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Praise for Sundowners:

‘A very 21st-century blockbuster, this has all the classic elements – nailbiting narrative, absorbing relationships, glamorous locations – with an extra shot of intelligence . . . Much more than a coming-of-age tale, this creates a glamorous and exciting world that is so contemporary and convincing you’ll feel like a special fifth member of their group’

Cosmopolitan

‘A sort of Blockbuster Plus – in this case, plus a little bit more intelligence and social and political grip than is normal . . . Agreeably glamorous and page-turning’

Daily Mail

‘Make way Jackie Collins – there’s an exciting new writer on the block . . . [Sundowners] has glamour, forbidden love and exotic locations. What more could you ask for?’

Bella

‘[A] big-hearted women’s read’

Daily Mirror

‘A novel where Glamour with a capital “G” is the entire raison d’être ... It’s a good, old-fashioned saga . . . a rattling good read . . . refreshingly, wonderfully unpretentious . . . Sundowners sets out to entertain and it does, not least because, unlike many writers of similar sagas, Lokko has the skill to make you care about what happens to the characters . . . Lesley Lokko is a new voice . . . this is her first novel. I’m looking forward to her next one already’

Wendy Holden, Sunday Express


‘Sundowners is an entertaining read with a dollop of intellect’

Sue Leonard, Irish Examiner (Cork)

‘A “brainy blockbuster”, tremendous fun and scarily readable’

Bookseller

‘A tumultuous mix . . . The characters are tenderly written . . . Lokko’s skill is in composing both intimacy and universality’

The List

‘I went away for five days and couldn’t put it down . . . a wonderfully international feel to it . . . I enjoyed all the characters enormously’

Annabel Giles




After a lifetime spent between Ghana and Britain (and quite a few other places), Lesley Lokko finally put her long years of architectural training to good use and designed her own home in Ghana. As soon as it was finished, she turned straight round and went to live in Hackney.

All three of Lesley Lokko’s novels are available in Orion paperback, and she is hard at work on the fourth.

If you’d like to find out more about Lesley (or to see pictures of her house), visit www.lesleylokko.com She really does answer her emails.
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‘We talked, and you have forgotten the words.’

Borges




Note from the author:

While Sundowners is clearly a work of fiction, certain historical events and persons have been folded into the story that readers will no doubt recognise. Readers will also note that, in places, slight variations in timing have occurred in favour of sustaining the narrative. It is hoped that these few incidents of artistic licence will be understood.




PROLOGUE

December 1990: Paris

It was already dark at four o’clock in the afternoon and a fine grey mist was falling on the Champs-’lysées. Christmas lights shimmered in the rain, sending rivers of red and gold cascading onto the slick, dark surface of the damp streets. A tall, slender young woman stepped hurriedly off the kerb, wrapping her black woollen coat tightly around her. She looked anxiously at her watch: he would be waiting for her half-way across the city and, as usual, she was late. A black car pulled up in front of her, but she was too busy searching among the headlights for a taxi to pay it any attention. A man emerged from the car, stopping directly in front of her and blocking the road. Impatiently, she tried to move round him, still looking for a cab. He held out his hand to her and called her name.

She looked at him warily. She was used to being recognised, but there was something familiar about his voice. She looked closer, peering at him in the glow from the streetlight.

‘What are you doing here?’ She was surprised to see him. She tried to think where they’d last met. Los Angeles? London? Before he could answer, she heard another car pull up, heard the heavy door slam and the scuffle of shoes behind her. She turned round, wondering what all the commotion was about. She missed the quick nod the man gave to the two standing behind her. One of them lunged forward suddenly and grabbed her by the elbow, dragging her quickly towards him. She began to panic, struggling to release her arm. Before she could do anything, even scream,  a gloved hand went over her mouth, the second man opened the car door and she was shoved into the back of the waiting car, banging her head painfully against the car frame as she was pushed inside. No one on the street noticed anything: it was over in a matter of seconds. Someone inside the car pulled her roughly by the hair and pushed her, face down, onto the leather seat. The man who had grabbed her got in beside her and someone else jumped in on the other side. The doors slammed, one after the other and the two cars began to move. She started screaming as the car powered away from the kerb, swerving wildly as the driver cut across several lanes of traffic and disappeared towards the Arc de Triomphe. She felt, rather than saw, the hand coming towards her, felt a crisp, sharp odour flood her senses and then, suddenly, everything went blank.
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September 1981: Malvern, England

Somewhere along the journey she awoke with a start. For a split second she was at home in the backyard watching Poppie hang the day’s washing in the searing white light of a Johannesburg summer. Just for a second she could hear the shrieks of laughter as her cousins Hennie and Marika escaped the heat in the pool at the bottom of the garden. The pool. Tears welled in her eyes almost immediately. She shook her head abruptly, forcing herself out of the past.  That was South Africa. That was then. She was in England now. She looked out of the window as the Mercedes ate up the miles from Heathrow to Malvern, in the west of the country. Grey skies, grey fields . . . low dense cloud, the persistent threat of rain. It was so different from the light and space she had left behind, a world away from the clear skies of the high veld and the vast, sweeping landscapes of the Western Cape. The rain ran against the car window, a dreary, slow spittle that swallowed the light and blurred the distinction between cloud and sky. England. She shuddered. She had never felt so alone. She huddled down in the soft leather seats, hurriedly wiping her tears with the back of her hand. She closed her eyes again.

She could still see their faces as they waited in the departures lounge – Marika’s wet with tears; Hennie silent and brooding; her aunt Lisette anxious and guilty. Rianne ignored her, her heart thumping inside her chest. She was being sent away. Lisette was casting her out of the only  family she’d known since the death of first her mother, then her father. She was shaking with a mixture of rage and fear. But she was determined not to let it show. She hugged Marika one last time, then picked up her carry-on bag and disappeared through the door of the first-class cabin without looking back, not once. She was damned if she’d let Lisette see her cry.

She walked quickly to her seat, ignoring the sympathetic glance of the stewardesses. Saying goodbye to Marika and Hennie had been hard, but saying goodbye to Poppie had been hardest. Poppie was maid, housekeeper, surrogate mother, keeper of secrets and best friend, all rolled into one soft, dark, comforting figure. She had said goodbye to Poppie hundreds of times before as she left to spend the South African winter in Europe’s summer with her mother’s relatives, or a month with Aunt Lisette and her business associates in New York. But she had always returned, back home to Poppie and the warm, familiar smell that had been with her for as long as she could remember. It was Poppie who had held her and turned her face away after her mother drowned and they came to take her body out of the pool. It was Poppie she had run to after her father had disappeared and Lisette had told her he was dead. And it was Poppie who had intervened when Lisette told her it would be best for her to leave Vergelegen and the terrible memories that surrounded the house and come to live with her in Johannesburg. Rianne was hysterical and refused to leave, clinging desperately to Poppie and screaming that she would rather die than leave Poppie behind. So Poppie moved too, bringing her own children with her to Lisette’s elegant, sprawling house in the northern suburbs. There was no way Rianne would have gone without her. And now she had left her behind. Just thinking about it hurt. She swallowed her tears.

 



The chauffeur flicked a quick look backwards at her as she sank below his field of vision. He wondered who she was.  His instructions had simply been to pick up a Miss de Zoete from the Penhaligon Hotel at Heathrow and deliver her to boarding school. Born and bred in East London, the name meant nothing to him. Who was she?

 



She was Rianne Marie Françoise de Zoete, daughter of disappeared tycoon Marius Tertius de Zoete; niece of South Africa’s most powerful businesswoman, Lisette de Zoete-Koestler; and heiress to the vast de Zoete mining fortune. She was sixteen, rich, beautiful and thoroughly spoilt. Tall, slim, with heavy blonde hair that fell to her waist, high, tight cheekbones and, unusually, dark brown, almond-shaped eyes. Her mother’s eyes. And her father’s temperament.

Her mother, the French socialite Céline de Ribain, was nineteen when she met the young, brash South African at a London ball given by mutual friends. Although his French was atrocious and her English limited, she was intrigued. Her parents were worried. Despite his wealth, they thought him gauche, unsophisticated and rather nouveau. When she married him, three months later, they were horrified and more than a little afraid. They had reason to be. Before they realised what had happened, she was gone, heading for a new life they could scarcely imagine at the ‘bottom of the world’, as they put it. Overnight, it seemed, Céline de Ribain had become Céline de Zoete – and, as Marie-Hélène de Ribain remarked acidly to her husband, not only was he an africain, she suspected the family might even be Jewish.  Affreux.

Claude de Ribain’s worried but discreet enquiries bore little fruit. Not much was known in European circles about the nouveaux riches families down south. He found out that the man’s father – a penniless Jew – had indeed come to South Africa from some Eastern European village, seeking his fortunes in the gold and diamond mines like so many had. He had married into a good, respectable family – again, nothing new there – but other than that, there was  surprisingly little information Claude could get his hands on. Marius bought them a large, sunny apartment on the Avenue Foch, just doors away from her parents, but it was clear that she was lost to them: she spoke English at first, then later Afrikaans, that strange and difficult language, to her husband and their beautiful daughter, Rianne. They adored their only grandchild and begged Céline every time she came to Paris to leave her with them for a season, just  one, to improve her French and get to know her mother’s culture. But Céline always refused, laughingly claiming she couldn’t bear to spend a night apart from her darling child.

And then the unspeakable happened: she drowned. In the family pool. In front of her daughter on one of those clear, Cape summer days that she had always spoken of. Rianne was ten when it happened but she was old enough to understand what it meant. Her mother was gone. When her father disappeared, only a few weeks later, she understood, too, what that meant. Her life had changed for ever, and for the worse. Her grief-stricken French grandparents, Claude and Marie-Hélène de Ribain, had begged Lisette to allow them to look after Rianne. Claude had flown to Cape Town, to the gracious family home at Vergelegen. He pleaded with Lisette to be allowed to take all that was left to them of their daughter back to Paris, but Lisette was coldly adamant: Rianne was Marius’s daughter, a de Zoete. And, as such, she was Lisette’s responsibility, not theirs. Claude had returned to Paris empty-handed with a heavy, dull pain in his chest that never fully left him, despite Rianne’s visits every other year. Rianne never knew of their attempts to claim her. Her aunt thought it best not to tell her. She would look after Rianne as if she were one of her own. Unfortunately, Rianne didn’t see things quite the same way.

Their relationship did not begin well. Rianne shied away from Lisette and her cloying attempts to mother her. She was cold, unreachable, then hostile, prone to mood swings and periodic outbursts of tears. She was unpredictable,  flighty, wilful. She and Hennie, close as they were in age, were sworn enemies. They hated one another. Lisette feared pulling into the driveway to find her beautiful home turned into a battlefield. She would look at her son’s arms in horror – covered in scratches and bruises – the result of days and weeks of fighting between the two of them. Sometimes, coming upon them wrestling each other to the ground in the hallway or pinching each other as they sat together on the floor watching television, she would call in desperation for Poppie.

‘Why can’t you stop fighting, you two?’ she would shout exhaustedly, pulling them away from each other and trying to protect her nails in the process. ‘Stop it – I said stop it, Rianne!’ Invariably Rianne would burst into tears and run crying down the corridor to her own room. Then it seemed Poppie was the only one who could comfort her and Lisette would wearily leave her to it. She had to comfort Hennie. Those were terrible months. Hell. No other word for it.

Marika would look on in sympathy, unable or unwilling to intervene. She was two years older than Rianne and already somewhat in awe of her looks and her dare-devil attitude towards everyone and everything. The ‘good’ girl in the family, Marika longed in secret to be more like her younger cousin. She would often take Rianne’s side, sending Hennie into fits of rage. Lisette was at her wit’s end. She tried everything, every approach she could think of – she was motherly, friendly, strict, sisterly, but nothing worked. The girl remained as aloof and distant as ever.

By the time Rianne was twelve, they had settled into an uneasy truce. They tolerated each other. Rianne was not like most other girls, Lisette would confide worriedly to friends, and certainly nothing like her older cousin. She was popular at school. Everyone wanted to be close to her. Everyone wanted Rianne as a best friend. The phone rang constantly. Curiously, she seemed not to notice or care. She was as happy alone as she was the centre of the crowd. Lisette, whose good looks and trim figure owed more to  years of rigorous self-discipline than any natural gifts, remembered with pain beautiful girls just like Rianne at her teenage school who never had to try. Being beautiful was enough. People moved towards Rianne, not the other way round. She was used to having things her own way. She simply took what was given or what she wanted when she wanted.

She was sent to Glendales, the expensive, co-educational day-school just outside Pretoria. Marika was a model pupil there but it was clear that Rianne had no such ambitions. Marika was responsible and dedicated; Rianne was flighty and undisciplined. Marika was class prefect and routinely came first in exams. Rianne routinely skipped class and was twice caught smoking with a couple of older boys behind the chemistry building, her skirt tucked inside her underwear as she showed off her long, brown legs. At Glendales, this was nothing short of a scandal. Things quickly got worse. Eventually Rianne was spotted sneaking into a senior boy’s car, leaving the school grounds and returning after dark. Where they disappeared to, no one knew: she refused to say. Lisette, called in to pick up her niece, on a temporary suspension order, was at a loss as to what to do, she told Poppie, as she walked through the kitchen to fetch a glass. She desperately needed a drink. Poppie simply shrugged and squeezed Rianne’s waist as the girl slipped past, a bored expression on her beautiful face.

Lisette had almost resigned herself to living in a perpetual state of war when, just before Rianne’s sixteenth birthday, a miracle happened. She and Hennie suddenly stopped fighting and appeared to make peace. A calm descended upon the house. Marika was preparing to sit her matric exams and rarely left her room. Lisette was so grateful for the ceasefire that she paid neither of them any attention – she was fully preoccupied in those days with the family business. She and Hendryk, her and Marius’s younger brother, were moving the company into a rapid  series of expansions, from diamonds and gold into platinum, titanium and other rare precious metals. She travelled frequently to London, Amsterdam and further afield, to New York and Buenos Aires. The three children – although one could hardly call them children any longer – were used to her long absences and the sight of her neatly monogrammed leather cases standing in the hallway. They were looked after by Poppie, Seni – Poppie’s youngest son – two drivers and three security guards.

They were safe in the way young white South African teenagers were safe: rich, pampered, secure. Everything in their world was as it should be, nothing would ever change. On the rare occasions when Rianne was home in the early evening, they would take their plates from the formal dining room and carry them into the den, flopping down on their stomachs to watch TV. For the most part, Rianne enjoyed those evenings, lying sandwiched on the floor between her cousins. It made a change from hanging out at the mall or, lately, in bars where she and her friends looked old enough to pass for eighteen. With Lisette frequently gone, she could do as she pleased, free of her aunt’s watchful gaze and the burden of trying to decide how to behave, what to do, how to be. She had never figured it out. What was she in this house? Sister, cousin, daughter, friend? She was sixteen: she knew she had to start making some decisions about her life, where she would go, what she would do. Marika would be leaving soon, she wanted to study medicine at Stellenbosch. In a year or so Hennie would go into the army. Rianne had no desire to go to university. She couldn’t imagine working. Should she go abroad? But where? She appeared to have no real ambitions yet did not seem disturbed by it. She seemed quite content to drift.

That year, she and Hennie spent hours talking in front of the TV or floating on their backs in the kidney-shaped pool. Things had begun to change between them, subtle changes that both alarmed and excited Rianne. She noticed the way  Hennie looked at her, the way his hands trembled a little when she asked him to tie her bikini straps or put sunblock on her tanned shoulders. At seventeen, almost a year older than her, Hennie was turning into a younger, fair-haired version of his uncle, Rianne’s father. He was loud, physically confident, alternately aggressive and insecure. He was handsome, too. He certainly didn’t lack admirers – the house was often full of girls from Glendales and other prestigious schools, some of them friends of Rianne who thought she was just the luckiest thing in the world to be living with Hennie all the time. Rianne laughed at them.

Unfortunately, Rianne was not the only one to notice the changes. Lisette came home late one evening from a business meeting to find Rianne and Hennie lying on the floor of the darkened TV lounge, limbs entwined, her head on his lap as he whispered something to her. She switched on the lights, horrified, although more by what she feared than by what she had actually seen. In a shaking voice, she ordered them to bed. ‘It’s a school day tomorrow, what on earth are you thinking of? It’s past midnight!’ Hennie at least had the grace to look embarrassed, his cheeks flushed. He scrambled to his feet and beat a hasty retreat down the corridor. But Rianne simply stood up, wearing only a pair of skimpy shorts and a loose top in which her adolescent breasts swung freely, and calmly walked past her aunt to her room.

Lisette stood in the middle of the room, breathing deeply. That was it. Something had to be done. With Marika gone in a few months, she couldn’t leave the two children alone. Although they were hardly children, she kept reminding herself. She had to do something. But what?

A few weeks later, as she stood on the patio waiting for Hennie and Rianne to finish their tennis lessons at the bottom of the garden, she thought she had the answer. She would send Rianne overseas, to England, like her father before her. A change of scene would be good for her. Perhaps after she’d done a year or two in England, she  could go on to Switzerland – one of those expensive finishing schools where Rianne might learn the rudiments of charm. She had spoken to a few friends in the UK, asking them to help her select a suitable school for her troublesome niece. But first she had to tell her.

She stood there, nervously watching the two of them as they walked slowly up the short hill to the house, arms linked, racquets trailing behind. They were so alike. She did not take a photograph, but kept the image of the two of them, her son and her beloved Marius’s daughter, as if it were the last time she would see them so. Hennie was almost a head taller than his cousin, but she was easily as strong. She had inherited Marius’s love of the outdoors, his passion for sport and physical challenge, as well as her mother’s more delicate beauty. At sixteen, she was stunning. Lisette was worried, not only for her son but for all the other young men who had taken to hanging around the house lately, just as Rianne’s friends hung hopefully around Hennie. Yet despite her beauty, there was something in the girl that was . . . damaged, something fragile and brittle and painful. Of course it was to do with the loss of her parents, Lisette knew that. But Rianne had lacked nothing . . . love, security, warmth. Lisette had seen to it that the girl was brought straight into the heart of her own family . . . and yet, somehow, it was not enough. There was a kind of hunger in the girl, although for what exactly, Lisette couldn’t say. There was a fearlessness about her, a recklessness that worried her. Rianne behaved as though she were accountable to no one, not even to what was left of her family. And this worried Lisette.

She smiled at them as they came up to the patio. They were both sweaty and tired from an hour’s game in the late autumn sun.

‘Darling,’ she said to Rianne, as she handed her a cold glass of lemonade, ‘won’t you come here and sit with me for a minute? I have some important news . . . for you both.’

Rianne looked at her suspiciously. Whenever Lisette addressed her as ‘darling’, she usually had bad news. She was not wrong.

‘England?’ Rianne looked at her aunt, alarmed. ‘England?’ she repeated. ‘Why?’

‘Well, your . . . father would have wanted it, darling,’ Lisette said quickly. ‘He was educated among them, you know. He would have wanted you to have the same.’

Rianne’s dark eyes flashed dangerously. ‘But I don’t want  to go to England,’ she burst out angrily. ‘I like it here. I don’t want to go. I—’

‘It’ll be good for you, skatjie,’ Lisette interrupted her. ‘You’ll enjoy it, you’ll see. I would have given anything to go, at your age, you know.’

‘I don’t care about you,’ Rianne shouted. ‘I’m not going. I’m not!’

‘Can’t she go to Ellersby, Mum?’ Hennie mentioned the exclusive all-girls boarding school near Cape Town. It wouldn’t be Johannesburg but it wouldn’t be England either.

‘No, it’s decided.’ Lisette was firm. ‘Uncle Hendryk and I have agreed, Rianne, that you’ll be going in September when the school year starts over there.’

‘I won’t. I won’t. I’m not going, d’you hear me? You won’t make me!’ Rianne threw her racquet angrily onto the ground and raced indoors.

Hennie immediately started after her but Lisette stopped him. ‘Leave her alone for a while, darling, she’s upset.’

‘Of course she’s upset. Wouldn’t you be? Why do you always have to decide everything for her?’

‘Me?’ Lisette was alarmed. Hennie had never spoken to her like that before. ‘Everything I – we – do for Rianne is for the best, you know that.’

‘No, everything you do is the best for you, best for what suits you, not for her. Why can’t you just leave her alone?’

‘Hennie!’ Lisette was furious now. ‘Hennie! Come back  here this minute!’ But he was gone. Lisette sat down on the wicker patio chair, her hands trembling and her heart racing. She needed a cigarette. Her angry exchange with Hennie had upset her. She was not used to talking to her children in that way. But she was also sure she was doing the right thing. Although she thought that nothing had ‘happened’ between her son and her niece, it would be no bad thing to put a bit of distance between them. She sighed. For about the hundredth time that year, she missed Marius dreadfully. What was she to do with his daughter?

 



‘Are you all right, miss?’ the chauffeur enquired gently, breaking in on her thoughts and forcing Rianne back to the present.

‘I’m fine,’ Rianne replied tightly. She rubbed her eyes fiercely.

‘Would you like to stop for a bit, get something to eat?’

‘No.’ She wished he would leave her alone. He was paid to drive, not talk. Who did he think he was? All the drivers she’d known back home were black and knew their place. They hardly ever spoke to her. She preferred it that way.

‘Well, we won’t be much longer. Another hour, I’d say. Miserable weather, isn’t it? Mind you, that’s England for you,’ he added.

Rianne ignored him. The weather outside just about matched her mood inside. Grey. Sad and grey. She watched the windscreen wipers through tear-soaked lashes. Swish-wish, swish-wish, swish-wish . . . She was lost again in thought.
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She was dimly aware that the car had come to a halt. She opened her eyes. They were outside an enormous dark building. She struggled to sit upright as the chauffeur opened his door and ran round the car to open hers. It was still raining, a fine misty spray that stung her cheeks as she swung her legs out – as Lisette had repeatedly taught her to do – and emerged onto the empty forecourt. She looked about her. A large brass plaque on one of the gate pillars announced the building as ‘St Anne’s and the Abbey Independent School for Girls’. She mouthed the words silently feeling her stomach contract. So this was it. She looked in dismay at the forbidding building in front of her. Even in the mist, it appeared cold and austere. It resembled nothing so much as an ancient fortress, complete with heavy oak and iron door and dozens of barred windows. She could just make out the two wings that flanked the main building, and the formal, very English gardens that ran around the side of the forecourt, sloping down the hill.

The front door swung open and in the light that spilled out she could see someone coming through the vestibule, moving rapidly towards her. Her stomach began to churn. She hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and walked reluctantly towards the door. The figure stopped in the doorway, waiting.

‘Rianne!’ a woman cried out. ‘Welcome to St Anne’s, my dear! Come in out of the rain!’ She opened her arms and Rianne suddenly found herself pressed against a matronly chest. She caught the scent of lilies, faint and sweet, then she was held at arm’s length as the woman looked at her approvingly. Rianne pushed her away rudely, squirming. She hated being hugged. Especially by strangers.

‘I’m Miss Matthews, the housemistress of Gordon House,’ the woman said, smiling. ‘Was it a long trip?’

Rianne nodded sullenly, looking past her to the hallway  beyond. It was everything she’d imagined an English boarding school to be – dark, with gloomily reflective floors and heavy wood panelling. Endless trophies and washed-out watercolour portraits of past headmistresses and head girls adorned the walls. A wide staircase wound its way up past several landings. She could see a few girls glancing curiously at her as they leaned over the banisters to see who the new arrival was and why she was arriving almost a month late – and why she’d arrived in a chauffeur-driven Mercedes.

‘It’s nearly supper-time,’ Miss Matthews said briskly. ‘You must be famished after that dreadful journey. I’ll take you along to your room and introduce you to the girls you’re sharing with. They can show you the way to the dining hall after you’ve had a chance to settle in. You’ll be with three girls, all very nice. I’m sure you’ll all get along famously. Gabrielle Francis will be in charge of helping you settle in.’

The butterflies in her stomach were fluttering again.  Three girls? She was going to share a room with three girls? She had never shared a room with anyone in her life. She couldn’t imagine sharing her space with three complete strangers. They would be best friends already, of course, and they would hate her. The latecomer. The odd one out. She followed Miss Matthews out of the hallway, trying to ignore the thudding in her chest.
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Upstairs, in room twelve on the third floor of Gordon House, Charmaine Hunter and Gabrielle Francis were rearranging the furniture, trying to make space for a fourth bed in the already crowded room.

‘Why do we have to have her?’ Charmaine complained, pushing her narrow bed closer to the wall. ‘It’s not bloody  fair. Everyone else has three to a room . . . and we’re fine  with just us.’ She kicked her trunk under her bed and flopped down. Enough exertion for the time being.

‘Because,’ Gabby muttered, ‘Matthie decided . . . and that’s that. No use moaning about it. She can change rooms at Christmas, Matthie said.’

‘But it’s so cramped in here. Look, there’s no room for an extra dressing-table.’

‘She can share mine. Will you shut up and get up? She’ll be here any minute. Come on! Matthie’ll be livid if it’s not organised when she comes in.’

‘Hello, what’s going on in here?’ Nathalie Maréchal, the third member of room twelve, bounced into the room, red-faced and sweaty from lacrosse practice.

‘Can you imagine?’ Charmaine squawked. ‘We’ve got someone else moving in.’

‘What? In here? When?’

‘Yes, in about five minutes. I mean, it’s not as if we’re not already living like sardines.’

‘Charmaine, will you stop whining?’ Gabby said crossly, lugging a pile of sheets, pillows and a duvet. ‘It’s only for a few months. Come on, help me make the bed up, will you? Nat, why are you just standing there? Why am I doing all the work?’

‘Cos you always do.’ Charmaine smiled at her sweetly.

‘Who is she?’ Nathalie shoved her lacrosse stick under her bed.

‘She’s South African . . . Rina something or other. She’ll be here any minute. Matthie wants us to look after her, be nice. I think her mother died. She’s loaded, apparently.’ Gabby began to stuff the duvet into its cover.

‘God, that’s all we need.’ Charmaine rolled her eyes. ‘Some spoilt little rich kid. She’ll have a fit when she sees this place. I bet she’s used to servants running around after her. Don’t they all have servants in Africa?’

‘Not everyone, you idiot.’ Gabby laughed at her. ‘Although I suppose she does – oh, come on, it won’t be  that bad—’ She stopped. They all heard footsteps outside. ‘Quick! It’s Matthie!’

Miss Matthews walked in and cast a quick eye around her. The three of them were lined up to meet Rianne and the room, thankfully, was tidy. She gave Gabby a grateful smile and turned to Rianne, who hung back reluctantly in the doorway.

‘Come in, my dear, they won’t bite!’

Rianne paused, drawing a deep breath, and walked into the room. All three girls stared at her, dumbstruck. Not only was she rich, she was absolutely beautiful.
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There was an awkward silence. Rianne ignored the girls and looked around the room in dismay. Four of them, in this tiny room? She looked at the narrow beds lined up so close to each other that they practically touched. Impossible. She turned to Miss Matthews, her eyes narrowing. ‘I am not staying here,’ she announced firmly, holding on to her overnight case. ‘I want my own room.’

‘Now, Rianne,’ Miss Matthews said, ‘there are no single rooms at St Anne’s. Sharing a room is part of the whole experience of boarding school. I know it’s a little more cramped than you’re probably used to—’

Rianne cut her off mid-sentence. ‘I don’t care. I’m not  staying here. You’d better find me my own room or I’m going straight home.’ The three girls were staring open-mouthed at her, then at Miss Matthews.

Miss Matthews pursed her lips. ‘I’m afraid that’s the rule, Rianne. Everyone shares. You’ll just have to manage. You may change rooms at Christmas, not before. Now, I’ll leave you to settle in. Gabby, make sure Rianne finds her way to the dining room in time for supper. Please don’t be late.’ She quickly turned on her heel and walked out.

Rianne looked angrily at Miss Matthews’s disappearing back. The woman was walking away? What the hell was she supposed to do now? She was used to stamping her foot and getting her own way.

‘Um, it’s not that bad,’ a voice said.

Rianne turned. A large, overweight redhead with thick, ugly glasses had spoken, and now smiled rather shyly. ‘It’s a bit of a squeeze but it’s only till Christmas. We can all change rooms then, if we want.’

Rianne stared at her, unsmiling. ‘I don’t care how long it’s for. I’m not staying here.’

‘Well, where are you going to go?’ A small, voluptuous blonde girl piped up. Her uniform skirt looked at least four inches shorter than anyone else’s.

‘Home,’ Rianne said curtly.

‘Where’s that?’

‘What do you care?’ Rianne retorted. The girl blushed angrily.

‘Look, it’s a bit late to go back tonight. Why don’t you just put your bag down and come with us to supper? You can ring your parents when we get back and they can sort it out.’ The overweight girl spoke.

‘They’re dead.’ Rianne looked at her coldly. Gabby grimaced. She’d forgotten.

‘Oh . . . I’m really sorry, I forgot. Well, your . . . is it your aunt? You can ring her tomorrow. Look, why don’t I introduce everyone, just in the meantime? I’m Gabby. This is Charmaine, and that’s Nathalie.’ All four of them stared at each other.

There was another short silence.

‘We’ll show you where supper is,’ Gabby offered. ‘It starts in about ten minutes.’

‘I’m not hungry.’ Rianne was dismissive, determined not to give an inch. She would phone Lisette that very evening and demand to be sent back home.

‘But you have to go. We’re not allowed to miss it.’ Nathalie looked worried.

‘I don’t care if I’m allowed or not. I’m not going.’

‘OK. I’ll tell Matthie you’re not feeling well.’ Gabby spoke again. She could see there was no point in arguing with her. She beckoned to the others to follow her.

‘Tell her what you like.’ Rianne shrugged. She didn’t give a damn what Gabby said to Miss Matthews. She wasn’t going to be around long enough for it to matter. The others looked at each other quickly and headed for the door.

 



‘Bloody hell,’ Nathalie said, as soon as the door shut behind them. ‘She’s a nightmare.’

‘What a bitch!’ Charmaine hissed. Her cheeks were still red with anger. Gabby nodded.

‘But awfully pretty,’ Nathalie added, sighing. All three nodded. ‘Really pretty,’ she repeated glumly.

 



Alone in the room, Rianne sat on the edge of one of the beds. Apart from the four beds, there were three dressing-tables, two large ungainly wardrobes and dozens of pop posters stuck to the walls. Piles of clothes, discarded shoes, books and papers lay everywhere. It was all so ugly. There were hundreds of little stains where the posters of previous occupants had been ripped off the walls, and everything looked like it needed a good scrub. It was so different from the cool, spacious bedroom and bathroom she’d left behind. She thought of her room with its warm terracotta tiles and french patio doors that opened onto her own balcony; her pretty mosaic-tiled bathroom with its shower, fluffy white towels and fresh flowers that Seni brought in from the garden every day. That was home. Suddenly her eyes filled with tears. Her new sweater and horrible corduroy skirt – items that Lisette had been so careful to buy according to the list they’d been given – scratched terribly. She wanted nothing more than to strip them off and take a long hot shower. She wondered where the showers were.

Five minutes later, having looked in all the rooms on the floor, she gave up. There were no showers. She couldn’t believe it. There was a bathroom at the end of the corridor, a damp, musty-smelling room with several cubicles and a row of washbasins. She’d never taken a bath in her life. Utterly miserable, she walked back to the room, collected her nightdress and toothbrush and made her way back to the bathroom. The taps creaked and hissed as the tub filled with water. She watched the steam rising from the hot tap as she stripped off the sweater, unbuttoned the starchy shirt and stiff skirt and kicked off the clumpy brown shoes. She peeled off the woollen stockings and hideous underwear and, shivering, climbed into the bath. The water was warm and soothing. She hugged her knees to her chest and closed her eyes. She longed to be at home with Hennie and Marika. She scrubbed herself fiercely, trying to wash away the events of the past two days and the feel of the prickly new clothes.

Her eyes were red and swollen by the time she got out of the tub and started to brush her teeth. She would put a call through to Aunt Lisette immediately. There was no way she was going to stay here. No way. She made her way back to the room. She would find that woman, Matthie or whatever her name was, and call home immediately.

But Miss Matthews found her first. When Rianne opened her bedroom door and saw her standing by the window, her heart sank.

‘Rianne,’ Miss Matthews began, in a firm but kindly voice, ‘Gabby said you weren’t feeling well.’

‘I’m fine,’ Rianne replied. Her heart was thumping.

‘Well, then, why aren’t you at supper? I’m afraid you’re not allowed to miss meals. That was pointed out to you.’

‘I’m not hungry.’ She was defiant.

‘That’s not the point. You are required to attend all meals in the dining room, except Saturday supper.’ Rianne said nothing. ‘I realise you’re tired and probably a little  upset, but you do have to comply with school rules. Have you eaten anything?’

‘No. I said I’m not hungry. And I don’t care about your stupid rules. I’m going home tomorrow,’ Rianne retorted rudely.

‘We’ll see about that,’ Miss Matthews replied calmly. ‘In the meantime, I’d like you to come down to my flat and have something to eat before you go to bed. You can’t sleep on an empty stomach. And I won’t take no for an answer. Come along, dear. Put your dressing-gown on.’ Rianne had no option but to follow the woman out of the room. She  was hungry, it was true. She followed Miss Matthews, close to tears again. But there was no way she was going to cry. She was a de Zoete, for God’s sake. As Lisette was always reminding her.
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Rianne woke with a jolt. An alarm clock had gone off, rudely interrupting her sleep. It was still pitch dark and, for a moment, she lay still in her narrow bed, confused. Where was she? England, she remembered suddenly. She closed her eyes. All around her, the other three were stirring grumpily. She could hear doors opening all down the corridor and the sound of the bathroom taps being turned on. She lay still for a minute. She would get up when they’d all left and phone Lisette. With any luck, she’d be gone by lunchtime.

‘Bloody hell,’ Charmaine groaned, yawning. ‘It’s freezing in here!’

Rianne snuggled down further in her bed.

‘What time is it?’ came Nathalie’s sleepy voice.

‘Time to get up.’ Gabby began to surface. She struggled to sit upright, looking at the sleeping figure beside her.  ‘Come on.’ She prodded at Rianne’s figure under the covers with her leg. ‘Time to get up. Breakfast’s in half an hour.’

‘I don’t want any,’ Rianne muttered. She was too tired and cosy in her little nest to even think about moving.

‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Gabby swung her legs out of bed. ‘Coming, you lot?’ She tugged at Charmaine’s duvet as Nathalie sleep-walked her way to the bathrooms.

Rianne burrowed even further into her bed. Within minutes the room was empty, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She’d been having such a pleasant dream . . . back home, of course, riding or swimming . . . something energetic and in the sun. She drifted off.

‘Rianne, get up!’ A voice penetrated her sleep. Rianne looked up from beneath her tousled mane. It was Miss Matthews and she looked furious.

‘You have approximately seven minutes to get dressed and make your way to the dining room. I’ve asked that breakfast be put on hold for the lower sixth until you get there. You’ll keep twenty-three of your classmates waiting until you present yourself so I suggest you hurry.’ Miss Matthews closed the door.

Rianne stared at the closed door in disbelief. She had no other option but to get up. And quickly.

Five minutes later, having pulled the horrible school sweater over her head and buttoned up her skirt, she rushed into the hall, her cheeks burning. Twenty-three pairs of eyes stared accusingly at her as she made her way towards the lower-sixth table. All the other years in the school were finishing breakfast and the Lower Sixth hadn’t even started. She did her best to ignore everyone but Miss Matthews was determined to make her point.

‘Breakfast starts at seven-thirty, Rianne. Please make sure you’re here on time from now on.’ Rianne was about to inform her that she would be gone by the following morning but she recognised the tone of the woman’s voice:  it brooked no argument. She bent her head as nonchalantly as she could, grimaced at the cold scrambled eggs and reached for a piece of toast.

As Rianne concentrated on her toast, the chatter around her slowly resumed. She took the opportunity to cast a quick look at the other girls. Apart from Gabby, Charmaine and Nathalie, they were pretty dull, mostly thin, wan girls with mousy brown hair and spotty skin. At one end, much to her surprise, there were four native girls, including one who looked at her superciliously. They were wearing uniforms – it wasn’t possible! They were pupils? Surely not.

 



Assembly took place as it did every morning in the large hall half-way down the short hill from Gordon to the Big House. It was mercifully short – prayers, announcements and a short reading for the day. To Rianne’s irritation, Miss Caruthers, the headmistress, insisted on welcoming her publicly to the school. Three hundred pairs of eyes turned to look at her and Gabby nudged her to stand up. Miss Caruthers even mentioned that ‘Rianne comes to us from somewhere considerably warmer, from South Africa, and we welcome her most heartily into our school community. I hope you will settle in splendidly among us, my dear,’ she finished, beaming. Rianne nodded impatiently. It was a complete waste of time, welcoming her to the school. She’d be gone in a couple of days.

As they stood up to leave, she was aware of the black girl she’d seen glaring at her at breakfast looking at her with the same hostile expression again. She glared straight back. Who the hell did she think she was? Rianne was shocked. It had never occurred to her that there would be native or even Indian girls at a school in England and yet, looking around the assembly hall, there were quite a number of them. Rianne had never had any encounter with blacks in any capacity other than as servants.

‘Who the hell is that?’ she asked the others, as the girl  gave her a final, dismissive glance. Rianne narrowed her eyes. How dare she look at her in that way?

‘Oh, that’s Jumoke Olalade,’ Gabby whispered. ‘She’s awfully clever – she’s sitting Oxbridge next year. She’s really nice.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ Rianne snorted. ‘Why’s she staring at me?’

‘Oh, you know,’ Gabby said, suddenly conscious of Jumoke’s sneer, ‘she’s from Nigeria – she probably doesn’t like South Africans.’

‘Well, you’d better tell her to stop. I’ll report her.’

‘Who to?’ The other two looked at Rianne in surprise.

‘I don’t know. To whoever. I mean, at home she wouldn’t even be allowed to speak to me.’ Rianne was arrogantly dismissive. Another reason to call Lisette. She would have a fit if she knew Rianne had to share her classes – or, even worse, a bathroom – with natives and Indians.

‘Well, you’re not at home now,’ Gabby replied tartly, ‘and we do things differently in England. Just stay out of her way. Anyhow, look, we’ve got to get to class.’ She tried to change the subject. ‘What subjects are you taking? I’ve got history first.’

‘Subjects?’ Rianne looked at her uncomprehendingly. No one had said anything to her about choosing subjects.

Gabby fished in her bag and produced a rather dog-eared timetable. ‘Yes, for your A levels. You have to choose at least two. That’s if you’re doing them. Charmaine’s not. She’s doing secretarial training.’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ Rianne said. ‘I’ll be leaving soon.’

‘You’d better come with us for today, though,’ said Nathalie. ‘You can talk to Matthie later on about what subjects you want to do.’

‘I told you,’ Rianne repeated, irritated. ‘I don’t care  about choosing subjects. I’m not staying.’

Gabby and Nathalie looked at each other. ‘Just take it, Rianne. If you can’t leave until the weekend, you might as  well know where you’re supposed to be each day. Go on.’ Gabby proffered the timetable.

Rianne took it reluctantly and stared at it. She’d never seen so many subjects – chemistry, maths, history, geography – good God, how the hell was she supposed to choose at least two? Or even one? She wasn’t much good at any of them, unless you counted French. Which was hardly fair since it was her mother tongue. Her mother’s tongue. Her mother. She shut her eyes immediately, a trick she’d used ever since that awful day. When she opened them a second later, the image of her mother’s body, covered in blue tarpaulin, dripping water, was gone. She reluctantly followed Gabby to the English classroom.

 



The day dragged by. The monotony of lessons was interrupted only by ‘elevenses’, a short break that involved running back to Gordon House and stuffing one’s face with as many slices of thickly buttered toast as possible. Gabby ate more toast than Rianne had ever thought possible for one person and she had to hide her shock when one of the Indian girls took her empty mug, rinsed it out and poured herself a cup of tea. Back home, people of different races  never shared utensils. Never. It was unthinkable. Lisette would be horrified. Rianne was confident of her response: come home immediately.

But unfortunately for Rianne, after a long, tedious afternoon of classes and yet more toast at four o’clock, when she finally rang home, Lisette wasn’t there. Unknown to her, Miss Matthews had taken the precaution of phoning her aunt that morning. They had decided to force Rianne to spend at least a fortnight at St Anne’s by pretending Lisette was away on business and unreachable. That way, they had reasoned, she would have to give the school a chance . . . and then, who knew? She might even enjoy it. Her aunt was away on a business trip, a maid told her. She’d be back in about three weeks’ time. Whatever it was, Miss Rianne would have to call back then. Rianne nearly wept with  frustration. She slammed down the phone in Miss Matthews’s little flat and, ignoring the sympathetic look, ran upstairs to her bedroom and flung herself down on her bed, sobbing. Nathalie was the only one in the room but, after a couple of attempts to find out what was wrong with Rianne and getting no answer, she gave up and left the room to find the others. Let her stew in her own misery. She’d have to snap out of it sooner or later.
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But she didn’t. By the end of the second week, even Miss Matthews was worried. Rianne was as unhappy as she had been on her first evening. She withdrew into herself, rebuffing everyone’s efforts to draw her into school life. She was rude, sulky and, on the odd occasion when she condescended to speak to anyone, she was sarcastic, arrogant or both. She spent every evening alone in the shared bedroom, writing in her diary or listening to her Walkman, counting the days until Lisette’s return.

Her room-mates were annoyed. Rianne made them feel uncomfortable, even in their own space. She would hum loudly to herself, her Walkman turned up full blast, which made it almost impossible for the other three to have a normal conversation. Gabby spent more and more time in the library, away from the tension in the room; Nathalie suddenly became an avid sports enthusiast, signing up for extra lacrosse and hockey practice almost daily. In that way, she managed to spend most of her day outside the room. It was left to Charmaine, who was unfortunately interested in neither books nor sport, to brave the awkward silences. She was still in awe of the beautiful newcomer.

‘What’re you doing tomorrow?’ she enquired casually on the Friday evening at the end of Rianne’s second week. She was sitting on the floor, carefully painting her toenails.  Rianne was lying on her bed, eyes closed. For once, she had forgotten to put on her headphones.

‘Nothing.’ Rianne was uncommunicative.

‘D’you want to come into town with me?’

‘Where?’

‘Town – you know, Malvern. There’s a group of us – we meet every other Saturday at a tea-shop in town. It’s fun.’

‘What? Drinking tea?’ Rianne sounded faintly contemptuous. ‘No thanks.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Charmaine insisted. ‘I mean, it’s not like you’re doing anything here, right?’

‘I’d rather do nothing than sit in a room full of girls drinking tea.’

‘Oh, suit yourself,’ Charmaine said crossly. She was only trying to be nice.

There was silence for a few minutes.

‘OK,’ Rianne said suddenly.

‘What?’

‘OK. I suppose I could go. There’s nothing else to do.’

‘Oh, good! It’ll be fun, I promise. We’ll go after lunch.’ Charmaine was rather pleased with herself. She’d cracked Rianne’s frosty exterior. She looked up, smiling, but Rianne was rummaging around for her Walkman.

If Charmaine thought it was the start of something approaching friendship, Rianne thought to herself, she was sadly mistaken. Going into town with someone once meant nothing. She ignored Charmaine and put on her headphones. She was surprised at herself. Why on earth had she agreed to spend an afternoon with a bunch of silly girls drinking tea? Back home . . . Well, that was another matter altogether. Saturday mornings the phone would start ringing at eight o’clock, everyone desperate to get her approval for their plans or, even better, her company. In the summer, she’d get up, pull back the sliding doors of her bedroom and walk across the lawn to the swimming pool, watching the early morning sun slither across the still-wet grass. She loved the silky feel of the water, warmer than the  air outside, chasing the sleep from her eyes. Then it was breakfast with Hennie and Marika in the enormous, sunny kitchen – a slow start to the day as they discussed their options and Poppie bustled about filling coffee cups, spooning egg onto their plates . . . another piece of bread? And there were always options: horse-riding, swimming, hanging out at the mall, someone stealing an older brother or sister’s car and heading out of the city . . . back home there was always something to do and someone interesting or fun to do it with . . . but here? Look at her, stuck in the middle of nowhere, contemplating a day’s outing drinking tea? What the hell had happened?

She was bored. She’d been cooped up indoors with a bunch of noisy, weird girls for almost a fortnight. For someone accustomed to living in the sun, this was confinement at its worst. She turned onto her back and lay listening to music until Charmaine had finished painting her nails and waddled off to the bathroom, bits of cotton-wool sticking out from between her toes.

 



‘You must be joking,’ Nathalie said, cramming the last piece of toast into her mouth. They were sitting in the kitchen at Gordon, gossiping. ‘She’s going to town with you? Tomorrow?’

‘Yes. We’re going in after lunch.’ Charmaine looked at her and Gabby.

‘Well, good luck. I hope you get more than a word out of her, sulky cow. And you’d better get her to change her clothes. Did you see what she was wearing last week? Those awful trousers?’

‘Oh, God – they were awful.’ Nathalie grimaced. ‘So baggy and . . . yuk!’

‘Doesn’t she know corduroys are so out?’

‘Maybe they don’t have any fashion where she comes from.’

‘They’re probably just a few years behind,’ Gabby said mildly. ‘Besides, she’d look good in anything.’

‘Not brown cords!’ Charmaine laughed. ‘Specially not with white tennis shoes! Did you see them?’ The three of them nodded and laughed.

The kitchen door opened loudly and they fell silent. Rianne walked past them and opened the fridge. Her cheeks were unusually red.

Gabby blushed too: she was sure Rianne had heard them talking about her. The others were staring into their mugs. ‘Hi, Rianne.’ She rushed to fill the awkward silence. ‘I heard you’re going into town with Char tomorrow. It’ll be fun.’

‘Don’t bet on it,’ Rianne said tightly. She collected a pint of milk from the fridge and walked out of the kitchen.

The three looked at each other.

‘Shit! She probably heard us.’ Charmaine looked a little worried.

‘Who cares? Serves her right. We’ve been nothing but friendly to her and she’s been a bloody cow,’ Nathalie said defensively.

‘Now she won’t come,’ Charmaine said gloomily.

‘Don’t be silly, she’s probably bored to tears sitting on her bed every night,’ Gabby said calmly. She knew, even if the others didn’t, that Rianne cried herself to sleep almost every night. She reached for another piece of toast.

Charmaine nodded. Gabby was always right.

 



‘You’re not going in like that, are you?’ It was just after lunch the following afternoon. Charmaine looked at Rianne’s outfit in horror. She was wearing a blue cotton skirt, a thick patterned jumper, brown tights – and, horror of horrors, bright green leg-warmers.

‘What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?’ Rianne demanded, immediately defensive. She’d actually thought quite hard about what to wear. She’d been a bit unsure about the leg-warmers – on the list they’d been under ‘bedwear’ – but everyone seemed to wear them.

‘Well, everything, really.’ Charmaine was thrilled at the  opportunity to wax lyrical on her favourite subject, which was style. ‘You can’t mix your fabrics,’ she said sternly. ‘Cotton and wool. Your skirt’s cotton, that’s mistake number one. It’s October and you shouldn’t be wearing cotton unless it’s a shirt. Mistake number two, it’s blue and those awful leg-warmers are green. Don’t you know the rule? Blue and green should never be seen. Your jumper doesn’t go with anything and your tights are completely the wrong colour. And leg-warmers only go with trousers.’

‘Jesus. We’re only going into some stupid little village,’ Rianne said, in exasperation. ‘It’s not a fashion show, for Christ’s sakes.’ What was the girl twittering on about?

‘Fine. Suit yourself. You’ll see,’ Charmaine muttered. Ungrateful cow. She was squeezing into her denim skirt when Rianne pulled off the leg-warmers and skirt and put on a pair of jeans. Charmaine smiled to herself. So she had been listening, after all.

 



Rianne looked at Charmaine out of the corner of her eye. In a denim miniskirt, red tights and a black sweater, she looked far better than Rianne did. It was something of a shock to her to realise that she wasn’t leading the pack in terms of what she wore, looked like or said, the way she did at home. Here everything was topsy-turvy: she had to follow the others, figure out from watching them what to wear, say, do . . . She hated it. She watched Charmaine run a brush through her short blonde hair and she was ready. Almost. As an afterthought, she reached into her drawer, pulled out a stick of lip gloss, ran a practised finger round her mouth and dabbed a bit of the gloss on her eyelids. They were forbidden to use make-up, she explained as she turned to Rianne. ‘D’you want some of this?’ She held out the little tube. Rianne took it ungraciously and put some on her own lips. ‘Shall we go?’ Charmaine said, checking herself one last time in the mirror.

‘Suppose so.’ Rianne was careful not to be too enthusiastic although she was looking forward to leaving the school  grounds. She hadn’t been outside the stone walls since she’d arrived.

 



‘Look, there’s the bus! We’ll have to run for it!’ Charmaine broke into as elegant a run as she could manage in her tight skirt as they neared the bottom of the hill. Rianne had no idea where they were running to. She overtook Charmaine and reached the corner a good minute ahead of her. She could see the bus – an ancient blue thing – trundling up the hill towards them but she’d no idea what to do next.

‘Stand at the stop, Rianne!’ Charmaine shouted, struggling along behind her. ‘At the stop! The stop, you idiot!’ Rianne looked around her, confused. The stop? She had no idea what a bus stop looked like. Fortunately, the driver saw them, chugged to a halt and waited obligingly.

Charmaine caught up with her, out of breath. ‘Didn’t you see the stop?’ she panted, as she fished out money for their fares. ‘You’ve got to stand next to it otherwise they just drive past.’

‘Where?’ Rianne looked around. They were standing next to a pole. A small red sign at the top proclaimed ‘Bus Stop’. She rolled her eyes. ‘How’m I supposed to know it’s a stop? There was no one else here.’ She’d never taken a bus in her life. She’d seen people waiting for them – natives, of course – but there were always hundreds of them queuing at the side of the road . . . it was hard to miss them.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve never been on a bus!’ Charmaine exclaimed disbelievingly. They got on. It was almost empty. It was a little early for the afternoon rush when all the girls in the sixth form descended on the town.

‘We have drivers at home,’ Rianne said haughtily. ‘Only natives take buses.’

‘Really? You have a driver to take you everywhere? What about when you go out with your friends? Do they  have drivers too?’

‘Everyone has a driver. They just drive you and bring you back. That’s what they’re supposed to do.’

‘Really?’ Charmaine was intrigued. ‘Anywhere you want to go?’

‘Of course. How do you get around?’

‘At home in London? Oh, on the tube. Or sometimes in a taxi, if I’m with a boy. But taxis are awfully expensive.’ Rianne said nothing. Back home, no one talked about money: everyone simply had plenty of it. She sat back in her seat and looked out of the window.

It was really quite pretty, she had to admit. In Malvern the leaves were turning from a dark, mossy green to burnt orange and fiery gold. The bus creaked and groaned its way down the hill towards the town, slipping past stone cottages, some with thatched roofs and gardens full of tea roses. They stopped a couple of times at more funny poles with red placards to pick up a handful of people. Rianne looked at them out of the corner of her eye. There were little old ladies, heads in scarves, with shopping-bags and sensible walking-shoes. She’d never seen an old lady carry her own shopping, let alone stand by the side of the road to wait for a bus. An old white lady, that was. She wondered where all the servants were. She looked at the houses on the way down – tiny little places, hardly bigger than those in the townships. And with such funny names – Five Elms, Riverbrook, Sweet Charity, though there wasn’t an elm or a river in sight. She thought of the homes in her neighbourhood in Bryanston, enormous, every single one, with sprawling gardens, pools, tennis courts, and with protective walls, some with bits of jagged glass on top to prevent anyone climbing or even peeking over. Almost everyone she knew had a little sentry post at the front gate, with an armed guard who lived, ate and slept in it as the first line of defence against them. Aunt Lisette’s guard was an elderly Zulu – she couldn’t remember his name – but he’d been there for ever. He had a large wooden stick he called a  knobkerrie, and his gun was always propped against his chair. He was afraid to use it. Hennie sometimes joked that Festus – that was his name – thought the gun was simply a  heavier knobkerrie. He’d no idea how to use it and probably wasn’t aware even that it fired bullets. She giggled suddenly.

‘What’s funny?’ Charmaine asked. It was almost the first time she’d seen Rianne smile. She looked enviously at the perfect, pearly white teeth and wide, generous smile which completely transformed the otherwise tense and unhappy face.

‘Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about my cousin.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘He. Hennie. He’s really nice.’

‘Is he here too? In England?’ Charmaine was interested. Rianne’s life, with its chauffeurs and natives – whatever  they were – sounded so much more glamorous than a two-bedroom flat in Pimlico.

‘No, he’s going into the army.’

‘The army?’ Charmaine sounded impressed.

‘Yeah. He doesn’t want to go.’

‘Why’s he going, then?’

‘Well, all the boys back home have to go to the army when they’re eighteen.’

‘Oh.’ Charmaine vaguely remembered a Swiss boy at the Boys’ College who had done the same. She’d thought it terribly unfair. ‘That must be awful – having to do it, I mean.’

‘Yeah. There’s a war at the moment, somewhere, but I don’t think Hennie’ll have to fight.’ Rianne supposed he’d crack enemy codes or command troops from an air-conditioned office, something like that.

‘Really? How thrilling.’ Charmaine was captivated. It all sounded so much more romantic than anything that was happening in her little circle of friends.

‘Suppose so,’ Rianne shrugged, uninterested. She couldn’t have cared less about wars.

Charmaine was suddenly aware of the young man sitting in the seat opposite staring incredulously at the two of them. She looked away. She tried not to speak to the village  ‘yokels’ as they were known. They were ever so rude. Thankfully, the bus was coming to a stop.

‘Come on, this is where we get off.’ She beckoned to Rianne.

The young man also got up. Charmaine stopped to let him pass. ‘Fuckin’ toffs,’ he said loudly, and she blushed.

‘What did he say?’ Rianne asked, as they descended from the bus.

‘Oh, don’t take any notice. He’s just jealous,’ Charmaine whispered.

‘Of what?’

‘You know. Of us. Well, he’s poor.’ Rianne gazed after the disappearing back, confused again. Poor? How could a white person be poor? Then she remembered. She’d once driven through the northern Transvaal with Lisette and Uncle Simon, her aunt’s financial adviser. They’d passed some farms, Rianne remembered, and she’d asked about the dirty little white children running barefoot at the side of the road, playing with the pot-bellied native children. Her aunt had murmured something about poor Afrikaner families. It was terrible what the – what word had she used? – boycott, that was it. It was terrible what it was doing to their farms. So there were poor white people in the world. But what were they doing in Malvern?

Charmaine was walking purposefully towards the end of the road. ‘Come on – Serendipity’s is on that corner. I want to get a good seat.’

‘What for? It’s a tea-shop!’ Rianne was puzzled.

‘To get a good view,’ Charmaine replied. Rianne followed her across the road. View of what?

 



The tea-shop was packed. The little bell above the door tinkled as they entered. Inside was noisy and smoky. There was a short lull in the conversation as all the girls in the room simultaneously sized up the newcomer, noted she was with sexy Charmaine Hunter and groaned inwardly. Double assault.

Rianne looked around her. The room was packed and the girls outnumbered the boys by about ten to one. She was surprised the little shop could hold so many tables.

‘Char, darling!’ someone called from the back of the room. Charmaine and Rianne struggled through. Mwah!  Charmaine and three other girls who’d called them over did the English schoolgirl version of the French welcome kiss – two loud kisses on either side, mostly in the air – and smiled rather superciliously at her new – and beautiful – friend. Unlike Charmaine and Rianne, the others wore uniform – ‘Ledbury School for Girls’, Rianne read from the stitching on their jackets. Where the hell was Ledbury?

‘Darlings,’ Charmaine cried, ‘this is Rianne. She’s from South Africa. Her family own all the diamond mines or something.’

‘Really?’ One of the girls arched an eyebrow. Beautiful  and rich.

Rianne gave a tiny smile. Why was everyone suddenly called ‘darling’? Charmaine was acting very strangely.

‘Have you met Ree?’ one of the girls asked Rianne. ‘He’s from South Africa too.’ Rianne shook her head.

‘No,’ Charmaine interrupted. ‘I don’t think he’s here today.’ Rianne glanced at her – she’d sounded like she wanted to get her claim for him in first.

‘Shall we have some scones?’ Charmaine asked Rianne, as they sat down and pushed their bags under the table.

‘If you like.’ Rianne shrugged. She opened her new bag and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. Charmaine, she could see, was watching with ill-concealed admiration as she lit up, drawing smoke expertly into her mouth and exhaling through her nose. Everyone knew that Charmaine had been practising for months but somehow, no matter how hard she tried, she always wound up spluttering and coughing. Lately, she’d developed the habit of barely inhaling, but it still looked fake. Rianne, on the other hand, knew she looked cool.

A minute later, a couple of boys from the upper sixth at  the Boys’ College strolled casually over. ‘Hi, Charmaine,’ one said, looking not at Charmaine at all, but at Rianne. She slowly and deliberately blew a cloud of smoke in his direction. He coughed and reddened.

‘Hi, Michael.’ Charmaine smiled engagingly. It was Michael Rhys-Walker, the deputy head boy. He’d never so much as looked at her before.

‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ he said to Rianne, ignoring Charmaine.

‘No, we haven’t.’ Rianne looked at him through half-closed eyes. The girls at the table looked at her admiringly. She was just too cool for words! Michael Rhys-Walker seemed unsure what to do next.

‘Oh, Rianne, this is Michael, and Michael, this is Rianne de Zoete,’ Charmaine said quickly. Rianne had almost finished her cigarette and certainly seemed in no hurry to respond.

‘Well, hello, Rianne.’ Michael gave a half-bow. Rianne nodded. The other boy grinned at her too, inanely. Rianne looked bored. There was a short silence. Charmaine and the other girls rushed to fill it, chattering nervously.

It was all rather silly, Rianne thought. A couple of pasty-faced boys in the whole tea-shop and fifty girls fighting for their attention. She looked at the two in front of her. Ugh! What was wrong with English boys? One looked like he needed a good haircut and the other a bath. Thankfully, after they had realised she wasn’t going to join in the conversation – it was all about people and places she’d never heard of – they sloped off, receiving a warmer welcome at the next table. Charmaine and her friends were now analysing the brief encounter, and Rianne found herself gazing out of the window. It was all a bit childish. She wondered what her crowd back home were doing . . . what Hennie was doing. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about him very much since she’d arrived. She missed him. She missed his easy laughter, the way his eyes crinkled at  the corners when he smiled. She even missed their arguments. Only another few days to go until Lisette was back, she thought. Then she’d see them all again. She even missed Lisette. Well, not that much, but she would be a little nicer to her when she got home.

‘What?’ Charmaine had asked her something.

‘What’re you wearing to the ball? It’s in three weeks, you know.’ The four were on their favourite topic – the Half-term Ball.

‘I won’t be here,’ Rianne said firmly.

One of the others looked at her in surprise. ‘Why? Where are you going?’ she asked.

‘Home. Next week. I hate this place.’ Rianne’s voice was a little louder than necessary. A couple of girls at the next table looked up.

‘Oh, you can’t miss the ball! It’s such enormous fun.’ This came from the rather horsy-looking girl who had shouted to catch Charmaine’s attention when they first came in.

Rianne raised her eyebrows. Enormous fun? With boys like these? She shrugged her shoulders and looked at her watch. It was nearly five o’clock. It would soon be time to go back to school. She lit another cigarette. God, she was bored.

 



In the library at St Anne’s, sitting in her usual spot beside the tall, elegant windows, Gabby closed her books with a snap and watched the late-afternoon sun dance across the manicured lawn. She was restless. She’d read the same paragraph through almost three times and she still couldn’t remember what she’d read. She was sitting in her favourite seat, studying her favourite subject – history. She’d even managed to resist buying a KitKat to go with her afternoon tea – no mean feat – but she was still miserable. She kept thinking about the ball and what she would wear. Last year’s dress, she already knew, simply wouldn’t go over this year’s hips. She’d tried it on secretly one night in the  bathroom when everyone else was asleep. It wouldn’t go past her thighs.

She chewed the end of her pencil. There was no way she’d get anything out of her parents for a new one. That was problem number one. She didn’t want to go to the ball but she knew – just knew – that Matthie would be counting on her to patrol the corridors and the patio outside the dining room to make sure no one slipped off into the bushes or, quelle horreur, was found doing anything other than dancing a respectable foot apart – rumour had it that Miss Caruthers actually came round with a ruler. However, no one would be dancing with her, that was problem number two. Or was it three? She made a quick mental calculation; the ball was three weeks away. How much weight could she lose in three weeks if she hardly ate anything? Enough to squeeze into last year’s dress? Fortunately it was navy blue – the practical Charmaine had seen to that. Perhaps she could do something with her hair. She stared at her reflection in the window. Fat, frumpy, foolish. That was what she’d look like on the night. Who’d want to dance with that?

 



Reluctantly Charmaine turned to Rianne. It was almost six and they’d have to run to catch the last bus. ‘I suppose we’d better get a move on,’ she said, with a rueful smile.

Rianne had never dreamed she’d be pleased to go back to St Anne’s, but hanging around in a tea-shop was not her idea of fun. They both got up.

‘See you in a fortnight.’ Charmaine bent down to kiss everyone ostentatiously. It seemed to be part of the silly game.

‘’Bye, darling,’ the others chorused. ‘’Bye, Rianne, see you next time.’

‘Not bloody likely,’ Rianne muttered to herself, and gave a half-hearted wave. She walked to the door.

Charmaine was still busy kissing the air, giggling and fluttering her fingers at different tables as she made her exit.  Rianne rolled her eyes and reached for the doorknob, but the door opened suddenly and she almost lost her balance. She stumbled against the step but was immediately caught by a pair of strong hands. She caught a glimpse of a navy blazer and grey flannel trousers as she straightened.

‘Ree!’ she heard Charmaine squeal excitedly behind her. She looked up. Straight into the face of a young black man. She jumped back, snatching her arm away, but before she could do or say anything else, Charmaine had practically shoved her aside. There were cries of welcome as he walked inside the shop. Charmaine quickly staked her claim.

‘Ree!’ she exclaimed again. Evidently she wanted everyone to see her standing next to him. ‘We’re just going – what a pity.’ Rianne looked on in amazement as Charmaine and the native boy exchanged kisses – a peck on each cheek.

‘Hi, Charmaine,’ he said, giving her the briefest of smiles. He didn’t seem quite as enthused to see her as Charmaine obviously was to see him. He straightened up. He was a good head taller than Rianne. He looked at her, a faintly amused expression on his face. Rianne’s cheeks burned. How dare he look her in the face?

‘Oh, Ree, this is Rianne. She’s just arrived. She’s from South Africa too.’ Charmaine reluctantly made the introductions.

Ree looked at her again, more closely. ‘I didn’t catch your name,’ he said, sounding just like any one of the well-spoken English boys she’d met that afternoon.

Rianne looked at him in confusion. Charmaine had said he was South African but he certainly didn’t sound it. Who the hell was he? And what was he doing in the Boys’ College uniform? He even had a little gold badge pinned to his immaculate lapel – ‘Head Boy’, it read. What was a head boy? She stared at him. ‘What?’ she said, as coldly as she could.

‘Your name?’ he said again, a little more slowly this time.

‘Rianne de Zoete,’ she said imperiously. If he really was from South Africa he’d know to show her a little more respect.

His eyes narrowed. He looked at her insolently for a second and then, to her complete shock – and Charmaine’s – he brushed past them both and walked away.

‘Ree!’ Charmaine called. Everyone was watching them curiously. ‘Wh-what’s the matter?’

‘Nothing. Nothing wrong with you – I’m just fussy about the company I keep.’ He joined Michael Rhys-Walker and his sidekick. There was a stunned silence. It was the most monumental snub. Someone giggled. Charmaine hurriedly opened the door and stepped outside, pulling Rianne with her. She closed it firmly behind them.

‘Oh, my God!’ she said dramatically, putting a hand to her face. ‘Oh, my God !’ she repeated. She looked at Rianne. Rianne’s face was flushed.

‘What an asshole!’ Rianne said angrily, close to tears. She had never, ever been spoken to that way – and by a  native!

‘What on earth – does he know you?’

‘Of course not! He’s a native, you idiot. How dare he speak to me like that?’ Rianne was furious.

‘What’s a native?’

‘An African – a black person, you idiot.’ Rianne marched up the road, wanting to put as much distance between her and the damned tea-shop as possible.

Charmaine trotted after her. ‘Look, stop calling me an idiot, all right? I’m not stupid. I know he’s black! But Ree’s not a native, he’s Riitho Modise!’ Charmaine said indignantly.

‘What’s his name?’ Rianne stopped in her tracks. Modise? Where had she heard that name before? ‘What did you call him?’ she repeated.

‘Riitho. Except none of us can pronounce it properly so we call him Ree. Don’t you know who his father is?’

‘Who?’

‘Livingstone Modise!’ Charmaine said triumphantly.

‘Who’s Livingstone Modise?’ Rianne said, puzzled. She knew the name . . . but why?

‘Eh?’ Charmaine stared at her. ‘You’ve never heard of Livingstone Modise?’

‘No. Why should I? Who is he?’

‘I don’t believe you! He’s just about the most famous person in the world! He’s in jail. You’re the idiot! He’s  much more famous than you are.’

‘Well, I don’t care how famous he is, or how famous his  father is, he’s just a native and he’d no right to look at me. No right at all. I’ll—’

‘Oh, don’t tell me, you’re going to report him,’ Charmaine said crossly. Rianne was beginning to get on her nerves. Ree was gorgeous, he wasn’t a native! What the hell was wrong with her? ‘Go ahead, see if anyone listens to you. You’re not at home now, you know. It’s different here.’

Rianne resisted the temptation to slap Charmaine. She was so ignorant. She had no idea how the world worked. Just look at her, kissing a native boy. Rianne couldn’t get over the stab of revulsion she’d felt watching them. Although, much as she hated to admit it, he’d seemed a lot better than the native boys she’d met back home. Not that she’d met very many. He was tall, broad-shouldered and well dressed . . . and he spoke so nicely. But still. What was it Charmaine had said? His father was in jail? He was practically a criminal. She would phone Marika as soon as she got back. She’d know who his damned father was.
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An hour later, having picked at the disgusting plate of corned beef and chips – it looked and tasted like something you’d feed the cat, Rianne complained – Rianne knocked on Miss Matthews’s door and asked permission to use the phone. It was a Saturday and Miss Matthews agreed. She left Rianne alone in her sitting room and went into the kitchen to make them both a cup of tea. Rianne dialled the familiar number. It was Poppie who answered. Neither Hennie nor Marika ever picked up the phone.

‘Ay, Rianne, hou gaan det?’ Poppie asked her excitedly, in Afrikaans.

‘Oh, Poppie, ek saal nie bly hier nie, aseblief. Ek kaan nie kom nie,’ Rianne answered, her lower lip trembling. I can’t stay here, not a moment longer.

‘Ag, Tannie Lisette saal moêre kom, Rianne,’ Poppie said comfortingly. Lisette will be back tomorrow. ‘Jou kaan med Tannie Lisette praat. Sy kan alles te rekening maak.’

‘OK, Poppie.’ Rianne sniffed. ‘Waar’s Marika?’ She heard Poppie shout for her cousin and Marika’s ‘Ek kom!’ in the hallway.

‘Hey.’ Marika grabbed the phone, excited. ‘Rianne! How’s it?’

‘It’s awful, Marika, just awful. I can’t wait till Aunt Lisette comes back. When’s she back? Tomorrow?’

‘Er, yes – tomorrow.’ Marika sounded uneasy. They’d all been instructed not to let Rianne talk to Lisette for the first three weeks. ‘It’s for her own good,’ Lisette had instructed firmly. Marika bit her lip. She hated lying. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing. Well, just . . .’ Rianne hesitated for a moment.

‘What? What’s the matter?’

‘Do you know who Livingstone Modise is?’ Rianne asked, in a rush. Her cheeks burned again as she recalled Ree’s insolent stare.

‘Livingstone Modise?’ Marika sounded surprised. Both  at the fact that her cousin had never heard of him and the fact that she was asking.

‘Er . . . yes, the one in jail. Who is he?’ Rianne lowered her voice.

‘He’s a political prisoner. Why?’

‘Oh.’ Rianne was momentarily taken aback. A political prisoner. What was that supposed to mean? ‘Well, you’ll never believe it,’ she continued, after a moment’s hesitation, ‘but his son is here. In my school. Well, not my school but the school next door. Can you believe it? It’s disgusting!’ Rianne’s voice rose indignantly. Matthie put her head round the door. Rianne turned her back. ‘Just wait till Aunt Lisette finds out. I’ll be home tomorrow, I can tell you!’ she whispered.

‘You met him?’ Marika seemed impressed. ‘Wow!’

‘There’s no “wow” about it! It’s just awful ! There’s all  kinds of people here. I have to share a bath with you-know-whats ,’ she whispered fiercely. Rianne was disappointed. Marika sounded more like Charmaine!

‘Er, what shall I tell Mom?’ Marika asked hurriedly.

‘Tell her to call me as soon as she gets in. She can call the housemistress.’

 



It was almost lights out by the time Rianne returned to her room. She’d wandered down into the gardens at the bottom of the school grounds and sat on the stone wall, smoking. There was someone else in the room – Rianne recognised her vaguely, Rebecca something or other. She slept in the room next door with two others and often popped into their room. Gabby was reading, Nathalie was towel-drying her hair. Charmaine and the new girl were studying the clothes in the style section of her favourite magazine,  Tatler. They were looking for useful tips on what to wear – or, more importantly, what not to wear – at the ball. They looked up as Rianne entered.

‘Did you have fun today?’ Rebecca asked.

Gabby put down her book and gave her a warning glance. Rianne wondered why.

‘No.’ Rianne was curt.

‘Oh? Why not?’ Rebecca persisted. Gabby looked up sharply. She’d been afraid something like this would happen.

‘I just didn’t.’ Rianne started for the door.

‘I hear you met Ree Modise. Did you two know each other? From back home, I mean?’

‘Becky,’ Gabby said warningly.

‘No. Of course not. Don’t be stupid,’ Rianne said arrogantly. She’d almost reached the door.

‘What d’you mean?’ Rebecca ignored Gabby’s warning tone.

‘He’s a native. Of course he doesn’t know me. Where I’m from, they know their place.’

‘Ooh! Do they?’ Rebecca’s eyes were wide. She turned to the others for support. ‘Do they really?’

‘Yes, they do. And so should you.’ Rianne was losing her temper.

‘And what’s my place?’

‘Rebecca!’ Gabby raised her voice. ‘That’s enough. Just leave her alone.’

‘Why don’t you mind your own business?’ Rianne said angrily to Gabby. She was perfectly capable of fighting her own battles.

‘Why don’t you just fuck off, Rianne?’ Nathalie burst out suddenly. She looked at Rianne. Two bright red spots stood out on her cheeks. The others turned to stare at Nat. It was years since anyone had seen her that angry.

‘Why don’t you?’ Rianne retorted. ‘All of you.’ She looked at them, her eyes glittering with tears. ‘Just fuck off.’ She yanked open the door and slammed it behind her.

 



‘God!’ Rebecca looked at the others in shock.

‘You really didn’t have to start that, Becky,’ Gabby said  crossly. It was ages since she’d seen Nathalie so wound up. ‘She’s our room-mate, not yours.’

‘Me? She started it!’ Rebecca protested angrily. ‘Did you hear what she said about Ree? I mean, everyone knows where she’s from but—’

‘Don’t start,’ Gabby said. ‘I know she asked for it, but still . . . I know loads of South Africans – well, one, anyway – and she’s nothing like Rianne. Nothing at all.’

‘Well, I think we should ignore her and not talk to her at all. She’ll soon learn. Maybe she can talk like that where’s she’s from, but not here.’ No one said anything, but Gabby was uncomfortable. Much as she agreed that Rianne was a pain, she didn’t like the idea of ignoring her. It would only make the atmosphere in the room worse. She sighed. Keeping the peace between the four of them was just about manageable but keeping it between Rianne and the rest of the house would be impossible.

‘Why don’t you go back to your room, Becky, just for now? I’ll talk to Rianne tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Give her a bit of time. She’s new – no excuse, I know, but let’s leave it till tomorrow.’

Rebecca got up and flounced out of the room. Gabby switched off the light abruptly. Time for everyone to simmer down.

 



Rianne sat in the bath for what seemed like an eternity. At first she was simply too angry to cry. She stared at her legs under the water, now losing their golden tan, then slid further down in the tub. The lines of her body blurred, sliding, and she wept. Again. Today was positively the last straw. She was leaving, whether Lisette agreed to it or not. Stuff them and their silly schoolgirl ways. She’d find somewhere else to go.

 



The following morning, as soon as she was awake, she knocked on Miss Matthews’s door. The housemistress let her in without a word and Rianne rang home. Lisette was  firm. Rianne was to stay at St Anne’s until Christmas. That was all there was to it. Then the whole family would be flying to Sans Soucis, the de Zoete family home on Martinique in the Antilles, and Rianne was to stay put until then. End of discussion. If she tried to run away, Lisette would call the police. And that was no idle threat. Although Lisette was horrified – horrified – to hear that Rianne was sharing her living space with native and Indian girls, Rianne would just have to ignore them.

She listened to Rianne’s tearfully indignant story. ‘Don’t pay any attention to the other girls, Rianne, and stay well away from the native girls, darling,’ she said briskly. ‘Make sure you don’t use the same cups. And clean the bath before you use it. You know.’ That was the plan. Period.


Rianne listened to her aunt in silence. She slammed down the phone and rushed upstairs, ignoring the look of exasperation on Miss Matthews’s face.

 



‘Look!’ Nathalie walked over to Charmaine’s bed with the previous month’s Vogue. ‘What d’you think of this?’ She pointed to a simple black evening gown with a wide, flared skirt and an off-the-shoulder neckline.

‘Mmm. It’s OK.’ Charmaine looked up from her own magazine. It was two weeks to the Half-term Ball and both girls were preoccupied with what to wear. ‘A bit plain, though, don’t you think?’

‘Not if I wear one of Mama’s necklaces,’ Nathalie said, grinning. Along with perfume, bath oil and the occasional ten-pound note, she’d acquired a few pieces of her mother’s jewellery to supplement her own modest collection. ‘I nicked this one in the summer.’ She opened the small leather case on her dressing-table.

‘God, it’s gorgeous! Didn’t she notice?’ Charmaine asked, admiring the white gold necklace with the single square diamond encased in gold.

‘Nope. She’s got so many. My stepfather spoils her rotten. D’you think I’ll ever find someone who’ll spoil me?’  Nathalie said, fingering the necklace. Her stepfather was simply too generous – to all of them.

‘Course you will. Try it on.’ Charmaine said. Nathalie held up the necklace against her throat. The diamond caught the light, sending brilliant flashes this way and that, as Nathalie gazed at herself in the mirror.

‘Up or down?’ she asked, pulling her hair off her neck.

‘Oh, up. Definitely,’ Charmaine advised. She was playing her favourite role – stylist. ‘Where are you going to get the dress from?’

‘Mama’ll send it. I’ll write to her this evening. I just have to tell her where to get it from in London.’

Charmaine sighed enviously. ‘I don’t think my mum will let me get something new, and I’m broke. I just can’t wear the dress I wore last year.’

‘Can’t you alter it?’ Nathalie suggested. Her own mother simply handed over wads of cash as compensation for the time she never spent with her two children.

‘I suppose I’ll have to,’ Charmaine mumbled. ‘I just hope I get asked to dance.’

‘Of course you will,’ Nathalie said soothingly. ‘You always do.’

 



Gabby pulled on a sweater as she made her way to the library. It was freezing. St Anne’s held fast to the ridiculous tradition of not switching on the central heating until half-term, regardless of the temperature. She pushed open the heavy wooden doors and wound her way through the reading carousels to her usual spot by the window. She wrapped her scarf round her neck and dumped books on the table. Gabby had a secret, something she hadn’t told anyone – yet. She was planning to sit Oxbridge the following year. Jumoke Olalade wasn’t the only girl at St Anne’s with academic ambitions. The only person who knew she was thinking about it was Miss Featherstone, the English teacher, a graduate of Magdalen College. In fact  she had put the idea into Gabby’s head. Gabby had gone pink with embarrassment when Miss Featherstone had suggested she sit for the exam and had tried to laugh it off.

‘Oh no!’ she’d giggled. ‘Me? You need brains to sit Oxbridge. I’d probably fail.’

‘You have brains, Gabrielle,’ Miss Featherstone said earnestly. ‘You should really think about it. Whether you choose to read English or not.’

‘Well, it’s really nice of you to say so, Miss Featherstone. I will think about it,’ Gabby said, smiling shyly. She didn’t quite believe her, but still . . . it was nice to be thought of in that way.

‘Nothing to do with being nice, Gabrielle. You have talent. You should use it.’

Gabby was too pleased to do anything other than nod. She’d always had difficulty accepting praise – she wasn’t used to it. Although few people at St Anne’s knew much about it, Gabby’s home life was one in which compliments were rarely, if ever, voiced. In fact, nothing much was ever voiced. Her father, Geoffrey – third-rate solicitor and domestic bully – hated noise, hated raised voices, hated conversations he did not dominate. In fact, Gabby thought, he much pretty hated everything. She and her mother lived in his shadow, speaking only when spoken to, attuned to his overbearing presence. It was a pretty stultifying environment for a lively, naturally curious child.

Gabby knew she had been a mistake. She had learned from her grandmother, whom she adored, that her mother, on finding herself pregnant at the age of forty-one, had sunk into a post-natal depression from which she had never fully recovered. Rearing a child, as far as Ellen Francis was concerned, wasn’t something she’d planned. And as everyone knew, Geoffrey was a careful planner. Geoffrey’s public persona, that of a pompous and patronising lawyer, masked his true nature: he was a weak and vain man who traded on his privileged upbringing – Harrow, Cambridge,  the City. He was desperate to conceal the truth – he’d failed the Bar so many times even Ellen had dared suggest he give it up. Predictably, he’d reacted badly to the timid suggestion.

After that, things in the house rapidly got worse. The more apparent the failings in his professional life, the more domineering he became in his little domestic world. And it  was little – just Gabby and Ellen. To make matters worse, Gabby was neither a pretty nor a quiet child – in Geoffrey’s eyes, essential qualities in a woman. He had managed to tame his wife; Ellen Francis was a timid, dreamy woman – given to secret gin tippling and whispering her words. But Gabby was another matter altogether. She was loud and boisterous, the result, no doubt, of having to scream for attention. Geoffrey was outraged by her.

By the time Gabby was six, Ellen contemplated sending the clumsy, overweight child to boarding school but Gabby’s grandmother, who adored her grandchild, intervened. It was out of the question that the child should be sent away at six. From then on, Gabby had spent most of her time in the big, comfortable house in Hereford, reading the hundreds of books her grandfather had left in his enormous study under the eaves, amusing herself and asking endless questions about the world – most of which her delighted grandmother couldn’t answer.

When she was nine, things came to an abrupt stop. Geoffrey insisted on sending her to boarding school and her grandmother reluctantly agreed. She couldn’t live deep in the Herefordshire countryside with only an elderly woman for company. So, dressed uncomfortably in her new uniform and shoes that pinched, Gabby boarded the train for St Anne’s, along with a dozen other girls of her age, and was welcomed by a large, smiling woman whose expression told Gabby everything she needed to know: this home was going to be a vast improvement on her own. Every holiday she went back to her grandmother, returning only to the  stifling London house before the start of each term for a short ceremony she had grown to hate: the handing over of her allowance. Geoffrey would dole out her pocket money for the coming term, ceremoniously holding out a cheque for almost the same amount he had been given at Harrow, some forty years earlier. That times had changed, and inflation with them, had barely made any impression on him. What had been good for him, he would pompously assert, was good for her, and bloody lucky she was, too.

Geoffrey was unnerved by his daughter . . . there was something in her expression . . . was it contempt? He couldn’t be sure. Whatever it was, it infuriated him. Gabby would take the cheque, fold it once, twice, and ask to be excused. Once, she’d forgotten to say thank you and had earned herself a quick slap. She remembered from then on – and hated it all the more.

She looked at the books in front of her and smiled to herself. They were reading Daphne du Maurier’s Jamaica Inn this term and Gabby was enthralled by the story of Mary Yellan and the strange family into which she was suddenly thrust. She was fascinated by the relationships in the story; by Patience Merlyn’s private hell, governed largely by her fear of her husband. Perhaps there was something in the balance of power between the protagonists that Gabby recognised from her own home and her troubled relationship with her parents; perhaps there was something about Mary Yellan’s relationship with Jem Merlyn, Joss’s younger brother, that spoke directly to her, to her loneliness as an only child – she didn’t know and couldn’t tell. The story fascinated her, that was all. She looked again at the question they had all been set: Despite her own misgivings, what reasons did Mary Yellan have for staying at Jamaica Inn?


She chewed her pencil thoughtfully. She thought she understood only too well the dreadful impasse in which Aunt Patience found herself but it was the relationship with  Jem that intrigued her. Gabby had never had a boyfriend, never been in love, never even contemplated it. Love – at least the heart-stopping, panic-inducing, appetite-suppressing version of it as experienced by Charmaine and Nathalie – didn’t happen to girls like her. She had male friends, yes – one or two, but that was different.

Nael Hughes was a friend. He was at the Boys’ College and was in her history class. Over the past few years, as the popularity of history at St Anne’s had declined, a decision had been made to send the one or two students still interested in it to the Boys’ College, rather than pay for a part-time teacher. At first Gabby had been terrified – dropped in among all those loud, confident boys – but as soon as it had been established that she was every bit as good as the best of them, if not better, things were fine. Nael was one of the brightest pupils, and although it had taken him a while, he had come to respect Gabby and like her. Theirs was a real friendship, albeit one tinged sometimes with rivalry. Nael was sitting Oxbridge – of course – and he wanted to read politics and philosophy at Cambridge. Gabby just loved the sound of the different combinations: PPE – Politics, Philosophy, Economics; PPP – Politics, Philosophy, Psychology. She was unsure as to what  exactly one studied under the umbrella of the various Ps, but they sounded impressive. Her only problem was that she enjoyed English too much to give it up. A new combination was needed: PHE – Politics, History, English, now that was something to wish for.

She was sure Nael would get in, he was so clever. And funny. Handsome, too, if you thought about it. He was half something – Italian or Spanish, Gabby couldn’t remember exactly, and half English – or Welsh. His dad was Welsh. He didn’t talk about his parents much. Gabby had the feeling there was something not quite . . . right about his background. She couldn’t say what . . . just a feeling. And then there was that thing about his name. Nael: it was  pronounced Neil. Gabby asked why it was spelled funny. He’d told her his mother had got it wrong on his birth certificate but when Charmaine had asked him, a year later, he’d told her it was an old family name . . . an old Welsh name. It had been on the tip of Gabby’s tongue to accuse him of making up stories to make himself sound exotic, but something about the way he’d blushed made her keep quiet.

He was unusual-looking for an English boy . . . olive-skinned, dark glossy brown hair and hazel eyes. Last summer, just after they’d sat their O levels, the lower and upper fifth history class had taken a picnic onto the hills. It had been boiling hot and Gabby, with her pale skin and red hair, had had to sit under the shade of a large parasol that Mr Rosenthal, the history teacher, had thought to bring along. She sat underneath it, feeling large, ungainly and uncomfortable in her long skirt and baggy T-shirt, and envious of Nael and the other boys who’d unbuttoned their shirts and were lying in the grass. By the end of the afternoon Nael had turned almost nut-brown. Gabby was amazed: she’d never seen anyone tan so quickly – and so well.

He smiled and said his mother was Mediterranean – that  was it – he always tanned easily. She liked looking at him, at his strong, well-drawn features and square, determined jaw. But he was just a friend. He already had a girlfriend, a perfectly nice girl called Mandy, who was at the Ladies’ College. Gabby had seen her once, holding Nael’s hand as they walked around Malvern. She’d quickly ducked into a shop before Nael had seen her. She wasn’t sure why. If she sometimes experienced a strange, fluttering sensation in her stomach when he turned to her in class and gave her one of his slow, sure smiles or winked at her when Rosenthal asked her a question and she answered it correctly, she put it down to nervousness. After all, it wasn’t easy being the only girl in a class of fifteen boys. She sighed and turned back to her essay.


What reasons did Mary Yellan . . . She looked at the question for the third time. What was she doing? She’d wasted almost fifteen minutes day-dreaming . . . and about nothing useful either. She had to concentrate. She stopped chewing her pencil and began to make notes. It was odd, though. Whenever she thought about Jem Merlyn or pictured him in her mind’s eye, he looked an awful lot like Nael.
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To her surprise, Rianne found the weeks beginning to slip by. Since she’d given up – at least for the time being – the thought of leaving the very next day, she found that the school routine asserted itself almost immediately and before she had had time to think about it, another weekend had arrived and gone. She’d been forced to choose her subjects, winding up with French, German and English – easy, if uninspired choices. There was no way she could have done history. She knew nothing of world events and the long lists of dates simply terrified her. For her, languages would be the easiest choice and the path of least effort. So it was. She was bored to tears in French and German although English seemed to involve an awful lot of reading. Gabby and Nathalie took English and Nathalie took French. She hardly ever saw Charmaine.

Aside from one or two cursory remarks, the girls in her room more or less ignored her. She was fine with that. She didn’t want to speak to them either. She spent most of her lessons looking out of the window or doodling in her notebook. She’d started a letter to Hennie when she’d arrived at the school and she was no closer to finishing now than she had been three weeks ago. As the bell sounded, signalling the last class of the week, she gathered her books in relief and headed for the door. She would finish Hennie’s  letter after supper. Two weeks to go until half-term, she thought, as she climbed the hill to Gordon. Then five weeks after that until the Christmas holidays. Could she last that long?

 



Lisette put down the phone, frowning. Rianne had just rung, demanding a dress for a school dance . . . a ball. A dress? What kind of dress? Lisette had asked. Rianne had no idea: she didn’t know what to buy so she’d rung home to ask Lisette to send something. She ought to know – she went to enough damn balls. Lisette frowned, then hurriedly reached up with a forefinger to smooth away the wrinkle. No more frowning – her new rule. Frowns caused wrinkles. She sighed. If Rianne needed a frock she would have to organise it immediately, but she was far too busy to do it herself; she had back-to-back meetings scheduled all week and her personal assistant was ill – blast Rianne! Why did she leave everything so damned late? It was typical of the girl, she thought crossly. Everything had to be done on her  schedule, according to her needs. She stubbed out her cigarette in a thick crystal ashtray that Clara had brought her and, despite her irritation, smiled her thanks. She prided herself on being courteous to her staff. Just then, Marika wafted past, on her way to the pool.

‘Marika, darling,’ Lisette called, ‘come here for a minute,  skatjie, will you?’ Marika stuck her head round the door. ‘Darling, I need a favour,’ Lisette began, smiling at her daughter.

Ten minutes later, it was done. Marika would find a suitable dress for her cousin. Marika was thrilled. ‘Not too frilly, hmm?’ Lisette cautioned, as she stood up and smoothed her skirt. She knew Marika’s tastes sometimes ran to the . . . well, ever so slightly gaudy. She supposed it was a reaction against her own aesthetic regime. She checked her reflection in the hallway mirror. As always, she was elegant, groomed, not a hair out of place. Her lilac suit fitted her to perfection and the colour was offset nicely by the  discreet gold jewellery she favoured. Her short blonde hair had been expertly cut to frame her face. Her eyes were touched at the corners with her favourite black pencil, just a little smudge to give them depth. She disliked the overdone  faux-glamour of many of her countrywomen: too much gloss, too much red, too much of everything. Hers was discreet. As she herself was. One last glance at her perfectly toned, lightly tanned bare legs and smart court shoes, and she disappeared down the cool, air-conditioned hallway.

‘Seni!’ she called out. ‘Waar’s my kar?’ She’d asked for the car to be washed and brought round to the front door. She had a meeting in Pretoria in an hour’s time and today, unusually, she felt like driving herself. Moments later, she heard the soft purr of the Mercedes’ engine and she picked up her handbag.

 



Six thousand miles away, Rianne consulted her watch. It was only ten o’clock. She’d managed to miss breakfast by pretending she had period cramps, not that there was anything to miss – except cereal, lukewarm scrambled eggs and burnt toast – but she was restless and didn’t feel like going for a walk. In a week it seemed as though autumn had given way to winter. Almost all the leaves were gone and the countryside was shrouded in a damp fog. What to do now? Gabby was in the library, Charmaine and Nathalie were involved in some complicated beauty ritual in preparation for the following week. She blew out her cheeks. Well, at least Lisette was organising her dress for the ball. She thought for a moment.

Perhaps she should go into Worcester and buy a pair of shoes – there was no way she’d wear those awful black lace-ups or even the flat-heeled pumps Lisette had bought. Yes, that’s what she’d do all afternoon. She’d go shopping this afternoon. She wouldn’t tell anyone, just slip off after lunch and be back before tea. She knew it was a school rule that they had to go out in pairs but she’d seen Charmaine coming back by herself the previous week and no one had  said anything. Miss Matthews hadn’t even known. She grinned. She might even go to the movies.

 



It was all so easy. At half past one, just as everyone was either getting ready to go into town or setting off for the playing-fields, Rianne put on her duffel coat, laced up her shoes and left Gordon by the back entrance. She walked a short way up the hill and then, as soon as she was out of sight of Miss Matthews’s flat, she cut across the hill and ran down the other side. She only had to wait about ten minutes at the bus stop and the Malvern bus came rumbling into view. There were three sets of juniors on the bus; they smiled shyly at the beautiful sixth-former but she ignored them. She’d grown accustomed to everyone staring at her.

She got off at Malvern Link – Charmaine and Nathalie had mentioned that the station was there – and bought a ticket, ignoring the questioning look that the middle-aged woman behind the screen gave her. ‘Just going for the afternoon, are you?’ She looked at Rianne’s gold credit card in amusement. ‘That’ll be three pounds. Haven’t you got any change?’

‘Oh.’ Rianne fished in her pockets. She’d no idea how much a train ticket cost. She pulled out a crumpled five-pound note.

‘Lovely. From the Ladies’ College, are you?’ the woman asked.

‘No.’ Rianne was irritated. What business was it of hers where she was from?

‘Only you’re not in uniform. Head girl, are you?’

‘Yes.’ Rianne guessed correctly that only head girls were allowed into Worcester without uniform. But how did the woman know she was a schoolgirl? She smiled briefly at her as she collected her ticket.

‘Enjoy yourself, love. Mind how you go.’

Rianne nodded, impatient to get on the train. She was excited at the prospect of leaving Malvern and going to the  city – the city! She’d never been to Worcester but at least it was a city. The train creaked its way slowly into the tiny station. There were only two other people on the platform. The doors slammed, one after the other, the guard blew his whistle and they pulled out of the station. Rianne found a window-seat and sat down, delighted with her adventure. She pulled her Walkman out of her bag and put on the headphones. This was fun!

 



Worcester turned out to be the biggest disappointment ever. It was barely bigger than Malvern, Rianne thought in disgust as she looked around the Shambles. Three clothes shops, all selling more or less the same brands of cheap, badly made clothes; two shoe shops for old ladies, a biggish but nondescript department store and a bakery. She thought longingly of Sandton Mall in Johannesburg with its eight floors of shops, its cinemas, hairdressers, cafés, beautiful people, cars, bars – what the hell was this? There wasn’t a cinema in sight! She was hungry too and nothing looked even remotely tempting. She might as well have stayed in Malvern.

She wandered off in the direction of the station, wondering if the real shops were somewhere else, where the real city began perhaps, but after a couple of attempts to ask passers-by she gave up. To begin with, she could barely understand what people said. Why didn’t anyone at school speak like them? And they seemed to have as much difficulty understanding her. ‘Weyre yew lookin’ fer?’ someone asked her, for the third time. Rianne shook her head.

‘I don’t understand,’ Rianne said, exasperated. The man repeated himself. Rianne shrugged her shoulders helplessly and walked off. So much for an afternoon in the city, she thought angrily.

She arrived on the platform and looked around for the Malvern train. A woman’s voice came over the loudspeaker: the Paddington train was about to depart from  platform one, ‘calling at Didcot, Swindon, Reading and London Paddington.’

Rianne didn’t stop to think. She simply walked up to the train, opened the door and boarded. As simple as that. A second later, the whistle blew and the Paddington train moved out of the station. Rianne stood for a minute at the door, watching the station blur as the train picked up speed. She smiled slowly to herself. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? She would go to the de Zoete apartment in Knightsbridge – there was always a housekeeper there. She would go shopping, she’d call Matthew Hillman or Pearl Fraser, Hennie’s friends who lived in London, and she’d go back to St Anne’s tomorrow afternoon. Her room-mates wouldn’t even notice she wasn’t there. Or if they did, they wouldn’t care. It was a brilliant plan! She walked down the train until she came to a first-class compartment. Might as well start her adventure in style.

 



‘Have you seen Rianne?’ Gabby asked Nathalie. It was nearly supper-time and there was no sign of her.

‘Not since this morning,’ Nathalie said, looking up from her book. ‘Why?’

‘Well, it’s nearly supper and I haven’t seen her all day.’

‘I saw her going up the hill,’ Charmaine said. ‘She sometimes goes for a walk in the afternoons.’

‘Well, I hope she doesn’t get lost,’ Gabby said, sounding worried. It was already pitch dark outside.

‘She won’t,’ Nathalie said reassuringly. ‘Coming?’

The three made their way to the dining room. It was a Saturday and although they didn’t have to go in to supper, none of them was a particularly keen cook and they were hungry.

Miss Featherstone was on duty that evening. She smiled at them as they came in. ‘Rianne not with you?’ she asked, as they walked over to the buffet table.

‘She’s not feeling well,’ Charmaine lied quickly. The last thing they wanted was to draw attention to her absence: all  sorts of things might happen – a nine o’clock curfew, for one. That had happened the year before. ‘We’ll take her some fruit,’ she added. Miss Featherstone nodded approvingly.

‘Stupid!’ Nathalie whispered to Charmaine, as they took their seats. ‘You didn’t have to lie!’

‘Well, what else should I have done? I don’t want Matthie flying off the handle just because Rianne can’t keep track of time,’ Charmaine said, aggrieved.

‘Well, if she’s not back by nine, I say we tell Matthie,’ Gabby said. Curfew or no, it wasn’t safe to be on the hills alone in the dark. The others agreed.

 



By nine there was no sign of Rianne. Gabby began to panic. What if she’d fallen and hurt herself on the hills? What if she was lost? There was nothing for it but to report her to Miss Matthews.

‘What do you mean “missing”?’ Miss Matthews said, looking even more concerned than Gabby. ‘When did you last see her?’

‘This morning, I think. I mean, I didn’t see her – I’ve been in the library all day – but Nathalie saw her at lunchtime. She said she was on her way up the hill.’

‘By herself ?’

‘Yes.’

‘But why didn’t Nathalie go with her?’ Miss Matthews asked. Really, how could they have let the poor girl go on her own?

‘Umm . . . well, you know . . .’ Gabby was embarrassed.

‘No, I don’t know. Honestly, Gabby, I’m surprised at you,’ Miss Matthews said sternly.

Gabby looked at the floor. She knew it wasn’t her fault but Matthie was right – perhaps they ought to have tried harder with Rianne.

‘Well, I’d better phone Miss Caruthers. You go back upstairs. I’ll come up in a minute.’ She closed the door and  bit her lip. Oh dear. This was serious. Where had Rianne disappeared to?

 



‘Well, we’d better organise a search party,’ Miss Caruthers said. She, too, was worried. The de Zoete girl was worth millions – God forbid that anything should have happened to her. She pulled on a coat, then went to call Mr Collins, the maths teacher, and two of the caretakers. Between them, they would organise a group of men to go up on the hills. She stepped outside. Blast! It was chilly and it was raining. She practically ran from her office to the caretakers’ quarters. It took the men half an hour to get the search party together and, followed by an anxious Miss Caruthers and Miss Matthews, they set off. ‘Not to worry,’ one of the men kept saying cheerfully. ‘We’ll find her soon. Can’t have gone very far.’

By midnight they were no closer to finding Rianne or figuring out where she might have gone. The party of six men had combed a four-mile radius, and to search any further they would have to call the local police. Miss Caruthers was reluctant to involve them so early in the search: she could not afford the negative publicity. If Rianne was on the hills, she knew, they would have found her. That left only one possibility: the wretched girl had run away.

She disbanded the search party until morning, and the two women went wearily to Miss Matthews’s kitchen. Rianne’s room-mates were still wide awake although they were under strict instructions not to leave their room. There was no point in everyone becoming hysterical, which was what tended to happen in such situations. None of Rianne’s clothes had gone, Gabby confirmed. She hadn’t even taken a toothbrush. Miss Caruthers wasn’t sure what that proved but she said nothing. She was worried but experience told her it was far more likely that the girl had bolted rather than wandered up onto the hills and fallen down a ravine. The difficult bit would be explaining to her aunt how she  had remained undetected for almost a day. In the morning she would make a few discreet enquiries at the railway station and with the Malvern taxi drivers. Everyone in the small town knew that such situations could – and often did – occur.

 



In London, her evening not having gone quite as planned, Rianne was watching TV in the large, comfortable sitting room at Wilton Crescent. She’d arrived just before five o’clock by taxi from Paddington and – thank God – Dinah, the housekeeper, was in. If she was surprised to see Rianne emerging from a black cab with no bags, no cash and wearing a school-regulation duffel coat, she said nothing. She paid the taxi driver and ushered her in out of the cold. Was she staying long?

‘No, I’ve got to go back to school tomorrow,’ Rianne said, thinking how nice it was to be back in a proper home. Although the flat at Wilton Crescent – more like a house, really – was only occupied for short periods by Lisette and the family, no expense was spared to keep it functioning as a year-round home. Fresh flowers were delivered every week, and a maid came every Friday to clean, polish and dust as though her life depended on it. Which, in the case of the stream of young girls who came through the maid service, it probably did. Dinah had her cosy flat on the second floor and the de Zoete family owned the entire third floor. It was a very nice arrangement.

Since Lisette’s business activities now included London on almost every overseas trip, Dinah had the arrangements down pat. A quick call from Lisette, often just as she was about to leave Jan Smuts International airport and Dinah would set things in motion. The flight from Johannesburg to London took twelve hours and she would arrange for a car to pick up Lisette the following morning at Heathrow. Then she would call the maid service and have the place dusted, fresh flowers brought in, including the lilies that Lisette favoured and tiny yellow roses for the three  bathrooms. She would phone Harrods’ food hall, and place the usual order for fresh coffee, croissants, a selection of ripe vegetables, fruit and meat. She would spend the afternoon cooking something delicious, transfer it to a plastic carton and leave it in the fridge for Lisette’s lunch the following day. If Lisette ate out, as she often did, Dinah would eat what she had prepared or – occasionally – give it to the maid with the proviso that the carton was to be brought back clean. Lisette always brought a couple of bottles of excellent South African wine with her, but Dinah would check that the stock in the larder was replenished and that several excellent bottles were on hand in case Lisette entertained at home.

‘Shall I make you supper, Rianne?’ Dinah popped her head round the door.

‘No.’ Rianne was cross – and it showed. She was lying on the enormous cream sofa, and although the TV was on, she wasn’t really watching it. She’d given up trying to find Matthew Hillman’s number and a call to Hennie at Bryanston had yielded nothing. Poppie had said he and Marika were in Cape Town, Lisette was out and no, she didn’t know who Matthew Hillman was. Or Pearl Fisher. Rianne put down the phone, almost in tears. Her one night of freedom and she couldn’t find anyone to spend it with!
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