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			Note from the Author

			This book contains some references to the emotional and sexual abuse of young girls. This book is a work of fiction but speaks to experiences that I recognise, so that little has been invented. I write in the hope that something which is true for me could be true for at least one reader, too, and might provide some consolation for the darkest moments of the female experience.
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			PROLOGUE

			The Château des Sètes took up the loveliest spot in the area, everybody said so. It was extraordinary in its setting, flanked by the rushing blue of the Mediterranean and the cut of the white rock. The house was tall, wide, and glowing like a cream jewel with its rows of red blinking shutters; it caught every eye that passed it from afar, whether skirting behind the grounds in a car, or from the front, gliding past on a boat.

			This evening the house was lit up for the Ashbys’ party. As the sea grew dark the stone sweep of the terrace was dotted with lanterns and merry guests chatting over the jazz from the record player. It was a goodbye party, to celebrate the concert and the end of the orchestral week – the children of St Aubyn’s school had performed very well, including the Ashbys’ only daughter, Ruby. Many of the parents had recently arrived in the area to enjoy the concert, delight in the party, stay the night at the local hotel and take their child home in the morning. Many of them were also there to appraise the château, envious of their own children who’d spent their nights sleeping in tents on the land and their days rehearsing with the full backdrop of the sea.

			But the high-pitched wail of a siren pierced the party’s buzz. It accompanied a flash of blue light, then a swirl of red, which swung across the faces of those gathered there.

			For a long moment nobody knew what to do at the sight of a police car perched on the edge of the terrace, like an uninvited guest. Adult eyes turned away politely, but the children were all agog.

			A uniformed man slammed the car door and his voice rang out. ‘Je voudrais parler à Monsieur Ashby. J’ai Monsieur et Madame Fuller dans mon véhicule et c’est une histoire très délicate.’

			The jazz tootled on, but a strange hush came over the crowd. In the back seat of the police car was the shadow of two dark heads. A second, younger policeman emerged from the other side of the car, just as a small voice spoke up from among the group of children.

			‘Fuller? Did he say Fuller?’

			A confident voice answered, a girl with red hair and frowning eyes. She moved to the front. ‘No, he said Ashby. My father’s here.’

			A smartly dressed man approached the first policeman, shaking his hand to draw him aside. The back door of the car opened to produce another man with short curly hair and a furious face, his eyes blotchy and his nose bloody. Behind him, a woman was hauled out. The policeman leaned his arm on the door to get a better grip on her, and she screamed, a sound that matched the earlier wail of the siren. Her white face wore no blood but her eyes stretched wide as she gaped at the three men around her as she was lifted out of the car. The tips of her fingers were soaked red, bright against her pale hair and paler skin. The girl standing in front of the children jolted at the scream, alarmed to hear such a sound coming from a woman – from someone’s mother.

		

	
		
			ONE

			1985

			Ruby had both looked forward to the party and dreaded it. She’d been the last to leave the church after the concert, packing up her flute carefully, straggling behind the group of young musicians as they wandered back down and along the rocky path to the house. The way was lit with dim lights and the swinging torch of one of the music teachers, and Ruby breathed in that smell so familiar to her, a deep, damp green pine. The unseen sea was gently roiling, rumbling out a soothing encore after the heroic might of the concert.

			Ruby felt a twinge of anguish. She’d so enjoyed hosting the orchestra trip this year. The performance was already over, the party would be soon, and she didn’t know when she’d see Bertie again. This was his last school trip, the end to his final year at St Aubyn’s, and now he’d be going off to his next school – strict, grown-up and boys-only. Ruby, two years younger, would be left behind. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like next term: to scan the dining room empty of him every lunchtime; to never spot him playing board games in the old library, or football on the lawns; to arrive at orchestra rehearsals twice a week without his smile to greet her.

			Ruby clutched at her flute case, holding on to the joy of the concert, the thudding warmth of the orchestra in their altar alcove, the beat of the music under the heat of the electric lights. She’d counted every bar with the nod of her head, watching the conductor as he brought her in with a sweep of his arm, nudging the hopeless second flute beside her when she missed her entry. Even with those moments, the concert had gone brilliantly.

			But on her way back to the house, her joy evaporated. Ruby felt annoyed that the whole of August lay ahead of her, empty without the daily cheer and discipline of orchestra rehearsals. Of course, she had always loved her summers in France, but she’d enjoyed having her classmates there during the last week. She’d seen her family house anew, proud of the way it looked with all of them in it. But by this time tomorrow the house would be empty except for Ruby and her parents, and their friends, the Blys. Then again, August always seemed to bring the small dread of more guests than Ruby had bargained for.

			 

			The party at the house was in full swing when Ruby got there. The elated concertgoers spilled out along the long sweep of the terrace: parents, staff and helpers, all babbling in stiff English. The mothers were draped in pastel silks and linens, glittering with smiles and diamonds or precious gemstones. The fathers were elegantly casual in cotton shirts and chino trousers, tanned faces and wild hair. Congregating away from them was a throng of messy, delighted children grasping at bowls of crisps and glugging out of plastic cups.

			Tables were set out, heavy with lavish plates of food which were interrupted by swathes of green foliage or bunches of wildflowers drooping from jugs. Someone’s little sister poked her finger into a bowl of chocolate mousse, before sucking on it delightedly. She turned to see Ruby scowling at her, pulling her finger out of her mouth with a laugh, before realising who Ruby was; her face straightened and she scuttled away to cower behind her mother.

			Ruby’s own mother, Rhoda, petite and auburn-haired, was standing with her friend, Polly, who rested a graceful arm on her pregnant belly, laughing as she recounted a story.

			‘Well done, darling girl!’

			Ruby smiled brilliantly as the parents of one of the cellos swanned over to her. ‘Good evening, Mrs Moreton, Mr Moreton. Did you enjoy the concert?’

			‘Yes, dear.’ The woman nodded over-vigorously. ‘Well done, splendid.’

			Ruby smiled at the confirmation. ‘Thank you. Have you seen my father?’

			‘Yes, he’s been rushing around, setting up for the party.’

			Ruby looked up at the couple. ‘Didn’t he come to the concert?’

			‘No, darling,’ Mrs Moreton said lightly, ‘your parents have been terribly busy hosting all of this, of course. Do be good to your mother, she’s been a wonderful hostess.’

			Mr Moreton was surveying Ruby with a tilt of his head, his hand gripping a tumbler of whisky against his chest. He bent to address her. ‘I say, you’re rather good at that fluting, aren’t you? How old are you, dear girl?’

			‘I’ll be twelve in two weeks.’ Ruby straightened up. ‘I’m not normally first flute, but the girl who is couldn’t come. Next year I might—’

			‘Jolly good.’ He shifted his gaze to give his wife a knowing look. ‘Toby Ashby’s inside the house. He had a rather important phone call, I gather.’

			‘Well, I hope it wasn’t anything bad,’ Mrs Moreton said with a toss of her head. ‘Better not ruin everyone’s last evening together.’

			Ruby smiled thinly at the Moretons and wandered over to the swell of children, her eyes skating over the boys’ heads to find Bertie. There he was, his sunny face lit with laughter as he jostled with his friends and their cups of Coca-Cola. He’d looked like that when he smiled at Ruby only a few days ago, asking if she wanted to go for a swim together. She’d barked out a ‘no’ without thinking. He’d nodded before moving away, leaving her utterly dismayed.

			Ruby bit at her lower lip, sore and overused this week from so much fluting. Even though it was evening she still felt hot, a slick of sweat under her undone hair. She was cross that her father hadn’t seen the concert, cross with that phone call for distracting him now, cross with Bertie for not seeking her out that evening when she might never see him again. Cross that in the morning the other children would pack up their tents lined along the back patch of land, pile into the school coach or their parents’ cars, and leave.

			Imogen Bly waved Ruby over and offered her a cup of Coca-Cola. ‘I’m so sad it’s all over.’

			Ruby nodded and took the cup, but didn’t take a sip. The plastic felt sticky and it looked like someone had already taken a swig.

			‘At least we’ve got the next few weeks together,’ Imogen continued buoyantly. ‘I can’t imagine the house without everyone. But it’ll be fun, won’t it? I do like the bedroom your mother’s given me, far better than that awful tent I’ve been in all week.’

			Ruby gave a half-hearted smile. Imogen Bly annoyed her; at home in England, she and her mother, Polly, were always coming by, or they were going there. Polly, who’d grown up alongside Rhoda, two plants shooting up and flowering together – or so their stories went. Ruby and Imogen did not share their mothers’ hot relishing of each other. Imogen probably wouldn’t have minded being friends, but Ruby was firm in her dislike. Imogen was in the year above, and her beauty and warmth were too irritating and confusing for Ruby to navigate, so she preferred to avoid her at school. Orchestra brought them together, although Imogen played brass – the French horn – and was always gassing at the back and blasting her instrument out at odd moments during rehearsals, just to be funny. But Imogen was well-liked and had won the Maths prize three years in a row, and so Ruby generally tolerated her and her abundant black hair and too-large mouth.

			‘Yes,’ Ruby said, plastering on a smile. ‘It’ll be fun, there’s always something to do here.’

			She took a sip of the Coca-Cola just as a siren jolted everyone out of their revelry.

			 

			Ruby stared at the woman plastered against the police car, and made the connection quickly. Monsieur et Madame Fuller, the policeman had said. Ruby’s head seemed to fill with the woman’s scream, her twisted figure and her cold face – which Ruby now realised she’d seen earlier that evening.

			It had been at the end of Holst’s Jupiter. The audience had clapped obligingly, but one woman – Mrs Fuller – had stood up and cheered heroically, her great voice whooping around the church, her face swollen with emotion. The conductor hesitated, his mouth slightly agape. The rest of the orchestra smiled at each other uneasily, now woken from the bubble that had been their music. Ruby had appreciated it until the church began to echo with the woman’s repeated claps, her unceasing hoots.

			The second flute, Annie, had stiffened beside Ruby and let out a small moan. The cheering woman was her mother.

			Mr Fuller had tugged his wife down violently. She’d let out a short cry as she fell back to her seat with a flump, her shoulders jagged and her head hanging forward.

			The conductor had waited a moment before raising his baton, and the concert carried on.

			But now Mrs Fuller was grappling with her husband as he battled to trap her arms and settle her shaking head, his own bloodied and angry face just as horrifying as her blank one. Ruby’s father was speaking quick and agitated French at the first policeman.

			Ruby felt sure that something terrible must have happened after the concert.

			‘My goodness, that woman is terribly upset.’ Imogen stepped up beside Ruby. ‘The policeman said Monsieur Ashby. Are they going to arrest your father?’

			‘No,’ Ruby shot back, ‘of course not. That’s Monsieur DuPont . . . he’s the police chief. He’s been here for dinner. I didn’t fully understand what he said.’

			Ruby’s chest quivered with unease. She glanced at the second, younger policeman, at his tight, resentful face and folded arms. Ruby had never seen him before. He caught her eye with his severe, surveying stare and she looked away.

			A few other men had hurried forward to support Ruby’s father in his conversation with the police chief. Mrs Fuller seemed to be gathering herself to stand, her tortured features twisted, her legs almost giving way. But as her husband grabbed her arm, she screamed again, louder than before. It was as if she were being burned by a white-hot poker; Ruby felt another bolt of alarm at the noise. In the corner of her eye she saw a small dark shape dash into the bushes – the local stray black cat that always lurked around the house. Mrs Fuller’s screaming had apparently scared even him.

			‘Monsieur Ashby,’ Mr DuPont interrupted Ruby’s father grimly.

			‘Darling, can’t you do something with her?’ Ruby heard her mother’s voice call frantically. ‘Quickly, Toby, darling? We’ve got company!’

			‘Yes, Rhoda,’ Ruby’s father turned his head to answer, ‘I’m well aware. Let’s put her upstairs in one of the rooms.’

			The guests were moving across the terrace now; the adults seemed to have given up their polite indifference, their eyes fixed on the fascinating debacle.

			Mr Fuller somehow managed to fold his wife into the group of gathered fathers; Ruby recognised Imogen’s among them. The mass of men seemed to warp her screaming into long, painful groans.

			‘Oh! How awful, Ruby!’ Imogen was ogling the scene delightedly. Ruby heard a rush of whispers behind her as the other curious children joined them, crowding nearer as Mrs Fuller was taken into the house, those heavy groans thinning out as she passed over the threshold.

			‘What happened?’

			‘Who is that woman?’

			‘Is she drunk?’

			Ruby took a quick breath as she watched her father finish his intense conversation with the police chief. Toby Ashby stood tall and narrow, touching his glasses with attention, his neat moustache as stiff as his brown hair. Perhaps that’s what it was – Mrs Fuller did seem very drunk. Ruby had an aunt who spent every Christmas with them, and usually cradled a glass of something from noon till night. She did sometimes grow hysterical and shouty, just like Mrs Fuller here, although never this bad, and never involving the police. Ruby’s mother said her sister drank because she was unhappy, and because she was a housemistress in a school somewhere, without a proper life. Perhaps Annie Fuller’s mother was unhappy, too.

			Ruby heard her father’s voice switch to English as he challenged Mr Fuller with a question. Yes, Ruby thought, she could see the resemblance between him and Annie, something in their pink cheeks and narrow squint.

			‘She crashed the car. She was drunk,’ Mr Fuller answered Ruby’s father loudly. ‘I couldn’t get to the wheel in time. She was trying to get to the airport.’ Imogen’s mouth slid open with interest and she turned to relay the information to the others behind her.

			‘But couldn’t you have stopped her? The trouble is, they’re saying there was an accident – a hit-and-run – on the same road, and they’re implying that your car was involved.’

			‘God, no.’ Mr Fuller shook his head forcefully. ‘We hit a wall, we didn’t hurt anyone.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			Mr Fuller hesitated, then answered, ‘Yes.’

			‘Well, there will be an investigation. I’m afraid neither of you can leave the country.’

			A glimmer of fury crossed Mr Fuller’s face. ‘Can’t you help us at all?’

			‘That is what I’m doing.’ Ruby’s father gestured at the police car. ‘It’s a mercy they’re allowing you to stay here in the meantime.’

			The police chief had heard enough, and with a short bow he announced, ‘À demain, Monsieur Ashby. Nous vous contacterons dans la matinée. Bonne soirée.’

			Ruby’s father gave a grim nod and replied, ‘Et à vous, ­Bernard.’ He turned to catch the younger policeman’s eye with a ‘Bonne soirée, monsieur,’ but it was ignored, and the man slammed the door on his side of the car.

			The gathered crowd of onlookers ruptured and pulled back, giving the police car a wide berth long after it had rolled away into the night, without any swirl of its colourful lights.

			‘Bloody disaster, Toby,’ Mr Fuller exclaimed.

			Ruby’s father leaned back to consider Mr Fuller. ‘Yes, quite.’ His eyes hovered over the inquisitive partygoers. ‘We need to discuss this inside, Max.’

			‘Yes, I’ll pour a drink first. Can I get you a whisky, too?’

			A few of the parents cast dark looks between them as Ruby’s father strode into the house with Mr Fuller hurrying behind. Ruby wondered where they’d put Mrs Fuller, where Annie was, and whether she’d witnessed her banshee of a mother, or her bungling confusion of a father.

			‘Ruby, Immy.’ It was Imogen’s father, his bulky figure heavy and his face drawn with concern. ‘Come along, you didn’t need to see any of that. Do you want to go upstairs to bed? Or enjoy the rest of the party?’

			‘What’s happened, Dada?’

			‘Not for you to know, darling.’

			‘Is it a secret?’ Imogen asked excitedly.

			‘Well, yes, why not.’

			‘A secret?’ Ruby repeated, sceptically.

			‘So which is it,’ Imogen’s father demanded, ‘upstairs or enjoy the rest of the party?’

			‘Oh.’ Imogen hesitated. ‘May we enjoy the rest of the party, please?’

			‘The party,’ Ruby added, quietly but decisively, thinking of Bertie. Her eyes fell on the space where the police car had been, now swallowed by the evening’s darkness. ‘Is it really a . . . secret?’

			‘Ruby, you little thing,’ Imogen’s father continued, ‘your flute solo was wonderful. Fancy getting all those pretty notes out of such a sliver of silver.’

			‘A sliver of silver?’ Ruby repeated uncertainly, her eyes lifting to search the man’s worn face. Mr Bly – or Lord Beresford, as people were supposed to call him – had always intimidated her. She didn’t know whether it was his height, his wide stooping shoulders, or his dark, sunken eyes that seemed to flash at her as he talked.

			‘Yes, girl. A sliver of silver.’ He laughed expansively. ‘You’re a damn sight more feminine and beautiful than Immy with her bloody trumpet.’

			‘Dada, do you really mean that?’ Imogen turned and looked beseechingly at her father. ‘Don’t you know it’s a French horn?’

			He patted the top of Imogen’s head reassuringly. Ruby couldn’t help smiling at the compliment.

			 

			But she wasn’t smiling half an hour later when the children’s part of the party was called to a halt and she was sent to bed. To her surprise, Ruby’s mother accompanied her to her bedroom.

			‘You’re going to have to share your room, Ruby.’

			Ruby’s mouth puckered. ‘What?’

			‘Little Annie, that woman’s daughter. The Fullers. They’re going to stay here until your father can sort out what happened in the accident.’

			Ruby looked at her mother, wanting to ask her the questions whose answers she now feared. Through the double windows, a bright bloom of chatter rose up from the terrace below. Further beyond she could hear the lively shouts of the others bedding down for the final night in their tents.

			Ruby’s mother was waiting for a response, but received none, so she continued. ‘Their daughter Annie will sleep in here, and you’ll be jolly nice to her.’

			‘Can’t Imogen share her room?’

			Ruby’s mother straightened the coverlet and thumped up the pillows. ‘No, darling, we’re the hosts. This is our house.’

			‘We’ve just hosted the whole orchestra for over a week!’

			‘Yes,’ Rhoda’s face swung to Ruby’s and their irritation sparked together, ‘and you did very well out of it, young lady. First flute, ahead of your time.’

			Ruby was almost growling. She sat on her bed to calm herself. ‘For heaven’s sake! Having Imogen here is bad enough.’

			Rhoda stood up straight. ‘Ruby, it’s been quite a trying evening. There are far more important things to be getting on with. Don’t make a fuss.’

			Ruby spat out, ‘Annie can have the metal bed, not mine.’

			Rhoda glanced over at the antique metal bed set near the long windows as a sort of sofa. ‘Yes, fine. Move your teddies. And find her some sheets, can’t you?’

			‘What?’ Ruby’s mouth curved with disbelief. ‘Can’t Lisette do that?’

			A voice called out from below. ‘Rhoda!’

			Ruby’s mother stepped over to the window’s balcony and peered out, a strategic smile placed on her face. ‘Coming!’ she turned back to her daughter. ‘Lisette is busy tidying up, which you know perfectly well. Don’t be such a bore, Ruby, and get this done.’

			She sashayed to the door, ignoring Ruby’s incredulous face, and clicked it shut.

			Ruby wanted to slam the door instead. Annie in her room! That little urchin constantly by her side, like she had been in orchestra, the second flute to Ruby’s first. Thin and pale and insipid with her wide eyes and sour mouth. And now her mother, some strange creature, so unlike the other mothers, involved with the police and staying in the house.

			Ruby scowled as she lifted her teddies off the metal bed, settling them carefully in her wardrobe, arranging them to face each other in mutual embraces. She was an only child, and had been her whole life; why should she suddenly have to share everything now? It was certainly true that the Vaughan Williams’ Greensleeves duet with Annie had gone very well, in rehearsals and during the concert – Ruby had done all the heavy lifting, of course. But she did have to admit being impressed by Annie’s efforts. Perhaps Annie knew how to rise to a challenge, then. Well, Ruby would give her plenty.

			Ruby stared resentfully at the metal bed, wondering where to find any spare pillows or where the sheets were actually kept. She’d never made up a bed in her life. Maybe she’d take some pillows from her parents’ bed – her mother’s side, just to spite her.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The fan in Ruby’s bedroom whirred back and forth as she stared at the ceiling. Annie was still asleep, her eyelids swollen and pink as if she’d cried through her dreams. Ruby sighed wearily. She’d left the shutters open last night by mistake and now the room was roasting with the morning heat. She knew the coach had already left, and that if she ventured downstairs, there would be nobody but Lisette, elbow-deep in last night’s dishes. Ruby could picture the old lady’s wizened French face now, pointed with resentment as the dishwater overflowed and the soapsuds slipped to the floor.

			She couldn’t work out how she felt – cross, sad, or bothered by Annie and her mother. The house would take on a strange foreignness with Annie and her parents, Imogen flouncing about, too, and heavens knew who else hadn’t been scraped away after the party. They would probably talk loudly during siesta time, watch television during the day, hang their wet towels and swimming costumes over the balconies, and make everything look ugly. Her mother would no doubt be all the more sour, too – she threatened to return to England earlier and earlier each summer, always moaning about the boredom, the heat and the damage to her perfectly fair complexion.

			Ruby didn’t like any of it. She turned to glare at the sleeping Annie accusingly.

			Last night she’d made a small noise while Ruby was undressing.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘What?’ Ruby had lifted her face; Annie was clutching at the spare nightdress Ruby had given her, and gazing at a crumpled pair of knickers kicked aside on the floor. It was a small change from the sad expression she’d worn since entering Ruby’s bedroom apologetically dragging her bag.

			‘Oh, it’s nothing.’ Ruby felt her resentment give way to shame as she turned away.

			‘Are you ill?’ Annie said fearfully.

			‘No,’ Ruby huffed, standing up straight in her nightdress. ‘It’s my period.’

			‘Oh, wow.’ Annie seemed to look at Ruby with new eyes. ‘I suppose you’ve got boobs like the older girls. But you must be one of the first in the year to get your period. Do you wear a bra?’

			‘Only sometimes.’

			‘Oh! It must be wonderful to wear a bra.’

			‘I haven’t got many.’ Ruby heard her voice crack. ‘My mother hasn’t taken me . . . You make it sound glamorous. It isn’t.’

			Annie turned away, her face awash with sadness again. ‘I’d love to have boobs and my period.’

			Ruby hadn’t answered. At the beginning of the orchestra week there’d been a sudden brown sludge in her knickers, and she’d held on to it like an ugly secret. But then the brown sludge gave way to darker blood. She’d waited a full day before reluctantly telling her mother, who was alarmed, insisting that Ruby should have been taught all about this at school – that’s why they paid all that money to send her there, for goodness’ sake. And for now, she definitely wouldn’t be able to swim. Then came Bertie’s invitation to the pool, Ruby’s favourite place, and she’d had to say no. She’d still stepped outside to watch him splash about, hoping her presence might be bright enough to sway his attention. But after her sharp rejection he’d dipped and dived among the other girls instead.

			‘I’ll never get boobs because my mother doesn’t have any,’ Annie had volunteered, tying her hair into a ponytail.

			Ruby tucked herself into her bedclothes. ‘What’s wrong with your mother, anyhow? Why did she want to go to the airport straight after the concert?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Annie said heavily. ‘Probably because of my father.’

			‘Oh.’

			Annie spoke up again. ‘Tomorrow morning everyone will be gone. Is it okay if I’m still here?’

			Ruby turned her face to the wall and said, ‘Yes, it’s fine.’

			Annie sniffed. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Why are you crying?’

			‘It’s nothing. Thank you for the nightie. My clothes are all really dirty now, after the week in the tent. I hope I can get them washed.’ Annie sniffed again. ‘Thanks for letting me stay. I don’t know what I’d do otherwise.’

			Ruby scrunched up her face. ‘What do you mean, what would you do? It’s not as if you’d have to walk back to England on your own.’

			‘No, but . . . I don’t know.’

			Ruby hadn’t said anything else, and soon fell into a heavy doze. But now she lay awake staring at the ceiling, bright with the hot morning. She supposed it would be nice to sleep in in the mornings now, if her mother would let her, and not worry about the strict orchestra rehearsal schedule, letting go of any thoughts of lessons or dormitories or homework – even if Annie and Imogen were lingering around.

			She wondered how long the Fullers would stay, these uninvited and intruding guests. The orchestra trip meant that her parents had already taken on more than they usually did during summers at the château. Ruby loved it there, just like her grandmother had, and they’d spent many long hours there together. But her grandmother had been gone for three summers now – and Ruby had come to love the château even alone, amusing herself while hearing her parents’ voices just far enough away. Visitors would traipse in and out, one couple after another, the odd child in tow but none her own age. She’d sweeten herself for them, play her flute, or the piano downstairs, laugh at their jokes, smile, and then go away to swim or read or play to her heart’s content. She skirted under the eyes of all of them; that’s how it had been every summer. Not this one, it would seem.

			Ruby scratched her arm. She’d left her mosquito net open – it would serve her right if she’d been bitten all over. She punched at her pillow. She hadn’t even said goodbye to Bertie, and she didn’t know how to write to him at his next school, or even if she should. The fan winnowed away from her and onto Annie’s head, brushing at the hair across her forehead.

			Ruby closed her eyes again but her thoughts were too busy. She let out a frustrated sigh and kicked herself up and out of bed.

			 

			Breakfast was ready on the terrace, which stretched out in front of the château like a flat amphitheatre in wide appreciation of the sea, the view interrupted only by several pine trees that shot up high and straight, dark green and forever dropping needles. Now that the party and the orchestral week were over, the dining table had been restored to its proper place, as had the shallow games table and its armchairs a little beyond, and further away the sunloungers sat, returned to their sunspot and posing under a huge, drooping parasol. Ruby took her usual seat at the table, facing away from the house and towards the sea, her face sheltered by the dappled shade from the trees above. Annie sat beside her as Ruby thumbed open a piece of baguette, took a knife and pulled out a gloop of Nutella from the pot. She drizzled it thickly over the bread as Imogen’s father and her own father chatted over their breakfast.

			‘I like your house so much, Ruby,’ Annie said, her eyes still tight and misty.

			Ruby opened her mouth to respond, but Annie’s father, Max, answered first.

			‘It’s not really a house, Annie. It’s a château.’ He sat down heavily beside Ruby, who stiffened at the vinegary whiff of alcohol coming from him. ‘Choose your words wisely, dearie.’

			Annie shot a look of quiet loathing at her father, and the silence caught the attention of Ruby’s father.

			‘It is a château, you are right, Max,’ Toby Ashby shrugged genially, ‘but it’s on the smaller side, not like those in the Loire Valley. It belonged to my parents.’

			‘Don’t be so humble, Tobes.’ Imogen’s father, Angus, leaned forward and clapped Toby’s shoulder hard enough to shake the newspaper in his hands. ‘It’s practically a country estate.’

			Ruby’s father grinned. ‘You should know, Angus. You’re the one with the proper estate, Lord Beresford.’

			‘Really?’ Annie’s father leaned forward with interest as he lifted a croissant from a pile set out in a basket.

			Angus ignored him and spoke only to Toby. ‘Nonsense, I won’t have any of this second-son self-pity. You’ve been morose about it since our university days.’

			Max’s round eyes were drinking up the pair of friends. Flakes from his croissant fell around his mouth as he spoke. ‘Ah. So, you’re the second son, are you, Toby?’

			Ruby didn’t know why no one had yet mentioned Mrs Fuller. In her mind she could hear the woman’s painful screams, her long groans, even now. She was probably still asleep, but Ruby thought Mr Fuller could at least show some consideration for his wife.

			‘Yes, Max. Second son.’ Toby gestured towards the house vaguely. ‘This place is the bulk of my inheritance, with a few other bits. My brother got the UK residence. This is why I work, and Angus here doesn’t have to.’

			‘And what is it that you do?’ Max asked Toby with his dogged energy. Angus tilted his head back and surveyed Max through narrowed eyes.

			‘I’m a barrister.’

			‘The greatest,’ Angus said heavily, using his napkin to take a croissant from the basket. ‘One of the youngest QCs in his day, even though that’s old news now. His fiftieth birthday looms this Christmas! By then he’ll be on track for a judgeship.’

			‘We hope.’ Toby smiled genuinely. ‘I’ve got a big case on, and I’ve taken August to prepare for it. If I do well, yes, the judgeship could be on the horizon.’

			‘It will be.’ Angus nodded back, slicing open the croissant with his knife before looking around for the jam.

			‘And how long have you known each other?’ Max asked.

			‘We were boys together,’ Angus said warmly.

			Ruby finally finished slathering her piece of baguette with Nutella, stabbed the knife into the pot, and passed it over to Annie.

			Max looked from Toby to Angus. ‘So, when does the boozing start, chaps?’

			‘I say,’ Angus leaned forward, his height and broad chest looming over his part of the table, ‘shouldn’t you see to your wife?’

			‘She’s asleep,’ Max answered with a firm nod. ‘Far better like that if you ask me. I’ve given her a pill.’

			Toby readjusted his glasses but said nothing. Ruby saw that his eyes were wrinkled and weary, even though it was morning. He turned to Angus. ‘Where are the ladies?’

			‘Recovering, I think,’ Angus replied with a smile.

			Imogen appeared in the doorway sleepily, her black bob messy across her forehead. She put her fingers through it, trying to flatten it down.

			‘Good morning, young lady,’ Max said as he turned to appraise her. ‘Who are you? I ought to get to know all your names if I’m staying.’

			‘Are you staying?’ Ruby turned her head slightly towards Max.

			‘Ruby, don’t be rude,’ Toby interjected quickly. Ruby bowed her head, not before she saw Annie’s cheeks flush.

			‘Sorry.’

			‘Don’t say sorry, say pardon,’ Imogen sang out as she stepped towards the table, ‘or so Mother’s always saying.’ She smiled at everyone jovially, touching her father’s shoulder tentatively as she passed him. She nodded obligingly at Max. ‘I’m Imogen Bly. Angus and Polly are my parents.’ She waved towards Ruby. ‘And that’s Ruby Ashby. She’s the daughter of Toby and Rhoda, who have this place. Then there’s Annie Fuller.’ Imogen squeezed out a laugh. ‘But of course, you know her, she’s your daughter.’

			Ruby never understood Imogen’s ease with the way she spoke to others. Ruby could perform if she knew the people well, or if she took direction from her mother, but she didn’t have this easy warmth that extended to anyone Imogen met – from the children, to the parents, to even Lisette. Ruby didn’t understand it, and she didn’t like it.

			‘Pleased to meet you, Imogen. Pleased to meet you all.’ Max turned to Ruby, who frowned through a mouthful of Nutella. ‘Please call me Max.’

			‘Oh, we won’t call you that,’ Imogen called out as she chose a seat near her father. ‘It’s not the done thing. You’re Mr Fuller.’

			Max smiled thinly, uncertain of Imogen’s humour. From a first-floor balcony, fresh squeals of delight rang out, and every head turned to look. An auburn head appeared in the gap between the shutters, smiling and blinking down at them.

			‘Darling,’ Ruby’s mother called out, ‘do we know when the others are arriving?’

			‘Oh, in a few days or so. Harley will let us know when he and Liv leave.’ Toby folded his newspaper. ‘Come down for breakfast, Rhoda, please.’

			‘No, darling . . . you know I never eat breakfast. Neither does Polly. Anyhow, we’re not made up.’

			‘We’ve got guests.’

			‘Not important ones, darling.’

			‘Oh, you are a tease, Rhoda,’ Angus called up loudly and she flashed a bright look back at him.

			Ruby reached for a jug, considering her father’s words. She hadn’t realised Harley Montgomery was coming this summer. She poured some orange juice over her cup and it splashed to the side.

			‘Ruby!’

			‘What?’ Ruby answered her father waspishly. ‘Lisette can clean it up.’

			Toby looked affronted. ‘At least offer it to the others.’

			Ruby raised the jug jerkily. ‘Annie? Imogen?’

			‘Yes please,’ Annie answered eagerly, wiping her hands on her napkin and setting her cup forward. Ruby stood and leaned over, her arm straining with the effort.

			‘Well,’ Toby tugged at his newspaper again, ‘keep your eye on the time, Max. We’ve got an appointment at the mayor’s office at midday.’

			‘Not the gendarmerie?’ Angus asked in his low voice.

			‘No, thank God. Much easier if we stick to your original story about the separate accident. And beyond that . . .’ he shrugged genially at Max as he threw his newspaper onto the dining table, ‘I suppose we can consider some boozing.’

			‘Well, I don’t see why we can’t start now.’ Max stood up brightly. ‘Got any champagne we can mix this with, for mimosas?’

			He leaned over to grab the jug of juice from Ruby. She looked at him, at her suddenly empty hand, then at Annie’s empty cup. Annie was staring blankly into the space in front of her, her face vacant. Ruby hesitated, and sat down.

			Angus frowned at Toby, who gave a Max a weary smile, and answered, ‘Yes, perhaps . . . I’ll have Lisette hunt some down.’

			 

			Ruby went up to her room, but Annie followed through the door before she could close it.

			‘You fancy Bertie Simmonds, don’t you?’

			Ruby froze, but felt strangely glad to have his name mentioned. ‘No.’

			‘I noticed, sometimes, sitting next to you in orchestra . . . you looking at him.’

			Ruby turned her face away, reddening.

			‘I don’t think he knows, though,’ Annie carried on. ‘He’s too busy messing around with his friends. But if he had realised, he probably would have liked you back. Boys are stupid—’

			‘Not all of them,’ Imogen interrupted, pushing through the bedroom door. ‘Who are you talking about? What are we doing today?’

			Annie and Ruby looked at each other.

			‘Could we go for a swim? I’m ever so hot.’

			‘Oh.’ Annie smiled for the first time that morning, and clasped her hands together. ‘Let’s.’

			But Imogen was staring around the room. ‘What an awful mess it is in here. And it smells a bit.’

			Ruby followed Imogen’s gaze, seeing her rumpled bedclothes, the piles of books on the tiled floor by her bed, her hairbrush, uncapped sun cream, and her jewellery strewn across the dressing table. The wardrobe door was hanging open, and the curtain by the long windows tugged with the limp breeze. Annie’s things were scattered beside the metal bed, too – an inhaler, a diary, a battered yellow walkman – while her dirty clothes were piled underneath.

			Ruby felt frustration rise up in her chest and suddenly wanted both girls out of her bedroom. Was this how it would be – this slow invasion of her space, the two of them prodding her in one direction and then the next? ‘All right, the pool,’ she finally said. ‘You go ahead, I’ll just grab my things.’

			Annie disentangled her swimming costume from her pile of dirty clothes before following Imogen out. Ruby stayed where she was for a long moment before shoving some things into her linen basket, taking up her book, and moving over to her balcony. She could hear the fathers’ chatter rising from the terrace, Max’s cackling laughter coming through the stiff and rickety railings. Ruby pulled her shutters closed with an almighty crack, and went downstairs.

			On her way to the pool Ruby heard her mother mention her name from the living room. She hovered near the doorway to listen, and saw Rhoda settled close to Polly as they chattered together. Imogen was every bit her mother’s daughter, from her animated face to the thick black hair tumbling past her shoulders. The only difference, Ruby thought, was Polly’s slight American twang, which had softened after more than two decades in England.

			‘Do you know how many nannies Ruby’s had in London? Toby’s mother was the only babysitter Ruby would tolerate for long. Thank goodness she’s been boarding the last year.’

			‘She’s hardly a little terror, Rho.’

			‘Oh! Well,’ answered Rhoda, ‘she is compared to the delightful Imogen. But then, we’ve not had much time for her. Toby’s forever at work and I’m on so many guilds and committees. Oh, how I miss them when I’m here!’

			‘I just take Imogen with me to those,’ Polly said lightly.

			‘Which is why you’re involved in so few, darling.’ Rhoda smiled. ‘Children are supposed to be seen and not heard.’

			Ruby cleared her throat and said, ‘Mother, will you ask Lisette to bring us our lunch to the pool? Just some sandwiches should be fine.’

			‘Ruby! Don’t creep up like that,’ Rhoda answered sharply, turning in her seat to see her daughter. ‘And no, I’ll not do your little errands for you.’

			‘It’s for our guests, not me,’ Ruby retorted, quickly retreating into the hallway and through the front door, still wondering where Mrs Fuller was.

			The sunlight of the terrace revealed the three fathers reclining in the lounge chairs and admiring the sea. Max had pushed his chair close to the balustrade, and set his feet along the railings. Ruby cast her eye along the long edge of the terrace; there was a gap in the balustrade where it broke into steps down to the sea, before its further run along the green lower lawn. Ruby avoided the stone stairs that staggered down into the water, and the flat expanse of scalding rock that stretched out beside, bleached and grooved by many summers of use, with a wooden deck that extended over the waves.

			Max was already speaking in a slur, a cigarette tipping out of his mouth. Ruby’s nose curled with the unfamiliar smell; she noticed that all three men were nursing spindled glasses of some yellow drink, so she gripped her book tighter and made her way to the pool.

			‘Ruby, darling,’ Ruby’s father called out from his lounger. ‘Come here.’

			Imogen’s father was sitting up and surveying her too. ‘What’s that you’re reading, young lady?’

			Ruby hurried over to them, and blinked with surprise when she saw the cigarette in her father’s hand. Angus was waiting for her response. ‘Oh.’ She glanced at the cover cautiously. ‘It’s Agatha Christie.’

			‘Ruby reads them religiously. We’ve got quite a few here, they were my mother’s.’ Toby blew out his smoke, waving it away from his daughter. ‘Ruby’s fascination with them seems a waste. Didn’t the woman once say she was a sausage machine, churning out the same shape but different contents?’

			Angus wasn’t having any of it. ‘Nonsense, Tobes. They’re brilliant. Is that Murder on the Orient Express? One of the best.’ He flashed a dark smile at Ruby. ‘Let me know what you think when you’ve finished it.’

			Ruby hesitated, seeing the brightness of his eyes. She answered carefully: ‘I do like it so far, Mr Bly. But The Body in the Library is my favourite.’

			‘The Body in the Library?’ Angus thought about it. ‘That’s Marple.’

			‘Yes . . . I suppose Poirot is a more exciting detective.’

			He nodded jovially. ‘He is. I’ll borrow one from the shelves here, then. We’ll chat about them, when you’ve finished.’

			‘All right,’ Ruby nodded back, considering how that might impress her English teacher at school.

			Angus studied her briefly under his thick eyebrows. ‘I shall keep you to that, little thing.’

			‘Really, Angus.’ Toby turned his head to light another cigarette now propped up by his mouth. ‘Ruby, why aren’t you keeping up with your side of the hosting? Go and join those girls, I’ve spoken to you about this before.’

			‘I’m just joining them now, Father.’ Ruby turned away quickly, only to hear long peals of double laughter coming from the direction of the pool. She glanced up at her closed bedroom shutters, her jutting balcony burning in the direct heat. The other shutters were open, closed, and ever interrupting the persistent crawling plants pulling at the wall’s crumbling patches of stone. Ruby hurried on her way.

			Far behind the house, the land was enclosed by a long thick wall and a pair of tall gates, from which the ribboned driveway swung through staggered plots of land. There was a narrow olive grove whose sun was blocked by the house, a wild and untended vegetable garden with two knotted fig trees, a tennis court with spurts of grass growing up around the rotten net, and the now-empty stretch of flattened, dry grass where the tents of the young musicians had been set up. At the edge nearest the road, a rectangular patch was cordoned off and never touched, save for wild animals that sniffed at the many wooden crosses pushed into the ground.

			Tucked beside the house and away from the edge of the bay was Ruby’s favourite spot – and her destination – the swimming pool. Once an old bassin, it was thick with stone and the occasional clump of moss that had collected around the taps at the far end. Shrouded by low trees, it was protected against the sea wind. Ruby didn’t like to admit it, but she was frightened of the unpredictable Mediterranean, and preferred the soft, flat pool water in its own levelled nook.

			The source of the double laughter was some kind of swimming competition between Annie and Imogen, who now paddled beside each other to share a hushed conversation. Ruby forced a smile as she approached them. Annie saw her first and quickly fell quiet. Imogen lifted her head cheerfully, but even so, Ruby knew they’d been talking about her.

			‘What are you playing?’ Ruby bit her lip as she dropped her book and sun cream on one of the chairs. ‘Can I . . . umpire perhaps?’

			‘I don’t think so.’ Imogen narrowed her eyes. ‘We’re playing Marco Polo. You have to close your eyes and grab the other person, then if you—’

			‘Yes, I know Marco Polo,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ll just watch.’

			‘I was just saying,’ Imogen said loudly, ‘I can’t believe I’ve never been here before. Normally I spend August with Gramps in America, or at a camp by the lake.’

			Ruby put in bluntly, ‘Your mother’s been here many times, though. Your father, too.’

			Imogen looked taken aback, and Ruby felt a dim beat of gladness. Imogen answered, ‘Well, I see your mother all the time in England, at our house.’

			‘Yes, well.’

			‘Well,’ Imogen said, glancing sideways at Ruby, ‘I’m happy to be here now. It’s lovely. Mama says I’m a young lady now and should learn to be one, instead of spending my days up trees and down pits.’

			‘Oh, up trees and down pits in America? Sounds fun!’ Annie laughed, and Imogen laughed too. Ruby sat down on a lounger and turned her face away from the sun.

			 

			Ruby sat up with shock. She’d dozed off and hadn’t put on her sun cream. Her nose felt a little sore, and her cheeks were burning – her mother would be furious.

			She blinked anew in the sunlight, grey shadows hovering about her vision. It was a tall woman, floating towards the pool like a spectre. Ruby wondered if she was still dreaming.

			‘Oh.’ Annie was sitting on a deckchair in the shade, hidden by the hanging ivy. Her swimming costume was dry, and she was smiling. ‘Hello, Mum.’

			Mrs Fuller muttered a small greeting, but Ruby didn’t hear it. The woman’s eyes were slightly swollen and her blonde hair misshapen. She had deep marks across her face as if she’d slept badly.

			Annie left her chair and came forward. ‘Mummy, this is Ruby. It’s her house. She’s the first flute.’

			Her mother nodded as Ruby forced out a blotchy smile, staring at the woman in a trance.

			‘And this is Imogen, Mum,’ Annie said loudly, pointing at the dozing Imogen. ‘She played in the orchestra too, in the brass section. She’s asleep, I think.’

			In the next moment, Mrs Fuller swept off her silk kaftan, and dove into the pool. She drifted easily through the water, her long, slim arms moving just beneath the surface. There was an unsteady silence as Annie watched her mother, her face full of anticipation. Ruby watched her too, this tall, unspeaking woman – so different from the joyful audience member at the concert, or the hysterical banshee in the police car. Ruby couldn’t help feeling uneasy, so she distracted herself by dragging her chair into the shade, away from Annie and the pool, and opening up her book.

			Annie’s mother resurfaced and paddled a little above the water, breathing loudly. As Ruby frantically found her place in her book, she tried not to reconcile those vigorous exhales with the groans she’d heard the night before. Imogen did not stir from her sleep, her face soft and relaxed.

			Annie sat down near her mother, dropping her legs in the water. Ruby couldn’t help but watch the woman’s swimming progress, steady and controlled. When she reached the middle of the pool, she suddenly plummeted.

			After a long moment, she reappeared above the water.

			‘Mummy,’ Annie’s voice was fearful, ‘what are you doing?’

			She went under again. Swirls rose above her head as her hair lifted with it. Ruby counted, just like she was used to doing in orchestra. A few bubbles blew to the top of the water.

			The moment stretched, long, then longer. Annie splashed into the pool. ‘Mum!’

			She tugged on her mother’s arm as she rose out of the water, coughing.

			Annie was searching her mother’s face, as was Ruby, who wondered why Mrs Fuller said nothing. Imogen sat up, awoken by the splashing water. ‘What’s happening?’

			‘Mum, please,’ Annie said. ‘Don’t do this again.’

			But Annie’s mother had already darted out of the water quickly, sharply, and was moving towards the steps. She turned to Ruby as she held her kaftan to her body. It shrank against her wet skin.

			Ruby lifted her book defensively, avoiding the woman’s eyes.

			Mrs Fuller twisted her hair to squeeze the water out of it. She tilted her head away from Ruby and smiled bracingly at her daughter.

			As Mrs Fuller moved away, Imogen resumed her slow doze, and Annie splashed into the water again, her face taut. But Ruby’s heart glimmered with anxiety. Something was still very wrong with Annie’s mother. She found her page and forced her eyes to read.

			 

			At dinner Ruby felt relieved that Lisette had laid a section for the girls at the end of the table, to separate them from the adults.

			The food was already out, long dishes of roasted vege­tables, a bowl of buttery squashed potatoes and slices of roast lamb so rich that the juices seeped out of it. Ruby drew the serving spoons together and helped herself. As she scooped up a helping of aubergine and courgette, she nudged a set of wine bottles nestled together on the table, and their heavy clinking drew Max’s attention.

			‘What a lovely sound. Like a bell, summoning me to drink.’ Max clinked his empty glass against one of the bottles. ‘Shall I open the first, Toby?’

			‘Ruby, manners.’ Rhoda cast a long scowl towards her daughter. ‘Serve others first, for heaven’s sake.’

			Ruby sat, ignoring her mother. She had washed before dinner, but the sun and salt air still clung to her skin. Everybody else looked thoroughly clean with their neat shirts and oiled faces. Imogen’s face had turned a soft olive colour, her eyes brightly surveying everyone gathered there.

			‘It’s market day tomorrow,’ Polly announced with a turn of her pretty head. ‘Rhoda and I went last week, it was just lovely. Will you come, girls?’

			Annie looked at Polly desperately, wondering if she was being included.

			‘Yes, I’d like to.’ Imogen nodded easily.

			‘You’ll have to get up early.’ Polly glanced at her daughter affectionately, reaching out her arm. ‘Lazy bum.’

			Imogen went to her mother and touched her hand with her own. Smiling, she turned to the other girls. ‘Annie? Ruby?’

			‘I’d like to, if I’m allowed,’ Annie answered quietly.

			‘Of course you’re allowed,’ Ruby said irritably. ‘Yes, let’s.’ It would take up part of the day at least, she thought.

			‘Let’s all go,’ said Max with a nod from the other end of the table. Ruby looked at Mrs Fuller sitting drowsily beside her husband. Her bowed head drooped over her empty plate – a far cry from Polly and Rhoda, perfect pictures in their soft linen dresses and immaculately tousled hair. In fact, very few of the mothers at Ruby’s school looked like Polly and Rhoda, and many of the older girls commented on how attractive and youthful they were, which annoyed Ruby. She frowned and looked around the table; nobody else seemed to be concerned by Mrs Fuller’s appearance.

			Before dinner she’d passed her parents’ bedroom. To Ruby’s surprise, her father’s voice had sounded ill-tempered; she’d seen him struggling to tie a cufflink as she peered around the door. ‘We can’t just kick them out. This is very serious, Rhoda. I couldn’t persuade the mayor to drop it. The police will need to record their versions of the accident, and all about the other car – if it was indeed them. The Fullers are associated with us now, it’s all going through me.’

			‘But how could you let it get this far, Toby?’ Ruby’s mother hovered at the double windows, checking for any curious ears outside. ‘And why are you behaving like that around him – as if he’s one of our set? The smoking, too?’

			‘He’s all right. It’s not his fault his wife’s a joke. Should make you proud.’

			‘Proud?’ Rhoda laughed darkly. ‘What, that I can keep myself together?’

			‘Yes, and that you make me proud, too.’

			‘Well, I’m clearly not enough for you, Toby, if that Leonard woman is on her way here.’

			‘Oh, Rhoda, we don’t know that she is,’ Toby said crossly. ‘She mentioned it in passing, I said it would be a pleasure – I very much doubt she’ll take me up on it.’

			‘Of course she’ll take you up on it, she’s always rushing after you. And Harley encourages it. I despise that you ever met her, never mind everything else!’

			Ruby’s father buried his silence in fussing with his sleeve, and her mother carried on. ‘I wish you weren’t so beholden to that man. Must he know everything about our financial problems?’

			‘Oh, Rhoda, hush!’ Toby burst out.

			‘And if I see any gambling on those tables,’ her mouth twisted with resentment, ‘I’ll be out of here like—’

			Ruby cleared her throat to announce her wandering in. ‘What is it that Mrs Fuller has done, and why are the police involved?’

			‘Ruby, don’t just barge in here, please.’ Toby shook out his arm with frustration. ‘We’re having an important conversation. Off you go.’

			Ruby’s chest heaved. ‘Well, actually, I agree with Mother and I wish the Fullers would buzz off.’

			‘Well, do my ears bleed? I never thought that godforsaken daughter of ours would ever agree with me!’ Rhoda crossed her arms and glared out of the windows.

			‘It doesn’t matter two hoots what you or Ruby think, that family cannot leave this place.’

			‘I suppose Annie’s all right,’ Ruby declared. ‘I only meant her parents. She’s a bit of a weed but I do feel rather sorry for her.’

			‘That’s enough, from both of you,’ Toby said firmly, giving up on his cufflink and drawing his hand through his hair.

			Rhoda made an irritated noise and turned away, though not before she muttered, ‘Ruby, do change for dinner.’

			‘Yes, leave us,’ Toby reiterated. ‘Now.’

			At dinner, as Imogen scraped her fork around her plate, she asked, ‘What’s it like then, Ruby – the market?’

			Ruby looked at her simmering food which seemed too hot for the weather, and answered, ‘Vegetables mostly, and some soaps and things. Bits of jewellery.’

			‘Oh, lovely!’ Annie exclaimed.

			Imogen hesitated before asking Ruby, ‘And the boys in the village? I thought I saw some hanging around that fountain in the square when we all went in for ice cream.’

			‘I . . . don’t know.’

			‘Ruby wasn’t looking at them,’ Annie said lightly.

			Ruby threw Annie a hot look across the table, and the girl’s face twisted with regret. But a strangely loud whimper from Annie’s mother turned every face towards her. Her chin had now fallen flat against her chest in a painful-looking pose.

			Angus muttered to Max. ‘Put her upstairs, old boy.’

			‘Do you think so?’

			‘Yes,’ Toby said firmly.

			Rhoda and Polly tittered with laughter as Annie’s mother seemed to fall forward with another whimper. Max’s face lightened when he saw their response, and he took his cue from them. ‘I’ll leave her be. My mother used to fall asleep in the middle of the table all the time.’

			‘Max,’ Angus stated in his low voice. ‘We insist. Take her upstairs.’

			‘Easy, my man.’ Max gave a teasing smile. ‘Not your house.’

			‘Max.’ Angus placed his fist on the table, his voice almost a growl. ‘Not in front of the children, surely.’

			Toby glanced at his friend. ‘Yes, Angus is right, Max. Take her upstairs, old boy. Think of your daughter.’

			Mrs Fuller’s head hung limply to the side and her mouth began to drool. Polly laughed uncertainly, while Annie’s face dissolved with horror.

			‘Well,’ Max took up his glass of wine and drew a long sip. ‘Isn’t it the girls’ bedtime anyway?’

			Through the strange and brief silence, Imogen spoke up: ‘We’re not children. I’m twelve, I’ll be thirteen in three months.’

			Angus closed his eyes with irritation as Toby frowned.

			‘Yes, quite, Imogen. You’re growing up.’ Max focused his smiling gaze on her. ‘And you must be tired from all of last week’s orchestrating.’

			‘Orchestrating?’ Ruby exclaimed. Angus stood, and seemed to use the advantage of his height even more than usual as he glared down at Max. Ruby could see the canopies of the pines above his great head, and wondered what he would do next. But then Max was standing too, his arm nudging his wife to join him. He tugged at her, saying, ‘Come on, darling. Let’s take you upstairs.’

			‘I’ll give you a hand.’ Toby bent forward, throwing his napkin on the table.

			Angus glanced over at Ruby and Imogen, and lastly at Annie. ‘It’s all right, Annie. Your mother will be fine. Too much sun.’ His eyebrows drew together in dark pity. ‘She’s had a difficult time of it, I’m sure.’

			Annie only nodded.

			Ruby released her breath, not realising she’d been holding it. Imogen’s face was curious and thoroughly confused. The incongruous trio of Annie’s parents and Ruby’s father staggered back towards the house, which stood tall and ready to receive them.
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