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For Marlowe, for making me
live up to the challenge.









Before you judge me, remember this: a girl died, but it wasn’t my fault.


I know that seems like a pathetic confessional. Even more pathetic because the confession itself has, until this point, never been uttered.


I’ve wanted to. Believe me, I’ve wanted to.


The words have formed themselves on the precipice of my tongue, palpitating with their ugly need to be heard, to make me part of the narrative. To declare to the A-level students when I see it coming up on their news feeds, languorously debating it, now, once more, as it has risen into public consciousness twenty-one years after the fact: I was there.


When they stumble in late to my lesson, less eager to talk of the trapassato prossimo than about who fucked whom at last night’s social, and whether crimped hair really is making a comeback.


I was there.


When they blink at me from faces still etched with yesterday’s make-up, reeking of the top-shelf vodka and menthol cigarettes that their house mistresses will studiously ignore.


I was there.


When they declare they ‘really struggled with this week’s essay’ so they only have notes, and they say, ‘About that C on the mock exam; did you know my parents funded the library?’ and they don’t even bother to wait for the response as they pull out their laptops and glance at their watches, and they think to themselves, Boring bitch has never lived.


I was there.


I imagine each letter incubating in the saliva that pools in the side of my gums. I picture myself standing, drawing the blinds. An illicit eyebrow raise that will make them pause, look up at me anew, place their laptops on the floor as I edge towards them.


Screw Dante. Let me tell you a real story about Florence.
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Now


I am just leaving for dinner when I hear.


People talk of remembering exactly where they were when great events happened: Princess Di, the Twin Towers, Trump. I know this isn’t quite on the same scale, but I’ll remember exactly where I was, all the same.


I’ve had back-to-back lessons all day, but now, at last, I have an hour to myself, the only person left in the Languages office. I spend it working on my paper ‘Pirandello and the Search for Truth’ for the Modern Language Review, barely coming up for air. This is the part of academia I enjoy the most: the research, the pulling together of an idea, the rearranging of words and thoughts on the page until they start to take on a life of their own, form arguments, cohesion. I’m hoping that this will be the one they’ll finally agree to publish.


I am the only French and Italian teacher at Graybridge Hall, have been for the last ten years. When they decided to introduce Italian at GCSE, as well as A-level, I did suggest that perhaps now it would be time to look at hiring someone else. But Ms Graybridge, the eponymous head (and third of that name to have held the position), reminded me that the school’s ethos was ‘personal and continuous care for every girl’. Which didn’t really make sense as a rebuttal, but which I knew was shorthand for ‘no’, and which she knew (because of certain circumstances under which I assumed my position in the first place) I wouldn’t argue with.


Not that I don’t enjoy teaching. Sometimes. ‘Shaping young minds’ and all that seems like it should be a worthy cause. When I was younger, much younger, I imagined maybe I would do a PhD, become a professor. I also thought about diplomatic service, travelling the world as a translator; journalism, maybe, why not? Instead I sit through mock orals on topics as ground-breaking as ‘Food and Eating Out’, ‘Cinema and TV’, ‘My Family’.


My rumbling stomach is the first signal I have that it is anything approaching evening, and when I tear myself away from my laptop screen to look at the darkening sky, I decide to sod my planned root-around in the fridge, and be sociable instead. Wednesday is quiz night at the pub near school. A group of teachers go every week, the little thrill they get as their cerebral cortexes light up with a correct answer just about making up for a day spent asking the girls to kindly not look at their Apple Watches until break, and maybe not take their make-up out of their Marc Jacobs backpacks until class is over just this once.


I close down my laptop and do a brisk tidy of the room before slipping on my coat and scarf, and am just about to slide my phone into my rucksack when an alert catches my eye. A name, bouncing out of the BBC News push notification, that I have avoided all thought of for a long while, as much out of circumstance as necessity.


Sebastian Hale.


I freeze in the doorway – phone clutched in my hand as preciously as though it were the Rosetta Stone – and look again, not quite believing I saw it right, presuming perhaps it was just wishful thinking, a long hour of screen-staring playing tricks on my eyes, that could have conjured his name before me.


But there it is. That name. Those five syllables. The six vowels and seven consonants that have held more significance for me than any word or sentence written in my entire attempted academic career.


And next to them, three words that throw my whole world out of kilter, that see me reaching for the door handle and wrenching it shut, all thoughts of dinner gone from my mind.



SEBASTIAN HALE APPEAL
PROCEEDS TONIGHT





I sit at my desk, lights off, face illuminated by the white glow of my phone screen, and read someone else’s report of the story I know so well. The story I have lived.


I place the phone face down on the desk, snuffing out its light, and press my palms into the woodwork. The feel of my flesh rubbing against the desk’s smooth surface grounds me, helps me process the report, think.


I knew there had been requests for appeals over the years, all denied by the Corte d’Assise d’Appello. A change of lawyer, probably hoping that new eyes on the case could find something that was missed. But they’ve all come to nothing. How did I miss this?


If he is retried; if there is any possibility that he might be released—


Everything would change.


After the initial trial, after my part was done and I could finally go home and resume the life I had worked so hard to live, I tried – I really, truly tried – to put it behind me.


That was what she did, after all, and I wanted to follow her lead. I have always wanted to follow her lead.


But that time has never truly left me. Sometimes, it will take the smallest thing – the light filtering through a window just so, a particular kind of humid heat, walking past a patisserie and being hit with a waft of baked vanilla sweetness – and it all comes back to me with cut-glass clarity. The sound of our laughter ricocheting off ochre-coloured walls. The clink of glasses and the taste of hot weather, raw red wine. The touch of sweat-dewed skin. The scent of pine. The giddy, delightful feeling of being young and happy and having the rest of our lives spooling out in front of us.


These are the good things – the things I want to remember.


The bad things . . . those I have no choice but to remember.


And now, at the sight of his name alone, I am instantly transported: flying on the wings of a deep déjà vu, away from the cold late-autumn day and the dusty corners of my tired office and back, back, back, to that time, that summer.


To those gold-tinged days and months that crescendoed so spectacularly into those final, onyx hours.


To the start.
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Then


‘You have to go, Rachel: it’s the chance of a lifetime!’ Ms Moore, as prone to drama as she was to clichés, had caught me just as I was about to head home, beckoned me into the Languages office with a palpable nervous energy, and ushered me over to her desk.


Me, her favourite pupil. A shining example of what dedication and ambition could achieve in the drudgery of our ambitionless school. An offer for Cambridge; the only one in my year. Modern Languages – French and Italian, no less, despite the fact that the school didn’t even offer the latter, and wouldn’t, no matter how much Ms Moore campaigned. I was her protégée, her project, her ‘See, I can make a difference.’ Her proof that she mattered. And in return, I felt I mattered, too.


On the screen of the bulky white Dell computer, an email: Dearest Nikki, I have a favour to ask of you . . .


‘I tutored her children for the year after university.’ She’d tapped the screen with a short, unpainted fingernail, next to an email signature that read ‘Contessa Silvia Daniele’. ‘She’s looking for girls to work in her pensione over the summer.’ She snorted. ‘I say pensione; it’s more like a luxury hotel. Very few rooms, very expensive. It’s beautiful.’ I could tell she wanted to pull me to her, could see her hands itching towards my navy jumper, and then, remembering the propriety of her position, flexed her fingers, patted my wrist lightly instead. ‘She wants bright girls, Rachel. Polite, English girls who can please her guests and give the hotel a sense of British charm. It’s four months: room and board in exchange for light housekeeping, waitressing, a bit of cooking. She’ll even throw in language lessons. Oh, Rachel’ – she’d turned to me, and I saw the memories wipe years off her face – ‘you have to do it. Florence, it’s just magical.’


Mum sniffed at it, didn’t understand, when I put it to her that evening, judging my moment carefully between the last swallowed mouthful of chicken kiev and her nightly delve into the box of Milk Tray chocolates (Just one; I need a little something sweet).


‘I didn’t bring you up to be some rich woman’s maid.’


Cleared our dinner plates up with a loud clatter and wouldn’t look at me.


But then Dad, later, stooping in the doorway of my room, in his temperate, monosyllabic way: ‘Go. Have a fun summer. You’ve earned it.’


Pressed a cheque into my hands.


Enough for a return ticket to Pisa.


A blast of heat smacked me in the face as soon as I walked out of the airport. I knew Italy would be hot, but I hadn’t imagined this; this heavy thickness, the weight of it. Carried by a crowd of jostling voices towards the coaches bound for Florence, guessing, hoping I wouldn’t end up in Naples. My phrasebook Italian slurred, cautious; scusi, per favore. The squat driver, beard glistening with sweat, helping place my suitcase in the hold.


Disgorged at Santa Maria Novella station, I couldn’t help a rush of disappointment. Pigeons. A McDonald’s. I stared at the guidebook image of the basilica’s green and white facade and wondered, Is this what they mean by la dolce vita? A man with roving eyes swung listlessly on a pole by the station steps, chewing methodically on a feather. When I walked past him, he bellowed, a discordant ‘Bah!’ that caused me to yelp and the woman next to me, a skittish pup in tow, to roll her eyes and mutter something incoherent. I thought of home.


But then I was in a taxi, and we were winding, my carefully meted out taxi fare clutched in a sticky palm.


The driver’s eyes had rounded when I gave him the name Villa Medici, and I saw him take in my jeans and crumpled T-shirt.


‘Holiday?’ He cocked his head.


‘No, no . . . lavoro?’ I failed to think of a mime to demonstrate, but he nodded knowingly.


‘Ah.’


The city peeled away in favour of green hills. Tall cypresses began to dot our peripheries, and a blanket of yellow seemed to descend, bathing everything in sunlight so thick that sound appeared muffled but for the faint calls of birds, the tinny rumble of the radio.


Eventually, we pulled off the main road and headed up a narrow path, where the unruly landscape brushed softly against the sides of the car. The taxi growled over the earth so deeply I felt the vibrations in my marrow. I glanced at the driver, looking for some sign of displeasure or annoyance, but he just turned off the now static radio, soldiered on.


The air inside the car was stale, the wheeze of the air conditioning providing little relief to the back seats, so that my T-shirt started to cling to me, sweat pooling at the base of my spine where it met the rough upholstery. I reached over to wind down the window, welcoming the instant coolness blowing against my face, but the driver grunted so sternly I froze my grip on the roller.


‘Pulviscolo.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Pulviscolo,’ he said again, firmer, whirling his free hand in a wide circle and then miming a cough.


I looked out of the window at the clouds of dust choked up by the wheels. ‘Ah. Sorry.’


‘Hmm.’ He nodded, satisfied, then pointed to the air vents above the gearstick. ‘Is better.’


I reached for my hair tie, scraped my ponytail tighter.


At last, when we were so high I felt as if my breath were catching in my chest, we pulled up to a wrought-iron gate, and the car juddered to a stop.


‘Ecco là.’ He pointed. ‘Here she is. The Villa Medici.’


And there she was.


When I remember seeing that place for the first time, just thinking about it breathes within me the same soaring lightness I felt that first day; even now, even so many years later, even though darkness clings to the edge of the memory like the kicked-up dirt that clung to the sides of the taxi.


The majesty, the grace of the place. Its sheer facade, a faded deep yellow I would soon recognize as typically Tuscan. The arched windows and gently graduating steps picked out in the grey pietra serena sandstone, ‘the stone of the Renaissance’. Buffeted on all sides by manicured gardens and impish nude statues winking into the sun. The smell of the roses, sweeter and stronger in the late afternoon sun. The sound of a silver teaspoon hitting a china cup; the splash of a body hitting the pool water in a swanlike dive.


It was glorious. And, for four months, it would be home.


She’s shut it up now, Silvia. One, maybe two years after it all happened. I found that out much later, when a nostalgic ennui led me to search for Villa Medici online. The reviews are still there – you can look them up – but they trail off after 2006. An online listing: ‘now permanently closed’. Feverishly, I tried the telephone number, still engraved in my memory, was surprised to find it still working.


‘No, no,’ came the answer, ‘La Contessa, she moved permanently to Milano, where is her grandchildren. No, I don’t have her number. Dispiace. I’m sorry.’


Silvia did always like everything to be perfect. Unsullied. I wonder whether the thought of being part of everything that happened, even just on the edges of it, grew too much for her.


The car zoomed off in a puff of earth, leaving me to grate my suitcase over the roughed-up ground. He’d dropped me at the foothill of the estate, by the unmarked wrought-iron gate, and as I heaved it open, I couldn’t help but feel I was intruding, every step I made, every drag of my suitcase clashing with the peace.


Gardens began to emerge as I clambered up the sloping dirt path, dotted with robust pine trees. Under the shade of one, a couple were stretched out – she stomach-first on a sunbed, leg bent skyward at the knee; he on a deck chair, reading the paper. He pulled it down as I passed, observed me over the top of his bifocals, resumed reading. I supposed, compared to the usual clientele, I was an uninteresting sort of person.


At the entrance, flanked by a marble terrace dotted with wrought-iron furniture, I hesitated. I had received no instruction as to where to go when I arrived: was there some servants’ entrance, some discreet, tucked-away door where I belonged?


‘Hello?’ Seeing nowhere suitable, I plunged forward, called into the cool silence, my voice catching on the stone walls. There was a small reception desk to my right, but no one manning it. I stepped further in. ‘Hello?’


The clack of heels on marble made me turn to my left, peer through a set of frescoed living rooms to the figure approaching.


‘May I help you?’ the figure asked in liltingly accented English.


I was acutely aware of my appearance; sweaty from travel and, more recently, hot and dusty from dragging my suitcase. I subtly pressed my hand against the side of my jeans, wicking away the excess moisture, and held it out as she came towards me.


‘I’m Rachel?’ Like an idiot, it came out as a question. ‘Rachel Bailey. Ms Moore’s – Nikki’s – pupil?’


‘Ah!’ She waggled her fingers in the air, and the hundreds of diamonds on them sparkled. ‘Rachel.’ She hardened the ‘ch’, lingered on the ‘l’ so my name became a song. ‘Please to meet you.’ And then, ignoring my outstretched hand, she kissed me firmly on both cheeks.


This was Silvia.


Most of the women I was close to up to that point could be marked out by their reserve. Mum, Gran, Mum’s sister Elaine. It wasn’t due to any lack of affection on their part, but tactility was never their style. Mum was always prone to the pat on the shoulder, a stiff hug perhaps, if feeling particularly lavish, but she certainly wasn’t one for kisses and cuddles. When Gran told us she had cancer I’d shuffled to where she’d sat, dwarfed by Mum’s overstuffed chintz sofa, tears stinging my eyes, and reached out for her. She, in turn, cleared her throat and patted me sharply on the upper arm. There there, dear, no need to get emotional.


I soon learned that Silvia was the opposite of this, and more.


If Silvia was near you, she was touching you. A honey-coloured hand resting on your upper arm to elucidate a point or cupping the point of your elbow to lead you where she wanted you to go; her fingers pressed to your back to announce her presence in the room you were in, the ridges of her heavily stacked rings digging into your flesh. She seemed to feed on the energy from the Tuscan sun; always ebullient, always moving, leaving behind her a jet stream of Chanel No. 5, the jingle of her jewels still ringing in your ears after she’d exited a room.


She was once a model. Silvia Baroni, then. In the sixties. This, she told me nonchalantly that first day, breezing through the brocaded and gilded living rooms and pausing to show me the decadent portraits of her, hair bouffant and eyes smouldering, that lined the walls. Her career was brief, but prolific: the Conte had fallen head over heels for her during a fashion show at the Palazzo Pitti and pursued her until she agreed to marry him. The demands of being a Contessa – charities, fundraisers, children – caused the fashion world to slip through her fingers, but with the children now raised and living their own lives, and a team of staff keeping the rest of her affairs in order, ‘this’ – and at ‘this’ she swirled an elegant hand around us – had become her world.


‘And you?’ We had moved out of the main house now, past the cypress-bound pool and towards a whitewashed, rectangular building obscured by a fence.


I squinted at her in the midday sun. Shunning her sixties, Silvia oozed the beauty and glamour of a woman half her age. Her face, tellingly smooth for a woman in her ‘phase of life’, was impeccably made up, her bosom elevated to show off her neat figure. She had probably seen things and been to places I couldn’t even begin to imagine. How could I find anything interesting to tell her?


‘I . . .’ She waited. ‘I’m from Woking.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s in Surrey?’ Nothing. ‘Greater London?’ Eugh. ‘I’m starting at Cambridge University in October.’ At this I perked up; inherent pride. ‘Studying Languages. French and Italian. Ms Moore . . . she thought this would be a good way for me to kick-start my Italian. I . . .’ The sunlight cremated my cheeks. ‘I’m afraid I’m nothing particularly special.’


Silvia smiled kindly, nestled a finger under my chin, so that I was looking into her smoke-rimmed eyes.


‘My dear, in Italy we have a phrase: ognuno è artefice del proprio destino. We are all the masters of our own fate. I was a nobody from Calabria, the fourth of six kids. But I had brains and I had beauty and I put them to work. If you want to make yourself special, you make yourself special. No one else is going to do it for you. And now, allora: here is your room.’ She paused, clapping her hands together. ‘Let’s get you settled in.’
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Now


Lamplight pools outside the Languages office, and I still haven’t left my desk. It’s that odd in-between time for a boarding school: the dinner-time rustle of the cavernous Main Hall is over, but the younger students haven’t yet been banished to bed, and the older ones aren’t quite at the stage of sneaking out of their dormitories and through the windows of the neighbouring boys’ school. To which, for fees of fourteen thousand pounds a term, the school happily turns a blind eye. The grounds are quiet, speckled with the occasional navy uniform or giggle.


Silvia will be eighty now; her beauty and her brains, I am certain, will be no less diminished. I often wonder, if she could see me now, would she think I had taken her advice; would she think I was special?


Once, I thought she would. When I was standing in my black academic gown, waiting amongst the others in my year to matriculate. Those first few weeks, when I walked past the Backs to the MML faculty, the shadow of King’s College in my wake. Going through everything that had happened, and despite it all setting foot in Cambridge, clinging on to the last threads of the girl I wanted to be, I thought, Rachel Bailey, you’ve made it.


But that summer changed me.


I should go home, leave the loud silence of the office. If nothing else, I am now starving. Already, I am picturing the ping of the microwave, the smell of yesterday’s Sainsbury’s lasagne, reheated, filling the corners of my flat. There’s a bottle of wine in the fridge. And a baguette that’s not un-stale but will do. I could scroll through the myriad streaming subscriptions I possess and find some mindless made-for-TV American comedy, or maybe call Alex, who lives in my block and is usually in, see if she wants to come over for a glass.


But I can’t tear myself away from the screen.


The sibilance of his name is like a whisper, calling to me through a corridor leading to the past.


Sebastian.


I have read every article I can get my hands on, but there’s nothing much more that I can glean except for the plain, simple facts: the Italian Supreme Court of Cassation has agreed to an appeal, and he is being retried.


I haven’t been called to testify. His lawyers haven’t dared try since the first trial. The letters, the haranguing; after what it did to me, having to degrade, clearly it was starting to look worse on him than anything I could offer to the contrary. I can breathe a sigh of relief knowing my only involvement will be as an anonymous spectator.


On my laptop screen, there’s the same picture in every article: taken on the boat, the day before it happened – perhaps the last existing image of Sebastian as a free man; frozen, forever twenty. Sun-drenched. Tanned limbs. The cerulean-blue Ligurian sea glinting behind him. Floppy hair and foppish grin. Navy polo shirt with that unmistakable horse insignia on the left breast. A young Hugh Grant playing at being an adult.


Whose lazy finger clicked it into being? Was it mine?


I press my finger to the screen now, trace his features. Wonder how they would look, today.


Not that I don’t have some idea. They have pictures of him from just this morning; footage of him entering the courtroom, arms held either side by tight-lipped, blue-bereted policewomen. Neat in a blue suit his mother must have brought him, its sophisticated tailoring far from prison-issued. Hair cropped, darker than I remember it. Body harder, wider than in his gamin youth. A jaw which, over twenty-one years, has grown more masculine, set. And in his eyes a greyness, suffocating the life in them that once burned so brightly.


He is not the boy of twenty-one years ago, but a man who has been shaped and moulded by the blows that life has dealt him. Like Michelangelo’s non finiti, struggling to free themselves from the blocks of marble in the Accademia’s high-polished hall, he has been trapped and unfinished, unable to become what he might have been.


Looking at him now, it feels both like centuries have passed, and mere seconds. For it to possibly be over like this: a click of the fingers and he could be out, a free man. For my students to be reading about him, debating about him. For the world to be reading about him, debating about him. For him to be thrown back into public consciousness – even though a day hasn’t gone by when he wasn’t in my own, private consciousness . . . it is as though I too have been thrown, plunged into that crystalline sea and emerging twenty-one years ago.


I can smell the seawater drying on the wooden deck. I can hear the low thrum of the engine, the pop of champagne. I can see limbs: jumping overboard, rubbed with sun cream, tangled with others. I can remember that trip. I can remember that night. I—


I can see her.


As always, however much I try to resist it, when my thoughts turn to Sebastian it is she who overrides him.


Diana.


Diana with her red hair the colour of expensive carved furniture. With a voice that Mum would call ‘hoity-toity’ but in reality was low and round and tuneful, like a perfect note played on an oboe.


Her name – those three perfect syllables; the metric foot breaking her name into a sigh, Di-Ah-Na. The scent of the factor-fifty sunblock she slathered religiously over her pale skin. Her casual disregard for attempting any sort of Italian accent, when there I was, so slavishly determined to sound authentic that I took pains to master the guttural Florentine inflection even when ordering a soft drink, posso avere una Chocha-Chola. The tip her room quickly became; wading through clothes and magazines and clanking vodka bottles to reach her bed, where we’d lie after hours, tangled in sheets and more clothes, staring up at the ceiling fan and talking about ‘Life’, with all the overblown intensity afforded to those on the crest of adolescence.


Diana was like nobody I’d ever met. I was intoxicated with her, almost from that first moment; an intensity of feeling that perhaps blinded me to her other faults.


Whether that was for better or worse, honestly, even now, I couldn’t say.
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Then


I was there for a full week before she arrived.


The work wasn’t mentally taxing, but it was long, and it was arduous, especially in the heat. The pensione only had sixteen rooms but, being June, it was peak season and already full, each guest bent on their particular and peculiar whim. Madame Bernard, a petite Parisian lady who Silvia told me booked every summer, all summer, liked to have breakfast served in her room at 7 a.m. every day: an Americano, orange juice, three pieces of toast and an egg boiled for exactly three and a half minutes; no more, no less. Tim and Sherry Knowles, the couple I had seen on the first day, kept the Do Not Disturb sign on their door until twelve o’clock, so that I’d have to double back, tidy the other rooms, help with the breakfast and then return to theirs. Mark English was writing a novel – he’d be out from early morning for most of the day, soaking up inspiration from the Florentine cobbles, spending the hours from dusk until dinner hunched over a notepad with a cup of tea that normally went cold before he finished it. He liked to relax on the terrace after dinner over a Negroni and a cigarette too, his eyes lingering on the hem of my fitted grey uniform as I brought him his drink. I tried not to stay longer than absolutely necessary when Mark was there alone.


There was another girl, Marta, who helped out with the cooking and laundry, but she lived elsewhere, and between her lack of English and my nervous Italian we really didn’t have much to add to one another, so I was largely alone. And then suddenly I wasn’t.


It was a Sunday and I had the day off, spending the morning in the historic centre, taking in Florence proper for the first time. I’d allowed myself to get lost in the winding streets, Lonely Planet clutched in my hands, stumbling upon one magnificent building after another and training myself to remember which one was which. The Duomo, the Uffizi, Santa Croce . . . I’d marvelled at their scale and their beauty, even marred as they were by the shoving hordes of tourists who obscured their view. With rather calculated romance I had just started A Room With a View, and when I’d exhausted my feet I took a spot at a cafe in Piazza della Repubblica and read with the sun beating down on my neck.


Returning to Villa Medici, I completely messed up the bus routes and ended up having to walk half an hour home, so that by the time I entered the annexe where my room was located, my sundress was sticking damply to my back and all I could think of was a shower. I padded down the corridor to the bathroom at the end of the block and noticed for the first time that the door to one of the other rooms was open. Intrigued, I positioned myself at the door frame and looked in. The room was identical to mine; a single bed pushed against one wall, a desk, chair and whitewashed wardrobe against the other. There was a suitcase on the bed, the contents of which were already starting to explode over the sheets and surrounding floor. A handbag was flung onto the seat of the chair, dripping a pack of Marlboro Menthol Lights, a circular tin of Vaseline and a passport in a gilt-edged leather cover. Next to them, a pile of clothes in a heap: jeans, a white thong, bra and T-shirt. I eyed the passport, considered having a peek.


‘Fucking hell, it’s hot, isn’t it?’


I whipped around. A girl was standing in the doorway, naked but for a clam shell-coloured towel, turbaned over her head. I felt myself blushing as I cast my eyes away from the neat triangle of russet pubic hairs that stood out against her milky white skin, and found myself stammering.


‘I wasn’t . . . I didn’t mean . . .’


‘No problem.’ She stalked across the room, swirled her hand through her luggage and plucked out a fresh pair of knickers. ‘I’ve already peeked into yours. Diana.’ She snapped the waistband at her hips in articulation.


‘Rachel.’ I held out a clumsy hand, but she bridged the distance and pulled me in to kiss my cheek. I tried to twist my body, preventing my bare skin from accidentally grazing the side of a breast.


‘Rachel.’ She winked at me. ‘How do you do?’


We became a team, Diana and I. ‘Le bambole,’ Silvia would call us affectionately, as we trotted down in the early morning for breakfast service, arm in arm in our matching uniforms. ‘L’inglese,’ Carla, the cook, would mutter somewhat more dispassionately, rolling her thick forearms into clouds of focaccia dough.


It was fair to say that Diana was different from me in almost every way that mattered. The confidence of her upbringing radiated through her. ‘Notting Hill,’ she’d told me when I asked where she was from, a specificity that presupposed she meant London. ‘But I went to School in Ascot.’ The capital on School implied I should know which one she meant.


And she had an ease with the guests, a way of assisting them that somehow made it obvious they were in on the joke; she may be serving them, but really, she was one of them. I observed, and I followed. Held my back a little straighter. Wore a little more make-up. Took to wearing my one good piece of jewellery daily – a string of freshwater pearls my dad’s mum had left me – when I saw that Diana was no stranger to adorning her uniform with trinkets.


‘You shouldn’t nod like that,’ she once told me quite sternly, when I slipped into the main house to arrange a pot of tea for Tim and Sherry.


‘Like what?’ I replayed the scene in my head but couldn’t think of anything particularly out of the ordinary.


She hunched her shoulders together and bobbed her head. It looked ugly. My stomach twisted.


‘Like that. Like you’re flinching.’


That night I faced myself in the wardrobe mirror, tilted my head to the side and whispered, ‘Certainly,’ the glimmer of a smile on my lips. Not quite Diana, but better.


There is a force to a friendship that is formed out of such proximity. Not being much of a joiner, I could only liken it to the time I agreed to stage manage the senior school production of West Side Story, hoping it would give my UCAS form some much-needed flair. The cast spent unadulterated time in each other’s company, we shared jokes that only we would get, we wore ‘stash’ – T-shirts with the production logo on them – that made us feel as though we were above everyone else, part of some exclusive club. That’s what it was like with Diana and me. An exclusive club of two. Raising an eyebrow at one another across the pool when purple-rinsed Lady Ashby droned on again to one of us about how she was really the first choice for Scarlett O’Hara. Making sure the other was never left alone with Mark English at night. Anticipating each other’s ebb and flow so that even the dullest of tasks somehow seemed fun. And on the rare occasion that we had the same evening off, we’d head into town and guzzle cheap Chianti in a straw flask and share a beef tartare between two (‘Try it!’ she’d laughed, as I’d stared down at the raw flesh for the first time), because I couldn’t afford more and Di never seemed to eat much anyway.


I had never had a friendship like it, and it warmed the core of my soul more fully than any inch of the sunlight could. Whether it would have stayed that way – pure, unfettered – if Sebastian hadn’t arrived is anyone’s guess. It is perfectly likely that we would have hated each other before the summer’s end, been ready to tear each other’s eyes out like so many other relationships that have run their course. But arrive Sebastian did, and with him the catalyst that changed it all. That shifted the narrative. And brought a shade over what might have been my perfect summer.
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Now


I do leave the office, eventually. I knock on Alex’s door, a floor beneath my own, but when she answers she has an open bottle of wine in her hand, and I can hear a bubble of laughter floating out from behind her. Over her left shoulder, I spy a tangle of limbs around the kitchen table.


‘Why don’t you come in? Stay for some wine?’


‘No, no. Honestly.’ I wave her away and am already halfway down the corridor. ‘I’ve got a load of essays to mark anyway. I’m only procrastinating.’


The flat’s cold. I turn on the portable fan heater and stick it by the sofa to warm my legs while the lasagne and baguette heat up. I pour myself a glass of wine, larger than I mean to, and eat with the plastic tray balanced on my lap, a tea towel protecting me from the heat. I resist the urge to turn on the news, knowing I’m likely to see more coverage of it. Photographs on a laptop screen are one thing; quite another to see him moving, walking, talking.


I flirt with the channels, land on a documentary about a maternity ward. Allow the violent screams of labouring women to flood my small living room and remind me how thankful I am I don’t have children. I could, of course. I’m only thirty-nine. No sign of the menopause yet. Besides, you hear of women giving birth in their fifties nowadays. I’d need a man, though, to do that. Not that I’m seeing anyone at the moment, but there have been men, a decent number, and I’m sure if I were desperate enough, I could entice an undersexed maths teacher to shove a fuck up me. I’m not unattractive, particularly when there is a certain amount of steam needing to be let off, being surrounded all day by nubile teenage girls.


But I like my life the way it is. The control of it, the reliability.


I’m not lonely. It’s exasperating that people always seem to conflate being alone with being lonely, when they’re not the same thing at all. I’ve been in rooms full of people – people I know, people I like – and felt far lonelier than I have here, with my own company.


Alex is different, hates being alone. That was how we got friendly in the first place: I bumped into her when she was moving into the building – literally, I was walking down the corridor and crashed straight into her carrying a cardboard box of cushions through the entrance – and she saw the opportunity; the fact that we’re two single women of a certain age, living alone. She’s always joining book clubs or exercise classes or pub quizzes in an effort to meet people, attempting with various degrees of failure to drag me along, but I prefer just being in one of our flats, a quick chat over a glass of wine or maybe something to eat if I’m feeling generous, before each retreating to our own, private headspace.


The television show finishes. The remnants of the pasta cool and condense in the corrugated tin, leave a hard, yellow frill of cheese around the rim. My thumb lingers on the remote, and then, as if it’s not me but some external force in control of my body, I find myself switching to the nine o’clock news.


I feign half an interest in the latest glum round-up about the state of the economy, take note that there’s a cold snap on the way, raise an eyebrow at an in-depth feature about the rise in teetotalism in gen-zeds, which I can say certainly doesn’t ring true of my students. But I’m not kidding myself, and there’s no one else around I can fool: finally, I see the words flash across the screen, and my breathing sharpens as I turn up the volume.


‘BBC Special Report.’


A female reporter with a slicked-back ponytail and sharp-cut black suit addresses the camera with dead-eyed professionalism.


‘Good evening. There is breaking news this evening from Florence, Italy: a verdict has been reached in the retrial of Sebastian Hale.’


The image on screen changes to a courtroom, the reporter still droning on in voiceover as she catches the viewer up on the case. ‘Back in the late nineties,’ blah, blah, blah – I drown her out as I scan the crowd, searching along the front row in between the waiting police officers until I narrow in on the back of Sebastian’s head. Smartphone generation that I am, I have a desperate urge to zoom in on the screen, to cut out the noise and the people so I can focus only on him. Instead I squint at the screen, try to read something in the tilt of his head, the position of his arms, that could give me some indication as to what he’s feeling right now.


As if doing my bidding, the camera pans around, gives me just a glimpse of the side of his face. He is staring down, worrying the hands that are twisting in his lap, and I can see the minuscule tremble of his jaw, can feel the pressure biting at every part of him. I haven’t felt this close to him in years.


The reporter is now speaking to a courtroom correspondent, who explains where the trial is at; that they’re waiting for the judge to return to the courtroom to give the verdict. The correspondent helpfully tells the viewers to listen out for the word ‘reforma’, indicating that the case has been overturned. I can’t help a reflexive twitch at his terrible pronunciation.


The camera homes in on the back of Sebastian’s head, and I see him rake a hand through his hair, a gesture I remember as so distinctly his, a sign of when he’s anxious or distressed. The reporter and correspondent chat back and forth, detailing the previous chain of appeals and rejections, but I don’t want to hear it – I know it all, backwards, forwards, inside and out. I only have eyes for him.


And then finally, something seems to be happening. There’s an energy on the screen, movement. The camera pulls back, revealing the whole width of the courtroom, and with a ripple effect the court get to their feet, hands clasped at their fronts in an oddly religious gesture, as they turn to face the judge and the jury begin filing into position. Judge Bianchi takes the stand, clutching the piece of paper that everyone in that courtroom must be killing themselves to see; the piece of paper that will seal Sebastian’s fate once more. Bianchi. I remember him from the initial trial. Pompous in a gold-braided robe, so gleeful when he had looked Sebastian in the eyes – Sebastian who had personified exactly the sort of posh English party boy it was so easy to hate – and delivered that first, damning verdict. Now, he gives nothing away, his eyes locked on the paper as he turns his head towards the microphone and begins to speak.


‘La Corte Suprema di Cassazione . . .’


‘The Supreme Court of Cassation . . .’


Just as Bianchi starts to speak, an English translator talks over him, and I huff in agitation, my bilingual ear unable to train on one or the other. I feel sick, dizzy, as though I’ve been climbing a mountain all day with nothing to drink. My huff becomes the snatched breath of hyperventilation as I will Bianchi and the translator to hurry the fuck up and get on with it.


‘In nome del popolo italiano . . .’


‘. . . in the name of the Italian people . . .’


They both drone on, mentioning articles and rulings I care little to nothing about.


And then.


And then.


‘Reforma.’


As if some Pavlovian response was created by the correspondent, my ears prick up at the word I have been waiting for, but never in a million years thought that I’d see.


The room lurches around me as I reach for the remote control and turn the volume on full blast, still not quite believing that I’ve heard it correctly. The screen splits, and the female reporter is talking excitedly to the camera, but I can’t make out a word she is saying, can only focus on the other half of the screen, where I see Sebastian, his head in his hands, crying and then hugging the man next to him, a lawyer in a tightly fitting grey suit. I feel wetness at my collar and instinctively press a hand to my face, realize I am crying too. The tears snake silently down my cheeks, and I give over to them, to this feeling of elation and hysteria and confusion, and the small, out-of-body thought of the absurd picture I would paint to a stranger: a near middle-aged woman alone on her couch, crying into her lasagne over the nine o’clock news.


The iconic red band begins to form at the bottom of the screen, blocked white capitals scrolling across it, and I can finally convince myself I haven’t misheard, that it isn’t some crazy, wine-fuelled dream.



ITALIAN SUPREME COURT


OF CASSATION OVERTURNS


MURDER CONVICTION


OF SEBASTIAN HALE.





The case is closed.


Sebastian is free.
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THEN


The scream came from the kitchen.


I ran across the hall, a duster still clenched in my fist from cleaning the living room, expecting to find someone fallen over, dead, held hostage by a knife-wielding gunman.


Instead I found Silvia, her back to a stove-top cafetière dangerously close to bubbling over, burbling in rapid Anglo-Italian and planting tomato-red lipstick kisses over the cheeks of the boy in front of her.


I hugged the entrance, relieved, but unsure of whether to slink out or announce myself, when the boy caught my eye.


‘Hi there.’ He stretched his neck away from Silvia long enough to give me a nod.


Even though I’d done nothing wrong, I found myself pinkening, embarrassed. I held the duster in front of me like a barrier.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt – I thought someone had hurt themselves.’ I edged myself backwards.


Silvia, turning to see me, let go of the boy’s face but instead grabbed his hands beneath her fist, propelling him to the centre of the room.


‘No, no, no one is hurt at all! In fact, everyone is wonderful!’ She kissed his knuckles with a loud smack. ‘This is my darling, darling Sebastian. My figlioccio – my godson, unofficially. Isn’t he meraviglioso?’


Sebastian gave her a rumpled smile, waved his fingers through his hair and stepped towards me.


‘I wouldn’t go that far, Auntie Silvia.’ He winked at me. ‘Although I am pretty great. Pleased to meet you . . . ?’


He held out his hand to mine, and as my fingers touched his, something deep in my core tightened.


It wasn’t just that he was good-looking; he was beautiful. The faintest kiss of sun on his skin had brought out freckles on the bridge of his aquiline nose and streaks in his hair. Lean muscles protruded from the arms of his T-shirt and showed their shadow on his torso. His hand was large and soft and warm, covering my own with a confident squeeze. And there was something nonchalant about his manner; something easy and assured which seemed to emanate from his very soul. Not a single boy I had ever met, not a pale and spotty and arrogant one of them, could even come close to him.


In that moment, I think, I fell in love.


‘I’m Rachel.’ He smelled of spring, fresh and clean and herbal. I swallowed, resisted the urge to bite the skin from the corner of my lip, an old nervous habit that left ugly ridges of broken skin. ‘I work here.’


I felt the duster between my fingers and was instantly mortified, but he smiled at me kindly.


‘You’re English?’


‘Yes.’


‘Me too. From London?’


‘Woking?’


There was a pause in which I squirmed. I opened my mouth to speak but was saved by movement behind me, a low ‘Hell-o.’ Diana was at the door.


‘Silvia, I didn’t know you were hiring more help.’ The corner of her mouth twitched playfully, and then in one effortless movement she raised a hand to her head, tugged at her ponytail and let her red curls spill around her shoulders.


‘Not exactly,’ he laughed through his nose, ‘although I’ve been known to hang the odd picture or two, right, Silvia?’ He stretched an arm around Silvia’s shoulders and gave her a tight hug. ‘We’re neighbours,’ he explained, although I failed to think of a house within striking distance. ‘My parents own the house down the road. My grandparents were Italian. We spend our summers here.’


‘Oh, is Mummy here?’ Silvia pulled the spitting cafetière off the hob. ‘I thought she wasn’t coming until later.’


‘She’s not.’ Sebastian began to move easily through the kitchen, helping himself to cups, milk, sugar. ‘She and Dad are in Greece but I came out early with some mates – done with uni for the summer, finally.’


‘Sebastian’s at Oxford,’ Silvia said proudly, and I watched him give her a nonchalant shrug. ‘Your rival, Rachel.’


Sebastian raised his eyebrows and I silently thanked Silvia for putting me back in the picture.


‘Oh, are you at Cambridge?’


‘Not yet.’ I couldn’t quite bring myself to meet his gaze, convinced he would read my attraction all over my face. ‘I start in October.’


‘Whoop-dee-do, you’re both geniuses.’ Diana minced fully into the room, her lips pursed into a pretty little smirk. ‘I’m sure I won’t understand a word either of you are saying. I’m Diana, for what it’s worth.’ And she stuck a hand out to Sebastian, the other planted on her hip, artfully exaggerating her small waist. ‘You look familiar – what’s your surname?’


‘Hale?’ He cocked his head to the side, amused, presumably, by her bluntness.


‘I knew it!’ The tip of her tongue darted out of her mouth, wetted her bottom lip. ‘You’re Hugh’s brother, aren’t you?’


Like the earth turning away from the sun, somehow this simple question unleashed a stream of conversation that dragged me further and further into the shadows. A torrent of words erupted, both of them rattling off names and schools and places that seemed to have been ripped from an Enid Blyton novel. I did my best to smile and nod like I was part of the conversation, but I was drowning in a sea of unfamiliarity. I had barely been in Italy long, stuttered my way through conversations in the native language, and yet I had never felt more out of my depth than now, hearing my own mother tongue. Even Silvia, it seemed, had more understanding of it than me, punctuating the conversation with recollections of Sebastian’s friends or parents whose surnames she recognized.


I felt myself backing away from them, my silent exclusion deafening. When the tip of my elbow butted the door frame, I cleared my throat, swallowed.


‘I should finish off the living room,’ I mumbled. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d been clutching the duster so tightly it was sweaty beneath my palm. ‘Otherwise the bedrooms won’t be finished until after lunch.’


The three of them looked up as if they’d been interrupted from a dream to see me standing there, shifting from foot to foot.


‘Sorry, darling.’ Diana pressed a hand to her mouth, and I did hear a genuine note of apology in her voice. ‘This game of “who’s who” is so silly. I don’t know why we do it. It’s the dullest thing on earth.’ She reached out a hand to me, and I was sure she didn’t do it on purpose but it made me feel like a little sister being ushered away from the grown-ups. ‘Come on, let’s get back to work.’


Sebastian put his cup down on the sideboard and looked at his watch.


‘I should be heading off too, to be fair. I’ve got a couple of mates arriving from Pisa this afternoon.’ He leaned towards Silvia and kissed her on both cheeks, then cupped her hands between his as he told her how lovely it was to see her again. She gazed at him adoringly. ‘Oh.’ He nodded towards us just before he turned to go. ‘I’m having a party at mine on Saturday night. You girls should come.’ He smiled indulgently at Silvia. ‘If that’s all right with you, Auntie Silvia?’


Silvia shrugged.


‘Bah. How could I say no to you? As soon as they finish their work, they go.’


He pressed the tips of his thumb and forefinger together, touched them to his lips in a chef’s kiss.


‘Perfetto. See you Saturday.’


Before he left the room, he turned back, gave us an insouciant wink.


I couldn’t be 100 per cent certain, but I felt sure he was directing it at me.


Later, silently plumping cushions next to Diana, I chewed my thoughts around in my mouth.


‘Sebastian seems nice.’ I inspected the brocade between my fingers, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Diana’s features morph into a smirk.


‘You fancy him.’ I could hear the tease dancing in her voice. She coupled it with a neat little poke to my ribs.


I thought about denying it, playing cool, as I was sure she would do. But already knowing her as I did, I knew this wouldn’t fly. So, I hugged the cushion to my chest, bit the corner of my lip, drew blood.


‘I don’t know . . . he’s good-looking, isn’t he? And he seems . . . friendly?’


Diana twisted a coil of hair between her fingers.


‘If you like that type. I find it all a bit clichéd, really. Reminds me of all the boys back home. Give me an Italian stallion on a Vespa any day.’ She gave me a dangerous smile, though I couldn’t help but think of their easy conversation, the way she had brightened when she met him.


‘So you definitely don’t . . . like him like that?’ I ached with the need to be her friend. I couldn’t do anything that might endanger that.


She took the cushion from me and pressed my face between her hands. ‘Ab-so-lutely not. But if you like him, darling’ – and she planted a kiss on the apples of my cheeks – ‘we’ll get him for you. I’ll make you la prima donna on Saturday night, and he won’t be able to resist you. With my help, he’ll be eating out of the palm of your hand. Trust me.’


And trust her I did. As awkward as I felt revealing my crush, in Diana I had a confidante. She was my only friend in Italy. My only friend, really, now that leaving school had severed whatever minor ties I had to the paltry group of girls I’d mooched around with back home. And now the excitement of Sebastian sent trills of excitement rippling through me. I may have been clumsy and awkward and unfamiliar, but Sebastian was part of a world Diana knew.


With her help, she could make me a part of it, too.
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Now


Sebastian. Free. Walking amongst people. Made of flesh and blood, not the ink or pixels it has felt like his body has been formed of for the past twenty-one years. I instinctively curl into myself, hugging my limbs inwards, as if expecting him to pop up from behind the sofa at any moment.


I keep the TV on, waiting hopefully for any remaining morsel about him, like a dog on its hind legs at the dinner table. But they’ve already moved on: missile tests in North Korea, some TV presenter sacked for racist comments, official photographs released from one of the royal babies’ birthdays. Sebastian is nothing more than a bullet point on the agenda to them.


My eyes wander to the closed bedroom door, and as though I have some sort of special X-ray vision, I imagine my way through it, up to the furthermost corner of the topmost shelf of my wardrobe; the shoebox of letters, his letters, the ones I have dutifully stored and saved and tried but failed to forget about. I imagine the words whispering to me, flying off the pages and surrounding me like a fog of flies.


I never replied to them, the whole time he was in there.


I couldn’t – the thought of talking to him about it made me feel sick. I was sick, once, about six months after he’d been in there. Fuelled by a late-night lone drinking session in a corner of the college bar, I plucked up the nerve to call the prison, but as soon as I heard the municipal beep of the automated service – grazie per tua chiamata; if you know the extension you want to reach – I felt the hot bile rising in my throat and promptly threw up in the nearest bin.


That was the start of it all: the skipped lectures, the unfinished essays, the feeling, when I opened my eyes in the morning, that I was being pinned to the bed by a lead weight – no, an anchor; more fitting. The call to the Dean’s office and the suggestion made that perhaps Cambridge wasn’t the right place for me at this time, for my own health. The bright, hot shame as Mum’s car rounded the corner of Trumpington Street to pick me up.


If it hadn’t been for Diana, throwing me a bone even though by that point it was the last thing she wanted to do, who knows what I could have done? The calm reassurance in her voice when I called, begging (no, not for money, for her). The subtle increase in my bank balance that month, and all subsequent months, that helped me get on my feet, and out from under Mum’s. ‘What about teaching, Rach? You’ve always loved learning.’ A prospectus in the post, a page folded down at the corner – ‘BA Modern Languages with Qualified Teacher Status’ – plus the services of a highly paid doctor whose leather-scented Harley Street office I visited once a month for a year, with the implicit affirmation that I should focus on the future, Rach, stop dwelling on the past!


Diana has always known how to keep me on the right path, to shut out the voices in my head that try to tell me otherwise. What if this is exactly the excuse I need to swerve that path back round to her? I reach for my phone, already imagining her voice on the other end: Rachel? Is that you? Who knows, maybe she’ll even be happy to hear from me, this unprecedented turn of events binding us together in a way only the two of us can appreciate.


The phone vibrates, making me jump, and for one heart-leaping moment I think it’s her, fantasize our mutual chuckle. Your ears must be burning – I was just about to message.


But of course it’s not her. It’s Mum.


Did you see the news?


I pick up the phone and call her. I can’t face the wait between text exchanges, the slow death march of the three little dots on the screen that tell me she is one-finger-tapping a word a minute.


‘Yes, I saw.’


We’re not ones for hellos.


I hear her turn down the TV, picture her on the floral-print sofa they haven’t changed since my childhood, picture Dad beside her, dozing off halfway through his post-dinner Bristol Cream sherry.


‘Do you think you’ll be contacted for anything?’


I know where she’s going with this. ‘Me? No. Not now.’


‘No interviews, no TV pieces or . . . ?’


‘No.’


‘Good.’ Neither of us says anything, but we don’t have to, it’s all there in the silence: her I told you so, her You with your uppity ways, think you’re too good for us; me with my You’ll never understand. Inevitably, she cracks. ‘Don’t get involved, Rachel.’


‘I’m not going to, Mum.’


‘No, listen to me, Rachel.’ She raises her voice, and I hear Dad’s disgruntled snort-snore in response. ‘Don’t get involved with this again. It was hard enough the first time. The neighbours have just about forgotten you were mixed up in it all. Having to explain why you’d come home mid-term. Mooching around the garden in your dressing gown like a madwoman. The snide comments in the supermarket checkout – “Shouldn’t Rachel have gone back to Cambridge by now?” Don’t go opening that can of worms again. Your father and I – we’re private people. We don’t want our names splashed about for all and sundry to know our business. I should have put my foot down twenty years ago, and never let you go to that godforsaken country.’ There she goes, vocalizing her Vote Leave badge loud and clear. I barely listen to her final blow; I know it’ll be the same tired argument she has brought up a thousand times before. I take the phone from my ear, my finger already paused on the red ‘end call’ button. ‘We’re not like those people, Rachel.’ And there it is. ‘You’re not like those people. No matter what you think, with your fancy job and your poshed-up accent. Stop trying to be. Stop trying to be something you’re not.’


When I put down the phone, the news is over, a quiz show in its place.


‘Anne Boleyn,’ I say out loud. Anne of Cleves, the correct answer, flashes up and the contestant does a fist bump.


I attack the screen with the remote, watch it fade to black. Sit in silence in my empty living room, listening to the rain starting up outside.


I know I can’t call her. And of course she would never call me.


Sebastian is free. And I’m more trapped than ever.
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Then


The day of the party, Silvia gave us permission to clock off as soon as the last guest turned in, and blessedly – given the balmy summer night – this left us free to go at ten.


Diana threw the window open in her room, allowing the resinous scent of pine and rosemary to soften the effect of the single, sterile ceiling light. She was all motion, kicking off her sleek but practical work heels and toeing them towards a corner, feeling for the zip of her grey linen dress and letting it pool on the floor. And then she was still, hands encircling the protrusion of her hip bones, assessing the contents of her wardrobe. She sighed, and I couldn’t help but eye the rise and fall of her freckled breasts, the smooth skin rounding over the top of each bra cup. I turned my eyes to the ground. I was the one fully clothed, and yet I felt exposed, raw. With a deft hand she plucked out a piece of white material, shivering it over her head and down her body.


‘Ugh, I’m so fat,’ she said, twisting her body in the mirror so her waist looked like a child’s.


‘You’re not.’ By then I knew the game, Diana’s need to have her reality validated back to her. ‘You look great.’


She sucked in her cheeks and patted her non-existent belly. ‘No. More. Pasta.’ She punctuated each word with a tap. Although I’d taken to counting, when we sat at the kitchen table during the staff meal: the most pieces I’d ever seen her eat in one sitting was ten.


‘What are you going to wear?’ She dismissed her reflection, mussing her hair so it frothed around her shoulders.


I hesitated, scratched my shoulders.


‘I didn’t really bring anything smart with me. I’ve got jeans and shirts, or sundresses or . . .’


She was already back in the wardrobe, flicking through the rail as if she was turning the pages of a book, and emerged with two items aloft, one a pale cornflower blue, the other black.


‘Hmm.’ She held each one against me while I surreptitiously tried to straighten my posture, already feeling as though I was spoiling her clothes just by looking at them. ‘This one.’ She decided quickly, whipping the hanger off the black one. And I was pleased, because if I was going to be coerced into wearing one of them, I somehow couldn’t quite envisage myself in pastel.


Without asking, she reached behind me and started to undo the zip at my neck. Despite the heat, goosepimples formed involuntarily on the backs of my arms at the thought of being exposed. In the past few weeks, I think I had seen Diana naked or partially clothed more times than I had myself, but until now I had managed to get away with at least a T-shirt’s worth of modesty.


‘Where have you been hiding those?’ Stripped, my hands instinctively crossed over myself as Diana eyed my chest, protected, at least, by a bra.


‘Nowhere?’ I hunched my shoulders, remembering the giddy chants of pre-teen boys – Do your boobs hang low, do they wobble to and fro – when it first became apparent that Rachel Bailey had tits. ‘Why?’


‘Um, they’re amazing?’ she said with a Californian rising inflection. ‘I’d kill for more than these fried eggs.’ She shimmied her shoulders, making her pert little breasts dance. ‘Only . . .’ She twisted her head to the side and I held my breath, feeling something was coming. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but don’t you have a better bra?’
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