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To Gill, with love









Prologue


Francesca leans across the table and puts her hand over his.


‘Oh, Dan, I’m so sorry.’


Dan looks up at her, his eyes full of pain. ‘It’s okay. It’s fine. It’s just . . . she suffers. You know. It’s a kind of madness and she can’t let it go.’


‘Of course.’ She smiles at him, hoping she is projecting all her sympathy. She truly is sorry because she hates to see him unhappy, but deep down in a place she hardly dares look, there is a secret desire that this should be one part of his charmed life that fails to go smoothly. ‘Have you thought any more about adoption?’


Dan sighs. She rubs her thumb gently over the top of his hand, relishing its smooth warmth. She still likes contact with him when she can get it. It has a slight thrill of the forbidden about it but there’s also a tiny element of ownership. I’ve known you so long, it seems to say. We can do this. We have permission to touch in this intimate way, usually reserved for lovers. At a recent party in his flat, she put her arm round his waist and slipped her hand into the back pocket of his jeans, letting her palm settle over the curve of his buttock. She kept it there for several minutes before he slid gently out of her reach and went to get more wine. Olivia, of course, had gone to bed.


‘She talked about adopting a Chinese girl,’ Dan says, ‘after she read something in a magazine. But I’m not that keen. It would be an absolute last resort. I mean, it’s such a risk. You just have no idea what child you’re going to get.’


Francesca blinks at him. You never know what you’re going to get even with your own children. But Dan has always liked to work in certainties, or as certain as he can make things. He likes plans and strategies, and clear cause and effect. She can tell that he is finding the frustration and unanswered questions of infertility a miserable experience. I wish I could take it all away. Make it easy for you.


He sighs again. ‘Adoption is not a serious option yet. She won’t give up while there’s a chance she might be able to get pregnant. The thing is, the expense . . . the money . . . we’ve done four rounds of IVF. We can’t afford any more.’ He slides his gaze away from hers. Despite the candour between them, he’s still proud. ‘And besides, things are dodgy at work. There’s another round of redundancy coming. I’ve already survived two. I might not be so lucky next time. We can’t spend everything we have on something that might never come off. Money down the literal bloody drain.’


She tightens her grip around his hand and says eagerly, ‘Let me help.’


‘What can you do?’ he asks with a small laugh that’s not scornful but hopeless.


‘I can spare some money. You know that.’


He tenses and pulls back a little. ‘No. I can’t do that.’


‘You can. Why not? You know how things are – we’ve got more than we can possibly need. If it’s just a matter of money standing between you and the thing you and Olivia want more than anything else in the world . . . It’s ridiculous when that’s something I can easily help with.’


He stares at her now, as though seeing her for the first time in a long while, real surprise in his eyes. ‘You’d do that?’


‘I’d do anything for you,’ she says fervently.


He frowns slightly.


I’ve gone too far. He’s wary now. She hurries on. ‘Because I want you and Olivia to share in what I’ve got. The children are the world to me. There’s nothing else like it. If I can help you guys experience the incredible adventure of parenthood, then I want to. It’s amazing to know you’re leaving a part of yourself behind, and it’s endlessly fascinating seeing the people you and your partner can create between you. Every day I see bits of myself or Walt in the children, or I wonder how we managed to mix ourselves up to make something so fresh and interesting. You and Olivia will make beautiful, talented children. I want to meet them.’ That should do it.


Her words seem to have the desired effect. Dan looks less wary but now there’s a different expression on his face, one she can’t read. This surprises her. She’s always been able to intuit what he’s thinking. It’s what makes him rely on her the way he does. When he tells her that no one knows him as well as she does, she is certain it’s true. Only I know the real Dan. And I still love him.


‘What is it?’ She leans back in to him again, taking every opportunity to be close. ‘Something’s wrong.’


‘Well . . .’


‘What? You can tell me. You know that.’


‘There’s a problem. One that money can’t solve, I’m afraid. You see, Olivia’s eggs are no longer viable. They’ve found out that her ovaries are prematurely aged. More IVF is pointless. She’s never going to have a child of her own.’


‘Oh! God, that’s awful. I’m so sorry.’ Deep inside there’s a tiny swell of triumphant glee. I’ve won. She’s never going to have his children after all. ‘Poor Olivia. Poor you.’ She squeezes his hand and he gives her a grateful look.


‘Thanks, Cheska. It was a blow when we found out. Olivia’s devastated. I think we have to face the fact that this is the end of the line for us. We’re just not going to have children. The thing to do now is accept it and move on. Olivia can’t, of course. Not yet. She still thinks that she can get pregnant. She wants us to use an egg donor but I’ve told her that’s out of the question.’


‘Really? Why?’


He looks intense suddenly. ‘It’s what you said. About how you can see you and Walt in the children, and how you’re fascinated by the people you’ve created. I can’t bear the thought that one half of our children’s genetic inheritance will be that of a complete stranger. A whole family history we don’t know about. I hate that idea. Maybe it’s wrong of me – it probably really is wrong of me – but I don’t want us bringing up the children of an anonymous donor from God knows what background. Even if they’re half mine. Does that make sense?’


She stares at him. The lines of his face are softening as he enters the next phase of his life. The sharp-boned look he had in his twenties, with the hollows in his cheeks and the lustre of his dark hair, turned in his thirties into something a little pudgier and paler as he sat behind a desk and worked long hours. Then, with the usual shock of seeing forty approach, he began to get into shape, losing weight and getting fit again, but now his dark hair has streaks of silver in it and the stubble speckling his jaw is grey. It doesn’t stop her thinking he is still the most beautiful man she knows. ‘Yes,’ she says slowly. ‘Of course it makes sense.’


‘Olivia doesn’t understand. She thinks I’ll love them. She says she’ll love them even though she’s not related to them at all. She can’t see it. The way I feel, I mean.’


‘I know how you feel. It’s completely understandable.’ She’s conscious of a swirl of inspiration rising inside her. She’s just seen the way to make her own triumph complete. If . . . But how? Could I . . . Could it work? ‘It’s only natural to want to know your children’s heritage. How will you understand them otherwise? But . . . you know . . . there is a way that you and Olivia could both get what you want.’


She stares at him, and waits for the realisation to dawn on him, but there’s nothing. He frowns again and says, ‘What do you mean?’


There’s no point in waiting, she sees that. He’ll never think of it himself. ‘I could donate eggs to you and Olivia. I know I’m a little older than egg donors generally are but I’m not forty yet. There’d be no harm in trying, would there?’


He gapes at her, astonished. Then says in a tone of wonder, ‘You?’


She nods, smiling, her eyes shining. ‘Yes! It’s a perfect idea. You know me. You’ll always be able to ask me anything about the genetic inheritance. You know that I’m intelligent and sane.’


‘But . . .’ He looks baffled, bewildered as the idea takes root in his mind. ‘You’d do that for us?’


‘Of course!’ She laughs merrily. ‘I’m not offering to actually have a baby for you! Olivia can do that bit. It just seems a very neat way around the issue.’


The spark of interest in his eyes goes out. ‘Olivia would never agree,’ he says briefly.


‘Why not?’


‘Think about it. She never would.’


Francesca pretends to find this odd, but of course she can easily guess why Olivia would never contemplate accepting her eggs, not for an instant. ‘I suppose it’s hard, because we’re friends . . .’ she says slowly, nodding. ‘She might feel the baby was not entirely hers.’


There’s more to it than that of course. They both know it, though it’s one of the few things they’ve never discussed. The secret things. The unspoken things. And what exactly does Olivia know? She’s always assumed that Dan has told her very little. He’s good at self-preservation after all.


Francesca knows when to make a tactical retreat. ‘Of course. You’re right. It’s a silly idea. There are so many obstacles, I’m sure it would be practically impossible anyway. And, as you say, Olivia simply wouldn’t want to accept the eggs of someone as close to you both as I am.’ She leans back in her chair and laughs again. ‘I mean, you could hardly sort things out so that she didn’t know whose eggs they were! Well, if you really wanted to, you probably could; I’m sure a clinic might be persuaded to do it. Not here, maybe. But abroad. I don’t suppose it’s impossible, not if you really wanted it. But as good as.’


She lets her words hang in the air, wondering if they’ll have the desired effect. He ought to be laughing and saying straight out that he’d never deceive Olivia in that way. But he’s not. He’s looking at her with the kind of gaze that tells her his brain is whirling over the possibilities, imagining a future where Olivia gets her dearest wish and he does not have to compromise. He’s actually thinking about it. A strange happiness grips her. Suddenly she wants this more than anything in the world. And she can see that in his mind, Dan has already made the leap over the barrier that ought to be insurmountable. He’s thinking about lying to her.


She should be shocked but she’s always known that he’s capable of being ruthless. And if it means that the two of them are bound even closer, then she doesn’t mind. After all, love is seeing someone’s faults and loving them anyway.


She can’t imagine a life in which her existence isn’t governed by her passion for Dan. It’s been a part of her for so long that she never questions it.


She watches as he ponders her outrageous, audacious suggestion. All these years she’s quietly hoped that none of the fertility treatments would work. But this . . . this would be best of all.









PART ONE










Chapter One


Six months later


Olivia wakes with a start and turns to the clock. It’s five thirty in the morning. Gardening hours. But she’s not gardening this morning. She wants more than anything to do a wee.


She slips quietly out of bed, taking care not to wake Dan, who’s breathing in the heavy pattern of sleep, picks up her phone from the bedside table and tiptoes down the hall to the bathroom. There they are, waiting where she left them: a clean water glass and a foil-wrapped stick.


This is the earliest possible date she can know whether or not this round has been successful.


Don’t get too excited, she tells herself strictly as she slides down her pyjama bottoms and picks up the glass. She’s been here too many times before, with the test registering negative. And a few times, it’s been positive and she’s been through all the elation and hope, only to have it dashed a week or two later when everything ground to a halt.


But this time it’s lovely fresh eggs, not my tired old things. This time we have a chance.


She holds the glass in position and carefully does her wee. She knows that morning urine is best because it has the highest concentration of the human pregnancy hormone in it. She puts the full glass down and unwraps the pregnancy test. She could do it blindfold now but she reads the instructions just in case, sets her phone to the stopwatch function, dips the end of the stick in the glass of warm urine, holds it for five seconds, then replaces the cap and sets it down. The patch of damp passes through the control window and shows the pink line that confirms the test is working. Now she must wait two minutes. She presses the button on the stopwatch and tries to think of something else.


I’ll clean my teeth. That will waste some time.


At the basin, she watches her reflection clean its teeth slowly, her blue-grey eyes observing herself.


Are you pregnant or not?


There certainly isn’t any sign of it on her face. She felt no different on the return journey from Spain, after the eggs had been implanted, but there’s a strange fizz of hope inside her that this time, after all the pain and misery and all the spent money, their luck is bound to change.


She stares at herself as she rinses. We would be good parents, I know it. She raises her eyes to heaven, to whatever power is there, and thinks, I promise I will do everything I can to be the best mother in the world and bring up a happy, loved child, if you’ll only grant me the chance. No one will try harder than me. I swear it.


She glances over at the stopwatch. Only one minute gone. How can it go so slowly? This is worse than in the gym when she has to do the plank for a minute. That is slow, but it’s like a speed race compared to this.


Not knowing what else to do, she starts to rearrange the bottles of bath oil on the shelf, and then thinks how much she would like a bath right now. As it’s so early, she has hours before they have to get up, plenty of time to have a nice long soak. And by the time the bath has run, she’ll know whether she’s celebrating or commiserating with herself.


Slowly and carefully she chooses mandarin and ginseng bath oil, a gift in her stocking last Christmas.


That sounds nice. But will it be more like a giant cup of herbal tea than a bath?


The stopwatch alarm begins to pulse and makes her jump.


That’s it. It’s ready.


She goes over, her fingers trembling just a little, and looks at the window. She stares blankly, confused. What does it mean? Frowning, she goes over to the leaflet and unfolds it with fingers that are suddenly stiff and uncooperative.


‘If there is no line, you are not pregnant,’ she reads. ‘If there is a line, you are pregnant.’ She stares at the stick. There is a line. Faint but there. She checks again. ‘If there is a line, you are pregnant.’ Joy races up inside her, an effervescent fountain of it, and she hugs herself with glee.


I knew it. I just knew it.


Putting the test down, she hesitates then pads back to the bed and climbs in, snuggling up to Dan, stroking him and kissing his shoulder until he comes to wakefulness. He grunts lightly. ‘Morning,’ he murmurs, then yawns. ‘What time is it?’


‘Nearly six,’ she says. ‘Well, quarter to. Dan, can I ask you something?’


‘I hope it’s important,’ he mumbles into his pillow. ‘Because I could be asleep right now.’


‘Of course it is.’ She kisses him again, and runs her finger over the soft dark fuzz at the nape of his neck. ‘Dan . . . do you think you could ever love anyone as much as you do me?’


Dan turns over, his expression quizzical. ‘Love someone as much as you? Don’t be silly, of course not. I’ll always love you best, you know that.’


‘Well,’ she says with glee, ‘you’re going to have to try!’


He looks confused. ‘What do you mean?’


She beams at him. ‘Dan, we’re pregnant! It’s worked! We’re going to have a baby!’


He stares at her for a moment, taking it in, and then he whoops wildly. ‘It’s worked! We’re pregnant?’


She nods, laughing with happiness. ‘Yes! I knew that we’d be lucky this time. I just knew it!’


He laughs too, and they hug hard, both knowing how long and tough the road here has been.


‘It’s early days,’ she says quickly, not wanting to jinx her chances with too much certainty.


‘We mustn’t get overexcited,’ he cautions. ‘We’ve been here before, remember. We’ll have a long wait before we can be sure.’


‘I know.’ She smiles broadly at him. ‘We should be sensible. But I have a feeling about this one. I don’t know why. They must be lucky eggs!’


His smile freezes just for a second and then he says heartily, ‘They must be. Oh my goodness, this is so exciting.’


She hugs him again. ‘I love you, Dan, and I know you’re going to be a great father.’


‘I love you too, sweetheart.’ He holds her tight. ‘And you’re going to be an amazing mother, just like you’re an amazing person all round.’


‘I can’t wait to meet our baby,’ she says. ‘I wonder what it will be like.’


He kisses her softly and says, ‘Time will tell.’









Chapter Two


Francesca sits in front of her dressing room table, smoothing cream into her face. The small white pot contains an ordinary-looking white substance that costs hundreds of dollars and promises miraculous results. This one she bought in duty-free on her way back from skiing in Colorado, so she feels she deserves it. Whether it works is another matter. But then, as Dr Schruber also tends her skin at vast cost – lasering, peeling, refining and filling, blasting it with oxygen – it’s hard to know exactly which of her many treatments has what effect.


Who cares? she thinks, examining herself in the bright light that illuminates her face so that she can apply make-up perfectly. I deserve it all.


This is her consolation. After all, she sits here in this huge house alone. Years ago, just as her life was on the point of collapsing, she escaped London and came here to be with Walt, and become a wife and mother. Her legal career, forecast to be so stellar, was abandoned, and she became one of those charity wives, endlessly involved in fundraising, arranging glittering galas and expensive balls or auctions where rich people donated things that other rich people didn’t mind paying over the odds for in the name of giving: cases of wine; use of a yacht; shooting on an estate somewhere; exclusive access to a chalet; a flight on a private plane. There was always a worthy cause to be concerned about, and always the pressure to be doing something to help. What with the charity work and the organising of family life – running the home, coordinating the children’s schedules, arranging holidays – she’s felt endlessly busy for years, absorbed in the bubble of life in Geneva. But now she wonders if it’s been an illusion, designed to stop her realising that she made a mistake giving up her chance of a real career. Walt has always told her that she ought to go back but she’s sure she’s missed her chance, and besides, she is someone else now.


Francesca picks up a brush and starts pulling it through her damp hair. The house is so eerily quiet. Not that she could hear anything from downstairs, even if she wanted. Perhaps Marie-Chantelle, the housekeeper, is bitching to the maid, or maybe the gardener has come in to grumble while he drinks her expensive coffee and eats the Fortnum & Mason biscuits she has flown over. She has no idea what his gripes might be, but it’s possible. She imagines herself padding down the carpeted stairs, going through the vast, smooth-hinged doors on her way to the kitchen, and then entering its sparkling whiteness touched by the gleam of chrome appliances. They would turn to her, instantly deferential, quickly returning to their work. They would melt away, the silence would descend and she’d be as alone down there as she is up here.


Alone is her regular state now. Walt has always worked all hours. The children have always been rigorously scheduled. But ever since they went away to their very expensive Swiss boarding school, she’s had the most curious sense of disassociation from them. They came home from their last holidays, chattering in French and German, languages she can understand but without natural fluency, and they seemed different somehow. She looked at them and thought, Are these people really my children? They dressed in the way of rich Europeans: in low-key but expensive good taste. Fred had a red jumper slung over the shoulders of his white shirt and wore perfectly pressed chinos and Gucci loafers, with not a hair out of place. He greeted her almost formally, his ‘Hello, Mama’ subtly accented with an American twang.


He’s not even fourteen years old, she thought in astonishment.


At fourteen, Francesca didn’t have a tenth of his self-possession. She veered between exuberant extrovert and withdrawn wallflower, painfully conscious of her developing body, her adolescent skin, her long lank hair. And her clothes came from the high street, her attempts at fashion furnished by cheap miniskirts, baggy jumpers, black biker boots and lots of eye make-up when she could get away with it.


And then there’s Olympia.


Almost twelve, but polished and sophisticated, Olympia was glued to her expensive phone. She wore make-up, discreet and perfectly applied, nothing garish or too old for her: eye liner, mascara, a hint of blush and rosy lip gloss. Her fair hair hung in shiny sheets, pinned back with velvet-covered clips. Pearls glowed in her earlobes and she wore neat silk blouses, tight skirts, cashmere cardigans, and ballet slippers. Across her chest she’d slung a mini purse from Fendi. It held that phone, a credit card and lip gloss, and every few minutes, she held up her phone, took a picture of herself and sent it to her social media accounts with a buzzy comment underneath. ‘Home for the hols, people! Looking forward to some r and r. Enjoy yours.’


Little glossy strangers.


She’s amazed that she had a hand in creating them. She was so busy making herself into the new, shiny, polished Francesca – a world away from nervous, plain Cheska with her fringe and her hunched shoulders – that it never occurred to her she’d breed people like her creation and not like herself.


She leans forward to examine her skin even more closely. It’s become her obsession. She judges every day by the words that are now engraved in her mind. Dewy. Glowing. Clear. Fresh. Youthful. She follows her routines religiously, cleaning, massaging, toning, applying serums, moisturisers, creams, brighteners, concealers . . . Then, only last week, she read an article in a magazine that said skin was better off without any treatments at all. That all those creams and oils clogged the pores and sped up the ageing process. ‘Think of children,’ the article said. ‘They do nothing to their skin. And look at it!’


For a chilling moment, she felt as though all her work had been in vain, perhaps had even been having the reverse effect. Then she thought, What rubbish. Children have perfect skin because they’re young. It all changes when they become teenagers, doesn’t it? Besides . . . She called to mind all the rich celebrities successfully holding back the ravages of time, as opposed to the ordinary women she saw on the streets. It was obvious that money and a good dermatologist got results. She would go on, she would persevere. What was the alternative? Accept the decay, the growing decrepitude? Begin to look old, tired, dull? Never. It has taken half her life to get here, to get to this place and become this person. She isn’t going to relinquish all she has achieved. Not now. But sometimes she has the slightly panicky feeling that she’s been heading in the wrong direction all this time, and that she hasn’t properly lived yet; the sense that she still hasn’t worked out if the choices she made were wrong or right. She feels she needs more time. She has to keep her options open.


But now this amazing thing has happened. She still cannot quite believe it; it’s all still sinking in. But a door has opened up into a world of new possibilities.


She picks up a tube of tinted cream and prepares to anoint herself with it.


Maybe it’s not going to be so lonely after all.


Walt sits across the table from her. It’s a white table, and she rather hates it, but the interior designer insisted. It was that or glass, which would have been worse. Still, whenever she eats here, part of her mind is thinking how much she detests this round white table. But the alternative of sitting in the dining room at the great polished mahogany table, an eighteenth-century antique set beneath a vast crystal chandelier, would have been stupid with just the two of them.


Walt is hunched over his plate, shovelling food into his mouth as though he hasn’t eaten all day. She picks at the steamed fish and salad on her plate, aware of a small jet of anger in her chest, like the blast of hot air from a vent. Walt has a paunch that’s growing by the year, and his skin is tough and etched with lines and creases like a rhinoceros hide. Wiry grey hairs have started to sprout out of his nose and ears and eyebrows, although his barber deals with them when they get too visible. His hair is metal-coloured and thin over his scalp. No one cares. No one judges him. If he looks all of sixty-three, good for him. He never has to obsess the way she does. No wonder he’s got time to continue building his fortune when it’s all he really has to think about.


‘So, honey,’ Walt says, looking up from his plate. ‘What’s the news, huh? What’s happening with you?’


‘Well . . .’ She considers. She could tell him details from her day but they would bore him. They bore her to remember them. ‘I’m working hard on the Red Cross ball.’


She knows this will be enough to satisfy him. He doesn’t want to hear about tables, caterers, decorators or DJs.


He nods. ‘Uh huh. That’s great.’


He sounds as American as the day they met, even though he hasn’t lived in the States for forty years. He was set in stone from the day he turned eighteen. If she met the young Walt, she knows he would be almost exactly the same. A little less pampered maybe – less familiar with the taste of caviar and fine champagne, less accustomed to Savile Row suits and handmade shoes – but still the same. Francesca finds it hard to understand. She hasn’t stopped changing, all her life. She’s always been alert to people around her, absorbing their ways, copying them, subtly changing her dress and voice to make sure she blends in as expertly as possible. Eighteen-year-old Francesca went to university equipped with the clothes she thought glamorous: tarty dresses, high heels, Topshop jeans and acrylic jumpers, suede ankle boots. She replaced them all within a term, even though it meant having to take a secret waitressing job in a rubbishy restaurant on the ring road, where she knew no students would ever come, in order to buy the lambswool cardigans, printed skirts and shiny penny loafers that would mark her out as belonging to the right set.


By the time she met Walt, she’d graduated to tailored suits, high heels, bags that were subtle designer knock-offs, hopeful that her legal career would enable her to afford the real thing. She has never stopped learning, working to fit in. She never escaped the feeling that nothing came naturally to her.


‘How was London?’ he asks through a mouthful of lobster lasagne.


She remembers that she hasn’t seen him since her last trip. They all blur into one now, it’s so normal to board the short flight and then be driven from Heathrow to their London flat. She can spend one or two days there and return before Walt has even noticed she’s gone. Now that the children are away for weeks at a time, she has no one to answer to.


‘It was great, thanks.’


‘Who did you see?’


She considers, and then says brightly, ‘I saw Olivia.’


‘Oh yes?’ Walt looks up. He likes Olivia. Francesca suspects he’s attracted to her blonde wholesomeness, her frankness, the way she seems so unselfconscious. Olivia always moves with careless determination. Francesca has watched as she floats about the kitchen, chatting, precise yet casual, conjuring up a glorious meal while appearing to do nothing much. ‘How is she?’


Francesca remembers her meeting with Olivia. She had hoped to see Dan but he wasn’t around – working probably. She has been desperate to see him ever since their Spanish expedition but he’s proved elusive. ‘She’s fine.’ There’s a long pause. She considers while she eats a mouthful of salad. When it’s gone, she says, ‘Actually, she’s pregnant.’


The words sound natural enough but she feels a fizzy, almost sickening thrill as she says them. No one could possibly guess the implications and she is sure it would never occur to Walt to suspect her involvement, but she wonders if there is any hint on her face that betrays her, or a light in her eyes that tells the truth.


Walt looks up at her, surprise on his leathery face. He doesn’t appear to notice anything at all. ‘Really? I thought that was a no-go.’


Francesca gazes at her plate, unable to meet his eye. ‘Oh . . . no. I mean . . . it’s taken time. They decided to have one more roll of the dice on the IVF, and it’s worked. So far.’


Her secret glee is tempered by a nasty jealousy that cuts through her. No matter where the eggs came from, Olivia is growing Dan’s babies inside her, feeling that fecundity as the body expands with life. And her skin and hair. The wrinkles fill, the hair grows thick and lustrous. Youth, for a short while, returns.


Walt sits back in his chair. ‘Well, that’s great news! When is the baby due?’


‘Babies. Twins. They implanted quite a few eggs. Two have taken. And they’re due in January.’


Walt smiles, apparently pleased by this news. ‘I’ll have some flowers sent. Well done, them. Although . . .’ He makes a face. ‘I don’t envy them having babies at their age. How old is she? Same age as you?’


‘Older,’ Francesca says a little stiffly. She doesn’t think about her age now, now she’s on the cusp of forty. ‘She’s forty-three, or forty-four.’ That could be right. She errs on the side of overestimating.


‘Gee. They’re going to be knocked out. Remember what it was like, honey?’ He grins over at her, shaking his head, evidently enjoying the shared memory.


She says nothing for a moment, thinking how very little Walt’s life was disturbed by the arrivals of Frederick and Olympia. ‘Well, yes . . . I feel rather sorry for them. I don’t think they’ll be able to afford a nanny and it is so incredibly exhausting,’ she remarks, wondering if he’ll pick up on her meaning and congratulate her on her achievement in raising their children.


‘Olivia won’t want a nanny,’ he says dismissively. ‘She’ll want to do it all herself, if I know her.’


Fury races through Francesca. He’s rebuking me. Of course she’s always perfect. The fact I brought our children up without ever bothering him counts for nothing. I needed the bloody nannies, considering he never lifted a finger. She damps down her anger. She’s used to these surges burning through her, and then dousing them by force of will. But it is exhausting.


‘We’ll see them next time we’re over,’ Walt says with decision. ‘I wanna congratulate them.’


‘When are we going over?’ She’s alert. There’s nothing in her mental calendar. Has she forgotten something?


‘We’re going to see Renniston, remember?’


The anger is back, sizzling through her, cutting and burning. She breathes out slowly. ‘Why are you seeing that place? You’re not serious about it, are you?’


‘Sure I am. It’s a dream, honey, you know that.’


‘It’s a white elephant!’


‘I guess you know what that means, but to me, this is a very special opportunity.’


She sighs. On a plane to one of his many business meetings, Walt saw a documentary film about Renniston Hall, a vast Elizabethan house that had been a private home, then a school, and then left to decay. A society dedicated to historic preservation bought it, did some emergency remedial work and is now offering the place for sale to a private owner, on condition that the restoration of the once magnificent house is completed. Walt has been hankering after some kind of English country house for years. Fired up by the film, with its lingering shots on honey-coloured walls, battlements, mullioned windows and ornate crested fireplaces, he has decided this is it.


‘You don’t need a place like that,’ she says, trying to sound calm. ‘It’s a money pit. And it’s going to take years to make it habitable. Why not buy something that’s finished? We can redecorate in a matter of months. There are dozens of beautiful houses, closer to London as well.’


Walt eyes her stubbornly. ‘But they don’t have history like this one. Queen Elizabeth the First stayed there, for chrissakes! It’s the real deal, Frankie. It’s the closest thing to a palace that’ll ever be for sale in your country, unless they decide to sell Hampton Court! Don’t you want a palace?’


She purses her lips. Of course she does. The thought of returning to Britain to a grand house, showing everyone exactly how far she’s come, is tempting. But the work involved . . . it will be a lot more than choosing fabric and light fittings, and she knows who will be doing it. It won’t be Walt. And the heritage people will be all over it. Every detail will be fought and discussed, there’ll be endless applications to file, contractors to employ, permissions to seek. Walt won’t understand why he can’t do as he desires in his own property. He won’t fathom why people in bad suits with clipboards dictate whether he can have an en-suite bathroom or not, or tell him that he’s required to employ specialist craftsmen for every aspect of the refurbishment. She says, ‘A palace sounds very nice, but didn’t you say that part of the sale condition is that you have to let the public in?’


‘Only for fifty days a year.’ He shrugs. ‘It’s nothing.’


She stares at him. Walt does not usually have time for the public. He’s not been on a bus since he was a teenager. His life is carefully segregated from ordinary people: he travels in chauffeur-driven cars, sits in VIP lounges, is ushered into first class. Does he really understand what it means to allow the public access to his house?


‘I think it’s a mistake, when you could have something much more manageable, with bags of history too if that’s what you want.’


Walt smiles. ‘We’re just going to see it, honey. Keep an open mind. That’s all I ask.’


Francesca taps the tines of her fork on her china plate, the little twangs reflecting the strain in her mind. She knows that the great, decaying mansion is about to collide with her life. She tells herself to stay calm.


Well, I might not be able to stop him buying that ridiculous place, but I’m going to get rid of this bloody table if it’s the last thing I do.









Chapter Three


Olivia feels like a well-fed python, her body bulging out around its heavy contents. Every move is slow, sluggish and difficult. Her feet are swollen and her knees ache. Her face is huge, too.


No one ever said that. They never said my face would get fat.


The change in her body is more disconcerting than she’d imagined. She hasn’t altered physically since she reached adulthood, bar putting on the odd pound or two after holidays and Christmas, usually taken off without much trouble. She’s watched her friends metamorphose over the years, as they started their families. Pregnancy and parenthood transformed them, making them . . . well . . . fat. And old. Some lost weight, but never quite shed the look of a deflated balloon. None ever regained their fresh, shiny, well-rested youthfulness.


Not even Francesca. Although she is the closest to looking untouched by parenthood. Maybe because she started earlier.


Olivia, meanwhile, felt immune to the transformative effects of age. All through her thirties, she barely changed. The odd strand of grey almost invisible in her blonde hair, a faint line or two on her forehead. She’d begun to think that she was a lucky one, with some kind of genetic youthfulness that would never leave her.


Ha! What an idiot.


Now she has a feeling that she’s going to discover she isn’t so different after all. Already her body feels as though it’s been through some great physical trauma, and she hasn’t even given birth yet.


She lies back on the sofa, smiling, stroking the huge mound in front of her. ‘Hello, babies. Are you asleep? You’re getting very tight in there, aren’t you?’ She tries to discern what’s under her hand – a foot? An elbow? The rounded shelf of a bottom? But she can’t make it out, even when she feels the inner jabs and kicks from the babies. They’re a tangle as far as she can tell, but safely warm and contained within her.


It will all be worth it.


This is what she has longed for. Now it is so close, just a matter of weeks. As the world darkens and turns cold outside, the piles of autumn leaves now rotten and slippery, the wind biting with the onslaught of winter, the babies are defying the season, growing bigger and healthier with every day, their little lungs ripening, their limbs preparing to stretch and kick, their eyes opening like mature fruit slowly bursting.


Olivia is warmed by the two little bodies inside her. She has not felt cold for weeks, even while the temperature drops. Winter outside, but spring inside me.


She tries to imagine what the babies will look like, but her imagination won’t play ball. It provides fuzzy, generic baby faces, little bodies hardly visible inside blankets. Only once, when she was dreaming through the relaxation period at pregnancy yoga, did she see a pair of faces, little elven-featured pale visages, with deep glimmering eyes of navy blue.


Their eyes might be blue, like Dan’s. I hope they are. I hope they have Dan’s eyes. But she knows that they could have any colour. And a stranger’s features. Who cares? All children are a mixture of any number of genetic combinations. You never know what you’ll get. It doesn’t make me any the less their mother. How could it? She is growing them inside her, her body going about the mysterious process of providing the building blocks for the cellular blueprints being constructed right now. As the babies unfurl like petals, she is nesting them, her blood running through their veins, her oxygen feeding their hearts and brains. That’s being their mother.


The sound of the front door startles her. It slams with particular force in the winter, the blustering wind sucking it shut with a fierce bang.


‘Hello!’


It’s Dan, back from work. It’s late then. She blinks, looking at the sodium-stained darkness outside the window. It must be after six already. She ought to be cooking, not dozing on the sofa. She’s just manoeuvring herself towards the edge so she can stand up when he comes in, bringing the chill of the winter evening with him. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise it was so late . . .’ she begins, then catches a glimpse of his face. It’s white, his mouth turned down, his eyes stern but also bewildered. She looks at the clock. It’s not six. It’s only four thirty. ‘What’s wrong?’


He sits down on the sofa beside her, and takes her hand, not meeting her eye for a moment. She thinks at once of the babies, and then remembers with relief they are safe inside her. Next she thinks of her mother, and then of her sister and nephews far away in Argentina. ‘What is it, Dan?’ A jitter of panic races through her.


He looks at her now, his expression serious. His hands are cold and clammy from the outside and she wants to pull her own warmth away but doesn’t. ‘I’ve got some bad news, darling.’


‘Tell me, quickly.’ She can’t bear the suspense. If the world has been turned upside down, if someone dear is dead, she needs to know right now. She can’t exist in a dream world for one moment longer than she has to.


‘Okay.’ He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. ‘Okay.’


They are at the kitchen table, their plates smeared with the remains of their food, sitting within the pool of golden light from the overhead pendant. They have talked so intently, they barely tasted the stew that Olivia started cooking this morning, trying out a new recipe she cut from the paper at the weekend. She’s been craving Moroccan flavours lately: the sweaty tang of cumin, the sweet calm of cinnamon, the perfume of rose and the spikiness of chilli and pepper. She’s dimly aware that the stew was good, but all the pleasure in its creation has gone. Dan has described the scene to her three times at least: how they were all summoned to the meeting room, then divided into groups, and how one by one they were called into separate offices to learn their fate.


‘It was like being divided into fit for work, and destined for the knacker’s yard,’ he says bitterly.


‘That might be overstating it a bit,’ Olivia says with a touch of severity. ‘You’ve got to keep it in proportion. It’s not the end of the world.’ She rubs her hand absent-mindedly over her full, drum-tight belly. ‘You’ve lost a job, that’s all. It happens to lots of people. We’ve still got the babies, that’s the important thing.’


‘But that’s why this is the worst possible time to lose my income!’ He takes a big gulp of the red wine in his glass and pours more from the bottle. He’s already had two thirds of it and there’s a rim of black speckles on his lips. Olivia hasn’t drunk for ages now, and she’s begun to lose that unquestioning belief that it’s just something you do. She doesn’t like watching Dan get belligerent and start ranting, his brief burst of energy followed by sudden deep fatigue and, later, by sound, snore-filled sleep. He’s not at the ranting stage yet, but it might not be far off. ‘We need all the money we can get now we’re going to have two children to support. And all our savings are practically gone. And you’re not working!’ He finishes up with another gulp of wine.


‘It sounds bad,’ Olivia agrees. ‘But it’s not that grim. You’re getting a redundancy package, right? A decent one, as you’ve been there so long?’


He nods, frowning.


‘So maybe this is a good thing. You’re going to be around when the babies arrive, with more than just a fortnight’s paternity leave.’ She starts to see it in a different light, and feels a rush of excitement. ‘We’ll have enough for a year or so, won’t we? You’ll have time to think about what you really want to do, and I’ll be able to get some work in while you’re home with us.’


Dan frowns, and Olivia thinks that it’s almost as if he doesn’t want to acknowledge anything positive. Then his face starts to clear a little. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ Expressions flit over his face. He’s only looked at the downsides. He’s not used to failure of any kind, and he’s stung by the humiliation of losing his job, needing to vent his anger at the people who treated him this way after all these years. But he’ll get a tidy tax-free sum and can forget all the stresses and strains of his office and concentrate on the miracle of the babies and the excitement of parenthood instead. As the reality of their arrival sharpens, Olivia has dared to look ahead for the first time and consider what having twins to look after might mean. She hasn’t wanted to tempt any malevolent fates, but now it seems it might actually happen. And then what? If she and Dan could do it together, how much more wonderful would that be?


She leans across the table towards him. ‘This could be just the opportunity you’ve wanted, even though it’s not ideal. I know it’s a horrible thing to go through but . . . you’ll be with me and the babies. We’ve got to enjoy this. Think how hard we worked and struggled to get here. We’ll never do it again. Honestly, Dan, this is the silver lining, can’t you see?’


Dan nods slowly and smiles. When his face clears, she sees the man she loves again, handsome with those dark blue eyes and thick, almost black hair. He has an Irish look about him, and indeed his father is Irish American. Charm runs in the family, along with good looks, and the attractive aura of self-confidence. Olivia still melts when Dan turns the full force of his smile on her, even after all this time. She’s still thrilled by his intelligence and intellectual prowess, his sharp wit and belief in himself. Although she was prepared to adopt if the IVF hadn’t worked, ready to love any child who needed her so that she could satisfy the maternal longing that’s consumed her for years, it’s a special pleasure to her that the babies are biologically Dan’s. She almost sees it as an honour to be creating his children, even if they share half their genetic inheritance with a stranger.


Olivia goes on, eager to push home this new slant on the day’s trauma. ‘You know what? You can write the play you’ve been planning. This could be the chance you’ve been waiting for! You’ll finally have the time to do some writing, just like you’ve always wanted.’


Interest flickers in his eyes, then he laughs. ‘I bet there won’t be much chance for writing when the babies get here.’


‘You’ve got a breather before then. And babies do sleep, eventually!’ She smiles at him across the table and puts her hand in his. They clasp each other on the scrubbed pine surface.


‘But the redundancy money won’t last forever,’ he murmurs thoughtfully. ‘We’ll need to be very careful.’


‘Fine,’ she says, wanting everything to be all right. ‘We’ll cut right back. We’ll work it out, I just know it. And . . .’ She smiles at him, squeezing his hand gently. ‘Just think. You don’t have to go back to the office. Ever again. And one day, you’ll probably think that this was the best thing that ever happened to you.’


He nods thoughtfully. She feels a rush of triumph that she has managed to turn his setback into an opportunity, a doorway to another life, one that he wants more than his old job.


Things are going our way. She feels sure that life is smiling on them at the moment. Luck is on their side. Fortune has spun her wheel and is whisking them upwards to a bright future after all the bad years. Everything’s falling into place. I can feel it.









Chapter Four


The estate agent is very excited. Perhaps it’s the effect of seeing Walt’s Daimler sweep up the drive of Renniston Hall, or perhaps it’s the thought of the massive commission that will come the agency’s way if the hall is sold.


Or maybe he just likes the house, Francesca thinks. The agent jigs along, perky and energetic, beside the more laconic figure of the man from Preserving England, the heritage society that’s selling the house, who’s pointing out the historic features and the work already completed. Francesca remains in the background, her face inscrutable behind huge dark glasses, cutting a neutral figure in white jeans and a black silk trench coat. The attention is all on Walt, as though he is a walking wallet that can be talked open. Maybe they’re right. Usually it’s a woman who makes the final decision about a house, but this place is different. It needs so much capital that it’s no wonder they are focusing on the probable source of it.


‘Note the plaster barrel ceiling in this room,’ the heritage man is saying, gazing upwards. He’s exactly what one would expect: white-haired and imposing, wearing faded plum-coloured cord trousers and a tweed jacket over a checked shirt and Windsor-knotted tie. ‘The fireplace is mid-sixteenth century and the plaster overmantle probably a little later, closer to 1630 or so, we believe. You can see it has a bas-relief, showing the sacrifice of Isaac.’


Walt is drinking it all in, although it means very little to him. He can’t tell a pediment from a portico, but he knows that he’s seeing something spectacular. ‘Wow!’ he exclaims. ‘And whose coat of arms is that on the ceiling?’


‘You’ll see various arms and crests throughout the house, reflecting the many different owners since the original house was built in 1540. It’s been added to several times since then, of course, so you’ll see Elizabethan, Jacobean and Palladian styles . . . The families who lived here include the Vanes, the Earls of Arnandale, the Beauclerks . . .’


Francesca is half aware of the voice as they move through the great rooms, but she is in a daze as they walk around. The house has stunned her. It is beautiful, though deeply dilapidated, and more redolent with history than any place she has ever been, outside public and royal buildings. She can tell it’s full of centuries’ worth of ghosts: ruffed courtiers, armoured knights, cavaliers and crinolined ladies. She senses the vanished presence of dandies, nobles, duchesses and bishops, not to mention the hundreds of servants who must have kept a place like this running. It is ornate as only great houses are, the stone mullion windows embellished with carving, every column rich with entablature, and every cornice moulded in intricate designs.


But it’s so . . . tired. So worn out.


The heritage man is explaining how the house was left empty for a couple of decades, put on the register of buildings at risk, served with notices for compulsory repairs to the foreign-based leisure group that had acquired it, sold on several times before the heritage society stepped in with emergency public funds and bought it. Millions have already been spent getting the house up to its current state: still not much more than a shell, but watertight, although without much in the way of plumbing or power; vast empty, dusty chambers leading one into another, and huge staircases winding upwards to corridors of doors leading into yet more rooms. Francesca is hopelessly lost after only a short time when they gain the first floor, and she walks quietly in the wake of the others as they discuss what needs to be done in this great, neglected place. It’s like a gigantic beast, left untended to fend and forage for itself, its majesty hidden under the ravages of time and creeping decay, and a kind of acquired savagery. She catches glimpses of sunshine glowing on the honey-coloured stone outside, of green lawns beyond the windows. The grass is in wonderful condition. Someone has been looking after it. It is in stark contrast to the dust, cobwebs and the dirt-smeared glass inside.


She knows that Walt wants to buy this place; she can feel the desire for it emanating from him. When the heritage man mentions in passing that Queen Elizabeth stayed in the very room they’re standing in, Walt almost quivers with excitement.


‘Queen Elizabeth the First?’


Francesca thinks, It’s hardly going to be the other one. Where would she sleep? On a camp bed?


‘That’s right.’ The heritage man looks quite touched by Walt’s excitement. ‘She stayed here several times apparently, on her summer progresses around the country. She had a particular affinity with the place, we believe. We know that James the First visited too.’


‘Wow,’ Walt breathes again. ‘Would you believe it?’ He turns to Francesca. ‘It makes history come alive, doesn’t it, honey?’


‘Yes,’ she says. Her throat feels thick with dust. She imagines the Tudor queen lying in a huge carved bed with tapestry hangings, old and childless, feeling the glory of her reign fading. Francesca shivers with a sudden chill that crawls over her skin.


‘Queen Elizabeth, huh?’ Walt shakes his head. ‘That sure is something. Imagine making this room just the way it was when she was here. It would be a kind of privilege.’


There is a murmur of agreement. Francesca follows the others as they leave the room.


The tour takes them up to the second floor and to the attics, then down some back stairs and into a different part of the house altogether, to a place where there are no turned balustrades or moulded plaster. Instead, they are surrounded by the unlovely tiles, ugly paint and solid pipework of an institution.


‘This place was a girls’ school from before the war until the sixties,’ explains the heritage expert, leading them down a dark, dank corridor. ‘They converted this wing into their sports hall. It would never be allowed now, of course, but back then people did as they liked. Here are the old showers.’ He opens a door to a long, narrow tiled room, full of the bitter smell of mould and the sour tang of old, rotten water. The floor is covered in large white tiles with blackened grout that dip down in the centre to a channel where dry drains still wait for a deluge. Shower heads stick out from the wall at intervals, crusty with ancient limescale. There are no partitions or curtains. No privacy at all.


Francesca thinks of the tour she took around the Swiss boarding school where Frederick and Olympia are studying. Olympia is in a pretty chalet-style boarding house, with views over the mountain, and a cosy, homelike environment. The plentiful bathrooms are comfortable and private.


How horrible this is, Francesca thinks, with another shudder. It’s hard to believe this is in the same house as the grand royal bedroom with its panelling and great stone fireplace.


‘Obviously there’s plenty to do in this part of the house,’ the heritage expert says, shutting the door. ‘Although it’s hard to know precisely what. That’s why it’s been left pretty much as it was.’


He takes them further down the corridor and opens another door inset with a panel of murky safety glass. Now they are in a huge chamber, its high walls tiled except at the top where there is a row of narrow rectangular windows that let in a little grey light. Francesca realises that about half of this room is below ground. In the middle of the room is a vast tiled rectangular hole sunk far into the floor, its depths filled with rubbish and filth.


Of course, she thinks, getting her bearings. That’s the swimming pool.


She sees now that she is looking into the deep end, where a pile of leaves and accumulated litter has settled. Someone has tossed in old fittings: a pool ladder, cracked tiles, a coil of blue lane rope, some floats. The filters, thick with dirt, are falling from the sides of the pool, and the whole thing is a giant ruin.


‘Well now,’ Walt says, gazing about, his eyes gleaming. ‘Isn’t this grand?’ He turns to Francesca. ‘There’s already a pool here! Just think, we can make all this into our own private gym.’


Francesca doesn’t know what to say. The amount of work needed to bring this pool back to anything near usable is enormous. To transform it into the kind of luxurious one that Walt is no doubt envisaging will be an epic undertaking. Even then, would it ever entirely lose the feel of an institution? The size of this place is overwhelming. It’s not a home. It should be a hotel or something. It makes their house in Geneva look like a cottage. This is madness.


But looking over at Walt, she knows that he wants it, and there’s absolutely nothing she can do about it.


As they are leaving, going back through the great hall towards the front door, Francesca sees through a window a man working on one of the back lawns. He’s carefully raking the grass as though fluffing it up to luminous emerald perfection.


‘Who is that?’ she asks. It’s almost the first thing she has said since they came into the house. She points through the diamond-paned mullioned window. ‘Out there.’


The heritage expert pauses and looks out, then says casually, ‘Oh. That’s William. He’s been the caretaker here for many years. He keeps an eye on the building, makes sure it’s secure against squatters and intruders. And he keeps the gardens in check.’


That explains the beautiful lawns. ‘Does he live in the house?’


‘Not exactly. He has a converted section of it that’s almost become a small dwelling in its own right. There are a couple of places like that here, but William’s is the only one occupied.’


‘What will he do when you sell the Hall?’


The expert’s tone tightens. ‘Well . . . we’ll see. He understands that his tenure is almost over, let’s put it that way. Of course, he’s not terribly happy about it. But he sees that the future of the house is best served by a private owner. Now. If we’re quite done, shall we be on our way? I’m sure you have plenty to think over.’


The Daimler glides down the motorway, heading back to London, passing everything with ease, as though it’s existing on a different plane from the other, more mundane traffic.


‘Well, Frankie, this is going to be an adventure, isn’t it?’ Walt rubs his hands on his legs and pats his knees. ‘I thought that place was amazing, didn’t you?’


‘Of course.’ She takes off her sunglasses and looks at him, really seeing him for the first time in a long while. He’s a coarser, fatter, older version of the man she married, and she wasn’t wildly attracted to him then – at least, not in that dizzy passionate way she hungered for Dan. But she grew to enjoy his body, the way its heft provided comfort and reassurance, and she cherished their lovemaking for the sense of safety it gave her, and the evident delight he took in her. Now she feels a tiny twinge of repulsion when she looks at him. Their sex life together is still regular enough to be called healthy, although they have different bedrooms. When he’s home, Walt expects a conjugal visit every Friday and Saturday night, or on a Sunday morning, sometimes brief but often prolonged and vigorous. The days of revelling in his enjoyment of her are gone. She doesn’t need him like she used to. When they first met, she felt like one huge bleeding wound walking around, her planned career faltering and her world disintegrating as she collapsed under the weight of her pain. He surrounded her in such simple love, it was like being coated in some kind of healing balm. He made the pain go away, for a while at least, and she loved him for that. But that was then. Now she feels a vague sense of being cheated, because he has never inspired the giddy feelings and desperate longing that Dan did.


Still does? She breathes deeply and turns to stare out of the window. She hardly dares admit it to herself but she knows that she still adores Dan. It seems to be something elemental inside her that she’ll never be free of. It seems to be growing stronger instead of weaker as time passes.


These days, Francesca has to steel herself for the encounters with her husband, trying to damp down the dread beforehand and enjoying the relief afterwards when it’s over. Occasionally, if she and Walt have got on well, and if the evening has been enjoyable, or someone has flirted with her at a dinner they’ve attended or she’s danced with someone attractive at a ball, she can get some pleasure from the activity. A few glasses of champagne help to warm her blood and give her the ability to pretend Walt is someone else. And he knows her body well enough to make sure she is satisfied. But it’s not really enough.


I can’t help yearning for what I should have had.


The only comfort is the knowledge of the secret that she and Dan now share, and the prospect of what the future might hold for them both. She still can’t believe that it will really happen, but Olivia is getting closer and closer to her due date.


I mustn’t think about it. Not yet.


‘So,’ she says, turning back to Walt, ‘are you going to buy the house?’


‘Do you think I should?’


‘Does it matter what I think?’


He gives her a sharp look. ‘Of course it does. What do you mean?’


She smiles winningly, always knowing when to back down. ‘I only mean that your heart is obviously set on it. But I think it’s crazy – you ought to know that.’


‘I’ll need your help,’ he replies.


Of course you will. You always do. ‘I’ll need to recruit some people to help me,’ Francesca says. ‘It’s an enormous job. I don’t have the skill or knowledge to do it alone. And it’s going to take money. Lots of money.’


‘Of course,’ Walt says, unconcerned about that aspect. ‘But just think of what we’ll have in the end. And the contribution we’ll make. We’ll be saving that old place, preserving it for future generations. I’ll have the lawyers start talking to the heritage people. We need some concrete numbers. And, baby –’ he grins over at her – ‘how about we have that royal bedroom for ourselves, huh? Fancy sleeping where Elizabeth the First got her zees?’


Francesca laughs, but the eerie feeling she felt in that room creeps over her again. She can’t imagine ever finding peace in it. The image of the abandoned swimming pool floats through her mind. Why does he want that house? What does he see in it?


She thinks of the comfortable Kensington flat waiting for her in London, and hopes it won’t be long before they are back there. She wants to put Renniston Hall as far out of her mind as she can, before it is forced on her.









Chapter Five


Renniston Hall School for Girls,
1959


Oh cripes. This is awful. Where is she?


Julia shivers in the darkness and wishes she’d thought to put her dressing gown on. She’s only wearing pyjamas, thin ones, and a pair of felt slippers her mother sent from Egypt. They’re not designed to keep out the cold in an English boarding school, and the chill of the stone floor bites through them with ease. She hears a noise close by and jumps violently, but it’s only the wind-driven swish of the canvas sheeting the builders have put up to cover the building site that will one day be the new swimming pool. Every day, they arrive and start digging away at the hole in the ground, scooping out more mud to be carried away.


Come on, Alice. Where are you?


Behind her, the school is in silence, and Julia is alert to any noise that might be Miss Allen coming down from the boarding house at the top of the school. Perhaps she has done one of her late-night patrols armed with the little torch that she shines over the bed of every boarder, making sure each is present and correct. Julia has lain still often enough, pretending to sleep, as that ray of light shines orange against her shut lids, wondering where on earth Miss Allen thinks they might escape to. The school is in the middle of sixty acres of parkland, and the way to the road is down a long, winding drive over a bridge and several cattle grids. But Miss Allen has no thought that anyone might be crazy enough to attempt a getaway; she’s taking precautions against midnight feasts or high jinks or nocturnal bullying. They’ve all heard the stories of booby-trapped beds, or girls dunked in icy baths, though no one in Julia’s dorm has ever been brave enough to do any such thing. Not with Miss Allen in charge. Her strictness and severity are legendary.


That’s why Julia is so afraid. She doesn’t know what punishments Miss Allen hands out, she only knows she doesn’t want one. She isn’t a rebel, like Alice. The rules might be restrictive and boring, but she sees no point in challenging them for the sake of it. Life is steadier in the safe confines of obedience. She likes to be good, whereas Alice gets her kicks from being as naughty as possible.


Why did I let Alice talk me into this?


She imagines being expelled and feels sick at the thought of her mother’s disappointment and her father’s anger. Far away in the heat of Cairo, they think she’s behaving herself, doing them credit, taking advantage of this opportunity. She’s an army brat, her fees paid for by the government. Her parents couldn’t afford boarding school if it wasn’t for that. They were so happy when she got her place at Renniston, and when they left her at school that very first term it was with smiles and kisses and the evident hope that she would make a success of her time here. So far, it has gone well. She’s been sensible and hardworking, and was even made form captain for a term. But then Alice, with her glamour and vitality, took a shine to her and decided that Julia would be her special friend.


Why can’t I resist her? She’s going to get me into trouble, I just know it.


But there’s no denying life has been more exciting since she and Alice became best friends.


The canvas sheeting swishes again, and Julia gasps with fright. That’s it. She can’t stand it any longer. She’s going back upstairs, no matter what Alice said. She’s obviously not coming. Just as she turns to make her escape, the canvas moves again and Alice slips in from behind it, her stout school shoes looking incongruous with her pink dressing gown, the belt of which is tied tightly round her middle. Her eyes are bright in the darkness and Julia can tell she’s smiling.


‘Where were you?’ hisses Julia, relieved and cross in equal measure. ‘You’ve been ages!’


‘Sorry,’ Alice replies a little too loud for comfort. ‘I forgot the time. I’m only ten minutes late, what are you fussing about?’


‘You’ll get us both into awful hot water. Why did you need me here anyway?’ Julia is eager to get away.


‘Just in case,’ Alice says enigmatically.


‘Come on, let’s get back upstairs.’


‘All right, Miss Fussy, we’ll go back. Don’t worry, Allen is bound to be asleep by now. She never goes on the prowl after ten thirty, don’t you think I’ve watched to make sure?’


Julia doesn’t want to argue. She just knows that Miss Allen’s predictability isn’t a safe bet. Miss Allen likes to shake things up and surprise people, and not in a good way.


Alice sighs happily. ‘Oh, I’ve had a lovely time! You can’t think how nice.’


She’s still speaking too loudly.


‘You’ve got to shut up now,’ Julia says as they head back up the corridor. She peers at Alice in the gloom. There’s a little illumination from the glow of the emergency exit sign above the doors. Alice’s cheeks look suspiciously flushed. ‘Have you been drinking?’


Alice giggles. ‘Only a little bit of whiskey. Roy gave it to me to keep the cold out. I didn’t like it at first so he had to mix it with lemonade. It was lovely like that.’


Julia is more afraid than ever. ‘For goodness’ sake, keep quiet and let’s get back to bed.’ She leads the way as they patter up the corridor, over the stone floor of the great entrance hall with the minstrel’s gallery lowering over them from the darkness, and to the staircase that takes them upwards to the dorms at the top of the house. The way to Miss Allen’s house is usually via the White Staircase, but they’re using a different one, one that takes them to the door furthest from the housemistress’s quarters. It’s a tightly wound stone staircase, curling upwards inside a tower. The little arched door into the dormitory isn’t the end of it; the staircase goes on and up to the roof.


They reach the doorway; it’s very slightly ajar, just as Julia left it when she descended. Now is the truly dangerous bit. Her heart pounds and her breath comes short and quivery. She bites her lip to keep herself calm as she pushes the door further open, fearful that Miss Allen is standing behind it, waiting for them. But there’s no one there. They slip through, and close the door behind them, the sound of the latch dropping making them both flinch. They freeze, alert, staring at each other. Alice’s insouciance has worn off with the cold climb up the stone stairs, and Julia can see her own fear reflected back in Alice’s wide eyes. There’s nothing. They’re still undiscovered. Now they can tiptoe quickly into the dorm and make their way to their own beds and safety.


Never again, Julia thinks as she slides into the coolness of her sheets and pulls her blanket tightly round her. She’s kept the slippers on, to warm her feet more quickly. She closes her eyes and wills sleep to come. I’m never helping her again.
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