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  For my brother, Charles:




  love you beyond words;




  proud of you beyond measure
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  Mia




  There’s a secret to getting older: a low-watt bulb over the mirror. Scrutinizing your image too closely and minutely dissecting the creep of the years is a recipe for

  disappointment. There’s a reason our sight gets blurred as we approach middle age.




  I slick on a smear of lipstick and stretch my smile to check my teeth. Not that I’m middle-aged yet, I hope. An unknown twenty-something PR cutie sent me a free sample of menopause cream

  last week, along with a perky little note exhorting me to try it out and write about it in my weekly column. Given I’ve only just turned thirty-nine, I clearly need to change the byline photo

  on my website.




  Maybe I should rub the cream on my mirror, I ponder idly, as I twist my blonde hair into a neat pleat. Or on my boobs. Or possibly my husband.




  ‘Ready?’ Kit asks, catching my eye in the glass.




  Gesturing down at my navy jersey wrap dress and nude L.K. Bennett heels, a homage to the Duchess of Cambridge, I give a twirl. ‘Smart? Or just dull?’




  ‘Appropriate,’ Kit says, pleased.




  Appropriate. No higher praise. Screw looking chic or sexy, or even just nice; I’ve long since learned the only sartorial criterion that matters to the Brits is

  appropriate. Better to look like the rear end of a truck in dated, ill-fitting taffeta and blend in than dress like a Vogue model and stand out. Kate Middleton is a sweet girl,

  but as per the strict British caste system, her blood isn’t exactly blue. Which means she can’t stray off-message with so much as a sparkly hairclip in case people start remembering her

  mother once took drink orders in Business Class.




  Kit’s usually more eloquent in his compliments, but today’s a special case. He picks up my pearl necklace and I dip my head so he can fasten it around my neck. The pearls were a

  wedding present from his mother, who’s been giving me appropriate gifts since I took up with her son in the hope of training the brash American out of me. Her distinct lack of

  success has dampened her enthusiasm not one whit. But today I’m playing it her way and dressing à la Middleton because I’m finally about to cross the aisle and become One of

  Them. (Much to my father’s horror, I might add. A rabid Bostonian, to him the events surrounding the Tea Party of 1773 are still raw.)




  Kit holds the bedroom door open for me and we go downstairs. My husband, of course, looks appropriate as always: a tall, bookish, handsome-behind-his-glasses tweedy English professor straight

  from central casting. (If you know your movies, think Robert Redford in Three Days of the Condor.) Greying blond hair a tad too long on the collar, leather patches on the elbows of his

  houndstooth blazer, beneath which he’s surprisingly muscular, piercing blue eyes ablaze behind those specs. He’s not quite a professor, not yet; he teaches English to unwilling teenage

  minds at an expensive private high school just outside Oxford. But he looks as if he should be rubbing shoulders with Tolkien and C.S. Lewis at one of those famous dreaming spires down the

  road; and in this country, appearances, as we know, are everything.




  My mother-in-law, Ruth, glances up from her Tatler as we come downstairs straight into the cramped sitting room. A converted labourer’s cottage dating back to the eighteenth

  century, our house is quirky and full of character, but so small you can almost stand in the middle of any room and touch both sides. ‘You look nice, Mia,’ she says approvingly.

  ‘That extra weight suits you.’




  ‘Did you want some Scotch with your vinegar?’ I mutter under my breath as I walk in. ‘Or were you waiting till after breakfast?’




  ‘Given the circumstances, dear, I’d call this medicinal, wouldn’t you?’




  The woman has ears like a bat. Without missing a beat, I pour Ruth a double measure from the wet bar – a ‘vulgar American habit’ of which she deeply disapproves – and

  hand it to her without the benefit of ice (a far more heinous British habit, if you ask me). Kit glances at his watch, then at his mother, but wisely says nothing. Ruth can drink all of us under

  the table and is a borderline alcoholic, but she does it with such unapologetic determination, you can’t help but admire her.




  The first few muffled bars of ‘Hail to the Chief’ ring out from my purse. I scrabble for my phone and dart back into the hallway, holding up one finger to pacify Kit.

  ‘I’ll be quick, I promise.’




  ‘You still going through with it?’ Lois demands in my ear.




  ‘Don’t try and talk me down. This is a heady, romantic gesture.’




  ‘Abandoning your job and running off to England for some guy was a heady, romantic gesture. This is just patriotic suicide.’




  ‘I’m doing it for love,’ I protest. ‘For my man. And as a mark of gratitude to the generous country that’s taken me to its heart—’




  ‘And will now give you cheaper taxes,’ Lois points out.




  ‘Well, yes. That too.’




  ‘You’re doing the right thing,’ she says unexpectedly.




  ‘Am I?’




  ‘Your life is with Kit. Lock, stock and barrel. You don’t need me to tell you that.’




  There’s a sudden lump in my throat. I’ve known Lois for more than fifteen years, since I first started as a lowly intern at CNN’s HQ in Atlanta. Nine years my senior, a native

  New Yorker who’s been there, done that and bought every T-shirt, she ran the International Desk with a fist of iron for a decade before jumping ship to start her own media consultancy.

  Widowed at just thirty when her cameraman husband was shot and killed in Bosnia, she single-handedly raised their infant son whilst growing her business into one of the top five media firms in the

  country. She’s my best friend – the smart, savvy, streetwise older sister I never had. Point of order: she’s my only friend.




  It’s a chicken-and-egg thing. Did I become a lone-wolf, hard-edged international journalist because I have few friends and no ties; or did I end up with few friends because I was never in

  one place for more than a day or two at a time?




  Either way, I have Lois to thank. She gave me my first break when I landed in her lap as an unpaid gopher, wet behind the ears and way too full of myself and my post-grad in journalism from UC

  Berkeley. She helped me cut my teeth and later gave me my first paid job as a producer. I earned my place on screen via the traditional journalistic combo of hard work (eighty-hour weeks, no

  vacations for two years) and dumb good luck (on the morning of 9/11 I happened to be just four blocks down from the World Trade Center interviewing a megalomaniacal IVF doctor who’d

  inseminated seventy-two women with his own sperm). I worked my way up from house fires and deer trapped on icy lakes to embassy bombings and Afghanistan. By the time I met Kit, seven years after

  starting at CNN, I’d finally joined the official war correspondent roster. I hadn’t quite made it to the big league yet, but I was just one civil war or African genocide away.




  However, three hundred twenty days a year on the road is a bitch if you want to have anything approaching a personal life. Sex life, sure: there’s nothing like a war zone to ratchet up the

  libido. Bombs as aphrodisiacs; it’s a recognized condition. Some of my romances even made it onto Main Street, but they never lasted more than a couple months. What man wants to play second

  fiddle to an unpredictable, insatiable, all-consuming job? The only guys who got it were those in the business themselves, and two high-powered, high-maintenance egos under one roof isn’t

  exactly a recipe for domesticity.




  When Kit and I met at a wedding in Scotland nine years ago (he was bartending; I was the reluctant family rep for the nuptials of a second cousin), I was just looking to get laid. We had a great

  hook-up on the ninth hole of the hotel golf course, and the sex was so good I couldn’t resist repeating it (in bed and out of it) numerous times over the remaining four days of my visit. But

  I never considered it might lead to something more permanent. Sure, he was great company: then thirty-one, a year older than me, he was smart, thoughtful and amusing. It didn’t seem either to

  faze or to impress him that I was on TV earning ten times what he made tutoring kids while he put himself through school after several years’ travelling across America, and consequently I was

  able to relax and be myself with him – something I hadn’t done in a long time. But there was no way a relationship could ever work. Not given the different lives we led. Not with four

  thousand miles between us.




  Kit, however, thought differently. Even then he knew me better than I knew myself.




  By the time my plane landed in Atlanta, there was already a witty, self-deprecating email waiting for me. It was impossible not to respond, out of politeness if nothing else, though I still

  couldn’t see any future in it. What as? Pen pals?




  And yet somehow, over the next few weeks, I found myself in the midst of a quaint Victorian courtship conducted entirely through the written word. We exchanged emails on subjects as wide-ranging

  as Melville and crème brûlée (Kit having trained as a chef during a brief marriage to a high-maintenance divorcee eleven years his senior). Gradually our emails became more

  frequent and more intimate as we slowly revealed ourselves to each other as if performing a biographic striptease: fragments of our childhoods, lost loves, sexual fantasies. I loved the elegant way

  Kit thought and wrote. His arguments were measured and scholarly; he was open-minded and responsive, and (uniquely in my experience) never afraid to admit it if there was something he didn’t

  know.




  Soon our emails were supplemented by phone calls, the two of us talking well into my night and his early morning, sometimes for several hours at a time. Three months after my first trip to

  Scotland, and at Lois’s urging, I flew over for a long weekend, just to put what I was beginning to admit could be It to the test.




  We passed, with flying colours.




  For nearly a year I shuttled between Atlanta and Edinburgh trying to decide whether I wanted to make the move permanent. Kit still had three more years of his doctorate to go, and besides, he

  wasn’t one of those people who can willingly transplant themselves halfway round the world. If one of us was going to relocate, it had to be me.




  Career-wise I could certainly do it – I could likely swing a posting to CNN’s London bureau; but more interestingly, I’d recently been approached by a Boston newspaper that

  wanted me to write a syndicated column. I still loved my job, no question, but for the first time in my career I was feeling battle-fatigued. Maybe it was the prospect of a different kind of life

  with Kit. Maybe I’d just seen enough kids maimed by landmines or emotionally scarred by years of civil war. Some time away from the front line could be just what I needed to return fresh to

  the fray in a year or two. I felt sure I could sell the Boston paper on the idea of some kind of Letter from America in reverse. The question was, did I want to make such a seismic change

  in my life for any man, however wonderful?




  For there was no doubt in my mind by then that Kit was very wonderful indeed. He was the first civilian I’d dated since I’d joined CNN, and the first Brit; he was different from

  every other man I’d known. He had no ego, or at least not the macho, thin-skinned kind that had problems with successful women. He had a quiet inner strength: he knew who he was, and what he

  was worth. I knew he’d keep me on the straight and narrow. That, in the end, was why I quit my job and moved four thousand miles to marry him. I didn’t need thrills and trouble from a

  man; I created enough of my own.




  It was a wrench, though. Admittedly I had few family ties: Mom had died a few years earlier from stomach cancer, Dad had just retired to Florida, and I was an only child with – as

  we’ve established – few close friends. But giving up your homeland isn’t as easy as it sounds, even for someone as rootless as me. If I hadn’t found out I was pregnant the

  month after I moved to Edinburgh, I’m not sure I’d have stuck it out. But Emmy’s arrival six months later sealed the deal; and I’ve never regretted it for one second.




  Emmy scampers down the stairs now, her long chestnut hair streaming over her shoulders, green eyes dancing with excitement. She gets her colouring from Ruth; both Kit and I are fair-haired and

  blue-eyed.




  ‘You look beautiful!’ she carols as she skids to a halt beside me. ‘You don’t look like you! You look like a proper mummy!’




  She takes after Ruth in other ways, too.




  ‘Lois, I have to go,’ I say into the phone. My voice catches. ‘I’m so glad you called. I really appreciate it, you know?’




  ‘I do, kid. Go do your duty. Queen and country and all that. Just remember you’re a Yankee at heart. Born and bred. Fourth of July and the Red Sox all the way.’




  Emmy tugs at my hand as I put my phone away and go back into the sitting room. ‘Are you going to be English from now on?’




  ‘I think it’ll take more than a piece of paper to achieve that,’ Ruth says tartly.




  ‘We should get going,’ Kit intervenes. ‘The ceremony starts at ten.’




  The four of us cram into his car, doubling up like pretzels to fit into the toy-sized seats. Cars in this country are so small. Like the roads. And the houses. And the parking spaces.

  (Don’t even get me started on the subway. Not for nothing do they call it the Tube: when the doors open at a station, people burst out onto the platform like popcorn from a pressurized can,

  having shared more intimate body contact with complete strangers in ten minutes than they have with their spouses in ten years.)




  But small cars or not, tepid alcoholic beverages or not, weird accents and stiff upper lips and smug sense of superiority or not, I love the Brits. I’m married to one. My daughter is one.

  And I’m about to sign on the dotted line and become one myself.




  The citizenship ceremony is surprisingly moving. Twenty-five of us file into the Council Chamber of Oxford’s County Hall along with our families and sign the Oxfordshire Citizenship

  Register. (Kit and I moved south from Edinburgh five years ago when he got a job teaching English at a secondary school just outside Oxford, shortly after he finally finished his PhD.) A speech

  from the local Mr Big, and then finally the Oath of Allegiance and the Citizenship Pledge.




  ‘I didn’t know we had an Oath of Allegiance,’ Ruth stage-whispers sniffily. ‘That sounds a bit American to me.’




  As I stand with everyone else to recite the oath, I’m hit by the ramifications of what I’m about to do. I’m legally renouncing the Land of the Free, officially throwing my lot

  in with the inhabitants of this foggy grey rock in the middle of the Atlantic. It’s not just about paperwork. I’ve lived here eight years, and superficially I’ve acclimatized: I

  watch Corrie, I know a bonnet is part of your wardrobe, I’ve learned to speak ‘English’ (though I’ll never completely renounce my own language: to me a tap will

  always be a faucet). I’ve come to understand only Brits are allowed to criticize the Royals, and that they much prefer the Germans to the French, despite two world wars. But Ruth is right: no

  matter how many pieces of paper I’m given, I’ll never really be one of them. My childhood was all yellow school buses, Saturday Night Live, Thanksgiving, and peanut butter and

  jelly sandwiches (aka PB&J), not Marmite soldiers and John Craven’s Newsround. I can dress in head-to-toe Boden, celebrate Bonfire Night and buy my panties at M&S till the

  day I die, but I’ll always be an outsider.




  Kit squeezes my hand, and I know immediately he understands. I smile up at him and take a calming breath. Lois is right. My life is with Kit, lock, stock and barrel. I’d give up a kidney

  for this man, never mind my country.




  ‘I, Mia Allen, swear by Almighty God that, on becoming a British citizen, I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second, her heirs, and successors,

  according to law.’




  It’s done. We all sing the British National Anthem (wonderfully solemn, but a bit funereal; if I’d been the one picking the anthem, I’d have gone for a more stirring number,

  like ‘Land of Hope and Glory’) and troop outside for a group photo on the steps. As if to demonstrate its very Britishness, the sunny September morning has given way to grey drizzle.

  Ruth huddles in the doorway with Emmy, waiting for Kit to go get the car. Perhaps, like the Wicked Witch of the West, she’ll melt if she gets wet.




  A shower of red, white and blue confetti flutters over me, and I turn in surprise.




  ‘Charlie!’ Kit cries. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’




  ‘Thought someone should welcome the new recruit properly,’ Charlie grins, producing a bottle of champagne and four flutes from a Waitrose bag. ‘Got to have bubbly, or it

  doesn’t count.’




  ‘You haven’t met my boss, have you, darling?’ Kit says. ‘Charlie, this is my wife, Mia.’




  I return her radiant smile as we shake hands. I knew Charlie was a woman, of course I did. Kit has worked for her for six months, ever since she recruited him from his local comprehensive to

  head the English department at St Alphonsus High School. He talks about her often; I know she’s whip-smart, energetic, imaginative, and as frustrated as Kit with the inertia among the faculty

  at the school.




  What I didn’t know until now is that she’s also tall, blonde, blue-eyed, charming and seriously gorgeous. Exactly the sort of girl I could be friends with, in fact.




  





  2




  Charlie




  There are times I wish I’d married a woman. Just for the sheer joy of a spouse who knows what to do with the pile of stuff at the bottom of the stairs.




  I pick up my husband’s discarded tie from the floor and add it to the stack of things to go upstairs, then throw my keys onto the hall table. ‘Rob? Milly?’




  A muffled shriek comes from the sitting room, followed by giggles. I pick up Rob’s jacket from the hall table and hang it on the coat stand, place his shoes neatly in a corner, scoop a

  heap of copper-wire cuttings and plastic tabs from the kitchen counter into the bin, put the pliers, screwdriver and wire-cutter back in the drawer, gather the crumpled pages of today’s

  newspaper and fold them neatly together, collect four spent batteries rolling around the floor and toss them into the recycling bin, tidy a dirty Marmite knife and plate into the dishwasher, screw

  the lid back on the Marmite jar, put away the milk, pick up Rob’s balled socks and score a direct hit into the laundry basket just inside the utility-room door, turn off the radio, put the

  cat food box back under the sink and sweep up the spilled Friskies, close his yawning briefcase and stand it neatly by the front door, step over the unspooled (and evidently unused) vacuum cleaner

  blocking the hallway, and open the sitting-room door. When I left this morning, the house was exactly the way I like it – square, light, modern, empty – and looking pristine.




  Rob is lying on his back in front of the fire, bare feet waving in the air like an upturned beetle. Milly is flying on them on her belly, arms outstretched, blonde hair tousled, blue eyes

  sparkling, and shrieking with joy. I can’t help laughing with them even as I pick up sofa cushions from the floor.




  ‘Careful, Rob, you’ll make her sick.’




  ‘She won’t be sick. She hasn’t eaten yet,’ Rob says, but he lowers Milly gently to the floor, rolling his eyes and winking at her.




  I put the cushions back on the sofa. ‘You didn’t give her dinner?’




  ‘I was waiting for you.’




  ‘I told you I’d be home late tonight because of the staff meeting, remember? You were supposed to warm up the lasagna.’




  ‘Sorry. Totally forgot.’




  He follows me into the kitchen as I get the lasagna out of the fridge, running his hand through his thick, dark hair, which is greying just a little now at the temples. His bare feet are still

  tanned from the summer, and a five o’clock shadow darkens all but the Hollywood dimple in his chin. Clad in old jeans and a faded blue T-shirt, he could still be the twenty-three-year-old I

  fell in love with almost two decades ago. I feel a sudden hot thrust of desire and turn away quickly before he can see it in my eyes. It’s always been like this. No matter how badly he

  behaves, how angry I am with him, how hurt, I’m undone by how much I always, always want him.




  It wasn’t part of my plan to end up married to my first serious boyfriend. At twenty-two, which is what I was when I met Rob, I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to get married at all.

  I’d made a point of not getting serious about anyone when I was at Oxford, breaking up with several perfectly nice, intelligent men (including a future Cabinet minister) for making a harmless

  suggestion that it was time for me to meet their parents. It wasn’t that I wanted to play the field; far from it. But my mother had been in the middle of her veterinary degree when

  she’d met Dad and given it all up to marry him. I’d seen first-hand the corrosive bitterness that had undermined their relationship for the next forty years. I didn’t want to make

  the same mistake.




  My talent was for languages; I’d studied Arabic with Aramaic and Syriac at university, and then interned for a year at the UN in New York before securing a job with the Foreign Office in

  Egypt, scoring among the top five per cent in my year’s intake. I dreamed of a glittering future in the diplomatic corps, wheeling and dealing in the shadows. I’d already been taken

  aside and had words like ‘fast track’ and ‘chosen few’ whispered seductively in my ear.




  And then I met Rob. I was no smarter than my mother, as it turned out. Bowled over by a chiselled jaw and come-to-bed eyes.




  He was on a month-long holiday at a resort in Egypt, trying to ‘figure out’ what he planned to do with the rest of his life. It seemed he’d been ‘figuring things

  out’ since graduating from Brighton with an engineering degree eighteen months before, and his plans had grown no more concrete in the interim. We met on the same scuba-diving course, and had

  an intense, erotic holiday romance which we both quickly realized had the potential to become something very much more serious. The only issue was one of logistics. He had no job, no plans for the

  future, while I’d just been offered a career-making posting to Khartoum. Naturally I didn’t expect him to follow me meekly around the world for the rest of his life. But surely he could

  see that I couldn’t give everything up now? If he could just spare me a year, two at most . . .




  But then he told me about David, and of course that put an end to the conversation. Death does that: trumps whatever cards you think you hold.




  David was Rob’s elder brother by five years. A golden child – and this isn’t just rose-tinted hindsight speaking. Handsome and clever, of course, but more than that. The kind

  of kid who found himself in the local newspaper at nine for coming up with an initiative to help the homeless that was taken up by Blue Peter. A boy who took all his Christmas presents to

  a children’s home – in secret – while his parents were sleeping off the Queen’s speech. The kind of brother Rob didn’t have a hope of living up to, however

  hard he tried.




  A drunk driver killed him on his mother’s sixtieth birthday. He’d nipped out to the shops for a bunch of flowers because Rob had forgotten to buy her a present. He was hit as he

  crossed the road back home. They found the bouquet still clutched in his hand, perfect, unharmed, not a petal out of place.




  ‘I can’t leave them,’ Rob said reasonably. ‘They need me. Surely you can see that? I can’t just up sticks and move halfway round the world. I’m all

  they’ve got.’




  That was the moment. The last moment I ever really had a choice.




  I don’t regret giving up my glittering Foreign Office career for a single second.




  If it hadn’t been for Rob, I’d have spent the last twenty years as a professional liar, oiling the wheels of diplomacy and cosying up to the representatives of murderous regimes in

  the name of political expediency. I’d have earned ten times what I earn now, met kings and presidents, and been unable to look at myself in the mirror.




  Instead, I turned down the Khartoum posting, quit my job with the Foreign Office and returned to England with Rob. He took a job at Black Rock, a start-up company in the then-fledgling IT

  industry. And I turned my back on a career that would have taken me all over the globe and allowed myself to be restricted to a small corner of Oxfordshire; I exchanged embassies for classrooms,

  taking a series of jobs teaching Arabic at various small independent schools. And I ended up a thousand times happier because of it. I love my job. I teach less than I used to since being

  headhunted for the post of Head of Humanities at St Alphonsus eighteen months ago, but it’s still the most satisfying aspect of my work. This may not be the career I planned, but I

  couldn’t have chosen a more fulfilling one.




  And my diplomatic background has stood me in good stead. There are few circles as competitive, as jealous and insecure, as incestuous and thin-skinned, as the academic one.




  Shelby Grade, the head teacher, leans back in her chair at the top of the conference table and folds her arms. ‘Sorry,’ she says shortly. ‘It’s an interesting suggestion,

  Kit, but no. I don’t think so.’




  ‘I know this will require some changes to the current syllabus,’ Kit Allen presses, ‘but given the return nationally to a more structured exam system, if we modify our courses

  to complement each other—’




  ‘Obviously, if you’d been here a bit longer,’ Shelby cuts in smoothly, ‘you’d know that our courses are already carefully structured to interface together

  perfectly. I’ve been at St Alphonsus thirty-one years, and our curriculum has been extremely successful. I can’t see any reason to modify it now.’




  A muscle twitches at the base of Kit’s jaw. I have every sympathy with his position; like me, he believes wholeheartedly in our school mission, and finds the but this is the way

  we’ve always done it rebuttal of every new idea intensely frustrating. I respect his passion and commitment to the school – it’s why I hired him to head the English

  department six months ago, and appointed him to the Forward Planning team – but I need him to work collaboratively with the rest of the team if we’re to make any progress.




  ‘With respect, Shelby,’ I say smoothly, ‘I think that given the government’s change of academic focus to core skills—’




  ‘We’ve always focused on core skills here,’ Monica Tarrant, the Head of Art, interrupts sharply. ‘I find Kit’s suggestion that we haven’t offensive and

  unhelpful.’




  ‘Let’s not make this personal,’ I say.




  ‘I’d like to know how else we’re supposed to take it,’ Monica snaps.




  ‘Kit is merely making the point that in order to remain competitive in an increasingly difficult market, treading water simply isn’t enough,’ I say patiently. ‘A number

  of schools in our area are already offering both the International Baccalaureate and American SATs, as well as A Level options, and if we want to do the same, which we clearly need to do

  if we’re to retain students, we have to conflate certain courses and expand our syllabus offerings.’




  ‘No offence to Kit, but this isn’t Franklin Comprehensive,’ Shelby says silkily. ‘I’m sure his last school had all sorts of unusual ideas, but we do things

  differently here.’




  ‘As I understand it, my experience at Franklin was why you brought me in—’




  ‘I didn’t bring you in at all,’ she flashes.




  Kit acknowledges the point-scoring with a terse nod. ‘I was asked to bring some new ideas to the table. This isn’t a criticism of the way things have been done in the past, simply a

  recognition that the business is changing.’




  ‘But that’s just it,’ Monica says triumphantly. ‘We don’t view our school as a business. It isn’t about money.’




  ‘You’re absolutely right,’ I say swiftly. ‘It’s about the children. I think we can all agree on that. We all want the best for them, which is why we all bring so

  much passion and enthusiasm to the table. We’re all trying to make St Alphonsus the best it can be. We are in a business, as Kit says: the business of forming and shaping young

  minds.’ I look around the conference table. ‘As you know, the current school fees are twelve thousand a year. It costs seventeen thousand to educate each child at St Alphonsus. The

  Sisters of Calvary make up the difference from their endowment to keep the fees competitive, but they’ve been as hard hit by the recession as the rest of us. We either have to raise the fees,

  which I know none of us want to do, or increase student registration,’ I add, spreading my hands. ‘It’s that simple.’




  ‘The mission of the school won’t change,’ Kit says, leaning forward to make his point. ‘It’s the administration and academic course offerings that will be

  updated. Naturally there will be full consultation with the trustees before we go ahead. No one is suggesting we rush into anything. But we do need to streamline some—’




  ‘I knew it!’ Monica exclaims. ‘And I’m sure it won’t be the English department that comes in for this streamlining, not given the support you get

  in certain quarters!’




  ‘Monica, as Kit just pointed out, this isn’t personal,’ I say evenly.




  ‘Absolutely not,’ Kit adds. ‘In fact, Monica, one of the things we’ll be looking at is augmenting the art department budget to allow you to bring online the various new

  media we’ll be looking to offer under the new curriculum.’




  Monica subsides, mollified, and I shoot Kit a grateful look. My job is to somehow mould the disparate and prickly personalities around the table into a cohesive team. Shelby Grade has been at St

  Alphonsus longer than God and is a smart and shrewd political operator, but she’s also obstructive and difficult to work with. I admire Kit for his ability to keep his emotions out of the

  debate despite intense provocation from both Shelby and Monica. In fact, the more I get to know him, the more I like him. Despite the nutty professor look – gold-rimmed glasses, scuffed

  brogues, corduroy suit complete with unravelling leather elbow patches – there’s a strong and rather rugged masculine air about him. I can’t quite put my finger on it. I can

  picture him sitting atop a wagon forging west across America, a pioneer building a cabin with his bare hands. I know he’s good at his job, but he strikes me as the kind of man who belongs in

  the great outdoors, in a different time and place. With an elephant gun in his hand, I think, glancing at Shelby and sighing inwardly.




  ‘Well, let’s not make any hasty decisions now,’ Shelby says, gathering the folders in front of her and getting to her feet. ‘Perhaps you could email me your thoughts,

  everyone, and we can have another round-table discussion at the next meeting.’




  She sweeps out of the room with as much majesty as five-foot-two inches’ worth of pink mohair suiting can convey, trailed by Monica and the rest of the Forward Planning team. I collect my

  own paperwork to the sound of the final lesson bell and join Kit as he stands at the window watching a crowd of boys in grey trousers and burgundy blazers streaming across the cricket pitch towards

  the horse chestnut trees down by the river. It’s good to know that even in this age of PlayStations and Xboxes, the tradition of conkers is still alive and well. Along with smoking behind the

  bike sheds, of course; though these days it’s probably Afghanistan Gold rather than Silk Cut.




  ‘Thank you,’ I tell Kit as he picks up his battered leather messenger bag and starts putting away his notes.




  He stops and looks up. ‘For what?’




  ‘I know how difficult Shelby can be, but we still have to work with her. I appreciate your patience.’




  ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day. There’s no point antagonizing her needlessly.’




  I smile. It makes such a difference to have even one member of staff supporting what I’m trying to do. The rest of the team are good people – intelligent and hard-working, putting in

  long hours for rather less than a king’s ransom; but none of them have Kit’s passion and commitment. They want to do their jobs, go home at the end of the day and switch off. None of

  them have the inclination or energy to go up against Shelby, but for the sake of the school, changes have to be made. Kit is exactly what St Alphonsus and I need. For the first time since I took

  this job, I feel I have a wingman watching my back.




  A Keatsian autumnal mist slowly drifts across the field from the river. ‘I wish I’d gone to a school as beautiful as this,’ Kit comments, glancing towards the window again.

  ‘These kids don’t know how lucky they are.’




  ‘Ditto. Local comp in Brentwood for me.’




  ‘Brentwood to Oxford? That’s quite a journey.’




  ‘I was a scholarship girl. First in my family to go to university.’




  ‘Likewise. My mother almost killed me when I dropped out in my final year. I went back eighteen months later, but at the time I thought she’d never forgive me.’




  I knew the bare facts from his CV, but it’s the first time he’s volunteered such personal information, and out of curiosity I keep the ball in play. ‘Why did you

  quit?’




  ‘I met my wife. My first wife, I should say. Suki. Eleven years older, very glamorous, very sexy, very messed up. Our marriage lasted twenty-three months, and twenty-two of those

  were spent arguing.’




  ‘Well, your judgement must have improved with age,’ I smile. ‘Mia seems lovely. How long have the two of you been together?’




  ‘Eight years, give or take. You?’




  ‘Married for six, but we’ve been together for nineteen. We met on a diving course in Sharm el-Sheikh.’




  ‘Wedding in Edinburgh for us. Not quite as glamorous. D’you still dive?’




  A sore point. ‘Not often these days. My husband Rob does, but since we had Milly, one of us has to stay home with her, and it’s usually me.’




  ‘Milly’s how old?’




  ‘She’ll be seven in February.’




  ‘Our daughter Emmy turned seven recently. We must get the two of them together sometime.’ He buckles his messenger bag and slings it across his chest like a bandolier. ‘It was

  really good of you to come to her ceremony last week, by the way. We both really appreciated it.’




  ‘No, it was my pleasure. I’ve been wanting to meet her ever since I started reading her blog.’




  He grimaces. ‘As the saying goes, don’t believe everything you read in the papers.’




  ‘She doesn’t pull her punches, does she?’




  ‘That’s one way of putting it.’ He grins. ‘I know she’d love to go for coffee or something if you have time. She’s desperate for intelligent female company

  – she works from home and feels quite isolated sometimes.’




  ‘I’d love to. I thought she was great fun.’




  Mia and I didn’t get much chance to talk the other day, but I took to her immediately. I don’t know why I was surprised at how warm and funny she was. I suppose journalists have a

  bit of a reputation these post-phone-hacking days. But Kit’s a decent, pleasant man, so it would have been a bit odd if his wife was a cast-iron bitch. Though I still wouldn’t have put

  them together if I’d walked into a party and met them separately. He’s so quiet and thoughtful, whereas she’s impulsive and outgoing. They’re a strange match.




  What do people make of Rob and me? I wonder as I walk back towards my office. Do we match? Or are people surprised to see us together, too?
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  Mia




  I haven’t been this nervous since getting ready for a first date, and you’d have to go a long way back for that. Most of my romantic entanglements – Kit

  included – weren’t exactly planned in advance.




  I smooth down my skirt, fidgeting uncomfortably. I hate pantyhose; they never make them long enough in the leg for someone my height, so they always sag at the crotch like I’m wearing a

  dirty diaper. But Charlie will be coming to the restaurant straight from work, so I’ve upped the ante on my go-to daytime uniform of jeans and black turtleneck. I’ve even broken out a

  pair of heels for the occasion. I’d never admit it in a million years, but Charlie slightly intimidates me.




  I grab my keys and pick up my purse. It’s all very well for Kit to tell me to relax and take it as it comes, but Charlie’s the first woman I’ve met in years – hell, since

  I arrived in this country – that I can actually see myself becoming friends with. No one will ever take Lois’s place, of course, but Manhattan’s a long way to go for a

  Girls’ Night Out. I need to find a friend here, someone local, someone I can just hang with. And I never thought I’d say that.




  All my life, I’ve considered myself pretty self-reliant. I had a handful of really close friends when I was a kid, but I never needed to be part of some huge posse to feel good about

  myself, probably because I was an only child and used to keeping myself amused. I adored my parents and got on well with them, but while most of my high school friends enrolled at Boston U,

  sticking to the same few square miles they’d known all their lives, I couldn’t wait to explore new pastures. I spent four years at Columbia in New York, and then another couple at

  Berkeley on the other side of the country in California, before completing the geographic triangle and moving south to Atlanta when I joined CNN. After college, I kept in touch with the few people

  I really cared about, and I still checked in with them when geography permitted, but their lives moved on without me, as mine did without them. We shared headlines on the rare occasions we did meet

  up, but we didn’t know the little day-to-day details any more, the small things that knit any relationship together. Gradually, over the years, we drifted apart.




  And thanks to my insane travel schedule, I didn’t really make new friends. I simply didn’t have time for them. I was a girl who travelled light, literally and

  metaphorically. So when I met Kit, I took a move of four thousand miles across the Atlantic in my stride.




  It was only when I quit my job and started writing from home that I realized how much I’d gotten used to the casual human interaction of a normal working day – my camera crew and the

  people I interviewed, of course, but also the taxi drivers, the coffee baristas, the PRs and agents and editors, the hacks I met for lunch and the government sources I took out for a drink in the

  evening. We might not have been friends, exactly, but we had a lot in common, and we moved in the same circles, knew the same people. I felt connected to the world, plugged in. Maybe my social life

  and work life had become one and the same, but my schedule was most always full.




  Suddenly all that was gone. Instead of jumping on a plane and zipping halfway round the world at a moment’s notice, the most exciting thing to happen in my day was putting out the trash.

  For the first time in my adult life, I actually had to live somewhere, rather than simply pit-stop while I washed laundry and paid a few bills. I’d never needed to put down roots

  before, because I’d never been home for more than three days at a time – four, tops. Now I was trapped alone in a tiny apartment every day with only my laptop for company, and not one

  single solitary soul to talk to till Kit got home.




  I’m not autistic. Technically, I know how to make friends; it’s a journalist’s job, after all, to turn a complete stranger into your secret-spilling BFF within a half-hour of

  meeting. And getting pregnant with Emmy helped some. At least the appointments with my obstetrician and the prenatal classes widened my social circle to include more than just the mailman and the

  FedEx guy. I made the effort to stitch together some kind of social life with other expectant moms, but at the end of the day, what did I have in common with a twenty-four-year-old hairdresser with

  two kids and another on the way? No one like me (professional, anal, American) came to these classes. The kind of smart, fast-track women I might have been able to connect with had better things to

  do with their mornings than hang around clinics comparing haemorrhoids.
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