand to talk to, even if it was only the bellhop. Stop right there, she cautioned herself quickly. No need to go down that nasty little road, thank you very much. You’re on holiday, Samantha Maitland. Nothing else mattered and certainly not any sort of reflection on the state of her lacklustre lovelife. Lacklustre? She had to smile, in spite of herself. Non-existent would be nearer the mark. What was it Paula had said the night before when she’d finally found half an hour to call her back? ‘Less isn’t more, darling. Some would be good.’


‘Don’t you start,’ she’d shot back. ‘Just because it’s been a bumper summer for you.’ Paula was forever falling in and just as promptly out of love. No sooner had she phoned up with a blow-by-blow description of the man of her dreams whom she’d invariably only just met, than she rang a week later with a blow-by-blow description of his demise. Sam had long since lost count of the number of times Mr Right had made an appearance in Paula’s life. The speed with which she moved – and moved on – was breathtaking. It was different for Sam. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had asked her out on a second date. She didn’t know what the problem was. She seemed to have no trouble attracting the initial glance – at five foot eight with a size-twelve figure and thick blonde hair she’d have to have been covered in warts, as Philip said, not to. But even though she got asked out on a regular enough basis, nothing ever seemed to come of it, or her attempts to take things further. ‘Face it, Sam,’ Philip told her earnestly. ‘You frighten the pants off most men. You’re smarter than most women I know, which makes you smarter than every single man I know. You earn more than most people I know. You’re gorgeous, granted, but Christ, you scare me half the time and I’ve known you for ever. Don’t forget I knew you way back when.’


‘Don’t remind me, please,’ Sam said drily. It was true. She’d known Philip McGovern since she was eleven or twelve and the Sam Maitland who lived at 24 Georgiana Street in Camden bore absolutely no resemblance to the Sam Maitland who now lived at Flat 6, 16 Palace Court, Notting Hill. The Sam Maitland Philip referred to was hugely overweight, covered in spots, wore thick glasses and had a stammer to boot. That Sam Maitland lived almost exclusively in the shadow of her twin sister, Kate, who was not overweight, nor prone to spots, nor painfully shy. Kate Maitland was petite, slender, dark-haired and dark-eyed and was the object of almost every teenage boy’s fantasy. Kate Maitland was the star; Sam wasn’t. Simple as that. Everyone knew it and none more vociferously so than her mother.


It was only when Sam moved away to university in Bristol that things began to change. Kate went to University College Hospital, just down the road from home, and became a doctor. She met Grant, a fellow medical student, within days of starting her course. Within days of finishing it, they got married. Grant became a surgeon, Kate a GP. They moved to Surbiton and bought a big house and had two beautiful children in quick succession. Now, at thirty-eight, Kate had lost the sultry good looks for which she’d been so famous at school and had begun to ‘spread around the middle’, as she put it. When they met, which wasn’t as often as Kate would have liked, there was a bitter tinge to her voice that hadn’t been there before. It had taken Sam some time to realise that the balance of power between them had changed. According to Kate, Sam was now the one with the glamorous, fast-paced life, not her. Sam did Pilates and ate in restaurants Kate had never heard of. Sam earned pots of money and although Kate and Grant were hardly short of it, they had two daughters in private schools and an enormous mortgage to consider. Sam, in other words, had everything. Kate did not. ‘But isn’t that what you always wanted?’ Sam enquired once, mildly irritated by her moaning. ‘No, it bloody well isn’t,’ Kate snapped. And that was the end of that conversation.


‘Ladies and gentlemen …’ The captain’s voice interrupted her; they were preparing for the descent into Marrakech. She folded away her table, stowed her belongings and looked out of the window. The night was like a thick, dense blanket over Marrakech. Far below, sparkling like a thousand solitary gems, she could just make out the city’s glittering shoreline. There would be someone waiting for her in the arrivals hall, Claire had told her. She fervently hoped so. It was her first time to Morocco and if the hotel brochure was anything to go by, it promised nothing but peace, tranquillity and luxury, a winning combination if there ever was one.


Madame Sam Mattieland. The neatly if erroneously typed sign was held aloft by an anxious-looking young man as she came through the glass sliding doors. She waved at him. He sprang forward, collected her bags and shepherded her through the waiting throng to where a taxi was indeed waiting. He stowed everything away, made sure she was comfortably settled into the back seat and then jumped into the front. It was an old, extremely well-looked-after Mercedes. Sam leaned back against the leather seats, trying not to smile.


The hotel was located in the old Jewish quarter, he explained, as they wound their way slowly from the airport into the city. It was nearly eleven o’clock but the city was full of life. There were people everywhere – little stalls selling food on the edges of what should have been the pavement had it not been turned into a small market. He drove her around the edge of the famous Djemaa el Fna, full of tourists and locals, shopping, eating, being entertained. Sam watched everything through the window, already charmed. When he pulled up in front of an elegant townhouse in the middle of a winding little street, she gave a deep, heartfelt sigh of genuine satisfaction. It was everything the brochure promised, and more.
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‘And in here,’ the girl said, pushing open a door to reveal an exquisitely decorated room in pastel shades with a soaring, vaulted ceiling, ‘is your private sitting room.’ Sam caught her breath. There were roses everywhere – stunning bunches of delicate pinks, whites, pale yellows – standing next to ornately decorated bowls of fruit and a couple of decanters of deep burgundy wine. A fireplace in one corner and an intricately carved bookcase full of interesting-looking titles completed the room.


‘Thank you,’ she murmured breathlessly. Her suitcase had already been brought up; the bed had been turned down … she could already feel herself beginning to unwind.


‘Our pleasure. If there’s anything at all you need, just dial zero. The reception desk is manned twenty-four hours. Enjoy your evening.’ The girl smiled and closed the door soundlessly behind her, and Sam was alone. She crossed the room to the window and pushed open the wooden shutters, letting the cooler night air rush into the room. The Atlas mountains were somewhere in the distance; the roof terraces all around her were lit up with beautiful, soft twinkling lights. She stood for a moment, breathing in the scented night air, then she turned and looked at the room once more. She almost hugged herself in delight. She walked over to the foot of the bed and unzipped her suitcase. She took out the carefully folded kaftans, linen dresses and soft cashmere cardigans that she’d brought along and hung everything in the carved wooden wardrobe. Ten minutes later, her belongings neatly stowed away, she poured herself a large glass of wine and walked into the bathroom. She ran herself a bubble bath, slipped off her robe and stepped in. It was bliss. The water was hot but not scalding, the bubbles lightly perfumed. She took another sip of wine and slid down further into the scented water. The holiday stretched lazily out in front of her. Six days of nothing to do but read, eat and sleep.


Her skin was rosy and wrinkled by the time her wine was finished and she stepped out of the tub. She walked through into the bedroom, pulled her damp hair into a knot and drew back the sheets. She climbed in, luxuriating in the feel of crisp cool linen against her skin. She sank further into the bed, stretching her legs as far as they would go. She was tired. The following morning, she thought to herself drowsily, she would get up late, eat a leisurely breakfast on the terrace and begin reading one of the four novels she’d brought with her. Which one? She tried to picture the covers but her mind began to cloud over, foggy with wine and an overwhelming sense of delicious lassitude. The soft pastel colours of the room ran together and her mind slipped free. She slept.
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A morning can be passed in any number of ways, not just in the sense of time passing. Sam’s first morning was spent in warm sunlight on her own private terrace overlooking the narrow street, the splendid white line of the Atlas mountains just visible somewhere far off in the distance. A sweet, weak perfume of baking and flowers drifted across from one of the adjacent roofs. She dipped her croissant in a bowl of milky coffee, brushing the flakes from her mouth and fighting the urge that came over her periodically to ring the office and check that things hadn’t collapsed in her absence. She hadn’t even been gone a day, she reminded herself sternly. And Claire would call. Her mobile lay silent on the glass-topped table in front of her. Below, in the street, the sound of women’s voices carried up to her, drifting over her in a wave of unfamiliar, guttural sounds and the occasional volley of laughter. She turned her head slightly. A crack up the white wall revealed itself to be a line of tiny black ants; a flash of red was the pot of geraniums in the corner and the blue-green haze to her left was the olive trees that had been planted in giant terracotta urns in place of a screen. The noises from the street below shattered lightly against her. She sat with her legs pulled up underneath her, basking drowsily in the sun like the cat in one corner of the roof who watched her with one eye warily open for a sign of a titbit or a piece of fallen food.


She woke with a small start. Her hat had fallen off and was lying wedged between her head and her shoulder. She retrieved it, pushing it back into shape. She’d drifted off again. She squinted at her watch – how long had she slept for? Almost an hour – it was nearly noon. She looked around her almost guiltily but there was no one watching, no one wondering what she was doing or why. She picked up her book again, determined to read at least a chapter before lunch. Ah, lunch … where should she go for lunch? The hotel receptionist had handed her a list of local restaurants, bars, cafés and things to do. She picked it off the table and squinted down. They’d even drawn a helpful map. There was a little restaurant two doors down from the hotel – what better place to start?


Half an hour later after a quick, cool shower and a change of clothes, she walked out of the hotel and was immediately swallowed up by the crowd. She happily joined the throng of people moving down the street, stopping every now and then to chat, buy, sniff at food and prices, exchange gossip and small, crumpled bundles of notes. Small queues of people formed, broke apart and reformed again outside shops whose windows were stuffed with delicacies, breads, olives. Her nostrils widened as she took in the peppery-snuff scent of vegetables and meat grilled on small, open charcoal fires by men in long, billowing white djebellahs who squatted comfortably by the side of the road. Somewhere further up, someone was performing – she could hear the shouts and the sudden bursts of laughter. She walked in loose formation with the rest of the crowd, a group that moved as one, brought together by a mild curiosity and the desire to be entertained. She couldn’t see above or around the shoulders and heads in front of her until they broke apart suddenly, revealing the source of the laughter and the shouts. A young boy and what appeared to be a blind, elderly man were speaking to the crowd. She understood nothing of it but it was amusing to watch. She stood for a few moments, letting the sounds of giggles and murmurs in the language she couldn’t understand flow over and around her. She craned her neck with everyone else, momentarily pleased to be part of the crowd.


Suddenly, in the midst of bodies that were not aware of her, nor she of them, she felt a movement directed to her, alone. A hand, snaking past her hips to the flap of the bag she carried slung across her waist, stopped suddenly. She reacted instinctively and grabbed hold of the hand, seizing it tightly. Whoever it was couldn’t jerk free; his body was jammed against hers, sandwiched between her and the man standing on the other side. To wrestle free would have been to draw attention to himself. He remained where he was, held fast. She turned her head. A young face, still carrying the pimple-marks of adolescence, expressionless, but she could read his fear in the tensely held stance of his body. She brought her other arm down to her bag – it was still there, untouched. She was about to let him go when she felt his whole body stiffen. Someone had grabbed hold of him on the other side. She bent her head forwards to see who it was. A tall, solidly built man was holding him fast. He said something in Arabic to the young pickpocket who appeared deaf with fear. Then he bent his head to Sam’s and asked in a low, English-sounding voice. ‘All there? Did he get anything?’


She shook her head. ‘No, nothing. My bag’s still here.’ She patted the leather flap. He said something else to the young man and with a hard shove, pushed him away from them, releasing him back into the crowd. He watched him disappear and then turned to Sam.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked, looking down at her in concern.


Sam nodded slowly. The young man had disappeared. ‘Gosh, I wasn’t expecting that,’ she said with a quick, shaky laugh. ‘I felt his hand, but only just. He’s good at his job.’


‘Oh, they’re just a bunch of opportunists, those kids. They go after the tourists, of course, and you … well, you stand out a bit.’


Sam put up a hand to her hair. She smiled self-consciously. ‘I suppose I ought to cover it,’ she said hesitantly.


‘Wouldn’t help. You’d still look foreign.’ He smiled down at her. ‘You’re English, I take it?’


Sam nodded. She was suddenly having difficulty formulating her sentences. The man speaking to her was tall and broad with the imposing, protective presence of a statue. She was hardly small, but beside this man, who was easily six foot three, she felt dwarfed. It wasn’t just his size; there was something wonderfully reassuring about the short grey hair, the tanned skin and twinkling grey-blue eyes … she swallowed. What the hell had he just asked her? ‘Yes, yes … I’m English. And you?’ There was just the faintest hint of an accent in his voice that she couldn’t quite place.


‘Same.’ He smiled at her.


‘Oh.’


‘Are you all right?’ he asked again. ‘You look a bit pale.’


‘No, no … I’m fine. Just … just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all. Not on my first day, at least.’ She gave another shaky laugh.


‘How long are you here for?’ He’d made a sort of passage through the crowd for her; she stepped into it ahead of him.


She turned her head back to look up at him. ‘A week. It’s … it’s my first holiday in years.’


‘Are you … did you come with your … with friends?’


She shook her head. She liked the way he’d stumbled over the question. ‘No, I’m here on my own.’ She felt her cheeks reddening and quickly turned away again.


He caught up with her easily, then stopped suddenly. They almost collided. Sam put out a hand to steady herself and then took it back as though she’d been scalded. He looked down at her, clearly amused. ‘Look, it’s nearly lunchtime. You look a little shaken up. How about grabbing a bite to eat? There’s a really good restaurant just around the corner. I ate there on Thursday and the food’s excellent.’


Sam hesitated for a second. There was a worn, rugged toughness to him that was suddenly utterly appealing. He looked safe. Strong. Dependable. Just stop it right there, Sam Maitland. She looked up at him, intending to thank him for his kindness in stopping the would-be thief and wound up hearing herself saying ‘yes’, instead. ‘Yes, that sounds great.’
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The glass in her hand was cool to the touch; there was the deliciously sharp feel of cold wine on her tongue as she took her first sip. Nick – Nick Beasdale, he’d introduced himself – looked on approvingly as she set it down again. ‘Good?’


‘Very.’


‘Good,’ he repeated, and smiled at her. ‘Well, cheers.’


Sam’s stomach gave one of those peculiar little lurches of the sort she hadn’t felt in years. ‘Cheers.’ She lifted her glass. They were seated on the terrace of a tiny little restaurant overlooking the street, less than a hundred yards from where they’d met. He’d ordered a bottle of local white wine and a platter of cheeses, figs and the local flat breads as a starter in what sounded like fluent Arabic to her ears. Her head was swimming and she hadn’t even taken the first sip! She leaned back in her chair and looked around with interest. The terrace was a shady patio of olive trees, potted roses and white and pale yellow awnings which made sunlight dance in wavering stripes. They sat next to the wroughtiron balustrade listening to the muted sounds of the street wafting up towards them and the drowsy buzz of oversized bees in black and yellow striped jerseys. ‘So what brings you to Morocco?’ Sam asked after the waiter had set down their plates.


‘Holiday. Same as you, actually. I had a week’s leave in between postings and decided at the last minute to come here.’


‘Postings? Are you a diplomat?’ she asked curiously.


He gave a short laugh. ‘No, not exactly. I’m in the army. I’m an army officer.’


‘An army officer?’ She had no idea what to say. She’d never met an army officer before.


‘And you?’ he asked, smiling at her.


‘Me?’


‘What do you do?’


‘Oh, I’m … I’m a lawyer. Entertainment law.’ Sam was aware her cheeks had turned red.


He pulled a face. ‘Impressive.’


‘Oh, no … not at all.’ Sam was quick to play her qualifications down. What was it Philip was always telling her? You scare them off.


‘It is. I don’t mean to be funny but you don’t get much of a chance in the army to meet a beautiful, smart woman like you. Almost never, in fact.’


Sam’s blush deepened. ‘I … I don’t think I’ve ever met a soldier before,’ she said after a moment. ‘Or an officer.’


‘Well, always a first time, or so they say. I don’t think I’ve ever met an entertainment lawyer either. So we’re even.’


‘Y-yes.’ She took another large gulp of wine to cover her confusion. She didn’t want to risk looking across the table into his face so she studied his arms instead. His shirt sleeves were rolled up; his tanned arms were covered in thick, dark brown hair – capable, tough-looking arms, the muscles moving faintly beneath the surface of his skin as he lifted and set down his wine glass. His hands were the same: strong, squared-off fingers, the nails clean and short, no wedding ring and no tell-tale pale band of skin where it would have been, either. She’d seen enough men who’d slipped it off for the evening to know. She liked his voice with its odd, flat quality and the way his smile brought out two faint dimples in his face.


As the food was brought to the table and the waiter topped up her wine, she could feel herself slowly dissolving in the lazy afternoon heat, basking in the pleasure of sitting on a terrace in the sun with a good-looking, interesting man. He was easy-going and good-natured with them but there was absolutely no mistaking who was in charge. There was a directness and a toughness to him, but also an unexpectedly boyish charm. He laughed easily and loudly; there was clearly a witty sense of humour lurking behind the grey-blue eyes that kept flickering back to her face. The waiters sensed it; they were all too eager to please, bringing an endless supply of delicious dishes to the table – long, charred tongues of grilled, shiny red peppers; beautifully decorated little saucers of thick, tangy pastes and carefully chopped vegetables glistening in olive oil and brine; thin, spicy sausages wrapped themselves around plates like languid snakes. They ate and drank and laughed. By the time Sam looked at her watch it was almost four and the sun was beginning to slide.


‘Is that the time?’ She looked up in exaggerated alarm.


His eyes twinkled. ‘Is it?’


‘I … I’d better get back,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some work to do.’


‘Work? I thought you were on holiday.’


‘I-I am. But … you know how it is …’ her voice trailed off. She didn’t want him to think she had nothing to do.


He shook his head. ‘Not me. When I’m off, I’m off. We get little enough R & R as it is. Rest and recreation,’ he added, smiling at her.


Sam laughed. ‘It’s like another language,’ she said, tracing the wet outline of her glass on the table top with her finger. ‘It seems quite an odd world.’


‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he said drily. There was a moment’s pause. ‘Look, I don’t want to seem too forward or anything but if you’re here on your own for a week or so and I’ve got a couple of days, would you like to hang out together? Have dinner, visit the souk … maybe take a day trip somewhere?’


Sam hesitated. There was no denying the attraction and it seemed to be mutual. He was charming and funny and articulate. He’d been married before – too young, he said. The marriage hadn’t lasted. No, no kids. An amicable split. No point fighting, eh? They both knew it was over. He smiled at her ruefully as he drained the last of his wine. He’d offered up the facts of his life easily, generously. He’d kept nothing back. Sam took a deep breath. Should she …? Dare she …? She’d never had a holiday romance before, if that was what was on offer, and, despite her dismal track record when it came to flirtations, it was clear that he was interested. She could almost hear Paula. Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sam! Just do it! Who cares if you never hear from him again? You probably won’t. He might be blown up next month for all you know! She grimaced suddenly. ‘That … that would be nice,’ she said finally, a great knot of tension releasing itself inside her at her own words.


His pleasure was genuine. ‘Great, that’s great. Dinner tonight, then?’


‘That would be nice,’ she echoed faintly. She stood up giddily. What was she letting herself in for? ‘I’m at Dar les Cigognes. The Palm Suite.’


He looked up at her, his expression faintly amused. ‘A suite, no less. Well, Sam Maitland, entertainment lawyer extraordinaire, I’ll pick you up at seven, shall I?’


‘Er, yes.’ She only just managed to stop herself saying ‘that would be nice’ for the third time. He stood up, peeled a few notes off a bundle and left them on the table. They walked back down into the crowded street in rather awkward silence. Within a minute they were back at her hotel.


‘See you at seven, then,’ she said, giving him a friendly wave of the fingers.


He looked down at her, a small, enigmatic smile playing around the corners of his mouth. ‘See you at seven. Wear something nice.’ And then he turned and disappeared into the throng.


She stood there for a moment, nonplussed. Wear something nice? Did that mean he didn’t like what she was wearing? She looked down at her Boden turned-up jeans, her Jigsaw silk blouse and dark brown leather slingbacks from Toast. She’d thought she looked effortlessly chic. What did he mean? Something dressier? She tossed back her hair, fished her straw hat out of her bag (both from Joseph) and stuck it firmly on her head. Well, if Major Nick Beasdale wanted dressier, he’d get it. She had two options with her – the long, lime-green silk dress from Hobbs or the beautiful lemon dress from L.K. Bennett. Either way, she’d show him. Wear something nice indeed!
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The lemon-yellow dress lay in a crumpled heap on the floor. There was a single lime-green stiletto caught by its slender heel on the bedspread and her delicate silk bra from La Perla had been tossed across one of the pillows. Through half-lowered lids she could see the thick curtain of her own hair spreading sideways and down the length of her body; somewhere near her thighs, she could see Nick’s head as it slowly inched its way upwards. His tongue was a warm, wet flutter on her skin. Desire and disbelief battled within the warm, fuzzy confines of her head. A bottle of red wine and five shots of whisky between them had sealed the deal. In all likelihood, she would probably never see him again – what the hell was the harm? At dinner that evening, she’d lifted her head to look at him and suddenly found herself overwhelmed by the fact that less than twenty-four hours earlier, she’d listened to a couple on the neighbouring terrace, their heads bent towards each other in tender and close conversation, stirring up a longing in her for the same one day – any day – and now, less than a day later, here she was, doing just that.


To see the two of them together at dinner would have been to assume an entirely different set of circumstances. Nick was everything a dinner companion should be – warm, funny, attentive. He’d reached out once or twice to brush a strand of hair away from her face, claiming an intimacy that he probably didn’t know was already his. That same hand was on her arm, now. There was a singing, lifting sensation in her chest, making it difficult to breathe normally. She hated it – the sense of shock that washed over her when a man reached out, touched her … claimed her. Me? She hated herself for even thinking it – why shouldn’t he want her? She knew exactly why she found it almost impossible to believe but she couldn’t seem to do a damn thing about it. But not tonight. Tonight she was lying in the same hotel bed she’d slept in alone the night before, her whole body pleasurably flushed with wine and an exquisite lust, watching the head of a man she’d met all of eight hours earlier moving gently and purposefully between her thighs. She closed her eyes at the shame of it all. And the pleasure, of course.


‘D’you smoke?’ She reached across and fished her emergency pack of cigarettes from the bedside table.


He shook his head. ‘No, but go ahead. Doesn’t bother me.’


‘Just the one,’ she promised, lighting up. ‘I’m one of those idiots who smokes about a cigarette a week. I don’t know why I don’t just give it up,’ she said with shrug.


‘Gives you something to do with your hands in a bar and it keeps the weight off; isn’t that what most women say?’ Nick’s voice was a disembodied rumble in the dark.


Sam felt her whole body blush. There it was again. A single comment whose meaning was ambiguous but still holding the capacity to stop her in her tracks. ‘Er, no, actually,’ she said, lighting up quickly to cover her embarrassment. She blew the smoke out through the corner of her mouth. ‘A single cigarette a week wouldn’t be much use, would it?’ she said as lightly as she could.


He propped himself up on one elbow and ran a hand slowly down her body. She tried to see his expression in the faint light coming from underneath the living room door but his face was guarded. ‘You’re not the type,’ he said quietly. His finger traced a line from her ribs to her navel. ‘There’s no weight to keep off. You’re gorgeous. Just gorgeous.’


Sam’s immediate intake of breath nearly choked her. She’d known him all of an evening – how could he possibly know exactly what to say? She leaned across him and stubbed out the cigarette carefully. She could feel something inside her beginning to crack open at the sound of his voice, after only a few hours, already strangely familiar to her. She reached out with one hand and touched his hair, feeling it prickle pleasurably through her fingertips. He caught her hand, brought it round, palm up, towards him and kissed her at the spot where the veins swelled, beginning their thick journey down the length of her forearm. His tongue moved lightly over the lines produced by the folds of skin at her wrist; if there was one line marginally thicker and rougher than the rest, he either didn’t detect it, or didn’t say. He pulled her hand impatiently towards his sex, already rising for the second time that night. Sam squirmed, half in embarrassment, half in haste. In her mind’s eye she saw herself – a little drunk, bold, her body seeking only its own pleasure. She entered willingly into the unfamiliar image of herself, flushed with pride.
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MEAGHAN


Celle, Germany, 2009


Meaghan Astor stepped gingerly through the doorway. Ahead of her, marching purposefully down the corridor, was the short, stocky figure of the estates manager, Warrant Officer Greaves. Tom, her husband, was outside, still piling suitcases and boxes onto the sidewalk. Alannah, their six-year-old daughter, was ‘helping’ him. She hadn’t seen him for over a month and now clung to him like glue. She followed WO Greaves into the living room. The flat was uniformly dull in the way only army housing could ever be – magnolia-coloured walls, mottled green carpets in every room, standard, regulation-issue furniture – in this case a mismatched assortment of floral curtains, lopsided, bent-out-of-shape couches and cheap, plywood-faced furniture. Her heart sank. It was exactly as she’d feared. Awful. As ever.


‘Two bedrooms, living room, dining room, kitchen … bathroom’s down there, separate loo. You’ll find the inventory on the kitchen counter. I’d advise you to go through it quick as you can and let us know if there’s anything missing. Flat was painted six months ago – it won’t be due for another coat for at least a year – but it looks pretty clean to me. You’ll find all the regulations on the notice-board outside – rubbish collection days, garden waste and all of that. Right, if you’ve no further questions …?’ WO Greaves was in a hurry to leave.


‘No, no … I think it’s all pretty clear,’ Meaghan said slowly, looking round in some dismay. It was dull. Dull and uninspiring. Just like the town. She felt the sharp tug of resentment rise in her throat. It was bad enough having to come back to Germany again without having to contend with a God-awful flat, too. Tom had just been promoted, for crying out loud!


‘Righty-o.’ WO Greaves spoke as though he were on the set of Dad’s Army. ‘Best let you get on with it then.’ He shoved a clipboard at her. ‘If you’d just sign here …’ She did as he asked and handed back the pen. There was a movement in the doorway. She looked up. Tom was standing there, a suitcase in one hand and Alannah in the other. WO Greaves saluted smartly. ‘Evening, sir. Everything seems to be in order, sir. Just said to the wife, you need anything, just give us a shout. We’ll do our best.’


The wife, Meaghan thought to herself crossly. She hated the way they all said that. The wife.


‘Thanks, Greaves.’ Tom put the suitcase down. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’


‘Very good, sir.’ He practically clicked his heels. He shut the door deferentially behind him and they were finally alone.


‘Well, what d’you think?’ Tom asked, peering into the first bedroom off the corridor. ‘Not bad, eh?’ He’d been living in the officers’ mess hall for the past month whilst their accommodation was being sorted out.


Meaghan shrugged. ‘Could be worse, I guess.’


‘You said that about Shrivenham, remember?’ Tom said to her with a faint smile.


‘Have I got my own room?’ Alannah asked, disentangling herself from her father’s long legs. ‘My very own room?’


‘Yes, pet … it’s at the end of the corridor, through that door. Go on, have a look.’ Meaghan gave her a gentle nudge. She turned to Tom as soon as Alannah was out of earshot. ‘It’s awful,’ she whispered crossly. ‘It feels like a bloody prison. I thought Paderborn was the pits – this is worse.’


‘Come on, love,’ Tom said mildly. ‘What did you expect? It’s fine. You’ll make something of it. You always do.’


Meaghan’s mouth opened but she clamped it shut again. It was their first night together after almost four weeks apart and she was damned if she was going to spoil it arguing. Not tonight. She turned away from him and wandered into the living room. He was right; she’d make something of it, just as she always did. She would change the curtains, she thought to herself, paint the walls … once they’d settled in she’d pop along to Stores and see if she could change the blue sofas for something a little less decrepit and a little more neutral. She could hear Alannah bouncing on the bed in the room that would be hers. Alannah’s room would be easy – some pretty stencils, a lick of pink paint, the antique chest of drawers that was at that moment winging its way from Shrivenham to Celle. By the end of the month, she’d have filled it with her stuffed animals and books and toys and it would no longer be the cold, dull room it currently was. In six weeks’ time it would be full of the sound of the friends she would make at the primary school on the base and by Christmas, hopefully, she’d have forgotten she had three best friends in England, one of whom was already en route to Cyprus, and the cycle would begin all over again. Alannah was adaptable; you could plonk her down anywhere and within a couple of hours she’d have found something about her new setting to enthral and occupy her. Not like her mother.


Meaghan’s stomach lurched at the thought of what awaited her. There was a coffee morning scheduled for the following day. As the wife of the battalion’s second-in-command, she was duty-bound to attend. She knew the score; it was Tom’s first posting after his promotion – the only other woman who outranked her on the base was Abigail Barclay, the commanding officer’s wife. She felt another ripple of nerves in her stomach. She was now the wife of the 2/i/c, the second-in-command. She still couldn’t get over it. She was the second-most-important wife on a British army base somewhere in the middle of Germany. How the hell had that happened? And to her? A beautician from Warra, for crying out loud! Abigail Barclay was a brigadier’s daughter. She’d seen photos of Abigail – perfectly groomed, poised, elegant, impeccably dressed … the perfect officer’s wife. Everything that she wasn’t. She looked back towards the kitchen where Tom was dragging in a cardboard box. Celle was their sixth posting in sixteen years. How had she – a small-town girl from the middle of the nowhere – wound up here?


‘Mum!’ Alannah’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Mum … come here! Look! Look what I found!’


Meaghan walked down the corridor towards her. She was sitting cross-legged on the unmade bed, triumphantly holding a rather dog-eared teddy bear by the scruff of its neck. ‘Where d’you get that, angel?’ Meaghan asked, looking at it rather dubiously.


‘It was down there.’ Alannah pointed to the narrow space between the bed and the wall. ‘I saw its ears first. I think the little girl who lived here before left it for me.’


‘Might’ve been a little boy,’ Meaghan said mildly, gently disengaging the teddy from her daughter’s hand. She quickly sniffed it – nothing that a quick spin in the washing machine wouldn’t fix. ‘Well, whoever it was, it was very nice of them, darling. I’m just going to give teddy a bath and then we can dry him on the radiator. He’s been lying there for an awfully long time.’


‘No, I want him now!’ Alannah’s face immediately crumpled.


‘All right, all right.’ For once, Meaghan gave in without protest. It had been a long journey from Stansted to Hanover and then an hour-long taxi ride from Hanover to Celle. They were both exhausted. The fight about the teddy bear could wait until morning. ‘Right, time to get going. Dad’s going to take us for pizza across the river and then it’s bedtime for you.’


‘Can I take Teddy with us?’


‘All right. But just for tonight. Where’s your coat?’


‘Dunno.’


Meaghan sighed. She wandered back into the kitchen. Alannah’s bright pink coat was lying on the counter. She picked it up and was just about to go back in search of her when Tom came in. ‘You all right?’ he asked, raising his arms above his head, leaning into the doorway.


She moved towards him suddenly and wrapped her arms around his waist. There was something so wonderfully reassuring about Tom. It wasn’t just his size, the rugged good looks and the charm … all the things she’d fallen for all those years ago and which remained so startlingly fresh. No, there was something else about Tom, something almost noble. She’d long given up being embarrassed about it – it was true. She saw it; so did others. He inspired you; seemingly without trying, he brought out the best in everyone, including her. That, she knew, was the real reason for his promotion. That was why his soldiers loved him, why his superiors loved him – and it was why she loved him. He was a natural leader, able to command and take charge, yet full of grace. Even now, after all these years and everything they’d been through, he still had the capacity to surprise her, to make her catch her breath and wonder at just how lucky she was he’d picked her. He could have picked anyone, she often reminded herself. But he hadn’t. He’d picked her. He’d singled her out from the dozens of girls who surrounded him, each hoping to be The One. There were days when she still couldn’t believe her luck.
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A fortnight later with the house still only half-unpacked, boxes scattered everywhere and no sign of the furniture she’d ordered as a replacement for the shoddy pieces they’d been given, she stepped out of the shower, shivering. The central heating wasn’t working properly – another visit from WO Greaves – and although the days were slowly warming up, mornings and nights were still cold. She hurried across the room, plonked herself down in front of the mirror and took a quick anxious look at herself. Through the half-closed door she could hear the babysitter – the teenage daughter of one of Tom’s officers – reading to Alannah. Of the three of them, Alannah seemed to have settled in quickest – of course. She’d already made two new best friends at the primary school on the base and could be seen every morning as Meaghan dropped her off marching confidently across the small yard, holding onto Sebastian Teddy as she took her place amongst the other five-year-olds who’d also spent their short lives following their parents around the world. There were days when Meaghan felt younger than her daughter.


She looked at herself again. Her hair was lacklustre; it fell around her face in lank tendrils. There’d been no time after picking Alannah up from her friend’s house and getting her home to wash and set it. She brushed it quickly, back-combed it where she could to give it a bit of bounce and finished off with a liberal dousing of hairspray. It would have to do. It wasn’t her hair that was the major worry, though; it was the outfit. She looked over to the bed where she’d laid it out – a chiffon, leopard-print blouse and a pair of white jeans. They’d been invited to the CO’s house for dinner, along with the other company commander, Mike Harding, who lived across the hallway. His wife, Sally, lived back in the UK with their two small daughters and, according to one of the wives she’d met on her second day, only came to Germany when she absolutely had to. It was quite a common arrangement – Meaghan had known a number of wives from their Paderborn posting who either couldn’t stand the thought of leaving the UK or the thought of life in a small German town … and so they stayed whilst their husbands went, and saw each other once or twice a month. Privately she didn’t know how they could bear it. She couldn’t imagine living separately from Tom, no matter how miserable the base or remote the town. And it wasn’t as if the bases in the UK were significantly better than those in Germany or Cyprus or Northern Ireland, the most likely overseas destinations for their battalion. Northern Ireland. She gave a little shudder at the thought of the two long years they’d spent on Massereene. No, Celle was definitely an improvement on Massereene. Mind you, she thought to herself grimly as she got up and fished a bra out of the cardboard box that still served as her chest of drawers, anywhere’d be better than Massereene.


Ten minutes later, she was almost ready. A final squirt of perfume, a final fluffing out of her hair with her fingers … she slipped her feet into her high-heeled pumps and picked up her bag. Tom was in the living room, doing something last-minute, as always, on his laptop. He was decidedly less bothered about what to wear – he was still wearing combat trousers although he’d pulled on a dark blue sweater and he’d combed his hair. At least. She sighed. What would Sally Harding be wearing? Or Abigail Barclay? Tom, of course, had no idea. He’d just shrugged. ‘Wear whatever you like, love.’ Tom’s standard response to Questions of That Sort. Meaghan’s stomach gave a nervous little flutter. She hadn’t yet met Abigail, the CO’s wife. She’d been on holiday in the UK when they arrived though she’d heard plenty about her, of course. The perfect army wife, from what everyone said. Nice, not at all stuck-up, which she could so easily have been.


‘Why?’ Meaghan asked one of the wives at one of the many coffee mornings she’d been forced to attend since their arrival.


‘Well, you know who her father is, don’t you?’


Meaghan shook her head. ‘No. Who?’


‘Major General Hutton. Charlie Hutton. He was only the head of the SAS.’


It didn’t mean much to Meaghan but it clearly meant a lot to the woman she was speaking to. ‘Oh,’ Meaghan said, which was her standard response when she didn’t know what to say.


‘Didn’t hurt her husband’s prospects any, did it?’ The woman turned to her companion. Another wife of another officer – Meaghan hadn’t yet managed to commit their names to memory.


The woman shook her head firmly. ‘No, not in the slightest.’ There was a slightly bitter envy in the way they spoke about Abigail Barclay that Meaghan immediately recognised. She’d sighed and tried to turn the conversation elsewhere. Some of the wives she’d met in the sixteen years she and Tom had been married were even more ambitious than their husbands.


Tom, as ever, was reticent on the subject. ‘Yeah, she’s old Charlie Hutton’s youngest daughter. So?’


‘Er, nothing. Someone just mentioned it, that’s all.’ She said no more on the subject. Tom positively abhorred gossip.


Well, Charlie Hutton’s daughter or not, she was probably also standing in front of her wardrobe wondering what to wear, Meaghan thought to herself quickly, trying to inject a little more confidence into her choice of outfit. She switched off the light and walked into the living room.


Tom looked up as she came through the door. He’d already switched off his computer. ‘You ready?’ he asked a touch impatiently.


‘Yep.’ She stood in front of him, hoping he’d say something nice about her outfit but he’d already turned away, looking for his own jacket. She hurried out after him. He was in a strange mood. He’d been preoccupied and withdrawn all week but she knew better than to press him. It was one of the rules she’d learned – the hard way, too. As he’d climbed up the ranking ladder, his ability to bottle things up had grown exponentially stronger. It had very little to do with her, she knew, although it was sometimes difficult to remember that. It was just the nature of the job – the Beast, as she only half-teasingly called it in the few letters and phone calls she made to her ever-decreasing circle of friends. The situation didn’t help much, either. Although the British public could be forgiven for not noticing or caring that the country was at war. In less than six months’ time the battalion would be in Afghanistan, facing an uncertain enemy in an ever-shifting political climate that made the job ten times more difficult than it would normally be. It was up to Colonel Barclay and Tom to make sure the men were ready for whatever would be thrown at them – and from the little Tom said these days, Meaghan gathered that they were in for one hell of a tour. He’d done postings in places he could hardly bring himself to remember, much less speak about – this was different, worse. For the first time in their marriage, there were now things he wasn’t allowed to talk about. Now there were real reasons why he couldn’t talk. And why she was afraid to ask.


‘You look nice,’ she said lightly as she got into the car, hoping for a similar response. Tom said nothing, just busied himself getting out of the tight parking space. ‘Is it just the four of us?’ she asked after a moment.


‘Yeah. Mike and Sally left about ten minutes ago. They asked if we wanted a lift but I didn’t think you’d be ready in time.’


‘I would’ve been if you’d told me. Besides, it’s not even eight o’clock. We’re early.’


‘Invite’s for 19.45.’


‘No, it’s not. You said eight o’clock.’


‘I didn’t. I said 19.45.’


Meaghan sighed. She knew better than to argue over timing. 19.45. It was a small, hopelessly insignificant act of defiance on her part not to speak in the twenty-four-hour clock mode of all soldiers – and most of their wives. She’d grown up saying ‘three o’clock’ and ‘half past five’. She hated the way they all said ‘Oh-three-hundred hours’, as if there were three hundred hours in a day. ‘We’ll be there in a minute,’ she said soothingly. ‘Do I look all right?’ she couldn’t help asking as he pulled up in front of the CO’s house.


‘Yeah. Fine. Did you bring the wine?’


‘Wine? You didn’t tell me to bring wine.’


‘Meaghan … it’s a dinner party. We always bring wine.’


‘No, the last time I brought a bottle along you said—’


‘Forget it.’ Tom’s tone was curt. ‘Let’s go. We’re late enough as it is.’


‘We’re not—’ Meaghan stopped herself just in time. She had no desire to argue, and certainly not now, just before they were about to meet the CO and his legendary wife. Her stomach gave yet another little nervous lurch. What would Abigail Barclay be wearing? She followed Tom up the steps wondering if she ought to have worn black. Safer. Classic. Suddenly leopard print seemed a little, well … cheap.


*


‘Hello! Do come in. I know spring’s supposed to be on its way but it’s still freezing. Hello … you must be Meaghan. So nice to finally meet you. Welcome to Celle.’


Fuck, I should have worn black were Meaghan’s first thoughts as soon as she set eyes on Abigail Barclay. She was wearing a simple light grey woollen dress with black tights and a pair of black suede boots. There were two small diamond studs in her ears and her blonde hair was pulled off her face in an elegant chignon at the nape of her neck. She was very pretty in the sort of English rose way that Meaghan had always admired – beautiful, looked-after skin, blue eyes, not too much make-up, discreet. She looked down at her own outfit with barely disguised dismay. She looked and felt like a hooker. ‘Hi … er, hello,’ she mumbled, holding out her hand, wondering if she ought to kiss her on the cheek instead. She never quite knew what to do – a permanent state of affairs. Abigail Barclay, she saw, was quick to sense her discomfort. She shook hands warmly, ushering them in.


‘Mike and Sally have just arrived … do come through.’


As the battalion’s commanding officer, Ralph Barclay’s house was bigger than theirs, Meaghan noticed immediately as they walked down the short corridor to the living room. Better, too. The Barclays’ home had none of the stark, regimental-issue look of any of the other houses. The walls were a mixture of soft, pleasing colours and thick drapes, a lovely, thick carpet, good furniture, vibrant paintings on every wall and an impressive collection of silver-framed photographs on the sideboards. There were fresh flowers everywhere and a silver tray with wine glasses and crystal decanters on the sideboard. Meaghan’s heart, by now at the bottom of her stomach, sank even further. It would be her turn next, if not with dinner, then at least with a Kaffee-und-Küchen morning. She’d done her best to turn their little flat into something more hospitable than the cold, stark place they’d been given but it was nothing like this.


‘Do have a seat.’ Abigail smiled at her. ‘And let me get you something to drink. Red or white? Or would you rather have something stronger? Do you know Sally?’


‘No, no … we haven’t met … er, red, please. Wine’s lovely.’ Meaghan struggled to keep up with the questions and shook hands with Sally Harding who, she was relieved to see, looked as gob-smackingly impressed as she was. She was a rather frumpy little woman with mousy brown hair, a permanently surprised expression and awful shoes. Sandals? In what was practically mid-winter? ‘Hello,’ she held out her hand. ‘I’m Meaghan.’


‘Sally. Pleased to meet you.’ She didn’t sound pleased at all, Meaghan noticed immediately. She sounded out of her depth and nervous. It made Meaghan feel marginally better. Don’t be such a cow, she warned herself as she perched on the end of one of the sofas and accepted a glass of wine. The men, as usual, stood to one side, murmuring quietly amongst themselves. Shop talk, Tom called it. Meaghan found it boring. She’d met wives who hung onto their husband’s every word, smiling when a joke had been made, nodding sagely even though they hadn’t a clue what was going on. Not her. She hated that sort of pretence. So did Abigail Barclay, she noticed gratefully. It was only Sally Harding who sat upright in her seat, glancing every few seconds at her husband.


‘Ralph tells me you’re from Brisbane.’ Abigail sat down in the chair next to her.


Meaghan nodded. She hesitated. ‘Well, not quite Brisbane. I mean, that’s where we met, but I’m from a bit further west. Practically the outback. You’d never have heard of it. Warra. It’s tiny.’


‘Warra? I have indeed. It’s near a little town called Dalby, isn’t it? Isn’t there a flower festival or something every summer near there?’


Meaghan felt the blush of pleasure spread across her face. ‘Yeah, there is. The Warra Rose Festival. My mum used to put in her roses when I was little. That’s amazing, Mrs … er, Abigail. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who’s ever heard of it.’


‘Oh, do call me Abby.’ Abby smiled at her. ‘Abigail sounds so old-fashioned. I’ve got two older sisters, Carmen and Natasha … I always curse my parents. No, my father was posted to Canberra for a year when I was about six and we drove up to Dalby one weekend for the festival. Is your mother a gardener? Mine too.’ Abby chatted easily about flowers and gardening and Australia and being far away from home, and by the time they sat down at the table, Meaghan’s earlier nervousness had all but vanished. She was very skilled at putting you at ease, Meaghan noticed. She wasn’t over-friendly or prying. She just chatted away as if under the impression you were old friends. Sally Harding, in contrast, had no such grace. Meaghan knew no more about her than she had when she first walked in. She looked at the seating arrangement; the men were seated at one end of the table, the women at the other. That, too, was traditional. Another of the little things about the army she disliked. She took a quick gulp of red wine and tried not to think about her too-tight white jeans.


The food was delicious – coq au vin and tiny buttered potatoes tossed in caraway seeds and sprigs of parsley – but if it hadn’t been for Abby, she noticed, conversation at one end of the table at least would have died. Sally Harding spoke when she was spoken to, not before. She seemed incapable of offering up an opinion or a comment without looking at her husband. Not that it did any good – Mike Harding barely registered her presence. By the time the first course was cleared, Meaghan actually felt sorry for her. She’d seen countless marriages like it – women whose very personalities had been eclipsed by the strain of following their men around, forever starting out again, making new friends, finding their feet … or perhaps it was just that Sally Harding hadn’t had much of a personality to begin with? Abby was the opposite – she chatted easily and smoothly, keeping the conversation between them at exactly the right pitch. At the other end of the table, the three men were engrossed in their own matters. It was only when Abby brought the dessert in that Ralph looked up and said, ‘Oh, by the way, I’ve just had word in from London. Finally. The new company commander we’ve been waiting for – he’s just been confirmed. Nick Beasdale. He did a tour in Northern Ireland … you might know him, as a matter of fact. He transferred around the same time as you, Tom—’


Meaghan nearly dropped her wine glass. She coughed violently. ‘S-sorry,’ she stammered, feeling herself turning bright red. ‘J-just went down the wrong way.’


‘Are you all right? Shall I fetch some water?’ Abby quickly got up from the table.


‘No, no … I’m fine,’ Meaghan protested. From the other side of the table, Tom was frowning warningly at her. ‘J-just something in my throat.’ But she accepted the glass of water gratefully, gulping it down. She didn’t dare look at Tom again. Nick Beasdale? The name leapt out of the past, knocking her off-balance. She fought to bring her blushing back under control before anyone noticed. She was aware of Tom’s eyes on her. She accepted a small glass dish of poached pears in a red wine sauce and tried not to lift her head. Tom was silent. You’d be forgiven for thinking he’d never met the man, Meaghan thought to herself as the conversation began again, this time on something else. How long had it been since Nick Beasdale had disappeared out of their lives? Ten years? She’d often wondered what had happened to him. She’d heard he’d been posted to Bosnia, then Iraq … someone had mentioned something once about West Africa. She personally didn’t care if she never set eyes on him again. It was Edie she felt sorry for. His wife. Ex-wife, she corrected herself. No one knew what had happened to her. No one wanted to know. Just another army marriage that had fallen along the way. She picked up her wine glass and tried not to think about Eithne. Or Nick Beasdale for that matter.


‘Why didn’t you say something?’ she asked Tom, as soon as they were safely out of earshot and in the car.


‘Like what?’ Tom busied himself reversing the car.


‘Like … I don’t know … that you did know him. That we do know him.’


‘He knows I know him. That was just for Mike’s benefit.’


‘But what’s he doing here if Barclay knows about him?’


‘I didn’t say that. I just said that Barclay knows we were together in Belfast, that’s all.’


‘But—’


‘Drop it, Meaghan. I know you never liked him.’


‘That’s not it at all. What about—’


‘Meaghan, just drop it, will you? He arrives next week. He’s going to be one of our new company commanders and that’s all there is to it. And I don’t want you gossiping with any of the wives, either, d’you hear me?’


Meaghan gaped at him in the darkened interior of the car. She couldn’t remember the last time Tom had spoken to her like that. The anger rose in her immediately. ‘Don’t be such a prick,’ she said hotly. ‘I never gossip, you know that. And don’t talk to me as though I’m some stupid child.’


Tom was silent for a moment. Then he put out a hand and touched her arm. ‘Sorry, love. I didn’t mean it. We’re all under a bit of strain at the moment. I’m sorry.’


Meaghan said nothing but the anger slowly went out of her. She looked out of the window at the street lights as they rounded the corner. Celle was tiny; the CO’s house was barely a five-minute drive away.


‘That’s OK,’ she said finally as they pulled up outside the flats that were now home. It was just past ten p.m. The new babysitter would be pleased. ‘Well, maybe he’s changed,’ Meaghan said finally.


‘It was a long time ago,’ Tom said, switching off the engine and turning to look at her. ‘And we don’t know the whole story.’


I do, Meaghan longed to say, but she didn’t. She held her tongue. She’d promised Eithne.
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ABBY


Celle, Germany, 2009


Abby Barclay picked up the last glass and set it back down on the polished silver tray. One of the glasses still had a small smudge; she hurriedly rubbed it off with the sleeve of her shirt. She refilled the elegant crystal decanter; everything was ready for the next set of guests. She took one last look at the now-empty dining room, bathed in soft, warm light. She’d swapped those horrid low-energy bulbs for normal ones as soon as they’d moved in. Ghastly things. She didn’t care if they single-handedly saved the planet. She hated the cold, white light they cast. As a matter of fact, she’d replaced almost everything – furniture, lamps, paintings, rugs … the works. Over the years, she’d learned what to keep, what to throw, what to change … oh, yes, she knew the routine. No matter where they were sent – Aldershot, Innsworth, Leuchars, Dhekelia, Gibraltar, Belize – within a week of their arrival, she’d have transformed whatever accommodation they’d been given into a home. When the girls were still young and not at boarding school, they’d all laughed about it. ‘Mum’s been at work.’ The girls would look at each other and roll their eyes. The house in Belize, a horrid little bungalow in Price Barracks, had been her toughest challenge – peeling paintwork, those horrible louvered windows that stuck fast in the closed position no matter how many gallons of WD-40 they sprayed over them, the cloying, clogging heat and the dirty, sagging mosquito nets at every window … horrid, horrid, horrid. But she’d done it – she’d marshalled the house-help into painting and cleaning, sweeping and polishing and finally, a fortnight after they’d arrived, the poky little bungalow was transformed.


‘This looks just like Fulham,’ nine-year-old Clara said, looking around. ‘Really, Mum. It really does.’


‘Well, not quite, darling,’ Abby murmured, touched by the comment. Praise from Clara was praise indeed. Of their two children, Sadie and Clara, it was Clara who was the critical one, just like Ralph. Although she knew the bungalow looked nothing like the lovely house her parents had helped them buy in Evelyn Gardens, just off the Fulham Road, it was comforting to hear Clara say it. Home. Fulham. They’d only lived in it once, for a year, whilst Ralph was seconded to the MoD. Now it stood empty, as it had done for most of their marriage. She wondered if the girls still thought of it as home. She’d felt her heart give a sudden, unexpected lurch. She was surprised. It wasn’t like her to feel homesick, certainly not for England. ‘But it’s lovely of you to say it.’


‘No, really. If you close your eyes and you forget that it’s so hot,’ Clara said earnestly.


‘And drown that bloody racket from next door …’ Ralph came into the room, grinning. ‘I don’t know how you do it. Well done, darling.’ He’d kissed the top of her head, making her blush even harder.


Now, standing in the living room of the almost-as-poky house they’d been given in Celle, she could still feel her cheeks warm with pleasure at the memory. Belize was nine years ago. Nine years and several postings since then and she knew there’d be a few more to go yet before they could even think about returning. She wondered what it would be like to go back to England. Back to ordinary little things like taking the bus, hearing English all around her, seeing her old friends again … silly little everyday things. It was unlikely to happen any time soon, though. After Germany, the battalion was heading out to Cyprus before they were shipped out to Afghanistan. It would be their second posting in Cyprus, though this time it looked as though they’d be down the coast on the other base. Akrotiri. Near Limassol. Not Dhekelia. She shivered suddenly. She had no desire to start thinking about Dhekelia now.


‘Darling?’ She heard Ralph’s voice behind her. She gave a guilty start. He was standing in the doorway, looking quizzically at her. He yawned. ‘Come to bed, darling. Why don’t you leave all this till the morning?’


‘Sorry,’ she said, quickly collecting herself. ‘What time is it?’


‘Nearly midnight. It all went beautifully. Young Astor’s just sent a thank you text.’


She grinned at Ralph. Young Astor indeed. Ralph was only a couple of years older than Lieutenant Colonel Astor, she imagined. At forty-six, Ralph was the battalion’s youngest-ever commanding officer. He was born to the role. The eldest son of an officer who himself had been the eldest son of an officer, soldiering was in Ralph’s blood. It was all he’d ever wanted to do, he’d told her within hours of meeting her. In that way, they were uncannily alike, though he hadn’t known that, not that first night. Abby was herself an army brat, brought up on bases around the world. Her mother and grandmother had been army wives – and of the best sort, too. Her mother, Libby Hutton, had dedicated her entire life to one thing – furthering her husband’s career, and she’d seen to it that when her youngest daughter married into the Firm, as they laughingly called it, she would do exactly the same. Abby had learned the rules the best way possible – by example. Ralph’s career came first, before everything else, above everything else. The fact that her own father, Major General Charles ‘Charlie’ Hutton, had been Chief of the General Staff and then the Commandant Commander of the SAS didn’t hurt. Daddy approved of Ralph; he’d said so the first day they met. ‘He’ll go far, Abby. Mark my words. Good man.’ He was right. Ralph was a good man. They were an exceptionally good match – always had been, always would be. That was what she hoped for above all else.


She took one last quick look round. The lilies she’d bought that morning at the flower market were just opening; from the hallway you could just catch their soft fragrance. She sighed with pleasure. It was good to be back in Europe, somewhere nice and familiar where the water didn’t have to be air-freighted in and there was no possibility of snakes under the bed. Best of all, it was only an hour’s plane journey back to the UK to see the girls. She’d endured Belize, hadn’t cared much for Cyprus at all and as for those dreary barracks in dreary towns and villages around the UK, no, she’d had quite enough of those, thank you. Compared to some of their postings, she thought to herself, Celle wasn’t that bad. It was a pretty little town with a river, some fine old medieval buildings and a farmer’s market that came in twice a week. The fact that she spoke reasonable German helped. In the two months that they’d been there, she’d managed to make some friends – well, hardly friends … just people to whom she said ‘hello’, exchanged a few words about the weather, their children, her children … the usual sort of stuff. It was the same everywhere, she’d noticed. People appreciated the effort. It didn’t take much. She’d studied German at school but in other places where she’d understood no more than a few words, it always surprised and humbled her to see how delighted others were. There was something about the English … the wives of the other officers rarely, if ever, bothered. She remembered Gillian Smith, the CO’s wife on Dhekelia. She simply raised her voice when speaking to the ‘natives’, as she called them. ‘I just don’t understand it,’ she used to complain to anyone within earshot. Possessed of an unnaturally loud voice, her complaints generally carried the distance. ‘Why don’t they bloody well learn English? We’ve been here long enough.’ She smiled to herself as she wandered back through the flat into her study. Gillian Smith. No, she couldn’t say she missed her.


She switched off the light and followed Ralph down the corridor to their bedroom.


‘It went rather well, don’t you think?’ Ralph came to stand behind Abby as she pulled off her earrings and put them carefully away in her jewellery box. ‘Food was wonderful. As usual.’


Abby smiled. She looked at him in the mirror’s reflection. He pulled off his shirt, folding it neatly and opening the wardrobe door. His back was to her; in the dim glow of the bedside lamps, his skin was golden-hued, the residue of the recent tan he’d acquired in Cyprus on a training exercise a few weeks earlier. He still had the lean, muscled physique she’d spotted all those years ago when he came into Henry J. Bean’s on the King’s Road and told her off for not having lemon with her G&T. She smiled at the memory. She’d noticed him straight away. It had taken him a week to get her phone number and a further week to get a kiss but she’d known the minute she set eyes on him that she would marry him. And that was exactly what happened, exactly as she’d pictured it. He took off his trousers and folded them neatly, slotting them into his drawer. She smiled to herself. It was one of the things she most liked about army life – and army men – she supposed. Neat, ordered, practical. Disciplined, above all else. Her father was exactly the same. As a child she’d never once come across a sweater thrown carelessly across a chair, or a pair of shoes that weren’t neatly lined up, side by side, cleaned and polished to boot – a bit of a cliché, perhaps, but true. They’d had room inspections for almost as long as she could remember and when she married Ralph and the girls arrived she was amused to find he did the same. Sadie was naturally tidy; Clara was not. But she’d learned, and sometimes the hard way, too. Ralph wasn’t a great believer in sparing the rod. Not many army men were.


She swivelled the chair around. ‘I do like Tom Astor,’ she said, peeling off her tights. ‘And his wife’s quite nice.’


‘Terrible dress sense, if you ask me. Looked like something Sadie’d wear.’


‘Oh. Well, she obviously wanted to look her best.’


Ralph gave a small laugh. ‘At least she seemed to have something to say. I couldn’t get a squeak out of Harding’s wife.’


‘Mmm. She was rather dull.’ Abby stood up. She was wearing a lacy black bra and matching panties. It wasn’t one of the lessons her mother or her grandmother had seen fit to pass down but it was a lesson Abby had somehow intuitively grasped. Unlike many of the officers’ wives she’d known, she had never let herself go as so many of them seemed to. She’d always looked after herself – a careful, balanced diet, regular exercise, regular trips to the hairdresser and the beauty salon if they were in places where such things were to be had. She dressed carefully and conservatively, and always, always wore good underwear.


In the early days of their marriage, it was Ralph who’d opened up a whole world of sensuality for her. He was the experienced one; she was not. Aside from a couple of boyfriends she’d had as a teenager and the one young man who’d ardently pursued her whilst at Lucie Clayton’s, only to see her lost as soon as Captain Ralph Barclay appeared, she was a complete novice when Ralph met her. She was a virgin; it was something they laughed over. He was the first, and the only. But Ralph’s instruction served to open up another vein in her – the same artistic impulse that led her to draw and paint found another path, heating her sexually. It became a private source of wonder for them that somehow had never lost its edge. In bed, in the darkness and privacy of whatever home it was she’d managed to fashion, she made another home for him in ways that astonished and excited him beyond measure. Few would ever have guessed it – serene, polished, conservative Abby Barclay? But Abby was no fool. Over the years she’d seen army marriages come and go – mostly go. She knew only too well the sorts of pressures the army could – and usually did – bring to bear on even the most stable of relationships. To keep her family and her husband intact, another sort of bargain would have to be struck. Sex, and her inventiveness with it, was one part of an instinctive strategy that kept their marriage and their attraction for and to one another alive. For Ralph there would be no other, ever. Of that she was absolutely sure. From that private source of security, the generosity that was the hallmark of her nature was free to flow.


‘Come here,’ Ralph suddenly spoke out of the soft darkness. He’d turned off his bedside lamp; only hers remained. He shook his head as she tucked her arms behind her back to take off her bra. He liked to make love to her partially dressed, the more complicated her underwear the better. It amused her greatly. For a man so accustomed to the hardware of military life – guns, weapons, tanks, equipment – the delicate intricacies of lace, buttons, hooks and eyes was a welcome, secret distraction. He was equally adept at both.


She sat down on the edge of the bed next to him, turning her back to him so that he could unfasten her bra. She knelt astride him, bending down to take his penis into her mouth. It hardened immediately, filling her mouth. She could hear him groan softly, his whole body tensing with desire. It had been over a week since they’d made love; after a successful dinner party where the food, wine and conversation flowed, there was nothing better. She shifted herself downwards until her nipples lightly touched the inside of his thighs. His hands were in her hair, tightening as he thrust into her soft, warm mouth. Curiously, her last thought before he exploded in a rush of semen and muttered expletives was of Meaghan Astor. In her faux-sexy leopard-print shirt and her too-tight white jeans … would she do this for Tom?


Ralph slept deeply – the sleep of the dead and the sexually exhausted, every last drop of energy drained from him. Abby lay awake in the dark, unable to join him. Something about the dinner party was niggling at her. But what? She ran over the evening again in her mind’s eye. The guests arriving one by one; her barely suppressed smile at the sight of Meaghan Astor; her attempts to get Sally Harding to answer in anything other than monosyllables; the conversation about Warra; the new company commander who was just about to arrive. Ah! That was it. It was his name. Nick Beasdale. Now, where had she heard it before? And the look that had passed between Tom Astor and his wife when his name came up. A ‘barely there’ look of the sort she would flash Ralph when something strange had been said. She frowned to herself. Nick Beasdale. She’d heard the name before, but where? What was it Ralph had said earlier in the evening, before the guests arrived? That Beasdale and Astor had served together in County Antrim, years ago. ‘What’s he like?’ she’d asked curiously but he’d turned away, his mind already elsewhere. These days Ralph was forever beginning and abandoning conversations. In less than six months’ time, the battalion was due to ship out to Afghanistan. Aside from the fact that the soldiers had to be trained to meet what would undoubtedly be their toughest challenge yet, they also had to face the fact that it was an increasingly unpopular war, both at home and abroad, and morale amongst the troops was at an all-time low. For a commanding officer like Ralph, accustomed to working within the prevailing morale, not against it, it was a particularly challenging time. He inspired and demanded absolute loyalty; now, for the first time ever, he couldn’t guarantee it and the fact that it had absolutely nothing to do with him made it even harder to grasp. He was under pressure to deliver a tight, fighting-fit and battle-ready battalion – little wonder he couldn’t always remember whether it was his turn to speak to the girls or what day the recycling truck came around. Nick Beasdale. Tom Astor. Country Antrim. A slow, drowsy circle of thoughts, each becoming heavier than the last until she succumbed and finally fell asleep.


In the morning there was little opportunity to talk. There’d been an ‘incident’ at one of the mess halls the previous night whilst they were at dinner. A soldier had jumped out of a window and it wasn’t yet clear why. Ralph barely had time to down a coffee and snatch a bite out of her toast before he was out the door, picked up by one of his subalterns. She followed him into the hallway and watched him go, wondering how it was that he managed to stay so calm. She closed the front door and leaned against it for a moment, thinking through her list of things to do that morning. They’d been in Celle for two months and she’d only just managed to carve out a routine for herself. Today was Monday – she had a yoga class at nine thirty a.m., then a families committee meeting at noon. She’d go grocery shopping straight afterwards, stop off at the library on the way home and then spend the rest of the afternoon catching up on correspondence and painting until it was time to prepare supper. She no longer made the sorts of dishes that required a precise arrival time. These days, Ralph appeared anywhere between 5.30 p.m. and midnight. She hoped the arrival of the new company commander would ease the pressure on the others a little.


She looked forward to a glass of wine and a quick round-up of the day’s events before bedtime. That was another of the lessons her mother had imparted with fervour. Stay in touch with what’s going on. Don’t drift apart. Show an interest. In the beginning, it wasn’t so hard. Ralph’s life was her life. There was the thrill of being newly married, of babies, the excitement of new postings and the joy in Ralph’s rapid promotions. She’d had the houses to furnish and turn into homes, schools to worry about, homework to supervise and a household to run. She couldn’t remember when she began to notice it wasn’t quite as easy or as natural to enquire about his day. In the beginning he’d been away a lot so there was a lot to catch up on. There was the thrilling strangeness of being together again, of relearning what had been undone in the six-month tours that kept them apart.


It was only after his promotion to lieutenant colonel that they’d come full circle and he’d been at home again, every day, nine to five or thereabouts, and the routine of his day had become just that – a routine. Now it felt a little strange to see him off in the morning knowing he’d be back in eight or ten or twelve hours and that nothing out of the ordinary would happen to him in between. She enjoyed it. It was a relief to know he was safe and sound. She couldn’t imagine sitting by the telephone every night, watching the news on TV and wondering if the next casualty would be hers, or the one after that. In six months’ time that would be her. In six months’ time he’d be in Helmand Province and she would be home alone and she was dreading it. But in the meantime, it was both weird and wonderful to take a walk or a bicycle ride across the road and down across the footbridge to the bustling town centre, to practise her German with the greengrocer and the florist, stop off at the chemist to buy shaving foam or the soap he liked … small domestic details that years of living outside Europe had all but curtailed.


She looked at her watch. It was almost nine. Time to get changed for her yoga class and get the day started. She passed her study and pushed open the door, glancing in at the painting she’d begun the other week. The large white canvas was set up on her easel, a few tentative pencil marks outlining the limits of sky, water, bridge … taken from her photographs of the view across the small river. A bank of weeping willows marked the bend in the river; on certain mornings, the empty sculls were lined up just below the bridge. It was a view that was picturesque in the artistic, tranquil sense of the word but full of life and movement too. She couldn’t wait to start on the water. She’d spent an hour down there the other day, photographing and sketching, mulling over precisely the right technique for capturing the ebb and flow of the river as a boat pulled past or a line of ducks settled precariously on its surface. She shut the door gently, as though she feared disturbing the empty canvases before she’d even begun.
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DANI


Freetown, Sierra Leone, 2009


The black Mercedes carrying Danielle Kingsley-Safo and her best friend and colleague, Sue Macalister, towards the Prime Minister’s office was flanked by two outriders, one of whom wove dangerously in and out of the thickening traffic on Siaka Stevens Street. Dani leaned back against the stiff leather seats and watched the city slide past through the tinted windows. The air-conditioning was on full blast, periodically puffing small clouds of condensation through the vents. The driver, a taciturn man who had simply held open the door for them without a word of greeting, was doing his best to keep up with the dispatch riders, neither of whom paid the slightest bit of attention to passers-by. A sharp blast of the horn startled a lone goat which darted across the street, narrowly avoiding its own death. The usual crust of hawkers and roadside kiosks wavered in and out of view; brightly painted steel shipping containers now bearing the colours and logos of the giant telecommunications companies had been cut open – inside, sweltering in the heat, market traders sat drinking warm, sugary Coca-Cola and gossiping amongst themselves. The car swept round the Cotton Tree, symbol of the founding of Freetown, and continued down Independence Avenue towards State House where half a dozen ministers, ambassadors, local dignitaries and photographers were waiting.


‘God, I need a cigarette.’ Sue’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘I’m so nervous. D’you think the President will be there?’


Dani shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t know. Does it matter?’


‘Jesus, Dani … how the hell did this ever happen to us?’ Sue turned her head to look at her in stunned disbelief.


Dani shook her head again. ‘Don’t ask me. I still can’t believe it. Fifty thousand dollars … it’s a fortune!’


‘It’ll be in the papers tomorrow. We’ll be inundated, you know.’


‘I hope not. We can’t take in anyone else.’ Dani looked out of the window again. She wasn’t joking – she had no idea how it had happened. One minute she and Sue were running Hopewell House, a temporary shelter for young, pregnant girls on Fisher Street, overlooking the white, sandy beaches of Susan’s Bay, and the next minute a journalist from the BBC was on the phone telling them they’d been honoured with an award. The Bayard Rustin Award for Humanitarian Causes from the Washington-based A. Philip Randolph Institute, to be absolutely precise. She and Sue had simply stared at each other. Neither of them had ever heard of the A. Philip Randolph Institute or the Bayard Rustin Award. ‘It comes with a cheque,’ the journalist told her over the phone. ‘Fifty thousand dollars. Yes, dollars. US dollars. You sound surprised.’ Surprised wasn’t the right word. She’d put down the phone and turned to Sue, astonishment written all over her face.
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Love always comes at a price...

Lesley Lokko





