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‘We talked, and you have forgotten the words.’

Borges




Note from the author:

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




PROLOGUE

December 1990: Paris

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What? In here? When?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Come in, my dear, they won’t bite!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Home,’ Rianne said curtly.

‘Where’s that?’

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

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

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

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

There was another short silence.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’m not hungry.’ She was defiant.

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

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

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

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

Rianne snuggled down further in her bed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Nothing.’ Rianne was uncommunicative.

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

‘Where?’

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

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

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

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

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

There was silence for a few minutes.

‘OK,’ Rianne said suddenly.

‘What?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The three looked at each other.

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

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

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

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

Charmaine nodded. Gabby was always right.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Of course. How do you get around?’

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

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

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

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

‘What’s her name?’

‘He. Hennie. He’s really nice.’

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

‘No, he’s going into the army.’

‘The army?’ Charmaine sounded impressed.

‘Yeah. He doesn’t want to go.’

‘Why’s he going, then?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Of what?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What?’ Charmaine had asked her something.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What on earth – does he know you?’

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

‘What’s a native?’

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

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

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

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

‘Who?’

‘Livingstone Modise!’ Charmaine said triumphantly.

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

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

‘No. Why should I? Who is he?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What? What’s the matter?’

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

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

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

‘He’s a political prisoner. Why?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Did you have fun today?’ Rebecca asked.

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

‘No.’ Rianne was curt.

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

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

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

‘Becky,’ Gabby said warningly.

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

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

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

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

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

‘And what’s my place?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘By herself ?’

‘Yes.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

At about eight o’clock she put on her coat and went out. It was horrible walking along Old Brompton Road, enduring the lewd stares of middle-aged men as they cruised the streets. She did her best to ignore them but there was hardly anyone else walking along at that time, and especially not tall, beautiful young women. When a police car slowed down and watched her walk along Beauchamp Place, she turned round and quickly went home. What did they think she was? A prostitute?

She stopped outside Harrods to look at the clothes in the windows. She would come back the next day. No, the next day was Sunday. Well, she’d wait until Monday to go back to that . . . that place. There was no way she was going back without at least half a new wardrobe! Although she’d sooner die than admit it, she’d spent the past fortnight looking carefully at what everyone else wore. She had a good idea of what she needed to buy. She was sick of feeling badly dressed or, worse, unfashionable. She laughed. Her? Unfashionable? Back home, everyone struggled to copy her! She ignored the businessman in a grey suit waiting at a restaurant door who had evidently thought her smile had been for him.

Despite Rianne’s refusal, Dinah had cooked something for supper, she noticed as she wandered into the kitchen when she got back. She lifted the lid on one of the pots on the stove. It was still warm; she found a spoon and tasted it. It was lovely. Something spicy, just like the meals Maria made at home. She spooned some into a bowl, added some rice and found a beer in the fridge, then carried it into the living room and switched on the enormous TV. What a difference it made, she thought, settling herself comfortably on the sofa. A bit of space, a giant TV and a beer. Why couldn’t St Anne’s provide the same comforts?

An hour later, she was bored again. It was nearly eleven. What else was there to do except go to bed? She was tired, it was true. But still . . . a whole weekend in London, on her own? Dinah’s head appeared round the door. What did she want? No, she didn’t need her bed turning down. No, she didn’t know yet what she wanted for breakfast. No, no, no . . . Dinah disappeared. Rianne turned back to the TV.
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By the time Gabby and the others surfaced the following morning, Miss Caruthers was already one step ahead in finding out what had happened to Rianne. She had telephoned Margaret Simpson, the manager at Malvern Link station.

‘Oh, yes,’ Margaret said. ‘Very pretty girl, blonde. She said she was the head girl . . . What? Really? Oh, the cheek of these girls.’

‘But where did she buy the ticket to?’ Miss Caruthers asked, relieved.

‘Only to Worcester, but I’m quite sure she didn’t come back. Probably in London, if you ask me. She had a credit card, I remember. A fancy gold one. Tsk. Spoilt rotten, half of them.’ Margaret Simpson had little sympathy for the rich, wayward girls who came to her part of the world – and looked down on her own children.

‘Thank you, Margaret,’ Miss Caruthers said, wondering what the next move would be. Perhaps she ought to phone Lisette de Zoete-Koestler. ‘You’ve been most helpful. As usual.’ She put down the phone and turned to Miss Matthews. ‘I suppose we’d better telephone the aunt. They have a house in London, I know. Perhaps she’s gone there.’

Miss Matthews nodded. ‘More than likely. Would you like me to call Mrs Koestler?’

‘No, I’d better do it. I’ll ring her from my office. I’ll let you know what we decide.’ Miss Caruthers got up. South Africa was two hours ahead of the UK. It was already late morning. Hopefully, she’d catch Lisette at home.

Twenty minutes later, she put down the phone and breathed a sigh of relief. Rianne was indeed tucked up in bed at the flat in Wilton Crescent. Lisette had called the housekeeper. They decided not to confront the girl until she was safely back in Malvern. Apparently the housekeeper had confirmed that Rianne intended to come back the following day. She wanted to go shopping on Monday morning. Lisette knew from past experience that confrontations didn’t work with her niece. There would be a time and place for her to account for her actions but the main thing was to keep her at St Anne’s until Christmas, at least. If she needed to spend the odd weekend in London, well, Miss Caruthers would just have to arrange it.

‘Typical,’ Miss Caruthers said to Miss Matthews. ‘No thought as to how this will impact on the other girls. How do I explain to them that they aren’t allowed weekends in London?’

‘Well, we’ve not got much choice, have we?’ Miss Matthews said. She too was relieved. At least the girl was safe and sound. She hurried upstairs to tell the girls.

 
‘Unbelievable!’ Charmaine said, as Miss Matthews closed the door. ‘She went to London – just like that?’ She sounded half admiring.

‘Pretty cool,’ Nathalie mumbled, yawning. ‘She has a flat in London? She’s too cool for words.’

‘She could have left a note or something,’ Gabby said crossly. She’d slept badly, thinking guiltily about Rianne lying on the Malvern Hills with a broken neck. ‘I was worried sick. Maybe we’ve been a bit hard on her.’ She looked at the others.

Nathalie nodded. ‘Yeah, maybe we have. I mean, she’s a real bitch and everything, but maybe we should have made a bit more effort, you know . . . What d’you think Matthie’ll say when she gets back? Bet she gets away with it.’

‘Yeah,’ Charmaine agreed. ‘She’s probably under orders from Miss Caruthers to act as if nothing’s happened. Some people have all the luck.’

She was right. When Rianne returned on Monday at tea-time, Miss Matthews simply told her to make sure she let them know in future when she planned to leave Malvern. They’d been a little worried.

Rianne looked at her, surprised. She’d heard Dinah talking to Lisette that morning and figured someone at the school had reported her absence, not that she was afraid. On the contrary, she didn’t give a damn what they thought. If anything, the mild rebuke was a little disappointing – she’d hoped for a more dramatic reaction. It was nearly lights-out by the time she hauled her parcels upstairs.

 

‘Hel-lo,’ Nathalie said, as Rianne entered the room. They were in their pyjamas, getting ready for bed. Rianne nodded cautiously. Gabby and Charmaine smiled.

‘Had a good time?’ Gabby asked, hoping she didn’t sound too friendly.

‘Yeah.’ Rianne put down her bags. The dark green and gold Harrods bags looked a little ostentatious in the rather drab room.

‘What did you do?’ Charmaine asked. ‘Heard you went to London.’

‘Oh, I just went shopping,’ Rianne replied. She pushed the bags under her bed.

‘Ooh, let’s see! What did you buy? Did you get a ballgown?’ Nathalie was really trying hard; Gabby suppressed a smile.

‘No, nothing, really.’ Rianne didn’t feel like examining her purchases in front of them. She took off her coat, then picked up her sponge-bag and towel.

‘Where did you stay?’ Charmaine asked enviously. She wished she could have popped home for the weekend.

‘In our flat.’ Rianne made for the door.

Charmaine rolled her eyes as it shut behind her. ‘Well, the trip hasn’t improved her nature,’ she said, aggrieved. ‘I was only asking.’

‘I wish she had dropped off the edge of a cliff,’ Nathalie agreed.

Gabby had noticed something the others hadn’t: there had been a hint of pride in Rianne’s voice . . . along with the usual arrogance, of course. She thought about it. What was Rianne up to? What was she trying to do? Ah, confidence.

That was it! She was slowly trying to build back her confidence. Although the others only saw her rudeness, aloofness and downright arrogance, Gabby had detected fear in her . . . No, not fear exactly, something more like irritation. Irritation at not being the most popular, or the best-dressed, or the person everyone wanted to be friends with. At St Anne’s, Rianne had been assigned a role she was unaccustomed to playing: second, or even third, fiddle. Sauntering off to London, going shopping without even talking about what she’d bought, keeping quiet about her little adventure . . . Gabby suddenly understood. These were the strategies Rianne was using to win back her place at the top of the pile. Well, it was working. Whatever else she managed to provoke, she now had their attention.

 
At eleven on the dot, Rianne ran up the hill and into her room before anyone else had made it into the kitchen. No one would come up, she knew. She sat cross-legged on the floor and opened the box that had just arrived. She couldn’t wait to see the dress. Marika had spent days looking for the perfect ballgown – it had taken her ages to find it, she had told Rianne on the phone, and she knew Rianne would love it. She’d rung twice that week to find out if it had arrived. As she pulled away the wrapping tape and paper, Rianne’s excitement rose, despite herself. She’d sooner have died than admit it but she was looking forward to the ball – just as a break in the routine, she told herself sternly. She pulled impatiently at the strings and began unwrapping. The parcel was securely wrapped with yards of tape, and bubble-wrap.

At last she peeled off the remaining piece of tape and lifted the lid. Her jaw dropped. Inside, nestled among the tissue paper, was a white and pink silk dress with more lace, frills, bows and ribbons than she’d ever seen on anything, wedding cakes included. She looked at it in horror. It looked like something she’d worn as a child bridesmaid. What on earth was Marika thinking? She pulled the dress free of its gold tissue paper. It was floor-length with a tight, fitted bodice and puffy, lacy sleeves. The skirt was of a stiffer, thicker silk and – horror of horrors – the waist was surrounded by an enormous pink silk ribbon that tied into an elaborate ruffle at the back. Rianne groaned. There was no way she could wear that to the ball. No way. But what the hell was she supposed to do? She had nothing else in her wardrobe that was even remotely appropriate . . . nothing. She looked again at the silk extravaganza in despair.

Just then the door opened and Gabby swept into the room. ‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t realise . . . What on earth have you got there?’ she asked, dropping her books.

Rianne coloured. ‘Nothing. Just a . . . my dress. For the ball,’ she added quickly. She began shoving the pink and white confection back into the box.

There was an awkward silence.

‘It’s awfully . . . you know, frilly,’ Gabby said finally.

‘Yeah. My cousin chose it. I don’t think she’s been to one of these silly . . . balls . . . before.’

‘Well, maybe Charmaine can do something with it. She’s a whizz with scissors and a needle,’ Gabby said, trying to sound encouraging. She could sense Rianne’s discomfort.

‘Oh, no, I probably won’t go. It sounds pretty stupid,’ Rianne said quickly. She hated the idea of having to ask any of the others for anything.

‘Don’t be silly, you must go to the ball. Everyone does. Even I have to, worse luck.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Well, it’s not really my cup of tea, you know. I’d rather read a good book. And it’s not like I’ll have a queue of dancing partners.’ Gabby gave a short, embarrassed laugh.

Rianne said nothing. Although she was beginning to like Gabby – or, at least, thought her the lesser of the three evils – she had to admit it was true: Gabby was the most ungainly person Rianne had ever encountered. Her carefully chosen social circle at home did not contain overweight, bookish redheads with zero style and a motherly sense of responsibility. Another silence.

‘Well, I’d better get going,’ Gabby said eventually. ‘Boys’ College this afternoon.’

‘Yeah . . . I’ve got French in a minute.’ The little extra bit of information had somehow slipped out. Rianne shoved the box under her bed and got up. ‘Well, see you . . . later,’ she said, and made her exit, leaving Gabby standing in the middle of the room.

 
‘Honestly, you should see it, Char,’ Gabby said earnestly. The three, Gabby, Charmaine and Nathalie, were walking up the road to the sweetshop. Rianne was struggling with English homework – probably the first essay she’d deigned to do all term.

‘What’s it like?’ Nathalie giggled.

‘All ruffles and bows . . . She’ll look an absolute fright. Like a pink meringue.’

‘Well, what do we care what she looks like? It’s her own fault. If she’d been a bit nicer we could have helped her out. Why didn’t she buy one when she bought out the rest of Harrods?’

‘I don’t know. Her cousin chose it, apparently. But she’ll be the laughing stock. Couldn’t you just offer to do something with it?’

‘Gabby Francis, you’d better stop thinking about how to help Rianne out and start thinking about what you’re going to wear. What are you going to wear?’ Charmaine said.

‘God, I dunno. I’ve got that skirt, the black one. I might have to let the zip out a bit . . .’

‘You mean Charmaine might have to do it. You can’t even thread a needle!’ Nathalie laughed.

‘Well, yes . . . I don’t know what to wear on top, though.’

‘You could wear my green jacket – the long one Mummy bought me last term. It’ll fit – it’s huge.’

‘Thanks, Charmaine,’ Gabby said drily.

‘I didn’t mean it like that. I mean it’s huge on me,’ Charmaine said hurriedly.

‘Well, I’ll try it on . . . thanks,’ Gabby said. If she could let out the zip on her skirt, which was a kind of black, slightly shiny material – not silk, but close enough – and if she could get into Charmaine’s jacket, well, perhaps all wasn’t lost. At least she wouldn’t look ridiculous. ‘So,’ she said cheerfully, turning to the other two, ‘now that we’re all sorted out, what about Rianne?’

 
Friday seemed to rush past in a blur. By the end of the day, exhausted by the boredom of classes and the fact that she’d been forced to stay up late the previous night doing homework, Rianne climbed the hill to Gordon. She was dreading the ball, she realised. She’d seen Nathalie and Charmaine twirling about the room in their sophisticated, grown-up dresses and was worried. She’d shoved her dress under her bed and tried not to think about it. But now, with less than a day to go, something had to be done. But what? Much as she was dreading standing among the others in her Alice-in-Wonderland frock, she didn’t want to sit upstairs all night by herself either. Even Gabby looked nice. The emerald green jacket brought out the colour in her hair, and without her glasses she was actually quite pretty.

Gordon was full of girls rushing between rooms, trying on shoes, discarding jewellery, adding an accessory here or there, everyone in a state of panic. There were disasters – Marianne Simpson who shared the room opposite them with Gillian Hemmings had burned her fringe to a crisp with curling tongs. She’d howled with rage as well as pain as Gillian and Gabby had pulled the offending appliance off her head, together with most of her fringe. She was now wearing a wide satin Alice-type headband but bits of singed hair kept creeping out. On the other hand, some girls were transformed for the better. Chantal Laurent, a quiet, mousy-haired French girl who shared a room with two equally quiet girls, had shocked everyone by appearing in a red and black figure-hugging dress with a padded bra and the most spectacular cleavage – and she’d had something done to her hair. It was blonde. Sparkly, golden blonde. When she’d come into the TV room the night before, everyone’s eyes had almost popped out of their heads. Charmaine had narrowed her eyes and resolved to increase the length of the split in her skirt. She wasn’t about to be outdone by some silly little French twit, even if she did have a cleavage to die for and highlights.

Rianne sighed. As far as she could tell, she was the only one with a problem – a major problem. And, unlike Charmaine and Nathalie, she could barely tell one end of the needle from the other. She looked angrily at her unfinished essay. She had no idea who the characters were in the question they’d been set – she hadn’t read that far.
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Even Rianne was impressed. The dining room, the site of so many awful school dinners and cold breakfasts, had been transformed. Mrs Smith and her team had spent the whole afternoon hanging white balloons and silver streamers, and emptying the space of almost all its furniture. The long, barrack-like tables had been pushed to one side and covered with fine white linen. There were small vases of white lilies and blush-pink carnations on every table, and the whole place was lit with flickering candles. On the stage at the end of the room, where the High Table normally stood, a sound system had been set up. Mrs Smith’s eldest son, Neil, was the DJ and he was already flirting with some of the upper-sixth girls under the nervous, watchful eye of his mother.

The fifth-form home-economics group had been in charge of the evening’s catering – from the amount of food arranged artfully on the tables, it seemed as if they’d been cooking all week. Plates of plump, flaky sausage rolls; little skewers of gherkins, cherry tomatoes and feta cheese; dark green vine leaves stuffed with coarsely chopped lamb, pine nuts and seasoned rice; delicate filo-pastry parcels of spiced, grilled vegetables; and wafer-thin slices of roast chicken. They had outdone themselves. Pity they wouldn’t get to taste it.

At one end of the room, presided over by Mr Collins and Miss Featherstone, was the evening’s prize: the punch bowl. It contained less than 0.5 per cent alcohol but all the girls – and Mr Collins – knew that the boys would arrive with little silver hip flasks of vodka. Even the plastic cups Mrs Smith had laid out looked magical, glinting in the soft candlelit glow.

‘Ooh, will you look at Chantal Laurent!’ an upper-sixth girl exclaimed, as the lower sixth made their way into the hall. The older girls were standing around in small groups, scrutinising them. Among themselves, they could count on one another not to run off with each other’s boyfriends – prospective or otherwise. The risk of being named and shamed was too great. Everyone within the year cautiously observed the rules as they were laid down in the weeks before the dance. Unfortunately you couldn’t count on the lower sixth to comply. Worse, this year the lower sixth had a number of absolute tarts, Charmaine Hunter for one and that new girl Rianne whatever-her-name-was as well as Chantal Laurent! She was practically falling out of her dress!

‘Where’d she get those tits from all of a sudden?’ Madeleine Blythe-Stanton asked crossly.

‘Socks,’ Justine Scott said drily. All the girls back home in Australia knew that little trick. Problem was, back home, you eventually had to go swimming, and there was no way you could do that with socks stuffed down your chest. They glared at Chantal and Gillian as they passed.

‘Wow!’ Gabby breathed. ‘What a transformation!’

‘Chantal looks amazing,’ Charmaine moaned, nervously smoothing her own dress.

‘So do you,’ Nathalie assured her. She, too, was sizing up the room. Not too many pretty girls, she noted with relief. For some reason, the girls in the upper sixth that year were almost uniformly dull. Justine Scott and Madeleine Blythe-Stanton were the only sparks of interest in a swotty year and, thankfully, neither of them outshone Charmaine or herself – or Rianne, for that matter. She cast a quick look sideways at Rianne. Her dress had been transformed at lightning speed – and, unfortunately, not terribly well. There just hadn’t been time. Rianne had surprised them both by asking for help at the eleventh hour. They’d hacked off the sleeves and the high neckline, ripped off the pink sash and removed two layers of lace from beneath the skirt. It was now a sleeveless, strapless white satin dress with a rather loose skirt of indeterminate length. The bodice had been pinned back and stitched together so that Rianne would have to rip it apart to get out of it – but, as Charmaine said when she sewed the two sides together, that would happen after midnight and no one would see.

 
Now Rianne’s hair hung almost to her waist, a thick, golden cascade, and luckily hid some of the more haphazard stitching. She had used Nathalie’s mascara – or, rather, Nathalie’s mother’s mascara – to thicken and lengthen her already long lashes and Charmaine had quickly pulled a few hairs out of her sleek, glossy eyebrows, which lengthened and framed her face beautifully. Her almond-shaped, dark brown eyes had regained something of their sparkle as she looked around the room and ran a tongue over her lips. Charmaine had insisted on lending her some lip gloss and they were sticky. She couldn’t believe it – she was nervous!

Suddenly the doors at the end of the room were thrown open and Miss Caruthers walked in, resplendent in a gold evening dress with a black silk shawl. Her rather horsy features had been softened by the addition of a little lipstick and she smiled serenely at Mrs Smith and her staff, then walked up to the High Table. She gave a five-minute speech about the importance of social occasions between St Anne’s and the Boys’ College, about the importance of acceptable and respectable behaviour at all times, about the extreme importance of restraint, particularly in respect of the punch. She was absolutely sure none of the girls present would embarrass the school or let them down in any way. ‘Do enjoy yourselves, young ladies, and remember, that is what you are. Young ladies.’ Everyone tittered politely. They could hear footsteps coming down the corridor. The boys had arrived.

 
‘Would you . . . um, like to . . . er, dance?’ A tall, rather thin young man had approached Rianne almost as soon as the music began. She looked around. Charmaine had been waltzed away by Thierry Pasquier, even before the music started.

He, along with Ree Modise, Michael Rhys-Walker and Nael Hughes, was now in the upper sixth and he only had two chances to ‘make it’ with Charmaine: this ball, and the summer one, almost nine months away. His eyes had travelled over Charmaine in seconds: she looked good enough to eat in her narrow silk dress with its black waistband and her black velvet choker. He wanted nothing more than to slide a hand down her cleavage . . . her breasts looked wonderfully large and soft. Her hair was slicked back with gel and she’d done something to her eyes – they were all dark and smoky. She had that fantastic combination of being slightly . . . coquette and yet really classy. He felt his pulse quicken as she smiled up at him. He would find a way to sneak out with her before the evening was over! Merde, he had to!

Nathalie was surrounded by a group of besotted lower sixth boys, determined to stake their claim before the seniors did. She looked so pretty, with her diamond catching the candlelight. Her black velvet dress fitted her perfectly, elegant, yet sexy, in an understated, sophisticated way. She seemed to bring out the protector in boys – they looked like they wanted to hold her, slip a hand round that slight waist, tilt her little chin, kiss those perfectly formed lips. Martin Pickering kicked Stuart Graves, one of the boys who had formed a half-circle around Nathalie, sharply on the heel. He was gazing down at Nathalie, moonstruck.

Rianne looked at her would-be suitor again. She nodded, although she didn’t much like the look of him. Too thin, she decided, as he led the way to the dance floor.

‘What’s your name?’ he shouted above the noise.

He couldn’t dance either, she noticed. ‘Rianne.’

‘That’s a pretty name. You’re awfully pretty, too,’ he blurted out.

‘What?’ She couldn’t hear him. Duran Duran’s ‘Girls on Film’ was thumping from the loudspeakers. At least the music was good.

‘You’re really pretty,’ he shouted again. ‘Are you new here?’ he asked. His knees kept bumping into hers.

She moved away slightly. She was a good dancer. She had a natural, supple sense of rhythm and several boys were watching her from across the room. She’d make her escape as soon as the song was over. ‘Yes,’ she mouthed.

‘I thought I hadn’t seen you before. Where were you before this?’ He kept shouting in her ear.

‘At home.’ She wished he would shut up.

‘Where’s that?’

‘South Africa.’

‘Oh. You don’t sound South African.’

‘Oh? How’m I supposed to sound?’ she asked, bored. Not the most interesting line of conversation.

‘I don’t know . . . Different, I suppose. Have you met Ree? He’s South African, though he doesn’t much sound it either.’

Rianne stiffened. He was the last person she wanted to meet that evening. The memory of his insult the last time they’d met still rankled.

‘Yes, thanks, we’ve met,’ she said quickly. Just then, a gentle tap at her elbow announced the presence of someone else. She turned and looked up. It was another young man, much better-looking. This one was tall, broad-shouldered and tanned. He had curly brown hair, lovely hazel eyes and a wide, rather sexy smile. Was he going to ask her to dance?

‘Parker . . . may I?’ he said smoothly. The young man who’d been dancing with Rianne shrugged ruefully. Nothing he could do about it. Nael Hughes was in the upper sixth. His droit de seigneur, or whatever the hell it was they called it. He reluctantly turned away. ‘Hi, I’m Nael,’ the newcomer introduced himself. Soft Cell’s ‘Tainted Love’ began and the beat changed. This one was a much better dancer, too. He matched her own body movements perfectly and fluidly. Much better.

 
Across the room, Gabby ate one sausage roll after another. She felt like crying. She’d seen Nael almost immediately. He’d come in with Ree Modise, whom Gabby liked but always felt a little awkward with. Ree made her shy – he was so good-looking, so confident, so sharp, and beside his chiselled, dark good looks, she felt like a fat, pale, mumbling idiot. She never quite knew what to say to him. I’m awfully sorry about your father? Don’t you hate being here? I think you’re so brave? None seemed appropriate, although that was mostly what went through her mind on the odd occasion they met. He wasn’t in her history class, but he sometimes waited for Nael.

She watched them walk across the room. They stood out from the rest of the crowd of boys. They were both tall, well over six foot, and both were rugby players with the build to match. Ree had that fluid, sexy swagger – he seemed to dance rather than walk. Although he was finding it hard to move anywhere in the room, with girls practically swooning at his feet. He was immediately swallowed into a group of upper sixths, including Justine and Madeleine. They looked as though they wanted to eat him alive. She watched Nael look around, then catch sight of her. He smiled at her and walked over. Something tightened in her chest and suddenly it was hard to breathe.

‘Hey, you,’ Nael said, squeezing her arm as he came up beside her. Gabby felt a sharp stab where his fingers had touched her.

‘Hi,’ she croaked.

‘You all right?’ he asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

Gabby swallowed. ‘No . . . no, I’m fine. You look really nice,’ she said. It was true. The starched white of his dress shirt brought out the sun-kissed colour of his face – she wanted to reach out and touch him.

‘You too,’ he replied automatically, but he wasn’t looking at her. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked, and touched her arm again.

Gabby followed the direction of his eyes. Her heart sank. ‘Oh, that’s Rianne. She’s new.’ She watched him run a hand through his curly hair.

‘Right. She’s gorgeous.’ He whistled softly. Gabby looked at him in panic. ‘What’s the matter?’ He noticed her stare.

‘Oh, nothing . . . I mean, what about . . . you know, Mandy?’

‘Mandy?’ He laughed. ‘That’s what I like about you, Gabs, you’re so straight! No, Mandy and me, it’s not going too well at the moment.’ Impulsively Gabby put a hand on his arm. He covered it with his own. ‘But, hey, lots of fish in the ocean. Like that one!’ He jerked his head in Rianne’s direction. Gabby left her hand in his for a second, savouring the feel of his fingers against her own. Her hand felt small in his, she closed her eyes briefly. She remembered something . . . faintly . . . the unfamiliar physical sensation of being held . . . When he removed it, she experienced an aching sense of loss. ‘Wish me luck!’ he whispered against her ear, and then he was gone. Gabby put up a hand to her ear . . . it felt hot, where his breath had touched it. What the hell was wrong with her?

She watched miserably as Nael moved towards Rianne and her partner. Despite the silly dress, Rianne looked fantastic. Her neck and bare shoulders glowed in the candlelight – all firm, toned muscle and smooth, faintly tanned skin. Nael was a terrific dancer. Just looking at the way the two moved together made her feel all funny inside. Apart from the odd shimmy in front of the mirror in their bedroom, Gabby hadn’t danced with anyone since she’d been a bridesmaid at an aunt’s wedding – when she was eleven. She looked at Rianne and Nael again. The sun-kissed couple. She frowned. What was she thinking? He was her friend. She ought to be pleased he was having a good time, not frowning at him from across the room like some lovesick puppy. She stopped. Lovesick? Oh, no, don’t tell me you’re falling in love, Gabby Francis, she said to herself sternly. Don’t be ridiculous! Her eye fell on the buffet table. She chose a sausage roll. She could always count on food to make her feel better. She reached for another one.

 
‘Ah, slowing down . . .’ Nael smiled at Rianne as the music changed to a slow dance. All across the floor young men sighed with relief as the tempo changed. It was nearly ten o’clock. Now they could get down to business.

Rianne smiled back at him. They’d been dancing together almost all evening, apart from a short break when Michael Rhys-Walker had practically dragged her away. Now Nael pulled her close to him. She could feel the heat of his body through his shirt. ‘So, you’re Gabby’s new room-mate,’ he said, his voice close against her hair. She nodded. He reminded her of Hennie. Rianne felt herself move in closer, moulding her body to fit his. He tightened his hand against her back. ‘And you’re South African?’ he murmured. ‘Have you met Ree?’

Rianne pulled back a fraction. What was wrong with everyone? Why did everyone keep asking her the same question? ‘Yes. And no, we don’t know each other. OK?’ she said sharply.

He pulled his face away from her hair and looked at her questioningly. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. It’s just that everyone keeps asking me the same silly question.’

‘Why’s it silly? It’s a fair question.’ Nael was puzzled.

‘No, it’s not. Why should I know him? It’s a big country.’ She could feel Nael’s hesitation. Perhaps they were friends. In which case . . .

‘Oh. Well, you should get to know him. He’s a great guy.’

Rianne said nothing. She didn’t want to think about Ree Modise, great guy or no. Suddenly, Nael leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear. ‘Aren’t you hot?’ he asked, his arm tightening round her again. She nodded. ‘Come on, let’s see if we can slip outside for a bit. Follow me.’ He let go of her and moved slowly towards the door. Mr Collins’s eyes were on the punch bowl and so many people were going in and out that Miss Featherstone, who was standing sentry, had simply lost track.

‘I have to go to the loo,’ Nael said to her as they made their way across the floor. ‘Give me five minutes and then follow me. There’s a little side door just before you get to the library. I’ll be waiting outside.’

Rianne nodded. Whatever else Nael had in mind, she was dying for a cigarette. He gave her arm a quick squeeze and disappeared. Rianne looked round for Gabby. She could just make out Charmaine, her arms locked around the neck of some lucky boy, tangled and half hidden behind the curtains in the far corner. Nathalie was nowhere to be seen.

She turned back to the door, waited until Miss Featherstone was distracted for a moment and slipped out expertly. There was no one about. After the noise and chatter of the hall, it was suddenly quiet and cool in the wide corridor. She walked quickly, the heels of her new shoes making a sharp, clicking sound on the flagged stone floor. She wanted a cigarette and she wanted to be back in the warm, comforting embrace of Nael’s arms. His young, strong body against hers had reminded her – pleasurably – of home, vrying, as they called it, with the boys in their group. None of them, Rianne included, had yet gone all the way, but Rianne, of course, had come pretty damned close. She would. If there was ever a limit to be reached, a line to be crossed, Rianne would be the first. It was more her confusion over her feelings for Hennie, who desperately wanted to be the first, as he blurted out once, that had stopped her. Unlike most of the other girls, she wasn’t afraid of the consequences, whatever these might be. Lisette, sensible as always, had explained things to Rianne and Marika, and what Lisette hadn’t told her, Rianne had figured out for herself.

She reached the little side door. She looked around. No one about. She put out a hand to push it just as it was opened from the other side. She caught herself in time and stepped back, leaning against the jamb. It was just as well. For who else should emerge from the other side but the one person she’d been only too happy to avoid the entire evening. She looked up in disbelief.

Ree Modise walked through the door and, for a second, their eyes met and held. She had time to take in his height, the way his presence filled the doorway and the astonishing intensity of his gaze. His ebony skin stood out in sharp contrast to the snowy-white of his shirt and his eyes, behind silver-framed glasses, burned straight into hers. For a split second they stared at each other and then, for the second time, he looked her up and down with that same insolent, contemptuous gaze and walked off, without saying a word. She stared after him furiously. He’d done it again! He’d snubbed her again, the arrogant jerk! She felt the familiar prick of tears behind her eyes. She always cried when she was angry.

‘Hey, Rianne,’ someone called softly. She looked up. Nael was coming towards her across the grass. She drew a deep breath and walked outside. The night air was cold and sharp. She shivered. ‘Here,’ Nael came up to her, holding his jacket over one arm, ‘put this on – you’ll freeze in that half-dress!’

The air was cooling her cheeks. She took the jacket gratefully and slipped it on. It was huge, warm, and smelled of him, a faint, sensuous blend of cologne and cigarettes.

‘D’you have a cigarette?’ she asked, trying to regain her composure.

‘Yeah . . . here . . .’ He fished in the jacket pocket and produced a packet. They both took one and lit up. Rianne inhaled gratefully. They smoked in silence for a couple of minutes.

Rianne looked at him from under her lashes. He was good-looking – no, make that very good-looking. Warm, dark brown eyes, dark curly hair, a bit longer than all the other boys’, a strong, well-turned jaw. She liked the tanned, olive skin. He didn’t look English exactly, more Italian or Spanish. She’d liked the way his body felt as they danced. He was bold, sexy . . . strong.

‘Come on,’ he said suddenly, stubbing out his cigarette. ‘Let’s go to the cloisters – it’s a bit warmer down there.’

‘How d’you know all these places?’ she asked, as they walked through the garden.

‘Been here a few times, you know,’ he said, laughing slightly.

‘With different girls, you mean?’ Rianne laughed too.

‘Well, that too. But I’ve been at the Boys’ College for ages.’

‘What is it with you English?’ Rianne asked. ‘You send your kids away to school as soon as they can walk.’

‘Wouldn’t know. I’m not English.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘Well, what are you?’ It felt odd to be the one asking the question. She’d heard it directed at her so many times.

‘My dad’s Welsh.’

‘Same thing,’ she laughed again. ‘What about your mother?’

‘What about her?’

‘Well, where’s she from?’ Rianne was curious.

‘Oh . . . she’s . . . Mediterranean.’ He sounded vague.

‘What does that mean? Italian? Spanish?’ she asked.

He stopped and turned to her. ‘Something like that. Here, see that door?’ He pointed to a small wooden one up ahead. Rianne nodded. ‘That’s the door to the cloisters. We paid one of the gardeners last week to leave it unlocked.’ Rianne shook her head in disbelief. ‘Yeah, the same bloke does our gardens. Come on, mind your head.’ He led the way. The door opened onto an underground corridor, an exact replica of the corridor overhead that led from the dining room to Big House. The arched openings had been filled in with glass panes and although it wasn’t exactly warm, it was bearable. Nael shut the door. It was dark inside. Rianne was glad she wasn’t alone. ‘Are we alone?’ she whispered.

Nael nodded. ‘Yeah, for the minute. But there’s four of us.’

‘What d’you mean?’ Rianne couldn’t see anyone else.

‘Well, there’s me and Ree and two others. We paid Jimmy to leave it open. You must have just missed Ree – he left a few minutes ago. He’s got about ten girls on the go.’ Nael laughed admiringly. ‘There’s no one here now. Come on, let’s go down the other end. You can see the dining room from there.’ He held her hand and their footsteps echoed loudly in the underground space. ‘See? You’ll hear anyone coming in,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to whisper.’ They reached the corner. Rianne looked out of the dusty windows and, sure enough, the view led directly onto the dining room and the west façade, it looked beautiful: the candlelit windows cast a soft glow in the darkness. Nael stood behind her and slipped his hands round her waist. She leaned into him and felt him tense. He buried his face in her hair. Slowly, she turned in his arms until they were facing each other. He bent his head and kissed her, gently, tentatively. Rianne surprised him by parting her lips and letting her tongue slide against his. He groaned and tightened his arms round her, kissing her hungrily and—

‘Yeow!’ He jerked his hand away. He’d been stabbed by something. Rianne stopped, her knees trembling.

‘What’s the matter? What happened?’

‘I don’t know . . . ow! There’s something in your back . . . Look! Shit, it’s a needle or something!’ Nael hissed, nursing his finger. ‘I’m bleeding . . . what the hell is it?’

Rianne started to laugh. ‘Oh, God, it’s my dress . . . Charmaine altered it this evening, just before the ball began. She must have left a pin in it.’ She squinted in the dim light. His finger was indeed bleeding. ‘It’s only a scratch. Just suck it – it’ll stop in a minute.’ She lifted her arms and pulled his head towards her again. She wanted more. He obliged.

 
Sitting miserably in front of the empty sausage-roll plate, Gabby watched Miss Matthews look at her watch and begin the round-up routine with the rest of the staff. It had been the most miserable evening – no one had asked her to dance, not once. She’d stood chatting to her friends, the boys she’d known since her first year at St Anne’s, then watched them saunter off to try their luck with girls like Nathalie and Charmaine. And Nael had gone off with none other than Rianne. There they were now, coming back into the hall together. It was more than she could bear.

‘Hey.’ He had come over and was smiling at her. He cuffed her affectionately. ‘Danced your toes off, I bet,’ he said, as they watched Rianne glide across the floor. Gabby just nodded. She couldn’t look at either of them.

 
The lower sixth were counted, discharged and escorted back to Gordon by Miss Matthews and Miss Featherstone. No major incidents, no drunken displays, no one found hiding in the cloisters this year. Thank goodness someone had had the foresight to lock the cloisters’ side door the week before. Last year’s ball had been dreadful. A dozen drunken couples in various states of undress, lying on the stone floor among the old tennis nets and desks. Dreadful.

 
Gabby pushed open the door to their room, tears running down her cheeks, thankful that no one was there to witness her distress. Rianne had gone to the bathroom with Nathalie and Charmaine to unpick her way out of her dress. Gabby had been unable even to speak to her on the way back. And it wasn’t her fault: Rianne had no idea how Gabby felt about Nael. In fact, Nael didn’t know how Gabby felt about him. The only person who had any inkling was Charmaine – and even she thought it was a bit of a joke. She pulled off her skirt and jacket, rummaged under her pillow for her pyjamas, then climbed into bed. Things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

 
Nael was puzzled. Ree had hardly spoken to him on the way back to college. They shared a large, comfortable, sunny room with an adjacent study on the top floor of Plymouth House, one of the privileges of sharing with the head boy.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ he asked, as they made their way upstairs.

‘Nothing.’ Ree was curt.

Nael sighed. Ree could be a moody bastard at times. ‘Bullshit. You’ve been in a stink all evening. What’s up?’ If there was one thing he’d learned since he and Ree had first met, some six years ago, it was to be direct with him.

Ree was silent. He started unbuttoning his shirt. Nael shrugged. He’d say something sooner or later. He, too, peeled off his shirt and began to hang up his dinner-jacket. He grabbed his sponge-bag and made his way to the bathroom.

‘What were you doing with that de Zoete girl?’ Ree asked, as he came into the bathroom a minute later.

Nael was brushing his teeth. ‘Why?’ he asked, through a mouthful of foam.

‘Just wondered.’ Ree’s voice was unusually quiet.

‘You know, usual stuff. She’s hot.’ Nael grinned. He felt a sharp stab of arousal as he thought about the evening.

‘You should stay away from her.’ Ree bent down to brush his own teeth.

‘Why? You keen on her or something?’ Nael met Ree’s eyes in the mirror. Without his glasses, they looked even more intense.

‘Don’t be stupid. Don’t you know who she is?’

‘Well, I know she’s South African . . . Oh, you mean . . . ? But you go out with white girls all the time. What’s wrong with her?’ Nael was puzzled. As for her being South African, the previous year Ree had slept with Francine du Toit, a South African girl at the nearby Wychwood School for Ladies. What was different about Rianne?

‘She’s Marius de Zoete’s little girl. You know, the mining family. They practically run the country.’ Ree was brushing his teeth vigorously. He was angry. Nael could tell by the way the muscles in his forearm moved.

‘So . . . who’s he?’

‘Come on, Nael, those bastards are propping the whole country up.’ Ree spat into the basin. He straightened up. ‘I don’t need to give you a lesson in political expediency.’ Nael was silent. Ree turned to face him. ‘It’d be like you fucking Menachem Begin’s daughter,’ Ree added bitterly.

The two boys looked at each other. Nael’s face darkened. There was a tense silence. Nael broke it first. ‘Sure,’ he said at last. ‘I get you. I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’ He picked up his bag and left the room.

Ree turned back to the mirror and stared at his reflection. He had hated saying that. But he’d had to. It was their secret, his and Nael’s, the thing that bound them together – the thing he’d found out by accident. Nael had sworn him to absolute secrecy. His mother’s life depended on it. Nael’s mother wasn’t Mediterranean, at least not in the European sense of the term. She was Palestinian. And she was also in jail.
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In Johannesburg, Marika looked at her mother, a huge smile on her face. ‘Really?’ she squealed. ‘You mean it?’ Lisette nodded.

They were sitting on the veranda at home, and Hennie was thrashing around in the pool. It was a warm spring evening and the scent of jasmine and lilies filled the air. Poppie had just served a light salad and a crisp, dry white wine.

Lisette poured them a glass each. ‘Ja. You’ll fly out next Friday, arrive in London on Saturday morning and Rianne will be there on Saturday evening.’ She looked fondly at her daughter. She had done so well in her exams and deserved a little treat – a week in London, a bit of shopping, the theatre, the kind of things Lisette loved to do whenever she went overseas. The kind of things you couldn’t really do at home any more, she complained.

‘Ma, you’re just the best.’ Marika hugged her mother.

Lisette smiled. She loved making her children happy.

‘Can I tell Hennie? Now?’ Marika jumped up.

‘Ja, of course you can. Just don’t fall in, skatjie. We’ve just done your hair.’ Lisette had just paid a fortune to have Marika’s curly hair straightened and cut. Apparently, it was all the rage. Marika nodded, too excited to speak. She jumped off the veranda and ran down the garden to the pool.

Lisette saw Hennie’s face light up, even from where she was sitting. She sighed, relieved. He’d been an absolute beast since his cousin had departed. He moped around the house, swore at Seni unnecessarily and he’d even scraped the fender on Lisette’s new Mercedes as he’d backed out of the driveway at top speed. As unhappy as she was at the thought of him going into the army in December, she secretly wondered if it wasn’t perhaps the best thing for him. She watched him haul himself swiftly out of the water. He came running up the garden, still dripping. He had a good physique, his mother noted. Tall, strong and muscular. More like Marius than her husband, she thought, with a sudden lump in her throat. She squealed as he bounded up to her, cold drops of water flying everywhere.

‘Ag, Hennie!’ she cried. ‘Go away! Dry yourself first – ag! It’s cold !’

Hennie grabbed her arm. ‘Mom, that’s fantastic! Really? Next week?’

‘Yes, yes! Now go away, dry yourself, then come and sit down. Look, Poppie’s laid the table – come on, settle down!’ Lisette shooed him away. She was pleased: both of them seemed so happy. Hennie ran back inside the house, whooping.

Poppie stuck her head round the patio doors. ‘Missus?’ she asked, wondering what all the commotion was about.

‘Nie, Poppie.’ Lisette shook her head, still laughing. ‘It’s all right. They’re going to London next week to see Rianne.’ Poppie smiled widely, happy for them. Lisette knew that she, too, missed Rianne, but she would have to wait until Rianne came back to them at Easter. Poppie had never been abroad. In fact, moving from Cape Town to Johannesburg after Missus Céline’s death had been the longest trip she’d taken since childhood. And she could scarcely remember the other. Her family were originally from Natal and had been moved off their ancestral land by one government resettlement scheme or another, Poppie couldn’t remember which. One minute she’d lived in a traditional thatched hut in a kraal at the foot of the Drakensberg mountains and the next minute she was in a squatters’ camp in Khayalitsha. Moving into the de Zoete household at Vergelegen when she was ten had seemed like a dream. She couldn’t remember how it had come about . . . her father had somehow met Rianne’s father, Marius de Zoete. How? She had no idea. Meneer Marius and his beautiful wife were really the only family she knew. Lisette was okay but she was not like her brother Marius. She missed Marius. And at Easter her favourite child Rianne would be coming home. Poppie clapped her hands excitedly.

 
Rianne was puzzled. It was now Wednesday afternoon and she hadn’t heard from Nael since the boys had disappeared on Saturday night. She’d been sure he would call. As was the custom following any social event that involved the Boys’ College, the phone on the second floor had been ringing almost non-stop since Sunday afternoon. But none of the calls had been for her. She couldn’t understand it – he’d seemed so keen. She and Gabby were making a cup of tea in the kitchen when someone shouted for Gabby.

‘Gabby! Phone call!’

Gabby looked up. For her? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a phone call at Gordon. She put down her toast, grabbed a tea-towel to wipe her buttery fingers and went to see who it was.

‘Hello?’ she said, wondering who it could be.

‘Gabs, it’s me, Nael.’

She felt something cold run through her. Nael? ‘Oh . . . hi,’ she said. Her heart was suddenly hammering in her chest.

‘Gabs, can you do me a favour? Can you meet me at Serendipity’s in about an hour?’

Gabby looked at her watch. It was a quarter to four. ‘Um . . . sure. Why? What’s wrong?’ Her heart was racing. He wanted to see her?

‘I’ll explain when I see you. It’s about Rianne – it’s a bit awkward over the phone.’

Gabby suddenly felt utterly deflated. ‘Oh. Sure. I’ll catch the four-fifteen bus down.’ She hung up. Of course it was to do with Rianne. Why had she thought for a second that he might want to see her? She walked upstairs. She’d even forgotten her toast. She pulled her navy coat off the back of the door, found a pair of boots and pulled on her woollen socks.

 
When she got there Serendipity’s was almost empty. Nael was sitting alone at the back of the café. He waved as she walked in, but he seemed tired and a little sad. His hazel eyes had lost some of their sparkle. He smiled as she came up to the table.

‘Thanks, Gabs . . . you’re a real sport. Thanks for coming. It’s freezing outside.’

Gabby unwound the scarf from her neck. Her face was red from the cold. She nodded.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, as she sat down.

Nael stirred his tea slowly. ‘Well . . . it’s Ree – Riitho, not Rianne,’ he began, taking a sip. ‘You know we’ve been friends since . . . well, since for ever.’ Gabby nodded. The two of them were almost inseparable. ‘He’s pretty upset about me going off with Rianne. For his own reasons. Her being, you know, white South African and all that,’ he continued carefully. ‘The thing is, I completely understand him. I’d be the same if the situation were reversed. We talked about it the other night and, well, I just think it’s best if I don’t see her again.’

‘Oh. Right. Well, d’you want me to tell her then?’ Gabby asked. She assumed that was what she was there for, that that was why he’d called.

Nael looked at her, surprised. ‘Tell Rianne? No . . . I just wanted to talk to you about it,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want you to think I was a complete jerk.’

Gabby was unsure what to say. He cared about what she thought? ‘Oh.’

‘I mean, she’s pretty and all that, but . . . I’d feel the same way if I were Ree—’

‘But you’re not,’ Gabby pointed out.

‘I know. Still, I can’t do that to him. He hates her. I mean, really hates her.’

‘God, these friendships – it’s all a bit complicated for me,’ Gabby said. Suddenly it didn’t matter any more that he’d called her to talk about Rianne. It felt nice sitting with him, smiling together, being . . . well, friends. That was what they were.

An hour later, as Serendipity’s was about to close, he leaned across the table and touched her arm. ‘Thanks for coming, Gabs, I really mean it. I feel heaps better just talking to you.’

Gabby went pink with delight. She smiled at him. Her friendship with Nael was something special, she thought to herself as she waved goodbye through the bus window. Boyfriends came and went – that much she’d observed from everyone else – but real friends stayed. She hoped they’d always be friends.
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Nathalie was mooching around upstairs. Philippe wasn’t coming until five and he’d phoned to say he was bringing a university friend with him. She was cross. She’d hardly seen him all summer – he’d gone off travelling round Europe with his university friends and now she would have to share him with one of them. At least it wasn’t anyone she knew. His friends were usually so boring. This one was from Malaysia or some other God-forsaken place. Sacha, his name was. She pulled a face and opened her wardrobe to start packing. No point in taking anything even remotely fashionable back to Malmesbury, she thought. Two pairs of jeans, a few jumpers. Her mother dressed each evening as though she were expecting royalty – black cocktail dresses and gold jewellery. In Malmesbury! Nathalie grimaced – she secretly liked annoying her mother by appearing at dinner in jeans and an old cardigan.

A whole ten days with her mother. She wasn’t sure how she would manage. Their relationship was complicated: Nathalie feared and adored her in equal measure. She longed to be like her, but somehow always fell short: where Cordelia Sutton-Farris, formerly Maréchal, then Bates, née Weissberg, was beautiful, Nathalie was pretty; where Cordelia was interesting, Nathalie was sensible; where Cordelia was exotic, Nathalie was plain and boring. And Cordelia was certainly exotic. Although Philippe and Nathalie knew little about their mother’s past, she was careful to let fall certain charmingly intriguing hints.

They knew she’d been born to Czech-Jewish parents somewhere close to the Austrian border and that she’d been adopted by friends of her parents to escape the Holocaust. They knew that she’d grown up in Vienna – you could hear it in her carefully cultivated accent – and that she’d moved to Paris, then London, making good marriages, as she put it, along the way. Nathalie and Philippe’s father, Claude Maréchal, had died in a car accident, which had left Cordelia with a handsome allowance and a house somewhere in the Loire valley. But provincial France was not where the young and vivacious Cordelia intended to spend her days: London was the place to be in the sixties, and Cordelia Weissberg-Maréchal was the person to be with. She had married Nick Bates, a British rock star who unfortunately had a penchant for white powder and teenage groupies. His early and rather sordid death had left her with another house, in Chelsea this time, and a middle-aged accountant telling her as gently as he could that she was close to broke.

Her third marriage, to the accountant, proved a surprising success. Clive Sutton-Farris adored Cordelia and, perhaps more importantly from Nathalie’s point of view, her two children too. Nathalie had never met a man as patient, kind and loving as Clive. Nothing was too much trouble for him, especially where Cordelia was concerned. He waited on her, hand and foot. Nathalie often found herself wondering what Clive got out of it all – Cordelia was forever complaining, and especially that she hated life in the countryside. Clive had persuaded her to sell her London house and move to Malmesbury with him, to his country mansion. Although he continued to work from the Hanover Square offices in London during the week, he loved nothing better than to return to Rosebud Cottage on Thursday evenings, looking forward to the peace and calm of the Wiltshire countryside and golf on Saturday mornings. Cordelia, however, found Malmesbury just a trifle parochial.

She was twelve years his junior; she worried constantly about her looks and was always on a diet even though her measurements were almost exactly the same as they had been twenty years earlier, when she was twenty-one. Her glossy blonde hair was still thick and shiny, her face unlined, save for a few tiny creases around her mouth that all men found irresistible.

But in Malmesbury she was frustrated, and it showed. Nathalie had been on the sharp end of her mother’s edginess during the summer holidays and she was dreading half-term. She hoped Cordelia was still riding every day: it seemed to calm her down. That way, she’d have Philippe to herself when the house was quiet for a couple of hours.

She could hear Charmaine and Gabby getting ready to leave. She ran downstairs to say goodbye. Rianne was also ready and the three agreed to share a taxi to the station. Nathalie waved them off. There were only a couple of girls staying behind until the afternoon. She yawned. Another couple of hours’ sleep would suit her just fine.

 
Just before five she heard a car horn outside and pulled back the curtains in their bedroom. It was already dark. She peered out – yes! It was the familiar dark blue Jaguar, a wedding gift from her stepfather to her mother. She grabbed her bag and coat and flew downstairs, yanked open the front door and jumped on her brother, who staggered under the sudden assault and nearly toppled backwards on the steps.

‘Gnat!’ He laughed as he straightened up. It was his childhood name for her.

‘Peewee!’ she grinned back. They hugged.

He took her bags and stowed them in the boot. ‘You look wrecked.’ He opened the door for her. ‘What’ve you been up to?’

‘I’ve been asleep all afternoon,’ she protested, climbing into the back seat. ‘It’s taken you ages to get here. Everyone else has gone.’ She looked at the person sitting in the passenger seat.

‘Gnat, this is Sacha. Sacha, my baby sis.’ He got into the driver’s seat: he’d passed his test in the summer and had probably had to twist their mother’s arm to borrow the car that day, Nathalie thought.

‘Hello, Baby Sis.’ The young man in the front turned and smiled at Nathalie, who blushed. In the dark, she couldn’t make out more than a row of perfect, pearly white teeth and lots of curly black hair. His accent was unusual, a bit of American, English, and something else she couldn’t place.

‘Hi,’ she said casually. ‘And my name’s Nathalie, not Gnat. Or Baby Sis.’

‘I know. Philippe’s told me a lot about you.’ His voice sounded as though he was smiling.

‘Oi,’ Philippe protested, starting the engine. ‘We haven’t even got there yet and already I’m in trouble.’ They all laughed.

Nathalie looked back at the receding Gordon. Too bad there hadn’t been anyone present to see her rather glamorous departure. She looked at Sacha’s profile as Philippe swung the big car round and started down the hill. He was tall, that much she could tell from the way his head almost touched the roof. His hair was swept back from his forehead and he had a straight, perfectly shaped nose and a wide square chin – a rather determined chin, she guessed as she looked at him surreptitiously from the back seat. She couldn’t see his eyes properly – she’d caught a flash of dark, almost jet-black eyes and straight, heavy brows . . . Stuart Graves suddenly seemed awfully short and inconsequential beside this rather exotic stranger.

‘Are you at Reading with Philippe?’ she asked, leaning forward between the two front seats. She wanted to hear that strange, soft accent again. How come she’d not met him before?

‘Yep. We were in halls together in the first year but I didn’t really know him then. We shared a house last year.’

‘Sacha’s from KL,’ Philippe supplied.

‘Oh.’ Where was KL?

‘Malaysia.’ Sacha had read her mind. ‘My father’s Malaysian and my mother’s Finnish.’

‘Really?’ Nathalie was impressed. He was the first Malaysian and the first Finn she had met.

‘Yes. I grew up in Malaysia, though. My parents are divorced.’

Nathalie smiled happily. They had something in common. He also came from a family that had suffered a loss. ‘Our mother has remarried, but our stepdad is great!’

‘Yes, we met them this morning. Your mother’s really beautiful.’

Nathalie pulled a face. Yes, her mother was really beautiful. And she knew it.

‘How’s Charmaine?’ Philippe asked, his eyes meeting Nathalie’s in the rear-view mirror. Charmaine had spent a few days at Rosebud Cottage at the beginning of the Easter holidays and it was no secret that Philippe had been rather taken with the voluptuous fifteen-year-old.

‘Oh, fine. She’s off to London to meet Thierry,’ Nathalie answered gloomily. ‘She’s so lucky.’

‘Who’s Thierry?’

‘Her new boyfriend. He’s at the Boys’ College. They’re meeting up tonight. Imagine! Her mum lets her do anything. Mama won’t even let me go into Cheltenham,’ she grumbled.

‘It’ll be different this time, Nat. I’ll teach you to drive if you like.’

‘Oh! Can I? Really?’ Nathalie said, delighted. Learn to drive! Just wait till she told the others!

‘Sure,’ Sacha turned around, smiling. ‘We’ll both teach you. It’s easy.’

Nathalie’s stomach fluttered. The thought of sitting next to Sacha as he guided her through the complexities of learning to drive was almost too exciting to contemplate. The car sped along, eating up the miles of undulating Worcestershire countryside. She leaned back in the soft leather seats. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad half-term, after all. Curled up in the back, listening with half an ear to Sacha and Philippe, she dozed off.

 
It was completely dark by the time the car nosed into the driveway at Rosebud Cottage. Philippe brought it gently to a halt and pulled up the handbrake.

‘Look at that,’ he said, turning round to look at Nathalie. ‘Out like a light.’

‘I’ll wake her up,’ Sacha said, getting out of the car. ‘My dad showed me this great trick – he does it on his patients. Watch.’ He opened the back door and, leaning over the sleeping Nathalie, gently rubbed her earlobe between his thumb and forefinger.

She woke slowly, his light touch pulling her slowly from her dreams. It was a rather delicious way to wake up. She was dimly aware of the musky aroma of his aftershave as he moved away. She stretched.

‘Sorry . . . I couldn’t hear what you were talking about.’ She smiled sleepily at the two of them. ‘It got boring . . .’

‘Us? Boring?’ Philippe ruffled her curls affectionately. ‘Come on, supper’ll be ready. Gimme your bag.’ She handed over her things and followed the two young men into the house.

‘Nathalie!’ her mother cried, all smiles as she came to meet them. ‘But you look so tired, darling! And what have you done to your hair? It’s terrible!’ She hugged her exasperated daughter briefly before turning to the other two. ‘Come in, come in!’ she welcomed them, taking Sacha and Philippe by the arm. She had met his charming friend earlier that morning. She turned back to her daughter. ‘Nathalie, ask Janice to take your bags to your room. Is that all you brought with you? What’s happened to that lovely coat we bought last winter? What’s this you’re wearing?’

‘Oh, Mama,’ Nathalie said, irritated. She’d only been home five minutes! ‘I prefer this one. It’s warmer.’

‘But it’s so drab, darling.’ Cordelia frowned. ‘We’ll go shopping on Monday, hein?’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ Nathalie muttered and looked away. Why did her mother always – but always – succeed in making her feel about as attractive as – as a gnat? Cordelia’s glamorous continental ways – the little heins and the Schätzles she dropped into her speech – sounded so charming, so cultured. Nathalie on the other hand felt like a provincial schoolgirl every time her mother opened her mouth. It just wasn’t fair. Philippe turned and winked.

‘Hello, darling.’ Clive Sutton-Farris had come into the hallway. ‘I thought I heard your dulcet tones.’

‘Clive!’ Nathalie hugged her stepfather. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. I thought you’d be coming up tomorrow!’

‘Couldn’t miss seeing you two,’ he said. He was genuinely fond of his stepchildren, having missed his own children’s teenage years. ‘Drink, anyone?’ He turned to greet Philippe and Sacha. He and Philippe exchanged the Gallic kisses he had always found so charming in Cordelia, with her German background, and her children. He picked up a heavy crystal decanter. It was a special occasion – the family at home together. He and Philippe clinked glasses. ‘Glad to see you made it back. Car still in one piece?’

‘He’s a great driver, Clive.’ Nathalie beamed at her brother. ‘He’s going to teach me!’

‘Dear God, no?’ Clive teased her. Philippe and Sacha grinned at one another.

‘Darling, don’t you think you should have a bath or something before dinner, and put something nice on?’ Cordelia interrupted, looking pointedly at Nathalie.

‘Why? I’m fine, Mama.’

‘Well, I mean . . . jeans, darling? Really, mein Schatz. Janice will be serving dinner at eight, you’ve got an hour.’

‘Let her finish her drink, Cordy,’ Clive said gently. ‘The poor girl’s barely had time to get in.’

Cordelia frowned. He was always so quick to jump to Nathalie’s defence.

‘I’ll go in a minute.’ Nathalie capitulated suddenly. She looked at her mother – a simple knee-length black evening dress with sheer stockings, black high heels and perfectly coiffed hair . . . Perhaps she ought to put on a dress. There’d be something hanging in her wardrobe. God, her mother got on her nerves. She took a gulp of sherry.

‘Lovely, darling.’ Cordelia smiled at her. ‘I’ll go and see how Janice is getting on.’ She moved gracefully towards the kitchen. Clive took Philippe and Sacha into the drawing room.

Nathalie downed her drink and ran upstairs to draw a bath.

She poured in plenty of Cordelia’s favourite scent – Chanel No. 19. It was the one thing she liked about her mother – her dressing-table. She stripped off her clothes and stepped gingerly into the perfumed bubbles. She lay submerged for a minute or two and closed her eyes. She thought briefly of Stuart Graves, his rather fumbling attempts to kiss her the week before. And then, rather dreamily, of Sacha. Ten whole days . . .

‘Nathalie!’ Cordelia shouted, from the bottom of the stairs, breaking her reverie. Guiltily she clambered out of the bath and wrapped herself in a huge towel. She hurried down the corridor and into her room. She tugged open the wardrobe door and quickly scanned its contents. She picked a lemon-coloured knit dress and a pair of plain black pumps – nothing too fancy. She dressed quickly, pausing only to run a brush through her curls. She looked at herself in the mirror. Better . . . if not beautiful. She added a dab of perfume behind her ears and hurried downstairs.

‘That’s better, mein Schatz.’ Cordelia smiled graciously as Nathalie joined them in the drawing room. A fire was burning in the grate and Philippe and Sacha were admiring Clive’s collection of antique naval paintings. Nathalie sat next to Clive on the large pale blue sofa and looked across at her mother. For the umpteenth time, she wondered how it was that her mother never seemed to age. Cordelia looked wonderful – every inch the gracious, sophisticated hostess. She adjusted her delicate gold necklace with a long, scarlet-tipped finger. ‘Shall we?’ she enquired of the young men. The two of them turned round, a little bashfully – naval artistry was not Cordelia’s forte. She stood up and again slipped an arm through Sacha’s. Clive smiled at Nathalie and held out his arm. The five of them walked through to the elegant dining room.

Dinner was an elaborate, rather fussy affair: five courses and endless plate changes. Poor Janice ran to and fro from the kitchen, trying to make sure everything went smoothly under Cordelia’s sharp eyes. Thankfully, there was plenty of wine. Cordelia kept everyone entertained with her usual dinner-party repartee: charming little stories about people and places she’d known. Her blonde hair shone in the firelight, a sleek, glossy frame around her oval-shaped face. She ate little – ‘Watching my figure,’ she said archly. Clive smiled and patted her arm. He would have preferred just a little more flesh on her – all those sharp bones and tummy exercises. He found it exhausting just watching her.

They retired to the drawing room for an after-dinner drink. Philippe and Sacha excused themselves: they’d been up early that morning to catch the train to Malmesbury and what with the drive to pick up Nathalie . . .

‘I do hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us,’ Cordelia said to Sacha, standing up and leading the boys to the door. ‘Malmesbury can be a bit quiet, you know, but perhaps you ride.’

Nathalie looked at her mother crossly. At the age of nine, Nathalie had fallen off Midget, her pony, and had refused to mount a horse ever since, and neither Philippe nor Clive were keen riders.

‘Yes, yes I do,’ said Sacha, turning his perfect smile on Cordelia. ‘I didn’t know you had horses.’

‘Oh, my dear,’ Cordelia’s laugh had a sharp edge to it, ‘that’s all we have. We must go riding together. Perhaps tomorrow? The countryside is at its loveliest early in the morning.’

‘I’d love to,’ Sacha agreed. Philippe looked pleased: his mother usually ignored his friends. Nathalie sat on the sofa beside Clive, suddenly and furiously jealous. She was almost tempted to break her seven-year ban and join them. Almost, but not quite. She was uncharacteristically quiet for the rest of the evening and escaped to her room as soon as it was decent.

 
‘Are you sure you want to get up so early, darling?’ Clive asked his wife anxiously, as they prepared for bed. ‘I mean, it’s the first day of the holidays . . .’

‘Of course I’m sure,’ Cordelia replied, creaming her face and neck. ‘You never come with me and you know how I love the early morning. Don’t worry, we won’t go far.’

‘Well, if you’re sure . . .’ Clive picked up his trousers and neatly folded them as he had every night for the past eleven years.

‘I am.’ Cordelia got up from the dressing-table. She smiled winningly at him as she walked to the bathroom. ‘You worry too much.’ He smiled back and reached for his pyjamas as she disappeared through the door.

 
In the bathroom, Cordelia drew the bolt on the door quietly and slipped out of her peach-satin robe. Naked, she stood in front of the gilt-framed mirror and drew the scales from under the chair. She stepped on and looked anxiously at the dial. Perfect. Not an ounce heavier than the day before, or the day before that. She looked at herself in the full-length mirror, pleased with what she saw. Her stomach was perfectly flat, even in profile, and her breasts were still rounded and firm.

She smiled at her reflection and raised a red-tipped finger to her breasts and started stroking. As the nipples stiffened she lowered herself into the antique chair beside the bath and spread her thighs. With swift, practised strokes she brought herself to a quick, sweet climax – as she had done every evening for the past eleven years. She allowed herself the tiniest of sighs. Sacha. She smiled to herself and reached for her robe. She glanced at her watch. The nightly ritual had taken less than ten minutes. With any luck, Clive would be asleep.
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Nathalie was sulking. Hard. The holiday was not living up to its promise. It was mid-week. Clive spent every day in Cheltenham, returning only for dinner, then leaving again early in the morning. He was working on some big case – he looked tired. Philippe and Sacha were always out, she’d no idea where. Apart from on Sunday evening in the local pub, they’d pretty much ignored her. Her mother – after the early morning ride with Sacha, which had become a daily fixture – spent most of the day in bed. She descended at dinner-time, dressed ever more elegantly, and flirted outrageously with their good-looking guest. And Sacha was good-looking. Nathalie was fascinated by him – she thought he was the most exotic and sophisticated person she’d ever met. On the rare occasion that he and Philippe stayed at home long enough to chat to her, she found herself hungry for more. His life seemed so interesting, compared to theirs. A Finnish mother – never mind that she’d fled back to Finland almost as soon as he was born – a Malaysian father, rich, privileged, the American school in Kuala Lumpur, then boarding school in England, a year spent travelling around the world before university . . . it was exactly what she imagined a glamorous, adventurous life to be. He seemed not to notice . . . that was just his life.

She kicked at a pebble. It was eleven o’clock on a damp, blustery morning. She wandered across the courtyard and into the kitchen. No one was about, not even Janice. Something was simmering on the Aga. It was quiet. She opened the cupboard and found a packet of biscuits. She’d find something to read. She wandered into the drawing room, picked up one of her mother’s endless romance novels, then went out again, across the pebble courtyard to the second row of empty stables. The high loft above the abandoned row of stalls had long been a favourite place to hide. When Clive had first brought them to Rosebud Cottage, she had spent hours in the loft with an old duvet and a good book. It was her escape from her mother’s unbearably high spirits. Over the years, she had dragged an old sofa and a small heater up to the little nest, despite Cordelia’s dire predictions of fire. Munching steadily, she settled herself in the sofa, wrapped the duvet round her legs and picked up her book. Before long, she was transported from the mundane present to an exciting world of passion, intrigue and betrayal.

At first the soft moans and sighs that penetrated her subconscious appeared to her to be part of her own imagination. She put down the book, distracted by faint rustling noises beneath her. The light from the skylight was fading fast – darkness was on its way. She peered at her watch. It was almost four o’clock. She’d been reading for hours. As a groan echoed through the empty stables she scrambled to her knees and peered over the edge of the loft.

She nearly lost her balance. Lying almost directly below her, bathed in the dying light, was her mother. Her tousled blonde hair was spread over the blanket upon which she lay, half naked. With a gasp, Nathalie recognised the jet-black curls beside her. Sacha. She perched above them, unable to move or to tear her eyes away. Cordelia smiled luxuriously, grabbing Sacha’s hand and placing it on her stomach . . . lower . . . lower. Nathalie gulped.

‘Oh, ja,’ Cordelia whispered lazily, turning to face him. Sacha laughed softly.

Suddenly her mother’s body was obliterated by his muscular back as he pushed her knees apart and entered her. It was terribly quiet. Nathalie tore her eyes away and scrambled to her knees. She could hear Sacha’s ragged breathing and her mother’s gasps. She put her hands over her ears. She was trembling. She was trapped upstairs. The only ladder down was right in front of them. She stood there, absolutely still, her palms pressed tight against her ears. She could hear the thud of her racing heart as the minutes ticked by.

‘Kom, Schatz,’ she heard her mother say at last. ‘Philippe will be home soon and I can’t think where Nathalie has got to. We’d better go in. I’ll go first and you can slip in through that door over there. Wait a few seconds, hmm?’ There was a rustle of clothes and the sound of a zip. Nathalie heard the heavy oak door creak open, then the sound of Cordelia’s heels tapping across the courtyard. Sacha let out a deep breath and, seconds later, he too was gone.

Nathalie felt her legs give way. She needed to sit down. Her face was burning. Her heart was racing and her hands felt clammy – with shame and embarrassment. She could scarcely believe what she’d seen. Sacha? Doing it to her mother? Tears welled behind her eyes. How could she face either of them ever again? She began to sob, her chest heaving. A mixture of shame and fear swept over her, making her nauseous and weak at the same time. She sat on the couch for what seemed like an eternity, tears running down her cheeks, her mind unable to grasp what her eyes had seen.

The evening was torture. She found herself staring constantly at her mother, marvelling at how normal Cordelia appeared, fussing over Clive, sipping her wine, slowly asking how Nathalie’s day had gone. She was her usual seductive, charming self. At times Nathalie wondered if she had simply imagined the whole episode. She watched Sacha intently, but his dark eyes gave nothing away. Was she going mad?

 
‘She’s here!’ Marika gave a shout from her position at the window where she’d been waiting for the past hour. Darkness had closed in and Dinah had just switched on the lamps. The large, double-height sitting room, with its enormous sofas and deep leather armchairs, was warm and elegant. Marika looked around it with pleasure. She loved the way you could be in the clear, bright light of Johannesburg one minute, then emerge into the sombre gloom of London the next. Except that it was cold. She was dressed in a pair of jeans, two T-shirts and a burgundy cardigan, a pair of woollen socks and one of Lisette’s cashmere shawls – not that it was cold inside. On the contrary: the first thing Hennie had done on arrival was locate the thermostat and turn it up. He walked around the house as though he were still at home, in a rugby shirt and a pair of cotton trousers. He came running down the corridor. Rianne had arrived.

‘Ssh!’ Marika warned him, pulling him into the alcove behind the curtains. They could hear Dinah greeting Rianne and the sound of her bag as she dragged it up the stairs.

‘Any messages for me?’ Rianne asked, heaving her bag into the hall. Dinah would pick it up and carry it through to her room.

‘No, but there’s a letter. It’s in the drawing room on the coffee table,’ Dinah said, as Marika had told her to say.

‘Oh?’ Rianne couldn’t imagine who would write to her at Wilton Crescent.

Behind the curtains, Marika could barely suppress a giggle. It was all a bit childish. Then, ‘Surprise!’ she shrieked, as Rianne walked towards the coffee table.

Rianne jumped and, for a second, was speechless. She and Marika hugged tightly, and then she turned to Hennie.

He hung back a little, diffident. ‘Hey,’ he shrugged, his cheeks reddening, ‘the letter thing was her idea.’ He pointed at his sister.

Rianne laughed. She didn’t care whose idea it was, it was the best surprise ever! ‘How long are you here for? When did you come? Where’s Lisette?’ The questions tumbled from her lips.

‘She’s in New York. She gets back to Jo’burg a week after we do. We’ve got nearly three weeks of freedom!’ Marika said smiling widely. ‘It’s a going-away present for Hennie.’

Hennie scowled: he hated being reminded that he was on his way to the army.

‘What’ll we do – what d’you want to do?’ Rianne said, looking at her watch. It was nearly six o’clock. She couldn’t wait to go out with them, somewhere nice, somewhere grown-up, after being cooped up in that prison. ‘Let’s go to a bar!’

Marika looked a little doubtful. Bars were not really her scene. But the sight of her cousin’s beautiful face lighting up with pleasure when Hennie agreed convinced her. She didn’t care where they went . . . she wanted to hear all about Rianne’s ‘adventure’, as she called it, amongst all those English girls and, of course, to hear about the ball. She hoped Rianne had taken a picture or two of the beautiful ball dress. In her mind, her cousin’s life had suddenly transplanted itself into one of those frightfully nice Enid Blyton stories about boarding school that she remembered from about age twelve. The three wandered into the kitchen. Luckily, Dinah had a teenage daughter and seemed to know all the right places – and how to get to them.

 
At home in Pimlico, in the pretty, somewhat frilly flat she shared with her mother, Charmaine paced up and down in her room, anxiously listening for signs that her mother’s conversation, which had lasted over an hour, was nearing the end. ‘Get off the phone,’ Charmaine longed to yell. ‘Thierry might call!’ She bit her lip. What if he’d given up? She could hear her mother chattering away and rolled her eyes heavenwards. Mary Hunter could talk for England. Charmaine stuck her head round the door, unable to bear it any longer. ‘Mum?’ she pleaded. ‘Please!’

Mary covered the mouthpiece with her hand. ‘Just a minute, Charmaine,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve nearly finished.’

‘You said that an hour ago,’ Charmaine complained. ‘I’m waiting for a call.’

‘Well, she’ll just have to ring back,’ Mary said, and returned to her conversation.

‘Mum! It might be Thierry!’ Charmaine wailed. ‘He might not!’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Charmaine,’ Mary said, exasperated. She flapped her hand at her daughter. ‘Betty, I’d better go,’ she said. ‘Madam here’s waiting for a call. Prince Charming might just ring,’ she said meaningfully. Charmaine scowled at her behind her back. ‘I’ll phone you later. If he calls.’

‘He will ring. Not like your boyfriend,’ Charmaine said pointedly, and Mary’s cheeks reddened.

Charmaine flounced back into her room. Men were a touchy subject between her and Mary. Charmaine had never stopped blaming her mother for her father having walked out on them some nine years previously. Charmaine still dreamed about him. Charlie Hunter had simply gone to work one morning and never come back. No note, no explanation, nothing. A month later, Mary received a letter. Charlie was in New Zealand, making a new life for himself. He was sorry but he couldn’t stand it any longer. He had seen to it that Mary and Charmaine were generously provided for: on the first of every month, a cheque arrived, drawn on a Swiss account and posted from Zurich without fail or explanation, with no trace of the sender. Also, Mary’s own father, whom Charmaine barely remembered, had left his only daughter a sizeable inheritance, so she could go on living pretty much in the manner to which she’d become accustomed. But it meant little. Charlie Hunter, whom she’d married at eighteen, had left her.

A new life. Charmaine, who had been seven at the time, couldn’t grasp what it meant. She was full of questions to which Mary had few answers. A new life? How could you decide to have a new life? What had happened to the old one? Did he have another family? Another pretty little girl? Someone else to tell bedtime stories to and hoist up on his knee when he came home from work? She was Daddy’s little girl – he loved her, he told her so, a dozen times a day. What had Mary done to him?

It was easy to blame her mother – the weeping, distraught Mary was an easy target. But deep down, somewhere in the back of her mind late at night when the lights were off and her imagination ran wild, Charmaine couldn’t help but wonder . . . was it her? Had she said or done something? Perhaps she hadn’t been enough for her father – she wasn’t pretty enough, she didn’t smile enough . . . or was she too heavy? In the months before he left, Charlie had complained that Charmaine was getting too heavy to sit on his knee – my little Heffalump, he had called her. Charmaine often turned her face into her pillow and wept.

By the time Charmaine was in her teens, Mary had been through a string of unsuitable men – Uncle Justin, Uncle Henry, Uncle Peregrine – who had all vanished, bored by Mary’s insufferable niceness and irritated by the maudlin conversations that somehow always ended with Charlie, the husband who’d left. The lesson, as far as Charmaine was concerned, could not have been clearer. Her mother was going about it all wrong. In her demure twin-sets and pearls, her hair carefully lacquered into place and her sensible, flat shoes with gold buckles, she oozed motherly charm tinged with a hint of desperation.

Charm and desperation got you nowhere, Charmaine decided. Sex and bored indifference were where it was at. And she’d proved it. The summer she’d turned fourteen, two years ago, she’d been rewarded with a look of confusion by one of her mother’s suitors as she’d sat with them, sipping a glass of wine. Charmaine had run the tip of her tongue across her lips – not on purpose, mind – and the man had blushed a fierce red as her eyes caught his. From then on, it was easy. Every holiday, her skirts were that bit shorter, her blouses unbuttoned to the third buttonhole, not the second; her T-shirts a little too tight. She knew from the hungry look in their eyes that the men who came to take Mary out to dinner or the theatre wished they could stay behind on the Laura Ashley sofa where Charmaine was curled up.

Yes, sex was the weapon, and at sixteen Charmaine knew how to use it. She could get men – and get back at them – with ease. She wasn’t the prettiest girl at St Anne’s, especially not since Rianne had arrived, but she was certainly the sexiest. At Serendipity’s, boys from the college were always falling over themselves to sit at her table.

‘Darling,’ Mary Hunter called, interrupting Charmaine’s reverie. ‘There’s someone on the phone for you – Thierry someone-or-other.’

Charmaine leaped out of her room and tore the receiver from her mother’s hand. She held it against her chest for a second – she didn’t want to sound breathless. Two minutes later, she hung up, her face beaming with happiness. Thierry had asked her to meet him in Chelsea, as he had said he would, but there was more. He was going to meet Ree and Nael and a couple of others from the Boys’ College. They were all in London for the half-term holiday. Did she mind? Charmaine squeezed her eyes shut in excitement. Mind? Was he mad? She rushed into her room and threw open her wardrobe doors. What could she wear? Something low-cut and clingy, she decided, hurriedly pulling clothes off the rails.

Ten minutes later, she was ready. She’d squeezed into a tight black jersey dress that barely did up across her breasts – she’d had to slip a safety-pin between the buttons directly over her cleavage. She rummaged under her bed for her favourite suede Chelsea boots. Then, with a blue and white striped scarf wound round her neck, she thought she looked fantastic. She grabbed her coat and headed for the sitting room.

Mary grimaced as she noted Charmaine’s outfit. ‘Darling,’ she began, hesitantly, ‘your dress . . . Don’t you think it’s a little tight? Your bra’s showing—’

‘Mummy, it’s supposed to. That’s the fashion nowadays,’ Charmaine replied breezily, pulling on her gloves. ‘I’ll be back before midnight, I promise.’

‘Well, all right – but do take a taxi home, won’t you? Make sure Thierry comes all the way to the door. There’re all sorts of people in the streets at that time.’

‘Yes, Mummy,’ Charmaine said.

‘Uncle Justin might drop by for a drink,’ Mary called, as Charmaine disappeared, ‘so we’ll probably still be up when you get in,’ she added.

Charmaine grinned. She’d make sure she was back long after midnight. She’d no desire to see Uncle Justin’s shaky hands tremble as he handed her a drink. She hailed a cab.

 
If I die now, at this very minute, Charmaine thought, as she watched Thierry, Ree and Nael cross the King’s Road and make their way towards her, I’ll be happy. Nothing can top this. She was sitting by the window of Blushes, her favourite café on her favourite road in the whole world. Not that she had seen much of the world. She waved at them from her seat. Thierry saw her first and waved back enthusiastically. Ree and Nael were being their usual too-cool-for-words selves. Another man was following them. Charmaine frowned. Oh, it was Ree’s bodyguard. Was he coming too?

‘Charmaine, hi,’ Thierry said, unwinding his scarf. He kissed her twice, once on each cheek. ‘Have you been here long?’ he asked.

‘No, just got here. Hi, Ree,’ she said. Everyone in the café was looking at them, Charmaine noted happily. They made a striking group. The three young men couldn’t have been more different – pale, almost blond Thierry with his Parisian affectations, a Paisley scarf round his neck, a dark blue trench-coat; Ree, with his jet-black skin and eyes, tight-cropped hair and trademark black jeans and black coat; and Nael, golden-skinned with curly brown hair and hazel eyes. All three looked good enough to—

‘Hi.’ Nael lowered his head to kiss her. Ree made no move. Disappointed, Charmaine sat down. Ree’s bodyguard sat at a nearby table. It was all too thrilling for words. A waiter glided over. Yes, she would have a drink, thank you, a Bloody Mary. She’d heard other girls order it and it sounded so worldly. Ree and Nael had beer and Thierry a glass of wine. The bodyguard drank water.

‘Doesn’t it feel a bit strange,’ Charmaine asked Ree, as the waiter served their drinks, ‘having him around all the time?’ She indicated the bodyguard.

Ree shrugged. ‘You get used to it.’

‘Have you ever been . . . you know, shot at or anything?’

‘No.’ Ree didn’t look as though he wanted to be drawn on the subject.

She turned to Nael. ‘Are you going to see Rianne?’ she asked brightly, remembering the ball.

‘Er, no.’ Nael blushed. There was a short silence. Charmaine took a sip of her drink. Ugh. The conversation wasn’t flowing quite as smoothly as she’d hoped. Thierry sat next to her, his arm draped casually over the back of her chair. She smiled at him, and was rewarded with a grin. He looked like he appreciated her, even if the other two didn’t. She moved a little closer.

By eleven o’clock Charmaine was feeling rather drunk. She’d had two Bloody Marys, a glass of wine, a shot of tequila, followed by another glass of wine. Nael’s gentle warnings not to mix her drinks went unheeded. He and Ree had disappeared at about ten o’clock, bodyguard in tow. The evening hadn’t been the unbridled success that she’d hoped it would be. In fact, Ree and Nael spent most of the time talking between themselves, leaving Thierry free to nuzzle her ear, slide a tentative hand up and down her thigh and watch delightedly as she knocked back one drink after another.

 
‘Shall we go, chérie?’ he asked, as the bell sounded for last orders.

‘What? To my house?’ she asked, her words slurring slightly.

Thierry thought quickly. Merde. His aunt and uncle were at home – couldn’t go back there. Charmaine lived with her mother, he knew that. A hotel? Not around here – he couldn’t afford it. ‘Well, perhaps not. Would you like to go somewhere else?’

Charmaine brightened. ‘Ooh . . . where? A party?’

‘Mmm. Not exactly. We could have our own little party, just the two of us . . .’

‘Yes, but where? My mum’s at my house – but she’s probably asleep by now.’

‘How about a hotel?’ Thierry hardly dared say it.

‘A hotel? Sure . . . but which one?’

Charmaine was having difficulty standing up. He held her by the waist and helped her with her coat. ‘We’ll see. Let’s get a taxi.’ He helped her outside, where the cold air stung after the fug and warmth of the bar. He hailed a black cab, and they got in. Where could they go? He remembered there were tons of cheap hotels around Victoria station.

Ten minutes later, the cab pulled up in front of Belgravia Gardens, a reasonable-looking hotel near Eaton Square. Charmaine was snoring gently. Unable to believe his luck, Thierry paid the driver and staggered up the steps with Charmaine. He sat her in the chair beside the receptionist’s desk and hurriedly paid for a room. The bored receptionist took one look at the sleeping girl and the nervous young man in front of her and snorted. He’d be lucky. He’d just paid £49.99 for a long night’s kip on a hard and lumpy mattress. Thierry turned to help Charmaine to her feet.

‘Come on, Charmaine, we’re here. Viens . . . up we go.’ Charmaine groaned. The room was beginning to swim. Where the hell was she? They climbed the stairs slowly. The lift was broken, the receptionist told them. She didn’t appear at all apologetic. Thierry struggled with Charmaine as they made their way slowly down the corridor. Dieu, she was small but she was no lightweight.

Ten, eleven, twelve . . . ah, there: room thirteen. He put the key in the lock and opened the door. Well, he’d seen worse, he thought, as he deposited her on the bed. At least it looked clean. He took off his coat and scarf. Charmaine had slumped onto the bed and was snoring. He dug a hand into his coat pocket – yes, merci, Dieu, he had them. He’d nipped into Boots and bought a packet of condoms, as he’d heard the other boys do. Thierry – like the sleeping girl on the bed – was that terrible thing . . . a virgin. But no one knew. Living in Paris, he was able to invent a steady stream of conquests, including the maid, her mother, her cousins and her sister. Luckily for him most of his friends were too inexperienced to recognise a fantasy when they heard one – since most of them had never done it either, his descriptions sounded most convincing.

‘Charmaine,’ he whispered, as he sat down beside her. She stirred. Her lipstick was smudged and her mascara had smeared – she must have rubbed her eyes. He’d have to help her get undressed. He bent down and tugged at a boot, slipped it off, then the other. Charmaine murmured something and, annoyingly, rolled over.

‘Charmaine,’ he murmured, ‘come on, turn over. You’ve got to get undressed.’ She made no response. He swore. She was lying on her side now and he could see the red lacy bra that had been driving him mad all evening through the thin material of her dress. He tried to prise open the buttons. His fingers were a little clumsy and her necklace caught between the buttons. There was a faint tearing sound as the material gave way. Merde! He’d ripped it. He stared at her in panic. She rolled over again. Ah, that was better. He managed to pull her dress down, past her lacy white panties – he almost choked – to her knees. His heart was hammering so hard he thought it would burst. Something else was ready to burst too. He pulled her dress off, then stripped off his own clothes. He left his socks on – it was cold – and climbed onto the bed beside her.

Her wonderfully soft, full breasts were cupped splendidly in the red bra. He swallowed. Charmaine stirred sleepily. She was cold, she murmured. He pulled up the blanket that was lying at the foot of the bed and reluctantly covered her. Now he’d have to feel his way around. He started on her breasts. Slowly, he caressed the mounds made by her underwire bra and stroked the soft skin. Charmaine moaned softly. He slipped a finger underneath the lace and felt for her nipple. She moaned again, louder. He had to put a hand on his own trembling stomach to stop himself from ejaculating. She rolled over on her side again, away from him. He pressed himself against her lace-covered buttocks and unfastened her bra. It worked easily. He slipped a hand round her, and felt her breasts spring free. He couldn’t help it . . . he lifted the blanket and craned his head to look – oh, merde! He started rubbing himself hard against her – he just couldn’t stop – merde – merde! ‘Charmaine!’ he cried out, unable to stop himself.

Charmaine dimly felt something wet against her back, felt a hand clutch her breast so hard she woke up. And promptly vomited.

 
Gabby stared at the mountain of food on her plate. Her grandmother served herself a fraction of what she’d put on Gabby’s plate, and walked slowly round the kitchen table to her place. She smiled fondly at her granddaughter. Then she frowned.

‘What’s wrong, darling? Don’t you like venison?’ she asked anxiously.

‘No, Granny, it’s not that.’ She stared at her plate, then looked up at her grandmother. ‘Granny,’ she began, ‘d’you think I’m . . . fat?’ Gabby looked at her anxiously.

‘Oh, darling,’ Clarissa murmured, ‘you’re fine the way you are. What brought this on?’

‘I don’t know . . . Everyone at school’s really thin and there’s this new girl – she’s South African. She’s awfully pretty and, well, there’s someone I like, you know, but he likes her and I just thought . . .’ Gabby trailed off.

Her grandmother reached across the table and patted her arm. ‘I know, darling, it’s awfully hard. Tell you what – I think you’re beautiful just the way you are, you know that. But if you want to make yourself even more beautiful, well, let’s do it together.’ Gabby smiled at her grandmother gratefully. She really did know how to phrase things. ‘We’ll devise a little plan, shall we? A little eating plan, not a diet. No potatoes, no bread, no puddings. Instead we’ll have lots of vegetables, lots of fruit and lots of water. I was quite . . . curvy in my day, you know.’ Gabby looked at her grandmother in surprise. She’d been elegantly slender as long as Gabby could remember. ‘Oh, yes,’ she continued. ‘I know quite a lot about planning – you’d be surprised.’

‘You? But you hardly eat anything, Granny,’ Gabby protested. ‘I don’t think I could live on what you eat.’

‘That’s because I’m old, darling, and I walk everywhere. I’ll bet you don’t, what with all those taxis you take!’ Her eyes twinkled. Gabby had taken a taxi for the quarter-mile journey from the station to the gates at Windmere.

‘What’ll I do with all this?’ Gabby indicated the pile on her plate. ‘I feel ill already.’

‘Well, start by eating half of everything except the mashed potatoes. Drink lots of water in between mouthfuls and chew slowly. You’ll see, darling. If you can stick to it you’ll be positively svelte, by Christmas. And then you and I will go shopping. How about that?’

Gabby felt better already. She scraped away the potatoes, half of the delicious venison stew and added some more carrots. Her grandmother nodded approvingly. It was true, she adored her only granddaughter just as she was. But she could see it might be a little difficult for her to find a nice young man . . . She was so tall and she was intelligent – Clarissa knew from experience that the combination didn’t always go down well. So, if Gabby wanted to lose a little weight, feel a little more confident about herself, well, she’d do everything she could to encourage her. She was so special . . . she deserved to be treated as such.
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All too soon, it seemed, half-term was over. Marika and Hennie saw Rianne off at the station and watched, amused, as she lugged two enormous suitcases across the platform. She’d been shopping. She’d show them back at St Anne’s, she told a wide-eyed Marika. She’d show them what South African girls were made of. Somehow, and without realising it, she no longer thought of running away. She was now considering how to regain her position at the top of the tree, starting with the one thing that had knocked her out of it: her clothes. She’d replaced almost everything in her dull ‘regulation’ wardrobe with something stylish. The salesgirl at Harrods had been beside herself.

She found the right train almost at the same time as Charmaine and a couple of the other girls in their house found her. She followed them into the compartment and folded her new navy blue coat, with its belted waist, over her knees and looked out of the window as the train pulled out of Paddington.

Charmaine chattered non-stop about what she’d done in the holiday, where she’d been, Thierry Pasquier, something about a hotel and wet sheets. Rianne couldn’t work out what had happened. Whatever it was, Charmaine looked exceedingly pleased with herself. Rianne sighed. Another three hours of prattle. She dozed off, and in no time at all they were pulling into the now familiar station at Malvern.

 
‘Hi,’ Rianne said guardedly, as Gabby came into the room. She still wasn’t used to the drama surrounding arrivals and departures at this place.

Gabby grinned at her. ‘Had a good half-term?’ she asked, flinging her bag on to her bed.

Rianne nodded. She was hanging up her new clothes.

‘Cor, someone’s been shopping!’ Gabby laughed.

Rianne reddened. ‘Just a few things. I was a bit fed up with the stuff my aunt got for me.’

‘Wow.’ Gabby looked at the purchases. ‘These are really cool.’ She picked up a pair of knee-length black leather boots. ‘Where d’you get all this stuff?’

‘Harrods. They have these personal shoppers, you know. You tell them what you want and they go and find it for you. It’s easy.’

‘Hmm. Well, can’t say I’ve ever used one but . . .maybe one day.’ Gabby felt good. She’d stuck to her ‘plan’ all week, and she and her grandmother had gone for long walks in the gentle Hereford countryside. She was drinking a large bottle of water a day and she felt great. She loved the feeling of control and calm that came over her when she’d had a ‘good’ day. She loved feeling ‘good’ and disciplined, not frantic and depressed. She couldn’t yet see a difference, despite staring at herself in the mirror every evening before going to bed but she felt thinner.

She looked on enviously as Rianne unfolded a dark brown tweed skirt with a single large pleat mid-thigh and a black cashmere sweater, which she slipped onto the hanger over the skirt. She looked down at her own navy blue skirt and jumper, large, shapeless items, and grimaced. Although she’d never be thin enough to fit into anything Rianne owned, perhaps it wasn’t too daring to imagine that soon she’d look for things that suited her, rather than just fitted.

Just then the door opened and Charmaine walked in, dragging her bag. ‘Gabby,’ she squealed, flinging her arms around Gabby and nearly knocking her off the bed. ‘Oh, I’m so pleased to see you – you’ll never guess what happened . . .’ Without even bothering to take off her coat, she sat on the bed next to Gabby and was off again, recounting the half-term drama. This time, Rianne listened with more than half an ear. Ah, so that was what the fuss was about: she had done ‘it’.

‘Did it hurt?’ Gabby asked eventually, suitably impressed.

Charmaine shook her head. She was a little vague about the details. Actually, she couldn’t remember very much. ‘No, not at all. I didn’t feel anything. Well, of course, I did . . . a bit. It was rather . . . nice.’

Rianne lifted an eyebrow as she continued hanging clothes. Nice? Not likely. Everyone knew the first time it bloody hurt!

‘So, are you going out with him, then?’ Gabby asked. Charmaine’s half-term seemed an awfully long way from walking with her grandmother and the two Labradors.

Charmaine nodded vigorously. Oh, yes. Practically engaged.

Rianne snorted to herself. For all their air of sophistication, some of these English girls were clueless. She supposed it came from spending half their lives locked up in places like St Anne’s – deprived of male company, they spent their time imagining it. And as everyone knew, especially when it came to boys, the imagination was not always the most reliable tool.

‘God, you bought a lot of stuff,’ Charmaine said suddenly, eyeing the pile of clothes on Rianne’s bed. She picked up a long grey woollen skirt with mustard yellow embroidery at the hem. ‘Pretty. Where d’you get it?’

‘She’s got a personal shopper at Harrods,’ Gabby told her.

Rianne blushed. ‘Everyone can have one – they’re just there, in the store. You just have to go and get one.’ It wasn’t strictly true. You had to have an account at Harrods. Which Lisette, of course, did.

‘Well, she certainly knows what to pick. Oh, these are really nice.’ She picked up a pair of stone-washed jeans with a custom-made rip in the knees – the absolute latest. ‘Shit, you’ll be the best-dressed person in Malvern at this rate.’

‘Yeah, well, from the worst to the best in ten days,’ Rianne said drily. The others laughed.

Rianne looked at them, surprised at herself. For the first time since she’d arrived at St Anne’s, she felt something like warmth. It was strange. She’d spent the first month dying to get away. She’d never been so miserable in all her life. Now, although she still hated the idea of being at an all-girls’ school in the middle of cold, wet England, she had to admit there were things about it that she was learning – albeit grudgingly – to like. Slowly. Sitting around the room on a cold, damp evening, looking at clothes and talking about boys for one thing. Choosing what to wear for that all-important first evening back after half-term for another. She pulled the jeans out of the wardrobe. ‘Shall I wear these?’ she asked Gabby and Charmaine. They both nodded vigorously. Charmaine was wondering how and when to broach the subject of sharing . . . there were one or two things in there that she would look absolutely stunning in. Even if they were a bit long on her, and possibly a little tight?

‘I wonder where Nat is,’ Gabby said, watching Rianne slither into her new jeans. Was it possible to be that thin?

‘Her brother’s bringing her back,’ Charmaine said. She was fingering one of Rianne’s new Benetton sweaters. She’d bought six – they lay on top of each another, like an enormous liquorice all-sort. Black, cream, orange, green . . .

 
Nathalie was sitting miserably beside Philippe as he negotiated the bends along the hill leading to St Anne’s. He couldn’t understand what was wrong with her. At some point during half-term, she’d simply closed up. Stopped speaking. Stopped eating, practically. All attempts to draw her out of herself had failed. She spent hours in her room, reading and – judging by her red nose and swollen eyes – crying, too. At dinner last night Cordelia, fed up with her daughter’s sulky behaviour, asked her if she was mooning over some boy. Nathalie had burst into fresh tears and run upstairs to her room. But half-terms and holidays usually ended this way – Cordelia needling Nathalie and Nathalie bursting into tears, Philippe recalled.

‘Nat, you know you can tell me if something’s wrong, don’t you?’ he said as they rounded the last bend.

Nathalie nodded. She looked out of the window into the darkness.

How could she tell him? That very afternoon, as Nathalie prepared to return to St Anne’s, Clive had gone off to meet a business partner in Bristol and Sacha had opted to stay behind. A headache, he claimed. Nathalie blushed fiercely beside Philippe . . . she knew exactly what he and Cordelia were doing . . . right this very minute. They were probably doing it . . . in Cordelia’s bedroom, in the same bed that . . .

‘Nat?’ Philippe couldn’t let it drop. ‘Come on, what is it?’

‘Nothing,’ Nathalie said, in a small voice. ‘I’m just . . . not feeling well.’

Philippe bit his lip. Not feeling well? He didn’t like the sound of that. A girl at Reading had had to have an abortion a few weeks after term started. She’d gone about the place alternately weeping and running up to her room just like Nathalie was doing. But, no, it wasn’t possible, not his little sister Gnat? He stole a quick look at her. He couldn’t bring himself to broach that possibility. He pulled the car up in front of St Anne’s. Perhaps he ought to leave it for a while. She’d talk to him when she was ready. Maybe his mother had it right – a bloke or something. He got out, opened the boot to retrieve her bag and hugged her. She looked so forlorn standing there. But then she turned and walked up the steps. Whatever it was, it would have to wait until the Christmas holidays.

 
‘Nat!’ Charmaine jumped up as Nathalie pushed open the door. ‘Nat! Whatever’s the matter?’

Nathalie burst into tears as soon as she saw them. Everyone stopped and hurried over.

‘What happened, Nat?’ Gabby asked, putting an arm round her slender shoulders. Nathalie couldn’t stop sobbing. She allowed Gabby to lead her to her bed and relieve her of her bag and coat. Between sobs and gasps, the story emerged. The others, even Rianne, listened in horror. The thought of it!

‘Well,’ Gabby said eventually, as Nathalie’s sobs died down, ‘horrid as it is, there’s nothing you can do about it. If your mother—’

‘I don’t care about her!’ Nathalie burst out. ‘What about me?’

‘What d’you mean?’ Gabby was puzzled.

‘I mean, how can I – I can’t – I don’t want to—’ She was unable to continue.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Charmaine said indignantly. ‘It’s hers. And his.’

‘I don’t care about that.’ Nathalie wailed even louder. The others looked at each other. What was she getting at?

‘Darling,’ Gabby began, ‘it’s their business – I mean, they’re both adults. Even if Sacha is the same age as your brother. You don’t imagine he’s never, you know, done it before, do you?’

‘You don’t understand!’ Nathalie sobbed. ‘I feel all – funny when I think about it—’ She covered her face with her hands. Gabby made an alarmed help-me face at Charmaine. She was out of her depth. Perhaps Nathalie ought to talk to . . . someone?

‘Nat,’ she began again, hesitantly. ‘I think you’d better try to put the picture out of your mind. It’s no good thinking about it. Honestly. Just try to forget it ever happened.’

‘I can’t. I can’t face them – I can’t face my mother. Whenever I see her, I think of—’

‘Why don’t you come to the Caribbean with me? All of you, why don’t you come?’ Rianne broke in suddenly. The others stared at her. She reddened immediately. Whatever had made her say that? she wondered.

‘What?’ Gabby said, not sure if she’d heard right. ‘The Caribbean?’

‘Yeah, we go there every Christmas. It’s no big deal. You’ll have a good time and, Nathalie, you’ll forget about it,’ Rianne said quickly, trying to sound offhand. She went back to hanging her clothes. What the hell had she done? She’d just invited three friends – if you could call them that – to spend Christmas with her. Was she mad? She wanted to get away from them, not bring them along!

‘Really?’ Nathalie looked at Rianne through her tears. ‘At Christmas?’

‘Yeah, we’re leaving from London the day after term breaks up.’

‘But won’t it cost an awful lot?’ Gabby asked.

‘I’ve no idea.’ Rianne lifted her shoulders. ‘It can’t be that expensive. All you’ll need is a plane ticket.’ Perhaps it would be fun. At least Lisette couldn’t accuse her of not trying . . .

‘Are you sure, Rianne? I mean, three of us? It’s a bit of an imposition,’ Gabby said anxiously.

‘Yeah, sure, it’s no problem. My aunt won’t care. There’s plenty of space.’ Rianne made a face. ‘She won’t even notice we’re there.’ A bit of an exaggeration, she thought, but probably true. And Nathalie had stopped crying.

‘Oh, gosh,’ Nathalie said, smiling shakily, ‘it’s really nice of you, Rianne. I’d love to come – I can’t bear the thought of going home.’

‘Yeah, me neither,’ Charmaine added, for no apparent reason.

‘Come on, Nat, dry your eyes,’ said Gabby. She looked at her watch. ‘We may be going to the Caribbean for Christmas,’ she said, half jokingly, ‘but we’re due in the dining room in ten minutes. Let’s go.’ They got up reluctantly. Nathalie went off to wash her face, Charmaine following.

‘It’s really nice of you, Rianne,’ Gabby said, as they waited outside the door for them, ‘but don’t feel obliged. I mean, Nathalie can always come home with me.’

‘It’s no problem.’ Rianne shrugged. ‘It’ll be fun.’

‘I’m sure it will, but I don’t think I’ll be coming somehow,’ Gabby said, a little despondently. ‘I doubt my father will spring for an air ticket to the sun.’ She couldn’t imagine asking her father for the money to go off on a Caribbean jaunt – coughing up the school fees each term was hard enough.

‘Why don’t you ask your grandmother?’ Charmaine said, overhearing. Gabby bit her lip. Now that was a possibility. Her grandmother would be thrilled to hear her granddaughter was going on holiday. She doubled her resolve to stick to her ‘plan’ . . . just in case she had to appear on a beach in a swimsuit.

‘OK. I feel a bit better now,’ Nathalie came out of the freshly painted bathroom. She did look better. The colour was back in her cheeks and she’d stopped sniffling. They walked down the hill together to the dining room.

The Caribbean! It was almost too good to be true.

Of course, it was impossible to keep their Christmas plans secret for any length of time. By the end of the week, everyone, including the kitchen staff – though God knows how they found out – knew that the four girls in the lower sixth were going to Rianne de Zoete’s private Caribbean island for the Christmas break. Despite Rianne’s protests that no, it wasn’t a private island – Martinique was a French colony, not a South African one! – the girls were the envy of the entire school, including several teachers.

Suddenly it seemed that from being the outsider whom everyone laughed at, Rianne had become someone people envied. She would never shine in the classroom like Gabby, it was true, or on the lacrosse pitch like Nathalie, and she wasn’t regarded as admirably sexy like Charmaine, but she wasn’t quite the social and style disaster that she had been at the beginning. She hadn’t yet managed to get over the shock of sharing her living space with the four African girls. She and Jumoke still occasionally caught one another’s eyes . . . Rianne usually looked the other way. Jumoke’s glare reminded her of Ree Modise and her cheeks burned fiercely over that memory.

 
Nathalie found that by concentrating on her lessons, playing hockey and lacrosse vigorously at weekends and daydreaming about Sans Soucis – just the name sounded perfect – the image of Sacha making love to her mother began to fade, although the feelings of shame and disgust didn’t – but at least the image itself began to disappear. She’d lost interest in poor Stuart Graves and practically had to be dragged out by the others on their Saturday-afternoon excursions into town.

‘Mind you,’ Gabby said, ‘to think of seeing your mother like that – it would be enough to drive anyone mad.’

Rianne shrugged. She’d no idea what to do or even how to think about it. Her memory of her own mother had faded to the point she could hardly remember what she looked like. She could remember bits of her – her smile, the way she moved, for example . . . The way she would suddenly bury her face in her daughter’s neck, as if she couldn’t quite believe how special, how fortunate she was. Little things like that, she remembered. But she couldn’t recall the whole of her face, or even the sound of her voice. Rianne had also buried the memory somewhere deep inside her. It was the only way she knew how to survive the shock and pain of losing her. She never talked about her with anyone. In the weeks following her death, she had wanted to talk about her, she longed to go to her father and tell him how it was hurting her, but Marius was beside himself with grief – even as a ten-year-old she could see that – and unable even to look at her. She had come upon him one evening, on his knees in the study, howling like an animal in pain. She’d backed away, too frightened to speak. And she’d never told anyone. A week later, when he disappeared, she knew why. The loss was simply too great to bear.

 
Nathalie had easily extracted a promise from her mother to pay. She’d put off ringing her at first, hoping she would be able to talk to Clive privately, but getting hold of him without going through Cordelia was impossible. She finally rang one wintry evening and Cordelia picked up the phone. She had no idea why Nathalie was so hostile. She’d heard nothing from her since half-term when she’d behaved so strangely.

‘No, you can’t go, Nathalie. It’s out of the question. Clive and I will be away over Christmas and you and Philippe are to stay with Uncle Robin,’ Cordelia said firmly. An island in the Caribbean? Had she lost her senses?

‘Uncle Robin? Why? Where are you going?’ Nathalie demanded belligerently.

‘To Singapore. Clive has business to attend to and I’m going to do some shopping—’

‘In Singapore!’ Nathalie flushed angrily. ‘What, via Kuala Lumpur?’ she asked sarcastically. In Malmesbury, Cordelia also flushed. What on earth could the child mean? Surely she hadn’t noticed anything . . .

‘What are you talking about?’ Cordelia asked sharply.

‘You know exactly what I’m talking about – or is Sacha going to Singapore too? That should be fun – the three of you!’

‘Nathalie!’ Cordelia almost shouted. ‘Stop it immediately. Immediately! How dare you speak to me like that?’

‘Well, should I speak to Clive, then?’ Nathalie interrupted her recklessly. ‘I’m sure he’d enjoy it – his wife with—’

‘That’s enough, Nathalie! H-how much is the airfare?’ Two very bright spots stood out on Cordelia’s cheeks. She must have seen something. But where? She felt faint.

‘About six hundred pounds.’

‘I’ll put a cheque in the post.’ Cordelia hung up.

 
On the last Saturday before term ended, the four of them went down to Serendipity’s for the last time. Rianne’s wardrobe had been shared out between them – even Gabby had borrowed a new scarf. They walked into the tea-room and the conversation immediately stopped.

Oh shit, Nael thought, as he saw the four girls approaching. He hadn’t seen Rianne since the Half-term Ball and had managed pretty much to blot her out of his thoughts. He watched them come through the door. Rianne was taller than the rest – she stood out immediately. The long blonde hair he remembered so vividly was hidden under a colourful hat and scarf combination. She didn’t see him at first, for which he was thankful. It gave him a couple of seconds to compose himself. He tried to ignore the lurch in his stomach. She was so beautiful it almost hurt.

‘Look what the cat’s dragged in,’ Ree said, as he joined Nael at the table. Nael grimaced. He had given up thinking about Rianne the minute Ree had voiced his objections. But seeing her now unlocked all sorts of feelings that he knew he should suppress. It didn’t help that Ree was with him, probably watching him closely. He bent his head – he hoped Gabby would be a sport and lead them to another table. She did. If Rianne noticed either of them, she made no sign. You had to hand it to her, Nael thought, as he watched her. She had nerve. And class. God, she would be hard to forget.

 
Gabby and the others watched Rianne admiringly. She calmly smoked one cigarette after another, drank a cup of tea and simply pretended Ree and Nael weren’t there. When it was time to leave, she sauntered past their table and flashed the sweetest smile at a bewildered Michael Rhys-Walker. There wasn’t even the tiniest possibility of Ree Modise snubbing her ever again. On impulse as they reached the door, Rianne put an arm through Gabby’s as they stepped out into the street. Gabby smiled at the others. Yes, Rianne was settling in, joining the group. The four walked to the bus stop, laughing together.
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December 1981: Sans Soucis, Martinique

The Air France 747 circled the island of Martinique lazily. Charmaine and Nathalie, noses pressed flat against the glass, could only stare open-mouthed at the perfect crescents of white sand and azure sea. Rianne and Gabby were still dozing. It had been a long journey, from Malvern to the flat in Wilton Crescent – which, Charmaine whispered as they prepared for bed, was the biggest flat she had seen in London – ever – and the next morning to Heathrow. And, of course, they’d stayed up practically half the night talking. Breakfast was served by Dinah – fresh fruit, orange juice, muesli and scrambled eggs. The three of them simply stared at the feast too excited to eat. Rianne was on the phone talking to Marika. Lisette, Marika and Hennie were already on the island. It was two o’clock in the morning at Sans Soucis but Marika couldn’t sleep. She was also excited – and a little nervous at the prospect of meeting three of Rianne’s friends.

‘Look!’ Nathalie said, in awe, to no one in particular as the plane dipped and banked, preparing to land at Fort-de-France. The others leaned over and silently contemplated the tropical paradise unfolding below them. It was the kind of panorama only seen in glossy travel brochures – high-walled white villas with ochre-tiled roofs, gently waving palm trees; every now and then the turquoise flash of a swimming pool. Paradise. The stewardess came through the first-class cabin, checking safety-belts and clearing the last of the Buck’s Fizz glasses. Minutes later, they touched down on the tarmac at Fort-de-France with a gentle bump. They’d arrived.

Clearing Customs was easy. All the staff seemed to recognise Rianne and within half an hour they were walking through the ‘Nothing to Declare’ channel and stepping outside into the blinding brightness of the Caribbean afternoon.

‘Hey, Rianne!’ someone shouted.

It was Hennie, and next to him Marika was waving frantically. She rushed up to Rianne and, suddenly, everyone was kissing and hugging – even Hennie. He led the way outside to the waiting Jeep, which he’d parked illegally at the kerb – there were no policemen about. Someone had silently taken their suitcases which were being stowed in another Jeep, also illegally parked behind Hennie’s. A tall, lithe, brown-skinned young man stood beside it, keys in hand.

‘It’s going to be a bit of a squeeze,’ Hennie said, clearing some space on the back seat of his vehicle. He picked up a couple of bags and threw them in the general direction of the young man, who bent down silently and picked them up. Gabby glanced at him. No one had said anything to him, not even ‘Hello’. He began loading the passenger seat of the second Jeep. He wore shorts and a faded white T-shirt with ‘Sans Soucis’ emblazoned across the back. Obviously an employee.

‘Come on, jump in,’ Hennie said, as he slid into the driver’s seat. ‘It’ll be a bit tight but it’s not far. Marika, d’you want to go with Joules?’ He jerked his thumb backwards. ‘I don’t think we’ll all fit.’ Marika nodded reluctantly: she wanted to be with Rianne.

‘I’ll go with Marika,’ Rianne said. They got into the Jeep behind. Charmaine slipped in beside Hennie, smiling while Gabby and Nathalie arranged themselves in the back seat and looked around, open-mouthed. It really was a tropical paradise. The little airport was thoroughly modern, all steel and glass and blue and yellow signs – in French, of course. The cars pulling up in the drop-off lane were the latest European and American models – Mercedes, BMWs, countless convertibles and Jeeps, much like the one they were riding in. Although it was hot, a cool breeze wafted in off the ocean, sending the tops of the palm trees into a frenetic dance. There were flowers everywhere. Enormous, blood-red flame trees provided shade at almost every corner and even the tiniest buildings were covered in a dense riot of purple, orange and pink bougainvillaea. Every now and then, as they sped along the main high road leading into Fort-de-France, the aquamarine blue of the sea came into view.

‘We’re heading to Le Marin,’ Hennie shouted, above the noise of the Jeep. The girls looked at the road signs. La Savane, Les Trois-Illets, Anse d’Arlets . . . The names tripped off the tongue. They were spellbound. In the back seat, Nathalie and Gabby held on to the roll bar above their heads, enjoying the rush of wind on their arms. ‘The house is on the south beaches – the white ones,’ Hennie continued. ‘Much nicer.’

‘What does he mean?’ Gabby whispered to Nathalie. ‘The people?’

Hennie caught her eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘The sand. The ones in the north are all volcanic ash,’ he said coldly.

Gabby reddened. She’d taken an immediate dislike to the tall, over-confident young man. She hadn’t liked the way he had tossed the bags down on the pavement for Joules, not even bothering to look where they fell.

‘What do they speak here?’ she asked, trying to change the subject.

‘Only French and English,’ Hennie said arrogantly. ‘They have some funny kind of dialect, Creole, but it’s not really a language. And none of us speaks it, of course.’

‘Of course,’ Gabby murmured. Creole . . . she loved the sound of the name.

They were climbing, following the winding road round the southern peninsula. In the distance, the blue folds of the mountains could just be seen through the hazy afternoon sun. It was cooler now and Gabby leaned back against the seat, allowing the breeze to lick at the back of her damp neck. She was looking forward to getting to Sans Soucis. A long, cool shower was what she needed.

‘What’s that?’ Nathalie pointed to a small rock nestling at the mouth of the bay. Perched on top of it was a British flag, of all things.

Hennie laughed. ‘That’s the Rocher du Diamont – it was part of the British Empire once, I can’t remember when. Some British soldiers took possession of it . . . something about controlling the channel between Martinique and St Lucia. I think they lived on it for over a year. Can you imagine?’ Nathalie shook her head. It was hard to believe they’d left St Anne’s only a day or so ago. And even harder to recall the reason why they’d come to Martinique in the first place. Sacha and her mother. It seemed so long ago. She turned to smile at Gabby.

At a small hand-painted signpost that read ‘Trinité-Tartâne-Sans Soucis’, Hennie made a turn. They bumped down a sandy road, through palm trees, pink and yellow hibiscus and bamboo until at last they stopped outside a gate almost completely hidden by bougainvillaea and ferns. A small brass plaque set into the white walls read, ‘Sans Soucis. Bienvenue.’

‘We’re here,’ Hennie announced. He honked once, loudly, and jumped down from his seat. The wooden gates opened and a dark-skinned couple, both in white uniforms, came forward to meet them. Hennie tossed them the car keys and strode off. He was obviously used to an army of servants clearing up behind him. Just then, Joules pulled up behind them and Rianne and Marika jumped out. Gabby walked over to the second Jeep and started to unload her bag but Joules was beside her in a flash. With a quick shake of his head, he lifted it for her. ‘My job,’ he said, in good, if accented English. She smiled her thanks. He ignored her.

‘Come on, let’s go inside. I’ll introduce you to Aunt Lisette,’ Rianne said, leading the way through the gates. ‘They’ll take care of the luggage.’ She turned to the woman and rattled off a string of instructions, whose bag should go where, who was sharing a room with whom. Gabby felt more than a little uncomfortable. Rianne hadn’t even said ‘hello’ to the couple. She smiled at them, but the woman lowered her eyes.

The girls walked through the gate and down the path. The foliage suddenly cleared and there, in front of them, stood the villa, and beyond it the sea. Gabby gasped. It was a white-washed, two-storey house with wide, deep verandas running along the ground and first floors. The arched windows, dark mahogany shutters and terracotta tiles were perfectly off-set by the cool white elegance of the building. The garden was a riot of colour – every imaginable shade of red, orange, yellow and pink – but the grass was soft, thick and cool. She could feel it through her sandals. There was a row of dark green trees at the bottom of the garden which shielded the house from the beach. They swayed gently in the breeze and through them, there was the sea, the clear, turquoise sea. The property was set in a half-moon bay – she could see a small boat tethered to a wooden jetty and the fence on either side of the quarter-mile stretch of beach that marked the end of private land. She turned to the others, who were equally dumbstruck.

‘Crikey,’ she said. She couldn’t think of anything more to say. Nathalie and Charmaine nodded in agreement. They were speechless.

‘Darlings.’ A woman’s voice floated out over the veranda. They turned. A slim, elegantly dressed woman in a white linen shift dress with a pale coral scarf hanging loosely around her neck came down the steps to meet them. It had to be Aunt Lisette. She kissed Rianne first, then each of her niece’s friends. Perfectly charming, she thought, as Rianne presented Nathalie and Charmaine. Pretty, well-mannered young ladies, and suitably impressed by Sans Soucis. The third one, Gabrielle, seemed an odd choice of friend for Rianne: most ungainly.

She instructed Marie, the woman who had been at the gates, to show the girls to their rooms, and Joules to deliver their bags. Lisette spoke about ten words of French but somehow, over the years, Marie had apparently picked up enough English to understand her employer.

‘There’re two rooms – split them any way you want,’ Rianne said, as Joules delivered their bags to the first-floor landing. ‘Mine’s just down the hall. That’s Hennie’s across the way and Marika’s is next to mine.’

‘God, how many rooms are there?’ Charmaine said, looking around the spacious, airy room in delight. It was beautiful. The two beds had mosquito nets hanging about them, gauzy diaphanous veils that floated in the breeze, crisp white linen sheets. There was a large wicker sofa, with plump white cushions, and a small coffee table at one end of the room, and a console with a TV and video at the other. It was more like a luxury hotel than someone’s home.

‘There’re eight in this villa, and then there’s the smaller guesthouse just across the path. There’re usually loads of people at New Year. You’ll see, it’ll get pretty full.’ Rianne opened the french windows that led onto the veranda. ‘You can sit out here in the morning. Marie brings breakfast upstairs if you don’t feel like coming down.’ She turned to Joules, who was waiting patiently with their bags. ‘Tu peux les deposer ici . . . et là,’ she said. Joules followed her instructions silently. ‘I’m going to take a shower,’ she told the others, ‘and then go for a swim. It’s the best thing. If you go to sleep now, you’ll have really bad jet-lag for days, I promise. I’ll come and get you in about ten minutes.’ The others nodded, still too impressed by their rooms to speak. Rianne left them, followed silently by Joules.

‘OK. I give up. I’ve died and gone to heaven!’ Nathalie flung herself onto the sofa. ‘Can you believe this?’

‘I’ll go next door,’ Gabby said, hoisting her bag onto her shoulder. The thought of a cool shower and the chance to lie down for five minutes on one of those crisp beds was just too tempting.

The next bedroom was identical, but with pale green cushions on the wicker sofa instead of white ones. She closed the door and peeked into the all-white bathroom. Gorgeous. Simply gorgeous. Suddenly she had a little more sympathy for Rianne’s initial reaction to St Anne’s: if she’d been born into such wealth and luxury, she’d also have been a little put out by an English boarding-school. Still, that only excused some of her behaviour. Although judging from their treatment of the servants, there was plenty more where that came from. And she didn’t like Hennie. Didn’t like him at all.

Ten minutes later, after tying her blue sarong in ten different ways to hide the stubborn roll of fat round her midriff, Gabby was ready. That her black school swimsuit fitted was a major triumph: six weeks previously it had been too small. But compared to the other three, no, four – she kept forgetting Marika – she looked about as appealing as a marshmallow. She met them in the corridor. Charmaine had on a yellow bikini that barely contained or covered her breasts, a matching yellow sarong and a pair of purple flip-flops. Nathalie looked pretty in a flowered bikini with a pair of white denim shorts and plimsolls and her wide-brimmed straw hat. She and Charmaine had visited Miss Selfridge in Worcester a week before they left. Rianne was walking towards them, in a white string bikini and denim shorts. She was barefoot and her hair was tied back in a pony-tail. For someone who never seemed to do any exercise other than walk up the hills occasionally, Rianne had the physique of a dancer – strong, long limbs and taut skin stretched smooth over well-defined muscles in her arms, back and stomach. Muscles in her stomach? The others looked at her enviously.

They walked through the garden, opened the little gate at the end and stepped onto the soft, white sand. It was still hot: the sun was only just beginning its descent towards the horizon. Marika and Hennie were already there. Hennie’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as he watched Charmaine bounce towards them.

Rianne looked at him, eyes narrowed. She hated him staring at Charmaine, his mouth hanging open.

But Charmaine seemed to love it. She couldn’t stop giggling.

They spread their towels on the sand, kicked off their shoes and ran, squealing with pleasure, into the clear blue water. There was a whoop from the shore as Hennie ran to catch up with them. He raced into the shallows, all thrashing limbs and spraying water, then dived suddenly, his body a light blur as he looked around underwater for someone’s feet to grab.

‘There aren’t any sharks, are there?’ Charmaine asked, standing nervously at the water’s edge.

‘Not at this time of the evening,’ Hennie called to her, as he broke the surface of the water.

‘You’re joking,’ said Charmaine, stopping dead in her tracks. ‘I’m not going in.’

‘Don’t listen to him,’ Marika said calmly, and walked past her into the water. Her brother was behaving most oddly. ‘He’s full of shit.’

Charmaine hesitated.

‘Ag, come on, there are no sharks or jellyfish or snakes – I swear it,’ Hennie said. ‘The water’s absolutely clear here. Only thing you’ll ever see are fish and even they don’t come close.’

‘How do you know?’ she wailed.

‘I know. That’s all. Don’t you trust me?’ Hennie said, staring openly at Charmaine’s breasts.

Rianne was shaking slightly. She hadn’t expected to feel so strongly about Hennie. At half-term, things had been fine. They’d grown apart, of course, but she had started a new life, albeit one she hated, and he was starting another. Ever since they’d arrived that afternoon, she’d been aware of a hot, tight pain in her chest whenever she saw Charmaine flirt with her cousin – and it was even worse when he responded. She dived into the water, feeling rather than hearing the water fill her ears, her body perfectly attuned to the gentle tug of the current. She came up for air. The late-afternoon breeze was wonderfully cooling on her skin. The sun was almost touching the horizon – amazing how quickly it set in this part of the world. All around her, the sky was changing colour – flaming yellow dying to gold, then burnt orange. She turned and floated on her back. By the time the others had dried off and collected their towels and shoes, the sky was purple, the colour of raisins. She came out reluctantly as darkness fell.

 
In the enormous study inside the villa, Lisette was poring over a sheaf of papers. She had replaced her sunglasses with black-framed reading glasses. With a pencil and notepad beside her, she could have passed for an attractive English professor, marking essays, but she was a businesswoman and these were no essays. Being in charge of the formidable business empire that was de Zoete Inc. was no small task. Apart from the enormous mining operations in South Africa, which made up the bulk of their wealth, they were seeing huge returns in the property markets in which their subsidiary company, Kalen de Zoete Koestler, had invested. KdZK now owned commercial premises in London, New York and Frankfurt, the business capitals of the world. As CEO of both companies, Lisette operated on myriad levels simultaneously. She was owner, investor, speculator, and nothing went ahead without her authority, which meant an ever-increasing number of details requiring her constant attention. It was exhausting, flying round the world at half a day’s notice, overseeing the mines and their Byzantine management structure, reading reports, analysing the information, making decisions. No wonder she was so thin. She barely had time to eat. And then there were the children: although she hated to admit it – with Rianne gone, Hennie on his way to the army and Marika scheduled to leave for Stellenbosch in a few months’ time – she was looking forward to an empty house and a release from the day-to-day demands of parenting single-handed.

But she wouldn’t have changed a thing. She loved it. Especially the parts that she controlled. She, Simon Kalen, the vice-president of de Zoete Inc., and her late husband, Axel Koestler, had formed KdZK to handle the other areas of business enterprise that de Zoete Inc. was able to fund but not pursue directly. The mines – well, she left those to Hendryk. All that in-fighting among senior management, the rocky relationship with the trade unions, whom she loathed, the dirty, hot mining sites with all those native workers and that terrible language they spoke, Fanagalo, was not what she intended to spend the rest of her life watching over.

The mining operations had been going for half a century. Now, with Hendryk at the helm, Hennie and Hendryk’s two sons, Piet and Coen, soon to join him, it would run for another half-century without disruption. Or so she hoped. The latest reports of labour unrest were most upsetting. The native problem, of course. She sighed. Didn’t they know how lucky they were? One only had to look at conditions in the rest of the God-forsaken continent to see where they would be had the whites in South Africa not stepped in to save them. No famines, no tribal wars, no dreadful political turmoil. Three meals a day and housing thrown in. What the hell else did they want? She tapped her teeth with her pencil and turned back to the report.

Speculative Development. Portfolio of Interests. Investment Risks. She scanned the headlines. Property was her thing and KdZK had been smart enough – or lucky enough – to invest in some of the most interesting places in the world. She loved New York, with its raw energy and optimism – the view from Carlton Towers, the eighty-storey skyscraper they owned on Fourth Avenue, had no rival. Sometimes, when the cloud cover floated at the fiftieth floor, she would stand at the floor-to-ceiling windows in her office on the seventieth and look out at the world, trapped between the sky above and the white, dense cloud below. On those days, when the ground was obscured, floating there, surrounded by other skyscrapers, she felt as though the world were at her feet. It was awe-inspiring. And Frankfurt, too, she loved, the solid, European, old-money feel of the place with its serious, cultured inhabitants and their calm, measured pace. But it was currently London that interested her most.

She and Simon, whose business advice she depended on and trusted, had recently spent a week in London looking at an area into which Lisette, under normal circumstances, would not have ventured. For her, the East End of London was as unlikely a place to visit as any of the black townships at home. She’d lived in South Africa all of her forty-six years and had never once set foot in Soweto or Katlehong or Langa or any of the other townships built to house South Africa’s poor.

The East End? She’d looked at Simon and frowned, puzzled. But she spent a week walking through the vast, deserted dock areas with Simon and a couple of their London associates, looking sceptically at the place Simon dubbed the New Manhattan. It was hard to believe that the deserted patch on which they were standing would one day host Europe’s tallest building. Regent’s Wharf, he called it. Simon’s dream. She looked around. Nothing but flat, empty docks, crying seagulls and a handful of resentful locals who made rude signs at them as they passed in their chauffeur-driven car. A wasteland. But Simon was convinced. This was where KdZK should be: this was where the smart, visionary money would go. And although she was initially sceptical, the picture he painted was compelling. A new business centre for London, for Europe, for the world.

She reached for the phone. It was midnight in London but she knew he would be awake.

‘Lisette, how are you?’ Simon was indeed awake.

Lisette wasted no time in getting down to business. ‘Looking through the paperwork.’

 
Simon smiled. It was one of the things he loved about her. That and all the rest. Among the more senior management of de Zoete Inc., it was well known that Simon Kalen had for years been in love with the unattainable. Probably the only person who didn’t know it was Lisette.

‘What d’you think?’ he asked her.

‘It looks good enough on paper. What’s the government’s position?’ Lisette was careful. As Simon knew, it was a lesson she’d learned from her father, Anton de Zoete. Watch where the political winds blow, he had said. But steer clear; don’t do business with governments, do it around them. Carefully.

‘They’re behind it, a hundred per cent.’ Simon had been at a dinner the previous month where one of the guest speakers, the Environment Secretary Michael Heseltine, had impressed him with his vision for the London Docklands. It was imperative, Heseltine had said, running a hand through his hallmark blond mane, that entrepreneurs grabbed the opportunity to give London what it needed – new housing, new environments, new industrial developments, new architecture. Everything that could be used to bring the barren area into valuable use.

It was the word valuable that had caught Simon’s attention. A number of factors made it attractive: the rapid urban decline and the flight of industry from the area; the fact that the area was so close to the established and somewhat overcrowded financial heart of the capital; and the opportunity to kick-start a moribund domestic economy by promoting what would eventually become one of Europe’s largest urban-regeneration schemes was irresistible. The government designated the management of the London Docklands Urban Development Area to the London Docklands Development Corporation and a new era in property speculation was born.

‘Ten years, Lisette,’ Simon said, his deep voice booming excitedly. ‘We get a ten-year tax break. They’re pushing the Private Bill for the transport extension and the new airport’s due to open in 1985. That’s four years away. If we hit the ground running now, we’ll be well under way by then. Just in time for the air and rail links to be fully functioning. What more can we ask for?’ Lisette nodded.

Transport was the key. If the government was putting the infrastructure in place then, as Simon predicted, they would be sitting on a goldmine.

‘OK. Let’s do it.’ Lisette said decisively. ‘Let’s do it. When can you get here? Can you call Mike Ruesch? He’s in New York – get him and the rest of his team to come down here for New Year. We need to discuss this together. Let me know when your flight gets in and I’ll send Joules over. Will you bring Stella and the kids? Rianne’s here with some friends from her new school – nice girls.’

‘Sure thing, boss,’ Simon laughed quietly. He felt a surge of something powerful flow through him – fear? Excitement? This would be their biggest venture yet. Could they handle it? He thought so. He wanted to see Lisette, see her face break into one of her rare smiles. ‘I’ll see you in about a week’s time,’ he said. He hung up and walked to the window.

It was raining in London, and the road was a slick, shimmering surface on which the headlights of the odd car danced. He watched a couple cross the street. The man was carrying an umbrella, a large, colourful one with a company logo sprayed across it, the woman hanging onto his arm as they ran across the tarmac. From the way the man held the brolly above her head and the way she clung to him, they were obviously in love. Middle-aged, too, he noted, as they passed directly beneath him. He sighed, thinking of his own emotionless marriage. Stella was asleep in the guest bedroom, at Wilton Crescent, their two teenage children were fast asleep in one of the other rooms. He used Wilton Crescent when he was in town. It was Lisette’s house, it was true, and in one way, at least, he was in her life. But not in the way he wanted.

 
‘Bann beke salop,’ Joules spat.

Marie was busy shelling peas. She was worried about him. Ever since he’d come back to Sans Soucis from the six months he’d spent in the capital, he’d been different. ‘Pouki foc ce mwen ki poci pote say yo a? Yonira pote safe ya yo men,’ he’d demanded angrily. Why should he fetch and carry for them?

‘Se kon sa baguay-la yé.’ Because. Marie continued shelling. Because that was the way things were in Martinique, no matter what Joules and his new-found friends might like to think. She looked at her son. ‘Calmé cou,’ she told him. Take it easy. ‘Sonje bien . . . si yo paté-la. Pa te ke ni lecol, pa te ke ni travay, ni la jan.’ Just think. If it wasn’t for them, there’d be no school, no jobs, no money.

‘Ki moun ki bizouin vye lajan yo a?’ he retorted. Who needs their damned money? He got up suddenly and kicked at the tin basin of peas. There was a moment’s silence. ‘Souple eskize mwen. Mwen pa te le diw sa,’ he said at last. He rummaged in his pocket for a cigarette. She nodded. His apology was accepted. Whatever was eating at him, he had no reason to speak like that in front of her. She watched him leave.
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‘Have you thought about what you’d like to do?’ Lisette asked Rianne as they sat over breakfast together on the veranda. Unusually, they were alone. Hennie was already in the water and the four other girls were still fast asleep.

‘Do?’ Rianne repeated crossly. ‘What d’you mean? Why should I do anything?’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Rianne. You can’t not think about your future. What do you want to do? It’s a simple question.’ Lisette took a sip of espresso.

‘I don’t know. I don’t care. I’m stuck in that awful place, I hate it. You know I hate it. I don’t care what I do. I just want to get out of there.’ Rianne was exaggerating, but Lisette’s questioning had set her teeth on edge. She knew her aunt was pretending to care what she did. Deep down, Lisette didn’t give a toss.

‘But, skatjie, look – you’ve made some friends, they seem really nice girls—’

‘They’re all right,’ Rianne said, ‘but they’re not like my friends at home. I told you. There’s even natives at the school. I have to eat with them. And that man Modise, his son is at the Boys’ College and he was rude to me and—’

‘Whose son? Who are you talking about?’ Lisette looked at her niece sharply. Surely not Livingstone Modise?

‘You know, the one who’s in jail. Livingstone Modise. His son is at the Boys’ College and he’s a complete asshole. He was so rude to me, in public, too—’

‘Now look, skatjie, you must just stay away from him – from them, d’you hear me? Just ignore them. Livingstone Modise? What are they thinking of? Why – how does his son come to be in England? Oh, this is too much!’ Lisette was outraged. Modise? The Communist? The banned leader of that terrorist organisation, whatever it was called . . . African Freedom Party? How had his son wound up in the same place as her niece? She would call Francine van Gelderen as soon as she got back to Johannesburg. She’d suggested St Anne’s. Did she have any idea who else was in the neighbourhood?

‘What’s all the fuss about, Ma?’ Marika asked, yawning. She’d heard Lisette’s raised voice from upstairs. She plopped herself down in one of the wicker chairs and reached for a croissant.

‘Skatjie, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have raised my voice. Did I wake you up, hmm?’ Lisette’s cheeks were flushed.

‘Why, what’s the matter?’

‘Nothing darling,’ Lisette said quickly. She didn’t want Marika worrying about Rianne just before leaving for university.

‘I just told your mum about Ree Modise at the Boys’ College,’ Rianne said sarcastically before Lisette could change the subject. She was furious. Lisette didn’t seem to care about her, how she felt – she was more worried about that kaffir Ree than she was about her own niece!

‘I know. I think it’s pretty cool,’ Marika said innocently, helping herself to jam. ‘He’s really good-looking, too. I read that article in the Weekly Mail about him the other—’

‘Marika!’ Lisette nearly fell off her chair. ‘Marika, darling, what are you saying? Don’t be ridiculous! He could be dangerous!’ Her face had gone unnaturally pale.

Marika looked at her in surprise. What had she said? ‘I only said—’

‘Enough! I won’t hear another word about it. Enough, both of you.’ Lisette got up from the table, her hands shaking. The Weekly Mail ! Her daughter was reading that Communist filth? She walked into the study, closed the door and sat down on the arm of one of the leather chairs. Her report from the previous night was on the floor. To steady her trembling hands, she picked it up. She was breathing deeply, unevenly. No one, not even Simon, could know how the conversation between her daughter and her niece had upset her.

The image of the last time she’d seen Marius, her beloved brother, floated into her mind. It was almost three weeks after Céline’s death, and Marius had been inconsolable. Lisette’d flown from Johannesburg the minute she’d heard, but Marius was already gone from them. She could hear him at night, pacing around downstairs, unable to sleep, think, eat. One night, in the early hours of the morning, she’d been woken by a sound – the sound of a man crying. She pulled on her dressing-gown and hurried out of bed. She’d found him in the elegant dining room, on his knees on the floor, the portraits of the last generation of successful de Zoete men staring, unseeing, down at him.

‘Marius?’ she called, worried to see him kneeling in the dark. ‘Marius? Are you all right?’ She moved towards him, her heart reaching out to her younger brother. The tragedy had devastated them all, even the servants. She touched his arm and he started, not having heard her come in.

‘How long?’ he turned red-rimmed, exhausted eyes towards her. She looked down at him questioningly.

‘How long?’ she repeated. ‘What do you mean, how long?’

‘How long, Lisi?’ He called her by her childhood name. ‘How long can we go on getting away scot-free?’ He shook his head, as if in wonder. He sat back on his heels. He was fully dressed. He obviously hadn’t been to bed.

‘What are you saying, Marius? Who? Who is getting away scot-free?’ She was alarmed by the look in his eyes – and by the question.

‘Us! Us, Lisette! How long can we go on?’ He grabbed her forearm, pulling her roughly down to the ground beside him. His grip was crushing. ‘It’ll soon be over for us, Lisi, for all of us.’ His fingers tightened.

‘Marius, please, you’re hurting me!’ Lisette cried, struggling to break free. She was frightened. He let go of her arm abruptly and got to his feet. Without looking at her he walked out of the room. It was the last time she saw her brother. The following morning, he had disappeared.

Now Lisette shook herself, suddenly cold. She breathed deeply. She reached for a tissue and dabbed her eyes. She couldn’t go back out to the children now. She needed a few moments to compose herself. She got up and walked quickly upstairs. She would go for a swim. It would clear her head.

 
After Lisette had practically run from the veranda, Rianne and Marika sat in uncomfortable silence. Both girls were shocked. Marika got up and went in search of her mother. She felt it was somehow her fault. Rianne sat on her own for a few minutes and then decided to go for a walk. She didn’t feel like talking to Hennie any more. She walked down the garden and out onto the beach. She could see him, miles out, swimming powerfully past the edge of the bay to where the water was deeper, colder . . . dark blue. She walked to the edge of the de Zoete property and onto the public beach, not that there was ever anyone down here. Between them, the three properties, Trinité, Tartâne and Sans Soucis had gobbled up most of the beachfront. She walked under the colonnade of palms, kicking desultorily at the odd coconut husk that had fallen from the great, wavering height. It was getting hotter by the minute. Through the soles of her plimsolls she could feel the sand beginning to burn.

She walked on. Strange to think she’d done the same thing only a month or so before, along the vastly different Malvern Hills. She stared out to sea. The shimmering blue surface yawned in front of her eyes, like a tough, glittering skin. There was no one about. She’d walked round the bend of their own little bay and she could no longer see Hennie. She moved closer to the water’s edge, feeling with pleasure the lick and curl of the gentle waves as they caressed and cooled her feet. She bent down and peeled off her plimsolls, dangling them from her fingers. She watched the way her feet sank into the soft sand and released with a faint plop! as she put one foot in front of the other. Tiny silver-backed fish crowded around her feet, darting this way and that. She wondered how they sensed her presence. She was beginning to feel a little better.

Perhaps it had been a mistake to invite all of them to Sans Soucis. It wasn’t as if she knew them well. Gabby was all right: she’d struck up a friendship with Marika – they were both swots. And at least she wasn’t trying to steal Marika from her. Rianne was surprised at herself. The realisation that she was afraid of seeing the only two people she cared about – except Poppie, of course, and now she didn’t really count, somehow – being drawn to others had come to her slowly. She was afraid of losing them, of being left behind. She hadn’t realised how much she cared about Hennie and Marika. But they were all she had. She didn’t feel the same way about Lisette, unfortunately. At times she positively hated her.

She stopped walking and squinted up at the sun. It was nearly directly overhead – it was close to noon and the light was blinding. The heat rose in waves all around her and she could feel her shoulders tightening. She looked back at her solitary footsteps in the white sand. It was time to go back. Any more, and she’d be seriously burned.

 
‘He’s got lovely eyes, don’t you think?’ Nathalie said to Charmaine, as they lay in bed, the fan above their heads rotating gently. ‘Especially when he smiles. Not that he smiles often,’ she added. But he’d smiled at her the day before, suddenly, unexpectedly. She’d bumped into him as she ran out of the bedroom, the forgotten sunblock in hand. He cleaned their rooms at eleven on the dot every morning. ‘Oops . . . pardon,’ she said, in French, smiling at him. He smiled back. She blushed furiously and ran back down the stairs.

‘He’s a servant, Nat,’ Charmaine said firmly. ‘Doesn’t matter if he’s got lovely eyes, you can’t fancy a servant. It would be like – like . . . Well, you just can’t,’ she concluded, somewhat lamely, unable to think of a suitable comparison.

‘Who says?’ Nathalie asked defiantly. After seeing her mother underneath Sacha, her view of the way things ought to be had been horribly, irrevocably changed. ‘Anyhow, I don’t fancy him, I just said he had nice eyes,’ she added, annoyed.

‘Yeah, right.’ Charmaine threw back the sheet and swung her legs out of bed. ‘Shall we go for a swim?’ she asked, walking across the room to open the shutters. The room was flooded with brilliant light. Another gorgeous day in Paradise. She couldn’t imagine going back to St Anne’s.

Nathalie shielded her eyes. ‘No, I’m going to stay in bed. I’m feeling lazy today.’

‘Suit yourself. I’m off.’ Charmaine pulled a bikini out of her suitcase. She hadn’t bothered to unpack. She’d discovered that, in this house, when you wanted something washed or ironed you simply left it on the table outside the room. An hour or so later it came back pristine. She slipped off her pyjamas, squeezed herself into the pink gingham bikini and inspected her tan. With the exception of Gabby, they’d all gone golden brown. Then she grabbed a towel, waved at Nathalie and ran off in search of Gabby. And Hennie, of course.

After she’d left, Nathalie got up and closed the shutters. The room sank mercifully back into darkness. She left the fan on, climbed back into bed and glanced at her watch. The heat of the day was building, even in the darkened room. She could feel the familiar trickle of sweat forming between her breasts. She pulled off her cotton pyjama top and lay naked from the waist up on top of the crumpled linen sheets. It was lovely to feel the air play over her damp skin.

She closed her eyes. A week to go until Christmas. She’d already sent a postcard to Philippe and one to Clive, even though they were away. Philippe was in Rotterdam with a group of friends, and Clive and Cordelia were in Singapore, she thought.

For almost a week now, she’d managed not to think about Sacha. But lying there in the dim light, her thoughts wandered. She recalled his face, the burnished colour of his skin, his thick dark hair. The way he ran a hand through it when he talked or searched for a word. His voice . . . that strange mixture of accents. She liked the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, or the way . . . She realised suddenly that she was no longer picturing Sacha’s face. Joules’s had floated into view.

She turned her head sleepily into the soft down pillow. Joules . . . Sacha . . . they weren’t all that different. Dark gold skin, black curly hair . . . She smiled to herself. Her body felt hotter than usual, and there was a warm, wet feeling in the pit of her stomach. She turned onto her back. The air fanned her hardening nipples. Everything seemed suddenly vivid, urgent. She slipped a hand under the waistband of her pyjamas and, for the first time in her life, touched herself. There was a clamouring sound in her head as she slipped her hand lower, fingers trembling. It was as if the pitch in her ears had changed. Her fingers found something – so pleasurable she gasped. She heard a movement in the room . . . but it seemed so far away. She closed her eyes and her whole body tensed, poised deliciously on the edge of something she’d never felt before. Sacha. Joules. Suddenly, it was over. She lay quivering in the gloom, her heart hammering. And then, unmistakably, she heard the door close. She sat bolt upright, terrified. Had someone been in the room?

 
At supper that evening everyone was subdued. They were in the phase of the holiday where everyone was getting on everyone else’s nerves. Nathalie was quiet and withdrawn. She was excruciatingly embarrassed. Who had seen her that morning? She eyed the others nervously.

Charmaine was in love. She had spent the day swimming and snorkelling with Hennie, bumping up against him, allowing him to carry her further out to sea than she would have dared to go. Nothing had ‘happened’ yet, but she was sure it would. His eyes told her so.

Gabby and Marika were tired. They’d been discussing politics all afternoon and had almost had an argument.

Lisette was preoccupied with reports and phone calls: she was assembling the group who would come to Sans Soucis for New Year’s Eve – and not only to celebrate the New Year. It would be one of the biggest KdZK business meetings they’d ever had. She was quiet, eating little and reaching up every now and again to smooth away the frown that appeared between her eyes. A quiet Christmas, that was what they needed. A few days of rest, swimming, walks, picnics and perhaps a video or two before the excitement of the party. She would speak to Marie in the morning about the catering. There was a lot to be done.

 
In the cool of the air-conditioned hotel room, Cordelia Sutton-Farris tried for the third time to pick up the phone and dial. Her hands were shaking. She took a deep breath. Pick up the phone. Dial his number. She hesitated and put it down again. Not yet. She sat on her hands on the edge of the silk-covered bed and looked around the room. The suite she and Clive had booked at the legendary Raffles Hotel in Singapore was everything she had dreamed of. From the enormous marble foyer with its liveried bell-boys, trickling waterfalls and fountains to the discreet but pleasant tinkle of the piano in the corner, this was luxury Far Eastern-style. Even the white lilies in their huge crystal vases were larger and more fragrant than the ones for which she paid a fortune back home. It was perfect. That morning Clive had left on a three-day business trip to Hong Kong. She had kissed him goodbye, her heart thudding. Now she was alone in the splendid comfort of one of the world’s grandest hotels. But not for long.

She picked up the receiver for the fourth time. Quickly, she dialled the unfamiliar number. There was a short ‘beep’ as the international call went through and then, unbelievably, his voice was on the line.

‘Hello, this is Sacha.’

‘Sacha,’ she said, her stomach churning, ‘it’s Cordelia.’

 
In his bedroom in his grandmother’s house, Sacha Nilam put down the phone slowly. He didn’t know what to think. Cordelia was in Singapore? What the hell was she doing there? And without her husband. He’d be gone for three days. And she wanted him there. She wanted him to drive to Singapore immediately. He ran a hand through his hair. His mouth was dry.

‘Sacha?’ his grandmother called.

‘Nek, I’ll be out in a minute,’ he called. He looked around his room. He’d only just arrived. His bags weren’t even unpacked. Leave for Singapore now? How was he going to explain that to her?

‘But you’ve only just arrived!’ she repeated, frowning in bewilderment.

‘I’ll be back on Monday, Mai, don’t worry. Tell Aunt Nuria I’ve borrowed her car. I’ll call you when I get there.’ He had a bag in his hand. Before she could stage any further protests, he bent down, kissed her soundly on both cheeks and disappeared.

As he started his aunt’s silver BMW, he reflected that there would be hell to pay on Monday. He’d deal with it then, he thought grimly. Despite his unease, he wanted to see Cordelia. As he collected his ticket at the Shah Alam toll gate, he felt a rush of desire that lasted almost the whole three-and-a-half-hour drive until he handed over his passport at the Malaysia-Singapore border.

 
He rang her from the lobby and ran up the stairs, two at a time. Cordelia jumped at the sound of his knock. She hurried across the floor, her heels clicking on the marble. She opened the door. For a second they stood in the dimmed light, staring at each other. She was wearing a black sheer silk robe and, through the thin fabric, he could see her nipples harden as he stared at her. Tentatively, he reached for her, his hand slipping beneath her robe to touch her. She moaned softly.

He kicked the door shut behind him and pulled her to him. His hands moved around her back, stroking the soft skin between her shoulder blades and running down the length of her back. She felt even better than he remembered. His tongue pushed into her mouth, hard and insistent. Cordelia closed her eyes, running her fingers through his thick black curls and opening her mouth wide . . . wider. Slowly, they sank to the carpet. He pushed her backwards until she was lying beneath him, then rose long enough to strip off his shirt, not bothering to undo the buttons.

Her eyes were on him – his golden-brown chest, with the faintest smattering of curly dark hair that tapered to a V and disappeared into his jeans. He followed her eyes, then slid his long, muscular legs out of his jeans. Suddenly he was lying naked beside her . . . on top of her . . . inside her. She moaned again, louder this time. His dark eyes were on her as he brought them both to a fast, furious climax. He buried his face in her neck and bit her gently as his own intense pleasure subsided. For a few minutes they lay together, their ragged breathing the only sound in the quiet, air-conditioned room.

‘I’m so glad you came,’ she said, breaking the silence.

Sacha rolled over and looked at her, a smile playing around his mouth. ‘I’m glad you came,’ he said mischievously. ‘Would you like to come again?’ Cordelia laughed with delight. She put out a hand and touched his taut stomach, then let her eyes wander slowly over him. He was breathing fast, unevenly, and she began to tease him, brushing against his erection and stroking him with the tip of her finger.

‘Me?’ she whispered, as she lowered her head. ‘I think you might get there before me . . .’

 
Two days later, they were sitting on the balcony outside the room, the closest either of them had come to leaving the room. They had made love on and off all the time, pausing only to order room service or take a bath together. Cordelia had never experienced anything like it. She was forty-one years old, she’d been married three times, she had two children . . . she’d done it all: she’d escaped the war, married a rock star, declared herself bankrupt, fled from one country to another. Whatever else one could say about her, she had lived.

‘I have to see you again. I have to.’ She looked at him from behind her Dior sunglasses and took a sip of coffee. They were having breakfast. Or, at least, Sacha was having breakfast. He’d eaten everything on her plate as well.

‘How?’ He looked at her calmly, his dark eyes expressionless. ‘You can’t come to KL – your husband is coming back tomorrow.’

‘I’ll think of something.’ Cordelia sounded firmer than she felt. What on earth had she got herself into? She thought of Clive coming back from Hong Kong the following morning and shuddered. How could she bear his staid conversation and folded trousers? Sacha reached across her for the last croissant. He held it up. She shook her head. She’d eaten almost nothing in the past two days. She glanced at his strong, muscular forearm and felt a stab of pleasure, longing, somewhere deep inside her. She had to see him again. That’s all there was to it. She would find a way. It was that simple.

 
Cordelia looked at the date on her Piaget wristwatch again: 26 December. Her period was two months late. She closed her eyes. It was a week since she’d watched Sacha climb into his BMW at the crack of dawn and begin the 400-kilometre drive back to Kuala Lumpur. Clive’s plane had landed at seven thirty a.m., and by eight thirty he had been back at the hotel. She’d pleaded a migraine brought on by shopping in the heat the previous day. Clive had said nothing, but he was puzzled; he’d been gone for three days and Cordelia had bought nothing. No shopping bags, no new shoes, no jewellery. Cordelia loved to shop – she lived to shop. It was the one thing that was guaranteed to turn her on, even if he couldn’t.

‘Another drink, my darling?’ he asked, as they sat beside the hotel pool, watching the sun go down. She shook her head, her eyes staring blankly into the distance. Her fingernails tapped nervously on the arm of her chair. She was wondering how to slip away from him and phone Sacha. She got up abruptly, slipped her feet into her high-heeled sandals, gathering her bag. ‘I’m just going in for a moment – I’ve forgotten something,’ she said hurriedly. He watched her clip her way across the poolside patio and disappear into the hotel. He frowned, concerned. Something was definitely wrong with her. Perhaps it was the food.

Inside, she took the lift to the penthouse. But instead of going directly to her room, she hurried down the emergency stairs to the floor below where there was a wall of public telephones. She ran to the nearest, inserted a few coins and dialled Sacha’s number. The phone rang for what seemed like an eternity before an old woman’s voice came crackling down the line.

‘Hello? Hello?’ Cordelia shouted, straining to hear above the static. ‘Can I speak to Sacha, please?’ she asked. She felt sick.

‘Sacha?’ the old lady asked, then let forth a torrent of incomprehensible words.

‘Sacha. Sacha Nilam?’ Cordelia shouted again. ‘Do you speak English? English?’ She was close to tears with frustration. ‘Can I speak to Sacha?’ The woman answered in her own language. Cordelia gave up and replaced the receiver. She bit her lip, suddenly aware of an elderly Singaporean couple staring at her. She smoothed back her hair, straightened her skirt and walked as calmly as she could to the emergency exit. Opening the door, she escaped into the stairwell and leaned against the wall. What was she to do next?

 
Sacha had been right. There had been hell to pay. His aunt and grandmother had stared at him in disbelief. To disappear for three days – three days – was so unlike him. And, to make matters worse, he’d forgotten to call either of them from Singapore. What the hell was he doing in Singapore with his aunt’s car? Had he taken leave of his senses? His aunt was furious. She suspected the worst – a girl, some pretty English or American girl, no doubt about it. She dismissed his story of a schoolfriend in need with an abrupt wave of her plump hand. Speaking to him in English, so that his grandmother – who could not, would not believe her darling Sacha could do anything as disrespectful – could not understand, she said quickly, ‘All right, I’m prepared to accept your excuses this once. If it happens again, make no mistake, I’ll inform your father. Do I make myself clear?’

Sacha had nodded curtly and walked into his room. His father was the last person he wanted to know about the affair. It wasn’t just that he wouldn’t approve: his father would be furious if he knew Cordelia was European. The day Sacha’s mother had left her infant son in the care of her mother-in-law and boarded a plane at Kuala Lumpur International Airport bound for Helsinki Dr Yusef Nilam had forbidden everyone in the household, including the tiny Sacha who couldn’t yet speak, ever to mention her name. His hatred for his ex-wife extended to all European women – all white women. When Sacha reached his teens, the message was clear. Girlfriends, yes; European girlfriends, no. Never. Sacha learned to hide.

His bewildered grandmother turned to her daughter in despair. ‘Apa yang telah terjadi?’ she asked. What could have happened? She looked at Sacha’s closed bedroom door sorrowfully. It was the first time in a long while that she’d had occasion to raise her voice to her darling grandson.

‘It’s probably some friends of his from university,’ Nuria said soothingly. ‘You know what these young men are like, Emak. Jangan khuatir, ianya tak akan berlaku lagi.’ Don’t worry, it won’t happen again.

The older woman looked at her daughter thoughtfully. No one knew Sacha like she did. She said nothing. When Sacha was ready, he would tell her what had happened. For the moment, Allah be praised, he was back home and safe. That was what was important.

But then she received a phone call in the afternoon from someone – a woman, a hysterical woman, not a girl – asking for Sacha, and she was worried.

‘Karadia . . . Cabodia . . . Cameelia?’ She recounted the unfamiliar names to him.

Sacha suppressed the urge to laugh. ‘Cordelia?’ he offered, his eyes narrowing. Oh God, not again, surely? Jamila nodded vigorously. ‘Cordeelya,’ she repeated. ‘Siapakah perempuan itu?’ Who is that woman?

‘She’s my friend Philippe’s mother,’ Sacha replied truthfully. ‘Perhaps something’s happened to him.’

‘You’d better phone him, then,’ his grandmother said. She got up heavily and brought him the phone.

‘I – I’ve lost his number.’ Sacha answered evasively. He hated lying to his grandmother, but he couldn’t speak to Cordelia in front of her. Even if she didn’t understand English, she was no fool. And where was he supposed to call Cordelia? At the hotel? In front of her husband? ‘I’ll call her later,’ he said, and got up.

Jamila watched him go. She noticed his sudden flush and his agitation. She decided it was high time he told her the truth. ‘Sacha,’ she called, as he disappeared into his room. ‘Ada sesuatu yang Nek hendak bincangkan.’ I want to talk to you. She settled herself on the settee and patted the space next to her. ‘Mari. Duduklah di sini, disebelah Nek.’ Come. Sit beside me.

‘I can’t. Nek . . . maafkanlah saya.’ I’m sorry. He gave her an almost pleading look and closed the door. She gazed after him, more worried than ever.

 
In the safety of his room, Sacha switched on the air-conditioner and lay on his bed. He closed his eyes. He had a headache. How had he got into this mess? He liked Cordelia well enough – she was beautiful and charming and experienced, and he liked the way he made her feel. It had started when they’d gone riding, and she’d made a pass at him at the top of the hill. She’d got off her horse, pulled a rug from her neat leather side-saddle and spread it on the ground. It was cold at that hour of the morning, but they were both hot from the gallop.

They sat on the blanket, resting and watching the horses recover. She pulled out a small silver hip flask, and they shared the whisky. He tasted it on her tongue as she drew his head down to hers and pushed his hand between her legs. He was shocked by her boldness, but was excited too. They didn’t make love then – it was too cold – but they did every day after that, sometimes twice, when they could. It was risky. He couldn’t remember how he’d managed to sit there every evening, eating calmly, chatting to her husband, smiling at Nathalie and Philippe.

Cordelia was the most demanding woman he’d been with. Not that he’d been with many. Sweet little Emily Baker, a good girl. She was English, in his class at the International School. God, just getting his hands inside her blouse was a major event. Eventually he had tired of her girl-next-door freshness and her outright refusal even to contemplate sleeping with him. She had been replaced by Toril, a dark-haired Swede, also in his class. She’d been fun, but short-lived. After a few clumsy but enthusiastic sessions, they’d both lost their virginity and he’d promptly lost her. She had moved on to better things, an older boy who ran track. A jock.

Sacha had already had his eye on the next, Samantha Donaldson, an American exchange student, as Californian as they came. But before their relationship could progress any further, his father had announced, out of the blue, that he was to enrol immediately at Eton. He was to live among the English, the better to beat them at their own game. Quite what Dr Nilam thought the ‘game’ was, he never made clear to Sacha. No matter. Living out of the reach of his domineering father appealed to him.

There were no girls at Eton, although they met a few of the more adventurous ones from the girls’ school half an hour’s walk away. But apart from a few Saturday afternoons spent wasting precious pocket money in the village café, where would you take a girl even if you could get her to agree to it? It wasn’t until he arrived at Reading University that he realised just how devastating the combination of good looks and just the right amount of foreignness was. For the first time in his life, girls practically threw themselves at him – and he was enjoying it. Being away from home, in all senses of the word, was liberating. He was free to do as he pleased, when and with whom he liked. There had been pretty girls and dull girls, all inexperienced. But Cordelia was different.

He opened his eyes. Despite his youth, he knew he wasn’t in love with her. In lust, perhaps, but not love. Cordelia demanded too much. She treated him as if he were both child and father, a confused tangle of her own insecurities. She wanted his attention all the time. Making love to her, he recognised the hunger in her eyes: she wanted him to love her, adore her, worship her – stay with her. And he had no intention of doing that.

But how to tell her? That was the problem. How to tell her without her telling everyone else? He knew he’d done the unthinkable – Philippe would never forgive him. And now that she had his telephone number . . . His scalp tightened. He would ignore her for a few days. Perhaps she’d take the hint, back off a little. He’d see her when they were back in England and explain things to her. He was young, just finishing university, his whole life lay ahead of him. He couldn’t afford to be involved with someone like her, beautiful and desirable though she was. He couldn’t afford to lose his friendship with her son. Surely she would understand?
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